Wittenberg Trail:

What Will It Be:
Glib, Facile Cleverness, or Holy Zeal?
by David Ramirez
I was born a Lutheran. The church body I was born into was called the
Association of Evangelical Lutheran Churches. It was a group that split from
the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod (LCMS) and later participated in the
merger that formed the Mainline Liberal denomination, the Evangelical
Lutheran Church in America (ELCA). Concerning the faith, there were many
good things about the family and church in which I was raised: a strong
emphasis on the Bible and the Catechism; an insistence upon church every
Sunday and an active faith life; and an appreciation for the history and
liturgy of the church. I was proud of my history and heritage. I believed that
those who left the LCMS in the 70’s over disputes concerning biblical
interpretation, church fellowship issues, and “legalism” were righteous
warriors.
Yet this church body had a disease. So did I. This disease is called
Gospel-reductionism. I will let one of its major proponents, Edward
Schroeder, describe how he believed Luther and the other reformers
understood the “gospel”:
If there was no way that the Gospel was either abated or abetted by a
particular practice or Biblical interpretation, then the confessors were
content to ignore it or, at most, to give it skimpy treatment… The
reformers did not get excited about one position or its contrary on
such questions, so long as these questions stayed—as well they might
—on a sub-Gospel level.1
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What this means in practice is that the Scriptures get pitted against
the “gospel.” The “gospel” is unyoked from the Scriptures, the very Word of
God that bears witness to the Gospel of Jesus Christ and defines what its
content is. The result is the denial of the inspiration of the Holy Scriptures
and setting up man as judge over them. Also, the Law of God, His eternal
will, is dismissed or relegated only to its accusing function. The Law of God
becomes merely a foil for a gnostic kind of “gospel.” It is therefore no
surprise that the Historical-Critical method of biblical interpretation and
antinomianism go hand in hand with Gospel-reductionism.
I ran into full-fledged Gospel-reductionism when I went to Valparaiso
University for my undergraduate studies. Being an institution founded by
LCMS Lutherans, yet independent of the Synod, I thought it would be a
perfect fit. Valpo had long been a refuge for more “open-minded” LCMSers
and the theology faculty had been, and
still was, sympathetic to the HistoricalCritical method and Gospelreductionism.
Yet there were several surgical
strikes that did much damage to my
mental furniture while at Valpo. From
the beginning, I was disturbed by the
palpable glee with which many of the
professors tore down students’
reliance upon the Word of God. Even
though at that time I was
comfortable with holding a nonliteral view of portions of the
Scriptures, I was disgusted by the
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way those who believed in such things as the Creation accounts were
ridiculed and bullied into silence or submission.
If anything characterizes the teaching of Gospel-reductionism I
witnessed, and at that time embraced, it is the showy, superficial cleverness
and excuse making that accompanies it. Antinomianism’s siren call
dovetailed perfectly with the temptations and pitfalls of modern hedonistic
college life. Praise be to God, that by His Word, the Lord made me
dissatisfied with false dichotomies and assumptions thrown about as if they
were self-evident. I became increasingly suspicious of the glibly facile
manner in which the plain reading of the Word of God was twisted into the
opposite of what it said. It was all far too convenient, and for all the rhetoric
against pharisaism, far too self-justifying.
Arguing with a Gospel-reductionist is like arguing with a petulant,
spoiled child, who thinks anything that he suffers on account of any
authority or law in his life, is grave persecution. In reality, the
failure of those who shape a Gospel-reductionist is not persecution, but
obviously indulgence. Gospel-reductionism's lack of clarity on Law and
Gospel, its confusion on Christ and His work of justification,
always wrongfully tempers the severity of the Law, and in a diabolical
twist, robs the Gospel of its true sweetness.
Changing one’s mind often takes a long time. However, the more I
reflect on my own experience and observe other people, there are often very
particular incidents that drive uncomfortably deep into a person’s thought
and conscience. It is like a spear driving through armor; it starts with a
particular point. And when it drives deep, it must be dealt with. Sometimes
there is a difficult extraction; on the other hand, sometimes a deep change
is effected.
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There are many of those moments that I can think back on in my life
when I had to stop and deeply evaluate my beliefs. But instead of trying to
cram all the “Aha! moments” of my Wittenberg Trail into a few pages, let me
share just one of those spear points that tore deep into my flesh, which was
really the sword of the Spirit, the Word of God, working upon me.
It happened when I returned to Valpo to begin my last year of college.
I had been an exchange student in Germany for the academic year 2001-02.
I experienced 9-11 overseas, which was an interesting experience in itself,
and I was largely ignorant of the fallout in the LCMS concerning the prayer
service at Yankee Stadium where a LCMS clergyman prayed with other
Christians and members of other religions. Little did I realize that Valpo was
about to become the next flashpoint in that debacle.
I was walking around campus, doing errands and catching up with
friends I had not seen for over a year, thinking mostly of how different it was
to be back at an American university. I ran into some folks who were headed
towards the chapel. They asked me if I was going to the memorial for the
victims of the 9-11 tragedy. I confessed that I was not even aware that the
university was holding a service.
One student quickly corrected my language. “It isn’t a church service.”
“What do mean, what is it then?” I replied, “I thought you said it was a
prayer service?”
“It is, but it isn’t a service, it’s a community gathering. Some people in
the LCMS are all uptight about Lutherans praying with Muslims and other
Christians, and so it is NOT a service. But you should really go.”
“Wait,” I said, “Muslims are going to be praying at this thing and
leading worship at the chapel?”
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“Yes. Well…no. But we aren’t going to be praying together…”
“Hold on,” I said, “I obviously have missed some controversy since I’ve
been gone. But regardless, Muslims don’t worship God. Islam is a false
religion. Muslims and Christians praying together makes absolutely no sense
whatsoever. ”
I was still curious about what was going to happen at the chapel, but
also rather disturbed by what I was hearing. The stories of the Israelites
mixing the true worship of the Lord with pagan rituals were floating up from
my memory banks.
So I said as our paths parted, “Thanks, but no thanks. I am not going
to pretend that I know everything about what’s going on, but I don’t want to
be anywhere near that.”

Very quickly, I did find out more of what was going on. And to my utter
shock and disturbance, I found that, after talking to many people and
reading things written on all sides of the issue, I totally agreed with the
nasty, insufferable conservatives of the LCMS! (At least this is how I still
thought of the confessional Lutherans of the LCMS.) How was this possible? I
thought that my sympathies would always be with the folks in the LCMS who
were considered liberals, Seminex sympathizers who never left, fellow sons
and daughters of the “promising tradition.”
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I knew that the more liberal folks in the LCMS weren’t as uptight as
those rigid conservatives in the LCMS. But this was insane. The first
commandment is dreadfully clear, “You shall have no other gods before me.”
I suddenly found myself on the same side of those whom I had considered
enemies.
I didn’t change into a confessional Lutheran overnight. The Lord had
more work to do on me through His Word, as He still does. But the Word
kept striking deeper as I saw and experienced far more rotten fruit on the
tree of liberal Protestantism while I attended an ELCA seminary.
But a large roadblock had been cleared. Perhaps conservative
Lutherans also had a point about biblical inerrancy, closed communion and
the order of Creation. I needed to re-evaluate. So I read, and thought, a lot.
I never finished seminary in the ELCA. After taking some time off to get
married, provide for my family, and sort out my future path, I transferred to
Concordia Theological Seminary-Fort Wayne to complete my studies to be a
confessional Lutheran pastor. The reason why I came to the LCMS is simple.
The LCMS confesses the Holy Scriptures to be the Word of God and
subscribes to the Book of Concord because it confesses what the Bible
confesses.
My family and I also joined the LCMS because of the zeal it has for the
Lord. Some people, even some in the LCMS, deride confessional Lutheranism
as a “purity cult.” But a purity cult is precisely what God has called us to be!
We are of course not to be prideful in our own purity or our own
understanding; but it is precisely Christ in which confessional Lutherans
boast! It is not by our own works, merit, reason, or understanding, but by
the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ that we are saved and made holy. And we
are to glory in His holiness, unless we are ashamed of Christ Himself. And
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we are to declare His purity and joyfully confess it, unless we think that we
are declaring some man-made confession.
My prayer is that confessional Lutherans of the LCMS never lose their
zeal. It is an unfortunate thing when Lutherans think that acting overly
generous or humble towards those who hold false beliefs will win hearts and
minds. You cannot be more generous than Jesus. This is merely playing the
game of false humility. Furthermore, liberal Protestants will merely despise
you all the more. What all poor miserable sinners need is the Law of God and
the Gospel of Jesus Christ clearly and zealously preached. Take my word for
it, I remember. But who cares about my word, you don’t need it. Hear the
Word of the Lord: after recording Jesus’ cleansing of the Temple, St. John
writes, “His disciples remembered that it was written, “Zeal for your house
will consume me.” May it consume us as well!
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