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Authority in the Church

A Pleq for Critical Dogmatics

Paul R. Hinlicky

Which Christ (Mark 13:5)?
What Gospel (Gal. 1:6-9, 6:15-16)?
Whose Spirit (1 John 4:1-3)?

A $piritucil Battle

here will be no more problem of authority, neither in
Tthe church nor in the world, on that great and awe-

some day. Then, in the ecstasy of the Spirit, every knee
will bow and tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the
glory of God the Father (Phil. 2). That is one articulation of
the good news: we may live now in the sure and certain
hope of the unveiled Reign of the Triune God. Until that
great day of God, however, Christ-reigns as One embaittled,
until he subdues every enemy under foot, (1 Cor. 15), even as
his believers battle not against flesh and blood, but against
spiritual forces of wickedness in high places (Eph. 6). That’s
bad news, it seems: the reign of Christ continues to be con-
tested in this present age, not only by the unbelieving world,
but also in the unbelieving heart of you and me, and to
that extent in the unbelieving church of you and me. In ei-
ther case, however, we are dealing with news, an externail
word, a teaching, even then a “dogma”—something that
we cannot already know or tell ourselves, but something
we must learn from outside of ourselves—or miss altogether!
To indicate this latter aspect of Christian theology, we re-
trieve the venerable word, “dogmatics,” that is, the socred
teachings given with the gospel that we must learn. To indi-
cote the contested nature of these dogmais, and our struggle
to receive them, we may utilize a potent, modern word for
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o probing, testing method, “critical.” Critical dogmatics, thot
is, theology which asks in the fog and smoke of spiritual
battle: Which Christ? What Gospel? Whose Spirit?

In fact, the struggle for faith true to the faithfulness of
Jesus Christ has been with us from the beginning' and will
not be definitively resolved until it is resolved forever by the
coming of God'’s Ringdom. In the gospel's continuing history,
challenges to the saving lordship of Jesus Christ come in new
and old waiys and must be met and mastered ever anew by
the hard work of theology~that is, the kind of theology that
| will describe and for which I plead. Thait is theology for our
situation of the unsolvable problem of authority between
the times. This is the time when the claim to the saving lord-
ship for Jesus Christ is made by the gospel but not yet veri-
fied in all and for all to see, the time then when true lives in
Christ consist in ever new turning towards the returning Lord
in repentance and faith, critically distinguishing him and his
Word for the present hour from imposters and imperson-
ators, as is taught in the 13th chapter of the Gospel of Mark.?

Perhaps that is not such a bad problem. Maybe attempts
to resolve the matter of authority here and now, once and
for all—think of infallible papacy or inerrant Bible, but also
of new revelations of the Spirit or of the quest for the histori~
cal Jesus—allways end up in the disaster of trying to bring in
the kingdom by force, turning the treasure into the earthen
vessels which bear it, robbing God of his glory, as Luther used
‘to say, and robbing us of true consolation. If those hopes of
the first generation for the Parousia had been realized (e.g.,
‘Mark 13:30), aofter ali, the world would have ended, the mis-
sion to the nations would never have been undertaken, the
good of our existence, including ailso our current struggles,
- would not be. Maybe then this unsolvable problem of au-
thority, as | have sketched it, is a good problem, willed by
God during this interregnum. Perhaps it is one of those cre-
ative tensions which, honestly owned, generates progress in
the life of the church for the sake of the world.
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Certainly by progress we cannot mean on end to struggle.
The struggle of faith for faith true to the gospel has just been
described ais interminable unil the promised eschaton of God,
Rather, progress con only mean progress in that spiritual
battle itself. There is, as | will show, a classic Lutheran contri-
bution to coping with this unresolvable problem of author-
ity between the times. It is the understanding of the theo-
logical task~in an intentionally theological church—that in
recent works | am calling “critical dogmatics.” By this term
no defensive apologetic justification of our little piece of di-
vided Christianity is intended, but rather o bold, confident
assertion of core Christian belief—“Take away dssertions ang
you take away Christianity,” wrote Luther, in a great work
of critical dogmatics which exemplifies this understanding of

the theological task.* This is critical thinking under the Word
and in the Spirit to test the spirits in the present hour to see
whether they are of God. But to appreciate that, we have

first to spend time in penitential mode, diagnosing the mess
that we are in.

Our Whole Life—=Theology too~is Repenteirnce

The following words were penned by the eminent 20th
century French Catholic theologian, Henri De Lubac
whose work stood behind the great reforms of the Sec:
ond Vatican Council:

Christionity must be given backits strength in us, which
means, first and foremost, that we must rediscover it
as it is in itself, in its purity and its authenticity ... it is
not a case of adapting to the fashion of the day. It
must come into its own again in our souls, We must
give our souls backto it ... we must rediscover the spirit
of Christianity. In order to do so we must be plunged
once again into its wellsprings, and above all in the
Gospel. The Gospel that the Church unvaryingly offers
us is enough for us, Only, always new, it always needs
to be rediscovered.s
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The “spirit” of Christionity, to which De Lubaic points, is
the Holy Spirit of Jesus and his Father, who leads us into
“spirituail battle,” as he first led the Lord arising from the
baptismal waters of the Jordan (Mark 1:12-3), if it is truly he
who is leading us. If that is the case, if such o “spiritual bottle”
is the state of permanent emergency into which the gospel
“in its purity and authenticity” puts us, if ot all costs we must
not now return to business as usual but rather awaken anew
to “the bottle for the kingdom of God which takes place,
first of all, in the life of its representatives, the churches,” o
penitential tone is fitting indeed. As was famously written
nearly 500 years ago in the first of the 95 theses: “when our
Lord Jesus Christ said, Repent!, he meant for the whole life
of the believer to be one of repentance.”” Our whole life in
Christ is repentonce—turning anew toward the Lord who will
return in power and great glory—theology too. No, theol-
ogy especially, theology preeminently, is the metanoiaq,
change of mentality, wrought in us by the imminence of the
Reign of God. Such penitent turning of our hearts and minds
in the ecstasy of the Spirit is the sense of our baptism into
Christ (Rom. 6), and thus the way in which and on which
the Sacrament unites believers—not then magically, by the
mere—Spiritless!—performance of the work. | will return in
conclusion to this crucial point.

If so, we who have been taught by Martin Luther to pray,
“Lord, keep us steadfaist in your word!,” may also pray with
Henri De Lubac: “Lord, if the world is seduced by so much
‘enchantment, if there is such an aggressive return of pa-
~ ganism today, it is because' we have let the salt of your doc-
trine lose its savor. Lord, today as yesterday and as at all
times, there is no salvation except in you—and who are we
thot that we should dare to discuss or revise the teachings?
" Lord, keep us from such delusions and restore to us, if need
be, not only a submissive faith but on ardent respect for
your gospel!” Amen.

In such a properly penitential tone, we should also be
freed to acknowledge the injustice and tragedy thot attend
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our situation of “impaired fellowship” in the ELCA, as Prof.
David Yeago of Southern Seminary has precisely put the
matter.? We regret very much that the line of this bottle has
been drawn on the necks of a vulnerable sexual minority.
We acknowledge that there are many good people, good
Christians and good theologians who find themselves op-
posed to the deliberations taking place here, as we gather
to seek new directions for Lutheranism. In their ranks, to be
sure, are fanatics who despise us and would be happy to see
us leave.® We may leave it to those good Christians and
theologians just mentioned to call the fanatics in their camp
to account. No doubt there are also fanatics among us,
namely, those who would demonize opponents. We should
foreswear such invective." “Respecting the bound conscience”
of our opponents in this dispute does not mean an end to
the spiritual battle, however, but calling just these oppo-
nents to true repentance along with ourselves (cis will hap-
pen in the critiques that follow). That is what we are doing,
then, by gathering here in these days: collectively we are
declaring thot the church struggle—not over a tottering liberal
Protestant denomination but for an orthodox Christianity in
North America and beyond—now begins in earnest.

A correlate: in sovereign Christion freedom we may ig-
nore the decisions of August, 2009 and the actions following
from them, since by these decisions and actions the ELCA—
not the people nor the congregations but the denomina-~
tional institution—malkes itself irrelevant, if not a hindrance
to the aforementioned struggle of the Spirit for the church
in North America and beyond teaching true to the gospel.
Here is o thought experiment for you to demonstrate the
point. Whait if the decision of August, 2009 had been intel-
lectually honest, morailly brave and charitable towards dis-
senters? It would have then sounded something like this: We
teach that God loves gay as gay, that God desires homo-
erotic desire. Furthermore, we confess that Jesus was wrong
in Mark 10, that Paul was wrong in Romans 1, that the
Augsburg Confession was wrong in Article 23, with all that
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such weighty error, reinforced for centuries in the name of
Christian orthodoxy, entails for Christion self-understanding,
Lutheran theology and the ecumenical hope. But we be-
lieve in a new thing that the Spirit is doing, beyond those
old and restrictive biblical words. Just so we acknowledge
the conscience of those who cannot follow us in this venture
due to their commitment to the meaning and authority of
Holy Scripture's verbum externum (external Word), accord-
ing to the 16th century Lutheran confession. These we re-
lease in peace. God must judge between us. They may go
their own way—along with their property—free to act on
their consciences. How do we, after all, respect someone’s
conscience if we do not free them to act on it?

That is not what has happened, of course. The best de-
fense that most pastors make of the ELCA decision is the
lame and cowardly line, “This does not affect us here.” That
is deception, if not self-deception. In reality, the bureaucracy,
the seminaries, and the candidacy committees have moved
with haste to make the decision of last summer institution-
ally irrevocable.? After being admonished year after year
after year that “we have to talk about this,” we are now
suddenly informed that we are sick of talking about this
and want to move on. Implementing these church-divisive,
if not church-dividing decisions, our (for some, erstwhile)
denomination mocks its own principle of interdependency
and will in time enforce the new policies with massive but
" unflinching hypocrisy. As to the people and congregations
.of the ELCA, with one stroke last August each one of us had

- now to decide what her own individual theology and policy
will be on sex, marricge, and the family. De facto we were
reduced to congregationalism, or something even less. Well,
we here are merely acting on this new reality of massive
denominational dysfunction.

My thought experiment, however, reveals the deeper is-
sue behind the “bound conscience” fraud: in that Social State-
ment, which actually states nothing on the contentious issue

. but only describes our theological confusions, the ELCA os-
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tensibly gove up on theology. It could not find a way for-
waird, so it jettisoned normative teaching on human sexuail
being and well-being at the point of controversy and thus
the obligation to state God's Word anew and with author-
ity today. When we cry, “Fraud!”—we, who still remember
that the Lutheran Reformation was concerned to rehabili-
tate the lifelong marriage of one man and one woman with
prospect of children as the creative divine mandote to which
the justified of God are directed instead of to self-chosen
works without God's Word and commandB®—we are met
with incomprehension by opponents. To this extent and in
any vital sense, the concrete teaching of the Lutheran Ref-
ormation is but a dim memory in the ELCA. Yet this “one-
flesh” (Gen. 1-3) union of man and woman is the biblical
and confessional norm. It is a norm, by the way, which judges
equally if not with greater force heterosexual behaviors and
mentalities today. Whatever we might go on to say about sex,
marriage, and the family today, including the volatile question
of homosexuaility, is to be said by the light of this norm, if we
are in any meaningful sense to speak in continuity with the
Bible, the Great Tradition and the Lutheran Confessions. just
that, however, is what the Social Stotement declined to do.

And that is why we may now move on to the real new
thing the Spirit is doing, which is the realignment of North
American Christianity and beyond, with LutheranCORE in
partnership with other forces of Christian orthodoxy ot the
theological center. There is no need for us to burn bridges. If
this prognostication is right, our collapsing denomination will
do that for us. It will have to drive real dissent out, as it
desperately strives to survive this self-inflicted wound even
as the broader American denominational system all around
us continues to collapse of its own theological pointlessness.
That is why for many in the ELCA, the present and foresee-
able future is a time of discernment, in the sense of 1 John 4:1,
“Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to
see whether they are of God; for many false prophets have
gone out into the world.” We would be wasting time trying
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to make any further sense of the Social Statement's inco-
herent teaching on bound conscience. It is, as just said, the
mere reflection of a profounder ecclesiastical dysfunction.
But we are here because our consciences are bound to the
Word of God. With this commitment to the prophetic ond
apostolic writings as the only source and norm of teaching
for the Church of the Reformation on faith and life, our genu-
ine and urgent theological task begins.

To conclude this first section: the important point is that
the ELCA’s Social Statement of last summer gave up on the-
ology, especially theology as the paradoxical solution to the
unsolvable problem of authority which the Reformers of-
fered to the church on its pilgrim way, that is, for the church
“without emperor or pope” (Bonhoeffer) but in mission to
the nations, called out by the gospel of God to the new life
of turning toward the returning Lord in repentance and faith.
| will therefore next demonstrate how the actual authority
of theology between the times is its Spirit-led testing the spirits
by the Word of God. | will show that the apparent surrender
to theological pluralism in the Social Statement’s teaching
on bound conscience is a mascguerade. In its shadows lurks
another, false gospel which uses theological pluralism on
human sexuality os its stalking horse. | will show that in real-
ity the ELCA gawve up on the official theology of its Constitu-
tion, Chapter Two, and in the vacuum lets quite another
kind slip in. In the final section, | will then argue that the new
~ direction for Lutheranism and beyond is to establish critical dog-

- matic theology os institutionally decisivein the life of the church.
" In the conclusion | will suggest some ways this might be done
ond raiise some questions about pursuing them.

Testing the Spirits: ‘
The Actucal Authority of Theology
between the Times

The modern academic discipline of “systemaitic theology” has
brought disrepute on itself as speculation alternately eso-

. teric and abstruse or trendy and edgy, in either case quite
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distant from the life of the struggling-to-be-faithful church.
Like Luther, however, by “theology” we do not mean philo-
sophical speculation or metaphorical construction, but the
intellectual labor of faith to understand and confess the God
of the gospel by means of close reading of the Scriptures as
a canonical whole in accordance with the baptismal rule of
faith, the Creed,”* and the Reformation's confession of the
sinner’s justification by faith alone in Christ alone. This un-
derstanding of the theological task gives not only what we
believe, teach and confess, but how we are to believe, teach
and confess in our situation between the times: by mutual
admonition, by common deliberation, by patient argumen-
tation in the trust thot the Spirit who recalls to us the Word
of Jesus leads us to the truth we need step by step on our
pilgrim way. The effective authority of this normative the-
ology between the times very much depends on observing
this “how,” that is, gaining of the right or justification in lucid
argumentation to teach sacred things in God's name as the
church, and thus also, as needed, to expose imposters and
frauds who mislead the church.

The distinction between the normative “what” and the
argumentative “how” is biblical. Holy Scripture distinguishes
between power and authority. Power is the ability to cause
effects in the world. For this the New Testament uses the
Greek word, dynamis, as in Romans 1:16: “the gospel is the
dynamis of God for the salvation of those believing.” Au-
thority, on the other hand, translates the Greek word,;
exousia; this designates the right by which power is exer-
cised, as in the risen Lord’s victorious announcement in Mat-
thew 28:18ff: “All exousia in heaven and earth has been given
to me. Go, therefore....” The distinction means that the
transcendent powerto save belongs alone to the God of the
gospel so that this God in his promise to sove is what we
believe. On the other hand, the right to speak this saving
word in God’s name is the authority that properly ottends
the church in mission, and this right, established in the Eas-
ter vindication of the crucified Son of God, governs how we
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are to speak God’s word, namely, in the Spirit of Christ’s
resurrection “to convince/convict the world concerning sin
and righteousness and judgment” (John 16:8). This Spirit-led
convincing and convicting under the Word is the “how” of
theology, which always grounds whatever the church says
in the present hour in that Easter vindication of the crucified
One, who first greeted the hiding disciples with a word of
pardon and peace and a commission likewise to bind and
retain sins (John 20:22). Teasing out this crucial biblical dis-
tinction in its culminating Article 28, the Augsburg Confes-
sion® cails this authority entrusted to the church potestas
clavis, der Gewalt der Schidissel, usually transiated as the
“power of the keys.” Making its public case by this very
meains of lucid argumentation, Article 28 was able to ex-
pose and reject false authority in the life of the church
and assert true authority.

To explain this metaphor of the keys about locking and
unlocking the doors to the kingdom of God, the Augsburg
Confession further distinguished temporal authority from
spiritual authority. Corresponding to the familiar distinction
of law and gospel, it made this further distinction in order to
return the power of salvation to God alone (God’s free grace
not meritorious human works!) and accordingly to return
the church toits true authority in the office of the keys over
against o papal misappropriation, which had claimed right
of jurisdiction also over civil society and temporal matters.

“Temporal authority, Article 28 teaches, is the right and power
of the state to punish and deter crimes that undermine the
-moral order of civil society. But this authority with its power
of coercion is limited to this present age: “secular power does
not protect the soul but, using the sword and physical pen-
alties, it protects the body and goods against external vio-
 lence.” Spiritual authority in distinction is the aforementioned
“power of the keys” to bind and loose, that is, to forgive or
retain sins in the field of the church as of those called out by
the gospel to live in anticipation of the kingdom’s coming.
The keys, then, are no power other than the Word and Spirit
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of God, which as such are to be used rightly to afflict the
comfortable and comfort the afflicted. They are the church’s
right use of the low and the gospel to rule itself as the
eschatological congregation of God. “According to the gos-
pel the power of the keys or of the bishops is o power and
commaind of God to preach the gospel, to forgive or retain
sins, and to administer and distribute the sacraments.”*® And
again, “to judge doctrine and reject doctrine that is con-
trary to the gospel, and to exclude from the Christian com-
munity the ungodly whose ungodly life is manifest.””

The authority given to the church in the name of her
risen Lord is this right to proclaim the promise of the forgive-
ness of sin made in Christ and effective in repentance and
faith by the Holy Spirit. Critically, the retention of sin is but
the logical inverse of the forgiveness of sins. It is the spiritual
authority to name and explain sin os sin, to “convince/con-
vict the world concerning sin and righteousness and judg-
ment,”™ hence even to exclude those who impenitently per-
sist in sin,” so that others in the community are not endoin-
gered and so that those who have fallen back into sin's grip
may come to their senses and return again to the Lord (Maitt.
17 and 1 Cor. 5). This has not only to do with individuail cases
of church discipline; more broadly, the office of the keys
maintains the border between church and world as between
those living in anticipation of the Reign of God and those
still dead to the God whose kingdom comes.

In this light, we can see more precisely why we hove a
crisis of authority in our denomination and in American Chris-
tianity in general. Significant numbers now decline to call
sin sin (usually on the left) or theologically explain why they
do so (usually on the right). Both, as we shall see, are theo-
logical victims of biblicism, that is, of a mere appeal to whot
the Bible says apart from its theological reading as critical
dogmaitics. Therewith each also gives up both the need to
protect the community of faith from scandal and gives up
the possibility of forgiveness for those convinced of their need
of repentance. Many of these are merely confused, victims
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of woefully inadequate Christion education. But we have
an immediate crisis on our hands, because we in the ELCA
are now being asked to treat a principled and articulate
antinomianism as a respectable theological possibility in our
midst. Antinomianism, as Dr. Braaten explains in his contri~
bution to this volume, teaches that the Ten Commandments
are not God’s holy, just and good will for humanity in God's
fallen-but-to-be-redeemed creaition, as the Lutheran Con-
fessions, especially Luther’s Catechisms, teach. Rather in
antinomianism Christ is said somehow to abrogate the old,

literal commandments and/or replace them withanew and

better, more spirituol and liberating iaw or principle. Rather
than giving us the One who fulfills the law for helpless sin-
ners and then by the gift of his Spirit fulfills the low inthem
as new-born children of God, this antinomicn move ironi-
cally ends up making Christ into a new, supposedly better
Moses, i.e., a superior lawgiver or moral example, not a sav-
ior and redeemer of those in bondage to sin. So, irony of
ironies, in antinomianism we end up back under the law in
all its tyranny, as in the ELCA’s culturally accommodated
and ali-too-predictable “political correctness.”

Please note carefully that for the analysis | am making in
this section, it does not maitter that the line of division in the
current crisis is marked by dispute over the moral status of
homosexuality. Homosexuality is a volatile symbol of the
severance of sexual love from procreation in this rapidly
decaying culture of pornography and violence. That is why
- it is such a flash-point in the culture wars. Symbols, how-
ever, are never completely fair to the people represented
by them. Surely many gay and lesbian persons do not sup-
port the utter severance of sexual love from procreation, in
~ that they seek public recognition for their unions in analogy

to marrioge. By the same token, all too many contempo-
~ rairy heterosexuals celebrate the severance of love from ba-
bies. Holy Scripture, in any event, commends neither het-
erosexuality nor homosexuality, but marrioge of one man
ond one woman in prospect of children, and commends such
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marrioge, not as an individual right, but as a public office
and personal duty. We must be mindful of this, and in the
critical dogmatic mindset not be swept away by the dema-
gogic abuse of social symbols.

In reality, homosexuality is only, as the therapists say, the
presenting issue, the symptom of a profounder rupture, which
is theologically an outbreak of the oldest “Lutheran heresy,”
John Agricola’s antinomian teaching that already now, be-
tween the times, the gospel replaces the divine law.2° This is
a renewal of ancient Christianity’s similar dallionce in the
Gnosticism which Dr. Braaten analyzes for us in his contribu-
tion to this book. Whait is really dividing us today is o new
outbreak of “cheap grace,” the “preaching of grace with-
out repentance,” in Bonhoeffer’s oft-quoted but rarely un-
derstood critique of liberal Protestant theology—-that 19th
century amalgam of post-Kantian German Lutheranism ond
resurgent Gnosticism, fueled by traditional Christian anti-
Judaism and morphing into the “positive Christianity” of
Hitler's admiring deutsche Christen® (What an amaizing
thing that self-described “progressive Christions” today are
repeating all the theological missteps of their liberal Protes-
tant ancestors in the Germainy of the 1930s! But that would
be another lecture entirely!)

Cheap grace meains grace as o doctrine, a principle, o
system. It means the forgiveness of sins proclaimed as
a general truth, the love of God taught as the Chris-
tian “conception” of God. An intellectual assent to that
idea is held to be itself sufficient to secure remission of
sins. The Church which upholds the correct doctrine of
grace has, it is supposed, ipso facto a part in thot grace.
In such o Church the world finds a cheap covering for
its sins; no contrition is required, still less any real desire
to be delivered from sin. Cheap grace therefore
amounts to a denial of the living Word of God, in fact,
a denial of the Incarnation of the Word of God.2

Notice how Bonhoeffer raises the issue to the level of
Christology to achieve clarity, when he concludes his criticue
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of antinomianism by reference to a “denial of the Incarna-
tion...,” meaning denial of the Jew Jesus—that son of the
Covenant who calls us to be holy as the heavenly Father is
holy—ais divine Son of God and savior of sinners. As we shaill
see, this christological move hits the nail on the head.

I am happy to be able to confirm this analysis of our real
theological division with the express words of an opponent,
Professor emeritus Philip Hefner of the Lutheran School of
Theology at Chicago. In the most recent issue of dialog, A
Journal of Theology he editorialized thusly: “The issue is ex-
clusion, whether or not acceptance is available for anyone
and everyone on the basis of simple, shared humanity.”
Hefner asks polemically: “Is the normative tradition of the
church, to which we are accountable, a devotion to God's
freely extended grace or to a grace with prior conditions?”
That is ain interesting way to frame the question, to which |
will shortly return. But Hefner rightly then comments: “We
are experiencing neither a struggle between theology ond
no-theology, nor between adherence to tradition versus dis-
regard for tradition. We are caught up in a contest between
two alternative theologies of grace, and between two ex-
pressions of tradition.” | am gratified to read these words,
for they echo whait | have been saying now for some time.
As we listen to the debates of recent years, the real but ob-
fuscated division is bétween competing theologies of recon-
ciliotion.? The underlying issue, as Hefner rightly concludes

alittle later (albeit in verbal contradiction to what was said
earlier as quoted above), “is not permissiveness or exclusion,

it is grace~the divine outreach incarnate in a man who went
to the cross in the name of boundless grace that tolerates no
hindronces.” Rightly understood, who would disagree?”

But Hefner does not understand grace rightly in accord
“with the Bible as understood by the Lutheran Confessions.
In the sphere of the church, which is the eschatological con-
gregation, we are one and all accepted, not on the basis of
some alleged “simple, shared humanity,” but on the basis of

*our boptism into the Spirit’s holy struggle against the world,
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the devil and our sinful selves by uniting us with Jesus Christ
in whom we die to sin and rise daily to newness of life—as
any child knows who has memorized Luther’s Catechism.
By contraist, what notion of graice does Hefner invoke with
his supposed “simple, shared humanity?” As he himself ap-
peals to afternative church tradition, this is recognizably grace
according to liberal Protestantism, as H. Richard Niebuhr so
precisely captured its operative theology of a “God with~
out wrath who brings men without sin into a kingdom
without judgment through the ministrations of a Christ
without a cross.”2® Verbally, Hefner of course mentions the
cross, but he does so in purely Abelardian fashion, that is,
as moral exemplification of “grace as a doctrine, a prin-
ciple, o system.””

Compare Hefner’s teaching on grace to what Martin
Luther actually said about the antinomians of his doy,® who
had craftily exploited his own language about God’s free
grace ond distorted his meaning, even “claiming to be more
faithful to the spirit of the early Luther thon Luther himself:"?°

It is most surprising to me that anyone can claim that
| reject the law or the Ten Commandments... To be
sure, | did teach, and still teach, that sinners shall be
stirred to repentance through the preaching or con-
templation of the passion of Christ, so that they might
" see the enormity of God’s wrath over sin, and learn
that there is no other remedy for this than the death
of the Son of God. This doctrine is not mine, but St.
Bernard’s. What om | saying? St. Bernard's? It is the
message of all of Christendom, of all the prophets and
apostles. [Citing Isaiah 53, Luther asks,] [Tlell me, my
dear fellow, does this proclamation of Christ's suffer-
ing and of his being stricken for our sin imply that the
law is cast away...? If there is no sin, then Christ is noth-
ing. Why should he die if there were no sin or law for
which he must die? It is apparent from this that the
devil’s purpose in this fanaticism is not to remove the
law but to remove Christ, the fulfiller of the low.*

137



In Luther’s probing analysis of antinomianism, he raised
the erroneous separation of law from grace to the level of
Christology to achieve real clarity. We have, Luther is say-
ing, different Christs. This is the insight that Bonhoeffer picked
up on, just as those who actually still study and learn from
Luther know very well that the grace of the Christ who in-
nocently bore the sin of the world on the tree is poured out
on sinners—only on sinners; His healing of the sick—only the
sick: his life donated to the dying—only the dying. And if we
will not concretely reckon ourselves among these, we remain
uncoverted, unrepentant, unreconciled,® “simply sharing”
with the rest of “humanity” its perverse blindness (SA 111:1:3)
to our sin (AC ) as to the real barrier between us and the
holy God whose kingdom comes,

It is o semantical ploy then to speak of grace “without
prior conditions,” as Hefner does, if it robs grace of the para-
dox of the justification of the ungodily, the scandal of the
crucified Son of God bearing the sin of the world in his inno-
cent person of godforsaken soul and tortured flesh, if it robs
us in turn of the “severe mercy” (Augustine) of true repen-
tance. Of course, our supposed good works are no precon-
dition of God's mercy. On the contrary, they are nothing
but roadblocks thrown up to fend off the God who comes in
sovereign mercy. But just so, our repentance is analytic of
true and justifying faith since, as the Apology makes obun-
dantly clear, “faith is no idle knowledge [i.e., of “grace as a
doctrine, a principle, a system!”], nor can it coexist with mortal
sin, but it is a work of the Holy Spirit...” (Apology [V:112-5). If
Hefner's meaning were that ot great cost to God we are
accepted in spite of continuing sinfulness, when in faith we
accept our acceptance (AC IV) os narrated in the passion of

"the Son of God (AC llI), so that we too may rise up in the
Spirit’s power to newness of life (AC VI), we could speak of
grace os “unconditional.” That would mean that the Triune
God is unconditionally committed to us by the cross of the
Son, with the consequence that the Father who has begun

- a good work in us continues it in the Spirit’s war against the
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flesh who will bring it to completion on the lost day. But
when the inference is drawn from an abstract and speculo-
tive notion of “boundless grace” to a gospel of indiscrimi-
nate inclusiveness on the supposed “basis of simple, shared
humanity,” there is need neither of a crucified Son of God
nor of a Spirit who is holy nor for that matter of baptism
and ecclesia. We have been hoodwinked into some other
narrative than the gospel’s. We are being given some other
Christ than Scripture’s Jesus; we are being betrayed to the
original Lutheran-liberal Protestant-ancient Gnostic heresy
of grace so cheap that it leaves us dead in our sin (albeit
with a happy conscience).

The effective authority of theology between the times
lies in such “testing” as we have just witnessed, that is, its
actual capacity in just this analytical and argumentative
way to penetrate the fog of obfuscation and confusion in
the life of the church to disclose what is really at stake in
deviant interpretations of the gospel: “the devil’s purpose in
this fanaticism is not to remove the law but to remove Christ,
the fulfiller of the law.” Lip-service—even to the man on the
cross—does not unite us. Scratch the surface and you will see
that the revisionists have nothing to offer us but Christ as o
human example of love, not the divine savior who out of
love saved the loveless by loving the unlovable. At all times,
we have to discern who Jesus really is, what message among
the contending messengers today therefore is authentically
his, which Spirit is really holy and can make us holy. The
deeper truth for a community thot still would draw its name
from Luther is that our whole life consists in repentance, Here

~ the holy and divine work of the law of God is to instruct

about sin and righteousness and judgment, so that we may
be delivered from God’s wrath on those mentalities and
behaviors that block us from fulfilling God's creative and
redemptive intentions for us. We are delivered by the Word
and the Spirit from boththe guilt andthe power of sin, even
as the struggle of the Spirit against the fiesh persists till the
moaking new of all things. Christion theology is part and poaircel
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of this holy struggle of the Spirit to change our minds about
sin and righteousness and judgment, or it has nothing whait-
soever to do with Jesus Christ.

Hence, although Hefner is wrong about what grace is in
the Bible and Lutheran theology, he is right about what is
at stake in this controversy: we are not involved in some
pesky dispute about peripheral moral matters which dis-
tract us from all that unites us. Rather, we are disputing
about who Jesus Christ is and why—with what right and
authority—we proclaim him as God's justice which justifies
even us ungodly and faithless people, provided only, as the
early Luther wrote, “that our sin displeases us.”? We are dis-
puting the right by which we affirm as good and redeemed
creatures those who disciple also their sexual lives so that
they do not fall again into the darkness and confusion of self-
chosen works, without the command and promise of God.

A real issue remains. It is one which we could still fruitfully
discuss with the confused or even opponents who are not
principled antinomians. It goes like this. The gospel in its his-
tory has entered again and again new cultures and new
epochs. Again and again it has had to come to terms with
the cultural relativism of which today we are well aware.
Theology has had to discern therefore again and again what
sin really is so as not to confuse Adam’s rebellion against
God's law with our own historically conditioned mores and/
or culturally relative preferences. In the early years, the
Lutheran Reformation encountered this problem in the fig-

- ure of Karlstadt, who wanted to replace Saxon civil law with
~ Levitical legislation. How are we to decide here?

Luther approached that question by asking the schol-
arly question of theological hermeneutics: “To whom in any
given biblical text is God speaking?” Luther, scholar, profes-
sor, translator, knew that much mischief is wrought by un-
educated reading of the Bible. He answered the question
about the authority of biblical law by lifting up the
Decalogue, as interpreted by Jesus in the Sermon on the
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Mount and Paul's teaching in Romans 12-13; this, he taught,
is the Bible’s divinely clarified statement of the natural law
written into the heart of every human being made in the
image and likeness of God, although profoundly obscured
by sin and thus in need of biblical teaching to achieve clar-
ity Continuing Luther's tradition into today's emergent
global church, we must further ask how the Ten Command-
ments, so interpreted, apply in differing cultural situations.
How are we to negotiate the Word of God's constant need
for contextualization and modernization?* That brings us
to our final section. How might we institutionalize the nor-
mative theology of canon, creed and confession to which
we are committed by confirmation and ordination vows,
not only as a “what” (to which an obfuscating lip-service
may be paid, os we saw) but more importantly as the “how”
which makes Word-formed and Spirit-led theological de-
liberation the very matrix of who we are as church and what
we do in God’s name?

New Directions:
Towards a Theological Church

Under what conditions would theology as critical dogmatics
flourish as the church’s process of faithful decision-making
between the times for the sake of the right use of the office
of the keys? At a time when an unprecedented departure
from Christian tradition has been justified as “the new thing
the Spirit is doing” by a polity in which inexperienced and
unaccountable voters, shaped by a quota system informed
by the liberal Protestant gospel of unconditional inclusive-
ness, and instructed, if not badgered for twenty years by a
partisan bureaucracy to do the “right thing,” even so finally
succeeding on account of a well-funded campaign by o
political action committee, even then only by the ruse of
giving up on theology as the church’s deliberative process
under its confessional norms (but realiy sneaking in another
gospel of “common, shared humanity”), we do well to heed
anew an analysis that my fellow speaker, Robert Jenson,
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made 25 years ago in the debates surrounding the forma-
tion of the ELCA.

Jenson talked about two possibilities for democratic pol-
ity in the church: “A group's decision may represent on ov-
erage of the opinions held anyway by the individuals who
make up the group. Or a group’s decision may be o new
thought created by discourse in the group~-the conclusion of
o common mind that does not exist except as the group
argues within itself...."* The latter procedure, of course, is
the “how” of the Spirit entailed by the “what” of the Word
in a church polity where theology is not doctrine put on an
altar to be adored but then ignored, but is rather the very
mechanism of its life together on the way to the kingdom.
In a paragraph worth duoting in full, Jenson argued that
the choice between these two “is one of the few that are
unombiguously decided for Lutherans by their confessional
position” on the verbum externum.

The Reformation-era “enthusiasts” taught—as have
all their like before and since—that the Spirit comes to
each individual of the elect equally, privately, and in
principle independently of the outward word, that is,
of actual discourse among believers. The Lutheran
Reformaition found in this understanding a perversion
worse than any at Rome, and vehemently attacked
it, also in confessional writings. The Spirit, said the
Lutherans, is the Spirit of the actual outward word,
spoken by believers to each other and the world, and
comes to no one independently of this discourse in and
of the church. On the basis of enthusiasm, it will in-
deed be possible to discover the mind of faith by poll-
ing the opinions of individual believers. But by
Lutheran understanding, what could thus be discov-
ered would be ot best the mind of the religious Old
Adom: the church’s mind, the mind of the Spirit, is given
only as the living mutual word of the gospel consti-
tutes an actual congregation of the Spirit.*
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Let me try to anchor Jenson’s analysis here with o smaill
sample of such discourse from Luther in another exemplory
instance of what | am commending to you as the process of
critical dogmaitics: the opening discussion in Luther's treo-
tise, “This is My Body.” Here Luther defends but also clarifies
the Scripture principle against the biblicism of opponents who
were denying the gift character of the Lord’s Supper, where
the gift given is Christ himself in his own crucified but risen
body and blood.

This treatise is instructive because at the very outset Luther
had to deal with what we may call the biblicistic misunder-
standing of the Bible. The Bible is Bible, verbum externum,
because it tells of something we cannot tell ourselves, some-
thing that must be learned from outside the self and its ex-
isting forms of religion. The written word of the Bible is the
“outward word” of the gospel as the news from God consti-
tuting the Christion community. If we forget that this is what
the Bible is and how the Bible speaks, we will instead take
the Bible magicailly, i.e., as a treasure chest of proof texts for
whatever we already know and want to tell ourselves, ac-
cording to our existing self and its forms of religiosity. Thus
the devil, Luther says, has “wormed his way in” and created
“a real brawl over Scripture,” producing “many sects, her-
esies, and factions among Christians. Since every faction
claimed Scripture for itself and interpreted it according to
its own understanding, the result was that Scripture began
to lose its worth, and eventually even acquired the reputa-
tion of being a heretic’s book, and the source of all heresy,
since all the heretics seek the aid of Scripture.” Thus Luther
knows our familiar problem of mere biblicism, both on the
left and on the right, which falsely tries to resolve the un-
solvable problem of authority between the times by assert-
ing o private and sectarion “God said it; | believe it; that
settles it.” This really means: “l am sovereign; | decide; are
you with me or against me?” The difficulty, of course, is that
such people ignore the hermeneutical question previously
mentioned, “To whom is God speaking? How might yoube,
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or not be, the object of this biblical discourse?” Hence pri-
vate interpretation also ignores the canonical principle that
theologically Scripture must interpret Scripture in being read
as a narrative whole, centered in the gospel of Christ, hence
according to the creedal rule of faith and the Reformation’s
chief article on the sinner’s justification by faith. But they
pick and choose texts which, as they say, “speak to them,”
revealing more about themselves than about the message
of the Bible. But—note well—to point out this set of prob-
lems is only half of Luther’s solution.

For Luther sees that to stop here with a critical refutation
of mere biblicism results only in new forms of ecclesiastical
tyronny to fill the vacuum. “When we wish to deal with Scrip-
ture, [the devil] stirs up so much dissension and quarreling
over it that we lose our interest in it and become reluctant
to trust it” and go looking after other forces to keep us to-
gether. Isn't this exactly what happened in the ELCA last
summer, when, ostensibly giving up deliberation under the
norms of theology, the issue wass forced institutionally by re-
quiring a formal doctrinal pluralism in our teaching about
human sexuality (but in reality therewith institutionally le-
gitimated same-sex unions as a respectable theological pos-
sibility)? The better solution to which Luther came in “This is
My Body,” however, is the one with which we began this
lecture: the controversy over the right reading of Scripture
in and as critical dogmatics simply is the Spirit’s struggle for
a church true to the gospel, “a divine quarrel wherein God
. contends with the devil....” Luther counters the alternative
of doctrinal pluralism and ecclesiastical coercion which the
ELCA now unwittingly embraces this way: “Choose, then,
whether you prefer to wrestle with the devil or whether you
prefer to belong to him.”®

_ If Luther sinned in his approach, | would like to note

with emphoasis, it was because he gave up on opponents
as those possessed by the devil.®* We should not follow
him in this respect. The alternative to demonizing oppo-
nents, however, is not the Social Statement’s fraudulent
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respect, but calling them out with persistent, frank ond
logically rigorous argumentation even as we beor wit-
ness against soul-destroying error by refusing any longer
to cooperate with institutional dysfunction. Indeed, such
“tough love” is the brotherly-sisterly thing to do in the
time of Johannine krisis—crisis, judgment, division over who
Jesus really is for us. Thus we can and should follow Luther
in grasping that the theological task is the ever-new con-
tention for the right reading of Holy Scripture, where what
is at stake in the right reading of Holy Scripture is God
deep in sinful and mortal human flesh, in order to deliver
us in our true, not fancied, plight. This is our theologicail
task in the time between Easter and Eschaton, since it is
this external Word from God of the resurrection of the
Crucified which speaks to us the justification of the god-
less, hence the Word that both powerfully authors and
rightfully authorizes Christian community in this still hos-
tile and uncomprehending world. Never mind pious but
phony appeals to unity, Luther says, which obscure what
this divinely intended conflict between God and devil is
about. “A faithful Christion knows clearly that God'’s Word
concerns God's glory, the Spirit, Christ, grace, everlasting
life, death, sin and all things.™°

Critical dogmatics* as a discipline is the argumentative
process by which the church under the Word tests the spirits
which speak in the present hour to see whether they are of
God. This is what we should be doing when we come to-
gether in assembly, not the sugary diet of cotton candy Chris-
tianity-lite to which we are accustomed. Critical dogmatics
probes the words of God to find the Word incarnate, the
sense which the Spirit intends.* In the pilgrim church on the
way to the Reign, there is no other solution to the outstand-
ing problem of the contested lordship of Jesus Christ thon
this demanding, on~going work of the Spirit’s battle for our

- minds, reading Scripture rightly that we may believe, teach

and confess Jesus Christ as Lord to the glory of God the Fa-
ther, in every new day, in every new neighborhood.
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Concluding Questions

How institutionally might that be put into practice? The op-
portunity before us is to use the present disintegration of the
American denominational system for the forging of a new
and vibrant evangelical and catholic Christion orthodoxy
here and beyond. How do we get there?

One moral of the story is that not everyone is compe-
tent.”® That is clear enough from the manipulation of the
guileless that occurs at every ELCA assembily. It is also a ques-
tion for us: what would credentiol a person as a competent
theological interlocutor, recognizing that the laity and the
clergy need different forms and levels of theological dis-
course? Certainly it would entail o far more serious confes-
sional subscription (quia, not quatenus) and a far more seri-
ous theological education than currently we practice—also
for the laity, such as we see modeled by the cutting-edge
Institute of Lutheran Theology (see ilt.org) and can read
quarterly in Lutheran Forum (see lutheranforum.org).

Thank God for the faithful laity! They have had it and
they aren’t going to be dumb sheep anymore at the mercy
of company men posing as pastors! In this we see the first
stirrings of the renewal and realignment we are seeking. “My
sheep hear my voice and will not listen to the voice of a
stranger,” Jesus says. The laity have the baptismal right and
duty to judge doctrine for its fidelity to Jesus. By the same
- baptismal token, however, note well: this right is not a pri-

_vate or unqualified right on the baisis of “simple, shared hu-
~ manity.” It is the right and duty of the baptized, as those
who have been evangelized and catechized, who know what
they are talking about in the Spirit's struggle against the
world, the devil, and our sinful selves. This then presupposes
onother, deeper question. Are we really willing to work for
* theological community, where the process of theology
decides questions rather than otherwise; where, as Jenson
noted, we might actually be led to newthoughts rather than
the uncomprehending repetition of past thoughts in the form
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of mere slogans that reinforce old failures; where utilizing
our Lutheran theological heritage is a service on behalf of
the ecumenical hope of our Lord’s high-priestly prayer thot
“they may be one,” not a defensive circling of the wagons to
shore up an ever-shrinking cultural legacy?

Another moral of the story is that you can’t have delib-
eration without the substantive ground rules of critical dog-
maitics: 1) canon, saying what the story of God's saving Word
tells; 2) creed, saying who the saving God is, and 3) confes-
sion, saying how we sinners are included in the foregoing by
repentance and faith. This is o question for us: what is really
wrong with ELCA Presiding Bishop Mark Hanson's appeal
to our baptism as uniting us no matter what, ex opere
operato, as if baptism were a trump card that abrogates
the doctrinal ground rules os just laid out?* Why is this ap-
peal to unity not only bogus, not only a shameless ideologi-~
cal abuse of the sacrament of God to shore up o denomina-
tion tottering from its own self-inflicted wounds, but in the
merely logical sense of question-begging? Baptised into
whom? Baptized for what? Last August we broke baptis-
mal bonds with the vast majority of Christendom across the
world and through the ages. For God's sake, clarity! We have
been baptized into the one, holy, catholic and apostolic
church of Jesus Christ, not into the ELCA!

My final moral of the story then is you can't have o de-
bate without a mutually trusted umpire, even if umpires
will be as fallible as you and I. This is a question for us: how
could we have genuinely churchly deliberation, which not
only assumed trust in the referee, but worked to build among
the debaters true community in the gospel rightly taught?
My brief comment on this is that we have had phony bish-
ops, as measured by the teaching of AC 28. We have bish-
ops in name but not in reality, as they have proved in the
past year by their collective non-leadership and individual
partisanship in this embarrassing debacle. So | leave you with
a finail question: what would an evangelical episcopate be,
which ruled the church according to the gospel, as per AC
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287 | don’t care whether we call them referees, umpires,
adjudicators, superintendents, presidents or bishops. The
Lutheran point of AC 28 is that the episcopal function of
oversight for the sake of true unity is an exercise of evan-
gelical authority. It is the use the office of the keys to cre-
dential the competent, to uphold the doctrinal ground
rules of churchly discourse and to lead ever fresh delib-
eration forward through the consensus fideliumto the dis-
cernment of the Spirit’s meaning, who speaks from the
Scriptures by the Word Incarnate Jesus Christ to the glory
of the Father. So be it. Amen.
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baptismal faith itself in the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit?” |
never received a reply.

153



