





Tribulation,” a world-wide conversion of the Jews, and a future political ruler
who will be the "Antichrist."

While we do not doubt the sincerity of fellow Christians who dwell
upon such things, we would rather focus upon what is central in Scripture--by
the grace of God we are saved. We believe, as did St. Paul when he wrote to
Titus, "We wait for the blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great
God and Savior, Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:13). We will leave the details of the
end up to God.

DEATH

Ever since Christ's ascension into heaven, Christians have speculated
about the details of his return. For all practical purposes, those millions of
people who have died in the faith experienced the final judgment at the
point of their death. And that may very well be the case for us as well. But

no matter, if we believe in Jesus, we are ready for the end whenever that might
be.

"Looking forward to death”

We might be reluctant to put it that way, for most of us would prefer
not to think about death at all--or at least not until we are ninety or so. And
there is nothing wrong in desiring to live longer and achieve more things for
our Lord in this world. How beautiful the faith of St. Paul who was a
comparatively young man when he wrote: "I am torn between the two: I
desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far; but it is more
necessary for you that I remain in the body"” (Phil. 1:23-24).

Do you realize that we are saying the same thing when we sing the
words of Simeon, the Nunc Dimittis (page 152 in Lutheran Worship), after
having received Holy Communion? Simeon had been waiting for the birth of
the Messiah (Luke 2:25-32). Now that he had seen his Lord, he was perfectly
content to die as he confessed, "Lord, now let your servant depart in peace
according to your word, for my eyes have seen your salvation ... "

Sometimes it is obvious that death is near. As Lutherans we do not
generally practice what is called the last rites, although we do not condemn the
practice. Luther wrote:

We do not deny, therefore, that forgiveness and peace are
granted through extreme unction; not because it is a sacrament
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divinely instituted, but because he who receives it believes that
these blessings are granted to him.”

We would object if someone said that this is necessary for salvation.
Then that would make it something we must do, and it would only cause grief
if the person died before this rite could be performed. As Lutherans we
believe that we are ready for death at any time. We will provide for the
reception of Holy Communion as a special strengthing for the person on their
death bed.

The Christian funeral

What we do here is in the realm of care for the grieving--for the
person who has died in the faith is already with the Lord. The church is saying
in effect, "When death comes, these are the things that we believe."

The service is saturated with Scripture, especially those references
which remind us of the sure hope of everlasting life through Chnst's
resurrection. The hymns will express this same sure confidence. Look to the
hymns 264-69, the death and burial section in the hymnal. They express
confidence in the resurrection. Can you think of any better hymn for the
funeral of a Christian than 264 in Lutheran Worship?

I know that my Redeemer lives!

What comfort this sweet sentence gives!
He lives, he lives, who once was dead;
He lives my everliving head! (verse 1)

Notice the explanation points. These words are based upon the
confident words of Job, even as he saw death and destruction all around him.

As Lutherans, we shy away from eulogies (literally, "good words") in
the sense that these are words that are meant to assure the mourners that
"Uncle Fred surely was a good guy who deserves heaven." We lift up the
loving promises and acts of God and the faith of the deceased in those
promises. For that is the only thing that matters when all is said and done.

We do not deny the reality of grief at funerals. No matter how
expected the event might have been, death is always a shock and it always
hurts. We grieve because we miss our loved one and life is not going to be the

LW 36:122.
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same again. God has given tears as a beautiful gift to let some of this grief
out, and it must come out.

But at any given funeral, there will be some people who are not
grieving for the deceased at all. Perhaps they are business acquaintances of a
family member and hardly knew the person who died. This death may have
opened old wounds and hurts from a previous loss. Grief often lies hidden
under a thin layer of forgetting. The pastor will address words of comfort from
God's word to a hurting people. We will grieve, but we do not "grieve like the
rest of men, who have no hope" (1 Thess. 4:13).

Between our death and Christ's return

If, at the last day, Christ will come to judge the living and the dead
(as we confess in the Apostles' Creed), what happens to all those people in the
time in between?

In Eccl. 12:7 we read, "The dust returns to the ground it came
from, and the spirit returns to the God who gave it." The body is most
often placed in a cemetery, "a place in which one sleeps." Whether this is
before or after the funeral makes no difference. It also makes no difference if
the body is cremated or is destroyed in some accidental manner. We will
have a new, glorified body when we are called forth on the last day. What this
will look like, we will have to wait to see.

We simply say the spirit is with God until the final judgment. Just
what state of consciousness it is in at the present time is something that
theologians debate about, and is certainly beyond our comprehension. Luther
once compared it to a deep sleep in which time will become irrelevant. Is.
57:2 speaks of the rest we find in death. It might seem as if we have just
dropped off, and then we are suddenly with our Savior. Judgment day will not
change anything in the relationship we have with God. Those who live with
Christ now will live with him in the hereafter.

HEAVEN
What will heaven be like?
We do heaven an injustice if we simply describe it as a place with
streets of gold and pearly gates. While the Scriptures use these images, they

are a concession to our limited ability to understand and comprehend a beauty
which is beyond words.
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It is better to speak of heaven as the place where God is. Read Rev.
21:1-8. Note that when we are in heaven with God, death, mourning, crying,
and pain will be gone forever. These things, and everything else which stems
from our sinful world, keep us from enjoying the true blessings of God at this
time. In verse six we read that all of this will be ours without cost, for Jesus
has already paid the price.

Verse eight reminds us that not all will enjoy the heavenly kingdom.
Hell was meant for Satan and his helpers. It is only those who reject the
salvation that Christ offers who will spend their eternity completely apart from
God. Such is not God's will for anyone.

Either heaven or hell

People will spend eternity in one or the other. There is no such thing
as reincarnation, although the thought of having another chance is intriguing
to many. Lutherans do not believe in limbo (the place of the unbaptized) or
purgatory (a temporary place before we can enter heaven). When we die, or
when the Lord returns, we will either be trusting in Jesus or we will not be.
There is no in between.

Is it possible for anyone to be sure they will go to heaven?

Absolutely, for it does not depend upon anything we have done, but
completely upon the grace of God. Jesus tells us in John 14:2-3, "In my
Father's house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you.
I am going there to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a
place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you may
also be where I am."” Jesus goes on to explain in verse six, "I am the way
and the truth and the life." By the grace of God we can be sure of the gift
of heaven.

Anticipating heaven

As we prepare to come to the Communion table, we sing together the
words of the Sanctus (pages 170-71), "Holy, holy, holy Lord, God of power
and might: Heaven and earth are full of your glory. Hosanna. Hosanna.
Hosanna in the highest. Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.
Hosanna in the highest.”" It could be said that we are warming up for the
heavenly choirs (as we read in Rev. 4:8).

When we sing, "This is the feast of victory for our God..." (page

161-63), we are again echoing the heavenly choirs. We look forward to God's
banquet table in heaven. All of the questions that this course could not answer,
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the things that we now accept by faith, shall be answered to everyone's
satisfaction. And all of this is ours by grace--the amazing grace of God.

FOR DISCUSSION

No one knows where heaven is.

A loving God would never make anyone suffer forever in hell.

A believer will never die.

Our souls will live in heaven, but not our bodies.

When we believe in Jesus, we will not fear his return to judge us.
All that we can know about the location of heaven is that it is up.

ISR o
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from Concordia Seminary in St. Louis, teaches at Wheaton College, and is a member of
an Episcopal parish. He chronicles what led him to embrace the liturgical tradition.

Signs of Wonder: The Phenomenon of Convergence in Modern Liturgical and
Charismatic Churches. Nashville: Abbott Martyn, 1992.

He believes that both of these groups are learning from and being influenced by
the other.



Worship: Old and New. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1982.
Most helpful is the material on worship in the early church.

Wegman, Herman A. J. Christian Worship in East and West: A Study Guide to Liturgical
History. New York: Pueblo Publishing Company, 198S.

Here is a systematic review of the history of liturgy, from the early church to the
counter-reformation, drawn from the writer's lecture notes.

Wentz, Abdul Ross. Lutheranism in America. Revised edition. Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1964.

Helpful for the overview it offers of the movement called "American
Lutheranism."”

Westendorf, Rolfe F. By Grace Alone: An Adult Instruction Manual. Milwaukee: Northwestern
Publishing House, 1978.

Westerhoff, John H. 1Il. Building God's People in a Materialistic Society. New York: Seabury
Press, 1983.

He is very concerned that experiencing be an important part of learning. The
liturgy (Book of Common Prayer) provides one with a starting point for doing practical
theology.

Westerhoff, John H. III, and Gwen Kennedy Neville. Learning though Liturgy. New York:
Seabury Press, 1978.

Liturgy must be more than a tool for teaching doctrine.
"What Is Basic in Lutheran Worship?" Lutheran Worship Notes. Winter 1990, no. 17.

This statement of the Commission on Worship (of The Lutheran Church--Missouri
Synod) seeks to identify what makes Lutheran worship "Lutheran.”

White, James F. Introduction to Christian Worship. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1980.

A basic instruction to the subject. The writer traces the development of liturgy
from an ecumenical perspective. He believes that the current trend is divergency.

. Protestant Worship: Traditions in Transition. Westminster: John Knox Press, 1989.

In this excellent resource, White compares several elements of worship in various
Protestant worship traditions.



Wilbert, Warren. Teaching Christian Adults. Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1980.

A Missouri Synod Lutheran maintains that adults are learning. He asks how we
can make use of that in the church.

Wilken, Robert L. "The Liturgy and the Lutheran Book of Worship." Dialog 17 (1978): 4.

Wilken writes of the influence of worship upon the doctrine in the Lutheran
tradition.

Willimon, William H. Word, Water, Wine and Bread: How Worship Has Changed Over the
Years. Valley Forge: Judson Press, 1980.

Willimon offers some interesting historical tidbits. His ecumenical bias colors his
perception.

Worship As Pastoral Care. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1979.

If more pastors read this book, they might give more attention to the planning and
leading of worship.

Windsor, Thomas. "Keeping Outreach in Mind: Some Disturbing Questions.” Lutheran Worship
Notes. Spring 1989, no. 15.

The writer believes that we have gone overboard in gearing worship to outsiders.

Zeitler, Lester. "Hang On to the Liturgy: Reflections on the Tension between Worship and
Mission." Lutheran Education 126, no. 4 (March/April 1991): 190-95.

Classes for new members should focus on the weekly liturgical service.

Zuck, Roy B., and Gene A. Getz, eds. Adult Education in the Church. Chicago: Moody Press,
1970.

A collection of many articles, some of which are more helpful than others.



