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By Erik M. Heen

Abstract: This article describes the biblical hermeneutics that inform the Evangelical Lutheran Church in
America by comparing the ELCA’s tradition of biblical interpretation with that of the Lutheran Church-
Missouri Synod. It sets both against the great social and intellectual challenges of the early twentieth century,
including the modernist/fundamentalist controversy. One commonality that surfaces is that both church
bodies appropriated pre-modern hermeneutical impulses for “counter modern” biblical apologetics. In this
process the LC-MS privileged the period of Lutheran Orthodoxy (17* century) while the ELCA constructed
its hermeneutical paradigm through a recovery of the early Reformation (Luther). This observation suggests
that both interpretive trajectories need further historical as well as theological review and revision.
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A theology that claims with any right to rest on Luther’s
Reformation can never claim to be finished with the
theological task of hermeneutics.'

The bitter controversy over biblical interpretation
in the early twentieth century between the
Fundamentalists and the Modernists has left its
marks on the North American Protestant religious
landscape.” One legacy is that the American popular
Christian imagination has been left with the notion
that there are really only two ways to read the Bible.
One reads it either as a “conservative” or as a “lib-
eral.” One is either a fundamentalist and dogmatic-
ally committed to notions of inerrancy, infallibility,
and verbal inspiration, or one is a liberal and rejects
the literalist stance (and many traditional doctrines
of the church) in order to seek an understanding of
the Christian faith in the context of the modern
world. Since is often defined in
terms of the literalism encouraged by the Scottish
Common Sense realist tradition (and much evange-
lical Christianity),” “liberal” Christianity by default
becomes everything else which is not “Bible believ-
ing.” Or so runs the taxonomy. But, one might ask,

“Was Luther who had a ‘high’ understanding of the

“conservative”

inspiration and authority of Scripture yet, (a)
thought the ‘literal’ sense of Scripture was ‘Christ,”*
and was willing (b) to relegate Hebrews, James,
Jude, and Revelation to deutero-canonical status, a
‘conservative’ or a ‘liberal’?”

The example of Luther suggests that there might
be a different way of thinking theologically about the
Bible; one that is neither conservative nor liberal, but
a different kettle of fish altogether. This insight is not
new. In the 1930s, for instance, Henry Offermann
(1889-1953), a United Lutheran Church in America
(ULCA) theologian who taught New Testament at
The Lutheran Theological Seminary at Philadelphia

maintained:

... we realize today that there is upon us the
very important task to set forth before the
world the Lutheran attitude toward the
Scriptures. Though on the surface conserva-
tive Protestants seem in agreement as to the
Scriptures, there is a distinctive Lutheran
actitude. We agree neither with the liberal
attitude nor with the fundamentalist. ... Our
attitude  toward  the  Scriptures s
Christocentric. This puts upon us the impor-
tant task: (1) To emphasize the fact that for

Erik M. Heen is Professor of New Testament at The Lutheran Theological Seminary at Philadelphia. He is editor of the Hebrews volume of the
Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture series (Inter Varsity Press, 2005).



10 Dialog: A Journal of Theology ® Volume 45, Number 1 ® Spring 2006

all of us with our whole heart there is no other
authority and rule in faith and life than the
Holy Scriptures. (2) We must state anew our
Lutheran attitude toward the Scriptures from
the Christocentric point of view. The

Scriptures are more than the historical record
of God’s revelation in Christ. The Word of
God has a center, Christ Himself.”

As a teacher of Bible at the same seminary at
which Offermann once worked, I have often wished
that I could recommend to my students a work that
describes how the tradition of biblical interpretation
that informs The Evangelical Lutheran Church in
America (ELCA) represents something quite differ-
ent than either of the reductionist caricatures of the
“conservative” or “liberal” approaches that are main-
tained in the American culture at large. Joseph
Sittler’s The Doctrine of the Word in the Structure of
Lutheran Theology (1948) is the last attempt along
these lines of which I am aware. Sittler’s work is in
many ways a masterful treatment of the subject; yet
much has changed in the hermeneutical landscape in
the last sixty years. Sitter’s historical review, for
instance, is not well informed about the Lutheran
Orthodoxy of the late sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries.

Five Challenges

The present article begins to address this lack of an
in-depth description and analysis of the theological
traditions that inform the ELCA’s current under-
standing of Scripture. To do so, it is necessary to
place the traditions of the ELCA within wider
American Lutheranism, as well as the even larger
and more complex phenomenon of American
Protestantism. A project of this scope presents
many challenges. I list five:

1. The ELCA, which came into being in 1988, is
the result of a complex history of prior mergers.
The church bodies that came together repre-
sented significantly different local cultures as
well as distinctive hermeneutical traditions.®
This merger history explains, in part, the findings

of a recent faith practices survey made in the
ELCA, which notes, “For better or worse,
ELCA Lutheranism is made up of several distinct
faith practice groups, each with its own way of
believing and relating to the church.””

. A second challenge cuts in the opposite direction

from adequately mapping the hermeneutical
plurality that exists in the ELCA. When one
looks out across the contemporary North
American landscape, the ELCA represents only
one of two large Lutheran church bodies. The
other is the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod
(LC-MS). In contrast to the complicated merger
history of the ELCA, the LC-MS has maintained
its institutional identity since its founding in
1847. Even though there is a great diversity
within the ELCA (and a corresponding diversity
in the LC-MS) when you look at the churches as
a whole, especially with regard to their official
statements, it is clear that the Bible is approached
very differently in the two church bodies. For
instance, on the basis of their styles of reading
the Bible, the predecessor bodies of the ELCA
began to ordain women in 1970. Missouri still
does not.® Some account must be given of the
difference between the ELCA and LC-MS. To
the extent that this becomes the focus of study,
the internal plurality of faith practices in both
churches will become less evident.

. A third challenge has to do with getting at exactly

how ordinary Lutherans have used the Bible
through the twentieth century. It is relatively
easy to chart out what the official statements of
the various Lutheran church bodies have been.” It
is something else to get at how the Bible has
functioned in the life of individual Christians.
How did real flesh and blood Lutherans read
the Bible 100 years ago? How did they 50 years
ago? How are Lutherans reading the Bible today?

. Although many current theological curricula dis-

tinguish between the areas of “biblical studies”
and “systematics,” such a clear division of aca-
demic specialties is lacking untl relatively
recently.'® When one chooses to study the way
in which the Bible was interpreted among
Lutherans in all periods but the recent past, one
is inevitably drawn into doctrinal issues.'" This is
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because Lutheran confessional literature is itself
construed as the church’s authoritative exposition
of Scripture. The Lutheran theological tradition
posits that the confessional material compiled in
the Book of Concord (1580), in particular the
Augsburg Confession (1530),"* are normative
expressions of the faith of the church catholic
because (quia) they correctly interpret scripture.'?
Complicating the interrelationship between
confessional theology and biblical interpretation
is the fact that the Lutheran confessional litera-
ture has no distinct article on scripture as, for
example, the Reformed tradition does.'® Distinct
Lutheran formulations that spell out precisely the
nature of inspiration, the limitation of the canon,
how the Word of God (Christ pre-existent, incar-
nate, crucified and risen) and the Bible are to be
distinguished but not separated from one another
are, therefore, built upon arguments from the
silence of the confessions on these points."
More than one argument has been constructed
to fill in the lack of a precise doctrine of scripture.
This multiplicity of response is, in turn, due to
the fact that there is a range of interpretations
among scholars with regard to how best to under-
stand the Reformation tradition itself. This is
the case in many basic and critical issues. For
instance, the discussion continues as to how best
to describe Luther’s own understanding of bibli-
cal inspiration and the authority of Scripture.®
A consensus also is lacking with regard to how
best to describe the changes in biblical interpreta-
tion that were introduced by those that followed
Luther, e.g., Melanchthon and, particularly, the
seventeenth-century  orthodox  dogmaticians.
Such historical foci of study beg the more funda-
mental questions: “In what manner is a recovery
either of Luther’s understanding of the Bible or
that of the seventeenth-century theologians, both
of which reflect pre-modern ways of construing
experience, to be appropriated in the contempor-
ary Lutheran church in order to interpret the
Bible?” Similarly, “How is the contemporary
church to approach its sixteenth-century con-
fessional documents?” Although one’s primary
interest might be the recent past (e.g., the

twentieth century), the subject of biblical

interpretation in the Lutheran church leads one
back to the period of the early Reformation as
well as through the intervening centuries. Just
below the surface of any attempt to track recent
Lutheran usages of the Bible, then, lies pro-
foundly important but exceedingly complex his-
toriographical and hermeneutical issues.

5. Finally, one must analyze how the notions about
the Bible that have been at play in the larger
American culture—that are not specifically
Lutheran—affect the way Lutherans think about
the Bible. Of primary importance here is the
distinction between “conservative” and “liberal”
expressions of the faith, a distinction that is con-
tinually being reconstructed in many different
forums that range from the popular media to
scholarly discussions. I am persuaded that this
conservative/liberal distinction that comes so
instinctually to many of us in North America is
an unhelpful way of thinking about these
things.'” Tt confuses and obscures more than it
clarifies. I am also among those who share the
belief that, when it comes to the Bible, there are
no true conservatives left in America. There have
not been any for some time. The old way of
reading the Bible, where its truths were both
self-evident and resonated harmoniously with
the larger cultural worldview was, even by the
1930s, rarely to be found.'®

The Scriptural Principle of “Old
Lutheranism”’

Given such challenges, what can be said about how
the Bible was interpreted among Lutherans in
America in the twentieth century and will be in the
twenty-first? The first and lasting impression that
strikes the historian is the amazing development
that took place, within the theological tradition
that became the ELCA, in a very short period of
time. The generation that spanned the period from
1930 to 1970 saw the most change. In 1930, no
American Lutheran church had yet committed itself
publicly to an understanding of Scripture that clearly
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distanced itself from the traditional approach that
had been in place for three hundred years. By 1970
the divisions were public and clear. To understand
the nature of this change, one must ask the question,
“What was the ‘traditional’ view of Scripture that
became increasingly problematic for many Lutherans
in America?”

It was in the seventeenth century—or about a
hundred  years Luther—that  “Lutheran
Orthodoxy” developed. This style of theology is

also called “Lutheran Scholasticism” because of the

after

deep influence of the philosophical categories of
Aristotle upon its thought. Unfortunately, there is
no comprehensive study of the largely untranslated
Latin works from this period of Lutheran hermeneu-
tics to rival Richard Muller’s magisterial revisionist
appraisal of Reformed Orthodoxy.'” For many in
North America, Henrich Schmid’s compendium of
seventeenth-century Lutheran orthodox theology has
provided what little acquaintance of primary texts
one might have from this era.*’

I will reduce the elegance of Lutheran Orthodoxy
by focusing on the one aspect of its scriptural prin-
ciple that has most often come under criticism, i.e.,
the claim that the Scriptures are inerrant, in all
matters, scientific as well as soteriological. The
Lutheran theologian Quenstadt, who died in 1688,

is often quoted as articulating clearly this doctrine:

The canonical Holy Scriptures in the original
text are the infallible truth and free from every
error, or in other words, in the canonical
Holy Scriptures there is found no lie, no
falsity, no error, whether in the things or in
the words; but all things, and each single one,
that are handed down in them are the most
true, whether they pertain to doctrine or mor-
als or history, chronology, topography, or
nomenclature; no ignorance, no thoughtless-
ness or forgetfulness, no lapse of memory, can
or dare be ascribed to the amanuenses of the
Holy Ghost in their penning of the sacred
writing. [Systema 1, 551].%!

So wrote Quenstadt in the 1600s. In 1915, Jacob
Stub of the Norwegian Synod could write of the
doctrine of verbal inspiration, “Today almost the
entire Lutheran church of America holds to this
belief.”?? Even in 1930, Quenstadt’s formulation of

the doctrine of the inspiration and the infallibility of
Scripture remained deeply entrenched, not only at
the popular level, but also among theologians of
various Lutheran church bodies that made up at
least two of the three major strains of American
Lutheranism at the time.?® Yet, within a single gen-
eration, a quite different way of approaching the
Bible would become commonplace in the church
bodies that were, in time, to become the ELCA.
One enduring icon of this change is the ordination
of women to the pastoral office in 1970. In the Old
Lutheran approach it was impossible to entertain a
doctrine of ministry that included women clergy. It
seemed self-evident that Scripture taught with clarity
that women could not hold such an office in the
church. The proof texts (dicta probantia) were found
in such passages as 1 Cor 14:34 and 1 Timothy
2:11.%

The decisions of the ELCA predecessor churches
in 1970, in national votes of their memberships, to
ordain women, indicates the sea change that had
occurred with respect to the way the Bible was
interpreted by a significant number of Lutherans in
North America. This change is confirmed by the fact
that the term “inerrant,” which had long been used
to describe the essence of the Bible, in many prior
church bodies, disappeared in the new ELCA church
constitution written in 1988. Yet, the question must
be asked, how well integrated are the changes? To
what extent does the hermeneutical shift symbolized
by the ordination of women extend throughout the
church membership of the ELCA?

Recent Poll Data

A poll conducted among ELCA Lutherans in 2001
revealed statistics that may strike some as surpris-
ing.”> When asked to choose from various state-
ments the one that came closest to describing their
feelings about the Bible, 22 percent of respondents
picked, “The Bible is the actual word of God and is
to be taken literally, word for word.” 51 percent
chose, “The Bible is the inspired word of God. It
contains no errors, but some verses are to be taken
symbolically rather than literally.” Only 23 percent
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picked, “The Bible is the inspired word of God, but
it may contain historical and scientific errors.” In
other words, in 2001, 73 percent of the ELCA
respondents indicated they held a biblical position
that is similar to that articulated by Old Lutheran
theology. In the ELCA, at the turn of the twenty-
first century, there was both evidence of a radical
shift in the way the Bible was engaged during the
twentieth century (witnessed by the ordination of
women) and evidence of the persistence of a more
traditional Bible piety.

The contradictory information about how the
Bible is actually interpreted by ordinary church
members does not stop here. There is a general
sense, among many, that the Bible is being increas-
ingly marginalized in the Lutheran church. A 1996
Gallup poll that took the pulse of America’s religion
in general similarly noted that there was a “glaring
lack of knowledge about the Bible, basic doctrines,
and the traditions of one’s church.”*® Yet, oddly, the
2001 ELCA survey referred to above notes that
almost 50 percent of the respondents read their
Bible at least once a week.”” This data receives
confirmation in the 1996 Gallup poll that indicates
that there had been a significant increase in Bible
reading over the previous 20 years in the United
States.”®

How is one to reconcile the discontinuity
between poll data that indicate: (a) a “glaring lack
of knowledge” concerning the Bible; and (b) a
robust engagement with the Bible among the
ELCA membership as well as other faith commu-
nities? One way into understanding such conflicting
data begins by noting that throughout the twentieth
century it has been consistently voiced that the
authority of the Bible, as well as a basic knowledge
of its contents, was in rapid decline in the Lutheran
church.?” The decidedly non-Lutheran Henry David
Thoreau, who died in 1861, perhaps best epitomizes
this line of rhetoric when he quipped, “... notwith-
standing the universal favor with which the New
Testament is outwardly received ... I know of no
book that has so few readers.”” The problem of the
perceived marginalization of the Bible in the life of
the church, then, can be traced back to the begin-
nings of the twentieth century, and beyond. From
well as other

this perspective, Lutherans as

Protestants, it seems, have long revered the Bible
more than they have read it.”’

Yet if 50 percent of the ELCA membership read
their Bibles on a weekly basis in 2001, why does the
perception that the Bible is “no longer” central to
the life of the Lutheran church endure? Why is
there this sense that the Bible is not being
engaged when—even in 2001—polls tell us, people
continued to have a high understanding of the
inspiration of the Bible, its authority, and engage
it regularly?

The Demise of Biblical Civilization

The answer to this question, I believe, lies in the
deep changes that American society underwent in
the 1920s and 1930s. While the frequency of Bible
reading may have stayed steady through the twenti-
eth century and even increased toward its end, the
surrounding social context of this reading shifted
radically during that century, to the extent that the
world of the Bible and the world of dominant North
American culture became realities of a different
order. The Bible became a book from a different
time and different place; a book that was increas-
ingly difficult to apply in one’s own life. So,
although the Bible was read, and with great interest,
increasingly few were able to discern, with clarity,
exactly how these Scriptures were to be the rule, the
norm, the guide to contemporary Christian faith
and life. This gap between the Bible and its readers
had not always been there. There was a time in the
United States when people read the Bible and the
truth content of it was self-evident, and its applica-
tion seemed more straightforward.”® Up through
much of the 1800s, historians of the nineteenth
century tell us, a broadly evangelical Protestant con-
sensus powerfully gripped mainstream American
culture, a consensus that was “very much a product
of common assumptions about what the Bible is and
teaches.””

In trying to get at when and why this Bible-based
cultural consensus unraveled, Grant Wacker notes
the following:
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For ordinary people the 1920s and 1930s
seem to have been the decisive years of transi-
tion. In 1924, when [the sociologists] Robert
and Helen Lynd were doing their inidal field-
work in “Middletown,”. .. most people claimed
to believe in the exclusiveness of Christianity,
the certainty of heaven and hell, the sacredness
of the Bible, and the divinity of Jesus. When the
Lynds returned a decade later, however, they
found that the old belief had deteriorated to
what they called an “unalert acceptance” of
[Other historians]
who have made it their business to see
American region in the long perspective—
have similarly concluded that the 1920s and
1930s were a watershed. The average person
did not disavow the Bible so much as simply
abandon it. By the end of the 1930s, to
borrow a phrase from Conrad Wright,
Americans had grown accustomed to using
“a secular rather than a theological vocabulary

traditional verities ....

when issues really secem[ed] worth arguing
about.”**

I would modify these observations slightly. It was not
so much that church people abandoned their Bibles.
They kept reading them. Yet the reading was not as
before. Replacing the comfort that the Bible had
given, the reassurance that one’s life fell under the
well-ordered providence of God, was a new anxiety,
perhaps not easily articulated, that the old truths were
no longer as secure as they had once been.

The orthodox notion that the Scriptures were
inerrant in all matters became increasingly proble-
matic as scientific discoveries of the seventeenth,
eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries continued to
widen the gap between the biblical world and ours.
As long as no real discrepancies were perceived
between the world of the Bible and the contempor-
ary world, the scriptural position of Lutheran ortho-
doxy was reasonable. However, the insistence of the
inerrancy of Scripture in all matters becomes increas-
ingly an irrational belief when confronted with the
discoveries that the earth was not the center of the
solar system, that its life span was of the order of
billions and not a mere 6,000 years; that Adam and
Eve had to be squared somehow with Darwin; that
the apparent cultural suppositions of the New
Testament were perhaps not valid for all time (in,

for instance, the ranking of man over woman; of free
over slave; of Christian over all others); that the
moral code (articulated in the OT and refined in
the New) was problematic in some details in the
modern world.?> Once such problems surfaced, it
was difficult to read the Bible in the same old way.
The increasingly complex accommodations that
were needed to bring biblical texts into harmony
with the discoveries of modernity became too daunt-
ing for many to master with confidence.

The Watershed of the 1930s

The observations of American church historians that
the 1930s were a watershed decade in the way people
related to the Bible is confirmed by a reading of the
Lutheran material from the early twentieth century.
There are few indications in the first two decades of
the twentieth century that the Old Lutheran scrip-
tural stance was perceived as problematic by the
majority of church folk. This was the case for a
variety of reasons. Let me list two:

1. The training of clergy in most of the seminaries
of the various Lutheran church bodies was still
deeply traditional and informed by the great
dogmatic treatments of the seventeenth century.
The style of preaching and pastoring was deeply
permeated by this theology. The historical-criti-
cal approach to the scriptures was not to be
found at any Lutheran seminary in the United
States.>® The first very cautious introductions of
historical-critical exegetical method, in the twen-
tieth century,”” occurred among ULCA profes-
sors at the very end of the 1920s.%®

2. The energy of the various Lutheran churches in
the first decades of the twentieth century was
directed at the practical needs of the still rapidly
growing immigrant communities. The demands
upon the church had more to do with meeting
the challenges of organizing new churches, col-
leges, seminaries, and responding to the need for
clergy. The big decline in immigration did not
occur until the 1930s; the construction of a new
theology was not a high priority up to this point.*”
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Many Lutherans in America in the early twen-
tieth century did not feel the need to depart from
the old ways of thinking because they were living
in small local cultures that were relatively isolated
from the larger world.*° Soon, however, such
cultural isolation would end. World War I,
among other disruptive forces, made it impossi-
ble to live in the same way as before. Increasingly,
English became the language of the church in
those areas of the country where German or
Norwegian or Swedish or Finish or Danish had
recently sufficed.*' The succeeding generations of
immigrants—born in  America—experienced,
often, a different kind and level of education
than had their parents.*” Communication and
transportation technology evolved rapidly, chan-
ging the nature of the flow of information.
Urbanization was a constant and increasing
trend.*® Upward mobility was a clearly expressed
value, and this entailed the prestige of higher
education. In colleges, the larger world was
experienced.** The old way of reading the
Bible, that had been a part of the seamless experi-
ence of a worldview where the age of the earth
was fixed, where this planet was the center of
God’s infinite concern, and that assumed that
human nature had not much changed since the
days when Jesus and Paul proclaimed the gospel,
was no longer so effortless. Gradually and quietly,
the old way of reading the Bible would become
more of a cultural rarity.*’

Although for many American Lutherans the
perception of what constituted the wider world
changed radically in the years after World War I,
it is important to note that the scriptural prin-
ciple as articulated by the Old Lutherans did not
disappear with the epistemology that had given
it life. The old doctrine of scripture has been
maintained—although with hardship—by a sig-
nificant minority in the ELCA up to the present
day. It is still the official position of the
Missouri Synod, the Wisconsin Synod, as well
as other smaller Lutheran church bodies. Yet,
even though the old doctrine has been retained,
the larger social context—American culture—no
longer supports it or is informed by it as was the
case in the decades before 1930.

To maintain a belief in the verbal inspiration
and inerrancy of the Bible after 1930 necessarily
meant that the Bible must be read in ways the
seventeenth-century orthodox could never have
imagined. The Old Lutheran scriptural principle
had been formulated, in part, to give voice to the
belief that there could be no fundamental contra-
diction between God’s revelation through nature,
and through the Bible.*® God’s Word was the
creative agent behind both. Yet, the retention of
the Old Lutheran scriptural principle in the mod-
ern church actually led to the irony that the revela-
tion of God in these two spheres—nature and the
Bible—are constantly at odds with one another.
To maintain a belief in the scriptural principle of
Old Lutheranism increasingly demanded a sacrifi-
cium intellectus—a sacrifice of the intelligence—as
the twentieth century wore on.”’

The Old Lutheran approach to Scripture
evolved into something quite different, then, bosh
among those that held on to it, and among those
who found it no longer to be a helpful way of
interpreting the Bible. What came to replace the
Old Lutheran way, among those who found its
doctrine no longer tenable? How was it managed?

There are two aspects to this chapter of the
story. One part of it has to do with an ongoing
critique that was leveled at the Old Lutheran
position, to indicate its weaknesses; the other
effort was constructive and was directed to build-
ing meaningful connections across the gap
between the Bible and modern American culture
that had opened up in the twentieth century.

Criticism of the Scriptural Principle
of Old Lutheranism

I mention three aspects of criticism leveled upon the
Old Lutheran scriptural position that evolved from
within wider Lutheranism:

First, the primary weakness of the Old Orthodox
scriptural position, as already noted, was seen to lie its
inability to deal effectively with 300 years of truths
established by scientific and historical research,
including that research done on the Bible itself.
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Second, in opposition to the Old Lutheran
assumption that theology, once its truths were cor-
rectly articulated, need never change,*® the New
Lutherans were committed to the ideal that each gen-
eration should formulate the doctrines of the church
in its own contemporary terms. Why, it was asked,
should a seventeenth-century use of Aristotelian scho-
lastic categories determine how one in the twentieth
century understands the doctrines of the church? It is
important to note that, in this advocacy for a new
expression of the faith, there was initially never any
thought that the articulation would be anything but
orthodox, that is, guided by the ancient rule of faith.
The fundamental doctrines of the church (i.e., the
trinity, the two natures of Christ, the doctrine of
original sin, the atonement effected by the death of
Christ, the centrality of justification) were never at
stake. What was under dispute was the way in which
these doctrines were to be interpreted in the modern
church and the manner in which they were thought to
be derived from the Bible.

Third, the new theologians consistently claimed
that the orthodox dogmaticians had a tendency to
reduce the nature of faith itself to a set of proposi-
tions or facts that must be believed. In the Old
Lutheran systematics, once one accepted the assump-
tion that the Scriptures were inerrant, various doc-
trines (in propositional form) were identified in the
Bible for which intellectual assent was demanded.
This theological ethos had long been critiqued by
Lutheran pietists who thought the heart had been
taken out of faith by the scholastic method ortho-
doxy employed. The New Theologians picked up
this pietist critique and carried it forward. In the
appropriation of this critique, however, there was
little reflection concerning how adequate was the
pietist characterization of Old Lutheranism as dry,
mechanical, and unduly noetic.

The Approach to Scripture in New
Lutheranism

In order to construct a new way reading the Bible for
the twentieth century, the new theologians gathered
tools from many quarters. I mention here five.

1. Of primary importance was the recovery of the
biblical theology of the early Reformation, pri-
marily that of Luther. At the beginning of the
twentieth century, much American Lutheran
theology accepted as a given that the seventeenth
century had provided the church with an accurate
interpretation of both Luther and the confes-
sional writings that make up the Book of
Concord. This was soon to change. Beginning
in Germany in the nineteenth century, Luther’s
own writings again became the subject of intense
study. This research, driven in part as a critique
of orthodoxy, revealed that Luther’s approach to
Scripture differed significantly from that of the
seventeenth century. Luther simply did not
equate the Word of God with the Bible in the
same way as did the orthodox fathers. For Luther,
the Word of God was understood to be—first
and foremost—rnot the Bible, but Christ, cruci-
fied and risen. This Word of God, this Christ,
was to be found in the active proclamation of
the Gospel, a proclamation that sought out
people where they were, in the midst of their
lives, and claimed them in body and spirit as
well as mind.

The new Luther research also discovered that,
in the early Reformation, the discussion about
the extent of the canon was open in ways it was
not in the seventeenth century. Luther’s under-
standing of the Gospel—as that Word of God
that “urges” Christ (was Christum treibet) upon
the world—and his knowledge of the early
church’s questioning of the status of some of
the contents of the canon (what the tradition
calls the antilegomena), allowed Luther to relegate
entire books of the Bible to a secondary status.
Most famous is his negative opinion of the book
of James, but he also doubted the apostolicity of
other individual books.

With the rediscovery of Luther also came a
new appreciation for his understanding of the
Word of God encountered as both Law and
Gospel. Orthodox Lutheranism, especially as
carried forward by LC-MS in North America,
had always stressed the distinction between
Law and Gospel.”” The dynamic, however,
was employed in a new way among some
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Lutherans in the twentieth century. As Law,
the Word reveals to us who we are and the
depth of our sin; as Gospel, it forgives us and
grants us new life. The Word of God, then,
both kills and makes alive, it is both cross and
resurrection, judgment and redemption. If this
Word is to be effective as Law and Gospel, the
New Lutherans thought, it needs to confront
Sin in similar terms as do ordinary people, in
the real world of everyday experience. It is not
enough to go to the Bible and simply search
for what is Law and Gospel in that book.”
Here too, in the recovery of Luther’s under-
standing of Law and Gospel, a way was seen to
break through the more rigid application of
the seventeenth-century hermeneutic that equa-
ted the books of the Bible with the Word
of God.

. Increasingly, there was a shift in the way the Bible
itself was approached in the seminaries of the
church. The historical-critical approach to the
Bible, introduced very cautiously in the late
1920s in the UCLA, within a generation was
widely used. This new method was seen as a
way of opening up the Bible, to recover the
great diversity of its witness and the dynamic,
inventive quality of primitive Christian faith.
Once historical-criticism became the accepted
methodology, the Old Lutheran approach to
scripture that was based on totally different
assumptions (e.g., the unity of Scripture), was
no longer possible in principle. In time, even
the centrality of the doctrine of justification
came under attack by certain Lutheran exegetes.’!
. The use of historical-critical methodology and
the resultant recovery of a variety of biblical
theologies made possible a new openness for
engagement by Lutherans.”® Tt
allowed exegetes from different faith traditions

ecumenical

to pursue a common study of Scripture. Here
the church was also reflecting the ideal advocated
by the academic study of the Bible. Krister
Stendahl, a Lutheran New Testament exegete
who taught at Harvard Divinity School, in an
influential article on “Biblical Theology” written
in 1962, strongly advocated that biblical exegesis
was properly a “descriptive” enterprise. Exegesis

needed to restrict itself to a discovery of “What a
text meant’ in its original historical situation
rather than “What it means” to the contemporary
church. All historically trained scholars, of what-
ever faith perspective—or none at all—could
participate in this task.””

4. In addition to the recovery of Luther and the use
of new historical methodologies, the New
Lutheran approach to Scripture also relied upon
the resources long associated with Pietism.
Though Pietism never abandoned the classic doc-
trines of the church, the emphasis was placed on
the actual experience of the believer of regenera-
tion through Christ, i.e., on what might be called
the “existential” dimension of the life of the
believer. This existential interest—understood in
terms of the new life in Christ—was taken for-
ward by the new Lutheran theologians.>* It dove-
tailed with the recovery of the work of Seren
Kierkegaard as well as the philosophy of existen-
tialism that was then fashionable.”

5. The same period that saw the evolution of a new
Lutheran way of looking at scripture in America,
also saw the flowering of the wider theological
movement of Neo-Orthodoxy. This movement is
most often connected with such theologians as
Karl Barth and Emil Brunner. Although the Neo-
Lutheran theologians took issue with aspects of
Neo-Orthodoxy, they shared its commitment
that no return to the Old Orthodoxy’s under-
standing of scripture, as inerrant and verbally
inspired, was possible.

Conclusion

The basic story line of how the Bible functioned
among twentieth century Lutherans is not compli-
cated. At the beginning of the twentieth century, the
differences among the extant Lutherans church
bodies with respect to their approach to the Bible,
while not insignificant, were not construed as parti-
cularly problematic. This is because all Lutheran
bodies in America were shaped, to greater or lesser
degree, by the grand systematic constructions of
Lutheran Orthodoxy. There were that

issues
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separated individual theologians across the various
church bodies with regard to the use and under-
standing of scripture (e.g., how one understood the
issue of inspiration),56 but most would argue that
such differences did not diminish the strong conti-
nuity with the scriptural principle as articulated by
the orthodox dogmaticians. The one exception here,
perhaps, is among Eastern Lutherans (i.e., the
General Synod, the General Council).”” By the end
of the twentieth century, however, two distinctive
traditions of interpretation had emerged, one repre-
sented by the ELCA and one represented by the
LC-MS.

One common way to describe the differences
between these two traditions is to note that, while
the LC-MS continues to value highly the doctrinal
developments of the period of Lutheran Orthodoxy
and sees in them a proper articulation of the con-
fessional tradition, the ELCA approaches the seven-
teenth-century doctrinal codifications with a
hermeneutic of suspicion, allowing itself rather to
be shaped by the recovery of the theological herme-
neutic of Luther that occurred in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. This characterization of
the difference between the ELCA and Missouri is,
to a certain extent, justified. In many ways, the
story of how Lutherans in America in the twentieth
century came to regard the Bible is the story of how
some remained committed to the “Old Lutheran”
understanding of the Bible, and how some were led
to develop theological resources discovered by a
historical-critical study of the early Reformation as
well as the Bible, resources that were found to speak
in new ways to the increasingly ecumenically open
Lutheran church of the post World War II era. Yet
some questions need to be raised with regard to the
adequacy of this received tradition.

A historical that
Missouri in terms of a repristination of seven-

narrative characterizes
teenth-century dogmatics and the ELCA in terms
of a fresh and objective recovery of Luther’s six-
teenth-century hermeneutic, does not adequately
describe how the Bible functioned among either
American Lutheran group at the turn of the
twenty-first century. Such a view not only distorts
both theological traditions (i.e., both that of
orthodoxy as well as the one based on the modern

recovery of “Luther”), but perhaps more impor-
tantly, does not adequately acknowledge the great
changes that occurred in wider American culture
in the twentieth century and the corresponding
shifts that occurred in the biblical apologetics of
both theological traditions.

Both  Missouri’s re-appropriation of Old
Lutheranism and the ELCA’s “New Lutheranism”
represent responses to the encounter with modernity
experienced first at the grassroots level by many
Lutherans first only in the 1920s and 1930s. The
biblical theologies that evolved in both Missouri and
the ELCA in the twentieth century are, then, both
“counter modern,” though in different ways. The
biblical hermeneutics of both Missouri and the
ELCA, as different as they are, represent appropri-
ations of pre-modern Lutheran traditions in an
attempt to respond to the new way of construing
experience  that suddenly upon
Lutherans in the early twentieth century. As such,
they share more in common than might first strike

came many

the eye.

The project of constructing a Lutheran biblical
hermeneutic that more self-consciously deals with
the great sociological and intellectual changes that
occurred in North American society lies largely
ahead of us. The first step, it seems to me, to con-
structing an adequate Lutheran hermeneutic for the
twenty-first century is an analysis of the various
changes that occurred in the twentieth century, an
analysis that is willing to criticize both “counter
modern” interpretive streams (i.e., LC-MS and
ELCA) that evolved. This article represents the
beginning of such work.

Unless new energy is given to this descriptive
task and further constructive work is done to bring
the world of the Bible and the social world(s) of the
contemporary Lutheran churches in North America
on better speaking terms, it may be irrelevant
whether or not people continue to read their
Bibles. In either case it may appear, to people
both outside and within the Lutheran church, that
the Bible has simply vanished from our midst. One
will then be left with the reductionist liberal/con-
servative dichotomy, a hermeneutical paradigm that
is inadequate to the task at hand. In the last analy-
sis, H. Offermann’s imperative is as urgent today as
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it was when first articulated some two generations
ago: “We must state anew our Lutheran attitude
toward the Scriptures from a Christocentric point
of view.”
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