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Musings on the Church Year

We last talked about this in 2008 when Easter fell the earliest it had (March 23) in a long time.  This year Easter falls April 24th the latest it has since 1943 when Easter fell on April 25th.  Easter falls between March 22nd and April 25th.  Approximately twice each century it falls on April 24.  The last time it did was 1859.  The next time it will after this year is 2095.  Our babies and grandbabies might be around for that, but we won’t. (For more about the dating of Easter then you probably want to know see “How is Easter Sunday Determined?” later in this newsletter.)

I’m telling you this is because when Easter falls this late you’ll notice two things.  We get a full serving of Epiphany for a change.  We get all eight Sundays of Epiphany plus the Last Sunday after Epiphany, Transfiguration.  Second, summer will sneak up on you.  We’ll go from Easter to end of school in a month.  Also since Easter is so late Ascension will be too.  We’ll be in church on an evening in June and it won’t be anyone’s wedding.

The Church Year calendar not the Gregorian calendar, not the School Year calendar, not the Austin activities calendar is the rhythm of our lives.  The Church Year calendar keeps the beat of our walk though life.  It is the time zone we live in.  It’s literally the colors (purple, white, red, and green) of our lives.

This is not a “have to” or even “a better.”  It’s a “get to.”  Daniel, although taken captive to Babylon at a young age, kept the prayer times of the morning and evening sacrifices of the Old Testament Church.  These had ceased when the Babylonians sacked Jerusalem; yet those prayer times echoed in the life of Daniel as a reminder that though the temple was no more the God of that temple still reigned supreme.

So go out and buy furniture on Presidents' Day.  Remember your mom on Mother’s Day, our fallen veterans on Memorial Day, and the founding of our country on July 4th.  But let the seasons of the Church Year sound your beat, mark your time, and color your life reminding you that this isn’t your country, your time zone, or the rhythms of your life.  You come from a land where Advent gives way to Christmas, Christmas to Epiphany, Epiphany to Lent, Lent to Easter, Easter to Pentecost, and Pentecost to eternity.  You come from a land of angels, archangels, and all the company of heaven.  You come from a land where your God and Savior, Jesus Christ rules.  And guess what?  That land is this land, and the Church Year expresses this truth.
The 2011 Lent Sermon 

Series

It’s A Miracle!

   Most would agree that when God works a miracle it’s important.  The miracles of the New Testament are Baptism, Absolution, and Communion.  Therefore, I present to you a nine week sermon Series on the 4th, 5th, and 6th Chief Parts of Luther’s Small Catechism entitled “It’s a Miracle!”  In the 3 Advent Vesper Services we covered the 4th Chief Part – Baptism.  This Lent we will cover Absolution and Holy Communion in the services listed below.  All services are on a Wednesday at 7:30 PM.

It’s A Miracle…
Ash Wednesday
Conf. I

That Confession Has Two 
Parts

March 16, 2011
Conf. II
That Forgiveness is in the 
Mouth of a Man

March 23, 2011
L.S. I

That We Eat and Drink our 
God

March 30, 2011
L.S. II

That Communion Gives Life

April 6, 2011

L.S. III

That Faith Receives the 

Sacraments Benefits

April 13, 2011

L.S. IV

That There are Truly Worthy 
Communicants
Lenten Factoids

tc \l1 "Lenten factoids
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.
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 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,

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.

How is Easter Sunday Date Determined?

SUMMARY
Easter Sunday is the Sunday following the Paschal Full Moon (PFM) date for the year.   (Paschal is pronounced "PAS-KUL", not "pas-chal").   See Christian Prayer Books for proof of this concise definition.

In June 325 A.D. astronomers approximated astronomical full moon dates for the Christian church, calling them Ecclesiastical Full Moon (EFM) dates.   From 326 A.D. the PFM date has always been the EFM date after March 20 (which was the equinox date in 325 A.D.)

From 1583, each PFM date differs from an Astronomical Full Moon (AFM) date usually by no more than 1 date, and never by more than 3 dates.   (Each AFM is a two-dates event due to world time zones.   Each PFM is a one-date event world-wide).

HISTORY

Easter Sunday is the date of the annual celebration of Christ's resurrection.   The aim of the Easter Dating Method is to maintain, for each Easter Sunday, the same season of the year and the same relationship to the preceding astronomical full moon that occurred at the time of his resurrection in 30 A.D.

This was achieved in 1583 A.D. using skill and common-sense by Pope Gregory the 13th, and his astronomers and mathematicians, predominantly Lilius and Clavius, by introducing their new larger (revised) PFM Gregorian dates table.   This replaced the (original) 326 A.D. "19 PFM dates" table in the Julian calendar.

Easter Sunday, from 326 A.D., is always one of the 35 dates March 22 to April 25.

From 31 A.D. to 325 A.D. Easter Day was celebrated either:
(a) on or just after the first day of the Jewish Passover (no matter on which day of the week that Easter Day occurred), or
(b) on a Sunday close to or on the first Passover Day.
Both of these methods existed continuously throughout this period.

From 326 A.D. to 1582 A.D. Easter Sunday date was based on the Julian calendar in use at that time.   It became defined as the Sunday following the Paschal Full Moon date for the year, using a simple "19 PFM dates" table.   Precise information on this subject can be found on pages 415 to 425 of the Explanatory Supplement to the 1961 Astronomical Ephemeris.

The Julian calendar was replaced by the Gregorian calendar in October 1582 to re-align March 20 (and therefore Easter) with the seasons by removing 10 dates October 5 to 14, 1582.   This replacement did not occur until later in many countries e.g. in September 1752 in England.   See GM Arts Easter Date Calculations for more information.   ENGLISH Easter Sunday dates for 1583 to 1752 can be calculated using information near the end of this Easter Dating Method document.

The Gregorian calendar very closely maintains the alignment of seasons and calendar dates by having leap years in only 1 of every 4 century years, namely, those divisible exactly by 400.   One additional February 29 date will need to be removed in about 4140 A.D., therefore Easter calculations will need to use the changed Days of Week of PFM dates when the exact year for this removal is decided.

From 326 A.D., the Easter Sunday Date for any given year is NOT determined by the March Equinox date for that year.   March 20 (not March 21) is the most common Gregorian Equinox date from 1583 to 4099 A.D.

Historically, references to March 21 have caused mistakes in calculating Easter Sunday dates.   March 20 has become the important date in recent Easter dating methods.   Despite frequent references to March 21, this date has no special significance to any recent Easter dating methods.  

The present method describing the Easter Dating Procedure can be found in Christian Prayer Books.   This procedure has been dramatically simplified by Ronald W. Mallen, Adelaide, South Australia.   See Finding Easter Sunday Dates with a Calculator for a clear and unique explanation of this procedure.
http://www.assa.org.au/edm.html#List20
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Junior Confirmation 2011-2012

You know it’s not really confirmation.  It’s catechesis. I’m not confirming your kids in this once a week class; I’m instructing, catechizing them.  The name for that process is catechesis.  One of the sons of our congregation now in the ministry has pointed this out to me.  I actually knew it; I just can’t break the habit of calling it by the end goal rather than by the means.

As I noted in a past newsletter, those entering confirmation beginning this year are required to have memorized the catechism prior to their first class.  This is in keeping with Martin Luther’s original intention that the catechism is “As the head of the family should teach it in a simple way to his household.”  I’m not the head of any household but my own.  All my children had memorized the catechism prior to their first day of class.  I will no longer cheat your kids out of this benefit.

To give you an idea where your child is, I will be pre-testing kids in May after service in my office.  Parent(s) who wish to accompany their child will be welcomed.  I will ask them to recite three things from the catechism: 1 Commandment and its Explanation; 1 Article of the Creed and its explanation; and something from either Baptism, Confession, or the Sacrament of the Altar.  I will let the parent(s) know how I think their child is doing so far.  If the child is lagging behind he/she will have 3 months to improve.

 “Flawed Reasoning”


A college freshman began his first day of classes. His professor, who was clearly an atheist, started the class by saying, “Students, is there anyone here who can see God? If so, raise your hand. If there is anyone here who can hear God, raise your hand. If there is anyone who can smell God, raise your hand.” After a short pause, with no response from the students, the professor concluded, “Since no one can see, smell, or hear God, there is no God.”


The student then raised his hand, stood up, and addressed the class: “Can anybody here see the professor’s brain? Can anyone hear the professor’s brain? Can anyone smell the professor’s brain?” After a short pause, the student concluded, “Since no one can see, hear, or smell the professor’s brain, I conclude that he has no brain!”

Taken from Real Life and Funny Stories.

You’ve Got to be 

Kidding!

This falls under the topic: You’ve got to be kidding me!  The part in italics is taken verbatim from Acts Church Lakeway, Texas and is current as of August 2010.  Acts Church is a mission of the Texas District of the LCMS.  Here are your mission dollars at work.

acts church lakeway 1304 rr 620 n.  austin, texas 78734   (Formerly Crossbridge Community Church)

If you would like to join the people of ACTS Church Lakeway in a covenant of membership, simply go to the Resources section of this website and print the PDF document called ‘Covenant Membership within ACTS Church Lakeway.’ Then sign, date, and share a copy of your commitment with us! Please make sure we have the names of everyone in your family, as well as your current contact information.

Transformation
The cross on which Christ was crucified forms the ‘T’ of our own transformation. “If anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here!” (2 Corinthians 5:17-18)

__ WORD: I recognize that God works through his Word to bring me to faith and to transform my life; therefore, I will strive to grow daily by spending time in the Bible

__ WATER: I have been baptized in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit

OR:

__ I have not been baptized and desire to receive this means of God’s grace

__ MEAL: I realize I stumble daily and count on the forgiveness Christ offers through the Lord’s Supper

__ JOURNEY: I recognize that my transformation in Christ is a lifelong process

Sending
There is a time to study the maps and enlist a crew. There is a season for mending sails, varnishing woodwork, and staring out at the horizon. But there is also a time to roll up the charts, cast off the anchor, and sail past the edge of the painting. Jesus came not just to gather disciples but to send them. “I am sending you.” (Luke 10:3)

__ MYSPACE: I will live out my faith in Christ in the unique context in which God places me: family, work, school, neighborhood
__ LOCAL CHURCH: I will offer my resources of time and money to make the mission of ACTS Church Lakeway possible, and so that more churches may be started

__ LOCAL MISSION: I will work together with other followers of Christ to ‘be the church’ in the Lake Travis area, within specific targeted contexts

__ WORLD MISSION: I will support work done in the name of Christ in other parts of the country or world, through personal involvement or financial support

Signed: ___________________
Printed name: ______________
Date: _____________________
The first constitution of the LCMS said, “Where possible a hundred hours should be used to instruct confirmands,” (Walther, Pastoral Theology, 188).  It was lamented when my generation went from about 26 units for adult instruction down to about 15.  Then my generation lamented instruction going down to as little as one day before asking someone to pledge their body and soul to the faith.  Now all it takes is for a person to sign themselves up.

When will someone in officialdom say “enough is enough”?  When will those charged with doctrinal supervision, supervise?  I don’t even think you can join a Masonic Lodge with as little effort as you can join Acts Church Lakeway, and by joining her you join the LCMS, which means technically you join us.
What is at work here is the tried and true Church Growth principle of removing stumbling blocks.   But don’t you find it lamentable if not laughable that the Jesus who put stumbling block after stumbling block in the path of potential followers is claimed to be served by followers dedicated to removing them to the point of ridiculousness?

A Beggar on the Wittenberg Trail

By Aaron D. Wolf

Issues Etc. Journal Vol. 2, No. 2 
Pgs. 14-17


In The Great Divorce, C. S. Lewis describes Heaven as a place where forgiven sinners journey into God. The deeper the believer treks into the mountains of the knowledge of God, with eyes no longer blinded by sin, the more he learns of His gracious purpose in his life – and, thereby, he learns more about God Himself.


Those under the wrath of God in Hell, on the other hand, see nothing of God’s Grace in any of the episodes of their lives – even though it clearly was there.


For those with the gift of faith, life’s episodes are woven together by the scarlet thread of Christ and His Gospel. As the believer drinks more deeply of the Lord Jesus, he sees how even the tiniest details of his life were saturated with the grace of God, as a loving Heavenly Father called his child out of the world, forgave his sins, and gave him faith and everlasting life through His Word and Sacraments. And the glory of God is magnified as other members of the Heavenly City share with one another the accidents of their lives, which together coram deo (before God), brought about the salvation of the Bride of Christ, adorned for her husband with His own righteousness. “The LORD hath made bare his holy arm in the eyes of all the nations,” said Isaiah (52:10), “and all the ends of the earth shall see the salvation of our God.”


This salvation is revealed in the Gospel, the good news of how the Lord stretched out His almighty arms on the Cross and was wounded for our transgressions. This Gospel – what the Church Fathers a long time ago called “the catholic Faith” – is the Pearl of Great Price entrusted to the Church to guard.


It was this Pearl that God allowed Martin Luther to see in all its brilliance. The “poor beggars of theologians at Wittenberg” saw the Pearl stripped of all of the ugly ornamentation of earnest churchmen, who had obscured the pure biblical message of justification by grace alone through faith alone with the filthy rags of men’s “good” works. This clear sight of the Gospel created a church and a theology that bears Luther’s name and which guards that pearl, proclaiming this Gospel to a lost world – and to fellow Christians whose traditions still drape the saving arm of Christ in the filthy rags of works.


In other words, the Wittenberg Trail, for so many of us “poor beggars,” is nothing less than the path to Heaven. Looking back in faith, even on this side of eternity, I can see the hand of God guiding me along the path of the Gospel, calling me through the twists and turns, overwhelming my resistance through the power of His Word, the gift of faith, and the seal He set upon my head in Holy Baptism.

Episode One


“I want all of you young people to listen closely to me,” said the young preacher. “With heads bowed, eyes closed, and no one looking around, consider what God is asking you to do today.” I knew I had sin in my life, and, having been hammered for a week of Bible camp with God’s Law, I knew I needed to repent. The greatest man in the world to me, my father, had set a high standard for me ever since I could remember, and I fell well short of it. He had come to faith in Christ as a teenager, out of a home in which the Name of Jesus was only invoked to curse. And, after a harrowing car accident in 1969 that should have left him a quadriplegic, and the subsequent hospital visits of a faithful Baptist pastor, Dad had “surrendered his life to full-time Christian service,” pledging himself to Christ and the ministry of leading others to Him. At age two, I had gone along with my parents to Watertown, Wisconsin, to Maranatha Baptist Bible College, a surreal haven of Baptist Fundamentalism, completely out of step with the culture, where Dad learned to preach the “old-fashioned” message: Ask Jesus into your hear to be your personal Savior. He also learned the Baptist distinctives according to the acronym BRAPSIS, the first letter of which stood for “The BIBLE is the only rule of faith and practice.”


I had watched as my father, before long days of teaching at the Berean Christian School in Rockford, Illinois, would get up at five in the morning to read his Thompson Chain Reference King James Bible and pray that his son would surrender his life to the will of God. In the car on the way to our Christian day school, we would listen to tapes of sermons; Jack Hyles’ wildly impassioned pleas to Christians to live a life of purity before God: “DON’T WALK NEAR THE EDGE!” Chapel was on Mondays and Fridays, and supplemented our regular services  at the Fundamentalist church: Sunday morning, Sunday night, Wednesday night, mission conferences, and weeklong revivals. Our world was one of separation; we did not tolerate “worldliness” - -encapsulated by Brother Hyles’ phrase “skimpy skirts and hippie hair.” We went “soul-winning” every Saturday morning, going door-to-door with Gospel tracts, asking “one simple question: “If you were to die today, Sir, are you 100-percent certain where you would go?” Those that weren’t sure were invited to pray the Sinner’s Prayer, an action that would guarantee salvation, everlasting life, and the forgiveness of sins. “Being a member of a church won’t save you,” we would say. “Nor will being a good person or doing good things like getting baptized. Only faith in Jesus Christ will.” And, to us, “faith in Jesus Christ” meant reciting the words of the Sinner’s Prayer and meaning it with all our hearts. I had done this myself at age four, as Mom and Dad knelt beside me in our living room, and I had submitted myself to be baptized at the age of eight by that same faithful Baptist preacher who had visited Dad in the hospital.


“As the pianist plays ‘Have thine own way, Lord, have thine own way,’ God is calling you give your life to Him. You may be saved, but have you surrendered? Is thre sin in your life separating you from fellowship with God? Are you yielding to His Spirit and His will?” By now, I was 15 years old. And, as I said before, I knew I had sin in my life. Like nearly all of my classmates, I longed for “the world.” My heart rebelled against the standards of hair and dress, the prohibitions against Hollywood entertainment, and even the demand for separation from those Christians who shared our basic theology but not our moral convictions – the worldly evangelicals.


Thanks to the faithful witness of my parents, I new that the Bible was God’s Word and that good works couldn’t save a soul from Hell. But Fundamentalism had taught me that I was a “carnal” Christian, unyielded to the Spirit. I was living in disobedience because my heart still desired sin. The burden was too heavy to bear.


“Now is your opportunity to come down to an old-fashioned altar and give your life to Christ. Will you stop running today? Will you stop chasing after the world?” There, at that Friday-night service at Bible camp, I was faced with two options: Continue in sin and live “in the world” or surrender my life to God. With every intention of restoring my own relationship with God, I walked the aisle, knelt down, and offered myself to Him.

Episode Two


“Do you know what Luther said about that?” Leonard asked. We were sitting at a bar on the North side of Chicago, between sessions of the Philadelphia Conference on Reformation Theology. My attention was completely rapt. Lenoard, a man I had admired from afar because his writings had given shape to so many of my thoughts concerning the dangers of contemporary Christian music, was answering my last remaining objection to Lutheranism. How, I wondered, could Christ offer His true Body and Blood to us in the Sacrament of the Altar for the forgiveness of sins (an objective proposition that sounded so good to my weary soul) if His Body is far away in the highest Heaven, at the Right Hand of God? “The Right Hand of God,” Lenoard quoted, “is everywhere.” Furthermore, had not our Lord Himself used the bodies of two small fishes to feed 5,000 hungry men? If I had to identify one moment after which I am certain that I was a Lutheran, it was that moment. 


Despite my earnest desire at 15 to do all that God wanted me to do, the guilt of my continued desire for sin had not abated. I was tormented with what the evangelical world told me was the “legalism” of the Fundamentalists. These standards, they had said, are manmade, like those of the Pharisees.


In my late high school and early college years, I had moved from the Independent Fundamentalist church to a Southern Baptist one (as so many young Fundamentalists do) in which the rules were relaxed. The message was the same: Surrender your life to Christ; make a decision for Him. However, instead of hair standards and skirt lengths, these mainstream evangelicals had their own list of dos and don’ts that separated the spiritual from the carnal: Listen to contemporary Christian music; read books by James Dobson, Timothy LaHaye and Max Lucado; engage in “lifestyle evangelism” by wearing Christian T-shirts and by not offending “seekers” with Christian jargon. These laws, like the Fundamentalist “standards,” were a different kind of burden, but just as heavy in their own way. Then, as a student at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School in Deerfield, Illinois, I was properly introduced to the Reformation. To escape the banality of my evangelical world, I had enrolled there in the Church History program for graduate studies. Slowly, I began to realize that evangelicalism had a rock-solid theological heritage; one that answered all of my nagging questions about sin and grace.


I read of Luther’s “Tower Experience” wherein He first saw the Gospel clearly. I set foot on the Wittenberg Trail. Yes, good works cannot save, and that included my “decisions” both to pray the Sinner’s Prayer and to commit myself to God. “Baptism,” said Luther, “is not the work of man: It is the work of God.” It is water “comprehended in God’s command and connected to God’s Word.” Not only did this make sense, but also it matched with what the Church Fathers had taught and, more importantly it was the testimony of the Bible, the only rule of faith and practice.


The center of it all was the Gospel. Luther had cleared away all of the accretions of pilgrimages, monastic vows, and extra-Biblical authorities – so much like the standards and moralisms of my Fundamentalist and evangelical experiences – and had placarded Christ crucified, Who comes powerfully to us through His own appointed means, the Word and the Sacraments. 


This Word was to be rightly divided. The Law undercut my foolish pretensions that I might do something – anything – worthy of meriting Heaven: I am, by nature, sinful and unclean, prone to “walk near the edge.” But the Gospel proclaimed a not-guilty verdict on me despite my wicked desires, a verdict won for me by Christ on the Cross and delivered and sealed to me in Holy Baptism, my unwitting “appeal for a clean conscience before God.” Some have heard these truths all their lives, and they might seem commonplace, But to the ears of those like me who had been taught for years that the success of the Gospel hangs on what I do with my own filthy heart, these words are “spirit and life” and the living water of which Jesus spoke to the weary woman at the well. The joy these words brought to me was only eclipsed by the joy of standing beside my wife as we watched the water of life poured out upon our infant son and daughter.


The Wittenberg Trail has had twists of its own. We found that, like the Torah in Josiah’s day, the Book of Concord is often gathering dust in the back of the library of some Lutheran (even Missouri Synod) churches. The exquisite historic liturgy is too often forsaken for the same means of confusion that haunt my memories of the evangelical world, with its banal choruses and “relevant” sermons that fail to placard Christ, but instead, burden the consciences of thirsty spiritual beggars with similar appeals to better their own conditions through making decisions and yielding to the Spirit. Sometimes, the search for a genuinely Lutheran church takes more time than you might expect. However, we should never despair: God is at work through His Word and Sacraments, weaving together the lives of His beloved, guiding them through the mazes of human frailty and failure. And, even now, He is raising up His Josiahs and Luthers to carry the banner of the Gospel, leading thirsty souls to the “well springing up into everlasting life.”

Aaron D. Wolf, a Church historian, is the assistant editor of Chronicles: A Magazine of American Culture and chairman of the Board of Deacons at Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church (LCMS) in Beloit, Wisconsin.
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	Valentine’s Brunch at Trudy’s 
	Confirmation

5:00 PM
	
	Luke

10:00 AM

Revelation

7:00 PM
	 
	
	

	20
	21
	22
	23
	24
	25
	26

	Game Night

4:00 PM
	Confirmation

5:00 PM
	
	Luke

10:00 AM

Revelation

7:00 PM
	
	
	

	27
	28
	
	
	
	
	

	
	ACELC
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	Sun
	Mon
	Tue
	Wed
	Thu
	Fri
	Sat

	
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	
	
	ACELC CONVENTION       KANSAS CITY, MO

 
	 

	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12

	 
	Confirmation

5:00 PM
	Voters

7:00 PM
	Ash

Wednesday

Communion 7:30 PM
	
	
	

	13
	14
	15
	16
	17
	18
	19

	

	Vespers

7:30 PM
	
	
	

	20
	21
	22
	23
	24
	25
	26

	
	Confirmation

5:00 PM
	Elders 

Meeting

6:30 PM
	Vespers

7:30 PM
	
	
	

	27
	28
	29
	30
	31
	
	

	
	Confirmation

5:00 PM
	
	Vespers

7:30 PM
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