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New Wineskins for the Same Old Lutheran Wine? 
Essential Questions and Other Sundry Things 

by Rev. J. Richard Sawyer, Jr. 
 

 

I saw a picture on Face Book recently of the Concordia Seminary bookstore in St. Louis. 

It was empty. Bare. Students will no longer browse those shelves looking for books, as I once 

did. They buy them online now, as do I! Amazon. Kindle. New wineskins for a new generation 

and a new way of doing things. But if you have seen that picture, you may notice that on the wall 

of that empty seminary bookstore are still these words . . . NKJ 1 Peter 1:25 The word of the 

LORD endures forever. 

 That’s a comforting promise over against the stark reality of change. The Church has 

always experienced change. Change is a part of being alive, and the Church is the living Body of 

Christ, created and sustained by the Word of Him Who is the same, yesterday, today and forever. 

There is a paradox in that. We live, breathe, move and have our being in the One Who is Alpha 

and Omega, impassible, changeless, eternal and at the same time intimately in communion with 

His ever-changing creation. He through Whom the universe was made entered time and in so 

doing participated in and experienced change. Conceived by the Holy Spirit. Born of the Vigin 

Mary. Suffered. Died and rose again. He remains the constant through all that has been, is now, 

and ever shall be. Christ and the Promise of His Gospel is the content of our preaching and 

praise. It forms it and reforms it when we have gotten out of shape.  

 

Our Lord says in St. Matthew . . . NKJ Matthew 9:16 "No one puts a piece of unshrunk 

cloth on an old garment; for the patch pulls away from the garment, and the tear is made worse. 

17 "Nor do they put new wine into old wineskins, or else the wineskins break, the wine is spilled, 



 2

and the wineskins are ruined. But they put new wine into new wineskins, and both are 

preserved." 

What is at the center – our wine – forms what is on the outside and what is on the outside 

contains and conforms to what is at the center, the content of our Faith. We can argue about what 

we can or can’t do as Lutherans in worship, but we will never soberly get at the real problem 

facing us until we get a little drunk on the vintage of what the Lord Himself is doing in and 

through the worship of the Church. He is the one the book of Hebrews calls a “liturgist” – a 

leitourgo.j – a minister or servant of the tabernacle pitched by the Lord in heaven. Whatever 

wineskins we use in worship need to be wrapped around, formed by and filled with Him and His 

work of saving, or they are inconsistent with what we believe, teach and confess as Lutherans. 

That is my essential point in this paper. We’ve got to be together at the core if we ever 

hope to address externals! I guess my first essential question then is: ARE we? Not just on paper, 

but really? If not, can we get there, and how; and is it really important to us that we do? 

The Apology of the Augsburg Confession defines faith and worship first and foremost in 

terms of receiving from God, not giving to Him. It’s not that there isn’t doing on our part, but 

that the center of our life before God is His work, not ours. We confess: “Faith is that worship 

which receives God’s offered blessing; the righteousness of the law is that worship which offers 

God our own merits. It is by faith that God wants to be worshiped, namely, that we receive from 

him what he promises and offers.” (Apology, Art. IV, Justification; What is Justifying Faith? 

para. 49)  

As I mentioned, I am a life-long Missouri Synod Lutheran, but I must admit that I wasn’t 

exactly filled with this faith of ours while growing up. I had a bit more of Billy Graham, Hal 

Lindsey, Norman Vincent Peale and Benny Hinn than I did of Luther. Today it might be Rick 
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Warren, Dave Ramsey, Joel Osteen or Willie, Phil and Si from Duck Dynasty who influence our 

people’s spiritual thinking. I learned the Small Catechism during confirmation classes, but I 

ended up focusing more on the questions and answers in the back (as if the Catechism were a 

textbook) than memorizing and internalizing the common language of our faith (as if it were a 

prayer book). I didn’t hear of the Large Catechism or Book of Concord until I got to Concordia 

Lutheran College here in Austin. I grew up on the TLH, pages 5 and 15, but it strikes me now, 

and I hope not unfairly so, that much of my Lutheranism was limited to cherished externals; to 

tradition. I didn’t understand WHY things went the way they did on Sunday morning. I had 

memorized WHAT to say and knew the HOW of it. But WHY did it all matter? Why was it 

there? Who was it really about? Whom was it for and who was primarily at work in and through 

it? Those questions didn’t even occur to me. I think they are essential now! 

 

My Lutheran upbringing was not just traditional, it was also during the sixties and 

seventies; a time of many changes. Our youth group performed Pass it On, with that beloved 

Lutheran campfire hymn of the seventies, It Only Takes A Spark. Our dramatic and musical 

offerings eventually took center stage on Easter morning, during the Sunday School hour, 

between the pancake breakfast and the Divine Service. As elsewhere in our Synod, dramatic and 

musical performances grew in popularity in my home congregation. Such a new and vibrant way 

to get the message across! Pastor Hingst once vowed to turn over in his grave if the choir ever 

moved from the upstairs loft in the back, but once he died, it moved to the front transept just 

outside the chancel. A praise band eventually followed. In time, the congregation relocated. The 

old, stately, gothic-style building was sold and a new one built, still with a chancel and altar, but 

now also with big screens for projections during the service, along with an area for the praise 
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band, complete with Plexiglas shield for the drum set. 

New wine skins for the same old Lutheran wine? I imagine an argument could be made 

for that. It’s basically what the now defunct little CPH offering, Evangelical Style – Lutheran 

Substance, was saying. I rather think, despite that book’s demise, its title embodies the issues we 

are still facing! Can we slap any wineskin around the vintage we’ve been given and still preserve 

the wine? Then again, how well are we preserving it simply by preserving the wineskins of our 

tradition? Remember, I was a TLH kid in a TLH congregation! Are we now helping a Kindle-

soon-to-be-replaced-with-something-else generation taste and see how good the vintage is that 

we believe, teach and confess simply by proffering one set of externals over another?  

In thinking on these matters, I often turn back to the introduction of the Lutheran 

Worship hymnal, where we read, “Our Lord speaks and we listen. His Word bestows what it 

says. Faith that is born from what is heard acknowledges the gifts received with eager 

thankfulness and praise. Music is drawn into this thankfulness and praise, enlarging and 

elevating the adoration of our gracious giver God.” (Lutheran Worship, p. 6) In saying this, Dr. 

Nagel, who penned those words, orders our discussion. Wineskins are not the primary issue. 

Rather, it is the content, what God gives, does and says to love a fallen humanity that is primary.    

 

The rhythm of our life, our faith and worship, is always “from him to us, and then from 

us back to him.” The “from us back to him” will be most sure when it is formed by what He has 

given and said. This is the ongoing challenge for the Church. As Dr. Nagel writes, “We are heirs 

of an astonishingly rich tradition. Each generation receives from those who went before and, in 

making that tradition of the Divine Service its own, adds what best may serve in its own day – the 

living heritage and something new” (Lutheran Worship, p. 6).  
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We in the Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod have a responsibility to ask how well what 

we add comports with the giving and speaking we have received. Are our changes the 

responsible additions of a generation well-versed in and confident of what we have received, or 

the desperate injections of a middle-aged body attempting to perk up her lips, round off her hips 

or otherwise make the stately Bride of Christ more appealing to this world? 

I don’t mean to be trite in saying that. It’s just that I’m 52. I know what a mid-life crisis 

feels like. I know the desperation of wanting to overcome the sagging effects of time and reclaim 

a little of one’s youthful appeal and vigor. As a pastor, I know the frustration of empty pews 

while the church next door keeps growing, with its praise band and all things new and stylishly 

cutting edge. I know what it means to ask: “What have we got to do to turn things around?”  

Is that what the Bride of Christ and the Mother of all the truly living really needs to be 

asking? If so, will what we add properly extol the Gifts or in some way obfuscate them? Will it 

keep Christ’s Gospel in its truth and purity front and center, with His Sacraments administered 

according to His institution, or will it turn the eyes and ears of this world away from them to 

something else, say, a rapidly executed finger-tapped solo from the lead guitarist? Have we 

failed if that happens? If it does happen, how is it any different from the impressive organ 

prelude with stops pulled out which makes us thrill to be in a grand old Lutheran church 

building? Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D minor rocks too, you know! 

 

Our upcoming speakers will address each of their respective positions from the Scriptures 

and our Lutheran Confessions. Our concordist speaker will summarize and set our faces forward. 

For myself, I tend to want to set my face backward, to the beginning, and run things through 

according to their Center, Christ Jesus. Doing so keeps things straight for me! 
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In the beginning, God spoke and said: “Let us make Man in our image.” When He had, 

God called them good and blessed them, saying, “Be fruitful and multiply.” The form and 

outward expression of that was as simple, rubrically speaking, as it ever could be: “You are free 

to eat from any tree in the garden, only do not eat from the tree that is in the center of the 

garden, for in the day you eat of it, you will surely die.” Form followed the substance of God’s 

doing. The image of God in Adam and Eve was to be reflected in their exercising freedom by 

clinging to all He commanded. In that, the Church would be fruitful and fill the earth. 

Eve tragically got sidetracked, succumbing to a new wine that promised sweetness but 

delivered bitterness and gall. Not clinging to all God said, the Church exchanged freedom for 

bondage to whatever seems right in our own eyes. The shame of our first parents’ rebellion was 

expressed in radically new forms; in hiding, in feeble attempts to cover up and blame, in dying. 

So God spoke the Promise of a Savior to restore all things. The form of that took shape in 

Adam’s naming his bride Eve, the mother of all the living. God’s speaking forms the Church in 

her confessing, her singing and her living, both before God and one another.  

The next time God’s speaking and man’s doing are distinctly evident is when the 

brothers, Cain and Abel, bring their sacrifices. Many Sunday School lessons have rushed to 

make the point that one form was better than the other; that Abel’s sacrifice was pleasing to God 

because he brought the best of the flock and God preferred a barbeque over a vegetarian platter. 

Clearly, God must have been from Texas! Luther gets us off externals to the heart and core of the 

matter by saying that it is not the outward forms that distinguish Cain and Abel but the Promise, 

the substance of their faith. Cain trusts his rank, the right of primogeniture, while Abel trusts the 

promise of the Gospel! So Abel, as the book of Hebrews tells us (11:4), by the Promise of the 

Gospel, offers a better sacrifice than Cain. Abel is accepted for Christ’s sake, so that what He 
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offers pleases God, while Cain – apart from faith in Christ – is unable to please God at all. 

In Christ, one form or expression may be as acceptable as another. But that is not the 

extent of what we are being taught in the account of Cain and Abel. Luther makes the point that 

what we learn from this first sacrificing is that God provided not just a Word but an external sign 

by which we sinners know God’s grace and favor toward us. What we as Lutherans know as 

Word and Sacraments has always been the way God worked to comfort sinners and draw and 

keep them near. As Luther writes in his Genesis commentary (AE, vol. 1, p. 248) . . . 

All the sacred accounts give proof that by His superabundant grace our merciful God 
always placed some outward and visible sign of His grace alongside the Word, so that 
men, reminded by the outward sign and work or Sacrament, would believe with greater 
assurance that God is kind and merciful. Thus after the Flood the rainbow appeared in 
order to serve as a convincing proof that in the future God would not give vent to His 
wrath against the world by a similar punishment. To Abraham . . . circumcision was 
given, so that he might firmly believe that God would be his God and that He would 
give him the Seed in whom all the nations would be blessed. To us in the New 
Testament, Baptism and the Eucharist have been given as the visible signs of grace, so 
that we might firmly believe that our sins have been forgiven through Christ’s suffering 
and that we have been redeemed by His death. Thus the church has never been deprived 
to such an extent of outward signs that it became impossible to know where God could 
surely be found. 

 

What God would later give to Israel on Mount Sinai then (Ex. 25-40) was not simply 

Law, if by that we mean what shows us our sins. It was Gospel; rich, sacramental and external 

means whereby God instructed Israel in His desire to bring the whole world back again, to have 

us near, to gather the nations and restore the fellowship we lost because of Adam. At Sinai, God 

lays out how He intends to bring His people back to table with Him.  The tabernacle was the 

visible manifestation of the Word Who would be made flesh and Who is tabernacling amongst us 

still in His Ministry of Word and Sacraments. The mercy seat above the ark pointed toward 

God’s mercy in His Son. The Levitical ministry was a foreshadowing of the superior Priesthood 

of Jesus. The repeated sacrifices heralded the one propitiatory sacrifice by which all men are 
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saved. Eating and drinking of those sacrifices was a foretaste of the Eucharist, the Communion 

Christ would institute the night of His betrayal. Even the priestly garments are fulfilled in the 

vested Christ Who appears to John in Revelation.  

Don’t our hearts burn within us to hear how all God gave to Moses on Mt. Sinai had 

Christ at its core? He is the Wine – whether in the Old or the New – around which the outer skin 

is formed. Any skin might do, but what do we learn from the wineskins God gave? Israel 

received from God externals that were to keep the wine of Christ before them and which kept 

Israel distinct from the world. The book of Hebrews says they were earthly manifestations of the 

heavenly pattern which is now incarnate in God’s Son! They are not dead works except when 

men prefer them over their reality and fulfillment in Christ!  

 

Is it any wonder that when the Church of the New Testament era looked about in its New 

Testament freedom – having at its disposal every good gift coming down from the Father of 

Lights – it chose what was in keeping with what came before? We see this in Acts where the 

Church rejoices in the Temple ministry fulfilled in Christ and His Communion. We see it as the 

Church begins to find her way liturgically, borrowing from the prayers of the Synagogue and 

Temple. Not only did the New Testament apostles bring the Good News to the Jews within the 

Synagogues, but the liturgy of that place helped form the gathering of Christ’s Church.  

More, however, was going on in the Church’s services than had gone on in the 

synagogues. Not just the Ministry of the Word and prayer but also table fellowship with Jesus. 

He eats and drinks with sinners. He put a Meal in place to last until He comes again. In that, His 

Church partakes of the One Sacrifice God made to save the world, and the Temple Ministry of 

Christ goes on and on. We hear the Sacrifice of Christ proclaimed – “As often as you eat this 
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bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until He comes” – as Israel had the 

daily smoke arising from the sacrifices of the Tabernacle, assuring us that God is pleased 

because of what He promised and that we have His favor in His Son. 

When the Church could not meet openly, it gathered simply in houses, in catacombs; 

always with the Word and with the Table of the Lord; always being brought near to God by way 

of His Communion. When the Church was able to enjoy the benefits of a converted emperor and 

empire, it had options available for patterning its life together. The Circus Maximus was an 

ancient race track. The Coliseum was a blood-sport arena. There was also the amphitheater, into 

which the masses packed for on-stage drama. The ancient world enjoyed its entertainment as 

much as we do, and all of it was in 3D!  

The Church had the above structures from which to choose, and arguably, at least for 

reaching larger audiences, any one of them might have been a smarter marketing strategy. The 

Church chose none of them. It had the patterns of this world, but it also had those externals 

patterned after heavenly realities fulfilled in Christ. It chose a model more in keeping with the 

forms God had given. It chose the Basilica. After all, we are not coming as an audience to be 

excited, enthralled or entertained. Rather, we are coming before the one Who will judge the 

living and the dead. We are coming before the King of Kings and Lord of Lords. We are coming 

before the God who wants us back in fellowship with Him and so He puts His Word and signs to 

work to bring unholy ones into His holiness by grace, as He had in the tabernacle and temple. 

The Church’s worship grew in the freedom of the New Testament from such an 

understanding. Against charges of blasphemy from Jewish opposition the New Testament 

Church asserted that the Newness of its message and forms were not novel. They weren’t 

invented. They were the true and genuine continuation of what God had put in place for Israel 
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before, and because the previous had reached its fulfillment in Christ, the new was superior. 

With the New went the content of the Old.  

As with Luther’s reforms in the 16th century, the New Testament Church was a 

conserving movement, retaining what was good and proper from what preceded, while avoiding 

Judaizing tendencies that would simply slap on Jesus as an external addendum. Circumcision 

was free, but could not be required. To do so preached a gospel that was not the Gospel! Dietary 

restrictions had been lifted, but for the sake of love, Gentile converts were exhorted to refrain 

from meat offered to idols or meat that had been strangled. There was not so much a radical 

departure from the Old in Christ’s New Testament ministry as much as there was a reforming of 

Israel and her worship around the Ministry of Him on Whom it had been originally patterned.  

The life of the Church from the time of the Fall has been one of God bringing His people 

back to the center. God’s original word to Adam was intended to keep all things in Christ by 

faith. After the Fall? No different. Only, now the force of sin is an inbred, inherited inertia 

pulling us constantly away from the center. God must continually oppose that with His Word. 

We are forever, like sheep going astray, and the Lord is constantly needing to save us. 

Should this not be a caution to us regarding the externals we choose?  

We don’t have specific words from God circumscribing what we wear, how we do things, 

or even what we are to say.  Not even Israel had a page 15 service handed down to them from 

above. The particulars of their time before God arose out of what God had given and said. Nadab 

and Abihu discovered the tragedy of departing from God’s Word, even at a seeming incidental 

like incense. Such a little thing, but God’s Words are life. To depart is death, and the Service He 

put in place was not a plaything. It was God’s putting Christ before Israel and the world. Mess 

with that and you mess with God saving people, and that’s worse than messin’ with Texas! 
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The other side of the ditch is also wide open, and Israel fell in, making her own religion 

of the outward forms and worshipping them in place of Christ. Both sides of the ditch are a 

threat, and so we live in constant tension between freedom and constraint, between authoritative 

substance forming our external life together and our own substance as fallen humanity twisting 

what God gives us and making it into something of our own. 

 

How do we come to grips with this in our Synod? We’ve been asking that for a long time.  

I grant that just retaining externals will miss the mark. Mine were all Lutheran as I was 

growing up, yet I ended up neck deep in the Charismatic movement. The wineskins were in 

place, but they weren’t full as they should be. There was plenty of room for a new and foreign 

vintage. So, I filled up! I started questioning my baptism and the real presence of Christ’s body 

and blood in the Lord’s Supper. I looked for new assurances of God’s mercy; praying in tongues, 

the baptism of the Holy Spirit, an inner experience with God. Here in Austin, at Concordia 

Lutheran College, as a Junior, I started dealing with some of that through a study of the Book of 

Concord. After two years of pre-seminary courses, I went to Concordia Seminary in St. Louis, 

where I continued to deal with my Charismatic presuppositions. While there, I became enamored 

of Church Growth principles, and though fairly middle of the road liturgically when I entered the 

parish, I was of the mind that nearly anything goes when it comes to making changes in the 

liturgy that would help reach the lost. I used Synodical creative worship materials. I replaced the 

Agnus Dei with a Michael W. Smith song and choreographed a liturgical dance for our 

congregation’s youth.  I tried to implement on a small scale some of what I saw at our Synodical 

Youth Gatherings. Our God is an Awesome God was perfect for use on Easter morning, as far as 

I was concerned. I dabbled in many things like this in an effort to reach people. 
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 I found that I could push the envelope liturgically with very little resistance.  Then 

something happened.  I had been reluctant to associate with the “confessional” group in my 

District. Guys like Pastor Harris, who was in the Southern District at the time, gave me the 

willies. I wasn’t sure what to make of them. These guys were on the Dark Side of the Force, as 

far as I was concerned. By chance, I got involved in a discussion group online and found myself 

digging into the Scriptures and the Confessions. A new pastor from Ft. Wayne took a call to our 

circuit. Instead of praising my novelty and creativity, he kept asking, “Sawyer, what right have 

you to do this?” It was a good question! As I introduced my congregation to what I learned from 

God’s Word and our Confessions, I discovered how much easier Michael W. Smith and liturgical 

dancing can go down with Lutherans than things like every Sunday communion, closed 

communion, making the sign of the cross, or private absolution. 

 We now live at a time where, not just Leno and Letterman, Conan and Fallon, but 

Lutheran pastors have high-quality bands to set the tone for the hour or so ahead on a Sunday 

morning. Backstage assistants wear black, as they would in any theatrical or performance venue. 

Metallica is played before the message. Lights are run off a computer console. Background 

projection images and video have been artfully if not also professionally rendered and are shown 

on large screens or LED video walls.   

 On the other side of the spectrum is the direction I have gone; genuflecting, wearing 

historic vestments, using incense, chanting; all of which can be their own distractions, but all of 

which not only have historic precedence amongst Lutherans but also are approved by our 

Confessions and salutary for instructing in the Gospel. They teach our Faith. 

In the middle, if no one will take offense at my putting it that way, are those who offer 

options of various degrees between the extremes; perhaps a Classic Praise service at 8 a.m., with 
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a blended service afterward, and maybe something a little more contemporary at 11, maybe 

something more cutting edge and heavy metal the Saturday night before, especially if you have 

the bassist from Megadeth in your congregation! 

What are our people to think? How are they to process all of this?  

Are our differences merely stylistic and outward, or are they the result of something 

different at the center? Are we still of the same spirit and confession?  

Do we have a proper confidence in our God-given signs of His favor, or have we 

replaced them with enthusiasm and forms that emphasize and capitalize on feelings?  

 In my ministry, I was pulled back from the direction I had taken by brothers who cared 

enough to challenge me. I learned to see Christ in the Scriptures as Luther and the Church 

Fathers saw Him. I studied the Confessions. When I took my congregation through a year long 

study of Leviticus, using the Concordia Commentary by John Kleinig, a brother in our circuit 

asked me why I’d want to study that Old Testament book of ceremonial laws. I thought, When 

the Lord opens the Scriptures to reveal how they testify of Him, how can we not? 

 I began to see how the structure of the Divine Service reflects the structure of the 

Tabernacle and Temple; how the forms of the past were God-given testimonies in time of the 

eternal and heavenly realities manifest in Christ. I appreciated how different were the Church’s 

choices in view of that compared with many choices now. 

I know not every congregation in our Synod has set the altar aside and replaced it with a 

drum kit and guitars, or completely jettisoned the historic liturgy, and even where that has 

occurred our Lutheran congregations still baptize, commune and preach and teach. I appreciate 

that no one is intentionally trying to harm our Synod or future generations. In fact, I firmly 

believe that what people do they do with the best of intentions; as I did – not only when I was 
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rejecting my baptism but when I was playing fast and loose with the liturgy. Good intentions, I 

am afraid, aren’t sufficient, since even Saul persecuted Christians on the basis of the same. 

What we need is some honest wrestling. As someone who grew up in the sixties and 

seventies, I admit that I love to rock! I’m from the MTV generation and I appreciate video and 

music. I have some music videos I’ve done on You Tube, even. I’m not entirely a dinosaur! I  

strum guitar to accompany our church school’s children in the singing of hymn verses during our 

daily service of Matins. But I sit off to the side, having learned that the kids fixate on guitars in a 

way different than they do the organ. I have one student who, for the past 147 days of school, has 

said the same thing to me after chapel: “Pastor, I like your guitar!” The kids wear shirts that say 

“Rock” on them, and they are adorned with guitars. With it being such a culturally powerful 

icon, I am careful how I use the guitar; not to rouse the children into a frenzy, but to quietly and 

unobtrusively accompany their singing of hymn verses. 

 

If I were convinced that it pleased God to take the approach of many of our congregations, I 

admit that I’d be relieved that this battle is over. But I need to be convinced from Scripture and 

the Confessions, on the basis of sound reason. 

Where are we taught by God that the Church should reform its worship in keeping with the 

patterns and practices and preferences of this world?   

Are the forms we are employing as neutral as we think? Aren’t they borrowed from traditions 

that lack a proper preaching of the Gospel and a proper administration of the Sacraments? If so, I 

cannot help but be concerned, considering the words of Luther . . . 

We can state with certainty that where the Eucharist, Baptism, and the Word are, there 
are Christ, forgiveness of sins, and eternal life. Contrariwise, where these signs of grace are 
not present, or where they are despised by men, there is not only no grace, but execrable 
errors follow, and men set up for themselves other forms of worship and other signs. Thus 
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the Greeks worshiped Apollo, and others worshiped other demons; the Egyptians worshiped 
Anubis, Serapis, crocodiles, garlic, and the onion; the Romans worshiped Jupiter, Quirinus, 
and those execrable images, Priapus, Venus, etc. The same thing happened in the papacy. 
After those genuine signs of grace began to be regarded with indifference and were 
despised, superstition could not remain inactive but sought other signs: vows, orders, 
pilgrimages, intercessions by the saints, and other things. All these devices are full of errors 
and are linked with wickedness, and yet poor human beings embrace them as genuine signs 
of divine grace. In these matters you hear no bishop and no school loudly disavowing these 
blasphemies and teaching things that are sounder. When the light of the Word and these 
signs of grace which have been given by God have been lost, men run, of necessity, after the 
desires of their hearts. Thus after despising the tabernacle and the temple, the Jews brought 
their sacrifices under trees and in groves, until in the end inhuman parents sacrificed their 
own children. (AE, vol. 1, p. 249) 

  

When we borrow forms that were shaped by something other than the centrality of God’s 

work in the Eucharist, Baptism and the Word, can we be sure our people will remain Lutheran?  

 Do we even care? 

When we borrow forms that put at the center style and music for which people now 

clamor, are we not catering to man’s sinful propensity to exchange the glory of God for 

something else? Are we not taking the cloth of men’s idolatry and patching it onto the garment 

of a confession it can only tear?  

After decades of new forms, will our people retain our Lutheran faith in its fullness? Will 

they move into my area and recognize in our liturgy, our closed communion, our preaching of 

Law and Gospel, our “Catholic” appearance, the content that is more important than the forms 

they prefer? Or will they migrate next door, where hands are raised and sway to the melody of 

praise songs, where the pastor dresses casually and uses a big screen, but no infant is baptized, 

no sinner is absolved, and the Body and Blood of Christ are not received in bread and wine? 

I’m not asking for assurances no one can give, only that we remember the Church’s 

dictum, lex orandi, lex credendi, which expresses the fact that the way one prays has an impact 

on what one believes, and vice versa. So, are those of us on the more contemporary end of the 
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liturgical spectrum mindful that we might be making potential non-denominational Christians of 

our members? Are those of us more in the middle mindful that we might be doing the same by 

suggesting that form is neutral, when perhaps it isn’t? And, what about those of us on the more 

conservative end of the spectrum? I said it’s time for honesty, didn’t I? I admit that there is a risk 

of making how WE do things so important that, given the choice, our people might prefer a 

Roman Catholic or Eastern Orthodox option over a contemporary, open communion LCMS one. 

I’ve experienced that with a member who moved into an area where he found only less-than-

liturgically sound options (in his estimation) and wound up “going East.” 

So, it’s a danger. I admit it. We all have to teach to the core! But with Luther, I’d rather 

risk the danger of someone swimming either the Bosphorus or the Tiber than the alternative! As 

Luther put it . . . “Sooner than have mere wine with the fanatics, I would agree with the pope 

that there is only blood.” (Luther, M; Confession Concerning Christ’s Supper; AE, vol. 37, p. 

317) And sooner than predisposing anyone to wander toward those who have only wine or grape 

juice, I’d rather they be predisposed to settle only for places where their babies will be baptized, 

Christ’s Body and Blood are truly present, and a pastor will hear their confession and pronounce 

the absolution. Where would YOU prefer them to be predisposed? 

That’s one of my essential questions. This is that serious! We’d all prefer our people 

remain Lutheran. Toward that, ought we not curtail our congregations’ movements in outward 

forms toward those who do not share our faith in God’s External Means of Grace? Should we not 

reclaim Walther’s gutsy determination to BE Lutheran rather than look like one more American 

sect? He wrote: 

We refuse to be guided by those who are offended by our church customs. We adhere to them 
all the more firmly when someone wants to cause us to have a guilty conscience on account of 
them. . . . It is truly distressing that many of our fellow Christians find the difference between 
Lutheranism and Roman Catholicism in outward things. It is a pity and dreadful cowardice 
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when a person sacrifices the good ancient church customs to please the deluded American 
denominations just so they won't accuse us of being Roman Catholic! Indeed! Am I to be 
afraid of a Methodist, who perverts the saving Word, or be ashamed in the matter of my good 
cause, and not rather rejoice that they can tell by our ceremonies that I do not belong to them? 
We are not insisting that there be uniformity in perception or feeling or taste among all 
believing Christians – neither dare anyone demand that all be minded as he. Nevertheless, it 
remains true that the Lutheran liturgy distinguishes Lutheran worship from the worship of 
other churches to such an extent that the houses of worship of the latter look like lecture halls 
in which the hearers are merely addressed or instructed, while our churches are in truth houses 
of prayer in which Christians serve the great God publicly before the world. . . . Someone may 
ask, "What would be the use of uniformity of ceremonies? We answer, "What is the use of a 
flag on the battlefield? Even though a soldier cannot defeat the enemy with it, he nevertheless 
sees by the flag where he belongs. We ought not to refuse to walk in the footsteps of our 
fathers." (Walther, Essays for the Church [1992], I:194). 

 

How will our troops stay together and remain Lutheran (assuming they have truly 

become that) if we continue to divide and scatter them? Could we perhaps rally, not about 

externals per se, but about what has always formed them? Could we evaluate everything in terms 

of its ability to keep our people steadfast in the one true Faith and to keep what is central where it 

belongs? If we add additional music and instrumentation, it should be judiciously, keeping in 

place what we have received. That would be in keeping with passages like Psalm 150, which 

says . . . ESV Psalm 150:4 Praise him with tambourine and dance; praise him with strings and 

pipe! Or Psalm 33:3, the reference of which a member of my family who plays guitar in his 

church’s praise band has tattooed on his arm . . . ESV Psalm 33:3 Sing to him a new song; play 

skillfully on the strings, with loud shouts. 

All of the instruments named in the Psalms are good and God-given, but we are not told 

that any of them were chosen because people thought they rocked, or because they were popular 

with Canaanites who might not be comfortable in the Tabernacle worship without them. Nothing 

of these texts tells us that such instruments supplanted the Temple service. That is, they didn’t 

become the central focus, replacing what was there. They served in a ministerial fashion to what 

was central. Can the same be said of what we’re doing now?   
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If we are to become all things to all people, as St. Paul says in I Cor. 9:22, let’s do that. 

Only, let’s remember that he meant going the extra mile personally to make sure that outsiders 

are brought near to what is central, not that what is central needs to step aside for what the 

nations desire. We need to teach them. They want cool music. We need to say: “You need 

Jesus.” They want to feel the Spirit. We need to say: “You need the Spirit working through Word 

and Sacraments.” They say: “I’m looking for the best sound system.” We need to say: “I hear it 

rocks in hell!” Just kidding; but we DO need to tell them they are spouting idolatries. What we 

have for them is Christ giving Himself in a way they’ve never had before, so they can’t expect to 

feel comfortable at first.  How far do we go trying to make them comfortable or even trying to 

seem valid or relevant in their eyes?   

I remember the Audrey Hepburn movie, The Nun’s Story, in which a missionary priest 

comments to Hepburn’s character regarding the fact that locals in the Congo had a god with a 

beard, so they wouldn’t take a priest seriously unless he had facial hair. Now, are we saying, 

“They won’t take us seriously unless we have a great praise band and big screens?” 

How far do we go in “going native” in the Divine Service? A light set on a hill cannot be 

hid, says our Lord, but that’s because it is so distinct from the darkness that surrounds it. Why 

are we so afraid of being different?  

The Lord says we have the Net of His Gospel for catching men. Are we replacing nets 

with bait and hook tactics, with methods designed to attract on the basis of non-essentials which 

we will then plan to exchange for the Essentials? Is that a good method? Is it any different from 

social programs designed not simply to feed the poor but also to get them into church? Are we 

running the risk of making the worship-equivalent of that derogatory phrase, “rice Christians,” 

people who only come for extraneous stuff, though feeding the poor, I would argue, is more 
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closely aligned with what God has given the Church than is creating a worship environment that 

looks like the theater or concert which people may have attended the night before. 

On the other hand, what can we learn from the mission field? 

I’ve seen confessional Lutheran missionary work amongst the Maasai in Kenya. The 

people don’t suddenly stop being Maasai. A Lutheran service there is not exactly the same as one 

in Brandon, MS.  Of course, what it means to be Maasai doesn’t change every few years, either! 

The culture of the Maasai is cross-generational, passed from parents to children, keeping both 

together. Maasai parents aren’t listening to one kind of music while their children roll their eyes 

and plug in their ear buds. Culture in that sense preserves and unites. Pop culture, to which we 

are accommodating ourselves, tends to do the opposite. It rapidly changes and divides by playlist 

and style, momentarily uniting on the basis of what goes viral on You Tube.  

HAS that become our culture? Does the Church do well tapping into it; altering its time 

before the Lord to reflect it? How long will that “work”? 

Are we becoming another fast food chain, telling people, “Have it your way”? If you 

want a service like this, we’ll provide it. It’s all about individual preferences and choice. 

With such a marketing driven mentality, will our coming before the Lord continue to be 

HIS work first and foremost?Will our pastors continue to represent, not themselves and not the 

people’s popular expectations, but the Vested One, our High Priest Jesus? Will our Services be 

for God’s people to confess their sins and hear God’s absolution through His called and ordained 

servant; a time to enter God’s House and hear His “Peace be with you.” Will we continue to 

have on our lips the psalms, hymns and spiritual canticles of angels and saints? The Gloria in 

Excelsis? The Sanctus and the Agnus Dei? These are truly cross-cultural and cross-generational. 

They unite the Church over time and space. Will they continue to? On the Mountain of the Lord 
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He sets a feast of rich foods intended for all people; the best of meats and the finest of wines, 

even the Body and Blood of Christ! Will our Services remain distinct from a world that wants us 

to co-exist, conform and so coalesce with it to the degree that there is little difference between 

the darkness and the light, and so the world can come in and not feel out of place at all? Will our 

Services continue to gather the nations out of the confusion of this world’s changing winds to be 

baptized, confirmed, examined and absolved, and so together in the same changeless confession? 

Those are essential questions for us to continually address, even as we are sure that the Word of 

the Lord WILL remain forever, and that the gates of hell shall not prevail against His Church.  

 

+ Soli Deo Gloria + 


