
The Best Christmas Ever

I like the legends that are connected to Christmas.  The poinsettia supposedly originating from the tears of a shepherd boy who had no gift to present to Baby Jesus.  The animals all being given the gift of speech on Christmas Eve.  Even the legend ensconced in “Away in a Manger.”  “Little Lord Jesus no crying He makes.”  O yes, He did.  If Jesus didn’t cry, there would be precious little comfort when our infants cry or when we do for that matter.  My favorite legend comes from the flight to Egypt.  When the holy family entered Egypt all the gods of Egypt fell to the ground at once.

Well, they sure seem to be falling now, don’t they?  From government to political and financial institutions, all the gods men make are teetering.  While it appears it is the end of the world as many have come to know it, it’s not the end of ours.  We are the people who each Advent celebrate the God who has stepped into history (past tense – the incarnation) to redeem us; who steps into history (present tense – the Sacraments) to roil its waters with His Water, to trump its words with His Word, to leave a trail of Bread that is not crumbs but His Body and a trail of Blood that is the sweet wine of Salvation; and who will step (future tense - the Second Com
ing) back into history to claim it once and for all as His-story.

Maybe with the economic times being what they are this will be a time when the merchants selling the worldly holiday won’t make 

as many sales.  I don’t mean dollar-wise but faith-wise.   This year it might not be enough to believe Christmas is about family, food, parties, and gifts.  These are no match for the uncertainty and downright fear people are feeling.  All the “ho, ho, hoing” in the world, won’t be able to drown out the naysayers, the gloom and doomers this year.  The Christmas spirit the world knows is no match for the spirit of unrest the world is gripped by.  Our Christmas Spirit is.

This should comfort you.  When your grandparents, or you, faced the Great Depression and a world at war, when your parents, or you, faced the upheaval of society in the 60s, when countless Christians in the past faced death, dying, sickness, or problems, they came to Christian churches and heard what you will hear.  Not that their stocks would rise but even if they didn’t they would themselves.  They heard not that things would get better but that for Jesus’ sake things would one day be perfect.  They heard not that the election of a politician would solve their health, wealth, or personal problems, but that a Baby did, has, and will.

Most of you probably know the tragic error of setting out to make “the best Christmas ever.”  You start for that goal and you end up with Elvis having a “Blue, blue Christmas.”  Your silver bells turn to brass.  Your holly becomes poison ivy, and you’re wishing for a better January having given up on a Merry Christmas.  You’re only too glad to undeck the halls and put away 

the bells that didn’t really jingle this year.

You don’t have to make “the best Christmas ever.”  You don’t have to make Christmas at all.  The name Christmas comes from Christ and the Mass.  It was the name for the Mass, the Holy Communion service, celebrating the Birth of Christ.  Christmas is not about what we do, but about what God in Christ has done.  Every Communion service we celebrate, (There will be two special ones one on Christmas Day and one on Epiphany (January 6) is a Thanksgiving service for how God in Christ saved us in a night too deep and dark for even Rudolph’s shinny red nose.

To prepare us for these celebrations, we won’t buy, cook, decorate, or try to get in the Christmas spirit.  Nope, we’ll come to the Lord’s House and glory in “The Certain Faith During an Age of Doubt.”  We’ll have special Divine Services where Divinity, God in Christ, comes to us with His Word.  We’ll squarely look not at the things that happen to be troubling our life at this time but at the constant troubles of this fallen life: sin, death, and the Devil.  But mostly we’ll look at our Savior, our Lord, as He enters the contest on our side.  We’ll look at Him who one king raged at, three kings bowed to, and who rules from a cross.  We’ll prepare to meet our God, our King, our Sacrifice, and then we’ll eat and drink Him being merry with Him.  It will be the best Christmas ever…at least since last one.

Advent Begins Sunday, November 30, 10:30 AM

tc \l1 "Advent
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.

The Certain Faith During an Age of Doubt

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

Jude 3 tells us, assures us, that the faith, the doctrine to be believed for everlasting life, has been once and for all delivered, or past down, to the saints by the prophets and apostles. We live in an age of doubt, in a world of doubt.  In the modern age science ruled.  This gave way to our post-modern age where doubt does. Newtonian physics which could account and predict, so it thought, every action and reaction, gave way to Einsteinium physics which found things that it could not predict or explain and so things appeared random. Now doubt rules; doubt is cool.  To be certain, is to be narrow-minded, bigoted, or just plain stupid.  The Church, since Adam and Eve, has lived from definite assertions made by God which strike the note of faith in sinners.  Like our Lord before us, we do know where we are from and where we are going.  But it is painful to confess a certain faith in an age of doubt.  So we are tempted stop swimming against the current and tread water for awhile, but there’s no treading water in a river of doubt.  You either go against or with the current.  This Advent and Lent we’ll go against it. 

December 3


We Be
lieve in the God who Creates


December 10


We Believe in the God who was Conceived and Born

December 17


We Believe God Doesn’t Have Many Names

February 25


We Believe in the God who Suffers

March 4


We Believe in the God who Dies

March 11


We Believe in the God who Judges

March 18


We Believe in the God who Forgives

March
25


We Believe in the God who Sanctifies What Can’t Be (The Annunciation)
April 1



We Believe in the God who Raises Bodies

NOTES:  All services our on Wednesdays beginning at 7:30 PM, and they are over by 8:15.  We are on our 4th time through the Small Catechism.  You’ll note this year again I’ve decided not to run the series through Maundy Thursday and Good Friday.  I wanted to give these special days the special emphasis they should have.

Are We Following Luther
or Arminius?
I am increasingly of the opinion that American Lutherans are Arminians at heart. According to Jacob Arminius, a Dutch theologian active around 1600, salvation works like this: Way back in the mists of eternity, God looked ahead to see which of His fallen creatures would, if they had free will, turn to Him and be saved.

Based on this foreknowledge, God then marked, or predestined, these people for salvation through Christ.

 The teaching was current in various guises even before Arminius, and some 16th century Lutherans thought it sounded pretty good. Philip Melanchthon, Luther’s closest colleague, came close to asserting it. Luther, on the other hand, wouldn’t touch it. He said that if our salvation depended on anything we do or might do, even deciding to believe in Christ, then it is no longer a free gift of God, but rather something we earn. Faith then becomes a good work, something we do to merit God’s favor. It is Luther’s view and not that of Arminius that became enshrined in the Lutheran Confessions. But Luther’s view has not held up well in today’s church. 

The pitch goes something like this: Evangelism guru: “Would you give up your life to save your grandson from drowning?” Grandpa: “You bet.” Evangelism guru: “Then would you give up your music to save your grandson from going to hell?” Grandpa: “Well, I … uh …” The assumption here is that God is not fully responsible for a person’s salvation. If He were, then He would find a way to save the grandson regardless of what style of music Grandpa’s church employed. If the kind of music really makes a difference in who is ultimately saved, then salvation depends on our actions, and what we do or fail to do can affect not only our own salvation, but someone else’s as well. That is flat-out Arminianism, and it is a terrible burden on the Church. It is not the first time the Missouri Synod has been confronted with this. It happened in the 19th century when revivalists such as Charles Grandison Finney were trying to light a fire under people so they would turn from their sluggish depravity and obey God. Finney believed that if the Church just did things in the right way, in a way calculated to excite people, then the natural and inevitable result would be that people would turn to God in great numbers. For Finney, the mark of the Church’s success was how many people came to know Christ. While

Finney was best known for his “anxious bench,” later revivalists such as Dwight L. Moody and Billy Sunday would make extensive use of music to draw people in and convince them to accept Christ.


In 1890 Missouri Synod president H.C. Schwan took aim squarely at the revivalists when he wrote that the danger in moving to English as the language of worship was the American spirit, “that shallow, slick, indifferent, business-tainted spirit in which also spiritual matters are handled in this country; that sentiment which … seeks salvation in sweet sensations and in a much busied workery of all kinds.”


We see something similar a century earlier in German Lutheranism. In the 16th and 17th centuries, church music was considered good if it glorified God and carried an appropriate text. But in the 18th century, writers began to assign a more significant role to it: “to edify the audience, to arouse them to devotion, in order to awaken in them a quiet and holy fear toward the Divine Essence,” in the words of Johann Adolph Scheibe, chapel master to the King of Denmark. 
Writer after writer presented similar ideas; namely, that the purpose of church music is to manipulate emotions in order to move people closer to God. As with the revivalists, the more people it brings to Christ, then the better the music. 

In truth, music does not bring people to Christ. God does. God may use music as His vehicle; but we must not think that music, by itself, has the power to save souls, nor that individuals moved by music are able to choose to be saved. That is all God’s doing, working through His appointed means of grace. 

I am reminded of the U. S. senator who visited Mother Teresa’s clinic and home for the dying in Calcutta. On seeing all the illness and poverty there, the senator asked her how she could possibly cope, how her work could possibly be successful. She replied, “I am not called to be successful; I am called to be faithful.” We too are called to be faithful. Do we select our music in church to be successful in moving people, in reaching them for Christ, in convincing them to become Christians? If so, we come to Arminianism and the Law. Or do we choose music that glorifies God and conveys as well as possible through its texts and associations the fullness of Christian teaching? If so, welcome to Luther and the Gospel.

Dr. Joseph Herl

Associate Professor of Music

Concordia University, Nebraska

Joseph.Herl@cune.edu
(Reprinted from the Fall 2008, Issues in Education.)

February 2003: As We See It Liturgy and Starbucks
by Quinn Fox
Recent reports have some in the post-baby-boomer generations returning to traditional expressions of Christianity, including Eastern Orthodoxy. At the same time, there abound "pundits" who have all but written off the so-called "Generation X" from the church, contending that they are too "lost" for any outreach. Meanwhile, both denominational officials and ecclesiastical entrepreneurs are hatching strategies to do what they can to get young adults back inside the church.

   My impression of the upshot of all this is that many think that the church is just not "user friendly" (some would say "seeker sensitive"). The music is too old; nor do the lyrics "speak" to young people. And for any liturgy still left, the language is too foreign for any but the elect. On our church staff we have the occasional conversation about whether Sunday morning services are "user friendly" enough. Frankly, I'm not convinced that we need to be as nearly "user friendly" with liturgy and lyrics as many experts recommend. Starbucks has challenged my thinking.

   I did not inherit my parent's commitment to coffee. Rather, "I found it" in my late 30's. Initially, I liked the idea of drinking coffee more than the actual flavor. Thus I acquired a taste for steamed milk in my java (if the milk wasn't steamed, the whole thing turned into a lukewarm light-brown soup). By and by I discovered the difference between a caffè latte and café au lait. A latte (Italian for milk--it has less foam than a cappuccino) is espresso with steamed milk, while café au lait is drip coffee with steamed milk. By the time I found my way to Starbucks a few years ago, I was fluent in café au lait. I quickly discovered that French isn't spoken at Starbucks. They don't speak English either. At Starbucks a café au lait is called a caffè misto (because it is a "mix" of equal parts steamed milk and drip coffee). At Starbucks the language of coffee commerce is Italian--with a few exceptions (e.g., a size "Tall" is the smallest on the menu). So I have learned Italian. And so have you, if you frequent Starbucks. If you are part of the minority who never have, it is worth dropping in just to listen to the liturgy.

   At busy times an orderly (if slow) processional of the faithful crowd toward the counter. An order may be something like "I'd like a grande, non-fat, triple shot, 2 pump peppermint latte with extra whip cream." The money changer loudly relays the request. And one should not worry if the strangeness of the terms causes a stumble. The temple assistant mediates these early morning "sighs that are too deep for words" by translating them into flawless coffee Italian. The Barista (it even sounds a little like "priest") who feverishly prepares coffee drinks behind the espresso bar repeats the petition verbatim, as if by uttering the words s/he speaks them into being. At the more relational franchises, the customer's name will be attached to the order. When the brew is ready, complete in all of its uniqueness, the Barista chants the request once again, just to indicate that the unction is complete.

   By the way, there are no printed liturgies--no Italian-English "cheat sheets." At Starbucks, ordering coffee is baptism by immersion. It's sink or swim. Oh, sure--there are one or two people per million who walk out without ordering because they can't take the awkwardness of a menu that isn't "user friendly." For the most part no one leaves. 

   Starbucks is probably smarter than the church when it comes to marketing. For one, once past the initial awkwardness of not knowing how to order, Starbucks is one very hip place to hang out. And it's not just coffee that Starbucks sells. It offers community, or at least post-Christendom's approximation of it. And we feel virtuous drinking coffee. By consuming a nearly five-dollar coffee (made from free trade beans), we make the world a better place by reducing third-world poverty. There's even a brochure pushing a "Starbucks Mission Trip." Well, actually, it's an ecological service jaunt sponsored by a coffee shop. After 9/11, donations at Starbucks probably exceeded the receipts of some of America's smaller Christian denominations. 

The point is that the church might learn about corporate worship language from the language of coffee. Starbucks realizes, it seems, that a distinctive menu that people need to learn is not a bad thing. All of this suggests that if Americans (who largely eschew foreign languages) are willing to learn Italian to get good coffee, they might well learn the Lord's Prayer (in English) in order to get God. And we won't even have to put it in the bulletin every Sunday. 

Quinn Fox is Minister of Adult Education at the First Presbyterian Church of Colorado Springs, Colorado.

Over Half of Gun Deaths Involve Suicide

Atlanta, GA, July 15, 2008 (www.ChristianLifeResources.com) -- A government study reveals suicides accounted for 55 percent of the nation's nearly 31,000 gun-related deaths in 2005, the most recent year for which statistics are available. The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reported the findings.

Planned Parenthood Abortion Center Closes Instead of Following New Law

by Steven Ertelt

LifeNews.com Editor

July 21, 2008

Sioux Falls, SD (LifeNews.com) -- Monday was the first day that Planned Parenthood, which operates the only abortion business in South Dakota, had to comply with a new state law telling women the truth about abortion. Rather than tell women abortion kills children and has numerous risks, Planned Parenthood closed its doors.

The state law, which the Eighth Circuit Court of Appeals upheld last week, required abortion practitioners to inform every woman that she is terminating the life of a human being.

It requires giving her information about the mental health complications such as a high risk of depression and suicide and physical problems like hemorrhage infection, premature births of subsequent pregnancies, and infertility.

The woman considering the abortion receives a chance to sign in writing that she received the information and abortion practitioners who don't comply face losing their medical license, two years in prison and a possible medical malpractice lawsuit.

Whether the closing is temporary or permanent remains to be seen.

Dr. Allen Unruh, a leading pro-life advocate who works with Alpha Pregnancy Center, told LifeNews.com that Monday was a historic day.

"Time will tell if Planned Parenthood plans to re-open it’s doors, but as for now, the regular abortions were canceled today as the abortionist refused to show up," he explained.

"We will see if any other abortionists plan to take the risks involved with full disclosure of what they do to women and their unborn children," he added.

South Dakota Attorney General Larry Long said last week the law would go into effect on Saturday following a decision earlier this month by a federal appeals court saying it's constitutional.

The Eighth Circuit Court of Appeals upheld the statute and, then, on Thursday, Planned Parenthood’s application to enjoin the statute following the appeals court decision failed.

The measure specifically tells them to tell women "the abortion will terminate the life of a whole, separate, unique, living human being," defined as a human being. It also requires that the abortion practitioner give women the contact information of a local pregnancy center, as well other information about her health risks and pregnancy support available.

The federal appeals court cited the portion of the Supreme Court's recent Gonzales v. Carhart decision on partial-birth abortion referring to the post-abortion problems women experience.

The court indicated "some women come to regret their choice to abort the infant life they once created and sustained. Severe depression and loss of esteem can follow.”

Copyright © 2003-2006 LifeNews.com. All rights reserved. For free daily/weekly pro-life news, email us at news@LifeNews.com.
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Five Laws of Christian Freedom:  Answering the Abuse of Adiaphora

By Rev. Todd Wilken

(Continued from 

October/November Newsletter)
3.  Your freedom stops where false doctrine begins.

Matters of Christian freedom cease to be matters of Christian freedom when they undermine sound doctrine.  Of course, the elephant in the room here is Worship.


Wait a minute!  The Bible is silent on how Christians ought to worship, isn’t it?  Yes.  But the Bible isn’t silent on what Christians ought to believe.  Rolf Preus writes, 

There is a certain surface logic to the argument that the historic liturgy may be discarded because the Bible doesn’t require its use and we must base our doctrine and practice on the Bible alone.  But the so-called Scripture Alone principle may not be applied in a manner that runs against the other two pillars of the Reformation: grace Alone and Faith Alone.  How does God bring his grace to sinners in their need?  How does God elicit faith in the heart that is by nature stone, cold, dead?  Surely the Scriptures have quite a bit to say about this!2
Believe it or not, the worship wars aren’t about style; they’re about doctrine.  Baptists worship like Baptists because they believe like Baptists.  Methodists worship like Methodists because they believe like Methodists.  Pentecostals worship like Pentecostals because they believe like Pentecostals.  In every case, their doctrine determines how they worship.  So, why are Lutherans worshipping like Baptists, Methodists and Pentecostals?  John Pless answers that question.

We are in the midst of a genuine liturgical crisis.  It is not a debate over adiaphora, indifferent things.  It is not a controversy over style.  At the heart it is a crisis of faith.  When our Lord spoke of His return at the end of time, He did not say, “When the Son of Man returns will He find a growing and successful church!” but, “when the Son of Man comes will He find faith on earth?” (St. Luke 18:8).  The liturgical crisis is a crisis of faith, for faith lives by the Word of the Lord.  The contemporary uneasiness with the liturgy is really an anxiety over whether the Word of the Lord will really do what the Lord promises us that it will do.3
Christian freedom comes from the pure Gospel of Jesus Christ.  This freedom can never be cut loose from its source.  This is why Christian freedom can never be an excuse for permitting or promoting false doctrine.  When false doctrine is permitted or promoted in the name of adiaphora, Christians must resist.  The sixteenth century reformers understood that the “adiaphora” of Rome were tied directly to the errors of Rome:

When under the title and pretext of external adiaphora such things are proposed as are in principle contrary to God’s Word (although painted another color), these are not to be regarded as adiaphora, in which one is free to act as he will, but must be avoided as things prohibited by God.4

So, why can’t the reformers’ theological descendant see that the “adiaphora” of pop-Christianity are tied directly to the errors of pop-Christianity?


But what about the genuine adiaphora of worship?  Are these indifferent things theologically neutral?  No.  Even the genuine adiaphora of worship can be (and are being) used to undermine pure doctrine.  When this happens, they cease to be adiaphora.  The reformers understood this as well.

For here it is no longer a question concerning external matters of indifference, which in their nature and essence are and remain of themselves free, and accordingly can admit of no command or prohibition that they be employed or omitted; but it is a question, in the first place, concerning the eminent article of our Christian faith, as the apostle testifies, that the truth of the Gospel might continue.5
So, is worship an adiaphoron or not?  That depends.  I addressed this question some time back in an Issues, Etc. Journal article called, “Doctrine AND Practice”:

The issue regarding adiaphora is not whether or not such practices are doctrinally neutral.  They are not.  The issue regarding adiaphora is whether or not the same doctrine can be communicated by a variety of practices.  A true adiaphoron is not an adiaphoron because it is doctrinally neutral; a true adiaphoron is an adiaphoron because it is one among several practices that communicates the same doctrine.  What does this mean?  It means that Christian freedom in practice is not carte blanche to do as you please because Christian freedom in practice exists within the boundaries of true doctrine.6 

Adiaphora are never an excuse for false teaching.  For Lutherans, the adiaphora of worship remain adiaphora only if they communicate true Lutheran doctrine. 

So, do Baptist, Methodist and Pentecostal forms of worship communicate true, Lutheran doctrine?  I wonder how the Baptist, Methodist or Pentecostal would answer that question.

4. Your freedom stops where your Christian brother’s conscience begins.

Luther famously wrote in Concerning Christian Liberty, 

A Christian man is the most free lord of all, and subject to none; a Christian man is the most dutiful servant of all, and subject to every one…We conclude therefore that a Christian man does not live in himself, but in Christ and in his neighbor, or else is no Christian: in Christ by faith; in his neighbor by love.  By faith he is carried upwards above himself to God, and by love he sinks back below himself to his neighbor, still always abiding in God and His love.7
Matters of Christian freedom cease to be matters of Christian freedom when they undermine the conscience of your Christian brother.

(Notice that I said “your Christian brother.”  We are not talking about the unbeliever’s conscience.  In the name of reaching the lost, and under the banner of Christian freedom, many churches have tried to appease unbelievers by compromising the truth of the Gospel and of Scripture.  Church-growth-guru George Barna says, “the audience, not the message, is sovereign.”8  Contrary to this conventional wisdom, the sensibilities of unbelievers aren’t sacrosanct.  The Gospel and the truths of Scripture are.  Christians don’t compromise the truth to make non-Christians comfortable.)

Luther is right.  The Christian lives “in Christ by faith; in his neighbor by love.”  Sometimes love does, and sometimes love doesn’t.

The Christian always has his eye on his brother’s conscience.  His brother’s conscience determines whether or not he exercises his Christian freedom.  When St. Paul faced legalists who wanted to undermine the Gospel, he refused to curtail Christian freedom:

Not even Titus who was with me, being a Greek, was compelled to be circumcised.  And this occurred because of false brethren secretly brought in (who came in by stealth to spy out our liberty which we have in Christ Jesus, that they might bring us into bondage), to whom we did not yield submission even for an hour, that the truth of the Gospel might continue with you.9
But in Acts 16, Paul circumcised Timothy under very similar circumstances.  Luther explains Paul’s seemingly odd behavior:

St. Paul circumcised his disciple Timothy not because he needed circumcision for his justification, but that he might not offend or condemn those Jews, weak in the faith, who had not yet been able to comprehend the liberty of faith.  On the other hand, when they condemned liberty and urged that circumcision was necessary for justification, he resisted them, and would not allow Titus to be circumcised.  For, as he would not offend or condemn any one’s weakness in faith, but yielded for the time to their will, so again, he would not have the liberty of faith offended or condemned by hardened self-justifiers, but walked in a middle path, sparing the weak for the time, and always resisting the hardened, that he might convert all to the liberty of faith.  On the same principle we ought to act, receiving those that are weak in the faith, but boldly resisting these hardened teachers of works.10
In both cases, Paul had his eye on his brother’s conscience and acted accordingly.  Paul knew the difference between a legalist and a weaker brother.  He was happy to offend the former, but unwilling to offend the latter.  

In both cases, Paul knew that the Gospel was at stake.  To circumcise Titus would have undermined the Gospel.  To leave Timothy uncircumcised would have undermined the Gospel.

5. Just because there is more than one right way to do it, doesn’t mean that there is no wrong way to do it.


This is the real problem with the “radical freedom,” “anything goes” definition of adiaphora: It’s not freedom, it’s license.


However, it is a perfect fit with the relativistic spirit of the age.  I have my way; you have your way; there are no wrong ways; it’s all good!


This is the single greatest and most dangerous misconception about adiaphora and Christian freedom.  In countless churches, it has turned Sunday morning over to the want and whims of the pastor and the praise band.  It has replaced Christian freedom with license.  It has obscured the Gospel to greater degree than it was in medieval Roman Catholicism.  In the name of Christian freedom, these churches have felt free to give sinners less and less Jesus, and in some cases, no Jesus at all.


While more “radical” reformers were whitewashing churches and throwing out anything that even reminded them of Rome, Luther took a remarkably conservative approach.  He removed from Sunday morning only those things that were contrary to the Gospel.  At the time, Luther had a friend in Berlin, who was worried about his Chancellor’s high-church tastes.  Luther responded with his characteristic sarcasm and sagacity:

Concerning the things you complain about, i.e. the use of an alb and a chasuble, and processions around the churchyard on Sundays and holidays, I would give the following advice: If your Lord, the Count and the Chancellor allow you to preach the pure Gospel of Christ without any human additions, and if they allow the celebration of sacraments of baptism and of the altar according to the institution of Christ, but do not require the adoration of the saints as mediators and intercessors, nor the carrying of the host in procession, and if they to don’t  insist on daily masses for the dead, nor on the use of holy water, responsorials and canticles – whether German or Latin – during the processions, then, in God’s name, join in them and carry a cross of silver or gold and wear an alb and a chasuble made of velvet, silk or linen.  And if one chasuble is not enough, do as Aaron, the high priest did: put on three of them, one more beautiful than the other.  And if your lord the Chancellor is not satisfied with one procession, then make seven circuits, as Joshua did around the walls of Jericho while the children of Israel blew the trumpets; and if pleases the Chancellor, let him walk at the front, jumping and dancing to th the sound of harps and cymbals, trumpets and bells, as David did when the Ark was brought to Jerusalem.  I have no objection to these practices.  If these things are not misused, they can neither add to, nor take away anything form the Gospel, but they must never be regarded as necessities, nor be made into a matter of conscience.11
Luther understood that adiaphora doesn’t mean “anything goes,” but Christian freedom exercised for the sake of the Gospel and in service of the neighbor.

Luther understood that Christian freedom only exists because of, and for the sake of Gospel.  He understood that Christian freedom was part and parcel of the forgiveness of sins in Jesus Christ.  Luther understood that just as the Gospel makes sinners free, a freedom that obscures or undermines that Gospel makes sinners slaves again.

Luther understood the wrong way to exercise your Christian freedom is to give lost, dying sinners less Jesus.

Luther understood that as free as Christians are, we are not free to give sinners anything more or less than Jesus Christ crucified.

Recommended Reading: John Pless, “The Relationship of Adiaphora and Liturgy in the Lutheran Confessions” in And Every Tongue Confess: Essays in Honor of Norman Nagel on the Occasion of His Sixty-fifth Birthday, Jon Vieker, ed, Nagel Festschrift Committee, 1990.  It can also be found on the web at http://www.ctsfw.edu/library/files/ph/581
2 Rolf Preus, “Lutheran Worship Wars,” a paper delivered at the National Conference on Worship, Music & the Arts in Kenosha, Wisconsin, July 21-24, 2002.  http://www.christforus.org/Papers/Content/LutheranWorshipWars.html

3 John Pless, “Liturgy and Evangelism in Service of the Mysteria Dei,” Mysteria Dei: Essays in Honor of Kurt Marquart, Paul McCain and John Stephenson, eds., Fort Wayne: Concordia Theological Seminary Press, 1999, p. 240.

4 Solid Declaration, X, 5.

5 Solid Declaration, X, 14.

6 Todd Wilken, “Doctrine AND Practice,” Issues, Etc. Journal 2002. 

7 Martin Luther, “Concerning Christian Liberty,” R.S. Grignon, trans., The Harvard Classics, vol.36, New York: P.F. Collier & Son, 1910, pp. 345, 372.

8 George Barna, Marketing the Church: What They Never Taught You about Church Growth, Colorado Springs: Navpress, 1988, p. 145.

9 Galatians 2:2-5.

10 Ibid., pp. 369-370.

11 Weimarer Ausgabe, Briefwechsel 8, 625, 7-626, 2.

CHILDREN’S

SERMONS?

The Rev. Dr. Horace D. Hummel

Professor of Old Testament at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, MO.

(Concordia Journal, Vol. 9, No. 2, March 1983)

Children’s sermons? In this writer’s judgment, this is one of the latest lamentable aliturgical, if not anti-liturgical fads to sweep the field. The practice appears to bid fair to rivaling the use of “shot glasses” at Communion in subverting the spirit of the liturgy. (“In​dividual cups” is the usual euphemism, but compared both with our Lord’s original instruc​tions and a unanimous tradition until very recent times, we submit that the other is ultimately not inappropriate — but that is another issue.)

It substantiates again our thesis that there is little problem with liturgical innovation, as such, as long as the innovation cannot easily be typed as “Catholic.” (Of course, if the “kid​dos” are involved, nearly anything goes!)

If we are to avoid the two extremes of absolute uniformitarianism and of subjective, ar​bitrary change for the sake of change, that “spirit” of the liturgy (highlighting the objec​tivities of Word and Sacrament) must be understood and cultivated.

It is hard for this writer to see how the pastor’s squatting (in all his vestments, as seems, at least, to be the most common posture) on the altar steps can contribute to the sense of holy reverence (not to speak of “mystery” — in its Biblical sense!), which we presumably are try​ing to nurture.

No doubt, some pastors are better educators of children that others, but that seems seldom to be their forte, and it is debatable if the children generally are educated much in the process, in any case. Christian education is of paramount importance, of course, but in the worship service the doxological is to take precedence over the pedagogical.

If it is true, as some claim, that the adults at least understand that “sermon,” if not the regular one, it would seem obvious that the solution lies elsewhere. And when one hears adults (even pastors) conversing about the various “cute” and unexpected things the children have blurted out, one may be excused for wondering if the entire endeavor does not miscarry altogether.

Not, of course, that there is no valid, even laudable, concern behind this recent “liturgical” phenomenon. Our children surely do need to learn to understand and participate in as much of the service as possible, as early as possible.

Obviously, there are many aspects to that program (involving, not least, the parents), but surely, on the whole, more fruitful use of the Sunday school would seem to be one of our ma​jor underused resources. Let the worship emphasis there (ideally led by the pastor, perhaps, if that is possible) be not so much on its own devotions, but on preparation for and understan​ding of the regular service to follow. Such accents might well make Lutheran Sunday schools differ as much from the typical Protestant variety as their respective worship assemblies do.

This writer has long decried the tendency of many of our Sunday schools to accent natural birthdays (for which they are scarcely needed) instead of baptismal birthdays. Not on​ly is the Sacrament of Baptism thus neglected (and, by simple default, the children perhaps left vulnerable to later pressures to be “born again”), but the whole Biblical and liturgical theology of the “name” (christening, “Christian” names, not to speak of God’s “name”) is left untouched as well.

A complementary practice, which this writer would encourage, is that of children accom​panying their parents to the Lord’s Table. Some fear this gesture as an opening wedge for in​fant communion, or the like, but it certainly need not be. Not only will it foster some psychological sense of “belonging” among the children, but a brief prayer or benediction reminding the child of his Baptism may be of avail also for the adults present.

No Backbone

Rev. Scott Murray

Memorial Lutheran Church (LCMS), Houston, Texas

The seminaries of the church are her backbone. Properly trained pastors will preserve the truth in the churches. Without their faithful leadership congregations will be blown about by every wind of doctrine (Eph 4:14). With faithless clergy at the helm of the churches, everything will be lost. Every pernicious wind will blow such men away from the truth. For the pulpit is the great bulwark against heresy. 

The pulpit in the college chapel where I was an undergraduate was a massive marble prow fronted by an enormous bas relief of the burning bush. Here God was expected to speak. Here God’s Word could not be assailed or overcome by the frothing waves whipped up by the winds of change. The people came to hear and the preacher to speak. The preacher that cannot stand in the pulpit but paces to and fro, is a symbol of uncertainty and change, blown here and there by every theological whim. O Lord, save us from such blown preachers!

Proper training will, therefore, not consist in the latest sociological techniques, crowd control methods, or organizational wizardry, but will consist in the divine Word. Without the Word of God, there can be no church. With the Word of God, there is the church. The seminaries exist to build the church and for no other reason. Her pastors must be well founded in the immovable rock of the church: in Christ and His speech. If the under-shepherds know not the voice of the Good Shepherd, they cannot call the sheep so that they hear the voice that leads to life. They will call the sheep to perdition, if they do not call with the voice of the Good Shepherd. There is no middle ground; either the Good Shepherd calls or his rival and our enemy, the devouring wolf does.

Luther held the faithfulness of lay people in contempt, but modern church goers are no more likely to remain faithful and staunch defenders of the Christian truth if their pastors are prancing about in the flowery fields of faulty human wisdom. This isn’t because they are as contemptible as Luther’s lay community, but because poor shepherds lead sheep into poverty of faith and spirit. While shepherds stricken by poverty of spirit are trolling about for the latest magic bullet to make the church grow, the sheep go astray into the wrong fields and are cast down before the devouring lion. While the shepherds are looking for the world’s riches, the Lord has placed into their hands the very riches of Christ’s body and blood. They eschew such lowly, rich gifts, “What that same old thing? There must be something better than that old stuff.” Such men are not in the Word of the Lord who lives. They rate the Lord to be a helpless fellow without their cunning help. “See what we are doing to grow our churches,” they say. And truly they are growing their own churches, not the living Lord’s. O Lord, save us from such “shepherds” who are fleecing Your flock. Poor shepherds leave the church without backbone.
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	Sun
	Mon
	Tue
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	Thu
	Fri
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	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	
	
	6:30 PM
Elders
	7:30 PM

Advent 

Vespers 
	
	
	

	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12
	13

	
	
	
	7:30 PM

Advent 

Vespers
	
	

	14
	15
	16
	17
	18
	19
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Vespers        
	      
	
	

	21
	22
	23
	24
	25
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Free Meal Following
	
	
	7:30 PM
Christmas Eve Service 
	10:00 AM Christmas Service
	
	

	28
	29
	30
	31
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	 7:30PM Epiphany

Communion Service
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Rehearsal 

6:00 PM
	Runkel/

Harris

Wedding
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	11
	12
	13
	14
	15
	16
	17

	
	
	7:00 PM
Voters
	10:00 AM

Luke


	7:00 PM 

Daniel
	
	

	18
	19
	20
	21
	22
	23
	24

	Life Sunday
	
	
	10:00 AM

Luke

	7:00 PM 

Daniel
	
	

	25
	26
	27
	28
	29
	30
	31

	 
	
	
	10:00 AM

Luke

	7:00 PM 

Daniel
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