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President Behnken's Defense of the
Common Confession in The Lutheran Witness

It has been thirty years since the Common'Confession

was first adopted by both the Missouri Synod and the American
Lutheran Church. This document was intended to settle past
diffefences in doctrine between these two bodies so fellow—
'ship could take place}, But did this document settle past
differences as it intehded to do? Almost immediately, the
Wisconsin Synod charged this document as being "inadequate"
and creating a "basically untruthful situation." Tt further-

more requested that Missouri repudiate its stand that the

Common Confession was a settlement of past differences.

The Missouri Synod did not' take the action re—

quested by the Wisconsin Synod. Instead it defended it.

President John W. Behnken, president of the Missour Synod,

defended the Common Confession publicly. He did so in The

Lutheran Witness, the official organ of the LC-MS. Did

President Behnken defend the Common Confession adequately

against the charges made by the Wisconsin Synod? It is the
position of this paper that he did not. It is the position
of this paper that the only reason the members of the LC-
MS may have been convince is that their president was an
honored and pwgoven leader who would not lié to them. His
defense alone was not enough.

This position will be proved by looking at the

articles President Behnken wrote for The Lutheran Witness
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1' sduring'£he years 1953 and 1954. Not all of the contents

of these articles nor all of the articles themselves will
be discussed. But the majority of the articles will be
looked at and will show that President Behnken did not
adequately defend the charges.

The format of this paper will be to look at each
articie individually. Then, after all the articles have
been preéénted, there will be a final section looking at
the whole tenor of the articles. May the Lord prevent me
from making any unfair judgements about President Behnken.

The first of the many articles by Behnken defend-

ing the Common Confession appeared shortly before Missouri

held its 1953 Houston Convention. This article began by
reporting that there was some dissension within Missouri

over the Common Confession. Behnken informs his members that

the Wisconsin Synod did not approve of this confession.

The honorable Wisconsin Synod informs us that it
rejects the Common Confession and asks us to re-
scind resolutions of 1950 wherein we expressed
"that agreement had been achieved in the doctrines
treated by the two committees"....l

Behnken made his people realize that the Wiscon-—
sin Synod did not approve of the course Missouri was taking.
But unfortunately, he did not inform his people why this re-
quest came from Wisconsin and why'Wﬁsconsin was so concerned

about the Common Confession. I feel that Behnken did his

people a great disservice already at the beginning of the
arguément. The people only knew Wisconsin was against

Missouri's actions, but did not have the facts to decide
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'°fdr themselves if thefe was indéed a reason for the alarm.
While this is really an introductory article to the prob-
lem, it probably would have been better for a fuller dis-
cussion at this point. It would have allowed people to
make an informed decision before the convention. Then they
could have put pressure on their delegétes.

| ‘The ma jor series of articles begins in the March
2, 1954 issue. Behnken begins the article by referring
his readers to the repbrt about the "meeting between of-
ficials of the Evangelical Lutheran Joint Synod of Wiscon-
sin and Other States and officials of our own é‘ynod."2

It soon becomes evident one of the major discussions at this

meeting was the Common Confession. He then continues by

discussing some of the questions raised by his own people.
Some of our people have asked why the points in
" controversey are not discussed in our church
periodicals., They argue«that the Wisoconsin Bynod
has brought the charges against our Synod in
print. Articles have appeared in their church
periodicals, and pamphlets are being distributed.
Why, then, do we not reply in our pericdicals? 3
It seems people did not know the points of con-
troversey Wisconsin had raised. These questions arose
despite an article entitled "A Fraternal Word" which appeared
in 1953, This article "was intended to bring information
to our people on the objections voiced against the Common
Confession, etc., and at the same time in all kindness and

in a fraternal spirit to answer the objections by quoting

statements from the Common Confession itself.”h This, then,

is the purpose of the articles that followed: To defend
Missouri against these charges by bringing more information

and more arguments.
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In the March 16, issué, Behnken pointed out that

'Wisconsin had not been "charging the Common Confession

with false doctrine, but rather with inadequacy.”5, To
Behnken's credit he did point out the areas of doctfine
where the Wisconsin Synod noted the inadequacy. They were
justification, conversion, election, the means of‘grace, the
Churéh,the Antichrist, and Sunday. He even went so far as
to define the meaning of the charge of inadequacy.

What is meant is that the Common Confession is

not adequate "as a settlement of the doctrinal

differences which have hitherto divided it (the
Missouri Synod) from the American Lutheran Church.6

Unfortuanately, Behnken did not tell his people
that the ALC's teaching on theée doctrines had not only
divided the two synods, but had been the source of consider-
able fighting in times past. He did not tell his people
thatibese were areas that the ALC's teachings in times past
(and even at that time) were contrary to the teachings of
Scripture. If one did not know what the background on these
issues was, there would be no way of knowing the serious-
ness of the problem. From this article it would appear thaty .
the differences that existed between Missouri and the ALC R
were only inconsequential. Therefore, the charges made
by the Wisconsin Synod would be petty and fairly unimportant.

From this article the people of Missouri would not have

known that if the Common Confession had made the same state=

ments as the Brief Statement, the ALC could not have sub-

scribed to the Common Confession.

"With reference to the charges that the Common
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FCohfeséion;is inadequate,: this must be provéd."7 In my ¥

;Jmind,“ﬁhis=sﬁatement leaves the impression that the people
should take the word of their trusted leader; that every

 thing is okay in the Synod and with the Common Confession.

This statéméht‘certainly is misleading considering the
charges made‘by not only the Wiscomsin Synod and the ELS,
but élso fromfcbngregations and individuals within Missouri.

| One problem that muddied up the waters in this
controversy was that the writers of "A Fraternal Word" did
not quote entire sentences in their refutaticn of the charges.
One area that this procedure caused problems was in the

doctrine of justification. The next issue of Bhe Lutheran

Witness picked up this point. Behnken& quoted the entire
sentence from the Wisconsin Synod's "Proceedings™ which

contained the charge of inadequacy concerning justification

in the Common Confession. "Any clear and correct presenta-

tion of this article requires not merely the inclusion of

the terms 'objective justification,' but a clear statement

that in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ God has

already declared every sinner righteous in His sight."”

(The underlined words were omitted in "A Fraternal Word.")
To refute this charge, Behnken quoted sections

from the Common Confession. But he did so with an empha-

sis that was not contained in the original document. He
did this by italicizing key words. These words can be in-
terpreted correctly. But they can also be read in a way
that allows for some type of justification that is not

objectidve. This did not answer the charge.
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He also quotes "'A Fratern Word' "E{camined,"9

- concerning justification in the Common Confession. In

.reply; he did not refer to the Common Confession. * He refered

~to Scripture and the Brief Statement. The Brief . Statement

made a good confession, but the Common Confession, the item

under discussion and attack, did not relate the same confes-
sion; Tt is a much watered down statement. It does not
dismiss any improper views of justification. It contains
no antithesis. In this way, the ALC could interpret it dif-

ferently than Missouri.. Yet, Behnken said the Common Confes-

sion made it clear that only objective justification could

stand. "That is precisely what the Common Confession means

to say. Read it again, and convince yourself.”lO It may mean
to say it, but does it? I think not. That is why the Com-

mon Confession was charged with inadequacy. It may intend

one thing, but what it said may have several different

interpretations.

In the next issue of the Lutheran Witness, Behnken

dealt with the subject of conversion in the Common Confession.

He again quoted a charge made by Wisconsin, "We note that the

Common Confession not only fails to include such a specific

rejection, but that its positive wording does not exclude
the thought of man's preparing himself for conversion by
his refraining from such wilful r‘esistance."l1

Behnken's defense of this charge is this:

In all fairness let us ask whether the Common

Confession contains a rejection of the "unten-
able distinction between a natural and a wilful
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resistance." If "gpecific rejection'" means a
rejection in such express words as "we therefore
reject, etc." then weccould answer No. 12

Behnken's answer itself pointed out what was wrong with

the Common Confession. The confession is not specific enough

in that it does not contain an antithesis. Because it is

all phrased positively, and in some cases loosely, it is

possible to read another view into it which is opposed to

‘the scriptual doctrine it is supposed to uphold.

Tt is amazing to note that Behnken's defense of

the Common Confession of the doctrine of conversion wam not

only better, but also longer. The entire statement on
conversion covers only three sentences, while Behnken needs

an entire article to explain what the Common Confession

intends to say. Even in the space Behnken used, he did

not adequately defend the Common Confession. How can he,

when it is indefensible?
In the April 27, issue, Behnken made a defense
concerning the doctrine of election as treated in the Com-

mon Confession. He did this by concentrating on a section

thet the writers of "A Fraternal Word" left out when it

tried to defend the Common Confession. By including a point

the "Fraternal Word'" deleted, it does appear that Behnken

wanted to correct any misunderstandings the Common Confession

may have caused. But he did not take kindly to the state-
ment made by the author of "'A Fraternal Word' Examined,?®

which says:

How important Missouri once considered this last
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point of the doctrine appears from its own Brief
Statement, where we read in Article 39: "Further-
more, by election of grace, Scripture does not
mean that one part of God's counsel of salvation
according to which He will receive into heaven
those who persevere in faith unto the end, but

on the contrary, Scripture means this, that God,
before the foundation of the world, from pure
grace, because &% the redemption of Christ, has
chosen for His own a definite number of persons
out of the corrupt mass and has determined to bring,
them, through Word and Sacrament, to faith and
salvation.”" 13

To defend this charge @ehnken did not refer to

the Common Confession, but back to the Brief Statement.

Why must the writer of "'A Fraternal Word' Exam-
ined" say: 'How important Missouri once consid-~
ered etc.?" Our Synod still believes and teaches
this very thing, and by God's grace will continue
to believe and teach it! We accept wholhearted-
ly what Article 39 of the Brief Statement declares. 14

Behnken claimed adherence to the Brief Statement, but he

did not say why this point was not made in the Common Con-

fession. If the Common Confession had made a statement

like the Brief Statement had, there would be no chargﬁof
<

inadequacey. But then, the ALC would not have signed this
document. |

In the final paragraph, Behnken made a beautiful
confession about the doctrine of election. He said this was

the same thing contained in the Common Confession. But

the Common Confession did not say this. This is why it is

charged with inadequacy. Behnken's arguement is not con-
vincing and does not refute the charge.

"Let us take these words as they read.”15 Behnken
made this statement several times in the next issue when

he defended the article on inspiration in the Common Con-
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fession, 1In particular it was in defence of charges made

in "'A Fraternal Word"Examined.” This charge Stated the

Common Confession "ig Just sufficiently vague to allow for

the idea of a 'limited revelation' and therefore, a 'limited
morality' in the 014 Testament.”16 Behnken stated the prop-

er view of inspiration and said this is what the Common
2o Ot

Confession means and is not to be taken as the author of

"' A Fraternal Word, ' Examined" took it.
However, President Behnken did allow that the
words may be taken a way other t&ggﬁthe way he wanted to
take them. He says, "Permit the ALC to determine whether
it wishes to accept the words as they read." But doesn't
this allow them to read into it whatever they please? Wouldn't
this lead to an untruthful situation if adopted this way?

This statement does not defend the Common Confession but

actually aids the opponents of the confession. Once again
the president of the Missouri Synod failed to defend the

Common Confession.

The article authored by Behnken in the May 25,

1954, Lutheran Witness begins with this statement:

One of the objections voiced by the Hon. Wisconsin
Synod against the doctrine of the Church as it

is presented in the Common Confession is the use
of the term "duty" when it speaks of the commig-
sion to preach the Gospel. The use of the term
"duty" is called "externalizing the concept of
the Church.” A frther statement reads: "The
Church must ever be presented as a creation of
the Lord also in the work which it performs on
earth." 17

Behnken did not seem to take this criticism in

the same light the convention of the Wisconsin Synod meant
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",n nOr in the same light the author of "'A Fraternal Word!

Exaﬁined” méént'it. He would not yield on tﬂg;w "duty."
To defend this term he pointed to the contextyéo show it
did not meant external compulsion, But the point of:%he
charge was that it "may" lead to an understanding of exter—
nal cumpulsion. That is why "'p Fraternal Word' Examined"
said; "Our criticism was intended as a warning>for which
we believe there.are‘very sti*orf;feasons."l8

In thiseame article Behnken defended the Common
Confession against the charge of allowing the pPossibility
of a visible side of the Chufch. To do so, he once again

departed from the Gommon Confession and refered to a whole

list of other confessions and actions in the Missouri Synod.

Even though the Lommon Confession made no mention of the

means of grace being the marks of the Church, he said it

was not the intention of the Common Confession to have g

"visible side of the Church" meaning,

Again, the Common Confession was charged with

inadequacy: If the document was not inadequate, why must
Behnken resort to the type of defence he used? If the dac-
ument was adequate ag it stood, there would have been no
need to go outside of it to prove it was adequate,

Another point under fire in the Common Confession

debate was the stand on fellowship the document contained.
This Behnken defended in the June 8, 1954, issue. T must
believe that Behnken did want every thing to be discussed

and settled. I believe this because he brought up the
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’;ﬂJcharge of seiéctive fellowship 5& quoting the 1951 "Proceedings”
| of theVWiSCQnsin SynodkConVention and "'A Fraterﬁal Word'
‘ Examined?
But although Behnken did want to iron thiﬁgs out

“'f[ﬂhis defense did not prove the adequacy of the Common Confes-

. sion on this point. I have read both the Common Confession

Part 1 and Part 2. 'No where did I find a statement that

" prohibits selective‘fellowship. But Behnken believed it did,
or at least that is what he said. In defense of the Com-

mon Confessidn, Behnken gave a history of the ALC and sel-

ective fellowship. He stated, that selective fellowship
"has not worked out" and that "to our knowledge the American

Lutheran Church has not succeded in introducing such 'selec—

19

tive fellowship.'" Was this to mean that the ALC would
not read the poséibility of selective fellowship into the

Common Confession? The ALC had not recinded their resolu-

tion calling for this type of fellowship. There was nothing

in the Common Confession that would stop them from contin-

uing this false fellowship practice. That is why the con-
fession was charged with inadequacy. Behnken has not con-
vinced me,

Thus far in this column I have sought to answer
some of the objections made against our Synod
on doctrinal matters; better stated, the objec-
tion that: the Confession is not adequate to set—
tle former controversies with the American Luth-
eran Church. 1 attempted to be fair in the quo-
tations used. The reader is thus able to judge

the matter. 20

That is the way President Behnken felt about his defense

of the Common Confession in the July 20, 1954, issue.




‘w“"iHe may hav if

Page 12

SﬁgHtVto'aheWer the objections but'failed,ﬁo»

‘ffdo so.’;:f,f"‘

Pres1dent Behnken, I belleve, wanted to be a

:' peace maker., He dld not want to see Mlssourl and Wisconsin

lSpllt.  At the same tlme he did not want to spoil the sup=-

possed unlty he~had w1th'the ALC To do thls, he had to

defend the Common Confe551on in a way that would not upset

"any of the partles.xf,;ffg,

Thls wesman 1mpos51ble task He could not say

'that the Common Confe551on was 1nadequate and keep peace

- with the ALC.» At the same time he could not keep peace

 with Wisconsin if he said the Common UJonfession was adequate.

Unfortunately, Behnken chose to defend the Common Confession
to the hilt.
-1 should say, he tried to defend the Common Con-

fession. He had to resort to other statements from the

- Missouri Synod to prove his point. He did not do this just

VOn occassion but time after time. I feel this only added

to the problem. I™t showed just what the confession was
missing andiwhy theémarges had to be made by the Wisconsin
Synod.

| In every article, Behnken appeared to be a very
orthodox teacher,'preacher, and leader. But he compromised
his orthodoxy by holding on to a document that was too
vague. He wanted peace so much, he gave up pointed ortho-
dox statements to statements that could be taken several

ways. Although an orthodox man, he did not prove that the
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- Common Confession was an adequate docuement for settling

past disputes with the ALC,

A4
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