                                          LEX ORANDI, LEX CREDENDI

    A Reflection Upon A Half-Century Of Evolution In LCMS Doctrine And Practice

  Presented to the September 16, 2019 meeting of the MN North Confessional Lutherans 

I. ON WITHHOLDING FORGIVENESS

     Being an emeritus pastor can afford one the opportunity to attend the Divine Service of congregations other than one’s home.  Such was the case a while ago when my wife and I attended the Sunday morning service at a congregation served by a pastor of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod (LCMS) with good conservative, confessional Lutheran credentials.  In his sermon he used the expression, “If you forgive the sins of anyone, they are forgiven; if you withhold forgiveness from anyone, it is withheld.”

     In my entire fifty plus year career as a pastor on the LCMS clergy roster, I had never before heard this in catechesis or preaching or lecture.  I have never read this formula in our Lutheran Confessions.  Any ‘withholding’ discussed there is that of the papists withholding the cup from communicants.  The Augsburg Confession unambiguously defines the Office of the Keys as the authority or power to forgive and to retain sins. (XXVIII:5)  It cites John 20:21-23, and says that if you “retain the sins of any, they are retained.”  (XXVIII:6)  There is nothing about ‘withholding forgiveness’ in our confessions.  Where did this concept of withholding forgiveness originate?

     For my entire career, I have taught that the Office of the Keys consists of forgiving sins of penitent sinners, and retaining sins of impenitent as long as they do not repent.  Can this change in terminology be a case of lex orandi, lex credendi?  The literal translation of this Latin expression is ‘law of praying, law of believing.’  In the vernacular we’d no doubt say, “The way you worship determines what you believe.”

     The LCMS currently ‘orandi’s’ with something called the Lutheran Service Book. (LSB)  Look at page 326 of LSB.  “What is the Office of the Keys?  The Office of the Keys is that special authority which Christ has given to His church on earth to forgive the sins of penitent sinners, but to withhold forgiveness from the unrepentant as long as they do not repent.”  AHA!  There it is, black on white, in LSB.  ‘Retain sins’ has been changed to ‘withhold forgiveness.’  

     Karen and I have a son in Rochester who is a former teacher of English and German.  He now has a moonlighting job of proofreading and editing manuscripts and theses for post-graduate students.  I asked John, “Does ‘withhold forgiveness’ mean the same as ‘retain sins’?  “Not even close,” was his reply.  “In the one case you take an action, and in the other you do nothing.”  And this conclusion comes from a layman who is a grammarian, and not a theologian. 

     So, what is the reason for – or cause of – the change in our doctrine of the Office of the Keys?  Read on from page 326 of our Lutheran Service Book.  “Where is this written?  This is what St. John the Evangelist writes in chapter twenty: The Lord Jesus breathed on His disciples and said, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.  If you forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.’”  Oh, really?  Did John the Evangelist really write that?

     Literally, John wrote (20:22) “And this having said He breathed into (them) and He says to them Receive Spirit (the) Holy. (v.23) If any you might forgive the sins, they are forgiven them; if any you might retain, they are retained.”  The word ‘forgive’ is apheyte   
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and the word ‘retain’ is krateyte.  In their Greek-English lexicon, William F. Arendt and F. Wilbur Ginrich provide a number of ways to translate krateyte:  1) take into possession, custody, arrest; 2) take hold of, grasp, seize; 3) attain; 4) hold; 5) hold upright, support; 6) hold back, restrain; 7) hold fast; 8) retain. It is a stretch to say that this Greek word means ‘to withhold.’  In fact, it is (as my son, the grammarian, put it) almost antithetical to ‘withhold.’  krateyte requires an effort or action; ‘withhold’ means to take no action.  

     John uses this verb in the Apocalypse (2:1) where he writes, “…He who holds the seven stars in His right hand…” and again (21:2) “He laid hold of the dragon…and bound him…”

     But one may ask, “If you withhold forgiveness, is the result not the same as retaining sins?”  I reply by saying that my brother may sin, and rather than lovingly confronting him and calling him to repentance, even to the point of exercising Matthew 18:15-17 discipline, I can withhold forgiveness by looking the other way, by simply ignoring and avoiding the issue.  I have withheld forgiveness, but I definitely have not bound his sin to him or retained his sin. Rather, I have simply chosen to take no action whatsoever.  And this is antithetical to what the Office of the Keys calls me to do!

     So, clearly the active meaning of the ‘binding’ key in the Office of the Keys has been changed by the LCMS Commission on Worship.  Why?  Why was our lex orandi changed?  

     I must get personal now.  When the LCMS Commission on Worship began work on LSB, they solicited congregations and pastors to participate in testing worship materials.  I volunteered with Emmanuel Evangelical Lutheran Congregation of Long Prairie.  One of my strongest suggestions was that the preferred translation for the Psalms and Catechism citations should be the New King James Version. (NKJV)  It is my opinion that the NKJV attempts to be a literal translation rather than a dynamic equivalent ‘translation’ that tells you the meaning a Biblical writer intends to convey, rather than the words which he wrote. But no, the Commission on Worship and the LSB hymnal committee chose to use the English Standard Version (ESV) instead.  I inquired to learn why this version was chosen, and was told that it was an economic decision emanating from Concordia Publishing House (CPH).  ESV gave us a more favorable financial deal for using their version than the NKJV folks were willing to give.  Nota bene!  ‘Retain sins’ has been changed to ‘withhold forgiveness’ because it costs less.  The Commission on Worship and/or the hymnal committee may have other motives, but the primary one was that of financial considerations.  Got that?  It doesn’t mean the same; it just costs less.  And so the entire LCMS is led into a change of terminology and subsequent change of doctrine as pastors and laymen unthinkingly repeat the words from hymnal and catechism.  That is precisely what the fathers warned when they coined the expression:  lex orandi, lex credendi.   As the church worships, so the church believes.

II. ON INSTALLING A PASTOR WITH ONE KEY

     I do not have access to the official LSB Agenda for the Rite of Installation of a Pastor. 

I shall be indebted to any reader or hearer who can verify or disprove what I am about to discuss, based upon my listening and memory skills.  

     As an emeritus pastor of the LCMS, I am serving vacancies in the various districts of 
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Minnesota North, North Dakota, Montana, and Texas.  I have on numerous occasions been blessed with the opportunity to participate in the installation of the full-time pastor who succeeds me in my interim role.  The official LCMS LSB Agenda for the installation of a pastor contains a question to the pastor-elect that goes something like this:  “Will you forgive the sins of those who have confessed to you, and will you never disclose any confidences told to you?”  There is no mention of retaining sins of impenitent sinners.  He is not even asked to withhold forgiveness from anyone!  I have heard our Lutheran fathers speak of the ‘binding key’ and the ‘loosing key’.  What is this new-speak?  A ‘mute key’ and a ‘loosing key?’  So, I asked my District President, Rev. Donald Fondow about it.  To his great credit, he agreed with me that the agenda has omitted the binding key.  President Fondow – again, to his great credit – phoned Rev. Paul Grime, then chairman of the Commission on Worship, about the omission of the binding key. I was not privy to the exact words, but President Fondow told me that Rev. Grime’s response could be summarized with:  what we have written, we have written.  Apparently the omission of the binding key from the LSB Agenda was not inadvertent; it was conscious and deliberate.  So where is the Commission on Worship of the LCMS leading us?  After all, lex orandi, lex credendi.  

     As for my part, I have addressed the issue with each district president under whom I have served as vacancy pastor.  As aforementioned, President Fondow affirmed my position, and always inserts, “will you retain the sins of the impenitent as long as they do not repent.”  President Terry Forke of the Montana District was equally receptive.  President James Baneck of North Dakota included the binding key as requested from him by the elders of the congregation I was serving as vacancy pastor, but omitted any mention of a binding key at the installation of the pastor at a dual parish, which installation I attended.  President Newman of the Texas District expressed interest in my presentation of the issue, but nevertheless used the official LCMS rite of installation ‘by the book.’  (LCMS Agenda book, that is; not God’s book, aka the Holy Bible.)  Lex orandi, lex credendi.  Is there a pattern emerging here?  Hold that thought while I move on to another practice of the Commission on Worship of the LCMS.

III. ON ELLIPSES

     You know, they are those three dots that mean that something has been omitted.  Okay, by now you are concluding that I am a conspiracy theorist.  What was omitted, and why?  Specifically, I am referring to the lections recommended by the Commission on Worship and hymnal committee for LSB.  I cannot cover them all now; it would take too much time and sacrifice too many trees to provide the paper.

     The most recent is both an ellipsis and an abrupt ending.  Look at LSB, series C, proper 8 for June 26-July 2.  The recommended reading for the epistle is Galatians 5:1,13-25.  Verse 1 says “Stand fast therefore in the liberty by which Christ has made us free, and do not be entangled again with a yoke of bondage.”  Then we skip verses two through twelve, in which Paul lays down the law against those who want to fall back into circumcision, and want a justification by the law.  Omitted is the dictum, “A little leaven leavens the whole lump.”(v.9) We continue with verse 13, “For you, brethren, have been called to liberty; only do not use liberty as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love  serve one another.”  The lection ends with verse 25, “If we live in the Spirit, let us also 
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walk in the Spirit.”  Likewise omitted is the last verse of the chapter, verse 26, “Let us not become conceited, provoking one another, envying one another.”  Now, I’m not saying that one must read an entire chapter of an epistle as a lection.  However, I challenge you to see whether or not it is consistently ‘law’ that is being omitted.  The following week, Series C, Proper 9 for July 3-9, is Galatians 6:12-10,14-18.  So what are we omitting in verses 11-13?  (v.11)  “See with what large letters I have written to you with my own hand!  (v.12) As many as desire to make a good showing in the flesh, these try to compel you to be circumcised, only that they may not suffer persecution for the cross of Christ. (v.13) For not even those who are circumcised keep the law, but they desire to have you circumcised that they may glory in your flesh.” 

     Credit for the mother of all ellipses, however, goes to Lutheran Worship(LW) hymnal committee.  The recommended second lesson for Series C, 7th Sunday of Easter, was Revelation 22:12-17, 20.  (Did you ever put your hand in a brown paper grocery bag and torment a kitten by rattling the inside of the bag?  What is in there?)  What is left out?  What are verses 18 and 19!  Revelation 22:18 “For I testify to everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book:  If anyone adds to these things, God will add to him the plagues that are written in this book; 19) and if anyone takes away from the words of the book of this prophecy, God shall take away his part from the Book of Life, from the holy city, and from the things which are written in this book.”  

     In 1998 I was invited to be the guest preacher at a congregation in Iowa on the 7th Sunday of Easter.  My sermon title was, “The Missing Verses.”  Mind you, that was more than twenty years ago.  Apparently this ellipsis was so obvious and egregious that the LSB hymnal committee decided to include verses 18 and 19 once again.  But my caveat remains:  watch ellipses and see if the omissions most often excise ‘law’ from our lections.  Call me a conspiracy theorist, but I see in the LCMS a trend to soften God’s law, or to omit it altogether.  Once again I see lex orandi, lex credendi.

IV. ON THE NIV’S LOST ‘ONLY-BEGOTTEN SON’

     I have a great affection for the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod.(WELS)  It was the church of my baptism and earliest Christian catechesis.  The pastor who was my catechist imprinted Luther’s Small Catechism into my memory, as well as many KJV Bible verses.  Paramount among the memorized verses was John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life.”

     Karen and I use the WELS Northwestern Publishing House (NPH) daily devotion book called ‘Meditations’ for our daily devotions.  An occasional author will push too far the concept of ‘everybody a minister.’  But by and large, Meditations is a superior daily devotion book.  Yet it grieves me to say that John 3:16 is most often cited from the NIV translation.  (A few authors will use the WELS’ own new translation, in progress.)  My mother’s NIV Bible says in John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”  

     The Greek word monogenay (only begotten) occurs three times in Luke’s Gospel, four times in John’s Gospel, once in John’s first epistle, and once in the Epistle to the Hebrews.

Luke 7:12 – the only son of the widow at Nain

                                                                        -4-

Luke 8:42 – the only daughter of Jairus

Luke 9:38 – a man’s demon-possessed only son

John 1:14 – Word became flesh…only begotten of the Father

John 1:18 – No one has seen God at any time.  The only begotten Son, who is…

John 3:16 – God so loved the world…His only begotten Son

John 3:18 - …because he has not believed in the name of the only begotten Son of God

1 John 4:9 - …God has sent His only begotten Son into the world, that we might live…

Hebrews 11:17 – Abraham’s only begotten son is offered up

     In every use of monogenay one can feel the intimacy of the relationship and the anguish of the parent:  Abraham, Jairus, the widow of Nain, the father of the demon-possessed son, the Father of the crucified Christ.  These parents are feeling the pain of their own flesh and blood.  

     But the question arises, “Does ‘one and only’ mean the same as ‘only begotten’?  And would ‘one and only’ convey our creedal expression of faith, ‘begotten of the Father from eternity’?  This is a matter of confession. Lex orandi, lex credendi..

     ‘One and only’ expresses numerical exclusivity.  ‘Only begotten’ expresses origin and relationship.  In the words of our son, the grammarian, “Not even close.”  

     And to take it one step further, is Jesus of Nazareth the one and only Son of God the Father?  Paul the Apostle says otherwise to the Galatians:  (4:4-7) But when the fullness of the time had come, God sent forth His Son, born of a woman, born under the law,     (5) to redeem those who were under the law, that we might receive the adoption as sons. (6) And because you are sons, God has sent forth the Spirit of His Son into your hearts, crying out, “Abba, Father!”  (7) Therefore you are no longer a slave but a son, and if a son, then an heir of God through Christ.  If, therefore, as the NIV and the WELS teach, Jesus is the one and only Son of God the Father, then you and I have no inheritance from our Heavenly Father.  But Christ is the only “only begotten’ Son of the Father.

     See what happens?  When you dumb down ‘only begotten’ to say ‘one and only’, you change a Biblical doctrine.  When you, as translator, change one word of God’s revelation, you risk contradicting another teaching from that seamless, God-breathed divine Word.  What an evident and obvious case of lex orandi, lex credendi.
V. GEROLD AND KAREN QUIXOTE’S FINAL WINDMILL

     Fifty three years ago when I was ordained a pastor in the LCMS, if a pastor said to a group of fellow LCMS pastors, “The Lord be with you,”  the unanimous response would have been, “And with thy Spirit.”  Try the same salutation today, and I predict that 99% of the pastors will reply, “And also with you.”  Why this change in our lex orandi? 

How did it happen?  Who is behind it?  Pope John XXIII and Rev. Fred Precht.

     The latter taught catechetics and liturgics and conducted the men’s chorus at Concordia Theological Seminary, Springfield, Illinois, when I enrolled there in 1959.  (His home congregation became my first assignment upon my graduation!)  Professor Precht was enamored with the liturgical reforms of the Vatican II council.  Pope John XXIII called for a council in January of 1959, and the participants met off-and-on from 1962 through 1965.  And what was the mood of the 1960’s?  

     The Roman Catholics had a strong movement to empower the people.  The mass was in Latin; make it easier for the laity to understand.  No more ‘Dominus vobiscum.’  Speak
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     Along with this, there was a concurrent push to bring the clergy down to the level of the laity.  There was an emphasis to include the laity in the celebration of the mass.  The laity was to participate, not just observe the priest as he offered the sacrifice of the mass.  Hence the custom of laymen carrying the elements to the altar to be consecrated and sacrificed. By impetus from the hierarchy, lay readers were encouraged.  And as an additional measure to put clergy and laity on a level nearer one another, the salutation’s response was changed from ‘and with thy Spirit, to ‘and also with you.’

     Now, let’s see, who was chairman of the committee that produced Lutheran Worship (LW), the ill-advised hymnal revision in 1982.  Why, it was none other than Rev. Prof. Fred Precht.  We can thank him for introducing lay readers, in spite of the Apostle Paul’s instruction to Timothy. (1 Timothy 4:13 Till I come, give attention to {the} reading, to {the} exhortation, to {the} doctrine.)  Yes, and female lay readers, in spite of this same Apostle’s instruction in 1 Timothy 2:12, “I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man, but to be in silence.”  And don’t tell me that reading to someone is not teaching!  In Ghana, I saw and heard a catechist with the congregation’s only copy of Luther’s Small Catechism reading it to his class, teaching them.  

     Yes, and we can thank the 1982 LW hymnal committee for the historic salutation’s insipid response, “Hey, you, too, dude.”  Ironically, the Roman Catholics who in 1962 abandoned centuries of practice (and with thy Spirit) have now returned to their former, ancient custom.  We attended a funeral mass at a Roman Catholic church recently, and Karen and I looked at each other knowingly as the congregation responded to the priest’s salutation, “And with thy Spirit.”  

     So it’s not a big deal, and no major doctrine is directly involved.  But it could be.  I have always taught catechumens the form and content of the Divine Service.  I teach that it consists of distinct but related segments.  

     The first is the Invocation, Confession, and Absolution.  Then we shift gears.  I call ‘The Salutation’ a tachometer that tells you it is time to shift your Miata’s manual transmission into the next gear.

     Second gear is the Word:  Lections and Sermon.  After another Salutation we shift into third gear, the Service of the Sacrament. After another Salutation, we shift into the Benediction.

     Speaking all of this to us is the called pastor, executing his duties and exercising his authority given by Jesus, as recorded in John 20:21-23) Then Jesus said to them again, “Peace to you!  As the Father has sent Me, I also send you.” (22) And when He had said this, He breathed on them, and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. (23) If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.”  

     I teach that the laity’s response to the Salutation is a confession of faith; a reminder of the institution of the Office of the Keys; an affirmation of the Holy Spirit’s work through Word and Sacrament.

     Our ancient liturgical fathers surely meant more by saying “And with thy Spirit” than a simple egalitarian, lateral exchange of pleasantries.  Perhaps in another fifty years we can have another hymnal committee that will seriously re-think our use of the salutation, rather than mindlessly aping a passé, Roman Catholic, ill-advised, meaningless liturgical action.  After all, lex orandi, lex credendi. (Prosper of Aquitaine, d. 483 AD)

Rev. Gerold W. Goetz, EM
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