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LESSON 8 – OFFICE OF THE HOLY MINISTRY 
 
 

 

(All citations of Holy Scripture are from the English Standard Version.) 
 

 
 

"Our churches teach that no one should 
publicly teach in the Church, or administer 

the sacraments without a rightly ordered call.” 
(Augsburg Confession, Article XIV) 

 
 

 

THE PROBLEM IN OUR SYNOD 

Today there is great confusion in our Synod respecting the Office of the Holy Ministry or Pastoral Office.  While 
there used to be no confusion about this office in Missouri, now with the innovations of "Lay Ministers," "Certified 
Lay Deacons," "Distance Education Leading to Ordination” (DELTO), laymen providing Word and Sacrament 
without ordination, and most recently the establishment of “Specific Ministry Pastors” (SMP) as something dif-
ferent from "General Ministry Pastors"; the picture has become more than merely muddled. 
 

Additional confusion has been added by the misuse of the biblical understanding of the Priesthood of All Believers 
to embrace an "Everyone a Minister" concept that has no Scriptural foundation and no Confessional witness.  
Moreover, in many districts separate "Deacon Schools" have been established in which both men and women have 
received training to serve in roles that used to be reserved for those called and ordained to publicly proclaim God's 
Word and administer the Sacraments. 
 

All of this is occurring despite the clear, simple words of Article XIV of the Augsburg Confession: 
 

Our churches teach that no one should publicly teach in the Church, or administer the sacraments, without a 
rightly ordered call.  [Concordia:  The Lutheran Confessions, 2nd Edition, Concordia Publishing House, 
2006, Article XIV, p. 39.] 

_______________________ 

BACKGROUND 

Since its beginning, the Missouri Synod has fought for a proper understanding of the Office of the Holy Ministry, 
sometimes called the pastoral office.  Despite arguments about the nature of the office of the ministry, the 
Scriptures and the Lutheran Confessions are clear. 
 

The Book of Concord begins the discussion of the office of the holy ministry, with a bridge from Article IV (Just-
ification) to Article V (The Ministry) of the Augsburg Confession.  The office of the ministry is established so that 
such justifying faith in Christ (by grace) may be created, conferred, and sustained through the spoken and sacra-
mental Gospel.  The German speaks of the Predigtamt – the preaching office, which implies someone in the office.  
The Word and Sacraments are confessed as the exclusive salvific, faith-engendering instruments of the Holy 
Spirit.  And then there is the condemnation of the Anabaptists and other schwärmer (i.e. religious enthusiasts and 
spiritualists, and the social radicals), who teach that the Holy Spirit works apart from the external Word and 
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sacraments through our own preparations, thoughts, and works.  The Anabaptists’ teaching separated the Holy 
Spirit from the external Word of the Gospel. 
 

To guard against rumors the Romanists had been hearing about the evangelical Lutherans, in Article XIV (Order 
in the Church) of the Augustana, it is clearly stated, “Concerning church order they [our churches] teach that no 
one should teach publicly in the church or administer the sacraments unless properly called.” 
 

…[I]t is the response of the Lutheran theologians to the charge that John Eck made in his 404 Propositions 
that the Lutherans denied the existence of the sacrament of orders, called it a figment of human invention, 
and asserted that any layman at all can consecrate churches, confirm children, and so on (Wilhelm Gussmann, 
D. Johann Ecks Vierhundertvier Artikel zum Reichstag von Augsburg 1530 [Kassel:  Edmund Pillardy, 1930], 
nos.267 to 268, pp.134 and 177-78).  The Lutheran response is that laymen are not admitted to the really 
crucial tasks of publicly and responsibly proclaiming the Gospel and of administering the sacraments.  [Arthur 
Carl Piepkorn. The Sacred Ministry and Holy Ordination in the Symbolical Books of the Lutheran Church, in 
Michael P. Plekon and William S. Wiecher, The Church: Selected Writings of Arthur Carl Piepkorn (Delhi, 
NY: American Lutheran Publicity Bureau Books, 1993); p.62] 

 

The Latin is rite vocatus and the German says ordentlicher beruf.  Arthur Carl Piepkorn, who has been called a 
“fundamentalist of the Lutheran Confessions,” points out with regard to these phrases of the Augsburg 
Confession: 
 

…the word rite in rite vocatus implies in the normal terminology of the 16th century a formal ordination as 
something over and above a mere calling.  Both vocatio (calling) and ordinatio (ordination) are extensively 
used in this period to describe the whole process of election and ordination. […] [T]he Confutatio pontifica 
accepted Article 14 in principle.  It would not have done so if it had understood the article as suggesting that 
ordination was not necessary.  The particular point on which the Confutatio insisted was that a bishop per-
form the ordination.  This is clear from the Apology on Article 14. […] The Apology makes it clear that it has 
no quarrel with ordination or even with episcopacy, but that Episcopal ordination is not available to the 
proponents of the Augsburg Confession.  The implication is that they may have no alternative but to avail 
themselves of ordination by clergymen in presbyter’s orders.  [Piepkorn, (Plekon/Wiecher); pp.62,63] 

 

Piepkorn gives further argumentation to his basic point on ordination being included in rite vocatus.  There is 
much else in Piepkorn’s essay that would contribute much to bridging the gap in the kirche und amt (church and 
office) debates carried into overtime from the 19th century.  In his important book, Luther, Ministry, and 
Ordination Rites in the Early Reformation Church, Ralph F. Smith notes: “The target of Luther’s polemical 
critique was a sacrificial priesthood (Opferpriestertum), not an ordination that properly set a person in the office 
of preaching in relation to a specific community.”  [Ralph F. Smith, Luther, Ministry, and Ordination Rites in the 
Early Reformation Church (Renaissance and Baroque: Studies and Texts 15).  (New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 
1996, 2000); p.54]  
 

Baptism makes priestly Christians but divine call and ordination to the office (through the Church) makes a man a 
pastor and minister in the Church. 
 

In our synod today we have several situations that in various ways deviate from what we confess in the Book of 
Concord and it is not without consequence or danger for the church. 

 

� Those who are not ordained preaching without call and ordination. 
� Those who are not called and ordained to the office of pastor serving as celebrants at the Lord’s 

Table (“licensed deacons,” lay ministers, elders, teachers, vicars, alternate route candidates 
before they receive call and ordination). 

� Women serving in the distribution of the Lord’s Supper. 
� Less than adequate training and theological education for alternate route pastors. 
� Little offsite experience and education for alternate route pastors giving these men a lack of theological 

objectivity as they serve in the office of pastor. 
 

QUESTIONS 

1. What difference does it make for faith in Christ as to whether a preacher is called and ordained?   See John 
20:19-23; Luke 10:16; Romans 10:14-17; Hebrews 13:17; Jeremiah 23:16-40;  1 Corinthians 3:5-17. 

2. Why is it important for the pastor to know he is called by God to that office?   See 1 Corinthians 4:1-2; 
2 Corinthians 4:1-12;  2 Timothy 4:1-5. 
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3. Is our culture and society supportive of the concept of “office” or “authority”? 

4. How is the call to be a pastor different from the general call to be a Christian?  See Hebrews 13:17; 1 Tim-
othy 5:17-22;  Titus 1:5-9; Numbers 16. 

5. Is being a pastor a matter of exercising political power or being “on stage”?   See 2 Timothy 4:1-2; 
1 Corinthians 4:1-2; Luke 10:16; Luke 22:24-30; Matthew 16:21-28. 

6. Is being a pastor a matter of “self-expression”?   See John 3:27-36; Matthew 16:13-20. 

7. Is the call to the ministry a matter of “feeling called?”  See Acts 9:10-19; Jonah 1:1-3; Jeremiah 1:4-9; 
Exodus 3:11-12. 

8. While they are neither commanded nor forbidden in the New Testament, how might the use of traditional 
vestments in the Divine Service and Liturgical Offices visually help convey a Scriptural understanding of the 
pastoral office? 

9. How does the continuity of doctrine and practice throughout the ages in church history give witness to a 
proper understanding of the purpose of the pastoral office? 

10. Why shouldn’t a vicar or alternate route pastoral candidate “jump the gun” and begin consecrating the Lord’s 
Supper before he is called and ordained? 

11. Why has it been customary that seminarians and vicars have their sermon manuscripts approved before 
delivering them in chapel or before a congregation? 

12. Why is it necessary for ordination candidates to undergo a formal theological examination prior to 
certification rather than just simply attend the various classes? 

13. If our synod were to propose “alternate route” training, formation, and education of pastoral candidates, 
should there be variation in the requirements from the regular route, and if so, by how much (and why)?  
What would be legitimate and illegitimate uses of alternate routes?  What would be the advantage to 
residential theological education at our seminaries? 

_______________________ 

APPLICATION:  THE OFFICE OF THE HOLY MINISTRY AND THE LORD’S SUPPER 

Let us consider the case of the Lord’s Supper and the pastoral office.  The power of the sacrament is through God’s 
Word alone.  However, through call and ordination one is authorized to serve as the liturgist-celebrant of the 
Lord’s Supper.   The power of the sacrament does not reside in the office but in God’s Word.  One could say that 
the office of the ministry is part of the context intended by our Lord for the administration of the 
Holy Supper (the twelve were with the Lord in the Upper Room, as noted by the Synoptic Gospels).  
Nothing can be more certain than that which is done according to the mandate and institution of 
Christ.  In Luther's conflicts with Zwingli, as well as those with Rome, the explication of the conse-
cration on the basis of the mandate and institution of Christ figured centrally.  With Zwingli it was in 
Luther’s Confession Concerning Christ's Supper (1528), concerning the “action words” and the “command-words” 
given so that the body and blood of Christ are present in each Lord's Supper to the end of the world.  Against 
Rome it was against those instances in which the institution was denied or violated (e.g., the private mass, 
communion in one kind, the sacrifice of the Mass, the Corpus Christi processsion, etc.). 
 

Luther makes the point in 1533, in The Private Mass and the Consecration of Priests that the reason he holds to 
the position he does on the consecration is that all may be certain for faith.  The private mass Luther is dealing 
with are masses performed by Roman priests for money, often to release souls from purgatory.  Such masses were 
done apart from the congregation and none of the people communed.  In discussing the private mass, Luther says: 
 

But I have not been commanded to perform the private mass and it is uncertain.  In short, as St. Augustine 
says:  Tene certum, dimitte incertum - “Rely on what is certain and abandon what is uncertain.”  Yes, I even 
add, because it is uncertain whether the body and blood of Christ are present in the private mass and because 
it is certainly a purely human trifle, therefore, you should never in your life believe that Christ's body and 
blood are present; for faith should be sure of its affairs and have a sure basis concerning which one must not 
and should not be in doubt.  [Martin Luther, The Private Mass and the Consecration of Priests (AE:38; 
p.163)] 

 

No one has the right to change what Christ has instituted, especially not His last will and testament.  What is done 
in that way is done by Christ Himself through the means He has chosen.  There is no faith for the sake of faith or 
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in faith present in Luther here. 
 

So it is not our work or speaking but the command and ordinance of Christ which make the bread the body and 
the wine the blood, beginning with the first Lord's Supper and continuing to the end of the world, and it is admin-
istered daily through our ministry or office.  [The Private Mass and the Consecration of Priests (AE:38; p.199)] 
 

Earlier, in 1528, Luther has spoken much the same. 
Here, too, if I were to say over all the bread there is, “This is the body of Christ,” nothing would happen, but 
when we follow his institution and command in the Supper and say, “This is my body,” then it is his body, not 
because of our speaking or our declarative word, but because of his command in which he has told us so to 
speak and to do and has attached his own command and deed to our speaking.  [Martin Luther, Confession 
Concerning Christ's Supper (AE:37; p.184)]   

 

So long as what is done is according to the mandate and institution it is without doubt.  “Offices and sacraments 
always remain in the church; persons are daily subject to change.  As long as we call and induct into the offices 
persons who can administer them, then the offices will surely continue to be exercised” [The Private Mass and the 
Consecration of Priests” (AE:38; p.201)].  Again, with regard to the office and the Supper, Luther continues in the 
same passage: 
 

When the pastor celebrates mass diligently, note this difference:  Insofar as he observes the institution of 
Christ and also administers the sacrament to others, be assured that Christ's body and blood are certainly 

there on account of Christ's ordinance and not on account of the pastor's work or holiness.  
Insofar, however, as he does not observe the ordinance and intention of Christ but changes and 
perverts them, it is not necessary for you to believe that it is Christ's body and blood.   
 

Lest we think that the mandate and institution may be followed without a man in office, Luther 
remarks with respect to an exceptional situation in Turkey: 
 

And what must the Christians do who are held captive in Turkey?  They cannot receive the 
sacrament and have to be content with their faith and desire which they have for the sacrament 

and the ordinance of Christ, just as those who die before baptism are nevertheless saved by their faith and 
desire for baptism.  What did the children of Israel do in Babylon when they were unable to have public 
worship at Jerusalem except in faith and in sincere desire and longing?  Therefore, even if the church would 
have been robbed completely of the sacrament by the pope, still, because the ordinance of Christ remained in 
their hearts with faith and desire, it would nevertheless have been preserved thereby, as indeed now in our 
time there are many who outwardly do without the sacrament for they are not willing to honor and strengthen 
the pope's abomination under one kind.  For Christ's ordinance and faith are two works of God which are 
capable of doing anything.  [The Private Mass and the Consecration of Priests (AE:38; p.207)] 

 

Luther's teaching here is consistent with Augsburg Confession XIV, that no one should publicly teach in the 
Church or administer the sacraments unless he be rite vocatus (or ordentlicher beruf).  This is a position which 
belongs to the mature Luther.  So in the Formula of Concord’s denial that, “No man's word or work, be it the merit 
or speaking of the minister,” brings about the real presence is not to deny that the body and blood are, “distribut-
ed through our ministry and office” (cf. FC-SD, VII.74-77).  Chemnitz states clearly that, “it is with those who are 
legitimately chosen and called by God through the church, therefore with the ministers to whom the use or 
administration of the ministry of the Word and the sacraments has been committed” [Martin Chemnitz, Exam-
ination of the Council of Trent: Volume II, p.97]. 
 

The office is not the source of the authority but the means by which Christ serves His people in the Lord's Supper, 
the Divine Service.  It is “apostolic” in that pastors are called and sent by Christ.  They have His authority in the 
mandates He has given the holy office.  Thus we may point to Apology XXIV (The Mass), under the discussion of 
the term “Mass,” where the liturgy is identified with “the public ministry.” There is no promise given to “lay 
consecration” of the Supper or whatever it might be in that case.  Even if the “emergency” case is cited from the 
Tractate, it must be pointed out that this emergency only mentions Baptism and Absolution and not the Holy 
Supper.  The means of grace aren’t treated generically. 
 

QUESTIONS 

1. How can we distinguish between Baptism and Absolution as emergency uses of the means of grace as opposed 
to the Lord’s Supper?  See John 3:5; Romans 10:17; 1 Peter 3:21; James 5:16; Hebrews 5:14; Matthew 28:19-
20.   Baptism and the proclamation are means of conversion.   

2. What is the context for the ordinary celebration of the Lord’s Supper?   See 1 Corinthians 11:17-22, 26; 
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Acts 2:42; Acts 20:7-8. 

3. Who was in the Upper Room to receive the Lord’s mandate?   See Matthew 26:17-20; Mark 14:12-18; 
Luke 22:7-14.   Also note 1 Corinthians 4:1-2, 10:16; 11:23 and John 21:15-17. 

_______________________ 

INSTITUTION:  THE AUTHORITY BEHIND THE LORD’S SUPPER 

Not just anyone could have instituted the Lord's Supper.  Not just anyone has the authority to do as the Lord has 
done in the first Supper.  Those who forgive sins and do the things of the Lord better have the authority to do so.  
Christ had the authority and the power.  The Pharisees would have been rightly offended if it had been anyone 
other than Jesus who went around forgiving sins.  But even when other office-bearing mouths are used it is still 
God who justifies and forgives.  Therefore in I Corinthians, in the form of rabbinical tradition, Paul gives the 
words of Christ as he received them “from the Lord.”  Paul has been given this authority (amt or episcope) as 
apostle. 
 

Is Walther consistent with the Confessions?  Walther states in his Kirche und Amt that “The public 
ministry [predigtamt] has the power to preach the Gospel and administer the holy sacraments as 
well as the power of spiritual judgment.”  He also states, “The ministry is not an arbitrary office but 
one whose establishment has been commanded to the church and to which the church is ordinarily 
bound till the end of time.”  However, in an essay by Norman Nagel, critically assessing Walther’s The 
Right Form of and Evangelical Lutheran Congregation Independent of the State [Die Rechte 
Gestalt] and the translation of J.T. Mueller, Dr. Nagel established that in a couple of instances Dr. 
Walther falls short of confessing all that is given on ordination in the Lutheran Confessions. 
[Norman E. Nagel, The Divine Call in Die Rechte Gestalt of C.F.W. Walther, Concordia Theological 
Quarterly 59 (1995) no. 3:161-190] 
 

This slight misstep apparently was amplified over time by John H.C. Fritz in his Pastoral Theology where he 
makes ordination nothing more than a pastor’s first installation into a field of ministry.  But there is a difference 
between being called into the office for the first time and a call to another field of service.  Apology XIII (The 
Number and Use of the Sacraments), paragraph 11 would seem to be saying a bit more than John Fritz.  However, 
Walther did heed, despite his felicitous inconsistency, Augustana XIV in practice.  He writes: 
 

The great majority of our theologians, Luther in the forefront, believe that the holy Supper should never be 
administered privately by one who is not in the public preaching office, by a layman.  That is partly because no 
such necessity can occur with the holy Supper, as with Baptism and Absolution, that would justify a departure 
from God’s ordinance ( I Cor 4:1; Romans 10:15; Heb 5:4); partly because the holy Supper “is a public 
confession and so should have a public minister;” partly because schisms can easily be brought about by such 
private Communion…”  [C.F.W. Walther, Pastoral Theology. Trans. John M. Drickamer. (New Haven: 
Lutheran News, Inc., 1995); p.134] 

 

Here I think Gerhard Forde has an astute observation, which will also help bring this discussion back into the 
present: 
 

Since the meaning of the public office is lost, ministry is limited to the private sphere.  Willy-nilly Christianity 
becomes simply a private cult and the rationale for ordained ministry in Lutheranism threatens to disappear 
altogether.  Here I expect is a major reason for the erosion of the understanding of ordained ministry among 
us.  When the church becomes merely a private cult it is difficult to say why just any Christian cannot perform 
most if not all the functions ordinarily assigned to the ordained.  It appears presumptuous in a democratic 
society to suppose that some are raised to a different level by ecclesiastical monkey business.  And since it is, 
after all, only a “private” matter, what difference does ordination make?  Furthermore when members of the 
clergy themselves capitulate and no longer do what can be called public preaching, teaching, or absolving but 
rather just make a public display of private emotions and experiences or invest most of their effort in private 
counseling, what does one need ordained clergy for?  What matters is not the public exercise of the office but 
what “personal skills” or what kind of a (private) person the leader is.  There is no way that ordination 
automatically imparts any skills or makes a person nice.  So what is it for?  Cannot properly sensitized or 
trained lay persons do just as well, or better?  [Gerhard O. Forde, The Ordained Ministry in Todd Nichol & 
Marc Kolden (ed.) Called and Ordained: Lutheran Perspectives on the Office of the Ministry (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 1990); p.126] 

 

We in the LCMS have seen the various fruits of this through Oscar Feucht’s book, Everyone a Minister, in 

CFW Walther 
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Don Abdon’s literature, but also in the Wichita “lay ministry” movement, the training of lay ministers and so-
called “licensed deacons” to preach and officiate at the Eucharist, and then vicars and congregational elders (not 
presbyters) being called upon to officiate the Lord’s Supper.  We have seen vicars, alternate route candidates 
doing the things incumbent on the office without call and ordination often “licensed” or verbally approved in 
district offices, without the divine authority to “license” apart from churchly call and ordination.  Synods and 
districts have no authority to “license” to “do Word and Sacrament” apart from the call and ordination known in 
the Church of the Augsburg Confession.  “Licensing” is simply a bureaucratically made up thing without divine 
authority. 
 

We have been suffering under an illegitimately truncated version of the Augsburg Confession, not to mention the 
teaching on the authority of the office in the Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope.   Note the 
observation of the late Dr. Kenneth Korby regarding our confused language on church and office: 
 

We have difficulty with language, furthermore, because the language we have inherited was different from the 
one we now use, and we have not spent that much time learning to know the language of the past before we 
discard it.  Furthermore, our vocabulary regarding call, ordination, and the authority of the pastoral office in 
relationship to the royal priesthood of believers has become obscured and troubled.  We are suffering con-
fusion to a great extent because of the loss of our common spiritual and theological language.  The language of 
pastoral theology and the care of souls is predominantly the language of the personality and social sciences.  
We are becoming poorer and poorer.  Similarly, much of the language of piety has been taken over by the 
language of baptistified charismatics.  The language of the catechism, of hymnody, of the liturgy, and of Bible 
translations is in such flux that fewer and fewer learn it by heart.  [Kenneth F. Korby, The Pastoral Office and 
the Priesthood of Believers in Lord Jesus Christ, Will You Not Stay: Essays in Honor of Ronald Feuerhahn 
on the Occasion of His Sixty-Fifth Birthday. Edited by J. Bart Day, Jon D. Vieker et al. (Houston, Texas:  The 
Feuerhahn Festschrift Committee, 2002); pp.333, 334] 

 

QUESTIONS 

1. Why is it that synods or districts do not have the authority to “license” to “do Word and Sacrament” ministry 
apart from the call to the office Christ instituted?   See 1 Corinthians 1:1; Acts 20:28; Galatians 1:1; 
1 Timothy 1:1; John 20:19-23; Matthew 28:16-20. 

2. Is it just a matter of training to do certain ministerial activities before someone takes up the task? 

3. Should we measure the laity of a congregation by how busy they are doing “church work” or even assisting 
with liturgy “up front”?  See Numbers 16; Ephesians 4:1; 1 Corinthians 11:26; Romans 12:1. 

_______________________ 

APPLICATION:  ASSISTING IN READING SCRIPTURE 
St. Paul wrote to Pastor Timothy in I Timothy 4:13, “Until I come, devote yourself [singular] to the public reading 
of Scripture, to comforting, to the teaching activity.”   Άναγνώσει [reading] means not simply to read quietly to 
one’s self (or study) but reading out loud, the public reading of Scripture.  It bespeaks the oral delivery of Holy 
Scripture.  Dr. David Scaer comments on the significance of the orality of Scripture: 
 

When Paul spoke of faith coming from hearing the Word of God (Rom 10:14), he most likely was referring to 
the public reading of the Scriptures (see also 1 Tm 4:13), perhaps to Matthew and Luke and some of his own 
epistles.  Most of our New Testament was first given orally as sermons, which were transcribed into what we 
know as the Scriptures.  So distinguishing the oral from the written word may be a distinction without a real 
difference.  A public reading of the Scriptures in the church or elsewhere is a proclamation of the gospel able 
to create faith and on that account should be done with reverence and clarity.  Spoken aloud or read privately, 
the Scriptures and discourses based on them, that is, sermons, homilies, and devotional writings, are all 
means of grace.  [David P. Scaer, Law and Gospel and the Means of Grace: Confessional Lutheran Dogmatics 
Volume VIII (Saint Louis: The Luther Academy, 2008); p.114] 

 

In this passage from I Timothy 4, “reading” is put in sequence prior to and yet with exhortation and teaching.  
St. Paul uses the word “πρόσεχε” which means “pay attention to” or “give heed to” or “to devote oneself to.”  The 
imperative, active, singular of this verb directs Timothy in particular to take care of what Paul is saying.  It is 
incumbent upon Timothy as pastor to take up this matter. 
 

At the very least one must conclude from this passage that the reading of Holy Scripture in the Divine Service 
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must be done well with understanding given to communicating the meaning of the inspired text for the sake of the 
Church.  Far from the I Timothy 4 text is the misguided notion of recruiting people to read in order to simply 
promote “participation” in the chancel.  The liturgical reading of Holy Scripture is not merely a matter of 
delegation, sharing duties, or simply getting the text read – a purely pragmatic point of view.   
 

What also can be definitely concluded from the text of I Timothy 4 is that the liturgical reading of God’s Word is 
an aspect of pastoral responsibility.  The called and ordained servant of the Word is given oversight and steward-
ship of the mysteries of God (I Corinthians 4:1-2; Hebrews 13:17).   In other words, he has much to say about how 
it is done, and by whom.  This activity would also include the selection of texts (lectionary).  
 

Now two key questions arise.  Given the clear pastoral responsibility for the public liturgical reading of Scripture, 
may a designated layman, under pastoral oversight, read a selection from the lectionary for the day (for instance 
the Old Testament Reading and/or Epistle)?  A secondary question also follows, IF the answer to the first question 
is “yes” in some form, may a woman read such a text in the liturgical setting or are there additional considerations 
from Scripture in regard to gender? 
 

In the early church, finding someone who was skilled in reading a text is not as common as it is today.  
Early Greek manuscripts of the New Testament did not feature spacing or punctuation such as is 
found in modern presentations of the original biblical text.   Readings of Scripture were lengthy by our 
standards.  Also, with a lack of a public address system, there were some physical characteristics 
needed to project the voice understandably through the worship space, whether in a house church or 
basilica.  But this speaks to skill sets and not to the theological question at hand. 
 

Is the reading of Scripture per se distinguished from teaching as an authoritative act of exposition and proclama-
tion?  Our chief text at hand would seem to support this conclusion:  “Until I come, devote yourself to the public 
reading of Scripture, to exhortation, to the teaching activity.”   The general thrust of teaching in the New Testa-
ment would be the explanation and proclamation of a text to a hearer, rather than simply the reading of a text.  
Thus reading (άναγνώσει) is not in itself the same thing as teaching (διδασκαλία).  While they cannot be discon-
nected, since the teaching comes from the text, they are neither synonymous. 
 

The liturgical use of Scripture deals with canon and lectionary; preaching and catechesis involves much more.  
Certainly inflection, pauses, volume dynamics, and such can help convey the meaning of the text or distract from 
its meaning.  Yet this is not yet what is in mind in terms of teaching in the New Testament. 
 

As in the case of Phillip and the Ethiopian eunuch, teaching comes in the application, explanation, and proclama-
tion of a text (both in catechesis and preaching).  In the case of Phillip his teaching was evangelistic in nature and 
context and not an ordinary parish situation.  One can see distinction between reading the Scriptures and teaching 
in Acts 13:13-15: 
 

13 Now when Paul and his party set sail from Paphos, they came to Perga in Pamphylia; and John, departing 
from them, returned to Jerusalem. 14 But when they departed from Perga, they came to Antioch in Pisidia, 
and went into the synagogue on the Sabbath day and sat down. 15 And after the reading [άναγνώσιν] of the 
Law and the Prophets, the rulers of the synagogue sent to them, saying, “Men and brethren [άνδρες αδελφοί], 
if you have any word of exhortation [λόγος παρακλήσεως]  for the people, say on.” 

 

While the authority of the pastoral office is found in the Word of God, the nature of the office is not so much found 
in quotation or recitation, but in the proclamation, catechesis, and predication involved in the application, 
exposition, and oversight that flows from the Word of God.  As Jesus says, “He who hears you hears Me.  He who 
hears Me hears Him who sent Me.”  They are ambassadors of Christ, His representatives who are sent by Jesus in 
similar manner as the Father sent His Son into the world.  Jesus is the Word who became flesh and made His 
dwelling among us.  Jesus is the image of the invisible God, the express image of the person of the Father.  And it 
is in the proclamation and teaching of the Word that children are begotten of that divine Word and in the washing 
of water with the Word.  The office of the keys expresses this in direct fashion, as the goal is to give life in the 
divine forgiveness of sins, even as the binding key of the law is used penultimately when there is a manifest 
impenitent sinner who is not yet contrite for the good news.  Yet the preaching of the called and ordained servants 
of the Word is a dynamic (Romans 1:16) that flows from the canon of Scripture understood according to the rule of 
faith (Galatians 1; Acts 2:42; 2 Peter 1:21; Matthew 16).  This is illustrated in the theological examinations, 
ordination vows, and installation vows. 
 

While reading a text is not particularly teaching in the strict sense, there is an aspect of text selection (choosing 
pericopes or references) which is related to teaching.  The selection of texts or a lectionary certainly comes under 
the domain of pastors as stewards of the mysteries of God (which includes but goes beyond the sacraments in the 
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narrowest sense).  Are the inspired Scriptures all considered the same?   Are they simply to be regarded as a flat 
plain, or as a book with peaks and different uses.  Even a basic examination of the Bible would give the impression 
that its books are not all of the same type and use.   
 

Dr. David Scaer (among others) contends that the Gospels are also unique in their design and early use as 
authoritative catechesis. 
 

This is why preaching has historically preferred to be based upon the Holy Gospel pericope for the day, while not 
being legalistically required to do so.  The Gospels certainly are the focal point of Scripture in terms of the Christo-
centric fulfillment of the Old Testament and as witness to the salvific work of the incarnate Christ for the life of the 
world in the cross and the empty tomb.   Hence among the various distinctions among the books of Scripture, the 
Gospels stand out as a mountain peak.  Hence the historic liturgical ceremonial surrounding the reading of the 
Holy Gospel in the Divine Service of Holy Communion is without direct parallel except for the consecration of the 
Holy Supper itself in the second peak of the Divine Service order. 
 

Charles J. Evanson also notes in regard to the relationship between the Holy Gospel selection of the day and the 
sermon within the liturgy: 
 

The Gospel is the principal reading in each service, and will ordinarily serve as the foundation for the preach-
ing when the congregation gathers on the Lord’s Day.  Traditionally, Sunday preaching in the Lutheran 
Church has been based upon the Sunday Gospel to a far greater degree than is the case in other churches 
using the pericopal system.  This practice is based on the understanding that preaching in the chief service 
serves to interpret the Gospel and bring it into the present moment.  The preacher “says what the Word says” 
to those whom the Word has gathered here and now, to hear it with open hearts and receive it into faithful 
hearts.  The Old Testament serves as preparation and the Epistle for admonition and example.  [Charles J. 
Evanson.  “The Service of the Word,” in Fred Precht (ed.) Lutheran Worship: History and Practice (Saint 
Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1993); p.416.] 

 

In regard to the usage of the Gospels, Dr. David Scaer describes the liturgical context: 
 

Singing the alleluia before the Gospel and standing to hear the Gospel read affirm that all four Gospels are 
Jesus’ teachings.  Rather than speaking of four Gospels, it is better to speak of one Gospel in four versions, all 
of which preserve the words of Jesus.  In the early church, the reading of the Gospel was the catechesis and 
the sermon, though there is good reason to believe that the one who read the Gospel provided additional 
commentary.  Modern churches distinguish among Bible classes, sermons, and catechetical instruction.  Each 
occurs at a different time and before a different audience.  First Timothy 4:13 suggests that reading a Gospel, 
preaching, and instruction all belonged to the first part of the service in the early Christian church.  Luther’s 
Large Catechism is an example of how sermons that were originally delivered orally soon became “catechesis” 
for the priests and their congregations.  [David P. Scaer, Discourses in Matthew, pp. 12-13.] 

 

In the early church the use of readers or lectors was such that not only pastors were reading Scripture in the 
liturgical assembly.   In the earlier centuries of the church, before the implementation of a shorter selection of 
lectionary texts, longer sections of Scripture were read (for perhaps an hour or so) and so an argument for doing 

so in the name of good decorum, order, and saving the vocal chords of the presiding pastor could 
be made without too much trouble.  This being said, the selection of lectors was not simply a 
matter of a sign-up sheet in the narthex or encouraging “participation” and “self-expression” 

among the baptized, and certainly not as a means of encouraging church growth or getting inactive 
parishioners to show up for Divine Service.  The selection of readers is not to be done in such a merely utilitarian 
manner.  One is in the presence of the living God among angels, archangels, and all the company of heaven.  It is 
not a casual or trivial matter.  Kenan B. Osborne points out the concern about this sort of thing in the early 
church: 
 

In De Praescriptione haereticorum (41, 6), Tertullian mentions lectors: “Therefore, someone [among your 
heretical group] is an episkopos today and tomorrow another person is; today one is a deacon, and tomorrow 
he is a lector; today someone is a presbyter and tomorrow he is a lay person.”  In this passage, Tertullian is not 
advocating a mix-up of duties; rather, he is taking to task the heretics for creating this kind of a ministerial 
situation.  In all other places, Tertullian mentions only: episkopos, presbyter, and deacon.  Consequently, it 
seems unlikely that Tertullian considers the lector part of the “clerical state.”  [Kenan B. Osborne, 
O.F.M.  Priesthood: A History of the Ordained Ministry in the Roman Catholic Church.  (Mahwah, NJ: 
Paulist Press, 1988); p.195] 

 

While it certainly is not necessary today for a variety of reasons, the implementations of an order of readers or 
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lectors could be done within biblical and confessional understanding.  Yet with this being said, it is not something 
to be done simply for the sake of “participation” or self-expression of piety or faith.  The reading of Holy Scripture 
in itself in the context of Divine Service or other public worship of the congregation (including Matins, Vespers, 
weddings, funerals, seasonal services, etc.) is distinct from but not separate from exhortation and teaching (i.e. 
authoritative preaching and catechesis).  This is clear in St. Paul’s inspired instructions to Pastor Timothy in 
I Timothy 4.  There is today a contextual difference between the liturgical gathering of the Church for Word and 
Sacrament vs. shared reading in a classroom context.   The liturgical setting is a high expression of the marks of 
the church (see Augsburg Confession, Articles VII (The Church) and XXIV (The Mass)) 
 

The use of a corps or order of lectors, while considered laity, is not simply a matter of having volunteers or a sign-
up sheet.  In an average-sized Lutheran congregation, certainly not many would be needed, if used at all.  They 
must be those who are able to read well, project the voice, and have some essential understanding of the text being 
read.  They most certainly ought to be baptized, communicant members of the congregation of that local fellow-
ship and its larger fellowship (synod, etc.).  Therefore, such factors as increasing congregational participation 
(getting people more active), nostalgia, and family relations are quite beside the point where churchly approval of 
lectors is concerned.  In this regard, while we would not use the term “ordain” in regard to lectors, a public 
recognition or installation of such would not be inappropriate or wrong, given their public assisting status. 
 

The lector/reader is under direct supervision of the pastor loci (local pastor).  The pastor is to train and oversee 
this extension of his own work as steward of the mysteries of God (I Corinthians 4:1-2; Hebrews 13:17; Romans 
10:14-17).   The lector/reader is to be expected to be thoroughly catechized and a regular student of Scripture and 
engaged in an ordered prayer life of piety and repentance and not an inactive church member by any means.  
Summarily to quote a theological observer from the Lutheran Church—Canada seminaries’ theological journal 
addressing I Timothy 4:13: 
 

This bit of apostolic instruction serves, then, to remind us that the public reading of the Sacred Scriptures is a 
pastoral responsibility, possibly delegated, but not lightly to be undertaken.  The “how” and the “by whom” 
deserve serious consideration.  [Roger J. Humann.  “Give Attendance to Reading.”  Lutheran Theological 
Review (Spring/Summer 1989: Volume I, Number 2); pp.3,4.] 

_______________________ 

GENDER CONSIDERATIONS:  READERS IN THE DIVINE SERVICE 
The oft-repeated assertion that whatever is given a male layman may be also given to a female member of the laity 
is unfounded in Scripture and ignores both the “order of creation” as it is called and the inspired apostolic prohi-
bitions against women speaking in the ecclesiastical assembly (especially in the liturgical context).  Whether 
something is a pastoral duty or not is not the only consideration in who is or may be given a particular task, 
especially in the liturgical context or in church oversight. 
 

At least two key texts are to be considered in regard to the question of whether women may serve in a parish order 
of lectors/readers: 
 

I Timothy 2:11-14:  11 Let a woman learn quietly with all submissiveness. 12 I do not permit a woman to 
teach or to exercise authority over a man; rather, she is to remain quiet. 13 For Adam was formed first, then 
Eve; 14 and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor. [ESV] 
 

I Corinthians 14:33-38:  33 For God is not a God of confusion but of peace.  As in all the churches of the 
saints, 34 the women should keep silent in the churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but should be in 
submission, as the Law also says. 35 If there is anything they desire to learn, let them ask their husbands at 
home. For it is shameful for a woman to speak in church. 36 Or was it from you that the word of God came? 
Or are you the only ones it has reached? 37 If anyone thinks that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he should 
acknowledge that the things I am writing to you are a command of the Lord. 38 If anyone does not recognize 
this, he is not recognized.  [ESV] 

 

In the text from I Timothy 2, St. Paul is speaking of a churchly context, especially the context of a 
liturgical assembly.  We are not simply talking here about being in a “church building” since that 
would have been an anachronistic notion to read back into the time of St. Paul and St. Timothy.  In 
I Timothy 2, the men (males) are specifically instructed to pray and make intercession with 
uplifted hands.  And following this are the instructions given in regard to women of the church 
(modesty, good works, chastity, motherhood).  
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Notable in the I Timothy 2 text is the fact that the reasons for Paul’s inspired prohibition against women teaching 
in the church publicly are twofold:  a reason before the fall into sin (order of creation); and one illustrated in the 
fall (the woman being deceived by the serpent).   Yet even the second answer is rooted in the creation of man and 
woman.  Adam was formed first and then Eve.  That is a simple biblical fact.  Eve was formed from the rib of 
Adam.  She is analog to the Church as Adam is to Christ (see Ephesians 5).  That is a great mystery – especially in 
the fact that the two become one flesh—a union of two which are complementary.  Eve’s existence is derived from 
Adam.  Of course, all individual men henceforth now come from their mothers, but in the Church the relationship 
being set forth corporately is Christ and His Bride, the Church (and the beginning of the new creation). 
 

The second reason given by St. Paul is that, “Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a 
transgressor.”  To Adam was given the Word of God directly concerning the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 
and the prohibition of eating its fruit.  It was Adam’s oversight and proclamation of that word from God which 
entailed part of his vocation as husband and preacher.  The serpent went to the woman, to Eve, to bring the wedge 
of doubt, the deception of the lie, and to feed the sinful desire.  The rebel fallen angel, Satan, enticed the woman to 
turn from God. 
 

(Therefore God’s holy angels are not indifferent about a woman speaking in the liturgical assembly of the church, 
since this intimately involves the ongoing battle between the holy angels of God and their arrogant, murdering 
and lying enemies, the fallen rebellious angels, led by Satan, whom we call ‘demons’ or evil spirits [see 
I Corinthians 11:10; Hebrews 12:18-29; Revelation 12; Isaiah 14:12-21].) 
 

The nature of the temptation was to question the Word of God, and Eve doubted, added to the Word of God, and 
disobeyed the commandment of God and then gave the fruit forbidden to her husband who was with her.  He said 
nothing, she said too much.  The one thing needful is to listen to God’s Word in His presence, as the account of 
Mary and Martha reminds us.  Faith is receiving from God in His means of grace and trusting His 
promises and the all-sufficiency of Christ’s sacrifice. 
 

The point here is that Eve should have deferred to her husband rather than engaging in a dialogue 
with Satan. 
 

The issue should have been submitted to Adam, the one to whom God gave headship and responsi-
bility as his vocation.  So the point here is not that Eve was “bad” but that her failure to submit the 
trouble to Adam is the issue.  In other words, both points Paul makes have to do with the order of 
creation.  Both points are indicative of the reality of both genders in God’s good creation.  Paul is admonishing 
them to order church life accordingly because of God’s design in creating man and woman.  Even at this not all 
men are qualified to teach or exercise authority in the church, as the qualifications for office indicate in the 
pastoral epistles of St. Paul.  Distinctions between men and women in the Divine Service are observed primarily 
because of the order of creation.  Distinctions between males in the liturgical context are observed primarily in 
terms of whether or not one holds the office of pastor.  The appeal to the order of creation for man and woman 
makes clear that Paul is not simply addressing an episode of pastoral concern in the church of his time, but is 
applying a universal principle rooted in God’s design of His creation. 
 

The text from I Corinthians 14 is also grounded largely in the context of public worship (liturgical) gatherings, as 
chapter 14 and much of I Corinthians is addressing that context of church order, theology, and practice.  In the 
context of charismatic assertions of prophecy and expressions of using apparent gifts, Paul reminds them of his 
apostolic authority and the Spirit’s clear testimony regarding order in the church and the order of creation.  Again 
the context of “church” here is chiefly the liturgical assembly as any such buildings would be house-churches at 
this early point in church history.  So we are not talking about what we would call today “church buildings” but 
rather the liturgical assembly for worship, and secondarily general oversight of the congregation.  It is also clear 
from St. Paul’s words in I Corinthians 14 that appeals to an internal call by God (feeling or desire) or the desire to 
exercise one’s “spiritual gifts” is not sufficient to overturn the order God Himself has established: 
 

Or was it from you that the word of God came?  Or are you the only ones it has reached? 37 If anyone thinks 
that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he should acknowledge that the things I am writing to you are a command of 
the Lord. 38 If anyone does not recognize this, he is not recognized. 

 

The Holy Spirit does not contradict Himself, for He is the Spirit of Truth, who spoke by the prophets.  The 
speaking that the Apostle disallows here is authoritative speaking, which extends to but is not limited to preaching 
a sermon.  The Greek term here may be used as a synonym for giving a sermon (see Matthew 9:18; Acts 18:25; 
2 Corinthians 2:17). 
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Authoritative teaching is an exercise of divinely given authority, which includes but is not limited to preaching for 
the benefit of the church.  As Peter Kriewaldt notes regarding v.36-38: 
 

…women are to be silent and not speak because anyone filled with the Spirit would have to admit that what 
Paul is saying is really a command of the Lord!  Paul had access to Christ’s commands outside of Scripture 
(see, Acts 20:35; 1 Thess. 4:5; cf. John 20:30; 21:25).  One of these commands prohibited women from 
teaching in the churches.  This interpretation of the text, as already mentioned, has been consistently applied 
for sixty generations by the Church.  It is presumptuous for us living in the twentieth century to change or 
disobey the command of Christ.  According to many of the Church Fathers, it is heretical and sectarian to do 
so.  [Peter Kriewaldt. “I Corinthians 14:33b-38, I Timothy 2:11-14, and the Ordination of Women” in Matthew 
C. Harrison and John T. Pless. Women Pastors?  The Ordination of Women in Biblical Lutheran Perspective. 
[1st Edition] (Saint Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2008); p.47, 49] 

 

The Church, like the Virgin Mary, says in reply to the Word of God, “Let it be unto me according to Thy Word” as 
she said in reply to the holy angel Gabriel who announced that she would bear Jesus, the promised Messiah.  
Often the Mother of our Lord is described as treasuring the words and events of the Gospel and pondering them in 
her heart.  And again, like Mary, the Church simply says, as she said deferentially at the wedding in Cana, “Do 
whatever He [Jesus] tells you.”  The one thing needful for all is to sit at Jesus’ feet and hear His saving Word, 
which is Spirit and Life.  It is about receiving rather than doing.  Properly speaking, the Church is not the Bride of 
Christ talking to herself, but rather the Bride listening and receiving from her Bridegroom, Jesus Christ the Lord, 
the Savior of the Body.  This understanding is also found in continuity with the early church.  Dr. William Wein-
rich notes with regard to proto-charismatic heretical movements of earlier centuries a concern relevant to today: 
 

Fourth-century Latin opposition to women teaching in the church was probably occasioned by a Montanist-
like revival named "Priscillianism."  The sect was popular with women, and to give them an official function it 
seems to have imported from the East the title of "deaconess," which until then was not known in the West.  
In their commentaries on Paul, "Ambrosiaster" and Pelagius both express the view that it is contrary to the 
order of nature and against apostolic injunction for women to speak in an assembly of men.  Ambrosiaster is 
especially harsh in his attitude.  In view of Priscillianism church councils also condemned the public teaching 
by women and reiterated the apostolic prohibition against women speaking in the church.  The Council of 
Saragossa (380 A.D.) warned Catholic women not to attend Priscillian meetings where women might give 
readings and teach.  The Council of Nimes (396 A.D.), reacting to reports that certain ones were admitting 
women to the "Levitical ministry," rejects such a practice as an innovation "contrary to apostolic discipline" 
and not permitted by the ecclesiastical rule. [William Weinrich. “Women in the History of the Church: 
Learned and Holy, but Not Pastors” in John Piper & Wayne Grudem (eds.) Recovering Biblical Manhood and 
Womanhood: A Response to Evangelical Feminism  (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 1991, 2006); p.275.] 

 

What is offered in the gifts of Word and Sacrament in the Church is done from the Lord to His Bride.  The 
sacrificial acts of offering, praise, confession, prayer are of the royal priesthood of the baptized done together as 
the body, the people of God, rather than chiefly as individual free agents (a priesthood – ίεράτευμα).   This implies 
access into the divine presence and the privilege of calling upon His holy name, now understood in terms of Holy 
Baptism.  But “priest” is not a term applied to a clerical office in the New Testament (pastors).  It does not imply 
any Christian does any of the pastoral duties. 
 

Dr. David Scaer writes concerning the assertion of a right to liturgical duties simply because of faith or Baptism: 
 

The fundamental fault in any argument that sees every Christian entitled to become a minister is the fusion of 
the doctrines of justification, sanctification, and ministry.  Where ministry is seen only as an exercise of faith, 
any obstacle to ordaining women is removed.  Without in any way diminishing the foundational importance of 
Baptism as “the first and most important sacrament, without which the others are all nothing,” it does not 
take the place of any other sacrament or rite, including ordination.  Arguments for the ordination of women 
pastors based on the universality of Baptism are at best contrived, a conclusion which some of them may have 
reached.  [David P. Scaer.  Baptism: Confessional Lutheran Dogmatics Volume XI.  (Saint Louis: The Luther 
Academy, 1999); p.73.] 

 

The conclusion of the crucial New Testament texts for the question of whether women may serve as readers/lec-
tors in the Divine Services of the Church must be answered in the negative.  Women may not serve as readers/lec-
tors publicly in the liturgical context of the Church.   The order of creation, the Scriptural apostolic directive to 
remain silent, and not exercise authority over a man in the church hold.   Public teaching, exhortation, and read-
ing Scripture are excluded from the duties that women may undertake in the church, especially in the liturgical 
context.  The contribution of women in the liturgical context is with the congregation primarily, as it is with most 
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men who do not hold the office of the holy ministry.   
 

Prayer, praise, the life of repentance, bringing and offering thanksgiving, lending one’s talents to the care of God’s 
house and its arts, music, and other gifts certainly also serve as priestly sacrifices of members of the royal 
priesthood of the baptized.  But as our Lutheran Confessions remind us, faith itself, to believe God’s Word is the 
highest worship of the Triune God.  The liturgy is first and foremost God’s service to us; our response is second, in 
God’s order.  
 

In summary, what we here suggest is that if there are readers/lectors in a Lutheran congregation, that they be 
well-instructed males (exclusively), active in the congregation prayerful students of the Scriptures and sound 
teaching, reverent in the liturgy, with a good speaking voice, of good reputation, and who receive thorough 
training from the local pastor, and are recognized by the congregation as an order or corps of lectors set apart.  If 
lectors are to be used it is fitting, orthodox, and strongly urged that pastors retain reading the Holy Gospel 
pericope in the Divine Service.  Any laymen or ordered readers/lectors should only be given an Old Testament 
and/or Epistle text for reading in the liturgy.  Lectors certainly are not necessary on a regular basis, but in many 
cases they might be used seasonally or for other occasions (or emergencies).  As with all things in the house of 
God, lectors should serve with dignity, decorum, and good order for reverence in the presence of the Holy God and 
His Bride, the Church. 

_______________________ 

WHO COMMUNES THE PASTOR? 
In the Altar Book of our new hymnal, Lutheran Service Book, the following rubric is given for all five of the Divine 
Service settings: 
 

The pastor and those who assist him receive the body and blood of Christ first, the presiding minister 
communing himself and his assistants.  Then they distribute the body and blood to those who come to 
receive…  [Lutheran Service Book Altar Book, pages 168, 207, 249, 270, 285] 

 

Likewise, Martin Luther’s Formula Missae [Luther’s Latin Mass] (1523) notes: “Then, while the Agnus Dei is 
sung, let him [the liturgist] communicate, first himself and then the people.” [Luther’s Works American Edition, 
volume 53, p.29] Luther Reed, in his important book, The Lutheran Liturgy, states: 
 

Self-communion of the minister has always been an open question in Lutheran liturgics.  Luther himself 
approved it and repeatedly defended it (deinde communicet tum sese, tum populum [Formula Missae 
(Luther’s Latin Mass)]).  It is quite certain that for a generation or two this liturgical action, which belongs to 
the integrity of the rite, was usual in Lutheran services.  Later when liturgical knowledge and feeling had 
declined, dogmatic Biblicism and pietistic subjectivism brought about its disuse.  The dogmaticians, however, 
generally allow it, though advising that if another minister be present he should administer it to the officiant.  
The Schmalkald Articles forbid self-communion only when this involves reception apart from the 
congregation (Part II, Article II).  Chemnitz says the minister includes himself in the confession and 
absolution and he may include himself in the Communion. [Luther D. Reed, The Lutheran Liturgy, p.372] 

 

As pointed out above, the “private mass” that Lutherans condemn is not the pastor communing himself in the 
midst of the regular Divine Service of the congregation.  The “private mass” that is condemned is a mass or Divine 
Service where no one communes or where only the pastor communes without the congregation.  Unheard of until 

the latter half the twentieth century was communion of pastors by those who were not 
called and ordained.  This is why the circuit Winkel conference was instituted during the 
time of Pietism where pastors would commune each other.  While upholding Augsburg 
Confession, Article XIV, the sad fact was that during Pietism those pastors did not want to 

be seen communing, lest the congregation think the pastor had sins!  But honoring Augsburg Confession, Article 
XIV, and having the pastor commune with the congregation is the most evangelical and biblically faithful.  Of 
course, if there is more than one pastor present, it is certainly fitting for them to commune each other, but it is still 
not necessary. 
 

One should not read into the pastor’s self-communion a motive of thinking he is “holier than thou” by this 
practice.  Hopefully, one would accord the pastor what Luther explains in the eighth commandment by “putting 
the best construction on everything.”  It is simply distinguishing between the person of the pastor as baptized and 
forgiven sinner vs. the office that he holds by call and ordination.  (If he thought he had no sin, why would he 
desire to commune and so receive the forgiveness of sins?)  We confess in our Augsburg Confession, Article XIV 
that, “no one should publicly teach in the Church or administer the Sacraments unless he be regularly called” 
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[Latin rite vocatus/German ordentlicher beruf].  The doctrine of the royal priesthood of believers (I Peter 2:9) is 
not so much about “everyone a minister” or “everyone a pastor” but it is about being a “go between” between your 
neighbor and the Lord for their sake.  We do not appreciate either as a gift if we only compare the pastoral office 
and the royal priesthood of believers with each other in terms of who does what—each is a unique gift.   If one 
upholds a confessional understanding of the duties of the pastoral office in regard to administering the Lord’s 
Supper, and if it is still asserted that the pastor could not commune himself, then one is left with the also 
untenable position of the pastor communing only at pastors’ conferences (and only among other pastors!).  So 
where there is one pastor, and since he too needs the forgiveness of sins given in the Holy Supper, the pastor 
rightly distinguishes between his person and his office and benefits from the Lord’s Supper that way also—just as 
he does in absolution or when the Scriptures are proclaimed. 

_______________________ 

AUXILIARY OFFICES OF THE CHURCH AND THE ONE CHRIST-INSTITUTED OFFICE 
Our first synod president, Rev. Dr. C.F.W. Walther was quite clear that there is only one Christ-instituted office in 
the church, the office (ministry) of Word and Sacrament, the pastoral office.  Walther was also quite clear that the 
church has the freedom (see Acts 6) to institute its own orders for tasks that are assisting or auxiliary to the 
pastoral office within the confines of respect the pastor’s office’s incumbent duties and the order of creation.   
Despite often good intentions, in recent decades we have seen this become confused.  “Ministry” has become a 
word that is twisted and turned any-which-way.  We fail to distinguish between the auxiliary offices (which the 
church can introduce or abolish) and the one office of the holy ministry (Word and Sacrament) which the Church 
must have until the end of the world.  
 

In short, we must let auxiliary offices be auxiliary and not seek to take up the one Christ-instituted office.  This is 
true whether we are speaking of rostered auxiliary offices (parochial school teachers, DCEs, DCOs, deaconesses) 
or ones created within individual districts or congregations (congregational elders, deacons, “lay ministers,” or of 
other nomenclature).  While one might speak of a “call” in terms of vocation or order within the church for the 
auxiliary offices, it does not equate to the call to the office of the holy ministry.  One might have a relational call to 
be a father or mother or employer or citizen, but this does not equate to having a churchly call to be a pastor.  Our 
synod has made some missteps in this area.  Also, the terminology used for these various offices is best chosen in a 
churchly, traditional manner to avoid confusion where possible, along with adequate catechesis on these matters.    

_______________________ 

CONCLUSION:  CROSSES TO BEAR 
With this realization it can hardly be expected by pastors that they should have a very smooth road at all.  But that 
is the cross of the office, is it not?  We need to go back to the three books of Lutheran piety:  the Bible, the 
Catechism, and the hymnal.  We need to peel away the layers that have covered these treasures.  Even as we pass 
resolution upon resolution, ruling after ruling, and stack up official positions on top of Scripture and the Confes-
sions, we need go back to the clear foundation.  Hence, one of the catastrophic failures of our Synodical structure 
is the failure to protect the quarterback, if you will, to support the faithful proclamation of law and gospel in 
concord with our Lutheran Confessions.  No matter how many programs we may concoct for “professional church 
worker retention” we cannot cheerlead ourselves out of this problem with “pastor appreciation month” or new 
logos or synodical committees. 
 

Frederic Baue describes the glory hidden under the shambles of the church in the end times: 
 

Things are in disarray ecclesiastically, but at the same time Christ is daily working in this raggedy Church of 
His.  People get saved every day, even through the most mediocre preaching.  Souls are sealed for eternity 
week by week at the most unimpressive baptismal fonts.  The feeblest prayers are heard in heaven and 
answered by a merciful God.  People somehow persist in their faith against all odds and despite all setbacks 
and failures.  Little congregations carry on and keep their doors open, nobody quite knows how.  The 
ministry—once a high prestige, low-stress occupation—is today a high stress, low-prestige calling in human 
terms; yet somehow men keep answering the call.  Persecution is increasing around the globe; yet Christian-
ity—not Islam—is the fastest growing religion in the world.  False doctrine seeps in everywhere; yet the lamp 
of God’s pure revelation is never completely extinguished.  [Frederic W. Baue, The Spiritual Society: What 
Lurks Beyond Postmodernism? (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 2001); p181] 
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The office of the ministry is not about a power struggle between clergy and laity, something God intended to serve 
each in their own realms according to His design and calling.  Kenneth Korby comments: 
 

He who is called to be a pastor is set under orders (canonical, that is, being male, meeting the requirements 
for graduation and certification, called) in order to establish a wall guarding us from utter confusion.  But 
these canonical orders put him under orders to use the holy gospel to rearrange the life of man with God in 
the forgiveness of sins, to reorder the life of man with God in which the payment of retribution is not the coin 
of the realm.  Since this is so, it becomes imperative for us to know how to submit to that work.  The first 
submission is that of the pastor to Christ the Lord in his Word.  The pastor is not a soloist sent out on the 
basis of his own religious competence.  If he will not reverence the office to which he has canonical orders 
driving him to order and govern the church by the evangelical ordering of the holy gospel, then it is quite sure 
that the church will know little of good order, maybe less of submitting to and honoring of the pastoral office.  
And when the congregation, that church of God, that priesthood of believers, is called to submit to the pastor, 
then to what do they submit?  [Kenneth F. Korby, The Pastoral Office and the Priesthood of Believers in Lord 
Jesus Christ, Will You Not Stay: Essays in Honor of Ronald Feuerhahn on the Occasion of His Sixty-Fifth 
Birthday. Edited by J. Bart Day, Jon D. Vieker et al. (Houston, Texas:  The Feuerhahn Festschrift Committee, 
2002); Korby, p.348] 

 

Bylaws, constitutions, hierarchy can be helpful in restraining the Old Adam (first use of the law) from telling God 
how to do things and to protect us from each other.  If it doesn’t do that, then it is not only pointless but harmful.  
It becomes the meat-hook laden whip of Satan to cut each other to shreds.  But bylaws, constitutions, and hier-
archy are not the guarantee of anything and are not the lifeblood of the Church.  To confuse that is to confuse the 
law and the gospel. 
 

We confess “one holy, catholic, and apostolic church” not two of them. The Word is preached audibly by visible, 
real, preachers and the sacraments are really administered with real water, real bread and wine (hopefully), with 
the Lord’s words heard by real ears and received by real people. The Word became flesh and made His dwelling 
among us and we beheld His glory, the glory of the only-begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth.”  Jesus is 
the icon of the unseen God the Father.  We cannot play around with the so-called “visible church” and think every-
thing else remains untouched.  Although faith is invisible in the heart, faith lives by the external Word and sacra-
ments and is confessed with the mouth. 
 

The organization of the church or even simply its pastors cannot be a play-thing.  It can neither be constituted 
merely by what gets a certain result at this point in time (pragmatism) nor by a romanticized repristination 
movement.  Hermann Sasse comments: 
 

How the congregation organizes itself, for this no prescriptions are given, just as there are none for how the 
church’s ministry is to be organized.  The apostles came to recognize that it would be helpful for their ministry 
if they were relieved of the work of caring for the poor and attending to money matters.  So the office of the 
deacons was created as an auxiliary office. But the church was the church already before this office was 
created.  So the church can at any time create auxiliary offices to meet the needs of the time.  Examples of this 
in the history of the church are the office of an episcopate, or superintendency, or any other offices, whatever 
they may be called. But all these offices have their right of existence only insofar as they serve the one great 
office of the preaching of the Gospel and the administering of the sacraments. A bishop may be entrusted with 
the task of seeing to the running of a great diocese.  But the meaning of such an assignment can only consist in 
this, that he thereby gives room and support to the church’s ministry.  His actual office is the office of pastor, 
also when he is a pastor for pastors.  By human arrangement he may have the work of superintendency. By 
divine mandate he has solely the office of preaching the forgiveness and justification of sinners for Christ’s 
sake.  [Hermann Sasse, Ministry and Congregation (1949) in We Confess the Church.  Trans. 
Norman E. Nagel. (Saint Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1986); pp 71,72] 

 

God’s Word and Sacraments given by Christ Himself are the true marks of the Church on earth.  
They do not change and changing them is not allowed without forfeiting being Church.  The marks of 
the Church are not transitory by any means. Neither is the office of the holy ministry transitory.  
While church government may be recast it always exhibits continuity because it is there to support 
the pastoral office—the prebsyter-episcopos, in the language of the New Testament.  The ministry 
always exhibits continuity because the office belongs to Christ and He has promised that the gates of 
hell will not prevail against His Church. 
 

What happens today in the LCMS is that we have de facto autonomy of congregations and autonomy of district 
presidents.  And it is the parish pastors that get drawn and quartered in that system, but in the long run the 
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congregations suffer, if only in ignorance of the true diagnosis.  Luther knew there was a difference between 
reform in the Church and reforming and taking over the institutions of Rome. Only the free preaching of the Word 
of God and the right administration of the sacraments effects reform and unity.  The key to the reform of the 
church is the office of the keys not political machinations at conventions, a new program, personalities, or more 
power to some.  The proclaimed Word of God, in law and gospel, is the Lord’s way to make the church one, holy, 
catholic and apostolic, and growing.  Do we walk by faith in this or have we turned elsewhere? 

_______________________ 

A NOTE REGARDING RETIRED PASTORS 
While it has been common practice among us to use the services of retired pastors without a call for "pulpit 
supply," this practice still violates Augustana XIV that, "...no one should publicly teach in the Church, or admin-
ister the Sacraments, without a rightly ordered call."  While no ill-intent is meant when this practice occurs there 
remains a relatively easy remedy for our congregations to employ in order to honor and respect our confession.  
Congregations with retired pastors may simply call such a man to be "Assistant Pastor—Emeritus."  If there are 
multiple retired pastors in a congregation no harm is done to extend an Emeritus call to one or more of them.  In 
this way, when a pastor is providing pulpit supply either to his own congregation or others, he may honestly stand 
before God's people and say, "...as a called and ordained servant of the Word..." thus conducting his duties in 
accord with the historic practice of the Church. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


