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why stAy?

“Fight strenuously against the wolves but for the sheep and not also 
against the sheep.”

Martin Luther, “The Freedom of  a Christian”

So it happened. The churchwide assembly made a bad 
choice, defying the consensus of  the church catholic, 

breaching ecclesial unity at every possible level within and 
without. Immediately laypersons, clergy, and congrega-
tions started to leave. I am staying. Here’s why.

Caveats and Qualifications

The reasons for staying that ensue will not have the elegant 
beauty of  arguments about the two natures of  Christ, the 
full divinity of  the Spirit, or the primacy of  justification by 
faith, all those God-side truths that attracted me to theol-
ogy in the first place. This is a messy argument about the 
church and the sinners who populate it in an almost incon-
ceivable fellowship with the holy Trinity at the awkward 
nexus of  the left- and righthand kingdoms. It will be nei-
ther self-evident nor conclusive nor susceptible of  satisfying 
proof. It will undoubtedly elicit disagreement. But as long 
as those truths about Christ, and his Spirit, and justifica-
tion, and all the rest stand, they must have some bearing on 
how we are church and how we do church, which means 
that some choices must be better than others, even in a situ-
ation where no choice is simply good.1

An argument to stay implies arguments to leave. I observe 
that there are three basic forms of  leaving the elcA. The 
first is to join the steady trickle over to Roman Catholicism 
or orthodoxy and so declare the whole Lutheran project 
bankrupt. The second is to continue the zero-sum game 
between the elcA and Missouri by choosing the one over 
the other as the home of  the “true Lutherans.” The third is 
to set up an alternate structure or break off  to form a new 

denomination or association.
In the first case, my gripe with the elcA is not Lutheran 

theology but the lack thereof: we merit sometimes the c 
and always the A, but infrequently the e or the l. So I won’t 
here make a case against converting to another confession 
on the assumption that Lutheran Forum readers are longing, 
in fact, for a truly Lutheran expression of  the church cath-
olic.2 In the second, especially as someone who has had 
family on both sides of  this fence, I refuse to play off  the 
elcA and lcms against each other. I will not make a case 
against jumping from one Lutheran ship to the other since 
such arguments can only reinforce this mutually destruc-
tive competition between us. Thus this essay is chiefly 
addressed to those who are drawn to the third option—
staying Lutheran but cutting out and starting afresh. I hope 
it will also articulate for those who choose to stay, but aren’t 
quite sure why, some reasons for doing so.

Broken Ecclesiology

From the beginning it has seemed to me that the real issue 
facing the elcA was ecclesiological, not moral. (Though on 
the moral issue, see more below.) Let’s consider the opera-
tional ecclesiology of  the elcA at this point.

It abdicates the responsibility to produce an authorita-• 
tive teaching statement on sexuality that could guide 
the faithful in the most contested issue facing us at 
present, not having the courage of  its convictions one 
way or another, instead simply blessing the incoher-
ent plurality of  opinions.
It approves for all practical purposes a double ros-• 
ter, which will either marginalize those it meant to 
include (i.e., homosexually active clergy, since no con-
gregration actually has to accept them if  it doesn’t 
want to) or, contrariwise, will quietly punish those 
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who don’t accept homosexually 
active clergy through political 
means like the call process—the 
sum total of  which means an 
internally broken altar and pul-
pit fellowship.
It ignores the pleas of  fellow bod-• 
ies within the Lutheran World 
Federation, which is no longer a 
mere federation but a commu-
nion of  churches with mutual 
acknowledgement of  sacraments 
and ministry, thus demonstrat-
ing that this communion means 
nothing to the elcA, since our 
legal, juridical independence 
trumps the global concerns of  
the communion.
It equally ignores the pleas of  • 
ecumenical partners and those 
with whom we are in bilateral 
dialogue toward ecumenical fel-
lowship, risking (for one instance 
among many) the extraordinary 
leap toward reconciliation repre-
sented by the Joint Declaration 
on the Doctrine of  Justification, 
celebrating its tenth anniversary 
this year, for a one-sided depar-
ture from the Christian con-
sensus that by no means enjoys 
universal or enthusiastic support 
from its own members.
It accomplishes all these things • 
through the work of  a head-
quarters-selected Task Force, 
assembled by quota, evidently 
biased (as only three of  the thirty 
members dissented from the pro-
posals); voted on by just under a 
thousand people at one single 
assembly requiring only a simply 
majority to pass; explicitly reject-
ing the recommendation of  our 
bishops to make this vote require 
a two-thirds majority through 
a single decision of  the elcA 
Church Council that can only be 
understood as a usurpation of  
our episcopal leadership; in fact, 
showing every sign of  political 
high-handedness.
And it attempts to justify and • 
cover these deficiences by invok-
ing baptismal unity and the mis-

sion of  the church in the world, 
as if  the former meant we should 
sin all the more that grace may 
abound and as if  the latter didn’t 
require some common notion of  
the content of  the message we 
are carrying to the world.

Each of  these six features of  the elcA’s 
operational ecclesiology ought to be 
rejected as inadequate, indeed false to 
the true meaning of  being the body of  
Christ. This means that responses to 
it—resistance to it—must be deliber-
ate not to follow the same course or 
adopt the same errors but must over-
come them by living out the faithful 
alternative.

Juridical Boundaries 
and Their Importance

Now we need to examine the logic 
that concludes that a formal breach of  
fellowship is the best possible (or only 
possible) response to the cwA’s vote 
for false teaching. There are two spe-
cies of  reasoning, ironically the exact 
opposite of  one another, though both 
lead to departure. The first is: juridi-
cal boundaries of  church institutions 
don’t matter. The second is: juridical 
boundaries of  church institutions do 
matter.

In the first view, the church is not in 
any way synonymous or conterminous 
with a visible, earthly boundary line. 
Church membership is a thoroughly 
this-worldly phenomenon, not to be 
confused with the true and invisible 
fellowship of  the elect. America alone 
is already rife with tens of  thousands 
of  denominations; one more makes 
little difference. Further, the juridical 
boundaries, such as they are, remain 
fairly fluid. Most of  us can easily cross 
these boundaries to attend worship, 
pray, even commune. The establish-
ment of  a new jurisdiction does not 
mean excommunication of  those who 
remain in the elcA or the creation of  
a new and impermeable barrier. It is 
simply an amicable divorce. They can 
pursue their course (false though it 
is, even if  some marks of  the church 
remain), and we can pursue ours, no 

longer impeded by the pyrrhic warfare 
between factions. The boundary lines 
are chiefly a matter of  convenience, 
of  making sure our money goes where 
we want it to go, of  allowing us to fol-
low our convictions without hassle.

In the second view, the borders 
of  the ecclesial community are of  

such importance that it is intolerable 
to remain within them if  a common 
opinion is not shared by laity, clergy, 
and central leadership. Church mem-
bership inevitably means subscription 
to the party line or at least tolerance 
of  it. To remain within a body with 
false teaching espoused by those at the 
top or by a national assembly is to be 
made a party to heresy. Honesty and 
purity of  conscience demand dissoci-
ating oneself  from this. A new jurisdic-
tion will have the proper convictions 
and commitments, and so one can be 
a part of  it without constant embar-
rassment or exposure to heterodoxy.

To the first opinion, barely a year’s 
work in ecumenism has taught me that 
juridical boundaries do matter tre-
mendously. In fact, they are defended 
at all costs. Lutherans and Catholics 
can agree on justification—but no 
walls will come a-tumbling down as a 
result. Lutherans and Reformed can 
declare convergence on the Lord’s 
Supper—but they won’t let each other 

Resistance to the 
elca’s broken 
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touch their money. Lutherans and 
Methodists can begin a new ecumeni-
cal partnership—but they won’t trust 
each other to train their clergy. “For 
where your treasure is, there your 
heart will be also,” is not only a gospel 
directive (Matthew 6:21) but also an 
astute observation on human nature. 
Boundaries really mean (1) money and 
(2) clergy training and discipline. Even 
the most far-reaching of  ecumenical 
agreements has done nothing to alter 
these bedrock “rights” of  juridically 
independent church bodies. It might 
mean that doctrine really matters very 
little to all parties; it might equally 
mean that, despite official mutual 
recognition of  common doctrine, we 
don’t actually believe or trust each 
other. The relevance to the matter at 
hand is that juridical independence 
is in fact the strongest sign of  distrust 
and implicitly of  condemnation—the 
damnamus that traditionally opens an 
anathema. It is to erect yet another 
“dividing wall of  hostility” (Ephesians 
2:14) between the baptized.

As to the second view, I am evi-
dently in agreement, but I cannot draw 
the conclusion that formal breach is 
therefore the faithful response. The 
long view, historically speaking, is 
helpful here. There has never been a 
time when the church was not dogged 
and plagued by false teachers. Paul 
had to cope with “superapostles” 
and the Johannine community with 
Diotrephes. Not infrequently the flock 
itself  willingly colluded with unfaith-

ful merchants of  the gospel. Athansius 
went into exile five times while the 
vast majority of  the church remained 
unabashedly Arian. The Donatists 
commanded more loyalty in North 

Africa than the Catholics. And on and 
on, up to (and beyond) Luther, whose 
first choice was not exit but faithful 
perseverance until excommunication 
and military threats made that impos-
sible. It would be hard to argue that 
the separation of  Luther’s reform 
from the church that came to be called 
Roman Catholic did either side a great 
deal of  good.

In our own era, the Anglo-Amer-
ican tendency to split at the slightest 
friction has made an embarrassing 
mess of  the religious landscape, thou-
sands upon thousands of  denomina-
tions each claiming its own privileged 
relationship to the truth, wrapped up 
in the illusion of  the holy city on the 
hill that infects right and left alike. 
The instinct to purity has done little 
to promote the truth, especially to an 
anchorless and increasingly relativis-
tic public, and there is little evidence 
of  love in it. Instead of  suffering in 
prayer and witness for those in error, 
instead of  the love that “bears all 
things, believes all things, hopes all 
things, endures all things” (i Corin-
thians 13:7), the inevitable result of  
schism is hard-hearted condemnation 
of  the previous fellowship. If  there 
is to be any integrity to our being as 
church, it’s time to stop playing the 
game that actually plays us, jump off  
the hamster wheel of  denominational 
splintering, and renounce schism once 
and for all as a solution to ecclesiasti-
cal trouble.

And Then the Practical Problems

Juridical issues aside, there are prac-
tical difficulties with a breach, all of  
which have theological undertones. 
For one, any new church body that 
forms in reaction to the cwA vote will 
not be known as the church most 
faithful to the Scriptures, most zealous 
in mission, or most committed to the 
gospel. It will be known as the church 
that shuns gay people. The fact that 
this is not techincally true will be of  
little consequence. It will be a real and 
persisting identity for this new body.

This in turn will will nearly guar-

antee that homosexuals will not seek 
out fellowship with or membership 
in this church. What then? Merely a 
reinforcement of  the moral-consumer 
patterns already dividing our society, 

encouraging each person to seek out 
the church that best says what she 
already wants to hear. Homosexuals 
staying in the elcA will be much less 
likely to hear what the Scriptures have 
to say on matters of  grave personal 
concern, while those who leave the 
elcA will be able to wash their hands 
of  any responsibility for truly engag-
ing with homosexuals as persons, not 
as statistics or stereotypes (at least until 
the next generation of  children grows 
up). The result will be the impoverish-
ment of  both bodies, in different but 
equally deadly ways.

The resulting division will further 
be misleading because homosexuality 
per se is not the issue. It is the present-
ing issue, as therapists say, but not the 
core issue. The core issue has been with 
us since the elcA’s inception. Most of  
us have stuck it out all the same; it is 
dishonest to leave now because the 
power balance has shifted. There is no 
clear reason to make homosexuality 
the issue on which the church stands 
or falls—because “this church” has 
already been faltering for some time, 
quite apart from the homosexuality 
debate. It is a strategic disaster to let 
the terms be defined by these sexu-
ality issues (as was confusedly, and 
ultimately misleadingly, expressed in 
the Report and Recommendation 
on Ministry Policies). Consider: Jesus 
commands in his own voice that we his 
followers are to “make disciples of  all 
nations, baptizing them in the name 
of  the Father and of  the Son and of  
the Holy Spirit.” And yet the elcA’s 
local and global mission efforts have 

There has never 
been a time when 
the church was not 
dogged and plagued 

by false teachers.

It’s time to renounce 
schism once and for 
all as a solution to 
ecclesiastical trouble.
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steadily dropped over the past twenty 
years. Shouldn’t this have been a mat-
ter of  equal, if  not greater, urgency? 
Yet it was never taken as a reason to 
leave.

Another practical issue is the enor-
mous amount of  time, energy, and 
money it takes to form a new church 
body. The historical perspective is 
helpful again here. Mark Granquist 
wrote in these pages3 how American 
Lutherans, once perched on the crest 
of  national religious leadership, squan-
dered their position and resources 
in mergers, turning ever inward and 
finally turning on each other. In some 
ways the current crisis is this self-
aggrandizing denominational mental-
ity coming home to roost. And if  the 
mergers were bad, the break-offs were 
even worse. I hear the most enthusi-
asm for alternate structures from those 
who are heirs of  the lcA and Alc—
in other words, those who have no 
memory or association with the Aelc. 
Yet the people who formed the Aelc 
had equally good, perhaps better rea-
sons, for forming a new church: they 
were actually tossed out in a politically 
egregious coup, and there was wide 
congregational support for them. Yet 
the resulting church body was tiny and 
so deeply scarred by the experience 
that it still colors and controls its heirs 
and even to this day affects the elcA in 
ways that are poorly understood. (At 
one point not too long ago, about half  
of  elcA bishops were originally from 
the Aelc.) It is foolish to underestimate 
the amount of  infighting and internal 
betrayal that will inevitably accom-
pany the formation of  a new Lutheran 
church. How could it be otherwise? A 
church that forms through the refusal 
to deal with mistaken and misleading 
fellow Christians can only repeat the 
same patterns in its new home.

Who Is the Church?

The ecclesiological malaise infecting 
the elcA and its members is evident in 
the very use of  the term elcA. Perhaps 
this is not surprising, since the business 
managers at Higgins Road make every 

effort to treat it like a brand name, 
logo and all.4 In any event, there has 
been an ongoing assumption that the 
statements issuing from a handful of  
staff  at Higgins Road or the decisions 
of  the voting members at the cwA are 
the logical equivalent of  “the elcA” or 
“this church.” Popularly this reflects 
a feeling of  alienation, but theologi-
cally it has always been an error and 
ought to be put to rest. The elcA is 
neither Higgins Road nor the cwA. (It 
should also be said that not all of  Hig-
gins Road is Higgins Road—here is 
another unfortunate figure of  speech. 
There are principled resisters who 
work at elcA headquarters in great 
need of  our fervent prayers.) The elcA 
has boundaries—the unavoidable 
juridical ones—but those boundar-

ies do actually include and entail all 
of  the faithful, running these days at 
around 4.6 million.5 To say “the elcA 
voted to do this” is frankly incorrect. 
The problem in leaving over what 
“the elcA voted to do” is the concept 
of  church entailed therein. And that 
problem will certainly haunt any body 
that emerges from a break-off.

The ecumenical concept of  “recep-
tion” may be helpful here. We tend to 
react to the cwA decision as if  it were of  
itself  binding and permanent. But in 
fact the church through the centuries 
has promulgated countless formulae 
of  doctrine and canons of  ecclesias-
tical law, the vast majority of  which 
has been ignored and forgotten. That 
something receives an official blessing 
by some church leaders does not make 

it authoritative for the church. It must 
be “received.” The books of  the New 
Testament were gradually and broadly 
received by the ancient church; canon-
ization is the term for the unimpeach-
ably high level of  reception apart from 
which true churchliness is now incon-
ceivable. The same goes for the Nicene 
Creed, though the the filioque clause 
was never received in the East. Trini-
tarian teaching on the equal divinity 
of  Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and 
christological teaching on the uncon-
fused union of  divine and human 
natures in Jesus were also universally 
received (despite a largely termino-
logical dispute from the Miaphysites). 
All Lutheran churches have addition-
ally received the unaltered Augsburg 
Confession and the Small Catechism 
as binding and the rest of  the Book of  
Concord as more or less authoritative. 
Luther himself  held to a premodern 
version of  reception when he argued 
that councils may err.

The nuance of  reception is impor-
tant. Nobody holds a bat over your 
head forcing you to accept Scrip-
tures, creeds, or dogmas. But in time 
it becomes inconceivable to be a 
Christian without them. This kind of  
acceptance is, in a curious twist, the 
most binding, with the highest claim 
on the church. The decisions of  offi-
cial ecclesiastical meetings are by 
contrast considerably lower and less 
important. In this light, it is hardly 
accurate to say that “the elcA” has 
“decided” to change teaching and 
practice on homosexuality. It mistakes 
both the subject (“the elcA”) and the 
nature of  church teaching. As long as 
the changed teaching is not received 
by all—as clearly it is not—the official 
decision remains only that, an official 
decision not received. Non-reception 
has been as important in the develop-
ment of  doctrine as reception. Staying 
with the body called the elcA, in order 
not to receive its false teaching, is a cru-
cial witness.

This call to stay with the straying 
elcA is therefore not a call to quies-
cent acceptance of  the new status quo. 
Official urging to stay together and 
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work on the “mission” of  the church is 
subtly asking for resigned obedience. 
This we must not do on any account. 
Staying means to stay and resist, for 
the sake of  the many souls who are 
subject to this jurisdiction and for the 
repentance of  those who have taught 
and acted badly. (Need it be said we 
ourselves must be in a constant state 
of  repentance?) We have entered a 
period of  ecclesiastical disobedience. 
There can be no more business as 
usual.

I am heartened to see how many 
cells of  resistance are springing up, 
both locally and nationally, while 
remaining within the body of  the 
elcA. They have many excellent sug-
gestions for practical resistance. I leave 
it to them—and to you—to discern the 
best political expression of  the theo-
logical commitments expressed here. 
I also hope to see new ecumenical 
alliances emerging across boundaries 
instead of  creating new boundaries. 
It may be that the crumbling of  old 
denominational structures is the ham-
mer of  God breaking down in prepa-
ration for the raising up of  something 
new beyond anyone’s imagination.

In short: there are too many souls 
in need of  salvation in the body called 
the elcA for the orthodoxy-inclined to 
abandon with a clean conscience. And 
there are too many options available 
for resistance and witness to justify 
outright schism.

The Matter of  Homosexuality Itself

All other ecclesiological considerations 
aside, the moral issue at hand requires 
further discussion. In the first place, 
it must be said that it is not wrong 
or unfaithful to talk about it, even to 
question traditional teaching. one 
can certainly do this without having a 
revisionist agenda in hand. As homo-
sexuals become increasingly public in 
our society; as more of  us know them 
personally; and as the dissimilarity 
between permanent monogamous 
couplings and the more violent or 
promiscuous forms of  homosexuality 
in the Scriptures becomes increasingly 

apparent, a thoughtful consideration 
of  all the issues involved is indeed the 
faithful response. The vote as orches-
trated in August violates this require-
ment on many levels. But the principle 
still stands.

More importantly, the arguments 
remain muddled. As I argued in a 
post on the lF website, there is a great 

difference between those who defend 
homosexual ordination and marriage 
from an antinomian point of  view 
(scriptural proscriptions don’t matter) 
and those who do so from an appre-
ciative re-reading of  the law (scriptural 
proscriptions don’t apply).6 The former 
view is strenuously to be resisted and 
reviled. The latter view deserves seri-
ous engagement. It seems to me that 
most people in favor of  changing pol-
icy regarding homosexuals are rather 
confused about this distinction. Far 
too many people still think the ques-
tion is fundamentally one of  welcome. 
Among those who hold to the tradi-
tional position, too, there is an array 
of  better, worse, and intolerable argu-
ments. And there are countless persons 
who simply don’t know what to think 
or feel one way or another. Except for 
a few noisy people on either side, we 
don’t have clearly drawn battle lines. 
It is much too soon to fire—if  firing is 
ever conceivably appropriate.

To dig even deeper, there are all 
kinds of  philosophical and theologi-
cal issues that underpin our disagree-
ments over homosexuality that have 
by no means been resolved. To list but 
a few:

What is the relationship 1. 
between “nature” and “God’s 
good creation”? Are they 
equivalent, radically other, or 

some messy combination of  
the two? If  the third, how do 
we tell them apart?
How do we understand 2. 
changes in practice and belief  
over time? What sort of  depar-
tures from previous practice 
are faithful growth into “all 
truth” (John 16:13) and which 
embrace “a different gospel” 
(Galatians 1:6)?
How do we discipline persis-3. 
tent sins? Can we discipline 
persistent sins—or any other 
kind of  sin—in such a divided 
church, where every sinner 
has the option to walk down 
the street to another church?

There are more, but these three are 
certainly enough to occupy us for 
years to come. Discussion on these 
issues and how they pertain to our 
understandings of  homosexuality has 
only barely begun. In this state of  gen-
eral confusion, I suspect that most of  
the faithful will opt for loyalty to their 
current congregation, thus by default 
the elcA. But if  the orthodox leave the 
elcA, these souls will be sheep without 
a shepherd. Should we choose purity 
of  community over the salvation of  
souls? This, we must surmise, Jesus 
would not do.

Enemy Love

Lutherans have always insisted that 
every doctrine of  the church must be 
keyed to the person and work of  Christ, 
our incarnate Lord and savior whose 
tremendous love for us led to his death 
on the cross, who was vindicated by 
his heavenly Father in the resurrection 
and whose new life is poured out upon 
us in the Holy Spirit’s gift of  justifying 
faith. We particularly insist that this 
great love of  Jesus Christ for us is not 
in any way premised on our worthi-
ness or righteousness. “The Scripture 
imprisoned everything under sin, so 
that the promise by faith in Jesus Christ 
might be given to those who believe” 
(Galatians 3:22). “While we were still 
sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 
5:8). More pointedly: “Christ died 

If  enemy love is the 
heart of  the gospel, 
then enemy love is 

also the heart 
of  the church.
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for the ungodly,” which is us (Romans 
5:6). This ever-astonishing good news 
keys all our other doctrines.

Ecclesiology is no exception, and so 
we are now faced with the bitter chal-
lenge—bitter as the wormwood and 
the gall—of  making our ecclesiologi-
cal decisions match our christological 
convictions. What does this mean? If  
enemy love is the heart of  the gospel, 

then enemy love is also the heart of  
the church. Jesus’ parable of  the tares 
and the wheats (Matthew 13) assures 
us that every church will have enemy 
tares growing up within it—and every 
church will have wheats, too. A breach 
of  fellowship is the same as saying, “I 
prefer my tares to your wheats.” But 
Jesus tells us to leave the separation to 
his heavenly Father.

“Enemy” is not just a dramatic 
figure of  speech here. I really mean 
enemies. Enemy love in our broken-
down church body means loving the 
very people you think are responsible 
for the breakdown, the ones who are 
hanging millstones around the necks 

of  little ones, the ones who are chang-
ing money in the temple. Love for our 
enemies cannot be arrogant or rude—
surely a real temptation at a time like 
this—and it cannot rejoice in wrong-
doing found in the enemy, an “Aha! I 
knew it!” kind of  schadenfreude, but a 
love that rejoices so much in the truth 
revealed to us through the Scriptures 
that the joy spreads even to the ene-
mies. This enemy love will be patient, 
even when results are slow or invisible. 
It will be kind, even in the face of  con-
tempt. “Love your enemies and pray 
for those who persecute you so that 
you may be sons of  your Father who 
is in heaven. For if  you love those who 
love you, what reward do you have? 
Do not even the tax collectors do the 
same? And if  you greet only your 
brothers, what more are you doing 
than others? Do not even the Gentiles 
do the same?” (Matthew 5:44–47).

Ultimately, you cannot object to the 
elcA on the grounds that it is failing 
to live up to Scripture and then pro-
ceed to behave in an anti-scriptural 
way yourself. You cannot accuse the 
elcA of  promoting a faulty ecclesi-
ology and then adopt it for yourself. 
The New Testament epistles preserve 
the constant pleas from the apostles 
to their churches erring both morally 
and doctrinally to come back to truth 

and righteousness. It is not necessary 
to respond by taking the violent, fel-
lowship-breaking, charity-destroying 
route of  schism. You don’t want to face 
the Lord on judgment day and say, “I 
broke fellowship with the unrighteous 
because I was sick of  dealing with 
them,” lest He say the same thing 
back to you! LF
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