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The Future of Confessional 
Lutheranism in the World 

Samuel Nafzger 

Before proceeding to review recent developments regarding 
"Confessional Lutheranism in the World," it is first necessary 
to set forth very briefly the criteria for distinguishing between 
"positive" and "negative" developments. In order to do this, 
one needs to have a working definition of the term "confessional 
Lutheranism." In this paper the term "confessional 
Lutheranism" refers to commitment to the Book of Concord 
"as a witness to the truth and as exhibiting the unanimous 
and correct understanding of our predecessors who remained 
steadfastly in the pure doctrine" (FC, SD, Rule and Norm, 13) 
"because it is drawn from the Word of G o d  (FC, SD, Rule and 
Norm, 10). The members of a "Confessional Lutheran Church," 
therefore, accept "without reservation . . . all the Symbolical 
Books of the Evangelical Lutheran Church as a true and 
unadulterated statement and exposition of the Word of God." 
This means that a pastor (or professor or teacher) of a con- 
fessional church body subscribes unconditionally to the doc- 
trinal content of the Symbolical Books of the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church "because," in the words of C. F. W. Walther, 
"he recognizes the fact that it is in full agreement with 
Scripture and does not militate against Scripture in any point, 
whether that point be of major or minor importance . . . [and] 
that he therefore heartily believes in this divine truth and is 
determined to preach this doctrine without adulteration. " Such 
an understanding of "confessional Lutheranism" necessarily 
implies that all forms of conditional subscription to the 
Lutheran Symbols are incompatible with and actually con- 
tradictory to it. As Dr. Walther put it, "It is evident that a 
mere conditional subscription runs counter to the purpose of 
Symbols . . . an unconditional subscription is indispensable. " 

I t  is necessary to point out that such an understanding of 
"confessional Lutheranism" is of no recent innovation. AS 
Walter pointed out already in his 1868 essay to the Western 
District Convention of The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod 
entitled "Why Should Our Pastors, Teachers and Professors 
Subscribe Unconditionally to the Symbolical Writings of Our 
Church," as early as 1532 Luther, tog'ether with Jonas and 
Bugenhagen, drew up the regulation that all those who wanted 
to be ordained "should give the assurance beforehand that they 
accept the unadulterated doctrine of the Gospel and understand 
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it in the same sense in which it is understood in the Apostolic, 
the Nicene, and the Athanasian Symbols, and in which it is 
presented in the Confession which our churches read before 
Emperor Charles at the Diet of Augsburg in the year 1530."' 
Momver, beginning in 1602 all the servants of churches and 
schools in Saxony were asked to take the following oath: 

You shall vow and swear that you will continue and 
remain steadfastly and without guile in the pure, 
Christian understanding of the Gospel current in this 
tsrritory as it is recorded in the Unaltered Augsburg 
Confession, repeated and explained in the Christian 
Book of Concord, and preserved against all 
falsifications, and will neither secretly nor openly 
practice anything against it, but will a t  once fearlessly 
reveal anyone who departs from or practices against, 
that understanding. If God should decree-May He 
graciously prevent it! -that you follow the dreams and 
vagaries of men, depart from this pure doctrine and 
understanding of God's Word, and turn to the Papists 
or Calvinists or other sects that are described and 
rejected in the religious peace because they are not in 
sympathy with our pure Confession, you shall swear 
that because of your oath you will without fear im- 
mediately report your change of mind to the proper 
authorities and await further regulations and 
resolutions. May you do this faithfully and without 
deceit ! 

Understood in this way, "confessional Lutheranism, " as Dr. 
Hany Huth has pointed out, says something about both the 
church which requires unconditional subscription to the 
Lutheran Symbolical writings and the individual who subscribes 
them. It says in the first place that such a church body (1) has 
a confessional position; (2) is convinced that what it believes is 
correct; (3) wishes to preserve its confessional identity in 
distinction from all others; (4) is willing to  present a clear 
statement of what it believes and teaches; and (5) has a genuine 
concern for the Gospel. At the same time, unconditional 
subscription to the Lutheran Confession indicates that an in- 
dividual who so subscribes (1) is not performing a meaningless 
formality; (2) that he has fully investigated and knows the 
contents of the Lutheran confessions; (3) that he has compared 
the confessions with the Holy Scriptures and is deliberately, 
voluntarily, genuinely, and publically prepared to identify 
himself with the church's confession because (quia) they are a 
true exposition of the Word of God. Unconditional subscription 
to the Lutheran symbolical writings in no way implies (1) a lack 
of a sense of history; (2) an enforced, legalistic conformity; (3) 
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an uncritical acceptance of tradition; (4) that an individual is 
saved by the good work of having an orthodox faith. In what 
follows those factors which militate against "confessional 
Lutheranism" as defined here will be called negative 
developments, and those developments which facilitate it will be 
called positive. 

Negative Developments for Confessional Lutheranism 
There are a number of developments in the latter half of 

twentieth century Lutheranism which do not bode well for the 
future of confessional Lutheranism. I shall refer tonight to only 
two of these developments, developments which raise the most 
serious problems for confessional Lutheranism. The first is the 
acceptance of historical criticism by the majority of Lutheran 
theologians throughout the world; and the second development, 
in some ways a result of the first development, is conditional 
subscript ion to the Lutheran Confessions by the majority of 
Lutherans in the world today. Although neither of these 
developments is particularly new, both have made deep inroads 
among Lutherans. 

Dr. Herman Sasse, in a 1949 letter to his "Brethren in the 
Ministry," spoke of a contemporary decadence of Lutheran 
doctrine," which he described in the following words: 

It is the dying away of a faith which hides itself, as 
many another decline in the spiritual life of Christen- 
dom, behind a theological trend which seems to be on the 
up-grade. And as is the case with every decline in 
Christian life, so also this one goes hand in hand with a 
shocking weakness of character. To put it very frankly: 
The present-day theologians do no longer believe what 
they say and do no longer say what they believe. What 
great characters were the liberals of the past century who 
in public worship refused to confess the Apostolic 
Creed, because they did not any more believe some of 
its pronouncements! Today no theologian stumbles over 
such thin threads. We have no Sydow, Schrempf, or 
Knote incident any more; not because our timeb have a 
greater desire for dogma, but because theologians are no 
longer serious-minded in regard to their own confession 
and to confession as such. This is true despite all 
confessional movements of our times. No confessional 
church would dare to exclude one from its midst who 
denies the Trinity or the Incarnation of Jesus Christ. 
And that heresy has not yet been discovered which 
would compromise a pastor in one of our Lutheran Land 
churches. At the most it could only be the very un- 
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timely and inopportune loyalty to the Formula of 
Concord. Here, of course, all tolerance ceases and for no 
other reason than that it would involve insubordination 
toward a practically unconfessional church government. 
Proudly our churches acknowledge the fact that 
errorists are no longer being disciplined. ' 

If these words were an accurate description of the state of 
affairs in Lutheranism thirty years ago, then they are even 
more on target today. I t  is my contention that this con- 
tpongorary "decadence of Luthbmn doctrine" or dying away of 
faith results primarily from the acceptance of historical criticism 
as a way of studying and investigating the Holy Scriptures by 
the majority of Lutheran theologians today. 

It was Peter Brunner who pointed out in his very timely and 
perceptive essay of almost ten years ago entitled "Commitment 
to the Lutheran Confessions - What Does It Mean Today?" 
that "all talk of commitment to confession is senseless when the 
Holy Scriptures have been lost as the concrete judge over all 
proclamation. Confession presupposes the Scriptures, that is, 
the Scriptures as a communicating authority, not merely as a 
historical factor! 

But it is precisely the acceptance of the Scriptures as "a 
communicating authority, not merely as a historical factor" 
which historical criticism makes impossible. As has been 
pointed out by many, a fundamental presupposition of 
historical criticism is that historical documents are not 
themselves history and do not offer immediate access to 
history. The development of historical critical methodology 
presupposes "a revolution in the consciousness of Western 
man."1° In view of this "Copernican rev~lution,"~~ as Van 
Harvey calls it, regarding the very nature of historical 
knowledge itself - that is, that "no witness simply hands down 
a complete, photograph-like description of an event, rather, he 
selects, alters, interprets, and rationalizes"la - it is the function 
of the historian to assess the judgments of the witness reported 
in historical sources and "to establish not only their meaning 
but their truth." l3 As R. G. Collingwood has pointed out, this 
is nothing less than a radical declaration of autonomy for the 
historian: . . . The historian is his awn authority and his thought 

autonomous, self-authorizing , possessed of a criterion to 
which his so-called authorities must conform and by 
mference to which they are critized. l4 

In short, historical criticism holds that historical reports are to 
be regarded like witnesses in a court of law. The historian 
submits them to a rigorous cross-examination, evaluates the 
answers given, and confers authority upon them in proportion 
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to their demonstrated reliability and credibility. As Van Harvey 
has put it: 

The historian, in short, is radically autonomous because 
of the nature of historical knowledge itself. If the 
historian permits his authorities to stand uncriticized, 
he abdicates his role as critical historian. He is no 
longer a seeker of knowledge but a mediator of past 
belief; not a thinker but a transmitter of tradition. l6 

The far- reaching implications of the application of historical 
criticism to the Biblical documents for confessional Lutheranism 
are immediately obvious and all but impossible to over- 
estimate. What is a constant source of amazement is the ap- 
parent inability (or unwillingness) of some would-be con- 
fessional theologians to perceive the absolutely contradictory 
presuppositions which inform historical criticism and the un- 
derstanding which the Lutheran Symbols manifest of Scripture 
as the Word of God and the authority which consequently 
belongs to it.16 Of course, the Confessions use the phrase 
"Word of G o d  to refer to the Second Person of the Trinity, the 
Gospel in the narmw and in the broad sense, and in a variety of 
other ways. Nevertheless, it has been clearly demonstrated by 
many that most frequently the Confessors use the phrase 
"Word of God" to refer to the Holy Scriptures. For the Con- 
fessors "Word of God" is a broader concept than Scripture, but 
Scripture is the Word of God. 

Without attempting to present an exhaustive list of the 
problems which result from the attempt to apply historical 
criticism to that which the Confessions say is to be 
distinguished from all other human writings (FC, Ep., Rule and 
Norm, 7), let i t  suffice here to point out that the use of 
historical criticism undermines the understanding of the clarity 
and trustworthiness of the Scriptures and contradicts the 
Reformation principle of soh scriptura Ted Peters, in a recent 
article in Dialog, after noting that the world view of the 
Reformation was "not fundamentally different from that of the 
Biblical period," l7 recognizes this fact. He writes: 

We live in a different cultural or intellectual time and 
place from the sixteenth century, wherein the doctrine 
of sola scriptura received its definitive formulation. The 
assumptions regarding the literal and historical validity 
of the Bible which Luther could make we can no longer 
make. Life in Bible times looks strange to us. And 
nearly two centuries of Biblical criticism - which is a 
working out of the modern world view - have uncovered 
inaccuracies and literal impossibilities that undermine 
both the scriptures' clarity and trustworthiness. la 

The rise of historical consciousness in the nineteenth 
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century on top of the naturalistic world view of post- 
Enlightenment modernity has undercut the supports for 
the scripture principle. Textual inconsistencies in the 
Bible, possible errors in historical data, and the rise of 
natural science which throws into doubt the veracity of 
mythical accounts of natural phenomena have all eroded 
our confidence that the Bible's literal content can be 
trusted as genuine history, let alone as guide for 
meaningful daily i n .  Critical consiousness has 
estranged us from the world of meaning found in 
Scripture. lg 

. . . whatever we make of soh scriptura today we 
cannot pit it clearly over against tradition as was done 
in the 16th century. We ourselves are immersed in a 
linguistic and cultural tradition that encompasses us 

Even without this, mere historical study has demon- 
strated that scripture is itself as much a product of 
tradition as it is a producer of tradition, I t  was the 
tradition of the Ecumenical Councils that determined 
the canon. And Luther's canon within a anon . . . 
makes clear that just what is and what is not scripture 
is unclear. . . . Given the alternatives, 'scripture alone' 
or 'scripture and tradition,' the Roman Catholic Church 
undoubtedly has the better position; for whoever admits 
sola scriptura, in the sense of holding that the canonical 
New Testament is the sole norm, rule, and standard, 
goes the way of the Roman Catholic - only not as 
consistently. 20 

But how is confessional Lutheranism possible if Scripture is not 
essentially clear, and! if it is not trustworthy? 21 What possible 
meaning can subscription to the Lutheran Confessions have if 
the sola scriptura is forfeited? Peter B m e r  presents the 
obvious answer to th e questions: 

But if the New estament no longer harmonizes, if in 
the canonical writ@@ of the New Testament a con- 
sensus is no long& heard regarding the Gospel that is 
to be proc1aimed. sthen a confessional commitment has 
become fundamenkally impossible. In the same yeagum 
that the Church loses the concrete authority of the Holy 
Scriptures, she also loses a binding consensus in regard 
to the content of the Gospel proclamation. The place of 
commitment to confession is taken by commitment to 
this or that theological opinion, which now itself must 
necessarily appepr with the exclusive autborjty of a 
dogma. Where the authority of the Scriptures is lost, 
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the hairesis of a school of thought takes the place of the 
confessio of the Church. 

The rise of historical criticism presents the greatest challenge 
to confessional Lutheranism. Where this methodology is applied 
to the Scriptures there can be no commitment to the Lutheran 
Confessions "without reservation. " Vance Eckstrom does not 
overstate his case in opposition to what he calls "exclusivist 
confessionalism" at all when he says: 

The greatest challenge to confessional commitment is 
modem critical thought, the kind of thought which 
takes as little as possible for granted, respects no 
authority but that of reason and concrete evidence, and 
looks with great scepticism on all truth claims based on 
any other kind of authority. Unless one chooses to 
retreat entirely from the contemporary scene, there is no 
way to escape this critical point of view . . . 
Another form of critical thought is the historical-critical 
method of study of the Bible. A majority of Christian 
scholars have accepted this seemingly inimical method 
because they have wanted to come to terms with critical 
thought by submitting their interpretations of and 
beliefs about the Bible to examination before the bar of 
reason and objective evidence . . . Many traditional 
beliefs about the Bible have been demolished by this 
method . . . Two centuries of using this method has 
forced many adjustments in what were once deeply- 
held-convictions. We have come to recognize such 
things as the biblical account of creation, and of the 
origins of man, as something other than literal scientific 
and historical truth. 29 

To a very great extent loss' of confidence in the reliability of I Scripture as a result of the q e  of historical criticism lies b e h d  
the undeniable fact, as Sasse charges, that many theologians 'no 
longer believe what they say and no longer say what they 
believe. 1 

A second negative development for the future of confessional 
Lutheranism is the wide-spread tendency in contemporary 
Lutheranism to couch a conditional subscription to the Bookbf 
Concord in effusive rhetoric of praise for the Lutheran con- 
fessional writings. Only rarely does one hear today an open 
rejection of the sixteenth century Lutheran confessions and a 
direct call for a repudiation of them? Most Lutheran 
theologians, despite their acceptance of historical criticism, 
profess some form of conditional subscription to the Lutheran 
Confessions. Perhaps the dost common form of a qualified 
subscription is to accept the confessions as historically con- 
ditioned. While it is certainly correct to say that the Symbols 
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must be interpreted in their historical context, it is quite 
another matter to conclude from this fact that the Symbols do 
not teach eternal t ~ t h s .  Theodore Tappert has given classic 
expression to the view which would qualify subscription to the 
confessions because of their historical c~nditionedn~ss. He 
writes : 

When sub scribing the confessions today, Lu theram 
assert that, in view of the issues which were then at  
stake and the alternatives then offered, the confessors 
were right. 26 

More. recently the president of a Lutheian seminary in this 
country has espoused this view: "When we state that we 
believe the Lutheran Confessions are true and completely 
reliable expositions of the doctrinal truth of the Gospel, we 
want to declare, without equivocation, that we are convinced 
that they correctly answered the issues which were at stake at 
the time the confessions were made."" Just how far such an 
acceptance of the Lutheran Confessions "without equivocation, " 
no less, departs from an unconditional subscription is revealed 
by the writer's subsequent call for "repentance cbf the theological 
formulations - yes even confessional formulations." He goes on 
to say: 

Only in repentance of our most treasured formulations 
can we find that honeat openness to a renewed and vital 
hearing of the Gospel. Confessional integrity is served 
when we can acknowledge that.21 

Such a view regards the confessional writings as merely forming 
the starting point for theological reflection rather than as 
presenting final conclusions. Another theologian from this same 
church body both caricatures the position he rejects and masks 
a de facto rejection of the position taken by the confessions 
when he writes: 

How is one to look on the Formula of Concord today? Is 
it the end point, the apex of Lutheran reflection on all 
matters therein contained? Or might it rather be but a 
beginning, a basis for further reflection which could 
enrich the thinking of the church and its proclamation? 
If we are to be at all serious about our confessions it 
must surely be the latter.28 

No one has suggested that unconditional subscription to the 
Confessions implies that the last word has been spoken on "ail 
matters therein contained." If it means anything a t  all, 
however, it surely means that the Confessors were most cer- 
tainly correct in the doctrinal position which they present. On 
the basis of such a conditional acceptance of the confessions, 
this theologian proceeds to criticize Holsten Fagerberg for 
pointing out that the attempt to use law and gospel as a 
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general hermeneutic affecting all of Scripture is a modern 
development and not to be found in the Confessions. He writes: 

It would seem almost as though Fagerberg wants to 
celebrate what is a fault as a virtue. Fagerberg may be 
quite right in his assessment of what the confessions do 
at this point, but he seems oblivious to the fact that 
quite possibly that is just why there was so much 
trouble. 29 

Others regard the Book of Concord as a confession rather 
than as confessions. This approach reduces the role of the 
confessions to a function, namely, the function of serving as an 
evangelical witness. Such a view regards unconditional sub- 
scrip tion to the Lutheran Symbols as " symbolatry" or doctrinal 
legalism. According to this view, the confessions present us 
today with an example or model of how the church in the 
sixteenth century gave an evangelical witness during the crisis 
of their day. True obedience to the confessional writings, 
therefore, consists not in a passive submission but in an active 
obedience that trusts "the intuitions to be discovered in these 
writings," intuitions, of course, which are "yet to be revealed." 
One contemporary commentator writes: 

The confessions, then, are not binding as a form of 
canonical law, but provocations toward expanded and 
free reflection. They do not establish the lowest common 
denominator of agreement but are identifying marks, 
literally 'symbols, ' of a movement. The symbols are 
more or less adequate, depending on the direction the 
movement takes. 

"Theology," he writes, "must argue rather than assert, con- 
vince rather than coerce, persuade rather than appeal to 
authority". It is precisely in such a view that we see most 
clearly manifested what Same calls the deadly disease which 
has taken hold of all churches including Rome. "Catholics and 
Protestants, Anglicans and Lutherans seem to agree with 
Erasmus who rejected Luther's 'firm assertions' and had to 
hear Luther's reply: 'Tolle assertiones et tulisti 
Christianismum. ' Take away the dogmatic statements and you 
have taken away Christianity!" 

Conditional subscription to the Lutheran Confessions takes 
any number of other fonns: it is sometimes asserted that the 
Lutheran Confessions are ' 'ecumenical" rather than "par- 
ticular," dialogical rather than assertive, and that they offer a 
"particular perspective" to the truth rather than carrying "any 
claim to exhausting the truth." Vance Eckatrom has recently 
argued the case for what he calls "pluralist confessionalism," 
which he distinguishes from ' 'exclusivist confessionalism. " 
But there are, in actuality, only two forms of confessional 
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subscription: unconditional and conditional, normative and 
historical, quia and quatenus. 34 

An unconditional subscription to the Lutheran confessions is 
indispensable for confessional Lutheranism. It is in accordance 
with the purpose of symbols to be a confession of faith by 
which the church distinguishes itself from heterodox bodies and 
sects and by which the church norms the teaching of its pastors 
and teachers. Conditional subscription, on the other hand, 
leaves no symbol and establishes another norm. As Dr. C. F. 
Walther has stated: 

By demanding only a conditional subscription to its 
Symbols the Church forfeits its distinctively Lutheran 
characteristics, and by admitting that its Symbols 
contain errors it places itself on the same level with the 
heterodox bodies . . . when the church is satisfied with 
a conditional subscription, it openly admits to its 
teachers that its Symbols may contain doctrines which 
are oontrary to Scripture . . . if congregations demand 
only a conditional subscription to their Symbols they 
give the false teacher a weapon against themselves, and 
rob themselves of the right of deposing a teacher who 
teaches contrary to their Symbols . . . A mere con- 
ditional subscription . . . opens the door for a renewal of 
controversies that have already been settled and paves 
the way for everlasting discord. a6 

Conditional subscription to the Lutheran Confessions un- 
dermines confessional Lutheranism, and the fact that such a 
view characterizes the subscription of the majority of Lutheran 
theologians today casts a dark shadow over the future of 
confessional Lutheranism. 

Lutheranism is seriously and deeply divided today. It is 
difficult to argue with Carl Braaten's 1975 conclusion: 

Lutherans have never been more seriously divided than 
they are now. In the past we could blame our divisions 
on linguistic, geographical, cultural and ethnic dif - 
ferences, on so-called non-theological factors. Now it is 
clear the division goes to the heart of our faith, to the 
mming of the gospel and its implications for the 
universal mission of the church. 86 

While we must deplore this state of affairs and plead for God's 
forgiveness for those sins which we have committed which have 
contributed to this scandal of division, we dare never apologize for 
mmnditionally subscribing to the Lutheran Confessions which 
correctly teach the Scriptural Gospel of Jesus Christ. It is 
Kierkgaard who has reminded us that the symptoms of truth are 
polemical. We are faithful to the Lutheran Confessions because 
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they teach us, on the basis of the Holy Scriptures, the truth about 
the depths of human sin and also about the greater glory of divine 
mercy and forgiveness through faith in Jesus Christ. Herman 
Sasse has stated it well: 

We are faithful to this church, not because it is the 
church of our Fathers, but because it is the church of 
the Gospel; not because it is the church of Luther, but 
because it is the church of Jesus Christ. If it became 
something else, if its teaching were something else than 
a correct exposition of the plain Word of God, it would 
no longer be our church. It is not the Lutheran liturgy 
that matters. The church can get along without it if it 
must. It is not the Symbolical Books that count. If it 
should wer be demonstrated that their exposition of the 
Gospel is false, that they contain essential errors, we 
would be the first ones to cast them into the fire; for 
our mrma normuns, the standard by which we judge 
doctrines, is the Bible alone . . . Since this is the 
character of Lutheran Confessionalism, it is in harmony 
with the breath of genuine ecumenical feeling. We are 
confident that the Evangelical Lutheran Church which 
is faithful to its Confessions is truly the church of Jesus 
Christ. 37 

If the Lutheran Confessions are correct in their exposition of 
the doctrine of the Gospel and all its articles, then un- 
conditional subscription to these confessions is necessary. 
Insofar as the divided state of affairs in Lutheranism today 
results primarily from differences regarding the doctrine of 
Scripture as taught in the Scriptures and confessed in the 
Lutheran Symbols, an understanding which some claim the rise 
of criticism makes ~ n t e n a b l e , ~ ~  then the recognition of this 
doctrinal division within Lutheranism must also be regarded as 
a positive development. 

Positive Developments for Confessional 
~ u t  her anism 

The most positive development in recent years for con- 
fessional Lutheranism has been the effort of The Lutheran 
Church-Missouri Synod to reclaim its unconditional com- 
mitment to the Lutheran Symbols. The Synod had been 
organized in 1847 by a group of German immigrants who 
wanted, above all, to remain faithful to the Scriptures as the 
Word of God and the Lutheran Confessions as a correct in- 
terpretation of them. Carl S. Mundinger writes of the founders 
of the Missouri Synod: 

Not since the 16th century and never on American soil, 
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had a body of men so completely and so sincerely 
subscribed to the Unaltered Augsburg Confession and 
its Apology, the Smalcald Articles, the Catechisms of 
Luther, and the Formula of Concord. They regarded 
these instruments as clear and true expositions of the 
meaning of the inspired Word of God and they declared 
their readiness to abide by the decisions of the Lutheran 
Confessional writings. 39 

But with the beginning of the Synod's second century of 
existence came the influence of the negative trends referred to 
in the first portion of this paper which had already made deep 
inroads into much of .world Lutheranism, and the Synod began 
a slow but steady drift towards the acceptance of historical 
criticism and a qualified subscription to the Lutheran Con- 
fessions. Not until 1967 did the first signs of an impending 
reversal of this drift become visible. Significantly, in this year 
the Synod officially in convention reaffirmed its conviction 
"that the Holy Scripture is the inerrant Word of God."'O At 
this same convention, the Synod "rejected and condemned" all 
those "world views, philosophical theories, exegetical in- 
terpretation;, and other hypotheses which pervert biblical 
teaching and thereby obscure the Go~pel . ' '~~  What has taken 
place since that time in The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod is 
well known to all of you and does not need to be reviewed here. 
It  is sufficient to note at this time that through the painful ten 
years which have followed, a major Lutheran church body has 
made unprecedented strides toward reclaiming its historical 
confessional stance, One of the clearest evidences of the Synod's 
intent to take the Lutheran Confessions seriously was the 
adoption of "A Statement of Scriptural and Confessional 
Principled' in 1973 as a doctrinal resolution of the Synod, for, 
as F. E. Mayer had written in 1947: 

I t  is true that the Lutheran Confessions are a sufficient 
basis for Lutheran union. But there must also be a 
clarification of such antitheses as are not discussed in 
the Lutheran Confessions. Modern doctrinal statements 
axe necessary as guidelines for doctrinal discussions on 
controverted points and as satisfactory summations of 
such discussions. 

Moreover. as a direct result of the controversy which has en- 
sued, a positive on-going program for the study of the Scrip- 
tures and the Confessions was inaugurated this past fall under 
the theme "That We May Grow." Pastors and lay-people 
thmughout the Synod are actually studying the confessional 
writings of the Lutheran church. For the first time in a 
generation there is concord on the campuses of synodical 
seminaries and colleges. Healing is taking place throughout the 
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Synod. What has taken place in The Lutheran Church-Missouri 
Synod in recent years has given hope to all those committed to 
Confessional Lutheranism throughout the world. 

There are positive developments also taking place in other 
Lutheran churches throughout the world. Only a few isolated 
examples can be listed here. The Lutheran Church of Australia, 
which resulted from the merger of two Lutheran bodies in that 
country in 1965, has presented the world with an exemplary 
model for the carrying out of ecumenical endeavors. Their 
merger was achieved, not through compromise of doctrine, not 
by agreehig to disagree, not by searching for some lowest 
common denominator, but only after many years of discussions 
had resulted in doctrinal agreement and the adoption of a 
document entitled ' 'Theses of Agreement. " Careful scholarship 
under the norm of Holy Scripture and the Lutheran Confessions 
has resulted in some excellent statements on the inerrancy of 
Scripture, on the interpretation of Genesis 1-3, and more 
recently on the charismatic movement. In 1972 three Lutheran 
Free Churches in Germany merged to form the new Selb- 
stiindige Evangelisch-Lutherische Kirche. Like the merger in 
Australia, this union demonstrates ecumenical confessionalism 
in the best sense of the term. Despite the fact that plans for 
one Lutheran Church in Canada by 1980 have had to be 
shelved, the Joint Commission on In ter-Lutheran Relationships 
(JCILR) voted this past November to continue to work towards 
altar and pulpit fellowship among the three Lutheran bodies by 
scheduling doctrinal discussions on the ordination of women 
and on the nature of Scriptural authority and methods of 
Biblical interpretation, thereby demonstrating their com- 
mitment to take doctrine seriously instead of opting for com- 
promise. Confessional Lutheranism is alive and well in various 
parts of the world. 

Exciting things are happening in many parts of the world 
with respect to making the Lutheran Confessions available in a 
variety of languages. Luther's Small Catechism has recently 
been translated into Indonesian, and the Augsburg Confession 
is presently being translated into this language by the Bat& 
Church. Exciting developments are taking place among 
Lutherans in Brazil, a country which is bursting forth in a 
thousand directions. Progress is being made in translating the 
Lutheran Confessions into Portuguese. Elsewhere in South 
America work continues in translating the Lutheran Con- 
fessions into Spanish and is nearing completion. In India, in 
England and France, in Ghana and Nigeria, in New Guinea and 
the Philippines, in Japan, Korea, Taiwan and Hong Kong, in 
Venezuela and Argentina, pastors and teachers committed 
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unconditionally to the Lutheran Confessions are witnessing, 
often under the most trying circumstances, to the Scriptural 
Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Time allows me to refer to only one additional positive 
development with respect to confessionalism. I refer to the 
report of the recently concluded five-year study of "the function 
of doctrine and theology in light of the unity of the church" by 
representatives from the three large Lutheran church bodies in 
the United States, convened under the auspices of the Division 
of Theological Studies of the Lutheran Council in the U.S.A. 
Despite the fact that the American Lutheran Church, the 
Lutheran Church in America, and The Lutheran Church- 
Missouri Synod all have solid statements in their constitutions 
regarding commitment to the Holy Scriptures and to the 
Lutheran Confessions, it is well known that major differences 
exist between thwe church bodies. Therefore, it must be 
regarded as a positive development when a committee of official 
representatives from these church bodies issues a report which 
clearly delineates the areas of disagreement. This report states 
that on such important questions as the basis for fellowship, 
the authority of Scripture, the role of confessions, and the 
limits of diversity , representatives of the three participating 
bodies tend to find themselves in two theological camps. LCMS 
representatives tend to take one position, ALC and LCA 
representatives another. The mutual recognition of these serious 
differences can only be viewed as a positive development 
beyond the frequently articulated claims that formal com- 
mitment to the Lutheran Symbols constitutes doctrinal 
agreement. I t  is to be fervently hoped that this report's 
recommendation for "theological discussions among professors, 
pastors, and laity" and for "official consultations" between 
representatives of the churches participating in LCUSA will be 
taken seriously and implemented. 

Concluding Observations 
We have come to the end of this presentation, and we have 

yet to speak directly to the topic "The Future of Confessional 
Lutheranism in the World." Having briefly defined what we 
understand by confessional Lutheranism and having reviewed 
some of the negative developments which work against it and 
some of the positive developments which give witness to its 
continuing vitality, I will content myself with offering five 
concluding observations about confessional Lutheranism. 

1.  Confessional Lutheranism always finds itself under attack. 
Dr. Herman Sasse once wrote: "The Evangelical Lutheran 
Church is a church which has been sentenced to death by the 
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world. For four hundred years, now, it has been threatened by 
the sentence of death pronounced upon it."43 Today is no 
different. This world, the modern world, is unalterably opposed 
to confessional Lutheranism. We dare never forget this nor be 
lulled into thinking that a momentary success here or there 
signals final victory. As Ralph Bohlmann has recently reminded 
us in his convocation essay, "The Lutheran Church-Missouri 
Synod is one of a very few major Lutheran bodies in the world 
who still confess and cling to the whole doctrinal content of the 
Lutheran Confessional writings."44 Confessional Lutheranism 
always has been and always will be under attack, if not from 
those who would destroy the Scripture principle apart from 
which subscription to the Confessions has no meaning, then by 
the enthusiasts of all ages who underqt the objective certainty 
of God's free grace of forgiveness for the sake of Christ in Word 
and Sacrament. Confessional Lutheranism always has been and 
always will be under attack, if not from those who reject 
outright the contents of the Church's Symbols, then by a 
conditional subscription which insidiously empties them of any 
significance in practice. Confessional Lutheranism always has 
been and always will be under attack, if not from the external 
and internal enemies of the church, then from the ever present 
temptation to degenerate into a smug and self-righteous "dead 
orthodoxy . " 

2 .  Confessional Lutheranism is showing some signs of 
renewed vitality today. Although it is doubtful that Time will 
soon feature a cover story on "Confessional Lutheranism, New 
Empire of Faith," there nevertheless are some small signs that 
a resurgence of confessional Lutheranism in the world is 
possible. In a presentation before the annual meeting of 
LCUSA last March, Harold Lindsell, editor of Christianity 
Today and author of Battle for the Bible, offered this appraisal 
of Lutheranism from the perspective of an Evangelical: 
"Lutherans possess a wonderful and rich well of water in their 
confessional writings, but they rarely draw from it," Recent 
developments, especially within The Lutheran C hurch-Missouri 
Synod, indicate that at least some Lutherans intend to go back 
to this well. Encouraging is also the fact that Lutherans in the 
U. S. A. seem to be somewhat more open to the recognition that 
doctrinal differences actually exist among them and should be 
opened up for discussion. 

I t  is interesting to note that the Time December 26, 1977, 
story on the Evangelicals does not make a single reference to 
contemporary Lutheranism. This, it seems to me, is indicative 
of the opportunity and challenge which confronts confessional 
Lutheranism today. To meet this challenge, confessional 
Lutheran churches must place three tasks high on their agenda: 
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a) The recruiting and training of sensitive, alert, and 
confessionally committed men for the pastoral ministry; 

b) The writing of apologetic and dogmatic texts in which 
the riches of the Symbols' insights are applied to 
contemporary problems and developments in society 
and in the world of theology; 

C) Close contact and doctrinal discussions between those 
Lutheran churches throughout the world who are 
unconditionally committed to the Lutheran Confessions 
as a correct interpretation of the Holy Scriptures. 

Commitment to the Lutheran Confessions demands, as Peter 
Brunner has put it, "not a repetitive, formalistic recitation of 
the statements of the fathers, but rather their binding, ac- 
tualizing interpretation and application." 46  

3 .  Confessional Lutheranism is genuinely ecumenical. Far 
from being the cause of division in the church, unconditional 
subscription to the Symbolical Books demands that every effort 
be made to manifest the unity of the church in external and 
visible harmony. Once again I turn to Sasse for an appropriate 
word: 

Indeed, not such a one thinks and acts in an ecumenical 
fashion who looks upon the Confessions as something 
relative, who reduces them to a low level and practically 
does away with them, but who, like Luther, searches for 
the one truth of the one Gospel for the one Church. Let 
us again become Confessional Lutherans for the sake of 
the unity of the Chur~h"'~ 

4 .  Confessional Lutheranism rules out pride and demands a 
humble spirit. Precisely because confessional Lutheranism 
demands unconditional subscription to the Lutheran Con- 
fessions as a correct interpretation of God's Word, it leaves no 
room for sel€-righteous pride. As Alexander Schrnemann, the 
Orthodox theologian, has written: "Truth always makes 
humble, and pride in all i b  forms and expressions is always 
alien to truth and is always a sin."4T 

6. Confessional Lutheranism is fundamentally eschatological 
in outlook. In his Great Confession, quoted in the Formula of 
Concord, Solid Declaration, Luther said (FC , SD , VII , 29) : 

I see that schisms and errors are increasing propor- 
tionately with the passage of time, and that there is no 
end to the rage and fury of Satan. Hence lest any 
persons during my lifetime or after my death appeal to  
me or misuse my writings to confirm their error, as the 
Sacramentarians and Anabaptists are already beginning 
to do, I desire with this treatise to confess my faith 
before God and all the world, point by point. I am 
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determined to abide by it until my death and (so help 
me God!) in this faith to depart from this world and to 
appear before the judgment seat of our Lord Jesus 
Christ. 

A generation or so later, the authors of the Formula of Concord 
concluded their confession with these words (FC, SD, XII, 40): 

Therefore, in the presence of God and of all Christen- 
dom among both our contemporaries and our posterity, 
we wish to have testified that the present explanation of 
all the foregoing controverted articles here explained, 
and none other, is our teaching, belief, and confession in 
which by God's grace we shall appear with intrepid 
hearts before the judgment seat of Jesus Christ and for 
which we shall give an account. Nor shall we speak or 
write anything, privately or publicly, contrary to this 
confession, but we intend through God's grace to abide 
by it. In view of this we have advisedly, in the fear and 
invocation of God, subscribed our signatures with our 
own hands. 

Such confessionalism as this has a brilliant future: if not alwavs 
this world, then most certainly in the world to &me. 
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