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LCA BISHOP – REFLECTIONS ON THE CHURCH 
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After this I looked, and there was a great multitude that no one could count, from every 
nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the 

Lamb, robed in white, with palm branches in their hands. (Revelation 7:9 NRSV) 

1. Authority 
The LCA is at a turning point. It’s now 53 years since Lutherans in Australia and New Zealand 
united. Over those years substantial changes have taken place in our church and our world. 
Many of those changes have been for the better. Truly, God is good to us. He has always 
given us what we need. His generous love is greater than any lament we might feel, and 
overcomes any fear that might threaten us. We are set free to be generous with others, just 
as God is with us (Matthew 18:22-35). As Scripture says in 2 Corinthians 9:8: ‘God is able to 
provide you with every blessing in abundance, so that by always having enough of everything, 
you may share abundantly in every good work.’ 
 
Of course, change still makes us nervous. Sometimes I think the LCA is like a teenager as 
she or he becomes a young adult. In church terms, 53 years just about puts us at that stage 
of life. Until now we could rely on our ‘parents’ – the founders of our union – for stability and 
meaning. They understood how things work, patiently teaching, training, and coaching us on 
how to be an LCA. But now they’re not here we must work things out on our own. It can be 
hard, and in the search for our identity we can upset each other and develop antisocial 
behaviours. We even take risks with our closest friends and most intimate relations. That’s 
how it is with teenagers. 
 
I won’t push the analogy too far, but I hope I’ve made the point. We are doing many things for 
the first time on our own, and we see the world through new eyes. We understand that to stay 
the course we must turn to our faith, and engage with God’s Word and our Confessions. We 
need to evaluate everything in their light. But we are also ambivalent about some things. What 
about our local founding documents such as the Theses of Agreement and the Constitution? 
These good documents, mostly produced by consensus and formal agreement over 53 years 
ago, have shaped us. Can they meet the challenge of this new, emerging church? 
 
Our constitution (see https://www.lca.org.au/about-us/structure-governance/) certainly is open 
to change. We adjust it at most Synods, except for Article 2 on Confession, which is our DNA. 
The Constitution is a functional document that we agree to and send to the government to tell 
it, and ourselves, who we are and what we do. Our governments then allow us to go about 
our business. We can own property, employ staff and be held accountable when it’s needed. 
We must check the Constitution regularly to see how well it’s doing its job. 
 
The Theses of Agreement, and the raft of Doctrinal Statements and Theological Opinions 
produced since Union (see https://www.lca.org.au/departments/commissions/cticr/), however, 
are different. As we engage with them, we must remember how authority works in the church. 
Authority number one (the ‘ruling norm’) is Scripture. Authority number two (the ‘ruled norm’) 
is Confession. Authority number three, should it be required, is tradition. Tradition doesn’t bind 
us, but is useful for keeping good order, something that has always mattered to us Lutherans, 
and for teaching. 
 

https://www.lca.org.au/about-us/structure-governance/
https://www.lca.org.au/departments/commissions/cticr/
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We are quite unambiguous about the highest authority, Scripture. The LCA has a strong 
statement about its status as Word of God in all its parts. We repeat this statement at the 
beginning of all our Synods. We are also clear on the Confessions, by which we mean the 
Book of Concord of 1580. The Constitution lists the exact contents of this book. We don’t add 
or subtract from that finite, historical work as a correct exposition of Scripture. The additional 
documents the LCA has produced before and after union, unpack these two highest 
authorities, applying them for local needs. Those documents aren’t inerrant and neither are 
they confessions in the full sense of that term. Their authority is derived from, and may not 
contradict, Scripture and Confession. Therefore, under the right circumstances, we can 
change our own documents (see ‘The Status of the Theses of Agreement and other doctrinal 
statements’ and ‘The Permanent Status of the Theses of Agreement’, DSTO Volume 1A on 
the LCA website). 
 
Since the world has changed so much since the LCA was conceived, some of the methods, 
systems and agreements that served us well then no longer work quite as well as they did. 
New issues have displaced the ones that used to trouble people in those days. Gender roles, 
for instance, have changed dramatically. Our economic circumstances have changed. Just as 
farmers now work the land differently, we are all living our lives differently. Families have sold 
farms that had been in families for generations. Careers and vocations are no longer for life. 
More of us have formal educational qualifications. Most of us make more money than we used 
to, and our living standards have risen. Many of us go on cruises and holidays to faraway 
places, which was unheard of in 1966. We communicate instantly via technologies that didn’t 
exist until recently. We work differently as a church. Once we had more than 100 people 
serving in Papua New Guinea. Now we have two, as rather than overseas staff we work in 
partnerships of equality with the locals. In the 1970s the LCA could send unaccompanied 
young women with minimal training into the PNG highlands. Today it would be highly 
irresponsible to do so. I could continue – families have less children, more of us live in towns 
and cities, leaving the rural communities we once cherished; we marry later, if at all; we are 
living longer and staying retired for more years, and so on. 
 
But perhaps one of the biggest changes is how we interact with the world around us. 
Multiculturalism has played a part in that, and so did the end of protectionism as we entered 
the global marketplace. Today, who remembers things like the wool stockpile and the collapse 
of the Australian Wool Reserve Price Scheme, which affected many farmers in the1980s? We 
now interact and trade with the rest of the world quite differently. Being part of the global 
community has brought great benefits, but it can also be a brutal and dangerous place, as 
events in Christchurch in March brought home in a big way. 
 
We also seem to have become more anxious, more opinionated, especially on the new social 
media, and less likely to accept traditional authority. Some of us are increasingly uncertain 
whether life has any meaning. Despite our material wealth, societal statistics on substance 
abuse, depression and suicide are alarming. In all of this, people are leaving the sanctuary of 
the churches, increasingly so due to the appalling spectre of institutional and clergy abuse 
within churches. 
 
But back to the LCA, considering this shifting landscape, are we surprised that we have been 
debating whether women can be pastors? It would be more surprising if we hadn’t! Of course, 
some of us didn’t want to have the debate, and others want to settle it on their own terms. 
Naturally, people are showing increasing impatience on both sides, and I pray it doesn’t result 
in rash actions. We’re a pretty decent bunch who mostly behave well towards each other – 
let’s keep it that way. Whatever comes, I’m sure God is teaching us something. For me the 
lesson has been to grow better at loving others, even though sometimes it feels they do not 
love me. And it has been to keep hoping in Jesus, no matter how insoluble the task before us. 
It’s not our job to fix the world – Jesus does that. Yet with God all things are possible, including 
the LCA at this awkward but hopeful moment in our young church’s history. 
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2. Mission 
‘My church doesn’t have a mission – or if it does, I don’t know what it is. And if we do have a 
mission, we’re not doing anything about it.’ 
 
Have you heard this lament? Have you participated? I certainly hear it around the LCA/NZ too 
many times for comfort. 
 
When we lament that we don’t have a mission, we probably mean that we have lost our sense 
of purpose. Long periods without growth, or of declining numbers can have that effect. It’s 
hard to keep our spirits up. We begin to question why. Why put in so much effort for seemingly 
so little result? We have tried everything we know and gotten nowhere. 
 
While I thank God, this is not true of every congregation and ministry, these are very human, 
very natural sentiments. Their frequency does seem to be increasing. Perhaps it’s because 
we are growing older and more tired. Perhaps it’s because families are smaller and we aren’t 
replenishing our numbers with young people as we were 50 years ago. While our population 
is growing overall, less people are living in rural communities, places that have been the 
Lutheran heartland. Or maybe the world is just getting more complicated. Contemporary 
demands for compliance are crippling us. These anxious times affect us in the church as much 
as it does anyone in society. 
 
Despite our best, most faithful intentions, has this malady come upon us through a process of 
osmosis. Have we unconsciously absorbed the spirit of the times? Ours is a largely humanist 
society in which the human ego occupies centre stage. It relegates God to the wings, useful 
for ridicule and the butt of complaint and criticism. Society rarely allows God a speaking line. 
It has shut him out of the conversation. When faced with an existential crisis of meaning, 
modern people have nowhere to turn but to themselves. This locks people into a depressive 
circle which easily spirals into regret and accusation. The harder they try to break out of it the 
more locked in they become. As the Rolling Stones predicted back in ’65, ‘we can’t get no 
satisfaction’. Eventually the ego leaves the stage empty handed and empty hearted. It became 
its own god and came up empty. 
 
The centrality of the human ego comes naturally to sinful humans, but it is alien to the mission 
of Christ and robs us of our baptismal birthright. Remember the story of Jacob and Esau in 
Genesis 25? The cunning Jacob wore down his brother Esau, persuading him to give up his 
birthright for a pot of stew. Esau was a man of the flesh and he was hungry – at the time it 
seemed worth the trade. We too are people of the flesh living in a material world. Is the danger 
that we want to trade up from the promises of God for a better, easier, more successful life? 
If so, then it’s no wonder we lose our mission, our purpose, our reason for being. 
 
The Bible is clear that the ultimate purpose – the mission – of the church is to worship God. 
He is our origin, our life and our destination. We have no mission apart or separate from the 
worship of God. 
 
Worship sustains every moment of life – conscious and unconscious, spiritual and physical. 
Everything we are and do can be seen as worship, either of the true God or of a false God. 
Never undervalue what happens in your congregation week after week, year after year, 
decade after decade, as it has happened in the church over millennia. Word and Sacrament 
– God’s gifts of salvation – are the essence of that worship. You might not think of it as mission, 
but in the profoundest sense of that word it is. Handle it with reverence and respect. It is holy 
ground. God is present. If your congregation worships only once a week because that’s all 
you can manage, I believe that is still mission. It’s a beachhead of God’s kingdom in this world, 
a purpose in and of itself, a reason for being. God values that worship and blesses it, even if 
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you think it could be better, and even if no one else seems to notice how hard you work just 
to keep the doors open on a Sunday morning. 
 
Appreciating worship like this means valuing the ‘vertical’ or divine dimension of our liturgies 
and service orders. For several decades now we have tended to ‘flatten’ our services, 
removing many of the elements and symbols that stress the holy. In an attempt to be relevant, 
we have stressed the horizontal aspects of worship, no longer expecting to ascend to the 
heights or descend to the depths. We forget, for instance, how we once kneeled for 
confession. In many of our services we no longer ask the searching personal questions of the 
confessional rite, and we delete the declarative, direct absolution of the pastor in the name of 
Christ. We filter out the numinous, the indescribable and the sacred, where angels fear to 
tread. We replace it with an excess of human words and explanations, removing many of the 
succinct liturgical texts of salvation assembled so patiently by the ancients, calling them old-
fashioned and irrelevant. We say they don’t speak to modern people, as though we have 
become a new breed of human being with needs never previously identified. We don’t like 
repetition, listening intently and deeply, learning to say things by heart. We crave variety, and 
PowerPoint allows plenty of that. We live in the moment, hoping that as the words and music 
wash over us, some of it might stick. 
 
I might sound a little harsh and lopsided, but I am trying to make a point. Have we stopped 
remembering what once we knew so well? Worship is a place for the soul, for that deep, deep 
listening to the Word that penetrates our stubborn hearts as God moves mysteriously there in 
his Word, stirring deeply within us. 
 
I pray we recover our sense of divine service, which is the old name for worship. I’m certainly 
not saying that the past is a better place – that would be romantic nonsense. And I’m not 
saying that we should only worship in the cultural forms of the past – that would be reactionary 
nonsense. But we should not ignore the lessons our ancestors learnt about faith and how to 
pass it on. We stand on their shoulders, and their wisdom. 
 
It’s classically Lutheran, and we do it well, to shift our emphasis from the stuff we do to the 
stuff God does. Well then, God serves us in worship, we do not serve him. The church did not 
preserve its liturgies because it got a kick out of keeping old stuff around the place, but 
because they are a distillation of wisdom. They are a divine encounter which carries us beyond 
the quality or otherwise of the songs, music and preaching. For instance, the first words in the 
old liturgy are, ‘In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.’ That’s 
important. God’s sacred name is the gift by which he commits himself to us. Everything flows 
from that. Like Moses in the desert of Sinai, God gives us a name by which to know him. God’s 
name means that God is present, doing his will and working faith in our hearts and in our 
actions. The week of work, rest and play that follows divine service flows from that divine 
name, a lived worship celebrated in godly and compassionate living. 
 
That’s the meaning of the old word ‘liturgy’: ‘the work of the people’. Everything we do as 
church, such as education, evangelism, pastoral care and acts of compassion, is an extension 
of the divine service we have received in worship. 
 
This understanding of our mission points us to the ultimate image of the church in Revelation 
7. John the Evangelist shows us a heavenly church that transcends this earthly life. The church 
ministers continually in the presence of our heavenly Father. We know that’s what the Father 
wants for his church – to be with him in heaven and join in the eternal chorus of praise around 
his throne. 
 
It is God’s will that he led you and me to that place, along with all the sinners he has saved 
through the blood of his Son Jesus Christ. We are his body, his people, his church unified as 
one. Astoundingly, humans share an intimate relationship as God’s adopted sons and 
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daughters, brothers and sisters of his only Son Jesus Christ. So, you are God’s immediate, 
closest family – that’s what you become as a baptised believer, and that’s what’s going on 
when Christians worship. 
 
You will have noticed that I have broadened my use of the word ‘church’ from the narrow, 
particular sense of your congregation and the LCA, to the broader ecumenical, cosmic sense 
of the saints of all time gathered in heaven for eternity. What happens in our local 
congregations and the wider LCA is a small entrée to that great reality. The transition takes 
place in your congregation when you gather to be baptised, to receive the Holy Spirit, to hear 
the word of God, to receive the body and blood of Christ in the family meal, and for God to 
bless you for all eternity. If we don’t passionately believe that’s what’s happening, then I 
wonder what we think we’re doing, and why we put so much trouble and effort into it. 
 
With open hearts we come for God to empty us of our sin and pride, to receive forgiveness 
and new life, and to share the faith and learn what God has done and is doing in and through 
us. In this way the church is open-ended, glorious and uplifting. Divine service is the most 
precious moment in your week, the foundation for the whole of your life. You have gone to 
church, God has served you, and it is marvellous. Like Moses, you have seen God and lived! 
 
I believe this is true however humble our circumstances, however modern or old-fashioned 
the music, whether the PowerPoint or microphones work or not, no matter what frictions are 
in the congregation – we are only human after all – and no matter whether there are only 2 or 
3 elderly people or a thousand of all ages. Our God is incarnational and unconditional. To find 
God don’t first look to the heavens, but look to the dust of the earth, right where you are, no 
matter how modest.  
 
I encourage you not to lose heart. In and through the church God is serving sinners with his 
Word and Sacraments, raising the dead and making them new people who brim with faith, 
hope and love. By his almighty power God has already raised our Saviour Jesus from the 
dead, and he now raises us and will go on raising all believers until their dying day. Then we 
will join him before his throne in heavenly worship, mission complete. 

 
3. Unity 
Since the 2015 LCA Convention of Synod in Rochedale, the LCA Unity Candle has toured 
District Conventions, where we have lit it during the opening rites. Sometimes people ask why 
we are doing this, and at one District Synod recently people expressed reluctance to use the 
candle. Since unity seems to be an issue for us right now, I want to explain why we are using 
this candle to express our unity in this season of the church. 
 
The rite of lighting the candle calls it the ‘Christ candle of Synod’, and describes it ‘as a sign 
that it is by the suffering and death of Christ that we are church, and that in him we are one.’ 
We link that with Ephesians 1:13-14: ‘We have been included in Christ when we heard the 
message of truth, the gospel of our salvation. When we believed, we were marked in him with 
a seal, the promised Holy Spirit…’ 
 
Of course, the candle is just a symbol and not the thing itself. As a symbol it directs our 
attention to Jesus Christ. Our unity comes from being joined with him through baptism. When 
St Paul wanted to stress Christian unity during an argument in the church at Corinth, he took 
the believers back to their baptism, comparing them to a temple of many parts built on the one 
foundation of Jesus Christ. In 1 Corinthians 12, he introduces the best known analogy of one 
body with many parts, where one part cannot say to the other, ‘I don’t need you.’ He concludes 
that analogy by affirming, ‘Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it.’ 
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St Paul’s words in Scripture are much more powerful and important than our candle, but it is 
a reminder of our baptism, and that makes it relevant and useful.  
 
I am not particularly concerned for the candle itself, but I am concerned by the rise of 
individualism by which we make ourselves the arbiters of unity, as though we are the ones 
who make it or break it depending on whether we agree with each other or not. But only God 
gives the gift of unity. Our unity and our interdependence as members of the body are a gift 
from God himself, and do not depend on human uniformity or like-mindedness. 
 
I pray fervently that each of us finds it in our heart, when we disagree, to soften our attitudes 
to one another, and to live by the commitment that in Christ, through baptism, we are and 
remain together in God’s church. We must continue working on what threatens to divide us, 
not so that we become identical, but so that we may be that particular, unique part of the body 
that God has created us to be. Because of him we need each other. So, we will always desire 
to express our unity for sake of the gospel and as a witness to the world. 

 
4. Faith and Gender 
I receive a fair amount of correspondence from lay church members and pastors on a range 
of topics. Since the last General Convention much of it has been about the vote on the 
ordination of women. What makes us so passionate about this particular issue? As I read your 
correspondence, and as I attend church conferences, conventions, events and meetings 
around our two countries, I have been listening for an answer to that question. 
 
Certainly, our society is highly sexualised, and sex is starting to become the measure of all 
relationships, as exemplified in Australia by the recent national debate on same-sex marriage. 
Questions of sexual identity certainly touch a sensitive spot these days, as though we aren’t 
quite sure of ourselves and we need to be reassured that it’s OK to be who we are. There’s a 
growing militancy about sexuality, as well as with race and religion as we experience the 
morass commentators call ‘identity politics’. 
 
But I wonder whether the ordination debate has stirred such passions among us because we 
differ on the meaning of our equality in Christ. Is it equality in everything, or is equality 
restricted only to matters of salvation? Are we free from old distinctions about gender roles, or 
are we subject to pre-determined, immutable orders of creation of subordination and male 
headship? 
 
I find this question difficult to describe, and it would be easy to be accused of caricaturing 
various points of view. I am not comfortable with the language of subordination and male 
headship and feel reluctant to even express it. It involves core issues about how we use 
Scripture, understand human beings and their relationship with God, and ultimately what kind 
of God we believe in. Yes, we know that God is totally beyond us, and we can’t understand 
who God is and what God does. But in terms of what we believe, Luther taught that whatever 
you put your trust in, especially in a crisis, is your small ‘g’ god. 
 
Since writing on this topic in a Heartland eNews last November, a number of people have 
challenged me, some asking that I retract my statement. I wrote: Some of us who hold 
passionately to a male-only pastorate now believe that the LCA needs to learn how to think 
rightly. They are tempted to include things the LCA does not teach, such as male headship 
and subordination based on orders of creation. Some of us have personal views on these 
matters, but pastors and teachers must not burden consciences by giving the impression that 
our church teaches them. What we do teach is that in Christ there is a new creation (2 
Corinthians 5:17) in which all are equal in him (Galatians 3:28). We teach that God has given 
us the ministry so that we can hear the gospel and receive the sacraments. The Holy Spirit 
uses these means to work faith in those who hear the gospel. ‘And the gospel teaches that 
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we have a gracious God, not by our own merits but by the merit of Christ, when we believe 
this’ (Augsburg Confession Article V. The Ministry). 
 
I am familiar with the LCA’s 1966 statement on the rights of women to vote at meetings of 
congregations, and one or two other documents which include opinions on gender based 
‘Biblical authority’. I scoured the archives and reread them all before writing. While a relatively 
few documents our early years did use such argumentation, the church has, I believe quite 
intentionally, never been systematic about it and has never dogmatised those matters. Much 
as the millennial debate1 that divided Australian Lutherans for a century, officially they are a 
matter of personal opinion, and are not taught as church doctrine. 
 
I am not among those who would try to deny or reconstruct human gender differences. Gender 
is God-given and real, and yes, of course we are different. But in Christ we are equal. If this 
equality means anything it must flow through into the church and on into our everyday lives. 
Christ in us has put an end to the old sinful temptation to use gender to justify some of us 
lording it over others simply because of the way we are born. Godly submission – Christlike 
submission – is mutually and voluntarily entered into for the love of God and the other person. 
If almighty God could submit himself to us in Christ, so we can submit to one another out of 
reverence for him. Such submission is a key characteristic of Christian marriage (Ephesians 
5:21-33), but it is not a law, and it is not enforced by the one to whom submission is given. It 
is voluntary, just as Christ’s submission to the Father was voluntary, and not because he was 
inferior. He submitted out of love and for the sake of the world. That’s our model of submission, 
as Paul says in his climactic statement, ‘submit to one another out of reverence for Christ’, 
which evidently includes the man submitting to the woman. 
 
Nevertheless, that is my view, which I believe aligns with the gospel, even though you might 
find texts that offer another path. You may prefer those texts. The church has not dogmatised 
this, and it is not helpful for us to be making a fuss about it in our congregations and pulpits 
while people in bondage are dying without hope. It’s our joy and responsibility, both lay and 
ordained, of whatever gender, to offer them hope, freely sharing the liberating love of Christ, 
and him crucified.2 

3 Every time I think of you, I thank my God. 4 And whenever I mention you in my prayers, 
it makes me happy. 5 This is because you have taken part with me in spreading the good 
news from the first day you heard about it. 6 God is the one who began this good work in 
you, and I am certain that he won’t stop before it is complete on the day that Christ Jesus 
returns.  
7 You have a special place in my heart. So it is only natural for me to feel the way I do. 
All of you have helped in the work that God has given me, as I defend the good news 
and tell about it here in jail. 8 God himself knows how much I want to see you. He knows 
that I care for you in the same way that Christ Jesus does.  
9 I pray that your love will keep on growing and that you will fully know and understand 
10 how to make the right choices. Then you will still be pure and innocent when Christ 
returns. And until that day, 11 Jesus Christ will keep you busy doing good deeds that bring 
glory and praise to God. 3   
Your brother in Christ  
Pastor John Henderson  
Bishop, Lutheran Church of Australia 
March 2019 

                                                      
1 The return of Christ and his thousand year reign on earth – see Revelation 20:1-6 
2 The first object of the LCA is to ‘fulfil the mission of the Christian Church in the world by proclaiming the Word of God and 
administering the Sacraments in accordance with the Confession of the Church…’ LCA Constitution Article 3.1.1 
3 The Holy Bible: The Contemporary English Version. (1995). (Php 1:3–11). Nashville: Thomas Nelson. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/cev?ref=Bible.Php1.3&off=41&ctx=+Church+in+Philippi%0a%7E3+Every+time+I+think
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