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Editorials 5

This issue is our third in a series of looking back on that second 
generation of professors who arrived at Concordia Seminary in the late 
1970s and early 1980s. Those of the first generation did incredible work 

to get the seminary back on its feet so that it once again stood on the solid ground 
of the Scriptures and the Lutheran Confessions. Building on the work of those 
professors, this next generation took that solid Lutheran theology into the academy 
and the wider theological world not only to re-establish Lutheran scholarship but 
to give a Lutheran witness through their conversations with theologians of other 
traditions. Our first in this series focused on Robert Rosin and the role he played 
in the area of Luther studies and interpretations of Luther. Our second contained 
articles by Paul Raabe and his role in Old Testament Studies as with his commentary 
on Obadiah in the Anchor Bible series. This issue of the Concordia Journal honors the 
scholarship of Andrew (Andy) Bartelt.

Dr. Bartelt belongs to that generation of students who were strongly influenced 
by the insights into the theology of the Old Testament provided by Horace Hummel 
now documented in his book, The Word Becoming Flesh. He went on to get a degree 
in Old Testament and Ancient Near Eastern Studies at the University of Michigan 
where his dissertation focused on the centrality of Isaiah 7 within Isaiah 2–12. His 
arrival as a professor at Concordia Seminary marked the beginning of a forty-plus 
years teaching ministry (1978–2020). During that time, he established himself as a 
master teacher of Hebrew—for which he will be remembered by several generations 
of students he taught in person and future generations of students who will continue 
to learn Hebrew from his book, Fundamental Biblical Hebrew. But most importantly, 
he did not focus on grammar for grammar’s sake. Learning the grammar served the 
purpose of mining the theological treasures of the Hebrew Bible.

It is in this connection that I especially appreciate Andy’s contribution to the 
life of the seminary and the synod. When I arrived as a junior faculty member in 
1989, Andy, along with others who were here at that time, played a key role in 
fostering a climate of vigorous (as well as rigorous) theological discussion that not 
only contributed to my development as a scholar but fostered a culture of empathy, 
respect, and most importantly, trust among colleagues. Theological discussions were 
part of the air we breathed and could break out at the drop of a hat over a cup of 
coffee or passing one another on the sidewalk. I came to appreciate that theology 
was at its best a collaborative task, best done together rather than in isolation. As 
the biblical adage goes, iron sharpens iron (Prv 27:17) Encouraging each other 
along different lines of research, exploring best ways to express the gospel within an 
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American context, and holding each other accountable all contributed to form both 
students and professors for years to come. 

But Dr. Bartelt’s service was not limited to teaching. He had (and continues to 
have) strong interest in the mission of the church and outreach to the multiethnic 
communities that increasingly characterize our society. He has served on various 
mission boards and task forces, and continues a special interest in the area of Jewish 
evangelism. He also served in many administrative roles here at Concordia Seminary 
from academic counseling of first-year students to academic dean. In all of these roles, 
he showed himself to be an exemplary churchman within the wider church.

The articles in this issue were chosen in part to reflect Dr. Bartelt’s wide-ranging 
contributions in theology and within the church. With special thanks to Concordia 
Publishing House, we are thrilled that it includes one of Dr. Bartelt's landmark essays, 
from the Festschrift honoring one of his own teachers, Horace Hummel. Those of 
us who learned from Drs. Bartelt, Rosin, and Raabe (and even taught with them), 
can only hope to continue along the path that they paved for us, carrying out the 
theological task we have been given for the sake of both church and world.

Charles P. Arand
Dean of Theological Research and Publications
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What an honor it is to compose this encomium for the Rev. Dr. Andrew H. 
Bartelt—professor, mentor, Doktorvater, colleague, and friend. It amazes 
me that I have known Andy for half of my life, beginning with summer 

Hebrew when his teaching stoked into flame my smoldering interest in biblical 
languages and Old Testament studies. From that summer of getting my Hebrew 
back on track, through various MDiv courses, serving as his grader, working closely 
together to get Fundamental Biblical Hebrew ready for publication, serving as a 
teaching assistant in his Isaiah course, and years of PhD work, Andy has been an 
important figure in my development as a pastor, theologian, and scholar.

Andy has spent his scholarly career working with Isaiah with special focus on 
Isaiah 2–12. He understands Isaiah 2–12 as panels of balancing material in layers 
around the Denkschrift, at the center of which is Immanuel. (For details, see The Book 
around Immanuel.) It seemed good, right, and salutary (a favorite Barteltian phrase) 
to give a nod to Isaiah and to Andy by structuring this encomium with very roughly 
the same structure. That might make for strange reading, a disjointed feeling as I 
move from one section to another, much like one experiences at times as one moves 
through Isaiah. One could blame Isaiah for the structure and Andy for spending his 
life on it, but I suppose it is my fault here as I try to honor them both, following 
in their footsteps in my own pedestrian way. (Andy also loves to describe things as 
pedestrian.) Andy, please don’t count syllables or stresses (other than to recognize that 
Immanuel and Andy Bartelt have the same number of syllables). I don’t have Isaiah’s 
gift of special guidance by the Holy Spirit in what I write, and I’m pretty sure Isaiah 
was not up against an editor’s deadline during a COVID-19 pandemic while moving 
from campus housing to a new home at the end of a first semester of teaching at the 
seminary! Then again, Isaiah had the Assyrian crisis, King Ahaz, and probably King 
Manasseh to deal with. I’d call it a draw if it weren’t for the inspiration advantage.

If my audience is not familiar with Andy’s analysis of Isaiah 2–12, I should 
mention at least a few salient points. While there are multiple panels of material 
surrounding the Denkschrift (6:1–9:6), the closest material on either side is held 
together by verbal repetition and refrain. In 5:8–25, הֹוי (woe/hey) begins each stanza. 
This occurs six times. The panel ends, “In all this his anger has not returned; still his 
hand is outstretched.” (Bartelt translation in The Book around Immanuel, p.71). In 
the corresponding panel, 9:7–10:4, the four stanzas each end with the refrain about 
Yahweh’s anger and outstretched hand. Tantalizingly, the fourth stanza begins with 
ֹהוי , a seventh “woe” or “hey.” This is just the tip of the iceberg, of course, but I’ll let 
you read Andy’s book or his forthcoming CPH commentary to see more of what 
Andy sees.

The Book around Andy Bartelt
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Like Isaiah, Andy has a few memorable phrases and refrains of his own. As I 
proceed, instead of “Woe!” I will make use of Andy’s classic, “Fair enough.” Instead 
of the outstretched hand refrain, I will use a refrain often heard in the classroom, in 
conversations about my dissertation, at CTCR meetings, and in many other settings, 
“At the end of the day . . . so what?” 

Fair enough! Andy came through “the system” when there really was a system 
in place for training young men for pastoral ministry from a young age through the 
seminary. In that system he thoroughly learned the biblical and theological languages 
as well as dogmatic, historical, and practical theology in such a way that it is simply   
a part of him and pours out of him in his work.

Fair enough! Andy took this to the next level at the University of Cambridge 
earning both a BA and an MA beyond his degrees earned in the United States. If I’m 
not mistaken, it was in this time that he was pushed to learn Hebrew to the level of 
translating from English to Hebrew, a skill that stood him in good stead in the years 
ahead, perhaps especially as he prepared Fundamental Biblical Hebrew.

Fair enough! Andy advanced his knowledge of Semitic languages and ancient 
Near Eastern studies while earning his PhD under David Noel Freedman at the 
University of Michigan. There it was that he learned to count syllables and stresses   
in the quest to better understand Hebrew poetry, the Hebrew Bible, and most notably 
Isaiah 2–12.

Fair enough! While spending nearly his entire career in academia, Andy has a 
heart for parish ministry. His Fundamental Hebrew Grammar was written to the end 
that Hebrew could be learned and used in the parish by the typical pastor for the good 
of God’s people. His courses at the seminary focused on how the text under study was 
going to be used in the congregation. He can analyze a text with the best, but analysis 
isn’t enough. Application is where it is at. For years Andy has analyzed and applied the 
text in Sunday morning Bible classes that have been appreciated by many.

Fair enough! Andy earned his way from guest instructor (1977) to full professor 
(1997). Throughout his career he has exhibited what a colleague described as 
“outstanding classroom teaching abilities.” Another colleague mentioned his “superb 
biblical scholarship.” At the same time he held various administrative appointments, 
serving the seminary in a variety of ways but especially in curricular matters. One 
colleague noted, “Andy has been a true Renaissance Man when it comes to seminary 
education.”

Fair enough! One colleague mentioned Andy’s messy desk. I can resonate with 
and appreciate the messy desk. Some may think it reflects messy thinking. In Andy’s 
case, certainly not. Rather, it likely reflects the number of hats he was asked to wear 
throughout his career. I used to have a poster that said, “A clean desk is a sure sign 
of a sick mind.” In the midst of the clutter, Andy’s colleagues know him as a clear 
thinker with a drive to figure out, in Luther’s words, “What does this mean?” In 
Andy-speak, this becomes the refrain, “At the end of the day . . . so what?”
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At this point in Isaiah 2–12 we would encounter the Denkschrift, that center 
section that begins with Isaiah’s call and centers on Immanuel. I’m not suggesting 
that Andy Bartelt (four syllables) is a new Immanuel (also four syllables, but who’s 
counting?) or anything heretical like that, though he is certainly clothed in Immanuel 
by virtue of his baptism. I’m sure his parents rejoiced when unto them a son was 
given. I’m sure they rejoiced as this little one not yet able to reject the wrong or 
choose the right was brought to the font where the Prince of Peace himself forgave 
his sins and endowed Andy Bartelt with his Spirit. (105 words before and after in this 
paragraph, not counting those in this parenthesis.) I am sure the Lord himself was at 
work as Andy listened to and watched his father, Pastor Victor Bartelt, care for the 
flock entrusted to him—pastoral lessons that have played out and have been passed 
on throughout Andy’s career. I am sure Andy’s call into ministry did not look and 
sound like Isaiah’s in chapter 6, though his call is no less important. Andy Bartelt is 
not Immanuel, nor is he Isaiah, but he has spent a lifetime in service to Immanuel, 
the God who is with us, studying and proclaiming the message of Isaiah. For this we 
give thanks.

Above I mentioned Andy’s heart for the parish. In fact, his vision was and is even 
larger. Andy is ever concerned about Christ’s church. One example is the effort Andy 
has put into distance education. As one colleague noted, “He was instrumental in the 
DELTO program and in the development of SMP.” In these programs Andy worked 
to find ways to bring God’s gifts to God’s people in regularized and theologically 
sound ways. At the end of the day . . . so what?

Above I mentioned Andy’s academic work, especially in the book of Isaiah. This 
work has been tested and enriched through the years as Andy regularly participated 
in the Catholic Biblical Association and the Society of Biblical Literature. While fully 
committed to the LCMS and its biblical theology, Andy understands the value of 
listening to and learning from others while also sharing his research and bearing witness 
to what we know from the Scriptures to be true. At the end of the day . . . so what?

Above I mentioned the various roles and many hats that Andy has filled and 
worn. Various colleagues have noted his administrative abilities and the fact that he 
has been and continues to be “an awesome advocate for the Seminary.” At the end    
of the day . . . so what?

Fair enough! In 2013, Andy was appointed the first Gustav and Sophie 
Butterbach Professor of Exegetical Theology, an endowed chair meant to recognize 
excellence in scholarship and teaching of the Old Testament. At the end of the day . . . 
so what?

The phrase has been a bit startling perhaps, “At the end of the day … so what?” 
But it’s Andy’s own phrase, and it’s the sort of thing he would ask after all of these 
accolades and accomplishments. It’s a good, right, and salutary question. At the end 
of the day . . . so what? 
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The “so what” is that, through all of this, the Lord God who is Andy’s strength, 
song, and salvation has been at work through his servant, Andy, whom he shaped 
and formed and called to serve. We are each called to serve making use of our unique 
gifts, talents, and personalities. Andy’s gifts, talents, and personality have been and 
continue to be put to good use in and for Christ’s church. Generations of pastors have 
learned Hebrew, Isaiah, and much more from Andy. Generations more will continue 
to learn from him as he continues to teach and to write, especially when his Isaiah 
1–12 volume of the Concordia Commentary is finished and published. Generations 
of pastors and thus their congregations also have benefited from his efforts to 
strengthen the seminary curriculum. For generations to come LCMS congregations 
will benefit from his commitment to training and supplying, through a variety of 
modalities, ordained pastors for churches that otherwise might go unserved. 

Andy is not the Lord’s perfect servant. That’s a different portion of Isaiah and 
is only fulfilled in Christ. But as a repentant sinner, Andy has been and continues 
to be a dedicated servant of the Servant, the Servant named Immanuel. Thank you, 
Andy, for your scholarship, your teaching, your administration, your service. May our 
Immanuel, the Holy One of Israel, continue to make use of your gifts, talents, and 
personality for the benefit of his church for many years to come.

Philip Penhallegon
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Andrew H. Bartelt is professor emeritus at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, retiring in 
2020 after 42 years of distinguished service. At the time of his retirement, he was the 
Gustav and Sophie Butterbach Professor of Exegetical Theology.
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He is the author of The Book around Immanuel: Style and Structure in Isaiah 
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edited Fortunate the Eyes That See, a Festschrift in honor of his doctoral advisor, David 
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administration, acting president, and vice president of academic affairs from 
1998–2013. He has served the Association of Theological Schools as an accreditation 
evaluator and as chair of the Chief Academic Officers Society. Bartelt has served the 
church-at-large as vice chair of The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod (LCMS) 
Commission on Theology and Church Relations and as a seminary representative on 
the Board for Mission Services, the North American Advisory Group for Missions, 
and the DELTO Oversight/Specific Ministry Pastor committee. His “Sunday 
Morning” Bible Class at Christ Memorial Lutheran Church was broadcast on KFUO 
from 1996-2016. He remains active in mission circles on the editorial committee of 
Lutheran Mission Matters and as board chair of WORDrus Mission Society.

He and his wife, Lucy, have three married daughters and five grandchildren. 

Andrew H. Bartelt
About the Author
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Andrew H. Bartelt

Hebrew, Greek,  
and “Real-Life Ministry”

On the last weekend of April, teachers of the biblical languages from synodical 
colleges and seminaries met at St. John’s College, Winfield, Kansas, for 
the second of what is becoming a regular, biennial conference under the 

sponsorship and “aid” of the good folks at Aid Association for Lutherans. The program 
focused both on professional growth of language teachers and on sharing common 
problems relative to the coordination of pre-seminary curriculum on synodical 
campuses and communicating concerns to the Board for Professional Education 
Services via its representative at the meeting. Coming together only a few weeks 
after the Planning Council of The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod targeted the 
preparation of pastors for real-life ministry as the number two need in the Synod 
today, the biblical language teachers reaffirmed the very crucial and practical role that 
the languages play in the preparation of candidates for the Office of the Holy Ministry.

Lest this sound like special pleading, we need only recall Luther’s comments 
regarding the original languages:

Let us, then, foster the languages as zealously as we love the Gospel. 
Let us ever bear this in mind: We shall have a hard time preserving 
the Gospel without the languages. The languages are the sheath 
in which this sword of the Spirit is contained. They are the case in 
which we carry this jewel . . . . Although faith and the Gospel may 
be preached by ordinary ministers without the languages, still such 
preaching is sluggish and weak, and the people finally become weary 
and fall away. But a knowledge of the language renders it lively and 

Originally published as a Theological Observer in the Concordia Journal, July 1985.
Editor’s note
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strong, and faith finds itself constantly renewed through rich and 
varied instruction (LW, Am. ed., vol. 45, pp. 359ff. passim).

It should hardly be necessary to restate the obvious exegetical necessity of the 
facility to work with a text in the original were it not for the disturbingly frequent 
comments of some seminary students that their pastors claim never to use Greek and 
Hebrew anyway. One should be neither naive nor vainly idealistic about the realities 
of the parish practicum, with constraints of time and pressures or a host of pastoral 
responsibilities, but in light of Luther’s comments one could suspect some relationship 
between good exegesis and substantive sermons. Certainly fraternal encouragement 
toward taking seriously the exegetical task, even if it means struggling with Greek and 
Hebrew, is far more helpful than discouragement from this pastoral responsibility or 
even disparagement of the basic exegetical tools. It is, after all, only logical that those 
who preach in a church body which so strongly affirms both sola scriptura and verbal 
inspiration should have the ability to look at the very verba in scriptura. And what could   
be more practical to “real life ministry” than the competence to mine the depths of 
God’s word, which is not only so rich a source but also the only source from which     
we can make application to the “real lives” of “real people!”

Lest this seem unrealistic, we certainly recognize that not all seminarians-turned-
pastors retain—or even attain—some idealistic level of language fluency, worthy as 
that goal should be and helpful as it is to such practical tasks as teaching a Bible class 
where various English translations shed various nuances upon a text. On the other 
extreme are those who have been accurately cited by the aforementioned seminarians 
and yet, whether they admit or even realize it, have nevertheless gained some practical 
benefits from language study. Even minimal acquaintance with the biblical languages, 
however inactive their use may be, produces a passive sensitivity to the basic problems 
of translation and exegesis and an awareness that professional Bible study is not quite as 
simple as using an English translation and looking up words in an English concordance 
or even an English dictionary.

Somewhere in between idealistic fluency in the languages and non-use of them lies 
some sort of minimum “proficiency,” whereby pastors can do the exegetical homework 
which must undergird sound preaching and teaching. There is a danger, to be sure, for 
“a little bit of knowledge” can lull the unsuspecting pastor and his unwary flock into 
the premature conclusion that their preacher must be a Bible scholar second to none 
because he expounded on some Greek word cribbed from a commentary. To put the 
matter positively, however, competent textual study must begin with the language of the 
text, and most scholarly commentaries simply presuppose some comprehension of the 
original languages. Even a minimal use of a lexicon and a concordance will reap a rich 
and rapid harvest of theological insight. There can be no doubt that Bible study done 
on the basis of Greek and Hebrew will add depth and substance to Bible classes and 
sermons alike, which will be appreciated by an increasingly informed and educated laity, 
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and which will give to the pastor himself a renewed sense of satisfaction in his task and 
confidence in his message.

One can only hope that those who have lost language skills through atrophy can 
begin to regain some of the excitement of exegesis and that the attitude of the brethren 
is one of encouragement and support. (Would that all our vicars—or maybe just more 
than a very few—return for “Sem IV” with enthusiastic reports of professional Bible 
study shared with their “bishops” and encountered at circuit and district pastoral 
conferences!)

Quite fortuitously, recent years have witnessed the publication of a host of language 
“helps,” from Bitzer’s Light on the Path, so useful for daily devotions, to Einspahr’s Index 
to the Brown, Driver, Briggs . . .  and any number of word lists, new concordances, 
verse-by verse vocab helps, and even interlinears, especially for the Old Testament. It 
seems as if the rest of the world has begun to appreciate what Luther said years ago. 
For those who can work with the original text there is the next challenge of working in 
the original text, and here, too, many 
recent publications have made either 
grammatical review or introduction 
quite accessible for independent study. 

In addition to basic exegetical 
skills, other less obvious, but no less 
practical, benefits result as side effects 
of learning the biblical languages. It 
is often admitted by students and 
bemoaned by language teachers that it is through study of a foreign language that 
English grammar is first learned! What is more, the rigorous daily discipline encountered 
and learned as a virtual necessity in language courses is an often unnoted but very 
important by-product. Within a liberal arts curriculum where assignments involve 
reading, synthesizing, and writing over longer periods of time, the daily routine of 
language work becomes excellent training and modeling for the kind of self-discipline       
so necessary to the parish practicum.

Considerable discussion at the Biblical Languages Conference centered on basic 
concerns of linguistic theory which lie behind the “nuts and bolts” of philological 
pedagogy. In a plenary session, Dr. Eugene Bunkowske of our sister seminary in Ft. 
Wayne addressed the complex relationship between language and culture as it affects 
not only Bible translation, but also problems of “communicating meaning” relative 
to propositional theology. This is foundational to a host of theological and exegetical 
issues: from the realization that translation is much more than a facile matching up of 
word correspondents and that even an accurate English translation may communicate 
meaning differently from the original, to the whole role of language as that which opens 
up a cultural window to the biblical world, to fundamental and far-reaching principles 
of biblical hermeneutics.

One could suspect some 
relationship between good 

exegesis and substantive 
sermons. 
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With the loss of emphasis on modern languages within even the liberal arts 
curricula of recent years, there is little opportunity for pre-seminary students to develop 
sensitivity to such problems of translating meaning, whether it be from one language 
to another or even from one English-speaker to another. While no one would claim 
that a year or two of Greek and Hebrew will make every pastor a great communicator, 
the biblical language program may be one of the few places left in the theological 
curriculum where real-life experience and insight can be gained into the means and 
methods by which meaning moves from “source” to “receptor,” from norma normans 
to theological truth, from written word to oral proclamation, from the speaker to 
the hearer, from the Greek and Hebrew idiom to the vernacular of modern man. 
In preparing for a vocation in which communication skills play such an important 
role, what could be more helpful and practical than language study, and what better 
languages to study than those “which God did not despise but chose above all others  
for His Word!” (Luther, ibid.).

At a time when the Synod is taking a good, hard look at its system of professional 
education, including what has historically been a solid program of seminary and 
pre-seminary training, and at a time when concerns have been raised about the 
preparedness of pastors for “real-life ministry,” it seems most opportune to reaffirm 
what has long been a great strength of our clergy and a source of theological depth: 
a realistic and practical emphasis on Greek and Hebrew as basic prerequisites for 
professional biblical study.

“The Christian life begins at the baptismal font.” The font 
at the entrance of Concordia Seminary’s Chapel of Saint 

Timothy and Saint Titus (Photo: Bridgette Sharp).



Bartelt, Dialectical Negation ... 19

Reflections on Horace Hummel will no doubt generate an apocryphal literature 
of mythological proportions to be both confirmed and denied. One such 
recollection, certainly to be confirmed, is the classic classroom response to 

those questions that arise from the paradoxical tensions that are the hallmark of 
biblical, Lutheran theology. “Dr. Hummel, is this Law or Gospel?” “Is the significance 
of this passage ‘now’ or ‘not yet’?” “Is this prophecy of the first or second coming?” 
“Is the referent relevant to the Old Testament context or only to the New?” “Do we 
read the Old Testament in light of the New or the New in light of the Old?” Former 
students will both visualize and vocalize the answer, gesturing with that mighty hand 
and outstretched arm, “Well . . . yes!”

That such a both/and is grounded in a profound understanding of biblical 
theology is confirmed by its application to a host of other theological issues where 
Lutheran theology has carefully walked the line between opposing resolutions of a 
paradox best left unresolved. Cur alii, alii non (“why some and not others”) comes 
quickly to mind. Others are equally significant: bread and wine or body and blood? 
formal or material principle? liturgical or evangelical? doctrine or mission? reason or 
faith? personal or corporate? protestant or catholic? theological scholarship or pastoral 
application? The list could go on, and in many ways, it would form a checklist for 
that distinctively Lutheran way of understanding theology.

Dialectical Negation
An Exegetical Both/And
Andrew H. Bartelt

From “Hear the Word of Yahweh”: Essays on Scripture and Archaeology in Honor 
of Horace D. Hummel © 2001 Concordia Publishing House. Used by permission. The 
book is available at cph.org. Special thanks to Christopher Mitchell and Norma Muench 
for facilitating the article’s inclusion in this issue.

Editor’s note
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While the term “dialectical negation” is not original to Horace Hummel, it was 
through him that many of us first heard the term. But more important, it opened a 
way of thinking that challenged us to ponder the concept of a theological both/and 
as a contrast to a cleaner, but more sterile, either/or. The purpose of this article is to 
investigate this biblical motif not only as an idiomatic translational key that is helpful 
for the interpretation of texts, but also as a theological concept that is helpful for a 
more profound understanding of “all Scripture.” In so doing, I intend to recognize in 
a small way my respect and gratitude for Horace Hummel not simply as a teacher and 
a colleague who has influenced so many in the study of the Hebrew Scriptures, but 
also as one who has championed the richness of the biblical record and helped us   to 
understand and appreciate the theological heritage that is ours.

I
As students of the Hebrew language often note, the grammar appears to lack the 
precision of the classical languages. That is not to suggest that the language com-
municates in an unclear way, but it does attest to the need for a more intuitive and 
contextual mode of translation. In the only major study of dialectical negation that 
I have found, Heinz Kruse1 observed the “intuitive nature” of Hebrew grammar and 
applied it to this important and often neglected idiom.2 He observed that often a 
negated sentence was followed immediately by a positive and contrasting expression 
(“not A but B”) within a context in which the negative statement was striking 
and even contradictory to what should be expected. His insight was that such an 
expression did not simply denote a precise and literal “nicht A, sondern B” but that   
this idiom “besagt in der Sprache der Bibel bisweilen ‘nicht so sehr A als vielmehr      
B’ ” or “nicht so sehr, als . . .”3 Kruse’s parade example was Jer 7:22:

For I did not speak with your fathers and I did not command them 
when[בְּיֹום literally, “in the day . . .”] I brought them out from the 
land of Egypt concerning offering and sacrifice [עֹולָה וָזָבַח], but 
rather this word I commanded them, “Hearken to me, and I will  
be your God and you will be my people . . .”

A “literal” reading of this passage certainly presents a glaring contradiction to 
the sacrificial rubrics in the Pentateuch, in which God did “command them . . . 
concerning offering and sacrifice.” One could easily resolve the tension by agree-
ing with Wellhausen that such “priestly” legislation was a later superimposition on 
the Pentateuch anyway. Indeed, texts such as this became virtual proof texts for the 
critical reconstruction of the history of Israelite religion, especially as they could also 
be used to show how the prophets were essentially anticultic proponents of ethical 
religion, much more “protestant” than “liturgical.”

Modern commentators, who have moved a good distance from Wellhausen, 
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struggle more seriously with a verse such as this, but few notice the obvious solution 
proposed by Kruse. For example, William Holladay opts for a restricted definition of 
 at the time of Jeremiah as voluntary, individual sacrifices as opposed to זֶבַח and עֹולָה
the broader spectrum portrayed in the Pentateuch.4 The conservative commentator 
John Thompson suggests a literal reading of the clause “when I brought them out 
of Egypt” as referring only to the moment of the exodus because at the time of the 
exodus itself, the Levitical sacrifices were not yet commanded.5 Keil (Keil-Delitsch) 
follows the same line.6 But it seems forced to maintain that “in the day [= when] 
I brought them out of Egypt” means precisely only that part of the exodus story, 
especially because the point is the contrast between the time of the exodus and the 
time of Jeremiah. Even if the specific time reference were that narrowly determined, 
one must still admit that God did command “offering and sacrifice,” unless one does 
take such liturgical texts as less canonical than the prophetic texts.

To be sure, one could appeal simply to hyperbole,7 and Kruse cites several 
pre-critical commentators who argued this solution (for example, Flacius, in his 
Clavis Scripturae [1719]). But Kruse also notes a passage from Gousset’s Commen-
taria Linguae Hebraicae (1702) that catalogs numerous examples of a “negationis 
improprietas.” This idiom of an “improperly used negative” is what Kruse called 
“dialectical negation,” which holds a negative and a positive in a dialectical, but not 
essentially contradictory, tension. Applying this insight to Jer 7:22, one could easily 
translate and interpret the verse: “It was not just about offerings and sacrifices that     
I commanded your fathers when I brought them out of Egypt, but much more about 
this, that they should listen to my voice, and I would be their God and they my 
people.” This interpretation certainly fits the presumed rhetorical effect intended by 
Jeremiah: Offerings and sacrifices are not wrong, but God did not command them 
simply as vain ritual or mechanical obedience.

A similar problem occurs in Deut 5:3, where Moses asserts, “Not with our fathers 
did Yahweh make this covenant, but with us, we, these here today, all of us alive!” A 
“literal sense” would force one to confront the problem that God did, in fact, make 
this covenant with their fathers at Sinai. One might press the sense of “this covenant” 
on the plains of Moab as something new and different from the covenant made 40 
years earlier at Sinai itself, but the preceding verse (Deut 5:2) explicitly states that 
the covenant was made “with us, at Horeb.” And the whole point of the narrative 
from Exodus through Deuteronomy is the continuity, not the discontinuity, of the 
story from Egypt to the Promised Land. How much easier to paraphrase, “Not just 
with our fathers did Yahweh make this covenant, but even [especially ?] with us . . .” 
Thus the point of Moses’ sermon is the contemporary identification with this new 
generation, which is on the edge of the Promised Land and fulfillment of the promise, 
and the assurance that the covenant of Sinai has everything to do with those who 
were not necessarily there at Sinai. Again the idiom of dialectical negation has offered 
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a helpful solution that fits the sense of the text.
Based on these insights, which were reflected in many a lecture by Horace 

Hummel, I would make two initial observations toward a working hypothesis for 
determining when and how this idiom is being used. First, dialectical negation is 
marked, to a high degree, simply by the sense and context (what Kruse called the 
“intuitive nature” of the language). Whether one should translate in this idiom 
is determined by the relationship of the literal meaning to the overall content 
of the literature, ultimately of the whole Scripture. This is an application of the 
hermeneutical principle that “Scripture interprets Scripture,” as well as a recognition 
that the “sensus literalis” often follows an idiomatic use of language known best to 
those native speakers who understood the usus loquendi more easily than we.

Second, though the negated side of the dialectical statement is, therefore, not 
really negated, it is, however, in some way subordinated to or qualified by the pos-
itive statement. This can be marked in translation by such adverbs as “not just . . . but 
especially” or “not so much A but more importantly B.” Thus the two statements are 
in a dialectical tension: Both are true, but the combination is defined and correctly 
understood by the affirmation of the positive. In the example from Jeremiah 7, the 
explanation would articulate that God certainly commanded sacrifices but not 
without proper response to the Gospel voice of the God of the exodus. It is not a 
choice of one over the other, but it is a proper combination that is characterized and 
defined by the positive statement. This may explain the almost hyperbolic use of the 
negative: Sacrifice without proper understanding of one’s relationship with God is, 
in fact, not what God commanded. Likewise, in Deuteronomy 5 the rhetorical focus 
is on the people on the plain: The covenant with their fathers at Sinai has little to do 
with them unless they recognize that it has everything to do with them! If not, then it 
is not what God had in mind. Thus we could reformulate the idiom “not A but B” as 
“not A without B” or “not A but A+B” or even “not A unless understood in light of B.”

II
That these insights are on the right track is confirmed by the test case by which Dr. 
Hummel introduced this idiom: Hos 6:6. (It is also the reference point at which 
“dialectical negation” is mentioned in The Word Becoming Flesh.8) Here the order 
is reversed, from positive to negative, but the effect is the same: “Mercy [חֶסֶד] I 
desire, and not sacrifice [זֶבַח].” Again, to argue that God did not desire sacrifice and 
offerings, despite the entire sacrificial system set up according to his will, simply 
does not make sense of this verse. Our hermeneutical principle drives us beyond the 
simple and straightforward meaning of the words: God does desire sacrifice. Our first 
observation, that dialectical negation is often marked simply by the sense and context, 
is confirmed.

Further, the poetic parallelism of this example is helpful, especially for our second 
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observation, because the thought of the first line, in which the dialectical negation 
occurs, is repeated in the second line: “[I desire] the knowledge of God more than 
offerings [מֵעֹלֹותe].” Not only does this suggest that an idiomatic translation of the 
first line is necessary, it also confirms the relationship of the negative first line to the 
positive second line. The “not sacrifice” of the first colon is matched by the “more 
than offerings” of the second, and the מִן of comparison (“from offerings = more than 
offerings”) indicates that the issue is not one of simple negation. Rather, a comparison 
is intended. Both statements are true, but one is of greater importance. God does 
desire sacrifice, but he desires it only when it is accompanied by mercy. The positive 
statement becomes the necessary condition for a proper understanding of both. If 
there is no mercy, then there is no God-pleasing sacrifice, and that is, indeed, what 
God does not desire.

Other examples come readily to mind. 1 Sam 15:22 is virtually a parallel 
example to Hos 6:6, “Does YHWH delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices?” The 
following lines clearly note that this negative rhetorical question is to be understood 
in relationship or comparison with what follows: “as much as in listening to the voice 
of YHWH?” Both cola in verse 22b use the comparative מִן “to listen is better than 
sacrifice [מִזֶּבַח טֹובi], and to heed [is better] than fat of rams.” This is also the sense of 
Ps 51:16 (MT 51:18), “For you do not delight in sacrifice or I would give [it] . . .” The 
following verse clarifies, “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit . . .” The point 
is not that God does not delight in animal sacrifices (He commanded them!) but 
that true sacrifice is more than mechanical ritual and is defined or qualified by               
the humility of repentance.

Kruse notes 1 Sam 8:7, where God tells Samuel that the people “have not 
rejected you but they have rejected me from being king over them.” In fact, the 
people had rejected Samuel, who had counseled them against wanting a king. But 
the point of God’s speech to Samuel is that the greater rejection was their rejection 
of Yahweh as king. To paraphrase: “They have not just rejected you, but—much 
more significant—they have rejected me . . .” After all, their recognition of Samuel 
was important only in relationship to a proper understanding of Samuel’s role as the 
representative of Yahweh.

Similar to the content of the exhortation of Hos 6:6 are numerous examples of 
prophetic invective against vain ritualism. In many cases, these appear to be extended 
uses of this dialectical negation, which has a powerful rhetorical effect. In Isa 1:11 God 
states, “I have no pleasure in the blood of bulls and lamb and goats,” and the text goes 
on to catalog why sacrifice without mercy is no sacrifice. The positive counterweight 
first appears in verses 16–17: “wash yourselves, make yourselves clean . . . cease to do 
evil, learn to do good . . .” One could paraphrase: “I have no pleasure simply in the 
blood of sacrifices; more important is a repentant heart and renewed spirit.” It is the 
latter that gives the full and proper character to the former. In Joel 2:13 the positive 
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statement comes first, but the effect is the same. This verse could clearly mean, and 
could well be translated, “Rend your heart and not (just) your garments.”

Isa 58:5–6 uses rhetorical questions to mark the negative (which is expressed as 
a positive question) and the positive (which is expressed as a negative question): “Is 
it a fast like this [הֲכָזֶה יִהְיֶה צֹום] that I choose . . . for bowing one’s head like a reed, 
for spreading out sackcloth and ashes as a bed . . .? Is not this the fast [הֲלֹוא זֶה צֹום] 
I choose: to loosen the bonds of wickedness . . .?” Again there is nothing inherently 
wrong or undesirable about bowing one’s head and spreading out sackcloth, but 
without righteousness, such is not the “fast I choose.”

This idiom may also be a helpful explanation for the continued use of the name 
Jacob, even after God had changed it to Israel, twice! The first incident (Gen 32:24ff.) 
finds Jacob returning from his time with Laban. He wrestles with the mysterious 
“man,” who pronounces, “Your name shall no longer be Jacob, but Israel, for you 
have struggled with God and with men and have prevailed.” The narrative calmly 
continues, “Then Jacob . . .” Again in Gen 35:9, it is reported that God appeared to 
Jacob, and again he changed his name to Israel. Source criticism would explain these 
as doublets, but it is clear from the narrative that the change of name was never final 
or exclusive of the former name. The idiom of dialectical negation would suggest 
a simpler solution by supporting the following paraphrase: “Your name shall no 
longer be simply Jacob, but—with even greater significance—much the more ‘Israel’ 
[and all that implies both by its theological explanation and by the fact that it was 
God that gave him a new name].” That this change in name could and even would 
be reiterated makes good sense if one assumes that God was reminding Jacob of the   
great importance of his greater name.

It is not the intent here to catalog any or every instance of this idiom in the 
Bible. Indeed, Kruse’s article lists more than one hundred potential examples, which 
he himself admits are subject to debate. Some are certainly more convincing than 
others. What is significant is that he includes also New Testament citations, and it 
is certainly likely that this “Semitic idiom”9 would be found in the thought patterns 
reflected in the New Testament as well. A few examples from my own list, including 
several suggested by my colleague James Voelz, will whet the appetite:

John 7:16: “My teaching is not (just) my own; it comes from him 
who sent me.”

Mark 9:37 (where the statement ὃς ἂν ἐμὲ δέχηται is followed 
immediately by οὐκ ἐμὲ δέχεται . . .): “Whoever receives one of 
these children . . . receives me, and whoever receives me does not 
receive (only) me, but (also and especially!) him who sent me.”

Matt 18:22: “I tell you, not (just) seven times, but seventy-seven 
times.”
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Mark 1:9: “I baptized you (only) with water, but he will baptize you 
(also) with the Holy Spirit.”

1 Cor 1:17 (following Paul’s admission that he did baptize a few): 
“For Christ did not send me (primarily ?) to baptize, but (especially) 
to preach the gospel . . .”

1 Cor 9:9 (at Paul’s citation of the “Law of Moses” that actually 
showed concern for oxen): “God is not concerned (just) about oxen, 
is he?”

Finally, I would cite two examples that not only illustrate the helpfulness of 
this idiom as a translational tool, but also recognize the insight of our honoree for 
understanding the heart of the Old Testament in relationship with the New. When 
Peter argues that the prophets “sought to know what person or time the Spirit of 
Christ within them was indicating as he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the 
glories to follow” (1 Pet 1:11), it would be strikingly odd to assume that the prophets 
really had little or nothing to say to the people of their own day and age. In fact, 
the very nature of prophecy implies speaking the Word of God (even—especially—
about the coming Messiah) as Law and Gospel to contemporary hearers. But when 
Peter goes on to assert that they “were not serving themselves, but you . . .,” the 
reader could easily get the impression that the Old Testament prophets were not at 
all serving their own time and did little more than predict the future, as if they were 
simply writing the New Testament in advance. However, if one translates what Peter 
says in verse 12 as dialectical negation, the integrity of the prophets as preachers to 
their own time is preserved: “It was revealed to them that they were not (just) serving 
themselves, but you . . .”10

This, of course, confirms that the nature of prophecy—and of the Old Testa-
ment—had a relevance in its message for the people contemporary to the prophets 
themselves. While that may seem self-evident, it is often overlooked by preaching 
and teaching on Old Testament texts without reference to the historical context of 
the texts themselves. Or, to turn the negation around, even direct prophecies did not 
speak (only) of Christ or (only) to the time of Christ, but also to the times of the 
prophets. The birth of a Davidic child, for example, did not lead (only) to Christ, 
nor did it mean (only) another son of David. Or when our Lord said, “Destroy this 
temple and in three days I will raise it up” (John 2:19), he was not declaring that the 
temple and tabernacle had been useless and without meaning. He was explaining that 
the holy presence of God was not (just) in the debir of the Old Testament temple, 
but—in a much more important, even ultimate, way—it was now present in the 
holy incarnation. Both prophecy and fulfillment, type and antitype, are held in a 
relationship that does not negate the significance of the former but understands them 
both in light of and in connection with the latter.
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Thus when we turn to Peter’s sermon on the first Feast of Weeks following the 
ascension of our Lord, it is a powerful testimony to the understanding of prophecy 
and fulfillment that Psalm 16 is interpreted in Acts 2:29–31 as describing Jesus and, 
apparently, Jesus alone. To read Psalm 16 on its own and from a “B.C. setting,” with 
its rich Hebrew language of lament and death, is certainly to assume that David is 
praying to God about his personal situation. We, too, find strength in these words as 
a person of faith finds confidence, hope, and security in his God, who is at his right 
hand and who will not abandon him to death.

But how much richer and stronger still are these words when we find them 
fulfilled in Jesus, who even after he died did not suffer decay of the flesh! Those words 
could only apply to David before he died, as God granted him respite from the life-
threatening danger that moved him to pray. But now—how much more—do these 
words speak of Jesus, to whom they apply after he died! And as the antitype is always 
greater than the type, there is a divine addition because even after he died, this, the 
final Son of David, did not suffer decay of the flesh because the prophet David had 
“looked ahead, and spoke of the resurrection” (Acts 2:31). In light of the underlying 
idiom of dialectical negation, one could summarize Peter’s whole argument in these 
verses thus: “The words of Psalm 16, written by David, do not speak (only) of David, 
but, in a much more significant way, of Jesus.”11

III
In addition to such examples where this idiom becomes helpful to the basic trans-
lational task, I wish to explore its usefulness as a conceptual framework for under-
standing biblical theology. As a test case, we return to the paradoxical questions 
raised at the beginning of this study and focus on the relationship between the Old 
Testament and the New, certainly an issue dear to the heart of our honoree. If it can be 
argued that dialectical negation is an idiom of speech native to the biblical soil, then its 
way of posing even opposing statements may prove helpful to our theological thinking.

In fact, one might even speculate that the roots of this idiom are reflected in 
the basic binary structure of Hebrew poetry, which is as old as the oldest parts of 
the biblical text. It is not my purpose to review the current renewal of interest in 
the nature and function of Hebrew poetry, but at least one scholar has dubbed the 
fundamental relationship between two cola in a poetic bicolon as this: “A, and what’s 
more, B.”12 There are any number of contemporary studies on how such “seconding” 
of a line works within Hebrew parallelism,13 but James Kugel’s own work argues 
that the concept is certainly not limited to poetry. It is worth considering whether 
dialectical negation may well be a related concept. I have already suggested that 
the negative statement within this idiom is really not absolutely negative nor as 
unqualified as it may be asserted. Rather, the negative statement is negated only if one 
understands it without a proper relationship with the positive statement. Thus the 
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formula “not (just) A but (much more) B” sounds strangely similar to Kugel’s “A     
[or, ‘not just A’], and what’s more, B.”

If this binary opposition of Hebrew poetry is seen as the juxtaposition of two 
statements that are much more complementary than contradictory, it is likely that 
this idiom of dialectical negation is deeply rooted in the thought patterns under-
lying biblical expression. Indeed, it is a point worth pondering to ask whether this is 
a helpful way to deal with the various tensions that arise within a biblical theology. 
Most notable for those who teach the Old Testament as confessing Christians is the 
age-old problem of the relationship of these two Testaments to each other. Certainly 
the heretic Marcion would understand the statement “It’s not the Old Testament but 
the New that is important” in a most literal way. The fact that a crypto-Marcion view 
of the Old Testament can still be found makes the issue contemporary as well. To be 
sure, the New Testament has fulfilled the Old; Christ has come; God has said “yes and 
amen.” But this sense of fulfillment dare never negate the Old, lest one fall prey to the 
temptation of those who would see the Christ as one who has come not just to fulfill 
the Torah and Prophets but to abolish them (cf. Matt 5:17). Jesus himself would seem 
to say to a Marcion, or to anyone else who would negate the Old Testament, that 
such is, at best, a dialectical negation: “not (just) the Old Testament but—in an even 
greater way—the New!”

But still the Old Testament remains as part—a significant part—of the canon-
ical Scriptures, with the same material principle as the New. “Justification by grace 
through faith on account of Christ” had meaning even before Christ came, died, 
and rose. And God communicated that grace in ways similar to the New, through 
Word and “sacrament,” through word and earthly sign. Certainly the prophets, who 
“sought to know what person of time the Spirit of Christ was indicating,” spoke a 
message of Law and Gospel to their own people. What is fundamental is that the Old 
Testament continues to stand, not completely on its own, not apart from the New, 
but to stand nevertheless. Indeed, the relationship as defined and determined by the 
positive statement “the Old without the New” would not be the complete picture 
because the New gives us the full picture of the hermeneutical key for understanding 
the Old, namely Christ. However, the Old Testament is not simply abandoned or 
absorbed into the New; it has meaning in and of itself and for those of its own time. 
God’s ancient Israel knew his grace and mercy. They, too, were saved by grace through 
faith on account of (the coming) Christ. The Gospel of Jesus is (not just) for us but 
also, even especially, for them, just as the Gospel was not just for them but also, even 
especially, for us and for all.

In this way, dialectical negation forms a framework for understanding a host of 
theological problems and paradoxes, treating them as a complementary both/and 
instead of a competing either/or. Indeed, this idiom is well woven into the fabric of 
Lutheran theology as it seeks to be faithful to the biblical record that is the norm 
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that provides the form of that which truly matters, as the Gospel is articulated in the 
Scriptures and as the Scriptures are understood in light of the Gospel. So which is 
it, dear Lutheran, the formal or material principle? Why some and not others? Bread 
and wine or body and blood? Liturgical or evangelical? Doctrine or mission? Reason 
or faith? Personal or corporate? Protestant or catholic? Theological scholarship or 
pastoral application?

And which is it, Dr. Hummel? Is this text Law or Gospel? “Well . . . yes. There 
is not (just) Law but much more Gospel!” Is the referent the type or the antitype? 
“Well . . . yes. There is not (just) a type but an even greater antitype.” Is this prophecy 
relevant for its own time or only for the New Testament age? “Well . . . yes. It is 
relevant for its time but not (just) for its time.” The exegetical both/and provides a 
richness and a depth to our understanding of Scripture that is grounded in Hebrew 
idiom. I am grateful to my teacher, mentor, colleague, and friend for insight into his 
own deep wellspring of theological expression. But not (just) his; even greater thanks 
are given for that into which we have been led. How much more the depth of the 
riches of the wisdom of God!
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The Centrality of Isaiah 6(–8) 
Within Isaiah 2–12

The placement and message of Isaiah 6, both within the compositional 
structure of the Book of Isaiah and as foundational for many of the rich 
theological themes that permeate the book, continues to remain the subject of 

significant discussion and debate. For example, if Isaiah 6 is, in fact, the inaugural call 
of the prophet, why does it appear in chapter 6 and not in chapter 1 as with the other 
two major prophetic books, Jeremiah and Ezekiel? Or is Isaiah 6 more chronologically 
positioned, following an initial period of proclamation during the reign of Uzziah 
that forms the backdrop for chapters 1–5? How then, does this chapter relate to the 
narrative that follows in chapters 7–8? To what extent does the experience of Isaiah 
form a theological framework not only for his personal formation but also for his 
proclamation of God’s Word to God’s people in his day and time? This essay will 
summarize my own work in dealing with these questions, and in so doing offer a 
modest contribution to that of many other contemporary scholars engaged in the 
current resurgence in Isaiah studies, including the important work of my faculty 
colleagues within this issue of the Concordia Journal.

I. Isaiah 6 within the Structure of Isaiah 2–12
Regarding the role of chapter 6 within the compositional structure of the first major 
literary unit of the whole book, my thesis is quite simple and straightforward: Isaiah 
6 introduces the central section of a tripartite structure within chapters 2–12. The 
three major sections are 2:1–5:30; 6:1–8:18; 8:19–12:6. Further, these pieces form 
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a deliberately structured unity that can be demonstrated to form an A-B-A chiasm, 
with the heart of the central unit focused on the sign of Immanuel in chapter 7. 
Chapter 6 plays a strategic role as the introduction to the central section.

This analysis assumes, indeed it supports, the assertion that chapter 1 forms an 
overview or prologue to the entire book, and that the subheading at 2:1 marks the 
first main section that extends through chapter 12. My purpose here is not to provide 
the full and detailed argumentation for this proposal1, but two major examples of the 
significance of structural features will provide a foundation for this thesis.

A. The Two Interrelated Poems of 5:8–25 and 9:7–10:42

The first rather striking feature is the inter-relationship of the poetic units in chapter 
5:8–25 and 9:7 (= 9:8 English)–10:4. It has long been recognized that this first 
poem seems organized around a series of “woes” (six of them, in 5:8, 11, 18, 20, 21, 
22), and that the second poem is structured by four refrains at 9:llb(12b), 16b(l7b), 
20b(21b), 10:4. It is further observed that a seventh woe would form a helpful 
conclusion to a series of six, and that at least one more occurrence of the refrain 
found in the second poem appears at the end of the first poem, in 5:25.

Traditional analysis of the current state of the text of this section of Isaiah often 
suggests that these two poems were carelessly damaged in the redactional process by 
the later insertion of the so-called Isaiah memorial or “Denkschrift” (also known as the 
“Book of Immanuel”) beginning with chapter 6 and extending at least through 8:18, 
if not through 9:6.3 More recent scholarship driven by holistic approaches has moved 
beyond assumptions about careless redactional work and proposed more purposeful 
explanations of the final form of the text, even suggesting a deliberate structural plan 
around the intervening material4. Building upon those studies, my thesis suggests not 
simply careful redactional work but rather an original compositional plan that did 
more than just reconstruct two preexistent poems around another block of material. 
Instead, I believe the evidence shows a carefully crafted plan to the entire piece that 
maintains both the independence of two distinct poems and at the same time, their 
interdependency. This tension and interplay between in- and interdependence is 
directly related to the message not only of the parts but also of the whole, which 
clearly and intentionally includes the intervening material.

1. Each Poem as an Independent Unit

Foundational to this argument is the integrity of the structure of each poem as an 
independent unit. Again as but one major example of more detailed argumentation, 
we shall examine the list of “woes” that clearly provides both structure and the main 
motif within the poem in 5:8–25.

Isaiah 5 begins with the well-known “Song of the Vineyard,” a poem that 
indicts the leadership of Judah by means of a parable about a much  loved and well-
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maintained vineyard. Instead of the anticipated good grapes, this vineyard yielded 
wild grapes. The conclusion (v. 7) refers to the “house of Israel” and “the man of 
Jerusalem.” The first is likely “Israel in the broad sense,” including both the Northern 
and Southern Kingdoms. The second term (       , singular) is probably not to 
be understood merely as a collective term for all the people (as in most translations) 
but rather with reference to the king himself. This is supported also by the wordplay 
on “my beloved” at the beginning of the poem, which is the Hebrew root of the name 
David. It is not simply the current king but the entire house of David that stands 
under indictment and judgment. But this “beloved” of God is still under the eternal 
election and care of God, and the line of David remains seminal for the fulfillment of 
Yahweh’s salvation history.

A new section begins with 5:8, now moving the focus from the man/ king to the 
men/leaders of the people who have lost sight of their role within the kingdom of 
God and instead have turned in on themselves for personal gain. We pass by a host 
of issues of detailed exegesis, but the outline of the series of woes is important for our 
discussion here.

The first woe addresses social sins, specifically the exploitation by land  owners 
of the poor. (At least one detail is worth noting as an example of how Isaiah can tum 
an image: the wealthy buy up all the land so that they all end up living alone [v. 8c]. 
Surplus of land has led to a lack of neighbors. Quest for personal wealth has destroyed 
community relationships.)

The second woe (v. 11) addresses the misuse of alcoholic beverages within a party 
lifestyle of personal pleasure, a problem well documented both before and after the 
historical moment of Isaiah’s prophecies! Next (v. 18) come those who question the 
plan and wisdom of God, essentially seeking to prove that human reason knows better.

The fourth woe (v. 20) is a uniquely crafted verse that heightens the complete 
inversion of order, using three chiastic pairs to hammer home the point: evil/good//
good/evil, darkness/light//light/darkness, bitter/sweet//sweet/bitter. This is the heart 
of the problem. The hearer/reader has been moved from what might have been wise 
if unsanctified investment strategies to overindulgence to the elevation of human 
wisdom over God’s, and now God’s order has been turned upside down. Everything  
is backwards. 

Whether an original hearer would have been attuned to the way the structure of 
such poetic rhetoric would have served the message is a matter of some speculation, 
but one must at least assume that intentional structuring actually served a rhetorical 
purpose. If oratory utilized this form of “outlining,” hearers would certainly be 
accustomed to tracking the argument, in this case by counting the number of woes. 
And if a series of seven was indeed such a rhetorical device, then the fourth would 
already be understood as the fulcrum or key pivot point, the heart of the matter. 

If so, then one could begin to expect what would follow, even as the hearer 
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anticipated the development of the argument, but perhaps with a twist. The fifth woe 
(v. 21) comes quickly after the fourth, and the content matches the third: reiterating 
a concern for those who think they know better than God. Woe #6 (v. 22) picks up 
the pace even more. Woe is coming faster and more furiously. Isaiah has reached an 
almost staccato pace of jabs and body punches, “hastening on” (v. 19) to carry out the 
work of God. And a clear pattern has emerged: 

Woe #1 (v. 8): socio/economic abuse
 Woe #2 (v. 11): alcohol overindulgence
  Woe #3 (v. 18): human wisdom over God’s
   Woe #4 (v. 20): threefold inversion of reality 
  Woe #5 (v. 21): human wisdom over God’s
 Woe #6 (v. 22): alcohol overindulgence 
Woe #7: ?? (socio/economic abuse)

But just then, when the seventh woe would be anticipated, the series is 
suspended. Almost as a rhetorical teaser, verse 23 does deal with socio/economic 
abuses. This would round out the thematic sevenfold chiasm and form an appropriate 
conclusion to the series. But like the series itself, the work of God is not finished. 
There is more to come, and the hearers are challenged to stay tuned, properly attuned  
to the works, the ways, and the will of God in carrying out His judgment and 
salvation according to His plan. The independent structure of this first poem has 
forced us to consider something more.

So we turn our attention to the second poem, in chapter 9:7(8)–10:4. Before 
doing so, however, we should at least ask how the hearer or reader would have 
understood the thought progression from the end of chapter 5 into chapter 9. 
Chapter 5 concludes (vv. 26–30), with a short but ominous section asserting that 
Yahweh will “whistle” (       ) for a nation (unidentified but presumably Assyria) to 
come like a devouring lion, leaving only “darkness-distress” (            ) in the land. 
Chapter 6 then introduces the narrative that contextualizes the message of these 
chapters to the historical circumstances of Isaiah’s own ministry. It begins at the crisis 
point “in the year that King Uzziah died” but anticipates and extends to the greater 
crisis of the Syro-Ephraimite War in chapter 7, mismanaged through the faithlessness 
of King Ahaz. We will flesh this out a bit later on, but, assuming we are dealing with 
a compositional whole, the hearer/reader would have heard this historical narrative, 
including the call to faith in 7:1–9 and the sign of Immanuel in 7:10–8:18. Then 
comes a most disheartening and pessimistic denouement in the transitional section at 
the end of chapter 8, describing a time of “distress and darkness”(                   , 8:22, 
recalling the verse just before 6:lff.), as Isaiah moves on past 8:18 with even more 
words for doom and gloom. But then comes the promise of 9:1–6(7) and the hope of 
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God’s enduring commitment to the “throne of David and his kingdom” (9:6[7]),     
to be accomplished through the “zeal of Yahweh Seba’oth.”

In 9:7(8), the second poem begins. As already noted, this section appears to 
be an independent poem structured according to stanzas with a common refrain.5 
Again, detailed exegesis cannot detain us, but it is important to note that this is a 
“word” (the only other use of as ”message” in Isaiah 2–12 since the heading and 
opening oracle in 2:1–4) from “Adonay” against Jacob/Israel, Ephraim/Samaria, 
i.e, the Northern Kingdom. This seems directly connected to the concerns of Syro-
Ephraimite threat faced by Ahaz in chapter 7. Although the real threat was the rise 
of the Assyrian Empire, the immediate concern was the alliance of the Northern 
Kingdom with Syria, and their invasion of Judah to force Ahaz into their political 
alliance, even under threat of disposing Ahaz for their Aramean puppet Ben-Tah’al 
(7:6)6. Chapter 9:20(21) highlights the internecine schism: “Manasseh [versus?] 
Ephraim, Ephraim [versus?] Manasseh; together they [are] against Judah.” Instead 
of the kingdom of God, the people of God had become just another kingdom “like 
the nations.” But at stake was not just the earthly survival of the house and lineage of 
David in particular but indeed the very unity and mission of the whole people of God 
to be the mediators and messengers of God’s salvation. What was to have been “all 
Israel” living by grace through faith in the promises of God had become a matter of 
the independence of North and of South, of Samaria and of Jerusalem, of King Pekah 
and of King Ahaz, now not only divided but even at war with one another. At issue 
was their interdependence on one another within the kingdom of God.

2. The Interdependence of the Two Poems

Our hypothesis suggests that the compositional structure serves the meaning of the 
text, and a closer look at some intriguing connections would confirm some deliberate 
connections. The second poem is clearly built around four uses of the two-line refrain, 
using the theme of “anger not returned” (                ) and “hand still stretched out” 
(                    ). Again assuming a linear reading of the text, this refrain would have 
been introduced previously in chapter 5:25c,7 where it seems to form a conclusion, 
almost as an epilogue, to the first poem (5:8–25). As noted at the outset, most 
commentaries have simply assumed that 5:25 is a misplaced or even displaced 
fragment of the second poem, but it might better be understood as intentionally 
anticipating this second poem and forming a structural link. In fact, a key element of 
each poem appears in the other. Could it be that the listener/reader, upon hearing the 
refrain in chapter 9, now recognized an element that seemed to be an addition to the 
first poem but is now understood to be integral to the second? Would this cause him 
to consider the interdependence also of the message? And might he even then be 
looking for the missing link, that seventh “woe” that was left unspoken?

The fourth stanza provides just what we were set up to be looking for. The final 
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woe begins the final stanza (or is it?), and, appropriately, the focus of this judgment 
deals with the theme of socio/economic sins, expanding beyond the terse and partially 
pulled punch of 5:23. Here an entire stanza of the poem calls to account those who 
distort justice, neglect the rights of the needy, and despoil and plunder8 the widows 
and orphans. The poem concludes with one more refrain, and the message moves on 
to a different focus, now pronouncing “woe” upon Assyria. But that moves beyond 
the boundary of this second, complementary poem, and commentators agree that 
10:5 begins a new major section (see below).

The hypothesis under review here suggests a deliberate design in connecting 
this second poem with the first. As a possible example of further but quite subtle 
interplay between the two poems, I would call attention to the unusual grammatical 
construction found in the first poem at 5:19a, where two jussive verbs are juxtaposed 
asyndetically:                             = “let him hasten, let him hurry his work.” The 
sentence might better be rendered as hendiadys, producing the English redundancy, 
“let him quickly hurry his work.” The use of two verbal roots        and        in a 
somewhat peculiar expression might have stood out in and of themselves, but interest 
is drawn back to them in the last stanza of the second poem. As already noticed, 
10:2b deals with concern for the “widows and orphans,” but addresses them in an 
order reversed from the more common “orphan...widows.”9 If such devices were used 
rhetorically to call attention to a verse, it is interesting to note that that this section of 
the second poem is also the one most directly linked to the first. This concern for the 
widow and orphan employs the vocabulary also of         and      , suggested in footnote 
8. Pulling these four words together from 5:19 and 10:2 provides an echo of the name 
of Isaiah’s son                            mentioned in 8:3.10 If this is true, then we find a link 
not only between the two poems, but between both of them and the intervening material.

Finally, and perhaps much more convincingly, it is striking to compare the length 
of each of these two poems. I have argued extensively in various contexts11 that the 
question of length is a key element in understanding poetic structure, and often 
serves as a control on schemes that some  what arbitrarily link sections by vocabulary 
or theme, especially within chiastic structures. Some regularity of length, whether at 
the level of line or stanza or even larger composition is an important feature of poetry 
generally, where counting of stresses or syllables often forms a metrical grid. Hebrew 
poetry also displays a powerful sense of balance and symmetry, both on the smallest 
level of verse structures as well as in even the largest units of literature.12 

How one measures length is a matter of further discussion, but for our purposes, we 
have simply counted the syllables13 for each of these two poems, taken as independent 
units. The length of the poetic unit from Isaiah 5:8–25 is 496 syllables. The length of 
the poetic unit from Isaiah 9:7(8}–10:4 is 496 syllables. As measured by syllable counts, 
these two poems, each with its own unique and well-crafted structure, yet each with a 
clear connection to the other, are exactly the same length. Surely this suggests a deliberate 
connection, and that each poem was composed with the other in mind.
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This relationship that includes both independence and interdependence serves 
the message of the larger unit. That the combined theme of the two poems focuses 
on the interrelationship of the sins and schism of both Israel and Judah under the 
impending judgment of their God served as a striking reminder not only that the fate 
of both North and South were linked, but also that the faith and the future of both 
the king and the people in Judah were bound to the God of all Israel, whose promise 
to the Davidic line was threatened by the civil warfare of the Syro-Ephraimite 
conflict. At the end of this entire section, the hand of Yahweh was still outstretched, 
as His people pondered whether the announcement of a final “woe” had, in fact, 
come. Thus the content of these two interrelated poems forms a fitting commentary 
on the theological crisis reported in the intervening chapters.

B. The Larger Circle Around Isaiah 6–8
Moving out from the observation that chapters 5 and 9:7(8)–10:4 are composed as 
complementary units that surround the central core of lsaiah 6–8,14 I would now test 
this hypothesis within the larger unit from Isaiah 2–12. Here we will be able again 
to review only selected data and with even less detail, but the argument will seek to 
demonstrate a unified compositional plan and structure to the whole unit around 
the “Denkschrift” or Book of Immanuel. As a first clue, I would pick up one piece of 
unfinished business from our discussion of the interdependence of the two poems, 
mainly the use of the refrain from chapter 9:7(8)–10:4 in chapter 5:25c. One must be 
cautious about finding things that simply are not there, but we have noted in passing 
(endnote 7) that 5:25a contains the same vocabulary as the refrain. In fact, this line 
introduces the theme which underlies the ominous refrain:  
                  (“therefore the anger of YHWH burns against his people, and his hand 
is stretched out against them”). Thus there appears a double use of the vocabulary 
of the refrain in 5:25a and c. Added to the four full refrains in the second poem, 
there would then be six occurrences of this theme through 10:4, the first of which 
was introductory and incomplete. If that is correct, then the hearer might well be 
anticipating at least one more reference to this motif.

Extending our analysis very quickly to the end of the entire section, we find 
in chapter 12 that the problem of Yahweh’s anger is addressed once more within a 
doxological response of thanks and praise. Verse 1b asserts,                                  The 
use of the jussive        is odd, but this might well be an assertion of prayer and praise, 
“may his anger return!” followed by expressions of trust cited directly from Exodus 
15. If the form is waw-consecutive (restoring a lost waw, as suggested by the footnote 
in the BHS apparatus), then the statement is based on completed action, “your anger 
has returned, and you comforted me.”15 In either case, this would form a seventh 
reference to the theme of the refrain, matching the first as incomplete, but at the end 
as an echo and conclusion.16
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It may seem a stretch to extend the number of refrains to chapter 12, but enough 
other structural connections appear amongst the individual units of Isaiah 2–12 to 
suggest that we are on to something. We have already noted how chapter 12 brings 
the entire section to joyful conclusion, based on the returning of God’s anger. What 
is structurally significant in chapter 12 is the relationship between the praise rendered 
individually and that of the corporate people. The chapter consists of two poems, 
with singular (2ms) verbs in 12:1–3 (72 syllables), and plural (2mp) forms in 12:4–6 
(72 syllables). The two poems are introduced by exactly the same expression in verse 1 
and verse 4, first in the singular and then in the plural, and both speaking of the “Day 
of Yahweh” by means of the phrase                 (“in that day”). In verse 6 the addressee 
changes again, here to the second feminine singular, as the whole people (Zion) now 
are exhorted to rejoice,                                             (“because great in your [2sf ] 
midst  is the Holy One of Israel”).

The presence of the holy God in the midst of His people is one of the major 
themes of the whole of chapters 2–12, with both “Law” and Gospel” implications. 
On the one hand, the fundamental problem of a sinful nation (introduced in 1:4) 
is that a holy God cannot dwell in the midst of a most unholy people. Yet God can 
actually make this possible through His gift of forgiveness (introduced in 1:18, also 
through the refining fire described in 1:25–27). The presence of God means both 
judgment and salvation.

In fact, this is the very theme with which the “word” of chapter 2 begins, as 
Isaiah starts at the “end” of his eschatological vision. Here the mountain of the temple 
of God, that is, the place where God’s presence is manifest in the midst of His people, 
is exalted above every other mountain and hill. The nations “flow” (נהר, uphill?) to 
this real presence of the only real God, at the same time that the word of Yahweh goes 
forth from Zion. In chapter 12, it is the people of God themselves who “tell what 
He has done” among the nations (12:5), a theme that is also picked up at the very 
conclusion of the book where the survivors throughout the world, “declare His glory 
among the nations” (66:19).

Further, the larger unit of chapters 2–4 is structured around the theme of the 
“Day of Yahweh.” In 2:1–4 and 4:2–6, this great eschatological moment is one of 
salvation and rejoicing, and these smaller sections form “bookends” around the more 
developed theme in 2:5–4:1. In chapter 2, the “Day of Yahweh” signals judgment 
against all who are high and lifted up (2:12). In chapter 3 the judgment turns upon 
Jerusalem and Judah (3:1), first against the men (3:1–15) and then against the women 
(3:16–4:1). Seven times the “Day of Yahweh” is noted (six uses of the expression                          
                  in 2:11, 17, 20; 3:7, 18; 4:1 and one variant as the                            in 
2:12); all are focused on God’s judgment.

In 4:2, the seventh use of                  appears, but now it introduces the salvation 
motif of 4:2–6, matching the theme with which the entire sequence began, 2:2–4. 
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While the hearer may have thought that seven uses ended in judgment, it is the 
purifying and cleansing work of Yahweh that is the final word, so that “those who are 
left in Zion will be holy” (4:3). In the end, Yahweh will reestablish His holy presence 
in the midst of a holy people, just as cloud and fire signaled His presence in the 
wilderness (4:5). 

These themes return in the larger unit from 10:5–12:6, where the “Day of 
Yahweh” becomes predominantly one of salvation for God’s people. Assyria now 
falls under the judgment of God for her arrogance in being high and mighty, as the 
message of judgment by Assyria (7:18–25) moves to one of judgment upon Assyria 
(10:5–19) to that of salvation from Assyria (10:20ff.). We have noted how chapter 
12 uses the introduction                  in verse 1 and verse 4. In fact, expressions for the 
“Day” appear seven times from 10:5–12:6, all of them as a day of deliverance  
(                  in 10:20, 27; 11: 10, 11; and 12:1, 4; and                 in 10:17).17

We have also noted how the name of Isaiah’s second son Maher-Shalal  Hash-
Baz may be reflected in wordplay within the two poems that form the immediate 
circle around the central core, in 5:19 and 10:2. In the larger circle that extends into 
chapter 10, an echo of the name of Isaiah’s first son, She’ar-Yashub, clearly appears 
in 10:21–22, where it is translated by the message it declares, “a remnant will return” 
(much as the name of Immanuel is translated for the message it proclaims in 8:10).

But perhaps most convincing in our argument for a structural unity and 
plan within the larger sections before and after the central core, in  deed to Isaiah 
2–12 as a whole, is, again, the rather mechanical measure of length. We have been 
describing what seem to be two concentric circles around Isaiah 6–8. The first is 
anchored around the two complementary poems and links the whole of chapter 5 
with 8:19-10:4.18 The second links chapters 2–4 with 10:5–12:6. The length of the 
corresponding sections is close but not exact:

chap. 5: 887 syllables// chaps. 8:19–10:4: 872 syllables
chaps. 2–4: 1464 syllables// chaps.10:5–12:6: 1480 syllables

But if we combine the entire block of material from 2:1–5:30 with that of 8:19–12:6, 
a striking correspondence emerges:

chaps. 2–5: 2351 syllables// chaps. 10:5–12:6: 2352 syllables

There is but one syllable difference between these two large blocks of material. To 
be sure, such “exegesis by calculator” may well appear mechanical and even contrived, 
but if our theory is correct concerning balance and symmetry based on length of 
lines, of poems, and of other sub  units, and even of larger blocks of material, and if 
our counting procedures are even approximately accurate and applied consistently, 
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one cannot help but observe a remarkable structural symmetry working in the 
background and forming a framework for the message of Isaiah 2–12. A complex yet 
simple A-B-A chiasm appears around Isaiah 6:1–8:18.

II. The Centrality of Isaiah 6 (–8)
The argument so far has sought to demonstrate the compositional plan of Isaiah 
2–12 around the “Book of Immanuel.” If the hypothesis of a large A-B-A chiasm 
is correct, then Isaiah 6 begins the key central section and relates to what follows in 
chapters 7–8 even as these chapters form the core of the overall message of Isaiah 
2–12. Whether read in a linear fashion from the beginning to end, or understood in a 
chiastic structure to be read around this central section, whether from the outside in or 
from the inside out, the message of the whole is structured around the center. We shall 
now tum to a few observations concerning this central section, as Isaiah 6 introduces 
the “Book of Immanuel.” Here we shall take a more thematic approach, based on the 
major motifs that are introduced in chapter 6 and form the threads that are woven into 
the argumentation of chapters 7–8. We will then conclude with some thoughts about 
the overall message of this first major unit of the larger “vision” of Isaiah.

A. The Message of Chapter 6

1. God’s Prophet Speaks within the Particulars of Time and Space

It was “the year of the death of the king Uzziah” (6:1), ca. 742 B.C. Whether the 
eighth century B.C. was, indeed, the “greatest of all centuries”19 might be debated, 
but the historical circumstances are of crucial significance in Old Testament history. 
In general terms, the first half was a time of relative stability in the ancient near east 
with some territorial expansion on the part of both Israel and Judah. With peace 
came prosperity, and with prosperity came moral and spiritual decline. This seems 
to be the obvious background to much of Isaiah’s invective especially in chapters 3 
and 5. With the second half of the century, however, everything changed abruptly 
with the rise of the Neo-Assyrian Empire under Tiglath  Pileser III. Suddenly the 
world was completely destabilized, threatened, and overcome with a war of terror. 
Within the next quarter of a century, the Northern Kingdom would fall and the 
Southern Kingdom would all but fall, rescued only by the divine intervention against 
Sennacherib in 701, which is likely what is referenced in Isaiah 1:9. But no actual 
date or clear historical reference has appeared in the book after the general heading   
in 1:1, which dates the vision to include the reign of Uzziah. Chapter 6 now identifies 
this moment in time and in place when the person and the presence of the king was  
a crucial question.
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2. God Is King of the “Kingdom of God”

“The king is dead. Long live the king!” Uzziah had ruled for fifty-two years, a long 
and prosperous reign. His son Jotham was likely already in place as co-regent. But 
precisely at the moment of Uzziah’s death, Isaiah saw “the Lord” (Adonay) “high 
and lifted up,” sitting on the heavenly throne. The adjectives echo the description of 
human haughtiness in 2:15 and 10:33 but now properly ascribed to King Yahweh, 
who “alone will be exalted in that day” (2:11, 17).20 In spite of the death of the king, 
the true king was quite alive and well, sitting upon the heavenly throne.

3. God Is Not Simply “Lord;” He Will Dwell in the Midst of His People

But God is not simply sovereign. He is more than an awesome God, King of Kings, 
and Lord of Lords, though He is. His intent is not simply to command obedience, 
but to make His presence known on earth, to establish a connection between God 
and man, between Creator and creation, between heaven and earth, between the 
kingdom triumphant and militant, between time and eternity. And the place in 
space and time where God had promised to be present on earth was in the holy 
temple, where the people of God are gathered around the presence of God. Here, in 
the context of worship, God comes to earth in His special presence. His royal robes 
were filling the temple. The flowing folds and hems of His robe, the vestments of the 
shepherd-king office, symbolized that connection. Even as Isaiah was brought into  
the heavenly worship, the king made His presence known on earth.

4. God’s Presence in Holiness and Glory Defines and Determines  
the Life of His People.

a. Worship is central to the identity, indeed it is the very heart and life of God’s 
people, focused on the temple,21 but extending into all the world. Here 
our worship, too, joins as one with the angels and archangels and all the 
company of heaven. Together we say the very words that celebrate God’s 
sacramental presence at the heart of our worship, celebrating the God who  
is thrice holy, most holy, and whose glory fills all the earth (6:3):  
 
 
 
God came to His temple in holy pomp and circumstance. The choir literally 
shook the doors, and the house was filled with smoke (“incense owns a deity 
nigh”). This was the cloud of Yahweh’s glory, which would not only fill the 
temple but indeed the whole earth.

b.  God’s purpose is to fill the earth with His glory. The otherwise stative verb 
(       , “to be full”) is here better understood as transitive (         parsed not 
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simply as the noun “fulness” but as the infinitive construct acting as the 
verbal noun, “filling”). In fact, the use of the Qal participle in verse 1 is 
clearly transitive, taking the direct object “the temple” (                            ). 
This is consistent with the use of מלא in other theophanic texts describing 
the entering and “filling” of the holy place by the glory of God (              ), 
as Exodus 40:34 and 1 Kings 8:10. This transitive sense in Isaiah 6:3 makes 
sense also in light of the use of the Niphal in verse 4 (        ), as the passive 
of the (transitive!) Qal. The glory was manifest in the temple, but it would 
go out from there to fill all the earth. 
 In the First Testament, God’s glory was not necessarily limited to the 
temple, but it was localized there. God’s glory protected God’s people in the 
exodus, led them on their way, and was present in the tabernacle (Ex 40), 
then the temple (1 Kgs 8).22 The entrance psalms (e.g., Ps.24) proclaim (like 
an introit) that the “king of glory” would come in to His temple. 
 But the purpose, the mission of God’s plan, was to “fill the earth” with 
the glory of God, to bridge the great divide between the holy God and a 
fallen creation, and to bring the kingdom of God near to those who cannot 
live without His salvation and life. God would do that through His means 
of grace, through His presence in, with, and under those certain realities 
of His created order. His people would be a kingdom of priests (Ex 19:6). 
But to do so, the people of God, especially those closest to the temple: king, 
priest, and prophet must understand not only the power of God but also the 
presence of God, the true king in all His “glory.”

c. God’s presence is also defined by His holiness, His unique “other ness.” The 
dictum that “God’s glory is His holiness revealed, but God’s holiness is His 
glory concealed” serves well to articulate the paradox of the deus revelatus 
(God revealed and manifest in His glory) and the deus absconditus, the 
hidden and untouchable nature of God’s holiness, that reminds us of the 
distance between the holy God and us poor miserable sinners.

5. The Appropriate Response Can Only Be Humility before God, Who Hears 
Our Cry and Gives Absolution

Isaiah recognized the holy God, the “Holy One of Israel,” as the king of the kingdom 
that had come near. And he rightly confessed that “terror of conscience” of a sinner in 
the presence of the holy God, here using the stronger term of “woe” (      not      ).23 The 
expression                 may well be a wordplay24 on at least two of the three roots of        , 
“to be destroyed” and “to be silent, dumb.” “Dumbstruck” may represent the double 
entendre: Isaiah is suggesting double trouble: struck dumb by impending destruction.

He then confessed both individual and corporate sin and guilt, as a man unclean 
of lips, living in the midst of a people unclean of lips. He was not alone; this critical 
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situation involved more (but not less!) than individual sin and personal salvation; we 
are connected to a people, corporately responsible for the sin of all and collectively 
rejoicing in our forgiveness.

To such confession, God responded by bespeaking absolution through the touch 
of a mediating messenger. That very part of the prophet’s anatomy that would be used 
to speak God’s holy name and efficacious word was purified and sanctified for service. 
“Behold, this has touched upon your lips. Removed is your iniquity (        ); your sin 
(            ) is atoned.” The chiastic structure reinforces the complete forgiveness of the 
iniquity/sin word pair: verb-subject/subject verb, with the alternation of the perfect 
and imperfect verbs adding to the effect.

6. Forgiveness Leads to Commission and Mission

We have all likely heard, and some of us have even preached, the mission sermon that 
begins—and ends—with verse 8. Isaiah responded with all the enthusiasm of a child 
raising a hand to volunteer. But the mission was a difficult one. So, too, are the verses 
that follow. But they are crucial to an understanding of Isaiah’s mission. “He who 
has ears to hear, let him hear” might seem to assume at least some ears that can hear, 
eyes that can see, hearts that are humbled for healing, but human senses on their own 
cannot hear unless they are opened by the power of God.25 Again, it is not the task at 
hand to provide detailed exegesis, but a few observations will be helpful.

For example, the chiastic structure of verse 10 utilizes a series of three terms in 
the order “heart, ears, eyes” in verse 10a but reverses that order (“eyes, ears, heart”) in 
verse 10b. Further, in 10a, the imperative verb (        ) precedes the first term (“make 
fat the heart of this people”), but the next two clauses have inverted word order (“and 
their ears make heavy, and their eyes plaster shut”). In the following colon (10b) “ears 
and eyes” are again paired, each introduced by the prefixed preposition ב (“with their 
eyes, with their ears”) and in chiastic order, “lest they see with their eyes, and with 
their ears they hear”). The sixth clause, dealing with the heart, matches the first but 
inverts the word order. The effect is that the final clause (                    ) stands alone, 
outside the tightly worked verse structure, as a concluding monocolon. Whether  
       is best rendered “turn,” usually in the sense of “repent” is not clear. The syntax 
would suggest the use of        as hendiadys, as it is in verse 13a. This would render it 
adverbially, “lest they again be healed.”

What God is addressing through His prophet was the false security that was no 
doubt fostered by the prosperity of the past years and that had led to false trust in 
the ways of the world, in trying to be a kingdom “like the nations.”26 In either case, 
this was hardly Isaiah’s last word. In fact, it was his first word! But it is a word against 
the arrogance of taking God’s grace for granted, already addressed in chapters 2–5, as 
we have already discussed. To the assumption that God’s people might come to their 
senses, only to expect one more round of healing and hope, Isaiah would need to 
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declare the full weight of God’s judgment until the entire land would lie forsaken and 
desolate (          and           , v. 12). And even the family tree, presumably of the house of 
David, would be cut down (v. 13).27

7. There Is Hope in God’s Promise

In spite of what must have seemed a nearly impossible mission, bringing a word first 
of judgment even against God’s own people and leaders who ought to have known 
better and who would neither hear nor comprehend, Isaiah was commissioned and 
commanded to preach God’s Word with power and with confidence. And God’s plan 
would prevail. As His word would not return empty (55:11), there was a holy seed 
that would grow out of the stump of the family tree (6:13b).28 In Isaiah’s day, and 
within the dominant message of judgment in chapter 6, this small flicker of hope 
must have seemed all but hopeless. But the prophet already understood the humility 
of faith, the posture of confession, and the forgive  ness granted by God’s grace in 
absolution. Now it was time for people and king to learn the same truth. And under 
the true king, whose glory would fill all the earth, this seed from the rootstock of 
Jesse would keep the house and lineage of David alive until the final son David          
would come as king.

B. Chapter 6 as Introduction to Isaiah 7–8
It remains to sketch out how these major motifs of chapter 6 connect to the message 
of chapters 7–8, and then to the larger context of Isaiah 2–12. A full exegesis of Isaiah 
7–8 cannot be provided here, but it is the underlying thesis of this essay that the sign 
of Immanuel, articulated not only in the well-known text of Isaiah 7:14 but also in 
8:8 and 8:10, lies at the heart of this central section, which itself lies at the core of 
Isaiah 2–12. 

Chapter 7 begins with a narrative marker, continuing the narrative introduction 
in 6:1.29 It is clear that chapter 7 connects to chapter 6, continuing the story, even if a 
generation removed. Frankly, King Ahaz will prove to be “exhibit A” of one who had 
not ears to hear, and he is quite possibly the main antagonist of the entire section.30

Again, the historical context is important, as God’s message speaks within the 
particulars of time and space. We cannot rehearse all the details of the Syro-Ephraimite 
War, but suffice it to say that Ahaz had no obvious solution to the threat of the 
Israelite invasion (in a defensive coalition with Aram) noted in 7:1–6 (see 2 Kgs 
16:5–20 and 2 Chr. 28:5–27). He could surrender, losing control of the house of 
David. He could resist, risking the overthrow noted in Isaiah 7:6. He could seek help 
in Assyria (which he did). Or he could have ears to hear and simply trust the plan of 
the true king of Judah, as Isaiah exhorts him to do in 7:7–9.31

The fundamental problem was clear: Ahaz thought that he was king, when, in 
fact, God is king of the “kingdom of God.” To be sure, Ahaz was the undershepherd of 
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the divine shepherd-king, but his leadership was greater than himself and engaged so 
much more. Isaiah continued to address him as the “house of David” (7:2, 13) and 
in the plural (e.g.,                            ). Perhaps this was a bit of overly polite rhetoric 
(cf. the royal plural) to distance himself from Ahaz, but the title reminded the king 
that he is part of the whole lineage of David and all that it meant to the promised 
salvation of God.

As a sign against the faithlessness of King Ahaz, whose false piety and pretense 
would not “put Yahweh to the test,” Isaiah delivered the message that “Adonay 
himself ” (               ) will give a sign. But God is not simply “Lord,” He will dwell in 
the midst of His people. The head of Damascus was Rezin, the head of Samaria was ben 
Ramaliah (7:8–9), but the king in Jerusalem was Yahweh, the holy God in the midst 
of His people.

That should have been a message of confidence and security, since God’s presence 
in holiness and glory defines and determines the life of His people. At first blush, it was. 
Ahaz’s plan to appeal to Assyria had the in  tended initial effect. The Syro-Ephraimite 
threat was destroyed by Assyria; the “land before whose two kings” Ahaz was “in 
dread,” was indeed for  saken(         , 7:16). But because Ahaz and “this people” 
had refused the waters of Shiloah, symbol for God’s peace and life in the midst of 
Jerusalem, the presence of the holy God in the midst of the people (“Immanuel,             
             , God with us”) became also a message of judgment. “In that day” (of 
judgment), God would shave bare the land with the razor of Assyria (7:18–25). The 
flood of the mighty river would overflow into Judah, covering the “breadth of your 
land, O Immanuel” (8:8).

Conspicuous by its absence, and in spite of Isaiah’s exhortation in 7:9, is any 
sense of the appropriate response of humility before God on the part of Ahaz. The 
faithless action of the king stands in stark contrast to that of Isaiah in chapter 6. 
Instead, this human king’s trust in his own strategies for salvation would lead to 
destruction. In fact, the sign of Immanuel stands against all strategies and plans of all 
the nations (8:9–10). But indeed, those who know God’s presence and promise will 
have true confidence and security, even against all earthly appearances, for “God is 
with us” (8:10, the third reference to the sign and message of              ). Sadly, Israel 
and Judah were now numbered to be “like the nations,” and the presence of God in 
their midst would become “a stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes 
them fall, for Jerusalem he will be a trap and a snare” (8:14). 

Himself having the confidence of God’s word of forgiveness, Isaiah had fulfilled 
his mission and now awaited Yahweh’s fulfillment,32 with his children as sign and 
portents (8:17–18). In fact, his commission was now to “bind up the testimony and 
seal up the torah” (8:16) until God would act again in judgment and salvation, in 
darkness and in light. For the mission of God would not end in judgment. There is 
hope in God’s promise. Moving from north to south, as did both the threat of the 
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nations and God’s judgment upon them, God would again bring glory (          , 8:23 
= 9:1 English) or “honor” Galilee of the Gentiles. All Israel would reprise what should 
have been the glory years of the judges (9:2–4[3–5]). And then they will rejoice in the 
birth of a new son of David (9:5[6]).

C. Isaiah 6(–8) As the Core of Isaiah 2–12
God’s promise and hope even extends beyond the judgment and anger of His 
outstretched arm, as the poem in 9:7(8)–10:4 now recapitulates the terrible violence 
between Israel and Judah that precipitated the crisis re  ported in chapters 7–8. But 
in spite of Ahaz’ faithless appeal to Assyria, God was king even over all the nations. 
God’s “woe” is now pronounced against mighty Assyria (10:5), who was used by God 
for His purposes of judgment but then offended God by her own arrogance (10:7, 
12–13). The “Holy One” has become a consuming fire in the midst of the nations 
(10:17), not only to destroy but also to save. The remnant of Israel will tum in faith 
and rely on Yahweh, the Holy One of Israel (                , “a remnant will return,”33 
10:21–22, cf. Isaiah’s son, 7:3).

The historical fulfillment of chapter 10 would seem to be the march of 
Sennacherib upon Jerusalem from the west (10:28–32) and the miraculous salvation 
which God provided in one night (10:16, 24-26).34 Isaiah 11 extends the message 
of the Davidic child from 7:14 and 9:5–6(6–7), but now in a highly eschatological 
passage. Here is described a “radical” restoration of Yahweh’s messianic kingship, right 
from the very root of Jesse-not just another son of David, but a second David. This 
new king will establish a perfect reign of peace and stand as a “ensign” for all nations  
(    , a pun on the “falling of the standard” of Assyria,                  in 10:18), whose 
place of rest (= salvation) is described as simply “glory” (        , in contrast to the 
“glory’’ of Assyria in 10:18). “On that day” Adonay will gather the remnant from 
Assyria and from every part of the earth in the way He rescued His people from 
Egypt. The ‘‘way of Egypt” and the “river Euphrates” have become a shallow stream, 
easily crossed without taking off one’s sandals. Indeed, the way has become a highway 
through the sea (11:15).35

We have already noted how the theme of the “Day of Yahweh” (“that day”) is 
described in terms of both judgment and salvation in chapters 2–4. We have also 
recognized how the motif of “that day” becomes thematic for the literary unit 10:5-
12:6. The message of 10:5ff., where the anger of God turns against the pride of 
Assyria, also turns “that day” into a day of salvation for Judah, after God’s king and 
people have come to grips with God’s righteous judgment (10:17, 20, 27). Chapter 
11 also turns on the phrase in 11:10 and 11, and the formula                  forms 
the structure for the two poems of joy and praise that bring the entire section to 
conclusion in chapter 12.
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III. The Message of Isaiah 2–12
Isaiah 2 is introduced with the heading, “the word that Isaiah ben Amoz saw (חזה) 
concerning Judah and Jerusalem.” That message began with the vision of the last days, 
when the temple of Yahweh would be raised up before all nations, who would come 
to hear the word of Yahweh go forth. But that word was a word of both judgment 
and salvation. The Day of Yahweh would be a day of reckoning with the only one, 
the Holy One, who is high and lifted up. God’s judgment stands against all nations 
(chap. 2), even against His own people, the men and women of Jerusalem and Judah 
(chap. 3), and even upon His beloved son of David (5:1–7). At stake was the survival 
and identity of God’s people Israel, whose dependence on God and interdependence 
on one another as “all Israel” had been threatened by arrogant independence, 
individuality, self-reliance, and even civil war.

At the heart of the matter, at the center of God’s people, and at the core of both 
the problem and the solution, was the presence of the Holy One of Israel, whose 
glory filled the temple and would seek to fill all the earth. To the problem of sin, 
Isaiah received a word of forgiveness. To the problem of faithless trust in the ways and 
means of this world, Isaiah delivered a message of judgment, for the sign of Immanuel 
was first a reminder that the plan of King Ahaz would ultimately fail. To the problem 
of a futile search for salvation in anything other than the presence, the promise, and 
the plan of the one true God, Yahweh provided hope and security in His promised 
presence, “God with us.”

But first there was judgment-upon Ahaz, upon Israel, upon Judah—delivered 
by the very power they had feared more than God, Assyria. Then would come 
judgment upon Assyria for her arrogance and pride before the Holy One of Israel. 
But once judged, a remnant would return, humble and faithful in repentance and 
restored through the forgiveness of sin. And even as they would return, there was the 
expectation of a yet more glorious day, when Yahweh would send forth a shoot from 
the stump of Jesse, and the fulfillment, the “filled-fullment” of the kingdom of God 
would appear. This would be God’s righteous reign on earth and into a new age, when 
wolf and lamb will lie down together. Isaiah’s vision began with the last days (2:2), 
and it concludes with eschatological anticipation and joy. God’s people are bold to 
say, “Behold, the God of my salvation, I will trust and not be afraid.” And the word 
of the Lord will go forth among the nations, as they “make known his deeds among 
the peoples.”

Yes, “cry out and shout for joy, O inhabitant of Zion, for great in your midst is 
the Holy One of Israel.” God is with us, Immanuel!
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Orthodox theology is about making distinctions, and mission is about 
contextualization. As we turn the comer toward our next convention of the 
Synod, the need for clear distinctions and honest discussion about matters 

that both unite and divide us is urgent. Having recently participated in now the 
fifth Multiethnic Symposium at Concordia Seminary,1 we have again engaged the 
important issues of theology and culture as they both complement one another—  
and stand in dialectic tension.

Lutheran theology can handle tension; it is one of our hallmarks. We also make 
distinctions. Both are needed on a daily basis and as we do our best—and sometimes 
our worst—to “walk together” through another convention season. The first part of 
this essay speaks to our own LCMS context into which our Lord’s confession and 
mission is contextualized and inculturated. Then we tum attention to some basic 
issues of contextualization as a critical issue in the mission of our Lord that moves    
us outside of our more parochial contexts.

As confessional Lutherans, we understand both thesis and antithesis. Our 
Confessions are clear to point out not only what we believe, teach, and confess but 
also what we reject and condemn. But we have to be careful that this duality and 
polarity does not, in fact, further divide what we actually do believe, teach, and 
confess. On the other hand, what we claim to believe should not, in fact, be itself 
tainted or confused with what we should also reject.

The “Both/And” of Lutheran Theology
There are many issues about which we must maintain an “either/or” between thesis 
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and antithesis, where we are “for” this but “against” that. But there are also many 
issues about which the proper Lutheran distinction is not an “either/or” but a “both/
and.” Inherent in our theology is the ability to distinguish and yet hold key motifs 
as necessary but complementary. The tension between doctrine and mission is an 
example: we are “for” both of these. These should present agreement among us all, 
and a list would touch on key loci within our confessional agreement.

A basic list might include the following:

Law/ Gospel
bread and wine / body and blood 
why some? / why not others?
Jesus as true God / Jesus as true man
simul Justus / simul peccator
Office of the Public Ministry / Priesthood of the Baptized
righteousness as vertical (coram deo) / as horizontal (coram hominibus)
already / not yet
formal principle / material principle 
faith/ reason
corporate / personal
“catholic” and ecumenical / confessional and doctrinal

What can happen is that our sense of thesis and antithesis that is appropriate 
for the “either/or” distinctions can carry over into our discussions of the “both/and.” 
In fact, I would suggest that a lot of our internal tension and even disunity occurs 
because of a confusion of these two categories, often based on misunderstandings and 
characterizations, fostered by an inability or even unwillingness seriously to engage 
the “other side.” Let us try out a few more pairs, about which we would all agree, but 
about which we might sense some tendencies toward “leaning” toward one side and 
creating an imbalance:

doctrine / mission
clarity and purity of doctrine / ambiguity and messiness of mission contexts 
theology (“from above”) / social sciences (“from below”)
attention to contextualization and culture / God’s Word as the only universal truth

Here are areas where we might privilege one or the other, and thus where we 
need to work harder to keep our balance, engaging both sides of the proverbial aisle. 
But this can get tricky and easily out of balance, like the dryer spinning with a lumpy 
load. A system of checks and balances is a good thing.

In physics, for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction, but in 
the LCMS, for every action there is all too often an equal and slightly greater 



Bartelt, Keeping Our Balance... 51

reaction, adding a “plus one” that creates an imbalance.2 Thus, for example, some 
experimentation in worship styles causes a fearful reaction that we are losing our 
theology of grace-oriented, sacramental worship, grounded in God’s divine service pro 
nobis. And instead of discussing these tensions, we begin a process of overreactions 
on both sides that can lead to non-Lutheran worship styles on the one hand, and to 
a reduction and restriction to a tightly controlled and limited set of rigidly prescribed 
forms on the other.3 As another example, we sense a growing functionalist view of the 
Office of the Public Ministry, even a sense of “lay ministry” as “laity serving in the 
Pastoral Office” (not as the “ministry of the laity”), and we overreact into a loss of the 
Waltherian “both/and,” extolling the views of Loehe and even flirting with the views 
of Grabau.4

Or we rightly resist subsuming theology to sociology, properly prioritizing 
our biblical and doctrinal “text” to any cultural context, but then we resist and 
problematize any ministerial use of the social sciences.5 Or instead of engaging the 
complexities of culture and contextualization, we might oversimplify these realities 
and retreat into what might seem quite obviously to be “the one culture of God’s 
church” and forget that it, too, is inculturated and contextualized into forms that can 
divide as well as unite. While working to keep the “cross in cross-cultural,” we can 
easily fall prey to the “con” in contextualization, as though we need to be “against” 
any suggestion that the pure truth of God’s Word that transcends any and all culture 
can be—and will be—contextualized by human culture and history.

Keeping the Proper Tensions
In fact, Lutheran theology is not simply bipolar. It is better characterized by balance 
between polar tensions, like the clothesline held taught. Release the tension, and 
the line goes limp. Overextend the tension, and the line breaks. Our theological 
distinctions are not simply “thesis::antithesis,” but rather begin with those “bot h/
and” tensions that are really “thesis: :thesis.” But there are also antitheses, the “either/
or” distinctions, and these exist on both sides. And it is usually in these extremes 
where the true mischief can be found. The better model is thus— 
antithesis: :thesis::thesis: :antithesis.

Might this form something of a grid or map for our church, including “Synod 
in convention”? If the “center aisle” divides the two sides of the house, we need to 
remember that there is a “thesis” position on each side that needs to be respected by 
the other. But there is also an “antithesis” position on each side. Far too often it is the 
issues on the margins that tend to define that which divides us—and frankly should 
divide us, as there are aberrant issues of substance and practice on both sides of the 
aisle that need to be identified and rejected. Better than offering fuel for those on the 
other side who would critique such extreme attitudes and actions, these “side aisles” 
are better policed from those on their own respective sides of the center aisle.
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Here are some more polarities, but with a bit of that “overreaction” and “plus 
one” problem that might benefit from some tempering:

We must retain our tradition and restore historic worship practices as 
the only way that Lutherans should worship. / We must be innovative in 
connecting to everyday people, even rewriting the Creeds so people can 
understand them better.

The pastor is a leader, motivator, using social and anthropological skills 
to lead (manipulate?) his congregation to agree to his pastoral “vision.” 
/ The pastor must be as objective as possible, even downright boring, to 
assure that faith is worked solely by Holy Spirit and that God’ s people 
do not engage in sociologically driven church growth.

The Word of God is transcultural and universal within the one, holy, 
catholic, and apostolic church that transcends space and time; thus, 
issues of culture must be superseded by what we claim to be the pure 
“divine culture” of liturgy. / The Word of God is always “inculturated” 
and can make no claim to universal truth; culture will always cause 
theology to be adjusted and relativized.

We must be loving and tolerant, even if anything goes, and the Eighth 
Commandment can be trumped by concern for mission. / We must 
be suspicious and intolerant, and the Eighth Commandment can be 
trumped by concern for pure doctrine.

We will live and die by the need for the Means of Grace, even by laity in 
pastoral roles. / We will live and die by AC XIV because no Word and 
Sacrament ministry can happen unless one is rite vocatus.

We lie awake at night, concerned that people are going to hell. / We 
lie awake at night concerned that impurities in doctrine and practice 
will destroy faith and threaten salvation. (And for those of us who care 
deeply about both, well, we just don’t get much sleep!)

We think the “other side” is too far to the edge and should not be 
tolerated in the church of God, or at least as “confessional Lutherans.” 
/ We think the “other side” is too far to the edge and should not be 
tolerated in the church of God, or at least as “confessional Lutherans.”

While intentionally pushing toward hyperbole here, the point is that we can 
easily slip from the “both/and” of thesis::thesis, into the “either/or” of our antithetical 



Bartelt, Keeping Our Balance... 53

boundaries. Lutheran theology is especially equipped to deal with such tensions. We 
need to be in honest dialog with one another as we address both long-standing and 
new tensions, lest they divide us. The problem with a “coalition of the willing” is that 
it often fails to hear (or even to listen to) those who may actually be raising legitimate 
concerns. Matters of the Word of God are not simply decided by a majority vote, but 
by consensus around the study of the Word itself, seeking unity in that text despite 
our differing contexts.

And so, in the Synod, we have election results by the slimmest of margins, with 
those elected by one side not very interested in serious engagement with the other and 
often publicly opposed by them. The two-party system is now firmly in place, and 
the ideological polarization mimics a similar gridlock on the national political scene. 
Whoever is in power is in correction mode from the abuses or neglect of the previous 
decade or so, losing continuity as though nothing good happened in the recent past.6

Moving specifically into the area of missions, the following pairs of assertions might 
be considered, all of which nearly quote or paraphrase various voices within the LCMS.

Mission is accomplished only by the Means of Grace. The role of the 
church is the administration of the Means of Grace. Like a light on a 
hill, we gather the people of God around the presence of God, in His 
holy and historic liturgy, universal in space and in time as God’s inerrant 
“text.” Let those who are seekers come in here.

Mission is accomplished only by the Means of Grace. The role of the 
church is the administration of the Means of Grace. As Jesus came to seek 
and to save the lost, so we must enter into the messiness of lives, identifying 
with people where they are in all their felt needs and in ways that will 
connect and communicate to their contextual expressions of faith.

Salvation is accomplished only by the Means of Grace. The role of the 
church is the administration of the Means of Grace. The church does 
mission. The first thing we need to do as a mission planting strategy 
is to establish proper Lutheran worship through the office of pastoral 
ministry among a community of Lutherans, gathered around Word 
and Sacrament. Visitors are welcome but must be instructed in our 
worship, familiar to us if not to them. They must be fully catechized in 
all points of doctrine to make a confession of faith in order to join our 
communion fellowship.

Salvation is accomplished only by the Means of Grace. The role of the 
church is the administration of the Means of Grace. But mission creates 
the church. So don’t have your first worship service too soon or be 
dependent on a called and ordained pastor. Worship is for the insiders, 
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and we need to reach out to outsiders. A small worshiping community 
will not attract outsiders. Develop a strategy to build community and 
relationships. Do not hold a worship service until 9–12 months after 
establishing a beachhead presence in the community.

Mission strategy must be driven by meeting people in their context, 
identifying their manifestations of spiritual need. We need to connect 
people to Jesus. So we must understand American culture. The missional 
impact of much of American Evangelicalism is that it identifies spiritual 
expressions from within the context of American culture. We need to 
learn something here. Worship must enter into American culture.

Mission strategy must be driven by a proper and pure understanding 
of the Triune God, whose salvation for all nations was accomplished 
in Jesus the Christ. Humanity must be drawn into the truth of God, 
expressed by the orthodox faith throughout history. So we need to 
subsume any contemporary context into the larger story of God’s holy 
history, manifest in that “one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church” and 
holy liturgy that transcends space and time. Worship must take us out of 
American culture.

So how do we restore and keep our balance, affirming that which should not 
divide us, even within the proper tensions of our “both/and” and, at the same 
time, dealing with what should properly distinguish us from aberrant theology and 
practice?7 I do not have a long list of answers, but some obvious practical solutions 
would start with respecting others and actually listening to their concerns, beyond 
what are often surface or “presenting” issues.8 A second is a greater intentionality for 
dealing with the problems on the margins from those on the same side of the aisle. Too 
often we are far more interested in dealing with the aberrant issues on the other side 
of the aisle and ignore the “beam” that is in our own margin. Our political process 
doesn’t help, since such a critique and even correction may well need to be applied 
to those who are the basis of support for election and re-election. But until we can 
honestly address both the “pros” of the other side and the “cons” of our own side, we 
will continue to swing back and forth, with the direction of Synod set by ideological 

agendas. And so a third obvious way 
forward is the cross, and its drawing us 
into the humility before God and one 
another in our own “cross-cultural” 
ways of being Synod together. As 
much as we need to cross cultures 
outside our church, we also need to 

As much as we need to cross 
cultures outside our church, 
we also need to cross our 
own cultures within it.
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cross our own cultures within it. And always, in every way, the unity is found in 
keeping the cross central in our “cross-cultural” awareness!

Mission and Contextualization: Keeping the Cross Central  
as the Mission Goes Out
Meanwhile, the mission of our Lord is exploding before us, with all the challenges 
and joy and messiness and reorientation that comes with engaging on the edges 
outside the church; and it offers extraordinary opportunities for cross-cultural, 
multicultural, and intercultural encounters, not just internationally but also in 
our own neighborhoods all over America, declared a mission field already in 1992. 
And so we have renewed debate-and one might hope healthy dialog-regarding 
“contextualization.” This is a subset of a much greater mission conversation, engaging 
now an additional Lutheran journal.9 Many of the missionaries who have left the 
mission field in recent years have brought a wealth of experience from global contexts 
into our own North American contexts and thus into our domestic conversations as 
well. How will we address the current issues with dialog, not diatribe, and from both 
sides of the aisle, with their differing but valuable and helpful perspectives and with 
their own sets of “pros and cons” that need to be heard and understood?

So let us steer back to the actual goal: not just keeping our balance, but doing so 
for the sake of the mission of Christ. We began with a reference to the Multiethnic 
Symposium this past January. Its theme sought to address the related tension of unity 
and diversity, between the unity of faith and confession as one Body in Christ and 
the diversity that represents the gifts of God—given into the real lives of real people 
from every nation, tribe, people, and tongue. Drawing on the motifs of community 
and hope that have framed every previous Multiethnic Symposium, we listened to 
the various “communities of hope” that find unity in the “one community in Christ.” 
The plural “communities” is intentional and raises the question of how biblical 
and confessional Lutheran theology is inculturated and expressed within different 
communities, each in—and from—its own cultural context.

In a church body that is 95 percent Anglo the question of “contextualization” is 
easily complicated and even confused by the simple fact that the “context” of being 
Lutheran, more specifically an LCMS Lutheran, can become that of the dominant 
culture into which other cultures need to be contextualized.10 In fact, we, too, 
have our own context that must be recognized, lest the mission of our Lord across 
cultural boundaries be hindered by the assumption that contextualization is really an 
invitation for others to enter into our context. A key factor to “unity in diversity” is, 
in fact, a respect for appropriate diversity. This can too easily become a “con,” both 
in the sense of being fearful and thus “against” any understanding of contextualizing 
the Word of God into other contexts not our own, but also in the sense of deceiving 
ourselves that our own context is self-evidently normative.
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Of course, this cuts both ways. We are all both “cultural” and “cross-cultural” 
in virtually every dimension of socialization. Anglos are not the only ones who 
have to cross cultural boundaries; but, as the dominant culture of our church body, 
Anglos need to take extra effort and care that what we are communicating as the 
truth and message of God’s Word is, in fact, God’s Word and not our own culturally 
appropriate way of articulating and confessing and practicing it. To be sure, we have 
come to know and articulate God’s truth and to put it into practice in ways that are 
“contextualized” into our historical and cultural context. But that context is not the 
content, and Christ’s mission to all nations assumes that the same Word of God can 
and will be contextualized in different ways in different cultural contexts. This is not 
to relativize the Word of God but actually to understand that it will be expressed in 
culturally appropriate ways, just as it is in our culture, however we might describe it 
(German, “western,” American, English).

On the other hand, we need to work to insure that the culture does not alter the 
truth of God’s Word. There are ways of receiving and expressing that truth differently, 
but it is the same truth. There is the danger of running headlong into the culture 
without maintaining our theological foundations, but there is also the danger of being 
so wary of losing our theological moorings that we never leave the safety of the harbor 
to engage the culture. We are in a very complex and changed social context, and those 
who head out into uncharted waters need a compass (or, in today’s world, a GPS) that 
works very well indeed. But engage the culture we must, as the Word of the Lord goes 
forth from Jerusalem to the ends of the earth.

To be sure, the “direction of fit” must always be to receive God’s Word and 
His ways as normative. The strong and self-serving sinful tendency in all of fallen 
creation and in every culture, particularly our self-indulgent American culture, is to 
try to fit God into my life and my worldview. Rather, the “text” of the Word of God 
must bring us into God’ s worldview.11 Yet God has come to us and entered into our 
world, which is, in fact, His. He has “contextualized” Himself as the incarnate Word 
Made Flesh, a man within a Jewish family. This “scandal of particularity” by which 
God chose the Jewish culture of the first century is a case of cultural specificity. Yet 
His Galilean exhortation to make disciples of all nations implies that those of every 
nation, tribe, and culture are to be included. But they are not simply included or 
incorporated into this or that one culture but into the unity of the Body of Christ 
that includes many and various cultural contexts. Whatever we do, we need to keep 
the cross (and all that it conveys) in “cross-cultural mission!”

The Context of Contemporary Mission, without the “Con”
Frankly, I suspect that there would be general agreement with the caution that we can 
easily “mash up” or mix up our clear Gospel proclamation as we seek to communicate 
it across cultural boundaries. In their article, Woodford and Senkbeil are rightly 
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concerned for a “unifying way forward that combines both biblically faithful 
foundations and culturally sensitive approaches,” including what is called “common 
sense contextualization.” Likewise, the call for “textualization” is important, if what is 
meant deals with that “direction of fit” of our lives (and cultures) into the life of God, 
and not the other way round, as most folks want and are wont to do. Much religious 
activity is focused on finding ways for God to fit into my life than for my life to fit 
into God’s life, given as gift and then lived under Him in His kingdom.

So again, there is needed emphasis and legitimate concern on both sides of this 
issue as well. Some well-meaning mission endeavors in our church have, in fact, 
sometimes “mashed things up.” On the other hand, those who are deeply engaged in 
contextualization are, in fact, very concerned about “textualizing” people into God’s 
story, through Word and Sacrament and embodied in the Word Made Flesh: this is 
God’s text indeed!

Perhaps all this is obvious, but issues are far more complicated, and we need to 
maintain the healthy both/and, while also be well aware of the aberrations on both 
extremes. How does “textualization” actually work within the various contexts into 
which it inevitably must be contextualized? Here is some fertile ground, not for 
“cons,” but for further conversation, especially in a culture that is not only increasingly 
“unchurched” but also neo-pagan.12 In calling for “open and fraternal discussion of 
the challenges before us,”13 the article closes with the exhortation that “ rather than 
contextualizing the Gospel by reshaping it to make it more culturally acceptable, we’re 
called to welcome exiles from our collapsing world and textualize them into God’s 
transcendent kingdom that never fades.”

Indeed. But how is that “transcendent kingdom” actualized and incarnated into 
a world of cultures? Into which culture will it be incarnated and contextualized? Is it 
represented by the culture of first-century Palestine? By the kingdom of David and 
the temple of Solomon, with lyres and lutes and no hint of a cathedral pipe organ? By 
the Early Church gathering in homes and later catacombs, finding a new way to be 
Israel without temple or one specific land? Shall we privilege “the Western liturgical 
tradition filtered through the sieve of justification by faith alone and honor it as our 
heritage (AC XXIV)”14 or explore what a non-Western liturgical ordo might look and 
sound like?

How do we “be who we are” as a Lutheran church culture with our heritage and 
historical shaping and yet not let that become the norm and form by which others 
enter into the Body of Christ as confessed by those who hold to our biblical and 
confessional theology? Form and content go together and influence each other, as the 
wise dictum of lex credendi lex orandi states so well. But the “forms” of our theology 
are not the theology itself. How might our rich Lutheran theology find expression 
in other cultural contexts? How might our own inculturated forms and language be 
horribly misunderstood in other cultural contexts? And perhaps most importantly, 
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how are we to be Lutherans who are strong in both confession and mission when the 
context of being church in a churched society has so radically changed?

One of the deceptive “cons” within a fear of contextualization is to assume that 
“our” culture is the same as God’ s culture, and other cultures need to adapt to our 
ways of being church. Another lesson learned from our Multiethnic Symposium and 
now years of engaging intercultural work is that the dominant culture has to humble 
itself as a servant even to begin to enter into other cultural worldviews and practices 
so that communication of God’s “text” can be shared and understood. This may 
well lead to “culturally sensitive yet pointed catechesis,” in Woodford and Senkbeil’s 
words, but it will take some serious attention to the problems of translation.

Dr. Jack Schultz of Concordia, Irvine, one of a few within our fellowship that 
is trained in cultural anthropology,15 notes the following, “Mission is essentially 
praxis, and that entails involvement and communication. Whatever the criteria for 
the essence of the message, the specific and the concrete foundations for mission 
emanate from cultural and historical specifictiy.”16 He continues, “At this point we 
are brought face to face with the presuppositions of Christian engagement. There are 
two basic ways to proceed. Lamin Sanneh usefully contrasts a diffusion approach to                  
a translation approach to missions as follows:

One way is to make the missionary culture the inseparable carrier 
of the message. This we might call mission by diffusion. By it 
religion expands from its initial cultural base and is implanted in 
other societies primarily as a matter of cultural identity. Islam, with 
which Christianity shares a strong missionary tradition, exemplifies 
this mode of mission. It carries with it certain inalienable cultural 
assumptions such as the indispensability of its Arabic heritage in 
Scripture, law, and religion.
 The other way is to make the recipient culture the true and 
final locus of the proclamation, so that the religion arrives without 
the presumption of cultural rejection. This we might call mission 
by translation. It carries with it a deep theological vocation, 
which arises as an inevitable stage in the process of reception and 
adaptation. Conversion that takes place in mission as diffusion 
is not primarily a theological inquiry. It is, rather, assimilation 
into a predetermined positivist environment. On the other hand, 
conversion that takes place in mission as translation rests on the 
conviction that might be produced in people after conscious critical 
reflection. What is distinctive about this critical reflection is that 
it assumes, either implicitly or explicitly, a relativized status for the 
culture of the message-bearer. Christian missionaries, from Peter 
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and Paul down to our own day, have spent a good deal of their 
time denouncing false conversions, and urging believers to adopt a 
code of critical self-examination lest they presume too much on the 
worth of any person, whether as transmitter or as recipient.17

Translation is serious business, but we should know something about this 
enterprise. We see ourselves as the recipient culture of the biblical text, but in our 
mission we become the source and need to attend to the “locus” of the recipient, 
even as God took on the form of a servant, becoming like us. Perhaps the basic 
communication triad is helpful also in this context, noting the relationship of 
signifiers (signs, words, marks on a page, actions, forms) and the concepts that are 
so signified (conceptual signifieds), applied to a referent.18 Whether words or signs or 
offices and functions, signifiers evoke “meaning” as conceptual signifieds, which have 
referents in time and space. Finding common signifiers, not to mention clarity in 
what they actually signify, is very tricky across cultural boundaries, as anyone who  
has tried to function in a second language quickly realizes.

Even more difficult are abstract theological terms, such as justification and 
sanctification. Further, what are the signifieds for actions, rituals, and musical forms? 
We dare not abandon what is theologically correct doctrine and practice, but how 
do we translate the meaning of actions, rituals, and even worship forms, a problem 
most of us know even from the shift from German to English. At the time that 
was of serious concern; yet today we seem to function fairly well in English. Of 
course, common signifiers can be clarified through conversation and even teaching 
(catechesis), but too easily even these practices assume the need for a “target culture” 
to learn vocabulary and forms from the “source culture” rather than seeking to engage 
the conceptual signifieds expressed through other culture-specific signs.19

The Symposium had as its underlying narrative the question of how a 
denomination can move from “doing ethnic ministry,” which implies a source and a 
target receptor, to what might be a truly “multiethnic church,” in a foretaste of the 
glorious vision of Revelation 7:9. Very few of us are trained in cultural anthropology; 
yet we actually do have such resources within our confessional Lutheran fellowship. 
After many years, we are finally arriving at places where honest and open conversation 
can happen, respecting and celebrating both the diversities amongst us as well as our 
common life together as “one community in Christ.”20

Moving forward with Courageous Confessionalism,  
with the Cross and without the Con
This essay does not pretend to have profound answers. I an1 neither a missiologist 
nor a social scientist. Nor am I a practicing pastoral theologian or directly engaged 
in intercultural mission. But I have learned how much I need to listen, maybe even 
going into “anthropology mode,” and to engage those who have helpful insights 
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from all sides of an issue. But I approached this task simply as a member of a church 
body that seems increasingly divided and virtually divorced from, and increasingly 
disinterested in, those on the “other side of the aisle” with whom we share fellowship 
within and around the Body of Christ, where lives of repentance humbly receive our 
Lord’s forgiveness given and shed for us. We are all under the cross.

In the end, the fact is that here on earth there is no one “God-culture,” other 
than our common creatureliness within a fallen creation still under God’ s care. 
God’s “text” comes to us in ancient languages and contexts into which we need to 
be contextualized in order even to begin to be “textualized.” And then into what 
cultural “set of signs” shall that text be translated? What is the language, culture, and 
context of “the church” from which such translation must occur? What are the “heart 
languages” and cultures into which such translation must occur? What are the social, 
economic, political, historical, and even congregational contexts21 in which the text 
of God’s Word is contextualized? Ancient? Modern? Post-modern? First century? 
Sixteenth century? Nineteenth century? (Thank God for historians who understand 
historical context!) Hebrew? Greek? Latin? German? Spanish? Swahili? Korean? 
Chinese? Hmong? How do we move from simple translation to appropriation of the 
common conceptual signifieds and referents that allow us to confess the Creeds with 
the same understanding?

How can we realize and recognize that neither side of the aisle has the whole, 
pure understanding of doctrine and mission and that our “pros and cons” all need to 
be heard across the aisle? How can we avoid allowing unnecessary polarization into 
simplified “either/or” positions, rather than find and maintain the proper tension of a 
Lutheran “both/and”? Can we find a way to live together within a proper tension of 
actually having disagreements? How can we deal with aberrations and extremes within 
our church body that go beyond the tensions and are actually antithetical to what we 
believe, teach, and confess and how we live together, humbly kneeling at the Lord’s 
table as one body in Christ?

Our Lutheran theology gives us the tools and categories to address the changing 
cultural landscape, itself a new context into which the church needs to be incarnate 
and thus be “contextualized,” like it or not. But we need not lose our bearings, either. 
There is more that unites us than divides us. Indeed, energized by the power of the 
Holy Spirit through the evangelical Gospel, Lutheran theology has been extremely 
creative and generative in a proper sense, applying unchanging truths to the changing 
needs of Christ’s mission. We are not about simple repristination of another time and 
place and context. We do want our grandfather’s church to be also our grandchildren’s 
church. Sadly, the latter are increasingly absent, living in a cultural context different 
from that in which we learned to be part of God’s church and mission.22 And unlike 
all those theological systems that have to resolve every tension, and in so doing fall 
into errors on one side or the other, we know how to manage polarities and deal with 
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diversity. If anyone can do this, we can.
This, I would say again, is 

“courageous confessionalism”: so clear 
and confident in what we believe, 
teach, and confess, so anchored in our 
biblical and confessional commitment, 
so humble in our confession of our 
own sinfulness, so dependent on the 
grace and mercy of God in Christ 
our Savior, so interdependent on 
one another as the Body of Christ, 
confessing His Name to one another and all the world, that we can move forward, 
together, rejoicing in our unity of faith and of purpose to face the challenges and 
opportunities of Christ’s mission, strengthening the found to be the people of God, 
and actively seeking the lost, of every nation and tribe and people and tongue, and 
yes of every cultural context that all nations might be saved, come to the knowledge 
of the truth, and be disciples of Jesus, who lives and reigns to all eternity.

God’s “text” comes to us 
in ancient languages and 

contexts into which we 
need to be contextualized 

in order even to begin to be 
“textualized.”
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9 Journal of Lutheran Mission, 1:1 (March 2014).
10  Rev. Tom Park of Bethlehem Lutheran Church in St. Paul, MN, offered a sectional presentation entitled, 

“Kim Chi, Sauerkraut, Lutefisk, and Papaya Salad: Quintessential Ingredients for Multi-Ethnic Ministry,” 
noting (1) that even these fairly obvious diverse foods begin to demonstrate issues that can divide us 
(especially in the control of the parish kitchen!) and (2) that respect for this diversity can bring everyone 
together “to taste and see that the Lord is good.”

11  This tension between contextualization and “textualization,” has been raised in a recent LW article, Lucas 
Woodford and Harold Senkbeil, “Mission and Ministry Mash Up” in Lutheran Witness, May 2015.

12  The LW article was intended as a point of entry into a larger conversation and a larger project addressing 
also the underlying issues of our increasingly “sub-human” Western culture, engaging fundamental issues 
of theology and anthropology (Harold Senkbeil, personal communication).

13  In fact, this project began as an attempt to listen to issues that have been raised as a result of the Lutheran 
Witness article from both sides, noting both the common themes and agreement (the both/and) as well as 
those points where each side might refine the either/or. My goal was to engage the authors of that article in 
some follow-up conversation and clarification and even to mediate and moderate a dialog between these 
pastoral theologians, on the one hand, and someone engaged in the social sciences from a cultural 
anthropological perspective, on the other. For the latter role, I turned to Dr. Jack Schultz of our Concordia 
University, Irvine, who has served as a presenter and dialog partner on issues of theology and culture at 
several of the Multiethnic Symposia at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis. As it has turned out, various factors, 
primarily those of overcrowded schedules and commitments, have so far prevented that interaction; but 
the principle of actually dialoging about a critical topic such as contextualization in the mission of our 
Lord is something to which all involved in this project remain committed.

14  Matthew Harrison, “A Theological Statement for Mission in the 21st Century,” Journal of Lutheran Mission 
1:1 (March 2014), http://blogs.lcms.org/20l 4/mission-in-the-2lst-century, §18.

15  Many who receive sound orientation to the mission field will have had at least some “basic training” in 
cultural anthropology, as will those engaged in Bible translation. I have learned only a small insight into 
what might be called “anthropology mode” as observation of a different cultural community’s activities, 
communication, language, relationships, and rituals as a place to begin to understand com1ections 
between signifiers and conceptual signifieds.

16 Jack Schultz, personal communication.
17  Lamin Sanneh, Translating the Message: The Missionary Impact on Culture (New York: Orbis Books, 1989), 

29.
18  See James W. Voelz, What Does This Mean: Principles of Biblical Interpretation in the Post-Modem World (St. 

Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2013), 89–99, particularly the graphics on 95–96.
19  One of the presentations at the aforementioned Multiethnic Symposium featured a “case study” in cultural 

readings of texts, led by Dr. James Voelz and engaging readings of Mark 9:14–29 (the demoniac son) from 
a Native American, Hmong, and West African cultural context to show what different “meaning producing 
factors” are in play from different cultural contexts.

20  This was thematic at the recent Multiethnic Symposium already mentioned.
21 It is interesting to observe that a related debate among us concerns the “contexts” of pastoral formation 

and education, including the strengths and weaknesses of contextualized education. In fact, all education is 
contextualized. The issue is defining and determining the most appropriate contexts.

22 See, as one example among many, David Kinnaman, You Lost Me: Why Young Christians Are Leaving 
Church and Rethinking Faith (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2011).
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Anatomy of a Sermon 
On Jeremiah 20:7–13  
by Andrew Bartelt
Travis Scholl

My first job out of college, a number of years before I could no longer 
resist the calling to ordained ministry, was (ironically enough) in the 
development office of Concordia Seminary, St. Louis. That is when I first 

met Andy Bartelt, in his role as a seminary administrator. Andy has been known 
by many on campus and in the church for his many roles: administrator, professor 
of the Hebrew language and the Old Testament (or, as he often prefers, the “First 
Testament”), scholar of the prophet Isaiah, synodical representative of various 
commissions and task forces. Through it all, he has been a churchman of the highest 
order, always asking the questions that pull our sight back to the church’s ministry 
and mission, back to its center in the gospel of Jesus Christ. I doubt he remembers it, 
but a few years after we first got to know each other, we had a personal conversation 
about vocation that profoundly affected me. It wasn’t long after that that I finally gave 
in to the sense of calling I could no longer resist.

In that pastoral vein, add the role of preacher to the list. Andy is a uniquely 
gifted preacher, especially of the Hebrew Bible. And so, in this issue that recalls his 
career and accomplishments, we wanted to showcase a bit of that gift. This particular 
sermon is one of two of his sermons currently taught in a course (PRA 515, to be 
specific, “Reading and Preaching the Word of God”) in the still relatively new MDiv 
curriculum he had a significant hand in pushing forward over the years. They are 
taught, with good reason, in the section on reading and preaching the Old Testament.

Before we begin, it is worth noting the text. As Preacher Bartelt will point out, 
Jeremiah 20:7–13 is a lament psalm, and a deeply felt one at that. One of the reasons 
I chose this sermon is that, in everything that 2020 has brought us, there are many 
pastors who have felt Jeremiah’s anguish these days, who may have even prayed 
Jeremiah’s lamentations even as we all await the deliverance of “the life of the needy” (v. 
13). I pray Andy’s preaching of this text is as encouraging to you as it has been to me.

Author’s note: the following sermon was preached in the Chapel of St. Timothy and St. 
Titus at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, on June 18, 2014. The pericope is the Old 
Testament reading for Proper 7 in series A of the three-year lectionary. You can listen to 
an audio recording of the sermon at https://scholar.csl.edu/cs1314/115/. The sermon is 
represented in italic type below which can be read all at once by following the gray bars    
in the margin.
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Lord, be our light when worldly darkness veils us;
Lord, be our shield when earthly armor fails us;
And in the day when hell itself assails us,
Grant us your peace, Lord. (LSB 659, v. 3)

In the name of Jesus, Amen.

Come on, Jeremiah. It can’t be this bad. Did you hear his words? How can 
you talk to God that way? You even accused him of seducing you. That's the word 
you used. “You have seduced me, used me in this relationship, abused me, and 
abandoned me. And then hung me out to dry.”

We would be remiss if we didn’t remark right off the bat on how Preacher 
Bartelt opens this sermon. He begins by referring to the prophet Jeremiah in the 
second person (“you”). This is a common rhetorical device, but Preacher Bartelt 
uses it as a way to deal with what is otherwise a difficult text. Using the second 
person allows him to ask questions of the text and its context without dissolving it 
into interpretations that oversimplify, dilute, or distort what is actually happening 
in the text. As we shall see, the device allows the preacher to bring up the difficulty             
of a prophet accusing God of seducing him without watering down the significance   
of the accusation. As a matter of fact, it intensifies it.

The move is similar to what a preacher might do with a dramatic monologue, 
speaking in the first person in the voice of a character or figure usually drawn from 
the biblical text itself. But here, the rhetorical effect is inverted. The preacher is 
speaking, presumably as himself, to the biblical character or figure, while the person 
addressed is silent, seemingly absent.

The literary term for this device is apostrophe (from the Greek, “to turn away”). 
Originating in classical oratory, it refers to the action of speakers “turning away” from 
their primary audience to address another hearer. The rhetorical effect results from the 
fact that the primary audience intentionally “overhears” this secondary address. The 
result is a form of pathos, an amplified emotive response where the primary audience 
experiences privileged access to a conversation they aren’t supposed to otherwise hear. 
The device thus opens a rhetorical space where the audience feels an “insider” status 
they might not even realize they’ve entered into.

It is important to note that in the case of a sermon (as opposed to a written text 
like a poem), apostrophe opens up interesting possibilities in the oration for how to 
use physical gesture and direction. Unfortunately, the recording for this sermon is 
only in audio, and I cannot recall offhand how Preacher Bartelt positioned himself 
in delivering this sermon. But he would have had a few options at his disposal. The 
preacher could direct his voice toward an empty space in the room, allowing the 
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assembly to envision the prophet standing there. Or, if you recall one of the most 
famous dramatic instances of apostrophe, in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, when the ever-
troubled title character addresses his most famous soliloquy to the skull he is holding 
in his hand. Likewise, should the preacher find himself in a particularly dramatic 
mood, he could address the apostrophe to a significant artifact or prop. But that 
trope might be difficult to sustain over an extended period of time unless the preacher 
is using it for comic effect. Or, the preacher could simply continue to address the 
oration to the assembly, allowing them to imagine themselves as the prophet and 
invoking the hearer’s imaginative response amid their own silent listening. 

It is also up to the preacher to decide whether to extend the apostrophe through 
the whole sermon or, at some point(s), to signal a return to addressing the assembly 
directly. Part of what is interesting to track in this particular sermon is how Preacher 
Bartelt is able to sustain the apostrophe throughout the sermon while at strategic 
moments shifting the address back to his primary audience without losing control of 
its effects upon his hearers.

Maybe you're just going through a rough spell in ministry, Jeremiah. That 
happens, you know. Remember, remember the joy of ministry? We’ve all had our 
alligators, you know, those who whisper behind your back and hold those pre- and 
post-voters meetings in the parking lot of the church. Some of that comes with the 
territory of being pastors to saints who are still very much sinners.

Maybe you just need a sabbatical, Jeremiah. And there's this new program 
from Concordia Health Plans about ministerial support. Good stuff. Use it. And 
if you’re really feeling low, well, then there is expastors.com. I don't know if there's 
an exprophets.com, but there is an expastors.com that takes seriously the striking 
statistics of the burdens of pastoral ministry in our world and culture today.

Notice how the preacher uses apostrophe first to acknowledge the difficulty of 
the text and then to live into that difficulty, to make it present in aspects of ministry 
with which any pastor or church leader can identify (“those pre- and post-voters 
meetings”). He then provides a bit of comic relief, but it is nuanced. He is navigating 
a fine line between mentioning something like a “sabbatical” as a humorous 
contemporary aside while also acknowledging that these are necessary, helpful 
resources. In the audio, you can catch that nuance in the way he earnestly says the 
phrases, “Good stuff. Use it.”

Preacher Bartelt will extend this comic effect by turning the apostrophe toward his 
own seminary context before then pushing the sermon into its next theological move:

I know, Jeremiah, we really didn’t prepare you for this at seminary. That must 
have been before the latest iteration of curriculum review. There’s just no way we 
can prepare you for what is really the School of Hard Knocks. Yeah, it’s tough out 
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there, Jeremiah. We get it. We hear you. It’s tough. It’s rough. And it can be lonely.
And yet, as you put it so powerfully, it’s this calling from God that burns like a 

fire within us. And we cannot put it out.
You did the right thing in the end. The only thing. You turn to God and not 

yourself. It’s his ministry, not yours, not ours, not mine. He will accomplish that for 
which he sends his Word. That’s what he said. It will not return void, even if we 
don’t see it. He will vindicate his cause, which is our cause in the end.

At the moment that the preacher begins to use the third person to refer to God, 
the intended addressee is ambiguous. Is the preacher still talking to Jeremiah? Or is 
he now talking to us? The ambiguity is intentional and productive. It strengthens the 
pathos that we feel as hearers. We too receive the promise that God’s Word shall not 
return void, that God will accomplish what God promises for us too. This is how the 
paragraph can move from its first “you” (referring to Jeremiah) to the “our” (referring 
to the assembly) at the end.

But, Jeremiah, you probably should have stopped where the lectionary stopped, 
quit while you were ahead. This lament psalm goes on, you see. He goes on from 
“Praise the Lord” to “Cursed be the day I was born.” It's only getting worse. 
“Cursed be the man who brought the good news to my father that a son was born 
to him.” Jeremiah, how can you talk to God that way? Better not to have been 
born? What about your legacy? The weeping prophet, yes, but one who stood up to 
opposition, who proclaimed God's judgment and God's restoration with power and 
conviction and spoke of God’s new creation and a new covenant. Not have been 
born? How can you talk to God that way?

The professor of Old Testament just can’t help himself. He wants to push 
further into the context of the text, beyond the assigned pericope. But notice how 
he is not doing it just for informational purposes. The preacher is doing it to turn 
back again into a deeper proclamation of the law and its effects. This is how the 
lament shifts from accusation to a kind of death wish, or at least a never-been-
born-wish. By framing this move rhetorically as an extension of the apostrophe 
(he repeats twice the same question he asked at the opening: “how can you talk to 
God that way?”), Preacher Bartelt is able to intensify the estrangement of Jeremiah’s 
lament, particularly in how each statement is addressed to the prophet in the form 
of a question, none of which are explicitly answered.

Well, because you can, so can we, and that’s okay. Because the burdens of 
ministry need to be shared. And we can let it all out before God. He called us 
into this . . . and he will hear us out. He's there for us, even when we cry out   
like desperate children.
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This is the moment when the imagined apostrophe ends, and the addressee 
shifts from second person to third-person plural (“we”). This is also the moment 
when the proclamation shifts into its deepest gospel witness.

One way, I think, to analyze the structure of this sermon is to see how, from 
here on out, Preacher Bartelt provides a twist on what David Schmitt has called 
the “relational structure,” in the way that “the sermon moves from the individual 
to the larger community of faith” (see https://concordiatheology.org/sermon-
structs/dynamic/relational/). As the sermon moves from this point forward, the 
preacher will enlarge that community from not only the immediate “dear friends in 
Christ” who share the burdens of ministry but to the larger cloud of witnesses that 
transcends past, present, and future.

So, dear friends in Christ: yes, ministry can be tough. It can be rough, 
especially when the Word of God comes into and against its countercultural 
world with its countercultural truth. For Jeremiah, it was the waning days of 
the Davidic monarchy. They had dodged the Assyrian bullet, but now come the 
Babylonians, and there is no escape. This is it. They’ll finish off Judah and the 
Davidic kingship as they knew and loved it, once and for all. It was time for the 
final judgment. No more chances or hoped-for changes.

You see, the thing about new life, about rebirth, about rising from the dead, 
is that first you have to be dead. The old life has to be killed. It is a matter of life 
and death that we deal with.

Or to put it in biblical, theological terms, it is a matter of death and life.
And for those who proclaim that message, we do so as those who have already 

died, who have already been claimed as participants in the new life, the new 
creation, after death, after judgment.

Yes, the burdens of ministry are hard and need to be shared. But Christ has 
shared them with us, more than shared them with us. He has borne them, borne 
our griefs and carried our sorrows, and when that old life seems to be winning the 
day, and our old Adam and that of all those who seem to be surrounding us, even 
our friends, remember we have already died. They can’t kill us now. And we live 
a life that cannot be taken away. They can kill the body, but not baptismal life.

That is the Word of God within us. The Word of God that we proclaim not 
as our good efforts, or even our great but dismal failures, but as the Word of 
God burning like that fire that can’t be put out, but must be let out, sent out, 
proclaimed to all the world. For in the end, it’s all about, it’s only about, the 
Word of God in Christ and his promises.

In good Hebrew style, Jeremiah did end in the right place, at the heart and 
center of his psalm: “Sing to the Lord. Praise the name of Yahweh.” There is joy in the 
ministry, for “he has delivered the life of the needy from the hands of evildoers.”
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Perhaps now, near the end, is an opportune time to bring up how Preacher 
Bartelt has modulated his tone and delivery throughout the sermon. When he is 
interrogating Jeremiah, the tone is candidly inquisitive, tinged with sarcasm. When 
he begins to reflect on what prompts the lament, the tone softens and becomes 
empathetic, especially as it moves from “you” to “we.” And when the content begins 
to dwell on the promises of God in Christ, the pacing builds into its most powerful 
rhythms (e.g., “the new life, the new creation, after death, after judgment” or “but 
must be let out, sent out, proclaimed to all the world”).

The key here is not that the sermon simply starts soft and ends loud. It is in 
how it modulates back and forth between these various registers throughout the 
sermon, often within a single paragraph. Like the use of apostrophe, this variation 
in delivery deepens the pathos of the sermon to experience the ultimate joy of “the 
Word of God within us.”

Yes, dear friends in Christ, we are not alone. The burdens of ministry are 
shared . . . in Christ's death and resurrection, once for all. Shared with those 
around us, brothers and sisters in Christ, those who surround us here in space  
and those who surround us also in time before and after us, like Jeremiah and 
like those yet to come. We are not alone, but we go forth on the shoulders of 
giants, including the apostles and the prophets and many even in our day who 
have suffered much, even death for the name of Jesus. Those who, like us, actually 
did seek first the kingdom of God, the kingdom of God and his righteousness, 
which is ours now and forever in Jesus, the Christ.

In the name of the Holy Trinity, Father, Son, and Spirit. Amen.
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BIBLIOTECA TEOLÓGICA 
CONCORDIA: Escatología. 
(Concordia Theological Library: 
Eschatology) By Leopoldo A. Sánchez 
M., Editorial Concordia, 2020. Paper. 
192 pages. $14.99. Kindle edition 
reviewed. 

This work could well be called 
a “Christological Eschatology,” 
considering the focus given by Professor 
Leopoldo Sánchez. This is already 
evident in the introduction, when 
Sánchez affirms, about Christian 
hope: “More than something to look 
forward to, eschatology puts its hope 
in someone: in Christ and his reign 
among us” (10). In the conclusion 
to the book, the author summarizes 
Christian eschatological expectation as 
real joy: “The joy of the human being 
does not consist in a hope anchored in 

the ‘beyond’ or in the ‘here and now’, 
but in the ‘Who’, that is, in Christ. We 
thus avoid an eschatology that oscillates 
between the spiritual and the material, 
and we embrace a more incarnate 
and personalized Christological-
trinitarian stance of hope” (177). This 
perspective becomes a framework for 
the whole book, being one of the most 
welcome contributions to the study of 
eschatology. Moreover, without leaving 
behind a solid biblical and theological 
basis, Sánchez makes clear his intention 
to write his text taking into account a 
context that is very dear to him (as well 
as to this writer, as a Latin American 
Lutheran). 

The work is divided into three parts, 
with seven chapters. The first part is a 
general Introduction. The first chapter 
presents the focus of biblical eschatology, 
which is placed not in the “beyond,” 
nor in the “here and now,” but in the 
“Who.” Without despising the categories 
of space and time, Sánchez considers 
them as “penultimate in Christian 
eschatology, and cannot precede, but 
must submit themselves more to this 
Christological-trinitarian reality” (18). 
Particularly interesting is the way in 
which time and eternity are discussed, 
also from the perspective of the person 
of Christ and his kingdom. The second 
chapter assesses theological positions 
that situate eschatological hope either in 
the “here and now” or in the “beyond.” 
Sánchez calls the attention to the 
misunderstandings coming from extreme 
positions in either direction. In this 
discussion, the author proposes a biblical 



Concordia Journal Winter 202174

and Christocentric perspective about 
the intermediate state and the greater 
hope, the final resurrection, as well as 
shows the importance of the distinction 
and relationship between inaugurated 
eschatology and future eschatology.

The second part of the book 
addresses “expressions of Christian 
hope.” Sánchez brings to his reader an 
approach that emphasizes the role of 
hope from a Trinitarian perspective. 
The third chapter celebrates the 
eschatological work of the three Persons 
of the Trinity. The first movement is of 
reconciliation—the work of the Father 
seeking his creation, which was lost, to 
bring it back to its communion through 
the Son; the second movement—
”corporative”—focus on the person of 
Christ,  who becomes representative 
for Israel and all humanity, in the 
sense of bringing all peoples to be the 
people of God; and the anticipatory 
movement, as the ministry of the 
Holy Spirit, who through the person 
and work of Jesus anticipates in the 
present time the gracious kingdom of 
God. In chapter 4, with the language 
of the “opening of heaven,” Sánchez 
presents the eschatological message in 
the perspective of Christ’s victory over 
the forces of evil. This victory—the 
arrival of heaven on earth—is presented 
in the life of the church in a concrete 
way through baptism and absolution. 
The fifth chapter addresses the themes 
of death and eternal life, with the 
promised reality of the new heavens and 
new earth. This chapter also presents 
highlights of dispensationalist theology, 

which are analyzed from the standpoint 
of the New Testament. 

The third part of the work brings 
a perspective of four theologians from 
the Hispanic world (chapter 6), with 
an answer from the point of view of 
Lutheran theology (chapter 7). In 
choosing some Hispanic theologians, 
the criteria adopted were the problems 
that these authors raise and that, 
Sánchez argues, are relevant from 
a Lutheran perspective. Sánchez is 
interested in the questions raised by 
those authors rather than the answers 
they provide. He demonstrates that 
Lutheran theology has the potential to 
discuss contemporary themes and offer 
biblical, christocentric alternatives to 
issues that are also raised within this 
specific context. It is important to note 
that even though Sánchez does not 
agree with the solutions proposed by 
the authors, he takes very seriously the 
problems they raise. The fundamental 
question that each author presents has 
to do with hope, rather than with events 
of future eschatology. Sánchez, on the 
other hand, shows the relevance that 
the contributions of Lutheran theology 
on hope have for eschatology, in its 
inaugurated/future perspectives.

It is important to welcome the 
writing of a work on eschatology from 
the Lutheran perspective in the Spanish 
language, opening the possibility to 
enrich the knowledge and theological 
preparation of pastors and Hispanic-
speaking members of the church (in 
addition to being accessible to readers   
of the Portuguese language). 
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An important characteristic of this 
work—that can be observed in other 
works by Sánchez—is the use of a 
language that is accessible even for those 
who do not have an in-depth theological 
training. He does that without losing 
the theological depth in his approach. 
In this sense, the glossary at the end of 
the book is very helpful for the reader 
who is not familiar with theological 
terminology. Sánchez’s text can be 
seen as an invitation for the reader 
to personally engage in theological 
reflections. Unlike other works of 
systematic theology, this work is written 
(I believe, by a conscious and deliberate 
choice of the author) to lead the reader 
to walk together, on a solid basis in 
Scripture and without disregarding the 
place where the reader is, so that dogma 
becomes effectively practical in his daily 
life. This approach is expressed at the 
end of each chapter with “Questions for 
Reflection,” where Sánchez invites his 
reader to reflect on questions about the 
theme discussed in the chapter that may 
well be used in study groups. 

Without neglecting to expose 
the themes from the perspective 
of systematic theology, Sánchez 
demonstrates a pastoral tone in his 
approach. The reader is invited to enjoy 
the blessings that come with hope in 
Christ. This perspective is accentuated 
by the rich biblical reference that 
substantiates the systematic approach. 
This may lead one to ask, is this really 
a book of systematic theology? For 
this reader, the answer is: it is a work 
of theology in a more complete and 

comprehensive sense. It is certainly 
a very well done text of systematic 
theology, but more than that, a book 
with a solid focus on biblical and 
pastoral theology, which even gives 
to the book a devotional character 
(shouldn’t systematic theology texts 
always be like this?). 

I recommend this book to theology 
students, pastors and church members, 
who will find here a biblical and 
confessional approach, which gives a 
proper attention to the “last things” 
(tó éschaton), but especially focus 
on the One who is the “First and the 
Last” (ho éschatos). I can only expect 
that this work will be translated into 
other languages, especially English and 
Portuguese, for the benefit of many 
more readers.

Gerson L. Linden
Seminário Concórdia 
 São Leopoldo, Brazil

PREACHING METAPHOR: How 
to Shape Sermons That Shape 
People. By Justin Rossow. Next Step 
Press, 2020. Paper. 328 pages. $34.99.

A current trend in homiletics is an 
emphasis on new approaches to sermon 
design or structure, with its peculiar 
vocabulary of moves and loops and 
pages and mapping and targets and 
domains and helixes. Buttrick, Lowry, 
and Wilson are names that come 
to mind as pioneers of this trend. 
Concordia Seminary’s own Dr. David 
Schmitt has become a notable classroom 
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proponent of this homiletical accent.
Dr. Justin Rossow’s book, Preaching 

Metaphor, is a unique contribution 
to this renewed interest in sermon 
structure in that it presents metaphor 
as a sermon design. Not metaphor 
merely as a sermon ingredient to add 
sparkle and clarity to one’s preaching 
style, but metaphor as a creative 
way of organizing an entire sermon. 
Given a prominent metaphor in a 
biblical text, say an anchor, a key, or a 
potter and clay, Rossow makes of that 
metaphor an organizing principle for 
the entire sermon. He suggests four 
basic moves: (1) Evoke the Source 
(the specific metaphor); (2) Map the 
elements derived from that Source to 
the Target Domain (the listener); (3) 
Test the Limits of the metaphor; (4) 
Explore Life through a New Lens. In 
the development of these four moves 
the author employs what he calls 
“whodunit” questions: “Who is doing 
what for whom and how?” (16). The 
first part of his book deals with the 
explanation and illustration of this 
four-move formula for sermon design. 
The second part, then, takes this same 
formula and applies it to other sermon 
structures (Lowry’s Loop or Wilson’s 
Four Pages, for example). “One of the 
most valuable things about the metaphor 
theory in this book is that it can be 
used not only as a sermon structure 
but within any number of sermon 
structures” (126, italics his).

The author’s book, therefore 
extends, in fact climaxes, the preliminary 
work on sermon design by other 

homileticians. To put it in irreverent 
paraphrase of St Paul, Buttrick has 
planted, Lowry has watered, but Rossow 
has given the increase. (Oops! Rossow 
will be quick to point out that I have 
failed to Test the Limits of the biblical 
planting metaphor since in meaning 
to commend the author of Preaching 
Metaphor l have inadvertently deified 
him—certainly a compliment carried 
too far!)

The new and unfamiliar vocabulary 
often used by the contemporary 
advocates of new approaches to sermon 
design can be intimidating, as Justin 
Rossow admits more than once in his 
book. Even though the author always 
clearly defines terms like “domain,” 
“target,” “moves,” “inference patterns,” 
“situational logic,” and so on, it is 
difficult to recall these definitions 
when the terms reappear in the book, 
especially if they reappear together 
in close proximity (within the same 
sentence, for example). When this occurs 
the reader, if he wishes to understand 
the sentence, has to recall the definitions 
of all these unfamiliar terms, and that 
can be difficult. Whenever I encounter 
such unfamiliar terms as “situational 
logic” or “inference patterns,” I’m not 
sure—at least momentarily—what 
they mean even though the author 
has defined them and even though, if 
challenged, I can define each individual 
word. New terminology runs the risk of 
being considered jargon, especially if the 
terminology is abstract.

That’s why the many sample 
sermons in the book are helpful. 
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They clarify the theory and the terms 
describing it. Never have I seen a tighter 
connection between theory and practice, 
even in the smallest detail. What may 
seem confusing or challenging when 
proposed becomes crystal clear, actually 
exciting, in the execution. Preaching 
Metaphor is worth the purchase and 
the reading for the inclusion of these 
sample sermons alone. Take the sermon 
on Ezekiel 47:1–12, for instance. I 
hardly recognized the text as being 
from the Bible, and yet under Justin 
Rossow’s skillful treatment the seemingly 
irrelevant text comes gloriously alive! 
This is true of all the sample sermons. 
They are masterpieces of law and gospel 
proclamation.

Which brings me to an analysis 
of Rossow’s style, a major reason 
for the attractiveness of the sermon 
models. To begin with, metaphors 
pepper his discussion of metaphor. (In 
short, he practices what he preaches.) 
Examples: Given Jesus’s gift to us of 
eternal life, Rossow says that “not even 
this tombstone is a period—it’s just a 
comma” (79). Encouraging his readers 
to give his Metaphor Design a try, the 
author writes, “Kick the tires and drive 
it around the block with me, and then 
take it out on the highway to see how 
it accelerates and brakes” (45). Notice 
how sustained and extensive use of 
the playground metaphor makes the 
“Postlude” (246–249) such pleasurable 
reading. Other stylistic virtues: Rossow 
chats and levels with his reader, viewing 
him as a partner in this homiletical 
endeavor. “OK, you caught me; I 

thought you weren’t going to notice, but 
you did,” he confesses at one point in the 
presence of an apparent inconsistency 
in what he has written (113). “Whew! 
We made it!” he gasps at the end of the 
book (246). He assures the reader often 
that he’s pulling for him to succeed in 
his attempts to do whatever the author 
is advocating. The words “I’m on your 
side” occur so frequently that they call to 
mind the slogan of a St. Louis television 
channel, “5 on your side!” The author 
sprinkles his paragraphs with humor, 
much of it self-effacing. When in one 
place he slips into too much alliteration, 
he quips parenthetically, “Try saying that 
10 times fast” (43, italics his). As you 
can see from all of the above citations, 
Rossow’s style is conversational, filled 
with “gotta” and “gonna” and “kind of 
like” and “how fun” and other everyday 
colloquialisms. Yet the conversation is 
never empty and breezy, never mere 
verbal burping, in an effort to patronize 
his reader. The book is a joy to read. The 
author knows how to select and arrange 
words. His is not the typical “textbook 
style,” a sort of “just the facts” told in a 
dull, prosaic manner.

This is not to suggest that the book 
is style without substance. Both virtues 
are present in full measure and running 
over. Preaching Metaphor is packed 
with profundities. Rossow’s vivid and 
detailed depiction of Christ’s incarnation 
(63–64) makes that doctrine come alive 
in reader perception. His encouragement 
to avoid exclusive use of the prominent 
and helpful biblical courtroom/sacrifice 
metaphor in our gospel proclamation 



Concordia Journal Winter 202178

is commendable (100–103). How the 
prevalence of the scientific method in 
modern society has made us suspicious 
of the truthfulness of metaphor (non 
literal = non factual = ergo, not true) is 
a penetrating insight (206). The impact 
of metaphor on our unconscious is 
graphically portrayed in the differing 
solutions two groups of listeners arrive 
at depending upon whether the crime 
wave they are asked to combat is called a 
beast or a virus, a shocking revelation of 
the power of metaphor (201–203). And, 
of course, the principal profundity, the 
thesis of the book itself, that metaphor 
is not just a thing to insert into our 
writing and speaking but also a device 
to inform the design of our writing and 
speaking, has sweeping impact on our 
preaching. I have sometimes risked the 
hasty generalization in my homiletics 
courses that a preacher’s effectiveness 
in the pulpit is in direct proportion to 
his capacity for metaphor. After reading 
Rossow’s book I no longer fear that my 
claim might be hyperbolic.

Given the effectiveness of the eight 
sample sermons in this volume, even 
a layman or a beginning homiletics 
student can profit from reading it. But as 
the author himself points out, this book 
is intended for those who have had some 
experience in the area of homiletics, such 
as students who have had the basic “nuts 
and bolts” introductory courses and 
pastors already in the ministry. “So if 
your preaching is dry, if the doubts have 
been mounting, if the joy of preaching 
has become a relentless rhythm eroding 

your faith, you might pick up a book 
on preaching [maybe even this one?] to 
look for some way of providing first aid 
for your preaching ministry. I do believe 
you will have more fun (and be more 
effective) in the pulpit if you have more 
tools in your homiletical bag” (239). 
As Rossow suggests more than once, 
Preaching Metaphor is “just another 
tool for your homiletical bag.” Just 
another tool? That’s way too modest a 
claim. Rather, it’s an important tool, an 
all-purpose tool. This is a tool, given its 
potential for conveying gospel that can 
in the author’s words “change the world” 
(92 and 205).

Francis C. Rossow

AMERICA’S RELIGIOUS WARS: The 
Embattled Heart of Our Public 
Life. By Kathleen M. Sands. Yale, 2019. 
Hardcover. 352 pages. $30.00.

In America’s Religious Wars, Kathleen 
Sands navigates the foundations 
and walls of America’s religion-talk 
throughout the history of the United 
States. The book is broken up into 
three parts with two chapters each. The 
chapters are roughly in chronological 
order and correspond to the specific 
religious conflicts that marked the 
time. First, Sands casts a tightly woven 
narrative that traces the genealogies of 
Euro-American religion as the basis 
for religious liberty. Sands notes that 
developing religious liberty was a 
double-edged sword for Protestants. 
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While the Founding Fathers mostly 
agreed with the Judeo-Christian 
foundations of society, religious liberty 
raised the first walls of separation 
between Church and State. While the 
free exercise clause secured freedom 
in doctrine, George Washington in 
his meeting with the Quakers ensured 
that the free exercise of religion did 
not threaten the authority of the State. 
Religious objections to conscription are 
not honored by the United States to 
this very day. This encounter between 
the Quakers and Washington becomes 
the paradigm for future battles over 
religion leading to the present-day 
conflicts between religion and secular 
government. 

Sands states at the very end of her 
book she is not interested in the answers 
to the problems in her book. Instead 
of answers, she gives a coherent and 
convincing sketch of how American’s 
have traditionally dealt with religious 
conflicts. As Sands states the problem of 
American religious freedom, “Everyone 
felt the indignities suffered by their own 
community, yet most were insensitive 
to the indignities inflicted on the 
community next door” (134). The 
foundations and walls meant to ensure 
freedom of religion also meant certain 
groups such as Catholics, Mormons, 
and Indigenous Peoples were excluded 
from public life. Eventually, even Euro-
American Protestants were walled off in 
the great religion versus secular debate. 
Secularism is not the hero of Sands’s 
book. Instead, secularism continues to 
create walls while maintaining the same 

American foundation. On one side, both 
creationists and evolutionists supported 
racist laws and a racial stratification 
of society. On the other side, both 
creationists and evolutionists fought 
against racism. Each side, creationist and 
evolutionist, represented the cracks in 
America’s foundation. Each claimed the 
foundations of the United States while 
attempting to wall off the other from 
the public sphere. Each side claims to be 
the heir of Americanism, the religion of 
American Nationalism.

The choice for all peoples in 
the United States is Americanism or 
separation. The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod faced this very problem 
in World War I; was our loyalty with 
the United States or to the Kaiser? To 
this very day, the German American’s 
adoption of Americanism planted 
American flags in the chancels of 
churches across the country. While 
German Americans were able to 
Americanize, Indigenous peoples 
were not. “For white immigrants, the 
combination of Americanism and 
separation had mixed implications. They 
had to relinquish Old World religious 
loyalties and antipathies, but by doing 
so they secured membership in the 
American nation. For Native people, 
however, neither Americanism nor 
separationism had an upside” (161–162).

Sands finishes the narrative with the 
current state of the feminist and LGBT 
movements in relation to religion. Sands 
uses the two examples of the Orthodox 
rabbi, Steven Greenberg and Emilie 
Townes, both in same-sex marriages, 
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as beginnings of a new paradigm of 
religious norms evolving from the 
disestablishment of religion in the US 
Constitution. Religion is not dying in 
America, rather, the new paradigms 
ensure religion will continue to be the 
center of American public life. The 
problem with Sands’s book is that she 
offers no solutions to the battles over 
religion in this post-foundational age. 
However, Sands sees hope in Americans 
living together peacefully despite the 
tense disagreements in religion. Through 
understanding our relations through 
our shared history, Americans can 
imagine how religious conflicts may be 
remediated for all.

America’s Religious Wars reminds us 
to look outside of our own walls and 
see the plight of those suffering in other 
communities. I recommend this book 
to anyone seeking to know the current 
historical narrative of American history 
and religion. With no cumbersome or 
technical jargon, this book is accessible 
to both clergy and laity. Any student of 
history will enjoy and be challenged by 
Sands’s narrative of religion in America. 
Anyone seeking to broaden their 
historical views will appreciate Sands’s 
message. 

Roger A. Drinnon
Olive Branch Lutheran Church

Okawville, Illinois
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