
Response to ‘A Covenant to Promote Biblical Renewal within the 
Lutheran Church of Australia’ by Rev Graham R Harms (emeritus) 
 

My Confession 
I have a confession to make: I am a confessional Lutheran pastor (emeritus) and I stand by 
my ordination vows without hesitation; I believe with all my heart that the Bible (OT and NT) 
is the inspired Word of God, that when I read or hear this Word, I hear the very voice of 
God, who is calling me to renewed faith in Jesus Christ my saviour; I not only accept the 
Lutheran Confessions as a true exposition of the Word of God, I delight in them and use 
them regularly in teaching and ministry.  I still teach the Bible in the congregation and in the 
seminary classroom, and love to do so.  I also recognize that the church needs to issue 
statements from time to time, which can be quite helpful in resolving differences and in 
guiding practice in the church, but these are not on the same level as the Confessions (and 
obviously not the same as Scripture).  Even the Theses of Agreement (TA) are not in the 
same category as the Confessions.  They are not the foundational documents of the LCA – 
the Scriptures and the Confessions are the foundational documents of the LCA, since the 
LCA is a small part of the one, holy, catholic and apostolic church.  The TA were a helpful 
tool for the predecessor churches to find a way forward to joining the two churches 
together with integrity, but our church has clearly stated that they are subject to 
amendment if they are found to be an inadequate or incorrect exposition of the Scriptures1. 

I am also a student of the Word.  I explore the Scriptures at whatever depth I am capable of, 
with an attitude of trust in the Holy Spirit to lead me into the truth, and with all the 
intellectual capacity which God has granted me.  I recognize that whenever anyone studies 
the Scriptures, they have no choice but to do so with their reason, and I recognize the role 
of my reason as a tool that helps shape my reading, but within the context of faith.  My 
reason works within the analogia fidei (the rule of faith).  As part of my faith-bounded, 
reasoning exploration of the Scriptures, I make use of whatever resources are available to 
me – and I joyfully use the tools of historical, literary and structural criticism, among others, 
as well as the work of historians, archaeologists, scientists, theologians, philosophers and 
anyone else that I think might be helpful to me.  I do not find that this places me in tension 
with my belief that the Bible is the Word of God.  I am not afraid of what I may find; nor am I 
afraid of losing touch with the Triune God when I read and study the Word of God.  Bible 
study is never, for me, an attempt to escape from the meaning of the Scriptures, but an 
attempt to discover it more faithfully.  I recognize that I can never reach complete 

1 “Like all confessional statements, the Theses of Agreement are always under the authority of the Word of 
God, and therefore there must always be a readiness to submit them to the critical scrutiny of God's Word and 
accordingly confirm them, or amend or repudiate them when further study of God's Word shows them to be 
inadequate or in error .” (“The Permanent Status of Theses of Agreement”, CTICR 1976) 
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understanding of the Word of God, so this is a life-long pursuit.  Every reading is tested 
ultimately against the gospel – show me where I have lost sight of the gospel and I will need 
to review my reading of the text.  I am eager to discover what God may be saying to me, 
even if that involves a correction of my current views.  In fact that gives me greater joy than 
any other, and I have experienced it often, since my wisdom is limited.  I don’t spend much 
time trying to correct the views held by others.  I recognize that they, too, are on a journey 
of discovery, and will have the benefit of the guidance of the Holy Spirit, if they remain in 
God’s Word.   

I also confess that I am socially conservative – I believe strongly in learning from the past, 
and am not enamoured of much that passes for social reform.  All the same, social forms 
which have been handed down are not set in cement for me, as they are for many Muslims, 
for instance, and I recognize that some things ought to change.  Among other things, I 
believe that the way our culture now treats women is significantly better than it was in the 
past, and that’s a good thing, which the church should perhaps have taken more of a  lead 
in, but which in any case, the church can rejoice in.  God made humanity male and female in 
the image of God, and when men stand apart from women, especially if they reject this 
God-created partnership with their other half, the image of God can become distorted.  
Although I am by nature conservative, I am unwilling to be controlled by that older norm of 
society which refused to accept women in leadership roles.  Those older social norms do not 
govern my reading of the Scriptures.  I am not afraid of women, and I can see no reason the 
Holy Spirit should find it harder to make use of women than men, so unless clear evidence 
can be found in Scripture, I cannot accept the view that women should not be ordained to 
the holy ministry. 

The Proposal 
I have read this proposal for a covenant with disappointment and some dismay.  I am very 
interested in the matter of biblical renewal, and, while I agree with some of the content, as 
one would expect, I don’t believe that the document as a whole addresses this question in a 
helpful way, and much of what it does say is potentially damaging to our theology and 
mission.  The document’s heading declares that it is about biblical renewal, but it canvasses 
a whole raft of issues, dear, perhaps,  to the hearts of some, but which are not related to 
the question of biblical renewal.  It is also hard to find any strategy in the document for 
biblical renewal – most of it is concerned with the matter of biblical authority, which is not 
even an issue in the LCA.   

In the church, not everyone has the same opinion about everything.  This is not because 
some of us listen to God’s Word faithfully while others do not.   We could all listen more 
carefully.  It is not because some respect the authority of Scripture, or the Confessions, 
while others do not.  We could all grow in respect.  It is not because some of us are 
controlled by worldly values while others are directed only by the Holy Spirit.  We could all 
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learn more from the Spirit.  These false assumptions are found throughout this proposal, 
and I find them offensive.   

So I write partly because I do not want theology of this kind to be passed off as Lutheran, 
and because the Lutheran Confessions have left us a far richer and more helpful legacy than 
is reflected in this document, but also because I do not want our people to be overcome by 
the fearful attitudes reflected in the document. 

A Theology of Fear 
I am deeply concerned that the whole document is written in a spirit of fear.  Jesus says to 
his disciples, ‘Why are you afraid?  Have you no faith?’ (Mark 4:40).  He spoke in the context 
of a fierce storm, and as seasoned fishermen they knew their fear was justifiable, but Jesus 
still took them to task for their lack of faith.  I have no doubt that the author (or authors) of 
this proposal mean well for the church, and that they are genuinely afraid that, unless the 
whole church becomes more like them, the church is in danger of losing its way and maybe 
even its connection to the Triune God.  If that is their view, I sympathize with them – they 
are in a difficult place. 

Because fear is the opposite of faith, which creates a problem for fearful people trying to 
defend the faith, as distortions so easily arise.  Reason, for instance, is disparaged in this 
proposal if faithful people use their God-given reason to explore the depths and riches of 
the Holy Scriptures, but reason is unapologetically used throughout the document to 
advance a series of otherwise unrelated arguments for political purposes.  Exaggerated 
examples of views allegedly held by other people are used to frighten people into a 
reaction, whereas, to my knowledge, those views are not held by any pastor of the LCA.  I 
expect that the authors know this is the case. 

This fear is perhaps also responsible for the uncharitable way in which judgemental 
attitudes are taken over against fellow Lutherans, who for solid theological reasons, based 
in a faithful study of Scripture, do not reach the same conclusions as the authors.  The 
authors claim that their motives are loving but fear is far more obvious here than love.  
Rather, the aspersions cast on me and others by this document amount to a kind of slander, 
in a church which values adherence to Scripture and Confessions the way we do, and 
constitute a serious sin against the 8th Commandment. 

The other consequence of fear is a desire to control people and processes so that the worst 
of our fears are not realized.  The authors do not seem to recognize the importance the New 
Testament places on freedom in the gospel.  This is pretty important for Lutherans, because 
it goes right to the heart of our dedication to the gospel.  It is the law that condemns, and 
the gospel that saves.  The church cannot be saved by control, restriction, fear or law.  The 
church in every age is saved , renewed and empowered only by the gospel, which proclaims 
and creates faith, forgiveness, freedom, and indeed the church itself. 
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Fear is natural enough – the fear of diversity, the fear of being found to be wrong, the fear 
of the wider community and of the mission to that community which God has placed before 
us – natural but paralysing.  I am sure that if the authors were not afraid, they would not 
have submitted this proposal, but would perhaps have had the chance to fulfil their own 
stated goal of suggesting how we could be renewed in and through the Scriptures. 

Law and Gospel 
I also do have one fear, and it’s enough to terrify any Lutheran theologian – my fear is that 
law and gospel may get confused.  I am afraid that the gospel may be turned into a set of 
rules, replacing life in the Spirit, because that would result in the loss of the gospel.  I am 
afraid that the law may be elevated to a place alongside the gospel, as an equal partner in 
God’s way of dealing with sinners, because that would result in the loss of the gospel.  In the 
sinful human heart (yours and mine), law always trumps gospel and always (yes, always) 
accuses us of sin (Ap IV), but in God’s hands, gospel always (yes, always) trumps the law. 

This is what Luther meant when he said that the whole of Scripture ‘promotes Christ’.  Yes 
he was referring exclusively to the gospel, just as he taught that the office of the ministry “is 
really nothing but service to the Word – to the Word, I say, not of law but of Gospel” (LW 
36:116).  The Proposal thinks the opposite (B1), but Luther went on in the same quote in 
even stronger language, which I would not normally use, “he who does not know the gospel 
or does not preach it is not only not a priest or bishop, he is a plague in the church who, 
under the false title of priest or bishop, suppresses the gospel by playing the wolf in sheep’s 
clothing in the church.” (ibid)  I have not yet found an equivalent statement in Luther about 
priests (pastors) not being diligent in knowing and preaching the law. 

The authors of this proposal may want to accuse me of gospel reductionism, as Catholic 
theologians accused Luther (they invented the term, by the way, as a term of contempt for 
Luther).  I am reasonably happy to be in this company.  They accused him of gospel 
reductionism and antinomianism because they did not understand that law and judgement 
are God’s alien will (Is 28:21), with specific, and circumscribed functions.  They did not 
understand that the gospel and forgiveness are God’s essential will (eg 1 Tim 2:4).  They did 
not understand that there is no such thing as gospel reductionism – the only danger is law 
reductionism – because when the two are confused, only the gospel is lost.  The perverse 
will of sinful humanity (opinio legis, for those who find technical language helpful) will 
preserve the law without help from any theologian.  Those medieval Catholics can be 
excused for not being able to grasp such a bold gospel understanding in those early days of 
the Reformation, but for those of us who have been trained in Luther’s theology, this 
confusion of law and gospel should be avoidable.  It is fatal to genuine Christian theology.  
Whenever there is confusion, admixture, identification of law and gospel, the gospel is lost.  
As I think it is essentially lost in this proposal. 

This is what St Paul was talking about in Galatians 1 when he warned the Galatians against 
the preaching of “a different gospel” (v 6), which is inevitably a perversion of the one and 
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only gospel.  He was not accusing them of gospel reductionism, but, the exact opposite, of 
mixing in requirements of law with the gospel.  This perverts the gospel and changes it into 
something else – do not accept such a perversion even if an angel from heaven should 
proclaim it to you! (v 8)  Those who sought to undermine the true gospel in the Galatian 
congregations came : “to spy out our freedom which we have in Christ Jesus.” (2:4)  The 
only time the Proposal mentions the word “freedom” it is to hedge it about with legalism 
(Part B 11).  In an atmosphere of fear, freedom cannot be countenanced, but St Paul 
certainly regards it as fundamental.  The Christian faith does not deal in a culture of control, 
but of freedom. 

There are many other specific things in this proposal which trouble me as a confessional 
Lutheran theologian, but for the sake of brevity, I will place them in an appendix, and 
conclude with a response to the paragraphs on Mission.   

Mission and Ministry 
It seems to me that the Proposal is more anxious to identify practices and understandings 
about mission which make the authors uncomfortable, without addressing the more urgent 
questions about how we go about actually fulfilling the mission which God has placed 
before us.   

The Proposal seems unaware that the commandments of Jesus are to have faith in him as 
we reach out in love to others.  It is very concerned that we don’t get so busy with 
preaching the gospel, baptizing and drawing people into the circle of faith and discipleship, 
that we forget to teach them all the rules they have drawn willy-nilly from the New 
Testament.  It might undermine our sense of control if we preach a message that people 
want to joyfully embrace – popularity is at least suspicious.   

The concern is expressed that we might neglect the maintenance of our congregations by 
becoming too obsessed with outreach to others. I assure the authors that they can relax.  
The needs of members are never overlooked.  I have not seen a single case of a 
congregation so focussed on its mission to the wider community that it forgets to look after 
its own people.  What happens most of the time is that people begin with the needs of their 
own members and they never get any further.  Jesus told us that whoever saves his life will 
lose it, and whoever loses his life for his sake and for the gospel will save it (Mark 8:35).  This 
applies to congregations as well.  Those who cling to life and focus only on their own 
members shrink and eventually close, while those who give themselves away find 
themselves cared for in a caring community that has become even more caring by reaching 
out to people in spiritual need.  I don’t need the Scriptures to tell me that – it is good human 
reasoning as well. 

There seems to be anxiety about actually engaging with people who do not already confess 
Christian faith in a Lutheran congregation.  Frankly, I just don’t resonate with this fear that 
we will lose our Christian uniqueness if we engage respectfully with the world around us.  
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The rest of this section is a recital of concerns of the authors which are either non-
controversial or matters of taste.  Nowhere is there an idea of how we might reach the large 
numbers of people in our society who don’t know Christ.  This is the major task that lies 
before us.  Teaching about vocation in the home does help people, and it does happen 
widely in our church.  But preserving the truth of the gospel is best done by sharing it and 
keeping it free from law, not arguing about its authority. 

I don’t accept the way the Proposal lumps together the ordination of women and 
homosexuals.  They are totally different matters, as any Lutheran theologian would know, 
and for the sake of honesty and clarity need to be kept distinct. I disagree strenuously with 
the unsupported assumption that the ordination of women would damage the church’s 
mission and ministry.  There is no evidence of that at all.  I have experienced the ministry of 
female pastors overseas and have no doubt that their ordination and call is valid.  I will need 
to see scriptural evidence far more convincing than the so-called sedes doctrinae to 
convince me otherwise. 

What is a covenant of this kind? 
As a final footnote, I need to raise the issue of the Proposal itself.  We already have a 
consensus statement on the authority of Scripture, signed off by the CTICR, including at 
least one of the signatories to this proposal, and I am hard-pressed to see why we should 
spend time and energy going over the same ground again.  Statements are not eternal, but 
in the time frame of church history, the ink is hardly dry on this one!   In any case, this 
proposal is certainly not an improvement on the previous one, and in fact promulgates a 
view of Scripture which is not confessionally Lutheran.   

Then there is the way this was done.  In our church, documents adopted by the church, 
setting out our position on some matter, are initiated in an authorized way by the church as 
a whole.  CTICR or an appointed study group might begin drafting, bishops would be 
involved and give their approval, and GCC would probably give its imprimatur.  Private 
pressure groups do not have a role in this process.  In the absence of proper authorization, 
this document should not have canvassed signatories or been distributed in the church.  The 
fact that it was initially circulated only to a select list, on which my name incidentally did not 
appear, suggests that it is insincere in its claim to want to unify the church, and that it is, to 
the contrary, manifestly political in its intention. 

Added to this I encountered argumentation which is either foolish or dishonest.  There is 
serious misuse of Scripture in the document.  I advise anyone reading the Proposal to 
carefully check the biblical references, because some of them simply do not support the 
argument being referenced.  There is specious argument, such as the straw man argument – 
an exaggerated claim that there are problems in the church, when those problems are not 
in evidence.  The question of the authority of Scripture is a good example of this.  Reason is 
indeed a good servant, and should not be misused in such a way.  
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Appendix 
The following notes are detailed critique of the Proposal section by section, where not 
covered above. 

Preamble 
It is, then, with heavy hearts that we see that the authority of the Scriptures, while being nominally adhered 
to, is often belittled and dismissed. A critical approach to the Bible and its interpretation, as well as to the 
biblical teaching of the Book of Concord and the Theses of Agreement, is undermining the church’s foundation 

in Christ and his Word. (Ephesians 2:20)  The Ephesians text referenced says nothing about the 
attitude to Scriptures being criticized.  That aside, my adherence to the Scriptures is 
dismissed here as nominal and insincere, because I ask questions of the biblical text that 
may not be able to be answered with dictionaries.  This is insulting to me and every other 
faithful Lutheran theologian who has studied the Scriptures in depth, which includes those 
who wrote this proposal themselves.  None of us can study the Bible without the use of 
human reason.  It is simply a false assumption to state that in-depth study of the Bible 
undermines the church. 

I have visited more congregations than most, and I have never heard any pastor say 
anything that remotely suggests that the authority of Scriptures is belittled or dismissed.  
Nor has any layperson approached me with a complaint about a pastor along these lines.  In 
my experience, the authority of Scripture is sincerely subscribed to among us.  This is a 
straw man, which is to say misleading, whether deliberate or not. 

Will we as a church continue to follow the authority of God’s Word, or will we follow ‘the spirit of the world’ 
that refuses to bow to this authority? This, we believe, is the key question facing the LCA today. 

There is a very strange idea here that the purpose of Scripture is to have authority.  This is 
simply not true.  The essential purpose of Scripture is to testify to Christ and the good news 
of salvation through faith in him.  The Scriptures carry God’s promises and God’s invitation 
to have faith in Jesus.  Their goal is not to have the world bow down to their authority, but 
to point to the one worthy of our trust (John 5:39-40).  If we develop a fixation with the 
question of authority, we are in danger of becoming fixated with our own authority, which 
would constitute a major spiritual risk. 

Theses on Scripture 
Para 1. If I wanted to write a plan for the biblical renewal of the LCA, I don’t think the word 
authority would even find a place in it.  People don’t study the Bible because it has 
authority, just as people are not staying away from Bible study because they lack confidence 
in the authority of the Bible.  In many cases, it is because the pastor doesn’t teach Bible 
study anymore.  Some pastors have told me straight out that it is too hard to get people to 
come.  And it won’t get easier if we keep talking about authority.   
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Biblical renewal is not only about formal Bible study, but I have not seen biblical renewal 
without it.  I strongly encourage pastors to offer Bible study on books or passages or topics 
that people want to learn about, and then teach the gospel there.   

Para 2.  This view of inerrancy is not the public teaching of the LCA.  See the consensus 
statement, which deliberately avoids some of this language.  Nor was it Luther’s 
understanding (Hermann Sasse published an article on that subject in Lutheran Quarterly – 
1950) 

Para 3.  No-one among us claims that the Bible errs.   

Para 4.  The assertion is made here that the Bible is wholly clear.  No-one disagrees, if what 
is meant is what Luther asserted, that the message of salvation, the gospel, is clear for all in 
Scripture.  If the Proposal means that in essence every part is clear, then biblical scholars are 
redundant, including the authors of the Proposal.  If anyone thinks that the whole of the 
Bible is perfectly clear, then they clearly haven’t read it.  The fact that reputable scholars 
disagree on the reading of many parts of Scripture speaks against this facile declaration.  To 
avoid scrutiny by calling it an article of faith is another misuse of reason (sophistry).  The 
early church struggled with the lack of gospel clarity in some of the texts that were being 
considered for inclusion in the NT canon.  The letter of James, for instance, can be read to 
insist that works are required alongside faith for salvation (which is precisely what the 
Catholic Church has taught consistently, partly on the basis of this letter).  The church 
fathers determined, however, that James must be read in the light of Paul’s clearer teaching 
(clearer from a gospel perspective).  Luther toyed with the idea of removing James 
altogether because it was so unclear about the gospel.   

On the other hand, I have never heard the Bible referred to as opaque.  As pointed out 
above, there are passages that are hard to understand, and that is not always caused by 
stubbornness on the part of the hearers.  But that doesn’t make the Bible opaque. 

To assert that especially the texts in 1 Cor 14 and 1 Tim 2, are clear is absurd, when in fact 
there is a great deal of dispute about the meaning of these texts, including the meaning of a 
word which occurs nowhere else in the New Testament.  This is nothing but the repetition 
of an assumption – that since women are manifestly inadequate for leadership, therefore 
any text which appears to speak negatively of any women is obviously clear.  By the way, it 
was the view of the (atheist) Enlightenment, not of the church, that women are inferior to 
men.  This is an example of some in the church being captured by the values of the world.  
The clear text of Scripture, which declares that man and woman were created in the image 
of God (Gen 1:26) is thereby set aside.  To say that it is obvious that such creatures, made in 
the image of God, are unfit for ministry, is absurd.  The onus of proof is ‘obviously’ on those 
who deny women to this office.  What is obvious, at least to confessional Lutherans, is that 
the grace of God reaches the human heart in and through the Word and Sacraments (the 
office of the ministry), and no particular human power or capacity is needed for this or can 
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affect its efficacy; contra Donatism, an early heresy.  It is interesting that the Augsburg 
Confession is able to articulate the theology of the Office of the Ministry without even 
mentioning pastors! 

Para 5. There is no question among Lutherans that the Bible is sufficient as an authority, or 
norm, for faith and life.  This is our confession.  Criticism of Pentecostal, Wesleyan and 
Catholic positions is irrelevant and tempts readers toward spiritual pride.  There are, of 
course, other resources for the Christian faith and life – catechisms, confessions, theological 
and exegetical writings and devotional books.  The Scriptures never stand alone in practice – 
they have given rise to a flood of helpful literature, which we also treasure.  But they are the 
only norm, the norma normans of the rest.  Not in dispute among us. 

Theses on Bible interpretation 
Para 1.  I dealt with this earlier.  The Proposal is seriously mistaken about Luther’s view here. 

Para 2.  I am not aware of any Lutheran pastor teaching “strange and obscure 
interpretations that evade the natural sense of the words”.  The only obscuring of the true 
meaning of Scripture that I have encountered is the confusion between law and gospel.  
That’s the worst kind of obscurity in the view of any confessional Lutheran. 

Yes, Luther spoke up for the plain language reading of a text, as opposed to the multi-
layered fanciful inventions of some medieval scholars, who found allegories and hidden 
meanings that the author could not have been aware of.  This doesn’t mean that there was 
no deeper interpretation needed – read his lectures on Genesis, or Galatians, to discover 
just how much he read deeply into a text.  It is worth reminding ourselves that, when the 
Lutheran reformers spoke of the clarity of Scripture, they were not talking about how easy it 
is to read, but how clearly it sets forth the gospel.  This is how the Proposal’s “Doctrine 
comes from clear passages” (B10) should be understood. 

Para 3.  My experience is that the people whose faith is most threatened by difficulty in 
understanding Scripture are those who have been taught the form of inerrancy contained in 
the Proposal.  Any little difference between two texts becomes a stumbling block.  The one I 
was asked today concerned whether Judas hanged himself or fell over and split his 
abdomen, and who bought the field, Judas or the Temple officials (Matt 27:5; Acts 1:18).  I 
had never noticed this difference before (you might note that I don’t call these 
discrepancies ‘errors’).  I have fielded a dozen questions of this nature in the past couple of 
weeks, after I offered members of the congregation the opportunity to ask me any 
questions that troubled them.  It’s amazing what little things trouble people, but the 
authority of Scripture is not one of them.  It is simply assumed. 

Para 4.  Again, I have never heard this language (‘cacophony of voices’) used of the Bible 
except in this kind of straw man critique.  I don’t know what would constitute an 
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exaggeration of scriptural diversity, but this paragraph seems to be a deliberate 
exaggeration in order to have something to criticize. 

Para 5.  I don’t resonate with this concern at all.  Frankly, if the Holy Spirit is the author, it 
hardly matters whether he uses human individuals or communities, or whether or not they 
were eye-witnesses.  It is obvious that the gospel writers were not eye-witnesses to 
everything they recorded – the birth of Jesus and surrounding events clearly happened 
before the writers were on the scene, to pick an obvious example.  Furthermore neither 
Mark nor Luke is listed as one of the Twelve.  Luke tells us clearly (1:2) that he was not an 
eyewitness, but received his information from eyewitnesses and others, and early church 
tradition has it that Mark received his information from Peter.  In fact, authorship of NT 
books is largely a matter of church tradition, rather than scriptural reference.  But I am not 
sure why this matters.  We need to be careful that we are not obsessed with certainty about 
every question – some just can’t be answered, and in the end, it is an article of faith that the 
Bible is the Word of God – in light of that, uncertainties are less of a problem. 

Para 6.  It is true that some scholars question whether the pastoral letters came from the 
pen (or scribe) of Paul.  There are reasons for those views, but they are not particularly 
important to most readers.  Whatever the views held by scholars, the church does not teach 
that the authority of a NT writing depends on the authorship of the writing.  Whether Paul 
wrote something or not does not affect its acceptance or authority as Word of God.  The 
letter to the Hebrews was for many centuries thought to be from Paul, indeed, Pauline 
authorship was an argument advanced for its inclusion in the New Testament; but now 
there is virtually unanimous agreement that Paul did not write that letter.  It doesn’t reduce 
our acceptance of the letter as Word of God. 

Para 7.  Again, this sort of teaching is not found among us.  Some people have a more 
emotive or experiential approach to Scripture, in ways which may be helpful to them 
personally, but this sort of reading does not replace what the text actually says in our 
teaching and practice. 

Para 8. No problem here either.  I have heard seminary students complain about having to 
learn the biblical languages – it’s hard work for some people.  And ALC struggles regularly 
with the difficulty of including everything that is needed in the time available in the 
seminary course.  But there is no move in our church that I am aware of to remove the study 
of the languages from the training programme of the seminary.  And I have never heard the 
suggestion that inclusive language is a norm above Scripture. 

Para 9.   I am not sure whether this is a problem at all.  There is a danger that in formulating 
whole-of-Scripture approaches to such themes as “orders of creation” and “God’s will for 
the church” we lapse into something more like “Our will for the church”, and we ignore the 
dynamic nature of creation (including creatio continua), and end up with something that is 
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only loosely related to Scripture, but which conforms quite closely to our own 
understanding of how things should be. 

Para 10.  I have already referred to the need for clarity to be gospel clarity.  If we find, after 
careful and faithful study of the Scriptures that we have based a teaching of the church on a 
mistaken reading of Scripture, we are free to admit that we were mistaken – without 
impugning the integrity of those who read that text in the light of their own knowledge and 
times – and without having to worry about infallibility of the teaching office.  Lutherans 
don’t participate in that problem.  The only time this would cause us serious problems were 
if we became convinced we were wrong about the gospel!  Then we would no longer be 
Lutherans or Christians either.  Those who remained would carry on with the gospel as we 
have always taught it.  To find out we were wrong about the compulsory wearing of 
headdress, or the millennium, or work on Sundays, or who can be ordained – these do not 
threaten the life or health of the church.  If the rereading of a text which is the sedes of this 
kind of doctrine is found to overturn the doctrine, that is exactly what the Confessions 
would expect us to do.  Clinging stubbornly to a false reading of Scripture because we are 
afraid that someone will lose confidence in the Bible’s authority is unfaithful to the 
Scriptures.   

Para 11.  This is the critical matter, which I have already written about above.  A couple of 
further comments about the paragraph in the Proposal are in order.  I really don’t like the 
BUT (or ‘however’) after the quote from FC V.  Any BUT after the gospel is a fatal error, 
because it undermines the gospel itself.  There are no BUTs attached to the gospel – those 
BUTs turn the gospel into another gospel.  The ‘However’ in this paragraph is designed to 
make way for the law.  It’s the other way around in Lutheran theology – the law makes way 
for the gospel.  That’s why Luther turned the order of the ancient catechism around – the 
law comes first, is sharpened by Luther, honed to bring its full power of accusation into play 
so that we turn to the Creed, the Faith, for salvation in the arms of Christ.  What follows 
faith is not law but prayer – an enjoyment of the faith relationship with the heavenly Father, 
sustained by the sacraments.  Beautiful.  Simple.  Easy to understand.  Not so easy to 
understand FC VI, which argues back and forth, yes the law guides us, no it only accuses us.  
Its true function is to accuse us of sin.  In the end, if you use this language of the 3rd use of 
the law, be sure that you don’t use it in the normal theological sense of law, but as a word to 
denote what God wants for us in our lives (Tappert p 566, middle paragraph).  The gospel is 
what gives us the power and ability to live according to God’s will (p 565).  I am again 
disturbed by the inappropriate quoting of Scripture.  1 John 3:21,22 does not mention law at 
all, but commandments – this is not the same.  In fact the following verse goes on to define 
exactly what John means by commandment – “This is his commandment, that we should 
believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one another, just as he has commanded 
us…(paraphrased) we know we keep his commandment by the presence of the Spirit in us”.  
Note it is not by the approbation of the law that we know we have obeyed his 
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commandments.  Jesus’ commandment is faith and the love that flows from it, the 
‘obedience of faith’ Paul also refers to in Rom 1:5.  This is a long way from any use of law. 

The Book of Concord 
I have no issue with any of this section except the notion that the catechism should be the 
basis for all teaching in the church.  It is a valuable resource, and I use it regularly, but it is 
patently not the only resource for teaching.  I would hope that people growing in faith will 
seek understanding beyond one document.  If this is simply a way of urging that the value of 
the catechism be recognized, then I whole-heartedly agree. 

The section on the Theses of Agreement is largely a repetition of earlier material in the 
Proposal, and needs no further comment.   

Some issues facing the church 

On Ministry and Mission 
The church has not always been counter-cultural, and a counter-cultural stance is not 
always appropriate.  More nuanced approaches to this question have been in print for 
decades (eg Niebuhr).  For the greater part of the church’s history, culture in Europe was the 
culture of the church – the Lutheran church did not have its genuine beginnings with Kavel’s 
breakaway from the Prussian Church.   

Today, our church cooperates with government and culture in matters relating to education, 
social welfare, aged care, disability services, counselling and a wide variety of other 
functions.  Local church facilities are rented out or lent to a wide variety of community 
groups, Christian and others.  We participate in Australian structures of marriage and family, 
taxation and law, sport and alcohol consumption, and in Australian values of tolerance and 
freedom.  These are, for the most part, Christian values.  So this is not counter-cultural.   

For churches that are not aggressively counter-cultural in their attitudes, there are many 
opportunities to bring the gospel, and the love of God in action to people of our culture, 
which would be denied to an aggressively counter-cultural stance.  If this claim in the 
Proposal is rather a reference to different value systems, then of course a counter-cultural 
stance may be helpful.  Apart from the obvious fact that there are many sub-cultures in 
Australia today, including repressive religious ones, the Lutheran Church needs to be careful 
that it does not attempt to usurp from government (God’s ministry of the left hand, of the 
law) the task of restraining wickedness and promoting good behaviour.  If that becomes our 
focus, we lose the gospel focus which alone will drive us out into the wider community with 
Christ’s love.  A counter-cultural stance may be helpful in some circumstances, but it is 
certainly not absolute, as claimed. 

The point about inter-faith dialogue is hardly controversial among us – we don’t do all that 
much of it, but no-one is suggesting that it is the only conversation we can have with 
Muslims or Buddhists.   
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In paragraph c, the anxiety about authority surfaces again.  The only thing we need 
authority for is to forgive sins.  This is really not a major problem in mission. 

Of the remainder of Section E, I have already commented on gospel reductionism, the role 
of reason, and I have said what I needed to about ordination, in the context of this response 
to what was written in the Proposal.  
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