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The Self-Understanding of the Church 

The theme of the 1965 convention of 
The Lutheran Church - Missouri 

Synod will be the words of our lord to His 
disciples when He appeared to them on the 
evening of the day of his resurrection: "As 
the Father has sent Me, even so I send 
you." Special attention will be given to the 
latter phrase in devotions and essays, and 
the whole convention proceedings will cen
ter in the concept that the church, the body 
of all who believe in Jesus Christ and ac
cept Him as their lord and Savior, is sent 
into the world on His mission, to continue 
to a.rry out till the end of time the pur
pose for which the Father sent the Son into 
the world, namely, to reconcile the world 
to Himself. 

In all our thinking and talking about 
this subject it is necessary that we restate 
dearly and forcefully our unequivocal faith 
in the Saiptural truth "that Christ Jesus 
came into the world to save sinners" and 
that "God showed His love for us in that 
while we were yet sinners Christ died for 
us." Nothing that we say about the church 
being sent into the world as the Father sent 
the Son must be allowed to detract from 
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the "once-for-allncss" of the atoning and 
reconciling work of Christ. 

The rel:ition between the Word which 
God speaks to us in the Incarnation and the 
Word which He speaks to us in the Cross 
and Resurrection is well stated by Wilhelm 
Andersen in his small booklet T ow,1ttls 11 

Thoolog,y of Missio11: 
The Inc:irnation alone docs not yet bring 
to the world the fulncss of salvation, the 
reconciliation. In the days of His earthly 
ministry, Jesus did not yet send forth His 
disciples into the ways of the Gentiles, 
and He Himself did not c:irry on "a mis• 
sion to the heathen."' Before that mo hap• 
pen, the divine word of reconciliation 
must first be spoken; the one sacrifice for 
sins must first be offered and a.cceptcd by 
God. Only a.fter the Resurrection of Jesus 
Christ a.nd the sending of the Holy Spirit 
docs God Himself give the sign for the 
beginning of the world-mission of the 
Church.1 

It is the purpose of this article to try to 
look at the church in the light of our Lord's 
"word of sending" and to understand what 
this means for the self-understanding of 
ourselves as the pilgrim people of God. 

We will all generally agree that an image 
of the church bas been shaped in our minds 
by many different imluences. .Although the 
term ch11reh here refen primarily to the 
local congregation, it bas reference also to 
the denominational grouping of congrega
tions. 

1 W"illielm Andersen, TOIIIMtls • TNOlon of 
Muno,, (London: SCM P.rea, 1955), p.51f. 
Andersen'• point here is not to be undemood u 
a rejection of the Biblical doctrine of objectift 
remnciliation. 
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THE SELP-UNDEllSTANDING OP THE CHURCH 231 

How is the image of the church formed 
in our minds? In the case of the clergy we 
shall all agree that the catechism teaehings 
about the church which we studied in ear
lier years, as well as the seminary teachings 
of later years, have had a certain influence 
in shaping this image. They have provided 
a certain framework and background to 
our thinking about the church, at least in 
the area where we make docuinal state• 
ments about the church. 

But this, we will probably also admit, is 
not the complete image. Many other fac
tors have contributed to our understanding 
of the church. Chief among these would 
be the aaivities in which the church en
gages, the manner in which it carries on its 
program, and the theological basis that is 
laid in its promotional material. 

A simple illustration of this might be 
the way in which we exhort people to be 
regular in church attendance and faithful 
in their support of the church's program of 
work through their offerings. If our ex
hortation is phrased in such a. way that it 
leaves an impression in the minds of peo
ple that the faithful performance of these 
two duties is a.n end in itself, or that these 
two constitute the full expression of their 
religious life, then it is inevitable that the 
image of the church will be that of an in
stitution which exists largely for itself and 
that the people exist for the sake of the 
church. It is almost equally inevitable that 
church attendance and more or less ade
quate offerings of money will be looked 
upon as a favor done to the church. This 
is the image which has taken shape in the 
minds of many people in the church. The 
church, whether on the local level or the 
denominational level, is thought to consist 
of the clergy and the oJficers of the church 

who have a program which is to be sup
ported by the larger body of the laity. It 
is tacitly assumed that the church is essen
tially the concern of the ordained ministry 
and that the people, although technically 
thought of as constituting the church, have 
primarily a supporting role. 

On the other hand, if the concepts we 
express, and the words we use, are such 
that the life of the church is understood in 
irs relationship to the world into which 
the church has been sent as the body of 
Christ, if we understand the church as the 
whole people of God living its life as the 
church in the world, then the institution 
will be understood, not as the object of the 
people's concern and support, but as that 
gift of God to His people which helps 
them to be about their Father's business. 
The laity will then look upon the church 
a.s something which they need, not as some
thing which needs them. Regular attend
ance at worship will result from a deep
felt need to bear the Word of the Gospel 
again and again so that they may be the 
church wherever they are in the world. 
They will realize then that they need the 
church so that they can be the body of 
Christ in those places where the limitations 
of time and space do not permit them to 
be physically present. As they understand 
what they are individually and collectively 
in the world where God bas placed them 
on His mission, they will sec the need of 
some instrument through which they can 
be present in other places and areas of 
man's life in the world. The image of the 
church will then be that of a movement 
in which they are totally involved and 
which they need, rather than that of an 
institution which must be supportccl and 
which needs them. 
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232 nm SELP-UNDEllSTANDING OP THE CHURCH 

No oae who knows himself and under
stands that he is the miaocosm of all of 
man's tendencies to live self-c:enteredly and 
sel6shly will believe that a more Scriptuml 
underscanding of the church will come 
about intensively and extemively by the 
waving of a magic wand. If we have be
come conformed to the world by giving to 
the institutional aspect of the church a de
gree of validity which it docs not deserve, 
if we have looked upon it as an end and 
not a means, then we a.n only begin to 
transform our thinking by trying again to 
understand the church within the frame
work of God's plan of salvation for the 
whole world. 

I 

"As the Father has sent Me, even so I 
send you." These words of our Lord after 
His triumphant resurrection give the 
church its place in the eternal yearning of 
God for the world which had turned away 
from Him. These words, u we know, were 
spoken to those who believed on Him and 
had been chosen to be His disciples. We 
know from the Gospel records of our 
Lord's ministry that before these men could 
be taken up into the mission of our Lord 
they were themselves the objca: of that 
mission. As our Lord came "preaching the 
Gospel of God," they were led to faith in 
Him and received power to become the 
10DS of Goel They heard His Word and 
believed on Him who sent Him and re
ceived eternal life. They were incorpora=l 
into His mission to the world through be
coming partaken of His life, members in 
the community of the redeemed u well u 
of the .redemption. 

It is in this way that we must undemand 
the church as the mission of the Triune 
God to the world. As God is the Author 

and Source of that mission, so the church 
becomes God's agent to the world through 
which His love is witnessed to and demon· 
strated. The most concise statement of this 
character of the church as God's mission is 
given in 1 Peter 2:9 f. All of the four great 
designations which Peter uses to identify 
the New Testament church as the con· 
struction of the Old Testament people 
of God have the dual character of telling 
what God has done, while at the same time 
defining what this means in their relation
ship to Him and His mission to the world. 
The four qualifications - a chosen race, • 
royal priesthood, a holy nation, God's own 
people-are all emphatically related to the 
"in order that" which inuoduccs the second 
phrase, namely, "that you may declare the 
wonderful deeds of Him who called you 
out of darkness into His marvelous light." 
The great acts of God by which the church 
is able to appropriate these tides to itself 
have the necessary concomitant of witness
ing to these deeds to mankind. 

In his excellent study on Th11 Musiondry 
N11111,11 of 1h11 ChNreh Johannes Blauw puts 
these two parts of the verse before us in 
their proper connection: 

Only dS the chosen race, dS the royal 
priesthood, dS the holy nation, dS God's 
own people is the Oiurch of Christ called 
and able to proclaim the wonderful deeds 
of God.1 

Many will agree with Blauw when be 
says: 

It ii really incomprehensible that 10 often 
in the him>ry of the Christian chwch this 
clear and obvious m.tement hu not been 
uadenu,od in its uaity-duality, but bu 

I Jolwma Blauw, Ti. M""""'1r1 N.,,,. .ol 
1M Cln,nl, (London: Luaerwonb Prea, 1962)1 

p.132. 

3

Kretmann: The Self-Understanding of the Church

Published by Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary, 1965



nm SELP-UNDERSTANDING OP nm CHURCH 

been split apart, or even that the procla
mation of the wonderful deeds of God 
has been confined merely to a hymn of 
praise behind thick church walls. No 
doubt the "churchly" hymn of praise is 
also asked and intended. The praise of 
God in the sense of creation and thankful
ness is closely connected with praise. But 
the true praise is not only an internal 
Christian affair; it is witness in and for 
the world. Ia the praise of the commun
ity of Christ, God (finally) receives from 
His world the answer which He has 
awaited from the beginning, as the human 
echo to His divine approval ( the ''very 
good" of Gen.1:31) of the work of His 
hands.1 

Perhaps it is not as incomprehensible as 
Blauw thinks. When we remember how 
often a roaring logomachy has been started 
by exegetcs because they have forgotten the 
purpose for which the sacred Saiprures 
were given to men, it is not so hard to un
derstand how easy it has been for us to for
get why the church has been aeated by 
God. Just as every word of God is a mis
sionary word and is spoken to man to bring 
him back to HimseH and must be under
stood in the light of that purpose, so the 
church can only be understood in the light 
of God's purpose for the salvation of the 
world. 

By its very nature, then, the church is 
related to and is a part of God's plan of 
salvation for the whole world. Everything 
else we may say about the church, about 
its traditions, about its doctrines, about its 
life, must be uademood in the light of, and 
must be made subservient to, this under
standing of its purpose as the people of 
God, sent into the world as His .missioo to 
the world. 

I Ibid. 

II 

We must now place this picture of the 
church alongside of the picture of the 
church which we know and try to under
stand the twofold charaaer which the 
church presents to the world. This rwofold 
charaaer consists in the faa that it is at 
one and the same time the people of God, 
the body of Christ, sent on the mission of 
the Triune God to the world, and also an 
institution which necessarily structures it
self on lines closely parallel to other insti
tutions in the world. As the latter it has 
its constitution and bylaws, holds property, 
and promotes various kinds of services for 
its members. 

Nothing that is said here is intended to 
deprecate the value of institutional forms, 
or is to be understood as an expression of 
anti-institutionalism. No event in the his
tory of our faith, or for that matter in the 
history of our life in the world, is without 
its institutional aspect. Even the mystical 
and wonderful relationship between a man 
and a woman has its institutional aspect. 
Our purpose is rather to understand how 
these two aspects of the church are related 
to each other. 

There has always been a tendency on the 
part of some in the church to attempt to 

abolish all institutions and to look upon 
the church merely as an amorphous fellow
ship of Christians held together by • spir
itual oneness of being and purpose. Per
haps if we were not also blood, ilesh and 
bone, normal human beings with normal 
emotions and attitudes, such • fellowship 
might be possible. But this is not the way 
things are, and it does not appear from the 
ways of God with men that He intended 
them to be so. 

Our difficulty does not arise from the 
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existence of institutions and forms but 
from the exaggerated value that has some
times been placed upon dtem and the dis
tortions to which dtey have sometimes been 
subjected. We nre all familiar with in
stances where the preservation of a man
made institution has become the para
mount concern, and the purpose for which 
the institution was .first brought into being 
has been sacrificed or placed into a position 
of secondary importance. 

We are also aware that there are aspects 
of dte institutional life of the church which 
have derived from the cultural and his
torical environment in which the church 
rook form and grew. The hisrory of The 
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod would 
furnish many examples of this. We have 
no reason to doubt dtat when these prac
tices were .6rst developed they were an 
answer to a particular need and were 
closely related to the purposes of the church 
u it understood itself. They were, in 
a sense, an answer to questions which 
arose out of the environment of the church 
and were, therefore, legitimate. We also 
know that in many cases these particular 
forms have been invested with a sanctity 
which was never intended, and they have 
now become endowed with a sense of 
validity which has no relation to their 
original purpose. 

When we look now at the essential 
character of the chwch as the people of 
God sent into the world as the body of 
Clirist on His mission, we realize at once 
that it is this aspect of the church's nature 
which alone gives it the .right tO participate 
in that mission. It is the people of God 
who have been caught up into His life, 
who have eternal life, and therefore have 
the right to come before the world and 

proclaim the great deeds of God, and the 
church has this right precisely because it 
is itself the product of those great deeds. 
No ecclesiastical institution can claim this 
for itself; it cnn only claim to have validity 
when it conforms to the essential character 
of the church and its purpose. 

It would not be realistic to believe that 
it is easy to maintain dtis understanding 
of dte church in the kind of world in 
which we live and when we know the kind 
of people we are. There is in all of US. 
:md in this we only refiect the fact that the 
world is still too much in all of us, a ten
dency to substitute form for function and 
to make the function conform to the form 
which we have created and which we have 
come to treasure and love. We must con
stantly remind ourselves. and be reminded, 
of who we are so that we can be liberated 
from the tyranny of institutions and look 
upon dtem as our servants. 

An illustration of the manner in which 
the image of the church as an institution 
has served to obscure its character as the 
body of Christ on His mission t0 the world 
can be seen in the attitude of different 
denominations and their member congre
gations to one anodter. While we all con
fess to the truth that Christ is not divided, 
that His body must be one, that therefore 
His mission to the world in and through 
the church must also be one, and that the 
final purpose of this mission, the restora
tion of man to fellowship with God, must 
also be one, there is very little demonsaa
tion of this conviction in the life of the 
churches. On the contrary, we may become 
so concerned about our existenee as an 
institution that we fail tO give solid and 
continuing evidence that we recognize our 

essential oneness in Christ. It seems that 
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THE SELP-UNDBllSTANDJNG OP THE CHURCH 235 

we often do not pursue the goal of Chris
tian unity with half the energy which we 
devote to lesser goals which perhaps con
tribute more specifically to the glory of 
the institution. 

m 
When we speak of the church as the 

people of God, we mean, of course, all 
the people of God without distinction be
tween clergy and laity. It is this church 
which is the mission of Christ to the world. 
When Peter designates this people as the 
"royal priesthood," he refers to all who 
ha\'e been called out of the darkness of 
alienation from God, the darkness of not 
having 110 identity, of being "no people," 
because of their separation from the life 
of God. TI1ey are called into the light 
of fellowship with God; they have been 
brought close in the blood of Christ. 

When we understand the church in this 
way it becomes clear that any tendency 
to equ11tc the church with the clergy, or 
to confine the mission of the church to any 
particular group, or ta exclude any part 
of the people of God from the responsibil
ity of being in Christ's mission ta the 
world, is in conllict with the nature of the 
church. 

There has been much written in this area 
in recent years, mainly as a result of the 
intensive Biblical studies on the .relation 
between the Israel of the Old Testament 
and the church as the new Israel. This has 
modified the ecclesiology of the past few 
centuries and has opened new vistas of 
undemanding in the ScriptureS. Unfor
tunately one of the by-products of much 
of this talk about the importance of the 
laity has been that the instituticmal church 
has tried ta aeate more activity for the 
laity within the walls of the church, ta get 

the laity "more involved" in what is going 
on within the institution, rather than in 
understanding that an entirely new concept 
of the laity as the church is needed. 

On the other h11Dd1 however, there are 
signs that the laity is growing into an 
underst11nding of its proper role in the 
church, llDd at the same time, of the role 
of church in the world. This understanding 
docs not grow out of llD increased aware
ness of the particula.r uniqueness of the 
denomination to which they belong. Rather 
it grows from 110 understanding of what 
it means to be a member of the body of 
Christ in the world. Men and women of 
all denominations are .recognizing that they 
arc able to meet one another as Christians 
in the world and to carry out their function 
as the people of God in a way which tran
scends denominational affiliation and loy
alty without denigrating the value of such 
a loyalty or suggesting that such a loyalty 
is out of date. 

Such an understanding on the part of the 
laity arises from their grasp of the truth 
that all who a.re members in the body of 
Christ, whatever denominational member
ship they may hold, are members because 
the Holy Spirit has created saving faith 
in their hearts th.rough the W a.rd of God 
and the sacraments and that it is faith 
alone which enables and authorizes them 
ta be in the mission of Christ ta the world. 
On this basis they are able ta approach 
their fellowmen and invite them to share 
in the life of God by witnessing ta them 
of the great deeds which God has done 
for all men. However much they may 
value the teachings of their own church, 
they have understood that they are aved 
by faith and not by truth, that is, by a mere 
intellectual acceptance of Christian doc-
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ttine, and this understanding has set them 
free tO witness to what God has done for 
them and to invite their fellowmen to 
share in this great gift. 

IV 

If we understand that the church is 
Christ's mission to the world, d1en we real
ize also that it is engaged in telling ro men 
all that Christ did in His mission to the 
world. The church does not look upon man 
as a disembodied soul any more than Scrip
ture 

views 
him as such. The love of God 

expressed itself in the incarnation of His 
Son, in His becoming a man among men, 
and the Son shared many of the experiences 
which man falls heir to because of his being 
an imperfect person in an imperfect world. 
Nothing that was human was outside the 
range of His mission. 

It can only be with thankfulness to God 
that we remember the many ways in which 
the church throughout its hist0ry has mani
fested the love and concern of Christ for all 
the needs of man. The record of Christ's 
healing ministry through the church as His 
mission in medical work, in social welfare, 
through education, and through all other 
efforts to help man realize his potentialities 
to serve God and man as a full human be
ing is such that we must thank God for 
this understanding of His purpose for all 
His aearures. 

It is important, however, that we do not 
look upon these expressions of Christ's love 
and concern apart from our understanding 
of the total mission of Christ. There have 
been chieff y tw0 distortions of this aspect 

of the church as Christ's mission. One has 
been to look upon these activities as a way 
in which to get at man's "soul." to help him 
in his iroroedia~ felt need so that he can 
be bioaght under the influence of the Gos-

pel. The other is to detach these activities 
entirely from the concern of Christ for 
man's spiritual needs and to carry them out 
on purely humanitarian principles. 

When we look at the Scriptural reaching 
about man, we understand that he is always 
looked upon as a total personality com
posed of spirit and matter during his 
earthly life and that God's redemptive ami 
glorifying concern is for man as man. The 
fact that the Son of God became man 
makes it impossible for the church to 
neglect the physical aspect of man's being. 
Our belief in the resurrection of the body, 
even though it will be a glorified body, 
convinces us anew that the whole man is 
meant to have everlasting life and that this 
life is given to him now in this world, as 
he is, through faith in Christ and will reach 
its fulfillment in his fellowship with God 
in the world to come. 

When the church acts in such a way that 
it creates the image in the minds of men 
that it is concerned only with the "soul" 
of man, it is not only untrue to Christ's 
mission but also gives the impression that 
it is really "out of this world" where the 
life of man is lived in the body as well as 
in the spirit and mind. The criticism that 
the church is largely "irrelevant" to the 
present world grows out of this misunder
standing of the church's uue nature. It is 
of the greatest imporrance here that we are 
careful in our use of words when we speak 
of the world and the life of man in it so 
that we do not unintentionally aeate in the 
minds of hearers an understanding of aea
tion and man's place in creation which is 
not true to Scripture. 

The 

self-understanding 

of the church, 
then, includes also the image which it has 
of itself as the community of those who are 
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concerned about everything which was of 
concern to our Lord in His mission to the 
world, the spirit, the mind and the body of 
man, and not any of these in isolation from 
any other. 

V 

The church as the people of God in 
Christ's mission to the world is also the 
fustfruits of the new creation (James 
1:18). It is placed into the world as the 
bearer of the mind of Christ, the creating 
Word, to witness to God's purpose for all 
His creatures in the world of His creation. 
The church understands the purpose of 
man in the world, the reason why God has 
placed him there, and the function of man 
in carrying out the purposes of God. 

In this understanding of itself the church 
cannot be indifferent to the social and 
govemment:11 structures through which 
God provides for the world and His chil
dren in it. The purposes of these structures 
are divinely ordained, and the church alone 
knows this divine secret. As the mission of 
Christ in the world the church must con
tinually witness to God's purposes for these 
structures, and through its witness seek to 
identify and inhibit the demonic tendencies 
of man to use the structureS of society and 
government for the destruaion and en
slavement of his fellowman's personality. 

We cannot be indifferent tO the fact that 
when the church has undertaken this re
sponsibility, it has often been charged with 
"meddling" in politics and reminded that 
its business is religion and it should stick 
to that and leave the affairs of the world tO 

men of the world. The fact that the charge 
is made in this way is sulfic:ient evidence 
that the aitics of the church do not know 
what the church is, and it is, perhaps, also 
evidence that our seH-undersamding is not 

what it should be. If we look upon the 
church as the clergy, who are, by and large, 
insulated from the realities of social and 
political life because of the demands of 
their calling, there is much truth to the 
advice that amateurs had better stay out of 
the game; they often get fatally hurt. 

But this difficulty arises precisely because 
some have understood the church tO be the 
clergy exclusively and have not sufficiently 
understood the implications of the truth 
that the church is the people of God. These 
people are out in the world and totally in
volved in all that it does. The church does 
not achieve its purpose by organizing a 
pressure movement of some son at the 
instigation of the clergy by engaging in 
power politics. It lives and carries out its 
mission to the world and its struaures 
through the people who are the church. 
But it does not leave these people to wit
ness to the purpose of God and the Lord
ship of Christ in isolation from the rest of 
the body of Christ. The whole body con
cerns itself about the will of God in these 
matters and then focuses all its concern and 
mission on the one person, or several per
sons, who are in the midst of these deci
sions, embraces them with its gifts, upholds 
them with its prayers, and protects them 
with its solidarity of purpose. 

The church is not starry-eyed about this 
process. It knows that it is striving against 
principalities and powers and that a uto
pian kingdom of God will not come into 
being on this earth as long as man is man. 
But it also knows that it must be uue to 
its nature as the body of Him who was the 
suffering Servant and that no rebuke which 
came t0 Him is outside the destiny of the 
church which bears His name. 
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VI 

When the church understands itscH as 
the body of Christ in the world in His mis

sion, it will realize also that it has an 
ambiguous character in relation to itself. 
Its people know that they arc justified 
through faith and that all who have ac
cepted Christ as their Savior are worthy of 
the title of "holy people:• But it also knows 
that both individually and corporately it 
has not yet attained, and will not attain in 
this life, to the full stature of Christ. 

Knowing this, the church understands 
that it must continually be concerned about 
speaking the Word of the Gospel to itscH 
and to all other members of the body of 
Christ. When any branch of the church as 
we know it refuses to be in mission to 

other parts of the body of Christ, or does 
not permit them to be in mission to itself, 
it is creating an image in the minds of its 
people, as well as in the minds of members 
of other churches, which is untrue to the 
nature of the church. It is in effect denying 
the oneness of the body of Christ and the 
interdependence of its members. 

The profession of our faith in the one
ness of the church and the unity of all who 
believe in Christ must not be denied by 
lines and acts in isolation from our fellow 
members in the body of Christ. Such a 
cowse can only acate an image of the 
church in the minds of members which 
oftm forces them to live lives of frustra
tion. We may not be happy with some of 
the structures which have been acarm by 
men to permit Christians of various and 
separated denominations to come together 
in their minion to one another. It may be 
that -ocx:ecdiog gcncn.tioas will see God 
wiping out all these suuaura so that He 
can bring something new into being. But 

we dare not refuse to live in the time int0 
which God has placed us. ••• 

VII 
Our Lord's words to His disciples, "Even 

so send I you," open our eyes to the 
church's "scntness." It is only within the 
framework of this understanding that we 
can understand "missions" correctly. The 
church is the "mission." 

Perhaps only one who has been deeply 
involved in "missions" ain witness to the 
uneasy feeling that arises when we use such 
phrases as "Missions is the real work of the 
church" and 'We are spending to0 much 
money on eduaition and not enough on 
missions"; or when a local congregation is 
accused of using too much of its money 
"for itself' and not giving enough for 
"missions," even though the congregation 
itself is in mission to the world around it. 

When the church has this self-under
standing that it is the mission of Christ to 
the world, when it refuses to live for itself 
as an institution, when it spends its life in 
Christ's mission, there is no con.Oict and 
rivalry between the various activities which 
it must carry on as the mission. When this 
takes place we need have no fear that "mis
sions'' will suffer, that there will not be 
men and women who will be willing to go 
into places where the mission of Christ has 
not yet gone, or that hands and hearts will 
not be generous in their desire to share in 
the mission also. But we will never be able 
to do the latter with the joy and the com
mitment which our calling demands llf us 
until we understand that we are the mis

sion, every one of us, in the place and time 
into which God has a.lied us in Christ. 

"As the Father has sent Me, even 10 

I send you." 
St. Louis, Mo. 
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New Testament Teachings and 20th-Century 
Church Practice with Special Reference to 
Rdations with Missions and Sister Churches 

The church in the second half of the 
20th century is caught up in the rest

less revolutionary forces sweeping over the 
face of the earth and inevitably is being 
shaken out of its complacency and self
satisfaction. In an age like this, everything 
is being sharply questioned and ruthlessly 
analyzed. This in itself is not bad. Under 
the blessing of God, much good should 
come t0 the church as a result of honest 
reevaluation, on the basis of God's Word, 
of the church's theology, its life in the 
world, and its mission. 

This article will restrict itself to one 
phase of the church's interest and respon
sibility. We want t0 direct attention tO the 
important area of relationship between The 
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod and 
the mission churches and sister churches 
that have developed in recent years. It is 
interesting to note that because of various 
factors in our age there has been a definite 
trend for mission congregations in their 
respective areas in the world to organize 
themselves into church bodies. As a result 
our Synod through its mission department 
has to deal more and more with sister 
church bodies, not just with missionaries 
sent out to serve in mission fields. Though 

Ctlf'l if. G•mt1w u t,.s1or of Zuns LIIIIHrn 
c1,.,e1,, DiJIG, Ta., llflll • ,,..,,.1,,r of 11H 
Com,nissuns n TIHolon ll1lll C#nwd, R•"'
lio,u of Th• Llllhfflffl Clnmh-Missom 
s,-ol. 

CARL A. GAERTNER 

these younger sister churches still require 
much help in their manpower and financial 
needs, they are truly organized church 
bodies and should be respected as such. 
This development necessitates a careful 
approach to our rel:r.tions with them and 
possibly an adjustment in our thinking re-
1:r.tive to the privileges and responsibilities 
given them by the Lord of the church. The 
theological principles taught in the New 
Testament can help us in this. 

The first-century Christian church was 
not structured as a complex administrative 
organization or institution as our denomi
nations are today. Nevertheless, the pattern 
of the sending church and its outreach 
through mission endeavor is evident in the 
New Testament. The congregation at Je
rusalem, the headquaners of the apostles, 
served as the home church until the de
struction of Jerusalem. We can learn a 
great deal from the Boole of Aas and from 
the epistles about relationship responsibili
ties of churches where God has planted 
them. 

It is easy to document from the Holy 
Scriptures that the business of the church is 
the same wherever Christian congregations 
are established, and this is true also of 
groups of congregations banded together 
in organized church bodies to do the work 
of the Lord. The church, God's people. has 
the .responsibility to •ma1a: disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the 
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Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit, teaching them to observe all that 
I have commanded you." (Matt. 28: 19, 20) 

This is the mission of the church. To 
meet this primary responsibility, the church 
is given many more detailed directives ac
cording to which it is to achieve its God
given purpose. .All the council of God is 
to be proclaimed; God's Word is to be 
taught and preached without fear or favor 
under all circumstances; false teaching is to 
be rejected and those who cause divisions 
and difficulties in opposition to true doc
uine are to be marked and avoided (.Aas 
20:27-31; 2Tim.4:l-5; Rom. 16:17, 18). 
Christian love is to rule in the hems of 
God's people, and under its influence they 
are to minister to one another, edifying the 
body of Christ, serving the least of His 
brethren, and by their good works they are 
to light up the dark world that men every
where may come to glorify our Father in 
heaven (1 Cor. 13:1-n; Eph. 4:11-16; 
Matt. 25:31--40; 5:13-16). Fellowship in 
the a,mmunion of saints is to be under
SU>Od and acknowledged; unity in the 
church is to be sought and established; 
separations and barriers of hatred and 
prejudice among men, generated in sinful 
hearts, are to be eliminated in the house
hold of God; the bond of faith and love 
among the memben of the body of Christ 
is to be demoosuatcd before all men that 
the world may lcnow that the Father has 
sent His Son, Jesus Christ. ( 1 Car. 12: 
12-27; Eph.4:1-6; 2:11-22; John 17: 
20-23) 

We have outlined in broad and general 
terms the church's responsibilities and the 
general directives whereby it is to function 
in the world. More details ex>uld have been 
added, but enough bu been indicated to 

show that Christian churches, wherever 
they have been established by the Loni, 
need to look to the Word of God, especially 
the New Testament teachings, for instruc
tions which must regulate their work and 
life. 

Now it is important to note that the 
application of such directives in the pnc
tical life of the church has to be made 
where the church is, and the church is 
where God's people are gathered together 
in congregations using the means of grace. 
.A study of the Book of .Acts and of the 
epistles shows that in local situations where 
special emphasis and specific applications 
in the life of the church were necessary, 
decisions bad to be made on the field where 
these congregations were functioning in the 
work of the Kingdom. 

.At the same time, it is clear from the 
New Testament that there was a proper 
fraternal concern between congregations 
and groups of congregations, especially in 
relation to the church in Jerusalem. When 
theological decisions on certain issues had 
to be made in .Antioch, Syria, and Cilicia, 
a conference was held in Jerusalem on 
these matters involving representatives 
from the various churches, and the con
clusions reached in the conference were 
forwarded to these congregations in a most 
fraternal spirit and were conveyed by Judu 
and Silas as special emissaries with Barna
bas and Paul. Help was extended in theo
logical questions and in practical matterS 
as it was needed in various localities. ( See, 
for instance, the Epistle to the Galatians 
and the Epistle to the Hebrews.) When 
severe penecutions caused great hardships 
in the congregation at Jerusalem, the mis
sion churches put on a campaign for relief 
funds to help the mother church. It seems 
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that the brethren in Colossae and in Lao
dicea were confronted by similar problems 
and therefore Paul suggested that they ex
change and read epistles addressed to both 
congregations. ( Col 4: 16) 

It is in this manner that the church today 
should attend to its responsibilities wher
ever it is doing the work of the Lord. This 
applies also to The Lutheran Church
Missouri Synod and to the mission and 
sister churches in its fellowship. We must 
be concerned to keep a strong bond of fel
lowship among us. There must be much 
communication between our churches with 
exchange of rheological studies and the 
seeking of advice and counsel as special 
needs arise. There should be frequent 
visits by representatives of the Synod to our 
sister churches and visits by their repre
sentatives to our Synod. In many ways we 
should minister to each other and 
strengthen each other in the faith and in 
the bonds of love. 

By the same token, however, our younger 
churches should accept the responsibilities 
of applying the principles of the Word of 
God to their own church situation and of 
making necessary theological and practical 
decisions in the field where they are. It is 
important also that we of the sending 
church should grant them this evangelical 
freedom to meet their responsibilities as 
churches and have confidence in their theo
logical competence to act responsibly and 

respect their conscientious actions in such 
matters. In this CODDection we must re
member that they are confronted by situa
tions and challenges quite different from 
our own and that it is not necessary en 
right to transplant cenain patterns and 
problems of American Lutheran church life 
to the .foreign fields. In other words, OD 

the basis of New Testament theological 
principles, let the people of God, where 
they are gathered as a church, meet their 
God-given responsibilities. 

This approach in relationship to mission 
and sister churches is not authoritarian. As 
these churches reach decisions in their re
spective situations, we may find problems 
arising which we have not faced before. 

A case in point is that some of our 
younger churches in foreign mission fields 
have entered into theological dialog with 
other Lutheran mission churches and are 
discovering a greater doctrinal unity among 
these churches than their sending churches 
in America and Europe seem to have 
achieved. There is a great yearning in the 
hearts of God's people in these churches to 

work out as soon as possible a God-pleasing 
unity which will make possible one na
tional Lutheran Church in such territories 
through which they can proclaim with 
united hearts and voices the saving Gospel 
of our Lord Jesus Christ to a pagan public. 

Another consideration that is burdening 
the hearts and minds of the people in our 
younger churches in the mission fields of 
the world is the problem of adequate edu
cation and training for a native ministry. 
The need is great and the time is short. 
Financial resources are inadequate. Ques
tions are being asked. Is is possible, with 
proper safeguards, for various Lutheran 
mission churches in a foreign field to com
bine their resources and establish joint 
training schools and seminaries? In a day 
when rising nationalism and a .resurgence 
of pagan religions are threatening the ex

pansion of Christian missions, especially 
with the help of nonnative missionaries, 
does not good scewardship demand that 
the resources of Lutheran mission churches 
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be joined wherever possible to more ade
quately meet the needs of o. native min
isay? 

Such concerns of the brethren in o. num
ber of our mission churches have been 
communicated to the responsible boards 
and ofJicials of our Synod. n1e Commis
sion on Theology and Church Relations 
was asked to give careful study to these 
matten. Afr.er spending much time and 
prayer, thought and research on the subject, 
the commission reached the conclusion, on 
the basis of New Testament teaching, that 
also our mission and sister churches must 
be granted the evangelical freedom to be 
God's church where they are and to net 
responsibly in making theological and prac
tical decisions in the situations in which 
God has placed them. 

In such matters, the sending church, our 
Synod, in a fraternal spirit would say to 
sister churches that we would lay no other 
burden upon them than that they remain 
faithful to the Scriptures of the Old and 
the New Testaments as the written Word 
of God and to the Lutheran Confessions as 
a true statement and exposition of the 
Word of God. We would request them to 

keep us informed of developments and as
sure them of our prayers and offer them 
our encouragement and whnrever counsel 
they might find helpful. 

We believe also that the sending church, 
our Synod, should continue whatever finan. 
cial and manpowez assistance is needed 
even after such union endeavors by God's 
grace are consummated and new national 
Lutheran churches come into being with 
constituents from mission churches whose 
sending churches may not be in altar and 
pulpit fellowship. Whatever problems this 
might create for the sending churches and 
for returning missionaries will have to be 
faced honestly and courageously, possibly 
finding in such developments on the mis
sion fields of the world incentive and di
rection for solution of problems in our 
churches at home. 

We believe the time is at hand for our 
Synod to face these developments with 
spiritual maturity and on the basis of New 
Testament theological principles courage
ously to take positive action on these issues 
in the next synodical convention in Detroit. 

Dallas, Tex. 
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