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From the editor

Sarah Hinlicky Wilson
JoyFul exchAnges, PArt ii

Editor’s note: This article continues “Joyful Exchanges, Part i,” 
which appeared in the Summer 2010 issue of  lf.

Ethics

When we think of  Lutherans’ “favorite” books of  the New 
Testament, Romans, Galatians, and the Gospel of  John 
come to mind. But it’s a peculiar oversight that has never 
awarded ii Corinthians this distinction. The entire epistle 
unfolds the life-in-exchange of  the justified with Christ 
and neighbor. Consider the opening reflection after the 
greetings.

Blessed be the God and Father of  our Lord Jesus 
Christ, the Father of  mercies and God of  all comfort, 
Who comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may 
be able to comfort those who are in any affliction, 
with the comfort with which we ourselves are com-
forted by God. For as we share abundantly in Christ’s 
sufferings, so through Christ we share abundantly in 
comfort too. If  we are afflicted, it is for your comfort 
and salvation; and if  we are comforted, it is for your 
comfort, which you experience when you patiently 
endure the same sufferings that we suffer. Our hope 
for you is unshaken, for we know that as you share 
in our sufferings, you will also share in our comfort. 
(1:3–7; all citations from esv)

No one in the church ever stands alone, but always stands 
in the place of  the other as well. In Paul’s own highly emo-
tional and complex relationship with the flock at Corinth, 
he is sure that “my joy would be the joy of  all of  you” (2:3) 
and conversely “if  anyone has caused pain, he has caused it 
not to me, but… to all of  you” (2:5). Nevertheless, “anyone 
whom you forgive, I also forgive” (2:10).

The whole epistle continues in this vein. The exchange 
among the members of  the body is rooted, quite naturally, 
in their primary exchange with Christ. “For we who live 
are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that 
the life of  Jesus also may be manifested in our mortal flesh” 
(4:11). Jesus lives in our place, and we in his. “For the love 
of  Christ controls us, because we have concluded this: that 
one has died for all, therefore all have died; and he died for 
all, that those who live might no longer live for themselves 
but for him who for their sake died and was raised” (5:14–
15). And this exchange with Christ is again premised on a 
previous exchange, the foundational exchange, prophesied 
in Isaiah 53 yet still defying all expectation: “For our sake 
He made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him 
we might become the righteousness of  God” (5:21). We 
and Christ truly change places, as Luther explained, when 
our sin becomes his—when, in fact, he becomes our sin, 
and when his righteousness becomes ours—or rather, we 
actually become the righteousness of  God. But this hap-
pens through a savior who is crucified, and so the world is 
confused and misinterprets the evidence about us. “We are 
treated as impostors, and yet are true; as unknown, and yet 
well known; as dying, and behold, we live; as punished, and 
yet not killed; as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet 
making many rich; as having nothing, yet possessing every-
thing” (6:8b–10). So there is even an exchange of  external 
qualities as a consequence of  the Christian life.

In chapter eight, the specific ethical consequences of  
all these exchanges are spelled out to mean generous giv-
ing in support of  the struggling churches of  Macedonia. 
“For you know the grace of  our Lord Jesus Christ, that 
though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, 
so that you by his poverty might become rich… I do not 
mean that others should be eased and you burdened, but 
that as a matter of  fairness your abundance at the pres-
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ent time should supply their need, so 
that their abundance may supply your 
need, that there may be fairness” (8:9, 
13–14). Fairness does matter—the 
absolute imbalance between divine 
Lord and human sinner is not pre-
cisely repeated in human relations. 
Luther had sounded this note as well, 
insisting on the non-imitable divin-
ity of  Christ and the Christian’s call 
to supply this-worldly, not everlasting, 
needs. Paul even floats the idea later 
that he had “robbed other churches by 
accepting support from them in order 
to serve you” (11:8) when he preached 
the gospel to the Corinthians free of  
charge, underscoring his commitment 
to fairness. Granted these salutary 
restrictions of  fairness, it remains a 
leap of  faith, out of  the self  and into 
the other, to give generously now out 
of  one’s abundance on the off-chance 
of  eventual impoverishment, trusting 
that the recipient will, in due course, 
attend to one’s own need.

The exchange appears again in 
Paul’s little letter to Philemon.1 Paul is 
sending the runaway slave Onesimus 
back home, a risky enterprise indeed. 
But because Onesimus is now joined 
to Paul and Philemon alike in Christ, a 
new arrangement exists between them 
that was unimaginable before. Onesi-
mus is now not simply a slave but “my 
very heart,” as Paul puts it (v. 12). Phi-
lemon can no longer look at Onesimus 
in the old way because Paul’s heart is 
in the slave. Paul puts it baldly: “If  
you consider me your partner” (which 
Philemon evidently does) “receive 
him as you would receive me. If  he 
has wronged you at all, or owes you 
anything, charge that to my account” 
(vv. 17–18). Onesimus now stands in 
Paul’s place and Paul stands in One-
simus’s place. Philemon does not have 
the right or the luxury to ignore the 
exchange that has taken place. And all 
this happens in and through Christ.

This same exchange is at the very 
heart of  Jesus’ summary of  righteous 
behavior, famously nicknamed the 
Golden Rule: “So whatever you wish 
that others would do to you, do also 
to them, for this is the Law and the 

Prophets” (Matthew 7:12). Interest-
ingly, it almost always is applied in the 
inverse, more like, “Do not do to others 
what you would not have them do to 
you,” rather than what Jesus actually 
said. But there is a universe of  differ-
ence between this rule stated in nega-
tive and positive terms. The former is 
highly restrictive, hands-off, and tends 
toward self-interest. Don’t smack 
someone if  you don’t want to get 
smacked; don’t steal their toys if  you 
don’t want yours to get stolen. But the 
actual Golden Rule is infinite in scope 
and allows for, even demands, cre-
ativity. It is premised on the ability to 
imagine yourself  into another’s place. 
The self-serving failure of  imagina-
tion is close to the root of  sin. Think 
how quickly Adam sought to pass the 
buck onto Eve, conveniently forgetting 
his joyful cry of  recognition at his own 
flesh and bone in a partner fit for him. 
In his sin, he refused to put himself  
in her place, disrupting their original 
unity. Eating the apple was the origi-
nal sin against God; Adam denying 
his place with Eve was the original sin 
against humanity.

In this light, Augustine’s oft-
despised notions about original sin 
begin to make more sense. What he 
noticed about children, partly form-
ing and confirming his ideas about 
original sin, was not their outright 
malice—plenty of  children are pleas-
ant and sweet-tempered—but their 
egocentricity. Children have little or 
no innate sense of  charity or grace; 
they are natural-born legalists, operat-
ing in terms of  personal punishment 
and personal reward. Raising children 
means teaching them, through their 
equally natural desire to love and be 
loved, to curb their egocentricity by 
imagining themselves into the place of  
others. Think how often parents have 
to say, “How would you like it if…?” 
There is nothing more dangerous or 
alarming than an adult who has never 
learned to see behind or beyond his 
own desires. It’s the utter inability (or 
refusal) to make the imaginative leap 
of  exchange that permits the atrocities 
we know so well from history and cur-

rent events—rape, torture, destructive 
greed—as well as the petty cruelties 
that can make people’s private lives 
into a living hell. This is why sins 
against children verge on the unfor-
givable, for every adult was once a 
child and thus no adult has any excuse 
for failing to remember what it was 
like. The natural human tendency is 
to remain incurvatus in se; the work of  
parenting, civilization, and faith is to 
bend the curve in the other direction, 
widening the scope of  those into whose 
place we can imagine ourselves.2

Such a re-curving of  the imagina-
tion does not come easily, and there 
are certainly pitfalls along the way. 
For instance, I might well make the 
mistake of  giving my neighbor what 
I specifically want for myself  without 
consideration of  my neighbor’s own 
specificity. Ethical philosophers give 
this habit the amusing name of  the 
“dead mouse gift,” after the rodent 
deposited on the owner’s pillow by an 
adoring cat. Doing unto others is not a 
flat recreation of  myself  in every other 
person (which would be the ultimate 
egocentricity masquerading as kind-
ness) but rather suiting the details to 
the neighbor in an act of  loving atten-
tion. I must actually see my neighbor 
in order to make the exchange, I must 
listen to her, I must strive to grow in 
understanding.

For those who are habitually atten-
tive to those around them, however, 
two related dangers arise. One is over-
identifying with the other. I might so 
thoroughly attend to my neighbor 
as to annihilate myself, not in an act 
of  sacrificial love akin to Jesus’ but 
in an idolatrous obsession with the 
other that leads me to devalue the gift 
of  the self  that God made me to be. 
This relates to so-called “compassion 
fatigue,” when the self  is so depleted 
by other-centeredness that the giving 
self  is destroyed—which ultimately 
also destroys any further possibility of  
loving exchange. I am to be a Christ 
to my neighbor, but I also need my 
neighbor to be a Christ to me. The 
second danger is according my neigh-
bor’s desires more validity than they 
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really deserve. My neighbor is a sinner, 
just as I am, and thus may well desire 
wrongful and self-destructive things. 
Automatically granting my neighbor 
what he wants, on the assumption that 
this fulfills the exhortation to do as we 
would be done by, benefits him not at 
all.

However, this clarification, sound 
in principle, could easily lead to 
paternalism, presuming that all oth-
ers are mistaken about their good 
and only I am fit to judge that for 
them. This danger forces me to rec-
ognize that the imaginative exchange 
of  the Golden Rule is no occasion to 
become inwardly focused once more. 
The ethical life of  the Christian is not 
private business, parsed in secret with 
no reference to anyone else. Chris-
tians must constantly consult with one 
another, solicit opinions, weigh coun-
sel, seek greater and kinder wisdom 
in our dealings with one another. We 
learn from each other’s experiences 
and trials precisely insofar as we enter 
into them imaginatively ourselves and 
test them from within—living out the 
exchange even in the process of  ethi-
cal discernment.

Ecumenism

At the assembly of  the Lutheran World 
Federation this past July in Stuttgart, 
Germany, the global Lutheran com-
munity of  the year 2010 publicly and 
formally stated its regret and repen-
tance for sixteenth-century Lutheran 
complicity and participation in the 
execution of  sixteenth-century Ana-
baptists for their religious “crimes.” 
And not only that: the Lutherans of  
today asked the Mennonites of  today, 
who are heirs to the Anabaptist tra-
dition, for their forgiveness of  these 
ancestral sins.

How did this come about? It started 
with an ecumenical faux-pas. Dur-
ing the 1980 celebrations of  the 450th 
anniversary of  the Augsburg Confes-
sion, Lutherans invited other churches 
to join with them in public festivities. 
But the invited Mennonites couldn’t 
help but notice that the Augsburg 

Confession includes clauses stating 
that Lutherans condemn five errors 
explicitly attributed to Anabaptists. 
What Lutherans by and large didn’t 
realize is that the Mennonites consider 
themselves to be the direct heirs of  
sixteenth-century Anabaptists. Their 
present name comes from the early 
Anabaptist leader Menno Simons. In 
effect, the Lutherans had invited the 
Mennonites to celebrate their own 
condemnation!

Three national dialogues took place 
in the ensuing two decades (in France, 
Germany, and the u.s.) as a result of  
this misstep and eventually an inter-
national commission was established 
as well. Lutherans were eager to get 
to the meat of  the theological issues, 
as usual, especially since three of  the 
positions condemned are actually 
condemned by contemporary Men-
nonites as well, such as that “the Holy 
Spirit comes to human beings with-
out the external Word through their 
own preparations and works” (Ac 5). 
It turns out that Lutherans were not 
very well informed about early Ana-
baptism, which was a woolly and 
undefined movement in 1530, and 
never bothered to find out more accu-
rate information in the years to come. 
The two remaining condemnations 
still hit the target, though: against the 
Anabaptist rejection of  infant bap-
tism and of  Christians’ bearing of  the 
sword through government office (Ac 
9 and 16).

But as the dialogue conversations 
unfolded, it became clear that the 
past was intruding on the present, and 
not in a good way. The Mennonites 
remembered something that most 
Lutherans had long since forgotten: 
namely, that some sixteenth-century 
Lutheran theologians condoned the 
use of  violence, even capital punish-
ment, against the Anabaptists, and 
that some Lutheran princes took 
them at their word. These theologians 
include Luther and Melanchthon; the 
one notable exception was Johannes 
Brenz. In the end Lutherans were 
directly or indirectly responsible for 
the deaths of  about one hundred Ana-

baptists. Although figures are hard to 
establish with absolute certainty, it 
seems that around 2,500 Anabaptists 
were executed for religious “crimes” 
altogether. It should be noted that for 
at least a thousand years “rebaptism” 
had been a capital offense in the Holy 
Roman Empire, and this law was 
reasserted at the 1529 Diet of  Speyer 
condemning Anabaptists, just a year 
before the Augsburg Confession was 
penned. These persecutions are pre-
served in Mennonite memory through 
a big book called Martyrs Mirror, which 
details the stories of  Anabaptists 
who suffered and died for their faith, 
though it rarely specifies whether the 
persecutor was Lutheran, Reformed, 
Catholic, or something else. Martyrs 
Mirror is formative of  Mennonites the 
way the Small Catechism is of  Luther-
ans. It tells them what the faith means 
and what it could cost them.

Thus, in a move unique to this dia-
logue, the specific theological disputes 
had to be set aside so that another task 
could be undertaken first: retelling the 
history of  our communities, together, 
for the first time, each side holding 
the other accountable to truthfulness. 
Lutherans had to face their complicity 
with state violence. Mennonites came 
to realize that Lutherans were guilty 
of  considerably fewer Anabaptist exe-
cutions than they’d thought, though 
certainly a hundred such executions is 
a hundred too many. Both sides had to 
recognize the complications and mis-
understandings of  the sixteenth cen-
tury as well as the evolution of  both 
of  their churches in the centuries that 
followed.

Telling the truth was essential. But 
in the end the Lutherans deemed it 
wasn’t enough. The Lutherans real-
ized that if  they and the Mennonites 
were to have a future together, the 
Lutherans would have to admit pub-
licly the error of  their church in the 
past, apologize, and ask for forgive-
ness. The Mennonites did not ask 
for this; it was a free decision on the 
part of  the Lutherans. The Lutheran 
request for forgiveness has had in 
its turn a powerful impact on the 
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Mennonites. They have had to recon-
sider a longstanding victim mentality, 
resisting the urge to self-congratula-
tion at Lutheran expense and trying 
to imagine what a unified future could 
mean to a community that has always 
prided itself  on its separateness. 
Remarkably, right after the lwF assem-
bly unanimously voted in favor of  the 
action to repent and ask forgiveness, 
the Mennonite World Conference 
president, speaking on behalf  of  the 
large gathering of  Mennonites in 
Stuttgart as well as the global Menno-
nite community, publicly announced 
certainty in God’s forgiveness and the 
Mennonites’ own humble granting 
of  forgiveness to the Lutheran com-
munity. It was a moment that no one 
there present will ever forget.3

It should be clear that above and 
beyond any matters of  ecumenical 
diplomacy, profound theological pos-
sibilities dance around this apology. At 
the very least it messes with our notions 
of  time. No present-day Lutheran is 
guilty of  executing an Anabaptist for 
the latter’s religious “crimes.” Even 
if  God does “visit the iniquity of  the 
fathers upon the children to the third 
and fourth generation,” the statute 
of  limitations has long since expired 
on any theoretical descendent of  a 
sixteenth-century Lutheran offender. 
Likewise, no present-day Mennonite 
is the victim of  Lutheran religious 
persecution nor has any living mem-
ory of  such activity. So what can be 
the meaning of  Lutherans five hun-
dred years later asking for forgiveness? 
What can be the meaning of  Menno-
nites five hundred years later grant-
ing it? Implicit here is a relationship 
between the communities of  the past 
and our own present that defies ordi-
nary vision.

To extend Luther’s extension of  the 
joyful exchanges even further: in our 
historical recollection and recounting, 
we perform a joyful exchange with 
the past through memory and honor. 
Many a Lutheran is filled with a posi-
tive affection for Martin Luther and 
his wife Katharina as well (we even 
like to call her by her nickname Katie), 

yet we will never meet this man who 
died nearly five hundred years ago. It 
is with pride that we think of  Luther’s 
stand for the gospel; we tremble with 
him during his kidnapping after the 
Diet of  Worms and breathe a sigh 
of  relief  with him at being deposited 
safely in the Wartburg. We delight in 
his discovery of  married love and little 
children. Part of  being Lutheran is 
regularly to put ourselves in the place 
of  Luther and his early companions, 
with all their joys and sorrows. Wil-
liam Faulkner famously said, “The 
past is not dead. In fact, it’s not even 
past.” But one of  the reasons for this 
is our active reaching into it, putting 
ourselves there, making it our own.

Here then we encounter what is 
perhaps the severest threat posed by 
ecumenism and consequently one of  
the chief  causes of  ecumenical failure 
thus far. Ecumenism seems to ask us to 
sever the bonds of  historical affection 
and identification between us and our 
forebears. That is the same as asking 
for self-imposed solitary confinement. 
A community can’t survive that kind 
of  isolation from its own past.

And there is something deeply 
wrong, even unfaithful about such 
a request. The Christian faith itself  
demands engagement with the past. 
We place ourselves in the past during 
Holy Week observances, plodding our 
way toward Calvary, waiting in dark-
ness and silence, rejoicing at Mary 
Magdalene’s news of  the resurrec-
tion. We do the same when we hear 
the stories of  martyrs and confessors, 
probing ourselves to see whether we 
might have the courage to make the 
same sacrifice. We do the same at the 
Lord’s Supper. The idea that memorial 
excludes real presence is the intrusion 
of  alien, non-evangelical metaphysics 
into lived reality. “This” becomes “my 
body” exactly when we “do this for the 
remembrance” of  Christ, putting our-
selves in the company of  his disciples 
on the night in which he was betrayed. 
Memory and presence occur together; 
they don’t repel one another like oil 
and water.

A Christianity that remembered its 

roots in the people of  Israel would have 
no difficulty with this. Passover serves 
the same purpose, putting latter-day 
Jews in the place of  their ancestors in 
Egypt, bringing children into the cov-
enant. Moses declares to Israel on the 
brink of  entry into the promised land 
after forty years of  wandering, “You 
have seen all that the Lord did before 
your eyes in the land of  Egypt” (Deut- 
eronomy 29:2), even though that is lit-
erally untrue, since the whole point of  
the forty years of  wandering was to let 
the generation born in Egypt die out. 
But it is true all the same because the 
people of  Israel are always present at 
the Exodus, always witnesses of  God’s 
great act of  deliverance. The story of  
that past event is their present story.

This joyful exchange with the past 
is not, from a Christian perspective, 
the work of  an overactive imagina-
tion or perpetual disappointment with 
the present so chillingly character-
ized in Edward Arlington Robinson’s 
poem about “Miniver Cheevy, born 
too late.” Rather it is confessed in our 
Creed: “I believe in the Holy Spirit, 
the holy catholic church, the communion 
of  saints.” In and through the body 
of  Christ, Christians of  all time and 
every place are truly bound and con-
nected to one another. Their virtues 
are our virtues, and their sins are our 
sins. We in the church are not to dis-
tinguish ourselves carefully from other 
Christians of  whom we disapprove 
with a snide dismissal. This makes the 
love and unity of  the body of  Christ 
into a lie. We are to take responsibility 
for them, too, repent for them, witness 
to them, repair the body through this 
faithful communion instead of  break-
ing it down further.

Which means that it is not enough 
for Lutherans today to distance them-
selves from Lutherans in the past with 
the easy excuse, “We know better now; 
we disapprove; we have nothing to do 
with them.” In fact, we have much 
to do with our churchly ancestors, 
theologically, materially, and spiritu-
ally. We cannot sever ourselves from 
them, even in their sins, without los-
ing the entire faith they gave us in the 
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process. We need to do something 
much greater than dismissing them. 
We must offer the apology that they 
were not capable of  offering them-
selves.

The implications of  this historical 
exchange are enormous: for it might, 
after all, be possible to heal some of  
the wounds of  history. This is the 
hope and dream of  ecumenism. The 
only way forward, the only way to a 
real future together as Christians in 
one body, is to take the historical and 
metaphysical leap of  joyful exchange 
in asking forgiveness on behalf  of  our 
ancestors from a community equally 
removed from its own ancestors.

The great surprise of  this particu-
lar joyful exchange is that it’s actu-
ally through closer identification with 
our forebears that a closer identifica-
tion with each other becomes pos-
sible for the first time. The Lutheran 
request for forgiveness could not have 
happened without the cultivation of  
global Lutheran relationships, which 

are anchored in our common history 
in sixteenth-century Germany, or 
without close study of  the very theolo-
gians who have animated our spiritual 
life across time and space. Mennonites 
themselves have only rather recently 
rediscovered their Anabaptist fore-
bears—primarily since scholars have 
renamed the movement “the Radi-
cal Reformation,” acknowledging its 
greater integrity than was previously 
recognized. It was actually because 
the Mennonites drew closer to their 
ancestors that Lutherans remembered 
a forgotten sin and were able to repent 
of  it.

Thus an ecumenical future requires 
deep spiritual attention to history. 
And the case of  the Lutheran apol-
ogy to Mennonites offers hope that 
ecumenism need not destroy the 
life-giving exchange with the past. 
Strengthening the joyful exchange of  
the present with the past may in fact 
be the only way toward full reconcilia-
tion in the future. LF

Notes
1. I would like to give grateful credit to J. 

Ross Wagner at Princeton Theological Semi-
nary for first drawing my attention to this 
remarkable chiasmus of  love.

2. In this light, I’d much rather take Augus-
tine to task for his rejection of  the theater and 
other forms of  fiction. Certainly the brutality 
of  public spectacles in the late Roman world 
had a great deal to do with his criticism. But 
at their best (and quite often even in cases of  
mediocrity) the arts expand the moral imagi-
nation more than they corrupt it. For one of  
many examples, the movies of  Judd Apatow, 
replete with profane language and morally 
disgusting characters, actually testify to a pro-
foundly wholesome moral vision.

3. See Jeremy Bergen, “Toward the Con-
version of  Churches,” Canadian Mennonite 
14/1 (2010), available online at www.cana-
dianmennonite.org/vol14-2010/14-01/fea-
ture.php, and John D. Roth, “Lutherans and 
Mennonites Re-Remembering the Past,” lF 
Spring 2010. See also my own commentary 
on the lF website: www.lutheranforum.org/
blogs/tell-your-congregation-about-this-one/, 
www.lutheranforum.org/blogs/after-the-apol-
ogy-1/, and www.lutheranforum.org/blogs/
two-more-significant-ecumenical-speeches-at-
the-lwf-assembly/.


