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How can I, except some man
should guide me?
That’s the Ethiopian treasurer’s
response to Philip’s question as
to whether he understands the
Scripture that he is reading, and
that is my response to the situation a Confessional Lutheran
church finds itself today.
First a disclaimer. This is not an
article on Friendship Evangelism which is trying to sidle up
close and personal with someone for the purpose of later
sharing the Gospel with him.
Every time I have tired this, and
I have tried it, naively, sinfully,
purposely, hopefully, unwittingly, it has blown up in my face.
The friendship part went find.
Hey, I’m a likeable guy. But the
moment the Law, even the Gospel, even spirituality in general
came up out came the claws,
fangs, and anger. Sometime it
was, “I don’t want none of that
blankity blankity blank” with
real rage. Other times it was a
polite passing but along the
lines of the person shutting the
door on the salesman as he tells
him no thanks.
I am not interested in you selling Jesus in the name of or under the guise of friendship. I’m
concerned that the only hope a
Confessional Lutheran church
has of not being wrongly pigeonholed by outsiders is if an
insider they already know and

know to not be a nut invites
them. Let me give you some
examples.
To the outsider our position of
not having women pastors or
even voters (!) appears to be at
one with the Pentecostal fundamentalists who insist their
women be in long dresses, have
long hair, and be short on makeup and outward adorning.
To the outsider, our position on
God having made the heavens
and the earth in 6 twenty-four
hour days appears to be at one
with the Jehovah Witnesses’
rejection of blood transfusion
and medical care.
To the outsider, our closed
Communion position appears to
be at one with the extreme fundamentalist groups who think
they are the only ones going to
heaven.
Do not misunderstand. I do not
want you to change, tone down,
or apologize for what we believe, teach, and confess. I want
you to do with our church what
you do with a new restaurant
that you have visited and had a
very satisfying meal. Recommend a friend visit it.
You do that with material food;
you can do it with spiritual
food. It’s necessary with food
like ours that is not at all of this
world, i.e. it’s not in accord
with the spirit of the age, times,

or era as popular religion is and
the emerging church goes out of
its way to be. Your recommendation is an “it’s safe to eat”
sign. It’s like saying to the person who has never had a foreign
cuisine that it’s not what they
think. It’s better.
It is true if a person has regard
for your taste in food he will
have regard for what you recommend, and it’s true that if
what he knows about your life
intrigues him, he will be more
likely to be attentive to your
invite to the place you live
from.
Really this is nothing but a First
Century Evangelism Program.
After Nathanael has panned on
Philip’s declaration that he
knows where the Messiah is,
Philip not discouraged says,
“Come and see.” Yes, this is
the same Philip who was asked
rather incredulously by a powerful Ethiopian treasurer, “How
can I understand without a
guide?”
No, my concern is not about our
“numbers.” My concern is with
the poor, benighted numbers
who have every reason to
“Walk on by” as Dionne Warwick sang, or perhaps better yet
as Leroy Van Dyke sang for
that was about knowing someone he’s not suppose to know.
We want them to know the Jesus who has known them from
eternity. They think we’re some
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fundamentalist, Biblethumbing, women-hating, hell
fire and brimstone hate group.
They need a guide for that first
step in the door.
Behind the Music
The REAL Worship War
by Todd Wilken

Music. That is what the “Worship War” is all about, right?
Here are two observations, one
from Christian pollster George
Barna, the other from a pastor
in the heart of American Evangelicalism:
Presently, 40% of adults say
they attend a service that uses
traditional music (e.g., a choir,
hymns, organ). The next most
common styles are "blended"
music (used in the services frequented by 12% of adults); gospel (11%); praise and worship
(10%); and contemporary
Christian (i.e., CCM) or Christian rock (9%). One out of every
eight attenders (13%) said they
don't know what the style of music is at their services.1
Worship music has always been
changing, and always will be.
Controversy in worship music
has always been and, is always
lurking. Personal opinions
about worship music can have a
paralyzing, divisive effect on the
church. How long will we continue to allow it to rob us of our
joy in worship? How long will
we continue to allow it to render His church much less effective than it should be? 2
Traditional music, blended music, gospel music, praise and
worship music, contemporary
music or Christian rock music.

These are the battle lines of the
worship war, aren’t they?
Before you read another word,
there is one thing you need to
understand: The worship war is
not about music.
“Yes it is,” you say. “My congregation was torn apart when
we changed the music. It all
started when they replaced the
organ with the praise band.
That happy-clappy music has
ruined my church.”
I know; there are thousands of
stories just like these. But trust
me, the worship war is not
about music. Music is a causality of the worship war, not the
cause. So, regardless of what
almost everyone thinks. We
aren’t fighting about music in
the Church. Most of the arguments about church music, instruments, organs and praise
bands are really arguments
about something else, something more important.
A Riddle:
I call it the Wilken Worship
Riddle. I wrote it after many
battles in the Lutheran worship
war. And, even though you may
not be Lutheran, I think it explains what the worship war is
really about. Here it is:
Pentecostals worship like Pentecostals because they believe
what Pentecostals believe.
Baptists worship like Baptists
because they believe what Baptists believe. Methodists worship like Methodists because
they believe what Methodists
believe.

Riddle: Why do some Lutherans
worship like Pentecostals, Baptists and Methodists? 3
I admit, it isn’t much of a riddle. The answer is obvious, or at
least it should be.
Some Lutherans worship like
Pentecostals, Baptists and
Methodists because they believe
what Pentecostals, Baptists and
Methodists believe. It is that
simple. Certainly, these Lutherans will never admit it, but the
truth is, they worship like they
do because they believe what
they do. They no longer believe
what Lutherans believe.
I think my riddle reveals what
the worship war is really about.
The worship war has never been
about music, hymns, instruments, style or culture. The
worship war has always been
about only one thing: Doctrine,
what you believe. A church
worships the way it does because that church believes what
it does. Another Lutheran, David Jay Webber has observed
the same thing.
Lutheran pastors who look with
envying eyes upon the large
numbers in attendance at the
heterodox churches of our land,
and who think that their own
attendance will increase if they
imitate the worship practices of
those churches, need to realize
that such churches worship the
way they do because they believe the way they do. The theology of Arminian churches in
particular requires them to devise techniques of persuading
and enticing people to make a
“decision” to turn their hearts
toward God, and to follow
Christ. The praise songs that
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one finds in such churches,
which “market” God as one
who is available and able to
satisfy the felt needs of religious
seekers, fit exactly with the false
doctrine of such churches. How
can Lutherans imitate any of
that, and still remain Lutheran?
4

It is a good question. The answer is obvious: they can’t.
They haven’t. Decades of Pentecostal and Revivalist worship
in Lutheran congregations have
produced congregations that are
effectively Pentecostal and Revivalist, not Lutheran. These
congregations may still carry
the Lutheran logo, but Sunday
after Sunday they are practicing
Pentecostal Revivalists. Your
church’s logo may be different,
but I bet the results have been
the same.
The First Thing to Go
For every “contemporarymusic-ruined-my-church” story,
there is an often-untold prologue. Before the music
changed, something else
changed.
What was the first thing that
disappeared? Was it the Trinitarian invocation? Was it the
Confession of Sins and Absolution? Was it the Scripture readings?
What was put in its place? Was
it announcements, mood music,
a devotional video, or a “andthe-moral-of-the-story is” drama or skit?
Often, in Lutheran circles, the
first thing to go has been the
Creed. Lutherans have been
confessing one of the three
ecumenical Creeds (the Apos-

tles’, Nicene and Athanasian)
every Sunday since the sixteenth century. In fact, these
Creeds are the first, and most
essential statements in the Lutheran Confessions. Every confessional Lutheran pastor and
congregation subscribes unconditionally to these Creeds.5 Yet,
the Creeds are often the first to
fall in the worship war.
It starts with tinkering. The pastor paraphrases or punches-up
the language of the Creed on a
Sunday or two. Later, he might
compose one of his own; a
“special” creed for a special occasion. These changes are well
intentioned, but ill conceived.
They seem minor and inconsequential, but they aren’t. With
the first change, the Creed itself
--the historic, universal, ecumenical Creed-- is already
gone. Even if the pastor brings
the “old” Creed back next Sunday, the deed is done. He has
already taught his congregation
that his “new” creed will do just
as well as (if not better than) the
original.
It is surprising how easy it is. It
is surprising how quickly congregations surrender, sometimes
without a fight at all. If the pastor were to propose a new wording, or a substitute reading for
the United States Pledge of Allegiance, the congregation
would run him out of town on a
rail. But, change the words of
the Christian Creeds, and the
congregation humors him. After
all, the pastor is just being creative.
It isn’t surprising that the
Creeds are often the first target
of the worship warriors. Re-

member, the worship war is
about Doctrine. The Church’s
first line of defense against doctrinal change and innovation are
the Creeds. Any good soldier
knows that you strike the most
important targets first.
In the privacy of his study, with
a few key strokes on his laptop,
a pastor can replace the Creed,
while two thousand years of
Christians roll over in their
graves.
Whether he knows it or not, this
pastor has fired the first salvo of
the worship war into his own
congregation. He has declared
war. His sanctuary and chancel
are now his field of battle. The
parishioners may prove to be
his allies, they may prove to be
his foes, but either way, there’s
a war on. Sadly, most of the
congregation won’t even notice
that they’ve been conscripted
until the fog of war has rolled in
around them. But by that time,
it will be too late. You’re in the
army now.
Before it is over, the Creed will
be gone altogether, along with
many other things once considered essential to Sunday morning. Few will remember what
Sunday worship used to be.
Within a generation, no one
will.
The Red Herrings
If the worship war is really
about doctrine, why doesn’t the
debate focus on doctrine? Why
does the debate so often focus
on everything except doctrine?
Red Herrings abound in the
worship war. A Red Herring is
a subject introduced to a debate
3

that distracts from the main issue. It may be a true statement,
it may be a false statement, it
doesn’t matter, it is a distraction.
The speaker introduces a new
subject into the discussion that
has a superficial similarity to
the topic under discussion. The
new subject is so emotionally
charged that people cannot resist arguing about it, even
though it is off the original subject. Raising the new topic does
not really serve the goal of
bringing the original subject to
a conclusion. Rather, it distracts attention away from the
original subject, preventing either side from supporting its
conclusion.6
In the worship war, there are
Red Herrings that focus on music:
• The organ isn’t the only instrument useful for worship.
• Contemporary music isn’t
bad; every hymn was contemporary when it was written.
• You only want to use hymns
from the 16th century.
• The hymnal isn’t the only way
to worship.
• Non-Lutherans have written
some great hymns/songs.
There are Red Herrings that focus on the liturgy:
• The liturgy is just human tradition/ruled/ideas.
• There are no rules for worship
in Scripture.
There are Red Herrings that focus on the opponent. These are
really personal attacks posing as
arguments and have nothing to

do with worship, much less doctrine:
• You are just afraid of change.
• You are just insisting on you
own way.
• You trust in ceremonies and
human tradition rather than the
Word of God.
• You are sectarian.
• You think only Lutherans are
Christians/go to heaven.
• You’re just like those Lutherans in the past who insisted on
using German.
•We should stop arguing about
worship; it only makes the devil
happy.
•We should stop arguing about
worship; there are lost souls going to hell.
Finally, there are what I call
“Double Red Herrings.” They
not only distract from the main
issue, but also deny that there is
reason to debate in the first
place:
•We already agree on what worship is, the real question is how
to best reach people with the
Gospel.
• Our disagreements are over
practice, not doctrine.
•We’re just arguing about
adiaphora (indifferent issues).
Countless conversations about
worship have been derailed by
these Red Herrings. Learn to
recognize them. Learn to ignore
them. Stick to the real issue:
Doctrine.
The Real Issue
What is the best way to stick to
the Doctrinal issue? When staring up the barrel of worship war
artillery, those countless and
relentless changes and innova-

tions to Sunday morning worship, just ask a simple question:
What does this confess?
The worship war is about doctrine. Doctrine is teaching. So,
what does the pastor’s latest
new idea for worship teach?
What does it confess? What is
the new idea’s, the new practice’s Doctrine? What will we
be teaching and confessing if
we do this?
Before the lead singer steps into
the spotlight, before the guitar
sounds its first power-chord, the
question must be asked. What
does this confess? Before the
house lights dim or the video
splash screen rolls, ask: What
does this teach? Before we lift
our eyes to the big screens or
our voices in another Hillsong
or Casting Crowns chorus, ask:
What are we teaching and confessing with this?
Everything in worship confesses something. Putting the
preaching of the Word and Sacraments front and center says
something about what we believe. What does putting the
praise band front and center
say? The preaching of Sin and
Grace says something about
what we believe. What does
life-coaching and how-to
preaching say? Reciting the
Creed says a lot about what we
believe. What does omitting it
say? Following the historic
liturgy, with its unmistakable
emphasis on the forgiveness of
sins and the presence of Jesus in
the sacrament, says something
about what we believe. What
does abandoning the liturgy
say?
The Real Aggressor
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While reading this, you may
have noticed something. I have
not described the worship
war in the typical way. Ordinarily, the worship war is described
as a bilateral conflict.
Both sides are usually considered mutual aggressors. Both
sides are usually described as
trying to gain ground against
the other. That description is
false. It is actually worship war
propaganda. It has been advanced by both sides for their
own reasons, and proven a most
effective weapon. But, it is time
for the truth: The worship war
is not a bilateral conflict.
The worship war is a unilateral
act of aggression. One side in
this conflict has consistently
adopted an aggressive posture;
the other side, a defensive one.
One side has pushed, advanced
and taken few prisoners; the
other side has fallen back and
retreated. In fact, the conflict
has been less like a worship
war, and more like a worship
invasion.
Wrong has been done on both
sides, but there is no denying
the fact that the worship war is
a unilateral act of aggression
planned and pursued by those
insisting on change, innovation
and often the wholesale abandonment of historic Christian
worship. Very few worship
warriors on that side realize or
admit this, but it is the proven
track record of their side for the
last half-century.
You might object: “Wilken, you
are simply demonizing your opponents in the worship war.”

I respond: I believe the opponents of historic Christian worship have the best intentions
and the noblest motives. They
sincerely believe that the war
they have waged has been to
advance the Kingdom of God
and spread the Gospel. They
have been aggressive, yes; but
they would say, only in pursuit
of their goal of reaching the
lost. No, I do not question their
motives, intentions or character;
I question their results.
Have the practices they have
promoted and established resulted in worship more or less
centered on Christ and his saving work on the Cross for sinners? Has the result been more
or less focus on God’s divine
means of Grace --Baptism, Absolution, the Lord’s Supper?
Has the result been more or less
proclamation of the essential
Christian message --repentance
and the forgiveness of sins in
Christ’s name?
In other words, have 50 years of
worship war advances resulted
in a clearer confession of the
Gospel on Sunday Morning? I
don’t believe they have.
It is often observed that the
worship war has divided the
Church. This is true. Yet it is
often the defenders of historic
Christian worship who bear the
blame for causing this division.
This isn’t true. The burden of
blame for the present division in
the church over worship rest
upon the aggressors in the worship war.
Is this division caused by new
or different worship practices?
No. New or different worship
practices have never been a

necessary cause of division.
New or different worship practices can foster unity IF they
confess the same Scriptural doctrine as the old worship practices. But by and large, that hasn’t
been the case in the worship
war. In many cases, the new and
different worship practices have
brought with them new and different doctrine.
Why then, Music?
If the worship war isn’t about
music, then why are so many
convinced that it is?
I have a theory. I think most
Christians think the worship
war is about music because,
after 50 years of the worship
war, music is all that is left.7
Where the worship warriors
have made their most successful
advances, they have managed to
eliminate or empty of its meaning every element of historic
Christian worship. In worship
warrior-held territory, the historic liturgy and all of its parts
are gone. Law and Gospel proclamation are almost literally unheard of. The sacraments are
reduced to mere rituals, retained
because... well, no one is really
sure why, except that the Bible
commands that they be performed.
What’s left? Music. It is the only thing both sides of the worship war still have in common,
if only superficially. Proof of
my theory are the hundreds of
essays, articles, blog-posts and
books about “worship” that are
really essays, articles, blogposts and books about music.
Proof of my theory is that most
of American Evangelicals think
of worship almost exclusively
5

in terms of music. Moreover,
they seem unable to conceive of
worship music outside the narrow genre of contemporary
Christian pop music.8
This also explains why the rank
and file of the worship war
think that worship is a matter of
preference. If worship is music,
then we are only debating aesthetics, and who is to say
whether your music/worship is
any better than my music/worship?
I suspect that if we could go
back to the beginning of the
worship war, we might find
something very different. We
might find Christians, in the
first battles, actually arguing
about doctrine, thinking doctrinally about worship, about
preaching, about the Sacraments, and yes, even about music. Those days are gone.
That is the most tragic result of
the worship war. Where worship warriors have gained
ground, they have systematically robbed Christians of the ability to think of worship (and thus
to argue about worship) in doctrinal terms. What is worship?
What isn’t worship? Is worship
what man does for God, or what
God does for man? What is the
purpose of worship? What are
the benefits of worship? Those
are all doctrinal questions.
Without doctrinal, Scriptural
answers to those questions,
Christians living in occupied
worship war territory are left
with nothing but their feelings,
preferences and subjective opinions. Did it feel right? Did it
make me feel better? Did I like
it? Did it move me? When your

criteria for deciding whether the
worship was good is the same
used to decide whether your U2
concert tickets were worth the
$250 you paid for them, something is wrong.
You Aren’t Helping, Wilken
I know what you are thinking,
even my allies in the worship
war. You are thinking that by
writing this, I have only made
matters worse.
I disagree. The Church has
wasted decades in the worship
war arguing over the wrong
things. Congregations, even entire denominations have been
divided. Christians have
become refugees from their own
churches. The no-man’s land
between the two sides has only
grown.
I know many will read this and
think that I’m beating the drums
of war. I’m not. I’m calling for
a truce and honest talk about the
real conflict in the worship war.
Let’s put our respective practices and their doctrines on the table and see what they are.
Am I saying that if we stopped
arguing about music, instruments, hymnals and composers,
we would discover we really
agree after all? Not likely. Am I
saying that if we stopped arguing about all these things, we
would find common ground? I
doubt it. We’ll probably discover that we disagree even more
than we thought. But at least we
will be disagreeing about the
real issues that divide us.
Do we want to carry on as we
have been, with no end in sight?
Do we settle for an uneasy

truce, détente, a cold worship
war? Do we surrender?
I keep coming back to that
question: What does this confess? Is it unrealistic to hope
that both sides of the worship
war could honestly answer that
question? What do those pushing for Pentecostal/Revivalist
worship want their worship to
confess? What do those defending historic Christian worship
want their worship to confess?
If we are honest, I think we will
see that the two sides will give
two very different answers.
And, that would be a big step in
the right direction. At least we
would know what we are really
fighting about.
Doesn’t everyone agree that this
has gone on long enough? If we
continue to be distracted by side
issues, the real issue dividing us
will remain. If we keep arguing
about music, we will never answer the question, and we will
never address the real issue:
Different doctrine is driving our
different worship practices. Neither side’s worship practices are
doctrinally neutral. Let’s be
honest. Let’s admit what that
doctrine is.
If we don’t recognize and finally admit what the worship war
is really about, how can we ever
hope to have worship peace?
Taken from the Fall 2012
IssuesEtc. Journal
1 The Barna Group, “Focus On ‘Worship Wars’ Hides The Real Issues Regarding Connection to God,” November 19, 2002, http://www.barna.org/
barna-update/article/5-barnaupdate/85-focus-onqworship-warsqhides-the-real-issues-regardingconnection-to-god
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2 Larry Grayson, “How to Handle
Worship Wars” Arkansas Baptist State
Convention website, http://www.absc.
org/teams/0leadership-a-worshipteam/766-how-to-handle-worshipwars.html
3 Please Note: This riddle says nothing about music, musical style, musical instruments, authors, sources, date
of composition or hymnals.
4 David Jay Webber, “Walking Together” in Faith and Worship: Exploring the relationship between Doctrinal
Unity and Liturgical Unity in the Lutheran Church,” p. 25, http://www.
angefire.com/ny4/djw/Webber
WalkingTogether2012.pdf
5 The Formula of Concord describes
the Creeds as “symbols, i. e., brief,
succinct [categorical] confessions,
were composed against them in the
early Church, which were regarded as
the unanimous, universal Christian
faith and confession of the orthodox
and true Church, namely, the Apostles'
Creed, the Nicene Creed, and the
Athanasian Creed, we pledge ourselves to them, and hereby reject all
heresies and dogmas which, contrary
to them, have been introduced into the
Church of God.” Also, “Since of old
the true Christian doctrine, in a pure,
sound sense, was collected from God's
Word into brief articles or chapters
against the corruption of heretics, we
confess, in the second place, the three
Ecumenical Creeds, namely, the
Apostles', the Nicene, and the
Athanasian, as glorious confessions of
the faith, brief, devout, and founded
upon God's Word, in which all the
heresies which at that time had arisen
in the Christian Church are clearly and
unanswerably refuted.” Ep. 3; SD, 4
6 Bruce E. R. Thompson, “Rhetorical
Ploys,” http://courses.csusm.
edu/fallacies/rhetoricalploys.htm
7 For convenience, I date the beginning of the Worship War at 1965 and
the founding of Calvary Chapel in
Costa Mesa, CA.
8 T. David Gordon writes, “We are
surrounded by nearly ubiquitous pop
music—so much so that nothing else
really registers in our consciousness as
music. If it is not accompanied by a
guitar, if it is not accompanied by the
predictable melodies and rhythms of
pop culture, it just doesn't seem like
music.” And, “Johnny hasn’t been

persuaded that hymn-singing is
wrong; Johnny simply cannot relate to
anything that doesn’t sound contemporary. He cannot shed his cultural
skin, the skin of contemporaneity, of
triviality, of paedocentrism. He thinks
he prefers contemporary worship music forms to other forms, but in reality
he prefers contemporaneity as a trout
prefers water; it is the only environment he knows.” (T. David Gordon,
Why Johnny Can't Sing Hymns: How
Pop Culture Rewrote the Hymnal,
Phillipsburg, New Jersey: P & R Publishing, 2010, pp. 14, 173)
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All Conquering Love
Since the Reformation, the institution of marriage has become less institutional and formal. The three purposes of children, mutual aid, and protection
against sexual immorality have
been detached and made optional, if not outdated. While
marriage itself, as God’s work
has not changed, the reasons to
get married and expectations for
it have been altered by “love.”
If love, that is, mutual affection
and feeling is taken as the essence of a union, God’s work is
denied. Legal divorce will then
be more accessible, apart from
the actual breaking of the marriage bond. The world thinks
marrying and staying married
only for love is good. We see
the end of this kind of thinking
today, which makes marriage a
private relationship, with no
definable purpose or objectives.
It is up to whatever the two
partners want to make it. But it
de-stabilizes society. Children
are without two parents, mothers are raising children on their

own, fathers are not allowed to
be fathers, and in-laws are divided. Love should not hurt so
many innocent bystanders.
Couples routinely write their
own wedding vows, thinking
they shape marriage, including
it purposes and longevity.
In the last several hundred
years, the idea of love has overrun the natural purposes and
public character of marriage.
First “mutual aid,” referring to
outward duties, was replaced
with subjective feelings of passion. “Mutual aid” refers to an
ordering within marriage, since
the wife is called the “helpmeet” or “helper” (Gen. 2:18).
The woman was made for man
and does not have priority: “for
Adam was formed first, then
Eve” (I Tim. 2:13). This implies
specific roles within marriage
for each gender, but this understanding has largely been lost.
Then, more recently, children
have been logically separated
from marriage. Few marry expecting or allowing children as
the result of their conjugal duty.
Children are now seen as optional, if not conflicting with
marriage, primarily because
they do not align with the real
purpose for which most get
married: a perceived internal
closeness and a withdrawing,
selfish, loving companionship.
Actually, children are a good
reason to stay together outside
ourselves. The more children a
couple has, the less likely they
are to divorce personal happiness becomes less of a concern.
Today marriage is not seen as
an institution, but a private,
formless relationship answerable to no one else. “Until the
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late eighteenth century, most
societies around the world saw
marriage as far too vital an economic and political institution
to be left entirely to the free
choice of the two individuals
involved, especially if they
were going to base their decision on something as unreasoning and transitory as love.” 1
Marriage was not about individuals, it was about society at
large and governed accordingly
to strict laws. When divorce,
even for the case of adultery,
became legal in England in
1658, it required “a private act
of Parliament [equivalent to our
U.S. Congress].” The result:
“There was only one divorce
every five or six years.” 2 It was
not pure love that held husband
and wives together, but pure
compulsion and force. People
stayed married, because they
was no alternative.
Enlightenment writers around
the year 1700 starting speaking
of equality, apart from the Gospel, with vigor, and a few generations later some “called for
absolute equality of husband
and wife.”3 The structure of
marriage changed, though its
fruits were not so visible until
the last few decades. Today
“marriage” is essentially a
meaningless word, conveying
none of the traditional purposes
or public elements once considered so critical. It has become a
private contract that can be rewritten or torn up at any time.
“This contractarian gospel [that
marriage is a human contract]
for the reformation of Western
marriage law was too radical to
transform much of the law of
the nineteenth century, though it
did induce greater protections

for wives and children in their
person and properties and easier
suits for divorce. But this
contractarian gospel anticipated
much of the agenda for the
transformation of marriage law
in the twentieth century, particularly in America. The early
enlightenment call for the privatization of marriage and the
family has come to greater expression in new cultural and
constitutional norms and habits
of privacy, equality, and sexual
autonomy.4” What seems radical and momentous about marriage has been hundreds of
years in the making.
“Until the late seventeenth century the family was thought of
as a miniature monarchy, with
the husband king over his dependents.5” It was an absolute
rule, not subject to many, if any,
limitations. But as love and
companionship grew to dominate the purpose for marriage,
traditional gender roles stood in
the way. Love was more easily
fostered when men and women
were equals in authority, not in
an divinely ordered hierarchy
one above the other. Feelings
did not dissolve the public institution, but they could an emotional connection.
Divorce was rare and exceptional, even for physical abuse,
since it did not serve society’s
benefit. But as the interior passionate heart of marriage came
to be centralized, divorce naturally became the answer to a
loveless marriage. Previously,
“early death by one spouse was
the most common cure for broken marriages.”6 Now, in this
contractual view of marriage,
there is no reason to stay in a

less than fulfilling marriage.
Neither society’s expectations,
nor public laws require it. So
now couples can divorce easily
since no-fault divorce laws were
enacted in the 1970’s. Now one
party can leave the marriage
against the other’s will, without
any good reason just to be happy. Previously, it required at
least the consent of both and
some proof that the marriage
was broken. This is what many
couples have historically wanted, but it was not practical, nor
legal. The spouse ceased to be a
workmate and instead became a
soulmate, with no definable
role.7 Now marriage is seen “as
essentially an emotional union.”8 It is not about duties and
physical obligations. “Americans marry to enhance their inner, largely secret selves.” 9
These interior unions gave rise
to “disembodied love,” one not
dependent on nature, anatomy,
society’s well-being, or specific
roles.10 Marriage, in the modern view, is under the “bewitchment and tyranny of
love.”11 Hence the one month
marriage of Jana Kramer, but
the eagerness to try it again and
again. Remember the song:
“love, where did you go?”
If love and equality, not the
male/female roles, make marriage, nature is not the starting
point. Instead, the individuals
remain separated, united only
by their agreement. What
someone said in the 1600’s is
now the basic, cultural understanding: “that marriages be
made annually renewable contracts, rescindable at will by either party.”12 So it’s like registering vehicle; if you don’t actively choose to continue the
8

marriage it is effectively over. If
marriage is unpleasant or hindering either individual, it is an
evil to be discarded for the
world. This thinking is based on
the idea that “all God’s children
have the right to feel good.”13
But God does not promise this.
Faithfulness to Him will require
suffering. Children, distinct
roles, a life-long promise, and
even marriage itself, are seen as
contradictory to the union of
souls. Soul-talk is from Hinduism and Eastern religion, not
Christianity. This is another example that marriage is thought
of as other-worldly and spiritual, not the way people should
practically live. Unreliable feelings have replaced structure,
laws, and roles. “Westerners
adore love. We symbolize it,
fear it, envy it, live for it, and
die for it.”14 Or in the words of
our singer: “But love love love I
still believe in you." Even the
idea of a fixed gender or sexual
orientation is seen to hinder the
god of love. So sexual orientation refers to how one feels, not
how God made them. This idea
of love has more in common
with drugs, than any public institution or outward duties.
Love provides a temporary
high, but also creates a powerful
withdrawal. In words of a song
popular now on the radio:
“You’re gone and I gotta stay/
High all the time/ To keep you
off my mind/ Spend my days
locked in a haze/ Trying to
forget you babe/ I fall back
down/ Gotta stay high all my
life/ To forget I’m missing you.”
15
Marriage, as an outside influ-

ence, hinders the “pure relationship” of the inner person.16 It
has been divorced from the
practical needs of the body and
this world. It has been made
spiritual, a type of religious experience.
One shut-in I enjoyed visiting in
Bancroft was Elaine Beckmann,
who is now in heaven. She once
told me: “When I was young
you just married your next door
neighbor.” She couldn’t understand why people traveled hundreds of miles and spent so
much effort to find a soulmate.
Tragically, people expect too
much from marriage today, not
too little. Formerly, love was
not something one fell into, but
tiptoed into. Obedience to father
and husband, not mutual love
was the expectation. Since marriage is not considered practical,
about the body, or for society’s
good, it aims for the heavens.
Children are sold on the romantic dream of being fulfilled and
in love with a person’s soul and
living happily ever after. A single individual is sought to complete them spiritually to be a
best friend, edifying companion, and passionate lover. No
wonder people are hesitant to
get married that’s an impossible
task. But if God joins, agreeing
on family, religion, sex, and
money should produce a content
union. That will give true love a
place to develop over decades
sharing joys and sorrows. A bad
marriage is better than an amicable divorce for everyone. Cutting ourselves in half is never
the answer.

Most essentially marry an ideal
of love today, not a person, and
must stay true to it, not the marriage union. Love has conquered marriage as a basic, public institution. “For 150 years,
[several] things kept people
from pushing the new values
about love and self-fulfillment
to their ultimate conclusion: that
people could construct meaningful lives outside of marriage
and that everything in society
had to be organized through and
around married couples.”17
And here we are marriage is an
extra, a bonus, a spiritual experience not a fact of life we were
made for.
Coontz, Marriage, a History, 5.
2 Witte, From Sacrament to Contract, 256,
268.
3 Witte, From Sacrament to Contract, 11.
4 Witte, From Sacrament to Contract, 11.
5 Coontz, Marriage, a History, 148.
6 Witte, From Sacrament to Contract, 328.
7 Coontz, Marriage, a History, 68.
8 Sherif Girgis and Ryan Anderson and
Robert P. George, What is Marriage? Man
and Woman: A Defense (New York: Encounter Books, 2012), 7.
9 Paul Bohannan, All the Happy Families:
Exploring the Varieties of Family Life,
quoted in: Fisher, Anatomy of Love, 111.
10 “Response to Human Sexuality: Gift
and Trust: A Report of the Commission on
Theology and Church Relations” (LCMS,
April 2012;
http://lcms.org/Document.fdoc?src=lcm&i
d=1820), 2.
11 Coontz, Marriage, a History, 147.
12 Witte, From Sacrament to Contract,
268.
13 Joy Browne, Dating for Dummies (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2011; 3rd. ed.), 374.
14 Fisher, Anatomy of Love, 165.
15 2014 song “Habits” by Tove Lo.
16 McCarthy, Sex and Love in the Home,
209.
17 Coontz, Marriage, a History, 307.

Trinity Lutheran Church
1207 West 45th Street Austin, TX 78756

512.453.3835 www.trinityaustin.com
Trinity Te Deum is published bi-monthly. Deadline for all articles is the 15th of the odd months.
All articles must be approved by Rev. Paul R. Harris. Articles with no author are written by him.

9

June 2015
SUN

MON

TUE

WED

THURS

FRI

SAT

1

2

3

4

5

6

11

12

13

18

19

20

25

26

27

WED

THURS

FRI

SAT

1

2

3

4

10am Bible
Stories
7:15 Colossians

Floor
Art Commitee 6:30pm
7

8

9

14

15

10

10am Bible
Stories
7:15 Colossians

Voters
Meeting
7pm
16

17

10am Bible
Stories
7:15 Colossians
21

22

23

24

10am Bible
Class
7:15 Colossians

Schlitterbahn,
Austin Style
28

29

30

Pastor on
Vacation
July 2015
SUN

MON

TUE

------------ Pastor on
5

-------

6

Pastor
12

--------

On
13

Pastor
19

7

Vaca14

On
20

8

9

15

22

---------

10

11

-------------- --------

tion

vacation
21

Vacation

16

17

18

23

24

25

-------

10am Bible
Stories
7:15 Colossians

Bowling
26

27

28

Elders’
Meeting
6:30

29

30

10am Bible
Stories
7:15 Colossians

10

