ACELC Teaching Outline on Dispute Resolution

X. Dispute Resolution
Holy Scripture and the Lutheran Confessions declare that all things within the Christian congregation
should be done in a spirit of Christian love, be ordered ethically, and in accord with God’s Word. To
day the Dispute Resolution Process of The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod has placed a manmade
Constitution and Bylaws, convention resolutions, and Commission on Constitutional Matters opinions
above Scripture and the Confessions, and has therefore failed to provide either a fair hearing or jus
tice to aggrieved members of the Synod. We reject this error.
1.

Passages from Scripture that testify about Dispute Resolution. [* Pages 45]
Matthew 15:19
Matthew 18:1520
Luke 11:3741
Luke 16:1415

2.

Luke 17:3
Acts 17:1011
II Corinthians 13:1

The Witness of the Lutheran Confessions, the Church Fathers and our Synodical Fathers. [* Pages 59]
Apology to the Augsburg Confession, Article XVI, Political Order, 5860
[58] Julian the Aspostate, Celsus, and very many others objected to Christians that the Gospel
would tear states apart because it forbade legal remedy and taught certain other things illsuited
to political association. Origen, Nazianzus, and others wonderfully worked on these questions.
However, they can be easily explained if we keep this in mind: The Gospel does not introduce
laws about the public state, but is the forgiveness of sins and the beginning of a new life in the
hearts of believers. Besides, the Gospel not only approves outward governments, but also sub
jects us to them (Romans 13:1). In a similar way we have been necessarily placed under the laws
of seasons, the changes of winter and summer, as divine ordinances.
Origin – Third
Century Theologian

[59] The Gospel forbids private remedy. Christ instills this often so that the apostles do not
think they should seize the governments from those who held otherwise, just as the Jewish
people dreamed about the kingdom of the Messiah. Christ did this so that the apostles might know they should teach
that the spiritual kingdom does not change the public state. Therefore, private remedy is prohibited not by advice, but
by a command (Matt 5:39, Rom 12:19). Public remedy made through the office of the public official, is not
condemned, but is commanded and is God’s work, according to Paul (Rom 13). Now the different kinds of public
remedy are legal decisions, capital punishment, wars, and military service.
[60] Clearly, many writers have thought wrongly about these matters. They were in the error that the Gospel is an
outward, new, and monastic form of government. Also, they did not see that the Gospel brings eternal righteousness
to hearts, while it outwardly approves the public state.
Large Catechism, the Eighth Commandment, 284
[284]…But where the sin is quite public, so that the judge and everybody know about it, you
can without any sin shun the offender and let him go his own way, because he has brought
himself into disgrace. You may also publicly testify about him. For when a matter is public in
the daylight, there can be no slandering or false judging or testifying. It is like when we now
rebuke the pope with his doctrine, which is publicly set forth in books and proclaimed in all the
world. Where the sin is public, the rebuke also must be public, that everyone may learn to
guard against it.
Dr. Francis Pieper (Lutheran Pastor and Professor of Theology at Concordia Seminary, Saint
Louis; President of the LCMS 1899–1911)
“In Dr. Francis Pieper’s Brief Statement of the Doctrinal Position of the Missouri Synod, we are again reminded that:
‘Since God has ordained that His word only, without the admixture of human doctrine be taught and believed in the
Christian Church (1 Peter 4:11; John 8:31,32; 1 Timothy 6:34), all Christians are required by God to discriminate be
tween orthodox and heterodox [i.e. true and false teaching] church bodies...’ And again, ‘Since the Christians are the
church, it is selfevident that they alone originally possess the spiritual gifts and rights which Christ has gained for, and
given to, His church... The officers of the church publicly administer their offices only by virtue of delegated powers,
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conferred on them by the original possessors of such powers, and such administration remains under the supervision
of the latter, Colossians 4:17. Naturally all Christians have the right and duty to judge and decide matters of doctrine,
not according to their own notions, of course, but according to the Word of God, 1 John 4:1; 1 Pet. 4:11.’" (p. 14).
The Reconciliation, Adjudication, Reconciliation and Appeals System before the 1992 Synodical Convention: Before
the new Dispute Resolution Process in 1992, the LCMS had a true adjudication system (with laity and pastors) where
justice was rightly served by church courts which rendered their judgments primarily on the basis of
the clear Word of God and our Lutheran Confessions. This system was available to LCMS organi
zations, congregations, ordained and commissioned ministers and other church workers. This Dis
pute Resolution Process worked very well and justice was done. Each LCMS district had a Commis
sion on Adjudication which decided cases arising in a District. The Synodical Commission on Adju
dication decided disputes at the Synod level, for those holding positions with Synod including the colleges and sem
inaries. A party could appeal a decision of a District or Synodical Commission on Adjudication to the Synodical Com
mission on Appeals (COA), the LCMS supreme court.
Those serving on the synodical COAs and district COAs were elected by delegates at Synod or District conventions,
respectively. According to a layman who served for 20 years on both COA and Commission on Appeals panels, most of
the laymen were experienced lawyers, with the majority of members being ordained ministers. Together they brought
“expertise in Christian doctrine, in LCMS polity, in the concept of justice and in the adjudication process.”
3.

Evidence for the Existence of this Error. [* Pages 1116]
a.

The Dispute Resolution Process after the 1992 Synodical Convention: Beginning after 1986, many of the actions
of the Commission on Appeals and the synodical Commission on Appeals began to be challenged by former LCMS
President Ralph Bohlmann. With the help of a selfselected “task force,” former President Bohlmann drew up a
new dispute resolution system which the 1992 Synodical Convention adopted.
Under the new system, three districtappointed reconcilers made up a Dispute Resolution Panel (DRP), which
decided the cases. [Remember that in the past these reconcilers were elected.] There was also an Appeals Panel
made up of three District Presidents. If an appeal was made on a DRP decision the Appeals Panel could draw five
reconcilers from a pool of Districtappointed reconcilers; this was the Review Panel. There was no Commission on
Appeals. The 1992 DRP also precluded members of Synod from using civil courts as a means of redress. The 1995
convention did amend Bylaw 8.09 to provide for an appeal procedure, but did not remove the restriction on the
use of civil courts.

b.

4.

The online version of the ACELC Dispute Resolution error document cites two cases (Rev. Tim Tolar from the
Northwest District; Rev. Wallace Schulz vs. Rev. Dr. David Benke) where the Dispute Resolution system failed and
has caused damage and disunity in the Body of Christ to this day.

The ACELC Concerns. [* Pages 9, 1617]

The system today gives preeminence to the LCMS manmade Constitution and Bylaws. It fails to redress those seeking
correction to errors either officially adopted by Synod or tolerated by its elected officials. There can be no discipline
unless it is instigated by a District President and if a District President (Ecclesiastical Supervisor) does not discipline an
errant pastor or congregation, there is nothing that can be done.
As shown by the citations from God’s Word, The Lutheran Confessions, and Lutheran theologians,
the laity and Pastors have the primary role in judging doctrine. However, Synod has removed the
role of the laity and Pastors from judging disputes.

* Asterisks refer to page numbers in the ACELC Evidence of Errors in the LCMS: X. Dispute Resolution document. You

are encouraged to download the entire document from http://www.acelc.net/ � Key Documents � ACELC Admo
nition and Error Documents. The online version contains the full text of all Bible passages, Lutheran Confession cita
tions, examples, quotations and sources for all the citations and quotes.
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