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What Y2K Problem?

J

If you are reading this, Peggy Eldredge’s computer did not blow up, the Paxton 
Printing Company is still solvent, and the Postal Service is still delivering the mail. 
After the stroke of midnight on December 31,1999, and a second after that hour in 
January, 2000, the vast majority of computers throughout the world hummed 
merrily along, deciding between endless series of zeros and ones. You can now 
throw out all those jugs of water from the refrigerator and spend the extra money 
you had hidden in your sock drawer. Of course, if you aren’t reading this until 
March, 2001, the worst of the Y2K bugs did its ugly thing.

“Be not the first by whom the new is tried, nor yet the last to lay the old aside.’’ 
So goes the old, wise couplet, reminding us that church leaders must negotiate 
between change for the sake of change and the church’s seven last words: “We’ve 
never done it that way before.*’ We proclaim the truth once delivered to the saints 
and the truth into which the Holy Spirit will lead us during the third Christian 
millennium. We will need all the wisdom of the past if we are to address in a new 
way the challenges of the present and the future.

Mark C. Mattes introduces us to the life and thought of that splendid Danish 
scholar and hymnwriter, N. F. S. Grundtvig. He started out as a Christian apolo
gist, but then, thanks to reading Irenaeus, he recognized the importance of Christian 
oral tradition in establishing churchly identity and spiritual vision. His was a life
affirming response to the life-denying, super-spirituality of Scandinavian Lutheran 
Pietism. For Grundtvig one should be a human first and then a Christian. One 
must be able to become aware of one’s natural, native, or created life-instinct 
before it is any good to tell someone about everlasting life. The distinctive Chris
tian social ethic is to find ways to aid humanity in its quest for genuine self- 
affirmation and advancement. A social prophet and renewer of society, Grundtvig 
believed that the old humanity is not worthless. Rather, it is worthwhile and 
precious, and it can be transfigured by means of the Christian gospel.

Several years ago Carolyn Riehl interviewed thirty-five gay and lesbian 
Lutherans, who also happen to serve in rostered ministries in the ELCA. She 
explains carefully her methodology in identifying and conversing with these men 
and women, and then she lets them tell their own stories. Thus we hear of their 
background in the Lutheran Church, their call to ministry, their understanding of 
their own sexuality, how they “came out,’* their relationship to God and church 
policies, and how all this affects their ministries, their bishops, and their congrega-



—Ralph W. Klein, Editor

tions. This essay makes clear that the current debate is not an abstract, hypothetical 
discussion about a situation that may emerge at some time in the future. Printing of 
this essay in Currents is at least in part a response to the recent invitation of the 
Division for Ministry of the ELCA for the seminaries to take the lead in helping the 
church address the theological and practical issues that are at stake. We welcome 
written responses from our readers regardless of where they stand on these issues.

Ronald Baesler asks what justification by grace through faith might mean in 
Puerto Rico and quotes a colleague’s answer “It means that we can really be 
Puerto Ricans.” Two factors emerge in Latin America that challenge the doctrine 
of justification: hunger and insignificance. The first is not so much a problem in 
Puerto Rico, and the second results in efforts by many to prove the contrary. But 
search for power and greatness represents a negation of who Puerto Ricans really 
are as a people. In justification God has declared an end to the anxious search for 
significance. This doctrine offers a new vision of life: life measured not by great
ness and power but by joyful, free service and self-giving love.

Jay C. Rochelle considers how we might honor the Jews in Christian preach
ing. After all, Judaism is the mothering ground from which we emerge as children 
in the faith. It’s partly a language problem—“Old Testament” and “B.c / A.D.,” for 
example. But it is also important that we not get caught up in the early church’s 
polemic against the Pharisees or follow Marcion in seeing no use for the Prime 
Testament. Christianity may indeed be the most materialist of all religions, and this 
is especially true if we honor our Jewish origin. Preaching that can honor the 
dialogical voices in Scripture will explore the plurality of voices that emerge from 
that shared story and seek to tell a common story of life in God.

Kristin Johnston Sutton reflects on her and our vocations as she responds to a 
tragic story of a woman who starved herself and her children in the name of the 
Holy Spirit. A craving for satisfaction seduces us into the belief that what we so 
desperately want is also what God wants for us. We tend to value our own will 
over God’s will, making our own voice the deciding one. Instead, we should pray 
for the courage to trust God’s call for our own lives and not replace it with a calling 
of our own.

By the time you read this I hope the Y2K problem is up there on the shelf with 
my Pet Rock and my Nehru jacket This year, this century, and this millennium 
will bring plenty of fears and sadness, and Christians will need to continue to rely 
on the Lord of gladness even if, and especially when, the storms may gather.

Yea, whate’er I here must bear,
Still in thee lies purest pleasure,
Jesus, priceless treasure!
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N. F. S. Grundtvig’s Approach 
to Christian Community and 
Civic Responsibility
Mark C. Mattes 
Grand View College 
Des Moines, Iowa

self-awareness in the public realm. This 
thesis implies three important ramifications:
(1) Grundtvig’s Irenaeus-inspired perspec
tive on the gospel as powerfully life-affirm
ing is capable of unleashing potential for 
the development of human social welfare;
(2) Grundtvig’s emphasis on the person as 
an individual-in-community can offeracor- 
rective to the excessive individualism that 
plagues contemporary American life; and (3)

1 See Christ and Culture (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1951).

2 See Selected Writings, trans, and ed. 
Johannes Knudsen (Philadelphia: Fortress, 
1976), 140-41. Not much of Grundtvig’s 
prodigious corpus has been translated into 
English. In addition to the Selected Writings 
there is also available Selected Educational 
Writings, ed. Max Lawson (The International 
People’s College and The Association of Folk 
High Schools in Denmark, 1991) and What 
Constitutes Authentic Christianity?, trans. 
Emest D. Nielsen (Philadelphia: Fortress, 
1985). Some of Grundtvig’s many hymns can 
be found in A Heritage in Song, ed. Johannes 
Knudsen (Askov, MN: The Danish Interest 
Conference, 1978). I am grateful to the Rev. 
Willard Garred for help with certain Danish 
terminology.

A perennial concern of Christian social 
ethics is the attempt to discern the best 
paradigm for relating the Christian faith and 
life to wider culture. H. Richard Niebuhr’s 
typology1 of how Christ relates to culture, 
i.e., “Christ against culture” (sectarian), 
“Christ above culture” (Roman Catholic), 
“Christ transforming culture” (Reformed), 
“Christ of culture” (liberal Protestant), and 
“Christ and culture in paradox” (Lutheran) 
continues to provide a helpful framework in 
which to understand the role of the Chris
tian ethos in public life. One important 
interpretation of this latter type (Christ and 
culture in paradox) is that of the nineteenth
century Danish church leader and scholar 
Nicolaj F. S. Grundtvig (1783-1872), who 
in a poem once expressed his mature per
spective on the relationship between faith 
and culture as “Human first and then a 
Christian (Menneskeffirst og Kristen sd). 
For Grundtvig, this phrase encapsulates the 

tians should strive ______ _ —
__------ ---- ---- ™ <Febn,i,y 2000>
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Grundtvig’s intellectual and 
churchly career

Several distinctive spiritual and intellectual 
movements of the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries influenced the young 
Grundtvig, including Pietism, Rationalism, 
and Romanticism. Grundtvig’s father, a 
dedicated Danish priest, was a pietistic, 
“penitential” Lutheran whose ministry in 
the village of Udby focused on preaching a 
message of repentance and conversion, 
godly living, and honoring God in public 
worship. While Grundtvig’s father incul
cated this form of piety in his children, he 
also allowed the child Nicolaj access to his 
library and with that the opportunity to 
investigate the wider world. Later, as a 
young intellectual, Grundtvig’s childhood 
faith was shattered by Rationalism’s criti
cism of biblical miracles and of the Bible as 
an inerrant, historically accurate text. More 
important, Romanticism’s affirmation of 
national identity, the human spirit, the gamut 
of human emotions, the heritages of medi
eval and pre-Christian Europe, as Grundt- 
vig learned it through his scholarly cousin, 
Henrik Steffens, helped Grundtvig chart his 
intellectual career as a linguist, poet, and 
historian. After passing his University ex
aminations in theology in 1803 he began an 
extensive study of Old Norse and Icelandic 
that would serve as an intellectual focus for

Grundtvig’s perspective on civic responsi
bility might lead us to consider ethical is
sues as questions about the best stewardship 
of human life and not only as questions of 
justice. Grundtvig’s mature reflection on 
civic responsibility is intertwined with his 
intellectual and churchly career,3 his views 
on Christian authority, divine revelation, 
and community, and his view on how Chris
tianity interrelates with his view of culture 
or, in his word, “folk life (folkelighed).”

3 For studies of Grundtvig’s life see Hal 
Koch, Grundtvig, trans. Llewellyn Jones 
(Yellow Springs, OH: Antioch Press, 1952); 
Johannes Knudsen, Danish Rebel: A Study of 
N. F. S. Grundtvig (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg, 
1955); Ernest D. Nielsen, N. F. S. Grundtvig: 
An American Study (Rock Island, IL: 
Augustana Press, 1955); Arthur M. Allchin, N. 
F. S. Grundtvig: An Introduction to his Life 
and Work (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 
1997); Kaj Thaning, N. F. S. Grundtvig, trans. 
David Hohnen (Copenhagen: Det Danske 
Selskab, 1972); Poul Dam, N. F. S. Grundtvig, 
trans. Reginald Spink (Copenhagen: Royal 
Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs Press, 
1983); and N. F. S. Grundtvig: Tradition and 
Renewal, cd. Christian Thodberg and Anders 
Pontoppidan Thyssen and trans. Edward 
Broadbridge (Copenhagen: Det Danske 
Selskab, 1983).

the rest of his life. The early results of this 
study appeared in 1808 with his book on 
Norse mythology, Nordens Mytologi.

The young Grundtvig was beginning 
to blossom intellectually; however, his ag
ing father was unable to fulfill his pastoral 
duties at Udby, and both of Grundtvig’s 
parents were urging him to assist his father 
in his need. With some hesitancy Grundt
vig sought ordination. Grundtvig’s trial 
sermon, preached in March of 1810 and 
which the university examiner passed with 
high marks, was published under the title 
“Why has the Lord’s word disappeared 
from his house?” Grundtvig’s sermon pas
sionately denounced the clergy of Copen
hagen for their inability to preach the gospel 
effectively. Leading churchmen were of
fended with Grundtvig’s attack, and they 
successfully sought to marginalize his min
istry for several years. The prospect of ordi
nation forced the issue of where Grundtvig 
himself stood religiously. He was troubled 
by the rationalistic criticisms of orthodox 
Christian faith. The anticipation of return
ing to his childhood home, symbolizing the 
conservative pietistic faith in which he was

N. F. S. Grundtvig’s Approach to Christian Community
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4 The cognate German word is Anfechtung.
’Grundtvig’s style as an anti-rationalist 

apologist during this decade can quickly be 
discerned in his What Constitutes Authentic 
Christianity?

‘Grundtvig was studying Irenaeus’s 
Adversus Haereses at this time.

I

i

he prospect 
of ordination 

forced the issue of 
where Grundtvig him- 
self stood religiously.

raised, aggravated his need to define and to 
establish his own faith stance. By New 
Year 1811 Grundtvig was suffering what 
many today would call a nervous break
down. His pietistic father would recognize 
his symptoms as that of Anfcegtelserf tur
moil over one’s sins and the recognition 
that one needs to receive salvation. The 
outcome of Grundtvig’s inner struggle was 
conversion, the conviction that he could not 
live without Christ; thus the prodigal re
lumed to the pietistic faith of his father.

After his father’s death in 1813 Grundt
vig returned to Copenhagen and pursued a 
literary career. Naturally, his return to 
conservative Christianity influenced his 
studies. As a Christian intellectual con
fronting an increasingly secular outlook 
among educated Northern Europeans, he 
took up the mantle of an apologist. As a 
historian he saw history as a field which 
testifies to God’s work in the world. In 
1812, 1814, and 1817 he published his 
World Chronicles, a unified, but not wholly 
objective, presentation of European history 
as the theater of God’s activity. This at
tempt at an overt defense of Christianity on 
historical grounds barred him from Univer
sity History appointments, which he sought. 
While not well received as a historian, the 
young Grundtvig succeeded as a linguist. 
He translated three major texts between

1815 and 1821:(1) Beowulf, (2) Saxo Gram- 
maticus’s The Chronicles of Denmark, and 
(3) Snorri Sturluson’s The Chronicles of the 
Kings of Norway.

In 1822 he was appointed to the presti
gious position of assistant pastor at the 
Church of Our Savior (Vor Frelsers) in 
Copenhagen. Here Grundtvig’s work as a 
Christian apologist5 fully emerged. Grundt
vig wanted a Christianity that was grounded 
in apostolic faith and life. As much as 
Grundtvig treasured the Bible, he recog
nized that the Bible might not serve as the 
best basis for securing the apostolic faith of 
the church since historical critics were re
lentlessly challenging the Bible’s historical 
accuracy. Grundtvig’s study of the ancient 
church, particularly the thought of the early 
bishop Irenaeus of Lyons (c. 130—c. 200),6 
suggested that apostolic faith could thrive 
in the church by means of the oral tradition 
independent of the Bible as we now under
stand it The church existed and succeeded 
for several hundred years prior to the offi
cial canonization of writings known as the 
New Testament. Grundtvig’s religious in
sight of the importance of the Christian oral 
tradition as establishing a sense of churchly 
identity and spiritual vision for early Chris
tians was paralleled by his studies of Scan
dinavian myths, stories, and early history 
which likewise provided an identity for the 
ancient peoples of the North. Both his 
studies in Irenaeus and linguistics led 
Grundtvig to his “matchless discovery” 
(Magelflse Opdagelse) that the truth of the 
gospel is grounded in the oral tradition of 
the communal life of the Christian fellow-

Mattes. N. F. S. Grundtvig’s Approach to Christian Community
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N. F. S. Grundtvig’s Approach to Christian Community

7 See Selected Writings, 11-19.
•Each of the essays in Heritage and 

Prophecy: Grundtvig and the English- 
Speaking World, ed. A. M. Allchin, D. Jasper, 
J. H. Schpjorring, and K. Stevenson (Norwich: 
The Canterbury Press, 1994) deals with this 
theme.

’See “Introduction to Nordic Mythology” 
in Selected Writings, 26-27.

ship itself, as it has come from the instruc
tion of the resurrected Jesus Christ himself, 
and not—as the apologist would have it— 
on the external discernment of God’s work 
outside the church in secular history or in a 
defense of the Bible on purely historical or 
literary terms. For the mature Grundtvig, 
the truth of the Christian faith is expressed 
in the church by means of the apostolic 
confession of faith, which is itself a re
sponse to the resurrected, living Jesus Christ, 
who himself builds up his community of 
faith by means of the sacraments of baptism 
and communion.

In 1825 Grundtvig tested his new out
look on Scripture and the church in a po
lemic with the young theological professor 
H. N. Clausen, who as a disciple of Schleier- 
macher had written a book on the differences 
between Protestantism and Catholicism. 
Grundtvig discerned a rationalistic perspec
tive on the Bible underlying Clausen’s out
look on Protestantism. In his response ‘‘The 
Church’s Rejoinder (Kirkens Gienmcele)”1 
Grundtvig harshly condemned Clausen’s 
views by arguing that it is not the Bible but 
Christ who speaks “the living word (det 
levende Ord)” that establishes the faith and 
confession of the church. Clausen sought 
legal retaliation against Grundtvig because 
of the harshness of Grundtvig’s polemic. 
The outcome was that Grundtvig was under 
censure until 1837. The emoticnal chal
lenges of dealing with this conflict also led 
Grundtvig to resign his pastorate in 1826.

Although this conflict and Grundtvig’s 
resignation from his pastorate was a tragic 
moment in his career, it opened an opportu
nity for him to do research that would fuel 
his future calling as a social prophet and 
renewer of society. Although Grundtvig 
consistently failed to bond with the Danish 
ecclesiastical hierarchy, he had the approval 
of the Danish royal family. The king of
fered Grundtvig a royal stipend to finance

his study of ancient Anglo-Saxon manu
scripts in 1829,1830, and 1831. While this 
study was valuable in and of itself, Grundt
vig’s outlook on life was radically altered 
by exposure to the social, industrial, educa
tional, and governmental changes which 
modem Britain was undergoing. It would 
lead Grundtvig to develop a perspective on 
the importance of general adult education 
for the Danish peasantry and a democratic 
outlook for both temporal and ecclesiastical 
government.8 In 1832 Grundtvig was ap
pointed to be an evening preacher at Chris- 
tianshavn. However, it was his appointment 
as chaplain atan old people’s home, Vartov, 
in Copenhagen in 1839, that would serve as 
the spiritual and literary base for his pro
phetic, reformist ideas.

In 1832 Grundtvig published a new 
edition of hisNordensMytologi in which he 
argued for a renewal of civic life by estab
lishing a folk high school which would 
provide general education for the masses, 
and thus raise their self-awareness of their 
responsibilities as a people.9 Gone was the 
crusading and apologetic ideal of Grundt
vig’s youth. It was replaced with the pro
posal that Christians should work with 
non-Christians of good will when they are 
seeking a better world for all people. In 
1833 Grundtvig began to rework his Uni
versal History by deleting its apologetic 
stance and rationale. Instead, Grundtvig’s 
historical work was now written, as he 
phrased it, for the school and not the church. 
Throughout the late 1830s and 1840s
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Grundtvig’s views on author
ity, revelation, and community

As is clear, Grundtvig was not a profes
sional theologian; however, he was a scholar 
and churchman who was deeply committed 
to the renewal of the Christian faith in 
Denmark. His quest to help renew Danish 
church life focuses on the question of theo
logical authority, divine revelation, and the 
nature of the Christian congregation itself. 
While throughout his career Grundtvig was 
concerned to theorize about revelation, au
thority, and thechurch with an eye to Luther, 
it is clear that, other than the Bible itself, 
Irenaeus—particularly his anti-gnostic 
stance—had the most important impact on 
Grundtvig’s religious thinking.12 For Ire
naeus, Christ experiences or recapitulates 
each stage of human life and thereby trans
figures or sanctifies each stage in the human 
life cycle. Irenaeus also, like the author(s) 
of Ephesians and Colossians, offers a cos
mic, earthly, communal, and churchly scope 
to God the Father’s self-revelation in Jesus 
Christ and the Holy Spirit. The upshot of 
Irenaeus’ down-to-earth and corporate spiri-

tuality for Grundtvig, according to Arthur 
Allchin, is that eternity transfigures time 
and that time gives feeling to eternity— 
eternity is not empty of lime.13 For Grundt
vig, eternity and time can be seen to 
interrelate in the liturgy. Hence, Allchin 
also notes the importance of “liturgical re
alism”14 for Grundtvig. Jesus Christ is 
present to his congregation in the living 
words embodied in baptism and board (the 
Lord’s Supper), the apostolic confession of 
faith,15 hymns, and the sermon. The church 
as a congregation, then, is not an imper-

10 For a popular presentation of Christen 
Kold’s educational work, see Nanna Good
hope’s Christen Kold: The Little Schoolmaster 
Who Helped Revive a Nation (Blair, NB: 
Lutheran Publishing House, 1956).

11 For a study of the Folk School move
ment among the Danes in North America see 
Enok Mortensen’s Schools for Life: A Danish- 
American Experiment in Adult Education 
(Askov, MN: The Danish-American Heritage 
Society, 1977).

12 See Allchin, Grundtvig: An Introduc
tion, 55, 141, and Thaning, Grundtvig, 42—43. 
While the Gnostic cults of the ancient world 
are long dead, several cultural critics, notably 
Harold Bloom and Philip J. Lee, argue persua
sively that Gnostic motifs dominate modem 
American religion, which tends to see the 
divine as the staying power at the very heart of 
the self, somehow one with the self, that is 
able to help secure the fragile self as an indi
vidual. See Bloom’s The American Religion: 
The Emergence of the Post-Christian Nation 
(New York: Simon and Shuster, 1992), 26-27, 
and Lee’s Against the Protestant Gnostics 
(New York: Oxford, 1987).

13 Allchin, Grundtvig: An Introduction, 
179, 285.

14 Allchin, 17.
15 While Grundtvig is well known for 

developing a “glad Christianity," he was not 
blind to the public and private face of evil. 
Indeed, he was ever mindful of the importance 
of rejecting evil. Hence, he always retained 
the Renunciation in corporate worship; see 
Nielsen, Grundtvig: An American Study, 108.

Grundtvig promoted the concept of folk 
high schools to awaken the common people 
to their humanity, community identity and 
responsibility, and overall physical, emo
tional, and spiritual well-being. Disciples 
of Grundtvig, such as Christen Kold (1816— 
1870),10 helped organize these schools, 
which continue to invigorate Danish social 
life as well as the social life of other coun
tries.11 On the anniversary of his fiftieth 
year of ordination he was made an honorary 
bishop by the Danish king, and in 1848 he 
was honored by his nation, whose govern
ment was in the process of becoming a con
stitutional monarchy, by being elected to 
government office. Grundtvig worked and 
ministered to the day before his death at 89.



tive leads one to conclude that Grundtvig 
disagrees with a stance that would claim 
that original sin eradicates the inherent good
ness of human nature. Here his thought 
parallels that of Luther, for whom the hu
man will as bound by sin expresses itself as 
the refusal to be in harmony with God’s 
good creation. As a result, one can pretend 
to be one’s own god for oneself.” Grundt
vig, not a professional theologian, does not 
document his similarities and differences 
from Luther. His tendency, usually, is to 
see himself as advancing Luther’s theol
ogy; in many respects his perspectives do 
not so much seem to contradict the Lutheran 
tradition as to lead it into new areas of 
theological and social reflection.19 Clearly, 
Luther’s view of the gospel as a living voice 
{viva vox evangelii) and Grundtvig’s view 
of the Christian oral tradition as a “living 
word” presuppose language as dynamic and 
life-framing. However, for Grundtvig, par
ticularly in his youth, God is evident in 
history. Unlike Luther, he has no notion of 
a Deus absconditus. Furthermore, unlike 
Luther, for whom redeemed humanity is

sonal collectivity but a communion of per
sons made free in the Holy Spirit Salva
tion, for Grundtvig, is unquestionably a 
communal experience,16 personal but not 
private. Our Christian identities are marked 
by the baptismal cross of Christ and are 
relationally joined to the destinies of one 
another. Unlike the current North Ameri
can ideology of individualism, particularly 
in its utilitarian form (you can lift yourself 
up by your own boot straps) and expressi vist 
form (nothing is ever as important as your 
own individual self-expression, provided 
you do not hurt anyone else),17 Grundtvig’s 
view of ecclesial humanity is such that 
one’s identity as a Christian is defined in 
relation to the Holy Trinity and the as
sembled fellowship of those baptized in the 
Triune Name.

The anti-gnostic dimension of Grundt
vig’s approach to the gospel provides a life
affirming response to the life-denying, 
super-spirituality of penitential Scandina
vian Lutheran Pietism. Due to his work on 
Irenaeus, Grundtvig was no longer the pi
etist of his youth. While the young Grundt
vig was sympathetic with the pietists in 
their quest to live frugal, pure, and zealous 
lives of holiness and prayer, his mature, 
Irenaean approach to the gospel was in
clined to view this form of Christian dis
cipleship as a flight from the world, a 
rejection of much that God has made in the 
creation, including our bodies and our fa
milial and social bonds. Grundtvig’s affir
mation “Human first and then a Christian” 
is a reaction against all earth-deny ing, world
rejecting approaches to the Christian faith. 
Grundtvig, following Irenaeus, sees the 
gospel of the Incarnation, in which Christ 
sanctifies all the stages of human life, as the 
best medicine for a misguided, super-spiri
tual approach to the gospel.

More seriously, the implication of 
Grundtvig’s adoption of Irenaeus’sperspec-

16 See Thaning, Grundtvig, 15.
17 Sec Robert Bellah’s extensive 

typology of individualism in Habits of the 
Heart: Individualism and Commitment in 
American Life (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1985), 142.

” See Gerhard O. Forde’s Where God 
Meets Man: Luther's Down-to-Earlh 
Approach to the Gospel (Minneapolis: Augs
burg, 1972), 56-58. For more extensive 
discussion of Luther’s view of the bound will 
see his The Bondage of the Will, trans. J. I. 
Packer and O. R. Johnston (Old Tappan, NJ: 
Revell, 1957) and Paul Althaus, The Theology 
of Martin Luther, trans. Robert Schultz 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1966), 141-60.

19 For a discussion of the similarities and 
differences between Grundtvig and Luther 
see Johannes Knudsen, “Grundtvig and 
Mythology,” Lutheran Quarterly 54 
(November 1955): 299-309.
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eternal life. Grundtvig is not suggesting 
that human life on its own is self-sufficient 
and not in need of eternal life. Rather, he is 
simply unpacking his supposition that hu
manity is a “divine experiment”23 (Guddom- 
meligt Experiment), a combination of spirit 
and matter, and that one must become con
scious of this truth before one can benefit 
from the eternal life of the gospel. For 
Grundtvig, then, those who belong to God 
by means of a new relationship with God 
constitute the church by faith. The human, 
by contrast, is constituted by the fellowship 
of those who are created in God’s image, 
whether they acknowledge this truth or not. 
In Ernest D. Nielsen’s words, Grundtvig 
believes that humans must find themselves 
before they can find God.24

For Grundtvig, the church’s authority 
is grounded in the oral tradition of faith in 
Jesus Christ, itself received from the “mouth 
of the Lord” (Herrens Mund). Originally, 
Grundtvig conceived this oral tradition as 
best codified in the Apostles’ Creed, and he 
even toyed with the theory that the resur
rected Jesus himself produced this Creed 
and taught it to the disciples prior to his 
Ascension. Later he was to affirm that even 
if the Apostles’ Creed did not come directly

or Grundtvig, 
the church’s 

authority is grounded in 
the oral tradition of 
faith in Jesus Christ.
recreated from the nothingness of sin and 
death, Grundtvig thinks that it is the fall that 
is repeated for humanity over and over 
again, and not creation. The creation is a 
secure foundation for the affirmation of 
humanity’s primordial and abiding good
ness, because for Grundtvig the image of 
God (imago Dei) abides in humanity. The 
fall by no means can annihilate it.

For Grundtvig, the point of contact 
between God and humanity is not a shared 
reason, but a human word, a “living word” 
(det levende Ord) which is capable of corre
sponding to the divine word.20 For both 
Luther and Grundtvig only Christ can save 
humanity from sin and death and proffer 
new life. Grundtvig is no Pelagian. How
ever, there is a sense for Grundtvig that 
what Luther calls God’s “left hand,” God’s 
work in the world apart from the church, is 
not merely to restrain sin but to encourage 
the instinct for life, as present in various 
cultural manifestations, as valid in its own 
right. Indeed, forGrundtvig, it is notmerely 
humanity that reflects God’s image, but 
also the entire earth.21 Hence, Grundtvig’s 
view of God’s action in the creation is 
cosmic in scope and not merely limited to 
the human realm. When Grundtvig affirms 
“Human first and then a Christian,” he means 
that one must be able to become aware of 
one’s natural, native, or created life-instinct22 
before it is any good to tell someone about

20 Knudsen, “Grundtvig and Mythology,” 
304.

21 See Allchin, Grundtvig: An Introduc
tion, chapter 9, and Thaning, Grundtvig, 26.

22 See Koch, Grundtvig, 158.
23 “Introduction to Nordic Mythology” in 

Selected Writings, 26. There is a striking 
parallel between Grundtvig’s metaphor of 
“divine experiment” for human nature and 
Luther’s metaphor of humanity as the creature 
on whom God is “doing construction.” See 
Eberhard JUngel, The Freedom of a Christian: 
Luther's Significance for Contemporary 
Theology, trans. Roy A. Harrisville (Minne
apolis: Augsburg, 1988), 46.

24 Sec Nielsen, Grundtvig: An American 
Study, 9.



Grundtvig’s view of culture 
and civic responsibility

from Jesus himself, its importance is that it 
genuinely expresses the apostolic confes
sion of faith as based on the experience of 
the first disciples’ fellowship with the risen 
Lord. The Lord continues to develop his 
body of disciples by means of this “living 
word” as it is embodied in the church’s 
confession of faith and her sacraments. By 
means of this oral tradition, the church is 
anamnetic—the past is alive and speaks in 
the present as the sacramental means of 
grace connects it to the present. The Spirit’s 
agency in the church is to continue this 
diachronic dimension of the oral tradition, 
which, as EmestNielsen sees it, isa “linear” 
(through time), not a “punctiliar” (all at 
once)25 experience that allows eternity to 
transfigure time in the liturgical life of the 
congregation. Ecclesial experience for 
Grundtvig is decidedly embodied, dynamic, 
corporate, and simultaneously traditioned 
by the past and transformed in light of the 
future. Most importantly, for the mature 
Grundtvig, ecclesial experience does not 
exorcise common human experience but in
stead builds on it, affirms it, and furthers it.

Based in his anti-gnostic, pro-human spiri
tuality, his sense of the person’s identity as 
grounded in community, and his profound 
respect for the indigenous cultural identity 
of a people as it is expressed in what he 
terms its “folk life (folkelighed)” the ma
ture Grundtvig (after 1832) was prepared to 
argue that the distinctive Christian social 
ethic is to find ways to aid humanity in its 
quest for genuine self-affirmation and ad
vancement. Undoubtedly, contemporary 
anthropology would question whether or 
not Grundtvig’s notion of folk life has an 
adequate empirical basis as understood by 
current scientific standards. For our pur-

25 Nielsen, 51.
26Sec Thorvald Hansen, Church Divided: 

Lutheranism Among the Danish Immigrants 
(Des Moines, IA: Grand View College Press, 
1992), 64.

27 See Johannes Knudsen’s “Introduction” 
to Selected Writings, 2.

21 “Introduction to Nordic Mythology” in 
Selected Writings, 20.

’’“Introduction to Nordic Mythology” in 
Selected Writings, 32-36; Nielsen, 2; and 
Koch, 122-23.

poses, it can serve as an important notion by 
which to decipher Grundtvig’s notion of 
civic responsibility. By “folk life” Grundt
vig means the heritage of a people, that 
which gives substance to a common iden
tity, or a living bond, which defines a 
people.26 With his work in ancient and 
medieval Scandinavian linguistics, mythol
ogy, and history, Grundtvig had been study
ing the folk life of the Danish people since 
his early twenties. Grundtvig’s notion of 
folk life, however, as influenced by the 
German Idealist philosopher Friederich W. 
J. von Schelling,27 carries powerful Roman
tic overtones of nationalism, which was and 
is widespread among nineteenth- and twen
tieth-century Europeans. Grundtvig’s no
tion of folk life entails a theory of “spirit” 
(And), not to be confused with the Holy 
Spirit (Helligand), as the life force imma
nent and emergent in one’s cultural iden
tity, a “universal-historical”28 development 
of a people. In a sense, folk life is the 
medium that clothes and embodies this spirit. 
In Grundtvig’s theory, language is the means 
by which spirit expresses itself in folk life. 
Ideally, an individual ought to be able to 
specify an awareness of himself or herself 
in spirit. This is not so that one can then 
control the fortunes of spirit, but so that one 
might be able to align oneself with the 
directions of spirit and thus fulfill one’s 
personal destiny.29
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30 “Introduction to Nordic Mythology” in 
Selected Writings, 26.

31 The German cognate word is 
Anschauung.

32 “Introduction to Nordic Mythology” in 
Selected Writings, 21, 23.

33 “Introduction to Nordic Mythology” in 
Selected Writings, 26-27.

34 See “About Folk Life and Dr. Rudel- 
bach” in Selected Writings, 44-48.

35 See Allchin, Grundtvig: An Introduc
tion, 161.

The fact that Grundtvig favored oral 
over written communication perhaps can be 
understood in light of this theory of spirit30 
Oral communication is immediately one 
with spirit, while a text seeks to mediate a 
truth of spirit, and is thus one step removed 
from spirit’s immediacy. We can see how 
this theory would coalesce with Grundtvig’s 
preference of the gospel’s truth as found in 
the oral tradition of the church and not the 
written text of the Scriptures. Spirit is 
expressed in and through individuals who 
are corporately bound in a common identity 
not by consent, as the Anglo-American tra
dition of political liberalism suggests, but 
by destiny. Hence, for Grundtvig, the 
peoples of the North have a vital role to play 
in world history, and their awakening by 
means of a folk high school education should 
ensure this calling. Grundtvig sees each 
specific folk life as expressing a certain 
outlook on life or Anskuelse.3' Grundtvig’s 
anthropology thus identifies humanity as a 
“divine experiment,” an expression of spirit 
which for any given people is mediated by 
a folk life whose language and mythology 
offer a specific Anskuelse.

While we might appraise Grundtvig’s 
notion of spirit as excessively vitalistic and 
perhaps empirically unwarranted, it can 
serve as a bridge by which to understand 
how theChristian outlook on \ife(Anskue Ise) 
ought to relate to one’s cultural identity. 
The mature Grundtvig, with typical nine
teenth-century optimism, affirmed that when 
the North awakens to its distinctive, spiri
tual role in world history it would hearken 
to the “Mosaic-Christian” Anskuelse.32 In
deed, in his first public call for a folk high 
school in 1832, he acknowledges that the 
purpose of such a “civic and noble acad
emy”33 would be to enable the common 
people to relate to the nation’s cultural heri
tage by addressing the pressing needs for 
literacy, good communication skills, and

social identity and responsibility. Grundt
vig envisioned the folk school as a place 
primarily geared for self-awareness or cul
tural perspective, “consciousness-raising” 
as we might express it, and not for academic 
or even vocational training.

When criticized that he conflated the 
goals of a distinctively Christian mission 
with that of developing folk identity, Grundt
vig responded that, given (he fact that hu
man nature is inescapably packaged in a 
cultural identity of folk life, Christians must 
either presuppose folk life, and thus build 
on it, or in fact create it, by awakening it 
with in the common people, stirring its power 
for social transformation and responsibil
ity.34 Indeed, one could not hope for the 
maturation of Christians apart from seeking 
to build up mature human beings. At heart, 
Grundtvig’s notion of folk life as the com
mon identity that individuals share suggests 
a reciprocal ethic of responsibility: I am not 
free if you are not free.35 One’s identity in 
Christ rules out individualism. Indeed, there 
is an ontological and ethical reciprocity 
between human beings. For Grundtvig, 
then, there can be no dichotomy between 
Christian living and human living. I suspect 
that Grundtvig would agree that biological 
humanity is a presupposition of spiritually 
self-aware, “enlightened” humanity in 
which one recognizes one’s calling in the 
light of one’s given folk life. Conversely,
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this latter state is the presupposition of 
Christian identity. The Christian’s social 
responsibility, then, is to further human 
self-awareness in the context of one’s so
cial, cultural, and linguistic setting.

Grundtvig never turns away from apostolic 
Christianity. Rather, he expands apostolic 
Christianity’s potential, as based on Irenae
us, to affirm human life for its own sake. 
The Christian should honor the world for its 
own sake, and work to make it better where 
it can be improved. Grundtvig would see 
this task as one of endeavoring to establish 
and further good stewardship of the re
sources, both human and natural, that are 
given us. His work antedates the Hegelian- 
Marxist tendency to translate issues of so
cial inequities into justice issues, struggles 
between “haves” and “have nots,” a posi
tion which has so markedly influenced the 
liberation ethics of much of contemporary 
Christian social ethics. Of course, this does 
not mean thatGrundtvigians would or must 
reject the Marxist outlook. However, it 
does mean that the Grundtvigian perspec
tive on the goal of civic responsibility as 
maximizing effective stewardship of hu
man resources might somehow be able to 
serve as a less polarizing, and more inclu- 
siveand contextual, way of addressing some 
issues of social inequity.

Grundtvig’s spirituality suggests that 
the distinctively Christian promise of a new 
humanity does not mean that the old hu
manity is worthless but is instead worth
while and precious and that it can be 
transfigured by means of the Christian gos
pel. The Christian’s civic responsibility, in 
light of this truth, is to advance the good 
structures that further human life in society 
and creation and to cooperate with those 
non-Christian social forces that likewise 
seek to empower people.

After Grundtvig’s conversion in early 1811 
his spirituality would always be anti-ratio
nalistic and be influenced at least to some 
degree or other by Pietism, particularly in 
his sermons. It was, however, his study of 
Irenaeus as anti-gnostic and profoundly pro
human that would expand his view of “Bible 
Christianity” and evolve his mature reli
gious outlook into apowerful life-affirming 
spirituality. When combined with his lin
guistic and historical research and his new
found quest in the early 1830s for the 
amelioration of the Danish peasantry and 
working class, this spirituality would lead 
him to affirm the Christian’s civic responsi
bility as promoting human well-being as it 
is grounded in folk life. Early in his intel
lectual career, Grundtvig was an apologist, 
seeking to defend Christian truth in the face 
of the threat of secularism. By 1832Grundt- 
vig was convinced that the primary Chris
tian duty is not to aim to convert secularists 
but to work with them when their goals are 
focused on social welfare, as the Christian’s 
goals should likewise be.

In light of H. Richard Niebuhr’s cat
egories, Grundtvig moved from a “Christ 
transforming culture” position (as an apolo
gist) to that of a “Christ and culture in para
dox” position. The early Grundtvig sought 
to Christianize culture in service of the 
gospel. The later Grundtvig accepted cul
ture as a structure of God’s created order for 
humans, a form of life that can complement 
the Christian message, despite the fact that 
sometimes tensions exist between culture 
and faith. From his own perspective,
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Pulpit Fiction: Lives and 
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the ELCA’s Ordained Ministry
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Almost since its inception, the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) has 
faced questions related to homosexuality 
and the rostered ministries. The issue of the 
ordination of gay and lesbian persons was 
raised in a concrete and personal way in
1988, when three persons who had been 
approved for ordination by predecessor 
Lutheran church bodies openly declared 
their homosexuality and their intention to 
seek ordination in the ELCA. Partly in 
response to requests from the candidates’ 
local bishops for advice and counsel, on 
March 12, 1988, the ELCA Conference of 
Bishops adopted a statement that “persons 
of homosexual orientation who seek to be 
ordained or who are already ordained will 
be expected to refrain from homosexual 
practice.” This policy, which was based on 
the practices of the predecessor church bod
ies, was incorporated into “Definition and 
Guidelines for Discipline of Ordained Min
isters,” a juridical document adopted by the 
ELCA Church Council on November 19,
1989, and into “Vision and Expectations: 
Ordained Ministers in the Evangelical

Lutheran Church in America,” an informa
tional document adopted by the Church 
Council in October, 1990.

Nevertheless, in 1990, two congrega
tions in the Sierra Pacific Synod of the 
ELCA called and ordained these three per
sons. An ELCA disciplinary panel sus
pended the two congregations in July of that 
year, with the intent of removing the con
gregations from the ELCA roll on Decem
ber 31, 1995, if they continued in noncom
pliance with church policies by virtue of 
having non-rostered persons serving in the 
ministry. The disciplinary panel did, how
ever, strongly urge the ELCA to engage in 
further study of the issue of the ordination 
of homosexual persons. Five years later, the 
congregations were expelled from the ELCA.

Since that time, prayer, study, dialogue, 
and deliberation about homosexuality have 
taken place in many venues of the church— 
in congregations, churchwide divisions and 
commissions, and seminaries, and among 
pastors, bishops, and lay persons. In these 
varied contexts, one voice has been largely 
absent from the conversations. That is the
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The research process

voice of gay and lesbian persons who are 
already serving in the ordained ministry, 
including persons who were ordained be
fore the ELCA or its predecessor churches 
adopted prohibitions on the ordination of 
noncelibale homosexual persons, as well as 
persons ordained since the ELCA imple
mented its policy. Such persons are in a 
position to be directly affected by church 
actions and policies regarding homosexual
ity and ordination. Moreover, their percep
tions and experiences could add important 
information and a valuable perspective to 
the church’s deliberations. Yet it is nearly 
impossible for gay and lesbian pastors to 
speak out. Their ministry, their livelihoods, 
perhaps even their safety and well-being, 
would be jeopardized. The research re
ported in this article was an attempt to 
address this situation and to give voice to 
persons who otherwise have remained 
voiceless—and faceless—within thcchurch.

This research was originally commissioned 
for a conference on the vocation and minis
try of gay and lesbian persons in church and 
society. The goal of the project was simple: 
to interview and then tell the stories of gay 
and lesbian pastors who could not stand 
before the church to talk for themselves.

We sought pastors to participate in the 
study through self-nomination and a“snow- 
ball” sampling approach. A flyer describ
ing the study and asking for volunteers was 
distributed at a national assembly of Luther
ans Concemcd/North America, an organi
zation pursuing ministry, education, and 
advocacy regarding homosexuality and the 
church. The flyer was also sent to members 
of other advocacy groups and to individuals 
in the ELCA who we thought might person
ally know gay or lesbian pastors and could 
tell them about the study. Pastors had to

volunteer themselves for the study; we did 
not accept nominations from others. We 
originally planned to interview not only 
ordained pastors, but also persons who have 
been commissioned or consecrated to serve 
in the ELCA’s other rostered ministries, as 
Associates in Ministry, Deaconesses, and 
Diaconal Ministers, along with seminarians 
preparing for church service. We also in
tended to interview persons who dropped 
out of the candidacy process prior to ordina
tion, along with those who were denied 
ordination because they were open about 
their sexual orientation. The stories of these 
individuals would be important to tell. 
However, most of the volunteers for the 
study were ordained pastors, and we con
cluded that we did not have representative 
samples from the other groups of interest. 
Hence, we limited the study to persons who 
have been ordained as ministers of Word 
and Sacrament, and selected thirty-five per
sons from the volunteer list

The sample is restricted in three other 
ways. First, we focused on persons who 
identified themselves as gay men or lesbi
ans, thus excluding persons of other sexual 
orientations, such as those who understand 
themselves to be bisexual. Second, we have 
the strong sense that this sample is most 
representative of pastors whose comfort 
with their own sexuality and discomfort 
with their position in the church make them 
eager to share their stories. The study does 
not reflect the experiences of homosexual 
pastors who have not yet come out to them
selves or to others, who may still be in 
heterosexual marriages, who are in conflict, 
turmoil, or denial over either their sexuality 
or their ministry, or who were not willing to 
trust a research team of strangers with their 
well-guarded secrets. And third, the sample 
is entirely while. We know there are per
sons of color who are gay or lesbian pastors, 
but we suspect that having two margin-
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/ was always really engaged in church. I 
loved church. I spent a lot of time with my 
Dad around church; I would go with him to

i

1. A rich Lutheran heritage. One of the 
questions frequently asked about gay and 
lesbian persons who seek to serve in the 
ordained ministry is why they want to pur
sue a path that is rather clearly closed to 
them. Part of the answer to this question 
derives from persons’ own religious back
grounds and the role the church has played 
in their lives. Of the pastors interviewed, all 
but three are lifelong Lutherans, and many 
come from families with a strong tradition 
of service to the church. Two of the women 
and ten of the men have Lutheran pastors 
among their relatives. One of the pastors 
described his father as an unhappy Lutheran 
clergyman who was physically abusive to 
his children; that pastor grew up feeling 
conflicted about the church. But almost all 
of the other pastors had very positive early 
experiences in the church.

a
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theme, I offer minimal commentary about 
the range of pastors’ responses and then 
include a variety of illustrative interview 
excerpts. These passages are either direct 
quotations or are closely based on the pas
tors’ own words. In editing some of the 
excerpts for brevity and clarity, I have tried 
not to violate the speakers’ meanings and 
intentions as I understood them to be. 
Passages marked with asterisks are from 
women. All names are pseudonyms, and 
certain other facts are obscured, to safe
guard confidentiality and anonymity. All 
study participants received a copy of the 
original conference paper on which this 
article is based and had the opportunity to 
make sure that their own identities were 
adequately protected.

alized identities probably makes these per
sons feel doubly vulnerable and therefore 
makes a study like this one seem especially 
risky to participate in.

The pastors we interviewed included 
nine females and twenty-six males, ranging 
in age from 29 to 73. They were trained in 
seven of the eight ELCA seminaries; only 
Gettysburg Seminary is not represented in 
this sample. Only one person neither at
tended nor graduated from a Lutheran sem i- 
nary. All thirty-five have served in parish 
ministry at least once, and at the time of the 
interviews, twenty-four were currently do
ing so. Of the other eleven, two were retired, 
four had non-parish calls, and five were 
working in other occupations. Some of the 
pastors have served in small two-point par
ishes, but others were called to some of the 
largest and most prominent congregations 
across the country, with memberships ex- 

I ceeding two thousand. They live and work 
in sixteen states across the United States, in 
large urban areas and remote rural towns.

The research team (myself and two 
assistants) developed a list of questions for 
the interviews, but these questions were 
largely meant to prompt the pastors to tell us 
their stories and reflect on their lives. We 
did try to ask all persons most or all of the 
questions, in order to ensure comparability 
of information across cases. In essence, we 
used a modified narrative research strategy. 
Most interviews were conducted in person 
in the pastors’ homes, although some were 
conducted over the telephone. The inter
views usually lasted about three hours.

While some analysis is inevitable when 
selecting and organizing material from a 
copious body of interview transcriptions 
and notes, in this article I have sought to 
keep analysis to a minimum and to present, 
as clearly as possible, the pastors’ own 
accounts and reflections. The article is 
organized around broad themes. For each
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/ was so interested in religion, always had

I was not baptized until after my brother 
was born. But I was active in church and 
went to Sunday school very early, and I 
loved it. I loved the ritual; it seemed very 
warm to me, and since so many of the family 
members participated . .. you know, it’ st he 
thing to do.

2. The call to ministry. More than half of 
the divinity students now enrolled in 
Lutheran seminaries have sought the or
dained ministry after pursuing careers in 
other fields. That pattern is not true for this 
group of gay and lesbian pastors. Only 
three are what we would call second career 
pastors. For some, an interest in the minis
try came at an early age; for others, it 
developed more gradually.

My first idea of wanting to be a pastor was 
when I was about 3. I used to play church 
all the time. We had this cedar chest that 
became an altar. I'd make crosses out of 
Tinker Toys. I’d wrap a towel around my 
neck and do services for my animals.

about enough that I really didn't consider 
much else.

For some of the pastors, the call to ministry 
seemed to come from within. But for oth
ers, the recognition and affirmation they 
received from others for their committee 
work, their youth leadership, or their contri
butions to worship became a strong external 
calling. And for a few, the deciding factor 
was something as simpleasagrandmother’s 
dreams, a father’s unwavering expectations, 
or an unsolicited letter of pre-admission to 
a Lutheran seminary.

work. I liked spending time in (he sanctuary 
by myself, and I always felt this, this sort of 
quest, to meet God at church. It wasn't so 
much a social thing for me. It was an 
individual experience of being there that 
was important to me.

♦** It came to me all my life, from every
thing that was in my experience. It came to 
me all those days at my childhood church, 
from watching my family work in the church. 
I wanted to do something to connect my life 
in a very specific way with God’s calling. 
I’ve thought of this as something that 
wouldn ’ t let me go rather than as something 
that grabbed me up at a certain time. It was 
so tied up in my family and culture. I don’t 
want it to seem like there was this voice that 
came to me apartfrom what went on around 
me. That sense of call was very much from 
these people around me. God comes to you 
through mediators, and there have been 
some strong mediators in my life.

the only thing for me to do was go to 
seminary. It wasn’t that I particularly 
wanted to be a pastor, but I knew I wanted 
to go to seminary. ... It was where I was in 
my path, it was not so much a call to be a 
pastor at that point, it emerged when I put 
one fool in front of the other. . . .

My grandfather was a minister, and I think 
my father always regretted that he did not 
go into the ministry. He always put subtle 
pressure on me, and I’d think, no way I’ll 

been, and the work was just pouring out of become a minister! But I guess it was talked 
me, I loved the liturgy and the hymns, di
recting the choir, it was a real creative 
out let for me, fascinating stuff, so I thought

*** When I realized that women could be 
pastors, it was amazing and wonderful to 
me. It was always in my plan, from the end 
of high school or so. I was very active in 
campus ministry; I did a lot to test the 
waters.
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I have known I was gay even before I knew 
about sex. My first encounter was in Boy 
Scouts. This was very definitely sinful be
havior. I really hated it, every time I did it 
I thought, never again. I knew I was head
ing straight for hell, and for the insane 
asylum first on my way. Every, every, every

I realized [I was gay] when I was 13; it 
didn't seem surprising to me. I was just 
attracted to boys rather than girls. / thought 
it was sinful to engage in any sexual activ
ity. Since I wasn ’ t ever going to have sex, it 
didn t really matter who it would be with.

3. Sexuality under construction. Most of 
the pastors reported that from an early age 
they were not like other boys and girls. 
Some were aware of it at the time; for 
others, it has become clear only in retro
spect. For almostall, coming to understand 
themselves as gay or lesbian was a gradual 
process, fraught with guilt, shame, confu
sion, danger, loneliness, and loss.

used sexuality as a soothing tool. I under
stand that; I also fell guilty about it.

i
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I didn’t have any idea about homosexuality 
in high school. When I looked it up and 
figured out what it meant, I was grossed out. 
What characterizes my story is emotional 
attraction. . . . I had a relationship in my 
freshman year with a senior. It became 
physical after several months. We went to 
the pastor in town because we were troubled 
by this and didn t know where to turn. He 
told me, “You just need to give yourself 
permission to be aggressive with girls." 
This was very harmful and led to two years 
of deep confusion. I thought I’d never have 
a relations hip with a man again.... /wasn't 
dealing with sexual attraction and sexual 
needs, but deep emotional needs that weren't 
being expressed. It was very painful.The closer 1 got to ordination, the more I 

tended to engage in anonymous sexual be
haviors. They were different in character 
from my early 20s when I was exploring the 
world, there was more of a drivenness in 
this area. As I look back, it was a way to 
soothe my anxiety about my upcoming ordi
nation. I also know other seminarians who

*** I was a mess in college. The only 
person I could turn to was the campus 
pastor, who sent me a card about how God 
uses broken things, like broken bread. . . 
and on the inside it said God will even use 
me with my brokenness. This was like my 
anchor. I didn't think God wanted people 
like me to be pastors. But a seminary 
admissions officer had literally been chas
ing me for four years to enter seminary. I 
kept thinking, you don’t know this secret 
about me. I finally filled out the applica
tion ,butl was very honest that I wasn' t sure 
it was the right decision. So here I was with 
no excuses.... I had a degree, I had been 
accepted to seminary. I felt like I couldn’t 
win in this battle with God.

I had to hear from the clergy that it was 
more than okay to be gay and be a pastor. 
When all that stuff happened in San Fran
cisco, I realized you could do both. But 
after I had my first gay experience, that's 
when I decided that I wasn’t ready to go to 
seminary. The real issue was that I could 
not reconcile it.

As this last account shows, some of the 
pastors were ambivalent about the call to 
ministry. This was usually closely con
nected to struggles with sexuality.

♦** When I really started articulating that 
I had a sense of call, it was the same time I 
realized I was “gay,” so I started drinking 
—to drink it away.
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lime you just felt dirty and awful after
wards, and the vow never to do it again, the 
prayer—God change me from this, / don't 
want to be like this. And yet, an hour later 
I was ready to go again.

I graduatedfrom highschool having had no 
sex. I knew in my heart of hearts that I was 
homosexual, but I prayed that God would 
take these feelings from me, and prayed that 
at least I would be able to get married and 
have kids. I couldn’t imagine life being 
lived other than in the suburbs with a couple 
of kids. My life today would have been 
impossible for me to image as a kid.

* * * It was scary to think of the word "homo
sexual" as naming myself, because of all 
the negative connotations.

In the ELCA, women and men who are in 
lhecandidacy process aregivcn thcchurch’s 
document titled “Vision and Expectations: 
Ordained Ministers in the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in America,” which con
tains the statement that “ordained ministers 
who are homosexual in their self-under
standing are expected to abstain from ho
mosexual sexual relationships.” Candidates 
are asked if they have read this document 
and intend to live and serve in accordance 
with it. This process seems to assume that 
persons are sure of their sexual identity 
before they discern a call to the ministry. 
But according to the pastors we interviewed, 
that is not always the case. For them, the tug 
toward the ministry often began at a very 
early age, while their early intimations of 
gay or lesbian sexual identity were feared 
and resisted. Of the thirty-five pastors, 
seventeen did not come to identify them
selves as gay men or lesbians until after 
they had finished their seminary education. 
Only ten clearly felt that they were lesbian 
or gay before entering seminary. Eight

The marriage was good. We were looking 
forward to being in the parish, we had our 
kids all planned. . . . We were going to have 
a nice charmed experience and in a sense 
we did that. My one life was charmed and 
the other one wasn’t. All through the mar
riage I thought I would never come out, but 
in the end I did. I honestly thought she knew 
anyway. My wife prided herself on being 
very liberal, but she didn’t handle this well.

figured it out during seminary, often during 
their clinical pastoral education experience, 
which deepened their understandings of 
self and others.

Given their reluctance to admit and 
accept their homosexuality, it is not surpris
ing that three of the women pastors and 
seven of the men have been married, for 
periods lasting from about four years to 
over twenty-five years. Some spoke of 
marriage as “taking the cure,” but the cure 
did not last All of these marriages unrav
eled sadly for at least one spouse, and four 
ended quite badly, with ripples of trouble 
spreading throughout families and congre
gations.

t was scary to 
think of the 

word “homosexual” 
as naming myself, 
because of all the nega
tive connotations.

♦♦♦ We had been having trouble for awhile. 
We made it through another wedding anni
versary, and I felt that things were on the



couldn’t 
supply it.

5. God’s acceptance. While the pastors 
were often anxious about coming out to 
other persons, they generally had no such 
problems with God. Most were steeped in 
the theology of justification by grace through 
faith. They sensed their goodness and worth, 
not because of a culture that was growing 
more accepting of homosexuality, and not 
because of a gay political agenda, but be
cause they knew a loving, accepting God.

Coming out is an ongoing process until you 
die. I kissed a man when I was 22 years old, 
but it took three years until I could say I was 
gay. I just couldn't say it out loud. I finally 
told a 73-year-oldfriend. I was telling her 
and myself at the same lime.

I’m not particularly courageous about the 
coming outprocess. It'sso draining. There’s 
always a little sadness that I didn't tell them 
before. I have profound fear each time I 
come out to someone, even with people I 
know are "safe," including my best friend 
from college. It just look everything within 
me to come out to him.

from the table and put his head in his hands. 
The next morning, my dad walked in from 
doing the farm chores and said, "I’ve 
thought about it. It’s not what I would want 
for you, but I'm okay with it." It took my 
mom years to learn to cope with the situa
tion, and it’s still hard for her, but she's 
loyal to me and she loves my partner.

*** / was married while in college and 
sometime after that I realized I was a les
bian. The marriage was just so unnatural 
for me, in all sorts of ways. But I couldn’t 
even think about coming out. I didn’t feel it 
was wrong to be gay, but I really did feel it 
was wrong to be divorced. All of my energy 
went to thinking about divorce . .. it was 
unthinkable.

4. Coming out. As the pastors came to 
understand their sexual identity, they came 
out not only to spouses, but also to parents, 
siblings, friends, congregations, and bish
ops. Coming out never seems to be easy, 
but for most of the pastors it was an essen
tial, affirming step, one that must be taken 
again and again.
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♦♦♦ Coming out to my family was the hard
est thing I have ever done in my life. I went 
home and told my parents at the kitchen 
table . .. it’s where the family does all their 
business. They were devastated. My mom 
cried all night. My dad just pushed back

We had a very good marriage, and the sex 
was good, but I just fell that I wasn’t grow
ing closer to her the way she was growing 
closer to me. Every once in a while there 
would be a slip in the armor and a sexual 
experience with an unknown guy. I would 
flog myself with guilt. Then one time, I 
made the mistake of talking to the guy after, 
and all of a sudden he wasn't an object, he 
was a real live human being. The next 
morning, when I went in the bathroom to 
shave, I looked in the mirror and there was 
a gay man looking back at me. My balanc
ing act began to crumble and I knew this 
couldn’t continue. After about a year, I 
decided to get some counseling and decided 
to tell my wife. That was very difficult. I

J even say the word; she had to

upswing. Then I met a woman and all hell 
broke loose in my life. Every notion about 
my being straight, every notion that I would 
get over my feelings toward women, all 
those feelings were just negated, and I knew 
that I could not hold back anymore. It was 
affecting who I was as a person and how I 
was in the church. That began a whole new 
journey for me....
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My decision to not be celibate was less of a

I never had a sense of having to come out to 
God because God always knew. Knowing 
God’s unconditional acceptance kept me 
from self-destructive behavior, from having 
sex when it was dangerous. I learned about 
grace, about the power of powerlessness. I 
learned to expect God's faithfulness.

conscious choice, it was more about the 
relationship I was in and what a powerful 
presence it was in my life. The relationship 
just was, and I simply faced the question of 
how to operate with both it and the ordina
tion. I felt sure the relationship was good, 
and I chose not to break it off.

My internship was so uplifting, so validat
ing. I didn ’ t need anything else, not sex, not 
intimacy. But I discovered that celibacy is 
a burn; there's nothing to keep you from 
working all the time. I did make a conscious 
choice for celibacy. But loneliness was a 
hard thing for me. I couldn’t do that. I 
wanted a relationship. . . . I knew that 
anonymous sex wasn’t what I wanted.

6. Ecclesiastical policies. The ELCA, like 
many other church bodies, distinguishes 
between homosexual self-understanding and 
homosexual behavior; it is the latter that is 
prohibited for ordained ministers. How
ever, for the gay and lesbian pastors we 
interviewed, this distinction was not viable, 
since sexuality is, at its deepest level, an 
expression of the human self. As they came 
to understand themselves as gay or lesbian, 
not one of the pastors believed for long that 
they could or would be celibate. They 
wanted to be responsible and to meet the 
church’s expectations with integrity. But 
for them, celibacy was simply not an option.

7. Persons in relationship. The pastors we 
interviewed have worked to understand and 
accept their sexual identities, a process they 
cannot take for granted the way many het
erosexual persons might. Claiming an iden
tity as a gay or lesbian person is important 
for them. But our interviews revealed that 
for these pastors, what is even more impor
tant is to build an identity and a life as a 
person in relationship. This is a dimension 
of personal identity that officially has been 
denied to gay and lesbian ELCA pastors, 
but it is a critical dimension to how the 
pastors see themselves. For them, it is not 
so much that they are lesbian or gay, but that 
they are in love with someone. At the time 
of the interviews, twenty-one of the pastors 
were in committed, long-term relationships. 
All of them were actually living with their 
partners, and six were doing so in their 
church parsonages, with or without the tacit 
knowledge of their congregations. Four 
couples had had or were planning to have 
commitment ceremonies. Most of those 
pastors who were not in a relationship wished 
they were. The pastors want these relation
ships; they want them known to others; they

*** /’ ve been able to find a lot of grace in 
my life towards myself. There are still 
twinges and moments when a “What if. . 
comes to mind, or an "If only this . . ." or 
"How would life be different if I weren’t a 
lesbian?" And when I look at my kids 
sometimes, I feel really bad, wondering if 
they’d have been belter off if I had stayed 
with their Dad. But ultimately, my personal 
worth is only grounded in whether I think 
God accepts me as I am.

♦♦♦ My rationale at ordination time was, 
"Okay, this is kind of new for me to realize 
that I’m a lesbian, but I’ve wanted to be a 
pastor for a long time. So, I don ’ t know how 
it’s going to work, but I’m going to go with 
what I've known the longest. I'm going to 
have to figure this out as I go."



As lesbian and gay pastors develop 
intimate relationships with partners, they 
also stretch the notion of “family” to in
clude children. The thirty-five pastors in 
this study are the parents of nineteen chil
dren—their own biological offspring, adop
ted children, and the sons and daughters of 
their partners. Most of the pastors see having 
children as a remarkable blessing, butitalso

My greatest joys in ministry have been the 
total involvement with people, from bap
tisms tofunerals. The most painful aspect of 
my ministry was the inability to share when 
Joe and I celebrated our 25th anniversary. 
That wasn' t very easy. That was so impor
tant to me, and the congregation is impor
tant to me. I would have liked to share it 
with them.

* * * A few years ago, I was at a meeting with 
a lot of prominent national church people, 
and we were asked to share who we are 
when we're not al this meeting. 1 remember 
agonizing about this, and I knew I simply 
could not say much about my life. So I 
talked about my house. It really fell pretty 
terrible, and it really felt like I was talking 
about a shell of a person. This is hardly the 
most important thing in my life, that I have 
this house. The one important thing about 
it is that it is our family home.

down to this one thing: I think!' dfeel better 
if I could have a partner to share with. 
I’m used to it now, but the thing that hurlsis 
that I have to hide my partner, because he’s 
a part of my life. We have a house together, 
but I also have a parsonage. Jason likes the 
parsonage better, the cat likes it better, the 
plant likes it better. Jason cant make 
hotdish, he can t participate in the normal 
life of the congregation. They’d love him 
there but he can t participate as my partner. 
That’s very cosily and I ’ m angry about that.

♦** People have a fundamental right to be 
in a circle of caring, to be in families. I’m 
still learning a new language, I don’t have 
the words to describe our family, and I don ’ t 
have any role models for it. But! have come 
to understand that I should work hard at 
this family. When you die, you want some
one there to hold your hand.
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suffer in many ways by having to hide them. 
They claim to want to be intimately con
nected to someone else, and they want that 
connection to be within a “mutual, chaste, 
and faithful relationship,” as is the vision 
the ELCA has for its heterosexual ordained 
ministers.

T d like to have a boyfriend—I think. I'd like 
to have someone who would make up a 

’* nickname for me. I wouldn’t be out in the 
pulpit, I wouldn’t make it an issue, but I’d 
want my partner to worship with me, to 
come to potlucks with me. My life would be 
ordinary, which would be a good thing. I 
wouldn’t have to think about my sex; it 
would just be who I am. It’s as simple as the 
church potluck and the sharing of the peace. 
That’s not too much to ask for, to put your 
arm around someone during the sermon.

I feel like my depression has a lot to do with 
my loneliness. A single pastor who'sstraight 
could share that with his congregation and 
maybe even someone would try to fix him up. 
I’m almost out professionally, and the con
gregation is okay about that, they don’t try 
to fix me up with females. But it’s coming

*** I had a lot of dread about admitting I 
was a lesbian. There was a fear of not being 
normal, never having children, being a dis
appointment for my parents. Now I feel no 
dread. What look the dread away? Being in 
a wonderful relationship with a person I 
love.



Riehl. Pulpit Fiction

23

Parenting has been one of those real gifts in 
my life. When I had to come to terms with 
being gay, I had to let go of some things that 
I had always dreamed of. I had a real strong 
sense of life as an adult — getting married, 
having a family. I was real dreamy about 
all of that. I am amazed and touched now, 
I really feel that God has placed some 
things in my life tofill a lot of that. Matthew's 
kids are a real important part of my life. I’m 
blessed being recognized by them as impor
tant in their lives. But dealing with the 
church's stand and explaining that to the 
kids is uncomfortable. Church is important 
in their lives and it's difficult to integrate 
the church’s stance with our family values 
and the children’s experiences.

creates tensions and dangers. It is difficult 
to maintain a secretive personal life when 
children are involved, and there is the addi
tional concern that the children themselves 
will be harmed, either by those who object 
to their parents’ lives, or by their parents’ 
own anxiety and dissimulation.

8. Service to the church. The pastors we 
interviewed have developed many different 
talents in their work. Their ministry is 
colored by their identities and experiences. 
Sometimes their ministry is enhanced be
cause they come to it as lesbian and gay 
persons, as outsiders, from the margins. But 
the pastors acknowledge that having to be 
closeted also may reduce their effectiveness.

/ think the greatest problem in not being out 
is that people can’t really know me. I don't 
need to tell everything, I believe in profes
sional boundaries. Bull feel / become kind 
of boring to people. Our lives deal with our 
sexuality a lot, and if I can' t talk about those 
issues, then what do I talk about? I talk 
about work, or may be friends. I kind of bore 
myself, and they must think of me as this 
eunuch who doesn’t have a life.

When I was closeted, I didn’t know any gay 
or lesbian persons who were out. I would 
have been a very bad pastor with them— 
afraid to be too near them or talk to them. I 
would have given them bad advice.

i

i
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pastors are afraid to say things, but I know 
who I am, so I’m not so afraid.
Preaching is always an exercise in reveal
ing the gospel and to some degree revealing 
myself. If you’re really doing what you’re 
supposed to in preaching, it’s always an 
exercise in truthtelling and revealing the 
life of the community, and you can’t dis
semble. It’s very hard to proclaim to the 
people of God that they are unconditionally 
loved and at the same time carry around 
any doubt that that’s true for yourself

*** I’ ma better preacher since I came out 
to myself. I know who I am. My mentor, 
who’s a gay man, used to say that everybody 
is in the closet about something. Gay and 
lesbian people have dealt with those issues, 
they have faced themselves, so they can 
preachfrom who they are. It doesn t matter 
if the people know who you are, what mat
ters is that you know who you are. A lot of

*** I hold back with my congregational 
members. To be more present with them, I 
would have to tell them more about myself. 
So I hold back, and I’m not sure how they 
really think about me. I feel like I’ve pulled 
back into a smaller space to stay protected. 
I don’t like that. I’m more paranoid than I 
used to be.

**♦ I’m always a little anxious when I’m 
doing counseling with gay persons. I’m 
afraid that they will ask me if I’ma lesbian. 
I’m not so afraid with straight persons. I 
know what the lives of straight people are 
like, I was raised to be straight, in a straight
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/ don t think I could say I’m out. I'm not 
with my congregation, not with my bishop, 
not with my family. But they know it. /don’t 
get invited anywhere that my partner doesn’t 
get invited. My congregation knows him. 
The president of the congregation invited 
him to the council party. They just assume. 
That’s fine with me.

I am not out to [my congregation]. I am 
sure many of them surmise, but again, like 
with the bishop, the verbalization of the 
word makes all of the difference in the 
world. For many of them, if the word is not 
said, they can look the other way, but if it 
were said aloud, I’d be gone right away. 
/’m really loved here, I have a good rela
tionship with the congregation, it’s a neat 
group of people, they think highly of me, but 
many of them would turn on me in a minute 
and I know that. How does that make you 
feel? Well, I’ve lived with that for so long, 
I know it could all change overnight, it’s 
something you take in your stride. It doesn't 
make you feel real good, but it’s not some
thing I lose sleep over.

*** My partner had been in the hospital, 
andfor a week after she came home, parish
ioners brought us food each dinnertime. 
The next Sunday, the lesson of the day was 
Acts 8, a story of the church widening to 
include the outcast. An Ethiopian eunuch 
meets the Apostle Philip, who proclaims to 
him the good news about Jesus. As they 
travel along, the eunuch says, “Look, here 
is water! What is to prevent me from being

Before I came out to any clergy colleagues, 
I fell that all the affirmation I received for 
my ministerial gifts was overshadowed by 
my gay identity, and that if that identity 
were known, it would take away all of the 
affirmation in a second. But many ministe
rial colleagues have been supportive.

Before coming out to myself, career-wise I 
was very successful, the things I did for the 
church were creative, I became a leader for 
synods. But on the other hand I was lonely, 
I was repressed, I went through depres
sions. Since being out, I still feel a sense of 
accomplishment and leadership, but now I 
have much more of a sense of satisfaction 
with myself as a person. There's the anger 
with the church for not accepting how great 
that is.
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culture, so I don’t have to reach very far to 
have much in common with them.

I’m very interested in children. I want very 
young children to feel comfortable in church, 
with their pastor,/ always touch children in 
public, never ever in private. In church / 
hug kids, I pick them up, I’m right in their 
face with the communion blessing. Who 
knows, those kids may someday need me.

9. Support from congregations and bish
ops. The pastors reported being demoral
ized by nasty phone calls, rumors spread 
about them, or remarks about homosexual
ity that they perceived to be inaccurate or 
insensitive. They are well acquainted with 
the inhospitable side of church life. But 
many of the pastors also have found strong 
affirmation for their work and their person
hood in their congregations and synods.

*** At my first parish, when I came out to 
my senior pastor, he just felt that if it be
came known and was a problem for some 
people, then we’d deal with it as a congre
gation, as a staff, as a church council. What 
we had going for us there was that I was 
dearly loved by the congregation. It 
wouldn’t have happened that way if it were 
my first year there, but over several years 
the congregation became very appreciative 
of the ministry I brought them.
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One of the most outspoken conservative 
bishops has been a friend of mine for sev
eral decades. His wife and he and I are 
close friends. Over the past few years, /’ ve 
wondered if it would be helpful to go and tell 
him my story. Would it make a difference to 
him?

I would say that ours is a synod where 
sexuality is not an issue. There is great trust 
in the bishop’s office. Our synod has learned.

the bishop has learned, the staff has learned 
that good pastors are valuable commodi
ties. A lot of people in the parishes have 
also changed.

After I came out to myself, I knew that my 
choice was either to leave the ministry or 
come out professionally. My style of minis
try was so personal, I didn tfeel I could hide 
major pieces of me and still be able to 
preach. I made the decision to come out to 
the congregation. I went to every member’s 
house and told them I was gay, told them my 
story, and asked them if they had any ques
tions. I had a team of follow-up people who 
would then call the people, ask them how 
they were doing, try to find out what they 
needed in terms of information about homo
sexuality, and then provide pastoral care 
for them because people couldn't do that 
with me. Overall, these visits went really 
well, and some were absolutely wonderful. 
There were these three older women who 
always sat in the front row who had kind of 
mothered me while I was there. I went to see 
them all together at one of their houses; we 
had cookies and coffee and they thought it 
was thrilling that I was there. Then I told 
them. One of them said, “I don’t care if you 
show up tomorrow and you're purple. I'll 
still love you.” Another one, who was 82 at

baptized?” In that sermon, I thanked the 
congregation. I said, “During these last 
days, when you brought us this wonderful 
food and I opened up the containers and 
said, ‘Look, Lisa, it's chicken!’ Or, ‘It’s 
stew!’, I could have as easily said, ‘See, 
here is water.’ ” I found out later that after 
the church service ended, a young boy who 
had helped deliver the food said to his older 
sister, “You know, we just thought we were 
bringing the food to be nice, but we were 
really helping them to be a family.”

ne of the 
older women 

said, “I don’t care if 
you show up tomorrow 
and you’re purple, I’ll 
still love you.”

*** When I came out, I sat down with the 
bishop, who told me that he was afraid they 
couldn’t help me anymore unless I was 
willing to sign “the document.” I said I 
wouldn t sign it. Just like that, I became a 
detriment. I lost my whole community, my 
spiritual community. I lost all contact with 
that support system. Those who had been 
my source of pastoral care were no longer 
available to me, because of fear of reper
cussions from others in the church.

**♦ My bishop’s wife has been uncondi
tionally supportive. She even called my 
partner to talk during a sad time for our 
family. But when I meet with the bishop, we 
both acknowledge that if he didn t know the 
whole story, then if he were asked he could 
say, I don’t know, you’d have to ask her. So 
I have never said I'ma lesbian.
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another way. If they were going to be open 
and courageous enough to take a chance on 
me, I’d be open and courageous enough to 
take a chance on them.

Some pastors fell that it is only possible 
to be truly open with a congregation who 
has already learned to love you and value 
your ministry before they know you to be 
lesbian or gay. But for at least one pastor, 
affirmation came even before he joined the 
congregational community:

3
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It's liberating to own being gay because it's 
been such a part of my identity for seven 
years. But it seems to rub the wrong way if 
it denotes that the tenor of my ministry is 
different in any way. I dread answering the 
phone if it’s someone who wants to offer me 
support or who has a new strategy for 
dealing with my being out, if at the same 
time I'm doing the Sunday bulletin. My jobs 
are the same. I'm writing the sermon or I 
need to do hospital visits, so please let’snot 
talk about being gay; leave me alone to get 
on with my life and my job!

My sexuality is part of who I am, but it's 
become a much bigger part of who I am 
because it cannot be known. If I say the 
most important part about me is that lama 
gay man, that sounds really stupid. I think 
sexuality is just a part, and yetfrom the time 
I was little, I haven't been able to say that,

10. Hopes and fears .frustrations and joys. 
What do these lesbian and gay pastors want? 
From their own accounts, they are most 
concerned with doing ministry, wanting to 
serve the church fully, honestly, and with 
integrity. They want to understand sexual
ity—theirs and others’—as one piece of a 
larger whole, one part of God’s created 
humanity. Many locate sexuality as one of 
the primary places that God meets us. Oth
ers find their sexuality irrelevant to the 
immediate tasks at hand. Some are politi
cal, others are not. Some want to help 
eradicate stereotypes about homosexuality 
oradvocateforchangeintheELCA. Others 
are hesitant to be considered activists. All, 
however, yearn for the day when the rules 
will change.

the time, said, "Well, I’m not going to ask 
you what you’re doing in your bedroom 
because I don’t want you asking me what 
I’m doing in mine.” And the third woman 
said, “Well, I just saw a show on Oprah 
about this.” And then I tried to talk to them 
about the Bible and the issue, but they were 
much more interested in how everyone else 
was responding. From then on, the three of 
them were just overwhelmingly supportive.

My coming out turned out to be one of 
the best things that ever happened to that 
congregation. It focused the ministry into 
an emphasis on welcome and diversity. We 
passed this statement of inclusion and wel
come, and spent one year talking about how 
to be more racially inclusive, and the next 
year how to be more inclusive toward per
sons with disabilities. The thinking about 
the gay issue led them to think about being 
very open and inclusive.

When I was ready for a new call, my bishop 
asked me to consider a call to a very promi
nent church in our synod. Frankly, at first 
I wasn't interested. / went through an 
initial interview with the church council 
and wasn't moved; there was nothing I fell 
particularly called to do. Then I heard that 
someone on the call committee questioned 
why I was not married and somebody else 
said, “He’s gay.” Sol figured this decision 
was going to be made for me. But the 
council met after that, they had this wonder
ful discussion, and the vote they took was 
overwhelmingly infavor ofcalling me. When 
I heard that, 1 had to think about this in
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your silence will not protect you.

I really don’t know. I struggle with that all 
the time. I’m not sure I’ve maintained it. 
There are times that I feel like I’ve compro
mised so much in things that /’ ve implied or 
that I’ve said. It hasn t been resolved. It’s 
part of the tension I live under.

I long for the day that I can be known—even 
if it’s in retrospect, in parishes I’ve served 
earlier, so they can reinterpret their experi
ence with me. So they can know that my gifts 
came out of being gay and out of my rela
tionship with Tim.

11. Personal integrity. The lesbian and gay 
pastors want to live with a sense of personal 
integrity. This is important for all adults, of 
course, but especially difficult for pastors 
who have had to suppress information about 
themselves or even do what some might 
consider lying. How do the pastors main
tain their integrity?

and I’d like to scream it to the world some
times.

I value integrity, and I know I have to 
sacrifice a lot of my integrity cells ...I’ma 
flat character without the fullness of my 
story, and I think that's pitiful. . ..

You just keep on going, keep a stiff upper 
lip, you don t show the pain. In spite of all 
these problems, Christ is there for me, and 
most importantly the hope of the resurrec
tion. So I suppose if you go deeper, it’s the 
theology of the cross.

So how do I maintain my integrity? Inad
equately. I have high blood pressure, I have 
been prone at periods in my ministry to 
seeking solace in sexual encounters. That’s 
not a part of my present experience, but it 
was part of my early experience. I live with 
a lot of stress. It’s also very difficult to be a 
single pastor, not to have that pastor’s wife 
to come home to, to absorb some of your 
pain, to give you feedback on how you re 
doing, to tell you how the sermon was, to 
hold you, to give you a buffer; it’s very 
difficult to function as a pastor without that 
kind of relationship in your life.

As I struggled with my sexuality, I have 
endeavored to be as honest as I could with 
the people around me. I haven t covered it 
up or been dishonest. When I was married, 
I wasn’t out to myself, and when it changed, 
I look steps to communicate. It still isn’t 
easy, but now it’s more in the realm of, well, 
life is never easy. Also, as I have worked it 
through,!’ ve had tremendous grace experi
ences. Scripture has spoken to me. I’ve 
been for given if there was something wrong. 
There s no hiding from God, who knew I 
was gay and saw fit to give me the gifts for 
ministry. And if God sees fit to put fruit on 
my pastoral tree, then who am I to beat 
myself up for it?

*** I tolerate an intolerable situation and 
try to maintain as much integrity as pos
sible, by being out when I can be, by refus
ing to sit by and let homophobia go by 
unchecked, by using my pulpit and my writ
ing. I recall Audre Lourde's quote, that

*** Forme, some things by Carter Heyward 
have been very helpful. She can’t imagine 
how in this culture there isn’t a gay or 
lesbian person who doesn’t lead a life of 
great confusion, and it’s just impossible to 
lead a clear life of integrity. She really 
honors the value of confusion. If I had been 
put in a position of having to directly lie out 
loud, then I think it would be almost unten
able to live in this calling in the church. At 
the same time, I have surely known what 
it’s like to be duplicitous.
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/ could martyr myself to this cause any time 
that I wanted to. But the reason that / lied 
about it in the first place is in order to do the 
ministry. I can answer for the lie before the 
throne of God, but the job is to get the 
ministry done, and the bishops know that; 
they' re looking to do the ministry, and we’re 
pretty good at it. When it all comes out in 
the wash, it will come out that some of the 
most effective pastors in the church have 
been gay men and lesbian women.

12. Hope for the church. Finally, our 
lesbian and gay pastors speak a strong word 
of hope and vision for the church. Their 
vision seems to animate their ministry as 
well as their personal lives.

On and off, I have considered more accept
ing denominations, but what I always come 
back to is that being Lutheran is so much a 
part of who I am, how the worship speaks to 
me, and the theology. When it comes right 
down to it, I have a hard time imagining 
howl would develop in another denomina
tion. It would be kind of contrivedfor me to 
be anything else. I would be out of one 
closet and into another.

Lutheran church and have a job, than be a 
pastor in another denomination.

I'm much more baptized than I am pastor. 
Like it or not, I’m going to remain part of the 
people of God. I find great security in that. 
Being a pastor is great, I love it, but it’s only 
part of my identity. If it was a question ofmy 
relationship or my work, I’d pick the rela
tionship. I would not give up my relation
ship.

I couldn t be anything else than a minister. 
My sense of call is extreme. I spent a lot of 
time in high school and college running 
away from a sense of call. Not preaching, 
not regularly celebrating the Eucharist, not 
participating in the life of a congregation 
would be to me the definition of a life in hell.

In pondering these issues, some of the 
pastors arc rethinking whether the ministry, 
and indeed the Lutheran church itself, is in 
fact where they should be. This is a tortur
ous question for many of them, a question 
that goes to the core of their lives.

* * * My mother had an alcohol problem and 
so the family knew what it was like to keep 
a secret. Even though the pastors were 
involved, we definitely had the sense that 
you couldn’t let the congregation know. 
But then, when my mother was dying of 
cancer, I learned about the compassion and 
support that the church can give. That’s 
now my vision of the church. My ideal is the 
radical hospitality, the radical inclusive
ness that I think the gospel points to. That’s 
what I’m most passionate about and what 
drives me in ministry.

*** I’m really slaying in the ministry until 
I can leave, at this point. We want to have 
kids before it's too late, we want to buy a 
house, and have a covenant relationship. 
I’ve spent a lot of lime thinking how to do 
this in the current position, and I just can’t 
figure out a way to publicly affirm our 
relationship, raise a family, and stay in the 
ministry. I don’t know how you do that.

♦♦♦ Being closeted grinds on a daily basis, 
and keeps me angry on some level all the 
time. It’s not a bed of roses. But I love my 
ministry. I love my people; even the ones I 
don’t like I’m able to love.

♦♦♦ I have briefly considered switching 
denominations. But that flies in the face of 
my whole Lutheran identity. I’m Lutheran! 
It’s an identity thing. It’s a theological 
thing. I'd rather be a layperson in the
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Conclusion

In their deliberations and their discernment 
about doctrines and policies, churches seek 
wisdom from many sources, including eccle
siastical history and traditions, theological 
studies, scholarship in other disciplines, 
and the Bible itself. Where issues related to 
particular groups of persons are concerned, 
the church has gradually learned not to talk 
about persons without talking with them, 
whenever possible. Direct encounters with 
those about whom one is deliberating can 
be uncomfortable and even threatening, and 
can run the risk of privileging personal 
experience over other sources of insight. 
More importantly, however, they protect 
the church from objectifying others, from 
relying on ill-informed assumptions and 
misconceptions, and from making harmful 
“we-they” dichotomies. It is also a visceral 
reminder that we are all one in the body of 
Christ.

In lieu of face-to-face encounters, the 
pastors who participated in this study have 
provided, through their reflections and nar
ratives, a small glimpse into their lives and 
the lives of others like them. As the ELCA 
continues to ponder the matter of the ordi
nation of noncelibate gay and lesbian per
sons, it may be helpful to acknowledge that 
this is not simply an abstract, hypothetical 
discussion about a situation that may emerge 
at some time in the future. As this study 
shows, there already are Lutheran pastors 
who are lesbian or gay, who are noncel ibate, 
and who arc known as such, to one degree or 
another, in one way or another, to others in

1 Larry L. Rasmussen, Moral Fragments 
and Moral Community: A Proposal for 
Church and Society (Minneapolis: Augsburg 
Fortress Press, 1993), 143-44.

2 An earlier version of this paper, 
prepared by Carolyn Riehl, Martha L. Ice, and 
Bradley E. Schmeling, was presented at the 
Knutson Conference, March 9, 1997, in Ann 
Arbor, Michigan. The conference theme was 
“The Gifts We Offer, The Burdens We Bear: 
The Vocation and Ministry of Gay and 
Lesbian Persons in Church and Society.” The 
research reported in this paper was funded by 
the conference sponsors: the Philip N. 
Knutson Endowment Fund, Lutheran Campus 
Ministry at the University of Michigan, the 
Gay and Lesbian Task Force of the Southeast 
Michigan Synod of the ELCA, and the Great 
Lakes Chapter of Lutherans Concerned. Any 
opinions expressed herein are those of the 
author and do not necessarily reflect those of 
the conference sponsors or of this journal’s 
institutional sponsors. The author expresses 
gratitude to the men and women who were 
interviewed, to all others who volunteered to 
participate in this study, and to the original 
research team.

Address all correspondence to Carolyn 
Riehl, Department of Educational Leadership 
and Cultural Foundations, 242 Curry Hall, 
P.O. Box 26171, UNCG, Greensboro, NC 
27402; cjriehl@uncg.edu.

*** Forme, liturgy is a chance to rehearse 
what the world could be, and that means so 
much more when you don’t have it else
where as extensively. The sacraments be
come very important. This is a table where 
we are welcome.

the church. To some readers, these ac
counts may be alarming, signaling that the 
ELCA needs to maintain tighter reins on 
who enters the ordained ministry. Other 
readers may see these pastors as creating 
what Larry Rasmussen calls anticipatory 
communities—“leading us through a 
jangled, precarious, extended time of tran
sition” and “showing that what might some
day be undertaken on a larger scale has 
already taken recognizable shape among 
us.”1 Regarding homosexuality, there are 
many questions and few clear-cut answers. 
Perhaps the strongest conclusion to be drawn 
from these accounts is that the church is 
doing well to continue the conversation, in 
the bold confidence of the gospel.2

mailto:cjriehl@uncg.edu
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tradition. While such a connection may 
not be surprising within this context, it is 
not immediately obvious whatexaclly such 
a connection might mean, what implica
tions it might have for the church’s procla
mation and discipleship, or what directions 
it might suggest for the church’s relation
ship to the Puerto Rican reality.

In the paragraphs that follow we shall 
examine that connection and its implica
tions for ministry. Let it be clearly stated at 
the outset: The thoughts which follow are 
those of an outsider. While they do ring 
true to my personal experience with the 
Puerto Rican reality and have been shared 
in dialogue both with my former Puerto 
Rican colleagues and with students at the 
Seminario Evangelico de Puerto Rico, they 
are nevertheless the words of a gringo, 
albeit one with a decade and a half spent in 
Latin America.

Connection of justification by grace 
through faith with the identity of the Puerto 
Rican people implies a process of con- 
textualization.1 There are many different

A group of Puerto Rican Lutheran pastors 
was discussing lhe contextualization of 
theology. One pastor asked, “What might 
justification by grace through faith mean 
for us here in Puerto Rico?” His colleague’s 
response was quick and passionate: “It 
means that we can really be Puerto Ricans.” 

1998 marked lhe one hundredth anni
versary of lhe U.S. invasion and takeover 
of Puerto Rico. From time to time there is 
talk of proposing another plebiscite among 
Puerto Ricans concerning their future rela
tionship to the U.S. A small but growing 
number of Puerto Ricans have officially 
and publicly renounced U.S. citizenship 
and proclaimed their Puerto Rican citizen
ship. Political parlies and political opin
ions on most issues continue to be divided 
by the three status options currently avail
able: statehood, independence, and com
monwealth. The painful question of per
sonal, cultural, and national identity is never 
absent on this island. All of the retrospec
tion and introspection stimulated by the 
centennial of the U.S. invasion certainly 
provoked a spate of questioning and pon
dering and discussing during 1998.

Given this reality, it is not so surpris- made a[ contexlualizing [hc doctrine of 
ing that our colleague connected the deep- iustificatinn in -nd r™ i a
esl concern of his culture and of his people 
with lhe central doctrine of his Lutheran
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Press, 1992), and Jos6 David Rodriguez, In- 
troduccion a la Teologia (San Jos6: Editorial 
DEI, 1993), 31-34, 51-59. Word & World 7 
(Winter 1987) contains essays prepared for a 
consultation on Justification and Justice that 
took place in Mexico City in 1985.

’Stephen Bevans, Models of Contextual 
Theology (Maryknoll: Orbis.1992) outlines 
five major contextualization processes.

’Bevans calls this process the “transcen
dental model.’’

4 Elza Tamez, Contra Toda Condena: La 
justificacidn por la fe desde los excluidos 
(San Josd: Editorial DEI, 1991).

’Tamez, Contra Toda Condena, 47.

contextualization processes, each with 
unique strengths and weaknesses.2The most 
common contextualization process can be 
compared to the work of translating from 
one language to another. Such a process 
presupposes that a doctrine has a supra 
cultural meaning, some generic “essence” 
which can be introduced into any culture 
and connected with the appropriate sym
bols. If that were the process used here, 
then my colleague’s assertion would ap
pear to merely equate justification by grace 
with nationalism: To be justified by grace 
through faith is to be Puerto Rican, or 
Canadian, or Peruvian. Connecting God’s 
benevolent grace with one’s national iden
tity is hardly a new insight, and certainly, 
from a historical and a theological perspec
tive, not a very fruitful one.

But let us suppose that my colleague’s 
impassioned response does not imply a 
translation model of contextualization. 
What if one were to begin not with a supra 
cultural definition of a doctrine but instead 
with the lived experience of this people? 
What if one were to begin with their per
ception of their own reality and its chal
lenges, with their understanding of how 
God is active in, or absent from, their lives, 
of how God is suffering with them or strug
gling with them, with their understanding 
of value and worth and meaning? What if, 
with that experience as a lens, one were to 
examine the doctrine of justification by 
grace through faith?3 It is then possible that 
one might see more clearly how this doc
trine relates to this particular historical 
moment in Puerto Rican culture.

Elza Tamez in her book Contra Toda 
Condena4 appeals to such an approach in 
order to contextualize this doctrine from 
the perspective of “los excluidos” of Latin 
America. She argues that, as a result of the 
economic and cultural marginalization and 
exclusion experienced in Latin America,

two factors emerge that challenge the doc
trine of justification: hunger and insignifi
cance.5

Puerto Ricans find themselves in a 
particular bind as they react to Tamez’s 
argument. Given Puerto Rico’s economic 
status and relationship to the U.S., most 
other Latin Americans would not see Puerto 
Ricans as part of this hemisphere’s “ex
cluded ones.” Yet over against the nation 
that dominates so much of their life, they 
certainly are not among its “included ones” 
either. The influx of U. S. money into 
Puerto Rico has helped to reduce the spec
ter of starvation that still plagues other 
parts of Latin America. U. S. investments, 
along with local investments and labor, 
have created a relatively prosperous, though 
financially stretched and often uneasy, 
Puerto Rican middle class.

As one listens to this people and its 
culture, the challenge to the doctrine of 
justification by grace through faith does 
not primarily come from the presence of 
hunger. It comes from the threat of insig
nificance. This threat Puerto Ricans expe
rience in a particular and painful way. Their 
struggle can illuminate the menacing sense 
of insignificance felt by many before those 
whom the world considers to be strong and 
significant.
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‘Tamez, 31. See also Juan Luis 
Segundo, Grace and the Human Condition 
(Maryknoll: Orbis, 1973), 46f.

persons and institutions far from the cen
ters of power are considered insignificant, 
second class, even irrelevant. They are 
condemned to a vain search for power and 
greatness.

In light of this painful reality one can 
appreciate my colleague’s impassioned re
sponse to that initial question. Behind his 
reply I heard these thoughts: In worldly 
terms, Puerto Rico is not large, important, 
or powerful. Our search for power and 
greatness represents a negation of who 
Puerto Ricans really are as a people. In 
other words, when we try to conquer our 
insignificance using the rules of the game 
established by those in control, we are 
bound to lose not only the game but also 
our identity. If we want to justify ourselves 
by our works, we cannot be Puerto Ricans.

My colleague insists upon connecting 
the doctrine of justification to the social 
and political identity of his people. In 
doing this he reacts against the ahislorical 
individualism thatlimits the doctrine’s sig
nificance to the subjective dimension. At 
the same time he steps away from libera
tion theology’s usual reflection upon the 
doctrine which has often centered upon its 
relationship to ethics. The question often 
has been: how can one stimulate human 
activity in pursuit of justice while at the 
same time proclaiming human passivity 
with respect to justification?6 Connecting 
the doctrine with the identity of a people in 
search of significance opens up the possi
bility of recognizing the doctrine’s subjec
tive and objective implications, as well as 
its personal and communal implications. 
At the same time it makes an implicit con
nection between the “works of the law” 
which cannot justify us before God and the

n Puerto Rico, 
the struggle 

against insignificance 
is a daily battle.
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In Puerto Rico, the struggle against 
insignificance is a daily battle, carried out 
on many fronts. How docs one do battle 
against insignificance? By proving the 
contrary. The demeaning demon of insig
nificance gives rise to the desire to be big, 
to be important, to be significant. On a 
personal level this translates into a feverish 
consumerism. On a national level, Puerto 
Rico’s greatness and grandness isconstantly 
touted. The project to bring waler to the 
capital is not simply the aqueduct, but the 
SUPER aqueduct. The government’s tour
ism brochure invites you to the “continent” 
of Puerto Rico. One is continually re
minded that Puerto Rico has the biggest 
radio telescope in the world, the largest 
commercial center in the Caribbean, and 
the largest J. C. Penney store in the whole 
chain. One of the most heated arguments 
concerning Puerto Rico’s future status is 
related to whether or not it will be able to 
keep its Olympic Team, one of the world’s 
largest in relation to the population it repre
sents. In order to conquer insignificance, 
one tries to prove the contrary.

We all live in a world whose norms for 
success and significance are determined by 
those who are politically and economically 
large and powerful. Size and power be
come the criteria used to measure our im
portance, the criteria used to justify our 
existence. The race and culture of those in 
power become the norms for determining 
importance. In the midst of such a reality,
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“works of the world” which can never 
justify our existence as a people in the 
global context.

Scriptural interpretation of God’s ac
tion in Christ supports such a multidimen
sional understanding of the doctrine. Paul’s 
letter to the Galatians is one of the primary 
biblical resources out of which the doctrine 
of justification is forged. We have here a 
clear declaration of God’s justifying action 
through Christ (3:13). Yet we note that 
Paul emphatically announces that message 
not to a people characterized by their per
sonal sense of guilt, but to those who were 
troubled by their status as second-class 
Christians.7 In their search for status, in 
their search for favor and significance, these 
early Christians allowed their lives to be 
determined by the laws and customs of the 
dominant group (4:8-11). It is in the midst 
of such a situation that Paul proclaims that 
we are justified by the merciful action of 
Christ, an action which completely elimi
nates any notion of “second-class” status. 
To be justified by Christ includes being 
crucified with him. To be crucified with 
Christ is to die to this present age with all of 
its deathly definitions of significance.

The doctrine of justification by grace 
through faith in the Puerto Rican context 
declares that God has come and has de
clared that this people too is loved, granted 
dignity, and justified. God has decreed an 
end to the anxious search for significance. 
God has freed this people from the neces
sity to prove that they are big and important 
like everyone else, and freed them in order 
to celebrate because they are small and 
unique, like no one else.

My colleague has not reduced the doc
trine of justification to its communal di
mension. That is obvious to all those who 
hear his Sunday sermons. It is also obvious 
to all, as it is to my colleague, that being a 
Christian is not equal to being a Puerto

Rican. Nonetheless, his remark implies 
that the struggle to be a Puerto Rican must 
include a rejection of criteria imposed from 
outside of Puerto Rico.8 For the Christian, 
the strength to carry out that critical act 
flows out of his or her identity founded in 
God’s act in Christ.

Finally, it is also obvious that Puerto 
Rico’s unique dilemma of national identity 
and political status cannot be resolved by 
religious discourse or evangelical procla
mation, no matter how contextualized they 
might be. Hard political work is called for: 
serious dialogue will be needed both within 
the U.S. and in Puerto Rico. Luther’s doc
trine of the two kingdoms reminds us that 
political and social processes can also be 
tools employed by the Triune God.

Nevertheless, if this doctrine has abso
lutely no insight to shed upon this crucial 
issue, then perhaps it is not as important as 
we have always insisted. But at this histori
cal moment, within this context, this doc
trine can help people and congregations. It 
can help them enter into the socio-political 
process with a different perspective, and it 
can perhaps help them redefine the process 
and its goals. The guiding question need 
not be: How can we best preserve our 
benefits and guarantee our status before the 
world? Instead, freed by the gospel which 
grows out of this doctrine, one can enter the 
process asking: How can we—church, gov
ernment, people—promote life? The doc
trine of justification by grace through faith 
offers to us all a new vision of life: life not 
measured by greatness and power but by 
joyful free service and self-giving love.

7 For a fuller treatment of this doctrine in 
the Galatians context see Nils Dahl. Studies 
in Paul (Minneapolis:Augsburg. 1977), 111-12.

•Thus this position implies (as do all 
positions) a particular political choice for the 
future of Puerto Rico.
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Honoring the Jews in 
Christian Preaching

The local is the global. The world has 
grown too small through communication 
systems for us to disregard spiritual paths 
other than our own, and for Christians the 
most obvious path to be studied and en
gaged is Judaism, so even in smaller com
munities than Allentown or Philadelphiaor 
New York City, Christian pastors need to

in this era to write about the Jewishness of 
Jesus as a Christian theologian of the Greek 
Testament, and we Christians owe much to 
him as a forerunner and pioneer. My own 
history includes three years of study with 
Markus in graduate school, and this also 
shaped my concerns for preaching that hon
ors the Jews.

Leo Baeck and Joseph Soloveitchik, 
esteemed rabbis in the mid to late twentieth 
century, each warned us about what Baeck 
calls the difference between romantic and 
classic religion, the latter being what Solo
veitchik refers to as halakhic religion. Baeck 
in particular warned Christians of the dan
ger of cutting our ties to our parent religion, 
that in so doing we could lose our ground
edness and begin to drift in lofty regions 
where we lose touch with the ordinariness 
of God’s presence and call to justice and 
righteousness.

To begin at the beginning

The personal is the political. I grew to 
adulthood in a section of Northeast Phila
delphia that consisted of a predominantly 
Jewish population. This location shaped 
me in ways unlike that of many other Chris
tians whom I know. I remember vividly 
Israeli Independence Day which was cel
ebrated in my neighborhood by people 
riding through the streets waving flags, 
blowing horns, shouting praises, and the 
like. There were more synagogues in my 
neighborhood than churches, and the street 
comers were doited with wine and book 
shops, mom and pop groceries with kosher 
basar in neon in the windows.

Subsequently, following college and 
while in seminary, almost everyone in my 
generation of pastors was influenced by 
Marlin Buber and/or Abraham Joshua 
Heschel; they were the rabbis to the Chris
tian community, and especially to that gen
eration of pastors and leaders who came of 
age in the middle of the 60s.

We also must pay special homage to 
Markus Barth, who was one of the earliest 
Christian scholars to address such thorny 
issues as the support of the churches for 
Israel. Markus was one of the first people

Jay C. Rochelle
St. Timothy s Lutheran Church 
Allentown, Pennsylvania
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Initial enemies: adjectives 
and prepositions

careless; we have so long used these terms 
in Christian parlance that it will take time to 
find a change that is facile enough to make 
and that does not seem awkward to the 
speaker.

But we must change the terms. The 
most logical suggestion is to use terms that 
designate the texts in an obvious way; use 
“Hebrew Bible” or Andre Lacocque’s ju
dicious term, “Prime Testament,” for the 
Hebrew Scriptures that we used to call the 
Old Testament. Consider the use of “Greek 
Testament” for what we used to call the 
New Testament. One might experiment 
with the term “Greek Supplement,” which 
honors the church’s history since, after all, 
the Hebrew Scriptures were our first texts 
and the Greek writings supplemented them 
in order to tell the Gospel of Jesus.

Remember not to refer to Jews as “Old 
Testament people,” because that’s not only 
metaphorically careless, it is also histori
cally inaccurate since it omits the richness 
of rabbinic development of Judaism through 
Mishnah, Targums, and Talmud as the liv
ing record of the tradition—the “handing 
over”—of Scripture.

I

prepare the ground for a renewed relation
ship with our Jewish matrix (“a situation or 
surrounding substance in which something 
originates, develops, or is contained”— 
American Heritage Dictionary). Judaism 
is the mothering ground from which we 
emerge as children in the faith.

Before and after. Designations for time are 
important, as well. We use, glibly, the 
terms B.C. and A.D. to distinguish the cen
turies until the time of the Messiah. We 
speak of “before Christ,” and of “Anno 
Domini,” meaning“in the year of the Lord.” 
But these designations are not worldwide. 
Technically, these designations make sense 
only for those who are prepared to maintain 
that Jesus was, in fact, the Messiah or 
Christ. Muslims date their calendar from 
the year of Muhammad’s pilgrimage, Jews 
from an imagined date for the creation of 
the world at 3760/61 before the common 
era. Hence it makes more sense to refer to 
dating B.C.E. “before the common era,” and 
C.E., “common era.”

New and old. One of the greatest difficul
ties we face in preaching domes at the most 
basic level in terms of what names we use 
for our primary texts. We speak of New 
and Old Testaments. The problem facing 
us when we use these terms is that, in our 
contemporary American view, new = bet
ter, that is to say, the word new is a meta
phor which carries overtones of exciting, 
innovative, creative, and relevant. Old is a 
word which means not only prior in time, 
but metaphorically carries the weight of 
“outdated,” “used,” “irrelevant,” and “passe,” 
to touch the tip of an iceberg. This truth of 
our connotalive language wreaks havoc 
because our assumption is that antecedents 
are automatically superseded by that which 
follows them.

So from the start we have troubles 
because our Christian Bibles are divided 
into two unequal halves, one of which is 
called the Old Testament and one the New.

Old Testaments are thus “obviously” 
read and/or kept by those who are them
selves old in the metaphorical sense of 
outdated. New Testaments are, in a sense, 
always new in quality as well as in time, and 
thus supersede—note that word—the Old.

The new lectionary systems no longer 
project that distinction of New and Old, 
which is to their credit; they refer to first 
and second lessons and then to gospel, 
terms which bear no surface demeaning.

But in preaching, one is sometimes



vals of revelation, ought not be overlooked 
but rather exploited.

We have no strict corollary to Yom 
Kippur, but the season of Lent bears the 
motif of repentance, of that constant note 
that we may “return to the Lord your God, 
for God is gracious and merciful.” Some 
churches have retained or begun again to 
offer individual confession, which also cor
relates to the motif of Yom Kippur.

It is beyond the scope of this article to 
do more than offer suggestions, but those 
interested may consult the bibliography 
and works on the history of liturgy.
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Rendering symbols and 
figures without prejudice

Pharisees: what’s in a name? The Phari
sees have taken a bum rap for so long it 
seems an uphill battle to try to redeem them 
from the pit of historical consignment. 
“Pharisee” has entered common speech 
with meanings of “narrow-minded, “legal
istic,” and “hypocritical.” Yet, as we learned 
in the latter twentieth century, the Phari
sees are better understood as the early mani
festation of those who have become known 
throughout history simply as Rabbis, teach
ers of Judaism. In fact, the Rabbis and their 
“Pharisaic” ancestors were the ones whose 
faithfulness and creativity enabled Juda
ism to survive following the destruction of 
the second temple. Jesus may very well 
have to be counted among their number, 
and the diatribes against them in the Gos
pels may be seen as arguments within the 
family rather than as condemnations of the 
lost. We should not lose the opportunity to 
point this out as occasions arise where 
“Pharisee” seems to be used only in a 
pejorative way in the Gospels. The term 
occurs only in the Gospels in this way. In 
its few other uses, it is a self-designation by 
Paul or it describes Jewish leaders in a 
nonpejorative manner.

Declaring the background to Christian fes
tivals. In our preaching, we might also 
point out the connection of our festivals 
with their Jewish background. This is 
primarily true, of course, of the connection 
between Easier and Passover and the con
nection between Pentecost and Shavuot. 
The close connection of Jesus’ death to the 
Passover is the grist of Christian midrash 
on Jesus as sacrificial lamb, “himself the 
victim and himself the priest,” as the hymn 
verse has it. The connection between Pass- 
over and Shavuot, both of which are festi-

Being honest about textual unity. Earlier 
we talked about new vs. old. A second 
problem is this: “New Testament” and “Old 
Testament” are terms which, again meta
phorically, propose a textual unity to both 
documents which is not true to the data. 
When you say “according to the New Tes
tament,” it sounds as if the Greek Supple
ment were a monolithic unified voice say
ing the same thing with minor variations 
due to authorial intent or vocabulary.

The concomitant is that we also pro
pose the “Old Testament” as a unity. This 
proposal is easier to foist upon Christians 
than is New Testament unity because, de
spite the minimal Christian engagement 
with the text of the Greek Testament, most 
Christians now are even less familiar with 
the Hebrew Scriptures—though this was 
not true in most Protestant churches only 
two generations ago. Many of us grew up 
with some knowledge of the stories of the 
Hebrew Bible, but this is not true any 
longer.

In addition, most Christians now, as 
always, are unfamiliar with TaNaK, the 
Jewish division of the Hebrew Bible as 
Torah, Nebiim, and Ketubhim, “Instruc
tion,” “Prophets,” and “Writings,” and with 
the implications of that division for inter-
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pretation. It makes a difference that Joshua, 
Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings are 
listed as the former prophets in the Jewish 
order of the Bible and not as historical 
books as in Christian B ibles. Ruth is among 
the writings, as are also Daniel and Esther. 
Daniel is thus not considered one of the 
prophets. All of these changes in order 
make for differences when we interpret the 
Bible.

To return now to the Greek Testament, 
and particularly to the Gospels and Paul: 
we need to see them as individuated books 
with literary themes and characteristics of 
their own, not as shadings of distinction in 
telling the same facts. Specifically, with 
regard to the figure of Jesus, each of these 
writings bears its own stamp.

David Rhoads, in his book The Chal
lenge of Diversity, points out that each 
book of the Greek Testament takes a differ
ent view of Jesus because each also has a 
different presenting problem and solution 
to that problem. At the risk of doing dam
age to Rhoads’ careful analysis, we can 
summarize as follows.

For the Gospel of Matthew, the pre
senting problem is that above all else hy
pocrisy defeats community. The solution 
to the problem is authentic righteous liv
ing, which creates community. Therefore, 
in the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus is pre
sented as the teacher who can enable such 
righteous living.

For the Gospel of Mark, the presenting 
problem is that people try to save their lives 
because they are living in fear, perhaps of 
demons. The solution to the problem is the 
announcement that we can only overcome 
fear and “save” our lives by losing our lives 
by turning to others in compassion and 
love. Therefore, in the Gospel of Mark, 
Jesus is presented as God ’ s special messen
ger to enable us to become available to 
others in mercy.

For the Gospel of Luke, the problem is 
that the world is sick without mercy. The 
solution to the problem is to enact God’s 
vision for a world which is healed by com
passion. Therefore, in the Gospel of Luke, 
Jesus is portrayed as the one who demon
strates this healing power of God in his 
ministry and empowers his followers to 
ministries of compassion.

For the Gospel of John, the problem is 
that we are out of touch with God. The 
solution, which is to live in wholeness with 
God, can only come when we know (He
brew yadha) God intimately in a mystical 
identification. Jesus is the one who enables 
that relationship and thus brings us into 
wholeness.

For Paul, especially the Paul who wrote 
Romans and Galatians, the problem is that 
we suffer under the intolerable burden of 
our sinfulness, which blocks us from full 
and authentic humanity; we experience this 
sinfulness as alienation and separation from 
God. The solution to the problem is that 
God must declare us to be righteous before 
we are able to enact righteousness in the 
world. For Paul, this declaration of righ
teousness occurs in the cross of Jesus of 
Nazareth.
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ites by virtue of our approach. We must 
begin with the presupposition of diversity. 
Although condemned by the church, the 
Marcionitc approach to Scripture has often 
sneaked back into preaching where the 
contrast between law and gospel is drawn 
in such a way as to suggest that the Hebrew 
Scriptures are mainly concerned with law 
and the Greek Testament is mainly con
cerned with gospel.

Overcoming the trauma of 
theological history
Marcion and his legacy. According to the 
customary understanding, Marcion (d. ca. 
154 C.E.) pitted the “Old Testament” God 
against the “New Testament” God, which 
brings us more bad news about the distinc
tion between old and new. Marcion was 
condemned as a heretic by the early church, 
and his heresy results from an intemperate 
reading of some of Paul’s letters, which led 
him to propose a 
tween law and gospel. In Marcion’s read
ing, the God of the Old Testament is seen as 
an inferior demi urge, characterized by wrath 
and vengeance; we must turn to the New 
Testament in order to find revealed a God 
of love and compassion. Because of the 
failure of humanity under the guidance of 
the demiurge, this “Old Testament” God 
becomes a preliminary to the revelation of 
the true and only God, whom we know in 
Jesus. The Law of the Old Testament 
pertained only until the lime of Christ. 
Marcion’s messiah Jesus Christ was uni
versal, and not to be identified with the 
messiah of the prophets, who was for the 
Jews, who would be saved under their own 
rubrics. Marcion was excommunicated by 
the Roman church in July, 144 C.E.

When we approach the Greek Testa
ment as if it would render a unitary theol
ogy, we run the risk of becoming Marcion-

Plato and his legacy. Christianity has been 
plagued by the ongoing need to deal with 
creeping dualism, particularly with regard 
to the body and the spirit. We pay lip-service 
to our rootage in a Jewish view of humanity 
that is unitary in nature. We understand 
that we arc an “animated body,” that the 
nephesh (the whole person) is a composite 
of adam (earth) and the ruach Adonai 
(God’s animating Spirit), but our legacy 
has often been foregone in favor of a flight 
of the soul from the body. We have suc- 

radical dichotomy be- cumbcd to the view that the body is but the 
seed, from whose carcass the soul is re
leased to spring back to the One who made 
it. But we continue to preach the resurrec
tion of the body and not the immortality of 
the soul, and insofar as we do so we must 
remember that we are paying attention to 
our Jewish roots. Flesh and spirit may war 
against each other, as Paul says, but this is 
not to be understood as if body and soul 
were at war with one another. This is 
neither the Hebrew nor the Pauline view. 
Paul’s dialectic has to do with the whole 
person {nephesh) turned against God, for 
which he uses the term “flesh,” and the 
whole person turned toward God, for which 
he uses the term “spirit.” As Christians, our 
preaching honors the Jewish reality when 
we consistently speak against disinterest in 
the body and overconcern with “spiritual” 
sluff. As Archbishop William Temple of 
Canterbury reminded us early in this cen-
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All of this information is of use to 
preachers. We must be careful to present 
neither the Hebrew Bible nor the Greek 
Testament as monolithic structures. When 
we open the way to see the different stories 
which are told by the various parts of the 
Bible, we open a path to explore a unity that 
would flourish in the midst of diversity, a 
unity which emerges from the diversity 
which is already evident in Scripture itself.
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On style and grace

tury, Christianity is the most materialist of 
all religions. We might wish to emend that 
text to say that this is true insofar as we 
honor our Jewish origin.

God rather than a system of belief. We 
respond to God’s grace in our behavior 
toward others.

Jesus of Nazareth calls us into rela
tionship with the One God, the Holy One of 
Israel. There are, as we have said, many 
images of Jesus in the Greek Testament, 
not all of which depend upon calling him 
“Messiah” or “Christ.” We affirm his free
dom, his openness, his centeredness and 
his courage. His message centers on the 
Presence of a loving God whom he knew 
intimately as Abba, Father. He taught his 
followers to know God in such an intimate 
way. He is “the man for others,” the one 
who empties himself in service to the world 
and by so doing demonstrates the presence 
of God.

We will continue to “preach Christ, 
and him crucified” (1 Cor 1:23), but our 
understanding of Jesus will be formed more 
in continuity than in contrast with the Jew
ish background to the Gospel. We see 
Jesus as Rabbi, teacher of righteousness, in 
line with Matthew’s Gospel. We will not 
seek to extract Jesus from his Jewish set
ting, but rather to understand and proclaim 
him from within that setting.

The epic and the novel. The Russian liter
ary critic Mikhail Bakhtin drew a useful

he opposite 
of sin is faith, 

which expresses a rela
tionship with God rather 
than a system of belief.

Translating terms: The downward ascent 
from heaven to earth. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 
pastor in Nazi Germany, has been one of 
my conversation partners for life. In his 
last years, while in prison, he contemplated 
a future in which church would consist of 
two elements, prayer and righteous action. 
At the same lime he experimented with 
ways of speaking of faith that would use a 
nonreligious terminology. Bonhoeffer 
meant by “religion” a piety removed from 
the world which took refuge in some imag
ined realm of the spirit that was no longer 
tainted by the physical, and yet which was 
rooted in a sense of dependence upon God. 
He thought we were moving toward an era 
in which we would learn how to be interde
pendent with God, who has entered fully 
into the creation. In this new faithfulness, 
ordinary life would be the location for our 
spirituality. The following thoughts for 
preaching begin from Bonhoeffer and move 
out from there.

The mandate of the church is to enter 
into prayer on behalf of the world, blessing 
God for all things and seeking to become 
the instruments for the implementation of 
our own prayer in justice and compassion. 
We would recognize that salvation is not 
removed from this world, but involves a 
wholeness, a fullness of life, a gusto with 
which we live now and not later. The 
blessing moves naturally into the search for 
righteous action.

We would understand that sin means 
to be turned in upon oneself (Luther), or 
perhaps it is a callousness that blocks us 
from identification with others in a spirit of 
compassion (Heschel). The opposite of sin 
is faith, which expresses a relationship with
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chips fall where they may. Dialogue is not 
part of the proclamation. But is this preach
ing that can honor the dialogical voices in 
Scripture, or that will take into consider
ation our Jewish conversation partners?

In continuity with the thought of 
Bakhtin, we might say that preaching that 
honors the Jewish people would be dialogi
cal in nature, exploring the plurality of 
voices that emerge from shared story and 
seeking to tell a common story of life in God. 
Such preaching invites people into the real
ity and the experience of God rather than 
pontificating about God. This preaching 
speaks in the novel and not in the epic voice.

I
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Discerning God’s Voice in 
the Wake of Tragedy

that the family hadn’t been seen in some 
time, the police entered the apartment and 
found a mother and her two daughters, ages 
9 and 7, “lying weak and emaciated on their 
beds.” The mother told the police that they 
had eaten almost no food for a month. 
“They ate some peanut butter and crackers 
about three weeks ago, she reportedly said, 
and since then have had only water.” By all 
accounts, she was a devoted mother who 
loved her daughters deeply, and the neigh
bors were scrambling to find an explanation 
for her seemingly inexplicable behavior.

“Apparent mental collapse” was the 
general opinion—but with a religious twist. 
The police said that the mother was “wait
ing for the Holy Spirit to come take her 
family away.” Taking instruction from the 
ringing of her phone, she moved her family 
upstairs, lobe closer to the Spirit, and waited 
for deliverance. “Mental illness, combined 
with religious fervor” was the final diagno
sis of the article itself: no drugs, no alcohol, 
no cult associations, just a devoted Chris
tian woman who didn’t know where else to 
turn.

You might know someone in a similar 
situation. She was poor, and her husband 
had died of a heart attack a few years before. 
In short, she was struggling; and in the 
words of a neighbor, the stress of her lifestyle

Currents in Theology and Mission 27:1 (February 2000)

Kristin Johnston Sutton 
Graduate Theological Union 
Berkeley, California

When I was a student at Wartburg Semi
nary, we spent a fair amount of lime talking 
about our “call.” We discussed what it 
meant to have a call to ministry, and how we 
came to the realization that we were called 
to seminary. Not only that, but what I 
believe is even more important, we consid
ered what Luther meant when he wrote 
about the priesthood of all believers, em
phasizing that every person has a calling to 
serve God faithfully, whatever her or his 
occupation. These conversations were not 
always easy. Sometimes our feelings were 
difficult to articulate, or the memories per
sonal and uncomfortable to reveal. How
ever, on the whole, I found the whole pro
cess helpful and uplifting: it reminded me 
of why I was there, and encouraged me in 
my work. This same faith in my calling 
continues to empower me today. Now that 
I am working on my Ph.D., I do not talk 
about my call with others as often, but the 
idea is still there, beneath the surface, un
spoken, but not forgotten, and I am re
minded of it from time to time. The morn
ing of September 2,1998, was one of those 
times.

The headline of the San Francisco Ex
aminer for that day read as follows: “Fam
ily Starves for ‘Holy Spirit.’” It wasa tragic 
tale. After neighbors had alerted the police
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on our purely personal agenda. Now, I am 
not suggesting that this horrifying action is 
typical, or that it represents a usual or nor
mal way of living out our relationship to 
God in trying times. I am well aware that 
this story is extraordinary, and mostly likely 
very far from the situation of most of the 
readers of this journal. Nonetheless, under
neath this woman’s strikingly poor judg
ment lies the basic fact of an ungratified 
desire, a longing for relief, an insatiable 
hunger for deliverance. These feelings, I 
would argue, are not quite so foreign to us, 
and perhaps not as unrelated to our own 
lives as we might like to admit. This mother 
had lost all hope and all faith, and so she 
took matters into her own hands. For most 
of us, the consequences of her actions are 
unthinkable and impossible to imagine, but 
we should not be too smug. We live with the 
same demons, and we all occasionally suc
cumb to the same temptation.

We all have experienced deep desires 
that have gone unfulfilled—the desire for a 
child, or for love, or simply for a new job 
or a new house. We all have experienced 
weariness, restlessness, and fatigue, and we 
all have cried out for help in one form or 
another. We all have felt hunger’s dull ache 
and sharp pains, waking up to despair each 
morning and going to bed each night deso
late. It is this craving for satisfaction that 
seduces us into the belief that what we so 
desperately want is also what God wants for 
us, and that this justifies satisfying our de
sires by any means necessary. However, 
this is a sin. It is called pride; and what it 
involves is valuing our own will over God’s, 
making our own voice the deciding one.

We have all done it at some point. It 
happens when there is some gain we badly 
crave, or some evil we long to avoid. It is a 
natural reaction, because we live in a soci
ety that encourages us to put ourselves first, 
assert our freedom of choice and go after

just overwhelmed her. This same neighbor 
speculated further that “in the absence of 
the help she needed from her community, 
[she] was appealing to her God in despera
tion.” For me, it is this last idea that lifts the 
whole event out of the realm of the gro
tesque and into that of the tragic.

By all accounts, she was in desperate 
circumstances, literally dying for help, with 
nowhere to go. In her anguish she turned to 
the One she trusted above all others, hoping 
against hope she would be delivered. I 
don’t know the kind of prayers she prayed, 
and I would not dare guess at their intensity, 
but I firmly believe that the answer she 
heard came from her own mouth, and not 
the mouth of God. Yes, this woman be
lieved that she had received a special “call” 
from God, and her incongruous use of the 
telephone only heightened the irony of the 
situation. However, I am convinced that the 
call she heard, the call to starve herself and 
her children to death, was not in any way a 
call from the Lord of Life, the Giver of 
Peace, the Compassionate Shepherd, the 
God who became incarnate in Jesus Christ, 
who died on the cross that we might live, 
calls us into new life, not into death, into 
creation, not into destruction. This woman, 
pushed to the edge by the trials and tribula
tions of her life, created a call for herself that 
she believed would bring her salvation, and 
only the intervention of the police saved her 
from complete self-destruction. Even after 
reading the article through a half dozen 
times, I can still hardly believe it

There are many lessons to be learned 
from this sad incident, one of which is the 
importance of truly being “church” to one 
another, and living with eyes and ears open 
to the needs of our brothers and sisters. 
That, however, is a topic for another article. 
What strikes me most deeply is how seduc
tive the temptation is to “play God,” to 
manipulate our faith and put a divine stamp
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od calls us 
onto paths 

much more challenging 
and fulfilling than we 
would ever choose for 
ourselves.

" God is not only wise but unconditionally 
loving, caring for us not only collectively 
but individually, loving us each with par
ticular care. God truly wants the best for us, 
in spite of the mayhem and chaos that often 
seem to overwhelm us, and God calls us 
onto paths much more challenging and ful
filling than we would ever choose for our
selves. God’s call is not always an easy one. 
We know that following Christ involves 
taking up our cross and denying ourselves, 
but God’s call is one that we can trust 
unequivocally, and that is something that 
we cannot say with any confidence about 
our own fickle desires.

I pray for this woman and her daugh
ters. I pray for a society in which such 
tragedies occur. But also in my prayers, I 
add one for myself. I pray that I do not 
succumb to the temptation my own will 
puts before me every day. I pray for the 
courage and patience to trust God’s call for 
my life, instead of replacing it with one of 
my own that is more comfortable, more 
familiar. Finally, I pray that I might look to 
the future and see, al least dimly, a vision of 
the life God intends for me, and trust that it 
is better, far better, than anything I could 
dream for myself.

what we want, regardless of the cost. The 
having becomes worth the cost of the get
ting, no matter what the price. We are 
myopic people, people with short-range vi
sion who often focus only on today with 
little or no regard for tomorrow. It is hard to 
wait, hard to accept a deferment of some
thing we badly desire, and so we convince 
ourselves that the siren’s song of our own 
desire is actually God’s holy call.

But that call, the call that is authentic 
and true, comes from deep within God’s 
heart and has the incomparable advantage 
of being influenced by God’s infinite wis
dom and love. Don’t forget that last word:
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Uneasy Neighbors: Church and State in the 

New Testament. By Walter E. Pilgrim. 
Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999. xiv 
and 225 pages. Paper. S20.00.

Mary: Glimpses of the Mother of Jesus. By 
Beverly Roberts Gaventa. Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 1999. xii and 145 pages. 
Paper. Si8.00.

Writing as a Protestant and a mother, Gaventa 
presents a literary analysis of glimpses of Mary 
in the Gospels and the Protoev angelium of James. 
Distinguishing her method from theological or 
historical approaches, she seeks to discern what 
can be gleaned about the figure of Mary from 
these texts in their final literary forms.

Gaventa’s analysis focuses on the different 
roles Mary plays in each of the Gospels. Mat
thew introduces her within the theme of the 
threat to Jesus. Luke focuses on Mary as dis
ciple, mother, and prophet. In John, her presence 
reinforces the prologue’s claim that in Jesus the 
Word indeed became flesh. Gaventa sees all 
these glimpses as part of the theme of the scandal

What docs the New Testament teach about the 
relation between church and state? Is it Paul’s 
teaching in his Leiter to the Romans about being 
“subject to the governing authorities,” which 
exist because they “have been instituted by God”? 
That is one major approach to the relation be
tween church and stale present in the New Tes
tament, wha’. Walter E. Pilgrim calls the “ethic of 
subordination.” It is present not just in Romans, 
but in 1 and 2Thessalonians, the Pastoral Epistles, 
1 Peter, and Hebrews.

But, Pilgrim tells us in Uneasy Neighbors, 
there are two very different attitudes toward 
“governing authorities” in the New Testament. 
One is the “ethic of resistance” so dramatically 
evident in the Book of Revelation, in which the 
stale is pictured under the images of beast, whore, 
and Babylon as the prime historical representa
tive of evil on earth. Instead of subordination, the 
proper Christian response to the state is faithful 
witness, patient endurance, and active resistance.

The oilier major attitude toward the stale 
Pilgrim calls the “ethic of critical distancing,” an 
approach he finds in Jesus and the Gospels. The 
strength of his book is his careful analysis of this 
middle way between subordination and resis
tance. In fact, the bulk of the book is devoted to 
a description of “critical distancing” evident in 
Jesus’ words and deeds presented by the Synop
tic Gospels and by John and in the tradition of Lhe 
suffering and death of Jesus in all four Gospels. 
As Pilgrim summarizes his view, “While Jesus 
accepts the necessary role of those who govern, 
he stands as a constant critic of the political and 
religious establishment, even daring ultimately

to provoke it to change, at lhe risk of his own life” 
(p. 124).

In a concluding chapter Pilgrim asks 
whether there is a “normative” view of lhe rela
tion between church and stale in the New Testa
ment. He says there is New Testament agreement 
on only one thing: lhe ullimacy of obedience to 
God. On lhe basis of lhe New Testament mate
rial he proposes a threefold paradigm for church
stale relations: (1) a critical-constructive stance 
is appropriate when the powers that be are at
tempting to achieve justice; (2) a critical-trans
formative stance should be employed when 
authority errs but can be realistically moved to 
salutary change; (3) a critically resistive stance 
is necessary when the powers are responsible for 
demonic injustice or idolatry and refuse to be 
responsible to change.

The author is Professor of New Testament 
at Pacific Lutheran University inTacoma, Wash
ington, and was for many years director of the 
Lutheran Institute of Theological Education in 
the Pacific Northwest. This study is one in the 
series of “Overtures to Biblical Theology,” ed
ited by Walter Brueggemann.

John H. Tietjen 
Trinity Lutheran Church 

Fort Worth, Texas
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Caryn Riswold 
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Extravagant Affections: A Feminist Sacra
mental Theology. By Susan A. Ross. 
New York: Continuum, 1998. 240 pages. 
Cloth. $24.95.

Sacramental theology as theological reflection 
on the sacraments finds creative and thorough 
explication in this study. Susan Ross’s presen
tation of the issues involved in speaking theo
logically about the sacraments of the Christian 
church crosses denominational boundaries as 
her proposal for a feminist sacramental theology 
addresses some fundamental issues regarding 
the role of the sacraments in the life of the 
church.

Ross develops four criteria for a feminist 
sacramental theology that assist us in focusing 
the issues facing contemporary theology and 
present reflection on the sacraments. First, she 
calls for “tolerance and appreciation for ambigu
ity” (p. 54). By this she means to avoid the

dualistic tendencies of valid or invalid expres
sions of the sacraments, real or symbolic versions 
of God’s presence, and the boundaries between 
clergy and lay persons in the community.

The second suggestion is for “a critical 
consideration of theories of body and gender” 
(p. 57). It is in this realm where we are enabled 
to ask the question of what difference feminist 
considerations can make for sacramental theol
ogy. Embodiment is a critical issue when speak
ing about the sacraments, and Ross brings 
particular attention to this through her use of 
feminist theology.

The third criterion Ross proposes is that 
sacramental theology “include a critical under
standing of theories of symbolic representation" 
(p. 59). This is not to move toward understand
ing a symbolic presence in the Eucharist, but to 
look at the sacraments and their theological 
significance, to see what they symbolically rep
resent with regard to the human being and her 
relationship with God.

Finally, Ross suggests that “an adequate 
sacramental theology is ultimately judged by its 
struggle to overcome oppression and work for 
justice” (p. 62). For Roman Catholic women 
such as Ross, the justice issue necessarily in
cludes the question of women’s ordination. For 
others, the affirmation of God’s presence in the 
world and God’s alliance with the human being 
must say something about what it means to be a 
human, being and doing in the world.

This book can be a help to those reflecting 
on the importance of the sacraments within the 
life of the church, and can push us to examine our 
practices and beliefs as they reflect what we 
assume about God, human life, and our relation
ship with God in the world. Although Ross’s 
Roman Catholic roots lead her to some theologi
cal discussion that does not directly pertain to the 
concerns of the Lutheran church, her analysis is 
nevertheless enlightening as to its presentation 
of the themes and concerns when embarking 
upon sacramental reflection. She shows how 
feminist theological concerns make a differ
ence, and can transform the way in which we 
understand the relationship between God and the 
human being manifest here.

of the Gospel, of the offensiveness of Jesus’ 
person and teaching. As part of this scandal, 
Gaventa suggests that the glimpses of Mary 
reveal important aspects of discipleship for all of 
us: living with vulnerability, reflecting with care 
on the advent of Jesus Christ, and witnessing 
God’s actions in the world.

In contrast to the Gospels, the Protoev an- 
gelium of James attempts to remove any hint of 
scandal from Mary. Gaventa’s literary analysis 
of this book highlights ways in which second 
century Christianity duplicated some of the bib
lical concerns regarding Mary and also began 
developing new lines significant in the develop
ment of later traditions about Mary.

This book is part of the series Personalities 
in the New Testament. Gaventa writes in a style 
easily accessible to a variety of audiences. Read
ers unfamiliar with the method of literary analy
sis will sec clearly how the method works and 
enriches biblical study. The results of her analy
sis clarify the kinds of roles played by Mary in 
the biblical accounts and the variety of ways in 
which the biblical figure of Mary can be a model 
for Christians today.
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Disinheriting the Jews. Abraham in Early 
Christian Controversy. By Jeffrey S. 
Sikcr. Louisville: Westminster/JohnKnox 
Press, 1991. 296 pages. Paper. $18.95.

The Jewish Apocalyptic Heritage in Early 
Christianity. Edited by James C. Van- 
derKam and William Adler. Assen: Van 
Gorcum; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
1996. xii and 286 pages. Cloth. $48.00.

jor contribution to the understanding of Judaism 
as the matrix of Christianity and to the ongoing 
conversation between Judaism and Christianity. 
Dunn speaks of the “enduring Jewish character’’ 
of Christianity as a possible basis for building 
bridges between the two faiths, while Siker com
ments, “There is no Jewish problem, but there is 
a Christian problem.” The careful study of both 
might make a good seminar in seminary or a 
study project for a group of clergy concerned 
about the relation of Christianity and Judaism.

Edgar Krentz 
Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago

The Partings of the Ways Between Chris
tianity and Judaism and Their Signifi
cance for the Character of Christianity. 
By James D. G. Dunn. London: SCM 
Press; Philadelphia: Trinity Press Interna
tional, 1991. xvi and 368 pages. Paper. 
$29.95.

This work consists of five chapters by four 
authors: an introductory chapter by W. Adler, “1 
Enoch, Enochic Motifs, and Enoch in Early 
Christian Literature” by J. C. VandcrKam, 
“Christian Influence on the Transmission His
tory of 4, 5, and 6 Ezra" by T. A. Bergren, “The 
Legacy of Jewish Apocalypses in Early Chris
tianity: Regional Trajectories” by D. Frank
furter, and “The Apocalyptic Survey of History 
Adapted by Christians: Daniel’s Prophecy of 70 
Weeks” by Adler again.

The stated hope of this volume is to “en
hance the appreciation of the debt the Christian 
Church owes to its mother religion” and to 
“stimulate added reflection on the complex cul
tural relationships in the early history of both 
religions” (p. xii). This is not an introductory 
work but a technical one, written for specialists. 
Chapter 4 (by Frankfurter), for example, expects 
its audience to be familiar with terms such as 
“chora" and “anchorite." The specialist will be 
impressed by the remarkable body of research 
into lesser-known writings such as 5 and 6 Ezra. 
Nevertheless, the nonspecialist, too, is benefited 
by taking in the discussion. Most Hebrew, 
Greek, and Latin expressions are accompanied 
by English translations, but some are not (e.g. 
pp. 9,11, 36,37,47,106,136, 238 [Greek], and 
pp. 137 n. 40. 223 [Hebrew]).

This brief review calls attention to two signifi
cant books published some lime ago. Prof. Dunn 
of Durham University in England examines his
torically and theologically a topic important for 
every member of the Christian church: the rea
sons for and significance of the separation of 
Christianity from its Jewish matrix. The discus
sion of these issues from the F. C. Baur-J. B. 
Lightfoot divergence in the nineteenth century 
to the reappraisal of Judaism by E. P. Sanders in 
recent years demonstrates a paradigm shift in 
research into Christian origins. Add the Chris
tian reaction to the Holocaust, and there is need 
for a reexamination. Dunn discusses four funda
mental characteristics of early Judaism—mono
theism, election, covenant focused in Torah, 
land focused in Temple—and then discusses 
them in Jesus, the earliest church, Paul, and other 
New Testament texts. Each of the four Jewish 
characteristics became an issue between Chris
tians and Judaism. The decisive period for the 
“parting of the ways” was between 70 and 135 
C.E., though it happened at differing times in 
differing areas of the church.

Siker casts a narrower net as he examines 
how Abraham shaped the identity of both early 
Judaism (a brief discussion, pp. 17-27) and early 
Christianity. He discusses Paul’s use of Abra
ham to argue for inclusion of Gentiles, and then 
Abraham in Matthew, Hebrews, James, Luke- 
Acts, John, and second-century Christianity 
(there is a full chapter on Justin Martyr). His 
concluding cnapter, "From Gentile Inclusion to 
Jewish Exclusion,” summarizes the outcome. 
The interpretation of Abraham documents the 
growing distance of Christianity from Judaism.

These two significant books provide a ma-
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Peter Kjeselh
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Jeremiah: The World, the Wound of God. 
By Daniel Berrigan. Minneapolis: For
tress Press, 1999. 195 pages. $18.00.

Daniel Berrigan has focused of late on the proph
ets. This should not surprise us who know him 
as long-time pacifist, anti-war activist, poet, 
theologian, relentless social critic, and, of course, 
modem prophet. Through the prophets, Berrigan 
argues, Yahweh strives mightily to break into 
human history, to speak the truth of who we are 
and who we are intended to become: friends, 
sisters, brothers of one another (p. xii).

The prophet is bound to Yahweh, is the 
“other” of Yahweh, so that Jeremiah becomes, in 
the unity of his life and message, Yahweh’s 
revelation of what it means to be truly human.

Though Berrigan comments carefully on 
each section of Jeremiah, he has not written a 
run-of-the-mill commentary. He presupposes 
the work of the scholarly academy and occasion
ally even pokes fun at its stiffness and stuffiness, 
but his fascination is with the total message of 
Jeremiah: Yahweh’s indispensable "no” of judg
ment and “yes” of renewal. With a poet’s 
precision and insight Berrigan unleashes the 
power of Jeremiah’s images and metaphors and 
uncovers Jeremiah’s continuing and contempo
rary relevance.

At the heart of this commentary, the He
brew prophet and the U.S. poct/dissident walk 
hand in hand, their existential situations eerily 
similar: as Jeremiah deals with the paradox of 
Babylon’s power, Berrigan stares down the su
per power that rains death on Hiroshima, Hanoi, 
Baghdad; as Jeremiah squares off with Hana- 
niah, the false prophet, Berrigan challenges what 
he calls the eoldhearted officialdom of the church. 
Both know imprisonment and almost universal 
public disfavor. Both confront the powers with 
symbolic, nonviolent acts of resistance and suf
fer for it.

Benigan echoes Jeremiah’s crackling fury 
and searing irony butnever evidences bitterness. 
The God who mourns over God’s people has 
taught Jeremiah (and Berrigan!) to mourn as well.

Concrete historical context is decisive for 
Benigan. If Jeremiah was scathing and unre
lenting in his appraisal of king, priest, and false 
prophet, Berrigan is equally merciless in apply
ing these standards of truth and justice to our 
society. For a pacifistBerrigan pulls few punches. 
The call for "family values” in our day is actually 
"the sanctified code for a newer brand of fas
cism” (p. 26); official religion tends to be “mute 
as to large issues and cumbering as to small’’ 
(p. 51); Berrigan’s own experience has brought 
him into contact with "ethically bankrupt)udges 
and persecutors and jailers” (p. 86); thejust-war 
theory of the theologians is nothing but a “hoary 
Trojan horse” (p. 120).

Finally, Berrigan’s is a Christian reading of 
Jeremiah. What Jeremiah hints at, Jesus speaks 
clearly. What Jeremiah’s pro found revelation of 
Yahweh leaves unfinished, Jesus completes: the 
God of Jeremiah never once counsels forgive
ness; Jesus prays for his persecutors (p. 84).

This is not a commentary for chauvinists, 
super patriots, the orthodox, or the fainthearted. 
Nor will it supply easy sermon outlines. But it 
will help its readers face the “all-but-unbearable 
realism of the Bible” (p. 173) and strengthen 
what Berrigan sees in Jeremiah as the God-given 
"inability to conform to the injustice and pain of 
those who suffer” (p. 21).

A general tendency of the studies in this 
volume is to be fairly tentative on issues relating 
to the history of the New Testament writings, as 
seen, for example, in the caution VanderKam 
exercises by offering the wide window of 60-100 
C.E. for dating 1 Peter (p. 62). Still, the writers 
accomplish their stated hope. One cannot come 
away from this volume without concluding that 
to declare earliest Christianity to be non-apo- 
calyplic Christianity or to be apocalyptic Chris
tianity may be sloganeering that obscures the 
fruitful cross-fertilization of ideas that took place 
as elements of apocalyptic writing were taken up 
into “non-apocalyptic” writings well into the 
first four centuries of Christianity.

S. John Roth 
Faith Lutheran Church 

Jacksonville, Illinois
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The Paul Quest: The Renewed Search for the 
Jew of Tarsus. By Ben Witherington III. 
Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1998. 
347 pages. Cloth. $22.99.

Paul, the Man and the Myth. By Calvin 
Roetzel. Studies on Personalities of the 
New Testament. Columbia: University of 
South Carolina Press, 1998. xii and 269 
pages. Cloth, $34.95; paper, $22.00.

What’s going on in the study of Paul? Who is 
this Paul, and where and how does he fit into the 
first century social and religious world? These 
two volumes, both interesting and well-written, 
givedivergent answers. Ben Witherington gives 
answers from a conservative theological and 
historical perspective. That is, he accepts all 
thirteen letters as authentically Pauline (includ
ing the Pastoral Epistles) and recognizes a fun
damental theological unity in these letters, for all 
their variety of expression, while describing and 
evaluating the newer methods and approaches 
used in Pauline studies. He knows modem 
English-language scholarship; his extensive 
bibliography lists only four books and four ar
ticles in German.

Witherington does not write a biography 
but rather examines “what sort of person Paul 
was”(p. 13). He first discusses ancient theories 
of personality and the honor code as the back
ground for understanding Paul as Jew, Roman 
citizen, and Christian (chapter 2). In this context 
he examines Paul’s autobiographical passages, 
concluding that Paul remained a messianic Jew 
who no longer held to the mandatory, stressing 
the decisive change brought by Paul’s conver
sion. He argues that Paul may well have had a 
Roman name (p. 72), Paulus being his cogno
men, family name. The chapter “Paul the Writer 
and Rhetor” argues the authenticity of the so- 
called deutero-Paulines by stressing the use of 
scribes. Witherington underlines the influence 
of rhetorical education on Paul; here, in my 
opinion, he identifies rhetorical influence too 
much with the structure of orations (I find his 

-analyses of Philippians and 2 Corinthians 
unpersuasive) and too little with the use of rhe
torical modes of persuasion.

Witherington pays attention to Paul’s the

ology by considering his role as prophet and 
authoritative apostle (Paul does make predic
tions, without having an expectation of an immi
nent return, p. 137), by examining his attitude 
toward government, social structures, and an
thropology (respect, with critical reservations: 
no absolute silence of women in worship), by 
using intertextuality to understand Paul as narra
tive theologian (indebted to Richard Hays’s re
construction of the Old Testament substratum to 
Paul’s thought), and by examining the christo- 
logical center of Paul’s ethical theology.

Some small points of critique. Is “Roman 
citizen” really the proper category? Paul wrote 
in Greek and, if Acts is correct, came from a 
Greek city, Tarsus. There is no indication that he 
could read Latin; hence Plutarch’s essay “On 
Inoffensive Self-Praise” is more relevant than 
Cicero’s De Inveniione (p. 61). In short, there is 
loo easy a running together of Greek culture of 
the eastern Mediterranean with thatof Rome’s in 
the west. The title of the CIL is Corpus Inscrip- 
tionum Lal inarum (not Latinae, an impossible 
Latin construction, p. 72).

Roetzel’s work, by contrast, might be said 
to represent the outcome of the consensus of the 
critical study of Paul. He bases his work on the 
seven universally accepted authentic Pauline 
letters. He is critical of Acts as a historical re
source, using it on occasion when it coheres well 
with the letters. He too structures his presenta
tion thematically. But the outcome is quite 
different. He places Paul into the world of 
Hellenistic Judaism. Paul is not, for Roetzel, a 
Roman citizen (that is Luke’s apologetic con
struction). While Witherington lends to locate 
Paul in the mainstream, Roetzel regards him as 
marginalized. He is not influenced by Palestin
ian Judaism but by Diaspora Judaism. He thus 
spiritualizes both the OT (Septuagint) text and 
Jewish tradition. As apostle to the Gentiles, he 
does not first go to Jews (as Acts presents him); 
Paul remains attached to Judaism after the 
confrontation with Christ. Roetzel agrees with 
Witherington that Paul’s proclamation “was 
rooted in the sacred story of God’s dealings with 
Israel” (p. 65). Roetzel lists nine foci of his 
proclamation to Gentiles. His presentation of 
Paul as letter-writer locates him within the letter 
writing tradition of philosophic teachers but is
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Churches on ccclcsiology and ethics from 1992 
to 1996. They include “Cosily Unity" (Rondc, 
Denmark, February 1993), “Costly Commit
ment” (Tantur Ecumenical Institute, Israel, 
November 1994), and “Costly Obedience” 
(Johannesburg, South Africa, June 1996). Their 
presence in this work makes them more acces
sible to the general reader.

Part 2 is an interpretation of the WCC study 
by theologians of four different confessional and 
cultural perspectives. Duncan B. Forrester, the 
Scottish co-moderator of the second and third 
meetings, writes concerning “Living in Truth 
and Unity: The Church as a Hermeneutic of Law 
and Gospel.” He believes that koinonia can be 
found in the church when faith and action are 
each seen as necessary elements as unity, dis
cipleship, and obedience arc sought. In "The 
Right Direction but a Longer Journey,” Larry 
Rasmussen, an American participant in the first 
two discussions, recommends that the whole 
diverse people of God should participate induc
tively in the sharing of faith and the facing of 
ethical issues. Elizabeth S. Topia, a Filipino 
participant in the last two consultations, believes 
that a greater diversity of people should be in
volved in the discussion, including more women, 
indigenous people, and older people. She agrees 
with Rasmussen that there is a need to reflect and 
critique each other’s stances on a small scale, at 
the grassroots level, not only with those aca
demically trained and ecumenically exposed. 
Vionel Ionita, secretary for Studies with the 
Conference of European Churches in Geneva, 
Switzerland, argues for a concentration on the 
distinctiveness of the church, ecclesiology, and 
unity. An ecclesiological vision should be de
veloped on the basis of our common baptism.

Although the essays represent a great diver
sity, they are limited in depth (only twenty-nine 
pages). The overall work is more valuable as a 
study of the process of ecumenical relations than 
a study of eschatology or ethics, or their relation
ship. The book is most useful for seminarians, 
pastors, and theologians who want to stay cur
rent on ecumenical conversation.

Ecclesiology and Ethics: Ecumenical Ethical 
Engagement, Moral Formation and the 
Nature of the Church. Edited by Thomas 
F. Best and Marlin Robra. Geneva: WCC 
Publications, 1997. vii and 121 pages. 
Paper. $12.95.

much more reserved in its evaluation of rhetori
cal theory as a formative influence (pp. 79-80). 
“The Theologian” chapter stresses Paul’s in
debtedness to Judaism and earlier Christian tra
dition and the situation-related thinking of Paul 
(1 Thessalonians and 1 Corinthians). Paul stresses 
participation in Christ (baptism’s significance) 
and its social implications for Christian commu
nity. An unusual and significant chapter dis
cusses Paul as “The Model Ascetic,” stressing 
how a focus on the cross of Christ leads to self
denial for others. The last chapter, “The Mythic 
Apostle,” shows how Acts and the later Apocry
phal Acts of Paul develop and extend the picture 
of Paul.

Roetzel’s book is marred by numerous mis
takes in printing Greek: missing accents, mis
spelling, false syllabification, or running words 
together. The transliterated Greek is much bet
ter. (Why some transliteration, some in Greek 
font?) And I am not persuaded that a racing 
metaphor underlies Romans 9:30-33; 11:11-12 
and 26-27, as Roetzel suggests on p. 127.

These books in a very real sense comple
ment one another. Their agreements in many 
respecis demonstrate the po wcr of Paul ’ s thought. 
Their differences are useful, since they raise 
significant questions of history and interpreta
tion. Read together, they form a rich repast in 
interpreting and understanding Paul.

Edgar Krenlz

This book brings together valuable ecumenical 
documents with background and interpretation. 
In the introduction the editors argue that an 
ecumenical bridge needs to be built between the 
study’s participants. Faith and Order, and Life 
and Work. However, building this bridge will 
require a costly obedience to serve all creation 
and humankind as the body of Christ.

Part 1 is composed of the documents, the 
outgrowth of the study of the World Council of
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Heaven and Earth (4Q521).
The final two essays, “Prophecy in the 

Dead Sea Scrolls” by David Noel Friedman and 
“The Dead Sea Scrolls and Christian Faith” by 
James Charlesworth, both discuss the manner in 
which these entities impact on the New Testa
ment and on how Christians relate them to their 
faith and theology today. Whether or not the 
reader finds their suggested solutions satisfac
tory, both essays offer valuable challenges to 
one’s own thinking.

The Earlier Letters of Paul—And Other 
Studies. By John C. Hurd. Arbeiten zur 
Religion und Geschichte des Urchristen- 
lums; Studies in the Religion and History 
of Early Christianity 8, ed. Gerd Ludemann. 
Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1998. 212 
pages. Paper. DM 59.00.

Ray Martin
Wartburg Theological Seminary

The Dead Sea Scrolls and the Christian Faith. 
Faith and Scholarship Colloquies. Edited 
by James H. Charlesworth and Waller P. 
Weaver. Harrisburg: Trinity Press Inter
national, 1998. xiii and 76 pages. Paper. 
SI 2.00.

This volume contains five unpublished and five 
previously published articles by John Hurd of 
Toronto. They are concerned primarily with the 
sequence and dating of Paul’s letters, with the 
structure, integrity, and authorship of the Thes
salonian letters, and with 1 Corinthians. (There 
is one redaction critical study of the influence of 
Isaiah 6:9-10 on Mark 4-8.)

Hurd dates the Thessalonian Letters and 1 
Corinthians early (the Thessalonian letters be
fore the Jerusalem Council!), under the influ
ence of John Knox. He holds that Paul’s initial 
stay in Thcssalonica was longer than the “three 
Sabbaths” of Acts—in general holding that one 
should disregard Acts in reconstructing both 
sequence and the dating of Paul’s letters. He 
argues that 1 Thcss2:14-16 is authored by Paul, 
not a later interpolation. His article “Concerning 
the Authenticity of 2 Thessalonians," originally 
read to the Society of Biblical Literature Semi
nar on the Thessalonian Leiters (1983), is in my 
opinion the strongest defense that can be made. 
(I presented a paper on the non-authenticity of 2 
Thessalonians to the same session.) While I still 
am not persuaded by Hurd, he deserves careful 
attention by all interested in the Thessalonians 
letters.

This volume of four essays by recognized schol
ars in the fields of Qumran and Biblical studies 
not only brings up to date information concern
ing the manuscripts found from 1947 onwards in 
the caves along the Northwestern edge of the 
Dead Sea. It also seeks to “lead many to read the 
Dead Sea Scrolls, reread the New Testament, 
and reflect on what life was like back then,” and 
reflects on the significance of these matters for 
Christianity, in its origins and as it challenges 
Christians today.

In the Preface Charlesworth reviews briefly 
the different aspects of scholarly investigations 
and judgments being made concerning the Scrolls 
and their significance.

The first essay, by Joseph A. Fitzmyer, 
summarizes and evaluates a large body of mate
rial from “eight or nine different locations,” 
dated at different limes, which have al limes 
been designated as “Dead Sea Scrolls” or con
sidered to have some direct relation to those 
Scrolls found near Qumran and to that commu
nity. He concludes that it is best to restrict the 
term and concentrate “on the texts of Qumran, 
and some texts from Masada and the Cairo 
Geniza.” Two furlherpoinls may be noted: First, 
the Scrolls reflect pre-Christian Judaism; no 
texts are of the NT. Yet the Scrolls are the most 
contemporaneous writings extant for the back
ground of Jesus, Paul, and the earliest Christian 
community. Second, the community is more 
closely related to the Essenes than to any other 
pre-Christian group and seems to have had some 
influence on the earliest Jerusalem Christian 
community, and, to some degree—indirectly 
probably—on Jesus himself.

John Collins in the second essay discusses 
Messianism in the Scrolls. While noting the 
great variety in Jewish expectations concerning 
the Messiah, Collins specifically and quite ex
pertly discusses five aspects: the dual Messiah- 
ship, the King Messiah, the Dying Messiah, the 
Son of God text (4Q246), and the Messiah of
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valuable supplement to The 
-Vuw(i965). These well-

Literary Studies in Luke-Acts: Essays in 
Honor of Joseph B. Tyson. Edited by 
Richard P. Thompson and Thomas E. Phil
lips. Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 
1998. xviii and 372 pages. Paper. $25.00.

This Festschrift honoring Prof. Tyson focuses 
on three of his scholarly interests, identified by 
Victor Furnish in the Foreword: (1) using the 
New Testament, along with other ancient texts, 
to write the history of early Christianity; (2) the 
interpretation of Luke-Acts; and (3) the difficult 
yet critical issue of the relation of Christianity 
and Judaism in early Christianity.

Eight essayists treat aspects of Luke-Acts 
as historical document: the synoptic problem 
(William Farmer, David Peabody), the Jerusa
lem conference (William O. Walker), Paul’s 
conversion in Acts 9:1-29 (JohnTownsend), the 
Jewish interpretation of the crucifixion (Darrell 
L. Bock), and Luke in the second century (Arthur 
Bellinzoni).

Nine essays discuss themes, characters, and 
the rhetoric of Luke-Acts: Mark in Acts (C. 
Clifton Black), Gamaliel in Acts 5:33-42 (John 
Darr), Conversion in Acts (Charles H. Talbert),

interest, an argument against unity. The major 
problem is the continuity between the preacher 
Jesus in Luke and the proclaimed Jesus in Acts. 
The resurrection thus marks a great divide. Acts 
does not stress the death of Jesus as a saving 
event and downplays eschatology—differing 
emphases from Luke. (I wish this case had been 
argued al much greater length.) Luke pays atten
tion to “harlots and publicans,” not mentioned in 
Acts, which pays more attention to people of 
wealth and status. The speeches in Acts reflect 
contemporary rhetoric; the sermons of Jesus in 
Luke do not.

This book’s provocative argument ques
tions the unity of Luke-Acts not to propose anew 
theory but to stimulate continued discussion of 
the old. “At this point, it is more important for us 
to frame the questions than to attempt to settle 
these issues once and for all” (p. vi). Readers are 
invited to carry the discussion on—and that 
means the authors have achieved their goal well.

Edgar Krenlz

Rethinking the Unity of Luke and Acts. By 
Mikeal C. Parsons and Richard I. Pervo. 
Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993. xiiand 
148 pages. Paper. $13.00.

In his magisterial work The Making ofLuke-Acts 
(New York: M acmillan, 1927), Henry J. Cadbury 
argued that Luke-Acts was a single work, di
vided into two scrolls, a view that has been 
common in New Testament scholarship ever 
since. In this volume, Mikeal Parsons (Baylor 
University) and Richard Pervo (Seabury-West- 
em Theological Seminary) put that received 
axiom in question.

They do not argue that the works are by two 
different authors but that they are distinct works 
in genre, narrative style, and theological out
look. There are many incisive insights to be 
gained from this book, even for readers (such as 
I) who are not persuaded by the overall argu
ment Pervo argues that Luke is only half a work, 
“if generic unity is pressed vigorously”—and 
that makes the discussion of Matthew, Mark, 
and John problematic (pp. 43-44). That is not at 
all persuasive. Why must Luke conform to the 
other three (to say nothing of the disparity in 
genre and narrative style between John and the 
other two)? No one suggests that the last book of 
Thucydides is not part of the history, even though 
it is stylistically quite different from the eight 
earlier books.

In the chapter on narrative unity Parsons 
argues that unity between Luke and Acts is at 
best problematic. He stresses disparity in style 
and differences in the implied author and in the 
narratives related by Jesus in the Gospel and by 
Paul in Acts. Jesus does not figure in the parables, 
while Paul speaks autobiographically.

In the chapter on theological unity Pervo 
argues that Luke and Acts differ in tone and
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Hurd’s defense of the integrity of 1 Corin

thians (1994) is a v J
Origin of 1 Cor ini hit __
written articles arc worth careful perusal, even if 
one finally disagrees with some of the conclu
sions. He has an original, inquiring mind, cap- 
live to no school. I commend them to you.

Edgar Krenlz
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The Devil, Disease and Deliverance: Origins 
of Illness in New Testament Thought. 
By John Christopher Thomas. Journal of 
Pentecostal Theology Supplement Series 
13. Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 
1998. 360 pages. Paper. $21.95.

I

John Christopher Thomas is professor of New 
Testament at Church of God Theological Semi
nary, Cleveland, Tennessee. The title of his 
work delimits quite narrowly the scope of his 
study. It is not a book about illness (no discus
sion of the woman with the hemorrhage), nor is 
it about demonic possession (no discussion of 
the Gerasene demoniac), and it is not strictly a 
study of exorcism. Thomas only wants to inves
tigate the relationship of “supernatural power” 
to illness, infirmity, or even death.

The bulk of the work consists of verse-by-

The Epistles to the Colossians and to Phile
mon. A Commentary on the Greek 
Text. By James D. G. Dunn. The New 
International Greek Testament Commen
tary. Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 
1996. xviii and 388 pages. Cloth. $32.00.

verse analysis of each pertinent passage. After 
he has completed a study of each New Testament 
book or collection, he summarizes the position 
of that section. While the exegesis basically 
summarizes the data of the many commentaries 
utilized, the summaries can be quite instructive. 
For example, illness can be caused by sin in Paul, 
John, and James, but there is no reference to 
demon possession or exorcism. In contrast, 
Matthew and Mark do describe illnesses caused 
by demonic possession and can speak of God as 
a causative factor in both illness and healing. 
Luke, on the other hand, utilizes an eclectic 
approach to the cause of illness and its cure.

Thomas furnishes an extensive, useful bib
liography, though I wonder why standard au
thors like Kee, Stephen Davies, Remus, and 
Hollenbach are missing. Perhaps it is because 
Thomas makes no attempt to clarify the phe
nomenology of demon possession. His interest 
is to relate more accurately a Pentecostal prac
tice of healing to the biblical material.

Graydon F. Snyder 
Chicago Theological Seminary

Jerusalem ’ significance (M ikeal Parsons), Rheto
ric of Luke 1 -2 (Philip L. Schuler), From Enthy- 
meme to Theology in Luke 11:1-3 (Vernon K. 
Robbins), Acts 2:14-36, intertextuality of the 
Psalms (David P. Moesner).

The third section contains six essays on 
“Jews, Judaism and Anli-Judaism in the Lukan 
Writings and Scholarship.” I learned the most, 
by far, from Susannah Hcschel’s “Redemptive 
Anti-Semitism: The Dc-Judaization of the New 
Testament in the Third Reich” (pp. 235—64); she 
tells the chilling story of the captivity of some 
New Testament scholars to Nazi Anti-Semitism 
in the Institute for the Study and Eradication of 
Jewish Influence on German Religious Life, 
founded in 1939. Walter Grundmann (especial
ly), Georg Bertram, Karl Georg Kuhn, Gerhard 
Delling, and Johannes Leipoldt are names that 
figure in the account. This essay alone is enough 
to make this a distinguished volume. Scholars 
who discuss aspects of Judaism in Luke’s writ
ings are Robert Tannehill, Robert Brawley, Jack 
T. Sanders,Thomas Phillips, and RichardTown- 
send.

This volume is an apt appreciation of a 
significant teacher and scholar by people influ
enced by his person and work. Il deserves atten
tion by every student of Luke-Acts.

Dunn, a well known and highly respected British 
New Testament scholar, emphasizes the Jewish 
background to Colossians, downplaying the pos
sible role of Gnosticism and similar religious 
systems. Dunn, a master of philological analy
sis, analyses words and phrases in detail, citing 
numerous parallels from the LXX, intertesta- 
mental literature, classical and Hellenistic au
thors, and the papyri to argue that Colossians 
counteracts opponents inthediasporasynagogues 
of Colossae. He cautiously adopts the middle 
ground about the Pauline authorship, deciding 
that the letter, written close to Philemon chrono
logically, was actually not written by Paul him
self.

Unfortunately, Dunn so emphasizes the 
Jewish background of Colossians that he neglects
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Grace in Galatia: A Commentary on Paul’s 
Letter to the Galatians. By Ben Wither- 
ington III. Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Ecrd- 
mans, 1998. xvii and 477 pages. Paper. 
$37.00.

After producing socio-rhelorical commentaries 
on the Corinthian Letters, Acts, and Philippians, 
Witherington brings his socio-rhelorical meth
ods, comprehensive bib! iographic coverage, and 
an eye for detail to the interpretation of Gala
tians. He opts for the South Galatian theory, 
dating the letter before the Jerusalem council (p. 
13). He analyses the letter in terms of oratorical 
structure, whose utility I do not see in Galatians, 
and regards it as a form of deliberative rhetoric, 
though in terms of letter analysis it is a “rebuke
request letter” (p. 39). Accepting the South 
Galatian theory makes the social analysis diffi
cult in terms of specifics. Excavators have done 
little with the cities of the first journey, Pisidian 
Antioch alone being in the first stages of excava
tion. Thus Witherington can only refer to gener
alities as he stresses Emperor cult (pp. 43-45), 
though there is little evidence of its influence in 
Galatians. Nor does he make a convincing case 
to account for the strong Old Testament influ
ence in the letter, given Paul’s short stay in the 
Lycaonian region of the province Galatia. The 
discussion of Jews in Anatolia is similarly gen
eral. In view of his support of the South Galatian 
theory, it was strange not to find Pisidian Anti
och on the map (pp. xvi-xvii).

The commentary proper is helpful and clear 
in its details, but docs not, in my opinion, dem
onstrate the value or validity of the rhetorical 
analysis. In this case I think Witherington is 
captive to his own method. Read the commen
tary for its valuable contributions, but disregard 
the rhetorical analysis and recognize the generic 
character of the social analysis. Do that and you 
will benefit from this work.

the influence of the larger Hellenistic environ
ment upon Diaspora Judaism. He all but ignores 
the larger cultural overtones involved in the 
writer's mention of crucifixion and triumphal 
procession in Col 2:14-15. First, he connects 
halakhic rulings to id Sdyp-ata by citing Third 
Maccabees, Philo, and Josephus. Then he dis
cusses the triumphal procession, Optap-peuco, 
of the rd bdytiaxa by citing only lexica and 
secondary literature. Surely diaspora Colossi an 
Jews must have grasped the political and cultural 
significance of triumphal processions and cruci
fixions in a Roman-controlled world!

For Philemon, Dunn’s detailed commen
tin' (51 pages for 25 verses!) makes a good case 
for the theory that Onesimus was not a fugitive, 
runaway slave. Instead Onesimus was appeal
ing io Paul, a friendly third party, to help him 
back into good graces with his master Philemon 
after somehow offending Philemon. Unfortu
nately, Dunn’s arguments about Roman slavery 
are largely based on secondary exegetical litera
ture. He cites only six or so specialists in Greco- 
Roman slavery, all but one earlier than 1971, 
and, more frustrating, only one primary text 
(Pliny the Younger, Epistles 9.21, 24), ignoring 
the vast corpus of relevant literary and epi
graphic texts.

The physical layout of the commentary is 
frustrating. Each section begins with an English 
translation accompanied by brief text-critical 
notes. In the commentary per se, Dunn cites the 
Greek with any translation scattered and buried 
in the discussion. This formal is difficult for 
students and pastors with little or no Greek. 
Moreover, Dunn’s excellent philological dis
cussions cloud interpretation for nonspecialist 
readers. However, he concludes each analysis 
with useful interpretation and summary.

Despite these caveats, this is an excellent 
commentary precisely because Dunn interprets 
Colossians against the background of Diaspora 
Judaism and does a careful analysis of the Greek 
text. Greekless readers, or those intolerant of 
grammatical discussion, should skip straight to 
the end ofeach unit and peruse his summary. For 
those who want to struggle with Colossians, this 
commentary is an excellent starting point.

Lynn Allan Kauppi 
Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago
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First and Second Thessalonians. By Earl J. 
Richard. Sacra Pagina 11. Collegeville, 
MN: The Liturgical Press, a Michael Gla
zier Book, 1995. xx and 409 pages. Cloth. 
$29.95.

Romans. By Brendan Byme, S. J. Sacra 
Pagina 6. Collegeville, MN: The Liturgi
cal Press, a Michael Glazier Book, 1996. 
xix and 503 pages. Cloth. $29.95.

Sacra Pagina, a series of commentaries written 
by the best English-speaking Roman Catholic 
biblical scholars, has established itself as a major 
contribution to New Testament studies. Both 
volumes listed here maintain its high standards 
and so are valuable resources for interpreting 
Paul. Each discusses the origins, theological 
content, etc., of the letter in an introduction. The 
commentary proper interprets the text section by 
section, giving for each the commentator ’ s origi
nal translation, philological, historical, and ex- 
egelical “notes” on specific details, terms, or 
problems in the text (including excurses on spe
cial topics), an “interpretation” (an essay on the 
significance of the text), and a comprehensive 
bibliography for further study. The format en
ables a grasp of details about the text and an 
understanding of the text’s logical progress and 
theological import.

Earl Richard’s brief introduction to the 
Thessalonian letters holds that 1 Thessalonians 
is the conflation of two authentic letters of Paul 
to the church in Thessalonica, the earlier 2:17— 
4:2, the later 1:1-2:13 and 4:3-5:28 (2:14—16 is 
alaternon-Pauline interpolation). Richard holds 
that 2 Thessalonians is a later pseudepigraph. 
The commentary on 1 Thessalonians is full and 
detailed (pp. 37-293), that on 2 Thessalonians 
more terse (pp. 295-396). Richard dismisses 
recent rhetorical analysis of the letters, giving 
preference to epistolary analysis. His interpreta
tion is full, somewhat discursive in presentation. 
He makes clear what alternative interpretations 
are and why he opts for those he prefers. Every 
one who reads him will benefit much.

I do have a few problems with his commen
tary. He cites the Old Testament often in his 
discussion of 1 Thess 1:1-12, 2:14-16, 4:6-8, 
and 5:1-11. But in interpreting 2:1-12, 2:17-

4:2 (the whole of the earlier letter) he rarely cites 
the Old Testament, interpreting the text more in 
the light of contemporary philosophic or rhetori
cal teachers (following Malherbe). Well and 
good. But he never mentions that Paul in 1 
Thessalonians never explicitly cites the Old Tes
tament or refers to any of its major personages, 
history, or institutions. TheOT may have shaped 
Paul’s language; but the Thessalonians appar
ently did not have rich OT knowledge. How 
would they have heard all these Old Testament 
allusions?

While he gives a compressed description of 
the city, the importance of Roman ruler cull and 
other local religious phenomena play almost no 
role in his interpretation, e.g. in the interpreta
tion of “peace and safety” in 5:2. I wonder why 
he docs not give more credence to the possibility 
that the phrase A.6?o$ tov 0eob might mean “an 
account of the [true and living] God,” given the 
stress on this in 1:8-10. I noticedno reference to 
the great commentary by B. Rigaux either in the 
bibliography or the commentary. Finally, I have 
problems with a number of his translations, more 
in 1 Thessalonians than in the second letter. But 
I repeal, anyone who uses Richard on Thessalo
nians will be enriched.

Byrne’s interpretation of Romans joins a 
plethora of recent commentaries. His work is 
more terse than Richard’s, covering Romans* 
sixteen chapters in only 100 more pages. Byme 
fuses the methods of modem rhetoric and social 
theory to argue that Romans is epideictic in 
genre, and therefore “an instrument of persua
sion” (p. 8). In looking for the rhetorical exigence 
to which the letter responds, Byme examines 
both the situation Paul is in when he writes and 
the situation in Rome to conclude that Paul did 
not write the letter as a form of self-presentation, 
nor is the view that he wrote to further his 
missionary plans adequate to account for the 
letter. Nor does the letter’s content correlate 
plausibly with any reconstruction of the situa
tion of the Christians in Rome, not the expulsion 
of the Jews by Claudius or the attempt to inter
pret “the strong and the weak” along ethnic lines. 
One cannot identify it with any known ancient 
letter form. Rather the letter stresses the values 
that adhere to the gospel, and that stress on 
values is characteristic of epideictic in the New
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along with it. These 
additions.

in the field), few actually write for such a stu
dent. Bradley Hanson’s book is the exception; 
he writes with clarity and simplicity, with obvi
ous sympathy for readers who know no theol
ogy. Hanson gives us a book that introduces 
readers to the “great issues of Christian theol
ogy” by acquainting them with a wide variety of 
issues in a fair and balanced way. I applaud his 
efforts and look forward to using his text with a 
class of undergraduates.

Hanson confesses up front his five key 
commitments: the importance of the biblical 
narrative; a conviction that faith is reasonable; a 
sympathy for libcrationist and feminist theolo
gies; a strong ecumenical interest; and a concern 
for spirituality. The text covers everything from 
Plantinga’scritiqueofclassical foundationalism 
to a discussion of the anthropic principle, the 
mysteries of the rosary, and types of fundamen- 
lalistic apocalyptic eschatology. Throughout 
Hanson makes copious use of examples likely to 
be relevant to college freshmen and sophomores.

There are points upon which I would 
quibble. The downside about writing a book that 
beginning students will understand is that often 
complex and controversial issues are introduced 
as if they were clear and undisputed. For ex
ample, Hanson alludes to Polkinghome’s use of 
“downward causation” without giving students 
a sense of the considerable disagreement sur
rounding it.

Il is really quite surprising how much ma
terial Hanson has been able to cover in 376 
pages. Arranged in classical loci order, Hanson 
treats faith, God, creation, Christ, Church, Spirit, 
sacraments, and eschatology in his twelve chap
ters. I particularly liked the penultimate chapter, 
“Christianity and Other Religions.” This text 
would have been even more student-friendly had 
Hanson included a glossary of terms.

Dennis Bielfeldt 
South Dakota State University 

Brookings, South Dakota

While many authors dutifully tell us that their 
new book is intended for “the beginning student 
of theology” {and that it will challenge scholars

Introduction to Christian Theology. By Brad
ley C. Hanson. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
1997. vii and 376 pages. Paper. $28.00.

Book Reviews

Rhetoric. Paul writes to celebrate “values held in 
common [with the Romans], to increase adher
ence to those values and further detachment 
from rival values that could threaten them” (p. 
18). But he docs that to gain a deeper sympathy 
for and conformity with his own gospel, notably 
the inclusion of the Gentiles. Il seems to me that 
Bymc ultimately comes around to a position 
close to that of scholars who do not proceed first 
and foremosl by rhetorical analysis but by his
torical. And lhal reinforces my gentle skepti
cism on overreliance on rhetorical genre as a key 
to a document’s intent or purpose.

Byrne stresses what Paul and the Romans 
hold in common (the constraints, to use the 
language of the New Rhetoric). These include 
the Jewish heritage, an inherited pattern of Chris
tian belief, and therefore also an apocalyptic 
framework for theological argument. He holds 
lhal chapter 16 (exclusive of vv. 25-27) is an 
integral part of the letter.

Byrne’s commentary proper demonstrates 
wide acquaintance with Paul’s thought, his world, 
and the modem scholarly literature on the book. 
I was surprised to find no discussion of a possible 
pre-Pauline formula in Rom 3:24—26, or any 
suggestion for a Sitz im Leben for the “Abba, 
Father” acclamation in Rom 8:15 (baptismal?). 
Thus, while I would probably urge the primary 
use of Kasemann, Fitzmyer, or Dunn over Byrne, 
this commentary is thoughtful and instructive— 
a useful addition to an exegelical library, though 
it does not consistently, in my opinion, seek to 
support his theory of epideiclic form and inten
tion.

Sacra Pagina is a valuable addition to any 
professional library. And it can communicate 
well to the Greekless who are willing to work 

two volumes are useful
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Thessalonians, Ephesians, Colossians, the Pas
torals) concludes the book. They deserve a 
volume of their own!

In many ways these volumes update and 
replace the well known Proclamation Commen
taries by Fortress Press. Both clearly written 
volumes merit a place in a parish library and 
deserve wide reading by pastors. Both would be 
excellent preparation for preaching in Year A of 
the common lectionary.

The Gospel of Matthew. By Donald Senior. 
Interpreting Biblical Texts. Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1997. 205 pages. Paper. 
S28.25.

The Letters of Paul. By Charles B. Cousar. 
Interpreting Biblical Texts. Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1996. 212 pages. Paper. 
$28.25.

Theological Issues in the Letters of Paul. By 
J. Louis Martyn. Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1997. xvii and 334 pages. Cloth. 
S39.95.

Not too long ago Martyn’s Anchor Bible com
mentary on Galatians was published—a com
mentary that belongs on the shelves of all students 
of Paul (and preachers, I hasten to add). The 
present volume’s seventeen essays, arranged in 
four categories, are in large part products of the 
research for that commentary.

The first five (on Paul and Christian Juda
ism) hold that Paul’s negative statements re 
Judaism are directed against Christian Jews, not 
Jews per se. Romans is, in part, an attempt to 
refute their false interpretations of Galatians 
before he begins a mission to Spain. The four 
essays of the second section (Apocalyptic Rec
tification) maintain that Paul’s soteriology is 
presented in apocalyptic terms. Martyn inter
prets 2 Cor 5:16-17, Gal 6:13-15, the ottoi%€la. 
tov Koapov in Gal 4:3,9, and Gal 2:16. Life in 
the Spirit, known in the middle of the cross by the 
proclamation of the resurrection, is the apoca
lyptic key for Paul’s strong proclamation against 
his opponents.

The four essays in section three (Interpret
ing Scripture) demonstrate how Paul interprets 
Scripture in the f ace of the exegesis of others: the 
Abrahamic covenant in Gal 3:6—4:7, 4:21—5:1 
(Martyn argues against others that Paul did not 
hold to a covenantal nomism!) and Romans 9— 
11; the contradiction between Hab 2:4 and Lev 
18:5; the covenant of Hagar and Sarah (Gal 
4:211-5:1 and Genesis 16-21), and the relation 
of the Gospel and Scripture in Paul and John. 
The final section’s four essays relate to the life of

These volumes inaugurate a significant series, 
which eventually will cover both testaments. 
Writers address two questions: (1) What are the 
critical issues that recent scholarship faces? and 
(2) Ho w do interpretations of particular passages 
relate to the movement of the text as a whole? 
Thus these volumes orient the reader to recent 
scholarship and give significant aid in interpre
tation. In addition, the editors have selected 
authors known as authorities on these texts. 
Each volume includes extensive endnotes, a 
selective bibliography, and an index.

Senior deals with question 1 by surveying 
scholarship on Matthew’s sources, structure, use 
of the Old Testament, attitude to the Jewish law, 
the Gentile mission, Christology, discipleship, 
and community. I wish that he would have 
devoted more space to the shape of Judaism in 
Matthew’s environment—though that is aminor 
criticism. His interpretation of the text, divided 
into six sections, is fundamentally a narrative 
commentary. Pastors will find this a highly 
useful volume: Senior writes very clearly, con
trols the literature, and gives judicious evalua
tions. Readers should read the survey of 
scholarship from beginning to end, since it will 
inform their use of the interpretation section.

Cousar has a more difficult task, in my 
opinion, since the Pauline letters show tremen
dous variety. In his first section, “Issues in 
Reading the Letters of Paul,’’ Cousar discusses 
the letter form, Paul’s rhetoric, sources, the 
character of his communities (including ethnic 
tensions), and Paul’s theology. The second 
section, “Theological Themes in the Letters of 
Paul,” discusses the significance of Paul’s con
version, Paul’s view of God, the decisive effects 
of Christ’s death and resurrection (“The Old Life 
and the New”), the idea of community, and the 
Christian life (“Embodying the Gospel”). A loo- 
brief chapter on the deutero-Pauline letters (2
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‘‘Character and Truth in 2 Cor. 1:17” {7JBV 
1995). All three demonstrate Welborn’s vast 
knowledge of the Greco-Roman literary and 
rhetorical tradition, which he argues has thor
oughly influenced Paul’s language and theology 
in all these Corinthian letters. An extensive 
bibliography and indices of classical citations 
make this volume an indispensable resource for 
the study of Paul’s letters to Corinth.

Barbara E. Bowe 
Catholic Theological Union 

Chicago, Illinois

The Old Testament and the Significance of 
Jesus: Embracing Change—Maintain
ing Christian Identity. By Fredrick C. 
Holmgren. Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerd- 
mans, 1999. xviii and 204 pages. Paper. 
$16.00.

Whatever the title may mean to the reader, the 
topic is Jewish-Christian relationships. Within 
the biblical material, for the most part, Holmgren, 
Research Professor of Old Testament (sic!) at 
North Park Theological Seminary, deals with 
material that has been used to denigrate Jews in 
some form or another.

Holmgren treats the following problems: 
the prophetic denunciation of an Israel that has 
strayed from God’s will; the use of the Old 
Testament by Christians primarily to find Jesus; 
the understanding of the New Testament as the 
fulfillment of the Old {Heilsgeschichle)’, and the 
distinction between old covenant and the new 
covenant as seen primarily in Jeremiah 31:31- 
34. In each case Holmgren shows that the issue 
has been overplayed by those who would sup
press Judaism in favor of the more superior 
Christianity.

On a more positive note Holmgren then 
describes the dependence of Jesus on Judaism 
and the Old Testament, but also asks whether 
such a dependence really warrants the terms Old 
Testament and New Testament. Holmgren re
jects the terms Old and New. He prefers First 
Testament but balks at calling the New Testa
ment the Second Testament. Finally, he delves 
into the divinity of Jesus as a way of saying that 
the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob actually is

the Christian community. He interprets the 
7r€7rA.T)pGrcai of Gal 5:13-14 as ‘‘fulfilled,” not 
“summed up.” Christ has made a change in the 
role of the law, as the war between flesh and 
Spirit makes clear. His final essay discusses how 
Pauline grace is represented in the writings of 
Flannery O’Connor.

These essays deal with fundamental theo
logical issues in the interpretation of Paul. Mar
tyn stands in the tradition of classical Reformation 
interpretation. He thus deserves wide reading 
and discussion. This is a book to read slowly and 
to ponder; it is worth the effort it demands.

Edgar Krentz

This text is not really a new book at all but a 
collection of essays previously published else
where (between 1987 and 1996) and now re
vised for the current collection. Having access to 
these superb essays in a single volume will be 
welcomed by all who are interested in the social- 
historical and rhetorical study of Paul’s Corin
thian correspondence. And they will find in 
Welborn an astute and able interpreter of Paul.

The first essay, "Discord in Corinth: First 
Corinthians 1-4 and Ancient Politics,” shows 
Paul’s indebtedness to Greco-Roman political 
rhetoric in his response to the discord {stasis) in 
Corinth. Comparison with the first draft of this 
essay {JBL 1987) reveals the addition of some 
footnotes but no major revisions in the body of 
the text itself.

A second essay on the difficult text in 1 
Corinthians 4:6, “Nothing beyond what is writ
ten” {NovT 1987), argues a similar thesis, namely, 
that Paul’s language reflects a common rhetori
cal topos against political hubris and pride. It, 
too, shows only minor revisions in comparison 
with the earlier draft.

The three remaining revised essays deal 
with topics in Second Corinthians: “2 Corin
thians 10-13 and the Letter of Tears" {NovT 
1995), “2 Cor. 1:1-2:13; 7:5-16 and Ancient 
Theories of Literary Unity” {NTS 1996), and

Politics and Rhetoric in the Corinthian 
Epistles. By L. L. Welborn. Macon, GA: 
Mercer University Press, 1997. ix and 238 
pages. Cloth. $29.95.
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Edgar Krenlz

Wansink noticed that there was no adequate 
study of Roman prisons or Paul’s imprisonment. 
Brian Rapskc’s Paul in Roman Custody (Eerd- 
mans, 1994) focuses on the text of Acts, discuss
ing prisons in specific locales. Wansink set out to 
fill in that lacuna.

His first chapter, “Prisons in the Ancient 
World,” presents a detailed analysis of impris
onment in the Roman empire under the follow
ing rubrics: role of Roman prisons, physical 
condition of the prisoner, status of prisoners and 
differential treatment, daily life in prison. He 
bases his description on the analysis of numer
ous accounts of imprisonment in classical Jew
ish and early Christian texts, since ancient legal 
texts give a distorted picture of imprisonment. 
Provincial governors had immense freedom to 
detain prisoners. Unless the prisoner had status 
and wealth or there was support from outside, the 
life of a prisoner was very grim. Prisoners often 
chose suicide as a way to escape the loss of 
status, possessions, and the hope of release.

Wansink then examines passages in Philip- 
pians and Philemon in the light of Roman im
prisonment, using letters Cicero wrote to his

The Missionary Emphasisof Lukan Pneuma- 
tology. By John Michael Penney. Journal 
of Pentecostal Theology, Supplement 
Series 12. Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 1997. 143 pages. Paper. S19.95.

Chained in Christ: The Experience and 
Rhetoric of Paul’s Imprisonments. By 
CraigS. Wansink. Journal for the Study of 
the New Testament, Supplement Series 
130. Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 
1996. 239 pages. Cloth. S52.00.

brother Quintus from exile as parallels. Cicero 
first gets his brother to share his goals and only 
then thanks him for his financial support In 
similar fashion Paul urges his readers to share his 
goals in the gospel, strengthens ties between 
them, speaks of the difficult choice between life 
and death that harsh imprisonment brings to 
mind (Phil 1:21-22), and finally, in Phil 4:10- 
20, thanks the church for sending Epaphroditus 
with money to aid him in prison.

In Philemon Paul, God’s ambassador, de
scribes his imprisonment using military lan
guage to describe himself as remaining steadfast 
in position, obedient to his commanding officer, 
a metaphor known from Epictetus, Seneca, and 
other ancient philosophers. Philemon had sent 
Oncsimus to serve Paul in prison—a custom 
used by non-Christians and early Christians alike. 
He was not a runaway, but acting on Philemon’s 
behalf. When Oncsimus is converted, Paul sends 
him back to Philemon, urging him to recognize 
the convert’s new status.

This revision of Wansink’s Yale disserta
tion, written under Wayne Meeks, is a meticu
lous study of a narrow topic wi th significance for 
the understanding of Paul’s self-evaluation and 
his letters to Philippi and Philemon. A good 
example of using social analysis and description 
to illuminate an ancient text, it deserves wide 
reading.

Jesus. In a quite interesting (self?) analysis he 
comes to two major conclusions. The so-called 
divinity of Jesus actually reflects the Jewish 
sense of Wisdom rather than a metaphysical 
reality. So calling Jesus divine does not make 
Jesus the God of the First Testament. Then, in 
Hamack-likc assertion, Holmgren claims that 
the Nicene Creed was formulated in a world that 
did not know or understand the Jewish faith.

Holmgren writes clearly and wisely. For 
the most part, however, the debate comes from a 
world I do not know. My background would 
never use the Bible itself as a cause for anti- 
Semitism. The issue would be love of neighbor, 
not faulty biblical exegesis.

Graydon F. Snyder

The Anglican missiologist Roland Allen wrote 
in 1917, “it is in the revelation of the Holy Spirit 
as a missionary Spirit that the Acts stand alone in 
the New Testament." An independent Pentecos
tal scholar, John Penney affirms Alien’s insight. 
He also acknowledges that the Pentecostal 
movement’s commitment to God’s missionary 
Spirit has made it a major force in world mis
sions today. Penney summarizes Lukan pneuma- 
tology with his catchy phrase, “the Spirit as the 
Director of Missions.” Penney’s broad use of
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Richard Bliese
Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago

He fills his commentary with detailed ob
servations about the rhetorical structures and 
effects of each textual unit under review. Thus 
he consistently discusses the exordium, narra- 
tio,propositio, argumentatio, and peroralio, the 
use of particles, and the di fferenl sorts of rhetoric 
present in the individual speeches in Acts. To a 
lesser degree, he also interacts with the most 
important secondary literature on rhetoric and 
Acts (Marlin Dibclius, George A. Kennedy, and 
Marion Soards).

I have strong reservations about the “Socio" 
or social context analysis of the commentary. 
These comments arc often very general or reflect 
an attempt to reconstruct the exact chronological 
history behind a given passage. For example, 
Witherington (like almost all cxegeles) all but 
ignores the sacrificial ritual in Acts 14:8-18 (the 
acclamation of Paul and Barnabas as Zeus and 
Hermes). Instead he attempts to prove the text’s 
historical authenticity by citing inscriptions that 
dale to the second and third centuries C.E. He 
also calls Lyslra an important city. Historical 
Lystra was an obscure rural town. The Romans 
settled retired army veterans there only because 
of Lystra’s strategic importance in guarding a 
major transportation route.

In his discussion of Acts 17:16-33, Wither- 
ington mentions the many herms, columns lopped 
with the head of Hermes and displaying a penile 
erection in the middle of the pillar. His com
ments imply that herms indicated immorality. 
Though its presence is subtle, Witheringlon’s 
remarks are anachronistic and Christianizing. 
Herms served apotropaic functions, “good luck 
charms” to ward off evil or misfortune. In 415 
B.C.E., the Athenians were outraged and dis
mayed when a group of citizens mutilated the 
city’s herms, considering the vandalism as a 
blasphemous affront to the god. We can con
sider the herms idolatrous, but we dare not 
import modem morals into the text.

Unlike most commentaries, Witherington 
commendably adds photographs to his text to 
illumine the social context. Unfortunately, his 
captions are frequently wrong or the pictures ill 
suited to illustrate his discussion. His illustra
tion (p. 425) for the attempted sacrifice in Lystra 
(Acts 14:8-19) depicts not a bull sacrifice as 
mentioned in the text but the suovotaurilia (the

Withering ton’s introduction is remarkable for 
its clarity and equitable lone. His conclusions 
are moderately conservative about authorship 
and historicity, but he recognizes that Luke was 
an accurate historian by the standards of his time 
and not by modem historical standards.

The Acts of the Apostles: A Socio-Rhetorical 
Commentary. By Ben Witherington III. 
Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans; Car
lisle: The Paternoster Press, 1997. xlviii 
and 875 pages. Paper. $50.00.

scholarly resources from German cxegeles to 
Pentecostal writers makes this short, easy-lo- 
read scholarly study both ecumenical and enjoy
able. The result is a practical pneumatology 
thoroughly oriented towards mission.

Penney’s initial goal is to grasp the pneuma- 
tology of Luke-Acts on its own merits. Neither 
the Johannine nor Pauline conception of the 
Holy Spirit is absent in Acts (e.g. the “internal 
personal,” the christological or soteriological 
function of the Spirit). However, Luke-Acts 
highlights an “external prophetic” pneumatology. 
The Holy Spirit inaugurates, directs, and em
powers for mission. The bottom line is: “All 
God’s people are to prophesy . . . are called to 
proclaim the story of God’s love.” The dominant 
motif, therefore, is prophetic witness.

While unpacking the missionary dimen
sion of the Spirit, Penney does not hesitate to 
take issue with traditional Pentecostal doctrines. 
Penney’s reading of Luke-Acts, however, is that 
at Pentecost, the apostolic company became the 
reconstituted Israel from which the word of God 
will proceed to all nations through prophetic 
witness. In the light of his study, Penney sug
gests that classical Pentecostal doctrines of “sub
sequence” and “initial evidence” should be 
rethought in ways more consistent with Lukan 
pneumatology. But he also concludes that 
Pentecostals have correctly recognized the fun
damental missionary emphasis of Luk an pneuma
tology—a message that, for Penney, the whole 
church needs to hear.
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sacrifice of a bull, a ram, and a boar). This sacri
fice was almost entirely restricted to Rome and 
the Italian mainland. Any one of a number of 
Greek vase paintings or illustrated votive plaques 
would have better served his purpose.

To illustrate Acts 17:16-33 (Paul before 
the Areopagus), Wilheringlon uses pictures of 
the Parthenon and the Acropolis (pp. 513,516). 
In his commentary, he insists that Paul appeared 
before the Areopagus Council (pp. 515-16) in 
the Athenian agora and not before a council on 
Mars Hill (the literal meaning of Areo Pagus). 
In this instance, pictures or archaeological site 
plans of the morethan thirty shrines, temples, 
and altars in the agora would have been more 
appropriate.

Paul’s appearance before Gallio (Acts 
18:12-17) is illustrated with a photo of a statue 
(p. 536). According to Witherington, the statue 
displays "typical Roman male public attire.” 
The statue is not, however, of a man wearing 
either a toga or a himalion but an elaborate 
military officer’s cuirass with an attached kilt. 
Such statues were usually portraits of the em
peror in his role as supreme military commander 
and were often components of the imperial cult.

One final criticism. Wilheringlon inter
mingles verse-by-verse analysis with lengthy 
discussions of an entire passage. Unfortunately, 
either he or his editors did not choose to clearly 
mark excurses and subsections. Nor do they use 
reader-friendly page headers. The page headers 
often cover portions of three chapters (e.g. 15:36- 
18:23), so the reader interested in consulting the 
discussion of just a few verses must page through 
the commentary.

This is not acommentary for preaching, nor 
is it the most appropriate to consult for the 
Greco-Roman sociocultural context of Acts. It 
is an excellent commentary for extended per
sonal or classroom study of Luke as a rhetorician 
and historian and for detailed analysis of Acts.

Lynn Allan Kauppi

Paul J. Achtemeier’s revision of his 1980 work, 
Inspiration and Authority: Nature and Func
tion of Christian Scripture (Hendrickson, 
$9.95) brings a most useful book back into print. 
While Achlemeier recognizes the problems with 
the critical interpretation of the Bible, he argues 
well that such an interpretation, informed by 
confessional commitment, is far belter than the 
literal interpretation of “conservative” interpre
tation. I agree heartily with Raymond Brown’s 
comment on the first editipn: Achlemeier “is a 
first-rate scholar who combines scientific inves
tigation with faith, and his sensitivity and hon
esty make this a most useful book for all interested 
in the Bible. It will save Catholics from repeal
ing simplistic altitudes that distort the authentic 
biblical message. A better practical book on the 
subject would be hard to find.” I recommend this 
one highly. Achlemeier is a Presbyterian, emeri
tus professor of New Testament at Union Semi
nary in Richmond, Virginia. EK

The latest addition to the Abingdon New Testa
ment Commentaries is C. Freeman Sleeper’s 
James (Abingdon, $20). His 43-page introduc
tion sets it into its literary and social context. 
James is a form of protreptic literature, close to 
that of Hellenistic Judaism. It is close to the Q 
tradition and 1 Peter in the New Testament, a 
representative of Jewish Christianity. James is 
concerned with the development of Christian 
character. Sleeper mentions but does not ad
dress the lack of christological content. The 
com men l ary proper is useful, the bibliography at 
the end a helpful guide to further study. It is a 
useful addition to a parish library, too thin to be 
of major help to the pastor. Edgar Krentz
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And God Said . . .

In an ad for the video version of “The Prince of Egypt” a four-year-old is asked 
to explain what the movie is all about. Her summary is charming, simple, and 
profoundly true. “Moses told the Pharaoh, ‘Let my people go.’ And Pharaoh 
said, No, no, no.’ And Moses said, ‘Yes, yes, yes.’” She keeps it up, as only a 
four-year-old can, repealing “Pharaoh said, ‘No, no, no!’ And Moses said, ‘Yes, 
yes, yes! as we know, the “Yes” won the day over the world’s “No.”

And so on the first Easter, about which historians are either so reluctant to 
speak or about which they speak so skeptically, God said “Yes,” and Jesus’ body 
awoke, leaving behind gravecloths and shuffling off this mortal coil. Or did he? 
Did he leave the body behind? Or did he take his body along in some new, as yet 
unimaginable fashion?

As I read the tradition, God on that first Easter morning spoke a divine and 
everlasting “Yes” to the whole Jesus, the real Jesus together with his entire 
history. Al the same time God said “No” to the judgments rendered on Jesus by 
the collaborations of chief priests and elders and Roman governor. They could 
not see in Jesus one who was doing the will of God or who was speaking the 
truth of God. They saw an incorrigible, a troublemaker, a dissident, a protester, 
a man who had no respect for temple and tradition, for law and order, or for 
themselves as the official guardians of religious, economic, and political institu
tions. That made him a blasphemer in the eyes of the leaders of the people 
(Mark 14:64).

According to the charges leveled against him before Pilate at the beginning 
of Luke 23, Jesus was leading the nation astray, telling people not to pay their 
taxes, indeed forbidding support of the emperor, giving it out that he was himself 
King Messiah and therefore Caesar’s rival. Jesus was stirring up all the people, 
carrying the torch of insurrection south from Galilee, where he began, down to 
Jerusalem itself. In John’s Gospel the charge is simply that he is “a criminal” 
whose deeds are so evil that he deserves to die (18:29-31). By raising Jesus

The Resurrection of Our Lord—The Day of Pentecost 
Series B



from the dead God registered a divine objection to the evaluations of priests and 
governor. Seeing the verdict and the deeds of Jesus’ judges and executioners, 
God said, “No, no, no.”

And to Jesus and his life God said “Yes.” It’s the year of Mark, even though 
readings from John predominate in this Easter season, so let’s review the own
ing of Jesus’ ministry in Mark for a moment. God said “Yes’ to the expulsion of 
the demon from that man in the synagogue (Mk 1:21-28), “Yes to the lifting of 
the fever from Peter’s mother-in-law (1:29-31), “Yes” to the cleansing of the 
leper (1:40-45), “Yes” to the healing of the paralyzed man (2:1-12), Yes to 
the calling of a lax collector (2:13-24), “Yes” to eating with tax collectors and 
sinners (2:15-17), “Yes” to breaking the sabbath for the sake of humankind 
(2:23-27; 3:1-6). For these deeds others would kill him (3:6), trying to call a 
halt to such actions, but God said “Yes” because those deeds are exactly what 
God desires. All of that is what God raised up on Easter. God wanted the 
rejoicing to continue (2:18-20). Easter says that God has a taste for this new 
wine and intends to keep on pouring it into skins both new and old, even though 
the old skins will burst (2:21-22). The old tomb itself burst wide open and 
proved loo brittle to contain the New Human Being who was laid in it on Goo 
Friday.

So Easter celebrates something more than one additional miracle 
somehow tops all the other miracles. Easter is the fresh and stunning deed of 
God which, in one shining moment, in one divine shout, cries Yes to the 
whole miracle of the life of Jesus. Easter is God’s “Yes” to Jesus’ love and 
healing and generosity and self-giving. God will not permit human han s to 
bring to a grinding halt all that unaccustomed benevolence and blessing. Jesus 
lives. The exorcist lives, the healer lives, the generous and extravagant ost 
lives, the mysterious lover of our life lives, the bearer of grace lives, the opener 
of blind eyes lives, the one who lakes children into his arms and blesses them 
lives. The one who calls us to come and follow him lives.

The Easter Gospel in Mark 16 is reserved and mysterious. The strange 
“young man” sitting calmly in the tomb on the right hand side (side of goo 
fortune and good news) says to the women, “You are looking for Jesus o 
Nazareth, the crucified.” That’s Jesus’ entire biography in a nutshell, it s nice 
those exercises in which we are asked, “What would you like to have on your „ 
tombstone?” Jesus’ bio says that he is “from Nazareth and he was cruci le 
Mark earlier said that Jesus left Nazareth, broke his lies with ami y an wi 
whatever craft or trade waited for him there, broke with the lives and hopes of 
ordinary Nazarenes, saw farther and heard the call of a different voice a 
Nazarenes. And he was “crucified.” I take that to be his who e story.
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life was one great act of self-giving, self-emptying agape, a life of rendering 
unto God what is God’s, of loving God with his whole being and loving his 
neighbors (including us) as himself. That is the Jesus whom God raised on 
Easter according to Mark.

John’s Gospel portrays a Jesus who emerges from the tomb with wounds in 
hands and side, even a week later. Why hasn’t Easter taken care of those 
wounds? Why hasn’t he healed up? Doesn’t Easter transform and transfigure 
and transcend all wounding? But the wounds are the signs that he lived the Truth 
of God in a world that loves the lie, that he was Light in a world that often 
prefers darkness, that he was Bread for others in a world that delights in hoard
ing. The post-Easter Jesus is still Truth and Light and Bread for us. This is the 
Jesus whom God brought back to new life when he uttered that Easter “Yes.” 
And this is the Jesus who now calls our names as he called Mary’s and sends us 
as he sent her.

Helping us to hear the “Yes” and sort out “Yes” from “No” is Steve Harms, 
pastor at Peace Lutheran Church in Danville, California. Steve has an M.A. in 
Theater Arts in addition to his M.Div., and he put his skills to good use as street 
minister in San Francisco, as developer of an arts ministry. And he still uses all 
his manifold gifts as pastor at Peace, as President of the Interfaith Council of 
Contra Costa County, and as Director of Ruah Drama Ministry.

Steve has worked with a variety of peace and justice ministries, and he is 
co founder of “A Just Harvest,” which advocates for just living conditions for 
immigrant strawberry farm workers. On the more personal or private side, Steve 
and his wife Bev have three sons, and Steve is a practitioner of Tai Chi and loves 
jazz and the ocean.

The words and images Steve shares in the following pages have the ring and 
the zing that those of us who know him have come to expect. Steve is never dull, 
never plain vanilla, always pushing the verbal envelope, always searching for the 
word or phrase that will clear our minds and open our eyes and move our hearts.

My thanks to Steve for his work and words on the Easter texts, and blessings 
to all of you who proclaim God’s word and God’s works in this bright season.

Yours,
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Acts 10:34-43 or Isaiah 25:6-9
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John 20:1-18 or Mark 16:1-8
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give one’s heart to.” Belief isn’t buying or 
signing off on doctrines. It is a giving of 
one’s self in response to love. We’ve been 
offered. Two phrases catch me in the Corin
thians passage. “Christ died for our sins” is 
the first. This formula has become such a 
clichd that it means everything or nothing to 
people. The reality of sin is not a series of 
moral infractions but a distortion of our 
being/life/identity. Il’s a refusal to trust the 
Giver of Life with our life. The result is 
either pride or sloth—either the claim to 
superiority over nature, history, and other 
people, or indifference to our fallen condi
tion, adjusting to failure, or fatalizing one’s 
condition. If we don’t address the sources of 
our suffering, the good news will be hollow 
and devoid of vitality.

The other phrase, “By the grace of God 
I am what I am,” can create such liberty for 
people. A reckless persecutor of the faith
ful, Paul acknowledges that he is cherished 
by God, and he refuses to condemn his own 
self. If God won’t negate, then neither will 
I! Grace unlocked the tomb of one who con
sidered himself chief of sinners, and that 
grace has not been exercised in vain.

In John’s Gospel, the disciples raced, 
hearts pounding, everything depending upon 
their searching. The tomb’s evidence was 
assessed and the “other disciple saw and 
believed." After hearing a terrible Easter 
sermon, a professor once challenged us: 
“The empty tomb proves nothing! How do 
we know the rats didn’t eat him?” (I have 
never used that in a homily, but perhaps the 
occasion will arise.) John “gave his heart 
to” the conviction that the compassion and 
truthfulness of Jesus have not stopped en
gaging us.

By her grieving, Mary expresses her 
anticipation of only a corpse. Hearing her 
name—experiencing the intimacy of her 
friendship with Jesus—awakened and res
urrected Mary.

First Reading
What an Easier beginning! God has no 
favorites, shows no partiality. All who 
stand in awe of God and do what is “right” 
(loving) are accepted by God. Grace upon 
grace. Peter’s vision and Cornelius’s con
version impacted and liberated the whole 
church (see the Council of Jerusalem, Acts 
15:7-11).

“You know the heart of the message— 
preaching peace, preaching peace by Jesus 
Christ, preaching shalom.” Do we know 
that message? “How God anointed him with 
the Holy Spirit and with power (dunamis)." 
I would carefully examine that word power 
and the nature of such power. It does not 
function according to the way we use power— 
control over, dom ination of, amassed weal th 
or political influence which forcefully di
rects agendas without the genuine participa
tion of the many. Instead this power is a 
non-power: weak and vulnerable yet life
giving and immense. Isn’t it the exquisite 
presence of God as crucified power?

“Jesus is judge of the living and the 
dead.” What does that mean? The end of 
condemnation among us, the surpassing 
legitimacy of Mercy? Who topples from 
center stage as a result of Christ’s being our 
only judge? What happens when the central 
authority in our lives is solely focused on 
this dying and rising forgiveness?

“Everyone who believes in him receives 
forgiveness.” To “believe” in Greek does 
not mean conceptual assent, it means “to
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Art Suggestion
Plaster the word Yes! on small (easy peel 
off) labels/stickers all over your church— 
the pews, walls, altar railing, hymnals, font, 
cross, bathroom walls and mirrors. God is 
saying Yes to you, Yes to life in Christ all 
the time.
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Jesus subverts our notion of power and 
reveals on the cross that only by living in the 
yearning/will of God can we become hu
man, free and alive. His is a great inversion 
and transformation.

To those who believe in him he gives 
the power to forgive by being forgiven. 
There are no hoops to jump through, no 
criteria to be met. You are loved for who 
you are.

Theaposllc Paul, the least of the apostles 
for having been a murderer and persecutor 
of the church, was overwhelmed by the 
grace (the openhearted acceptance) of God. 
“By the grace of God I am what I am.” Grace 
meets us in our sin, brokenness, fear, failure, 
and alienation. Jesus came to raise the dead, 
not to rescue the new and improved. The 
dead, the wholly dead, and nobody but the 
dead are Jesus’ territory. The sacraments 
are disasters of death turned inside out and 
made life-giving, resurrecting actions of 
hope.

Who are you looking for today? Are 
you expecting anything on Easter? Mary 
thought Jesus was a gardener. She was 
right. In the Garden of Eden we lost our 
intimacy, friendship, and playfulness with 
God. Jesus is the Gardner of the New Crea
tion. Adam and Eve named each animal and 
flower. When Mary heard her name, she 
realized Jesus’ unending love for her. Some
day you will hear your name called by Jesus. 
What will that be like for you?

The struggle is not about an empty 
tomb, but it’s about our empty hearts aching 
for a peace we can trust.

Pastoral Reflections
I find Easter Sundays difficult days to preach 
on. Yes, there is an expanded, captive audi
ence, but that’s the problem. They are there 
for the lilies, the ritual, and a day of obliga
tion. I am aware that addressing the Culmi
nation of Lenten realities would leave a 
significant number of guests clueless. Never 
abandon the audience before you.

Since this is the S unday closest to Earth 
Day (April 22) in the emerging millennium, 
you may want to draw connections with 
how the whole earth rocked and rolled in 
disgorging the First Fruits of the New Cre
ation. Through one of our own kind, a 
person of mud and water, the whole uni
verse has been restored and redeemed. (It is 
also Shakespeare’s birthday, so choose a 
quote from some play of your liking.)

Musings on these three texts: Imagine 
yourself one day being totally happy, healed, 
whole, free, alive. Well, that day began on 
Easter, and Jesus promises that will become 
our future reality—so how shall we live now?

If God really has no favorites, then the 
Resurrection can truly make the world wide 
open. Nelson Mandela rarely goes to church, 
but he spends immense time with prisoners, 
the homeless, hungry and impoverished. 
By what criteria should he be judged? It is 
time to welcome the God-inspired in every 
nation into our hearts—our future depends 
on such recognition. Luther said that he 
expected three surprises in heaven: the good 
company of friends he longed to be with, the 
surprise of being there himself, and the 
surprise of all the people he hadn ’ t expected 
to see in heaven!

Jesus was anointed with the Holy Spirit 
and with power. To be a modem person is 
to equate life with power. Modems do not 
believe life comes from friends, the earth, 
love, imagination, or understanding God. 
Rather, life is generated by wealth, strength, 
weapons, political and economic deals. Yet
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Acts 4:32-35 
Psalm 133 
1 John 1:1-2:2 
John 20:19-31

Second Sunday of Easter 
April 30, 2000

First Reading
Lookout—Easter coming at you! Often our 
texts are obscure, but this portion of Acts is 
crystal clear. “Those who believed were of 
one heart, no one claimed private owner
ship, all was held in common, great grace 
was upon them and not a needy person was 
among them.” Good or bad news? It de
pends where you are on the economic spec
trum. Is this utopian naivete? Do you doubt 
such sharing is possible?

The opening of First John may be the 
language of ecstasy, but it is also crude 
expression and full of grammatical impossi
bilities. Intensity of soul doesn’t guarantee 
clarity of mind. Yet a hidden beauty is 
revealed in the flesh of our flesh, the Word 
of Life is Alivel “We have experienced this 
and desire your communion with us so joy 
may flourish.” Perhaps the author is trying 
to anchor friends in the eternal life revealed. 
Or perhaps the author is crying out, “Get on 
with it! That which we heard, saw, gazed 
upon (etheasamethd), touched—is creating 
lifeamong us.” The writer may be testifying 
to his orthodox beliefs, but he also invites 
his readers to stop wallowing in religious 
matters and taste the aliveness of connec
tion, communion, and joy with God and 
each other. There is no Gospel of John 
eloquence here, but there is a beauty in the 
passion of this passage.

The core message: “God is light, and in 
God there is no darkness at all.” Strangely, 
“God is light” is a statement found nowhere 
else in the tradition of Jesus’ teaching known

to us. The writer sees light and dark as two 
distinct realities, and on becoming a Chris
tian he believes one is transferred from the 
dark realm to the light. Yes, God is a 
radiating source of light, but I can’t accept 
this dualistic division from darkness. God is 
often a deep darkness of obscure under
standing for me, a darkness we must pass 
through on our Spirit-led journey into God. 
In God there may be no darkness, but God 
often seems surrounded by an impenetrable 
void.

“Walking in the light” also means an 
acceptance of my dark side. The nasty, 
neurotic, destructive tendencies I still pos
sess will not be overcome and dismissed 
through some personal, interior battle. Jesus 
taught us to love our enemies, and that 
includes our interior ones as well. Only 
when welcomed into the light can “they” 
(the “me” I don’t appreciate) become inte
grated and transformed into loving and heal
ing capacities. If not brought to the light, 
repression and suppression do us in. So we 
freely confess, “If we say we have no sin, we 
deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.” 

In the Gospel these phrases catch me. 
“Locked for fear of the Jews.” I always refer 
to “Jewish leaders." We’ve done enough 
anti-Semitic damage for the centuries, so 
let’s be accurate about the scriptural intent. 
“Peace be with you” occurs three times in 
the text. Is this not.the fulfillment or culmi
nation of Jesus’ work as promised in the 
Last Discourse (14:27-28), to give us the 
peace beyond all understanding, the abiding 
peace of God? “He breathed on them 
(emphysati)." Meditation practitioners know 
the centrality of the breath. There is no life 
apart from the breath of God. Jesus’ breath 
inspires the work of the Holy Spirit (the 
Spirit of Truth whom the world cannot re
ceive) who conspires to make us a New 
Creation through a community devoted to 
forgiveness and mercy. (This Gospel opens



and closes with the Creation theme.) “Touch 
my wounds . .. believe ... that you may 
have life”—the vulnerable Christ remains 
available to our every form of inquiry.
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Pastoral Reflections
For openers, you can ask your congregation 
which model of government most closely 
resembles the Acts text. The difference, of 
course, is that early Christians participated 
voluntarily. Their communal action was a 
response to their faith.

Let’s not kid ourselves about globaliza
tion. With minor adjustments, it is a new 
name for the old game of colonial ism. Who
ever controls the banking institutions wins. 
That’s why Jubilee 2000 is important if for 
no other reason than symbolically declaring 
that we must not continue to exploit the 
poorest of the poor.

In the U.S. the poorest 10% of the 
nation lives on SI6 billion per year, the 
middle 80% live on $40 billion per year, and 
the upper 10% live on $192 billion per year. 
Our lives are shaped, warped, and destroyed 
by greed. (Shall we address this sin of thievery 
or just go on being absorbed with sex?

Communion today also means creating 
work that benefits human beings (not just 
profits), sharing food justly, providing af
fordable housing, health care, and education 
so that God’s yearning is done on earth as it 
is in heaven. True wealth is found in the will 
of God, in generous and just hearts, in the 
Abundant Life of Christ’s community. Be
ware—our selfish individualism will de
stroy us.

For all its incoherence, I love this open
ing passage in First John, its flesh and blood 
incamational realities. Douglas John Hall 
writes in his book The Steward that it is high 
time for the Christian church to get over its 
ambiguous relationship with the world (as if 
in heaven we’ll be better off). Il is this earth, 
this world, this life that God cherishes and

gave the son’s life for.
Verses 8-10 remind us that sin (per

sonal and systemic) is so insidious and en
veloping that it cannot be found out or 
“improved” upon. It is a condition in which 
we find ourselves (chiefly experienced to
day as alienation) and from which we can’t 
escape. It is like quicksand—the more we 
struggle to act holy or righteous, the deeper 
we sink in trouble. Instead we focus on the 
Light. Just like trees, which always grow 
toward the sunlight, we acknowledge our 
sin yet keep our attention on Christ’s light 
and forgiving love.

A forgiveness story. Tomas Borje was 
a Sandanista leader who was captured, im
prisoned, and viciously tortured. After the 
Triumph of 1979, his chief torturer was 
captured and imprisoned. Borje, who was 
now a government leader, went to visit him. 
The torturer froze, knowing full well what 
was coming. Borje said, “My punishment is 
to forgive you. I will leach you and your 
children so you will never again do such 
things to human beings.” Forgiveness makes 
new life possible again.

Celebrate Doubling Thomas. Proclaim 
it “Doubt Sunday”—bring all your doubts 
to church. I believe many of our parishion
ers are scared or ashamed of their doubts. 
Open the closet doors and let them all out. 
I suggest these homiletical assurances: We 
don’t decide to doubt—it just happens; 
doubling is a sign of a maturing faith—it’s 
a probing of reality; we are all unbelievers 
—to hesitate, change one’s mind, make mis
takes, these are proofs of honesty. Thus, we 
all live in between blasphemy and adoration.

We substitute fighting over our certi
tudes or convictions for actually discover
ing the truth. Genuine truth emits joy, 
energy, and lightness of heart. Faith isn’t 
about doing things right but enjoying how 
everything in Christ is becoming “All Right! ”

Faith is not a product to be possessed,
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Third Sunday of Easter 
May 7, 2000

Worship Note
For the Greeting of Peace, sing “Shalom 
Alechem” (or “My Friend”) to the tradi
tional melody. Perhaps you have someone 
who can lead a simple grapevine folk dance 
with members. Or have people join hands, 
couple up, and sing it to each other, but 
switch partners at least four more times. 
The chaos will bring humor and delight. 
This could also lake place after communion 
instead of the Canticle.

Acts 3:12-19
Psalm 4 
1 John 3:1-7
Luke 24:36b-48

it’s a gift of the Spirit. Do you doubt? Great! 
Only remember to doubt your own doubts 
loo. How marvelous that the climax of 
John’s Gospel, “My Lord and my God,” is 
uttered by a doubler.
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First Reading
If you’ve read this far, you can see my 
homiletical “methodology.” I assemble frag
ments, chunks, and strands of material and 
attempt to see if there are any common 
threads or a dialogical tension that denotes 
vibrancy or intrigue. If the material doesn’t 
bring a smile to my face or provoke some 
kind of fascination, I don’t preach it. Con
gregations instantly recognize when their 
preachers are not captivated by their own 
message and quickly dismiss their sermons. 
After severe editing I pray my collage will 
finally have backbone, integrity, and guts.

In Acts we have the “old story” in a nut
shell. Why is it that we go on rejecting the 
Author of Life and choosing murderers in

Pastoral Reflections
Regarding Acts 3: It is always a potent 
exercise to name the various ways in which 
we in our community are condemning, aban
doning, rejecting, or crucifying Christanew. 
This old story remains ever fresh because 
while the power of sin has been broken and 
can be overcome by grace, the disastrous 
consequences of sin are yet available to 
inflict mighty damage to the well-being of 
other persons, communities, and ourselves.

We need to remind our friends that 
sometimes we reject Christ in ignorance, 
sometimes in blatant indifference, and some
times in the name of The Right or The Good.

An elderly, religious white man from 
the deep South told me he’d had no idea

stead? What is the source of our ignorance?
With the desire for cheap “glory” all 

around us in the religious culture, I would 
examine the phrase “God glorified Jesus.” 
In particular, I would turn to C.S. Lewis’s 
The Weight of Glory to reexamine the mean
ing and experience of glory. If the Messiah 
of God suffers, where is our glory to be 
found?

The first three verses of 1 John 3 are 
beautiful. “See [absorb, take in, enjoy, sa
vor, understand, remember] what love God 
has given us, that we should be called chil
dren of God—which is what we are.” Get it 
straight, be clear: this is your identity by 
God’s grace. Baptism has redefined you. 
We are in relationship with life now as 
God’s beloved children. “What we will be” 
answers the question of 2:28 and doesn’t 
refer to the death of individual Christians. 
“We do know, when it is revealed, we will 
be like God.” Since Adam and Eve were 
made in God’s image and Christ is the one 
in whom this is fully realized, our relation
ship with Christ by exposure to the glory of 
his cross leads to our transformation into
Christ’s likeness.
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Mom’s Day occurred about a decade after 
the end of the Civil War when mothers stood 
up and declared, “Never again will we send 
our sons and husbands into the lunacy of 
war.” It was a protest action. It fits well with 
our texts.

Do everything possible to persuade the 
congregation that they are already the chil
dren of God as First John informs us. I 
addressed each member at communion one 
Sunday as “Child of God.” A 3-1/2 year old 
son of a family who worshiped with us for 
the first time that day repeatedly reminded 
his parents all week long, “I am a child of 
God.” He was totally amazedby this reality. 
In the process, he awakened his parents to 
their true identity. Eventually they joined 
the church because of their son’s clarity and 
insistence.

“Someday we will see God as God is.” 
God is too close to us, too intimate with us 
to be perceived. That’s why we don’t see 
God, for now we see through God.

The dualism of verses 4-7 does a dis
service to our spiritual relationship with 
Christ. It is not eilher/or. We must end
lessly remind people it is not our behavior 
modification or the accumulation of doing 
what is right that attains salvation. Rather, 
our response to a loving God is to love 
others, practice mercy, and walk humbly 
with our God. It is not stiffening our hearts 
to accomplish the good but transforming 
and tenderizing our hearts into God’s desire 
for our lives that matters. Right or wrong 
behavior doesn’t diminish or increase a 
parent’s love. “Fruitful action” simply re
veals an honoring of one’s true Parent.

Luke 24: “he opened their minds to 
understand the scriptures that the Messiah 
must suffer.” To get Christ off the cross is 
not too difficult; to get us off is another 
matter. That alone is Christ’s work. The 
cross intersects those points where human 
possibilities are canceled. As a broken state-

African Americans were human beings un
til the day when Martin Luther King’s teach
ings suddenly pierced his heart by speaking 
to core spiritual values he had trusted for 
decades but never applied beyond hischurch. 
He was broken open. “That must have 
killed you,” I said. “Yes, it did,” he agreed. 
“We call that story a crucifixion,” I contin
ued. There was a thoughtful pause. “I bet 
you’ve been a new man ever since.” “I sure 
am,” he beamed.

Our friends also need to know that 
rejection and abandonment of the way of 
Christ is also part of the rhythm and reality 
of a life of faith. We all betray the mercy of 
God. No one stayed at the foot of the cross. 
The important thing is to keep returning, no 
matter how many times we’ve broken our 
vows. The Author of Life welcomes, em
braces, and graces again and again. Our 
healing will occur in the process almost 
incidentally. We are all wounded and 
wounding believers.

The greatest communion on earth, the 
first and foremost experience we all share, is 
suffering. It has been said that if suffering 
made a sound the whole earth would be 
deafened by the noise. The Messiah of God 
suffered and suffers with us. His suffering, 
though, was to put an end to all the suffering, 
to stop the crucifixions. Not until every tear 
is wiped away, every injustice overcome, 
and death is abolished will Christ be taken 
off the cross. That is his glory. “Why love 
what is vain and chase after illusions?” (Ps 
4:2). Repent, turn to God, taste the suffering 
turned to mercy.

It’s Mother’s Day, that most sacred of 
feast days. It may be important to recognize 
that the chief sin of women has not mani
fested itself as pride but in self-denial or 
self-denigration. It may appear to be a 
Christian humility, but it denies/buries the 
voice of the person’s integrity and a gift of 
wisdom to the community. The origin of
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Fourth Sunday of Easter 
May 14, 2000

Acts 4:5-12 
Psalm 23 
1 John 3:16-24 
John 10:11-18
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mcnt about life’s brokcnncss, the cross par
ticipates in what it describes. For Luther, a 
person becomes a saint “not by understand
ing, reading and speculating but by living, 
dying and being damned.” We arc beggars 
before the wisdom of the cross.

A theology of glory wants to circum
vent the catastrophe of reality and just give 
us direct access to power (with or without 
God). Thecross calls reality what it actually 
is. Our security is not in certitudes or plati
tudes of faith but in the crucified God who 
stands with us and within the experience of 
negation.

We rejoice in the Easter uprising, but 
Christ forever returns to his cross to be with 
us. Life in this world remains a participation 
in evil, sin, and death and thus exposure to 
nothingness. The gospel is not an avoidance 
but an engagement with life as it is, not an 
act of deliverance from negation but the 
permission and encouragement to enter into 
this experience with hope. Disciples are 
equipped to bear the cross and enter the 
promise that a new day is at hand. “Peace is 
my gift to you. Would that you knew the 
things that make for peace.” Isn’t that every 
mother’s prayerful desire?

Worship Note
You can easily compose a litany with verses 
1 and 2 of the second lesson. Use the phrases 
repetitively, break them apart and have them 
intersect in different ways, assign lines to 
different voices (women, men, children, 
teens, those over 50, those with blue eyes, 
and so on) and turn the whole congregation 
into a speech choir. It is much fun, and you 
can’t make any mistakes. Let it serve as 
your creed for the day.

First Reading
Peter and John are held as political prisoners 
in Acts. They are arrested for the threat of 
all being made well. Remember Julia Esqui- 
val’s poem “Threatened with Resurrection”? 
We must not forget that Easter undermines 
business as usual. “By what power do you 
do this?”

“By the name of Jesus—the stone re
jected by you, the builders; it has become 
the cornerstone.” We must constantly go 
back to the rejects to discover the gifts of 
God that we the church have discarded.

It has been proposed by some scholars 
that the closing line of Psalm 23 should be 
read not as “will follow me” but as “surely 
goodness and mercy shall pursue me all the 
days of my life”—a striking interpretation.

First John is simple and clean. We 
know love by this—the sharing of life and 
its goods just as Christ laid down his life for 
us. The issue here is not mere material 
distribution (crucial as it is) but the integrity 
of our soul. Where is the Source of our life? 
In whom are we grounded? When the Giver 
of Life is experienced as infinitely generous 
it is easier for us to participate in that selfless 
current of openheartedness. Easy come, 
easy flow. Sustaining life together, not our 
own selfish survival, becomes our essential 
aspiration. When the heart is not trapped by 
fear, the spirit becomes free to live and love.

“When we love in truth and action, 
whenever our hearts condemn us (and we 
will go on condemning ourselves, though 
Christ will have nothing to do with that
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Pastoral Reflections
“We know love by this.” When do we know 
we’re loved? Doesn’t that experience in
clude respect, inclusion, forgiveness, being 
understood, sharing humor, affection, or 
loving-kindness? Love can be hard to de
fine, but you certainly know when you’re 
loved and when you’re not.

What do you love? Why do we usually 
ask each other what we think instead of what 
we love? Who and what does God love? 
Christ laid down his life for us—an extrava
gant gift. It is more valuable than a war 
hero’s sacrifice, because this offering has 
the power to restore us to God, to our right 
minds, and to each other. Yet this very best 
gift of God was rejected for not being good 
enough to heal the damaging fractures of the

negation) we will be reassured and restored 
more easily because God is greater than our 
hearts. “Beloved” (if you’ve not read Henri 
Nouwen’s book, Life of the Beloved, it is a 
must-read), with hearts free and bold we 
may obey (ab audens—Latin, to listen at
tentively) God’s command to love one an
other. Abiding in God is embodying and 
reflecting God’s steadfast love.

The Good Shepherd text is full of prom
ise. “I know my own and they know me, I 
lay down my life for the sheep; no one lakes 
my life from me, I have the power to lay it 
down and lake it up again.” Here Jesus 
exudes that supreme, almost casual confi
dence of John’s Gospel. With ease I lay 
down my life, it is my choice, I have nothing 
to defend. I saw a picture some years ago of 
a crucified Christ in which the head and 
torso had been boxed in an interior frame. 
One arm, stretching out through the box, 
was nailed to the cross, revealing the intense 
pain to the musculature. The other arm and 
hand, inside the box, were being examined 
indifferently by Jesus as if searching for a 
hangnail. Remarkable.

human soul and community.
Jesus laid down his life for us that we 

might know life as a blessing. Just because 
you have a body, that doesn’t mean you are 
alive. There is so much more than mere 
existence or surviving. In receiving the 
compassionate nurture of Christ and in car
ing for one another—especially those in 
need—we love in truth and action, not just 
words and speech. This is fulfilling God’s 
commandment.

A powerful example of this is the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission of South 
Africa,chaired by BishopTutu. Here former 
torturers who fully confessed their crimes 
were pardoned through a general amnesty. I 
returned to South Africa in July of 1999. I 
spoke with black friends—some of whom 
had been imprisoned, others tortured. They 
agreed, “There are things worse than death. 
To live one’s remaining years with a guilty 
conscience is too much. They must be for
given so life can go on.” This is love beyond 
knowing, love in truth and action.

Instead of petty squabbles, let us focus 
on what builds up, encourages, and enlight
ens others. What breathes life into the loves 
of others? When the freedom to love is 
exercised, this truth in action births joy in 
the community of faith because we become 
richer the more we give away. God is not 
saving just the church but the whole pre
cious world through the loving commit
ments of the children of God. When we 
liberate hungry people, unhoused families, 
the lost and confused, addicts, friends with 
AIDS, battered women, and political pris
oners we act in communion with God and 
abide in God’s death-defying love.

“Shepherding the sheep” ... I don’t 
know about you, but my congregation is 
more like a herd of cats than a flock of sheep.

John 10:16, “I have other sheep that do 
not belong to this fold,” may be an opportu
nity for you to address interfaith realities.
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Are we not to offer our love and lives to 
those not of our household of faith? It seems 
to me that we are called to share not en
forced compliance with grace but the com
pliments of grace. The outsiders (are we not 
all out-siders?) hear Christ’s voice, too. We 
are all in God’s hands.

How or when have you heard Jesus’ 
voice? I suspect most of us have literal 
audio expectations here. Rather I think we 
free people by letting them know this is 
more of an existential experience. We hear 
the Voice that speaks to our yearning for 
connection with lhe divine from a quiet 
within. We hear the Voice through friends, 
events, art, music, silence, creation, soli
tude, work, prayer, liturgy. The voice of 
love is usually heard in hints, guesses, inti
mations, whispers, and stillness. We need 
careful listeners and bold actors today. The 
church really needs tigers, not sheep.

Fifth Sunday of Easter 
May 21, 2000

Acts 8:26-40
Psalm 22:24-30 (Psalm 22:25-31 NRSV)
1 John 4:7-21
John 15:1-8

First Reading
Acts 8:33—“In his humiliation justice was 
denied him.” It is the humility of Jesus 
Christ that accepts us as we are. But his 
humility also brought the humiliation of the 
cross. The strong embrace of a broken

Worship Note
To link Mother’s Day and Good Shepherd 
Sunday, Bobby McFerrin has an incredibly 
beautiful rendition of Psalm 23 on his Medi
cine Man tape/CD. It concludes with a 
feminine doxology.

people was and is perceived as less than 
godly, a violation of the sacred as blasphe
mous. Who can fathom the immensity of 
such compassion?

It would be a fine thing if we were 
accused of preaching about love too much. 
“Beloved ... love is from God; in this is 
love ... that God loved us and sent the Son 
... soweoughttoloveoneanother.” Simple, 
direct, rhythmic, almost hypnotic. No de
bate about lhe Source, intent, or action of 
love, nor about our response to it. Only when 
we love one another docs God live in us, and 
then even God’s loving is perfected in us.

“God is love.” Gandhi’s great dictum 
was “God is Truth,” and this is reversible: 
Truth is God. Dare we claim the same— 
Love is God? Here lhe text makes clear that 
lhe truth of God for the Christian commu
nity is only found in lhe loving of others. 
Truth is not reliable if it doesn’t increase the 
experience of compassion.

“Love has been perfected among us in 
this: as the Son is, so are we in this world, 
therefore be bold on the day of judgment.” 
Our true identity is as the hand, feet, eyes, 
and heart of lhe compassionate Christ in the 
world. As we are melded into this Christ 
relationship and reality, as we succeed and 
fail at mercy, forgiveness, justice, generos
ity, pulling the best construction on every
thing, and living joyously—lhe love of God 
is emerging through our pores and our 
choices. And has not the verdict for the day 
of judgment already been pronounced on 
Good Friday? Mercy for all! Now, do we 
accept the verdict—which is to commit our
selves to loving others, or do we wish to file 
an appeal?

“Perfect love casts out all fear.” Surely 
fears will continue to arise, but by the grace 
of God and lhe practice of loving others our 
fears can be transformed into occasions for 
relying on God and lhe understanding of 
others.
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Pastoral Reflections
Acts reveals that the fullness of love which 
John and 1 John speak of results in the cross. 
The embrace of grace, radical unconditional 
love, can intimidate us and those we seek to 
love. The humility with which God first 
loved us becomes critical for a life of faith. 
Humility alone can destroy the self-cen
teredness which makes the joyous connec
tion with God and others impossible. We
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cannot grasp God, but we can become ab
sorbed in God. And this absorption in God 
is not dependent on our worthiness or sanc
tity but is God’s gift to us—for no reason at 
all. God chooses to befriend us.

A humble person is not disturbed by 
praise, a humble person is not afraid of 
failure. There are no illusions to defend; 
one’s movements are free. Humility im
plies confidence in the power of God. Hu
mility is a sign of strength. Abide in God.

Beloved—for that is what you are, you 
were intimately loved long before parents, 
teachers, spouse, or friends loved or wounded 
you. That is the Truth of your life and a truth 
you must claim. Because God loves us, let 
us love one another. Your worth is not 
dependenton accomplishing something rel
evant, spectacular, or powerful but on trust
ing that you are God’s Beloved. When we 
trust and delight in being God’s Beloved, 
that joy begins to permeate everything we 
think, do, and say. This truth becomes 
visible and tangible with others.

1 John 4:12—If we love one another, 
God’s love is perfected in us. Give up 
seeking perfection; instead, perfect your 
loving. Faithful Christians who have lived 
desiring to love others get discouraged by 
three things: false expectations, unappreci
ated responses, and the blindness to human 
need of other Christians.

false expectations. The insistence on 
always having what you want, always being 
satisfied, always being fulfilled, makes love 
impossible. Love is not a deal or a bargain, 
it is a sacrifice. Love is not marketing 
kindness, it is a form of worship. Love is a 
positive force, a transcendent spiritual power, 
the deepest creative source in human nature. 
Love is living appreciation of life as value 
and gift. Love “knows” the inner mystery of 
life and responds to the demands of life with 
warmth, abandon, and surrender.

Unappreciated responses. Rejection

“Those who say ‘I love God,’ and hate 
their brothers and sisters, are liars.” You 
can let that sentence hang in the sanctuary 
for a very long time. The love of God, the 
crucified love of God in Christ and neighbor 
are indistinguishable.

There is much speculation about the 
Vine of John 15—tree of life, Israel as vine
yard, eucharist, and more. Suffice it to say 
the image makes clear the absolute neces
sity of a vital connection with Christ so that 
we continue to grow and bear “much fruit.” 
(This may be the origin of Polycarp’s name.) 
“Abide, remain (menein) in me as I do in you.” 
No branch wittingly severs itself. Rest, 
evolve, re-emerge in me, is Jesus’ constant 
invitation. Without the centrality of the 
Word made flesh, the community of faith 
quickly loses its direction and purpose and 
we degenerate into a religious club.

“Those who do bear fruit the Father 
prunes/cuts in order that we bear more fruit.” 
There is no plateau in the faith journey. We 
are being cut into a cruciform life. Be 
prepared for cuttings which hurt but expand 
our hearts’ vision and capacities.

“Apart from me you can do nothing.” 
All is grace, pure grace. We gel to partici
pate, be enlightened, and witness the hopes 
and defeats of ministry, but every energy 
surge, movement, or change remains the 
work of the Spirit. Faith calls for a commit
ted life—a commitment to paying attention 
to God and a commitment to our neighbors.
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Sixth Sunday of Easter 
May 28, 2000

Acts 8:26-40
Psalm 22:24-30 (Psalm 22:25-31 NRSV)
1 John 4:7-21
John 15:1-8

Hymns
“Love Divine, All Loves Excelling”

(LBW #315)
“Ubi Caritas et Amor” (Taize)

of the way we want to love and be loved cuts 
to the quick. Only humility is big enough to 
put things back in perspective. “Perfect 
love casts out fear.” We need the freedom 
of heart to be renewed in the midst of dis
couragement. AsRumi said,“Letthe Beauty 
we love be what we do!” Let our lives be 
shaped by what we believe in and not by our 
fluctuating reactions to circumstances.

Blindness. Liars are those who claim to 
love God and hate their brothers and sisters. 
Worse yet arc the indifferent, neither hot nor 
cold, those who feel themselves above or 
beyond the conflicts which destroy others. 
Love is not about coping. It’s about healing, 
confronting, transforming, nurturing. Woe 
to those who think racism is somebody 
else’s problem. It’s a white problem. Be
ware to those who overlook the needs of our 
children, 13 million of whom live in pov
erty. Attention, those who hate gay, lesbian, 
or straight people: Jesus calls us to love our 
enemies, and if we hale them we aren’t 
followers of Jesus. It is of course most 
difficult to love those closest to us because 
we see each other’s foibles and neuroses 
everyday. Here we can learn much about 
humility.

“If you abide in me, ask for whatever 
you wish and it will be done for you.” As St. 
Augustine said, “Love God and do what you 
please. If our will is joined to the will or 
yearning of God all we ask for can only be 
blessed for it will be free and good and true.” 
Jesus is inviting us to a profound oneness of 
heart with him. “Abide in me as I abide in 
you.” Only those who are joined to the 
Living Vine can embody that love which 
dissolves all barriers and bears much fruit. 
We must grow into it for a lifetime. Finally 
I must “discover” my truest self as one with 
Christ, in God and others. Not to love others 
is to violate my truest self. “I have died and 
the life I now live is hidden with Christ in 
God.” To abide in Christ is De Vine.

First Reading
Our Acts text picks up where the Easter Day 
lesson concluded. There are two lessons 
here. First, God is making it clear that 
Gentiles are to be received into the church 
without being forced to obey the Law. Sec
ondly, God shows Peter that he must accept 
the hospitality of the uncircumciscd. This is 
even more shocking and contrary to the Law 
than authorizing their baptism. Peter is 
abiding with the unclean. The issue is not 
only social relations between pagan and 
Jewish Christians, it is the question of the 
contamination of the sacred.

Just as in the scattering of the seed, God 
is extravagant and even seems deranged in 
the pouring out of the Spirit indiscrimi
nately on the Gentiles. Those of the house
hold of faith are astounded and disturbed. 
Psalm 98 is overwhelmed with joy at how 
the whole world has seen Yahweh’s saving 
power. That rejoicing can be dramatically 
undercut when we of the faith must sud
denly welcome specific people with histo
ries and circumstances we may know noth
ing of. As Charlie Brown used to say, “I 
love humanity, it’s people I can’t stand.” 
I’ll baptize you, but don’t ask me to stay 
with you.
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Pastoral Reflections
Well, good heavens, are there no standards 
anymore? Must the Lutheran church let 
anybody and everybody in?

I’m afraid so, if the Gentile Pentecost 
experience of Peter in Acts has anything to 
say about it. Of course, whether we make 
ourselves accessible and inviting enough 
for people to want to bang our doors down is 
a whole other matter. God is forever calling

First John focuses on the nature and 
content of faith. Pisteuff (believe, trust) is a 
new word. It signifies active affirmation, 
not the passive acceptance of homologetf 
(acknowledge, confess) used in earlier chap
ters. The core of the orthodox faith is ex
pressed. “Jesus is the Messiah.” To believe 
Jesus is to believe in his true nature, role, 
teachings, crucified loving. Love of the 
parent leads to love of the child.

As usual, each statement gives rise to 
the next, without much regard for a com
plete line of agreement. Love of God leads 
to obeying commands which are not bur
densome because in Christ we overcome the 
world. Does that mean God’s family en
ables us to overcome evil with good? If 
Christ has conquered the world (John 16:33), 
does that mean Christian life is now a con
stant battle? Has the eschatological now 
given place to the ethical?

Jesus came by water and the blood. To 
us an enigmatic phrase, originally it must 
have been very clear. Is this a Word-made- 
flesh reference (effusion of water and blood 
from the side of Jesus at the time of his 
death) to demonstrate his physical reality? 
Or does it point to baptism and eucharist? 
These questions go unresolved.

The authenticity of faith in Jesus is 
attested by the Spirit who is truth. What the 
Spirit generates is genuine and trustworthy 
because the Spirit belongs to truth. How 
does the Spirit testify? This question is left 
open.

John 15—Becoming Jesus’ disciples 
means loving Jesus and one another even to 
the point of laying down our lives for one 
another. As Ignatius of Antioch said on the 
road to martyrdom, “Now I am beginning to 
be a disciple.”

Verses 9-17 are the epitome in John’s 
Gospel of his theme of love, which is an 
interpretation of the idea of bearing fruit. 
Certainly the cross incarnates the depth of

this love. And here we most closely work 
with the motifs of 1 John.

Love can be emotional and ethical, but 
it is most profoundly the Source of our 
being, a being which only thrives when we 
are united with God and others. For John, 
love is being in or remaining in Jesus.

Keeping the commandment to love is 
not mere compliance with an order to love 
and obey. It is the desire and intent of love 
to understand the other, to participate with, 
to create in the spirit of, to enjoy and savor 
the Presence, to risk whatever it takes to 
remain within the Lover because, as the 
psalmist says, “your love is more precious 
than life.” Love can only exist if it produces 
more love. Joy flows from the disciples’ 
loving union with Jesus. Joy provokes ful
fillment of the mission and bearing fruit. 
The result of loving graciously is joy, not 
unswerving allegiance.

And the boundaries of love are not 
containable. “Love your enemies ... so 
you may be sons and daughters of God in 
heaven” (Matt 5:44-45). Without our en
emies Christians can’t be whole people. So 
we are no longer servants who follow orders 
without comprehension but the Beloved of 
God to whom Jesus makes everything 
known. The church exists to share the 
vastness of Christ’s love by our willingness 
to offer our lives for one another. That’s 
why we’ve been given these commands— 
because we were made to love.
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Seventh Sunday of Easter 
June 4, 2000

worthless then. Rather sacrificial actions 
inspired by Christ free us to become human. 
Sacrifice is not “giving up something,” it is 
“making sacred.”

From eternity, long before you were 
bom, you existed in God’s heart. Before 
friends or employers recognized your gifts, 
you were “chosen” by God as precious, of 
infinite beauty and eternal value. You are 
God’s Beloved. And when Love chooses 
one, it docs so without excluding others. 
Your preciousness, uniqueness, and person
hood arc bestowed by the One who loves 
you with an everlasting love.

Love begets love. You don’t have to 
take care of everything. Just try to love God 
in all things, through all things, with all 
things. The Spirit of Christ will show you 
how whenever you consent to love.

Acts 1:6-14
Psalm 1
1 John 5:9-13
John 17:6-19

Hymns
“Where Charity and Love Prevail”

(LBW #126)
The contemporary song “Dazzling Bouquet” 
opens with the line, “Mine is the church 
where everybody’s welcome, I know it’s 
true cause I got through the door...

First Reading
In 1 John, the three unified witnesses of the 
Spirit, the waler, and the blood concerning 
the Son are the vehicles for God’s witness to 
God’s self. The believer absorbs this testi
mony. In verse 9 God bears witness to the 
Son; in verse 11 the witness consists of

a wide variety of characters (out and inside 
our congregations) to enter into the body of 
Christ—the fullness of Love. Spiritual for
mation has become an issue of great concern 
for our children and adults. How shall we 
integrate the faith in the lives of the baptized 
and larger community? But precautions 
must be taken to ensure that the vehicles or 
symbols of the faith (sacraments, liturgy, 
confirmation, language, and so on) do not 
become barriers or gauntlets to congrega
tional participation.

1 John 5:5—Docs Christ want to con
quer the world? Or docs that conflict with 
the loving purpose of Jesus Christ? Why 
gain the whole world and lose your soul? 
Bearing fruit is not about winning, nor is 
mission about winning souls. Christ came 
to serve, not to be served.

The church is about expanding Chris
tian service, not Christian influence. We 
promote the good wherever it is found and 
midwife the truth in all its unpredictable 
manifestations. Loving is not about power 
and property but about the care and nurture 
of God’s life among us, especially with the 
most vulnerable and those seeking authen
ticity. We are the Beloved, and we dare not 
turn others into hirelings. Emmanuel: God 
is with us in the waler and the blood to act 
and suffer for the repairing of God’s be
loved world. The cross doesn’t conquer by 
force, but in being broken with us we are 
broken open to care passionately for all 
whom God cherishes. Genuine gutsy love— 
that’s what we’re about.

How many com mandments do we have? 
Just one: Love one another as 1 have loved 
you. Imagine the cleansing of priorities that 
would occur if we devoted rapt attention to 
this word.

We lay down our lives for others in 
ordinary and extraordinary ways. This can
not be done out of compulsion, “I have to 
help because I’m a Christian.” The effort is
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Pastoral Reflections
“Happy are they who hope in God. They are 
like trees planted near running waler, that 
bear fruit in due season” (Psalm 1). You 
may appreciate this translation of the psalm 
by Stephen Mitchell:

Blessed are the man and the woman 
who have grown beyond their greed 
and have put an end to their hatred 
and no longer nourish illusions.
But they delight in the way things are 
and keep their hearts open, day and night. 
They are like trees planted near

flowing rivers, 
which bear fruit when they are ready. 
Their leaves will not fall or wither. 
Everything they do will succeed.

We must never forget that Christian 
faith is far more than intellectual acceptance 
of a religious message or doctrinal formu
las. It is a living experience of unity in 
Christ which transcends all conceptualiza
tions. Faith opens the door to the full inner 
life in the divine gift of grace which realizes 
that all life is dependent on God. We are 
offered “the mind of Christ” and the kenosis 
(self-emptying) of Christ in a deep personal 
experience which is at once utterly unique 
and yet shared by the whole body of Christ 
in the Spirit. By water, blood, and the Spirit 
God is made known to us by the passion of 
Jesus Christ in history. Christianity begins

In the last verse, Jesus consecrates not 
only his disciples in truth but himself as 
well. Perhaps we are to think of him here as 
not only the incarnation of God’s Word but 
as the priest offering himself for those God 
has given him. As in 10:17-18,“! lay down 
my life . . . Hay it down of my own accord.” 
Or also in Heb 10:10, “We have been con
secrated through the offering of the body of 
Jesus Christ once and for all,” that we may 
become one.

God’s having given us eternal life. The 
former is God’s saving action in Christ, the 
latter is the result of that action. The two are 
connected. Life is in the Son who redefines 
life, death, and new life for us.

In the Last Discourse of the Gospel, 
Jesus’ prayer on behalf of his disciples is an 
extension of the prayer for his own glorifi
cation. For in the perseverance, joy, and 
mission of these disciples will the name of 
God be glorified on earth. The disciples are 
left in the world, but they do not belong to 
the world. They/we are aliens in the world 
whose very presence incites trouble. The 
world responds with hatred.

In John “the world” represents those 
who have turned away from Jesus and are 
under the power of evil. That world is 
condemned and not to be prayed for. This 
“world” (those turned away) is not the same 
as “the world” whom God so loved he sent 
his Son.

The disciples are sent by Jesus into the 
world for the same purpose as Jesus—to 
change and challenge the world. The disci
ples are not spared any hostility. Hostilities 
can purify interior motivations as well as 
exterior action. Hostilities can also destroy.

“Sanctify/consecrate them in the truth.” 
The consecration of the disciples is directed 
toward their mission. Consecrate (literally 
“make holy”) is an echo of verse 11, “Father 
most holy.” “Consecrate them in truth” 
means sanctify them by truth and for truth. 
Truth has the power to act. “The truth will 
set you free.” Truth is both catalyst and 
sphere of our activity. Consecration in truth 
is not simply a purification from sin but is 
dedicating us to Christ’s mission. “I have 
sent them into the world.”

Interestingly, there is no mention of the 
Paraclete/Spirit here who will be the most 
important guide in creating that future. Some 
think the Spirit is implied by references to 
Truth.
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“Now I am coming to you.” Jesus knew 
where he came from and where he was 
going. To return, to return, to always return 
to the Holy One. There is no obstacle to 
prevent our returning to God except the ones 
we construct and refuse to tear down.

“The world hates them.” Why? Two 
reasons come to mind: first, we refuse to 
play the Game, to go along with the power
ful, to pretend everything is working out just 
fine. We won’t adjust. We insist that life 
has a richer intention not for just the few but 
for all. Second, the evil one would have us 
believe in the irreversibility of evil. All 
modern tyrannies build their power on this 
notion. Evil (sinners, enemies, those differ
ent from us) must be eliminated/destroyed. 
But the Spirit of truth knows that only grace, 
mercy and forgiveness can overcome the 
evil within and among us. Grace risks ex
posure with failures and undesirables who 
threaten “the good.” So we are dismissed, 
discounted, or haled. For now we live fac
ing despair, but we do not give our consent.

“They do not belong to the world.” For 
most Lutherans the issue today is not perse
cution but seduction by the world.

“Your word is truth.” For Christians 
truth is interwoven in love. Without love, 
truth can become a calculating cleverness; 
without truth, love becomes sappy.

We are sent into the world to bring 
about healing and transformation, to be salt 
and light for the earth. No sling, no zing = no 
church. Remember your baptismal covenant

with revelation, but it is much more than an 
“explanation” of life. It is immersion in the 
mystery of God’s life in Christ in us and the 
turning of the whole world upside down.

“Do you love me?” is Jesus’ pivotal 
question to his disciples. Today’s texts have 
a tendency to sound as though merely de
claring our agreement with God’s testimony 
is enough. Believing means engaging— 
incorporating—manifesting the truth that 
the Son is life. How does that conviction 
affirm or alter the way we live? Do you love 
me?

Hasn’t eternal life already begun? We 
are living in eternity now. Freed from the 
lordship (domination/enslavement) of 
Death, how shall we orient ourselves in 
order to create the Beloved Community for 
which Christ died and rose?

The dualistic tendencies of John irritate 
me because I’ve learned how prone people 
are to strict black-and-white thinking. It’s 
either right or wrong. John speaks from 
profound depths, but beware of superficial 
hearings and interpretations. Example: 
“They do not belong to the world.” We are 
in but not of the world—absolutely true. 
But we come out of the world and enter 
Christ in order to belong more passionately 
to life in the here and now. Christ became 
human that we might become truly human.

“Father most holy, protect them ... that 
they may be one.” Until we love God 
wholeheartedly, everything in the world is 
able to hurl us. The disorder of our desires 
has us place things (reputation, degrees, 
money) above God, and our pain is inevi
table because none of these things can sat
isfy or fulfill what they promise. Yet as long 
as we are on this earth, the love of Christ that 
unites us will also bring us suffering by our 
contact with one another, because this love 
is resetting a Body of broken bones. Even 
saints don’t naturally get along with other 
saints. Our unity in God is a painful process.
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The Day of Pentecost 
June 11, 2000

opposed lo boring lingering.
The Spirit helps us in our weakness, for 

we do not know how to pray—such a relief 
for so many people to hear, because they 
don’t know how to pray. “The Spirit inter
cedes with sighs too deep for words”—this 
is the heartfelt longing of our souls for the 
love of Christ, for the chance to be whole 
and free. It is a prayer of anguish, desire, 
and remembering. ‘‘God searches our hearts” 
—in the end it is not our knowing God but 
being known by God that matters.

In the Gospel we learn we have an 
Advocate who defends us from the Accuser 
(the one who destroys us by self-rejection, 
by the denigration of others and the deceit of 
evil). The Spirit of truth tells the truth about 
God and us—we belong together and we are 
not separate.

Again, Jesus speaks of returning to the 
One who sent him as we too shall fully 
return one day. It is to our advantage that 
Jesus departs, because then we can mature 
into the richness and fullness of life in God. 
Faith is not an imitation of holy principles or 
people. It is an embodiment of Christ’s 
compassion and unconditional love in us. 
But it’s got to ring true in each of us.

Verses 8-11 are very difficult. Augus
tine avoided it, and Aquinas only cited oth
ers’ opinions. If this is a trial scene, the 
courtroom is occurring in the understanding 
of the disciples. The first element in the 
Paraclete’s forensic activity proves the world 
guilty of sin—for refusing to believe in 
Jesus. “The light came into the world but 
people preferred the darkness” (3:19). While 
this is puzzling for us in a pluralistic society, 
it made sense in John’s polemical context.

Second, the world was wrong about 
justice in judging Jesus as guilty when he 
was quite innocent. In going to the Father, 
Jesus confirms the claim that he is One with 
God and not a blasphemer.

Third, in condemning Jesus the world

Psalm 104:25-35,37 
(Psalm 104:24-34, 35b NRSV) 
Romans 8:22-27 or Acts 2:1-21 
John 15:26-27; 16:4b-15

.e. cummings)
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First Reading
Pentecost is the birthday of the church, a 
shocking, explosive, and hilarious begin
ning. Those filled with the Spirit were given 
the ability to communicate in other lan
guages. And the crowd was bewildered 
because they found themselves addressed. 
The topic is God’s deeds of power. Note the 
responses: perplexity and sneering mockery.

Peter responds in the words of the 
prophet Joel. The Day of Yahweh promises 
an outpouring of the Spirit. The Spirit will 
be poured out on all, regardless of social 
standing. It prompts both a spirit of proph
ecy characterized by drcams and visions as 
well as inward renewal. The portents in the 
sky and on the earth herald the final judg
ment on the Day of Yahweh.

From Romans 8:19: “It is the fondest 
drcam of the universe to catch a glimpse of 
real live sons and daughters of God” (Clar
ence Jordan’s Cotton Patch translation). For 
this the whole creation groans and struggles 
in birth pangs as do we ourselves who have 
the first fruits of the Spirit. Christian living 
is anticipating—we live into, we create the 
new Beloved Community within the shell of 
the old. Our groanings go not unheard. We 
hope and work toward a kinship with life 
which is beyond immediate tangible expres
sion yet is more real and vital than our 
illusory passing realities (“Now the eye of 
my eye has been opened”

“We wait for it with constancy.” 
prefer “constancy” to “patience,” since 
constancy implies active participation as
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Pastoral Reflections
It lakes a great convulsion to shake and 
break out the church from its tomb of fear 
and non-comprchension of the ministry of 
Jesus. Pentecost is much like an atom bomb 
detonation—the rush of a violent wind, earth 
rumbling, a brilliant display of fire and light. 
Jim Douglas has argued that what the world 
needs today is the incarnation of a spiritual 
equivalent to the atom bomb, a fierce con
centration of compassion working in the 
tiniest repose of the human heart that would 
explosively impact millions of lives with 
agape through the briefest contact. (Can you 
imagine ten St. Francis of Assisis on the 
planet at the same time?) Is that not the 
Word of Jesus? Is that not the passion of the 
Spirit and the work of the church? Imagine 
vaporizing humanity with the Breath of the 
Spirit.

There is no life without the Spirit. As 
Paul says, you can forget the whole Chris
tian enterprise if we are not becoming and 
enacting the New Creation. The sneering 
mob is right: we are filled with a new wine 
which bursts asunder old skins. The church 
is not beholden to tradition. We honor and 
value our history, but we have only one 
tradition—the living experience of Jesus 
Christ. What we shall be and who we shall 
become is in God’s hands. Are we open to 
the possibilities? The Spirit is our catalyst. 
Our ministry will always have a cruciform

was judged. In what seemed to defeat on the 
cross we have unearthed a surprise, Jesus 
present after his death in the Paraclete. There
fore, death, accusation, and condemnation 
are no longer in control of our lives.

“The Spirit will declare the things that 
are to come.” Be prepared: the church is on 
the move. This is not a maintenance opera
tion. “No eye has seen, ear heard, or mind 
imagined what God has in store for those 
who love God!”

nature about it. The day we are accused of 
loving too much will be the day we’ve 
begun. Until then, attend to the visions of 
our youth, the dreams of our elders, and the 
passion of the faithful. Expect the wisdom 
of the Spirit to be constantly surprising us in 
people and circumstances beyond our scope. 
For the Spirit who moves and dances freely 
is not mandated to work within the church 
alone.

Regarding Romans, if you know an 
adult who has experienced adoption and 
they’re willing to share their story with you, 
you will appreciate the longing for home, 
for belonging, for connection as is often ex
pressed in these stories. This aching within 
permeates the groans of Paul’s passage.

“Wait in constancy/patience.” Africans 
have a proverb: Don ’t anticipate the drums. 
It was explained to me this way. “We Afri
cans like to sing and dance. Sometimes at a 
party or a reception we begin dancing before 
the band gets there. But by the time the band 
arrives we’re too tired to dance.” It’s all 
about kairos. God works with a subtle 
rhythm. Keep focused.

“When the Advocate comes” (John 15). 
The church has never lacked saints, yet why 
does the Spirit of the gospel spread so slowly? 
Perhaps because we’ve been satisfied with 
ritualism, legalism, rationalism, and super
ficial emotional expressions of faith. We 
baptized people need to be seized inwardly 
by the devouring Presence and undergo an 
experience of transformation that brings us 
to melanoia or complete renewal. Maybe 
we’ve said enough and done enough. Now 
it is time to listen to the summons of the 
Spirit who will bring us into the abyss of 
God who is wisdom, consuming fire, abso
lute justice, pure freedom, constant joy. 
Only God can direct us. Only God’s love 
can mend that deep emptiness within. Only 
God’s yearning or will can satisfy our deep
est desires and renew the church.
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Change of 
address?

"I have much to say to you but you 
cannot bear it now” “Be thankful spiritual 
truths come slowly,” said Rilke. “If they 
came all at once, they would kill you.”

"The Spirit will take what is mine and 
declare it to you.” The Spirit has nothing 
new to offer. Yet all is being made new. The 
Holy Spirit reveals the insights of Jesus and 
intensifies our capacity to understand the 
act. Everything we need to live as noble 
human beings has been given us in the life, 
death, and resurrection of Christ. Pentecost 
delights in celebrating the truth that our 
peace with God and each other has been 
superbly accomplished. This has hap
pened—now live it out to the max!

Worship Note: Fire bowl
Get a large ceramic bowl, not too heavy, 
place a damp rag in it (a diaper is ideal), 
place a metal bowl on the rag and fill it with 
rubbing alcohol. Let sit 30 seconds. Light 
it by waving a match over the fluid. Have 
the bowl danced or processed into worship 
while Veni Sancti Spiritus (a Taizechant) or 
other appropriate opening Pentecost hymn 
is sung. Place the bowl on the center of your 
altar. It will extinguish itself within about 
30 minutes. The bowl (it may be hot) can 
then be moved aside for communion. You 
will grab prayerful attention.
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