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I. Introduction 

In the rough-and-tumble of the "worship wars" many arguments are 
presented, either to uphold historic liturgical traditions or to defend the 
use of contemporary forms. While it is healthy for a church body with such 
diverse practices to discuss its differences freely and with complete open
ness, it behooves all of us to engage the discussion with care, accurately 
representing the sources from which we derive our arguments—Scrip
ture, the Lutheran Confessions, historic writings, customs and traditions. 
After all, in the end it is "the truth of the Gospel" (Gal. 2:5) that the Holy 
Spirit will use to persuade those who hold divergent views on liturgy, and 
not arguments crafted on the basis of human opinion. 

One particular phrase that is repeated in various ways in the confes
sional witness warrants careful consideration. What does the phrase "sac
raments... administered rightly" (recte administrantur sacramenta)2 mean? 
Determining the precise meaning of this phrase is crucial for gaining clar
ity in the church's discourse on liturgy. This phrase is occasionally used to 
defend the church's use of historic liturgical traditions. While defending 
the church's use of historic liturgical traditions is a good thing (let the 
reader understand), does the phrase recte administrantur sacramenta ac
cording to Augustana VII actually refer to such traditions? 

II. The Problem of Methodology and Asking the Right Question 

Everything must be understood in its context. When examining the 
sources on liturgy, we must attempt to cite all sources in their historical, 
literary, and theological contexts, in order to avoid, as far as possible, the 

1 This article contains a slightly revised version of material previously published by 
the same author in The Struggle to Reclaim the Liturgy in the Lutheran Church: 
Adiaphora in Historical, Theological and Practical Perspective (Lewiston, NY: Mellen, 
2005); used by permission. 

2 AC VILI, Latin.  
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persistent problem of the proof-texting hermeneutic of fundamentalism. 
While proof-texting can have value in simpler catechetical contexts, in 
more developed theological discussions proof-texting does little more than 
demonstrate that we are able to manipulate texts into saying whatever 
our human opinions require texts to say. Reading sources in their histori
cal, theological, and literary contexts is far more demanding and yields 
results which challenge us to confront our hermeneutical and theological 
assumptions and ultimately our self-understanding as the church in the 
light of God's revelation of Himself in the Gospel of Jesus Christ. In other 
words, we must always be open to what the sources have to say to us, even 
when the sources go against the assumptions we hold so near and dear. 

The immediate context of recte administrantur sacramenta is the great 
confession οι Augustana VII. This is the Augustana's explicit articulation 
of the external identifying marks of the church. With respect to catholic
ity, or the unity and orthodoxy of the church, Augustana VII is quite clear.3 

Here it is confessed that "it is enough (satis est) for the true unity of the 
church to agree concerning the teaching of the gospel and the administra
tion of the sacraments." According to the satis est of Augustana VII these 
are the only criteria for recognizing the catholicity and orthodoxy (una 
sancta ecclesia) of the church.4 "It is not necessary (nicht not) for the true 
unity of the Christian church that uniform ceremonies, instituted by hu
man beings, be observed everywhere." 

Augustana VII makes this assertion with reference to the una sancta, 
the one holy Christian and apostolic church. This is a confessional asser
tion about the unity of the church. There are other assertions we may 
make about the unity of the church. It must be acknowledged, however, 
that these would be tertiary assertions which move beyond the marks of 
the church defined by Augustana VII and which run in the way of human 
opinion.5 They touch on the subject of what the Confessions refer to as the 
practice of externals or adiaphora, "ceremonies, instituted by human be
ings." 

The Latin version of Augustana VII reads: "The church is the assem-

3 See Hermann Sasse's "Article VII of the Augsburg Confession in the Present Crisis 
of Lutheranism, Letters to Lutheran Pastors, No. 53, April 1961," in We Confess the 
Church, We Confess Series, Volume 3, trans. Norman Nagel (St. Louis: Concordia, 1986), 
40-68. Sasse (42) commented: "Whatever else it may mean, this article is the Magna 
Charta of the Lutheran Church. We will do well to study it thoroughly, so that we will be 
up to the tasks which lie before each of us." 

4 See H. Sasse's comments related to this in "Article VII of the Augsburg Confession 
in the Present Crisis of Lutheranism," 48-49. 

5 For the very helpful distinction between primary, secondary, and tertiary authori
ties which norm the church's faith and practice, see the papers delivered at the Four
teenth Annual Theological Symposium of Concordia Seminary 2003 published in Concordia 
Journal 30.3 (July 2004). The primary norming authority in the church is Scripture. The 
secondary norming authorities are the Lutheran Confessions. The tertiary norming 
authorities are all the other things to which appeal is made to justify the church's prac
tices. 
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bly of saints in which the gospel is taught purely and the sacraments are 
administered rightly" [recte administrantur sacramenta6]. The question 
immediately arises: Does "sacraments...administered rightly" refer to hu
manly instituted rites and ceremonies in liturgy? If it does, then the logi
cal conclusion would be that Augustana VII uses language of lightness and 
wrongness with regard to humanly instituted rites and ceremonies in lit
urgy. Running with such a distinction, the church should then be able to 
determine what is right and what is wrong for liturgy—historic traditional 
forms are right for liturgy; contemporary forms are wrong—and here is 
the confessional hard data. 

However, such an interpretation of the phrase "sacraments...administer
ed rightly" only begs the question. The use of this phrase elsewhere in the 
confessional witness will not allow us to draw such a conclusion about 
recte administrantur sacramenta or about liturgy. Besides, it would render 
the theology of Augustana VII internally inconsistent. One should think 
that the sentence from Augustana VII [Latin], "It is not necessary that 
human traditions, rites, or ceremonies instituted by human beings be alike 
everywhere," would be sufficient for resolving the issue. In the present 
context it is not. The phrase "sacraments...administered rightly" is on oc
casion referenced to humanly instituted historic liturgical traditions.7 There
fore it is necessary to look elsewhere for its meaning. 

This is clearly a question of methodology. Arthur Carl Piepkorn wrote: 
"Where the author of a Symbol or a passage thereof is known, his private 
writings can legitimately be used to clarify the intention of passages and 
concepts in the symbols which require such clarification. Such a procedure 
should be employed with due caution, however, since authors of public 
documents of the church may have been restrained from expressing in 
such documents opinions which they felt at complete liberty to voice in 
their private writings. Such parallels from private writings ought likewise 
to be drawn as far as possible from documents roughly contemporaneous 
with the symbolic passage in question."8 While Piepkorn refers to the pri
vate writings of the authors of confessional documents, his assumption 
may be applied to more formal documents "roughly contemporaneous with 
the symbolic passage in question." 

6 This phrase is paralleled in the German by, die heiligen Sakrament lauts des 
Evangelii gereicht werden. 

7 See, e.g., John T. Pless, "Toward a Confessional Lutheran Understanding of Lit
urgy," LOGIA: A Journal of Lutheran Theology II.2 (Eastertide/April 1993): 9-12; see esp. 
9-10. Cf. also how John W. Fenton refers to those who interpret the satis est of AC VII in 
this way in "Liturgy in the City," Shepherd the Church: Essays in Pastoral Theology 
Honoring Bishop Roger D. Pittelko, eds. Frederic W. Baue, John W. Fenton, Eric C. Forss, 
Frank J. Res, and John T. Pless (Fort Wayne: Concordia Theological Seminary, 2002) 45-
58; see esp. 47-48. 

8 "Suggested Principles for a Hermeneutics of the Lutheran Symbols," CTM XXIX: 1 
(January 1958): 6. 
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Ill· Recte Administrantur Sacramenta in Context 

In the months leading up to the confession at Augsburg in the late 
spring and early summer of 1530, certain documents were crafted in prepa
ration for meetings aimed at bringing about unity among reformed groups 
who differed on particular points of doctrine. In the spring of 1529, shortly 
after the imperial diet in Speyer at which Emperor Charles V required 
reforming parties to submit in obedience to papal authority, Landgrave 
Philip of Hesse and Elector John of Saxony sought to form a political alli
ance with other German principalities against the Emperor's express in
tent to roll back the tide of Luther's reforms. Luther and Melanchthon 
opposed such a political alliance which was not first founded on theological 
agreement. The result was the formulation of the Schwabach Articles in 
the late summer of 1529.9 

The Schwabach Articles contain the Wittenberg theologians' confes
sion of the church, the Twelfth Article: 

There is no doubt that there remains and is on earth one holy 
Christian church, until the end of the world. As Christ says in 
Matthew 28[:20]: "And remember, I am with you always, to the 
end of the age." This church is nothing other than believers in 
Christ, those who hold to the articles and parts [of Christian teach
ing] mentioned above10 and who believe and teach them and who 
are persecuted and martyred in the world because of this. For where 
the Gospel is preached and the sacrament rightly used, there is 
the holy Christian church. It is not bound by laws and external 
practices to places and times, to specific persons and observances.11 

Clearly "where the Gospel is preached and the sacrament rightly used" 
is an early formulation of the sentence that was included in Augustana VII 
(Latin): "The church is the assembly of saints in which the gospel is taught 
purely and the sacraments are administered rightly."12 

The phrase "those who hold to the articles and parts mentioned above" 
defines the boundaries for their use of the terms "sacrament rightly used" 
(die Sakrament recht gebraucht), "external practices" (äusserlicher Pracht) 
and "observances" (Gebärde). 

9 See William R. Russell's "Introduction" to the Schwabach Articles in Sources and 
Contexts of the Book of Concord, eds. Robert Kolb and James A. Nestingen (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 2001), 83. 

10 Here the Wittenberg theologians referred to the first eleven articles on God, the 
Son of God, original sin, the righteousness of faith, the office of the ministry, the Sacra
ments, Baptism, the Eucharist and private confession. 

11 Sources and Contexts of the Book of Concord, 86-87. 
12 The German version of AC VILI (in translation) reads: "[The Christian church] is 

the assembly of all believers among whom the gospel is purely preached and the holy 
sacraments are administered according to the gospel." 
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The Ninth Article confesses Baptism. It only refers to water and the 
Word as the essence of the Sacrament and the Scriptures from which the 
church's teaching on Baptism is derived. No external practices or obser
vances (such as exorcism, renunciation, chrism, etc.) are mentioned. The 
Tenth Article confesses the Eucharist. Here is mentioned only the true 
presence of the true body and blood of Christ in the bread and wine, the 
Scripture from which the church's teaching on the Eucharist is derived, 
and faith that receives the Sacrament. Again, no external practices or 
observances are mentioned in the definition of the Sacrament. 

In the Twelfth of the Schwabach Articles the phrase, "sacrament rightly 
used" (die Sakrament recht gebraucht), refers specifically to having a proper 
understanding of the essence of the Sacraments and the Biblical sources. 
It does not refer to "external practices" (äusserlicher Pracht) and "obser
vances" (Gebärde), that is, humanly instituted rites and ceremonies in lit
urgy. 

The Schwabach Articles address humanly instituted rites and ceremo
nies in the Seventeenth Article. In this article the Wittenberg theologians 
wrote: 

We also abolish the ceremonies of the church (die Ceremonien der 
Kirchen) which oppose God's Word. We allow the others to be free 
to be used or not (zu gebrauchen oder nicht), in accord with love, 
so that we might not carelessly offend without reason or disturb 
the general peace unnecessarily.13 

This statement is an early formulation of Augustana XV Concerning 
Church Regulations. "Concerning church regulations made by human be
ings, it is taught to keep those that may be kept without sin and that serve 
to maintain peace and good order in the church...." 

Again in response to the Diet of Speyer, Landgrave Philip of Hesse 
invited Lutheran and Reformed theologians to his castle at Marburg, to 
discuss theological points of agreement and disagreement. The delibera
tions of this meeting led to the formulation of the Marburg Articles in 
October of 1529. The one theological point over which the two, Luther and 
Zwingli, could not agree at this meeting was the article On the Sacrament 
of Christ's Body and Blood. In this article the two parties stated the follow
ing: 

Regarding the Supper of our beloved Lord Jesus Christ, we all 
believe and maintain that we should make use of both kinds, ac
cording to the institution of Christ [and that the Mass is not a good 
work with which a person attains grace for another, alive or dead]. 
Also the Sacrament of the Altar is a sacrament of the true body 

Sources and Contexts of the Book of Concord, 87. 
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and blood of Jesus Christ and the spiritual reception of this body 
and blood is particularly necessary for every Christian. Similarly 
the use of the sacrament (der Brauch des Sakraments), like the 
Word, is given and ordained by God Almighty so that weak con
sciences might be moved to faith through the Holy Spirit. Although 
we have not at this time agreed whether the true body and blood 
of Christ are bodily in the bread and wine, each side is able to 
display Christian love to the other (as far as conscience allows). 
Both sides are praying diligently to Almighty God, that he would 
confirm us in the right understanding through his Spirit. Amen.14 

According to this source, the "use of the sacrament" (der Brauch des 
Sakraments) refers to the communicant's reception of both kinds. It is not 
a good work by which the communicant merits grace, and it is to be re
ceived by every Christian. The "use of the sacrament" results in faith. The 
absence of any reference to specific adherence to humanly instituted rites 
and ceremonies in liturgy with regard to the "use of the sacrament" is 
notable. 

On the 11th of March 1530 Emperor Charles V invited the German 
imperial estates to Augsburg to bring unity to the Roman Catholic Church 
in the political context of an impending threat of war with Islam. Between 
the 11th of March and the 25th of June, when the Augsburg Confession was 
presented to the Emperor, the Wittenberg theologians labored over sev
eral drafts of what later became known as the Torgau Articles.15 

The Fourth Article, On the Mass,16 begins with criticism of the Roman 
Catholic position on the mass as "a work, through which the one who 
observes it obtains grace, not only for oneself but also for others." It criti
cizes the buying and selling of masses, and the teaching of the mass as a 
sacrifice. The article points to the grace, comfort and forgiveness of sins 
received in the Sacrament through faith. Then it reads: 

Those people who sell masses do not talk about this faith. They 
boast only in their works. They want to save others with their 
works, even though Christ has done this once and for all.... Fur
thermore, the words in the holy sacrament also teach us its right 
use [den rechten Brauch]: "This is the cup of a New Testament" 
[Luke 22:10]. Now that which is called the New Testament is not 
our work; rather, it is the work of God, who offers and bestows 
something upon us, as one is accustomed to do in the making of a 

14 "The Marburg Articles," trans. William R. Russell, Sources and Contexts of the 
Book of Concord, 91; see also Russell's "Introduction," 88. 

15 Cf. William R. Russell's "Introduction," Sources and Contexts of the Book of Con
cord, 93. 

ie «rjrĵ  xo rga u Articles," trans. William R. Russell, Sources and Contexts of the Book 
of Concord, 93-104; see esp. 98-100. 
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testament. Thus grace and the forgiveness of sin are offered and 
bestowed. If now this is promised, says Paul, we must receive it by 
faith [Rom. 4:13-16]. Therefore the Mass is not a work that merits 
something for another person. Rather, to the person who uses it 
[sondern wer es braucht], grace and the forgiveness of sins are 
offered. These things people receive as they believe that through 
Christ they receive such things. The Mass is instituted for the 
exercise and awakening of faith in those who use it [in denen, so es 
brauchen]. 

The article then reiterates its criticism of those who buy and sell masses 
and refers to the apostle Paul's warning about those who use the Sacra
ment unworthily being guilty of the body and blood of the Lord (1 Cor. 
11:27). The article then continues: 

On account of this, My Most Gracious Lord has mass celebrated 
for the congregation so that other people [in addition to the priest 
who conducts the mass] who are prepared to use the sacrament 
may receive it. This is its proper use [ist solchs der recht Brauch], 
for Christ instituted it so that it should be celebrated in the church 
with others who are prepared to receive it.... And, in order that 
the sacrament is not shown any disrespect, the people are often 
instructed as to why one ought to use it, and they are admonished 
to use it in this way... The people are diligently taught that in the 
Lord's Supper the body and blood of Christ are present and that 
they are given there, that faith is strengthened through it, so that 
we may receive the comfort that Christ desires to be ours and to 
help us, etc. 

In this Fourth of the Torgau Articles, On the Mass, the "proper use" of 
the Sacrament entails its public observance with the gathered church, not 
the buying and selling of private masses. It also entails the receiving of the 
body and blood of Christ for the forgiveness of sins, the comforting of con
sciences and the strengthening of faith. It is not a work whereby the com
municant merits grace for oneself or for another. There is not a hint that 
the "proper use" of the Sacrament refers to humanly instituted rites and 
ceremonies in liturgy 

Augustana XXIV is the church's confession of the mass. Here it is 
confessed: "For after all, all ceremonies should serve the purpose of teach
ing the people what they need to know about Christ."17 Article XXIV then 
describes the historic context of the error it corrects, namely, the use of 
the mass as a sacrifice, and then it reads: "Meanwhile faith in Christ and 
true worship of God [rechten Gottesdiensts] were forgotten."18 This estab

l e XXIV.3. 
18ACXXIV.23. 
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lished the context for the theological correction of the mass. "That is why 
instruction was given, clearly of necessity, so that everyone would know 
how to use the sacrament properly [wie das Sakrament recht zu gebrauchen 
wäre]."19 

Augustana XXIV then outlines three points to define recht zu 
gebrauchen. First, the Sacrament must not be viewed as a sacrifice for 
original sin or for any other sin.20 Second, "the Mass is used for removing 
sin and obtaining grace and all benefits from God." It is not to be used as a 
work by which the user merits grace.21 Third, rather than a sacrifice for 
sin, the Sacrament was instituted "to awaken our faith and comfort our 
consciences...[for] the sacrament makes them aware that they are prom
ised grace and forgiveness of sin by Christ. That is why this sacrament 
requires faith and without faith is used in vain."22 The confession itself 
defines the recht zu gebrauchen of the Sacrament as a rejection of the 
notion of the mass as a sacrifice, and instead holds the mass to be a re
moval of sin and a reception of grace, as well as an awakening of faith and 
comfort for consciences burdened by sin. No mention is made of humanly 
instituted rites and ceremonies in liturgy. 

Another reference to the great confession should be made. Augustana 
XXTV.35 reads: "Thus, the Mass remains among us in its proper use [Also 
bleibt bei uns die Mess in ihrem rechten Brauch], as it was observed for
merly in the church. This can be demonstrated from St. Paul (1 Cor. 11[:23-
33]) and from many writings of the Fathers." Here the confession makes 
clear that the "proper use" of the mass is located in the form given by the 
apostle, not humanly instituted rites and ceremonies in liturgy. 

The Apology of the Augsburg Confession, Article XV, addresses human 
traditions in the church. It can not be accidental that the Apology's Article 
XV follows the Article on Ecclesiastical Order, in which it is stated: "We 
have clear consciences on this matter since we know that our confession is 
true, godly, and catholic. For this reason, we dare not approve the cruelty 
of those who persecute this doctrine. We know that the church exists among 
those who rightly teach the Word of God and rightly administer the sacra
ments (recte administrant sacramenta)...."2* Here the catholicity and or
thodoxy of the church are defined in terms of the right teaching of the 
Word of God and the right administration of the Sacraments, reflecting 
the satis est of Augustana VII. 

More than forty years later, the Formula of Concord would address 
with its own article the issue of adiaphora in the church. The Epitome of 

19 AC XXIV.24. Cf. the discussion above, regarding how the fourth of the Torgau 
Articles refers to the "right use" and "proper use" of the mass in this specific sense. 

20ACXXIV.25-26. 
21ACXXIV.28-29. 
22 AC XXIV.30. Cf. also how faith is the primary entailment of dann recht gebraucht 

werden at AC XIII. 
23 Ap XIV.3-4. See also Ap XII.3. 
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the Formula of Concord, Article X, paragraph 7, reads: 

5. We also believe, teach, and confess that no church should con
demn another because the one has fewer or more external cer
emonies not commanded by God than the other has [dass kein 
Kirch die andere vordammen soll, dass eine weniger oder mehr 
äusserlicher, von Gott ungebotenen Zeremonien dann die andern 
hat; quod ecclesia alia aliam damnare non debeat, propterea quod 
haec vel illa plus minusve externarum ceremoniarum, quas Domi
nus non instituit], when otherwise there is unity with the other in 
teaching and all the articles of faith and in the proper use of the 
holy sacraments [wie auch im rechten Gebrauch der heiligen 
Sakramente', et in vero sacramentorum usu], according to the well-
known saying, "Dissimilarity in fasting is not to disrupt unity in 
faith."24 

The phrase, "no church should condemn another" is certainly not a 
reference to Roman Catholicism condemning Lutheran churches, but to 
Lutheran churches condemning other Lutheran churches in the wake of 
the Adiaphoristic Controversy, since the Formula of Concord was formu
lated for the purpose of restoring unity among Lutheran churches at odds 
with each other over, among other things, the doctrine and practice of 
adiaphora in liturgy.25 That this is so is underscored in the above para
graph by the words: "...when otherwise there is unity with the other in 
teaching and all the articles of faith and in the proper use of the holy 
sacraments ..." (rechten Gebrauch der heiligen Sakramente). This clearly 
would have been impossible between Roman Catholicism and the Lutheran 
churches in 1577.26 Moreover, references to Roman Catholicism in both 
the Epitome of the Formula of Concord Article X and the Formula of Con
cord, Solid Declaration Article X make mention of "enemies of the gospel," 
"enemies," "enemies of the holy gospel," "opponents," "enemies of God's 
Word," "idolaters" and "papists"—not the church.27 

The point, however, is that the phrase, "proper use of the holy sacra
ments," could not have been used with reference to humanly instituted 
rites and ceremonies in liturgy, because here the two are clearly distin
guished. Otherwise this paragraph would make no sense. As a second-

24 FC Ep X.7. See FC SD X.31. See also Luther's comments related to this in his 
Formula Missae of 1523 (AE 53.30-31). 

25Cf.FCEpX.l;FCSDX.l. 
26 See FC SD, Rule and Norm 7. 
27 Cf. FC Ep X.2, 6, 11; FC SD X.2-3, 10, 14, 16, 19, 25, 28, 29. See esp. FC SD X.19, 

which is a direct quote of the Smalcald Articles: "We do not concede to them (the papal 
bishops) that they are the church, and frankly they are not the church. We do not want 
to hear what they command or forbid in the name of the church....* See SA III.XII. See 
also FC SD, Introduction 1-2 for an explicit description of Rome's position on the Refor
mation. See also Ap IV.400 and Ap XII.66-67. 
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generation confessing evangelical catholic interpretation of the Augustana, 
the phrase in the Formula of Concord, "proper use of the holy sacraments" 
(rechten Gebrauch der heiligen Sakramente), echoes the Augustana9s the
ology of "sacraments . . . administered rightly" (die heiligen Sakrament 
louts des Evangelii gereicht werden I recte administrantur sacramenta). 

IV. Conclusion 

The catholicity and orthodoxy of the church are marked by the Gospel 
preached in conformity with a pure understanding of it and the Sacra
ments administered in accordance with the divine Word (Augustana VII). 
This is how the historic confessional witness has consistently borne wit
ness to the essence of the church. The confessional witness clarifies how 
these divinely given marks of the church are to be distinguished from 
humanly instituted rites and ceremonies in liturgy. The confessional wit
ness does not reference "the sacraments...administered rightly" to humanly 
instituted liturgical ceremonies and traditions. In the confessional witness 
this phrase refers to having a right understanding and theology of the 
Sacraments as opposed to having a wrong understanding and theology of 
the Sacraments—putting it simply, gift given for the forgiveness of sins, 
the awakening of faith and comfort for consciences burdened by sin, as 
opposed to a sacrifice as a work by which one merits grace and forgive
ness. 

To say that Augustana VII defends historic liturgical traditions on the 
basis of recte administrantur sacramenta is untenable. Historic liturgical 
traditions should indeed be defended. The authoritative sources of the 
church's confession, however, do not allow us to make this defense on the 
basis of recte administrantur sacramenta. In the Augustana the church is 
not defined liturgically. The church is defined sacramentally. 
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