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The LWEF At Evian—
Some Observations

JoesT SCHONE

T'he Background of the Fifth Assembly of the LWF
O ASSEMBLY OF the Lutheran World Federation (LWI)

has been as controversial as the one held at FEvian. It suffered
criticism before it convened, while it met, and after its adjourn-
ment. The mecting place, the working method and the results were
and remain controversial.

The Executive Committee of the LWE had chosen lor the Fifth
General Assembly a theme which proved to be most explosive: Sent
into The World. As President Schiotz stated in his opening pres-
entation, the DLxccutive Committee was unanimous in its convic-
tion that the emphasis must be placed on the words “into the world.”
But it was this “world” that almost threw the General Assembly off
the track before it got under wav. The meeting place had to be
changed twice, first hom Weimar, East Germany, to Porto Alegre,
Br d/Jl, finally from there at the Iast minute to Evian on Lake Geneva,
France.

The meceting at Evian hardly offered any continuity with the
work or theme of the previous assembly held in Helsinki in 1963.
Such continuity must be found more in the ecumenical conterences
of the last few vears, particularly the “World Conterence on Church
and Socicty”™ in Geneva 1966, and the assembly of the World Coun-
cil of Churches in Uppsala 1968. But the qucstl(m of whether the
church has the right to engage in political, economic or social ques-
ticns, was not thmouuhh Ln()uOh discussed at Uppsala or at Evian.
This led some at Evian to point out that in the topics of delibera-
tion and in the formulation of answers there was no noteworthy
difference to what bad been done at Uppsala. Now and then some
asked why the LWF held its own General Assemblv? What were
the specific and distinctive contributions of the LWF? Had not
cvervthing been discussed alreadv in another placc Dr. Wolber,
the Blshop of Hambure, raised the question, “Are we giving ade-

=

The author of this penetrating critique of the Fifth Assembly of the Lutheran World
Federation is Dr. lobst Schone, a Lutheran pastor in Berlin, He is a graduate of Concordia
Seminary, St. Lowis and of tlu University of Munster, where he received his Doctor of
Theology degree in 1969. He is a contributor to the nuthontalne ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE
Lurnenrax Cuurcu and was chosen as a contributing essavist to the FESTSCHRIFT FOR
ALFRED . FUERBRINGER, CoNCorpIaA THEOLOGICAL MonTHLY (July-August, 1969). He
is also the author of KIRCHE UND KIRCHENBEGIMENT IM WIRKEN UND DENKEN GEORG
Purniee Evvary Huscuxes., Last yvear he published LUTHERS BEKENNTNIS VOM ALTAR-
SAKRAMENT. He wrote his doctoral dissertation under the auspices of the late chairman
()f the Lutheran World Federation’s Commission on Theology, Professor Dr. Ernst Kinder,
who died on December 2, 1970. He was also the leading essavist for the International
Theological Conference hcld in S8t. Louis in July, 1970. In the same month hc repre-
sented the Lutheran Church of Germany (the Lutheran Free Churches) as observer at
the LWF Assembly. This article appeared as an official report to his church in
LUTHERISCHE RLATTER. Translation and condensation was done by Mr. Wilhelm
Torgerson.



IV& I At Evian : 271

quate expression to the fact that we are a Lutheran World Federa-
tion?"
The Makeup of the Fifth Assembly of the LWF

From 82 member churches and from new-member Lutheran
Churches, union and other denominations came 216 delegates, 33
ofhicial visitors, 19 observers, 112 advisors to Lvian. ]ommo them
were 76 members of the LWE staff and 119 representatives of the
press. This makes a total of 575 participants, or slightly more than
half the number present at Helsinki. Everv third visitor of the
Assembly came from the so-called “Third World. Noteworthy was
that the average age was 44.6 vears, the lowest of any assembly in
LW history. 33 \outh delegates, all with a seat and vote in the

General Assembly, were less than 28 vears of age. The youngest
was 17.

The presence of the voung people’s delegation was audible
though not alwavs intelligible. ~"They pressed the Assembly con-
tlnudll\ to take a definite action in specific cases of misery in the
world. Their influence dare not be underestimated. On the other
hand, these voung men were obviously unconcerned about the con-
fessional aspect of the LIVE,

Evian was designed as a working conference. The worship
services were held in the local Roman Catholic parish church. But
neither the worship services nor some of the excellent Bible studies
at the beginning of each dav nor the daily closing devotions in the
assembly Tall had a noticcable influence on the Asscml)l\ The real
work lav entively in the presentations and discussion in the plenary
assembly and the sections. The plenary assembly was introduced to
the problematics of a theme by means of formal presentations. Then
the participants were divided into three sections and fifteen sub-
sections.  Beside these plenary sectional sessions there were open
hearings about the work done in the LWF Departments over the
last several vears. In addition, there were topically oriented eve-
ning sessions, e.g., ecumcmcal evening, session on “The Church
and Communication”, vouth evening, ctc.

The Theme of the Fifth Assembly of the LWF

The main presentation before the plenar\ meeting was made
by Prof. Heinz Eduard Todt, instructor of social ethics in the Theo-
logical Faculty at the University of Heidelberg. His tOplL was “Crea-
tive Discipleship in the Crisis of the Present “World.” His presenta-
tion set the tone for the Assembly and gave it its major emphasis.
This can be summed up as the call to the Christian to respomlblhtv
in society and politics. The other emphasis was found in an ecu-
menical outreach on all sides. Several essavs devcloped the ecu-
menical direction.

Todts" offered three major theses in his essav: 1. The History
of Humanity as Theological Dimension of the Message of Justifica-
tion. 2. Basic Characteristics of the Present Crisis In Humanity.
2, Criteria for our Orientation. Tédt saw such standards to be: a)



272 Tae SPRI\'GFIELD}:R

“world changing reason” which dominates modern science and tech-

nology must “be called to a humane responsibility; here theology has
the dutv to bccomc the “core of crystallizing many sciences and sci-
entists”; b) “the productive meaning of the doctrine of the two
kingdoms” must be brought to fullest effect; not that it stands op-
posul to change but in its cail also to take up political responsibility
according to thc cxample of the Great Reformer himself; and finally
¢) “the crltcrm of true humanity must be discovered in the mission
of Jesus.” “In Jesus and his destiny we confront the image of the
true, complete man; his person shows us criteria that should direct
our search for the image of man for which we in the future are re-
sponsible.”

In this section Tddt proposed, in opposition to traditional the-
ology, a new concept of sin. Sin today must be measured on the
tailure over against the future. Sin “today becomes primarily visi-
ble where man fails in his mission and in his purpose. That is to
say concretely: where man as steward of the earth makes structures
and conditions in this world that are umworthy of man . . .” From
this position, Todt makes several concrete deductions, of which all
pointed in the direction of taking up immediate social and political
responsibility: in matters of human rights, of racial discrimination,
of the development of non-industrial nations, the reduction of “im-
perialistic behavioural patterns in politics and the economic field.”

Todt's theological theses are significant, though they were
hardly new. Several critical questions must be asked. What is the
advantage of substituting the relationship of man to his fellow
man for the relationship of man to God? What reactions will there
be it the individual is understood primarily as a product of his en-
vironment and society? On what does Todt base his anthropology?
[s it the result of Marxist theory, which values the individual as
“the ensemble of the conditions in society” (Marx)? Can we un-
critically adopt such a theory? It is quite difficult to understand how
Todt could assert the claim that “in earlicr times man’s sin was
proven by his deviations from pre-set regulations.” ‘The teaching on
original sin, as found in Article II of Auosburﬂ Confession, is much
more profound on this point. Todt's (hnsto]omcal statements will
alsc have to be examined in detail. Does Chrlstology for him shrivel
to a mere assertion that the Christ is now only the point of orienta-
tion in the search for the man of the future? Does He not have a
merely exemplary position? Is He not only some sort of model? 1f
s, why should not the person of Jesus be ‘exchangeable for another
person in history? Does Christology in this case still holds its dom-
inating position as the center of all Christian theology?

Admittedlv, Todt wanted to avoid radicalism. He was con-
cerned about the danger, that Christendom either withdraws from
or loses to the world. In this case faith and works would be totally
scparated. But what is Todt's new methodological approach? Tt
would hardly be fair to Todt if we were to understand his position
as a complement to the “classic” concept of justification, Christology,



LWFE At Evian 273

and the doctrine of salvation. He is not interested in reviving what
has been forgotten or reassembling the pieces. His remarks indicate
an cntirely different purpose. We must examine whether his method
has a Biblical basis, whether it can be harmonized with the Con-
fessions (presupposing that they still set a standard today), and
what its consequences will be. This was neither done at Evian, nor
could it have been done. This is a task which faces us now.

A view opposing Toédt's was unexpectedly presented by the
Bishop of Hamburg, Dr. Wolber, three days before adjournment,
“On the Responsibility of the Individual.” He pointed to “the chaos
of the individual structure” of man which demands “not only a new
consciousness, but also a change of his nature and will by means
of a new relation (of man) to his origin and to his destination.”
“Therefore we appeal to all to search for God anew, to scarch for
Him in Him who is known to us as Jesus Christ, and also to pray
anew and to listen to His word.” “We are prompted to witness to
our fellow man that Christians believe in a totally new creation,
and that thev look for it in the prayers and in their worship. As
we consider all this, we call crisis shaken humanity not only to re-
sponsibility within society, but to a life of faith and of prayer. We
are convinced that the background of our misery is the catastrophy
of our relation to God . . .”

This declaration with its rejection of any process optimism was
not simply swallowed hook, line and sinker at Evian, but it led to
onc of the most lively debates of the plenary assembly. In the end
the Assembly declared its “agreement” with the proposal and recom-
mended the communication of the text with certain additions to all
member churches.

Section I at Evian, working with the theme “Sent with the
Gospel,” taced the whole problem of communication. It was un-
able to arrive at a clear definition of what was meant by “Gospel.”
But there was a warning against stressing action to the detriment
of proclamation. Christian action can never be alone but the word
must be added to action “if it is to be more than humanitarian
altruism.”

In the debate on missions, strikingly enough it was the rep-
resentatives of the younger churches who repeatedly criticized the
socio-political engagement of the LWF. Instead they demanded a
proclamation of the content of the “classic” doctrine of reconcilia-
tion, redemption through Christ and the forgiveness of sins. Since
then, these demands of the younger churches have been rather
cleverly dismissed. Jiirgen Jeziorowski has stated that the “Third
World” representatives were paying back a debt to the conservative
theologians from Europe and the USA. “Bad theology, which at
one time was exported, was delivered back in this direct way.” It
is astounding how frivolously the voices of the younger churches
can be dismissed. These were the voices which at one time were
tirelessly called upon as the chicf witnesses for the nccessity of a new
theological and ecumenical orientation.

oo
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A special “ecumenical evening” was devoted to the relation-
ship between the Roman and the Lutheran Churches.  The major
speaker that evening was Jan Cardinal Willebrands, President of the
Secretariat for Christian Unity. As he spoke of the theme Seut Into
The World, he reminded the Assembly that the church “is not sent
into the world with empty hands,” but rather she brings “the Gospel
of Christ.” From this it follows, that the church “must be the con-
science of the world” and dare not identify itself with the world.
“The dignity of man,” said Willebrands, “reaches its highest de-
arce of completion in man’s recognition of and praver to God”; and
“the wayv and the absolute prerequisite for this turning of man to
God . . . is the reconciliation accomplished by Christ between man
with God.” In all this he made constant reference to the Holy Scrip-
tures—something that was different from the usual fare.  In other
presentations, reference to the Holy Scriptures was missing,

Then the Cardinal turned his attention to Roman-lutheran
relations in the present and the futare. He did not doubt that “de-
spite all future perspectives . . . Catholic-Lutheran dialogue
must always refer back to the 16th century.” He cautiously re-
flected on the person of the Great Reformer: “In the course of the
centuries the person of Martin Luther has from the Catholic side
not always been correctly adjudged nor has his theology always been
correctly reflected.” But of particular note was his statement: “In a
mecting, which has chosen as its theme Sent Into The World, it is
good to reflect on a man for whom the doctrine of justification was
the articulus stantis et cadentis ecclesine. In this let him be our
common teacher, that God must alwavs remain Lord and that our
most important human response must remain absolute trust in and
the worship of God.”

The second speaker for the “ecumenical evening” was the Amer-
ican theologian, Dr. Kent Knutson, since then elected president of
the American Lutheran Church. His topic was “The Reaction of the
Lutheran Churches to the Roman Catholic Church and its The-
ology Todav.” The ALC president insisted that the pressing world
problems facing Christians “dwarf the luxury of subtle theological
distinctions.”  Dr. Knutson himself alrcadv seemed to have re-
nounced these subtle theological distinctions.

The problem of “ecumenical responsibility” was dealt with in
Scction 1I. The urgency of Christian unity was said to be part
of the fulfillment of the church’s mission. Basic ecclesiological ques-
tions were not debated. The “ecumenical” climate prevented a con-
sideration of possible non-theological factors of the scarch for unity.
It did not permit discussion of the problem of false doctrine or the
ecclesia falsa. “Our present-day difficulties and dispersion situa-
tion make concentration on the fundamental issues necessary and
not on the work towards a summa doctrinae.” Section I recom-
mended the expansion of ecumcnical relations to the Baptists,
Methodists, Pentecostals and the syneretistic cults in South American
and Africa through new contacts, study sessions and dialogue on
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local and regional basis. Alongside Scction 11 an “Ad Hoc Com-
mittee on Lutheran-Reformed Dldloouc worked on a report which
the plenary assembly later received and which, on the basis of pre-
vious doctrinal discussions, recommends the establishment of a
Lutheran-Union-Reformed “Concord” with the goal of full fellow-
ship between the churches involved. This “Concord” should con-
tain:

a) a declaration that the churches agree in their understand-
ing of the content of the Gospel;

b) a declaration that the doctrinal condemnations in the Con-
fessions no longer apply to the present doctrinal stance of
the partner; and

¢) a declaration of pulpit and altar fellowship between the
churches involved.

For this conception one need not search long in church his-
tory for a parallel. This is quite similar to the classic 19th century
“Union” between Lutheran and Reformed in Germany. Arnold
Mobbs, representative of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches,
told the Assembly: “I am very, very pleased with this document.”
In a similar vein were the comments of two representatives of Ger-
man union churches, whose comments were prominently featured by
the Press Office of the LWE. Significantly the reactions of the Presi-
dent of The Lutheran Church— Missouri Synod and of the General
President of the Fvangelical Lutheran Church of Australia to the
Assembly action were pas%d over in total silence by the Press Office
of the LWF.

Results and Consequences of the Fifth Assembly of the LWF

Tln ce characteristics mark this Assembly.

A departurc for the LWF in the direction of social and
pohtu.al responsibility hoth as a world federation as well as indi-
vidual member churches. Speaking to sociological, political or eco-
nomic issues will raisc not only the question of the LWF’s and
its member churches’ legitimacy and professional competence, but
also the question of the thcolomcal basis and the delineation over
against attempts of a similar nature from another side.

2. The expansion of ecumenical relations with all practical
consequences. If previous declarations of the LWE and its former
assemblies saw as their goal the union of world Lutheranism in faith
and confession, then a “fundamental change has taken place. The
ecumenical movement, at least in its institutionalized form, has ap-
parently given stronger impulses to the LWF than its confessional
commitment and its member churches. Already one thing seems
evident: those churches, who until now for reasons of their con-
fessional stance have stqved away from the LWEF, will in the future
be even less inclined to bear mutuallv the 1espons1b1ht& to seek
admission to a world federation which in an cver clearer way plays
the role of a preliminary step toward total integration into the
World Council of Churches.
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3. The end of striving for a theological consensus. The for-
mer General Secretary and now Lxecutlvc Committee Member Dr.
Schmidt-Clausen expressed it this way: “In Minneapolis, world Lu-
theranism for the first time—and we fear, for the last time in a
long while—made the attempt to seck a theological consensus and
to formulate it.”

If we are to make a general characterization—at least in some
preliminary way—then we will have to point out the general un-
certainty, so evident at Fvian. This is, in the final analvsis, the re-
sult of a theological uncertainty: The pluralism of different and op-
posing theolomcs in which a back reference to a common founda-
tion can lmrd]v be detected any longer, have undermined anyv con-
sensus. The formulation of the theme for Fvian can serve as ex-
ample: Sent Into The World. Missing is anv statement about the
“subject”, about Him who does the scn(hng. [s it Christ? Ts it Christ
vere Deus ct vere homo—or just vere homo? This question, to which
now there is no common answer within the Lutheran World Fed-
eration, scparates the “spirits”. On this answer everything, includ-
ing LCL](‘sl()]OO\ depends.

This fellow ship of Lutheran churches, which the LWF sup-
p()scdl\ wants to be, seems to be no longer Cor at least in ever de-
creasing measurce) held together by doctrinal consensus and com-
mon expression of faith. Its functioning seems now primarily main-
tained by its organizational apparatus.



