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The QOutside Limits of Lutheran
Confessicnalism in Contemporary
Biblical Interpretation

Horace D, Huannrer,

INTEND FHIS STUDY as somewhat of a sequel to my earlier

ones on the same weneral topic. Theretore, 1 do not wish to
rchearse wll the theoretical points made in them, but will often simply
presume them

Ewould hope that it would be clear that when I speak of “outside
limits,” I mcan just that—not what is necessarily desirable, or cven
what I necessarily agree with, but ot what is maximally pcmusslblc
Certainly, we want to foster "maximalisn,” not minimalism in our
proclamation ot the Gospel and faithfulness to Scripture. We want
to detend the “whole counsel of God.” rather than allowing theology
virtually to be reduced to apologetics at its outer fringes, as is ()Ftcn
the case todav Cand. i some cases, to put the very hest consteuction
on it ..

It probably also bears emphasis that neither are we speaking
ot the outside Himits of saving faith, as such, but rather of confessional
theology. 1t we speak of the minimum required for salvation, that,
of course, is very little—and is hnallv, God’s to judge, not ours.
Similarlv, when we speak of sources of faith or of the basis of cer-
taintv, no once will denv that ene can come to and remain in taith
without anv personal contact with the Bible, as, no doubt, countless
numbers have, However, formal, protessional theology will surely
have far wider interests than merely an elementary statement of the
Gospel! One tears that these two are often confused (especially under
the influence of existentialism, as I accent below), and that here
lies the root of manv of our problcms Thus, it seems to me that
assertions such as that Luther’s faith was based on Christ and the
Gospel. not the Bible, are usuall}‘ at best—beside the point.
Similarly, one must be careful not to over-correct biblicistic formula-
tions such as, “Scripture is inspired; hence 1 can believe them.” In
tact. one recurrent refrain of this paper will be the concern that
supplements (or minor correctives, or different manners of expres-
sion in new circumstances) do not, in effect, displace and replace
the substance.

Very casily, particularly when the fashions are elsewhere, the
traditional concerns are, in effect, denied by default rather ‘than
design. The default mav occur on anv side: if accent on Bible and
contessions mayv chsp]ace Gospel, the reverse is surely also true that
onc-sided “Gospel” accents readily begin to saw off the branch on
which they rest. The danger is that both “conservative” and “liberal”

Enttor’'s Norte: Dr. Hummel has served om several theological faculties: Concordia
Seminary, St. Louis; Warthurg Seminary, Dubuque; Lutheran School of Theology in
Chicago; and Notre Dame University, Due to the essay's length, onlv the first portion
is being printed now.
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sides may take something for granted, and as they both square off
as champions of the Gospel, one suspects that hotii should sometimes
begin by removing the log from their own cvel Cortainly daevelop-
ments of recent years should tllustrate amply how readily the church
simply becomes a sounding board of its culture or of cortain sub-
cultures Cactivism ) when a conscious, determined concern to remain
confessionally faithtul, and hence above all cultures. beeins to tade,
All segments of the church, not only teachers of Bible and confessions,
must join in the concern. The negative sense of "world™ the sense
of separateness from culture, which is profoundlv biblical, must he
heavily underscored again to maintain the proper balance. It s, at
best, simply an invidious comparison to suggest that concern for
“pure doctrine” is necessarily and simplv a sort of insccurce, sicae-
mentality tvpe of response, allegedly like rightise “law and order”
cries in the realm of politics.

At the same time, we need to take care that "outside limits” are
not defined simply on a traditionalistic basis. Tradition docs not quite
have that status in Lutheran theology! No doubt. no one will defend
anv absolute theoretical bleiben beim Altenr, but we do need to
explore mutually when and where this mav happen quite nmwittingly,
especially as a result of a “guilt by association” reasoning. In addition,
of course, many things have changed drasticallv since the sixteenth
centurv. This paper will trv to accent especially the concern with
“history” that differentiates our intellectual climate from that of the
Reformation and the age of Orthodoxv. Here, as elsewhere, we will
have to explore together how much of this is simplyv a ditferent manner
of expression or a different line of attack, and how muoch of it sub-
verts and contradicts. A parallel wav of putting it will be to ask how
much of it is permissible exegetical difference and how much of it
doctrinal. We will have to look carefully at the underlving theological
principles, at the reasons for reaching certain conclusions, at the
total context in which thev are presented. not merelv at the conclu-
sions themselves. Otherwise, of course, one can formally be very
“orthodox” and miss the evangelical point, just as he also can—within
outside limits—reach certain novel conclusions without theological
error. This accent itself surelv belongs under the rubric of “justihica-
tion by faith,” wherebv nothing is right coram Deo apart trom the
covenant of grace.

However, as we shall also emphasize repeatedly, cantion must
be the watchword throughout. If “what this might lead to” can often
be an alibi for inertia, it certainly cannot be discounted cither. If we
want to argue that, like every good teacher, the church must recog-
nize that accents and approaches have to change somewhat with
changing generations of students, and that, hence, we will often
have to “get behind” or at Jeast restate some aspects of the ancient
formulac in a wav faithful to their original intentionality, but which
will communicate better today, we will also be hopelessly naive if
we forget that such statements have been the alibi for virtually cvery
sort of aberration in church history. No heresy ever presents itself
as such, but rather as simply a new form of old truths. If we agrce
that some such “translation” is not onlv incvitable, but desirable,
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then we must also insist that only that translation which rcpl()duces
the original as faithtully as possible is acceptable. “Translation” dare
not become a cloak for demvthologization, as often happens That is
to sav that neither iy proposals nor those of any other “Herr Profes-
sor’” are to he accepted blindly. Rather, all who work with the same
presuppositions will have to mutually test and weigh. By the same
token, the blind, visceral objection to cvervthing but the original
formulac and conclusions, often resulting in what someone has called
the “orthodox pounce” which casily judges before it really hears, will
have to be curbed too.”

Having made these preliminary remarks, let me attempt to
arranve the bulk of this paper around three captions: (1) Confes-
sionalism and Freedom; (2) Gospel and Bible; (3) History and
Revelation.

I

Confessionalisim and Freedom

This paper assumes that its rcaders agree in understanding
confessionalismm as not only an ideal, but also as an actual standard
which should be disciplined and enforced. One can scarely be un-
aware that it certainly is not a common ideal or standard in most
contemporary Protestantism—and often has not been for a very long
time. Increasingly, it appears that the same thing will have to be
said of the Roman Catholic communion. World “Lutheranism” cer-
tainly is not exempt either, and even within LCMS it plainly is not
(at best!) a very fashionable emphasis in many quarters. I, for one,
tend to cringe at the excessive chauvinism, rigidity, if not even
fanaticism which appears at times to lurk behind the slogan, “au-
thentic Lutheranism,” but the concern, as such, is surelv a most
laudable one, and 1 am convinced that even its extreme expressions
are often far closer to “the faith once delivered to the saints” than
many ot the alternatives. The mettle and virility of a confessional posi-
tion will be deterimned precisely when it means swimming upstream
and not simply conforming to the religious Zeitgeist. The issue can
also be expressed in terms of one’s ceclesiological position: whether it
shall be the essentially horizontal, latitudinarian, and institutionalistic
one generally prevailing today, or the vertical one centered about a
common confessional position. In a way, it is a matter of what one
considers the lesser of two evils: the chaos of “every man doing what
1s right in his own eyes” or the occasional unpleasantness of doctrinal
discipline.”

In other words, as matters stand today, it is plain that there
nmust be essential agreement on what “confessionalism” means before
any fturther progress can be made. To urge Lutheran union on the
basis of “confessional” agreement without agreement on what that
term itsclf means is surely less than fully honest. We surely have
every right to expect full candor from everyone as to which lexicon
he is using! (One could also comment on the anomaly of churches
as traditional guardians of morals behaving in such studiedly ambigu-
ous ways with respect to their alleged doctrinal standards!)*

In general, one may say that there are still two types of “con-




THE SPRINGFIELDER

106
fessionalism,” which one mav call “normative” and “historical.” No
doubt, the two types often overlap to onc degree or the other, but
the basic issue is whether the confessions are still used 10 norm and
discipline what is actually tanght and preached in the churdh:, or
whether they are, in cffect, consigned to the dustbins ot history (7jf
we had been alive then, that's what we would have confessed too,
but today nobody is asking the church those questions, cte.” > 1o a
certain extent, I suspect there is some truth in the assertion that one
can judge which view of the confessions is operative according to
whether theyv are assigned to historians or to svstematicians o he
taught. Of course, just as we will stress below with respect to the
Bible, we need more, not less, historical study of the confessions, but
it makes a world of difference in both instances whether this is under-
taken in order to understand and apply them better in todav's cir-
cumstances, or in order to relativize and evade thom, In fact, as
already stressed, unless the ideal of confessionalism has been com-
pletely abandoned, our problems arise precisely at those points where
new issues are raised—or at least raised in different wavs—than in
the Reformation period. Some of these we mav have to muddle our
way through as best we can, while praving for the Holv Spirits” en-
lightenment, but we surely will get nowhere tast if we beuin by
discarding chart and compass. (Only along these lines, it appeirs to
me, can anv meaningful distinction between “confessionalism™ and
“fundamentalism” or “traditionalism” be attempted, namelv that the
latter often seem oblivious to changed circumstances and fail to dis-
tinguish surface and material change, whereas, it is anachronistic
to judge the confessors on the basis of Fragestellingen they did not
confront.’

Conversely, it is precisely for this reason that no mere bland
assertion of confessional loyalty will suffice. We are called to be
faithful in today’s specific and concrete theological circumstances,
i.e., not only ethically, as many onesidedly emphasize. Actual “con-
fessing” is the point of all theoretical talk about “confessionalism,”
of course, but the question again is whether its substancce is essen-
tially the same confession, or merely analogous (merely “being” faith-
ful as thev were faithful —i.e., in practice, often in primarilyv political
and social aspects). The confessions are not even being used as good
“models” if their damnamus or negative theological assertions are
not followed as well as their positive statements. It is preciscly in this
lack that utter ambiguity and confusion often ensues—although the
point certainly is not to accent condemnatory and negativistic postures
as such. Or, to use a double negative, it is not ecnough merely to “not
deny” the confessions. (One is reminded that our Lord did not merely
say “Whosoever shall not deny me before men . . . ”!) Very little is
usually denied, at least publicly. However, it certainly is often not
confessed as the substance of the proclamation either! Under the
current circumstances I think that merely “not denying” the confes-
sions is often comparable to merely “not renouncing” formal mem-
bership in the state churches of Europe.

If these two types of “confessionalism” are not carefully dis-
tinguished, onlv mutual frustration and fury can follow. Those who
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assume that the term implies normative discipline can only be
enrayged at what will inevitably appear to them as the insincerity and
hypoerisy ot those who proceed permissively. Likewise, those who
sce the contessions only in historical perspective will scarcely be
pleased at challenges to their “openness,” and whatever discipline
is applicd will Tikely be directed only at those who make such chal-
lenges. It should be clear to anv objective observer that American
[utheranism is again at that crossroads, and one cannot hesitate there
forcver. One hesitates to specity precisely when, but there comes a
point where such disparate understandings require separate and
independent institutional embodiments. The “free” scholar will cer-
tainlv not feel at home in a disciplined, contessional framework. Like-
wise, there comes a point where the confessional scholar can exist
in a quasi-confessional context only at the sacrifice of his integrity

r by retreating into the “neutralin”™ of becoming athcolnglcal or
unim'ol\'cd in the institution’s overall program. Of course, if he
protests, hie is the “apostle of discord” and “troubler of Israel” rather
than it being a case of others sophistically evading their confessional
subscription.”

The very dlibness of some of the protestations of confessional
lovalty (at least when within earshot of those with whom it is thought
that might score a point or two, and the last one hears of it until the
next challenge) is enough to arouse suspicion. One must insist upon
rcasonably precise dehinitions again if the pervasive odor of evasiveness
about manv such statements is to disappear. Many—perhaps all—of
them can be understood satisfactorily, but are they? Are they dis-
ingcnuous exercises in double entendre? Are thev those kinds of
definitions that would make it quite impossible not to be “confes-
sional” (and if the word can mean evervthing, it obviously means
nothing)? Let us look at a few of them briefly. (1) “Of course, we're
confessional; everything we do and say around here is confessional.
How could anvone possibly think otherwise?”—i.e., if word-games
are not being pla\cd and if bv their fruits we can Lnow them. (2)

“We're not demmg the confessions, just adapting them to new situa-
tions”—depending upon whether the “translation” is really faithful
or reductionistic. (3) “The confessions are no longer adequate for
all our problems”—which, of course, in one sense has always been
the case in every slightly changed circumstance, since they were
first written, but the question is whether or not they are still being
considered normative. Nor dare we forget that we have precisely
the same problem with the Bible if it is understood as, in one sense,
a product of history. (What one often observes, then, in connection
with slogans like this one, is that each tradition labors to explain or
justify the current fads in terms of its own traditional language, often
out of context and understood differently.) (4) “We don’t disagree
with the confession’s intention, merely with their exegesis”-—where
we must distinguish carefully between, on the one hand, the mere
details of the interpretation and application of isolated passages or
precise wav in which their thrust is restated, and, on the other hand,
such material changes as would simply constitute a different “confes-
sion” of what we understand the Scriptures to be saying.® (5) “We
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want an ‘evangelical’ not a ‘legalistic’ or ‘scholastic’ confessionalism.”
Here especially we need careful definitions if we are to avoid mcere
sloganecring with code-words. If those phrases implv concern that
no precise terminology, as such, be sanctified, or that the various
articles be approached holistically, not atomistically, 1.c., alwavs
seen as functions of the Gospel, one can onlv sav “"Amen.” Howcever,
as we shall also note with respect to the Bible, there is cause to fear
that the slogans often may implv a reductionism of confussionalism
to “Gospel” in some minimalistic sense. What must be central becomes
the sole survivor—if that. Indeed, therc is little justification for any
hue and crv about “confessionalism,” except in the conviction that
it defends, defines, and upholds the Gospel. However, T believe the
record amply demonstrates the fact that when the confessions Jand
the Bible) no longer define the fulness of the Gospel in all its aspects,
“Gospel” too tends rapidly to vaporize into whatever one wants it to
mean—into the cause of the wecek, into Jesus as an exemplar of a
life-stvle which is “free” and “open” to others, an existential anthro-
pology concerned with personal relations rather than with theological
and historical facts. At times one is even tempted to ask if “gospel”
has not become a sort of magical incantation which is supposed to
automatically stop the mouths of all critics.”

We should also take a look at several other current terms which
need carcful definition if there is any serious intent to communicate.
I mean terms like “fundamentalism,” “biblicism,” “legalism,” “literal-
ism,” etc. There can be little doubt that such terms arc usced far more
often to intimidate than to communicate evangelicallv. Thev can be
used meaningfully only within a mutually accepted hermencutical
context. Otherwise, by destroving that context, thus opening the
floodgates, thev easily become code-words for nearlv anvthing anvone
considers objectionable. They are generally used in ridicule of more
conservative positions, but there is no reason under the sun why they
cannot be used just as readily of a host of “liberal” stances: if "hibli-
cism” implies preoccupation with a host of biblical details but missing
the evangelical center, it surely would apply to a vast amount of
academic, “critical” study; and if “literalism” and ‘fundamentalism”
means making individual points walk on all fours, as it were, at the
expense of the total context, it cmphatically also fts the common
critical magnification of different accents or viewpoints into irrecon-
cilable errors or incompatible theologies.*

Even within Lutheranism it is plain that “literalism” and
“fundamentalism” sometimes imply anyone who takes the cardinal
doctrines of the Christian faith “literally,” i.e., who does not somchow
demythologize them into ciphers for ethical values, who is not some
sort of universalist, who still believes in a personal God, a bodily
resurrection, etc. Or if those doctrines are not denied, it is plain
that many have been thoroughly cowed by the terms: they would
apparently rather die than give anyone the slightest cause to suspect
that they were “fundies,” so much so that the Gospel, cven in its
most elementary dimensions, is scarcely enunciated at all. (One might
also comment on the “illiberal liberals” who wouldn't be caught dead
reading anything printed by Eerdmans, Christianity Today, or any
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newspaper besides the New York Times.) That there is a real danger
of “biblicism” should be apparent to anyone who has been l‘tpL‘atL(“V
exposed to “The Bible Alone is the Word of God” type of sermon
without any glimmer of the Gospel coming through (not to speak of
various atomuistic and moralistic procedures), but it is plain that the
term is often used of anvone who understands the Bible as an objec-
tive, inspired norm-—as thouvh the Cospcl could profit from empha-
§17ing tlmt less Ccf. below). “Legalism™ can easily mean that one
docs not have a “hermencutics” which enables him to make the Bible
mean whatever he wishes it to mean, or to disregard whatever he
dislikes. We are to interpret the Bible “literally,” but not “literal-
istically,” that is bevond or more strictly than the writer's (and God'’s)
intent. Correlatively, “liberalism” should be reserved for a methodo-
logical reductionism of biblical teaching, not for simple cxternal
deviation from traditional viewpoints when no doctrinal principles
Cincluding the doctrine of Scripture) are denied or subverted.

The Tatter point will be discussed in greater detail below, but it
indicates why we can by no means e\ullpate the right cither from
the charge of slomnccnnu with th CarC}CNG use of the term, “liberal.”
If one is recklesslv condemned as “liberal” merely because of the
flexibility of his language or becausc of novel exegetual conclusions
without ‘examination of his rcasons and context in holding them,
what language shall we borrow to describe those who really do dcnv
Sc rlptmm oh]cctl\ ¢ authority (surely the beginning of true “liberal-
ism™), if not the very marrow of the faith. I am convinced that such
abandoncd use of “liberal” (not to speak of the simple heresy-hinting
and irresponsible muckracking which sometimes accompanies it) has
actually contributed much to “the growth and popularization of real,
hard-core liberalization. One is reminded of the bov who cried “wolf”
too often! When the attacks come so malevolently and indiscrim-
inately, such a "Hang together or hang separately” psychology easily
scttles in, that all the normal processes of self-correction are paralyzed,
the middle becomes impotent to prevent further polarization, and
many become so desperate to disassociate themselves from the oppo-
sition that thev would embrace the serpent himself in order to be

“free.”

If we can return to consider further a more precise definition
of “confessionalism,” we must still analvze the concern that it not
be identified with any one theological system or any one philosophical
background. If no other hidden agendas hide behind those concerns,
they contain no little merit. Like any good teacher, the church must
not forget that familiar forms easilv come to appear trite or are mis-
understood in altered circumstances, and that hence she will have
to make certain external changes in vocabulary and approach in
order to communicate faithfully.

Confusion of symbolics and dogmancs easily can make con-
fessionalism truly guilty of “repristination,” but great care will also be
needed lest that approbrious term conceal contempt for the substance
of the Symbols as well. We can scarcely remind ourselves too much
of the tentativeness of all theologia viatorum—as long as we remain
firmly on the Way God has revealed to us. From God's standpoint,
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indeed, all earthly formulations are relative, but we wve men! 1he
Deus revelatus makes himselt known onlv under the maske or combols
of anthropomorphic forms (climactically, of cowrse. in the incarna-
tion), but those "svmbols™ arc all we have! And his crace v suflicient
for us!

Similarly, equation of doctrinal puritv and uniformity of for-
mulations might well entail “doctrinal  lecabism™—osunming Jas,
however, cannot always be done ) that essential unity is maintained
in the variety of expressions. When not over-emphasized. the dis-
covery of the rich potential in the variety of scriptural formulations
has, I think, becn one of the great contributions of modern hiblical
study. The very existence of the subsequent creeds, confessions, and
doctrinal treatises of the church testify to the fact that it has alwas
been recognized that faithfulness to “biblical theolowy™ cannot be
measured simplv bv verbal identities,

Of course, such animadversions are usuallv divected auainst
Orthodoxy, and specifically usually against Picper's doomatics. 1 have
no doubt that therc has been some truth in these concerns. with the
result that sometimes more than the confessions have been required
for church union. While such identifications must be corrected. of
course, there is no doubt in mv mind that amonc confessionally
oricnted will see far greater and more persistent dangers in the other
dircction. The very close genetic connection between the Formula
of Concord and Orthodoxy should alonc counsel restraint in
divorcing the two—and, indeed, impulses to limit confessional sub-
scription to only the Augsburg Confession are often among the first
symptoms of rcal confessional indifference. Also slocancering ibout
“scholasticism” needs to be very restrained it basic chanee in sub-
stance is not to follow change of expression. Luther's own highy regard
for Melanchthon (not to speak of the latter's authorship of the
Augsburg Confession) should also warn us of the risk of acting as
though we know the Reformer’s mind better than he did himsclt.
And since by common consent Luther was not a svstematician, it will
scarcely do to take him as a model of what a svstematician should or
should not do.

The litany of criticism of Orthodoxy is long and familiar. There
probably is some truth in most of them—if, again. the supplements
and correctives do not replace the substance.” Probably chict among
these is the charge of excessive intellectualism: a tendencey to view
“Law” primarily in terms of legal penalty rather than as "nomological
existence” (Elert); to present faith as primarily intellectual assent to
propositions; to understand the role of the Spirit not so much as that
of opening one’s eves to the message as of establishing the truth of
one’s arguments; to see sin as basically a problem of the intellect, cte.
What truth there is to such charges, however, tends to be grossly
exaggerated at the hands of modern existentialists who are guilty of
the opposite extreme of exalting personal, subjective faith over intel-
lectual understanding (cf. below). That neither the theologians of
the Orthodox period nor the period in general neglected picty is
clear if one has any acquaintance with the beautiful hymns, devo-
tional literaturc, ctc., which were also produced.’® No doubt, the
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wholce reynval ot the medieval Fragestellung with its concern for the
proper relation between reason and revelation led inevitably to a cer-
tain “rationalisn:,” to a shift of center of concern from evangelical
content to preoccupation with the externals of proof of the Bible's
trath. Stmilarhy . following medicval and Greek precedents, so much
accent was sometimes put on God's being and nature, on ontological
status and analogia entis that the soteriological and functional actus,
the analovia relationis of God's salvilic work and man’s faith active
in love, casiiy suffered by default. This, plus the need to establish
biblical authority over against the claims of Rome, probably led to a
greater apologetic aceent upon the formal principle (Scripture as
authority> and to an cffort to “prove” the Lutheran faith true (to
which the Taw-Gospel dialectic was casily subordinated) than might
otherwise have been the case. This context also explains the often
strongly polemical coloration which many todav find so unattractive.
Hence. no doubt. it out of svympathy one approaches the products of
this period “timelesslv™ and  absolutizes them, problems will arise.
Comversely. one must ask why manyv of the critics, who generally
accent history so much {often to the point of simple relativism) seem
to hind it so difficult to accord Orthodoxv the same privilege. If seen
and cvaluated svmpatheticallv, but in terms of its own historical
circumstances and possibilities, like anv other movement, we might
even begin to be able to use “scholasticism” in a neutral, rather than
in its usually pejorative, sense!

Another common charge has to do with Orthodoxv's local or
topical method, and the subtle, abstract distinctions and minutelv
structurcd  subdivisions which commonly ensued. As frequently
happens, no doubt more often involuntarily than otherwise, distinc-
tions casily became separations or divorces, at least in practice: Law
and Gospel, taith and works, justitication and sanctification, cte., and
eschatology, rather than suffusing the whole, easily became simply
the Tast chapter or locus in the series Chence, often done less than
justice by the rushed professor at the end of the term).'' No doubt,
this procedure is not quite ours today, and mav always be driven
into the ground. However, assuming one is still interested in a
Scripturally based pure doctrine (as well as existential, personal
faith), it is hard to see how the difference is not going to be much
more a matter ot style rather than of substance. The tyrannv of the
Systemzwang is a real one, but theological anarchy or an existentialist
nirvana is not the alternative! If the old pedagogical adage, Qui hene
distinguit bene docet is still valid, one suspects that the Orthodox will
not come off at all bad even today if used with any reasonable flexibil-
ity and imagination. Furthermore, I think it is quite demonstrable that
most of their topical discussions do not ultimately differ substantially,
mutatis mutandis, from those of a modern history-oriented, but topic-
ally arranged “biblical theology.”

A third criticism faults the “proof-text method” current at
the times, and charges that in merely searching the Bible atomistically
for needed dicta probantia rather than hearing it on its own terms it
obtruded before the Bible and actually obscured it. Some of this
criticism, where valid, is simply anachronistic, judging again on the
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basis of contemporary approaches which were not then au hand,
Conversely, this same difference undoubtedly accounts tor the intenae
fear at modern historical approaches to the Bible evinced hy inany
who are unfamiliar with it. No doubt, once the work of deducine
doctrine from the Bible has been accomplished, the temptation is .t
hand no longer to retrace those steps and hence no longer really 1o
hear the Bible in its own uniqueness and varietv. It used contession-
ally as supplements rather than alternatives, I think the value ot wmany
modern historical investigations, especially of the "biblical theology™
type can scarcely be exalted too much. The old jest abour Bupiist
children going to Sunday-school with their Bibles while the Tutherans
brought catechisms or leatlets is not totally misleading in svmibolizing
the extent to which such supplementation is necded preciselv in
confessional churches. At the same time, if viewed in historical con-
text, the verv prominence of the “proof-text method ™ illustrates the
extent 1o which the Orthodox wanted to be “biblical” theologians, If
thev did sometimes use passages out of context, the problem is some-
times more apparent than real, and, in any event. the flagrance with
which one often notes the samc thing todav, especiallv among the
“political theologians” makes one suggest that, at best. the pot should
not call the kettle black.**

Inextricably bound up with any evaluation of Orthodoxy in rela-
tion to confessionalism is the issue of the former’s beholdenncess to
Aristotelian logic and philosophv. Again, one must both abjurc anv
suggestion of intrinsic connection and avoid anachronistic judgments.,
It is, no doubt, somewhat regrettable, even if inevitable, that his suc-
cessors often abandoned Luther’s protound dislike of philosophs and
welcomed Aristotelianism as unguardedly as thev did in their polem-
ics. Nevertheless, thev clearly intended to use it as only an inert
tool, and if the tool inevitably did color the results at points, tending
toward a certain impersonal abstractionism, it scems cqually certain
that no succeeding philosophy has ever—in practice, at least—been
even remotely as neutral as theirs, especiallv when the very principle
of sola Scriptura was often abandoned as well. One probably must
insist on principle that everv philosophy will have strengths and
weaknesses in presenting the kaleidoscope of biblical truth. The
important thing is that every effort be made to see to it that Scripture,
not the system and its presuppositions and structures, really be the
norma normans. The Bible has no metaphysical system, but certainly
has metaphysical presuppositions and implications which must be
“translated” faithfully. One probably ought to encourage confessional
theologians today to experiment and produce more theologies with
non-Aristotelian starting points—especially as an antidote to the
“creative,” inductive,’’ “constructive theology” with its horror of
“authoritarian” approaches, often current elsewhere. One might even
muse on how salutary a good revival of Platonism (basically the
philosophy of the church during the first millenium of its existence)
might be today in underscoring the supernatural and vertical aspects
of the faith which arc often so programmatically ignored, if not
denied, today!

If Aristotelian forms de not quite represent the mind of God
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itselt, it clearly is a case where it is much ecasier to criticize than to
demonstrate a viable alternative, and the cures are usually far worse
than the “discase.” Sometimes, cspecially from historicists, 1 think,
protests against “philosophyv™ (i.e. Aristotelianism), whether out of
naivete or out of something less than candor, leave the impression of
proceeding from some completely neutral, a philosophical viewpoint,
rather parallel to other claims to “scientific objectivity.” In actual
practice, the alternative usually tends to be a collection of solipsistic
ruminations. a cafcteria of conflicting and competing systems in both
form and content. Quot theologi, tot theologiae, depending upon the
current fashions or from whom the teacher obtained his academic
degree. We cannot review the history of modern philosophy here, of
course, but from Descartes through Kant down to Heidegger, one
could casily document a stcady drift in directions which make the
reluctance of confessional scholars to emplov them in anv version
whatsoever casilv understandable: the accumulating subjectivism and
rationalism beginning with the realitv of the mind or something else
in man rather than the external reality of God; the Cartesian postu-
lates that all conceptions are to be doubted until proved and that
proof to be adequate must have the certainty of mathematical demon-
stration; Lessing’s famous application of that axiom to the credibility
of historical facts; Kant’s assumption of the unbridegeable disjunction
between the phenomenal and noumenal realms, etc.

Philosophies of the past century can probably be subsumed
under two hcadings: subjectivistic and immanentalistic. Schleier-
macher and Hegel probably stand as the major exemplars of the two
types. The first banishes God into the privacy of the individual soul,
the sccond identifies Him with the ordinary historical and natural
process. Both tend to reject what was absolutely central to biblical
faith's struggle with paganism (thus betraving the paganizing ten-
dencies of their modern counterpartst), viz., a personal God who
actively intervenes in and guides both nature and history. Both
agree in skepticism toward, if not outright rejection of, anv objec-
tive, supernatural revelation, as in an inspired Scripture. If one does
not have mere “witnesses” to “revelation” more or less apart from
history  ("kervgmatic theology”), one has external historv plus its
subjective “interpretation” (Pannenberg).

Since World War II some brand of existentialist philosophy
(the subjectivistic type) has been dominant, and by my lights it to
a large extent defines the nature of heresy in our time. In recent years,
activism, among other impulses, has led to a certain revival of
immanentalisin, but, at least so far, reports of the death of existen-
tialism appear to be slightly exaggerated. As we noted above, existen-
tialism may be helpful in delineating the fides qua creditur and thus
in maintaining a balance, but its value as an instrument in describing
the fides quae remains to be demonstrated. Perhaps its pivotal pre-
supposition is that revelation is an encounter, not an assertion. Faith
1s a matter of a “meaningful relationship” with the deity, often
virtually contentless and allegedly self-authenticating, and any
volitional assent to intellectual information is, at best, secondary.
“I'ruth” is simply Christ’s address to man, and in that light “theology”
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is reduced to an open-ended “scarch for truth.” Whatever docteinal
vocabulary is retained is given such convenicnt, clastic defimitions
that, indeed, no onc is encumbered! Probably no movement in vecent
times is as xespomible for the doctrinal minimalism or indifferentiom
as this one (nor has it contributed to any raising of the traditionally

none too high academic standards in manv seminarics and religion
departments!) Anvthing “objectifving” is considered o perversion, a
stance which tends to be dpphcd not onlv to doctrinal “propaositions”
(virtually an obscene word in this context!, but to historical facts,
to ontology, and to all external authority. (McLuhan with his “the
medium is the message” (= contentless medium s perhaps one of
the best known current examples of the anti-intellectual reductionism
here, but he is only one!) No school of thought that I know of has
such a penchant for word-games, transmuting virtnally the entire
rdlgmus vocabulary into what it likes to stvle “dvnamic” incead of
“static” categories.

Thus, the tremendous assimilation of existentialism to secular,
psuhological and sociological categories also bucomes understand-
able."' “Gospel” easily comes to mean the possibility of full rcalization
of human potential which all forms of “orthodoxv.” it is assumed,
arc bound to frustrate. (“When 1 decide to love. the Gospel hap-
pens.”) “Confessionalism” is reduced to the mere act of “contessing”
—never mind what! One should “believe in people”™—in the dav to
day goodness of human nature. W orslnp, and particularlv the Fucha-
rist, become a “celebration of life.” Jesus becomes a metavhor or
manifestation of the feelings people have in their deepest selves: of.
many current vouth cults. (No doubt there are more "conscrvative”
versions of some of these slogans, retaining some of the traditional,
objective substance—but one never knows, and isn't supposed to
ask!) The “mission” of the church becomes onc of helping cultures
and individuals to construct or retain their own “myvth” or valuc
svstem and thus fulfill their own unique potential. I'vervday human
encounters rate as “celebrations” of the experience of death and resur-
rection. In Lutheran circles the experiential side of "Law-Gospel™ is
all that is talked about {if the formula is heard at all), and the “cele-
bration” of the Sacrament is oriented far more toward intrapersonal
relationships than to the judgment and grace of God. Anv kind of
“hereafter theology” is conveniently forgotten about, if not snecred
at. The reference point for understanding Scripture is not the text,
but the testimonies to classical personal encounters with God recorded
there. Naturally, a more or less situationalistic ethic soon follows;
ethics is not a matter of obe)mo laws and instructions, but of being
totally bound to a person. Svmbols become almost totally demy -
ologized, retaining value only according to the psvchological useful-
ness. Or “remythologization” is undertaken almost without batting
an eyelash, i.e., a change or reinterpretation of the referents of the
traditional svmbols to justify the retention of the symbols themsclves.
Whatever “my th appears to serve one’s self-expression is thereby
authenticated as “true,” and hence many of our more radical students
feel quite free to savor the entire gamut—quite litcrally from A to Z,
from astrology to Zen. Hence, whether the approach is reductive to
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the svmibois” alleged presymbolic or existential meaning  (Freud,
Bulumann - or restorative to the archetypal meaning presumed to be

/

found in svimbaolic participation (Jung, Tillich), we still plainly have
not vone bevond the level of the subjective and psychological to
anvthing truly Jobjectively s sacramental and revelatory, '

In most of the above instances, of course, one can frequently
note halt-truths. or usctul supplements to mere intellectualism, if
that were as far as the matter normally went. Modern biblical word-
studies have underscored the dynamic and functional content of many
words like “knowledge,” “righteousness,” “glorv,” cte., but, under
existentialist influence, this was casily overstated or caricatured. If
there is a God who acts—and in certain consistent wavs—there
must also be a God of a certain nature. Saving faith (not mere fides
historica; must include information as well as cncounter and com-
mitment. One both believes i and believes that. The “knowledge”
of God is often compared to the marriage relationship: far more is
involved than meredy knowing spouse’'s measurements or financial
worth, but necither is it a matter of sheer emotionalism! And this
points up onc of the biggest anomalies of all in my judgment, namely,
that cxistentialism, for all its theoretical accent on personalism,
actually accomplishes far less of it than the traditional, evangelical
proclamation ot a “"personal Savior”!

The time we have devoted to existentialism here would not be
justified except for the fantastic extent to which it has contributed
to the evaporation of the Christian substance. In fact, one must ask
if it is not a specitically Lutheran tvpe of heresv, which is always
tempted to misunderstand faith as fideism, as mere faith in faith itself
Calthough others have certainly proved very vulnerable to it too).
Perhaps it is just a matter of primarily German scholars couching their
existentialism in traditional Lutheran categories that has often made
it so irresistible to Lutherans on this side of the Atlantic as well. In
any cvent, one notes the tremendous extent to which Luthrans tend
to justity it by appeal to Luther (often in more or less conscious
opposition to Orthodoxy and sometimes the Formula of Concord as
well). Surely, a counter accent on Luther’s stress on reason (in the
“ministerial” sense) is long overdue, in contrast to the currently pop-
ular portrait of him as an existentialist irrationalist. Furthermore,
appeal to Luther’s “existentialism” appears to confuse hopelessly that
modern philosophy with Luther's “existential” accents as a non-
svstematician in piety and preaching (everv man must believe for
himself, cte.).

Above all, appeal to Luther's alleged “subjective” approach
requires the most careful definition if simple misrepresentation is not
to ensue. Of course the very objective-subjective problematic is a
modern (post-Kantian) one that Luther himself would scarcely even
have recognized. Indeed, if “objective” is defined in some quasi-
magical way as denoting that existing outside of and hence irrelevant
to us, obviously a corrective accent is required on the “subjective,”
or faith as the hand that receives what is offered pro nobis and which
cannot ultimately be proved objectively or empirically like objects
of sight, as Luther could scarcely stress too much. However, in
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actual practice, the contemporary accent usually exalts subjective
faith above any objective referent, not only commonly denving an
inspired Scripture, but also the existence (or at least intellectual
apprehension) of anything objective "up therc.” Then, of course,
more word-games ensue: “eschatology” is cither inwardness or what
is immanentally “out there”; “transcendence” (which again is sup-
posed to be “in”) turns out to be no more than personal and cultural
non-selfishness, ctc.

Before we leave the topic of philosophy, a word is in order also
about the immanentalistic line, which mav be making a coneback
as a major competitor to existentialism Cand which, in anv cvent,
often coexists in some uncasv svinbiosis with it 3. Again, no one will
deny that, in total context, it represcnts onc indispensable aspect of
the Christian verity: the “providence” of God on His “left hand.”
His control of cven “natural law,” even perhaps a "Christian panthe-
ism.” However, the uniquencss of the Christian faith certainiv doces
not lie in those areas, and, hence, in my judgment, this trend has even
less claim to the title “confessional” than a onc-sided existentialist
accent. Thus, it is entirelv to be expected that one degree or another
of universalism is nearly alwavs present, while the “scandal of par-
ticularity” Cor, if you will, the sola’s of the Reformation) has rather
rough sledding. The usual depersonalization of the deitv, to onc
extent or another, follows just as naturally: "God” tends to become a
mere cipher for the historical process, the elan vital, or "Change”
(whereby “religious” men, presuming to know what dircction change
should go—nearly always leftward!—, can, in cffcct, plav God by
trying to direct that change). With such a viewpoint I submit one
has come close to reverting to the classical mythology or paganism
(Baalism) against which Yahwism first exerted itsclf—ua personal
God vs. mere personifications of natural forces and tdeals! In modern
times, Hegel has been the fountainhead of much theological imma-
nentalism, and his influence is scarcely concealed in the works of
Pannenberg and other “theologians of hope,” although in the main
their position is more conservative than that represented by the
“process” theologians or disciples of Teilhard de Chardin, with whom
they have much in common.

This first section was entitled “Confessionalism and Freedom,”
because the latter is so often the rallying cry of the more “liberal.”
I have no doubt that “freedom” can be—and probably alwavs will
and must be—a legitimate concern, also within confessional contexts.
because of the tendency precisely there to become more precise than
can rightly be insisted upon, and, above all, to judge the correctness
of positions merely by their formal agreement with tradition, without
regard for essential theological content, the underlying presupposi-
tions, etc. Hence also this paper’s concern for “outside limits.” How-
ever, if it is true that “conservatives’ are easily too indiscriminate in
their conservation, “liberals” are certainly not known for their restraint
in recognizing when to stop liberalizing. (The common denominator
in the various understandings of “fundamentalism” often appcears to
be simply any refusal to accept a completely “frec inquiry.”) Hence,
if there 1s good faith, both sides should be working together toward
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a common understanding of “freedom™ within a confessional con-
text. If there is a mutual desire to retain the confessional substance
at all costs. this will concentrate, 1 think, primarily on permissible
varicty of expression, on exegesis vs. doctrine, ete. Above all, if any
agreement is to be worth more than the paper it is written on, the
selt-cvident necessity of discipline on its basis will also have to be
assumed.

It can scarcely be forgotten that “frecdom”™ was a major cry of
rationalism and the rnhﬂhtcnl]lcnt from the outset. The human mind
was rebelling against all external authority—that of Scrlptmc cer-
tainly not least of all. One must beware of assuming “guilt by asso-
ciation,” of course, but ncither can one forget the slogan usual
patrimonv. tence, some recent definitions of confessionalism and
the Gospel almost completely in terms of some undifferentiated “free-
dom™ cannot but legitimately arouse some suspicion.’” (We will not
comment at this point on the frightful extent to which theological
“frecdom”™ has often been assimilated recently to social and polmcal
ideals—ccertainly, one of the major symptoms in our times of con-
fessional L(mfuslon and indiffcrence!) We are also only too aware
of the extent to which the companion slogan “openness” is widely
uscd. with, at best, the same fatal ambiguity.

The biblical and confessional definitions of “freedom,” “truth,”
etc.. are prefaced by the condition “if you continue in my word.

They assume the fall, orlgmal sin, ctc. {also among theologmns”
precisely the arcas w here “liberalism” of almost all varieties has alw avs
been at its weakest. It has certain inviolable axioms or absolutes,
which, as in the area of cthics, it confesses do not bind and restrict,
but articulate the nature and direction of truce freedom. Even psycho-
logically it is plain that a vast variety of circumstances, cven highly
structured and disciplined ones, can be “liberating,” depending on a
person’s background and context. We confess that both subjectively
and objectively our confessions and inspired Scriptures describe the
freedom we have in the Gospel. '

The two antipodal concepts of freedom take institutional form
especiallv in cducational institutions. Virtually absolute intellectual
freedom belongs to the very idea of the secular university. I doubt if
anyone, cven within the church, would challenge the uscfulneqc of
such institutions also for the church, including that of their divinity
schools or religion departmentsie\en if sometimes for no other
reason than because of the general value of competition. However,
something is scriously awry if denominational schools begin to model
themselves almost exclusively after their secular counterparts, and
allow the Jatter’s Fragestellung to determine how they approach their
subject-matter (primarily, of course, in the area of theology). If not
by design, then by default, the propcrlv theological increasingly
recedes into the background.’™ It is no misguided zeal which focuses
especially upon colleges and seminaries in the strugglc to retain con-
fessional integritv!’™ At the other extreme, there is, indeed, the
rigidity (or poor teaching) which we characterize (or carlcature)
with terms like ° de&ndcr of the faith,” “indoctrination,” etc. How-
ever, in the modern context, 1 think the danger is far greater of the
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infiltration of non-contessional or anti-contossional notions of free
dom. In anv cvent. there is considerable middic wraund bonvaon e
two extremes. American higher education s clutterad wah exaples
of erstwhile confessional colleges and seminaries. swhose el vomgin-
ing church-relatedness todav, it anv. is in i :
recruitment and fund raising. As concerns seminarios. the oroblem
may well be approaching a critical stage in conncction with the vend
to “cluster” around secular universitics. That such refocation ma
have great benchcial potential Cat least for vraduate work™ no one
will deny, but the detriment will surelv be creater it there is no
greater concern to maintain confessional identities thuan scoms uen-
erally to have been the case so far. In generall if, av = by no micans
uncommon today, the seminaries” svstematics departments “alwans
pivotal in a contessional situation!) champion the various current
academic heroes (today often some theology of calture. socioloe of
religion, or social anthropology, rather than their dogmatic tradi-
tions ); if, in addition, confessional concerns are considered invalid
in their “scientific” exegesis (often then mere philology or history and
psvchology of religion?; and if, finallv, the practical departments
proceed in a quite atheological manner (but. in effect, with psyehol-
ogy and sociology. reallv supplving the “theology™ of the institution’s
graduates ), onc is bound to ask what justification tor independent
existence still remains. '

woarcas of  student
i

Of course, involved in the whole issue of “freedom.” is the
myth of scientific “objectivity,” which becomes especially pernicious
when applied to the “social sciences.” and to religion in particular.
We have discussed this elsewhere, and need not repeat, but in our
culture with its nearly blind faith in science, the fact that a clash
of faiths is involved can scarcely be emphasized too much. " Nature
abhors a vacuum,” and if confessional axioms are abandoned or
even “"taken for granted”. others—allegedly “scientific,” but really
just as much a “faith”—will inevitably rush in to replace them. There
will always be some “heremenutical circle,” a framework which will
inevitably norm the results somewhat. The more one leaves the
initial philological concerns and the closer one comes to the center
of ultimate theological import, the more this will be true. The “her-
mencutical circle” will either be the objective one of Scripture as its
own interpreter, or {as that phrase is commonly used in todav's “new
hermeneutic”) once supplied out of the reader’'s own subjectivity,
exegeting the exegete more than the text, and probably identihied
with some positivity behind the text purported to be discoverable by
“scientific” devices. If such claims to “science” are not challenged and
repudiated, in our culture they soon become well-nigh irresistible.

Preciselv because no “scientific” objectivity is possible in the
area of religion, confessionalism champions its confession of
freedom in order to prevent the domination of the material by alien.
secular viewpoints.! Fven some ecclesiastical figures have accused
me of anti-intellectual attitudes in this emphasis, which charge, nced-
less to say, | reject out of hand. The point, rather, is that scholars
too, individually and collectively, are human, with feet of clav, and
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with the same range of strengths and weaknesses that are common
to the rest of mankind born of woman. The image of a university as
a collection of nearly superhuman scarchers after truth and devotees
of Wissenschaft, humbly listening to and learning from one another,
cte., is a lovely one, of course, but “professional ideological combat”
or the like would often he much closer to reality, except perhaps for
the “hard” sciences. Sometimes it would scem that the alleged “free
inquiry” of the “man come of age” is more akin to the adolescents’
bondage to the fashions of his peer group, and the comparisons some-
times attempted with ecang warfare or with the religious sectarian
strife of carlicr periods are not entirely gratuitous. Within a common
presuppositional framework, great progress (given their assumptions)
mav often he recistered, of course—but this is just the point: con-
fessionalism proclaims that framework which ofters the greatest free-
dom. both in time and in cternity. If we do not believe it, and cannot
confess 1t unapolovcticallv, we are, indeed, of all men most miscrable!

FOOTNOTLES

1. Sce mv review article of Ralph Bohlmann's Principles of Biblical Intcer-
pretation in the Lutheran Confession (Concordia, 1968) in Dialog,
where T first expressed my dismay at the extent to which American
Lutheranism was increasingly ignoring this concern, or giving only nom-
inal attention to it. There followed mv article, “No Other Gospel” in the
Lutheran Forum, Qct. 1969 (and the exchanges in Dec. 1969, Ycb.
1970, and March 1970), polemicizing cspecially at the extent to which
the entire issue was simply being swept under the rug in the interests
of athcological activism and ccumenism at any price. Finally, there was
the more theorctical study, “Is There a Lutheran View of the Bible?”,
The Lutheran Scholar, Jan. and April 1970. (Since I never personally
saw the proofs of the latter article, I must disassociate myself from the
rather wretched copy at points—but I trust that the thrust of my argu-
ments came through, nevertheless.) Some of my accents in this article
will parallel those made, c.g., by Sverre Aalen in his helpful article,
“The Revelation of Christ and Scientific Research” in the Dec. 1970
Springficlder, pp. 202-221. However, I hope to rclate my discussion more
dircetly to the scence in American Lutheranism than he could, as well
as to dwell more on the Old Testament aspects of the problem, where
my own nujor expertise (or fate) lies.

Within the TLCMS context, it seems to me, this means that, as the lin-
guistic and cthnic factors which once worked toward solidarity fade,
attention: should be given to the development of new structures where
“trial balloons™ can be floated without fundamental challenge to publica
doctrina, or where self-criticism may be encouraged without its degen-
erating into self-hate (as has plainly often happened), ctc.

The entire issue of viable structures for discipline is closely related.
None will work, of course, if a majority will to make them work is
abisent. Presuming that is not the case, however, just how does one pro-
ceed in a Lutheran context? Ideallv, of course, there will be evangelical
intcraction among all scgments of the church. Pope Paul recently insisted
that it was the business of the bishops—mnot of the theologians, as such—
to instruct the church. Can—or should—one translate that into a con-
temporary Lutheran context? (Cf. AC XXVIII, 20-23 where the “office
of the bishop™ is to “judge doctrine and condemn doctrine that is con-
trary to the Gospel.”) If councils, church conventions, and hierarchies
have often crred, seminaries and theologians certainly often have too! If
conventions are scarcely the place to weigh and decide complex doctrinal
issucs, the alternative certainly is not for them to forget about theology
and concern themselves primarily with social and political issues, as is

[
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often the case todav! (Ct. now .. C. Repp. “The Binding Natre of
Synodical Besolutions for a Pastor or Professor of the Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod,” CTM, XL1I/3 (3771, pp. 153-62)

In this respect too one will recall that TCMS was founded o quite
conscious distinction from “nondescript Lutherans” One will certainly
want to avoid any programmatic separatism, and various sccondary shifts
are surcly called for, but, in main thrust, I want to identify myself with
a firmly confessional stance. [ have recenstly heard muany express the
opinion that the horror at the rationalism infecting the German churches
in the nincteenth century, from which stemmed hoth the confessional
revival there and much religious emigration to America, is water long
since over the dam. I suggest that they merely open their cves to sce to
what a great extent, mutatis mutandis, it is still with us, oy has become
especially apparent the past fow vears. Somctimes, particutarly in LOMS,
as things have relaxed in recent vears, one is almost reminded of @ maiden
who has too long been sheltered and isolated and who, as a result, is now
just a bit too cager and willing! (One recalls cecasional jests (27 that some
day LCMS might turn out to be the most liberal of all American [utheran
bodics.

If a morc personal note will be allowed, perbaps 1T mav be allowed to
cxplain that this especially has been the point of departure for my own
recent rage and polemical stance! T find the lack of candor and the pro-
poscd fellowship of Lutherans on the basis of an “agrcement” on the
confessions which they all interpret and understand differently entirely
objectionable. Otherwise, of course, we can cordially agree to disagree
and cheerfully go our separate ways, hopefully without much of the
polemics of the past. No one will lament the change in atmosphere trom
dispute to dialoguc, from polemics to irenics, but it is a differenr matter
when ccumenies of the “Doctrine divides; service unites” tvpe becomes
a juggernaut that crushes every other concern.

At this point I fear I must record some dissatistaction with the recent
statcment by the majority of the St. Louis faculty reiterating its confes-
sional lovalty (LW Reporter, Nov. 15, 1970). I do not wish to be mis-
understood as challenging the sincerity of that statement's profession of
confessional lovality, nor do I care to enter here into the substance of
that theologico-political controversy about which | am not even fully
informed. My only point here is to aver that, in mv judgment, such a
simple reaffirmation of confessional loyalty without relating it to the issucs
of the day will not suffice. 1 am sure this is not its intent, but that appears
to me to be parallel to a purely theoretical preachment of Law and Gospel
without concrete application. There surely is some middle ground between
such a stance (and one has only to look at the LCA to sce how little that
can mcan; cf. below) and some formal, official addition to the Book of
Concord; the church surely has a right to make pro tem judgments of
what confessional faithfulness means today and to enforce discipline on
the basis of them. Cf. E. Schlink, Theology of the Lutheran Caonfessions,
p. 31: “Even the most solemn reaffirmation of the Confessions may be a
denial of them, if the errors of the day are passed over in silence. Hence
no confession of the church may be regarded as definitive in the sense of
precluding the possibility of further confessions.”

And, while I am at it, I think one has to fault the 1965 “Mission
Affirmations” along similar lines for not suffering from any cxcess of
unambiguity. Take at face value, they appear to be quite unexcep-
tionable, but not surprisingly, it is plain that they arc being given radically
varving interpretations in different quarters—most objectionably, 1 think,
by somc quite atheological activists, who appear to have no further regard
for the Law-Gospel or two-kingdom distinctions.

The practical upshot of all this is that I, regretfully, have cooled almost
entirely toward the ecumenical enterprise, also within Lutheranism, at
least as presently oriented. Some of the progress recorded in the various
dialogues appears almost too ghib to be credible; other aspects seem much
more promising, but, in cither cvent, it all seems quitc irrelevant when
much of the actual life and thought of all the churches involved proceeds
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in entireiv unrclated wavs. The external reasons why all Lutherans should
unite are as compelling as ever, but any virile confessionalism will also
remain vitally interested in internal unity. No doubt, it is truc that, on
the whole, Lutherans in America are already more doctrinally united
than anv other traditional grouping—but [ submit that that isn’t saving
very o much!

do not here wish to speak to the issue of LCMS-ALC fc]lo\\'s‘hip
as such, Anvone who knows both badies will, [ think, testify to the fact
that the ALC is. by the large, a far more conscrvative organism than the
TCN. TInevitabiv, autobiographical clements enter into these judgments,
which U do not care to accent as such, but how could it be otherwise?)
I have had only minimal personal contact with the ALC in recent ycars,
but at least two factors do not appear to me to augur well for its Confcs-
sional future: (1) its apparent head-long flight into the arms of the
LC N, rewardless of what shenanigans transpire there; and (2) its apparent
frequent tack ol careful confessional scrutiny in staffing its own institu-
tions.

However, L do want to cmphasize as emphatically as pussiblc that, in
nn uul('n.(m, Homuch of the LCA and its institutions arc “confessional,”
I can scarcely even imagine what non-confessionalism would he! (Cf.
Fartress Press: however landable its offerings may be from the perspec-
tive of academic Wissenschaft; it js plain that championship of a con-
lessional position has hardly any priority at all. Or one could comment
on the extent to which béing anti-pavochial schools is a simiple, but
militantly held dogma in wide arcas of the I_( A If what often goces on
there represents the future of "Lutheranism,” T, for one, simply am not
interested! In my judgment, the LCA still remains very much the parathceo-
logical or subtheological organization it has long heen judged to be—and
1 deteet no particular concern there to do anything about it. (One can, of
course, find a few in their own midst who Iament that state of atlairs.)
I think one could also document a clear tendency to send its few people
who are clearly confessional to inter-Lutheran discussions, thus giving
the impression that they are really representative. The classical 1.CA
insistenee that no new confessions bevond the “historic™ ones are necessary
for Luthceran unity might have much merit if it did not appear to mc to
cloak o widcespread indisposition to implement and apply their full con-
tents to the unrcnt scene. As a rcsulr. “confessionalism” is often no longer
even  a good tern to “‘conjure” by, but at best comes to imply only the
more or less accidental ceclesiastical identifications typical of much of
current Protestantism, and very often hecomes a codeword for all that is
reactionary, medieval, narrow-minded, cte.

There was once a time, in the far more congenial atmosphere of neo-
orthodoxy and biblical theology, when I was optimistic that, if LCMS
would only relax a bit in various non-essential areas, and the LCA would
actually put its heart wherce its mouth was, we might actually achieve true
confessional unity. 1 emphatically no longer retain such optimism! In
myv judgment, the LCA, as a whole, simply lacks the desire or will (or
both) to move decisively in any such direction, and many centrifugal
torces are obviously at work in LCMS. (In fact, [ have myself been
accused recently ot allegedly “moving” in a confessional direction at
the samce time that the LCMS is understood to he moving the opposite
way.} In any event, external union under current circumstances would,
in my opinion, be more akin to total capitulation of everything that T.CMS
has traditionally stood for (and I am not among thosc who think that
the latter ever represented  eschatological perfection). I hope that my
profound regret—if not disillusionment—also comes through as 1 find
It necessary to write lines such as these.

In the middle generations I think the gap still often is not very wide,
but [ have scen too many of the old LCA “liberals” come out of the wood-
work with utter impuity in recent \ears——and most recent graduates
(with an_ often almost fanatically held “new concept of [n0 “the”!!)

ministry™) arc anything but devoted to anything like traditional confcs-
sionalism. (C{. the cditorial “What Are Seminaries For?” (Chr. Todav,
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1/15,71, p. 21), pointing out how promincent on their acendas orangel-
ism of their own students should often he. lhe Mnd( \m g :spumll\
Garrett { Mcthodist), but I submit that it often would appic 1o seme
Lutheran seminaries as well, For at feast partial contirmation ane might
cite, "Your Next Pastor,” The Lotheran (12270, pp. 690 of. also
reaction in subsequent issucs.

At the same time, whether ov not one thinks in terms of possible new
alignments, T believe that more should be done 1o hring the conseryative
and confessional-minded in all branches of Amcerican Lutheranism to-
gether. T suspect that the initiative in this respeet lies more i FONMS—
if for no other reason than because of the tendeney there to think too
strictly along esternal organizational lives and to tar ovornvone in the
other Luthceran bodies with the same brush. 1 have nothing so grandiose
or official as “sclective fellowship” in mind, but simphy the fraternal com-
munion, in whatever external form, of those on basicaliv the same wave-
length. Sccondary benetits might include o diminished tonptation for
individual confessional groups to adopt onlv Jdefensive. palemical stances
and/or to become little ingrown, introspective groups dovotcd to nursing
and justifving maximually their Vinderheitskoniploy.

Two reccent examples of this sort of cvasiveness or reductionisime which
have come to my attention are: (13 the assertion thar any interpretation
of “Law-Gospel” from fundamentalism to Bultmannianism is compatible
with the confessions. While evervone is aware that there alwavs have
been certain minor variations in cven the “orthodox™ deplovment of that
formula, the spirtualistic and subjectivistic reduction of that formula
in much modern hvper-Lutheran thought of the Bultmannian varicty s
surcly outside the “outside limits” becanse it Teaves us with onlv the
shell minus the ontological and objective substance, the torm of vadliness
without the power thereot, or a “formula non-history”™ “to gquote a German
scholar's phrase in another connection). Such an assertion would almost
appear to say that anvonce who uses the magical formula, “Law-Gaospel.”
must be adjudged confessional, no matter bow he understands it—which,
even if that were correct, forgets or overlooks the vast extent to which
much of American Tutheranism is totally jgnorant of that manner of
thought and’or scornfully dismisscs it as "not among the questions every-
body is asking these davs.,” (2) The virgin birth is hddd up as an cxample
of dispensable confessional excgesis-——which, at lcast far the sake of
argument, one might conceivably concede as the extremie outside limits
of permissable doctrinal variation, cxcept that on the hasis of consistencey
it is hard to see how it should be excepted hetore othcrs { cspecially
when one recognizes it as a guardian of the incarnation). or how it can
ultimatcly be questioned on other than rationalistic grounds Cand cer-
tainlv not cxcluding “form-critical” arguments in a circle—-cf. below).
One recalls Luther's observation that, although it might theoretically be
denied without any apparent loss to the Gospel, how can it he when it is
50 plainly taught in Scripture?

Within my own observation at points in American Luthcranism 1 think
that I could establish such a typology of the cvaporation of confessional
substance: in the first stage “Gospel” and “Christ” replace "Bible” and
Confessions” as rallving crics. and in the following generation one has
thorough-going tohu wa-bohu, including some who show naot cven the
remotest signs of knowing what the Gospel is all about—or, it and when
it is present, onc would need Diogenes’ lantern to tind it. Such a "Gaspel
reductionism” appcars often to lurk behind the common practice within
especially the LCA of speaking about “the Luthceran confession™ instcad
of “the Lutheran Confessions,” Within LCMS 1 think cautions arc in
order that hearts do not leap with jov everytime the word “Gospel” (or
“Christology” or "justification by faith™) is hcard, because it is by no
mcans selt-cvident that it is understoood in anything approaching the
traditional sense.

In a syndicated (UP1) article appcaring in the South Bend Tribune,
Feb. 11, 1971, (“Radlcal Theories About Christ Offcr Quick Fame for
Authors™), Louis Casscls scores what he calls the "selective fundamental-



10.

11.

13,

14.

Bible and Confession 123

ism ~oof writers Tike Alegro with his “sacred mushroom™ fantasv or W,
Phipps argument that Tesus was married. (“The curious thing about all
novel Jesus-theorices js that their proponents feel free to ignore anv part
of the Gospel record which plainly contradicts their idea, while placing
complcte reliance on the literal accuracy of any minor detail which may
seem to support their view?) Anv knowledgeable student of Bible-study
will know that the criticism is by no mcans inapplicable to much less crass
theorizinu! 1 would obscrve here that 1 think both “conservatives™ and
“moderates” in LCMS need to define carefully their use of these terms if
they are really interested in more than being right, the former to show
cause why they should not at times be charged with mechanically up-
holding traditional excgeses, and the latter to demonstrate how they
propose 1o prevent others from using their slogans to move far further to
the “Jeft” than most of them themselves have moved.

Some of my discussion here is based on R. Preus’ The Inspiration of
Scripture, which while certainly svmpathetic to the Orthodox dogma-
ticians is by no mcans entirely uncritical cither. Unfortunately, at this
writing, 1 have not yvet found time to study his more recent work, The
Theology of Post-Reformation Lutheranism. Also very illuminating in its
discussion of nincteenth century debates is G. Forde, the Law-Gospel
Dehate O Nugshurg, 1968 ).

Same of the corrective material of this sort is collected and evaluated in
F. Kalh, The Theology of Worship in Scventeenth-Century Lutheranisin
Ctr. H. Hamann ). Certainly, onc of the major foci for a corrective to over-
intellectualism should be the Eucharist and the liturgical ceremonices
developing around it. Because of the polemical situation vis-a-vis Rome,
cven Lutheran confessionalism exploited this area only minimally until
recently, In the changed atmosphere, onc would hope it would come more
and more into its own. However, it scems to me that the problem of the
proper balance between emotion and reason is one of those percnnial
ones to which no final answer will ever be given; rather, as the temper
of the times constantly changes, the perennial problem will much more
be that of trving to keep the pendulum somewhere near the center.

With respect to eschatology, the superb study of James Martin, The Last
Tudgment in Protestant Theology From Orthodoxy to Ritschl (Eerdmans,
1963 should not be overlooked. Martin amply demonstrates that while
Orthodoxy cannot cscape censure in all respects, most subsequent theo-
logical movenments missed the mark far more.

One of the most trightful examples to come to my attention recently is:
I'. Herzog, "The Political Gospel,” The Christian Century, Nov. 18, 1870,
pp. 1380-1383. The examples, however, are legion. One I recently heard
orally began by protesting the common tendency to downplay or ignore
the sharp dualism of church and world in the Gospel of John, but prompt-
Iv continued by transposing the theme ¢is allo genos (sociological): the
hippic communes, by withdrawing from the “world” and protesting
against the cstablishment, were thus, allegedly, faithful to the “gospel™!
In proper context, one certainly does naot wish to deprecate “creativity.”
I must confess, however, to having been exposed to so much virtual
apotheosization of that ideal, that T almost cringe at its mention. And I
cannot resist recounting the cartoon I saw recently: one convict tells his
cellmate, “But I didn't think of it as embezzelment. To me it was just
creative bookkeeping.”  Adaptation to the theological cnterprise should
not be too difficult.

I believe that conservatives would do well to direct much more attention
in this arca. In many church colleges and seminaries one suspects that
so much concern is aimed at the biblical teachers (rightly or wrongly)
that the often far more serious defacto undermining of traditional
Christianity in other departments, especially the “behavioral sciences,”
goes virtually unnoticed. If one is going to speak of “faith” or the like,
one cannot help but observe how many who seem unable accept any
traditional Christian axioms any more can scarcely relate to the world at
all except in terms of Freud, Marx, et al. One must not protest too much,
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but I would submit that verv often in the ministey todav interest in
psychology, cte., rises in direct proportion to the slachening of interest in
solid cxegesis, textual preaching, and rconfessional theoloov. In the
tledging continuing education programs of the TCY and of other churches
as well, which once promised to resuscitate the moribund theology of
many parsons, scnsitivity training and the like finve ofton ol but taken
over. OF course, the problem reaches back into the very structure of
Seminary curricula, and, indced, into the confirmation and other educa-
tional programs of the Jocal parish as well. In all these aveas, [ believe
that the overall impact of existentialismy has been most banetul. " Might
1 also suggest that the commentary on the back of CPH's “1Tocus Bul-
leting” might bear some careful serutiny along these Jinees

Hence, entirely apart from the merits of the cases T tind the frequent
appcals to “academic freedom” in many of the current TOMS anti-
discipline petitions to be not a little disconcerting, At best, they do not
appcar to be very well thought out. Here it would be helptal if the critics
would themscelves be more positive and specify just how, when, and where
thev think confessional discipline should be excreised. Are thev defending
those under suspicion because thev agree with thew, or bocause they
are opposed in principle to doctrinal discipline® Have they really decided
that the chaos and disarray of most mainline denominations today s
preferable to the cccasional unpleasantry ot the exercise of theological
discipline? Do thev really favor adding one more latitudinarion choreh
body (albcit with a little Lutheran spice or “heritage™ ) to the list® 7Ct.
the many self-descriptions today about being “Lutherans of sorts,” or half-
jokes to the effect that the LCMS is the only place within Lutheranism
where it is still possible to start a good theological arcument, or the
LWVE's decision "not to wait” for LCMS anv longer.) Indeed, contession-
alism is dead if we too have reached the point swhere the onhv heresy is
to suggest that there is such a thing as heresy (not to accent the term as
such, however!), where the only orthodoxy is that there is no valid
orthodoxy, the only ahsolute that there are no absolutes, cte. “When the
cat’s away, the mice will play”——also theologians! 1 have noted with my
own cars the explicit relish with which somce have cast off all rastraints,
oncce they were sure there was no farther danger of anv oflicial ceclesiasti-
cal displeasurc. In general, there is ample evidence within Tutheranism
to demonstrate how easily leaving it for cvervone to interpret Cor ignore)
his confessional subscription as he sees fit can come to mean—NOTHING!
Cf. Schlink, op. cit., p. 24: “Thus the Confession shows how 1o dis-
tinguish between theological movements within the church, on the one
hand, and the scparateness of church and heresy on the other. In cven
case the Confessions exclude the liberty to teach anvthing and cevervthing.
and they make the concept ‘confessional freedom’ impossible as a slogan
for the church, inasmuch as such a concept significs not only trecdom with
respect to the Confessions, but also with respect to cvern Contfession.
namely, freedom from confession.”

This would be some of my reaction to Leigh Jordah's criticisms {in a
generally favorable review) of Robert Preuss” new work, op cit., in the
CPH Commentator, Winter, 1971, p. 9, wishing that mosrc time had
been spent on “the central theological issues of our day™ (religion vs.
revelation, ete.) rather than the doctrine of Scripturc. Not that the
former arce not worthy topics, but in a confessional context will not de
Seriptura remain a central issuc of every dav? Sometimes the best that
can be said for much modern theology, it scems to mie, is precisely its
prcoccupation with apologetics, as academe has posed the issues, to the
virtual neglect of “the whole counsel of God.”

This appears to me to be about the only point rcally made (except tor
obscure warnings about “confessional imperialism”) by H. Diem in his
diffuse article, "Is doctrinal disciplinc possible?”, Lutheran Forum, 271,
pp. 11ff. W. Kiunneth makes the same point in his companion and (to
me) far more substantial picce. “Fditor's Ambo” on p. 5 characterizes
the latter's contribution as a “massive rcjection of massively radical



Bible (md C onfccwon 125

positions,” apparently almost as though Kiinneth’s antitheses did not really
appear in American Lutheranism to any degree. T wish T could be even
remotelv so sanguine!

19. 1 wish to emiphasize that these descriptions are by no means theoretical,
not even within Amcerican Lutheranism, and with respect to both colleges
and seminarics. The sentiment is also widespread that the “wave of the
future” is the ultimate disappearance of denominational seminaries,
[caving at most a chair or two at university divinity schools to deal with
individual heritages and politics. The LCMS probably was impoverished
somewhat in carlier-vears by the unwritten law that future tcachers should
scarcely even expose themselves to the theology or ideology of othcr insti-
tutions of higher lc‘unmg,, but the solution is not to drop all scrutiny and
leanve cach new Ph.D. “free” to ccho uneritically all the great ideas of his
mentor.

20. An cxecdlent admission (and somewhat agonizing rcappraisal) that the

“objectivity”™ of many college religion departments is recally a counter-
faith appcared recently in: R. N. Bellah, “Confessions of a Former
I'stablishment Fundamentalist,” Bulletin of ‘the Council on the Study of
Relicion. 1/3 (Dec., 1970) pp. 3-6. Just once choice quote: “The cstab-
Jishment view of rcligion in American universitics today is what 1 have
called ‘cnlightment fundamentalism.” This is the view that science and
historical scholarship have effectively disposed of fallacious beliefs. It
the studv of rcligion has any place in the university at all, which i
doubtiul to (nhg,htmcnt fundamentalists, it is to disclose the truc 1’(‘350115
whyv rcligious Dbelievers have been so misguided.” Of course, the context
of the article is that part of recent student disturbances which have been
dirceted against the university itself, especially its failure to inculcate even
humanistic—1let  alone metaphysi Comparable to Bellah's
language, somce have spoken of an “inverse fundamentalism” which scems
to assume that, given cnough time and money, all scholars will eventually
agrece!

Theological Refractions
DO WE NEED BISHOPS NOW?

For some reason or other, the thoughts of having bishops quickens
the pulse of many Lutherans. The Lutheran World, the officially en-
dorsed theological periodical of the Lutheran World Federation, devoted
an entire scries of jssues to this question in connection with negotiations
with the Anglican Chureh. Episcopacy in the Lutheran Church (Fortress
Press, 19703 goes over much of the same ground without turning up any-
thing essentially new. There are the arguments from the history of the
churelt and from certain Lutheran State churches where the church is
stil] supervised by hishops. Then there is a general type of discussion on
what a bishop should do. (This might be a simple question, but it is
hardly clear since bishops in different churches have different tasks.)

Jut has anybody really answered the question of whether anyone
really wants bishops today? The opinion of the elergy is somewhat un-
important sinee numerically the pastors account for only .0001 of the
membership. (This figure is open to mathematical correction.) Unless
someone is greatly deceiving us, the great thrust today is against the
establishment. And the ecclesiastical establishment is taking it on the
chin along with the political establishment. Wouldn't the current prob-



