Letters Addressed To Lutheran Pastors By Professor Hermann Sasse
(Dr. Theol.)

Vit
On the Problem of the Relation Between the Ministry and the Congregation
(Translated by E. Reim)

Dear Brethren in the Ministry:

Some weeks ago | was asked to deliver an opinion before a religious conference on the problem of the
relation between the ministry of the Church and the Christian congregation. As | make my statement available
to a wider circle, | feel constrained to express my heartfelt thanks to all who by their replies and their material
help have made it possible to continue these letters to the present day. | must, however, disappoint those who in
this or any other question look for a final and adequate solution to the problem that is mentioned in the title. |
can do no more than make a contribution toward a discussion of this burning question of our day. Let me for
this time make this reservation with particular emphasis.

1.

One of the most tragic events in the history of the Lutheran Church in the 19th century is the parting of the ways
to which the two great churchmen, William Loehe and Ferdinand Walther, came after this great theological
leader of the Missouri Synod had in 1851 still effected such a promising meeting with Loehe in Neuendettelsau.
It means little that neither of the two was able to establish a relationship with the Erlangen faculty of that day.
For whatever may have been the significance of this theology of the Old School of Erlangen, it had certain
faults that, in spite of the stature of its exponents as men and scholars, made it impossible that there should
come from it a lasting renewal of the Lutheran Church. They had not been able to keep away from the seductive
poison of Schleiermacher subjectivism. In spite of all their efforts to hold fast to the objective truths of
revelation, this method that took its cue from Schleiermacher inevitably led to fateful consequences. The close
of the century showed clearly what keen-eyed contemporaries had detected at the time. If “I, the Christian, am
for me, the theologian, the real object for systematic-theological observations, ” then no power on earth can
preserve such a theology from the fate of becoming a Science of the Good Man, a Science of Religion.

The other weakness of the Erlangen theology was the manner in which it was limited to the narrow
confines of a German territorial Lutheranism. Its horizon extended from their little Franconian city to
Nuremberg and Munich in the south, to Leipzig, Dresden, Rostock, —and perhaps as far north as Dorpat. How
much wider was the horizon of the unpretentious village pastor of Neuendettelsau! How differently did not he
and Walther look at the problems of the Lutheran Church in a world that lay beyond the range of an
ecclesiastical bureaucracy governed and guided by the German Summi Episcopi, the situation of the Lutheran
Church in the great wide world, of a church that was not merely a department of the State.

No one could anticipate that these congregations which were so laboriously establishing themselves at
the outposts of civilization would eventually become the great churches in whose hands, as far as it rests with
men, lies the fate of Lutheranism today. Nor could anyone anticipate what the breach between Walther and
Loehe, between Missouri and lowa, would eventually mean. We see it today, and are faced with the question
whether the mutual understanding that failed at that time is possible today, after the lapse of a century.

2.

! We bring this Eighth Letter of Dr. Sasse at this time instead of number Four partly because of its general timeliness, partly because it
represents an essay that constituted the theological background for the recent discussions between the Saxon Free Church and the
Independent Ev. Lutheran Church of Germany, which have led to mutual recognition. See News and Comments, p. 66 of this issue. —
Ed. [This letter was originally published in Jan 1950 — WLS Library Staff]



What separated Loehe and Walther and brought about the subsequent breach between Missouri and lowa was
by no means merely the problem concerning the relation of Church and ministry. But it included this issue, and
in a special way. Nor did this question separate these particular men only, and the churches that they
represented. Lutheranism in general was divided over it. At that time, the middle third of the 19th century, our
church in its own way shared in the profound discussion which deeply affected all of Christendom, from the
Roman Catholics of the pre-Vatican period to some peculiar sects of the Reformed world—e.g., Irvingites and
Disciples of Christ—and which in particular gave rise to the Anglican High-Church movement.

It seems strange at first thought that the Lutheran Church should also have been so deeply affected, up to
the point of schism within the Prussian Free Church and its Australian daughter. For the Lutheran Church
considers these questions of church polity as adiaphora, as ritus aut ceremonias ab hominibus institutas, in
which the Church may and must claim freedom, since Christ is not the legislator for a human religious society,
and the Gospel contains no law defining a correct church polity.

One should stop and realize just what that means. Of every other church one may say with the familiar
words of Calvin that it professes an ordo, quo Dominus ecclesiam gubernari voluit. That is true of the Catholic
churches of the East and West, as well as of the Reformed denominations. Opinions differ only as to what this
ordo may be: the universal monarchy of the Popes, or the episcopo-synodical administration of the Eastern and
Anglican churches; the governing of a Church by a Senate of Presbyters among whom there may be no
difference of rank, or the autonomy of the individual Congregational or Baptist congregations; —to name but a
few of the church polities for which it is claimed that they are prescribed in the New Testament. The true
greatness of Luther and the boldness of his basic theological principle of strict separation of Law and Gospel
becomes clear when one observes how, apart from all these other possibilities, he travels his solitary way:
Christ has given His Church no law de constituenda ecclesia. Every form of church government is feasible
which leaves room for a proper administration of the means of grace, which imposes no restrictions upon their
administration.

One thing, indeed, the Lord has given His Church, something that does not pertain to its bene esse but to
its esse: “Ut hanc fidem consequamur, institutum est ministerium docendi evangelii et porrigendi sacramenta, ”’
as the Augustana states, Article V. In order that we may attain this justifying faith of which the preceding article
speaks, the Gospel must be preached and the Sacraments must be administered, and for this purpose God has
established the ministry, the service (Dienst) by which this is done. But wherever the means of grace are
properly administered, there, according to the Divine promise that the Word shall not return to Him void, is also
the ecclesia, the congregatio sanctorum, the congregation of saints, of sinners justified.

The manner in which the congregation shall organize itself is prescribed just as little as the form that is
taken on by the ministerium ecclesiasticum. The Apostles came to realize that they would be better able to
fulfill the duties of their spiritual ministry if they would be relieved of the obligation of ministering to the poor
and administering financial affairs. That is how the supplementary office of deacons originated. But the Church
was Church even without this office. That is how the Church of all the ages may because of the needs of the
times create certain auxiliary offices—e.g., the office of the episcopate, superintendency, or whatever else one
may mention. But the existence of all these “offices” is justified only in so far as they serve the one great
ministry of preaching the Gospel and administering the Sacraments. A bishop may have the function of
administering the affairs of a large diocese. The underlying purpose, however, can only be to create opportunity
for the ministerium ecclesiasticum. His true office is that of a pastor, even though he be pastor pastorum. Iure
humano he may have the duties of a superintendency. Only the ministry of reconciliation (das Amt, das die
Verséhnung predigt) IS iure divino.

3.

If there is agreement on this in the entire Lutheran Church, if the Lutheran Church is therefore able to function
under a consistory as well as under an episcopal administration, if, as in America, it can exist under a polity
which combines Presbyterian and synodical features, and occasionally even is almost congregational, —how
can one explain the difference of opinion which time and again since the break between Loehe and Walther has
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divided our Church in the question of the Ministry and the Church, and thereby in matters of polity? This is not
an easy question to answer. It seems certain to me that the problems of administration that confronted other
churches and confessions affected Lutheranism also. No church of the 19th century could entirely escape the
question which since the days of Moehler, Newman, Pusey, Vinet, and Chalmers has troubled every confession
of Christendom, namely whether the day has not come when the state-church system which prevailed for so
many centuries in Europe is coming to an end, and what shall then take its place. It is profitable for us
Lutherans to study the intense struggle of Roman Catholicism to shake off the fetters of a progressive state (as
for instance in the Cologne Controversy, which constitutes just as interesting a parallel to the confessional
struggles of the Prussian Lutherans as the brave opposition of the Hessian Resistance to the Kulturkampf of
Bismarck’s day). One might add the tragedy of the Tractarian Movement in England, or the stirring account of
the Disruption in Scotland, and the parallel movements on the other side of the Atlantic.

It must be admitted that in these matters Lutheranism did not remain entirely true to the glorious liberty
of the Reformation. Since everyone was searching for an authentic, Biblical polity of the Church, a polity
having the mandate of Christ, then there was danger that our Church would also seek to supply an answer of its
own. In spite of their faithfulness to the Lutheran Confessions neither Walther nor Loehe, to mention only these
names, escaped this danger.

The situation is similar to that in the Era of Orthodoxy, which frequently permitted Calvinism or
Catholicism to pose the problems without observing the false formulation of the question. Thus for example the
problem of the visible and the invisible church plays a troublesome role down to our day. The Fathers of this
period of orthodoxy and also those of the 19th century failed to note that Luther’s ecclesia abscondita is not
simply to be equated to the ecclesia invisibilis of Reformed theologians, and that it would have been well not
simply to take over the Reformed terminology, but rather to abide by the expressions of Luther and the
Confessions. The Church is of course not something to be seen, but an “article of faith.” Our eyes are not able to
behold it since it is the regnum Christi that in this world era is cruce tectum, as the Apology says with Luther in
its commentary on Art. VII and VIII of the Augustana. No human eye sees the Church as the Body of Christ. It
is an eschatological entity (7atbestant) that must be distinguished from the temporal (irdisch) and historical
entity of the societas externarum rerum et rituum. In this respect one may indeed term the Church invisible.

But the term “ecclesia invisibilis” has by Augustine and by Reformed theology been encumbered with
additional implications (Nebenbedeutungen) that we cannot recognize. Why did one not stay with Luther’s
simple teaching: “Abscondita est ecclesia, latent sancti”? At this point as in many others the old Lutheran
Orthodoxy remained entirely too dependent upon its opponents, and this attitude the theologians of the 19th
century, who possessed no better works on dogmatics than those of the Orthodoxy—where should they have
gotten them? —simply took over.

Something else enters here. It is certainly true, as Luther says, that a child of seven knows what the
Church is, namely the sheep that hear their Master’s voice. And yet the theologians of the previous century were
also right when they expressed the opinion that the tremendous political and social catastrophes which had
occurred in their day or were immediately impending would, as particularly A. Vilmar stated again and again,
lead Christendom into a deeper understanding of the Church. The Primitive Church knew everything that is
stated in the Nicene Creed. But only the titanic struggle with the paganism of antiquity enabled the Church of
that period fully to recognize the importance of the true Godhead and the true manhood of Jesus Christ, and to
declare this in its doctrine of the homoousia. In this and no other sense should it be understood when we speak
of progress in the knowledge of faith.

The diverging of the two great trends of Lutheranism in the previous century is undoubtedly to be traced
to the fact which Vilmar saw correctly, namely that even the Lutheran Church had not yet become completely
clear about what the articles on the Church in the Augustana meant for the /ife of the Church. That is how it
happened that the great Lutherans of the past century, and precisely those who did not merely theorize at their
desks about the essence of the Church, but who at the same time had to build the Church, have left us a heritage
that is far from being fully developed. The objective which has thus been established for our generation cannot
merely consist in reviewing the formulations on either hand, and continuing the discussion at the point where it
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came to a standstill a hundred years ago, but rather on the basis of the experiences gained by the Church and the
possibility of a deeper insight into the teachings of Holy Writ which may here and there have been granted,
once more to think through what remained an unsolved problem at that time.

4.

It is worth noting how modern historical research into the beginnings of church organization has confirmed the
profound exegetical insight of Luther, namely that the New Testament knows of no specific polity of the
Church, and therefore could not give canonical sanction to any such polity. Even as in the history of the Liturgy,
so also in that of church polity the origins do not indicate singleness, but rather a manifold variety of form.
Therefore one can, indeed, read into the New Testament widely different types of church organization, and then
with great satisfaction find them there. In this way there was read into the passages concerning Peter a doctrine
of Primacy that definitely developed on other than Biblical soil. That is how men discovered in the account of
the Council of the Apostles the theory of the Infallible Synod, a theory that has its roots not in Scripture but in
ancient sociology. For the doctrine of Catholicism, namely that an individual may err, but not the entire body,
runs through antiquity from the Stoa down to Mohammed. What connection is there between the presbyters of
Calvin and those of the New Testament? —or between the “church of God at Corinth” and what modern
congregationalism means by “congregation”? Paul would not at all understand what the doctrine of the Body of
Christ in the encyclical “Mystici corporis” of Pius XII has to do with what he taught concerning the Church as
the Body of Christ.

That is why there is also a certain lack of assurance as to the Scripturalness of the several church polities
throughout Christendom. It is quite plain that in Reformed Church circles one no longer finds in the Bible the
“ordo, quo Dominus ecclesiam gubernari voluit” with the old assurance of Calvin, but only a few great basic
principles (the Presbytery as an ecclesiastical senate, the Synod as the final authority, rejection of the Episcopal
Office even when, as in Hungary, the title is retained for the sake of state-church law), principles, however,
which are considered as binding.

Even Catholic dogmaticians are seeking to moderate the stern decrees of the Tridentinum and
Vaticanum to such an extent that they may be reconciled with the historical facts of the New Testament. Thus
M. Schmaus (Kath. Dogmatik 11, 2, p. 421) declares “that Paul can describe the celebration of the Eucharist ...
without expressly mentioning the specific priestly office (1 Cor. 11, 17-34) ” and then goes on to say: “It is an
action of the entire congregation in Corinth.” If one adds the splendid statements of this same dogmatician
concerning the priesthood of all believers, then the statements which treat of a special priestly office actually
have the effect of a foreign body in the organism of the entire treatise, where many passages are indeed quoted
for the universal priesthood, but not a single one for the special priestly office.

On another page we read about the relation of Presbyters and Bishops: “The New Testament terms
presbyteroi and episkopoi do not yet designate different degrees of holy orders (verschiedene Weihestufen) as
do our words priest and bishop, which go back to this Greek terminology. The analysis (dufgliederung) of this
one office with the two names occurs with Ignatius of Antioch. Here for the first time the triple division of holy
orders is clearly attested. It can therefore be traced back to about the year 100. Its roots (Keime) lie in the
Apostolic era” (p. 422). Only the roots! In plain words that would mean: The Catholic hierarchy is not yet in
evidence in the New Testament. At best it is the unfolding of something that the New Testament has only in
embryonic form.

So careful has even Catholic theology, which is under so strict an obligation of dogma, become in
determining the Biblical basis for the organizational structure of Catholicism. No one who considers the
statements of the Bible will in these days be so bold as to claim to have discovered in the New Testament a
complete system of church organization, valid for all time. And those Lutherans of the 19th century, who with
all their precaution did not escape the temptation to inquire into the true, the Biblical form of the Church and its
organization, would today simply bow before the fact that there existed in the Church of the New Testament a
number of possibilities as to the manner of organizing the spiritual ministry and the Church as the congregation
of saints.
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The point at issue between Loehe on the one hand (also Vilmar and Kliefoth, though in a different way) and
Walther on the other was the problem of the relation between the ministry and the congregation. (This
disregards Hoefling, whom neither side took seriously and who in spite of his many other fine qualities does not
merit serious consideration in connection with this problem.) Which has the primacy? Does the congregation
originate from the ministry, or the ministry from the congregation? At first this problem seems to be kin to the
other, namely whether the chicken stems from the egg or the egg from the chicken. But actually there is hidden
behind it a problem of greatest theological significance. One’s entire concept of the Church depends upon it.

When Walther and Missouri argued for the priority of the congregation, they could well quote Luther
and the early Lutheran Church for their case. It is well known that in his address “To the Christian Nobility of
the Nation” Luther had illustrated the doctrine of the universal priesthood of all believers by picturing the
situation of a group of Christians who find themselves in a wilderness without having an ordained priest among
their number, and who then proceed to elect some one out of their midst to be their spiritual leader, who then by
virtue of this election rightfully holds office, being invested with all the authority and duties which can possibly
belong to an incumbent of the ministerium ecclesiasticum. One should compare the assurance with which
Luther answers this question with the uncertainty and indecision with which the humanist Sir Thomas More had
treated this same problem in his “Utopia” but a few years before. After describing the tolerantly liberal religion
of the Utopians, and its affinity to Christianity, as this liberal humanist understood it, he states that many
decided to accept Christianity and were baptized. Then we read: “Unfortunately there was among us ... not a
single priest. Even though they had been initiated into the other doctrines, they could not receive the
sacraments, since among us these are administered only by priests. Nevertheless they have a most accurate
conception of these sacraments and desired them to such a degree that I heard them eagerly discussing the
question whether some citizen of their choice might not acquire the character of a priest. At my departure they
had not yet elected such a one, but seemed determined to take this step.” This uncertainty marks the humanist,
the friend of Erasmus, and the Englishman who is disinclined to arrive at decisions in matters of dogma. It is
only a logical consequence when this early advocate of liberal religion became a martyr for the cause of Papal
primacy and has in our day been enshrined as a protagonist of the Papacy.

This question, namely whether Christians isolated under such conditions as Luther presupposes in his
famous Address to the Nobility, or as More pictures in his Utopia, may establish a legitimate ministry, provides
a test which indicates whether men think evangelically or not. Accordingly, no evangelical theologian has ever
in principle judged differently than Luther, not even August Vilmar, the man with the most pronounced high-
churchly tendencies among the Lutherans of the last century, - to say nothing at all of Loehe. Vilmar considers
Luther’s hypothetical case a fairy tale, a borderline case that would hardly occur in actual life. But considering
the possibility that it might occur, he decides in favor of the authority of the congregation and thus remains
within the area of evangelical faith. “Emergencies, perhaps of such a nature that certain scattered ecclesiolae
might produce an emergency pastor (Nothirten) out of their own number, something which is of course
possible, but reads rather like romantic fiction, may never be used to establish a rule ...” (Die Lehre vom
geistlichen Amt, p. 74.)

The rule for Vilmar as also for Loehe was, of course, that pastors be ordained by pastors, even as this is
accepted as the normal procedure in the Confessions of the Lutheran Church as well as in its Church Orders.
Thus our Church has also specifically endorsed this ancient practice of the Catholic Church. But that it is
possible to establish the ministry without the traditional ordination by an ordained pastor, that is something that
has never been questioned in the Lutheran Church. That is also agreed upon by those who are not able to look at
the exercise of the spiritual ministry as a functioning of the universal priesthood. For the priestly office includes
sacrifice as an essential part, therefore in an evangelical New Testament sense, the bringing of the spiritual
sacrifices that are offered by the entire Church. The proclamation of the Gospel and the administration of the
Sacraments are closely connected, but not in themselves an essential part of the priestly function.
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That the great freedom of the Reformation is truly the liberty of the Gospel is demonstrated first of all by the
fact that in the New Testament the potestas clavium is not conferred once but three times: Matt. 16 to Peter, Jn.
20 to all the Apostles, and Matt. 18 to the entire ekklésia. These grants dare not be separated from each other,
neither may one place one into the foreground at the expense of the others and consider that the true form. And
when Jesus gives to the Twelve His commission to preach the Gospel to every creature, and through Baptism to
make disciples of all nations, when at the Last Supper He instructs them, “This do in remembrance of me! "—
then who are the Twelve? They are the first to stand in the office of the ministry. From them proceeds the
ministerium docendi evangelii et porrigendi sacramenta. But they are at the same time the Church, the ekklésia,
the representatives of this new “People of God” of the Last Days. Thus it is simply impossible in the New
Testament to separate the ministry and the Church from each other. What is said to the Church is said to the
ministry, and vice versa. The ministry does not stand above the congregation, but invariably within it.

How does the Church of Antioch, Acts 13, come to commission Paul and Barnabas for their mission
work? They had been commissioned by the Lord long before. What could the laying on of hands in this
congregation give to Paul that he did not already have by virtue of his personal mission, through having the
direct mandate of his exalted Lord? And yet this mission and this laying on of hands are deliberately repeated
here. The ministry and the congregation belong inseparably together.

That is confirmed by the history of the Church. Only where there is a living ministry, functioning with
the full authority of its mission, there one will also find a live congregation. And only where there is a living
congregation, there is also a vital ministry. Vilmar’s pessimism concerning the congregation is explained by the
fact that he simply had not yet learnt to know such a thing as a living congregation, but only this “Mr.
Everybody” who in 1848 was also presuming to govern the Church. No one will seriously claim that there is
even a single true congregation among the districts of ecclesiastical administration (geistlichen Polizeirevieren)
of Munich or Nuremberg. The Evangelical Church of Berlin would certainly rejoice if it had but a single
congregation with the spiritual vitality of the Catholic Church of St. Matthias, a congregation that according to
canon law simply does not exist. (We have once before, but in another connection, discussed the fact that the
Codex Juris Canonici has nothing to say on the subject of the congregation.) And among all the Lutheran
bodies there is perhaps none that makes so much of the ministerial office as the Missouri Synod, in which the
individual congregation so definitely stands at the center of all ecclesiastical thinking. The ministerial office and
the congregation are like inter-communicating channels. The life of the one is also the life of the other. As the
ministry fails, so also the congregation, and vice versa.

This was incidentally recognized by Loehe himself, as Hebart demonstrates in his splendid book. But no
one had the strength at that time to draw the proper inferences from this connection (namely between ministry
and congregation—Ed.). Every one misunderstood the underlying motives in the doctrines of the other. That
Missouri’s system of organization had nothing to do with the democratic inclinations of the American people
has been demonstrated by Mundinger in his penetrating study of Missouri’s church polity. Walther and his
adherents were anything but democratic in their views. And Hebart has shown that with Loehe the picture of the
Church was not determined by conservative political thought. Loehe was never influenced by nationalistic
motivation, as were Bezzel and the later men of Neuendettelsau. On either side there was an overemphasis of
some Biblical truths that in the New Testament really belong together with others. This overemphasis, however,
occurred because one side of these New Testament statements was brought out as the true one, to which the
other would have to be subordinated.

7.

This becomes quite clear when one asks how the conferral of the ministerial office is brought about. There is a
vocatio immediata. There God alone does the calling, without the agency of men. That was the case with the
apostles, prophets, and teachers, if we may here leave out of consideration the recipients of the gift of healing
and other special charismata. Christ alone can make a man an apostle. When a replacement for Judas had to be
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chosen He did it by lot. God has reserved it to Himself alone to call men to be prophets. Neither in the Old nor
New Testament does it appear that men can make any contribution to this end. In the estimation of the Primitive
Church the same situation prevailed concerning the office of the “teacher, ” the charismatically endowed
interpreter of the Scriptures, which in those days meant the Old Testament. These ministries that thus originated
out of a vocatio immediata belong to the entire Church. The incumbents may exercise the functions of their
ministry anywhere. The Church, the congregation, need concern itself about one question only: whether it may
recognize the charisma of the respective “minister, ” or whether it sees in him a false apostle, a false prophet, or
a false teacher, —a difficult problem, to be solved only by the charismatic gift of “discerning the spirits.”

In addition there is, however, also a vocatio mediata for the ministries of an individual congregation.
These also are given by the Lord Christ, but He does this through men. The bishops and deacons which
according to Phil. 1 were already to be found in the Pauline congregations were chosen by the congregation. In
such places where, in keeping with the custom of the Synagogue, the institution of preshyters was retained, that
caste of the “honored ones” who were entitled to the protokathedriae, the chief seats in the synagogues (Mt.
23:6), there the congregation likewise determined who the members of this body of elders should be. There
were evidently some congregations served by bishops and deacons, and others with a presbyterian organization
(Acts 20:17ff.). Paul did not consider it worthwhile to eliminate this diversity, which does not begin to grow
into a unity until in the time of the Pastoral Letters. Nor does the New Testament tell us who elected these
leaders of the congregations, whether the entire congregation or, —as it was in Rome in the days when the First
Epistle of Clement was written—the “honored ones, ” a part of the congregation, in which case the subsequent
approval of the congregation would however be required.

Nothing is more misleading than to impose the standards of a modern political order upon the
administration of the New Testament Church. The ekklésia is not a democracy in our sense of the word, not a
mass of individuals each of whom is possessed of the same rights and privileges. Nor should it be called an
aristocracy. It is an articulated body with a graded structure of organization and authority. There are grades even
in the college of presbyters, which in other respects is a unit. For here special mention is made of “the elders
that rule well ... especially they who labor in the word and doctrine” (1 Tim. 5:12), —who were therefore
bishops at the same time. In our previous letter (not yet translated—Ed.) we established the fact that the
“laymen, ” the Christian people, also constitute a certain rank, followed by that of the catechumens and others
subordinate to an even greater degree. Reception into the ranks and offices (Stinde und Aemter) of the
congregation was generally by laying on of hands and with prayer. And once more it may either be an
individual person like the Apostle Paul who performs this laying on of hands (2 Tim. 1:6), or the Presbytery (1
Tim. 4:14), or both, as is probable in the case of Timothy, or an entire congregation (probably through
representatives—Acts 13:1).

One should note carefully that the idea of a succession in the laying on of hands did not yet exist in the
Second Century. For the oldest extant Order of Succession, that of the congregation at Rome as given by
Irenaeus, does not refer to a succession of consecrations, but lists the incumbents of the episcopal office without
consideration of the question who may have laid his hands upon each individual bishop. Here again a
considerable variety of custom obviously prevailed, at least in the beginning. None of the Catholic theories of
consecration can claim the support of the New Testament beyond this that it teaches that a certain charismatic
endowment for the office (ein Amts-Charisma) is conferred by the laying on of hands with the essential
concurrent prayer in the Name of Jesus.

In this connection it is to be observed that the laying on of hands, which plays an important role in the
Primitive Church (Hb. 6:2) and which did not only occur in connection with the formal installation into office,
IS not essential to the ordination (Jn. 20:21ff.), that is, that it has no special mandate of Christ. It is rather a rite
taken over from the Old Testament, in which the example of the ordination of Joshua by Moses (Num. 27:18;
Dt. 34:9) was appropriately applied to the installation of the official servants of the Church. This rite is neither a
sacrament nor a mere gesture, but the outward sign of an intercessory prayer for the Holy Spirit and His
gracious gifts, prayer which has the assurance that it will be heard. For in the final analysis it is God, it is the
Lord Christ, it is the Holy Spirit who is acting through men, acting through an individual, through an official



group, or through the entire congregation (cf. Acts 20:28), or who occasionally extra ordinem grants His gifts
directly and confers an office with them. Therefore—as our Lutheran fathers saw correctly—it is impossible to
establish an essential difference between call and ordination, perhaps even to build this difference up into a
divisive issue. God calls men into His service, generally through men. It makes no difference how it is done.
Whether it be an individual that is acting, or an official group, or the ekkiésia assembled for the worship of God:
it is all done in the name of the Church, the entire Church, which is the Body of Christ, and thereby in the power
of the Holy Spirit.

8.

If one has worked one’s way through to this understanding, then the differences between the theological
theories of the 19th century become very small indeed. Then one begins to understand the glorious freedom of
the Lutheran Church, which knows no law de constituendis ministris because Jesus Christ has neither directly
nor indirectly given such a law. Then indeed the ministerium ecclesiasticum, stationed not over but in the
congregation, becomes truly great because now the entire emphasis no longer lies on how this ministry came
into being but what it offers. In that case its apostolicity does not depend upon a more or less questionable
apostolic origin but upon its apostolic content. That means that it has no other objectives, but that it actually
does have this one purpose, namely to do what the Apostles were charged with, to preach the pure Gospel, to
administer the Sacraments instituted by Christ, and nothing more.

Only from such a profound understanding can come a renewal of the ministerial office. All the
accretions that have in the meantime attached themselves to this spiritual office because of the modern
hyperorganization of the Church, down to the church-political trivialities with which modern bishops waste
their own and other people’s time, will then dissolve as an intangible mirage (versinkt dann im wesenlosen
Scheine). Then every sermon becomes more important than those sessions in which grandiose ecclesiastical
resolutions are discussed concerning the Bonn Constitution, or the Atom Bomb, or the Goethe Bicentennial.
Furthermore: whenever the ministerial office is taken seriously, this will lead to the Christian congregation’s
being taken seriously. Then the mistaken conception can no longer be entertained that troubles our territorial
churches (Landeskirchen) so deeply, namely that men speak as though their civil districts of church
administration (das geistliche Polizeirevier) were congregations in the sense of the New Testament, needing
only to be activated by some modern methods of soul-seeking. For it is incompatible with any concept of the
Christian Church that one should become a member of a Christian congregation by registration at police
headquarters. That will also be the end of this other mistaken view, that church taxes which are more or less
painlessly collected by the agents of the State Revenue Department should constitute the offerings from which
the Church of Christ shall live. That will put an end to this other misconception that the clever, the all too clever
operations of a centralized church administration, functioning non verbo, sed vi, should be church government
in the sense of the Lutheran Confession.

All of this must collapse and will collapse, even as the ecclesiastical rule of the princely Summi Episcopi
broke down overnight. But what will remain is the ministry of reconciliation (das Amt, das die Verséhnung
predigt), and the congregation of sinners who believe and, believing, are justified. This may well be in forms
with which we are not yet familiar, but which the Head of the Church is under a thousand pangs preparing for
the Christendom of our day, since He is the Savior of His Body even under such circumstances where we can
only see dissolution. For Luther’s great statement concerning God’s course in history still stands: “Occidendo
vivificat.” “In slaying He brings to life.” This faith in God’s course of action certainly does not eliminate
responsibility on our part, but rather includes it, so that we will renounce everything that will tend to destroy the
genuine Christ-instituted ministry and the genuine Christ-instituted congregation by turning these foundings of
Christ into an arena where human ambition to rule, whether it be of the clerical or the congregational variety,
may exercise itself. The ministry is not to lord it over the congregation (2 Cor. 1:24); the congregation is not to
lord it over the ministry (Gal. 1); but both have above themselves the One Lord, in whom they are one.
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These are a few thoughts about Church and Ministry that | wanted to submit to you, dear Brethren. Just
a few thoughts that are meant to aid you in reading with new attention what God’s Word says about these
things. Other matters may come up for discussion at other occasions, and | would be sincerely grateful if you
will present your concrete questions to me. In the meantime greetings in the bond of faith, from
Your very devoted
HERMANN SASSE.

IX.
On the Relation of the Universal Church and the Individual Congregation in the New Testament
(Translation by E. Reim)

Dear Brethren in the Ministry:

The new address at the beginning of this letter” will be sufficient explanation for its delayed appearance.
“I chose Freedom.” This title of a widely read book of our day might be applied to the step which has brought
me from my professorship at Erlangen into the Seminary of the “United Evangelical Lutheran Church in
Australia.” This Church, founded by Lutheran emigrants from Prussia in 1838, closely connected with the old
Breslau, with Hermannsburg, with the Neuendettelsau of Wilhelm Loehe, shall henceforth be my church home.
For us Christians who—as Loehe ever again has reminded us—partake of the Passover of our Lord as pilgrims
with staff in hand, our earthly home is there and only there where stands the Altar of our Church.

The vital decision that stands behind this step was made in principle in those days in 1948 when the
Lutheran territorial churches of Germany helped to found the “Evangelical Church in Germany, ” thus
voluntarily repeating the resolution which they had passed exactly 16 years before, when with that combination
of gnashing of teeth and enthusiasm which is so characteristic of German church history they at Hitler’s behest
created the “German Evangelical Church.”

It is by no means my intention here to prefer charges against individual men. German Protestantism and
World Lutheranism are obviously lacking in men today with the power of faith and strength of character, with
the understanding for things theological and ecclesiastical, and the courage of conviction of a Scheibel and a
Loehe, of a Vilmar and a Walther, of a Harms and a Petri, a Rocholl and a Bezzel. There will hardly be any
doubt in anyone’s mind as to what these men would have said and done about the EKiD?, and about a United
Ev. Lutheran Church (in Germany) which is capable of existing within the EKiD, bound to it by its own
assurance of inviolable loyalty. Never would they have joined in this sacrilegious playing with the word
“Church.” They would have sensed what lies behind this maneuvering: Not merely theological uncertainty and
helplessness, but gnawing doubt as to the truth of the Lutheran Confession, and uncertainty as to what God’s
Word is and what it teaches. What becomes of churches that build upon such drifting sand, that we shall soon
see, just as we have seen it in the fate of the DEK (German Evangelical Church) of 1933. Just as we have seen it
in the history of all Protestant Churches within and outside of Germany that have sacrificed their confession of
the eternal Truth to the so-called interests of their land and nation.

For those who cannot follow this course nothing remains but to register their protest, in whatever
manner the individual may be able to do so. That is a matter of conscience and of what is humanly possible. The
readers of these letters may be sure that the writer has weighed the various possibilities. Should he not remain in
his teaching position and train young theologians for—well, for what? For martyrdom or apostasy? Or for that
half-and-half condition which is a hundred times worse than a frank forsaking of the Lutheran Confession? Can
one train theologians for the service of a church in which they must tolerate an unrestricted intercommunion as
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something self-evident, simply because no one, least of all the governing ecclesiastical authorities, still take
seriously the old statutes which now have only a paper standing? Can one expect students to take seriously what
is no longer taken seriously by their Faculty, by their Students” Congregation which is based upon a program of
indiscriminate communion fellowship, and by the Church to which they belong? I for my part cannot do this. |
consider it impossible to take comfort from the fact that the Lutheran Confession still has a de jure standing,
and that heterodoxy is unlawful. It is in the final analysis quite immaterial whether error prevails in a church by
lawful or unlawful means. The Devil is not concerned about that. On the contrary, he is probably quite well
pleased with the theology of the “as though, ~” which acts as though everything were still in perfect order, as
though it were not necessary to exclude error from the Church with a firm refusal as though God’s Word had
nothing to say about such things.

Thank God, there still are Lutheran Churches that do not join in this theology of the “as though,
churches in which one is still aware of what is meant by the prayer which the Church of Jesus Christ offers
daily for its preservation in the true doctrine and in the right use of the Sacraments. They are called to the rescue
of the vanishing Lutheranism of large church bodies, swamped with unionism and syncretism, to help by their
intercession, by their brotherly admonition, by their example. They are to help as Christians should help one
another in such matters: without a trace of Pharisaic superiority, in love toward the brethren for whom Christ
has died, humbling themselves in consciousness of a common guilt.

These churches—as a rule they are the smallest and poorest ones, to which the temptations of secularism
have not yet come so near—have a special function to perform. They are the ones who, on the basis of their
own spiritual experiences, have something to say to the larger bodies, namely that it is not the millions that
make a church strong and give it power over the minds, but He alone who is present wherever two or three are
gathered together in His name. They are the ones who must tell a World Lutheranism which is striving for unity
that the uniting of churches is not a process of addition by which one brings together everything that with more
or less justification claims the name of Lutheran, but a process of integration which lets it appear clearly just
what a Lutheran Church can be. The arithmetic of God is different from that of men. The greatness of the
Church of Jesus Christ does not depend upon the many zeros that make such an impression upon our human
eye.

To those who think along these lines and who are concerning themselves about the uniting of the
Lutheran Church in this manner, these letters, Deo volente, wish to be of continued service, even though they
are now being written in another quarter of the globe, and must make long journeys before reaching their
addresses. In fact, it will add to their value if they enter upon the problems and trials of the Lutheran Church in
other parts of the world to a greater degree than before. They should particularly provide material and
stimulation for the doctrinal discussions that have gotten under way in larger as well as smaller circles, on
official as well as unofficial levels of our Church throughout the world. As supplement to what was said about
the relation of ministry and congregation in our Number V111, several theses are presented herewith concerning
the relation bet