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Spirit, the emotions of peace and j
by family and community. These have formed her theology to include those in same-sex
relationships into the Kingdom of God.

The Confessional Lutheran—dedicated to Scripture alone and hyper-vigilant against

theological enthusiasm—would cringe at her confession of faith. But what about this statement:
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1. “Can You Stop Being Gay? | Middle Ground,” video debate, posted November 23, 2023 by Jubilee,
YouTube, 16:09-39, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ix1bkzg807A.

2. An affirmative therapist is a therapist who works particularly in supporting LGBTQIA+ youth coming
from backgrounds that do not support their sexual or gender orientation, often from Christian, Muslim, Jewish, or
other conservative communities.

3. Joel Gawrisch, “More Worship Words to Wrestle With: Participation,” Worship the Lord no. 124
(January 2024), 4, emphasis his.




To Pastor Joel Gawrisch, the actions of public worship are an example of a way God shapes and
forms us. These outward experiences mold our inward experience, moving “us from the
liminality of self to the unity of us.” A Confessional Lutheran is always skeptical of an
enthusiast. Yet when a Confessional Lutheran puts outward experiences—standing, sitting,

reading, praying, confessing and singing together—in the same breath as communion—together
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A Definition of Qutward and Inward Experience
It is necessary to dig further into this distinction between inward and outward experience. When

rebuke experience as a source of theology, they are usually speaking of
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the topic, John Daniel Anderson and Atle Ottesen Sgvik point to no less
Bt the word by an everyday English speaker.® The key definition in their
work is their first: experience is “an event in space and time where a person has mental content
(which could be conscious or possibly subconscious) by virtue of certain conditions.”’

In other words, “experience” is when something happens, and a person filters it through
their understandings and assumptions. Though this may feel vague, it catches the broadness of
the concept. Outward experience is always being interpreted by the inward experience. The two
are inextricably linked. For example, I experienced being on a middle school soccer team when I
played for the soccer team at St. Paul’s Muskego. An event took place in space and time (my
being on the team, over two months) and I connected it to my understandings and assumptions
about sports, teams, soccer, playing, games, and more.

Chs ] take this definition of experience, but use the term “outward experience,”
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the “inward” experience associated with theological enthusiasm.
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5. For example, the term “enthusiasm” itself, “god within”; or the enthusiasm of the office of the Papacy,
where “all laws are in the shrine of his heart,” SA III 8 4.

6. They are: 1) events, 2) conditions, 3) mental content, 4) persons, 5) results, and 6) the whole world.
They state there can be more, depending on the philosopher and theologian. John Daniel Anderson and Atle Ottesen
Sevik, “Aspects of Experience and Their Role in Systematic Theology,” Theology and Science 20, no. 4 (2022):
387.

7. Anderson and Sevik, “Aspects,” 387, emphasis theirs. Here’s an exam pl-e of a jOU rnal

citation in a footnote.




Though as this definition shows, it is important to note that “outward experience” is still, in

many ways, subjective. It is not completely objective. Anderson and Sgvik write:
Is it possible to speak of “people having the same experience”? In our view, people might
have mental content caused by or referring to the same state of affairs in the external
world, but the mental content a person has will always be uniquely influenced by that
person’s brain and therefore vary between people (even if it will often be very similar). In
other words, even though people refer to the same thing . . . it will inevitably be
experienced in different ways as mental content. Different feelings, emotions, senses, and

so on can be involved, which means the mental content of the experience is influenced by
the experiencing person.®

To restate, inward and outward experience may be too intertwined to separate them. However,
there is a distinction between “mental content that represents the world external” from mental
content “without being activated . . . by the external world.”® The second kind includes events
such as “experience of the internal world, thinking, imagining, etc.” An enthusiast can imagine
“god within” because of external or internal experience. Perhaps a prayer answered at precisely
the right time leads the enthusiast to imagine they hear the voice of God. Alternatively, they
could imagine God’s voice without any external prompting. While both are internal events in
some capacity, there is a difference between the two which validates the use of different terms.
Inward and outward experience affect one another in two ways. First, outward and
inward experience shape each other reciprocally. My outward experience shapes my inward
experience: then, inward experience interprets the next outward experience. The cycle could
continue with the next outward experience once again shaping the inward. For example, Candice
had the outward experience of kissing a woman. That led to an inward experience of joy and

peace. That joy and peace then was the filter she applied to her next outward experience, the
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fruits of faith which she saw both grow in her relationship and bless her community. Those fruits
then added more fuel to the flame of her inward experience, and on and on it goes. Pastor
Gawrisch sees the outward experience of standing, sitting, praying together as then affecting the
inward experience. Our inward experience of self versus unity has been shaped by outward
experience of joint action.

Second, inward experience cannot be divorced from outward experience, making
objectivity difficult. One could say all my teammates had the experience of playing on a middle
school soccer team. However, the one awkward teammate'® who was made fun of by the other
team members may have had quite a different experience. So, too, one could also say your
church family has the experience of worshipping together. But the man whose wife just passed

away—who sat in that church with her for fifty years—will have a different experience, than the
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complex. Even in their relativistic assumptions, Anderson and Sgvik say this:

10. Who will remain anonymous. Middle schoolers can be some of the harshest people on the planet—but
I can only say that due to my outward experiences with middle schoolers affecting my inward experience, my
opinions of and feelings toward middle schoolers.

11. Their conclusion is that of the four sources in the Wesleyan Quadrilateral—Scripture, Tradition,
Reason, and Experience—ultimately are couched within experience, as you cannot separate the outward experience
from the inward mental content. In addition, theology must be drawn from all four sources through the lens of
experience. Anderson and Sevik, “Aspects,” 397.
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“We have reason to believe that there is more to the world than merely mental content. There
seems to be something external to our mind that influences the content of our mind. As many
have pointed out, the success of scientific theories within the natural sciences are difficult to
explain without any reference to an external reality.”!? If all that exists is our own internal world,
then the sciences would not function. This assertion alone can rescue some from pure
postmodernism. However, rather than pointing to science as the external that influences,
Lutherans point to a different influencing outward experience. The primary outward experience

is God’s Word, particularly the gospel, and his sacraments.

Outward and Inward Experience in Confessional Lutheranism
Confessional Lutheranism’s theology of experience finds its fuel in Walther’s famous quote
about the school of experience and Luther’s concept of tentatio or anfechtung. However, worship

has become a growing area of discussion within the WELS concerning L
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C. F. W. Walther’s Theology of Experience underneath a larger point.

First, the quote from Walther, thesis three in Law and Gospel: “Rightly distinguishing law and
gospel is taught by the Holy Spirit in the school of experience.”!? Pastor Harold Senkbeil|clearly
sees this as an appeal to outward experience. “[The pastor] is habituated—shaped and formed

into a shepherd of souls—by being actively engaged in the work of shepherding. Gradually,

12. Anderson and Sevik, “Aspects,” 395.

13. C. F. W. Walther, The Proper Distinction Between Law and Gospel, ed. Mark Ryman (St. Louis:
Concordia, 1929), 49.
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workman that does not need to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.”!* “The art of the
right distinction and application of law and gospel is a skill you never master, but continually
acquire in the school of experience as you minister to both proud/arrogant sinners and
broken/contrite sinners.”!> Senkbeil is emphasizing the measured molding of experience, like a
river wearing away a stone. Repeatedly applying law and gospel gradually shapes the mental
content of the pastor. This contrasts with the “all-at-once” enthusiasm of modern Evangelism,
typified by Candice. The feeling of peace and joy wash over the Christian through the immediate
working of the Holy Spirit, in response to an outward experience.

Walther’s primary referent, however, is not outward, but inward experience. The “school
of experience” is the experience of the theologian who himself has felt the burden of the law and
the relief of the gospel.

Now, since a person under the pedagogy of the Holy Spirit learns rightly to distinguish

the Law from the Gospel and to divide both, it follows that genuine Christians, be they

never so feeble otherwise, as long as they have duly experienced the force of the Law and

the consolation of the Gospel or the power of faith, are best prepared to apply to others
what they have experienced in their own lives.!®

Herein lies a clue to a Lutheran theology of experience. The pedagogy of the Holy Spirit is not
some inward enthusiasm, but the external Word. The Holy Spirit uses the means of God’s two
messages, law and gospel, to create the inward experience. The force of the law is outward and
external, but rests on the heart inwardly and internally. The consolation of the gospel is the same.
“Since faith is a response to the proclamation of Holy Scripture, ecstasy also does not exist in a

vacuum, but is called into existence through the work of God the Holy Spirit using the means of

14. Harold Senkbeil, The Care of Souls: Cultivating a Pastor’s Heart (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press,
2019), 20, emphasis his.

15. Senkbeil, Care, 173.

16. Walther, Law and Gospel, 48.



the external Word.”!7 This is the experience that pastors have in their own lives. This experience
then qualifies them to apply law and gospel to others. That external application to others is an
outward experience: as the Spirit works through the event in space and time of the pastor

speaking to the proud or contrite, he also works through those words on the pastor.

Martin Luther’s Theology of Experience
This is intertwined with Luther’s concepts of fentatio (testing) or anfechtung (distress). Luther
wrote in the preface to the German edition of his works that “a correct way of studying theology”
is found in “three rules, amply presented through the whole Psalm [119]. They are Oratio,
Meditatio, and Tentatio.”'® Of these three rules, the Latin tentatio or the German anfechtung
relate to experience. But what kind of experience is this?
Just as Walther, there are inward and outward components. “First came the fentatio from

within. After years of uncertainty and terrors of conscience . . . God led [Luther] to an

understanding of the Gospel of the free gra his own heart
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oneself.”?° Then, meditatio, meditation on God’s Word, is an outward experience that leads to
the inward experience of the consolation of the Gospel.?!

After this cycle comes the second anfechtung. While testing and distress can be internal,
John Klenig writes, “The use of the German word ‘Anfechtung’ indicates that it involves some
kind of attack upon the person. Luther makes it clear that this happens in the public domain; it
involves public antagonism and opposition to those who are pastors or about to become pastors.
It is an attack upon the ministry of the word.”??> How does God use this persecution of the
theologian? In Martin Luther’s case, “in this affliction he learned to ‘seek and to love God’s
Word.””?* The outward experience of persecution drove him to the inward experience of loving
God’s Word. God’s Word is the outward experience that shapes and molds the Christian. So “in
the distress coming from within and without we are driven into the Word of Scripture and cling
to it as the only immovable divine force in the universe.”?* Only in Christ crucified do we take
up our own crosses, and our crosses drive us back to Christ crucified. “Christ for us . . . gives this
world and our experiences in it not only real value, but eternal value, and therefore motivate us

to continue to struggle.”? Luther defines it this way:

For as soon as God’s word takes root and grows in you, the devil will harry you, and will
make a real doctor of you, and by } ach you to seek and

This is how you do a quote
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love God’s Word. I myself (if you will permit me, mere mouse-dirt, to be mingled with
pepper) am deeply indebted to the papists that through the devil’s raging they have
beaten, oppressed, and distressed me so much. That is to say, they have made a fairly
good theologian of me.?

Luther can say the outward experience of the devil’s oppression, through the means of
persecution, has made him a theologian. Why? Because the outward experience of his own cross
has driven him to seek and love God’s Word. In that way, outward experience moves and
changes us. Yet our cross, or whatever experience we may have, is not our foundation. The cross
of Christ is. “The Word of promise creates faith which then believes what is contrary to the
evidence which the eye can see: the presence of God in Christ, in the church, and in the
individual soul. This [faith] is true religious experience.”?’ Outward Word creates inward faith,
which trusts when the secondary outward experience of cross drives it back to Word and
Sacraments. Luther summarizes this well in Against the Heavenly Prophets:
Now when God sends forth his holy gospel he deals with us in a twofold manner, first
outwardly, than inwardly. Outwardly he deals with us through the oral word of the gospel
and through material signs, that is, baptism and the sacrament of the altar. Inwardly he
deals with us through the Holy Spirit, faith, and other gifts. But whatever their measure or
order the outward factors should and must precede. The inward experience follows and is
effected by the outward. God has determined to give the inward to no one except without
the outward. For he wants to give no one the Spirit or faith outside of the outward Word
and sign instituted by him, as he says in Luke 16:[29], “Let them hear Moses and the
prophets.
This is what separates the Confessional Lutheran from Candice. Her primary outward experience

was kissing a woman, which led to the inward experience of peace and joy. The primary outward

experience of those who wa
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Scriptural Theology of Experience
Luther quoting Luke 16:29 proves that this back-and-forth cycle between primary outward
experience, inward experience, and secondary outward experiences is not a Lutheran invention.
When the rich man implores Abraham to send Lazarus raised from the dead to his family,
Abraham’s response is, “If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be
convinced even if someone rises from the dead” (Luke 16:31). The outward experience of
someone rising from the dead cannot be interpreted by the sinful mind. Only with the inward
experience of understanding caused by the primary outward of God’s Word, can the secondary
outward of a miracle be interpreted. In other words, “Jews demand signs and Greeks look for

wisdom; but we preach Christ crucified; a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles”

(1 Cor 1:22-23). Miracles atter—do not have power in

Notice the shortened Bible
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themselves to change an
‘While Luther pointed to Ps 119 as proof of the inward and outward tentatio, Psalms 32
and 34 provide insightful examples as well. In Ps 32, David describes the inward experience of
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with songs of deliverance” (v. 7). David could then “instruct you and teach you in the way you
should go” (v. 8). His outward and inward experience of law and gospel on himself give him the
ability, like Walther says, to teach and apply it to others.

In Ps 34, David’s cross is “when he pretended to be insane before Abimelek, who drove
him away, and he left” (34 heading). His anfechtung is now a secondary outward experience,

rather than inward. “This poor man” experienced the Lord who heard him, who saved him from
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saved him from all his troubles (v. 6). He interpreted Abimelek driving him away through the
framework of the means of grace. This was God’s deliverance; this was God’s saving. In his own
sinful mind, his only interpretation could be the Lord abandoning him. But with the inward
framework created by God’s Word, he could interpret his situation rightly. His personal
experience calls others to use the same interpretative framework: “Taste and see that the LORD
is good; blessed is the one who takes refuge in him” (v. 8). In other words, “I tasted, and I saw,

the truth of God’s Word in m

Theological words (law, gospel,
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ce the same thing I taste and saw.

Let your troubles drive you 5 poor man.” Trust in God was

the mental content that allo

So, the outward experience of applying law and gospel as well as the outward experience
of distressing events can shape and mold us. The inciting incident is outward law, which drives
to inward despair; external gospel creates internal trust; this trust is the mental content that
integrates whatever outward experiences come into the framework that God provides in his
Word. This is not just Walther or Luther’s understanding. It is the understanding of Scripture. No
outward experience, not even a miracle, can form or shape us. Only the primary outward can
influence the primary inward, which interprets all other outward. How, then, can we speak about

worship shaping and molding us?
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“We are psychosomatic people that eat, use words, and worship. This means that words, eating,
and physical realities like rituals, rites, architecture, and art form us. They make us who we are.
We can be malformed, or we can be formed beneficially.”? I already quoted Pastor Gawrisch’s
words above, but they are worth repeating: “It is the actions of public worship that move us from
the liminality of self to the unity of us as we participate in standing together, sitting together,
reading together, praying together, confessing together, singing together, and communing
together.”® A few months later, Pastor Jon Zabell wrote, “Spread out over a lifetime, good
patterns in worship have a way of shaping and molding us in our habits and our focus, keeping
our eyes on Christ.”3! How can we speak that way?

The answer is in this cycle of outward and inward experience. Outward law leads to
inward despair. Then, outward gospel leads to inward trust. Then, inward trust interprets outward
experience within the framework of the means of grace and, because of that, is molded by
outward experience.

An example from the Lutheran Confessions is helpful. In the Adiaphoristic Controversy,
Lutherans debated if adiaphora—such as ceremonies in worship—communicated anything, or if
the Word alone was God’s communication. The Philippists, loyal to Lutheran professor Philip
Melanchthon, were convinced that compromising on externals of worship with the Catholic
church did not matter, following their professor’s example. The Gnesio-Lutherans, though, were

unwilling to compromise with the Catholic church and felt betrayed by their former teacher.

29. Michael Berg, “More Worship Words to Wrestle With: Nutrition and Formation,” Worship the Lord
no. 123 (November 2023): 2.

30. Gawrisch, “Participation,” 3

31. Jon Zabell, “More Worship Words to Wrestle With: Understanding and Embracing Good Worship
Patterns,” Worship the Lord no. 126 (May 2024): 3.
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They taught that “liturgical expressions of the faith and other matters of practice were in reality
inseparable from the teaching with which they were associated; lay people were insightful
enough to sense that, even if they could not always articulate such feelings”*? Adiaphora is not
adiaphora “when what is free to be done or left undone is not so neutral in the perceptions of
opponents or parishioners.”? So, when the secondary outward experience of worship is
interpreted through the mental content of trust created by the means of grace, that outward
experience can have an effect. If it is compromise, the negative effect tied to perception may be
that the Reformation was wrong.

However, the secondary outward experience can have a positive effect as well. The
German text of the Apology to the Augsburg Confession states, “Therefore signs instituted
without God’s command are not sure signs of grace, even though they perhaps instruct the rude
children or the uncultivated, or admonish as to something as a painted cross.”** A painted cross,
which is an outward experience within a worship space, may instruct because it is interpreted
through the message of Scripture.

Speaking of seven sacraments in and of itself means nothing. A cross in and of itself
teaches nothing. Standing together, kneeling together, and singing together in it of themselves
mean nothing. An unbeliever who stands, kneels, and sings with other believers is not moved
beyond the liminality of self because she has just stood, kneeled, and sung within a worship

service. For “the mind governed by the sinful flesh is hostile to God; it does not submit to God’s

32. Charles P. Arand, James A. Nestingen, and Robert Kolb, The Lutheran Confessions: History and
Theology of The Book of Concord (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2012), 181.

33. Arand, Nestingen, and Kolb, Confessions, 182.

34. Ap XIII:3.
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law, nor can it do so” (Rom 8:7). Just because a bunch of people stood or sat at the same time
will not change their hearts of stone into hearts of flesh.

However, within the mental framework of the means of grace—the inward experience
created by the primary outward experience of God’s Word—these secondary outward
experiences do mean something. They do shape and form us. I stand for the reading of the
Gospel of Mark because I am standing in the presence of my King Jesus. I kneel for confession
because my posture reflects being humbled by God’s law. I do these things with these people in
this time and space because we together are the body of Christ; standing and confessing and
kneeling and singing and praying—and communing elbow to elbow rather than one at a time—
they all express my unity with these Christians here. That cross makes me think of my Savior, so
it moves me to tears. The pattern which sings the Agnus Dei before taking Communion informs
me that this meal takes away my sins and is the very body and blood of the Lamb of God
himself. Of course, the outward experiences do not in it of themselves shape and form the

Christian. But with the mental content God created in the Christian, now, they do.

Conclusion
The primary outward experience is God’s Word and Sacraments. This shapes our inward
experience, our feelings and understandings of the world external: first through the distress of
conscience, then the joy of forgiveness. This inward experience then deals with secondary
outward experience, interpreting it through the lens of the primary, God’s Word. That secondary
can be cross or worship or otherwise; either way, they only shape the Christian by God’s Word.

This is not just a Lutheran theology of experience; it is the Scriptural theology of experience.
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