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INTRODUCTION

This project assumes that principles guide our actions. In particular, there are
theological and pastoral principles behind the records that we keep in our churches.
Further, those principles ought to be applied to the selection and use of church software.

My interest in the principles behind church records grew naturally from my work
on behalf of the church. From 1983 until 1992, I managed the computer products
department at Concordia Publishing House, the official publisher for The Lutheran

Church—M issouri Synod. While there, I oversaw the publication of the Lutheran
Congregational Information System' and its successors. [ managed programming,

support, and training on behalf of all the Lutheran publishers. I also managed software
marketing for Concordia Publishing House. This position gave me a unique opportunity
to understand the purpose of congregational records and to discuss their use with
hundreds of lay people and professional staff.

Although the first commercial software for congregational use dates back to 1968,

it wasn’t until the introduction of personal computers that it became feasible for most

'Version 2.35 was used for reference during the preparation of this paper. Lutheran Congregation
Information System Version 2.35, Concordia Publishing House, St. Louis; Augsburg Fortress Publishers,
Minneapolis; and Northwestern Publishing House, Milwaukee; 1988.



congregations to computerize their records. Early attempts to utilize PC’s were generally
amateur attempts that generated a great deal of frustration for congregational staff.
Nonetheless, a few good quality, but functionally limited, systems where created and
marketed for the Apple II and other early microcomputers.

As interest in utilizing computers for administrative purposes grew, six Lutheran
church bodies formed an ad hoc committee, the Consultation on Congregational Use of

Computers (CCUC). With financial assistance from Aid Association for Lutherans,? the

CCUC evaluated the software that was then available. They concluded that none of the
packages were suitable for Lutheran congregations and submitted a proposal for a grant
to develop a truly Lutheran system. Soon after, work began on LCIS, the Lutheran

Congregational Information System.>

Why did the CCUC find other software unacceptable? What made the Lutheran
Congregation Information System Lutheran? When it came time for me to design a
replacement for LCIS, what factors had to be preserved for our congregations? The
answers to these questions have more to do with pastoral theology than with computer
science.

Lutheran pastors have their own unique ways of speaking about issues like
stewardship and church membership. How they talk about such things reflects their

theological understanding of what it means to be a church member or give an offering.

2Now Thrivent Financial for Lutherans.

3Hereafter the acronym LCIS will frequently be used.
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Lutheran pastors are also interested in keeping different kinds of records than
fundamentalist, Reformed, or Roman Catholic pastors. This, too, reflects their theology.
Everyone keeps a mailing list, but not everyone cares when their members last attended
Communion. Even the struggles of Lutherans to come to grips with church growth and
women’s issues were reflected in the design of our software.

This paper will document the theological and pastoral underpinnings of LCIS and
its immediate successors as a reminder that how we say things and what we do should
flow from what we believe. However, these theological and pastoral considerations have
more than historical importance. For, although the forms and programs congregations
use to keep their records may change, unless our beliefs change, the principles behind
their selection and use will remain the same. Clarifying these principles should be
helpful to those who wish to understand how they can best utilize their current system for
keeping records. Understanding them will help congregations that are selecting new
software to pick something that will work well for them, both theologically and
practically, so that the software will be a help rather than a burden in their service to
Christ’s kingdom. Finally, since many newer programs allow users to adjust their
terminology, these pages will provide guidance as to the sorts of terminology that would

be most appropriate.

Project Description
There were two specific objectives for this project: 1) to describe the theological
principles that affect the design and use of church records and 2) to demonstrate how

3



these principles can be used by congregations when evaluating computer software
designed for keeping church records.

Fulfilling the first objective required me to revisit many of the decisions that were
made over the years as LCIS and its successors were developed. Doing so has enabled me
to give coherence and structure to decisions that were often made piecemeal, to explain
why certain choices were made, to question others, and to make plain how the character
of the software reflects our Lutheran heritage and theology. The first three chapters set
out the results of this reflection in a way that can be generalized to other computer
programs or even to manual records.

The second objective was accomplished by creating a form that helped me keep
track of the kinds of records various programs kept and the terminology they employed.
Issues such as security and the purpose of the various data fields were also considered.
Finally, the form notes how effectively some of the pastoral needs identified in the first
three chapters can be met by the programs that were evaluated. The form, its use, and my
results are discussed in chapters five, six, and seven.

The structure of this document follows the overall flow of the project. The
foundation is laid in chapter one. Beginning with the Gospel that gives the church life
and purpose, chapter one discusses the nature of the church and begins the exploration of
what it means to be a church member. It also explores some of the ways that church
records can support the work of the Gospel and will show why the Gospel must always

lie at the heart of our evaluation and use of church records.



Chapter two of this document will explore how these general principles can be
applied to a number of issues that affect the records we keep for members and prospective
members. It will also show how a congregation’s position on various issues will effect
their records. Both the kinds of information kept and the terminology used within those
records are determined primarily by such decisions. Chapter two will explore various
ethical issues, go over the multitude of possible relationships between individuals and a
congregation, and even touch on the principles of denominational fellowship. Then it
will discuss the role of the means of grace in the life of the congregation and show how
pastoral concerns in that area shape our records. Family relationships, women’s issues,
and the stewardship of time and talents will all be addressed. Finally, it will take a quick
look at denominational reporting requirements and how they affect the local
congregation’s records.

Contributions and financial records are the center of focus in chapter three.
Chapter three shows some of the ways that contributor records can be used to encourage
growth in financial stewardship. It also discusses the kinds of records that may be needed
to handle designated gifts, pledges, and the special appeals that are becoming increasingly
common in some church bodies.

Chapter four provides an overview of computerized record keeping systems. The
strengths and weakness of computerized systems are explained and the chief advantages
'of computerizing congregational records are explained. The chapter also includes a brief

history of church software and describes some of the ways that computerized records



systems have changed over the years as the capacity and speed of personal computers

have increased.
Chapter five describes a sample evaluation instrument that will provide a
framework for considering a congregation’s pastoral and terminological needs. Chapter

six describes how the author used that instrument to examine three programs that are
currently being sold to Lutheran congregations: Shepherd’s Staff;* Revelations,’ and
Lutheran Church Windows.® All are third generation, Windows-based products.
Shepherd’s Staff and Revelations were of particular interest since they have both been
marketed by Lutheran publishers and both desire to be successors to LCIS within their
own church bodies.” Chapter six contains the results of my evaluation. The final chapter
gives a brief summary of the project’s results and provides some suggestions for further
work.

It is my hope that this project will help congregations make wise decisions about
software and bring about a greater appreciation for the ways our theology works itself

into the life of our congregations. It affirms the need for precision in our language and

4Shepherd’s Staff Version 7.1, Concordia Publishing House, St. Louis, 2002.

SRevelations: Church Management Software Version 9.02, Icon Systems Inc., Moorhead, MN,
2001.

8Church Windows Information Manager 2003, Computer Helper Publishing, Columbus, OH,
2003.

"Concordia Publishing House developed Shepherd’s Staff to replace LCIS 2000 in The Lutheran
Church—Missouri Synod. Augsburg Fortress Publishers sold Revelations as the replacement for LCIS 2000
in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America.



shows how the Gospel gives purpose to a congregation’s records and actions. As chapter

one will show, such “gospel purposes” are the hallmark of a good system of records.



CHAPTER 1

THE GOSPEL, THE CHURCH, AND
CONGREGATIONAL RECORDS

In his famous recording of the “Wedding Song,” Noel Paul Stookey sang

“Woman draws her life from man and gives it back again.”! This reference to God’s

creation could easily be rewritten to speak of Christ and the church: The church draws

her life from Christ and gives it back again.
The church is a creation of the Gospel.2 Wherever the Gospel of Christ is

proclaimed, those who believe are added to the church. The new spiritual life within them

begins when God gives his Spirit through the Word of grace to create and nurture faith.>

This new life flows from the wound in Christ’s side and the blood that was shed for their

I“Wedding Song (There is Love)” (New York: Public Domain Foundation, 1971).

2In discussing the primacy of the Gospel among the marks of the church, Kurt Marquart marshals
this quote from Luther, “Truly the Gospel is the one most sure and noble mark of the church, much surer
than Baptism and the Bread, because [the church] is conceived, made, nurtured, borne, trained, fed,
clothed, adorned, armed, and preserved only through the Gospel.” (WA 7:721.12) cited in Robert D.
Preus, ed., Confessional Lutheran Dogmatics, vol. IX, The Church and Her Fellowship, Ministry, and
Governance, by Kurt E. Marquart (Waverly, Iowa: The International Foundation for Lutheran Confessional
Research, 1990), 21. Emphasis mine.

3Martin Luther, Luther s Small Catechism with Explanation (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing
House, 1991), 15.



forgiveness.* Believers cleave to Christ and are united with him in Baptism (Romans

6:4-5). They are one with him, part of his crucified and resurrected body (1 Cor. 12:27),
and they renew and celebrate that oneness each time they gather to receive the Sacrament
of the Altar (1 Cor. 10:16-17).

The church gives back her life through service to Christ and the Gospel.® As
Christ’s helpmate (Eph. 5:31-32, Gen.2:18-24), she proclaims the same Gospel to others
so that they, too, might share in the life of Christ (Rev. 22:17). Her work is part of her
worship; it reflects the love and admiration she has for the One who died and rose to give
her life (Romans 12:1, 1 Peter 2:9).6

For these reasons, the Gospel lies at the heart of all we do together as

congregations. It is the center not only of our worship, but also of our service. Each

4Marquart, 5.

SLutherans often distinguish between the Gospel in the narrow sense—the message that God has
forgiven all sins for Christ’s sake and accounts as righteous all who believe in him—and a broad sense that
includes the preaching of repentance. Within this paper, when “Gospel” is capitalized and used
substantively the reference is to the narrow sense. Constructs such as “gospel-reason” refer to those things
which in some way provide opportunity or support for the proclamation of the Gospel proper. In this
sense, God’s Law has a “gospel-purpose” since it is the “tutor that leads us to Christ, that we may be
justified by faith.” (Gal. 3:24 NASB).

%In the Apology of the Augsburg Confession (AP), Article XXIV, Melancthon clearly establishes
that such a “sacrifice of thanksgiving” is the only sort of worship that is acceptable to God. In so doing, he
refers specifically to the proclamation of the Gospel: “The New Testament teaches that there should be a
new and pure sacrifice; this is faith, prayer, thanksgiving, confession, and proclamation of the Gospel,
suffering because of the Gospel, etc.” AP XXIV:30, Tappert, 255. Confessional citations other than the
Small Catechism will be from the Tappert edition. The Book of Concord: The Confessions of the
Evangelical Lutheran Church, Theodore G. Tappert, ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979).



board, every committee, every position in a congregation ought to have a gospel-reason
for being.” Some, such as the evangelism teams or the Sunday school, will proclaim the

Gospel directly. Others, like the trustees, do not work directly with the Word and
Sacraments but still serve the Gospel. For, properly done, their work facilitates the work
and worship of others.

To understand the interplay between such mundane tasks as building maintenance

or bookkeeping and more obviously spiritual tasks, such as preaching the Word,? it is

helpful to remember that human beings were created from earthly dust and spirit from
God (Gen. 2:7). There are, consequently, both horizontal and vertical dimensions to life,
and Christians live and work in both dimensions. Charles P. Arand notes,

There are two dimensions to being a human creature. One is a vertical
dimension that involves our life with God, especially in the matters of death and
salvation. The other is a horizontal dimension that involves our life with God’s
creatures and our activity in the world. It serves the maintenance and furtherance
of life in the world. In the former, we discover our humanity. . . . In the latter, we
realize our humanity.?

"Donald A. Abdon puts it this way, “To organize around the Great Commission means to
structure and implement the task of making disciples with a conscious awareness that the Gospel is the
God-given means for the task.... All of the Church’s efforts need to reflect the Great Commission and the
Gospel as the motive force behind its efforts.” [Emphasis Abdon’s]. Donald A. Abdon, Introduction to
Organizing Around the Great Commission, 2nd. Ed. (Indianapolis: Parish Leadership Seminars, 1977).

8Lutherans hold that everyday tasks performed in faith and obedience to God are holier and more

pleasing to him than many of the supposedly spiritual tasks that are done with a view to winning his
approval. AP XV:25, Tappert, 218. For a full discussion, see Gene Edward Veith, Jr., The Spirituality of
the Cross: The Way of the First Evangelicals (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1999).

9Arand actually derives these two dimensions from two kinds of righteousness: the righteousness
of faith and civic righteousness. The argument from creation is a simplification of his thesis. Charles P.
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Like the individual Christian, the church also lives in both dimensions.

“In the vertical dimension, the church lives in the presence of God as an
assembly of believers created by the Spirit through the Word of God. . .. Inits
horizontal dimension. . . . the church lives in the midst of human society. It takes
on institutional forms as a sustaining community that befits the children of God!?

Both dimensions are essential. As previously noted, without the vertical
dimension there is no church, for it is God who brings the church into being through the
Word and Sacraments. The horizontal elements of church life, such as the ways we go
about our church-work, flow from the vertical dimension of church life and provide a
context for God’s work in and through the church. Arand writes:

The horizontal dimension serves the vertical by providing the context
within which the vertical can occur. Times and places for worship provide the
settings within which the Gospel is preached and the sacraments are administered.
Structures from lectionaries to liturgies provide opportunity for the entire counsel
of God to be proclaimed and heard. . . . The church draws upon the resources of
creation and society in order to find the forms wherein its life can be expressed.
At the same time, the church in its horizontal dimension must draw upon
resources derived from reason [emphasis mine] in order to serve and give
expression to the church as the assembly of believers. Architecture is chosen not
only to facilitate human needs, but to accentuate the core values of the church.
Polity is based upon what is deemed best (bene esse) for organizing people for the
proclamation of the Gospel. The same applies to music, administration, and
programs.'!

Arand, “Moving Between Two Worlds: The Challenge of Church and Ministry in the 21st Century, ”
(Unpublished paper presented at the Pastoral Leadership Institute, St. Louis: 3 December 2001), 1.

10mbid., 4.

1bid., 4-5.
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Thus human tools and structures have a legitimate place in the life of the church.
To eliminate the methods devised by reason and good sense from the church’s repertoire
is both erroneous and impossible. Though different congregations in different times and
different places may choose different tools and structures, they will use tools and
structures simply because they live as part of God’s creation.

Waldo Werning has made the same point with regard to the use of principles
derived by human observation in parish administration. Arguing from the principles of
Christian stewardship, he writes: “It is not man doing God’s work, but rather church
leaders working by God’s grace and the Holy Spirit’s enlightenment as they look at all of

God's resources for the situation [emphasis Werning’s].”'? In principle, everything we

are, everything we have, and everything we know are gifts to be used for God’s glory.
Therefore, they may be used for the work of the church when such use is consistent with
God’s Word and sound reason.

Though human tools and structures have a place within the church’s work, they
must never becomes ends unto themselves, nor must we think they are the primary means
through which God’s work is done. It is, after all the Gospel, that is “the power of God
unto salvation” (Romans 1:16) and the Word of God that is living and active and sharper
than any sword (Hebrews 4:12). Nonetheless, people often fall prey to the temptation to

equate their work with God’s or to think that they are accomplishing something for God.

2waldo J. Werning, Vision and Strategy for Church Growth (Chicago: Moody Bible Institute,
1977), 11.

12



Using Arand’s categories, such people are confusing the horizontal and vertical
dimensions of the church’s life and service.

Martin Luther’s theology of the cross is helpful for keeping the horizontal and
vertical aspects of our work in their proper relationship.'? Luther taught that since

humanity turned away from the truth about God that was plainly visible in creation (Rom.
1:18-23), God chose the hiddenness of the cross as the means of his self-revelation. As a
consequence, it is only through Christ and his cross that the God of glory may be
approached or known by men. This part of God’s work and the theology of the cross are
well known, but a theologian of the cross also recognizes that God applies a cross to the
lives of believers. God puts them to death and raises them up with Christ (Rom. 6:4).
Luther writes,
Under this King’s reign [Christ’s] all the things you hoped for in the law
are condemned and all the things you feared are to be loved. He offers the cross

and death. . . . You must die if you would live under this King. You must bear the
cross and the hatred of the whole world.!*

This cross is not merely a symbol: it is a painful reality. The dying is real death,
but the rising is just as real. Human reason would never select such a road. Human power
is insufficient for such work. Therefore Luther writes,

Because this is the wisdom of the cross, God alone knows the way of the
righteous. It is hidden even to the righteous; for His right hand leads them in such

I3For a brief summary of Luther’s distinction between the theology of the cross and the theology
of glory see Paul Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, trans. Robert C. Schultz (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1966), 25-34.

14Martin Luther, WA 5, 68; LW 14, 342. Cited in a note by Althaus, Ibid., 31.
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a wonderful way that it is not the way of the senses or of reason but of faith alone,
which is able to see in the darkness and behold the invisible.!s

Thus, the reality of the cross underscores the limitations of anything people or
congregations can accomplish with the tools of reason. The reader will do will to keep
these limitations in mind throughout the discussion that follows. The heavy work, the
work of the cross, is God’s. It is part of the vertical dimension of the church’s life and
service. The lighter work, of speaking, organizing, and interacting with the people
around them, belongs to the people of God. Such work follows from the Great
Commission and is the appropriate place for men and women to apply their sanctified
common sense and the other gifts which God has given.

It follows, then, that congregational records have a limited, but proper, place
within the life and work of the church. Since the records are meant to serve the people,
boards, and committees as they work in service to the Gospel, these records must serve
the same ends. In fact, as will be shown later, there are a variety of ways in which good
records support the work of the church; but first, it will be worthwhile to review the

nature and character of the church.

The Nature of the Church and Church Membership
What, then, is this thing we call “the church?”” What does it mean to be a member

of the church? What relationship exists between the church and the local congregation?

15Martin Luther, WA 5, 45; LW 14, 309. Cited in a note by Althaus, Ibid., 31.
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Is membership in one, the same as membership in another? In his book Foundations for
Purposeful Church Administration, Alvin J. Lindgren notes that those who would lead
the church must understand its nature.

The contemporary church administrator faces many concrete decisions as
to proper activities and programs to be encouraged or rejected in the life of the
local church. His decisions will be reached by evaluating each as to whether or
not the proposed activity (1) is in line with objectives of the church as he
understands it, and (2) would be effective in reaching the objectives. The first
practical question confronting a church administrator is thus a clear understanding
of what he is trying to do. He simply must have a clear knowledge of goals and
objectives as a basis of determining acceptable programs and activities in the life

of the local church.'6
Lindgren goes on to underscore that one’s understanding of the church’s goals and
objectives must be derived from what the Scriptures teach about the nature of the church.
The nature of God and the Christian gospel has already determined the
goals and objectives toward which the church should be moving as it seeks to
fulfill its mission. This fact requires of every administrator and congregation a
serious study of the nature and mission of the church. Such a study is necessary

to keep the church from accommodating herself to cultural patterns and

expectations and thus actually ceasing to be the church and thereby losing her

own uniqueness.'”

What Lindgren says about programs and activities can also be applied to the
business of keeping church records. There are endless possibilities for record keeping
within any organization and one can easily be lost in a sea of detail and meaningless

paperwork. Discernment is required to distinguish between those records which will

16Alvin J. Lindgren, Foundations for Purposeful Church Administration (New York: Abingdon
Press, 1965), 28.

71bid.
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facilitate the unique mission and ministry of the church and those which do not. To
acquire that discernment, one needs to understand the nature of the church.

To aid our understanding, the New Testament uses several figures, such as the
“body of Christ” (Eph. 1:22-23) and the “bride of Christ” (Eph. 5:25-27) to describe the

church. More commonly, it is simply called the exkAoLa or assembly. This previously
political term was adopted by the early church to distinguish it from the Jewish
synagogue and from the mystery cults.!® Its use reflects the Spirit-imbued habit
Christians have of gathering around Word and Sacrament. Luther was referring to this
work of the Spirit when he wrote that the Spirit “calls, gathers, enlightens, and sanctifies

the whole Christian church on earth” (emphasis mine).'?

Thus, the church is the assembly of believers.2? Over the centuries Lutheran

dogmaticians have asserted that unbelievers are not part of the church even if they have

professed the name of Christ and associated themselves with a congregation.2! Although

18Marquart, 4.
19Luther, Small Catechism, 15.

20gee Walther’s first thesis concerning the church. C. F. W. Walther, The Voice of Our Church on

the Question of Church and Ministry in Walther on the Church, trans. John M. Drickamer, Selected
Writings of C. F. W. Walther, ed. August R. Suelflow, (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1981), 17.

2'Pieper cites the Lutheran Confessions as well as Luther, Gerhard, and Baier. Franz Pieper,
Christian Dogmatics, vol. 3, trans. Walter F. Albrecht (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1953),
vol. 3,398-402. C. F. W. Walther omits Baier and adds quotes from Calov and Quenstedt. Church and
Ministry, 17-22.
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in love, we are willing to count anyone a Christian who professes the name of Christ (as

long as his confession and behavior do not belie his claims),2? we know that there are

those who call Christ Lord who will never enter the kingdom of heaven (Matt. 7:21). The
works of these people belie their professions of faith and Christ casts them out saying,
“Depart from me you evil doers, I never knew you” (Matt. 7:23). Likewise, outwardly
righteous lives may hide corrupt and rebellious hearts, as Christ’s frequent denunciation
of the Pharisees shows (e.g., Luke 11:39-44),

Only those who have been justified through faith in Christ are actually part of the
church. In our day, many different gospels are preached in the name of Christ. Some
preach a gospel of works; others may preach a gospel of universal salvation apart from
faith or Christ. The apostles preached the Gospel of salvation through faith in the
atoning, vicarious sacrifice of Christ. It is those who hold this apostolic faith who are

part of the true church.?

Likewise many christs are preached in our day. Some preach a

“demythologized,” “historicized” christ who was little more than a clever teacher

divinized by later generations.2* For others he is a prophet or an angel.?> For many he is

22Pieper, Dogmatics, vol. 3, 409.

23 uther said it most memorably, “A seven year old child knows what the church is, namely, holy
believers and sheep who hear the voice of their shepherd.” SA IIL.XII, Tappert, 315.

245ee David P. Scaer’s discussion of the theories of Lessing, Strauss, Bultmann and others in

Christology, Confessional Lutheran Dogmatics, vol. VI, Robert D. Preus, ed. (Waverly, Iowa: The
International Foundation for Lutheran Confessional Research, 1989), 16-20.
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“a son of God.” But for all true believers he is God incarnate, who offered himself as the

sacrifice for our sins.26

The church, therefore, is seen to be much smaller than the sum of all those who
hold membership in the various church bodies that lay claim to the name “Christian.” All
profess Christ, but for many that profession is false, either because they do not know the
truth about Christ, or because they do not believe it. Because it is faith and faith alone

that determines who is and who is not part of the church, the precise size of the true

church cannot be humanly known, nor can the precise boundaries of the church be seen.?’

What is true for the church in general is also true for specific congregations. Even
in congregations where all members have publicly professed faith in Christ Jesus, the
visible boundaries of the congregation’s membership and the invisible boundaries of the

local church are not identical. Within the visible boundaries, but outside the local church,

are those whose profession was false or who have since fallen away from the faith.28

25E.g., Islam and the Jehovah’s Witnesses. John Alden Williams, ed., Islam (New York: George

Braziller, 1961), 31-35 and Make Sure of All Things: Hold Fast to What Is Fine, (Brooklyn:Watchtower
Bible and Tract Society of New York, 1965), 288.

26The Nicene Creed, Tappert, 18.
27«The church in the proper sense of the word is invisible.” Walther, Church and Ministry, 22.

28Walther wrote that even in orthodox congregations “there is always an admixture of false
Christians and hypocrites, and at times even public sinners.” C.F.W. Walther, The Proper Form of an
Evangelical Lutheran Local Congregation Independent of the State: A Collection of Testimonies from the
Confessional Writings of the Evangelical Lutheran Church and from the Private Writings of Its Orthodox
Teachers, in Selected Writings of C. F. W. Walther, ed. August R. Suelflow, Walther on the Church, trans.
John M. Drickamer (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1981), 125.
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Outside the visible boundaries, but within the local church, will be those catechumens

who have true faith in Christ and lapsed members who have been recalled to faith, but

have not yet been publicly restored to congregational membership.?’ Consequently, our

records are only a rough approximation of the Book of Life kept by Him who weighs and

judges the human heart (Rev. 20:12, Prov. 21:2).

The Gospel and the Church’s Life and Mission

Since only those who believe in Christ Jesus are part of the church, it follows that
the church is a daughter of the Gospel. “Faith comes by hearing,” writes Paul, “and
hearing by the Word of Christ” (Romans 10:17). Christ himself called people to faith
with his preaching (Mark 1:15). Those who learned from him preached the same
message, bringing still more to the faith and into the fellowship of those who have been
justified by God. Christians today have also heard that message and believed and have
become part of the same fellowship, the same assembly of believers, the church.

Hence, the Gospel calls the church into being, and the church in turn preaches the
Gospel. The believers gather around the Word that gives them life. They celebrate the
Sacraments which make that Word tangible. So wherever the church gathers, the Word is

proclaimed and the Sacraments are administered according to Christ’s command.3®

29pieper, Dogmatics, vol. 3, 397.

30«The church is the assembly of saints in which the Gospel is taught purely and the sacraments
are administered rightly.” AC VII [Latin], Tappert, 32.
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Likewise, wherever the Word is proclaimed and the Sacraments are administered
according to Christ’s command, a church will come into being. For God’s Word does not
return void, but accomplishes the purpose for which it was sent (Is. 55:11). Through the
Gospel, Baptism, and the Sacrament of the Altar, the Holy Spirit creates and strengthens
the faith that makes one part of the church.’!

This dynamic has led Lutherans to identify the Word and Sacraments as the
marks of the church. If there is a church, the Gospel will be preached. If the Gospel is

preached, there will be a church. So these marks or signs3? indicate the presence of the

church—not outward organizational affiliation, apostolic succession, or anything else.3?

The pervasiveness of the marks is due, first of all, to the grace of God, but also to the
nature of the church’s mission.

That mission is to make disciples of all nations. Christ himself gave this
command (Matthew 28:18-20) and it was reiterated in various ways by the apostles

(1 Tim. 2:3, Romans 10:11-15, 11:32, 1 John 1:3, 2:2). Christ also gave his church the

31AC V, Tappert, 31.

32Marquardt recommends calling these “signs” instead of “marks,” suggesting that they

correspond to the signs wrought by Jesus and the sign given the shepherds. They point to the presence and
work of God among the people of this world. Marquardt, The Church, 19-21.

33Marquardt, The Church, 21-22.
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power to accomplish this mission when, on the day of Pentecost, he poured out the Holy
Spirit upon the waiting assembly (Luke 24:46-49).

The church’s principal tool for accomplishing this mission is the Gospel
proclaimed in Word and Sacrament. The Gospel is the “power of God unto salvation for
all who believe” (Romans 1:16). Through the Gospel, the Spirit gives ears to hear and
faith to believe (Romans 10:17).

For the sake of this Gospel and for the sake of his church, Christ has appointed
various servants to proclaim the Word (Eph. 4:11). Foremost in this regard were the
apostles and prophets. Under the Spirit’s inspiration, they spoke and wrote with divine
authority concerning the truth that had been revealed to them. They set the pattern for
sound words and godly teaching that preserves and builds up the church.

Following in their footsteps have been countless pastors and teachers who have
faithfully proclaimed the same Gospel. These, too, are gifts of Christ to his church (Eph.
4:11). Through his Spirit he calls them to their work (Acts 20:28) of preaching, teaching,
and administration of the Sacraments (1 Cor. 4:1). Through their service, the church is
built up and grows to maturity in Christ (Eph. 4:13), even as she carries the Gospel of
Christ to the ends of the earth (Eph. 4:12, Matt. 28:18-20).

However, it would be a mistake to conclude that the Gospel and the command to
proclaim it have only been given to those who labor publicly in the service of the Word.

The entire church has been called to “proclaim the praises of him who has called them out
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of the darkness into his marvelous light” (1 Peter 2:9). Every believer is called as a royal
priest who proclaims the forgiveness of sins to others on behalf of God.

Thus all Christians share the power of the keys. The night after he was raised,
Christ gave the authority to forgive and retain sins to all who received the Holy Spirit

(John 20:21-23). Since the Spirit has been promised and given to all who believe, all

believers share this authority.34 Each may exercise that authority in ways that are

consistent with his or her vocation. The pastor does this by his preaching and teaching
and through private confession and absolution. The people of the congregation use this
authority when they encourage one another in the faith and when they speak to outsiders.
For this authority is really nothing else than the authority to call people everywhere to

repentance and faith in the Gospel.>> Sin and grace, Law and Gospel, have a place on the

lips of all God’s people.

So pastor and people find themselves working together to accomplish the church’s
mission. Here the body imagery utilized so often by the apostle Paul comes to the fore.
The church is one body, with one head, and one purpose (Col. 1:17-19). But each of the

parts of the body have differing functions and differing abilities that suit them for those

34Some Lutherans, such as Joh. Ylvisaker assert that this bestowal of the Spirit was unique to the

apostles and prepared them for their unique ministry. However, since they establish the granting of the
keys to the congregation from Matthew 18, they end in much the same place. The Gospels: A Synoptic
Presentation of the Text in Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John with Explanatory Notes, (Minneapolis:
Augsburg Publishing, 1932, Reprinted by Northwestern Publishing House, Milwaukee, 1977), 426, 770.

35Luke’s description of the events that evening highlights the worldwide proclamation of the
Gospel (Luke 24:45-49).
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functions (1 Cor. 12). Ideally, these diverse parts work together smoothly under the
direction of the Christ, the head. When they do, their work will center on the Gospel, for
Christ’s purpose and command remain unchanged.

This section has shown that the Spirit, who calls us to faith and gathers us into
one body, equips us to continue the proclamation that gave us life. This Gospel ministry
is the church’s most important task. Through this work the lost are saved. By it,
believers are strengthened and grow toward maturity. Christ’s purpose is accomplished.

While such work sometimes proceeds haphazardly, the church throughout the
centuries has found certain kinds of records to be valuable aids to her work. Indeed, the
Bible presents heaven itself as keeping records for judgment and a book with the names
of those who will inherit eternal life (Rev. 21:12,15). The last section of this chapter will
show why records can be helpful and how they can truly serve the congregation’s

ministry of the Gospel.

Congregational Records That Support
the Church’s Ministry

Good records support the local congregation’s ministry in various ways. The
most basic records are those that record the official acts performed by the congregation’s
pastor. Records can also be kept of other activities, such as pastoral visits. These records
can be used to track what has been done, for whom it has been done, and when it was
done. This kind of information is useful for coordinating the work of several people and

helps insure that all are aware of what should be done next. Various auxiliary
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information, such as a person’s age or sex, can also be kept. Computers can be especially
helpful for searching these records for opportunities for ministry. The following
paragraphs will provide a first look at each of these different types of records.

Records of Baptisms, weddings, and funerals have been kept for generations.
These quasi-legal records are kept by many churches and in some cases can replace
missing or damaged state records. Pastors through the centuries have tracked these
official acts and recorded what was done, who was involved, and when the rites were
performed. These elemental records need to be carefully preserved and often survive in
denominational archives even after the congregation itself is gone. Besides the interests
of the state, these records represent the church’s concern for her children, her desire that
they spring from sanctioned unions, and the value that she and her Lord place on the lives
and deaths of her members.

Other records of the “who, what, when” variety include lists of accessions and
removals from congregational membership. The church has always been conscious of her
Scripture-defined boundaries. There have always been people who were in the church,
and those who were not. In fact, this sense that some are within and others without the
fellowship was present already in first century Judaism. John 9:22-23 indicates that the
synagogue distinguished between insiders and outsiders and that those who confessed
faith in Christ would be put out of the synagogue. In similar fashion, Paul speaks in First
Corinthians about the need to remove one who was having sexual relations with his

father’s wife (1 Cor. 5:1-5).

24



Within a small community a sense of membership can be easily maintained
without the use of formal records. For example, within a small house church each
member would be known to all the others. However, as time progresses and the
community grows, keeping track of the boundaries of the community and those who are
moving across them becomes more difficult. The inherent sloppiness of human
relationships begins to exert its influence. There are nonmembers who may attend
faithfully for years without ever joining the congregation. Others become members but
are rarely seen because of ill health, travel, or less worthy reasons. These may be
unknown to most of the community, yet they are part of it.

The boundaries of many Christian communities are most apparent at their
celebrations of Holy Communion. From ancient times, congregations have had standards
for admission to the Sacrament. Werner Elert has established that it was the desire to

maintain the sanctity of the Lord’s Supper that gave rise to the practice of closed

Communion rather than a need or desire for secrecy.’® These Christians understood the

Sacrament as holy things given for God’s holy people. They were not to be shared with
unbelievers, gross sinners, or heretics.

Elert also describes letters that were given to Christians so that they would be able
to participate in the worship and sacraments of other orthodox churches as they traveled.

Such letters are mentioned already by Paul in Second Corinthians 3:1. In later centuries

36Wermer Elert, Eucharist and Church Fellowship in the First Four Centuries, trans. Norman E.
Nagel (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1966), 76-77.
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it became standard practice for travelers to carry with them letters of recommendation
from their bishop. These letters would be presented to each Bishop along the way and
would remain with him while the traveler was in his care. In doubtful cases, the receiving

Bishop would write for confirmation of the letter’s validity and fellowship might be

withheld until it was received.3’

The existence of such letters and such care about the church’s boundaries suggests
that a system of church records existed in many of the large dioceses. Certainly, in our
day and age, such matters ought to be committed to writing, for we live in a society
where both pastors and people are highly mobile. Further, in this day of
“mega-churches” there are congregations of sufficient size as to make it impossible for
the pastor to know every member of the congregation.

In all these situations, well-maintained membership records are of great help to
the pastoral staff. As pastors come and go the established membership records enable
them to identify the people to whom they are to be ministering. Lapsed or straying
members are not forgotten. Those who have been excluded but continue to identify
themselves as members of the congregation can be unmasked. The congregation’s
boundaries are plainly marked.

A congregation’s records do more than mark the boundaries. They also help

coordinate the work of ministry by enabling everyone to learn what anyone knows.

37Elent, 125-134.
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When a new pastor uses the congregational records to determine its boundaries, he is
coordinating his work with that of his predecessor. Other kinds of records are also kept
to coordinate the work of several people. For example, many congregations keep careful
records of their various visitation ministries. By keeping track of who was visited, when
they were visited, and noting important elements of the discussion, it becomes possible
for visitors to refresh their memories when making return visits. It also becomes possible
for different people to make visits without repeating large parts of the discussion.

Suppose that the staff of a large parish decided they would visit every household
in the space of few years. In order to accofnplish this task, it would be necessary for them
to keep track of which households had already been visited. The records would not have
to be complicated. A church directory with a date and the initials of the visiting person
would be sufficient to prevent redundant visits and to identify those who still needed to
be visited. By scribbling some notes in the margins about occupations, significant dates
and events, ages of the children, and the like, the pastors could use their record as a
reminder of things that had been discussed. They would also be moving toward another
use for congregational records—searching for opportunities for ministry.

Often new ministries take the form of new groups within the congregation.
Because the social networks in which people live and work are often inaccessible to us,
we sometimes create groups of like-minded or like-needed individuals. Church records
can be helpful to those who are trying to identify people who are likely to have similar

needs or interests that might be profitably addressed through the Word.
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As an example of such a use, consider an informal study that was done a few
years ago when the author was the administrative pastor at St. John Lutheran in Luvemne,
Minnesota. The associate pastor, who was widowed, began to suspect that there might be
enough single adults in the parish to establish a viable singles ministry. After reviewing
the congregational records, he informed the author that fully one third of the

congregation’s adult members were widowed, divorced, or never married.’® He found

more than 200 people, a much larger group than either of us had expected. The next step
would have been to consider what such a ministry might look like and how that ministry
would support the church’s mission. Unfortunately, both pastors left before a program
could be established. Nonetheless, this anecdote serves to illustrate that congregational
records may contain latent information that could benefit the congregation if properly
used.

The latency of many connections between the Gospel and church records is one
reason why those connections are frequently overlooked. Nonetheless, the connections
do exist. Whether they are used for pointing out opportunities for work, helping to
coordinate the efforts, or tracking the results, a well-designed system of records supports
the efforts of those who proclaim the Gospel. Some will use them as they seek to build
up the existing church by strengthening her members through the Gospel. Others will use

them as they seek to take the Gospel to those outside the congregation’s boundaries. Still

38This unpublished study was done by Rev. Iver Possehl in 1998. He simply used the
congregation’s administrative software to list and count the single members over the age of 21.
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others may use their records to provide logistical support to those on the front lines. In
any case, it is the intended use of the records that provides the Gospel connection and
gives them their Gospel reason for being. The next two chapters will explore some of
those Gospel connections as they set forth the theological and pastoral issues that affect

the contents and use of congregational records.
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CHAPTER 2
THEOLOGICAL AND PASTORAL ISSUES THAT AFFECT
MEMBERSHIP RECORDS

As the previous chapter noted, there are many different kinds of information that
could be gathered for a parish’s congregational records, but some may lack the necessary
connections to the Gospel. That is, they cannot or will not be used to further the
congregation’s ministry. Thus, every congregation needs to give serious thought to how
various kinds of information will be used before investing the time and effort to gather
and record it. The information gathered should assist the church as it ministers to the
people who provide it. It is also important to ensure that the information gathered is not

used in a way that harms the person who provides it.

Introductory Issues Related to the
Gathering and Use of Information.

The first principle for the church in the information age is that information that
will not be used should not be gathered. This basic principle should be followed for both
practical and ethical reasons. Practically, gathering and recording information requires
time and effort. That time and effort should not be wasted gathering useless information

just because it appears on a form or computer screen. Few pastors, church secretaries, or
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volunteers complain about having too little to do. They do not need busywork. They
prefer to spend their time accomplishing useful tasks that are related to the congregation’s
mission.

Ethically, whenever one asks people to share information about themselves, one
has the responsibility to use that information in a way that will benefit them or that
furthers a shared purpose. This may be considered a variety of social contract. People
provide the information not merely to satisfy the curiosity of the pastor or staff, but
because they believe that the information they provide will in some way help them or that
it will assist the church with its mission. Consequently, a congregation should be
prepared to explain to its members how each piece of information it gathers will be used,
how that use will further the proclamation of the Gospel, and how it will benefit the
member that provides it. If these connections cannot be made and explained, the
information should not be gathered.

Second, the congregation has a responsibility to ensure that the information it
gathers is not misused so that it causes harm to some of the congregation’s members.

The responsibility not to use information in a way that harms others flows from the fifth,

seventh, and eighth commandments, which teach us not to do physical or financial harm

to our neighbor, nor to divulge another’s secrets.! Although pastors and congregations

rarely abuse the information they gather themselves, the possibility that others may do so

"Martin Luther, Small Catechism, 10-11.
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must be considered. Thus, another issue that congregations must face is that of
confidentiality.

Many congregations encounter this issue when they begin publishing a church
directory. There may be some in the congregations who have very good reasons for
keeping their street addresses or phone numbers confidential. For instance, the member
may be a famous person who has difficulty finding privacy, a breadwinner teetering on
the edge of bankruptcy, or a woman who is hiding out from an abusive ex-husband. This
latter case shows how even ordinary information that is rarely considered sensitive must
be handled carefully. For such a woman, keeping her address confidential may be a
matter of life and death.

Yet the pastor and staff will have good reasons for wanting to know the addresses
and phone numbers of their members. They will be used for visitation, mailings, and
various kinds of notices. Most of these contacts will be intended to encourage the

recipient in faith, bind them more tightly to the community of believers, or facilitate
communication within the body of Christ.2 Such uses are legitimate and benefit the one

who provides the information as well as furthering the church’s mission. They are the

gospel reasons for gathering the information. Further, such reasons are usually sufficient
to convince those who wish their addresses to be kept confidential to provide them to the
congregation’s pastoral staff provided they are assured that the information supplied will

not be given to others.

21 indgren, Church Administration, 138-142.
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Practical issues, like whether or not information will be used, and ethical issues,
like confidentiality, concern every organization. Businesses as well as churches have a
responsibility to use the information they gather in ways that are helpful, not harmful.
However, there are record keeping issues that are unique to the church. Some of these
issues are terminological; most are also theological. The next section will be the first of
several to examine such issues. It focuses on the different sorts of relationships that can

exist between people and a congregation and the terms used to describe them.

Issues Encountered When Categorizing Relationships
Between People and the Local Congregation.

The fundamental relationship between a person and a congregation is that of
membership. This word, membership, reflects the biblical idea that the church is the
body of Christ. To be a member of the holy Christian church is to be a part of Christ’s
body (1 Cor. 12:12-13). Likewise, those who are part of Christ’s body are also joined
with one another (Romans 12:5). This means that congregational membership and
membership in Christ should be the same thing.

Keeping this identity in mind would do much to lessen the confusion among
America’s churches as to who should and who should not be a member of the local
congregation. A 1998 article in the Reporter, a periodical published by The Lutheran
Church—M issouri Synod, highlights the confusion. Citing an article from The Parish
Paper, the article asks us to consider two congregational patterns:

In Parish A, an adult can’t be a member unless he or she has been a regular
worshipper and has attended Bible class or a study group for a year; tithes with at
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least one-half of the person’s tithe going to the congregation; takes part in a
training program meant to prepare people for volunteer ministry; and graduates
from a fairly long orientation class.

In Parish B, a person becomes a member by attending a two-session

orientation class, producing written records that attest to baptism and
affirmatively responding to membership vows made in front of the congregation

during a Sunday-morning worship service.?

Parish A is often called a “high expectation” parish. Such congregations are
likely to have worship attendance in excess of their official membership. Congregations
like Parish B, often referred to as “low expectation” parishes, usually have attendance that
is less than half their official membership. The Reporter, though it did not approve the
membership policies of Parish A, does ask us to consider whether we don’t get what we

expect from our congregations’ members.*

Unfortunately, though Parish A has high expectations of its members, it has
become quite confused about the nature of church membership. Scriptural and
sacramental realities have been replaced by organizational expectations and
congregational membership has become something other than a localized membership in
the holy Christian church.

Similar confusion is sometimes shown by Lutheran pastors. When the Lutheran

publishing houses first began to market computer software for church use, many

3Bruce Kueck, “Ideas: Scatter Those You Can’t Use,” Reporter (January 1998): 14. The
Reporter’s citation was incomplete and the author has been unable to locate the original Parish Paper
article.

4Ibid., 14.
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computers were quite limited in storage capacity. Consequently, it was necessary to ask
how many people each congregation would be including in its records when helping them
to select an appropriate computer and software. At first, we simply asked how many
members the congregation had. However, we soon changed our question. Too many
pastors were giving us the number of communicants rather than the total number of
baptized people who were part of the congregation. Since a child’s record took up just as
much space as an adult’s, congregations that fell into this trap sometimes purchased
computers that lacked sufficient capacity to hold all the necessary records.

Baptism and the faith that receives its benefits make us part of the body of Christ
and, therefore, members of the church and its local manifestation, the congregation. In
First Corinthians 12:12 the apostle writes, “for by one Spirit we have all been baptized
into one body.” His reference, of course, is to the church, the mystical body of Christ.
Thus, it is Baptism that makes us part of the church, not confirmation or any other
humanly instituted rite or covenant.

On the other hand, it may be legitimate to distinguish between various kinds of
members for administrative purposes. The most common distinction among Lutherans is
between baptized and communicant members. This distinction arises from the belief that
not everyone is to be admitted to the Sacrament of the Altar. One requirement is that
those who are admitted be able to examine themselves as the apostle Paul instructs in
First Corinthians 11:28. In addition, they should believe in the real, sacramental presence
of Christ’s body and blood within the bread and wine, so that they do not bring judgment

upon themselves through unbelief (1 Cor. 11:29-30). Finally, many Missouri Synod
35



congregations also require their communicants to publicly profess the congregation’s
faith and doctrine in the rite of confirmation.

In many places, the distinction between baptized and communicant members is
equivalent to the distinction between baptized and confirmed members. However, there
are many Lutheran congregations, particularly within the Evangelical Lutheran Church in
America (ELCA), that admit children to the Lord’s Supper before they have been
confirmed. Many of these congregations also confirm at a later age than the traditional

eighth grade. As a consequence these congregations have a three-tier system of

membership: baptized members, communicant members, and confirmed members.>

Congregations also commonly make other distinctions between their members.
Within The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, congregations are governed by a voters’
assembly consisting of interested members who meet certain requirements. These folks
are often called “voting members.” The model constitution for congregations of the
ELCA speaks of baptized, confirmed, voting, and “associate” members. Associate
members are members of other congregations that are under the care of the local
congregation and participate in its life and mission, or they are persons who wish to retain

a relationship with a congregation even though they are active members of another

5The rationale for separating confirmation and first Communion is based upon the theories of

child development, especially the change from concrete to abstract thought that occurs during the junior
high years. For a complete discussion see Confirmation and First Communion: A Study Book, Frank W.
Klos (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1968). Chapters 7 and 9 deal directly with this issue.
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congregation. Such persons are granted all the rights and privileges of other members,

except they cannot vote, hold office, or serve on the congregation’s council.®

Although all of these distinctions have some practical value, only the distinction
between baptized and communicant members has any basis in Scripture. Even
confirmation is a human tradition. Though some have seen a precedent for the rite of
confirmation in the visit of Peter and John to the Samaritans (Acts 8:14-17), there is no

corresponding command that their actions be repeated in all churches for all time.”

Further, Peter himself ties the promise of the Spirit to Baptism (Acts 2:38-39), not the
imposition of hands by the apostolate.

Why is this important? It is important because James warns against distinctions
between members that result in favoritism (James 2:1-9). Since such favoritism will
often seem very practical, congregations need to be think twice about embodying such
distinctions in their records. They will need to be even more careful how they use them.

Outside the Lutheran tradition, membership terminology varies considerably from

that noted above. Denominations that deny Baptism to infants and young children would

SEvangelical Lutheran Church in America, Model Constitution, (Chicago: Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America, 1999), section C8.02.

"Martin Chemnitz in his Examination of the Council of Trent cites Durandus and Frederick
Nausea as examples of those who attempted to establish the rite of confirmation from Act 8:17 and 19:6.
Part II, Topic 3, par. 12. Trans. by Fred Kramer (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1978), 192-193.
The Papal catechism still cites Acts 8 as an example of confirmation in the apostolic church.
Interdicasterial Commission for the Catechism of the Catholic Church, Catechism of the Catholic Church,
trans. United States Catholic Conference, Inc. (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1994. New York:
Doubleday, 1995), 366.
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not distinguish between baptized and confirmed members. Likewise, since many of these
congregations will commune anyone who is present, there is no distinction between
members who commune and members who do not. They may, however, distinguish
between members and those nonmembers who are under the congregation’s care.

The way congregations classify their membership has a profound impact upon
their records and, by extension, upon the design of the software they use for
record-keeping. One requirement for the Lutheran Congregational Information System

and its successors was that the system be capable of dealing with the distinction between

baptized and confirmed members.® This distinction is deeply ingrained in the Lutheran

churches in the United States and Canada. Congregations and pastors make frequent use
of it. The national church bodies also require it in their various statistical reports.
Although the precise understanding and use of the term “confirmation” has varied from
generation to generation and place to place, it is an important part of heritage of every
church body involved in the original design.

If there are various ways of categorizing the membership of Lutheran
congregations, it should come as no surprise that the CCUC had to deal with differences
among Lutherans with regard to the terminology for receiving and removing members.
Most of these differences were relatively minor and simply reflected the different

terminology on the annual reports used by the various church bodies. However, in a few

8EduSystems, Inc., Membership, Vol. 1, User Reference Manual for the Lutheran Congregation
Information System, Version 2.2 (St. Louis; Concordia Publishing House, 1986), M-68.
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places, the terminological differences reflected genuine differences in
theology—especially in the doctrine of church fellowship.

Within the Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, transfers of membership only
occurred between Lutheran congregations that were in altar and pulpit fellowship with

one another and those boundaries excluded many other Lutherans.® Persons from

congregations outside the bounds of fellowship were normally received either by
affirmation of faith or by adult confirmation. Although the practice was similar within
the Lutheran Church in America (LCA), the boundaries of fellowship were much
broader. Historically, the congregations of the LCA had freely exchanged members with
any congregation that subscribed to the Unaltered Augsburg Confession and Luther’s

Small Catechism.!?

Different boundaries resulted from differences in the way the church bodies used
and interpreted the Lutheran confessions. Unlike the Missouri Synod, the LCA held that
the Augsburg Confession itself prohibited requiring anything more for pulpit and altar

fellowship than agreement in the Gospel and the administration of the Sacraments—a

%A description of the traditional practice in The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod along with the
reasoning behind it is presented in C.F.W. Walther, Walther's Pastorale that is American Lutheran
Pastoral Theology, trans. and abridged by John M. Drickamer from the Fifth Edition, 1906 (New Haven,
Missouri: Lutheran News, Inc., 1995), 261-262.

10F, Clifford Nelson describes this difference in practice between the church bodies that were
members of the National Lutheran Council and the Missouri Synod. Four of these bodies, the United
Lutheran Church, the Augustana Synod, the Suomi Synod, and the American Evangelical Lutheran Church
merged to form the Lutheran Church in America. E. Clifford Nelson, “The New Shape of Lutheranism:
1930—" in The Lutherans in North America, ed. E. Clifford Nelson (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975),
496, 502.
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condition that they considered satisfied by any communion that subscribed to the

Unaltered Augsburg Confession.!!

Therefore, the LCA also had a different view of the role of the rest of the Lutheran
confessions in the life of the church. The doctrinal statement approved by the bodies that
comprised the LCA described the Scriptures as “normative for the faith and life of the
church,” the Unaltered Augsburg Confession and Luther’s Catechism as “true witnesses

to the Gospel,” and the rest of the documents in the Book of Concord as “further valid
interpretations of the confession of the church.”!2 In other words, these later writings
were recognized as valuable parts of the history and tradition of the Lutheran church and
were not to be rejected, but they did not necessarily bind pastors or congregations.!3

In contrast, the Missouri Synod would not enter into fellowship with pastors or
congregations that did not share their unconditional subscription to the entire Book of

Concord. Doing so would have rendered their subscription meaningless. Their refusal

also reflected their belief that unless there was full agreement in doctrine and practice, the

1hid., 529-530.

121bid., 506. Quoted items are from the statement itself and were taken by Nelson from Richard
C. Wolf, Documents of Lutheran Unity in America, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966), 554-556.

13When the LCA merged with the ALC and AELC to form the ELCA, its position on fellowship
and confessional subscription was adopted by the new church body. The required wording for
congregational constitutions uses the same phrases, except that Luther’s Small Catechism is classed with
the other writings in the Book of Concord rather than with the Unaltered Augsburg Confession. ELCA,
Model Constitution, sections C2.05-C2.06.

40



Gospel was not being taught purely and/or the Sacraments were not being properly

administered as article VII of the Augsburg Confession required.!4

What have these differences to do with church records and software design? Most
of the church bodies were interested in tracking the sources of new members and the type
of church that former members join. The question then became, “How are members
received or sent to or from other Lutheran church bodies and what should those
movements be called?” In this case, full agreement could not be reached.

In LCIS, some of the options were labeled with slashes to reflect these
terminological and theological differences. For example, the options for coding why and

how members were removed included “Released/transferred to a congregation of another

church body in the same denomination.” '3  In the products that eventually replaced

LCIS, a second method of meeting these differing needs was offered: congregations could
edit the wording on the options to reflect their own preferences or to conform to their own
denominational reporting requirements.

It’s a small step from keeping track of how people join the congregation to

maintaining some sort of prospect file. Such records serve as memory aids when

14The Commission on Theology and Church Relations of The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod,

A Lutheran Stance Toward Ecumenism: With Application for The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod. (St.
Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1974), 12.

Syser Manual, M-17.
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repeated visits are required. They also help congregations plan their evangelism visits
and enable the congregation to use mail and telephone to provide prospective members
with information that will be of potential interest to them. The gospel reason for all this
activity is to create opportunities to share the Gospel and incorporate the prospective
members into the body of Christ.

In paper-based systems, the prospect file is usually separate from the file that
contains the records of the congregation’s members. Computerized systems often
combine them. The reason for this difference lies in the ability of computers to quickly
sort through irrelevant information to find that which is needed. People sort files much
more slowly and keeping manual records in separate files makes it much easier for those
who use the records to find what they need.

Manual records have had one other advantage when it comes to prospect files:
they are portable. Visitation teams can take written information with them and add to
them easily. Taking the information along makes it possible for the teams to make
several stops in one evening. They can briefly review the information before each stop,
reducing the likelihood that they will become confused or forget important details.

Unfortunately, portable records are sometimes misplaced. Consequently, most
manual systems require that a safety copy of the information be kept in a permanent file.
Copying the information from one card to another can be a laborious process. Some

congregations enter their backup information in appropriate computer files. Doing so
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doesn’t save much labor, but it does make the basic information available for producing

mailing lists or various kinds of computer-assisted searches.'6

No matter what filing system is used, the prospective member files need to
contain such basic information as the addresses of the people to be visited, their names,
brief summaries of previous visits and pertinent information about their church

background and their relationship with the visiting congregation.!” As was the case for

the basic membership records, one’s theological presuppositions will also affect the
terminology used for the records of prospective members. For example, Christians from
revivalist traditions will be interested in tabulating decisions for Christ. Lutherans will
rightfully be uncomfortable with such terminology because of their belief that conversion
is a work of the Holy Spirit rather than a choice made by the strength of our natural
reason or will.

At this point, it should be plain that the records congregations keep relating to
both members and prospects are heavily influenced by their theology and heritage. The
terms that people use to describe their relationship with a congregation and the meanings

of those terms have been shown to vary considerably from denomination to denomination

16portable and pocket-sized computers could provide a helpful solution to both problems. They
can be easily carried along and referred to when visiting. Software is also available to automatically
synchronize the files between the portable and a d