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All mankind fell in Adam’s fall, 
One common sin infects us all; 

From sire to son the bane descends, 
And over all the curse impends. 

 
What was that common sin which infects us all? What was that act of Adam and Eve which 
resulted in God bringing down His curse upon all creation? Was it disobedience, failing 
to heed God’s commandment? Was it stealing, taking something that didn’t belong to 
them? Was it coveting, lusting for something which had not been given to them? Was it 
pride, thinking their opinion was on equal footing with God’s wisdom? Was it idolatry, 
worshiping something other than the Lord God alone? Was it the Big Bang, the Pandora’s 
Box, of ALL sin packed into one common sin which infects us all? Is it too great a stretch 
also to see unionism in that first sin, as Adam and Eve, in their worship and work, wanted 
to eat their fruit and keep it too, attempting in essence an accord between Christ and Belial 
(2 Corinthians 6:15)? 
 
While the formal term “Unionism” might not have been coined until the 19th Century in 
the context of the Prussian Union (Meyers Grosses Konversations-Lexikon, XIX, 921), 
and while The Brief Statement describes unionism as a church fellowship (“We repudiate 
unionism, that is, church fellowship with the adherents of false doctrine as  disobedience 
to God’s command, as causing divisions in the Church and as involving the constant 
danger of losing the Word of God entirely”), would we be wrong to assert that unionism 
need not be limited to a particular era, geographic region, class of people, or formal 
organization? 
 
Did unionism need formal dogma or ecclesiastical formation before it could be practiced? 
Is it possible that long before stone tablets were inscribed with the Decalogue, centuries 
before Pentateuch was penned, millennia before the Formula of Concord was subscribed, 
the spirit of unionism was already at work, attempting to mix error with truth, the sacred 
with the profane – teaching as commandments the doctrines of men which itching ears 
wanted to hear? (It might be interesting to contemplate whether unionism over the 
centuries has taken different forms, e.g., whether the unionism in the era of Romanticism 
was any different from unionism in the era of Post-modernism.) 
 
The point of asking such questions is that Christians might come to see that the issue of 
unionism is not merely an error propagated by professional clergy or ecclesiastical 
officers. Unionism is a facet of sin that lies at the door (Genesis 4:7) for us all. Today, 
unionism still comes to us in sheep’s clothing, “more cunning than any beast of the field.” 
Unionism cannot exist as a lone wolf; it needs a flock to feed on. The appeal and 
temptation of unionism presses hard in times of both crisis and celebration, in the face of 
mass murder and at the time of marriage. It manifests itself in the kinds of devotional 
material which church members have on their coffee tables and in the community’s 
Vacation Bible Schools to which parents send their children because it they are fun and 
free baby-sitting services, and especially among those who prefer their feelings and 



common sense over substantive Bible study. Unionism appears to be “good for food . . . 
pleasant to the eyes, and . . . desirable to make one wise” – and it affects, if not infects, us 
all, especially as it comes in the guise of love, humility, ease, and goodness. 
 
First of all, unionism comes in the guise of love. By “love,” the world expects indulgence, 
imagining that a hymn like Just As I Am, means that they can remain just as they are. It 
is that misconception of love by which parents give children anything and everything they 
want – or in the case of unionism, to believe anything and everything they want. 
Unionistic love preaches acceptance and promises a nice God to anyone and everyone, 
but such a sermon was never heard in the evangelistic endeavors of the prophets and 
apostles. John the Baptist, Peter, Paul, and our Lord Himself preach repentance, not 
acceptance, and this repentance means self-denial and taking up the cross, not self-
esteem and receiving deistic affirmations. 
 
Unionism upends the truth that “God is love” into the falsehood that love is God. The Lord 
does not tell us to be loving unto death and He will give us a crown of life, but to be 
faithful. We do not read that we are justified by grace through love but by grace through 
faith (fides quae). We do not confess that Jesus is coming again to love the quick and the 
dead, but to judge the quick and the dead. Unionistic love cannot make any sense out of 
a God who would allow horrific things to happen to people, or much less, that a heavenly 
Father would send His Son to die an excruciating criminal’s death. 
 
What does one call a woman who wants to have a husband’s love, but also to retain other 
lovers? Such a name is given by the Lord God Himself: (Hos 9:1) “Do not rejoice, O Israel, 
with joy like other peoples, for you have played the harlot against your God. You have 
made love for hire on every threshing floor” (cf. Lev. 17:7; Jdg. 2:17; 8:27,33; 19:2; 1Ch. 
5:25; Psa. 106:39; Jer. 3:1,6,8; Eze. 16:15,16,17,28; 23:5,19; Hos. 2:5; 4:12) 
 
Luther, commenting on the Song of Solomon 4:3, Your lips are like scarlet thread, wrote, 
“Rosy lips are wonderfully fitting in a girl. The lips further signify the office of teaching. 
They are paired, just as the character of doctrine is also twofold: Law and Gospel. The fact 
that they are rosy, is a symbol of love. For the foremost service of love is to teach rightly 
about religion.” (Martin Luther, AE 15:229) Unionism fails to teach rightly about religion. 
 
Secondly, unionism comes in the guise of humility. The world has its own catalogue of 
sins, and pride is one that is especially frowned upon. That is to say, any act of judging or 
criticizing gives the impression that the person who is doing the judging or criticizing 
thinks of himself as being better than others, pridefully placing himself above others. This 
mindset predisposes people from hearing the Law even before it is preached because they 
perceive the law as human criticism rather than divine condemnation. But in reality, 
unionism is the most prideful of all. It presumes to dismiss the Word of God wherever it 
would impede a person’s own spirituality. It is no wonder then, that unionism has little 
use for both keys in the Office of the Keys, in particular the binding key. He who only has 
one key, has none at all. 
 
Thirdly, unionism comes in the guise of ease. To practice unionism, one does not need to 
know “theological jargon” in Hebrew, Greek, Latin or German. One does not need to know 



history or study systematics. Indeed, one does not seem to need the Word of God at all, 
except occasionally as a maxim. Unionism doesn’t care to expend the effort to delve into 
the meaning of words, and therefore has little use for homologein (confession, Bekenntnis 
i.e. “to say the same thing as”). It is much easier to take the Humpty Dumpty approach to 
words (and to doctrines consisting of words): 
 

“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said, in rather a scornful tone, “it 
means just what I choose it to mean—neither more nor less.” “The question 
is,” said Alice, “whether you can make words mean so many different 
things.” “The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which is to be master—
that's all.” 

 
Unionizing pastors often take offense when other pastors refer to themselves as 
“confessional” Lutherans. The unionizing pastors claim to “have” the Confessions (i.e. The 
Book of Concord), but they do not trouble themselves to confess, to say the same thing as 
the Concordia. Since concord doesn’t come easily, (my wife and I have been working on 
it intently for over 30 years and I still don’t always see things her way), unionism prefers 
to get on with a busy-ness of a social gospel. 
 
Fourthly, Unionism comes in the guise of goodness, concerned about making the world a 
better place. Unionism insinuates the possibility of  a Utopia where everyone goes along 
to get along. Cleverly, it tempts others with the idea that discord is evil, therefore 
unionism must be good. Admittedly, unionism seems rather appealing after a horrendous 
devastation like that of the Thirty Years’ War, a war which raged over theological issues 
which gave rise to Nationalism over against what had otherwise been under ecclesial 
order. And yet, the idea of making the world a better place to live by promoting morality 
together with spiritual experiences fails to acknowledge the coming destruction of the 
heavens and the earth, and considering what sort of people we ought to be, “since 
everything will be destroyed in this way” (2 Peter 2:10-13). Hermann Sasse wrote: “For 
the church does not live by morals, by the knowledge and observance of God’s law, nor 
does it live by religion, by lofty experiences of the divine and an awareness of the mysteries 
of God. It lives solely by the forgiveness of sins”  (Here We Stand. Adelaide: Lutheran 
Publishing House, 1979:60). 
 
One other factor in the mix: Young men who enter the seminaries bringing with them 
such ideas of love, humility, ease and goodness also come with wrong ideas about church 
and ministry. They imagine that the Church is a loving, humble place filled with good 
people and it will be easy to preach inspiring motivational messages, to have people love, 
respect, and admire their pastors, when in fact being a faithful pastor is much more like 
being a garbage collector, a vocation which when properly exercised can bring with it as 
much disdain (or even hatred)  as it does praise (John 7:7; Colossians 1:24; John 15:18; 1 
John 3:13). Unionism does all it can to avoid getting its hands dirty by dealing with sin, 
doing all that it can to make friends with unrighteous mammon and to avoid persecution 
rather than suffer it. 
 
How then to deal with error and sin which naively and furtively purports to be loving, 
humble, easy, and good? Unionism was born of the one common sin which infects us all, 



but while common, it need not be treated generically. There are attempts to deal with 
unionism which, while well-intended, may not prove satisfactory. (Do you recall what it 
was that caused Moses to be banned from leading God’s people into the Promised Land? 
Recall Moses striking the rock. Numbers 20:10-12. Ultimately, we are not trying to defeat 
anyone; we are trying to win them over.) 
 
Rational arguments. How is it possible to reason with folks who only know how to react 
on the basis of emotions? Using rational arguments with irrational people might lead 
some to resort to threats and violence when reason doesn’t work, as G.K. Chesterton 
quipped that people quarrel because they don’t know how to argue. Cardinal John Henry 
Newman put it this way: 
 

“Quarry the granite rock with razors, or moor the vessel with a thread of 
silk; then may you hope with such keen and delicate instruments as human 
knowledge and human reason to contend against those giants, the passion 
and the pride of man” (The Idea of a University, Discourse 5, section 9, 
para. 121). 

 
And yet we at the same time agree with Luther, “Nothing is better known or more common 
among Christians than assertion. Take away assertions and you take away Christianity.” 
(Luther, The Bondage of the Will, AE 33:21). Unionism does away with assertions. 
 
Interestingly, the major and minor prophets of the Old Testament didn’t resort to classical 
logic and the canons of rhetoric in dealing with the sins of God’s people. You might recall 
Ezekiel lying on his side for 430 days, or cutting off his hair and beard using a sword, 
burned a third of it, threw a third of it into the wind, and hacked the remaining third to 
pieces, or having a vision to cook his food over human excrement. Hosea was commanded 
to marry a prostitute and Isaiah went about stripped and barefooted for three years. 
 
Synodical overtures. Overtures focusing on doctrine and practice often get short schrift 
at conventions which are better suited for administrative business rather than the 
establishment of concord. Much effort goes into composing the Whereases as systematic 
treatises even though the adoption of overtures does not affirm the validity of the 
Whereases. What if overtures were written like Walther’s fireside chats rather than 
Pieper’s Dogmatics or if the Therefores stipulated that the Whereases be formally 
recognized? But still, most resolutions have no real teeth, offering no consequences for 
those who choose to ignore them. 
 
Election campaigns. Hope springs eternal for those who imagine that unionism will be 
addressed when they get the right people elected to synodical positions. However, when 
synodical offices spend more time with bureaucracy than the Bible, such hope proves to 
be in vain. 
 
Social media. Writing blogs, producing podcasts, and creating websites undoubtedly have 
some value, but at the same time, they may represent the efforts of frustrated pastors who 
turn to media when things aren’t working so well in the congregations in which they serve.  
It’s possible in situations where pastors are not successful in curtailing unionistic trends 



in a congregation that they might find some sympathy or success in a mass market. Maybe 
somebody “out there” will listen to and agree with them. Those endeavors, however, take 
a lot of time – and pastors don’t (as yet) have a call to the internet. 
 
Attempts to address unionism might always keep in mind Psalm 33:17, “A horse is a vain 
hope for safety; neither shall it deliver any by its great strength.” Efforts consisting of 
rationalistic arguments, compliance legislated by overtures, heavily-strategized election 
campaigns complete with voting lists, and the accumulation of “likes” for an electronic 
op-ed piece may result in a synod which grows more and more political as there is less 
and less concord. The situation devolves into frustration and anger, posing a unique 
temptation in and of itself, namely, that in the minds of some people, such controversy 
makes unionism seem all the more appealing – and a man’s enemies may be those in his 
own household (Micah 7:6; Matthew 10:36). 
 
The antithesis to unionism is concord – where one understands “concord” as the one 
confession and communion in the pure doctrine of our Lord Jesus Christ, speaking the 
truth in love. Some might claim that such a thing is not possible. It is a mirage. A myth. 
But we point to Acts 2:1 “When the Day of Pentecost had fully come, they were all with 
one accord in one place” and again in Acts 2:46, “So continuing daily with one accord in 
the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, they ate their food with gladness 
and simplicity of heart . . .” as the Lord God had promised through the prophet Zephaniah 
(3:9):  "For then I will restore to the peoples a pure language, that they all may call on the 
name of the LORD, to serve Him with one accord.” (See also Acts 1:14; Acts 4:24; Acts 
5:12; Acts 8:6; Acts 15:25; 2 Corinthians 6:15; Philippians 2:2; cf. 1 Kings 22:10-38). It 
was possible as indicated by the “We believe, teach, and confess . . .” of the Formula of 
Concord. 
 
By this – and by such passages as 1 Corinthians 1:10 where Paul writes “Now I plead with 
you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you all speak the same thing, 
and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be perfectly joined together in the 
same mind and in the same judgment” – we ought to see that concord or confession is not 
referring to an “invisible” church, but as Sasse points out, “the teaching purely, and 
rightly administering the sacraments takes place in the visible church” (Emphasis added. 
cf. H. Sasse, “Theses on the Seventh Article of the Augsburg Confession,” 14ff). The 
Formula of Concord, “We believe, teach, and confess . . .” or as Luther commends: 
 

“For this doctrine is our only light, which illumines and directs us and shows 
the way to heaven; if it is overthrown in one point, it must be overthrown 
completely. And when that happens, our love will not be of any use to us. 
We can be saved without love and concord with the Sacramentarians, but 
not without pure doctrine and faith. Otherwise we shall be happy to observe 
love and concord toward those who faithfully agree with us on all the articles 
of Christian doctrine. In fact, so far as we are concerned, we shall have peace 
with our enemies; and we shall pray for those who slander our doctrine and 
persecute us out of ignorance, but not with those who knowingly offend 
against one or more articles of Christian doctrine and against their 
conscience.” (AE 27:41) 



 
The doctrinal purity of such concord is not so much the correct systemization of the Bible 
but the good, right, and salutary proclamation of Law and Gospel. The proper work of a 
doctrinal reviewer in our synod is not whether or not he can find anything wrong in the 
materials he is reviewing, but whether he can find anything right with it. That is to say, 
how does it deal with our deadly enemies: the devil, the world, and our flesh? How does 
it bestow the grace, mercy and peace of our Lord Jesus Christ? There is nothing wrong 
with an orange – but it is not the right tool for hammering nails. There is nothing wrong 
with a sugar pill – but it would be egregious malpractice to prescribe it as a cure for cancer. 
 
It is by attending to the proper distinction and application of Law and Gospel in God’s 
Word alone that one recognizes the difference between true concord and its unionistic 
counterfeits. The people of Babel had a kind of unity which displeased the Lord God 
wherein He observed, “Indeed, the people are one . . . ” (Genesis 11:6). The false prophets 
were of one accord in giving advice to the kings of Israel and Judah: “Then the messenger 
who had gone to call Micaiah spoke to him, saying, ‘Now listen, the words of the prophets 
with one accord encourage the king. Please, let your word be like the word of one of them, 
and speak encouragement’” (1 Kings 22:13).  vs. one voice, same mind. Romans 15:5-6, 
“Now may the God of patience and comfort grant you to be like-minded toward one 
another, according to Christ Jesus, that you may with one mind and one mouth glorify 
the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Philippians 2:2, “Fulfill my joy by being 
like-minded, having the same love, being of one accord, of one mind.” 
 
A concord which loves the Lord and His Word, which knows true humility, which is not 
easy but the good and pleasant unity of brothers in the faith (Psalm 133:1) is ultimately 
and infinitely more pleasant than a cheap unionism. Suffer me to offer these suggestions 
for living in concord: 
 
1. Fix our eyes on Jesus. Not preaching better stories or telling more illustrative allegories, 
but concrete proclamation of Word and Sacrament. Read Robert Schaibley on 
Proclamation, not Communication, David Scaer on Preaching Sanctification, and 
perhaps even Donald Deffner on The Plague of Generic Preaching. 
 
2. Stand up and speak up when faithful fellow pastors are struggling – and urge the 
seminaries to do the same. Pastors do not have the right to insert themselves into other 
congregations without invitation, but in the case of congregational strife, could fellow 
pastors simply attend troublesome voters’ meetings when invited by a pastor to do so? 
 
3. Prefer the word “confession” over the word “denomination.” “Denomination” is a term 
which implies a relative value of things in the same set or of the same kind, but 
Lutheranism is, properly speaking, a unique confession. Read Walther’s Concerning the 
Name Lutheran which may help dissuade some from thinking “I am a Christian first and 
a Lutheran second” -- a kind of thinking about Christianity which already has one foot in 
the unionist bucket. 
 
4. In Sunday Schools and Bible classes, ask Scriptural questions which require Scriptural 
answers (e.g. parables). Too often, pastors and teachers ask questions which invite 



students to blurt out any idea or opinion which comes to mind. It is a good practice to ask 
questions which must be answered by quoting words directly from the Scriptural text. so, 
for example, one might ask, “Why did Jesus use parables?” to which most people will 
respond something about Jesus making it easier to understand the kingdom of God with 
illustrations. One might then follow up that question with another, “Why did Jesus say 
that He used parables?” and insist that the response come directly from the words of the 
text in which Jesus says, “Therefore I speak to them in parables, because seeing they do 
not see, and hearing they do not hear, nor do they understand” (Matthew 13:13) and by 
the words of the disciples who seem to prefer Jesus speaking plainly rather than with 
figures of speech, John 16:29, “His disciples said to Him, ‘See, now You are speaking 
plainly, and using no figure of speech!’” 
 
5. Read more Sasse. Hermann Sasse lived and served in a day when confessional 
orthodoxy was threatened and persecuted. A quick search on Amazon.com for the works 
of Hermann Sasse will turn up a dozen books, each of which is worth reading. Sasse is 
much to be preferred over Bonhoeffer who maintained that “The antitheses between 
Lutheran and Reformed are no longer genuine” (as quoted in Kurt Marquart’s work, The 
Church and Her Fellowship, Ministry, and Governance, in the Confessional Lutheran 
Dogmatics series which contains a treasure trove of salutary citations and content dealing 
with orthodoxy and doctrinal unity).  
 
6. Support Lutheranism in Lutheran Schools. Read John Silber Damm’s doctoral thesis, 
The Growth and Decline of Lutheran Parochial Schools in the United States, 1638-1962 
in which he concludes:  
 

The development of the Missouri Synod parochial school system shows a 
direct correlation between a church body’s insistence on the cultivation of 
its distinct identity and the conservation of its confessional heritage and the 
expression of belief in and support for a parochial school system. 
 
The cultivation of "pure” doctrine and teaching has been a major concern of 
Lutherans since the time of the Reformation, and the educational history of 
the Lutheran Church in the United States demonstrates that when such 
doctrinal concern is present then it is possible for the cause of the parochial 
school to be promoted and encouraged. 

 
7. Demand a doctrinally pure hymnal. It seems odd that those who could recognize the 
problems Bickel and Nordlie’s book The Goal of the Gospel, cannot see the problems with 
hymns which declare that forgiven sinners now have a debt which they owe – and may 
not refuse to pay – to the Lord for redeeming them. Why anyone would want to introduce 
Christians to the practices and theology of the Taize community by placing their songs in 
a hymnal of a church body which purports to retain exclusive use of doctrinally pure 
hymnbooks and agenda is beyond me. 
 
8. Get complained about. The synodical bylaws, such as they are, are there for a reason. 
Be rigorous in the distinction between “filing charges” and “raising a complaint.” You 
need not only go casting about to use the bylaw to register a complaint, but you could 



speak the truth in love which invites unionists to file a complaint against you, at which 
time you would be able to give a formally-recorded defense for the hope that is in you. 
 
9. Continue to attend conferences like these and to make Winkels and pastoral 
conferences like this one. Concord is not something that is accomplished in isolation with 
each individual doing his own thing. When unionism presses hard, one easily feels alone 
in the wilderness, complaining like Elijah “I have been very zealous for the LORD God of 
hosts; because the children of Israel have forsaken Your covenant, torn down Your altars, 
and killed Your prophets with the sword. I alone am left; and they seek to take my life.” (1 
Kings 19:14-18; Romans 11:4). While the term “synod” ought to be synonymous with 
“concord,” while it ought to be a standing/walking together in a common confession, “a 
confessional Lutheran often becomes a ‘lonely Lutheran,’ as Herman’s dear friend, 
Hermann Sasse, often said (Logia, IV, 4, 57). 
 
You will do nothing about concord if you sit depressed and sullen-faced at home. An 
anecdote is told in which Luther came home and found his wife dressed as for a funeral. 
When Martin asked Katie, “Who died?” She responded, “God must have died the way that 
you are moping about.” 
 
When the adherents of unionism taunt us as if our God were dead, asking in essence, 
“Where is your God?” (Psalm 42:3, 10) of “Has God indeed said . . .?” (Genesis 3:1), when 
unionism threatens to make us appear unloving, proud, difficult and evil, we confess that 
we are not ashamed and that we are willing fill up in our flesh what is lacking in the 
afflictions of Christ, for the sake of His body, the church, (Colossians 1:24). Romans 1:16, 
“For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ, for it is the power of God to salvation for 
everyone who believes, for the Jew first and also for the Greek” and again Mark 8:38, “For 
whoever is ashamed of Me and My words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of him 
the Son of Man also will be ashamed when He comes in the glory of His Father with the 
holy angels."  Those who live in true concord not only share a common confession but also 
share in the sufferings for the Gospel: (2 Timothy 1:8) “Therefore do not be ashamed of 
the testimony of our Lord, nor of me His prisoner, but share with me in the sufferings for 
the gospel according to the power of God” and as Luther noted: 
 

“This is what Christ means when He says: ‘I chose you out of the world; 
therefore the world hates you. I am He whom the world cannot suffer and 
who is the cause of such hatred and persecution. And I chose you that you 
might not be of the world, that is, that you might not be involved in the 
accursed devil’s hatred and envy. Therefore even if you fare as I do, become 
reconciled to this. Disdain the world, and rely confidently on Me. Then you 
will remain cheerful and undaunted, and this will arouse the world’s fury 
and madness.’ Thus we are set apart from the world. There will never be any 
peace or concord between the world and Christendom, just as there will 
never be any peace or concord between Christ and the devil. 

 

“There are, of course, also fine, clever, learned, wise, pious, and honorable 
people in the world; but the wiser, the more learned, and the more 



honorable they are, the more hostile they become to us. This is borne out by 
what one reads and still experiences with regard to many a good and pious 
prince and honorable man who is exceedingly hostile to this doctrine of the 
Gospel. But whether they are poor or rich, noble or not noble, pious or 
wicked, it is decreed that they are surely Christ’s enemies if they do not 
accept the Gospel. We, on the other hand, have the glorious and certain 
consolation that we are not numbered among these; for we, of course, do 
not despise His Gospel but suffer for the sake of our faith and confession.” 
(AE 14:277-278) 


