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 It was time for the conversation. 

 She was only halfway through the Bible Information Class, but was already eager to put 

her considerable gifts to work for the church, to leave her stamp of excellence on our church 

bulletins and newsletters.  She had ideas for how better to charm our guests and make them feel 

at home.  She also happened to be a member of a nondenominational women’s bible study group 

that she was proud of, that she leaned on, and which involved her in hours and hours of intensive 

Scripture study every week.    

I asked her to lunch.  She accepted, unsuspecting.   

 I had with me the statement of faith from her Bible study group.  I told her that I felt the 

time was soon coming when she would need to examine that group’s stated beliefs, set them side 

by side with those of our WELS congregation, and realize that the two were simply not the same.  

She would need to make a decision about where she meant to take her stand.  I didn’t say, “We 

have a policy on this, and you can’t hold membership in both groups.”  I simply expressed that it 

could not be a good and healthy thing for a thinking Christian woman, with a faith and 

conscience as sensitive as hers, to act as if both were equally faithful to the Word of Christ.  She 

had too much integrity and cared too much about the deep things of God for her to live with an 

inconsistent confession of faith.  I had written up a few pages of notes for myself with clear 

Scriptures to describe the key areas of difference, such matters as objective justification and the 

nature of saving faith – I had seen the shine on her eyes as we earlier discussed those precious 

truths.  I included some key passages dealing with the doctrine of church fellowship.  She 

insisted on taking them with her, as I knew she would.  I asked her to spend some time in prayer 

and study.  She said, “Oh, believe me, I will.”  I said I could only imagine how this must sound 

to her, what a surprise it must be to have it put to her this way, and how it must hurt.  I could 

only imagine how difficult it would be for her, whichever path she chose, to separate herself 

from things and people dear to her.   

It was difficult for me, too.  Goodness knows our exploratory mission needed her - her 

vibrant faith and heart-felt witness, her energy and the lovely mark she left on everything she 

touched.  If she decided to walk away, it would be a warm parting as far as depended on me, and 

a hopeful estrangement.  And it would grieve me.  I didn’t hesitate to say so. 

It was quiet lunch.  She was angry.   

Her answer came three days later. “Pastor, I’ve learned more about the grace of God in 

two months with you than I have in the last seven years.  I understand what you were trying to 

tell me.  I’ve made a decision.  I’m here to stay.” 

Amazing.   

That she could so characterize my first months of ministry, the way I muddled through, 

utterly overwhelmed – such is the strength of Jesus on display in all our weakness.  And it is the 

main burden of this essay to demonstrate that this is the very moment we are always after in our 

practice of fellowship.  This is about the grace of God.  What is always in view is Christ 

crucified, nothing more and nothing less, that our eyes should be fully opened to him, and our 
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hearts fully assured in the very presence of God.  This is where we find our heart for the doctrine 

and practice of fellowship.
1
 

But there’s another burden to this essay.  I hesitate to think: what if someone else had 

gotten to her first?  What if a member of my own congregation had found out about her 

heterodox connections and had intervened to say, “Oh, the pastor will never let you keep going 

to that.  Our church has all sorts of rules…and if you ask me, we’re entirely too strict.  I mean, 

come on!  No matter where you go to church, it’s basically the same thing.”  (One wonders: if a 

person actually set out to be just as discouraging as he could possibly be to a WELS minister, 

could he do any better than that?)  I have been asked to address the perceived negativity on the 

part of some of our own WELS people, when it comes to their articulation of the doctrine and 

practice of fellowship.  In all fairness, people will be embarrassed when they find themselves on 

the spot having to defend something they don’t fully understand, or that they’ve never fully taken 

to heart themselves.  And if a person has yet to perceive that inner connection between those two 

lovely words, “grace” and “fellowship,” their explanations can only be legalistic, having mostly 

to do with rules and little to do with love.
2
   

Though almost nine years removed from those difficult conversations in the local 

congregation and school, I have prayed fervently for the grace to write about church fellowship 

in a way that is simple and clear, thoughtful and optimistic, and accessible to a wide variety of 

audiences. You’ll see that discussion questions are embedded within this essay.  We won’t pause 

at those questions today, but they are prepared in the hope, God-willing, that this document can 

promote a rich, positive and profitable dialogue about our subject matter in the places where you 

live and among the people you serve. 

 

Discuss:   
 

Before we go any farther, how would you explain the scriptural doctrine of 

fellowship? 

 

What relationship do you already see between the grace of God and the fellowship 

of believers?   

 

Honestly assess the essayist’s approach to the woman in the opening narrative.   

 

Where does one begin?  Posted on the seminary essay file you will count no less than one 

hundred and eleven essays that deal directly with fellowship.  As your essayist struggled to know 

what his contribution could possibly be – one cannot begin to say it all or put it any better than 

                                                           
1
 “The evangelical practice of scriptural fellowship principles is not the focal point of our ministry, not the stone 

which gives all the other stones their direction.  But the very phrase “evangelical practice” and “scriptural 

principles testify that these concerns are not far removed from the central business of preaching Christ crucified 

and risen.”  Balge, Richard:  Christian Fellowship in Principle and Practice:  Five Studies in the Teaching and Example 

of Jesus and His Apostles.  1994 
2
 If our teaching of the doctrine of fellowship to our members and students has been apologetic or tentative or 

rushed – if it was not aimed at their being able to explain and apply the doctrine themselves in a way that models 

faithfulness to the Word of Christ and sensitivity to people – we have done them a disservice.     



3 

 

has already been done
3
 – I noted that the same file lists exactly one essay on communication, a 

subject I’ve had the opportunity to study at the graduate level.  A highly respected colleague 

counseled me not to hesitate to make what use I can of the things I have read and studied that 

most have not.  So, as we address ourselves to this gap, real or perceived, rest assured that we 

will not quote the world’s thinkers on communication, from ancient Aristotle to Carl Rogers, as 

if they are authoritative.  Nothing is true just because they say so.   

“Test everything.  Hold on to the good.”
4
 

Communication theories, at very least, suggest good questions, questions we can bring to 

the Scriptures.  For example, might not the qualities described by theorists under the heading of 

“ethical dialogue” – confirmation, empathy, “presentness,” authenticity - describe well the way I 

would, in fact, speak to you if I love you, even though we disagree?  At very least, 

communication ideas give us an eye to notice and benefit from the communication modeled by 

Christ and by his apostles, qualities that we might otherwise have missed, such as the immediacy 

of Jesus.  It’s the most intense and intimate form of verbal communication there is – ‘This is 

between you and me right here, right now.  This is what’s it’s like to be in this room with you’ – 

“Jerusalem, Jerusalem, how I longed to gather you under my wings like a hen gathers he chicks, 

but you were not willing.”
5
  

So, we only mention Aristotle here at the start to give him his proper due.  Countless rich 

examples in my Bible tell me that he was onto something when he described some twenty-four 

centuries ago three different elements at play when one person is found to be persuasive by 

another.  We’ll use his three labels as convenient categories.  By Logos persuasion, we mean the 

obligation to provide good reasons that will make sense to the other person.  Ethos persuasion 

factors in our own trustworthiness and credibility.  Pathos persuasion refers to the appeal we 

make, not only to a person’s heart, but even more, to the highest motivations.   

If you’re skeptical, this is good.  I’d invite you to read the Apostle Paul’s letter to 

Philemon.  The matter was life and death as Paul used every means at his disposal to persuade 

the wealthy Philemon to receive back into his own good graces the runaway slave-turned-

Christian, Onesimus.  The alternative would have been a frightening one for Onesimus; things 

could have gone either way.  Read Paul’s letter and take notes as you reflect on the richness of 

his expression:  Is Paul providing good reasons?  Is he appealing to and enhancing his own 

trustworthiness?  Or is he speaking emotively and directly to the heart of Philemon?  Allow only 

a few of more than a dozen compelling examples:  

  

•  “Although in Christ I could be bold and order you to do what you ought to do, yet I 

appeal to you on the basis of love.” 

• “I am sending him – who is my very heart – back to you.” 

• “That you might have him back for good – no longer as a slave, but better than a 

slave, as a dear brother.  He is dear to me but even dearer to you.”  

• “If he owes you anything, charge it to me.  I will pay it back – not to mention that you 

owe me your very self.” 

  

                                                           
3
 I’ve filled the footnotes with some favorite quotes on fellowship, simply for the quality of expression. 

4
 1 Thessalonians 5:21 

5
 Matthew 23, 37 
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I performed this exercise in a recent communication class, reading the entire epistle 

slowly and out loud.  In the end, I was rewarded with a silently mouthed, “Wow,” by one of our 

exceptional students.  Why does Paul appeal so often to the relationship he has offered in the 

past?  “We were gentle among you, like a mother caring for her children.  We loved you so much 

that we were delighted to share with you not only the gospel of God but our lives as well, 

because you were so dear to us.”
6
   Why so vulnerable?  “Who is weak and I do not feel weak?  

Who is led into sin and I do not inwardly burn?”
7
  Why open yourself up?  “We have spoken 

freely to you, Corinthians, and opened wide our hearts to you.  We are not withholding our 

affection from you, but you are withholding yours from us.  As a fair exchange – I speak as to 

my children – open wide your hearts also.” 
8
  Why the deep pathos?  “It is right for me to feel 

this way about all of you, since I have you in my heart….God can testify how I long for all of 

you with the affection of Christ Jesus.”
9
   You can only be persuaded, going line by line, that 

when it comes to Gospel ministry, it must be okay to have one…a heart that is.  So… 

Think about this.   

You can trust me.   

Care about this.   

These three combine in fascinating ways, their relative importance depending on the 

issue and the context.  Unlike Aristotle, with whom we are free to disagree, we’ll treat the issue 

of providing good reasons as preeminent, naturally, since this most directly involves our use of 

God’s own Word. (Surprisingly, Aristotle listed Logos as third in rank).  Following Paul, who 

followed Christ, what we will not do is treat as irrelevant our own credibility with the people we 

hope to move in a godly way, or the fact that they have hearts full of feeling and need, desire and 

will, just as we do.  After all that, the bulk of this paper, we’ll present some ideas on how to 

communicate with people when we disagree, when we know we’re right, but they’re just as 

certain that they are.  Before we conclude, I’ll offer some thoughts on brotherly unity, in 

combination with evangelical talk and practice.  

Once again, this is first:  if we love people, we will treat them as entitled to a full and 

clear explanation of our doctrine.  We will be willing to make our thinking entirely visible to 

them.  We will not speak down to them in a domineering way – how dare they question us? – or  

in a condescending way – ‘It’s in the Greek, but allow me to dumb it down for you.’  On the 

other hand, we will not apologize for God or his Word, attempting merely to please or placate.  

That is to say, we will level with them, with the expectation that they can understand and will 

weigh these matters honestly.  Best of all, we’ll do it over an open Bible – First 1 John chapter 

one and John chapter seventeen will take us a long way – so that the Lord may have his way with 

them by his own Holy Spirit in his own Holy Word.  After all, there are saints who will say to us, 

“This fellowship business sounds so strange to my ears; no Christian teacher has ever bothered to 

mention these things to me at all…but if you show me that this is from God, that’s good enough 

for me.”  And for that, may God bless them. 

 

Discuss: 
 

                                                           
6
 1 Thessalonians 2:7-8 

7
2 Corinthians 11:29 

8
 2 Corinthians 6:11-13 

9
 Philippians 1:7-8 
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Are you comfortable with the essayist’s approach to the topic? Why or Why Not? 

 

God’s Good Reasons   
 

 God is love.  He is and has always been love, even before human beings ever came along 

to be the object of that relentless good will and affection.  God is love within himself.  He is that 

perfect and eternally unbroken circle - Father, Son and Holy Spirit – three distinct persons who 

exist in a oneness so profound and incomprehensible, so joyful and sublime, that he also reveals 

himself as one indivisible essence.  “Here, O Israel, the LORD our God, the LORD is one.” 

 The skies break open with the pride of the Father, “This is my Son whom I love.”  “Now, 

glorify your name,” the Son exults to heaven, no matter what the cost.  The Spirit’s pleasure is to 

reveal the love of the Son – “how wide and long and high and deep,” world, if you only knew – 

and to be himself the cry and sigh in the heart of humanity, “Abba, Father.”  Clearly, they adore 

and enjoy and bless one another, infinitely and beyond all telling. 

 What humanity lost when it rebelled was nothing less and nothing other than this very 

God, and the unending and unmarred experience we were supposed to have in transcendent 

fellowship with him.  “Your iniquities have separated you from your God.”
10

  In our heart of 

hearts, in the dark side we have each seen of ourselves, we know that it could be no other way.  

We know where evil comes from, and it is from our very selves.  We can only concur with the 

condemnation of God, and grieve the loss of him.  And, as the hymn goes, “We fled our God and 

losing him, we lost our brother too.”
11

  That awful power of sin to separate is felt in every human 

relationship; virtually any sin you can think of can be seen to take the shape of a wedge, pushing 

apart, and walling each one off into his own miserable world of fearful self-concern.  We who 

were “by nature objects of wrath,” were cast out from all life and light and everything good.  We 

were separated souls, withered, dead in transgressions and sins.  And how could we ever come 

alive, and how could we ever be right again, unless there were some way for us to be brought 

back to God.  And in this way, and only this, would we be given back to each other.  But how?  

 By that attitude in the heart of God, that grace, mercy and love which one can never 

repay, which first conceived of our salvation and sent God the Son into the world to be our 

brother, and to share our own flesh and blood.  Listen to Jesus at prayer, the night before his  

hellish suffering.  Ponder that magnificent heart that could have such things on his mind at such a 

time – this is the heart of God. 

 

“My prayers is not for them alone [his apostles], I pray also for those who will believe in 

me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I 

am in you…that they may be one as we are one:  I in them and you in me.  May they be 

brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them 

just as you have loved me.” (emphasis mine) 

  

‘They’re separated souls, Father, let’s take them in, whatever the cost.  Let’s find them a 

place in that joy we’ve had in each other, and that glory, from before time began.”  And so…  

                                                           
10

 Isaiah 59:2 
11

 It continues:  “Each singly sought and claimed his own; each man his brother slew.”  Christian Worship 396. 
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 “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me.”
12

 

 What is this!?  The Son of God was made sin for us.  That awful power of sin to separate 

was felt between the Father and the Son, as the Father turned is face away and darkened the sun 

and the sky, as if to say, “Know that I am not with you now” and as the Son sank down into his 

own private hell, with that profoundest mystery, that “Why?” on his lips.  Your sin was laid upon 

the Son of God, taken up into the Trinity itself, there to be atoned.  The eternally unbroken circle 

was broken.
13

 

To let you in. 

And the agony we will never know, did not end, and it did not end, until it was enough, 

and the cry rang out in every world there is: “It is finished.” 

 Listen to the apostle John, the one who was there. 

  

“That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our 

eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched – this we proclaim concerning 

the Word of life.  The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to you the eternal life, 

which was with the Father and has appeared to us.  We proclaim to you what we have 

seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us.  And our fellowship is with 

the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ.  We write this to make our joy complete.”
14

    

  

 We’ve come a long way in the hope of accomplish this one goal, to allow to the word 

“fellowship” its proper connotation.  If only it could climb higher and higher up the list of our 

favorite words.  The word, koinwni/a in Greek, means to “have in common.” It speaks as no 

other word does to our profound need for connection.  We are like this – see my clasped hands – 

with God himself.  No space between.  We came alive to God the first time it reached our hearts.   

Note carefully John’s point:  it is because of, and not apart from, the koinwni/a we have 

simultaneously with Peter and Paul, James and John and all the apostles, by their apostolic Word.  

The One they “looked at and their hands have touched,” this they declare by the Spirit’s 

inspiration.  And by standing in their circle – by remaining and holding to their apostolic 

teaching – we have God just as they do.  Think of all this when you think of fellowship, and 

John’s, “We write this to make our joy complete.” 

 By a power not from us – it is a gift of God’s own Spirit – we have taken the Lord Christ 

into our own two hands.  We were brought into that Una Sancta, that One Holy Christian Church 

with one glorious foot already in heaven, and one foot still in this world – all those who trust in 

him, looking away from themselves for their peace and hope, to the Christ outside of them, for 

salvation.  This faith needs no command, but eagerly and earnestly seeks out those kindred 

minds and hearts and unites with them.  It bursts forth in lively expressions of unity, in songs and 

prayers, in ministry and service, in bold confession, in mutual encouragement, in carrying one 

another’s burdens, and, preeminently at the table set by our Lord himself.  This is the body of 

Christ acting.  Its longing for truth and for unity are the same desire.  If you’ve witnessed the 

                                                           
12

 Psalm 22:1 
13

 I hope this expression isn’t confusing.  The Trinity did not cease to be the Trinity, or any such thing.  The words 

are reaching for more than can be described.  We mean only that the eternally unspoiled experience of that 

sublime fellowship was horribly interrupted, when the Son of God denied himself an explanation there in the 

deepest place in his suffering.  
14

 1 John 1:1-4 
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scene in Acts chapter twenty, the apostle Paul’s farewell to the elders of Ephesus, the way they 

fell on his neck and cried, then you’ve seen “the koinwni/a, the fellowship of the Gospel”
15

 with 

a human face – and who wouldn’t want to be a part of it, welcomed in to know the depth of that 

connection.   

So, let’s remember what we’re talking about: fellowship is and remains a positive 

concept.  There is vastly more to it than limitations and restrictions.  Fellowship has far more to 

do with our mutual assault on the throne of grace as we agree with one another on what to pray 

for, than it has to do with those situations in which praying with someone is not the best way to 

love them.  As you heard Paul say earlier, we share not only the gospel, but our very lives with 

people with whom, at the deepest place, in the heart of faith, we are the same.  That is 

fellowship.  Every human difference and distinction recedes.  The one vital thing between us is 

Jesus, what he has done for you and what he has done for me. 

 “Did God really say…” and what came next, only Satan himself could have thought of.  

God gives to Adam and Eve the whole world, and one thing only he denied her.  Just one tree, 

that was to be a place of worship, where God was honored as God.  Do you see that we’ve been 

given every tree in the garden of fellowship, to delight us and sustain us?  When we forget 

ourselves and sing from our hearts, “Lord, Thee I Love With All My Heart” we know that we are 

not alone!
16

  And that we’re not crazy either.  Together we lean our poor half-heartedness on the 

Word of God in hymns and liturgy. “I am baptized” we say knowingly to one another.  It is 

beautiful and it has all been arranged for us by Jesus himself, seeing to it that we are loved.
17

  

Only one thing is forbidden.  We are kept back from only one tree. 

Only do not pretend that you are one when you are not. 

 Return again to John chapter seventeen and our Lord’s high priestly prayer, “…that all of 

them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you.”  Act as one, although it isn’t 

real?   Be one.  Agree in heart and mind.  Express unity at all cost, even the casting aside of 

things he clearly told us?  He could not have meant that.  “If anyone loves me, he will obey my 

teaching.  My Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him.”
18

  

In that very “High Priestly Prayer,” Jesus revealed to us the only way the oneness he craves can 

be possible at all, the only place our two souls can every truly meet.   

He prayed, “Sanctify them by the truth.  Your Word is truth.”
19

   

To be sure, there are human bonds and affections of all kinds, and the sorts of common 

ground we can find with people, thankfully, are many.  But we’re still glancing on the surface.  

                                                           
15

The actual expression is found in another context: Philippians 1:5. 
16

 Joel Schulz very nicely frames the entire issue of the doctrine of fellowship around the intense, tragic, pandemic 

loneliness in our culture, e.g., people lying dead in their apartments, going unmissed for weeks.  He invites that 

when we hear the word fellowship, our first thought should be, “Yes, come in, join us, be a part, what are you 

doing out there?”  (Not his words precisely.)  Schulz, Joel:  How May We Celebrate Our Unity With All True 

Believers On Earth?  2008. 
17

 “When the members of a family come together, when fellow countrymen meet each other in a strange land, 

they greet each other, they have much to tell each other, they have common interests to discuss; their 

conversation is a source of pleasure and comfort.  Christians are connected with each other still more inwardly 

than compatriots or physical relatives.  Here on earth they are in a strange land.  God has called them out of the 

world….They have one Lord and Savior, one faith, one hope….”  Reim, Edmund – The Strength of Christian Unity, 

1940. 
18

 John 14:23 
19

 John 17:17 
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You don’t get any closer to another human being than you are when you are one in heart and 

mind through faith in Jesus.   

Let me tell you about my friend.  He was a former Baptist minister who was chewed up 

and spit out from a graceless and combative fellowship, not before he lost everything he had.  He 

wandered around for a decade as one angry rugby player, for him, a thinly disguised excuse to 

hit people.  He walked into our sanctuary one Sunday morning to witness, not only the baptism 

of a baby, but somehow worse, the audacity of a minister declaring the grace of God to every 

soul in the room even to himself, a complete stranger.  All his theological instincts were 

offended, but he was also strangely warmed.    

There followed the two-year dialogue between him and your essayist, that centered on 

that glorious Hauptartikle, the Chief Article upon which the church either stands or falls, 

namely, objective justification.  One Sunday morning, the world woke up redeemed.  His grand 

acquittal, his “not guilty” verdict, was spoken over the entire human race, on the basis of the 

finished work of the risen Lord Christ.  “He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for 

ours, but for the sins of the whole world.”  “God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, 

not counting men’s sins against them.”
20

   

This very Word would go out through the chaos of the world like a rider on white horse, 

claiming souls for time and eternity.  As the news meets human beings, assuming there has been 

worked in them some sense of their own desperate need for mercy, some legitimate fear of Holy 

God – for Jesus sent the Holy Spirit to convict the world of sin – the news is good.  As it turns 

out, God so loved the world.”  And against all sense, against all sight, the soul thinks within 

himself, “Then, how blessed am I!”  That is, he simply trusts.  He only believes and is 

subjectively justified.  Peace with God and eternal glory stretching on and on and on is his own 

personal possession, assured to him by the bare words of the Scriptures, revealed as true by the 

Spirit of God, by water of Holy Baptism, by the bread that is Christ’s body and the wine that is 

his very blood.  Blessed be his name. 

All this we know.  But in the case of my friend, that objective justification, that Chief 

Article, was the missing piece.  The altogether shocking fact that what God the Son 

accomplished on that cross of his was really the finished the salvation of the whole world, well, 

the large portion of the visible Christian Church, based on the myriad confessions we can search 

out, has yet to be shocked, does not know to how to speak clearly about it, and it is a crying 

shame.
21

   

My dear friend saw it, and that made all the difference, for the way that big fact, that 

objective truth so rooted in the rock-solidness of history, was a Light that began to shine 

everywhere, on everything, lighting up conversion and the Means of Grace, Old Testament 

prophesy and New Testament ministry…everything.  It was painful process, a joyful agony, as it 

quietly worked its way through his entire belief.  It took a long time, while the bread and the 

wine, that close communion, quietly waited, the wait that was worth it in every way, until he 

proclaimed the Lord’s death to us and with us all, as one happy rugby player. 

The point for our purposes here is to sense and appreciate the fact that the teaching of the 

Apostles, which comprehends the entire Scriptures as faithful and true, is a unique and unified 

                                                           
20

 2 Corinthians 5:19 
21

 Go the Christian bookstore in search of a clear and unequivocal statement of this simply stated, linchpin doctrine.  Hopefully 

you packed a lunch.  Did you succeed at all?  Does it matter?  Nothing matters more.   
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whole.
22

  This is important.  The apostles received from Christ and about Christ a teaching that is 

a unique, singular, unified whole.  It has come to us as a single piece, permeated by, held 

together, lit up from within by that sweet, full, objective and unconditional gospel.  All apostolic 

teaching has this character:  “the sound doctrine that conforms to the glorious gospel of the 

blessed God, which he entrusted to me.”
23

  This is key.  Every word lines up.  Every signpost 

points in one direction.  Note the singular “teaching,” and catch that connotation from John:  

“Anyone who runs ahead and does not continue in the teaching of Christ does not have God; 

whoever continues in the teaching has both the Father and the Son.”
24

  Every separate doctrine 

joins together in an unspoiled portrait of Jesus Christ, the Savior of the world, against the loss of 

which we would gladly suffer all things. 

Indeed, ours is a unique and glorious theology.  As Luther commented, you could have 

stood twenty feet from the spot where the Lord of Glory was crucified, and yet walk away with 

nothing.  One thing more you need, he said, “The Word, the Word, the Word.”  You need the 

Word of God saying, “Take this!  This is for you!”  How nicely this captures the Scriptural 

treasure of the Means of Grace – it is not that we choose him.  This is not by our own reason or 

strength.  In Adam, we fell too far for that.  It is that the mighty Word of God comes to us, the 

whole of the Scriptures, together with the water, the bread and the wine, crying out in unison, 

“Take this, this is for you.”   

Here is the three-fold test of that theology, and the uniqueness of the one entrusted to us:  

1)  it brings the highest possible assurance for the terrified sinner, 2) it offers up the highest glory 

to God, giving all praise and honor to him alone at every point of our salvation, and 3) here is the 

highest attention to the Scriptures over against any experience or tradition, or even human reason 

itself.  Here is a spotlight fixed on the cross, never really moving away.   

 And so, for the sake of the love of Christ – his for us and ours for him – and for no other 

reason, we receive unaltered the practice of the apostles.  They couldn’t judge a person’s heart, 

and neither is it our business even to try.  Instead, we are called to examine a person’s confession 

according to the two possibilities – it either will or will not be in conformity with the apostolic 

teaching.   The other person or group either does or does not speak of Christ in that same spirit.  

The gospel they bring is the same or it is not.  If it is the same, then we hold out that same happy 

handshake, the “right hand of fellowship” that James, Peter and John once held out to Paul and 

Barnabas, having first listened to their message.
25

  And if they do not bring the teaching, the 

principle is quite simple, that we cannot give the impression that we are one with them when we 

are not, or that the issues that divide us are uncertain or unimportant.  We will treat them 

warmly; what we’re after is wholesome talk about the gospel, not a severing of all relationship 

while they are still willing to listen.  We will endure what we hope is a temporary, respectful, 

hopeful estrangement.  On the other hand, every action on our part, even a greeting of 

welcome,
26

 has to be thought through against the possibility that we could send a confusing 

                                                           
22

 This point doesn’t rest on an appeal to the original Greek, yet it is effectively witnessed there.  In 2 John, the 

apostle speaks of people who “run ahead” and do not “continue in the teaching.”  “En to didache means “in the 

sphere of, in line with, in accord with the (singular) teaching.  The use of the definite article stresses its uniqueness 

and oneness.  
23

 Paul speaking in 1 Timothy 1:11 
24

 2 John 9 
25

 Galatians 2:9 
26

 2 John 10-11 
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signal.
27

 

This is, of course, the difficult part.  It will seem to some that a distasteful note of pride 

has entered into the essay, maybe several times already.  If that is the case, I apologize and will 

have more to say about that later.  While this and what follows, the good reasons to notice and 

point out the gap between us and other Christians, is not the positive aspect of church fellowship, 

this essay would be incomplete without it.
2829

  Love cannot shrink from its responsibility to 

warn.  The argument against the practice of church fellowship can only shrivel up the more a 

person becomes aware of the disastrous state of much of visible Christendom.  Your essayist 

attended seminary in the years leading up to the formation of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of 

America (ELCA) from several smaller Lutheran bodies.  In dogmatics (or doctrine) class we 

seminarians had occasion to peruse the proposed doctrinal textbooks for use at the newly 

amalgamated seminaries.  One of myriad exemplars will suffice:   

 

“The notion of the pre-existent Son of God becoming a human being in the womb of a 

virgin and then returning to his heavenly home is bound up with a mythological picture 

of the world that clashes with our modern scientific worldview….The primary interest of 

dogmatics is to interpret the virgin birth as a symbol and not a freakish intervention in the 

course of nature.”
30

     

 

There was even some correspondence between a classmate of mine and a Lutheran 

seminarian from this new fellowship; he rejected the Jensen and Braaten text as “too 

conservative.”  You can attended a local ministers’ association and hear an hour of debate on a 

question such as “what is sin?” without so much as a nod in an apostle’s direction.
31

  My strong 

perception – I would love to be wrong – is that believing as we do, simply, that Isaiah wrote the 

book of Isaiah, and that John wrote John, puts us in the minority of those who practice 

                                                           
27

 This paragraph, of course, deals with the “unit concept” of church fellowship.  We see in the apostles no 

recognition of varying degrees of agreement; no corresponding scale of behaviors to mark each level of oneness.  

A Christian confession of faith is in principle always a confession of the entire Word of God; if that confession is 

lacking, then no expression of fellowship can be made.  We aim in love to give no false impression, even by 

something as small as a friendly hello if it could be misconstrued. You will not find the apostles acting in any other 

way.  We are free to speak of the Holy Supper as “the highest expression of oneness among us,” as long as we’re 

clear that if we cannot commune with someone, no other expression of unity is appropriate either. 
28

 “When we learned to drive a car, we began by learning how to drive well, but a very necessary next step in 

driver’s training was learning how to avoid crashes.  Likewise, when we learn about church fellowship, we begin by 

learning how to build a strong, loving fellowship with other Christians, but we must also learn how to avoid 

dangers that will destroy such fellowship.”  Brug, John:  Love the Brotherhood of Believers:  Preserving and 

Extending the Unity of the Church.  1997. 

29
On the other hand, there is something to stir the blood in the apostle Paul’s hollering at the Galatians – “I am 

astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you by the grace of Christ and are turning to a 

different gospel – which is really no gospel at all….even if an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than 

the one we preached to you, let him be eternally condemned…you foolish Galatians!  Who has bewitched you?  

Before your very eyes Jesus Christ was clearly portrayed to you as crucified…” and so on.  Apparently, the 

obscuring of the gospel is worth getting a little heated about, if that’s what love calls for.   

30
 Expositor’s Bible Commentary, volume 12, pp. 295-296. 

31
 1 John 3:4:  Sin is lawlessness. 
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scholarship in the visible Christian church.  If so, they have moved away from us, persistently 

holding us at arms-length, causing and maintaining the division of the Church.  Those who teach 

such things are the ones who ruin fellowship, speaking their own thoughts in the sanctuary.  At 

any rate, this is not the time for a muddy confession.  (All this does not mean we’re alone.  Far 

from it.  Ours is a worldwide fellowship.  See below the list of sister church bodies with whom 

we have a blessed and unrestrained fellowship.
32

) 

I once interviewed an ELCA pastor, who first claimed to believe in the resurrection of 

Jesus Christ from the dead.  On further questioning, he told me, “Well, it’s a matter of what you 

think actually happened.  If you were making a movie of the event, how would you film it?” To 

my puzzled expression he patiently explained, “I, for one, have a problem with a corpse 

resuscitating.”  It is chilling to hear the words of those who state plainly their hope and intention 

to rid a whole generation of its Sunday School mythology, its “farmer faith.”  We want this essay 

to be positive, and we don’t want to paint with too broad a brush, but simply put, all churches are 

not the same.   (For a telling example, a 16-20 week Bible information course to lay out before 

prospective members “the whole counsel of God” just isn’t what most church bodies are about 

any more.)  Many people are being deceived and that is an inexpressibly sad part of the picture 

that lends vital importance our topic.  And it must be pointed out for the sake of the naïve 

believer ready to embrace anyone that seems to love Jesus. 

Of course, there are many other professing Christians who take the Word of God very 

seriously, and this has our respect.  But if the true apostolic teaching comes to us as a single 

piece, as a unique, unified whole – a portrait of grace in Christ the Son of God - then false 

doctrines can only have their impact on that portrait.  It is ugly graffiti on a Rembrandt.
33

 Things 

                                                           
32

 The Churches of the Evangelical Lutheran Conference (CELC) include the WELS,  

Evangelical Lutheran Synod (ELS), 

Bulgarian Lutheran Church, 

Christ the King (Nigeria), 

Confessional Evangelical Lutheran Church (Mexico),  

Confessional Lutheran Church (Latvia), 

Czech Evangelical Lutheran Church, 

Evangelical Lutheran Church – “Concord” (Russia), 

Evangelical Lutheran Confessional Church (Finland), 

Evangelical Lutheran Confessional Church (Puerto Rico), 

Evangelical Lutheran Free Church (Germany) 

Evangelical Lutheran Synod (Peru), 

Evangelical Lutheran Synod of Australia, 

Geraja Lutheran (Indonesia), 

The Lutheran Church of Cameroon, 

Lutheran Church of Central Africa (Malawi conference) 

Lutheran Church of Central Africa (Zambia conference) 

Lutheran Church of Portugal 

Lutheran Confessional Church (Sweden & Norway) 

Lutheran Evangelical Christian Church (Japan) 

Ukrainian Lutheran Church 

 
33

 Dr. Brug (p. 34) cites an interesting example in 1 Timothy 4:3, (which talks about people who forbid marriage and 

prohibit certain foods) showing that even these doctrinal errors were divisive of fellowship.  We cannot just 
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hang together – instead of objective justification as the gravitational center, a religious tradition 

may substitute God’s sovereignty instead, in a way that arrives as God predestining souls to hell, 

as if the Word that declares, “[God] wants all men to be saved”
34

 were insincere.  If they don’t 

baptize their little ones – don’t even get me started – or if they do not pronounce absolution in 

the worship service, there’s a reason, and the reason isn’t grace.  Ultimately, it all stems from a 

lack of the steadying word: “God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting 

men’s sins against them.”
35

 Errors enter into a false theology when an improper place is given to 

human reason as if it stood above the Scriptures, as if it needed to solve the paradoxes that 

frustrate human logic.
36

  When two clear Scriptures speak in a way that our logic cannot 

reconcile, what are we to do but accept both truths and the apparent contradiction as well?  To do 

anything else, for example to try to answer, “Why are some saved and not others?” as if the thing 

has to be worked out by the likes of us, as if this were not better left to the hidden mind of God, 

is flat out dangerous.  It can only result in violence to God’s actual revelation, whether to the 

doctrine of original sin by which we come the deeper to know our desperate need, or to his 

unfathomable grace that comes without condition, unforced and unearned.  To contradict the 

comforting mystery that is the doctrine of election with the reasonable and thoroughly unbiblical 

idea that we can choose to be saved, well, if you’re consistent and follow that one thought to its 

conclusion, you really do cut the very nerve of the Gospel. 

Oh, to take every thought captive to Christ. 

The term, “epistemology” refers to one’s accepted authority – how we know what we 

know.  Other theological systems openly state such sources as human experience, ongoing 

revelations in various forms, and religious tradition as authorities to be blended with the 

Scriptures, and this accounts for the way even serious believers wind up in different places in the 

whole vast array of doctrines.  The confusion of the visible church leaves the impression that the 

Scriptures must not be clear.  However, the Bible claims to be, and is a clear book, a ‘lamp unto 

my feet.”
37

  God has frustrated every other way of knowing as foolishness, set against that 

childlike faith that characterizes the moments of greatest peace, wonder and joy we can know in 

this world.
38

  This is the thought that tipped Jesus head back to the sky, one time we get to read 

of “Jesus, full of joy in the Holy Spirit:”  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

concern ourselves with, “the doctrine of justification and a few fundamental doctrines” as if this were a safe 

position. 
34

 1 Timothy 2:4 
35

 2 Corinthians 5:21 
36

 “Out of fifteen articles presented for discussion, Luther and Zwingli disagreed only on the one pertaining to the 

Real Presence of Jesus’ body and blood in the Lord’s Supper.  When it became apparent that Zwingli would not 

accept that the words “This is my body” meant just what they say, Luther said, “You are of a different spirit,” a 

spirit that exalts reason over Scripture, and would not join with the Swiss.  “Leave me alone,” said Luther to 

anyone who would not accept all of the teachings of God’s Word, “and expect no fellowship from me.” Drews, 

Daniel, God Protects His People – The Doctrine of Fellowship for Today, 1992. 
37

 Psalm 119:105 
38

 “Great learning is not necessary for confessing and defending Christian doctrine.  All of Christian doctrine , 

together with its proof from God’s Word, is in Luther’s Small Catechism.  In all the struggle and controversy about 

Christian doctrine, one only needs to remain with Christ’s words, as they read.  Christ’s words are clear.  Our Savior 

has not posed a riddle to us.”  Pieper, Franz: The Glorious Blessing of Brotherly Fellowship in Faith, translated by 

Jim Langebartels, 2005 
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“I thank you Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hidden these things from the 

wise and learned, and revealed them to little children.  Yes, Father, for this was your 

good pleasure.”
39

   

 

Lastly, what is always horning in, as well, is the notion that we have some small merit, or 

some small yet pivotal role to play in our salvation, some bit of credit that comes to us for the 

choice we made, some assurance taken from the glance inside ourselves instead of away from 

self to the cross, such as “once saved, always saved.”  “Be on your guard against the yeast of the 

Pharisees,”
40

 warned Jesus, because it is always coming down to confused people tying their 

thoughtless little strings to the great gift of salvation.  It was for Martin Luther, as it is for us, the 

“monster of uncertainty” to direct the poor sinner with terrified conscience to any other place 

than to Christ crucified.  Grace that isn’t Alone, is no longer grace.
41

  And so, any false doctrine 

becomes a weak spot, the door held open a crack to fear.  

Back to the former Baptist minister, he once made a very high trust admission that there 

were certain verses he could not fit into his belief system no matter how hard he tried, and which 

continued to nag at him.  “Is not the bread that we break a participation in the body of 

Christ….”
42

 – ‘but Christ’s body is in heaven!?’  “The Lord opened [Lydia’s] heart to respond to 

Paul’s message.”
43

 – ‘No, she had to open it herself!’  “Baptism…now saves you.”
44

 – ‘What!?’  

But in his brokenness he was prepared to examine everything, come what may.  At last, he let the 

words speak.  

We should be clear, in this and every other sensitive area of teaching, about what we’re 

not saying.  While it can be demonstrated that if people were consistent in all their thinking, their 

saving trust in Christ could not survive the prayers they pray to the saints as merit, for one 

example.  Thankfully, there is such a thing as “cognitive dissonance.”  People are not consistent 

in their thinking.  But by a “happy inconsistency” we have reason to hope that in the end, and in 

many moments before that, the soul cries for mercy and trusts only in Jesus.  Through our one 

Holy Spirit, the crushed soul depends on the gospel, not the lie.  The fracturing of the visible 

Christian church on earth is a matter of profound sadness, the same in kind as our sadness of war 

and disease, a tragic consequence of a world steeped in sin.  But it must still occasion our 

confidence and joy that between us and all our estranged brothers and sisters on earth, that 

common ground – “I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord…” – is holy ground.   There 

is no reason to not to say it loudly and clearly, thank God for God and celebrate his rich mercy 

and grace:  when our feet rest in the shimmering glory that is somehow also called “home,” the 

Lamb is the only light, and we bend our face toward transparent gold…we will not be “the only 

ones up here.”  We don’t merely concede it, but draw real happiness from this well. 

                                                           
39

 Matthew 11:25-26 
40

 Matthew 16:6 
41

Balge, Dan, “Weak Brother or Persistent Errorist?  The Distinction and Some Applications,”  2009:  “These things 

matter because in the end every false teaching, every doctrinal aberration, every misleading or confusing practice 

is as much “no Gospel at all” as Judaizing.  Every false teaching somehow directly or indirectly, but ultimately, 

impacts, impinges on, and impugns the Gospel.  In some way, big or seemingly small, every false teaching does 

what Judaizers tried to do, add something, some requirement, some effort, some quality, some intention, some 

will, to grace.  Grace not-alone is not grace.” 
42

 1 Corinthians 10:16 
43

 Acts 16:14 
44

 1 Peter 3:21 
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There is no controversy in heaven.  “Salvation belongs to our God.”  There are, here on 

earth, all sorts of lies about that.  They hurt people.  They dishonor Jesus.  They are not okay. 

We do need to realize, of course, just how out of step we are with our culture.  Many 

people simply do not believe dogmatic certainty is even possible, about reality or existence 

itself…that there is any such thing as true inner fellowship.  The fine distinctions we are making 

can only sound more and more absurd to the world.  “There is no such thing as truth” – what an 

absurd thing to agree about, but many do.   It is the very air you breathe at the university; that air 

is poisoned, with the result that the word “doctrine” itself seems hopelessly backward and 

“indoctrination” a crime.  Therefore, we who would defend Christ must first be willing to 

become fools.  The answer of the apostles is unmistakable, “Watch your life and doctrine 

closely.  Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers.”
45

  

The Christian who finds doctrine itself distasteful  - graceless, combative teachers leave many 

such people in their wake – is, nevertheless in a terribly insecure position, already far out of step 

with the Scriptures.  “In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who will judge the living and 

the dead, and in view of his appearing and his kingdom, I leave you this charge:  Preach the 

Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage – with great 

patience and careful instruction.  For the time will come when men will not put up with sound 

doctrine.  Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of 

teachers to say what their itching ears want to say.”
46

  Let the one pressuring a minister to skip 

the hard parts, please contemplate the seriousness of those holy words.  As a former colleague 

would say, “God takes his Word seriously, even when no one else does.
47

   

After a sixteen-verse celebration of the positive enjoyment of fellowship – “Greet one 

another with a holy kiss; all the churches of Christ send greetings,” a wonderful calling to 

embrace each other without hesitation – we come at last to this:  “I urge you, brothers, to watch 

out for those who cause divisions and put obstacles in your way that are contrary to the teaching 

you have learned.  Keep away from them.”
48

  Dr. John Brug has pointed out that over half of the 

entire New Testament is written to defend a fellowship in jeopardy.
49

  The point of all of this:  

the fact that the apostles left us this charge, repeating it again and again with urgency, is not in 

dispute, only whether it matters.  It does. 

Understand that there is no doctrine we claim in this fellowship that lacks a clear sedes, a 

portion of Scripture that directly and unequivocally inform us, in that aspect of the teaching, of 

the things we are to believe and do.   Our doctrine is extremely careful.  To those who currently 

wrangle over issues of ministry, saying, for example that there can be no form of divinely 

instituted ministry that doesn’t have the full use of all the Means of Grace, we would simply 

answer, “How do you know that for sure?”  We must not run ahead of God’s Word.  The 

Lutheran Confessions
50

, when one takes the time to read them, are nothing other than a stringing 

                                                           
45

 1 Timothy 4:16 
46

 2Timothy 4:1-3 
47

 Daniel Deutschlander 
48

 Romans 16:17 

49
Brug, John, Church Fellowship, Working Together for the Truth, Brug, NPH, 1997, p. 23. 

50
 Along with telling statements like this one.  “We take no pleasure in discord, nor are we indifferent to our 

danger; its extent is evident from the bitter hatred inflaming our opponents.  But we cannot surrender truth that is 

so clear and necessary for the church.  We believe, therefore, that we must endure difficulties and dangers for the 

glory of Christ and the good of the church.  We trust that God approves our faithfulness, and we hope that 
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together of countless Scriptures in a systematic way, as an enormously valuable resource so that 

we can say, not only, that we believe the Bible (anyone can say that!), but that here is precisely 

what the Bible teaches.  

Enough.  Now let Paul provide the transition.  Our reasons have been stated.  We have 

tried to model a way of communicating that constantly circles the cross, that the act so prized by 

the Father should never leave our sights, never disappearing from consideration.  Even refuting 

false doctrine can and must be, simply, another form of bring Good News.
51

  In the same way, let 

teaching of fellowship principles to our people, as a matter of sanctification, breathe with that 

same spirit. 

 

“No demanding (Do this!);  no threatening (Do that or else!);  no condemning (Now see 

what you did!) – rather, a coaxing, a refreshing of the spirit, a picturing and unfolding of 

the good yet to come, and always bound up in the gospel.”
52

 

 

We have no other point of view than this, that our Lord’s fervent prayer for oneness 

among us and for oneness with us, the night before the cross, is answered in that one holy 

Christian Church in heaven and on earth of which we are each a part; and he has provided the 

means for an ever increasing maturity… 

 

It was he [the ascended Christ] who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some 

to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God’s people for works 

of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith 

and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole 

measure of the fullness of Christ.  Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and 

forth by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their 

deceitful scheming.  Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into 

him who is the Head, that is, Christ.  From him the whole body, joined and held together 

by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its 

work.
53

 

 

Discuss 

 

Read.   

 

Discuss “objective justification.” Test each other as you articulate this doctrine to 

one another.  

                                                                                                                                                                                           

posterity will judge us more equitably.  For we have undoubtedly brought into view many articles of Christian 

doctrine that the church sorely needs….And so we shall commend our cause to Christ, who will one day judge 

these controversies.  We beseech him to regard his afflicted and scattered churches and to restore them to a godly 

and abiding harmony.  From the Apology of the Augsburg Confession. 
51

 Koehler   
52

 Koehler, p. 20. 

53
 Ephesians 4:11-16 
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What are some popular and widespread false doctrines?  With each one that you 

mention, consider how it impacts the Gospel. 

 

What do you still need to see to be persuaded that we are following the will of our 

Lord?   Let’s talk.  Applications come later and are not always easy, but first:  which 

of the following principles are in doubt for you?   

 

That the term, fellowship, beautifully captures the peace we have with God 

through Jesus Christ, and the bond of faith between us and all true believers 

on earth and in heaven. 

 

That fellowship is predominantly a positive concept, a glorious freedom to 

express our oneness in faith in a rich menu of ways, including prayer and 

worship, the blessed reception of the sacraments and the deep bond that 

forms between us as we partake together in the wide variety of ministry and 

service that Christ has set before us. 

 

That with profound sadness we note the fracturing of the visible Christian 

church on earth, in which countless human ideas mar the unity of doctrine 

and faith to the grave spiritual harm of those who are confused by errors. 

 

That the unity the Savior wants for us is to be real, not a pretense that 

ignores these differences in our confessions and the damage with which error 

threaten saving faith.  

 

That our Savior’s will for us is to be one in our confession of his entire Word, 

and that unique, unified whole of Christian teaching which, when preserved, 

is an exquisite banquet of immeasurable grace and full assurance, that far 

too few people enjoy. 

 

That our whole aim in practicing church fellowship is simply that we make 

before the world a clear, consistent and unambiguous confession; that we 

avoid giving the impression that we are united in the apostolic teaching with 

people, when in fact we are not; that we avoid giving the impression that the 

issues that divide us are questionable or unimportant. 

 

That establishing the fact that we are one in faith with a person or group 

comes first, before all the expressions of fellowship we long to enjoy with 

fellow believers; that the vital conversations about the grace of God which 

this practice of fellowship creates is one of its primary purposes and the best 

thing we can do for people outside of our confession. 

 

That the practice of church fellowship does not involve judging people’s 

hearts, only taking seriously their confession of faith, as evident in their 
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words and actions and the groups with which they hold membership and 

with which they have stated their agreement.  The apostles call for us to “test 

the spirits to see whether they are from God,” and there is simply no other 

way to do this. 

 

That the practice of church fellowship indeed calls for tough love, but love is 

precisely the issue – our love of Savior, for his Word, for people for whom we 

want the complete peace and assurances that has so long been ours by God’s 

rich grace. 

 

That love cannot shrink for warning people about dangers to their faith, even 

when it means sharing the disgrace our Savior bore for us. 

 

That the practice so described is demonstrably consistent in every way with 

the practice and writing of apostles who sat at the feet of Christ, and which 

practice, as a result, was widely carried out in the historic Christian Church 

for centuries. 

 

That we have been richly blessed by the courage and faithfulness of those 

who have gone before us, and have faithfully handed this faith on to us, 

though it can all be lost in a single generation.  To God be the glory. 

 

On Trust and Credibility 

 

 So, we have our reasons for our practice of Church fellowship. The above is merely one 

man’s inadequate attempt to describe it in a fresh, personal way.  The question now is:  why is 

this essay not over, once the reasons are all laid out and tested against God’s Word.  Why, in our 

experience, do even professing Christians manage to remain unconvinced?  Why are God’s own  

reasons, somehow, not enough? 

 The truth is that what you’ve already read is, in most cases, far too much for most people 

to take in at one time. We realize we will have lost many people by the top of the second page, if 

all they want is to have a nice wedding, complete with the soloists they’ve already invited to 

sing.  Further, what I’ve written so far, as flawed as it may be, took me years to understand.  The 

doctrine of fellowship has completely won me over, but it didn’t happen overnight.
54

   

Sometimes people just do not understand; they don’t know what we mean.  Educational 

theorists would speak here about the “schemas” that exist in a person’s mind, the way 

                                                           
54

 Our seminary dogmatics notes mention that people do not only receive the Word of God spiritually, that is, by 

the work of the Holy Spirit who must give us the grace to understand and trust.  (Of course, this all happens on his 

timetable, not ours own, as the wicked sinful flesh actively resists; there is no rushing it.)  But people also interact 

with the Word and with us psychologically.  A certain hardwiring that comes through lived experience – what 

triggers our trust or distrust, for example – and the things that pass between us as flawed human beings do make 

themselves felt in the process.  Emotions cloud.  Perceptions take over.  People take offense.    

 



18 

 

information is mapped and integrated, the connections that are made with the knowledge base 

they have.  For example, a person just might not happen to connect the Christian church’s 

historical practice of fellowship with the funeral service they are piecing together through tears.  

Nor are they likely to see in one or even a few conversations – really see for themselves – that 

inner connection between fellowship and grace. 

Speaking of words, scholars would refer to the WELS as a “speech community.”  We use 

words in a way that people outside of our circles generally do not.  Ours is the ancient way.  It’s 

true of all of our most important words – what we mean by faith, by love, by salvation, by 

justification, and so on, to say nothing of fellowship. A great deal of talk about our symbols (our 

words)  and what we mean by them has to occur until at least we become comfortable that we are 

using words the same way, so that when I say, “hope,” for example, what shows up as an event 

in your mind is not some sort of wish. 

Feel free to reject the notion of “schemas” or any other human theory.  That’s what 

they’re there for.  Paul would have us think about the “milk” and the “meat” and a certain 

progression that is involved with growing up in the Word of Christ.  Some things a person is 

ready for, others not yet. While our good reasons, by which we mean the words of the prophets 

and the apostles and our Lord himself, are our only hope of finding oneness of faith, consider an 

incidental role played by issues such as trust, credibility, and relationship.  We need to speak 

carefully here.  On the thing itself, God’s work on the heart of another human being, it is all 

about the nuda verba, the “naked words” from God, unadorned by our personality or anything 

else about us, unenhanced by how we say them, or anything we could think to add.  Their whole 

power is that invested in them by the Spirit who accompanies them. “The pastor [or teacher or 

staff minister] is not the means of grace; he is the trumpet, not the tune.  It is the sound of the 

gospel that converts and preserves faith….he is not a second messiah either, as though it were his 

responsibility to save the world [or convince anyone about the reasonableness of sound doctrine] 

by his efforts, his eloquence, his personality, his charisma.  There is but one Redeemer of the 

world, on Savior of each individual whom God has elected.”
55

   

And yet, when it comes to the “meat” we place before naïve believer, or the outright 

unregenerate, there is often going to be a certain amount of – ‘you’re going to have to trust me, I 

know it’s a lot to understand, but I have your best interests at heart, and this is a matter of 

conscience for me, I assure it’s not the way it seems, we truly mean no disrespect…’ – all in the 

hopes of allowing them to catch up by the slow and mysterious working of the Holy Spirit. 

Remember that it may have taken you some time to understand fellowship.  Who of us 

with any mileage on us would explain it all today in the same way we did decades ago.  God-

willing, we have grown, and many have helped us.  “Remember your leaders who spoke the 

Word of God to you. Consider the outcome of their way of life and imitate their faith.”
56

  They 

helped us see that fellowship is a wholly positive thing, a gift. 

A pastor I know has a picture in his office of a turtle perched on top of a fencepost.  He 

waits for the moment someone will ask what it means, just so he can give the punch-line: “That 

turtle didn’t get there by himself.”  We give all glory to God as we mark the faithfulness and 

courage of those who faithfully passed the Word of God on to us – sainted believers such as Paul 

Eickman, Ernst Wendland, Sr., Henry Paustian – you have your list as well.  They were brilliant 

men, with knees that bent child-like before the holy Scriptures.  We saw the way they took the 
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words of the apostles for what they are, “not as the word of men, but as it actually is, the Word of 

God, which is at work in you who believe.”
57

  They closed their eyes and rubbed their noses and 

stared off to the side and spoke about grace and faith in a way that made us so very glad to be 

Lutherans.  They opened up to us the bigger picture, the span of church history, from garden to 

garden.  Our ingratitude for the gospel would take your breath away if we were to handle the 

things of God with any less care.  That raincloud that always breaks in blessings on our heads, 

would surely move on.  It can all be lost in a generation.  That’s what they taught us, though the 

world did not love them for it: “Boys, make your confession clear!” 

They won our trust.  We must do likewise. 

I stand at the starting line of a Cross Country race, with my team from Martin Luther 

College.  The coach from Crown College, a fine man, steps forward to lead us in a prayer of 

thanks for the beautiful day and a petition for the safety of all the runners.  Of course, I listen 

respectfully, with my eyes wide open.  I meet the eyes of one of my runners, and see the 

embarrassment there.  The other schools’ have runners that aren’t praying either, for reasons of 

their own.  I meet their eyes, too.  And I cannot help but notice that a couple of my athletes have 

meekly folded theirs hands, closed their eyes, bowed their heads.  It will be an interesting ride 

home.   

A couple of them feel like they are being schooled to adopt an attitude toward other 

Christians of personal superiority. Thankfully, this just isn’t how they feel.  My experience tells 

me that this is a paramount concern on the part of our brightest and best young people.  I don’t 

know a WELS called worker, who does not, I am confident, pause at the back of the classroom 

or the sanctuary, with a fist at their chest and eyes at the ground, to breathe out their, “Lord have 

mercy on me, a sinner.”  But the question lingers for some – who do we think we are?  More 

than anything, in that thoughtful van, they wanted to know that what we did at that starting line 

was shot through with love - for Jesus, for his Word, for each other, for the people who 

witnessed our choice.  I had to admit that we hadn’t gone as far as we might have, and promised 

to communicate with the coach about the posture we had chosen and why.  (He was puzzled but 

gracious.)  I admitted, too, that it isn’t easy for me to refrain from a prayer like that.  But I do.  I 

told them why.  I frame it in that honest way in the hopes of being someone they can talk to.   

And in moments like those, the issue of trust is palpable.  You sense the way they either 

are, or are not, eager for your explanation, your transparent motives, the experience you’ve had 

that they lack, some reason to think that you know what you’re talking about.  Based on your 

history with them, and the quality of your past relationship – when you showed some evidence of 

integrity, and when you were not above saying that you were sorry – they take your words to 

heart.  This is their gift that they give unthinking, how they nod their heads, “Yes, I see.”  It is 

not to be squandered.  They trust you.    

 
58

When it comes to fellowship, there will so often be that gap, that space during which 
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people simply do not understand us.  What we hope for, when it all seems cold, unloving, un-

Christ-like, is that God’s people say, “yes, but I know my pastor better than that.” 
59

  

 It goes without saying is that sine qua non of our actual credibility as Christ’s 

ambassadors (as opposed the credibility people perceive in us as a communication issue) is that 

we are commissioned to be mere witnesses, repeating his words in an understandable way.  Yet, 

the question of character is unavoidable.  “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if 

you love one another.”
60

  Love - not human reasons or rules – is to be the proof of our doctrine.   

We can go a little further, if you’ll allow some food for thought.  Our credibility is 

enhanced when we are willing to talk to people about how we’ve come into our point of view.  

Our experience matters.  Our stories.  By God’s mercy, in twelve and half years as an 

exploratory and home missionary, there were some tough situations, but I never “lost” anyone 

over the doctrine of fellowship, at least that I know of.  Instead, again by God’s mercy, I was 

privileged to offer adult instructions to over two hundred people.  They came out of every 

religious background imaginable, from Eckankar to LCMS and everything in between, and I 

cannot think of a single person, when it came to objective justification, that said at the end of the 

lesson, “Oh, yes, we knew all that already.”  Not one.   I’m not saying that Brilliant Light is our 

exclusive property.  It’s hidden in plain sight in the Scriptures for anyone to see.  It shows up in 

here and there in heterodox Christian authors as a delightful surprise.  And, since credibility is 

enhanced when we acknowledging the limitations of a given argument, I’ll admit that I haven’t 

personally explored every nook and cranny of Christendom.  This is just one man’s experience, 

but it left an indelible impression.   

My experience has included carrying the sole responsibility for the doctrinal integrity of 

Christian congregation in the center of a culture who wanted me to say “what their itching ears 

wanted to hear.”  Many people do not know what that’s like.  Perhaps you ought to tell them 

some time.   

 The result of my two-year dialogue with a Baptist minister is a simple credibility when I 

say to you, “Those poor people, the burdens they carry.  How do they stand it?”  I once had a 

dialogue with another adherent of decision theology in which I thought at first that only that 

minor issue stood between us – he thought he had chosen to be saved.  However, choice was a 

part of his definition of sin as well, and refused to agonize with Paul about, “sin living in me.”
61

  

At one point he confessed to committing adultery.  He had cheated on his wife, but was not 

especially sorry for it, because it was the only choice he could make at the time.  In end the end, 

his answer to how you get to heaven, and he quoted from memory Lord’s list of blessings and 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

she will tend to attribute meaning to the situation – ‘After all, when you only work one day a week….’  When trust 

is high, the situation is completely reversed.  Now, if he fails to visit, she attributes to the situation – ‘He must be 

terribly busy, or maybe no one told him; this just isn’t like him.’  And if he does visit, she attributes to his person – 

‘Ah, there he is, my faithful pastor.’   When nothing you do is good enough for people, when all your words are 

taken the wrong way, when the relationship cannot handle the strain of the smallest infraction or 

misunderstanding, when everything has to be a big deal, we may need to dive beneath the circumstances lying on 

the surface, and ask instead, “What has happened to the trust between you and me?”  So, your fellowship 

principles are either just more evidence on the growing mountain of how cold and unloving we all are, or, “There 

just to be something here I just don’t understand…(again) I know my pastor better than that.”  It’s about trust! 
59
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curses that follow the keeping of his Ten Commandments.  You walk away with a deeper grasp 

of the possible implications of a very, very common heresy.  This is part of credibility:  knowing 

what you’re talking about. 

I remember the woman who came to me in tears, after talking to her brother.  He was in a 

Pentecostal group that wanted in the worst way for him to receive the Spirit and speak in 

tongues.  According to their “doctrine of subsequence” this is necessary to elevate him about the 

questionable status of “carnal Christian.”  The woman said, “I told him, all he needs to know his 

peace with God is the cross of Jesus Christ.  He thanked me, and I want to thank you.”  As we 

said at the start, these are the moments we’re after, and they are worth protecting behind the 

velvet cords of sound doctrine. 

 Having “transparent motives” means telling people exactly what we are after, what we 

hope for, and our ideal outcome.  We speak openly about what it is all about for us.  There are so 

many angles on every controversial subject.  I may need to explain to you why this ground (of 

argument) is the real ground for me.  My reason is all bound up with the apostolic Word.  That is 

how I’ve arrived at my point of view.  While I share your concerns about the institutional church, 

(and I’m happy to explain why I look elsewhere for explanations of our difficulties than the fact 

that we are just far too devoted to the apostolic Word and to the fellowship) those institutional 

concerns are simply not what this is about for me. 

 So we have experience.  We know what we’re talking about.  One last point, of many that 

could be explored.  Like it or not, our winsomeness, our likability seem to enhance credibility as 

well.  It puts people into a posture of wanting to be on our side, if they can be.  Wanting to be 

liked, is of course a dangerous motivation.  Yet, the good will we strive to maintain – “as far as 

depends on you live at peace” – can be a powerful blessing that enhances learning for the new 

way people weigh and attend to our words when their arms aren’t crossed or their chin jutting 

forward.  We are safe to question.  People hear us out.  A highly esteemed colleague of mind has 

commented that, given the way the city officials of Ephesus knew Paul personally and came to 

his defense, well, he must not have been a jerk.   We strive to nurture a certain cheerfulness that 

Solomon often speaks about in his Proverbs, understanding courage that takes here under the 

burdens we have been given.  Ah, to be free of the deadly seriousness with which we take 

ourselves.   

And this brings us to certain things that can, sometimes inadvertently, damage credibility.  

Maybe we all have horror stories like this one.  Back in college, I finally convinced a girl, a 

nominal Catholic from where I worked, to come to church and Bible study with me.  And the 

topic of Bible study?  You guessed it.  The Catholics.  This will sound too harsh, because to my 

ears the well-intentioned pastor came across in a humble and sincere way.  However, all my 

friend could see from her vantage point was a ministry that seemed devoted to tearing something 

down, something she was pretty sure she knew better than the pastor, and for which she still had 

affection.  For her, that was a total collapse of credibility on the part of our church that would 

take years to get over.   

Of course we need to explain doctrinal differences, or little of this essay makes much 

sense.  On the other hand, “Those who are not against me are for me,” said Jesus, as he directed 

that attention of his disciples away from an unhealthy obsession with those people.  Paul 



22 

 

displayed at similar attitude toward people who were not with him.
62

  David Valleskey writes 

about finding that “golden mean” between ignoring what’s being taught out there, and become 

focused on it.
63

  When the right time does arrive, perhaps the next session of this essay will 

began to address the matter of tone.  I include the challenging example here in order to give our 

lay readers the opportunity to tell us how we’re coming across, in Bible studies, as well as in our 

announcements on Sunday mornings.  I only offer this encouragement, brothers, be safe to 

question. 

 We lose credibility if we do not ever exhibit a proper sort of ecumenical spirit, as nervous 

as the term may make us.
64

  I simply mean taking and expressing genuine joy to be part of that 

invisible Christian church that crosses denominational lines; to be happy, along with J.P. Koehler 

when a person who loves his or her Savior comes within our cognizance “the very fact of his 

faith becomes the main thing and warms the very heart.  He famously added, “I rejoice that there 

is another axe in the forest merrily chopping away.”
65

  Where the space must be noticed and the 

lines drawn, let it be that respectful and hopeful estrangement.
66

  When fellowship is severed, 

why should there be nasty blogs in defense of grace, lacking the spirit of grace, angry letters or 

careless words tossed over the shoulder?  We would gain nothing by showing contempt for 

people (although they can say some repugnant things).  We lose credibility if we fail to 

acknowledge that Christians all over the world outdo us with their love.  Good fellowship 

practice would not include me telling a heterodox believer, to his face, “We are brothers,” for 

reasons already made clear.  And yet… 

 

“Both the one who makes men holy and those who are made holy are of the same family.  

So Jesus is not ashamed to call them brothers.  He says, “I will declare your name to my 
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brothers; in the presence of the congregation I will sing your praises.”
67

 

  

 Clearly, our Lord speaks from the very midst of his family, his brothers, about that one 

Holy Christian and apostolic church.  I would commend the expression I’ve already used (not my 

own), “estranged brothers and sisters,” and the gracious thought that lies behind it, for those 

believers who are truly born of the same Spirit as we are, and have the same Heavenly Father.  

There are two sides the coin of the Christian church:  1) the invisible church known only to God 

(such an encouraging thought:  “All over the world this gospel is bearing fruit and growing.”
68

), 

and 2) the visible church whose confession we are obligated to test, though we may come away 

with a heavy heart.  As in so many other areas – law and gospel, justification and sanctification, 

public ministry and doctrine of vocation – there are two things to say.  To emphasize only, 

though the words are correct in their way, ends up as a distortion. 

 Friends, my experience in the WELS has been splendid.  I do not suffer from the low-

synodical self-esteem some people seem to have.  I have never experienced so much as a 

discouraging word from a brother or sister in ministry.  Not ever.  I don’t know how much of the 

above needed to be said.  You tell me.  What follows is, in my view, the much larger issue, about 

which I will not be so tentative.   

How hollow our teaching of the doctrine of fellowship must sound to people who look at 

the quality of our lived-out fellowship and do not say, as one would hope, “God is really among 

you!”
69

  How hollow it must sound to hear our earnest talk about preserving the oneness and 

unity of our fellowship, when we are in fact, back-biting or settled in a grumble, in shameless 

neglect of Matthew chapter eighteen.
70

  Most of all, how hollow it must sound to hear us speak in 

glowing terms about fellowship, if we are not, in fact, reveling in this powerful gift for all that 

we’re worth.  How could any church member who fails to declare Christ’s death at the Lord’s 

table, who shows no devotion to the apostolic Word, or who declines to offer his gifts for the 

good of the body, have any credibility whatsoever on the doctrine of fellowship?  To defend 

something in words, if we ourselves find it dispensable, a thing to take or leave!? 

   

“They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking 

of bread and to prayer….Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts.  

They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising 

God and enjoying the favor of all the people.  And the Lord added daily to their number 

those who were being saved.”
71

 

 

 Try to imagine someone leveling the charge of “loveless” at the early Christians.  It 

simply would not have stuck.  So special they were, so different and so changed, an outsider 

would not have presumed to dictate what happened inside, or so much as insist on the right to 

play on their piano.  We ask, is our problem that we are just too devoted to the apostolic Word 

and to prayer?  We just take too much joy from finding ourselves, through that Word, among 
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kindred hearts.  My goodness, if only we were so devoted!  I am an introvert who loves his 

solitude to a fault, who over-commits like the rest of us, and who resolves to give more of 

himself to his own local congregation, to teach Bible study, to attend it.  This call to repentance 

does not come from any superior position.  In the peace of our forgiveness, let our fondest hope 

be that the charge of “lovelessness” simply cannot stick, that we are, even in the flawed 

perceptions of observers, believable and plausible when speaking our affection for our 

fellowship; and that in our discourse we have been so gentle, and so respectful, to paraphrase the 

apostle Peter, that they can only be “ashamed of their slander.”
72

   

 With that, let’s return to the positive.  We are not Christians all by ourselves.  Perhaps a 

better interpretation of the assigned title:  “Church Fellowship – Expressing it in Positive Ways,” 

would have been to write at length about each lovely tree in the colorful Garden of Koinwni/a. 

So let’s do at least some of that now. 

 Model a life of prayer.  Public ministry taught me what it means to pray for hours and 

hours at a time.  This is no boast, but a response to plain weakness and need.  You hold in your 

hand the string to the Father’s heart.  That is Jesus.  Pray fervently for that breath of fresh air that 

blows into the sanctuary with every soul for whom Christ is a newly found treasure.  We need 

them just as they need us.  You have the burdens of the church on your heart.  You can’t bear to 

see our mission unfulfilled.  This is a house of prayer.  Get on your knees. 

 We celebrate and support our church fellowship with Christians we do not even know.  

“Fellowship is not only being with one another in the faith relationship.  It is also being for one 

another, even for those that are strangers.  It means identifying with one another in time of 

persecution.”
 73

   If we have not, in our hearts, felt any sense of fellowship with or suffered with 

those who are persecuted, more people put to death in the name of Christ in the century recently 

passed than in any other, we must really learn anew about the communion of saints.  Koinwni/a 

does not end with kindness for the person next to you or support that is only meant for the 

ministry that benefits you personally.  “Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all 

people, especially to those who belong to the family of God.”
74

   

We put money in the offering plate as a little piece of ourselves.  After I labor, sometimes 

agonize, at my paid vocation, I get to put a little piece of all that, of me, into the offering 

plate…and I watch it become, say, a People’s Bible translated into Russia and passed out in the 

streets of Novosibirsk.  What a gift it is, this commodity called money.
75

   

  When we gather for worship, yes, including in weddings and funerals, we take part in that 

exquisite rhythm, the inhale and the exhale.  We offer up our hymns, our confession of sin, our 

bold “We believe…,” our offering, and the sweet incense of a believer’s prayer.  We take in his 

invocation, the reminder of our baptism, his absolution, his Word, his gift of exhortation given to 

our pastor, his body, his blood, his blessing.  Back and forth.  God speak to us and we respond.  

Our chairs all face in one direction, toward altar, pulpit and cross, and the direction that the 

pastor up in front is facing, now to us, now to God, is the sign of that wonderful ebb and flow.  

Word-centered worship meets such profound spiritual need and answers to so many imperatives 

– to pray and praise and not give up meeting together, and preeminently, “Do this in 

remembrance of me” and to come forward as one, just like a single loaf, a common cup.  (I know 
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of a pastor that, on special occasions, blesses every communicant, with a hand on their head and 

a separate word for each one.) 

 There are other imperatives that the worship service is not designed for, or not entirely.  

Think of the “each other” passages of the New Testament.
76

  “Carry each other’s burdens, for in 

this way you fulfill the law of Christ.”
77

  “Encourage one another daily, as long as it is called 

Today.”
78

  “Confess your sins to each other.”
79

  “Therefore each of you must put off falsehood 

and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all members of one body,”
80

  and on we could go.  

There is a great blessing in turning our chairs toward each other with Bibles open on our laps.   

 What I enjoy most in Bible study, is when the Bible itself is our textbook, when someone 

whose teaching I can entrust myself to, who has studied the book, reads a few verses to a natural 

breaking point, and then we simply talk about what God’s Spirit is revealing.  We read 

everything in context. The agenda is set by the Lord, not the topic we happened to have in mind.  

The Bible falls open as an accessible book that a person can pick up and read.  We slowly 

accumulate a knowledge of what you find in Philippians, or Jonah, or John, and can turn back to 

those things whenever you like. You know where it is, that marvelous hymn where Jesus “being 

in very nature, God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made 

himself nothing.” because you talked that whole letter through last summer.  This sort of grasp of 

the Scripture – where you find things – may not come in forty years of studying off printed hand-

outs full of random proof texts. 

We would like people to be able to speak freely and openly about Jesus first and about all 

the rich teachings he left for us.  This is where we display our sensitivity to Christ in the Word, 

to the word of law “as if there were not gospel,” then, ah then, gospel “as if there were no law.”  

This aptitude is only modeled but they are also trying it on for size.  People can and do learn to 

speak in that unique, Lutheran spirit (I know that sounds parochial), and it is a joy to watch.  It 

can be a little messy, I suppose, and some personalities may just not fit the method, if a person 

tends to dominate or pulls the talk away from the objective meaning of the Word of God.  If we 

worry that people will make mistakes and throw out there on the table all the doctrinal confusion 

they’re picking up at the Christian bookstore, I would answer that if they are Arminian or 

Pelagian or Wicken for that matter, we might a well know.  In my experience, it isn’t such a 

difficult thing to say, “You know Laura, I think I know what you mean, but when you put it like 

that it sounds like….We try to say it this way, because….”  It is just as possible, that over time, 

people will demonstrate a grasp of the deep things of God you scarcely imagined.  How about 

walking through all three epistles of John, and then sitting back to hear (and continue instructing 

as need) as they speak the doctrine of fellowship. 

What you may notice is that those “each other” imperatives do not need to be scripted.  

The verse in front of you speaks of resurrection.  Laura says she misses her mother.  God’s 
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people attend to her.  “In my Father’s house are many room….”
81

  It’s beautiful how strong is 

Christ in the Word of God that we speak to one another.    

In my pastoral ministry, we began most of our meetings with thirty minutes of this sort of 

study, choosing a book that seemed to fit the context, say, the work through the Book of Acts 

with a dozen men charged with leading a Lutheran mission - and I miss it dearly.
82

   

Perhaps in our next Every Member Visit, we can apply that same simple method and 

teach family devotions at the supper table.  Read a few verses every night.  Talk, or don’t.  Have 

prayer requests or don’t.  It’s okay.  Close with Luther’s evening prayer…any step we can take 

in the direction of Martin Luther’s ideal, “Every home a true Church.”  Discuss with each 

person in the home who hasn’t answered this question yet, “How would you like to serve in the 

body of Christ.”  Have some suggestions prepared.  Ask about the people in their life that are 

without Christ or a church home.  Offer to help.  Follow-up with them.   

We’re talking about the invigorating goal (that we may never achieve) that every person 

under our spiritual care worships when they can, studies the Word of God in their homes and 

with some other group of people, owns the mission of the church as their own, has found their 

niche of service to the body of Christ, and sees beyond the four walls of the local family of faith 

to that wider, world-wide fellowship.   

Let the church be the Church, special, unique, and set apart; a trustworthy and true 

witness to the grace and glory of God.    

   

Discuss: 

 
Read and talk about Ephesians 4:11-16, then Philippians 2:1-11 

 

Assuming that you embrace the principles of church fellowship as faithful to the 

Word of God, what concerns do you still have about how we come across?  Let’s 

talk about… 

 

Our announcements in church that are addressed to guests. 

 

When and how we study heterodoxy churches. 

 

How would articulate those things differently without misrepresenting our 

principled position? 

 

How can we better celebrate and take full advantage and enjoyment of our blessed 
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 Here’s more that you may take it or leave, but this method does happen to fit with observations about how 

grown-ups learn.  Adults learn when they are in a position to talk things through, put to immediate use what is 

placed for them, have some influence on what is being discussed according to their place in life, answers questions 

other than only the ones for which their instructor has prepared answers and for which he fishes. 
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fellowship with one another, so that our defense of the doctrine does not seem to 

lack credibility?  Let’s talk about… 

 

Do we pray enough with and for each other?  How can we do so more and 

more? 

 

Does our whole educational program aim for Christian people who can speak 

freely openly of Christ with a mature sensitivity to the Scriptures? 

 

How can we enhance the feeling of inclusion, community and family among 

or members?   How can we demonstrate our love for one another? 

 

What are some avenues to “wash the feet” of outsiders, to offer genuine 

service to the ones we hope to win, to meet some real need? 

  

How well does our congregation handle interpersonal conflicts?  Is there 

gossip or un-forgiveness among us?  Are we putting into practice the 

principles of Matthew 18?  Review them.   

 

How can we encourage and support our called workers who can pay a 

personal price for the sound doctrine they bring?  

 

How can we strengthen our ties with or synod and worldwide fellowship? 

How can demonstrate sincere love for those dear souls we do not yet know, 

and do so more and more? 

 

On Honest Feeling and the Highest Motivations 

 
 There is a little more of Jeremiah to your essayist than John the Baptist. (I’m no 

Jeremiah, but you know what I mean.)  We don’t all have to have the same temperament, and 

this won’t be the “good part” for everyone.  Pathos does not mean, however, mere sentiment.  

There are other feelings besides that.  The needs of people reach us and we feel compassion.  The 

wrongness and harm of certain false teachings in particular stir in us a righteous indignation.  We 

can feel affection, gratitude, appropriate regret, and so on.  We also include, as stated earlier, the 

“appeal to the highest motivations.”  We have a heart-to-heart. 

 

“I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to agree with each other in the Lord.  

Yes, and I ask you, loyal yokefellow, help these women who have contended at my side 

in the cause of the gospel…”
83

 

 

“If there is any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his 

love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, then make my 

joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and 
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purpose.”
84

  (We’ll quote the rest of this supremely relevant Scripture later.) 

 

“Although I could be bold and order you to do what you ought to do, I appeal to you on 

the basis of love.”
85

 

 

To merely attempt to touch people, in absence of good reasons or credibility would only 

be a manipulation.  On the other hand, some arguments would be barren if they had none of this, 

‘Here’s why you ought to care about this!” Remember the surprising call of Paul to Corinth: 

“Open wide your hearts!”  We would fail to recognize how people actually decide things, how 

they are really moved to do what they do, such as staying with your fellowship instead of cutting 

and running the first time there’s something to forgive.  (Thus they would fail to discover that 

theology is life, when once there is our opportunity to live it.)   

What makes a person decide to remain a little longer under your teaching, even though 

you aren’t making, to their mind, any sense?  To attempt to influence people at the heart level 

maybe is best understood, not as something we do on purpose.  It could have more to do with 

something we stop doing, if we’re worried about ever being vulnerable or are afraid to make use 

of the great gift Christ has given to us in our weakness.
86

  Empathy is a remarkable aptitude.  

Based on a dozen different cues that I don’t even realize I’m collecting, and without a single left-

brained analytical thought, I know how you feel.  I know.  I just get it, because in a small way, I 

walk in your shoes and feel it, too.  Without empathy we cannot begin to understand the other 

side of an argument.  We have made our own hidden contribution to the strife.
87

  We don’t 

realize the way we’re affecting people or how deeply.  

 Humility is a gift as well, though it makes its way into our character by some humiliating 

paths.  Can we become pharisaical about sound doctrine?  Yes, our sinful hearts are really that 

perverse.  The answer, of course, is not to change our doctrine, but to “pour contempt on all our 

pride.”  There is brokenness that we carry around inside of us all the time, when we are alive to 

God, with his Word in our minds.  Ministry and all our other vocations show us ourselves, empty 

us and drive us to our knees.  The cross restores us and sends us back to our neighbor.  This is 

the pattern of our lives.  We learn, in that hard school of the Holy Spirit, to speak about 

forgiveness in a new way.  We don’t need to remind ourselves, if we’re in ministry, always to 

portray Christ on his cross.  We know no other way.  And if we ever choke out the words, it isn’t 

what we were aiming for, but neither will be ashamed.  Nor will we hesitate to express that 

beating heart that cringes at the “monsters of uncertainty” – that longs for fellowship with the 

ones who are confused, mostly that they should have what we have.  There is no arrogance in 

clinging to the forgiveness of sins for dear life.
88

    

                                                           
84

 Philippians 2:1-2 
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 Philemon 8-9 
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 Forget trying to be some sort of “whole package,” that has it all together all the time.  When you are willing to 

reveal to people your weakness, allow them to speak to it, and receive with gratitude the good thing they intended 

– especially the strength found in Christ that corresponds to any weakness in ourselves –  they will in turn be 

encouraged to do likewise.  This is a measure of a friendship that is deepening.  (Here my dept is to Jeff Gunn.) 
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 For one telling example of a “hidden contribution” to a conflict that goes unresolved for years could be how 

difficult we can be to talk to about certain things.  Empathy senses that something is wrong.  Humility is willing to 

be shown.   
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 I happen to think stories are important, for the things they are uniquely able to capture.  I 

don’t have sermonizing in view here, just our interpersonal communication.  I could imagine 

telling someone, in a conversation about fellowship, how I sense the bonds grow and tighten in 

the course of a semester teaching intermediate Hebrew.  The Word of God is before us in an 

intense way.  Verse by verse, we come to a deeper and better-informed agreement in the 

theology of the Old Testament, that grand anticipation.
89

  At the start of a class period during the 

time when my father was dying, a young man named Ben took me aside to say, “Me and the 

guys were talking, and would you mind if I started with prayer today?”  So he prayed a long and 

eloquent prayer, and when he got the part about what God does for us through Christian fathers, 

and when he came to the mention of me and my dad, it was a struggle.  We met in prayer, against 

the backdrop of the vast and essential harmony.  Ah, fellowship!  These are the things we carry 

with us to our graves
90

…and past them. 

 Imagery, too, is emotive and effective.  I like Philip Yancey’s comparison of a slug and 

an eagle, how the difference that lets the eagle soar and not the slug, is the bones, rigid and yet 

alive.  This is doctrine.  And we can go a step farther and note that we are not lobsters, wearing 

our bones on the outside, cold to the touch.  We carry our bones, like our truth, on the inside, 

wrapped in the warmth of human skin.    

To speak with “immediacy” means that you speak to what you perceive is going on 

“between you and me, right here, right now.”  It’s a difficult moment with a mission prospect.  

What you’re thinking is, “Next I have to tell her something she won’t understand, and I’m afraid 

that once I do, she won’t hear anything else, or know how much I care about what happens to 

her, and much I want to comfort her in her loss” and so on, well, then that’s what you say.  “I 

have to tell you something you may not understand, and I’m afraid that once I do…” 

When I was asked to deliver the benediction at an ecumenical graduation service on the 

college campus where we rented a chapel, on a brothers advice, I explained that God has not 

given to the world many separate gifts, such as love, and joy and peace and so on.  He has given 

one gift to the world, his Son Jesus, in which everything else is contained.
91

  He is the only 

blessing I know, and would be a pleasure if they wanted me to say as much.  I was uninvited, but 

not unkindly.   I’m in that brother’s debt, as I think about handling church fellowship in a way 

that, may we say it again, is another form of bringing the Good News. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

language of Paul, not to mention Christ himself.  We do not need to manufacture it.  My defenses are weakening 

here in middle age, and I think if you asked me why I’m WELS, in my heart of heart, it would come out in hitches.  

The rose-colored glasses are off.  I don’t love her as one who hasn’t really seen her.  The Church is my mother, 

from whom I learned Jesus. Anyway, our culture is changing, some say, in a way that makes it easier and easier to 

say “whatever” to our good systematic reasons, whereas an honest expression of heart becomes more and more 

difficult to dismiss.  You may disagree.  I realize it may be counter-intuitive. 

89
 Sometimes we sing in a round the happy Hebrew song – “Hinneh Mah Tov”, “How good and pleasant it is when 

brothers live together in unity!  It is like precious oil poured on the head, running down on the beard, running 

down Aaron’s beard, down upon the collar of his robes.  It is as if the dew of Hermon were falling on Mount Zion.  

For there the LORD bestows his blessing, even life evermore.”  Psalm 133. 
90

 It has happened to me several times after addressing the topic of emotion before a lay audience, that some 

educated person will refer me to brain research that suggests people do not learn anything in a lasting way if it did 

not somehow interact with the emotional center of their brain.  (I recall something similar being taught in 

education class at the seminary.) 
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 Watchman Nee taught me to say it this way in one of books.  
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This is mostly what I have in mind in this portion of the essay:  yes, they get upset with 

us about some soloists we won’t allow to sing, “As Long As Our Love Shall Last” in their 

wedding.
92

  Yes, they presume to dictate in our sanctuary how we will do things.  They would 

have us trash our own consciences and trample theology, won at such cost.  But they don’t know 

any better.  They really don’t.  And we must love them, for the dept of gratitude we owe to 

Christ.  

In my first year of ministry, in my very first fellowship crisis – I couldn’t welcome a 

couple’s saintly mother to the Lord’s table – they were making noise about it in the small, tight 

circle of people that had first gathered for Bible study in my exploratory mission.  More than a 

little panicked, I started writing an explanation of fellowship to them, which got longer and 

longer.  I’m sure I quit somewhere before ten pages – this is not my recommendation on how to 

handle things, by the way.  But I did sit down with them, and began to earnestly walk through all 

my reasons and all my appeals to follow the Word of Christ wherever it leads, to trust that he 

will not harm us if we do, and so on.  About three pages in, the woman looked up shaking her 

head.  “I can’t believe you did this for us.”  It reminds me of the story of the shoemaker, who 

was presented with a pair of shoes to repair.  They were just too far gone.  So he wrapped up a 

cookie, slipped it into one of them, and put a note in the other:  “Anything not worth doing is 

worth not doing well.”   

Here, too, on a very human level, not necessarily sanctified, people may stick with us 

through the hurt and confusion, simply because of the minister’s unspoken but credible subtext , 

“Listen.  You know I care about you.  You know.”  In the absence of love, we know that we are 

resounding gongs and clanging symbols, no matter how correct the words may be.   

When emotions are running high, I would suggest practicing active listening skills.  

“Seek first to understand, then to be understood.”
93

  When you cannot understand what a person 

is feeling, or it seems all out of proportion, consider that their feeling, even if rooted in 

selfishness, probably makes sense to them within the story they tell themselves.  Even if it’s 

entirely wrongheaded, you still need to know.  Your words will be weak if they come from a 

shallow understanding of what’s in front of you.  So gently draw them out.  Active listening?  

Briefly paraphrase what they say – “So, it took you a long time to decide to leave that church.”  

Reflect back the feeling you perceive.  “You really miss receiving the Lord’s Supper.  You miss 

it dearly.”  Follow with an open question, your honest curiosity.  “What does it mean to you?  

How do you understand it?   How about the Gospel itself; what do you understand it to be.”  Just 

listen.  Be less concerned with what to say.  The Lord will help you.  Be more concerned with 

going far enough, further than most people would think necessary, trying to understand the 

person that is before you. 

Now, please know we haven’t forgotten that there’s another story to be told when it 

comes to feeling.  Let’s return to the wonderful objectivity of the Gospel.   The forgiveness of 

sins in the blood of Jesus needs no validation in feeling or experience.  You don’t feel it?  What 

is this next to the declaration of God, the “It is finished!” and his life-altering “Not guilty!”  

“This then is how we know that we belong to the truth, and how we set our hearts at rest in his 
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 Welcome to my fellowship nightmare…that and the boisterous hippy heretic that threatened to run forward to 
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presence whenever our hearts condemn us. God is greater than our hearts….”
94

   We don’t just 

acknowledge these points.  We would be lost without them.  In fact, we close this portion of the 

essay by addressing in a serious way the merely emotional argument against the practice of 

church fellowship, that goes:  “Where’s the love?”   

Tolerance can too easily be apathy in a thin disguise.  The practice of church fellowship 

is entirely rooted in love.  That “Speak the truth in love” of Ephesians four captures it so well.  

We are not called to tender feeling that lets you say whatever you like, nor to brutal truth that 

isn’t concerned for the need of the other.  Truth-in-love.  And this love, while it is not without 

warmth and loving-kindness, means a commitment to the other person’s well-being, and the 

willingness to act for that reason, even to be misunderstood for the sake of the other.
95

   

So, think about this…you can trust me…here’s something to care about.  Leadership is 

influence.  Let us spend ours, every last bit of it, for Jesus’ sake. 

 

Discuss: 
 

You probably have a reaction to the emphasis on heart issues.  Break here 

for that discussion if you like. 

 

On How To Disagree 
 

 The new commandment from our Lord – “Love one another, as I have loved you”
96

 – 

calls for us to respond from the fullness of our hearts, and leaves us with a marvelous freedom.  

What will this love look like?  This is a question to which we can appropriately apply sanctified 
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 If you don’t mind going into a little depth, you should be familiar with the two related letters, 2 and 3 John.  

These brief, but precious epistles are nothing other than a glimpse of one of the apostles practicing church 

fellowship in the only way they knew how.  2 John counsels a withholding of fellowship from false teachers, and 3 

John a full offering of love and support to those who were bringing the truth.   What no reader can miss is the 

repetition of the word “truth” (5 times) and the word “love” (5 times) in the verse 6 verses.   A sample: 

 

“To the chosen lady and her children [John is most likely addressing a congregation and its members], 

whom I love in the truth – and not I only, but also all who know the truth – because of the truth which 

lives in us and will be with us forever:  Grace, mercy and peace from God the Father and from Jesus Christ, 

the Father’s Son, will be with us in truth and love.”
95

 

 

Clearly, the famous “apostle of love” is also the “apostle of truth.”   If you’ll permit me, the grammatical 

construction of the phrase “truth and love” is interesting and significant.  A single “in” covering two nouns 

connected with “and” sees the two items and belonging together, working in tandem, describing the same sphere.  

The two are not in opposition.  Where one really is, there is the other.  What is not in the sphere of love is not the 

truth either.  What is not the truth can have little to do with love.  It simply means that in gospel ministry, though 

the applications of fellowship can challenge us sorely, we will not be asked to “walk that fine line” between truth 

and love, needing to delicately choose which is called for.  We are called to the center of the sphere that is “truth-

and-love,” to “walk in the light as he is in the light.”  From Paustian, Mark:  An Exegesis of II John 7-11, 2000. 
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reason, and, in a careful way, examine what reasonable thinkers and writers have found, testing 

everything against the Word of God.   I do not commend Carl Rogers, the father of American 

psychology, as a thinker to whom you can entrust yourself.  He was Post-Modern to the core, and 

reached some absurd conclusions, especially in his last years.  But he did have some insights on 

the matter of healthy dialogue, when you and I, or others, disagree.  I only mean to give credit 

where credit is due, and ask, is this not, in fact, how I might speak to you if I loved you.  Of 

course, Carl Rogers doesn’t provide the reason. Jesus does. 

 What I present in this portion can be taken in two ways.  If there were a situation in 

which you were allowed to lay out your full argument in six parts, the Rogerian model would be 

one way to put your thoughts together.  Perhaps a congregation is racked in controversy, and you 

have twenty minutes to address the assembly.  Maybe you’re sitting in the living-room of a 

family that is giving you one last chance to explain yourself on church fellowship, and you ask 

them just to let you lay it out uninterrupted before the unscripted talk begins.  Naturally, many 

situations just are not that neat and tidy.  However, there is an ethic lying beneath this process, 

that could still inform those difficult conversation in a number of ways. 

 The following are just a few of the special goals of this style of argumentation, and if we 

accomplished any of these, it could be well worth the effort:  that the argument is made clear, 

that both parties come to a fuller understanding, that tension is released, uneven power – believe 

because I say so - is softened, that conflict and harsh talk are avoided, and that common ground 

is established.   

 I have used this method to talk through any number of topics in a room where 

controversy broiled, for example, MLC students emotionally split over worship styles.  If it 

seems complicated or convoluted, it can form a nice progression, and flow quite naturally, once 

you’ve tried it a few times.  Here are the six steps described in detail.  I do not intend to make 

this a complete example that summarizes all that’s come before, only to give a sense of this style 

of disagreeing by providing a few examples.  

 

1)  Introduction.  Frame the issue in a positive way as a problem you hope to resolve and 

concerning which you and your opponent are on the same side.  Indentify shared 

values, attitudes, experiences and perceptions.  This may interest people who would 

not be drawn into an argument that seems devoted to tearing something down. 

 

“Friends, we all care about this church, and want it to thrive as a warm and inviting 

place, where all our welcome, the Word of God is spoken, Christ his held high….” 

 

“We’re all willing to be shown when we’re wrong, we all mean to follow wherever 

Jesus is leading in his Word, that’s that attitude we all have, I’m sure of it….” 

 

2)  Summary of Opposing View.  As accurately and neutrally as possible, state the views 

of people with whom you disagree.  Your opponents will know that they are 

understood.  Show that you are capable of listening with suspended judgment and of 

giving a fair hearing to those who think differently than you, whom you most need to 

reach.  Work to have the other party saying, “Yes, that’s exactly what I’ve been trying 

to say.  Thank-you.” 
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“You desperately want this church to grow, and you worry deeply about people.  You 

know some that have had their feelings hurt or were completely put off by our 

doctrine.  You think how much stronger and more inviting the church could be, if 

only….” 

 

“It seems to you that we think we’re better than every other church.  You children 

think so, too, and they have started attending a non-denominational church and they 

love it because…” 

 

“It hurt, terribly, to have to ask your grandmother not to commune with you.  You 

simply cannot imagine that Jesus wanted you to do that.” 

 

3) Statement of Understanding.  ‘Here’s how far I am willing to go in agreeing with you, 

and it might surprise you.’  Assent sincerely with any point that you can.  Explore 

whether there are situations in which their views are valid.  If so, mention them.  You 

are offering a kind of concession, not that the other views are right, but that you are 

eager to find any conditions under which you could share them in some important 

way. 

 

“I appreciate your heart and your sensitivity to the people we want to reach.  That part 

makes a lot of sense to me.  I’m sure we can do better at how we present and explain 

ourselves to our community.  I hope you will stay with us, study this with us, and help 

us find the best possible ways….” 

 

“It hurts me, too, when I realize somehow hasn’t understood what we felt conscience-

bound to do, or what our intentions were at all.  That’s the last thing I wanted.  I hope 

we can talk about ways to remove that hurt, or at least make sure your Grandmother 

knows that we meant no disrespect at all…” 

 

“You know, if your grandmother truly needed me, and didn’t have her own pastor, or 

even if he couldn’t be reached, I’d want to be there for her, in every way I could.” 

 

4)  Statement of Your Position.  Having secured a hearing from any portion of your 

audience that is open to you – you’ve given such fair consideration to views other than 

your own – they may be prepared to listen to your view.  State it openly.  The point is not 

to pretend that you aren’t sure and utterly convicted in the things you’re saying.  You are 

sure.  Your Bible is open.  Explain your reasons.  Address what you perceive to be the 

sticking points.  Be winsome and positive.   

 

“Let’s turn to the parable Jesus told about two men who went to worship…and the tax 

collector could not even look up to heaven, but smote his breast, and said, ‘Lord, have 

mercy on me a sinner…’ and Jesus said, ‘I tell you, this one went home justified 

before God.’  This story provides a great way to talk about what we’re after in this 

congregation, the only safe place to be before God, and what he wants us to have with 

him….” 
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“First we teach, then we hope and pray, we can express a newfound oneness.  When 

we asked for the chance to teach your grandmother about this “justification,” and 

about the Lord’s Supper, it’s because it is so wonderful and worth every effort that 

people know and believe that this is the very body that was sacrificed for you.  This is 

the very blood that he shed.  You take salvation into your mouth, and…” 

 

“I’m sure there are wonderful and sincere people in that church your children go to, 

the one you’d like us to imitate.  I have no reason to deny that, but let’s look at the 

Scriptures.  They are devaluing the Means of Grace, which they cannot do without 

denying grace itself.  Can we take a closer look…” 

 

5)  Statement of Contexts – Describe situations in which you hope that your own views 

would be honored.  You don’t expect everyone to agree with you immediately, but 

the limitations you recognize may increase the likelihood that the others will agree to 

you in part, making an important move in your direction.  Ask openly, even appeal 

for, the agreement you think is reasonable at this place in the dialogue, and which you 

see as an important step forward, better, toward each other.   

 

“I know this is a lot to think about, and we’re not on the same page yet.  Earlier you 

said something about how judgmental we are being about other people’s faith, and 

how we cannot take the position we do without being terribly arrogant.  Can I at least 

get you to agree that we haven’t actually been judging anyone’s heart here?  Do you 

believe me when I explain that the more I find to repent of in my life, the more 

crushed I am, the more I love to see the teaching of Christ crucified handled with 

great care and precision, so that people can have the comfort I have?   

 

“You don’t really mean to ask me to do anything but submit to the Word of God, do 

you?  You can see, can’t you, that this is all I’m trying to do, because of the vows I’ve 

taken to handle these Scriptures and these truths with all seriousness.” 

 

“Please agree that what we do here isn’t what it seemed to you before.  My intention 

is love for people, for Jesus, for his Word.  It may not feel like that, and you may not 

agree with me yet, but I think you know I’m sincere.  Please stay and study this with 

me further.  How can that be the wrong approach?  How can it not be worth it?” 

 

6)  Statement of Benefits – Conclude by appealing to common interests you have tried to 

establish, even of those who do not already share your views, but are beginning to 

respect them because of your presentation.  End in a positive and hopeful way. 

 

“I’ve so often found that the things in God’s Word that trouble me are the very things 

that are most important for me to struggle with and as God’s help to understand.  I 

know we can only be blessed, one way or another, but spending time in God’s Word 

and talking about Jesus and what he did for us both.  This can only be a good thing.” 

 

“We don’t want to lose you over this issue.  I can’t imagine why that should be 
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necessary when we both share the same convictions about Jesus and about his Word.  

We’ll get through this.” 

 

 Let it be said once more, that this entire conversation must be carried on against a 

backdrop of deep listening.  If you are not addressing the other person’s real reasons, their actual 

sources of distrust or their genuine feelings, it can be an exercise in futility.  You must get down 

to it.  Having convinced the other person – it may take some doing - that you really want to 

know, you are safe and capable of listening non-defensively, you must ask the question, “Friend, 

what is this really all about for you.  Please tell me.” 

Much more could be said about the fourth part in which you forthrightly explain your 

position, which in our case, is sound doctrine.   Every WELS minister has their favorite way to 

speak about these things in a pinch.  We all know to explain to a young married couple that what 

we want for them is a blessed marriage, not just a happy wedding day.  We’ve seen personally 

the difficulty and heartache most young people don’t see coming when they sign-up for a 

religiously-mixed marriage.  It hurts your heart to even think they could settle for less than the 

ideal in such a way, or know the agony of having a child for whom you each want different 

things; and the most beautiful thing in life, knowing Christ and having him in common, becomes 

a source of conflict, best not talked about.  Instead, you would be honored to be their pastor or 

teacher or staff minister
97

, and after much counsel and instruction, see them enter their union 

with a oneness of faith, expressed in every possible way in a worship service dedicated to Christ.  

(It turns out that “good reasons,” “being credible” and “addressing the heart” blend together in 

real life.) 

 Christian funerals are worship services, too, and at least as important as the regular 

services of the congregation. We are confronted by life’s ultimate issue.  Typically a whole 

cross-section of society turns out, and if there’s ever a time a pastor knows he has their ears, 

whether they believe or not, it’s surely that moment.  The need for a grieving person to address 

their family and friends can be legitimate.  We can be creative in suggesting outlets for that, 

warning people from experience that it can be even more difficult than they imagine to say what 

they’ve prepared to say, when they are standing there looking into the faces of beloved fellow 

mourners.  I wouldn’t offer that as a way to hide my true agenda.  It’s just true.  I would speak 

openly about the one and only comfort at the side of a grave.  I have said to people that it’s 

understandable and almost predictable when a family member who is an outsider, stands up to 

speak, that it becomes a eulogy.  And what a shame that would be to move the ground of comfort 

away from the entrance to the empty tomb of Christ, and to have eulogy be the last word the 

mourners take away.  I have gently asked for the privilege of taking care of everything for them 

– the music, the message, everything – promising to give my all to provide a time of worship 

experience that will point every grieving person to Christ and only to Christ and his Word, “I am 

the resurrection and the life.  He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever 

lives and believes in me will never die.”
98

  Can you hear it once more?  This the aptitude we 

dearly covet, that the answer to the hard questions becomes a form of bringing good news. 

 Of course, the ideal situation is that our people have been taught clearly and thoroughly 

about the practice of church fellowship, so that its implications are understood long before one of 

                                                           
97

 Staff ministers, please pardon the essayist if he seems to have forgotten about you.   
98

 John 11:26   (The essayist confesses that exploratory mission work involved relatively little experience planning 

funerals.) 



36 

 

them begins to plan a wedding, and so that no one is caught off guard and receives any wound 

from us, no matter how small, when they are putting together a funeral.  God-willing, we are 

involved in our people’s lives, and know when young couples are beginning to contemplate 

marriage so that we can involve ourselves in an appropriate way early on.  If there’s a painless 

way to uninvited a wedding soloist, I don’t know it.  We certainly know when people are sick 

and dying.  Conversations about death – and what sort of funeral they would like, what hymns, 

what texts – with the dying…I’ve never felt more like a pastor. 

 The Gospel works in us a sensitivity to people.
99

  When it occurs to us, here inside Christ, 

in the now, that every need of tomorrow is already met in the best way, that there is nothing in 

our past that needs to be hidden or explain, that nothing can be added to what he has done for 

us…we see our neighbor for the first time.   Giving all attention to the neighbor’s need, where 

they are at, what they understand, how they see, we strive to find the other-centered explanation 

that will make sense to them, and which will resonate with Gospel as well. 

 One brother explains close communion
100

 to a complete newcomer to the church who had 

walked away from the service very upset, by comparing the church to a club that has rituals and 

symbols that cannot mean anything to you until we have a chance to walk you through.  That 

made so much sense to the man that he said, “If anyone else is upset about this, send them to 

me.”  The pastor could have added, of course, the church isn’t completely like a club. Not that 

it’s less than that.  It’s a great deal more….
101

 

 We’ve all had to answer these sorts of questions in 45 seconds before the bell rings or in 

a short-hand way over the phone.  It is simply forthright and honest, thinking of the other persons 

interests and not our own – and this much we can perhaps get out - to explain that when people 

take a prominent role in our worship, and when they receive the Lord’s Supper with us, we will 

understand that to mean that they are united with us in everything the Bible teaches.  We would 

not want to put them (or their cousin with the great singing voice) in that position, of really, in 

effect, saying things in a public way that they didn’t mean.  It wouldn’t be fair to them, 

especially before they’ve even looked carefully at our teaching.
102

  What we are all about is 

studying the Scriptures together.  Nothing would please us more than to do that with them, and 

explain in a much fuller way.  It would be wonderful to have them be a part of this community of 

faith.  Make no mistake.  We would love that!  When we have the opportunity, it will not be a 

difficult thing to demonstrate from Scripture where we get this idea of Christians being united in 

heart and mind.  We’ll be happy to.   

 For someone prepared to think a little deeper, I’ve tried at least once and had a happy 

result with an idea from Paul Kelm.  I explained to my insurance salesman, to whom it seemed 

incredibly narrow-minded for the WELS not to fellowship with the LCMS, ‘You don’t blend 
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your prayers with worshippers of Allah?  Why not?  He’s not your god.  How about those who 

are sending their prayers through Jesus’ human mother?  No, that would be implying agreement.  

Kelm:  “I’ve found that our church fellowship position sounds good when you draw a series of 

concentric circles to illustrate that everyone has some kind of church fellowship position.  Ours 

simply refused to draw an arbitrary circle of inclusion/exclusion.  We let God and his Word be 

the arbiter.”
103

  That satisfied the man I spoke to.  And the circle we speak of is, of course, Peter, 

James, John, the ones who speak about Jesus having seen him with their very eyes.  We could 

further the point by turning to 1 John 1:1-4.  “Do you see what it means to be inside their circle?  

Fellowship with God himself, through Christ.”
104

 

 Something keeps me from wanting to go much further, such as, designing the perfect 

close communion announcement for the church bulletin that will fit every situation.
105

  The ones 

I read seem fine to me.  There is another way to view this difficult conversations with some ink 

spilt on the personal qualities we could hope to bring.  

 

 Discuss: 

 

Do you agree that the Rogerian style of argument can serve the Gospel and 

our heartfelt desire, not to win arguments but to win people?  If you do, 

think through all six steps with other tough issues in mind. 

 

How would you talk in an adult instruction class in which people have 

responded emotionally to the Scriptural principles on the roles of men 

and women? 

 

How would you talk about worship styles with a lay ministry board 

that was heavily divided?  With brothers and sisters in public 

ministry who disagree? 

 

Share your ideas for explaining the following in a way you hope can make 

sense to a weak Christian or an outsider. 

  

   Close communion. 
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   Prayer Fellowship. 

 

   Wedding Soloists and Musicians. 

 

   Funeral Eulogies and Musicians. 

 

On How to Disagree – Part 2  
   

 “Always be prepared to give an answer for those who ask you to give the reason for the 

hope that you have.  But do this with gentleness and respect.”
106

  People can have in their minds 

that this verse has us expecting people to notice how different and special we are, and will 

frequently ask us about our charmed lives.  ‘I see a light in your eyes.  Please tell me about it.’  

This happens, but is it our regular experience with the people of the world?  Are we really as 

wonderful as all that?   The Christian life is a hidden life.
107

  The point is to notice the context in 

Peter’s epistle.  He’s addressing himself to persecution.  Your back is against the wall.  You’re 

under fire.  You’re the problem; what’s wrong with the world.  Notice how the words, taken in 

context, become all the sharper and more surprising, namely, that you must answer, say a lesbian 

or a Unitarian or a PhD, or anyone that wants to know where you get off still clinging to your 

Jesus…with “gentleness and respect.”  

 I’ve thought of the area of communication research devoted to “ethical dialogue” as a 

helpful one for fleshing out this “gentleness and respect.”  What does it look like?  How could it 

sound?  There’s scholarly consensus, for what it’s worth, on the following as qualities that 

benefit conversations of sharp disagreement.  

Authenticity.  Speak your point of view openly and convincingly.  
108

Nothing that 

follows in this presentation of ethical dialogue should be interpreted as if you hold back from a 

clear and plain-spoken presentation of God’s revealed truth.  It is possible to be winsome and 

utterly convicted of your message at the same time.
109

   

 Confirmation.  You can confirm the other person - sincerely, not for effect – even when 

you disagree and without suggesting compromise.  Why would you not appreciate the person 

who is eager to search the Scriptures with you, that “Berean Christian,” to find if church 

fellowship is really God’s will.  You are discussing the nature of the faith that saves, and the 

other person shares your seriousness with such a vital subject matter.  It’s okay to admire them 

for it, if you are sincere. 

Presentness.  This is the opposite of mentally disengaging, and probably displaying it 
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nonverbally, with a roll of the eyes, or a closed posture turned away.  It means to hang in there 

with a person even if you’ve heard it all before, or what they’re saying is hard to listen to.  There 

are still good reasons to track with them, and to avoid interrupting if you possibly can.  They 

have your full attention, even when they speak poorly or in ignorance.  Keep your frustration in 

check. 

 Empathy.  It doesn’t weaken your argument to display some understanding of how you’re 

coming across, how difficult or threatening your words can be for them, or even to acknowledge 

that you might feel and see things the same way if you were in their shoes.   

Equality.  All beliefs and points of view are not equally valid.  That point of view is utter 

nonsense; no on can consistently hold to it.  However, is the other person as important as you 

are?  If so, you communicate this by that tone we described earlier, neither speaking down to, nor 

speak up to them (so to speak), that is, merely placating.  You will speak openly, with an 

expectation of being heard.  You will insist on the same from the other person, their open 

contribution, and when they do, you will make that deliberate, complete switch from speaking 

mode to listening (versus preparing for your next turn). 

I ask, is agreeing with me a condition before I should treat you with gentleness and 

respect, with warmth and decency?  No.  It isn’t.  Of course there are situations, including 

fellowship situations, where other responses are called for.  But the over-riding principle is still, 

“Speak the truth in love.”  The best response to the charge of stubbornness or arrogance is not to 

be.   

Martin Buber is perhaps the father of interpersonal communication studies.  His 

experience in World War II, mostly spent in a Nazi concentration camp led to an entirely 

philosophy that meant to address the tragic bent of humanity to polarize.  People separate always 

into opposing camps that then shout at each other across the gap.  The word “dialogue” was his 

invention.  Most of his writing were incoherent, even to himself, but an idea emerges that much 

of our communication could be called, “I-it.”  The other person is an object in our social world, 

there for our use or enjoyment.  We notice their separate qualities – a pretty face, a sharp wit – 

their function – our waiter, our banker – and the ways they affect us – that we like or don’t like.  

Anyone who has worked in customer service can relate to being an “it.”  Buber’s “I-Thou” is 

more difficult to capture in a few words.  A person becomes a person before our very eyes.  If 

you can remember when you figured out that your father and mother were people, maybe you 

can relate to “I-Thou.”  I offer it only as food for thought.  It is a window to look through, for 

example, and see Jesus deeply moved by compassion at the sight of a mob, even as the murdered 

John the Baptist filled his mind.  That leper he touched.  The man “he looked straight at.”  

Jesus said to her, “Mary!”
110

    

More to the point, Buber tried to address the situation in which we have each retreated to 

our separate mountain.  I’m pretty sure all the sun shines on my mountain, and yours is clouded 

in darkness.  I think, what benefit could there possibly be in listening to you?  What could I ever 

learn from you?  You should be listening to me.  And we shout our truth at the “it” across from 

us, waiting for it to finally echo back.  But then you think, how interested am I in talking to 

someone when from the very start it’s clear, I have no realistic chance of influencing them in any 

way?   Buber’s whole hope was that we might meet on what he called “the narrow ridge” 

between those mountains.  Much of his writing is incomprehensibly mystic, but it gives rise to 
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the simple idea that we would strive to carefully balance advocacy and openness.  Advocate the 

truth, with all the courage we can muster; balance that with a certain appropriate openness to the 

other person.  Open to error?  No.  “I am convinced that neither death nor life…”
111

  Yet you find 

the other person inherently interesting.  You draw them out, and let them talk.  How did they 

come to arrive at their point of view?   

My voice gets stronger when I would speak of advocacy and openness when it comes to 

how WELS ministers must learn to talk to each other when we disagree.  We, like all Christians, 

certainly have much to talk about, and the common ground is vast.  How arrogant would I have 

to be to think there is nothing I could learn from the man who on the opposite of the worship 

styles or even fellowship applications.  If I listen, although my point of view may not change, 

there will be much of their understanding to enfold into my own, bringing me to a richer, more 

nuanced and complex point of view.  But I digress.   

One more bit of communication research.  It turns out homosexuals and Catholics are 

actually human beings.  I know.  But it’s true.  Accept the full challenge that hides in these 

startling words: that you should answer with “gentleness” and “respect.”  Jesus died for them, 

which is reason enough to treat them well, with dignity, as you tell them the truth.  I know we all 

know this.   

Allow me to finish the story of my formerly Baptist friend.  Our dialogue was intense.  

Many pages of typing during the week, answer questions and asking new ones; meeting for hours 

on Saturday morning, to fill in the gaps.  I view those conversations in hindsight, having since 

studied ethical dialogue.  I remember many things he said: 

“Pastor, I ask myself, am I only one that’s going to ever have to change what I believe.  

It’s painful sometimes, and it’s only me that is ever goes through it.”  (I answered that I only 

want to know the truth, and know it better and better, just like him.  And on the day I found out I 

was wrong, I’d be hurting plenty, believe me.  This seemed to satisfy him.) 

“Pastor, when I first came to you, I was so fed up with the rancor and bitterness I saw at 

my last church.  I had my radar on to see the same things in you, and if I had, I would have been 

gone.  That would have been the end!”  (That was gracious of him.  We both had to apologize to 

each other many times.  We took things personally.  Ego and the need to hammer home that we 

were right intruded plenty of times.  But those apologies and how we meant to be conducting 

ourselves were critical.) 

 “Pastor, I just came from seeing my friend in intensive care.”  (Now the rugby player is 

crying.)  “I told her that her sins were forgiven.  I was a pastor all those years and that’s the first 

time in my life I’ve ever said those words.” 

 What can you learn from a dialogue with a Baptist?  Where to begin?  There’s the beauty 

of being confessional.  I was.  He wasn’t.  He had been hammering things out all by himself, 

whether he had the gifts for it or not.  There was not one other person on the planet that he 

would have said saw the same thing when they looking at the Christ of the Scriptures.  “This We 

Believe.”  The pamphlet’s title, all by itself, was a joy to him.  Then there’s integrity.  What male 

spiritual friendship can be.  A sadness I hadn’t seen before to certain false doctrines such as 

millennialism, in which the most beautiful images of the Old Testament – by faith to have 

streamed with all believers to Christ, to already be there at that shimmering mountain more 

beautiful than Sinai, Mt. Zion, the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God more beautiful 
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than Sinai
112

 – it all would apply to some future people.  Not of it is for you.  Best of all, I gained 

a more mature grasp of my own theology, when tested, not against a “straw man,” but a real one.  

 “I told her she was forgiven…”  We don’t get to have that conversation, if we don’t learn 

to set ourselves aside, and have allowing God’s Word to speak become our only concern. 

 

 Discuss: 

 

What challenges you most about this presentation of Ethical Dialogue? 

 

On Being Evangelical 

 
“Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.”

113
 

Paul knew, as did our Lutheran fathers, where the attack would come.
114

  From Richard 

Balge: 

 

“We do know what always threatens fellowship:  lovelessness….In the seventy-eighth 

generation of the church, the sixth generation of our synod’s existence, we should watch 

for signs that we are no longer amazed by the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, astounded 

by the love of God, responsive to the Spirit’s prompting.  It is not orthodoxy that dulls 

love but a lack of love that makes orthodoxy dead.”
115

  [Emphasis mine] 

 

If we allow ourselves to become rancorous and legalistic
116

, all our clamor about 

fellowship would manage to make the thing itself unattractive, our talk unbecoming of the grace 

of God.  My experience has only been of that sweet evangelical spirit that flows from Gospel 

freedom and intense care for the soul.  The solution, if and when the problem exists?  “The 

desired end is brought about  by our again become absorbed more deeply in and by the Gospel 

and clinging to it more tenaciously – until it blesses us.”
117

  To live inside the thought, “God so 

loved the world,” to have it invade our minds and capture our imaginations, to loom large over 

our whole life! 
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 Recently I was invited to speak by a Missouri Synod pastor as part of a series of 

community lectures.  I was to address the Lutheran doctrine of vocation.  He had apparently read 

the manual on how to persuade.  He was relentless.  He assured me that he understood all about 

church fellowship and entirely respected out position.  He would make crystal clear 

announcements at the event, saying that I was an outsider, not in fellowship with them.  No one 

should construe that this is a sign of the doctrinal unity that, sadly, does not exist between our 

two church bodies.  I’m sure that I frustrated him, as I took so long with my decision.  He spoke 

to me about precedents set by other WELS speakers that he knew all about, and could not 

understand, I don’t think, why that didn’t settle the matter for me.  I needed to talk to trusted 

colleagues.  Especially, I needed to hear it first hand from the local WELS pastor that my 

speaking at the event wouldn’t cause confusion, seem inconsistent to his members and give him 

some explaining to do.  I wasn’t following a ceremonial rule book.  Gladly, there isn’t one.  

What I received from my brothers, without exception, were good principled questions.  And 

beneath those, I felt in every case, from the local WELS pastor as much as anyone, nothing but a 

freedom to weigh all the considerations, including my own conscience, nothing but a permission 

to think for myself.  They would be on my side, whatever I decided.  What a delight! 

 It’s a joy to have one confession.  To run with abandon down one path.  To give yourself 

outright to those with whom you agree in sweet Gospel understanding.  I declined the invitation.  

It wasn’t a discussion aimed at bringing greater clarity to the critical issues that still divide us our 

church bodies, or any sort of move to resolve our differences.  It was a community outreach.  

They didn’t need me.  I did not hurt their ministry by declining.  I came away heartened by my 

fellowship and by a situation, a way to reach a decision, that seemed to me to be the ideal. 

 In a sister church body in another part of the world, this cultural situation has become 

divisive.  It’s customary at wedding receptions for spontaneous happy singing to occur, and the 

standard hymns are included.  Could you sing along?  If you did, would people get the 

impression that you are now united in doctrine with every person there?  In our country, can you 

be part of a community choir that includes sacred songs in the repertoire, purely for their 

aesthetic beauty?  Would it be a muddy confession for you to be a part of it?  Can we admit that 

the questions are difficult and that we will sometimes answer them differently?   We’re going to 

disagree sometimes.  To be evangelical is messy.  We will appear inconsistent.  But the 

alternative is not attractive, namely, tidy things up by legislating and codifying every do and 

don’t.  Every ministry context in which a minister finds himself is a place no one has ever been 

before – this particular set of people and problems, understandings and needs, questions and 

opportunities, our solemn obligations and foreseeable consequences to our actions.  Let love be 

free.  Let love, in Christ, do what comes into its mind to say and to do.  There is so much to 

weigh – how to make a clear confession, how to meet the human need, how to hold fast, how to 

win people over.   There is more to study.
118

  There is much to talk about.  Our decisions affect 

one another.  Let there be evangelical dialogue among us as well. 
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 “Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for 

we are all members of one body.”
119

   The gospel isn’t served, in fact, no one wins, in a climate 

of the fear of being condemned, in which we cannot openly say how we really feel about 

doctrine and practice – what we find to be the hard part - and about the mistakes we made.
120

   

We ought to be able to speak openly and non-defensively, not in order to arrive at one-

size-fits-all rules, but to “keep the unity through the bond of peace.”  I consider you all to be 

kindred minds, and I hope and am confident that there is no need to whisper our honest questions 

behind closed doors.  Let’s talk, with “willing to be instructed” as our mantra.  Let’s continue to 

turn toward each other with our questions of casuistry, eager for the experienced old soul to 

shine the light of the cross on our situation.  And, “Brothers, here’s what I’m thinking about 

doing.  I know it’s a little different.  Help me think this through.”  “As iron sharpens iron, so one 

man sharpens another.”
121

 

“Brothers, is someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him 

gently.”
122

  If I’m the weak brother, I probably don’t know it unless you tell me.  You are to 

come to me gently, according the Word.  I will be opened to your principled questions.  Come 

harshly, and I’m likely to respond badly, locking myself on my mountain of rightness, find some 

allies who will whisper with me about who you seem to think you are.  Come gently, speaking 

careful words against the backdrop of our mutual respect and brotherly affection.
123

  If there’s a 

beam in your eye, make the possible use of it.  Remove it and show it to me.
124

  If I resist your 

message, our Lord provided a model of escalating levels of confrontation in order to being home 

to me the full seriousness of my error.  But I won’t resist.  Maybe I don’t know when I’m the one 

who is weak in my understanding.  But I can know that I am not the persistent errorist – I’ll say it 

again – simply by remaining willing to be instructed, and being genuine in this posture.  If I’m 
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blessed when we agree.  My point is not to raise casuistry questions at this place, rather that I believe this is how 

we’re trained to think through practical questions, putting principles ahead of applications, not letting exceptional 

cases cloud those principles.  If not, I am willing to be instructed. 
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123
 Larry Crabb speaks about the old gentleman and mentor that literally “jumps up and down” when he sees 

Crabb coming.  Such a man, with such a gracious point of view, could tell me anything. 
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 One pastor responded to David Sellnow’s survey question, in preparation for his essay cited earlier, “Have I ever 

dealt with a legalistic spirit?  Yes.  Most often in myself.” 
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wrong, please tell me.  If I become a little defensive, you have permission to gently mock my 

self-importance.  Defensive?  Whatever for?  Do I need to go back over my whole past life, self-

justify, excuse, demonstrate the correctness of everything I’ve done?  The cross frees from all 

that.  Listen. 

 

 “If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his 

love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, then make my 

joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and 

purpose.  Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider 

others better than yourselves.  Each of you should not look to his own interests, but to the 

interests of others. Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:  Who, being 

in every nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but 

himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.  And 

being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death, 

even death on a cross!  Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the 

name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in 

heaven and on earth and under the dearth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is 

Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”
125

 

 

 “Let this mind be in you, which was also in Jesus Christ.”
126

  In this our unity is kept safe 

and preserved.
127

  We submerge our own personalities.  We learn constantly to search our own 

hearts.  I don’t know of a brother in ministry that does not have this mind and desire it more and 

more.
128

  We have been so richly blessed for so long by the practice of church fellowship.  We 

have teachers to whom we can entrust ourselves, publications that we can read that when you do 

( if you spend any time at the local Christian bookstore) it is like coming home.  We can still 

make all the fundamental, happy, safe assumptions about any new pastor we call, or about the 

pastor who serves our children across the country.  Think of the heartache we’ve been spared for 

a generation now.
129

  Other church bodies are wracked in controversy about homosexuality, 

abortion, and so on, with many valiant souls trying to call their bodies back to the Word of God, 

but that ship has sailed a long time ago already.  The banquet of grace is right here.  We do not 
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silence, no longer able to shout our “It is finished” with all its implications.  
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know how good we have it.   

 We are in a difficult position, if we have to claim for ourselves good motives and the best 

intentions for the doctrines we cling to.  I asked the woman whose story introduced this essay, 

what were the main differences between the WELS and the ELCA, with whom she had a brief 

stint.  She did not miss a beat.  “Number one, you have spiritual men in the WELS.  I think that 

comes from your doctrine that pushes the men into positions of responsibility.  I see so many 

more men here who love Jesus and speak so wonderfully about him.  And number two, you 

know what you believe.  Every other sentence, you’re saying, “…as the Bible says in such and 

such place.”  She appreciated the way she was carefully brought along.  She still speaks about 

her first reception of the Lord’s Supper with us, the one she had to wait for.  And you already 

heard the way she feel about grace.  Lay people can speak eloquently of the gifts that flow 

ceaselessly out of sound doctrine.  So let them.  

When it’s difficult, draw strength from this fellowship, the one God chose for you.  Here 

are those who understand us and why we do the things we do.  Let us be as WELS as we can 

possibly be, distinct and unapologetic about the treasure the Lord of the Church has given us. We 

know how to return to the Scriptures and our skills for mining their depth, to that precision
130

 

with which we’ve learned to handle the Law and The Gospel, original sin and objective 

justification, what “grace” is and what “faith” is, and all in the ways that take our breath away.  

You have to love the Gospel of truth, if you are going to be true to the Gospel of love.  And then 

we will be saying things to our people and to each other in our little corner of the cosmos that 

they will hear in precious few places, such as, that God has actually reconciled the world to 

himself in Jesus his Son.  And while, for a time, people will find fellowship to be “a hard 

teaching, who can accept it?” they may also say, “but to whom shall we go?  You have the words 

of eternal life.”
131

  In time, fellowship will make sense – even its most difficult applications will 

be a price gladly paid – in the light of the Gospel, when seen for what it really is.  Who was that 

man dying on the cross?  What did it mean?  No one can answer those questions better than you.   

It is to die for. 

 If they never “get it,” those who weak ones who cannot perceive the difference between 

the grace we give them and the burdens and strings they can find elsewhere, who do not humbly 

submit to the Word but throw up sentimental arguments against fellowship and question our 

love, we receive their rebuke.  Draw deep encouragement from it.  In the same way they treated 

our Lord.  But we will draw no false distinction between love and truth, between “now I will 

show you the most excellent way”
132

 and “In the presence of God and Christ Jesus…I give you 

this charge: Preach the Word.”
133

  We won’t walk a fine line between truth and love.  “But if we 

walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of 

Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin.”
134
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Discuss: 
 

Is the essayist’s glowing description of an overwhelming positive experience 

of our fellowship true to your experience?  Explain. 

 

Did the part about ministers who keep quiet for fear of being condemned 

really need to be said?  If yes, talk about that. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

In spite of all of the above, what if we’re wrong?  Biographers of Martin Luther often 

mention that, having turned the world upside-down, the question could sometimes plague him – 

what if it was a mistake?  We who have practiced church fellowship, who have been responsible 

for the doctrinal integrity of a family of faith and the spiritual security of all of its members, have 

paid a price.  And, in turn, we have hurt people’s feelings.  Some walked away shrugging their 

shoulders and shaking their heads.  We have not been, in every possible way, inclusive.
135

  Were 

we wrong? 

We are all weak men, and our sinful weakness is bound to break out, one way or another, 

in weak practice.  We can err on either side.  We can be lax people pleasers.  We can be harshly 

legalistic.  In either case, harm is done to something or someone.  God have mercy on us.  Has 

anyone sinned?  Let’s pause to declare it, brothers.  “We have one who speaks to the Father in 

our defense, Jesus Christ the righteousness.  He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only 

for ours, but for the sins of the whole world.”
136

  “We have fellowship with one another, and the 

blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin.”
137

  Take this.  This is for you. 

There it is.  Someone as commented that the Lutheran pastor can hardly open his mouth 

without forgiving someone of something.  What else are we to do, but run to the Lord our 

Refuge?  “This is what the LORD says:…This is the one I esteem:  he who is humble and 

contrite in spirit, and trembles at my Word.”
138

  There has been no mistake.  The Word of God is 

faithful.  Our is his mercy, his grace, his peace, his very heart, for Jesus’ sake.  We have his 

Word on it.  Our strength returns.
139

 
140

  

                                                           
135

 Christianity in its essence is very inclusive:  Christ is the Savior of all people, he purchased all with his blood; but 

just for that reason Christianity is also rigorously exclusive.  Christ allows no savior alongside of himself.”  Pieper 

Franz, cited above. 
136

 I John 2:1-2 
137

 I John 1:7 
138

 Isaiah 66:2 
139

 As it did for Luther, of course:  “As the Lord liveth, if any king or prince imagines that this man Luther humbles 

himself before him in the sense that he repents of his doctrine, pleads guilty of false teachings and begs for mercy, 

such a one is deceiving himself.  In the domain of doctrine the greatness of men means nothing to me; there the 

greatest of them is a mere bubble or even less.  That is not going to be changed.  Whoever is afraid, let him flee.  

They are free to go.  My Supporter is strong enough and safe enough for me; that I know.  Whether all the world 

follows me or deserts me, that is all the same to me; for I recall that it did not side with me when I stood along.”  

Martin Luther to King Henry VIII.   
140

 Biographer Heiko Oberman, “Luther – Man Between God and the Devil” establishes what we all know, that the 

devil with all his lies was every bit as real to Martin Luther as God is, and whom Luther literally feared offending 

more than he feared men. 
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To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write:  These are the words of him who is holy 

and true, who holds the key of David.  What he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts 

no one can open.  I know your deeds.  See, I have placed before you an open door that no 

one can shut.  I know that you have little strength, yet you have kept my word and have 

not denied my named.
141

 

 

 Indeed, what else can we do but continue to enjoy the banquet set before us as 

confessional Lutheran Christians, that life that we have always found in the fine distinctions, 

Grace Alone, Grace Alone, Scriptures Alone?   These are the high common denominators, not 

the last thing to go if we were to meet in bland compromise, but the first.   

 The gospel of our Lord offends a natural human being as nothing else in this world.  

Simeon said that the infant Christ would “cause the falling and rising of many in Israel,” so the 

whole world will line up, either with him or against him.  In the same any verse of Scripture that 

we are compelled to speak, can be a division.  Some will receive it.  Some will not. Let us take 

up the dear cross and follow him.  We are a humble church, not many movers, not many shakers, 

stumbling along in the imitation of Christ’s humiliation in this world, his glory hidden inside.
 142

  

“Let us then go to him outside the camp, bearing the disgrace he bore.”
143

   

So.  This is Christ’s Church and he is her only Teacher.  When he speaks, let there be that 

hush of silence and perfect submission.  This is ultimately positive as well, to receive the eighth 

beatitude, the one that blesses those who are maligned because of righteousness.
144

  There is a 

koinwni/a, a fellowship, a knowing and tender bond, with Christ himself, when you suffer in his 

name.  Then comes the even more blessed “eighth day,” the one that begins when Christ presents 

the elect, his prize.  “Here there are Father,” and the Father tilts his head back to sing over the 

Church
145

…the day that doesn’t end.  No death.  No mourning.  No crying.  No pain.   

No gaps.  No spaces.  No lines.  No distinctions.  Everything is Christ. 

   

Soli Deo Gloria. 
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Appendix 

 

In the floor discussion, I (the essayist) was asked to rule decisively on a question of 

casuistry.  It was outside the spirit of the essay to do so, but I didn’t have the presence of 

mind to say that, much less answer the question.  My answer was inconsistent as I 

expressed a desire to study more closely the reference (below) which came immediately to 

my mind.  A layman took the floor to express his confusion.  On further reflection, here is 

my answer.  I haven’t consulted other sources than the Scripture text that the layman 

quoted, as both questioners wanted my opinion.  This is how I understand the two 

questions in combination: 

 

Can it ever be the best course of action to commune the person outside of our fellowship 

who, in a way not intended to be challenging or disruptive, innocently comes forward to 

receive the bread and wine?  How could this ever be permissible, in the view of the words 

of 1 Corinthians 11:27-29:  “Therefore, whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the 

Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the 

Lord.  A man ought to examine himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup.  

For anyone who eats and drinks without recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks 

judgment on himself. 

 

It’s a valid question, though not one involving our fellowship principles. Taking this serious 

Scripture in context, we find it addressed not to the outsider, nor even to the pastor having to 

make the decision – commune or not commune – in a matter of a few moments.  The Apostle 

Paul had reasons to question the way the believers were approaching the sacrament and 

addressed these words to that entire Christian fellowship.  There is no other way to approach the 

Lord’s table but in repentance and then, especially, in faith.  Come believing the Good News, as 

well as the promise in the words, “This is my body…This is my blood…for the forgiveness of 

your sins!”  We preach the Good News to people, even though we know from experience that the 

majority will reject it and that we have made things worse for them than if they had never heard 

about Christ at all.  The Gospel has become a judgment to them, and it is tragic.   I am willing to 

be instructed, but it seems to me that this is the same judgment, only in a heightened form, that 

the Apostle speaks about (above), that would come upon the person who approaches the Lord’s 

table in unbelief.  The judgment is heightened by the fact that it so directly offends the very body 

offered on the cross, the very blood spilled over us all. 

 

There is a truth here that certainly becomes part of the mix of things we must weigh when 

confronted by the situation that is in view.  Again, the verse does not directly address that 

situation, being spoken to people within the fellowship themselves.  If I could know that 

someone comes forward to the table in the unbelief just described, I would not commune them.  

The verses sighted would provide a very thorough defense of my choice.  However, I do not 

know, even when it comes to my own members, that the faith they profess by coming forward is 

genuine.  They may eat judgment on themselves, while the outsider who comes forward 

innocently is not.  Naturally I take that risk, so to speak, in the same spirit with which several 

pastors addressed themselves to the question:  in hard cases, I will err on the side of offering the 

gospel instead of not offering it.  The very words we are called to believe are clearly pronounced 
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before the distribution of the bread and wine, then we invite people to come forward trusting in 

what they have just hearts.  We cannot see into their hearts, nor do we try. 

 

As to the fellowship question, we still maintain that our fellowship practice involves us in 

applying principles evangelically and freshly to the situations that confront us.  We cannot nail 

the applications down, but we honestly keep asking the questions, and must be willing to follow 

where the principles lead us, no matter the difficulty. 

 

To the particular question:  a pastor ministering in a cross-cultural setting did commune a woman 

who represented the cultural group.  He did so in deep concern for the way his work in that 

whole community would be severely wounded should he publically embarrass her by turning her 

away.  His sanctified heart and long experience saw that as a predictable consequence.  I would 

not think to contradict him.  He chooses to err on the side of offering versus not offering the 

Good News to her.  On further reflection, I am personally convinced that he was right, and that I 

would have done the same thing.  Having preached the Good News in that special way as I 

consecrated the elements, the bread and the wine, I would not have assumed that she came 

forward unbelieving.  I would imagine and hope that anybody who witnessed his act, knowing 

what was involved in the decision, would not have concluded oneness with false teachers, but 

would have seen a proper example of that “higher law of love.”   

 

(I say that with all proper restraint for appealing to that “higher law out of love” out of 

convenience or to avoid the cross.)   

 

My purpose in writing this response and asking for it to be distributed to those who heard the 

discussion, is to finally answer publically the veteran pastor’s earnest question.  Though willing 

to be instructed, is if pressed I would have some confidence that he took the only course of 

action love could have taken.  I only hedge my answer because of a general reticence, as 

described above in many ways, to answer a question of casuistry definitively for another man of 

God, especially one so much more experienced than myself. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


