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I. Introduction 

We live in a time filled with challenges and exciting possibilities for 
our conversation about theology and practice in the church. In our theol
ogy we make the distinction between primary, secondary, and tertiary au
thorities for norming the church's faith and life. Scripture is the primary 
authority. The Lutheran Confessions are the secondary authority. What 
constitutes the tertiary authorities (history and tradition) is where much 
of the theological discussion in The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod needs 
to be developed. We do not always agree on the tertiary authorities (i.e., 
the extent to which they should be allowed to norm the church's practice). 
We must be candid also about admitting that we do not always agree on 
our readings of the primary and secondary authorities. 

The recent publication of the newly translated Book of Concord (2000) 
brings with it both opportunity and challenge. The opportunity we have is 
once again to open the discussion about norming authorities. The chal
lenge is to understand and respect each other when we disagree on the 
tertiary level. The challenge also is to remain open to the argument and 
persuasion of others, especially when that argument and persuasion are 
based on the hard data of texts read in their contexts, and not the uncriti
cal, unexamined, and often-times proof-texted assumptions which drive so 
much of the discourse today. 

It is vital to the health of our church to make a distinction between 
critical and uncritical assumptions. Some years ago, former president John 
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Symposium at Concordia Seminary, September 23, 2003, the theme of which was "Iden
tifying Authorities: The Limits of Theological Diversity and Confessional Unity." Some of 
the modifications include the author's response to articles published since the 2003 Sym
posium. It also contains a significant abridgment of more detailed analyses from three 
chapters of a soon-to-be published book by the same author, The Struggle to Reclaim the 
Liturgy in the Lutheran Church: Adiaphora in Historical, Theological and Practical 
Perspective (Lewiston: Edwin Mellen, 2006). 
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F. Johnson called for a constructive confessional theology, one which is 
faithful to our confession and at the same time able to be forward-looking 
in its formulation and articulation.2 James Voelz, in a two-part Theologi
cal Observer in the Concordia Journal, clearly stated the problem of being 
a confessional and historically liturgical church in a postmodern, libertine 
culture.3 In this brief study Voelz challenges us to be rigorously self-reflec
tive as we seek to solve the problems of our denomination. In a more 
recent Theological Observer, Charles Arand, Andrew Bartelt, Paul Raabe, 
and James Voelz reiterated this basic need for all of us to be rigorously 
self-reflective: "...we intend to encourage self-reflection among our read
ers and open discussion at both official and unofficial levels. Most impor
tant is that those who might disagree with one another, or see things 
differently, actually engage each other. Only through open, honest, and 
self-critical assessment can our Synod walk together in doctrine and prac
tice, meet the difficult challenges of the twenty-first century, and move 
forward in Christ's mission."4 

To wield our assumptions uncritically is to make ourselves to be our 
own norming authority; it is to place ourselves above what has been given 
by Christ in Scripture and the Confessions. On the other hand, to be criti
cal about our assumptions is to allow ourselves, in our thinking and our 
practice, to be shaped by Scripture and the Confessions. These primary 
and secondary authorities are normative for defining and giving form to 
all the various elements of what it means to be the church. 

II· An Evangelical Catholic (Lutheran) Hermeneutic 
of Confession 

In every generation the church struggles to articulate its identity in 
language that is accessible to the people in the pews. The new translation 
of the Book of Concord presents itself as an opportunity for us to clarify 
and reiterate our hermeneutic of confession in the present cultural con
text. While the essence of confession remains the same through time, the 
ongoing challenge is to apply our confession in constantly changing his
torical circumstances; this challenge requires us to reformulate in a 
thoughtful way how we articulate our confession to the world in both tra
ditional and contemporary formulations. This point has its most tangible 
application, to the people in the pews and to the world, in the church's 
liturgical expression of her confession. Consequently, as we clarify our 

2John F. Johnson, "Constructive Confessional Theology for the 21st Century," Is
sues in Christian Education 32.1 (Spring 1998): 18-21. 

3"Contemporary Americans Make Poor Confessional Lutherans, Part 1," Concordia 
Journal 28.4 (October 2002): 358-359; "Contemporary Americans Make Poor Confes
sional Lutherans, Part 2," Concordia Journal 29.1 (January 2003): 4-5. 

4"The State of Synod: An Assessment," Concordia Journal 30.3 (July 2004): 127-
136; see esp. 127. 
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hermeneutic of confession, we will also have solid grounds for clarifying 
our hermeneutic of liturgy. 

II. A. The Material Principle 

In our hermeneutic of confession we must be able to articulate the 
material principle of our faith. The material principle of evangelical catho
licity is the subject matter of the church's conversation. It is the substance 
of the Gospel, justification by grace alone through faith alone for Christ's 
sake. It is the presence of Jesus Christ as the crucified and living Word of 
God among His people delivering the forgiveness of sin in the divine ser
vice through the church's pure proclamation of the Gospel and the right 
administration of the divinely instituted Sacraments (AC VII). 

Here Christ 's righteousness is given in exchange for our 
unrighteousness. His life was given as a ransom for our lives; in this way 
God has been reconciled to us, and we are made coheirs of eternal life with 
Christ in heaven. This Gospel as the material principle is the normissima 
normans of our hermeneutic of confession.5 It is the ultimate norming 
norm, because it is itself not normed by anything. The material principle 
is absolutely non-negotiable. It norms and informs the formal principle. 

IL Β. The Formal Principle 

The formal principle is likewise absolutely non-negotiable. It gives form 
to the Gospel. The formal principle is the church's only source and norm of 
doctrine; that is to say, Scripture alone is the norma normans or the norming 
norm. There is no other formal principle for evangelical catholicity. As the 
inspired and infallible Word of God, the formal principle contains and bears 
witness to the material principle. The Gospel as the material principle can 
not be known without canonical Scripture as the formal principle, since 
the Gospel is a particular knowledge of God revealed in the inspired and 
infallible Word. In our Lutheran tradition we know the formal principle to 
be God's Word as Law and God's Word as Gospel. This is the church's 
"primary" norming authority. 

Historically, differences over specific doctrines have arisen out of dif
ferent hermeneutical approaches to reading Scripture. To have differences 
over specific doctrines is to be at odds over the essence of the church. 

5In "What Does Luther Have to Say to Us on the Inerrancy of the Holy Scripture? 
(1950) Letters to Lutheran Pastors, No. 16," Scripture and the Church: Selected Essays of 
Hermann Sasse, Concordia Seminary Monograph Series, Number 2, eds. Jeffrey J. Kloha 
and Ronald R. Feuerhahn (St. Louis: Concordia, 1995), 143, Hermann Sasse wrote: "There 
exists, therefore, a norm above the norma normans of Scripture, and only that person is 
able to understand the Scripture as 'the sole rule and standard according to which all 
dogmas together with all teachers should be estimated and judged/ who understands the 
Judge above the judge, the Dominus Scripturae, who at the same time...is the content of 
Holy Scripture." 
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Consequently, the creeds were crafted as hermeneutical keys which un
lock the meaning of Scripture and which outline the essence of the church 
as that community in which the Scriptures are rightly interpreted. This 
necessitates the formulation of the confessional witness, by which the 
church confesses the truth and freedom of the Gospel, to preserve and 
articulate its orthodox identity when it experiences persecution and false 
doctrine.6 

II. C. The Confessional Witness 

As theological disputes over specific doctrines force the church to clarify 
its confession, the confessional witness is forged. The confessional witness 
consists of the three ecumenical creeds and the 1580 Book of Concord. The 
confessional witness is in catholic continuity with the historic Christian 
church.7 These writings are held to be an accurate exposition of Scripture. 
It is for this reason that the confessional witness is itself normative of the 
church's faith and life. But it is not normative in the same sense that the 
primary authorities, the Gospel and Scripture, are normative. The confes
sional witness is norma normata, the norm which is itself normed by Scrip
ture. It is the church's so-called "secondary norming authority. 

6In the LCMS today there is the distinct tendency to follow the model of confession 
which attempts to correct an error by confessing the error's opposite, rather than con
fessing straight ahead the truth and freedom of the Gospel. One problem with such a 
model is that, instead of correcting the error, another error is created, and we end up in 
the ditch on the other side. For an example of how Martin Chemnitz was critical of this 
method of confessing, cf. Examination of the Council of Trent, trans. Fred Kramer (St. 
Louis: Concordia, 1978) I, Second Topic, "Concerning Traditions VI,* 262-263. There 
Chemnitz wrote: "Basil says in Letter No. 41 concerning Dionysius of Alexandria: *We do 
not admire everything about this man; yes, there are certain things which we reject 
completely, for they contain certain seeds of the ungodliness of the Anomoeans. The 
reason, I believe, was not an evil mind but that he wanted vehemently to resist Sabellius. 
I am accustomed therefore to compare him to an orchardist who wants to straighten the 
crooked shape of a sapling and then departs from the golden mean to err in the opposite 
direction by bending it too much."' In the English edition, Basil's "Letter No. 41" is Letter 
No. 9. Cf. St. Basil: Letters and Select Works, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, second 
series, vol. 8 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 122-123. There Basil also says of Dionysius: 
"...he is carried away unawares by his zeal into the opposite error...he exchanges one 
mischief for another, and diverges from the right line of doctrine." Andrew Bartelt sug
gests a model of confessing that stays on the path of the truth and freedom of the Gospel, 
not bending the sapling too far or falling off into the ditch on either side; see "Keeping 
Our Balance: Maintaining Unity in a World (and Church!) of Diversity," Concordia Jour
nal 30.3 (July 2004): 137-155; see esp. 143-144. 

7See "Catalog of Testimonies," trans. Thomas Manteufel, in Sources and Contexts of 
the Book of Concord, ed. Robert Kolb and James A. Nestingen (Philadelphia: Fortress, 
2001), 220-244; see also the appendix, "Catalogue of Testimonies," in Concordia Triglotta, 
1105-1149. Cf. also the article by Thomas Von Hagel, "A New Appraisal of the Catalog of 
Testimonies," Concordia Journal 26:3 (July 2000): 218-231. 
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IL D. A Hierarchy of Normativity 

This hermeneutic of confession demonstrates that there is a hierar
chy inherent in the church's confession. There are three norming ele
ments—the normissima normans, the norma normans, and the norma 
normata. This hierarchy of normativity demonstrates that the church's 
history and traditions are tertiary authorities which play a proscribed role 
in the church's confession. 

According to the church's confession, the Gospel, Scripture, and the 
confessional witness are alone normative of the church's faith and life. 
The church's history, however, is not dismissed in the confessional litera
ture as offering nothing to the church's confession. The church's history 
plays a valuable role in terms of its contribution to the life of the church. It 
is, nevertheless, excluded from the hierarchy of normativity. As tertiary 
authorities, the church's history and her traditions are non-normative el
ements of the church's confession. 

IL E. Non-Normative Elements of the Church's Confession 

The church's confession includes its history and traditions, that is, 
what the fathers of the church have written and what the church has 
actually done in its historic liturgical traditions.8 The church's history is 
significant in that it makes synchronic contributions toward shaping the 
life of the church. This is so because, in a snap-shot sort of way, it bears 
witness to the church as the church has worked its way through the many 
theological questions arising within the various historical periods and ideo
logical conflicts. Because the church's history is not divinely inspired or 
divinely authoritative, it is not normative in the same sense as the Gospel, 
Scripture, and the confessional witness. Consequently, while observing a 
quia (unconditional) subscription to the Lutheran Confessions, the church 
observes a quatenus (conditional) subscription to its history. The church's 
history is helpful, however, not for norming but for informing the church's 
faith and practice in varying contexts. 

The same holds true for the historic confessional witness. The historic 
confessional witness may be defined as the theological discourse taking 
place in the historic context of the sixteenth-century confessional witness, 

8In "The State of Synod: An Assessment" (133), C. Arand, A. Bartelt, P. Raabe, and 
J. Voelz write, "To be sure, worship styles are also historically and contextually condi
tioned, and no one historical context can be isolated, frozen and then universalized as 
normative. Nevertheless, worship also reflects the unity of the church in both space and 
time, so that any contemporary worship can never be detached from the historical reali
ties of the larger church to which it is connected. We are historically connected to a 
specific liturgical tradition, and that tradition is not that of Karlstadt, Zwingli, or Finney." 
This is all quite true, but it does not say enough. Luther and Chemnitz gave us clear 
examples of how they addressed the needs of the local congregation by adapting accepted 
liturgical forms to German culture in local contexts (the German Mass). 
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for example, the writings of Luther, Melanchthon, and Chemnitz which 
were not included in the Book of Concord. At times the historic confes
sional witness corresponds to, upholds, and defends the confessional wit
ness. At other times the historic confessional witness extends itself to the 
point where it no longer runs in the way of confession but in the way of 
personal opinion. Matthias Flacius's point of view on adiaphora and liturgy 
would be one example of an extreme opinion which did not make it into 
the confessional witness of the church.9 It is necessary to recognize this in 
order to separate personal opinion from genuine confession in the church's 
discourse.10 It is for this reason that the historic confessional witness is 
not normative of the church's faith and life. Like the church's history and 
traditions, the historic confessional witness helps the church to clarify its 
self-understanding and consequently its confession in the context of changing 
times and circumstances. 

Historic liturgical traditions are included as important non-normative 
elements of the church's confession. Liturgy is normed by the formal prin
ciple (Scripture) and the material principle (the Gospel). In this way, as 

9Cf. F. Bente's "Historical Introductions to the Symbolical Books of the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church," Concordia Triglotta (103), quoting Flacius: "Nihil est adiaphoron in 
statu confessionis et scandali. Nothing is an adiaphoron in case of confession and of
fense." While Bente does not give a specific reference for his quote of Flacius, it is located 
in Quod hoc tempore nulla penitus mutatio in religione sit in gratiam impiorum facienda, 
Magdeburg, Michael Lotter, 1553. Here Flacius writes: Nihil esse adiaphoron in casu 
confessionis et scandali. Thanks to Oliver K. Olson for pointing this citation out to me. It 
is also located in Flacius's Das man in diesen geschwinden leufften I dem Teuffei und 
Antichrist zugefallen I nichts in den Kirchen Gottes vorendern soll, under the name, 
Johannem Hermannum (1548). See Olson's Matthias Flacius and the Survival of Luther's 
Reform (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2002), 133. In spite of Bente's favorable assess
ment of Flacius's role in the Adiaphoristic Controversy, Flacius' point of view and lan
guage were intentionally excluded from Formula of Concord X. The confession of FC X is 
that, in a case of confession, "it is no longer a matter of external adiaphora, which in their 
nature and essence are and remain in and of themselves free, which accordingly are not 
subject to either a command or a prohibition regarding their use or discontinuance" (FC 
SD Χ. 14). In a case of confession, it is not that adiaphora cease to be adiaphora, but 
whether it is incumbent on the church to use or not to use them. Adiaphora remain 
adiaphora because the silence of God's Word can not be changed. The question, rather, 
concerns the church's use of adiaphora and how that use serves the church's confession 
of the truth and freedom of the Gospel. 

10That this is still an issue in the LCMS is demonstrated by the ongoing influence of 
Matthias Flacius on the language of LCMS theologians who speak and write about lit
urgy. See, e.g., Andrew Bartelt's "Keeping Our Balance: Maintaining Unity in a World 
(and Church!) of Diversity," 146, where Bartelt writes: "...what does FC X say, and not say, 
about adiaphora (including the question of when an adiaphoron is not an adiaphoron)?" 
This is an unmistakably Flacian way of addressing the question, and the Formulators 
intentionally excluded this language when they crafted FC X; see also Charles Arand, 
"Not All Adiaphora Are Created Equal," Concordia Journal 30.3 (July 2004): 156-164; 
Norman Nagel, "Adiaphora," in Teach Me Thy Way, O Lord: Essays in Honor of Glen 
Zweck on the Occasion of His Sixty-fifth Birthday, J. Bart Day and Andrew D. Smith, 
eds. (Houston: Zweck Festschrift Committee, 2000), 137-148; see esp. 145-148, where 
Nagel attempts to all but eliminate adiaphora from confessional Lutheran doctrine. 
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liturgy is normed by the material and formal principles, liturgy is endowed 
with the gifts of God in the way of God's Word as Law and God's Word as 
Gospel. Equipped with this Word for the delivery of the gifts in the Gospel 
and the Sacraments, liturgy confesses the Christ of Scripture. 

In a very small nutshell, this is our hermeneutic of confession. It is 
really nothing new, since the essence of confession never changes. But it is 
always a good thing to rehearse what we already know, to be "rigorously 
self-reflective." Applying what we believe is something altogether differ
ent. 

III. An Evangelical Catholic (Lutheran) Hermeneutic of Liturgy 

Virtually every Christian congregation at some point is faced with a 
choice between traditional and contemporary forms of worship. The ques
tion is: What is our basis for making such a choice? 

In order to posit an unambiguous hermeneutic of liturgy with a view 
toward identifying the authorities which are given to shape the life of the 
church, it is necessary to clarify the many prevailing assumptions which 
drive the church's discourse on liturgy. The danger is not in holding prior 
assumptions. We all have assumptions we bring to the conversation. The 
danger is in not allowing the critical examination of our assumptions in 
the light of Scripture and the confessional witness. This is a complicated 
aspect of the discourse because the assumptions are deeply rooted and 
emotionally invested. An evangelical catholic hermeneutic of liturgy will 
clearly define formal and material principles of liturgy and will not equivo
cate in distinguishing what is normative from what is not normative; in 
other words, we need to distinguish what is given by God from what is 
given by the church.11 To apply this hermeneutic I will present a frame
work for applying formal and material principles to our theology and prac
tice of liturgy. 

UI made this distinction in my article, "Identifying Authorities and Pastoral Practice 
in the Early Church. Two Case Studies: Basil of Caesarea and Ephrem of Syria," Concordia 
Journal 31.1 (January 2005): 48-59; see esp. 57-58, where a typo in the conclusion 
confused the point I intended to make. The text should have read, "While it is impossible 
to separate lex credendi from lex orandi, in Basil's view they may be distinguished as 
each had its place in his defense of his liturgical practices in different contexts. In this 
connection it is helpful both historically and theologically to make a theoretical distinction 
between what is sacramental and what is humanly instituted liturgical rite.... To make 
such a distinction is to raise fundamental hermeneutical questions regarding our as
sumptions and methodology for historic liturgical investigation as this relates to liturgical 
renewal and inculturating popular forms in the church today." My comments about 
Didache VII and Matthew 28 (represented by the elipsis in the quote here) were mistak
enly inserted into the text from footnote 34, a typo which, while it did not change the 
sense, significantly altered the direct impact of the point I made in that part of my 
conclusion. 
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III. A. Clarifying Assumptions 

There are several assumptions about liturgy which warrant careful 
scrutiny. These assumptions are run all the way through the primary, sec
ondary, and tertiary authorities as pretexts for articulating preconceived 
conclusions, rather than letting the hard data speak for itself. Here it is 
necessary to consider the weighty assumption that the church's history 
and traditions are normative to the same extent that Scripture and the 
Confessions are normative of our theology and practice of liturgy. Such an 
assumption actually blurs the distinction between primary, secondary, and 
tertiary authorities for norming the church's faith and practice. The con
fessional witness is, however, quite clear that Scripture alone is norma
tive of the church's faith and life.12 

On the other hand, there are numerous assumptions about contempo
rary form which are also run through the conversation. It is sufficient for 
the sake of brevity to touch on the one overriding assumption—that form 
is neutral in its relation to substance and is therefore somehow outside 
the scope of the discussion. This is a philosophical non-sequitur. Substance 
must be delivered in some form. How any form delivers substance neces
sarily affects the reception of the substance. In other words, form carries 
with it certain stigmas which may not be easily dismissed. Form conjures 
images of the substance with which it is typically associated. For example, 
square dance music brings to mind images of hay bales, cowboy hats, boots, 
and bandanas. Heavy metal music conjures images of tattoos, t-shirts, 
denim jeans, and body piercing. Grunge music evokes images of vulgar, 
guttural screaming self-assertion (and not to be surprised, contemporary 
Christian music has crossed over this harshly drawn boundary as well). 
This raises immediate theological questions about the relationships be
tween reverence and familiarity, decorum and informality. Consequently, 
the absolute contention that form is neutral is both false and misleading. 

It is, however, theoretically and theologically necessary to make a dis
tinction between form and substance in order to gain a clearer under
standing of the normative relationship between the two. To make a binary 
distinction is not necessarily to argue for a polarized separation. To make 
a philosophical distinction between substance and form is not to discon
nect the two. This is simply to recognize the difficulty of the problem in
herent to the relationship between substance and form. Here it must be 
recognized that form does not equal substance. 

There have been no studies in the church to date dealing with the 
assertion that form equals substance as this is referenced to liturgy. What 
commonly happens is that this premise is stated—usually in the form of 
the aphorism: lex orandi lex credendi—and then a number of other asser-

12See FC Ep, Rule and Norm, 1-8. See also SA II.II.15; FC SD, Rule and Norm, 3, 9; 
and FC SD II.8. 
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tions about the catholicity and orthodoxy of liturgical form are made, not 
in support of the premise but rather building on it. This is a philosophical-
hermeneutical question, and one that must be addressed in order to bring 
clarity to the church's discourse on liturgy. 

Yet, to say that form does not equal substance is in no way to imply 
that there is not a normative relationship between the two. While we 
must make a theological and philosophical distinction for the purpose of 
clarifying our hermeneutic, we must avoid separating form from substance 
in order to justify bad practices. Here the question should be: Which is 
normative, lex orandi or lex credendi! This is our liturgical-hermeneutical 
circle. 

In such a hermeneutical circle of liturgy, neither lex credendi nor lex 
orandi is preeminent. Both have their place in the circle. Both live large in 
the lives of God's people. Lex credendi norms the faith and life of every 
Christian. It also norms what is done in the church's liturgy. The profound 
blessing of the truth and freedom of the Gospel bursts forth from the heart 
of faith in doxological praise. The individual's doxological praise ultimately 
must come to be a participation in community (the body of Christ) which 
expresses its praise liturgically—lex orandi. This leads God's people to 
further reflection on the truth and freedom expressed in the church's lit
urgy. This reflection in turn draws the worshiper back into Scripture and 
the teachings of the church—lex credendi, which again burst forth from 
the heart of faith in doxological praise. 

Now, one obviously does not experience the liturgical circle as neatly 
as this description would suggest. Praise can and does take place in the 
context of theological reflection, just as theological reflection can and does 
take place in the context of praise. One is always leading dialogically to the 
other. And, in this model, contrary to the uncritical assumptions of Litur
gical Theology, there is no primary or secondary theology. 

The circle reflects the assumption that doctrine and liturgy are in
separably linked. That does not mean, however, that doctrine and form of 
liturgy are so equated with each other that the form becomes its own 
norming formal principle. 

What is presently taking place in the church's conversation is that 
historic-traditional forms of liturgy are consistently put forward as both 
the formal and material principles of liturgy. This is most confusing. To 
argue that historic liturgical form in essentially all of its components de
rives from Scripture is beside the point. Such an argument yet begs the 
question as to the catholic necessity of the usages themselves. And as a 
side-note I would add that using language of necessity in this way is consis
tent with the language of the church's confession ah Augustana VII {nicht 
not). 

There is also confusion regarding the formal and material principles of 
liturgy on the other side of the issue. Often the formal principle is 
reductionistically circumscribed around a false understanding of sola 

λ 
j 
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scriptura or Scripture without confession, and thereby the purity of the 
Gospel and the right administration of the Sacraments are put at risk. 
Objective and subjective justification become confused, and the material 
principle is misidentified with both the Gospel and sanctification, as we 
engage in uncritical imitation of American Evangelical Christianity in our 
practices. It is this loss of our theological grounding in liturgical rites, 
ceremonies and traditions which in large part leads the church in the di
rection of license and false doctrine in our worship practices.13 

III. B. A Hermeneutic of Liturgy 

What is needed to bring us past the wall of reluctance (resistance?) 
and through the fog of imprecision in the church's discourse on liturgy is a 
critical liturgical hermeneutic. The church's hermeneutic of liturgy be
gins by explicitly assuming all that has gone into the church's hermeneu
tic of confession. A hermeneutic of liturgy will be rigorously self-reflective. 
It will distinguish what is given by God from what is given by the church 
(primary, secondary, and tertiary authorities). It will have as its material 
principle justification by grace alone through faith alone for Christ's sake, 
the forgiveness of sins in the death and resurrection of our Lord. The 
formal principle of the church's liturgical hermeneutic is Scripture as norma 
normans and the Lutheran Confessions as norma normata. Liturgy itself 
can serve as neither the formal principle nor the material principle for a 
liturgical hermeneutic, since that would be a tautology, and (more impor
tantly) since there is no evidence for such a hermeneutic of liturgy in the 
recognized authorities of the Lutheran tradition. 

I would argue that the confusion in our discourse on liturgy in part 
derives from an association of our hermeneutic of liturgy too closely with 
our hermeneutic of Scripture. In my opinion this error is being perpetu
ated in the church because an explicit evangelical catholic (Lutheran) herme
neutic of liturgy has been absent from the church's discourse. (Maybe we 
have been reluctant to articulate an explicit hermeneutic of liturgy be-

13In "The State of Synod: An Assessment" (133), C. Arand, A. Bartelt, P. Raabe, and 
J. Voelz write, "...it must be said that much of the chaos evident in the area of worship has 
resulted from a lack of deep grounding in Lutheran theology, not to mention the theology 
and history of liturgy." This is quite true. But it also must be said that there has been a 
lack of positive theological guidance in the LCMS with regard to the inclusion of contem
porary forms and defining the boundaries for including such forms with a clearly articu
lated hermeneutic of liturgy. This too has contributed to "the chaos." The failed attempt to 
press Scripture and the Lutheran Confessions (the church's primary and secondary 
authorities, which are normative and non-negotiable) into the mold of Roman Catholic 
and Eastern Orthodox Liturgical Theology of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (a 
tertiary authority, which is non-normative and most definitely negotiable) has left LCMS 
congregations without the "deep grounding in Lutheran theology" and the specific theo
logical guidance on liturgy that they have needed. 
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cause we are uncomfortable with the uncertainty of the outcome.14) By 
making our implicit hermeneutic of liturgy to parallel our hermeneutic of 
Scripture—that is, by holding liturgy to be its own formal principle just as 
Scripture is its own formal principle—this may certainly give us more 
control over the church's expression of her faith in liturgy; and the logical 
inference of such a hermeneutical move is that liturgy is given by God just 
as Scripture is given by God. But this is a thoroughly flawed inference, 
however understandable the latent confusion may be. Liturgy is not its 
own formal principle. Scripture and the Confessions constitute the formal 
principle of liturgy and this distinction must be maintained simply and 
clearly. 

The circularity of Scripture being its own formal principle was described 
in the sixteenth century with the expression, "Scripture interprets Scrip
ture." Confusion sets in when we make our hermeneutic of liturgy to par
allel our hermeneutic of Scripture by making liturgy to be its own formal 
principle. Yet, if the formal principle of liturgy is liturgy, then it would be 
an unacceptable tautology because as we know, unlike Scripture, liturgy is 
not given by God. Consequently, our hermeneutic of liturgy can never be 
described with the recently coined aphorism, lex orandi lex credendi. That 
would be to make liturgy its own norming formal principle. The Formula 
of Concord, rather, is unambiguous in its confession that Scripture alone 
is the only rule and norm of the church's faith and life. 

The evangelical catholic hermeneutic of liturgy holds that Scripture 
and the Lutheran Confessions are the formal principle of liturgy, and that 
liturgy itself can be neither the formal principle nor the material principle 
of liturgy, for that would be a philosophical tautology and, as we are learn
ing in an all too painful way in The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, a 
theological disaster. 

14In "The State of Synod: An Assessment" (133), C. Arand, A. Bartelt, P. Raabe, and 
J. Voelz write, "Specific worship practices directly reflect Lutheran substance. Lutheran 
worship will be informed by Lutheran theology. But Lutheran theology may well undergird 
a variety of Lutheran forms: Lutheran substance, Lutheran styles. Here is where much 
hard work must always be done. Too often, traditionalists refuse to engage the legitimate 
questions that arise in light of contemporary challenges. And, too often, those who try to 
deal with the realities of American culture have simply borrowed models from a non-
Lutheran theological base. Others seek to develop a Lutheran contemporary approach, 
but neither the Synod nor the seminaries have shown sustained interest in, or support 
for, dialog on the issue. Rarely have these groups engaged each other in serious discus
sion of the underlying theological issues." There surely must be a conversation about the 
inclusion of contemporary forms. But again, the lack of dialog is in part the result of a 
failure of theological leadership in the Synod. I wholeheartedly agree with the problems 
presented by the three "categories" presented above. (I hesitate to call them "groups," 
because there is nothing like an organized "group" that can be readily identified with any 
one of the three categories.) "Lutheran substance, Lutheran styles" is looking forward 
and in the right direction. But we have to move beyond just self-criticism and name-
calling ("Karlstadt, Zwingli, or Finney"), to the rigorous self-reflection (e.g., looking to 
Scripture and the Confessions and to the positive examples of Luther and Chemnitz) and 
the constructive confessional theology that has been called for—doing it as opposed to 
just talking about it. 
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III. C. A Framework for Applying Formal and Material 
Principles 

To clarify the form-substance debate I propose the following frame
work for applying formal and material principles to the church's theologi
cal practice of liturgy. Here I identify three basic aspects of liturgy: refer
ent, form, and function. 

III. C. 1. Referent 

The first basic aspect of liturgy is its referent. The referent of the 
church's worship is the triune God delivering His Gospel-gift, justification 
by grace alone through faith alone for Christ's sake—the forgiveness of 
sins in the cross and resurrection of Christ. 

III. C. 2. Form 

The second basic aspect of liturgy is form. 

III. C. 2. a. Structure 

Form entails structure. The structure of liturgy consists of its compo
nent parts or elements. 

III. C. 2. a. i. Deep Structure 

The simplest division of components in the divine service comes in the 
form of the synaxis—Word and Meal. Here the service of Word and Meal is 
comprised of these elements: Scripture readings, sermon, prayer of the 
church, words of institution, and distribution of the Holy Meal. On this 
level of form these structural elements, including the Sacrament of Holy 
Baptism, are non-negotiable because they reflect the basic sufficiency for 
catholicity or the unity and orthodoxy of the church according to Augustana 
VII. This is what we might call the deep structure of liturgy. 

III. C. 2. a. ii. Surface Structure 

Beyond this simplicity of form are the many other elements of liturgy 
which have been added and developed over the centuries, for example, the 
in nomine, the preparation or corporate confession and absolution, the 
introit, the kyrie, and all the other canticles, prayers, and blessings of the 
divine service. To this structure should be added the singing of psalms, 
hymns, and spiritual songs. All of these structural elements of liturgy are 
an entailment of form. This is what historically has been called cultus and 
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might further be referred to as the surface structure of liturgy. Although 
the deep structure of liturgy is sufficient for delivery of the Gospel, the 
surface structure of liturgy further facilitates access to the Gospel. The 
Gospel is inherently incarnational. That is why this is one point at which 
arguments concerning respect for received liturgical traditions and conti
nuity with the church's historic practice, as these relate to the inclusion of 
contemporary forms, should be engaged.15 

III. C. 2. b. Style 

In direct relation to the church's cultus, form also entails style. The 
style of liturgy consists in something more abstract, more difficult to de
fine. Style is a matter of aesthetics, or the art of the form. There are clear 
aesthetic differences between traditional and contemporary forms. In The 
Structure ofLutheranism Werner Elert has written: "...even the most cau
tious acknowledgment of what is ceremonial brings one face to face with 
the problem of external form.... The form of worship is formally condi
tioned by artistic taste."16 

III. C. 3. Function 

The third basic aspect of liturgy is function. According to the Lutheran 
Confessions the function of liturgy entails delivery of the Gospel, decorum 

15The LCMS Commission on Worship should be commended for the work they have 
done to prepare a new hymnal for the Synod. Recently the Commission provided the 
church with the pamphlet, Text, Music, Context: A Resource for Reviewing Worship 
Materials, The Commission on Worship of The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, copy
right © 2004 (responding to a 1998 resolution of the Synod in convention in an effort to 
"enable a process by which songs and liturgical materials from sources other than LCMS 
publications might be reviewed for acceptability"). In the section titled "Theological Over
view," the Commission makes many excellent statements about the views of worship 
located in Scripture and the Lutheran Confessions. In addition to these the Commission 
also includes certain assumptions of Liturgical Theology, e.g., that the sixteenth-century 
confessing evangelicals had a "desire to preserve the catholicity of the church that tended 
to result in uniformity of early Lutheran worship" (3-4). The confessing evangelicals did 
not define the catholicity of the church in terms of liturgical practice. This is an assump
tion of Liturgical Theology. The confessing evangelicals defined catholicity in terms of 
right doctrine: the purity of the Gospel and the Sacraments administered in accordance 
with the divine Word (AC VII), explicitly excluding in this confession humanly instituted 
rites and ceremonies in liturgy from its definition. Frank Senn has pointed out that in 
Germany alone there were some 135 worship orders between 1523 and 1555, and that it 
was not until the period of orthodoxy in the seventeenth century that uniformity of 
Lutheran liturgy began to emerge. See Christian Worship and Its Cultural Setting 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), 58. Uniformity was and still is desirable, but it can only be 
sought on the basis of the satis est of AC VII, not on the basis of humanly instituted rites 
and ceremonies in the church's liturgy. See The Struggle to Reclaim the Liturgy in the 
Lutheran Church: Adiaphora in Historical, Theological and Practical Perspective. 

16Werner Elert, The Structure of Lutheranism, trans. Walter E. Hansen (St. Louis: 
Concordia, 1962), 326. 
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or good order in the church, catechesis, and edification.17 

III. C. 3. a. Delivery of the Gospel 

The primary function of liturgy is the delivery of the forgiveness of 
sins. This takes place through the pure proclamation of the Gospel and the 
Sacraments administered in accordance with the divine Word (AC VII). 

III. C. 3· b. Decorum or Good Order 

Function also entails decorum or good order in the church. We have 
the apostolic Word to the liturgical assembly: "Let all things be done de
cently and in order" (1 Cor. 14:40, KJV). Here function and style are closely 
interrelated. If a particular style of music functions in such a way that it 
obscures the delivery of the Gospel, say for example by inordinately focus
ing attention on the Holy Spirit (Third Article, sanctification) instead of 
primarily on Jesus Christ (Second Article, justification) or by stirring the 
emotions beyond our God-given reasonable worship (1 Cor. 12-14), or by 
placing the primary emphasis on our sanctified response of praise, it is 
inappropriate for use in the service of God's house. 

Ill C. 3. c. Catechesis 

Function further entails catechesis. The insatiable appetite for liturgi
cal novelty militates against teaching God's people the eternal truths of 
the Christian faith. Liturgical repetition assists the worshiping assembly 
in its reception of the gifts and frees them to engage in a deeper and more 
meaningful reflection on the substance being delivered there. The inclu
sion of contemporary forms need not necessarily be equated with shallow, 
weekly liturgical innovation, if we are being conscientious about the 
catechetical function of liturgy, according to the Biblical and confessional 
mandate. 

III. C. 3. d. Edification 

Finally, function entails the edification of the church. Here, localized 
cultural expressions will impact decisions regarding edification. Some con
texts are rooted in liturgical chant, incense, and ornate vestments. Others 
are rooted in no frills and simpler expectations. Some forms are more 
elaborate; some forms are more basic. It is the confessional judgment of 

17Ap XIII. 1-6; AC XXIV.2-3; Ap XXIV.3; FC Ep X.l, 3, 4. And as the confessions 
explicity state, decorum or good order in the church also entails the avoidance of frivolity 
and offense in the church's liturgical practices. 
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the church that such forms have absolutely nothing to do with the unity 
and orthodoxy of the church and that consciences must never be bound on 
account of differences in forms of humanly instituted rites and ceremonies 
in liturgy. 

IV. Concluding Remarks 

Identifying authorities which norm the church's theological practice of 
liturgy is essential for clarifying hermeneutical boundaries. By outlining a 
hermeneutic of the church's confession according to the church's primary 
and secondary authorities (Scripture and the Lutheran Confessions) and 
by recognizing the non-normative character of the church's tertiary au
thorities (the church's history and traditions on the basis of which so much 
personal opinion has been forged) this gives us clear theological grounding 
for formulating and articulating an unambiguous Lutheran hermeneutic 
of liturgy. 

The distinctions which are inherent to liturgy—what is normative and 
what is not normative, what is given by God and what is given by the 
church—are crucial for addressing the issues the church faces today. The 
three compositional aspects of liturgy: referent, form, and function (with 
all that they entail), might assist the church as criteria by which we may 
critique newer, so-called "contemporary" forms. If the church then sets 
itself to the task of including "contemporary" forms, what is adopted must 
be carefully crafted according to the normative character of the formal and 
material principles of liturgy, if it is to be a faithful expression of the 
Lutheran ethos in the purity of the Gospel and the Sacraments adminis
tered in accordance with the divine Word. 
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