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10 10STORIES FROM THE STORMS
by Kim Krull, Diana Ringer and
Paula Schlueter Ross

Millions were affected by this year’s
hurricanes in the Southeast. Here
are stories from some of them.

DISARMING HEARTS
by Joe Isenhower Jr.

Years of civil war in Liberia and Sierra Leone,
West Africa,haven’t stopped Lutherans there
from spreading the Gospel and celebrating
God’s goodness.

A FOUNDING FAMILY
by Alan Feyerherm

Alongside Washington, Adams and
Jefferson belongs another name,
a Lutheran name:Muhlenberg.
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WHAT IS A ‘CONFESSIONAL
LUTHERAN CHURCH’ANYWAY?
by Samuel H.Nafzger

The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod
is a confessional Lutheran church body.
But what does that mean?
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Letters

The actual question that was
asked and answered by “Q&A” was
this: “Does the LCMS teach that
individuals must act or cooperate
with God before He can accomplish
our salvation?” The short answer is
“no.” The context of the question,
however, was a specific sermon.
While “Q&A” made no comment
about that sermon, we agree that it
is not possible to know from what
was quoted how the preacher (or the
congregation) understood his
requests that the congregation say
“I receive” and “I accept.”—Ed.

A courageous witness
THE STORY OF GARY RIDGWAY, THE

most notorious serial killer of the
last two decades, and his confronta-
tion by sheriff Dave Reichert with
God’s judgment and mercy was rivet-
ing (“God’s Grace and the Green
River Killer,” Sept. ’04). This dramat-
ic story is related to the even more
dramatic story of Jesus driving the
demons from the man who lived in
the tombs (Mark 5:1–20). For
Lutheran Christian Reichert, “He
was talking to the devil himself.”
Law and Gospel were never more
compellingly demonstrated.

Blessed for more than half a
century traveling this globe, I am
convinced that demons reside even
in the councils of government, hate
groups, prisons, war planners, in
the international trafficking of
women and children—the list is
interminable. The Word of God
cuts to the quick, and somehow
this power must get out there, as
revealed in the courageous witness
of sheriff Dave Reichert.

Dr. Albert E. Jabs
Lexington, S.C.

RE. “CAN WE ‘ACCEPT’ SALVATION?”
(“Q&A,” Sept. ’04): I fear we some-
times put too much emphasis on
terminology and forget that “the Lord
looketh on the heart.” The bottom
line is: To whom do I give credit for
my salvation?

The “I accept Christ” theology can
easily lead to human pride and denial
of “grace alone.” On the other hand, 
I may simply “receive” Christ or say
my faith is a gift of God and still take
some credit for my salvation.

Thankfulness and humility are
evidenced in attitudes and actions,
not merely in our choice of words.
Correct terminology is useful, but the
God who knows the heart is better
qualified than we to know who under-
stands “grace alone” and who does
not.

Rev. Norbert V. Becker
St. Louis, Mo.

AS I READ THE QUESTION, TWO “RED

flags” arose. First, we don’t have the
entire context of the sermon in ques-
tion, so we don’t know the whole
story. Since the target hearers were
already Christians, this doesn’t sound
to me like an “altar call”/synergism
message at all. The Eighth Command-
ment requires that we “put the best
construction on everything,” and the
answer to the question did not do
that.

Even more disturbing to me was
that the question was answered at all.
According to Matthew 18, the answer
to the question should have been
something like, “The first thing you
should do is contact the pastor in
question and share your concerns
with him.” Instead, the answer has
become “ammunition.”

Rev. Dale Critchley
Delaware, Iowa

‘Accepting’ salvation

The bottom line is: To whom
do I give credit for my salvation?

Rev. Norbert V. Becker
St. Louis, Mo.

WHAT AN EXAMPLE OF THE IMPOR-
tance of sharing Jesus with even
those we don’t like very much. We
all have people in our lives like
that, but for sheriff Reichert, the
situation was in the extreme. It
took strong faith for him to share
the message of salvation in Jesus
Christ with this serial murderer.

As a pastor, I am always con-
cerned about making sure we
don’t mix up Law and Gospel. It
can be hard at times, and I under-
stand the difficulty in the case of
Gary Ridgway. However, to tell
anyone, “Jesus Christ died for
your sins ... and He will forgive
you if you are truly sorry for what
you have done” is Gospel mixed
with the Law. The true Gospel
message has no conditions. After
presenting the Law, the clear
Gospel message would be to tell
Gary Ridgway, “Jesus Christ died
for your sins, and He forgives you.
Period. You are forgiven.” It is the
Holy Spirit working through the
Law that makes a person truly
sorry for his sins.

Rev. Howard Gleason
Burlington, Ill.

Another gift

I’M WRITING IN REPLY TO THE LETTERS

about the wonderful gift of
Alcoholics Anonymous and the 
12 steps for recovery from the
disease of alcoholism (“Letters,”
Sept. ’04). Thank God! Having
grown up with alcoholism, I know
first hand the havoc it causes for
every life it touches.

However, the main reason I am
writing is to let readers know that
out of AA comes another program
of hope for a disease that many
suffer with and may not even
realize it. It is compulsive eating,
and I thank God that He brought
me to Overeaters Anonymous
more than 16 years ago. There I
discovered the solution to my
dilemma of excess weight and my
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problems with food. OA is not a diet
and calorie club. We offer support
and understanding for anyone who
suffers with their weight and food.
There are many OA meetings world-
wide.

Name withheld

To clarify ...
THANKS TO CHAPLAIN EARL KETTLER

both for his service to our country and
for demonstrating the need to clarify
the term “separation of church and
state” (“Letters,” Sept. ’04).

Many are unaware that this phrase
does not appear in our Constitution
and was, in fact, used by Thomas
Jefferson in a letter to a Baptist con-
vention in 1802—to assure them that
in the new republic there would be
no “state church,” as was the case in
some of the states at that time. This
non-Constitutional phrase has been
used by artful and creative judges
ever since the notorious 1947
Supreme Court “Everson” decision to
gradually remove the Christian influ-
ence in government and education
that was accepted as normal and
helpful by every prior generation and
court. Is our country better off since
1947 with more “separation of church
and state”? Which of the oft-banned
10 Commandments is responsible for
the mess we are now in?

Dr. Richard C. Heckmann
Fayetteville, Ark.

Kits for Iraqi kids
THANKS SO MUCH FOR INCLUDING THE

item regarding the Lutheran Hour
Ministries (LHM) project “Iraqi
Children—Precious in His Sight”
(“National News,” Aug. ’04). What a
positive witness of caring and sharing
with those who are often the forgotten
victims of conflict.

May our Lord bless our chaplains
as they distribute these “zip-locked”
kits of love.

Rev. Jack D. Wangerin
New Milford, N.J.
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by Joe Isenhower Jr.

B y early October, news agencies report-
ed that 83,000 former rebel fighters in
Liberia—as many as one-fifth of them

children—had turned in their weapons after a
year of peace in the 14-year civil war there. The
war has claimed hundreds of thousands of
lives and turned at least half a million others
into refugees across West Africa.

Each one who voluntarily turned in arms was
offered $300 and training to re-enter society.

“What is needed is for God’s Word to dis-
arm their hearts,” David Ballah, a government
representative in Liberia, told four Missouri
Synod Lutherans from the U.S. who were there
and in Sierra Leone in August. Their visit was
organized by LCMS World Relief/Human Care.

“But what we found disarming,” said Rev.
Jarold Rux, director of strategic partnerships
with LCMS World Relief/Human Care, “even in
the refugee camps we visited, was the joy and
genuine Christian zeal of the people—how the
church there is not just surviving in almost
unthinkably difficult conditions, but growing
under Word and Sacrament.”

With Rux on the two-week visit were Rev.
Donald Fondow, president of the LCMS
Minnesota North District; Rev. Stephen
Wipperman, assistant to the president of the
Minnesota South District; and Rev. Juan A.
Gonzalez, former member of the LCMS Board

THE LUTHERAN WITNESS

DISARMING
HEARTS

Years of civil war in Liberia and Sierra Leone,
West Africa, haven’t stopped Lutherans there
from spreading the Gospel and celebrating

God’s goodness.

Members of Good Shepherd Lutheran Church, Cotton Tree, Liberia, met
with Synod visitors in mid-August. Among those seated on the bamboo
pews are Minnesota North District President Donald Fondow (second row)
and  Rev. Steve Wipperman (third row) of the Minnesota South District staff.
Other visitors are Rev. Juan A. Gonzalez (standing, back row) of Lorain,
Ohio; and (far right, back row), agricultural missionaries Delano and Linda
Meyer, and Rev. Jarold Rux of LCMS World Relief, which organized the
Americans’ visit to West Africa.

       



for Human Care Ministries.
The Missouri Synod started mission work in Liberia in

1978 and in neighboring Sierra Leone in 1983. When civil
war and conflict broke out in those countries in the late
1980s, they had 85 congregations as a result of that
work. Now, there are more than 400 congregations and
preaching stations, with about 50,000 members. 

Although the conflict forced the evacuation of LCMS
missionaries, Rev. David Londenberg, a former mission-
ary to Sierra Leone, soon returned to establish and over-
see the Coordinating Center for Theological Studies
(CCTS)—first at Karloken, in Liberia, and now also at
Jembe, Sierra Leone. 

The two church bodies that grew out of the Synod’s
mission work there—the Evangelical Lutheran Church
of Liberia (ELCL) and Christ Evangelical Lutheran
Church in Sierra Leone—have “a severe shortage of
ordained pastors,” Rux said.

Rux explained that local congregations and
preaching stations select their own leaders to be
trained at CCTS, where they learn a basic theo-
logical curriculum in five six-week sessions.

Gonzalez said that he was “very impressed”
with how laymen are being prepared there for
leadership in their churches.

“I call it the treasure of Sierra Leone,”
Wipperman said. 

Hosts and guides for the U.S. Lutherans were
Linda and Delano Meyer. Delano, the only other
Synod missionary in Liberia and Sierra Leone
besides Londenberg, is developing a course to
teach more effective agricultural techniques
among Lutherans in West Africa.

Rux said that as a result of the war, roads out-
side the capital cities of Monrovia, Liberia, and
Freetown, Sierra Leone, “are in serious need of
repair,” and there is “virtually no infrastructure”
in either city.

When the group worshipped with congregations in
refugee camps they visited, the chapels typically consist-
ed of storm tarps and palm branches held up by tree
limbs, he said.

During a phone-conference-call debriefing after
returning from Africa, all four Americans recalled a
chant used by the African Lutherans in more than one of
the worship services they attended.

“God is good,  all the time—all the time, God is good-
especially to me,” that chant goes.

“These people have gone through terrific adversity,”
said Fondow, whose district is home for the Meyers. “To
see how these fellow Lutherans are not just coping, but
thriving, and even turning their suffering into joy, is hum-
bling,” he said.

“These Lutherans—self-sufficient as they are, with so
little—are so grateful,” Gonzalez added. 

Literally everywhere they visited, Rux said the group
saw the aftereffects of war—especially poverty. In Liberia,
the unemployment rate may be as high as 95 percent.

At the Evangelical Lutheran Vocational Training
School in Monrovia, Liberia’s capital, they found hun-
dreds of students, but no educational materials for their
training. The center recently re-opened after the war had
forced its closing. 

Rux said that administrators at the school said they
expect it to be one of those included in an Evangelical
Lutheran Church of Liberia-sponsored program for voca-
tional training of ex-combatants. That program is funded
by the United Nations. 

The group learned that thatch-roofed homes and
other structures they visited in villages along the way
once had metal roofs that rebels had stolen during the
conflict.
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T he plane taxied down the runway
as I peered out its small window. I

was at the end of my first journey to
Africa—flying now toward Nairobi,
Kenya—and I was captivated by her
beauty, intrigued by her wonderful
peoples, awed at her resources, and
deeply humbled by the Lutherans I had
met.

I had visited many places in the
developing world. But never do I recall
such an intense sense of contradiction.
So rich in natural resources, yet so
many suffer unimaginable poverty. A
plethora of wondrous ethnic diversity,
yet plagued by unending conflict.
Cursed by war, HIV/AIDS, and poverty,

yet Africa’s Christian
and Lutheran popula-
tion is exploding—
even as the de-

Christianization of the Reformation’s
homeland in Europe continues.

Africa, like no other place in the
world, defies easy explanations and
comfortable clichés.

Funny thing, but the quest to com-
prehend the plight of our fellow
Lutherans in Africa has driven me to
reading Luther and the New Testament
in a way beyond anything I had experi-
enced before. And I’ve come away
from Africa and Martin Luther with a
far more profound understanding of
the church, the Lord’s Supper, and the
mission of LCMS World Relief.

When Dr. Bob Roegner of LCMS

World Mission approached us about a
significant agricultural mission project
among our Lutheran partners in West
Africa, I had just re-read Luther’s
amazing 1519 document “The Blessed
Sacrament of the Holy and True Body
of Christ.” Now I cannot receive
Christ’s body and blood at my home
church without thinking also of our
African Lutheran brothers and sisters.

The Lord’s Supper, writes Luther,
makes all the spiritual possessions of
Christ ours. In the Sacrament we
become one with Christ—and so also
with all those who receive the same
sacrament, even half a world away.

Luther writes that “all sufferings
and sins become common property;
and thus love engenders love in return
and [mutual love] unites. … [I]t is like

Photos by Jarold RuxTHE LUTHERAN WITNESS

“We came away hopeful in what has already
happened in the lives of God’s people in times of
great trial, but also hopeful that we can find ways
to assist them in their efforts to continue growing
in Christ,” said Rux.

Since the Synod’s first work in those countries
began, U.S. Lutherans have supported LCMS
World Relief projects that total about $491,400 for
Liberia (22 separate projects) and $318,200 for
Sierra Leone (19 projects).

Those projects have included funding for the
following:

ª a soap factory in Monrovia, where displaced
refugees provided affordable soap for the
community while lending support for a congre-
gation; 

ª an orphanage, also supported by 54 congrega-
tions, for children who lost their parents dur-
ing the war;

ª education and vocational training for war
widows;

ª matching funds with LCMS World Mission for agri-
cultural “relief and rehabilitation” in those countries
and in Guinea;

ª medical care for war victims who experienced phys-
ical violence; 

ª healing and reconciliation programs to help people
deal in a spiritual context with the continuing after-
math of their trauma due to civil war, hatred and
death; and 

ª clothing, food and medicine.

“Several church leaders in Liberia and Sierra Leone
told us to be sure to thank their fellow Lutherans for
this help over the years,” said Rux. 

He also said that Liberian church leaders offered
“many suggestions and proposals” for how the Synod
and its members might continue and expand relief
efforts.

“The needs are great,” Rux said. “But we must be
very thoughtful and careful, prayerfully seeking how
we can help. That’s a bit of a burden we carry—to help
these Lutherans but not rob them of the empowerment
they already have. 

“Maybe we went over there expecting gloom and

Africa … and Martin Luther

                   



doom and overpowering needs,” he said. “But what we
found were upbeat attitudes and the desire to grow as a
church, and that’s powerful.”

“The people of Liberia and Sierra Leone are
survivors,” said Dr. Robert Roegner, executive director
of LCMS World Mission. His was one of the four mis-

sionary families evacuated from Liberia shortly after the
rebel uprising began in 1989. 

Although Roegner was not on the recent tour, he
reflected on the significance of what has happened
among Liberian Lutherans over the years.

“We so often think a mission church can’t grow with-
out missionaries,” Roegner said. “But
the phenomenal story in Liberia is
not only can such a church grow, but
at a faster rate than when it had mis-
sionaries. It’s a good indicator of the
fact that God chooses where, when
and how He chooses to grow His
church.

“This fits right in with Ablaze!—
the worldwide Lutheran movement
to share the Good News of Jesus
Christ with 100 million people that is
not reliant primarily on professional
church workers but on laity,” said
Roegner. “This vision for Ablaze! will
only be met with regular ordinary
people who love their Lord.”

a city where every citizen shares with
all the others the city’s name, honor,
freedom, trade, customs, usages, help,
support, protection and the like, while
at the same time he shares all the dan-
gers of fire and flood, enemies and
death, losses, taxes and the like. For
he who would share in the profits must
also share in the costs, and ever rec-
ompense love with love. Here we see
that whoever injures one citizen
injures an entire city and all its citi-
zens; whoever benefits one deserves
favor and thanks from all the others.
So also in our natural body and St.
Paul says in 1 Corinthians 12, where he
gives this sacrament a spiritual expla-
nation, ‘The members have [the same]
care for one another; if one member
suffers, all suffer together; if one mem-

ber is honored, all rejoice together.’”
A little further on, Luther writes:

“Here your heart must go out in love
and learn that this is a sacrament of
love. As love and support are given you,
you in turn must render love and sup-
port to Christ in his needy ones. You
must feel with sorrow all the dishonor
done to Christ in his holy Word, all the
misery of Christendom, all the unjust
suffering of the innocent, with which
the world is everywhere filled to over-
flowing. You must fight, work and pray,
and—if you cannot do more—have
heartfelt sympathy. See, this is what it
means to bear in your turn the misfor-
tune and adversity of Christ and his
saints. Here the saying of Paul is ful-
filled, ‘Bear one another’s burdens, and
so fulfill the law of Christ’ [Gal. 6:2].”

Indeed! Our Lutheran brothers and
sisters in West Africa face a window of
wonderful opportunity. LCMS World
Relief is delighted, with LCMS World
Mission, to help them at just this
moment. The agricultural mission
project is reaching out in love while
speaking the Gospel to those in need,
body and soul.

The fields are ripe for harvest! The
assistance of LCMS World Relief is
completely dependent upon the gifts of
individuals and congregations. I hope
you can join us in celebrating LCMS
World Relief Sunday November 21.

— Rev. Matthew Harrison
Executive Director

LCMS World Relief /Human Care

NOVEMBER 2004

Joe Isenhower Jr. 
is news editor for 
The Lutheran
Witness.

Leaders of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Liberia (ELCL) and of St. Luke Lutheran
Church, which serves the townships of Chicken Soup Factory and Gardnersville, pose
for a group shot during a meeting at the church outside Monrovia, Liberia’s capital.

            



by Samuel Nafzger

“As soon as the coin in the coffer rings,
the soul from purgatory springs.”

With such slogans, Johann
Tetzel, a 16th-century
monk, sold indulgences—

letters that promised release from
the temporal punishment of sin—to
raise money to build St. Peter’s
Basilica in Rome.

This fund-raising technique
proved effective, but it directly con-
tradicted the clear Gospel of free
forgiveness through the life and
death of Jesus Christ. In response to
the indulgence trade, Martin Luther
in 1517 prepared his famous 95
Theses, statements intended for
discussion. In Thesis 36, he wrote on
the basis of Scripture that “any truly
repentant Christian has a right to full
remission of penalty and guilt, even
without indulgence letters.”

Thirteen years later, at Augsburg,
the “Lutherans”—as Luther’s follow-
ers were called by his enemies—
presented what they believed,
taught and confessed, in writing, to
Emperor Charles V of the Holy
Roman Empire. Known today as the

Augsburg Confession, their state-
ment quickly became the magna
carta of Lutheranism.

Today, 487 years later, there are
some 66 million Lutherans in the
world, making it the fourth-largest
grouping of Christians behind
Roman Catholics (1 billion), Eastern
Orthodox (225 million) and
Anglicans (73 million).

Some members of the Missouri
Synod, charging that this year’s
Synod convention adopted resolu-
tions they believe to be contrary to
the Scriptures, are holding confer-
ences to discuss the future of “con-
fessional Lutheranism.” A few are
asking whether the LCMS itself,
because of what they believe to be
its departure from the truth of
God’s Word, can continue to be
regarded as a “confessional
Lutheran church.”

Such talk evokes serious ques-
tions. There are more than 250 dif-
ferent Lutheran church bodies
worldwide, and they don’t all agree
with each other. So, is it even possi-
ble to talk about the Lutheran
Church? What is “a church”? What

does it mean to be a “confessional”
church? Aren’t all Lutheran churches
“confessional”?

What is a “confessional Lutheran
church” anyway?

A confessional church
What does it mean to be a confes-

sional Lutheran church?
We tend to think of “confessing”

as admitting we did something
wrong. But the Bible frequently uses
“confess” in another sense. St. Paul
writes that every tongue should
“confess that Jesus is Lord” (Phil.
2:11) and that “if you confess with
your lips that Jesus is Lord and
believe in your heart that God raised
him from the dead, you will be
saved” (Rom. 10:9).

In such passages, “confess”
means “to give assent to, to
acknowledging as true.” It is in this
sense that we speak of a “confes-
sional” church.

Not all Christian denominations
want to be known as “confessional.”
Some Christians argue that creeds,
confessional documents and other
statements that spell out what they

THE LUTHERAN WITNESS

WHAT IS A
‘CONFESSIONAL
LUTHERAN CHURCH’

ANYWAY?
The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod is a confessional 

Lutheran Church body. But what does that mean?

                   



believe are of human origin, divisive
and even harmful to the faith of
Christians. They argue that the Bible
alone suffices as a statement of
what Christians believe.

Lutherans (and other churches
that use creeds and confessional
statements) disagree. Confessional
statements are not substitutes for
the Bible. Rather, such documents
present what Lutherans understand
the Bible itself to teach. Most
Christian churches may profess
agreement with the Bible, but they
do not agree with one another about
what the Bible says. So creeds and
confessions are helpful—even nec-
essary.

The Lutheran Church is a confes-
sional church. Lutheran churches do
not define themselves by how they
are organized (such as with a con-
gregational or episcopal structure).
There are “high-
church” and “low-
church” Lutheran
churches. Some
have bishops;
others do not. But
all Lutheran
churches are “con-
fessional” church-
es in that they
recognize and
identify them-
selves with certain
creeds and confes-
sional statements
as presenting
what they under-
stand the Bible to
teach.

Scripture
alone, Lutherans
emphasize, is the
only, final authori-
ty for what Christians believe.
Accepting the creeds and confes-
sional documents does not take
away from but rather reinforces
and underlines Scripture alone as
the authoritative standard for what
Lutherans believe, teach and con-
fess.

A Lutheran church
What does it mean to be a confes-

sional Lutheran church?
Although the Lutheran Church

derives its name from Martin Luther
(1483–1546), Lutherans look to
certain writings and documents as
presenting correct and faithful sum-
mary statements of what the Holy
Scriptures teach. The first Lutherans
made very clear in the Augsburg
Confession (1530) that “we have
introduced nothing, either in doc-
trine or in ceremonies, that is con-
trary to Holy Scripture or the univer-
sal church.”

These Lutherans did not want to
be innovators. They did not want to
start a new church. They did not
want to teach anything not clearly
taught in the Bible and believed by
the Christian Church from the very
beginning of its existence.

Fifty years after they made their
great public confession of faith in
Augsburg, the Lutherans put togeth-
er in one book—The Book of
Concord of 1580—a collection of
eight documents, including the
Augsburg Confession. At the head of
the collection are the three ecumeni-

cal creeds of the ancient church: the
Apostles’ Creed, the Nicene Creed
and the Athanasian Creed. Also in
the book are the Apology of the
Augsburg Confession (1531), the
Smalcald Articles (1537), the
Treatise on the Power and Primacy
of the Pope (1537), Luther’s Small
and Large Catechisms (1529), and
the Formula of Concord (1577).

The Book of Concord lays out
what Lutherans believe, teach and
confess—on the basis of Scripture
alone.

A confessional
Lutheran church

What does it mean to be a confes-
sional Lutheran church?

Because Lutherans regard the
documents in The Book of Concord
as the definitive confession of what
they believe the Scriptures to teach,

it is to these writings that
we must go to see what
Lutherans believe the
Scriptures teach about the
church.

Quoting St. Paul in Eph.
4:4–5 that “there is one
body and one Spirit, just as
you were called to the one
hope that belongs to your
call, one Lord, one faith,
one baptism,” Lutherans
confess in the Augsburg
Confession that there is
“one holy Christian
Church,” and that this
church is “the assembly of
all believers.”

The Apology says this
church is “a spiritual peo-
ple ... reborn by the Holy
Spirit.” It is “a little holy
flock or community of pure

saints under one head, Christ,” says
the Large Catechism. The Apostles’
Creed refers to it as “the holy
Christian church, the communion of
saints,” and the Nicene Creed calls it
the “one holy, Christian, and apos-
tolic church.”
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THE LUTHERAN WITNESS

The Lutheran confessions
expressly reject the view that this
one church could ever be identified
with any visible earthly organiza-
tion. It does not exist as a human
institution. It is hidden from human
eyes—not because its members are
invisible, but because it is
made up of all of the true
believers in Jesus Christ
scattered throughout the
world. Only God can see
the faith that exists in
human hearts. Therefore,
this one church can never
be identified with any one
denomination—not with
the Roman Catholic
Church, not with the
Orthodox Church, not
with the Lutheran Church.

Christians can be certain that the
members of the one (invisible)
Church are found everywhere that
the pure Gospel is preached and the
sacraments are rightly adminis-
tered. God’s Word never returns
void (Is. 55:11). Lutherans therefore
recognize as Christian all those
church bodies that “retain God’s
Word essentially,” even if they are
“guilty of a partial deviation from
the pure Word of God,” as Dr. C.F.W.
Walther put it.

This means that Lutherans
strongly reject the notion that the
Lutheran Church is the only saving
church. Walther, the first president
of the LCMS, goes so far as to say
that the chief article of the Christian
religion, the doctrine of justification
by faith alone, is annulled if anyone
should teach “that there is a visible
church outside of which there is no
salvation or that the efficacy of
absolution depends on the ordina-
tion of the administrant.”

So, what is it?
So then, what is a confessional

Lutheran church anyway?
A “confessional Lutheran

church” is a group of like-believing
and confessing Christians who

have joined together to form an
organization of some sort. The
specific forms of the organization
may vary greatly. But the indispen-
sable glue that binds them together
is their unanimous acceptance,
without reservation, of the Old and

New Testaments as the sole and
final judge of what they believe,
and also their unqualified convic-
tion that the documents in The
Book of Concord correctly explain
what those Scriptures teach.

The members of a confessional
Lutheran church, in faithfulness to
the Scriptures, form their organiza-
tion in order to help one another
preserve, understand and nurture
in themselves and their children
the Gospel of Jesus Christ (Heb.
10:23–25). They form an organiza-
tion to help each other carry out
the Great Commission to “make
disciples of all nations, baptizing
them in the name of the Father and
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,
teaching them to observe all that I
have commanded you” (Matt.
28:20).

A confessional Lutheran church
will be no stranger to disagree-
ments and even controversies. The
members of such a church con-
stantly face the challenge of speak-
ing the never-changing Gospel to
people in ever-changing circum-
stances. This is always an exciting
and a dangerous task.

The members of a confessional
Lutheran church agree that the
Bible is the sole standard for what

it believes, teaches and confesses.
But they may not immediately
agree with each other on what the
Scriptures say about new questions
that arise—about stem cell
research, preemptive wars, or giv-
ing the legal benefits of marriage to

same-sex civil unions, for
example. They may at
times disagree even about
what is “clearly” taught in
the Scriptures, and about
the most edifying way to
apply the teaching of the
Scriptures in new con-
texts and circumstances.

When a confessional
Lutheran church makes
decisions regarding its
understanding of God’s

Word, it will be mindful of two
ever-present dangers. On the one
hand, it must guard against letting
the world determine the church’s
standards and values, thereby
causing it to compromise the truth
of God’s Word. At the same time, it
must be just as vigilant against the
error of falling into the trap of
“teaching as doctrine the precepts
of men” (Matt. 15:9) simply
because of what it has always
taught.

A confessional Lutheran church
knows that no earthly institution is
infallible in its judgments and pro-
nouncements, whether they be
arrived at by consensus or by
majority vote. Therefore, it will
always provide orderly ways for its
members to express dissent. But
the members of a confessional
Lutheran church will also know and
uphold its corporate decisions
regarding doctrine and practice in
accordance with the commitments
they make to one another when
they join that church.

Certain that the church properly
speaking—the Body of Christ—is
present whenever the pure Gospel
is preached and the sacraments are
rightly administered, a confessional
Lutheran church will be “eager to

The members of such a church
constantly face the challenge 

of speaking the never-changing
Gospel to people in ever-changing
circumstances.This is always an
exciting and a dangerous task.

             



maintain the unity of the Spirit in
the bond of peace” (Eph. 4:13). That
is to say, it will seek to relate to
other Christian churches in ways
that neither deny the unity its mem-
bers possess in Christ nor undercut
in any way the pure Gospel that has
created this unity. “Speaking the
truth in love” (Eph. 4:15), the mem-
bers of a confessional Lutheran
church will always “be prepared to
make a defense to anyone who
calls” on them to give an
account of the hope that
they have in Christ, and to
do it “with gentleness and
reverence” (1 Peter 3:15).

A confessional Lutheran
church wants to be neither
separatistic from other
Christian churches, nor to
compromise the truth of
God’s Word by covering up
important differences in
doctrine with a show of agreement
that does not really exist.

The Missouri Synod
The Lutheran Church—Missouri

Synod is such a church. It is a
“synod,” a voluntary human institu-
tion, made up of some 6,160 theo-
logically united congregations with
2.5 million baptized members, and
more than 19,000 professional
church workers. Every one of these
members has signed the Synod’s
Constitution, pledging unqualified
acceptance of the Bible as the only
norm for what is taught, and of 
The Book of Concord as “a true 
and unadulterated statement and
exposition of the Holy Scriptures.”

As a confessional Lutheran
church, the Missouri Synod adopts
doctrinal resolutions and statements
that address contemporary issues
and chart strategies for carrying out
the mission of the church. It takes
corporate positions—on the basis
of the Scriptures and Lutheran
Confessions—on doctrinal issues
under debate. But because it knows
that only God’s Word can establish

right doctrine, it also provides ways
for its members to dissent from
officially adopted positions.

The Missouri Synod, like all con-
fessional churches, has its share of
disagreements and controversies. A
confessional church cares enough
about right doctrine to contend for
it and to struggle over it.

Controversies in the Synod, such
as the “battle over the Bible” in the
1960s and ’70s, can be about foun-

dational doctrines. As a result of
this controversy, the LCMS reaf-
firmed the historic position of the
Lutheran Church that the Holy
Scriptures are free from error in all
that they teach and that the Bible
belongs in a category by itself, dif-
ferent from all books, because it is
the Word of God in writing.

More recently, internal synodi-
cal disagreements have not, for the
most part, been directly about the
basic teachings of the church. The
Missouri Synod is not divided
today over questions such as these:
Is faith in Jesus Christ the only
way to heaven? Are sinners saved
by grace alone, through faith
alone? Are infants to be baptized?
Is the Bible the Word of God? Is
Christ’s body and blood really pres-
ent in the Sacrament of the Altar?
Is the pastoral office divinely insti-
tuted? Are all Christians royal
priests? May women be ordained
into the pastoral office? It is not
divided over the sinfulness of will-
ful abortion, euthanasia and homo-
sexual behavior.

Thank God for this.

The issues under debate today
in the Synod, for the most part,
have to do with questions such as
these: Can our pastors participate in
joint wedding and funeral services
with pastors from non-Lutheran
Christian churches? What exactly
are the distinctive functions of the
pastoral office? Who should be
admitted to the Lord’s Supper? Can
pastors be given “conditional” calls?
Was the September 2001 event held

in Yankee Stadium a “wor-
ship service” or a “civic
event”? Can women assist
with the distribution 
of the elements in the cele-
bration of Holy Communion?
May they vote in congrega-
tional meetings? 

The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod is a confes-
sional Lutheran church, com-
mitted without reservation 

to the Bible as the sole judge of
doctrine and to the Lutheran
Confessions as a correct exposition
of it. It knows that the primary
reason for its existence is to take
the message of the alone-saving
Gospel of the suffering, death and
resurrection of Jesus the Christ,
the ever-living Son of God—as it is
taught in the inerrant Scriptures
and confessed in The Book of
Concord—to the ends of the earth.

May God the Holy Spirit grant
that the precious Gospel rediscov-
ered by Martin Luther continue to
be preserved among us in its truth
and purity, and may He keep us
from seeking to preserve it in ways
that detract from or get in the way
of our sharing it with others.
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T he Missouri Synod, like all
confessional churches, has its

share of disagreements and contro-
versies.A confessional church cares
enough about right doctrine to con-
tend for it and to struggle over it.

                 



In Part 1 of our study of Creation
last month, we considered how
God created the heavens and

the earth out of nothing. This
month, let’s consider some of the
Scriptural truths about God being
the Creator and Giver of life. 

No life until God created it
God’s first revelation to us con-

cerning the earth is that it was form-
less and empty in the beginning
(Gen. 1:1–2). There were no life
forms of any kind—no plants or
vegetation, no grass or flowers, no
bushes or trees (Gen. 2:4–5). There
were no birds or fish or animals.
And there was no human life, either. 

Read Gen. 1:11–12 and 20–26. In
what order did God create living
things?
_______________________________

_______________________________

God provided for all living things
God’s creation was perfect in

every detail, including perfect living
conditions. He created many differ-
ent life forms and wanted all of them
to flourish. He planned His creation
so that the plants, trees and vegeta-
tion would continue to grow and
increase. He also made it possible
for everything with the breath of life
in it—man and beast—to multiply. 

How is this truth revealed to us in
the following passages? 

Gen. 1:11–12 ________________
_______________________________

Gen. 1:21–22 ________________
_______________________________

Gen. 1:27–30 ________________
_______________________________

Gen. 2:8–10 __________________
_______________________________

Gen. 2:15–17 ________________
_______________________________

SearchingSCRIPTURE

Ps. 65:9 _______________
_________________________

Ps.104:10–14 ___________
_________________________

Ps. 104: 24–25 __________
_________________________

Ps. 145:15–1 ____________

God created man and woman
Human life did not evolve 

from lower life forms or over 
eons of time as some would 
have us believe. God created 
the first man and the first 
woman at different times but 
on the same day. 

With special loving care, 
He personally formed them 
exactly as He wanted them to be.
There was no need for further
improvement or development.  

What evidence do the following
passages give us that God was
pleased with the first man and
woman just as He had created them? 

Gen. 1:27–28 and 31 __________
_______________________________

Gen. 2:7 and 15 ______________
_______________________________

Gen. 2:18 ____________________
_______________________________

Gen. 2:21–24. ________________
_______________________________

God’s centerpiece of creation
God honored man and made him

the centerpiece of His creation by
appointing him to be the steward of
all that He had created. God gave
him responsibilities and tasks. In
the evening, God talked with the
man and the woman about the
events of the day and about the
work He had given them to do
(Gen. 3:8–10). 

What special honors and tasks
for man as steward of God’s cre-
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ation are mentioned in the follow-
ing passages? 

Gen. 1:28 ____________________
_______________________________

Gen. 2:15–17__________________
_______________________________

Gen. 2:19–20__________________
_______________________________

Ps. 8:6–8 ____________________
_______________________________

God intended for man and
woman to live with Him forever in
complete joy and peace. But even
before He had given them life, God
knew that Adam and Eve would sin
and ruin the perfect relationship
with Him for themselves and their
descendants. And so, even before
the creation of the world, God gra-
ciously devised His plan to redeem
sinful mankind with the blood of His
Son, Jesus Christ, and to make
things right again (1 Pet. 1:18–20).
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from the PRESIDENT

The second passage adds two
other important actions to giving
thanks. The first is encouragement
to “call on his name.” The second
is to “make known among the
nations what he has done.” The
reader will immediately recognize
this dynamic dual dimension as
prayer and witness or testimony.

For reasons that one can only
imagine, some Lutheran Christians
start to shake and sweat all over
when anyone dares to suggest that
they should do either. As a matter
of fact, someone with tongue in
cheek, in the process of defining
Lutherans, said, “Lutherans
believe in prayer but would practi-
cally die if asked to pray out loud!”

The same seems to be true
when Lutheran Christians are
asked to speak a word of witness
or testimony regarding their faith,
especially to a non-Christian per-

son. I believe it’s
time for Lutheran
Christians, empow-
ered by the grace
and love of God in
Christ, to overcome
both these fears.

As a matter of
fact, these days in
my travels around

the Synod, I am suggesting that
something critical must occur
among us in the process of living
our lives to the praise, honor and
glory of our triune God. Here’s
what I am calling “The Critical
Event”: When one faithful
Lutheran Christian gives witness
about Jesus and the reason for the
hope that is within him or her to
another person, so that person
may encounter Christ.

In years past, it was suggested
that doing this required formal—
even memorized—questions and
testimonies. Such suggestions

Thanksgiving is one of my
favorite times of the year.
Leaves have mostly finished

falling. Raking is nearly completed.
The temperature has reached or
even exceeded the point of being
fresh, cool and crisp. And then
comes that great American tradi-
tion of Thanksgiving!

While for many people
Thanksgiving has little, if any, spiri-
tual meaning, for those of us who
bear the name of Christ it provides
a wonderful opportunity to focus
our heads, hands and hearts on
doing what Christians do in
response to the wonders of God’s
love in Christ. We give thanks!

Holy Scripture is full of encour-
agement and examples for so
doing. A few specific passages
come to mind, two of which are
repeated verbatim by the sacred
writers a number of times:

Give thanks to the LORD, for he
is good; his love endures forever 
(1 Chron. 16:34; Ps. 106:1; 107:1;
118:1; 118:29; 136:1).

Give thanks to the LORD, call 
on his name; make known among
the nations what he has done 
(1 Chron. 16:8; Ps. 105:1; Is. 12:4).

The first of these two passages
simply states the reasons for giving
thanks to the Lord: “He is good; 
his love endures forever.” The
response of the Christian man or
woman, at any time of the year, is
thanksgiving. “O give thanks unto
the Lord!”

‘GIVE THANKS TO THE LORD ...’

were helpful to many. They were
also paralyzing to others.

My encouragement is that you
pray, humbly and sincerely, quietly
or silently, that God would give
you the right words at the right
time to give such a witness. Also
pray that God would send some-
one to you who is in need of a
word of hope and Christian
encouragement.

Begin to look and listen careful-
ly for that someone to come along
at just the right time, a time of
“divine appointment.” Then, in
your own words, speak what God
places in your heart and on your
lips.

Give thanks to the LORD, for he
is good ... call on his name, make
known among the nations what he
has done. ...

Terry and I pray for each of you
a blessed Thanksgiving! God’s
grace, mercy and peace be with
you all!

Jerry Kieschnick
Lives Transformed through Christ,
in Time ... for Eternity!
John 3:16 –17
e-mail: president@lcms.org
Web page: www.lcms.org/president

G ive thanks to the LORD,
for he is good ... call on his name,

make known among the nations 
what he has done. ...”
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