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This issue of the Concordia Journal features a collection of articles (and the 
featured review) that are loosely organized around issues related to the 
theme of the Christian’s life within church and culture today. They address 

questions ranging from the nature of God’s grace to the diversity of our life together 
as human creatures to the way in which we deal with the gift of our creaturely bodies 
upon death. It also features a study of Dr. Lange’s vicarage sermon by our president 
emeritus, Dr. Dale Meyer. 

Speaking of Dr. Meyer, who retired a year ago, Concordia Seminary has a new 
president, Dr. Tom Egger. Tom has served here as associate professor of exegetical 
theology since 2005. Tom was elected as the eleventh president of Concordia Seminary 
in February of this year. His delivery of the Call Day sermon in April marked one 
of his first public acts as our new president. It expresses nicely the pastoral heart and 
theological passion that he now brings as our new president and is included in this issue 
as well. Finally, we mark the death of Dr. Richard Warneck with some reflections by 
Dr. Andy Bartelt regarding Richard’s life and work on behalf of the seminary—especially 
as he answered the church’s call to serve during the turbulent years of the mid-1970s.

A few changes are taking place regarding the Concordia Journal and  
theological publications.

First, this will be my final editor’s note for the Concordia Journal. It has been an 
honor to be involved with a journal that has such a rich history (reaching back to 
the Concordia Theological Monthly and Lehre und Wehre), and which has served as an 
organ for continuing education by bringing articles to pastors in their ministries. It 
has been a special joy to collaborate and work with the team here that includes Travis 
Scholl, Melanie Appelbaum, Erika Bennett, Paul Sieveking, and Erik Herrmann. 
They are a very talented group that is to a person passionate about the theological life 
of the church and the pastoral work of its servants. A year ago I decided that I wanted 
to back away from my administrative responsibilities to spend the next few years with 
a renewed focus on teaching and writing (as I had started out my life as a professor 
at Concordia Seminary). In that regard, I hope to do more writing for the Concordia 
Journal and ConcordiaTheology.org. 

Second, this issue also marks the end of Dr. Travis Scholl’s work as our  
managing editor and with it his service at Concordia Seminary. Travis recently received 
and accepted a call to serve in the chief mission officer role at Lutheran Senior  
Services here in St. Louis. He has been a most valued member of our team and has 
served faithfully for nearly fourteen years as the managing editor of the Concordia 
Journal, ConcordiaTheology.org, and Concordia Seminary Press. Aside from his  
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theological acumen, Travis has brought to the Concordia Journal (and seminary  
publications in general) a keen perception about present and future trends (theological, 
cultural, and technological) within our society as well as an artist’s and poet’s eye both 
to the content and format of the Concordia Journal. He will certainly be missed. The 
huge impact that Travis has had in making the Concordia Journal become one of the 
premier seminary journals within the country today is readily apparent by taking even 
a cursory glance at the past fifteen years of Concordia Journals. In the end, Travis will 
be missed above all for his collaboration, conversations, and servant mentality as a 
colleague here at Concordia Seminary,

Third, Dr. Erik Herrmann has been appointed to succeed me as the new Dean of 
Theological Research and Publications. I could not be more pleased with his appoint-
ment. Erik is professor of historical theology and one of the rising Luther scholars in 
the country and world today as evidenced by the invitation he received to give a ple-
nary paper in Wittenberg at the International Luther Congress in 2017 that marked 
the 500th anniversary of the Reformation (incidentally, his paper was titled, “Luther’s 
Divine Aeneid: Continuity and Creativity in Reforming the Use of the Bible”). But 
most importantly, Erik has been a treasured colleague here at Concordia Seminary as 
one who is always ready to talk about theology, ministry, and the life of the church 
at a moment’s notice. Erik has not only been an integral part of our team for the past 
few years but has played an instrumental role with ConcordiaTheology.org. Erik will 
bring to his work here not only a commitment to the “vigorous life of the mind in 
service to the gospel” (as a former Dean of Theological Research and Publications—
Dr. William Schumacher—liked to describe our work) but a commitment  
to the life of the church and its faithful witness to the gospel as set forth in our  
Lutheran Confessional documents.  

Charles Arand 
Dean of Theological Research and Publications



Editorials 7

One Shepherd, Jesus Christ:  
A Call Day Sermon on John 10:11–18

Alleluia! Christ is risen!
Grace and peace to you, in the name of Jesus Christ. And warm greet-

ings and gratitude to all of you gathered here, and to all of you viewing the 
service online. I wish that more of us could have been included here for this joy-
ful occasion. Welcome, to our guests from many places: to parents, and spouses; to 
representatives from the Council of Presidents; to President Harrison; to members of 
our Board of Regents; to our dedicated faculty and staff; and especially to you, our 
concluding students, to whom God himself will utter his call this evening to serve the 
church which he has purchased with the blood of the Christ.

I know that I speak for the faculty, and for your parents, and for the whole 
church, and I certainly speak for myself, when I say that it has been a high, high 
privilege to have a hand, each in our own way, in preparing you for the vocations of 
pastor and deaconess.

The text for the sermon this evening is the Gospel reading from John 10, under 
the theme One Shepherd, Jesus Christ. Hear again verses 14–16:

“I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the 
Father knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep. And I 
have other sheep that are not of this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen 
to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd.”

One Shepherd. Tonight is a night of joy, and confidence, and anticipation, and 
eternal significance, because God has raised up one Shepherd. The ministry into 
which you are being called is glorious, a bright and splendid light in the midst of the 
earth, because of one Shepherd. 

No one is stronger. No one is more tender. There is no safer shoulder for sheep 
than on the shoulder of this Shepherd, the one Shepherd, Jesus Christ.

He was at the Father’s side, in the Father’s bosom, from eternity. “All things were 
made through him, and without him was not any thing made that was made.” For us, 
and for our salvation, He came down from heaven. He became man. He took on our 
flesh, so that he might be the one Shepherd for the sheep. He took on our flesh, so 

President Thomas Egger preached this sermon at the Call Day service on April 28, 2021. 
It also appears at www.concordiatheology.org. Video of the service can be viewed or 
downloaded at https://scholar.csl.edu/callday/70/.

Editor’s note
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that he might be slaughtered for the sheep—the Lamb of God who takes away the sin 
of the world—so that we might be his dear lambs. 

Tonight is a night of joy, and confidence, and anticipation, and eternal 
significance, because God has raised up one Shepherd. And the time of his 
humiliation and the hour of his shame and suffering is finished. He has done it! The 
remarkable saving work of the Christ of God has been accomplished. Tonight is a 
night of joy because of Jesus, the one Shepherd. He is calling you to feed His lambs.

What a glorious ministry, the ministry of the gospel of Christ. Glorious because 
of his power and his wealth and his wisdom and his might and his honor and his 
glory and his blessing! Glorious because of his love. Earlier this week, in a chapel 
sermon, Christian Pieper reminded us that Call Day is not about us, it’s not about 
you, not at its core, but rather it is about the love of Jesus. He is the Good Shepherd, 
who laid down his life for the sheep. One Shepherd, your Shepherd, Jesus Christ, 
who died for you, who rose for you, who knows you—as the eternal Father knows 
the eternal Son, he knows you!—this Jesus, who reigns over all things at God’s right 
hand of power. He loves you. He loves us all. He cares for us every day. He hears our 
prayers. He promises never to leave us or forsake us. He is truly with us in his word. 
He is truly with us in his body and his blood. He is with us, standing in the midst of 
His flock, come what may, to the end of the age. His Shepherd’s voice will one day 
summon us from our graves, and his love will be our eternal joy. Call Day is about 
the love of Jesus. It is about the one Shepherd. 

Tonight your names will be read, along with the name of a congregation and the 
name of a place. You will be called to many different flocks. But, truly, there is one 
flock, and one Shepherd for all of us sheep.

Our text this evening, about the Good Shepherd and his sheep, comes from 
right in the middle of John’s Gospel: chapter 10. And it’s fascinating to see the way 
that John frames his whole Gospel with language of sheep and lambs—proclaiming 
Jesus both as the Good Shepherd and also as the Passover Lamb of God. Twice in John, 
chapter 1, the Baptist points his finger at Jesus and says, “Behold, the Lamb of God, 
who takes away the sin of the world.” And already in John chapter 2 we read what 
will become a kind of refrain in John’s Gospel: “Now, the Passover of the Jews was at 
hand.” Chapter 6 mentions another Passover: “Now the Passover, the feast of the Jews 
was at hand.” And a third Passover, what will be the final Passover in the Gospel, is 
first mentioned in chapter 11: “Now the Passover of the Jews was at hand.” Chapter 
12 begins, “Six days before the Passover,” and chapter 13 begins, “Before the Passover, 
when Jesus knew his last hour had come.” Three more times during John’s description 
of Jesus’s trial and crucifixion, he mentions that it was the time of the Passover. And 
John is the gospel writer who tells us that the soldiers did not break Jesus’s legs, so 
that, as the Scriptures say, “Not one of his bones will be broken”—which is not only 
a citation of Psalm 34, but also an allusion to the Old Testament instructions for the 
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Passover Lamb: “You shall not break any of its bones” [Ex 12:46]. 
Of all of the thousands and thousands of Passover lambs that had been 

sacrificed, here now was the One, the One Passover Lamb, whose blood would 
avert God’s judgment upon sinners forever. He was the one willing Lamb, the one 
willing Shepherd, who laid down his life for the sheep. He had the authority to lay it 
down. He gave his life for you; no one took it from him. And he who alone had the 
authority to give his life had the authority also to take it up again.

The Gospel of John, which begins by referring to Jesus as God’s Lamb and which 
right in its center has Jesus declaring himself the Good Shepherd, also ends with talk of 
sheep. In John 21, the final chapter, the risen and triumphant Shepherd stands before 
Peter and charges him: “Feed my lambs . . . Shepherd my sheep . . . Feed my sheep.”

Peter isn’t the one Shepherd. Neither is any other disciple. And neither are you. 
There is one flock and one Shepherd, Jesus Christ. But what a wondrous thing is 
happening here at the end of John’s Gospel, as the Good Shepherd, the Victorious 
Lamb, calls Peter to shepherd his lambs—Jesus’s lambs. Peter! Peter, who just before 
Jesus was arrested had boasted: “Lord, why can’t I follow you? I will lay down my 
life for you.” Peter, to whom Jesus had replied, “Will you lay down your life for me? 
Truly, truly, I say to you, the rooster will not crow till you have denied me three 
times.” Peter would find himself weak and weeping. 

There is one flock, and one Shepherd. Only one whose faithfulness never 
wavered, will never waver. One Shepherd, who laid down his life for us. One 
Shepherd, who will never deny us, because he cannot deny himself. One Shepherd, 
whose rod and staff, in life and in death, will prevail for us and will bring us home. 
Peter is not that Shepherd. And neither are you.

But. What a wondrous thing is happening here at the end of John’s Gospel. 
The one Shepherd is calling another to feed his lambs, to shepherd his sheep. To be 
a pastor. And what the Lord God did for Peter and the others at the end of John’s 
Gospel, he continues to do for his church, and he does so here tonight. He is making 
you shepherds, watchmen over his flock. He who gave his life for the sheep, is tonight 
giving you for the sheep.

Tonight, here, Jesus Christ is shepherding his flock. He is calling you to go forth 
with his word, with his sacraments, with his love, with his service, with his humility 
and meekness, with his strength and authority, with his rod and his staff, and, almost 
certainly, with his wounds and his suffering. 

I pray that warm reception awaits you at your first Call. I pray that your ministry 
would be blessed, and carried out with joy, and that you would, often, see the fruits 
of your labor. I pray that God would gather more sheep into his fold through your 
ministry. I pray that the flock which you serve would display the unity and peace of 
Christ. My own years as a pastor in Iowa were, I think, the richest and best years of 
my life.
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But whether through the sin and hostility of others, or through our own sin and 
weakness and brokenness, there will also be many times when the glorious ministry 
of Christ’s gospel will not seem so glorious, when the strong shepherd he has called 
will not feel strong, when the faithful pastor he has called will be confronted by his 
own lack of zeal and unfaithfulness. As with Peter, there will be times when you find 
yourself weak and weeping. 

In those times, my dear ones, the faithfulness of your Shepherd Jesus, the one 
Shepherd, will endure. His arms will be strong for you. His shoulder will be your 
rock and your refuge. His Word and promises will bring life to death-soaked bones. 
His sacrament will bring ointment and healing to your heart and to your lips. His 
strength, not yours. His righteousness, not yours. His authority, not yours. His love, 
not yours. Is your hope. And the church’s hope. He is so good. So true. He will not 
fail you.

You. Will you lay down your life for me? Jesus asks you. Truly, truly, I say to you, 
the rooster will not crow till you have denied me three times.

But if you turn the question around, and if you ask Jesus: “Will you lay down 
your life for me?” Yes, there—right there!—is your hope and your joy for a lifetime 
of self-giving ministry in his name. For he will answer you, again and again: Yes, for 
you, dear lamb, I have laid down my life. And for all the dear lambs I’ve called you to 
shepherd. In my one flock, with one Shepherd.

In his sermons on the Gospel of John, Martin Luther encouraged future pastors 
with these words:

“I know,” says Christ, “that the devil will harass you severely for my sake, 
to sadden and weary you, to make you impatient, to induce you to defect, 
and to make you say: ‘I wish I had never had anything to do with this!’”
 That is the sentiment of many right now. I myself have been 
assailed by such aversion and weariness, and the thought has come to 
me: “If I had not begun to do so, I would never again preach another 
word; I would let everything take whatever course it may.” For flesh 
and blood is flesh and blood; and the thought of seeing and suffering 
so much contempt, ingratitude, and peril in return for one’s love and 
kindness gives anyone pause.
 But Christ declares: “That is not the right attitude. Do not let the 
devil, the world, or your own flesh overcome you; but think of how I 
have loved you and still love you. Call to mind what I have spent on 
you to make you righteous and to save you, to make you acceptable 
to the Father, to make you his priest and servant and my disciple. To 
accomplish this, I suffered and overcame everything both the devil and 
the world were able to do against me. My beloved one, thus you also 
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should remain in my love and not be deterred by . . . the many trials.” 
[LW AE 24:247]

Remain in my love. Indeed. Labor, then, dear friends, in the joy of Christ, in 
the freedom of Christ, in the love of Christ for you. Serve with energy and devotion, 
bring the good news of the Good Shepherd to many. Be a good shepherd for Christ’s 
flock. Yet always in this confidence: there is, finally, one flock, and one Shepherd: 
Jesus Christ. The Good Shepherd, who laid down his life for us sheep.

To his name be glory, at this seminary, in his church, and in your lives of ministry. 
Jesus loves you. Amen.

Thomas Egger
President
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In Memoriam:  
Richard H. Warneck

Like others who answered God’s call to join the small remnant of the  
pre-walkout seminary faculty in the fall of 1974, Richard Warneck had 
quite unexpectedly left a very active and growing parish ministry at  

St John’s Ellisville, at that time primed for the transition from a predominantly 
rural congregation to one in the heart of burgeoning suburbs, to come to the 
largely decimated seminary campus and serve the larger church. Thanks be to 
God, he played a major part in rebuilding the St Louis seminary and restoring 
the important role that it has served so faithfully. His qualifications included 
a good decade of parish experience with an STM along the way, but most 
important was a pastoral heart combined with a deep care for our Lord’s church 
and his mission. Pastor Warneck’s almost legendary work ethic modeled and 
inculcated these key characteristics into the formation of future colleagues.

Those were difficult times. For students somewhat unsure of the future, 
Professor Warneck’s courses in practical, very pastoral theology were a bright 
light of both encouragement and realism. “Guys,” he would say with a love for 
ministry driven from his heart and dripping off his gesturing right hand, “here’s 
how it is out there. It can be tough; it will take your very best efforts, but you 
get to bring the word of God into people’s lives! There is no higher calling.”

Very best efforts, indeed. That phrase well summarizes both Pastor and 
Professor Warneck’s own high standards, whether it be classroom preparation 
or pulpit proclamation. Like everyone in those days, Professor Warneck wore 
several hats. He served also as director of resident field education and vicarage, 
taught more than a normal load of courses, was always ready to “talk shop” with 
students, and jumped in to help wherever needed, providing needed counsel and 
good insight from his well of pastoral wisdom and care.

As living proof of the ongoing connection between seminary and parish, 
Professor Warneck again became Pastor Warneck, providing his steady pastoral 
leadership at Village Lutheran Church in Ladue, where he had also been serving 
as vacancy pastor after division in the congregation in the wake of 1974, and 
then as senior pastor of Grace Lutheran Chapel in Bellefontaine Neighbors in 
north St. Louis county, an historically large congregation now transitioning on 
the other side of burgeoning suburban growth. Both positions left him close to 
the seminary, in proximity but also in his heart, with fruitful opportunities for 
shared service like my own occasional preaching opportunity, for which Dick 
was always so personally and graciously appreciative.

12
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He returned to the seminary in 1992, now a seasoned veteran with even 
more experience and with new experiences to share. He always had a story about 
some joy or difficulty that reflected the realities of the ups and downs of parish 
ministry. But they were always seasoned with humility, good humor, and the 
high integrity of the office that he sought to honor in every aspect of his life. He 
was a living testimony that the call into the Office is dominical, apostolic, and 
serves both pastoral care for those within and the larger mission of our Lord’s 
kingdom to those without. He understood the importance of grounding pastoral 
theology and practice in God’s word as the only true source and applying it with 
uncompromising integrity but evangelical wisdom in explaining positions that 
often seem difficult in the face of contemporary culture. 

This second round on the faculty included a decade of service as chairman 
of the department of practical theology, service to the church-at-large through 
various committees, boards, and special projects, and the completion of the PhD 
degree at age 65, for which Dr. Warneck received a standing ovation from his 
faculty peers at Commencement, 2000. He became one of the early graduates 
in the new “theology and culture” program that he himself had championed, 
modeling even after a lifetime of distinguished service the importance of keeping 
abreast of that intersection of an unchanging theology with the transient cultural 
world into which God’s word is applied. He would continue to engage such 
critical, contemporary issues right through his formal retirement in 2008 and 
continuing into the publication of his Pastoral Theology: Theology and Practice, 
published by Concordia Publishing House in 2018.

Revered Richard Warneck has left a legacy of students into which he instilled 
his highest respect for the pastoral office and the highest integrity in the person 
who filled it 24/7. He was a model of the “pastor as person,” and his dear wife 
Marlene knew better than anyone what that could mean for keeping and adjusting 
schedules and home life. It has been a blessed privilege to come to know them 
both from my own perspective as both student and colleague. His sermons, preached  
and published, were consummate examples of the wedding of exegesis with proclamation 
and application, delivered with rhetorical care and polish, where every word seemed 
to be in just the right place. His class materials and parish-based resources became 
 almost legendary as practical aids that complemented his pastoral theology, all of 
which culminated in the publication of his Pastoral Ministry. His testimony to 
such truly pastoral theology will remain as a standard textbook, already being put to 
good use in seminary courses and pastors’ studies to impact generations to come. 

“Well done, indeed, good and faithful servant.” Of Richard Warneck, it will 
well be said, “May they rest from their labors, and their works do follow them.”

  
Andrew Bartelt 

Professor Emeritus
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Concordia Seminary PhD 
Dissertation Synopses, 2021

Michael Fieberkorn (Adviser: Rev. Dr. Joel Biermann)
Rev. Fieberkorn’s dissertation is entitled, From Vice to Virtue: Contours of Idolatry 
and New Obedience. This dissertation examines Martin Luther’s retention of the 
medieval vice and virtue tradition and observes how he reframes this tradition 
in light of his own emphasis on salvation by grace alone. Luther recognizes the 
vices as specific instances of idolatry in the human heart, and sees the cultivation 
of opposing virtues as necessary to move from unbelief to trust in Jesus. Luther 
situates vice and virtue in the larger context of the Ten Commandments which he 
employs to define the specific contours of sanctified, obedient Christian living.

Brian Gauthier (Adviser: Rev. Dr. Leopoldo Sánchez)
Rev. Gauthier’s dissertation is entitled, Jesus In, With, and Under the Spirit: The 
Spirit’s Presence and Activity in Christ in the Sacrament of the Altar. In dialogue 
with the Spirit Christology of Leopoldo Sánchez and others, this dissertation 
shows how the Holy Spirit is present and active in the Lord’s Supper. The Holy 
Spirit is working through Jesus’ words (“this is my body”) and is present with 
Jesus as he gives us his body and blood in the Sacrament, in order to strengthen 
us in faith and love. The dissertation offers the first pneumatology of the Lord’s 
Supper from a Lutheran perspective.

Kevin Gingrich (Adviser: Rev. Dr. James Voelz)
Mr. Gingrich’s dissertation is entitled, Parechesis in the Undisputed Pauline 
Epistles: Definition, Identification, and Discovery. This dissertation investigates 
in depth in the major Pauline epistles the use of the literary device known 
as parechesis, a figure of speech in which words are used in proximity to 
one another that sound similar but are from different roots with different 
meanings—an example is ἔμαθεν, “he learned,” and ἔπαθεν, “he suffered.” 
This work contributes substantially to the ongoing study of St. Paul’s mastery of 
rhetorical forms common in the Greco-Roman world.

These scholars received the degree of Doctor of Philosophy at Concordia Seminary’s 
Commencement exercises on May 21, 2021. Fuller descriptions of their dissertations are 
available at https://concordiatheology.org/2021/06/phd-dissertations-2021/.

Editor’s note
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Aaron Goldstein (Adviser: Rev. Dr. Jeffery Gibbs)
Rev. Goldstein’s dissertation is entitled “If You Are Willing to Receive It”: The 
Presentation of John the Baptist as Elijah in Matthew’s Gospel. This dissertation 
focuses on how John the Baptist, who is eschatological Elijah foretold in Malachi, 
is more fully known through a narrative arc that employs additional Old Testament 
citations. This arc spans moments during John’s life and ministry which exhibit 
unexpected weakness and vulnerability. John continues to testify even in death. 
Through paradoxical John, Jesus himself is seen more clearly as the one who brings 
salvation unexpectedly in the present, especially through his saving death on the cross.

Michael Hanson (Adviser: Rev. Dr. Leopoldo Sánchez)
Rev. Hanson’s dissertation is entitled, Christian Identity Meets Identity Politics: 
A Lutheran Approach to Political Engagement. After examining the contours of 
identity politics in the United States, and Christian responses to identity politics, 
this dissertation proposes a Lutheran approach to political engagement in the 
state that accounts for the legitimate concerns of vulnerable neighbors in society 
without falling into the divisive side of identity politics. The dissertation offers a 
constructive Lutheran lens to examine how political engagement flows from core 
convictions, identity, relationship to neighbors, and goals for the state.

Chan-U “Vincent” Kam (Adviser: Rev. Dr. Erik Herrmann)
Rev. Kam’s dissertation is entitled, Fortuita Misericordia: Luther on the Unchosen 
Figures in the Patriarchal History as Shown in His Lectures on Genesis. This 
dissertation examines Luther’s Genesis lectures, focusing on the narrative accounts 
of figures who are not “chosen” by God—for example, Cain, Ishmael and Hagar, 
Esau, and the Egyptians. In these narratives of the “unchosen,” Luther’s mature 
theology is demonstrated as he considers God’s surprising generosity to covenantal 
outsiders, which not only provides them temporal blessings but opens the possibility 
for their inclusion in the true church through repentance and faith. The dissertation 
makes a significant contribution to our understanding of Luther’s theology of the 
church, his doctrine of election, and the irrepressible, universal mercy of God.

Brent Olson (Adviser: Rev. Dr. Andrew Bartelt)
Rev. Olson’s dissertation is entitled, Exodus 14-15 as an Anti-Baal Polemic and 
Its Implications for Interpreting Exodus 15:17 and Dating These Chapters. This 
dissertation demonstrates that the Song of the Sea (Exodus 15) within its literary 
context reflects an anti-Baal polemic. After Yahweh controls the sea directly in 
the face of Baal Zaphon, the Controller of the Seas, the Song celebrates Yahweh’s 
advance toward the mountain of his inheritance that anticipates his superiority 
over Baal in the Land of Canaan. This research makes a major contribution to 
the understanding of the historical context and theological import of the Song. 



Charles Schulz (Adviser: Rev. Dr. Joel Elowsky)
Rev. Schulz’s dissertation is entitled, “I Said, You Are Gods”: Pastoral Motives 
Manifest in Patristic Citations of Psalm 82:6. This dissertation is a study of the 
history of interpretation of Psalm 82:6, “I said, You are gods and all sons of the 
Most High.” The early church interpreted this passage by referring to Christians 
as “gods” (with a small “c”), because of their adopted sonship through the waters 
of Baptism. This study highlights the pastoral care early church fathers practiced 
in calling Christians to experience the fullness of God’s salvation as his sons and 
daughters by grace.
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The Gift of Our Bodies in  
Life and Death
Kent Burreson and Beth Hoeltke

The Baptismal Body:  
Life and Death in Baptism

Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one  
is born of water and the Spirit, 
he cannot enter the kingdom of 
God. That which is born of the flesh 
is flesh, and that which is born of  
the Spirit is spirit (John 3:5–6).

In this disenchanted age, humans, 
 including Christians, tend to 
see their bodies  in utilitarian 

ways, even as inconsequential and 
unimportant. As P. C. Cast puts it in 
her book Goddess of Spring, “Ultimately, 
the body is just a shell; it is the soul 
which defines the man or woman, 
god or goddess.”1 We perceive the 
body as a tool for living, as the 
outer shell for our true inner life. 
Contrastingly, the biblical narrative 
calls for the re-enchantment of how 
we understand our bodies not as 

utilitarian containers, but as sacred on account of God’s creative work. The  
human body is the visual expression of God’s magnanimous giving.  
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Through his creative act God gives each person a wonderfully crafted,  
beautiful, and good body (Gn 1:26–31). We rejoice in God’s gift of embodied 
life. Yet, through our rebellion against God we have distorted the body’s beauty 
and goodness. After the fall, we only perceive the body through the lens of sin 
and death.2 As Paul says, “the body is dead because of sin” (Rom 8:10). In this 
life we don’t see the glorious body which God originally created. We need a 
renewed vision of the human body’s sacredness and beauty. God provides that  
vision through his incarnate Son. In him we see the human body in its sacred 
fullness, wholeness, and completion. Embodied in Jesus’s incarnation is the 
divine vision of the human body which the Spirit fully reveals at Jesus’s baptism. 
When God the Father said, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well 
pleased” (Mt 3:17), he was revealing to creation both the Word made flesh  
and the recreated human body in Jesus’s body. In his Son’s incarnation, the  
Father revealed his desire to recreate every human body in the image of his  
only-begotten Son.3

In our fallen condition, we are unable to perceive fully this sacredness of the 
created body. Yet, through faith we long for a hope-filled future for this body 
of death. So, we must view our bodies through the Word of God who took on the 
human body—the new Adam (and Eve)—Jesus Christ. In the incarnation God 
enacts the recreation of the prototypical human body in Jesus.4 Through baptism 
into the Son, God the Father begins for each believer the journey toward the 
eschatological future which will lead to the refashioning of our bodies according 
to the pattern of Jesus’s body. God’s re-creation of our human bodies begins in 
baptism. Since Jesus’s incarnate body reflects God’s original design, baptism into 
Jesus provides the pattern for the re-creation of our bodies brought to completion 
on the last day (Phil 3:20–21). God rebirths us, our entire beings, through baptism 
into his Son Jesus.5 As Jesus says to Nicodemus, “unless one is born of water and 
the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God” (Jn 3:3).6 So, we must view  
our bodies baptismally, that is, considering the eschatological future of our  
resurrected bodies conformed to Christ’s risen body.7 

Seeing our bodies baptismally means two things: seeing our bodies through 
the word and in the water. How do we perceive our bodies baptismally in the 
water? Water is God’s elixir of life, the source of everything that lives, flowing 
from the word and will of God as the psalmist declares: “You visit the earth 
and water it; you greatly enrich it; the river of God is full of water; you provide 
their grain, for so you have prepared it” (Ps 65:9). Our adult bodies are made of 
water (around 60 percent).8 Not only is water our bodies’ primary substance, but 
we also gestate and are born in water. Our mothers’ watery wombs nurture our 
newly given life. As the psalmist declares, “On you was I cast from my birth, and 
from my mother’s womb you have been my God” (Ps 22:10). Our life and growth 
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as human creatures begins in our mothers’ wombs. We are the uniquely human  
individuals that God created us to be because of our gestation and growth in utero. 
We, in our genetic makeup, cannot escape the watery womb. And we need water 
to live. Without it, we would die.9 Seeing our bodies baptismally means perceiving 
water as God’s great creaturely gift that births us, nourishes us, and makes us. 

Yet, perceiving our bodies baptismally through life-giving water is possible only 
when we see our bodies through the word.10 In an absolute sense water is not 
purely a gift. As much as water is life-giving it is also destructive, the opposite of 
life-giving. We only perceive water as life-giving through the word. As Luther 
says in the Small Catechism, 

How can water do such great things? Certainly not just water, 
but the Word of God in and with the water does these things, 
along with the faith which trusts this Word of God in the water. For 
without God’s Word the water is plain water and no Baptism. 
But with the Word of God it is a Baptism, that is, a life-giving water, 
rich in grace, and a washing of the new birth in the Holy Spirit . . .11

Without God’s word water is plain—neither life-giving nor life-destroying. 
Without the word, seeing our bodies considering the water that is in and surrounds 
us can go either way, life or death. But with the word of God, water becomes 
something totally life giving. Through the word—that is God’s name and story 
in his Son Jesus by his Spirit—attached to the water, in the baptismal womb the 
water is a generous washing of new birth in the Holy Spirit. Our bodies through 
faith are cleansed of the sin and evil that dwells in us and seeps into every muscle, 
organ, and tissue. The contagion of death that consumes our bodies is washed out 
and God births our bodies anew by faith. Perceiving our bodies baptismally by 
faith means that we see every part of the body God created as reborn through his 
action. The long-term prognosis of hope applies to every part of our bodies that 
God created. We have been reborn by faith through the word in the water.

Rebirth entails starting over, a return to the beginning where the old must 
die, be completely refashioned, and be reborn.12 And God has a method for rebirthing. 
Paul describes it in Romans 6,

Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into 
Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were buried 
therefore with him by baptism into death, in order that, just 
as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, 
we too might walk in newness of life. For if we have been 
united with him in a death like his, we shall certainly be united 
with him in a resurrection like his.

We perceive this act of new birth as God’s great remolding of his creature in his 
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likeness and image.13 Through the very thing that is the end of the creature—
death—God fashions a new human creature.14 The death-dealing and life-giving 
water and word of baptism are like God’s pottery wheel. And because of baptismal 
rebirth we perceive death differently as God’s work. He will complete this artistic 
work at our earthly deaths and the resurrections. As the theologian John Behr says,

Death will finally reveal in which direction my heart is oriented. 
However, until that point, it is still I who am doing this, dying 
to myself. When, on the other hand, I am finally returned to 
the dust, then I stop working. Then, and only then, do I finally 
experience my complete and utter frailty and weakness. Then, 
and only, then do I become clay (for I never was this), clay 
fashioned by the Hands of God into living flesh. And so, it is 
also only then that the God whose strength is made perfect in 
weakness can finally be the Creator: taking dust from the earth 
which I now am and mixing in His power, he now, finally, 
fashions a true, living human being—“the glory of God.” When 
this happens, the act begun in Baptism is completed, and so too 
is the Eucharist.15

In the baptismal body lies God’s recreating power in the living Jesus. Our baptismal 
bodies are the foretaste of the living bodies that God will raise on the last day

Living Life Fully in the Body
I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ 
lives in me. The life I now live in the body, I live by faith in the Son 
of God, who loves me and gave himself for me. (Galatians 2:20)

Live your life fully in the body. Does this mean to carelessly do whatever we 
choose in and with our body? To disregard our body’s sanctity? To abuse the body 
for our own self-gratification? Of course not. Living fully in the body requires 
honoring the one who created the body. In 1 Corinthians, Paul asks, “Do you 
not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you 
have from God? You are not your own; you were bought with a price. So glorify 
God in your body” (1 Cor 6:19–20). In Galatians 2 Paul states that we all have 
received our bodies from God and they were bought with a price, the sacrifice 
of Christ. The God who redeems us through the sacrifice of Christ is also the 
One who lovingly created us. To fully appreciate the body as an amazing gift, 
we must recognize our body’s Creator. The Father, Son and Holy Spirit created, 
molded, and knitted together our bodies: “Your hands have made and fashioned 
me” (Ps 119:73). And God consecrated our bodies: “before I formed you in  
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the womb I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you” (Jer 1:5).  
Something that is sacred is highly valued, precious in one’s sight, and this is how 
God sees our bodies. Our bodies matter to the Creator because he created them. 
A potter works to mold and shape the clay into something that has purpose, like 
a pot. In its earliest stages it is highly delicate, even to the touch. As it dries it 
becomes firmer (still breakable though). Just as a potter cherishes the pot created 
so God even more deeply cares for each body. 

As we noted, the body is not simply an empty vessel that carries around the 
human soul. God intentionally created this intricate and detailed body. A body 
that thinks, reasons, feels, reacts, moves, touches, sees, believes, smells, and 
speaks. Dietrich Bonhoeffer put it this way, “Man’s body is not his prison, his shell, 
his exterior, but man himself. Man does not ‘have’ a body; he does not ‘have’ a 
soul; rather, he ‘is’ body and soul. . . . The man who renounces his body renounces 
his existence before God the Creator.”16 Consider God’s knitting together of all the 
intricate details: “you formed my inward parts; you knitted me together in my 
mother’s womb. I praise you for I am fearfully and wonderfully made”  
(Ps 139:13–14a). Wonderfully made, our bodies consist of twelve systems  
including our digestive, circulatory, and immune systems. Each of these systems 
disperse into further systems. Consider the muscular system of about 650 muscles 
that aid in movement, blood flow, and other bodily functions. 

The heart, a cardiac muscle and one of the five vital organs of our body, is 
an example of God’s creative and intricate detail. On average the human heart 
is the size of a large fist. That tiny organ pumps blood throughout the entire 
body. It supplies oxygen and nutrients while removing carbon dioxide and other 
wastes. The heart beats on average 100,000 times per day, about three million 
beats in a lifetime and pumps throughout the body approximately six quarts of 
blood each minute, 2,000 gallons per day. And that is just one bodily organ. 

Our bodies are amazing. They consist of nearly 100 trillion cells with at 
least ten times as many bacteria in those cells. Every day, our kidneys process 
about fifty gallons of blood to filter about two quarts of waste and water. And 
our brains contain about 100 billion nerve cells. It is difficult even to fathom 
some of these intricacies. Even more amazing is that God knows every detail of 
our bodies. “Even the very hairs of your head are all numbered” (Mt 10:30). 
Why would a God so great and powerful care about the hairs on our head?  
Because he is the God who authored life. If God, who spent so much time and 
care creating the intimately detailed human body, continues to care deeply for 
it, why wouldn’t his children practice that same love and care in honoring our 
bodies? Because of this loving gift—the beautiful human body—we live a life 
worthy of our calling through our bodies and so worship the Creator. 
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Because our bodies are a gift, we need to use this gift honoring what God 
created. We do this by caring for our body not only in life, but in death. While 
living we exercise, wash, eat well, and care for our personal body and the bod-
ies of those we love. In the church, we baptize, commune, pray, worship, and 
serve. We do all things that benefit and strengthen our bodies. In death, we walk 
alongside our loved ones. This might include allowing our loved ones to die at 
home under hospice care. It could include providing a bed in hospital or home 
for a spouse to sleep in near a loved one approaching death. After death, we 
might consider caring for their bodies by washing and preparing them for burial. 
These are some ways in which we journey with their bodies all the way to the grave. 

In 1 Corinthians, Paul provides a vision of how we are to live fully in our 
bodies within the body of the church by using the gifts of the spirit. Notice the 
importance Paul places on the body of Christ, the corporate body composed of all 
the baptized: “Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it”  
(1 Cor 12:27). Here the physical, human body of Christ serves as the template 
for understanding the importance of the body of the church. Likewise, if Paul 
uses the physical body of Christ as a metaphor for the corporate entity of the 
church, it also points to the importance of the bodies of each baptized member of 
Christ’s corporate body. He emphasizes the important role each body part plays 
in the whole body, that one part is not better than another, and that all parts are 
necessary to make the body whole. Paul uses parts of the body as metaphors for 
using the gifts of the Spirit to love and care for our neighbors in their bodies. 
For example, if you have been given the gift of teaching, fully live out that gift 
through your body to instruct others. Just as each member of the human body—the 
ear, the arm, the kidney—is significant for the entire body’s proper functioning, 
so too are the gifts of the Spirit to be used through our bodies to serve creation, 
the body of Christ, and the human body with proper care and respect. 

Living life fully in the human body means to honor, care for, and wonder at 
the body’s beauty. We should contemplate the amazing, intricate details of  
our body. Living life fully means that even as the body declines in health, we live 
with hope and patience trusting that whether we are alive or dead we are with 
the Lord. “For none of us lives to himself, and none of us dies to himself. For  
if we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord. So then,  
whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s. For to this end Christ  
died and lives again, that he might be Lord of both the dead and of the living” 
(Rom 14:7–9).

The Dying Body: Living as Those Who Have Already Died
For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, and you have 
been filled in him, who is the head of all rule and authority. In 
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him also you . . . having been buried . . . in baptism, in which you 
were also raised with him through faith in the powerful working of 
God, who raised him from the dead. (Colossians 2:9–12)

Christ is the Lord of both the dead and the living.17 As the Lord of death, the 
death of our bodies serves his purpose—that we have life only in and through 
him. As the Lord over death, he uses it as part of his recreative process. Through 
that process we can perceive the dying body from three perspectives: the body 
of sin, the body of Christ (the church), and the body of new life in this world. 
Assessing our bodies from these perspectives helps us to perceive the recreated 
human body. The first half of the Great Flood prayer in Luther’s baptismal rite 
will serve as the vehicle for these three perspectives:

Almighty and eternal God, according to Your strict judgment 
You condemned the unbelieving world through the flood, yet 
according to Your great mercy You preserved believing Noah 
and his family, eight souls in all. You drowned hard-hearted 
Pharaoh and all his host in the Red Sea, yet led Your people 
Israel through the water on dry ground, foreshadowing this 
washing of Your Holy Baptism. Through the Baptism in the 
Jordan of Your beloved Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, You sancti-
fied and instituted all waters to be a blessed flood and a lavish 
washing away of sin.18

Death is at the center of all three images in the first half of the prayer: the flood 
destroying the unbelieving world, the crossing of the Red Sea when Egypt was 
killed and Israel lived, and Jesus’s acceptance of death and resurrection as the 
pattern for the word of God in human flesh. The prayer reveals that God’s  
pattern for recreating his human creatures is death and resurrection. It calls upon 
God to drown and put to death all sin that has been inherited from Adam and that 
has been committed (and will be committed). Baptism is the means for God to 
re-create and renew his creatures, destroying sin’s effects. The body of sin must be 
put to death. Baptism is the experience by which God drowns the old Adam and 
Eve, to put the body of sin to death.

Death to the body of sin is now a constant feature of bodily life. As Paul 
says to the Corinthians:

But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the  
surpassing power belongs to God and not to us. We are  
afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven 
to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not 
destroyed; always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so 
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that the life of Jesus may also be manifested in our bodies. For 
we who live are always being given over to death for Jesus’s sake, 
so that the life of Jesus also may be manifested in our mortal 
flesh. So death is at work in us, but life in you (2 Cor 4:7–12).

Note that death and resurrection is manifested in our bodies, not just our minds 
or spirits. Aging, loss of sight, loss of hearing, muscle and bone degeneration, 
and illness indicate that we carry death in our bodies. All so that God may recreate 
our bodies and finish his work as artistic creator of the human creature.19

When Jesus went down into the waters of the Jordan to be baptized, he 
united that water to his name for all time, the agent of a “safe” death and a new 
birth: “Through the Baptism in the Jordan of Your beloved Son, our Lord Jesus 
Christ You sanctified and instituted all waters to be a blessed flood and a lavish 
washing away of sin.”20 What descended into the water is significant. The water 
was consecrated with the body of the One who would die and be raised again to 
new life. As the one truly living human person (1 Cor 1:30), Jesus is the prototype, 
or the first fruits, of the recreated human body.21 Through baptism by faith our 
human bodies die “safely,” rise, and enter the daily death and resurrection path 
that will conform us in the last days to Christ’s body.

The believer encounters this death through baptism. At the font, the be-
liever dies the crucified One’s death. As Paul says, “Do you not know that all 
of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?” 
(Rom 6:3). Death and new life in Jesus take place within the church, his spiritual 
body on earth. We do not encounter baptismal death alone. We die in Christ’s 
crucified body, the church, where the risen Christ lives (1 Cor 12:2–13).22 As 
we encounter spiritual death we are surrounded by the baptismal community, all 
those incorporated through baptismal death and resurrection into the one body 
of Christ. We are united to those who are already dead and have been born again 
to new life. We don’t face physical death alone either. When we walk through 
the valley of the shadow of death, we fear no evil because we make the journey 
with all who have died and risen in Christ. It is not our journey to make alone, 
but we make it with all who have and will make the same journey in Christ with us.23

Through immersion into Jesus’s death and resurrection, Christians have 
already encountered bodily death by faith. Through baptismal rebirth by faith, 
we receive newly recreated bodies through the Spirit.24 By the Spirit of the Lord’s 
resurrection our bodies are spiritually transformed. We do not yet have fully 
recreated bodies, as they are still afflicted with the consequences of sin. But 
the renewal of our bodies—part of the entire creation’s renewal —has begun in 
baptism and will be completed on the day of the Lord’s coming. As Paul says in 
Colossians, “But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing 
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power belongs to God and not to us. . . . always carrying in the body the death of 
Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be manifested in our bodies” (Col 4:7–10). This is 
what Maxwell Johnson refers to as “Living after Death.25” Through our baptism 
into Christ we are already dead! “Death is a reality and experience that is already 
behind us!”26 Because death is already behind us, we live in our bodies toward 
what is to come, “in the hope of our ultimate resurrection in him.”27 So we walk 
in “newness of life” (Rom 6:4) with Jesus’s resurrected life in the Spirit reveal-
ing itself through our bodies before our deaths, a foretaste of the new creation. 
Through baptism the new creation spins back into the old creation bringing a 
foretaste of the restoration and renewal that is coming. The Spirit is at work giving 
life to our mortal bodies (Rom 8:10–11). Through that spiritual rebirth God’s 
future recreative act spins back into time to begin refashioning the human body 
(and spirit) as God originally intended it.28

This has fundamental implications for how we care for our bodies in life and 
in death. As bearers of Jesus’s life and as those the Spirit transforms, we perceive 
the holiness of our bodies. We care for them as bearers of the new life given 
through baptism. In both death and life, they show forth true human 
life, the life to which we are called through death to Christ’s appearing. We 
prepare for physical death as those who have already died, knowing that the 
victory belongs to Christ and that our bodies are incorporated into his living 
body.29 This is the stance of faith that equips us to deal with the bodily pain and 
suffering that comes with dying. While seeking remedy for pain is appropriate—
since physical pain results from the fallen condition of our bodies—we can also 
endure pain faithfully knowing that we will be released fully from pain through 
Christ’s living body. We live in hope and surrender our bodies to the reigning 
Jesus where our lives, our very bodies, are hidden.30 So, we view our bodies 
eschatologically,31 considering what they will become at Christ’s return.32 Even 
now, through the word, we see what our bodies are becoming: “So is it with the 
resurrection of the dead. What is sown is perishable; what is raised is imperishable. 
It is sown in dishonor; it is raised in glory. It is sown in weakness; it is raised in 
power. It is sown a natural body; it is raised a spiritual body” (1 Cor 15:42–44). 
Behold the baptismal body, reborn through the death and resurrection of Jesus.33

The Death of the Body
Knowing our baptismal bodies prepares Christians to deal with the reality of physical 
death. Our bodies will die. There is no escaping death (unless you are one who is 
alive when the Lord returns). Death has us surrounded. Yet, we live in a culture 
that denies death at every turn. We seek to hide death and stave off our encounter 
with it. One might think that we live as those who have no hope in death’s face.

Because we do not “grieve as others do who have no hope” (1 Thes 4:13), 
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we ought to face physical death directly without fear. We have already encountered 
death in the body through Christ and have experienced the foretaste of our own 
resurrection. Facing death in this way lets us recognize that since our conception 
and taking our first breath, we have been dying, throughout our lives. Our bodies 
are in decline from the very beginning.

And so, we can tell our story—our body’s story—fully and rightly, including our 
deaths. Our bodies are perishable and destructible, diminishing and decaying, as 
we make this journey on God’s beautiful earth. It is important that we, and the 
body of Christ with us, tell the story of our bodies to the end. At the end of our 
earthly stories, our lips will say their last word, our bodies will make their last 
move, our lungs will breathe their last breath, our hearts will beat their last beat, 
and our brains will make their last conscious thought. Life will flee from our bodies. 

A funeral allows the church to finish our body’s earthly story as we entrust it 
to the Creator’s care by placing it into the earth from which he created it. While 
modern burial practices betray the human desire to forestall decay, it cannot be 
denied. The earth will reclaim that which is from the earth through decay. Per-
haps, here, the meaningless of death is most noticeable. Death is one of the great 
enemies (along with sin/evil and Satan/hell) of the living God and of his crea-
tures. Death is a denial of God and God’s life. We cannot make sense of death or 
twist any ultimate meaning out of it. By itself, death is meaningless.

Yet, for the Creator the death of our body is just the penultimate stage in 
our body’s story.34 In God’s final act, our physical deaths and burials become 
God’s final staging ground for our bodily stories. Our baptismal death reaches 
completion as our physical deaths are now the door to life in the crucified and 
risen One. The great Potter is completing his work through his pottery wheel: 
death and resurrection.

The Resurrection of the Body
For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly 
also be united with him in a resurrection like his. (Romans 6:5)

Bodily resurrection brings us full circle on the importance of the body, both in 
life and in death. In our baptism, we were brought through death—death to sin 
and Satan—into a new life in Christ. But in physical death—our perishable, 
destructible bodies—have been refashioned in order that they may be raised to 
new life once again, this time to an eternal life in and with Christ. 

In 1 Corinthians, Paul helpfully compares our body to a kernel of grain. He 
states concerning that kernel, “what you sow does not come to life unless it dies. 
. . . So is it with the resurrection of the dead. What is sown is perishable, what 
is raised is imperishable. It is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory. It is sown in 
weakness, it is raised in power. It is sown a physical body, it is raised  
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a spiritual body” (1 Cor 15:36, 42–44). Although we don’t know what our  
resurrected existence will look like, we will be changed. Our resurrected body will 
be conformed to Jesus’s resurrected body. Christ will fill our resurrected body and 
enliven it for eternity.35 Christ’s resurrection changed everything, including the way 
we live our lives today. We live now in hope, that our bodies will be transformed, and 
the earth along with it. On that transformed earth—the new creation—we will 
dwell forever. This is bodily resurrection and new life in and with Christ!

This is great news for those who trust in Christ as Lord, but what about 
those who have chosen to go their own way and don’t believe in Jesus’s resurrection? 
For the unbelievers—who focus on the present life and deny an afterlife—won’t  
they also be raised from the dead? This is affirmed in Acts 24:15b, “There will 
be a resurrection of both the just and unjust,” the believer and the unbeliever. 
Undeniably, bodily resurrection will be for all. Clearly the body is important 
to God. This is why Jesus became an enfleshed human being so that we might 
believe in God and see the future in him. But the unbeliever doesn’t believe. So, 
what will happen to the dead unbeliever? The unbelieving resurrected person 
will live separated from God just as he did in life. Rather than living in the new 
creation he will live in torment, in anguish, in hell as Luke describes in the story 
of Lazarus and the rich man.

There was a rich man, who was clothed in purple and fine linen 
and who feasted sumptuously every day. And at his gate lay a 
poor man name Lazarus, full of sores, who desired to be fed with 
what fell from the rich man’s table; moreover the dogs came and 
licked his sores. The poor man died and was carried by the angles 
to Abraham’s bosom. The rich man also died and was buried; 
and in Hades, being in torment, he lifted up his eyes, and saw 
Abraham far off and Lazarus in his bosom. And he called out, 
“Father Abraham, have mercy upon me, and send Lazarus to 
dip the end of his finger in water and cool my tongue; for I am 
in anguish in this flame.” But Abraham said, “Son, remember that 
you in your lifetime received your good things, and Lazarus in 
like manner evil things; but now he is comforted here, and you 
are in anguish. And besides all this, between us and you a great 
chasm has been fixed.” (Lk 16: 19–26a)

If in life the body is one of the greatest gifts we have received, in death, the 
unbeliever’s body becomes their greatest punishment. Unbelief bears with it 
torment and anguish for eternal life, in hell, separated from true life in the new 
creation. “He who believes in the Son has eternal life; he who does not obey the 
Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God now rests upon him” (Jn 3:36).
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For the unbelieving child, God’s wrath remains even after God raises our 
bodies. This is not a place of comfort but one where fire burns and does not 
destroy. Jesus’s story confirms torment and anguish for eternity. When we live 
disconnected from the source of bodily life—separated from Christ—it makes it 
easier for the unbeliever to deny hell’s reality. But scripture is clear about the  
reality of hell and the future for unbelievers, and it requires us to take it seriously. 

Although it may be difficult to comprehend that our dying, earthly bodies will 
be transformed into imperishable bodies, it is also hard to believe that they will 
no longer feel pain, decay, or die, when God raises us from the dead. But this is 
the power and will of the God we worship and serve. God gave us our bodies as 
a gift at birth, and they will be an even greater gift in the resurrection. A body 
that cannot be destroyed by sin, death, and the devil will live eternally, alive in Christ.

Bodily resurrection requires faith in a savior and Lord of life. The resurrection 
 mystery is that Jesus the Christ truly rose and lives. We put our faith in him 
whom God raised knowing that with him all things are possible! No matter how 
we are buried, God will recreate these lowly physical bodies into spiritual bodies. 
Our resurrected bodies will have some degree of continuity with our current earthly 
bodies. They will be of the same identity and presumably the same DNA. At the 
same time, we will be different because sin and pain will no longer reside in us. 
We will be transformed because, as Paul reminds us, we will be spiritual bodies, 
renewed from the perishable into the imperishable, and manifestations of Christ’s 
risen, living body. Our resurrected body will be the continuation and completion 
of our baptized life in Christ. 

While the story of Lazarus describes the eternal life of an unbeliever’s  
resurrected body, Ezekiel proclaims the believer’s future life:

Prophesy to these bones, hear the word of the Lord. Thus says 
the Lord God to these bones: Behold, I will cause breath to en-
ter you, and you shall live. And I will lay sinews upon you, and 
will cause flesh to come upon you, and cover you with skin, and 
put breath in you, and you shall live; and you shall know that 
I am the Lord. . . . Therefore prophesy, and say to them, Thus 
say the Lord God: Behold I will open your graves, and raise 
you from your graves, O my people; and I will bring you home 
into the land of Israel. And you shall know that I am the Lord, 
when I open your graves, and raise you from your graves, O my 
people. And I will put my Spirit within you, and you shall live, 
and I will place you in your own land. (Ez 37: 4–6, 11–14)

These are words of hope and promise through bodily resurrection. God, as at the  
beginning, enfleshes us to live with him, but now eternally. There will be no 
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more tears or death. “He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death 
shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain any more, 
for the former things have passed away” (Rv 21:4). This is the joy and promise of 
bodily resurrection as conveyed in John’s words: “I am the resurrection and the 
life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live” (Jn 11:25). “I am 
the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end”  
(Rv 22: 13). Life in Christ means bodily life, with Christ, eternally. 

The Latin word resurgam was for centuries used as an inscription placed on 
Christian grave headstones to proclaim that the dead would bodily rise to new 
life. We can make the same claim: Resurgam—“I SHALL RISE!”
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Making Ethnography More 
Familiar, Theology More Strange 
Ethnographic Theology as 
Theological Practice

“. . . that your love may abound 
more and more in knowledge and 
depth of insight, so that you may 
be able to discern what is best.” 
(Philippians 1:9–11)1

In summer 2019, I had the 
opportunity to lead a “Cultural 
Anthropology in Christian 

Perspective” seminar with graduate 
students at Concordia Seminary,  
St. Louis. Our goal was to explore the 
understandings and tools of cultural 

anthropology and their usefulness in ministerial and congregational contexts. 
Students not only immersed themselves in anthropological literature, but also 
got their hands dirty with ethnographic fieldwork. The students explored various 
topics via participant observation—from conference presentations on “creation 
science” to the “killing fields of Cambodia,” from the quotidian camaraderie 
of a local barbershop to the blurred lines of “online baptism.”2 Whether it was 
critically evaluating anthropological theories or discerning the methodological 
assumptions inherent in both ethnography and theology, our goal was the same: 
to make the strange more familiar and the familiar more strange. This, I told the 
cohort, was the goal of ethnographic research. As pastors and theologians tasked 
with carefully and critically considering how an ethnographic lens might help 
us fulfill our vocations, we came to appreciate that as the work of ethnography 
became more familiar, it was the work of theology that became more strange. 

Ken Chitwood

Ken Chitwood is a religion 
scholar, newswriter, and pastor 
based in Germany. He is the 
Fritz Thyssen Foundation’s 
postdoctoral research fellow 
at the Berlin Graduate School 
Muslim Cultures and Societies 

at Freie Universität Berlin and a journalist fellow with 
the University of Southern California’s Center for Religion 
and Civic Culture’s Engaged Spirituality Project. His work 
includes research on Islam and Muslim communities in 
Latin America and the Caribbean, ethnography of religion, 
and Christian-Muslim relations.
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In this essay, my aim is to extend the discussions in that seminar and to 
reflect on how applying the perspectives, postures, and practices of ethnography 
might help academic theologians and pastors better understand the world we 
live in and better discern the varieties of theology and culture within our congregations, 
communities, and denominations. Based on my reading of the literature on  
“ethnographic theology” and my work as a pastor, theologian, and ethnographer  
of religion, I propose ethnography as theological practice helps pastors and  
theologians more holistically understand the diverse, overlapping, and sometimes 
contradicting religious experiences and perspectives of our congregations,  
communities, and church bodies. Moving beyond a focus on texts and traditions, 
as well as timeworn modes of thinking about the relation between theology 
and culture, ethnographic theology brings a fresh perspective to our theological 
discourse by summoning together the everyday and the academic, to create new 
conversations around worship and living. In the end, I suggest that to effectively 
discern how to navigate the “diversity and difference”3 of the world and the  
contexts we live and work in, we need to become better ethnographers.

Ethnography + Theology = Ethnographic Theology? 
Before addressing how ethnographic theology might be helpful, I want to set  
out some basic understandings of how I employ its constituent terms. First, at  
its most basic, ethnography is the “description of a people and its way of life”4 
and involves both intensive research among a people group or community  
and making an account of those people’s way of life.5 Over the course of the 
twentieth century, ethnography became one of the primary means of doing 
cultural anthropology—the comparative study of “humankind’s cultural expressions, 
institutions, and commitments.”6 Distinguishing itself from more quantitative 
approaches (surveys, structured interviews, focus groups, etc.), ethnographers 
offer a more nuanced, qualitative account of a culture or community from the 
perspective of that culture or community (as much as this is possible, given the 
ethnographer’s background, identity, experience, and so forth). 

Therefore, ethnographers spend an intense amount of time living among, 
observing, participating alongside, and interviewing people in their “natural” 
settings, where “the behavior of people in everyday situations is followed as it 
happens.”7 This is often known as “ethnographic fieldwork” or simply “fieldwork.” 
Those natural settings—the field—can be anything from social media to street 
art collectives, a local environmental council to a globally networked megachurch, 
and many settings in between and beyond. To put it quite simply, ethnography 
is “hanging out and doing stuff ”8 with people over a long period of time with 
the goal of better appreciating the entirety of their lives—work, relationships, 
habits, religious practice, and so on. As anthropologist Matthew Engelke put it, 
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doing fieldwork is akin to being “that kid in school who always wanted to play 
with everyone. ‘Hey, what’s going on?! Can I join in?’”9 As might be assumed, 
such research comes with its own set of practical and ethical considerations, 
which will be discussed later. 

Second, theology is, broadly and etymologically speaking, “talk about God” 
or “god talk.”10 As both theologian and ethnographer, I view theology in two 
ways. On the one hand, theology is the “rigorous inquiry and mastery of a body 
of knowledge related to the formal teachings of a religious tradition and scholastic 
reflection upon that tradition’s core doctrines.”11 This is what we might call 
“academic theology.” This tradition has generally been shaped by a privileged 
group of academically trained theologians and has not involved lay persons or 
marginalized communities to a robust degree. On the other hand, theology also 
encompasses the various ways in which people talk about “god,” situated as they 
are in particular places, communities, languages, bodies, and historical moments. 
From this perspective, “theology” encompasses any kind of talking about “god” 
in everyday life, is not limited to any one tradition or privileged community and 
may or may not be concerned with “orthodoxy” in the strict sense of the term. 
This is what we might call “everyday theology.” In making this distinction, I do 
not mean to imply that there is no crossover between the two. Often, there is. 
Academic theology is not divorced from everyday life and is also embedded in 
particular communities, contexts, and institutions. Likewise, everyday theology is 
not made up of uneducated conversations about “the divine” or “spirituality,” but 
is often informed by academic discourses, textual interpretation, and the like. 

In either case, I begin with the premise that theology, whether academic or 
everyday, is a cultural practice, spoken from particular people and influenced by 
particular times and places.12 The question is whether we are properly equipped 
to discern how theologies are culturally situated. Although I suspect that “academic 
theology” is the kind most Lutheran pastors are more familiar with—given our 
penchant for academic training and accomplishment—we frequently encounter 
everyday theology in ministry and daily life. The issue is that regardless of  
encounter and experience, pastors and theologians are often not properly prepared 
to situate either kind of theology in a cultural sense or deal with it any other way 
than to subject it to the categories offered by our academic theological training.

Ethnographic theology is meant to help us do this situating. Moreover, it 
helps us better attend to the gaps between academic and everyday theology, 
given their varying cultural “situatedness.” Or, in other words, it can help us 
steward the interaction between the academic and the everyday and discern how 
to navigate the frictions and gaps between them in our congregations, communities, 
and synod. Over the years, ethnography and theology have mutually informed one 
another in various ways, engaging in dialogue—for better or for worse—from 
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their respective disciplinary  
perspectives.13 In this essay, however, 
I follow Natalie Wigg-Stevenson 
(among others) in calling for ethnog-
raphy to be employed as a theological 
discipline. Moving beyond a dialogue 
between ethnography and theology, 

Wigg-Stevenson frames ethnographic theology as a discipline that offers the 
chance to shift our conversations from “theological traditions enshrined in texts 
toward theological traditions embodied in practice.”14 As Matthew Geiger put it, 
if ethnography is “writing about people and their culture with and among those 
people and culture” then ethnography in a “theological mode is about learning  
the truth about people and their experience in order that truth may emerge” 
through the very process of ethnographic learning and writing.15 Along the way, 
ethnographic theology as a spiritual discipline invites us to explore difficult questions 
about the relationships between academic and everyday theology, between theological 
knowledge produced in the classroom and that produced in everyday contexts. 

Geiger offers a helpful illustration of this. He asks us to visualize writing  
responses to a set of questions about our theology and praxis and then posing 
the same questions to a particular constituency (people experiencing homelessness, 
youth at your church, people at the coffee shop across the street). Imagine, Geiger 
wrote, “this person writing their honest and intelligent answers that are based on 
his or her experience, and placing them on the table next to your responses.”16 
Reading and comparing those answers, you might hope to find a certain alignment, 
but as Geiger wrote, we are also highly likely to “discover a gap” or a certain 
amount of “slippage” between our answers and that of those we compare them 
to. Indeed, “contrary to what academic theologians [and academically trained 
theologians] think, our work does not easily connect to so-called ordinary believers, 
nor does it necessarily recognize their wisdom.”17 Ethnographic theology invites us 
into a much more intimate manner of comparing these experiences and practices 
and exploring the gaps between them so that we might discover “fresh theological  
insights and new possibilities for Christian living.”18 This perspective and 
posture helps shift our focus away from immediately interpreting (and perhaps too 
quickly condemning) our peoples’ beliefs and instead analyzing them as discourses 
and practices shaped at, by, and through the convergence of multiple streams of 
influence and experience.19

As pointed out by Geiger, this practice not only helps us understand our 
congregations and communities, but also our own theology and praxis. This is 
important because academic training in our tradition tends to emphasize preparing 
pastors for believing, teaching, and defending our theology, less so for understanding  

The question is whether we 
are properly equipped to 
discern how theologies are 
culturally situated. 
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its cultural situatedness. Furthermore, the socialization of our synod tends to 
surround us with others who call on the same texts and traditions that we do 
and engage in a discourse with shared language and assumptions. Although we  
equip pastors and religious educators with a certain degree of cultural awareness, 
there is not sufficient training for our church workers to fully comprehend 
how our theology is culturally situated or to understand the theology of others as 
anything more than “strange” and in need of correction. Essentially, we do not 
train them to recognize and address “the power of culture to shape [theological] 
assumptions”20 and how that has given a very particular shape to our synod and 
its interactions with the wider world. In other words, “theologians do not interpret 
scripture, appropriate tradition, or exercise reason in a vacuum,” but through 
“embodied interactions with the world, other persons, and the holy.”21 Similar to how 
ethnography proper helps cut through the clutter of ethnocentrism to see others as 
fully human beings, ethnographic theology also helps cut through the clutter of 
theocentrism—the tendency to view our own theology as best and to judge the 
behavior and beliefs of theologically different people by our own standards.22 By 
carefully tending to the nuances of how religious expressions and faith responses 
are situated within a context—specific social, historical, and cultural spaces 
and times—ethnographic theology opens up the possibility of understanding 
our own theology as “strange,” while simultaneously better comprehending the 
theological “other” and the conditions out of which their seemingly “strange” 
theologies arise. 

“Strange” Theologies 
Ethnographic theology is all the more urgent given the degree of diversity and 
difference we experience in the contemporary world. Given the rapid rise of 
global cities and the networks that link them, layers upon layers of peoples, cultures, 
histories, philosophies, religions, and bodies bump up against one another, come 
into conflict, or fuse together into new coalitions and combinations.23 As a result, 
our ideas of identity—of what a place or a people should or could be—are constantly 
called into question. The experience of this globalized diversity is not limited 
to cosmopolitan urban centers or jet-setting international travelers. Instead, the 
“other”—the person, place, idea, or thing that is seen as different, and often 
framed as undesirable or deplorable—is constantly there . . . or, rather, here. The 
“other” is on our television screen, our social media feeds, in our e-mail inboxes. 
They are sitting next to us on the airplane, drinking coffee at the table across 
from us, working in our fields, serving us our meals, moving in next door, becoming 
our bosses, or sitting in our pews. This experience of “globality” embedded in 
the mundane experiences of everyday life is what Ulrich Beck called, “banal 
cosmopolitanism.”24 This means that even if you wanted to, you cannot escape 
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the “other.” Diversity and difference are a fact of everyday life. The challenge is 
how to think and relate to those people, places, and things that are different to 
us or outside our current conception of where our “cosmos”—our perceptual, 
cognitive, and affective universe—ends. James Davison Hunter wrote that this 
challenge of “difference is straightforward: how do we think about and relate to 
those who are different from us and to a world that is not our world?”25 

As both an ordained pastor with parish experience in the United States and 
abroad, and as an ethnographer of religion, I have seen the ubiquity of this  
diversity in multiple contexts. As a church worker and pastor, I witnessed the 
ways in which this diversity expresses itself in Lutheran congregations, the 
communities they are located in, and in denominational institutions —from 
Houston, Texas to Berlin, Germany, from Palmerston North, New Zealand to 
Phoenix, Arizona. I’ve had members share theological perspectives and spiritual 
practices that fall well outside the bounds of “confessional Lutheran theology” 
and encountered a virtual smorgasbord of religious beliefs and practices in the 
communities I’ve been called to serve. Several pastoral colleagues also have 
shared with me the “strange” theologies they have encountered. They regaled  
me with stories on everything from worship liturgies to essential oils, spiritual 
disciplines to conspiracy theories, communion practices to congregational  
leadership and many things beyond, betwixt, and in between. Some of these  
theologies, while strange, are benign; others are shocking, others schismatic, 
others heartbreakingly sad. A common thread in the conundrums these pastors 
shared was how they struggled to understand where these “strange” beliefs and 
practices came from or, in other words, how they were culturally situated. 

These are a few examples I’ve experienced or heard from fellow pastors:   

•    A lifelong Lutheran who was perfectly comfortable with confessing their 
faith in the words of the Ecumenical Creeds on Sunday but insisted on 
turning to horoscopes and astrology as mediums for discerning God’s will 
in the world Monday through Saturday.

•    A member reacting to this diversity who was convinced that the Freedom of 
Religion clause in the US Constitution was crafted only for Christians.

•    A Muslim man that showed up at a church during a community festival and 
asked to pray in the corner of the sanctuary.

•    A leader of a congregation, a longtime member and pillar of the community, 
who confessed on his deathbed that he’d been an atheist his entire life but 
had stayed involved in a Lutheran church because his wife wanted him 
there. He said he’d loved her enough to fake it for over forty years. 

•    Converts who continue to perform the rites of Santería they were raised with.
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•    Members requesting interreligious weddings to Hindus, atheists,  
or Scientologists.

•    Others that insist that only certain pages of The Lutheran Hymnal (1941) 
are appropriate for worship or that for communion wine to be efficacious 
it has to be kosher. 

•    A member who believed that the “lost sheep of Israel” (Mt 15:24) only 
referred to “white people.” “In his eyes,” a colleague said, “no other race 
was saved.” 

As these stories imply, the challenge of “difference” confronts us in multiple 
ways. In fact, it is my inclination that we are already aware of the wide degree 
of “tension and slippage”26 when it comes to our academic theologies and the 
lived practice of our congregants’ and community members’ lives. Seeing as 
theological norms can be, and often are, frustratingly “distant from the variable 
actual self-understanding of worshipers,” our ministry in our congregations 
and communities suffers as a result.27 In addition to our faithful teaching and 
sound pastoral care, our congregations and communities—a complex tangle of 
experiences, beliefs, and perspectives—require careful attention to discover and 
address. It has become clear, perhaps painfully so, that “it is not sufficient to  
assume we know in advance what Christian experience is.”28 Moreover, we  
cannot even assume to know, or have figured out because of our academic training, 
what religious experience is beyond the bounds of Christianity. Instead we 
should attend to local variations and encounter individual proclivities on their 
own terms. Rather than treating these postures and practices as purely theological 
conundrums to be addressed through a combination of corrective teaching and 
pastoral discipline, we must also attend to issues of culture that are at play in the 
make-up of our congregants’ theologies. Before we can hope to approach them 
theologically, we need to unearth them ethnographically. 

Lutherans and the Question of “Culture” 
Traditionally speaking, Lutherans have used much ink on the topics of theology 
and culture and the value of anthropological approaches to the theological task. 
Although students of culture and students of theology can be strange bedfellows, 
Lutherans of our ilk seem to be fairly comfortable with conversations between 
theology and a broad range of cultural issues, from the relevance of culture to 
our worship practices;29 what it means to do theology and ministry in a “secular” 
or “(post)modern” culture;30 Christianity and culture in American, Latina/o, or 
Japanese perspective;31 theology in an age of social media;32 the challenges and  
opportunities of modern science;33 of politics and persecution in North America;34 

or the practical theology of leading multiethnic churches.35 In particular, Lutheran 
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missiologists and missionaries have long valued the relevance of an anthropological 
perspective in applying Scripture in cultural context. I would venture to say  
that many of us have an axiomatic appreciation that to do theology well, we 
must attend to culture and its multiple manifestations in text and tradition. 

Alongside biblical exegesis, we have also frequently engaged in “cultural 
exegesis.” Similar to how we seek to avoid the dangers of reading too much into 
the text of Scripture through a careful reading “out of ” the biblical texts we are 
seeking to apply, so too we endeavor to “open our minds” (Lk 25:45) to understand 
the culture in which we worship, show mercy, and witness. This requires a certain 
amount of “exegeting” the community in which we do such work. Preachers 
seek to see how God is at work in their city, how Jesus is viewed in their town, 
see how the word speaks to people at work, in life, and at play, and figure out 
who their neighbors really are. The hope is that if we successfully interpret the 
context of our community’s culture, the word we so carefully expound will resonate  
not only with a select few, but with a great number in our congregations and 
communities. This looks different for each theologian, but the idea is that 
discerning the connections between theology and culture enables pastors and 

theologians to do better ministry.
You might be thinking, traditionally 

speaking, this works. However, given 
the rapid speeding up and spreading 
out of encounters with diversity and 
difference over the last several decades, 
our thinking about, and practice of, 
anthropological perspectives and 
practices has not kept pace. Up to 
the middle of the twentieth century, 
theologians by and large appreciated 

and accommodated the insights of anthropology and their relevance to theological 
studies. However, the disrupting effects of globalization, migration, post-colonialism, 
and urbanization have changed the world and anthropologists have changed the 
way they look at it accordingly. Theologians have been a bit slower to keep up 
and our ability to discern the world in all its messy complexity has suffered as a 
result.36 As Michael Rynkiewich wrote, “anthropology has changed and it would 
be worthwhile . . . to discover anew how fresh insights can contribute to their 
understanding of local cultures, local Christianities, and the missionary situation.”37 
Ethnographic theology is one way that pastors and other theological practitioners 
might discern —or “properly distinguish”—between “theology” and “culture” in 
all their dizzying contemporary forms.38 Going one step further, ethnographic 

Discerning the connections 
between theology and 
culture enables pastors  
and theologians to do 
better ministry.



Chitwood, Making Ethnography More Familiar ... 43

theology invites us to do the work of theology, rooted as it is in the daily realities 
of life. 

The goal is not to come to a place of non-judgement, but to be non-reactive in 
the process of research as we seek to discern from whence seemingly “strange” 
theologies emerge. Being more prescient of our presuppositions, and stewarding 
our authoritative presence well, in such situations helps us engage and maintain 
awareness so that we might have a different conversation than we are used to 
having. This is not an invitation to radical relativism, but to bracketing knee-jerk 
reactions that can prevent us from appreciating the lived realities of everyday 
theology. Ethnographic theology invites us to look more closely at the lives of 
Christians, and others, in everyday contexts to see how their theologies function 
and make meaning for them according to their own circumstances. By inviting 
us to suspend judgment so that we might first understand, ethnographic theology 
is about setting seemingly “strange” theologies into “wider social contexts” of 
which they are a part of a prelude to discernment.39 Thus, utilizing ethnography as 
a means of doing theology, we are able to discern how we might best minister 
to those in our congregation and communities and “speak the truth in love” (Eph 4:15).  
The love, in this instance, is the discipline of ethnographic understanding, 
setting the “strange” theologies we encounter into the more holistic, and often 
messy, context of everyday life. If theologians desire to impact everyday Christian 
practice (social, ethical, political, religious, etc.)—and I would argue that we 
do—we should work at the edges between ethnography and theology to explore 
the dynamic, and productive, tension between the two.40 Or, as Wigg-Stevenson 
writes, if “shaping Christian practice is an explicit goal of Christian theology . . 
. ethnography can help us do that shaping.”41 As one of my students said, it was 
learning about, and employing, ethnographic practices that brought new insight 
for him as a pastor in the midst of the world’s hyperdiversity. He told me, “The 
key thing I learned [from this course] was a theoretical framework for practices 
that I do instinctively as a pastor. But building on that, the course also strengthened 
those practices by adding depth and systematization. The ‘doing ethnography’ 
assignments were crucial in this regard.”42 

To that point, there are multiple issues on which ethnographic theology 
has already produced fresh insight. In her work, Wigg-Stevenson employed the 
postures and practices of ethnography to investigate—and problematize—her 
own teaching in a Baptist church. Her research not only offered insight into the 
intersection of academic theology and everyday faith, but also into the ways in 
which ethnographic theology could be considered a Christian practice in the 
context of a local church. While not explicitly a work of ethnographic theology, 
Brian M. Howell’s ethnographic exploration of “short-term missions” (STM)  
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as a form of Christian travel not only helped unearth some of the guiding  
metanarratives that shape the experience of those participants, but also afforded 
an opportunity to critique those narratives and associated practices and offer 
guidance on how STM might be restructured and reshaped so that they help 
Christians travel, encounter cultural diversity, and seek the “good of others  
when they do.”43 And, in brief, Joel Robbins, a trained anthropologist without 
theological training, helped point out how a more robust dialogue between  
anthropologists and theologians can, and should, produce more nuanced  
understanding of trends such as the “Prosperity Gospel” and its rapid expansion 
and acceptance in multiple contexts across the globe.44 In my own preliminary 
research, ethnography has helped me unearth insights about the cultural  
underpinnings of xenophobia and religiously inflected racism within evangelical 
congregations and communities and helped me address them theologically and 
pastorally. Beyond these brief examples, there are numerous other issues and 
topics that have been addressed in this field, from forms of worship45 to pastoral 
care in the context of assisted dying,46 to the practice of urban and missional 
ministry,47 and to the multiple modes of digital ecclesiology.48

Practical Considerations
If we are open to the provocations above, the question becomes how we might 
do ethnographic theology. Doing ethnographic theology is in many ways distinct 
from other modes of doing theology. First, ethnography—as a form of surrendering 
to a situation as a participant observer and becoming apprenticed as the “village 
idiot” by those we engage with—is a more vulnerable position than the more 
authoritative role typically adopted by academic and pastoral theologians used 
to studying, counseling, teaching, and preaching from a place of authority.49 
Additionally, ethnographic theology is also distinct from ethnographic research 
proper. In ethnographic theology, we must avoid reducing ethnography to its 
methods or theology to being data. Instead, ethnographic theology seeks a more 
permeable, and fruitful, exchange between the two. The vulnerability, and the 
openness to wonder50 in the process of ethnographic exploration, is worth the fruit. 

Second, ethnographic theology means bringing a certain “hermeneutics 
of suspicion”51 to our congregants, community members, and ourselves. This 
is distinct from “normal” work in either theology or ethnography. On the one 
hand, by bringing “reflexive attention” in order to “theorize carefully the relationship 
between ourselves and our fields of study”52 as pastors and theologians, ethno-
graphic theology breaks down some of the seemingly objective barriers between 
pastor and congregant, clergy and community member, academic theologian 
and everyday theologian.53 On the other hand, by admitting that pastors and 
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theologians do not stand outside “the 
borders of everyday theology’s  
territories”54 and that we are enmeshed 
in the communities that we are 
studying, ethnographic theology 
also confronts the perceived safety 
of “methodological agnosticism”55 or 
even bracketing our “personal faith” 
as ethnographers in order to be more 
removed and thus “objective.”56  
Instead, ethnographic theology means we embrace the generative frictions  
between being both critics and caretakers,57 blending critique with compassion in 
order to work out a more honest and robust theology together with the people 
we live in community with. Such a theology could more winsomely speak to the 
real, “tangible, messy congregations you find down the street”58 or just beyond 
our too often closed office doors. This process will be complex because religion, 
and theology, is what people believe, do, feel, and express in evolving contexts 
and life situations. Rarely are people’s theologies just one thing or one thing 
all the time or one thing throughout their lives. It is time we humbly come to 
admit, and engage with, that reality. 

Third, ethnographic theology as a discipline gives us a mirror to look more 
deeply at ourselves. In other words, it prompts us to take that which is familiar 
(our own theology) and to make it more strange. This means seeing our theology as 
a product of a huge web of connections and conditions and how they have come 
together to produce a range of theological habits that may or may not match 
the reality of the world. Ethnographic theology not only invites us to “theorize 
carefully the relationship between ourselves and our fields of study”59 but also 
to critique our own theologies and their application in the life of the church, 
the context of our community, and the broader ecology of our denomination.60 

Engaging in ethnography as theological practice prompts us to see our immersion in 
the worlds of our congregation or community not as a secular, or purely academic, 
task, but as a profound opportunity to discern where God is at work in the 
strangeness of the different contexts we live in and where he might be prompting 
us to change as well. 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, there are ethical considerations to 
wrestle with when it comes to the performance and practice of ethnography. I 
do not mean to suggest that ethnographic theology is unencumbered by issues 
such as a person’s position in society, power differences between pastors and 
their membership, or accountability when conducting research with vulnerable 
people, especially minors, the emotionally exposed, or people within marginalized 

The vulnerability, and  
the openness to wonder   
in the process of 
ethnographic exploration, 
is worth the fruit. 
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communities. The resources I cited wrestle with such issues and a perusal of 
their contents offers a wide range of tactics and tools to navigate the ethical  
conundrums produced in the confluence of ethnographic research and theological 
practice. Although this paper does not permit for a full exploration of the ethical 
issues associated with ethnography in general and ethnographic theology in 
particular, I have some short-term and long-term suggestions for how we might 
train pastors and theologians in this regard so that the benefits of ethnographic 
theological practices can be explored more fully. 

In the end, there is no substitute for proper training in ethnography. Thus, 
in the short-term, I suggest that the training institutions, districts, and other 
institutions of our synod work to provide opportunities for pastors and church 
workers to be more intentionally introduced to the tools of ethnographic research 
through workshops, seminars, and other modes of ongoing education. An ethno-
graphic field school, wherein participants spend an “intensive, extended stay in a 
locale significantly different from [their] usual surroundings” and which involves 
oversight and instruction in ethnographic methods might also be worth exploring.61 
Moreover, pastors and church workers in the parish can utilize a range of texts 
to better familiarize themselves with ethnography and its attendant ethical and 
methodological issues. Beyond works referenced in the endnotes, there are  
numerous introductions to the field that I use in my teaching, such as Doing 
Cultural Anthropology by Michael V. Angrosino, Contemporary Field Research: 
Perspectives and Formulations by Robert M. Emerson, and How to Think Like an 
Anthropologist by Matthew Engelke. Specifically relevant to understanding power 
dynamics and vulnerability in interviews is Lee Ann Fujii’s Interviewing in Social 
Science Research: A Relational Approach. Most relevant to this essay, Mary Clark 
Moschella’s Ethnography as Pastoral Practice: An Introduction specifically provides 
“a roadmap for students, pastors, and religious leaders who want to get started 
in ethnographic listening as a form of pastoral theology and practice.”62 In the 
long-term, we might consider how to more fully integrate such training into the 
existing academic curricula of our seminaries, colleges, and other institutions of 
higher education. 

There are always challenges, limitations, and unseen complexities when we 
aim to immerse, and continually adjust, ourselves to the reality of contemporary 
lives and worlds. Thus, ethnographic theology cannot hope to offer any sort of 
universal picture or theological perspective. Instead, its much humbler aim is to 
put theological traditions into closer, and more critical, conversation with everyday 
Christian practices.63 In the end, our efforts at ethnographic theology will help 
create “as nuanced a picture as possible” of the lived realities of our congregations 
and communities so that we might make theology (and ethnography, for that 
matter) a more mobilizing force in the world. In particular, the hope is that it 
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will reveal some possibly novel ways forward in addressing a range of issues,  
including some of the particularly “sticky wickets” that confront our congregations 
and communities in the contemporary age. 

From Text to Tool 
At the beginning of this article, I mentioned a range of “strange” theologies 
and commented on how ethnographic theology might help these become more 
familiar. At the same time, this paper was very much about making ethnography 
more familiar so that our own theologies might become more strange, at least in 
a sense. I suggested we move beyond conventional applications of anthropology in 
missiological contexts or traditional conceptualizations of “theology and culture” 
to dig deeper to encounter the everyday theologies of our congregations and 
communities. Reflecting on how we might apply the perspectives, postures, and 
practices of ethnography, I proposed that ethnographic theology would help us 
better understand the world we live in and better discern the variances of theology 
and culture within our own congregations, communities, and traditions.

In lieu of a conclusion, I would instead like to give readers a few practical 
prompts so that they might explore putting the tools of ethnographic theology 
into practice within their present contexts. These “projects” mirror similar ones 
I give to students in my courses on ethnography at the colleges and seminaries 
at which I’ve taught and provide an opportunity for theologians, pastors, and 
church workers to “dip their toes” into the practice of ethnography as a means 
of theologizing. Staying cognizant of pertinent ethical considerations and the 
limitations of such practices, I suggest four “projects” that readers might try, and 
reflect upon, on their own: 

 “Take your pastor to work day” Similar to popular “take your child to 
work day” programs, this project involves shadowing one of your parishioners 
through a “normal day” at work. While we must remain attentive to the 
ways in which our presence will impact the “normalcy” of the day, this 
practice offers an opportunity for pastors or church workers to get to know 
a congregant in the context of their everyday—or workaday—life. “Workplace 
observation” has been used “in a wide variety of studies in ethnographic  
research” and provides “valuable firsthand knowledge”64 of an individual’s 
jobs, responsibilities, skills, professional networks, quotidian environment, 
and, in this case, the context wherein their vocation as a Christian is lived 
out from “nine-to-five.” This might involve spending a day on the farm 
helping to wean calves or attending meetings with a high-level oil executive; it 
might mean hanging out in a classroom as your parishioner teaches a room 
full of students; or chit-chatting with clients at the local salon where your 
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parishioner does hair. In each case, the observer should follow the protocols 
and security measures of each context, obtaining permission from both your 
parishioner and the relevant authorities. In the end, spend some time reflecting 
on what you hoped to observe, what you observed, and why it might matter 
for your theological work and practice. 

“Becoming a perfect stranger” As mentioned above and referenced elsewhere, 
religious diversity has been, and is evermore a part of, “the very fabric of 
the United States.”65 This project invites you to visit a mosque, synagogue, 
temple, or other place of worship. In this instance, you might even consider 
taking a small group of people from your congregation along with you. 
Again, being considerate of the host communities’ conventions and expectations 
of guests, take some time to not only visit another religious communities’ 
place of prayer, devotion, or worship, but also talk to members of that  
community. Rather than preparing for a polemic debate or some form of 
formal interreligious dialogue, instead work toward informal conversations 
about religious convictions, practice, and material culture that you observe or 
are curious about. Attempt to suspend judgment and instead focus on listening 
and learning. Later, reflect on what you observed, what you heard, and what 
you felt along the way. Write out the who, what, why, where, and how of 
what you observed, while also trying to discern why this worldview and set 
of practices is meaningful for those you observed and spoke to. 

“Of Winkels and twitches” Ethnographic practice is not only meant to 
help us understand “the other,” but also to reflect on our own institutions 
and practices. In this project, you are invited to be a “participant observer” 
at some form of congregational, district level, or other form of “church” 
meeting. For pastors in particular, I suggest that at your next “Winkel” you 
spend time watching and listening to the dynamics of the meeting in order 
that you might be able to provide a “thick description” of the event after it 
is over. Thick description involves narrating not only the physical behaviors 
of a human social event or actions, but the context of the event or actions as 
understood by the actors you observe, so that it can be better apprehended 
by an outsider. Famously, Clifford Geertz wrote that the goal of thick  
description is to discern the difference between a “wink” and a “twitch”—one 
has contextual meaning, the other is a biological reaction to external stimuli. 
By keeping notes throughout the meeting, making a map of the environment 
or a sketch of the participants, and the like, try writing a description of the 
meeting for an audience of readers who are not familiar with the setting at 
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all. What do you learn from this process? How does this seemingly “normal” 
function of church life suddenly become more strange to you in the process? 

“Preach it at Starbucks” Numerous pastors and church workers I know like 
to prepare sermons, Bible studies, or lessons of some kind at a local café. 
In this project, take your prep to a café for the day. Spend part of that time 
hanging out and observing the place (in ways similar to examples 1 and 3 
above) taking note of who is there, what they do, what rituals exist, and how 
people navigate the space and place. Then, spend some time reflecting on 
how your sermon, Bible study, or lesson might “preach” were it delivered to 
the person sitting next to you sipping their piping hot latte or the barista 
wiping foam from the espresso machine. If you feel it is appropriate, and 
not horribly disruptive, ask someone if you might share what you’re working 
on with them. Share a snippet of your sermon, study, or lesson and ask for 
their reflections on it. What did they hear? What do they think it means? 
Is it relevant to their life and context? What do they think about the topic, 
theme, or text you shared? Without entering a debate, and again focusing on 
listening and learning, take notes from the conversation. Later, as you finalize 
your sermon, study, or lesson, try to integrate some insights you gain from 
this interaction. 

The projects above, at least in some way, mirror practices of immersive and 
attentive pastoral care and ministry. Practically speaking, however, this requires 
more than typical theological practices or methods of pastoral care. Rather than 
simply trying to “get to know” your congregants or community members, you 
are taking the extra step of intentionally observing their behavior in order to 
move past the surface and dig into the more mundane and everyday aspects of 
their lives through ethnographic attentiveness. Beyond these projects, it will 
mean doing theology alongside your congregation with longevity and repetition, 
regularly participating together in the vibrant heart of theology as it is lived in 
the more mundane contexts of life. 

Over time, the extra effort makes pastors and academic theologians more 
aware of the world God loves and is actively at work in. At the same time, while 
we acknowledge that God is at work, this does not preclude “looking all the 
more closely at how people act in the world.”68 God’s agency does not absolutely 
displace human agency. Thus, we must attend to the “joys and tensions, pleasures 
and frustrations” that mark the ways in which our congregations and communities 
wrestle with the stuff of life and the stuff of God simultaneously, in the midst of 
the muck and mess of an often mundane existence.69 Augmenting, and in some 
ways challenging, our usual methods of obtaining doctrinal insight and theological 
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wisdom, ethnographic theology helps us attend to the concrete contexts of lived 
theology so that our understanding of the church is more grounded, sustainable, 
and accountable.70 The goal is to understand people as they are, interrogate our 
positionality and impact in a community or culture, and anticipate God’s presence 
and work among us all so that we might better discern what the gospel is saying 
to the people in our care, at this time, in this place; to keep our theology both 
holy and humble. Although this might be different than the theology, or pastoral 
care, that we are used to doing—you might even say that it is “strange”—the 
hope is that it makes the world around us more familiar and more fruitful for 
ministry in our time.
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Anatomy of a Sermon 
On 1 Peter 2:18–25 by Michael R. Lange
Dale A. Meyer

In my opinion, this sermon is worthy of an “Anatomy” for three reasons. 
First, it is an excellent example of writing in the oral style. Many sermons 
with good content do not communicate effectively because they are written 

in a style inappropriate for listening. Second, President Lange’s treatment of the text, 
1 Peter 2:18–25, is exegetically correct but not “ivory tower”; it communicates 
truth in an easy way to hear. Third, the way I heard the sermon occasions some 
thoughts about the superiority of in-person worship to online.

Dear brothers, sisters, people of God, fathers, faculty, mothers, children. 
Those who are watching online and from a distance. Are you ready? Are you 
ready to embrace the authority adventure? Are you too a man, a woman,  
under authority? Is this something that feels good? Is it something you run from?

Students in my homiletics classes always hear, “You must have a title  
for your sermon. You have to have a title, unless you can show me a book in 
the library that doesn’t have a title.” My reason is practical. Putting together a 
sermon is a complicated task, and it’s only one of many jobs a pastor has to do 
during the week. A title makes sermon preparation easier. More about titles as you 
keep reading. For now, you see in this short opening paragraph that President 
Lange has given us title and theme, “Are you ready to embrace the authority 
adventure?” But I didn’t hear that when he preached. Because of Covid restrictions, 
I watched the sermon online, and so “the authority adventure” didn’t get into 
my head. It was like watching the local news while Diane is preparing supper. 
“What’s the weather forecast?” she asks, and I say, “I don’t know.” “But you’re 
watching it!” True enough, but I wasn’t paying attention. So, when brother 

Author’s note: a video of this sermon is available in Concordia Seminary’s Scholar archive 
at https://scholar.csl.edu/callday/71/. This sermon was delivered in the Chapel of St. Timothy 
and St. Titus by Rev. Michael Lange, president of the California-Nevada-Hawaii district 
of The Lutheran Church —Missouri Synod. The occasion was the assignment of pastoral 
and diaconal students to their vicarages and internships for the coming year. 
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Lange was up front in this first paragraph about what he was going to do, I 
missed it. My fault, but that’s how many people listen. That’s why sermons 
should be composed in the oral style, meaning they are designed so a listener, 
including a somewhat inattentive listener like me, has multiple points to get into 
the teaching of the sermon. The opposite of oral style is the literary style, what 
we have in books, newspapers, and academic writing. In literary style the reader 
is in charge of the flow of information. You can stop your reading at any time 
you choose in order to think about what you have just read. You can go back a 
few sentences or a few pages to make sure you are understanding the communication. 
In other words, you, not the writer, is in charge. The opposite is true in preaching; 
the speaker is in charge. A listener can’t push pause, can’t ask for clarification, 
can’t pull out the Bible or another book to check what’s been said, but is at the 
mercy of the preacher. If the preacher gallops on, the listener can try to keep 
up or check out. Oral style presumes wandering minds, like mine as I watched 
the stream. As the sermon progressed, I did get into the game, all because, as 
we shall see, it has multiple points for the listener to engage the teaching. John 
Hilton, a well-known BBC broadcaster, closed out his broadcast career with a 
talk about giving a talk. Oral style is not literary style. 

You can scrap, in writing a talk, most of what you’ve been told all 
your life was literary good form. You have to if you want your 
talk to ring the bell and walk in and sit down by the hearth. 
You’ve been told, for instance, that it’s bad form to end a sentence 
with a preposition. It may be, in print. But not in talk. Not in talk.1

Let me just give you a window into a spot in time in my life. I’m 38-years-old. 
I can’t remember exactly but I was old enough to have learnt a little better. My 
father had recently retired. I was visiting him in Fenton, Missouri. And we were 
down at the grocery store, not sure which one it was, it wasn’t the Dierbergs, my 
parents always were looking for a better deal than that. But as we walked in, we 
were talking about many things, and he was asking me a lot of questions about 
how ministry was going. And so it was a quick reflection, I remember that it was 
a quick reflection of a glorious vicarage in California. A time of learning, and 
growth, and humility, yes, but everything was new, and everything was exciting. 
I was reflecting upon the first seven years at Wayzata, Minnesota, and thinking 
a little bit about that all the different things, all the different learnings, that had 
gone on and I just kind of remember we moved through that rather rapidly. I 
thought about a hard time church planting back in California in a little town 
called Dixon. Successes, failures, struggles. And then I was reflecting upon the last 
five or six years and how good and gracious God has been. And, you know, my 
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back got a little straighter. And I was starting to think, I believe I was starting to 
really engage with the idea that that I knew what I was doing. I had figured this 
out. After all I was about thirteen, fourteen years into ministry and I knew what 
it was about. And as we were engaging back and forth I remember that, and it 
was just kind of a glorious time. 

It took us about an hour and a half to shop for about thirty things. And we got 
to the checkout line. There was a woman there checking us out and she was as rude 
as you could imagine. She had no time for my father, and he was doing such a good 
job of trying to engage with her, seeing how she was doing, smiling at her. One rude 
comment after another. “Why would you care, what does it matter to you? Let’s just 
check out your groceries.” And he just kept engaging with her. And it got to the point 
where she spoke a couple of vile words at him. That got my attention. I was ready  
to squash her like a bug. I had the authority of God’s word and righteous and  
indignant anger on my side. 

My father, seeing that I was getting a little bit worked up, stepped on my toe rather 
hard with his heel. And I thought it might have been a mistake because my dad was 
blind in one eye and didn’t see very well out of the other, literally blind in one eye, 
because it was gone. So I thought there’s a possibility, he’s a little unsteady on his feet 
and accidentallystepped on my foot. And so, I held my tongue for a little bit, but she 
gave him one more parting shot and he wished her a very blessed day. She renounced 
that and told him to leave the store. I turned around and was just about ready to 
speak when my arm was grabbed, and I was yanked out of the store. I was a man who 
had to embrace the adventure of authority, my father’s. My father said to me outside 
not a harsh word, not a word of reprimand. He just simply said this, “Did you see 
the bruises? Did you see the bruises on her wrists, around her upper arms, a necklace 
around her neck? Did you see the bruises?” 

The very first paragraph, the one I didn’t absorb, was programmatic but with a 
tilt toward the negative. “Is it something you run from?” Pastor Lange now shows 
with a true-life story how he balked at being under authority. Why begin the sermon 
with an illustration? Beginning homiletics students often imagine that you must begin 
with something interesting to get the attention of your audience. Not true. People will 
be attentive to the beginning of your sermon. There is an unwritten contract when 
most people come to church: by attending they indicate their willingness to listen to 
you, at least at the beginning. It’s as the sermon wears on that you need to work to 
keep their interest, which illustrations midway through the sermon can do, and also 
provide more entry points for wandering minds like mine. So, if you’re going to start 
with an illustration, it shouldn’t be to arouse general interest but to get down into the 
heart of your listener by posing a spiritual problem he, she, we all have. Lange’s story 
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does that, not so much in the first paragraph, simply shopping at Dierbergs with 
dad, but the check-out adventure grabs our attention because it lays bare how church 
workers and those about to become pastors and deaconesses can react in a “this isn’t 
the example of Jesus” way. The confessional illustration laid before us, the next  
paragraph is rhetorically very important. 

 I had forgotten who I was. I’d forgotten to embrace the adventure of walking 
and living under the authority of our savior. Under the authority of our Good 
Shepherd, under the authority of our sacrificial Lamb. Under the authority of the 
one who is an example. Under the authority of the one who is a redeemer. Under 
the authority of the one who is a healer. Under the authority of one who is the great 
overseer of our very souls. Are you ready to embrace the authority adventure? 

 
This is without doubt the most important paragraph for the preacher as 

he progresses through his outline. It transitions from the first major part of the 
sermon, starting to teach by illustration, to the second, explicit teaching based 
upon the text. “I had forgotten who I was. I’d forgotten to embrace the adventure 
of walking and living under the authority of our Savior.” Lange restates his title 
but now it has the flesh and blood reality of the abused, cranky clerk, his failure 
even though a veteran pastor, and his layman father’s gentle remonstrance. While 
we can’t know what an individual listener actually hears in this paragraph, again 
why multiple entry points are so important in oral style, we do know that this 
transitional paragraph is important as the preacher executes the delivery of his 
sermon. It signals to him a major shift. The title is guiding as the sermon unfolds.   

The Authority Adventure
 I.  Theme: “Are you ready to embrace the authority adventure?”
   A.  Illustration part one: a minister bristles at something wrong
   B.  Illustration part two: seeing the other’s reality 
     1. Under dad’s foot, yanked out of store
     2.  “Did you see the bruises?”
   C.  Transition to second half of sermon: “I had forgotten…”
 II. Keep reading! We’ll fill this in shortly.

Thus far and throughout, President Lange’s outline is simple. God’s word 
is not simplistic, it requires the depth of study you have had and continue to 
pursue, but a sermon outline for oral/aural communication must be simple. That 
makes it easier for you to maintain eye contact while you’re preaching. A writer 
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on homiletics, I can’t remember his name, made a commonsense observation years 
ago. You would have doubts about the competence of a physician who had to 
read your diagnosis to you. Brother, you are a spiritual authority, humbly  
understood! Look straight at your audience and from your heart give diagnosis 
and gospel prognosis! I can’t imagine any of us pastors who couldn’t take this 
first portion of Lange’s sermon and speak it straight from memory, not looking down 
to paper which interferes with direct communication. Not only is it easier for 
you, a simple outline makes it easier for the hearer to follow the flow. A hearer 
cannot fix attention on every sentence, but the hearer will follow the progression 
of paragraphs. To quote Hilton again: “My belief is that listeners hear speech, 
not in a sequence of words—one after the other—but in chunks.” A simple 
outline makes the preaching task easier for you and your listeners but, this is 
important and easy for us to dodge, a simple outline requires discipline. Here’s a 
practice that can help. My homiletical students are always surprised when I tell 
them to put their Bible away after they have written their outline and are ready 
to write the script. That sounds heretical. I don’t think it is; rather it helps enable the 
clearest and most direct communication possible. When you are in the initial 
phases of preparing a sermon, studying the text, checking commentaries, thinking 
about systematic connections, how this text might meet and confront the ways 
of the world, how your message will be apt to the needs of the congregation, 
choosing imagery, and all the countless contributors to a sermon, what the  
ancients called heuresis or inventio, the discovery phase of speech making, all 
this must be dominated by the biblical text before you. You live in it during the 
week and consider all the possibilities for preaching under the text. You have it 
in mind as you make visitations, attend meetings, and finally relax at the end 
of the day. When you have done all that discovery, prepared the outline, title, 
theme, and constructed a simple outline, put the Bible away and write your 
script with your eyes only on the outline. Consider what happens if you let your 
eyes go back to the printed words of the text. You are tempted to start adding 
things to the script, things no doubt true and good, but the clear focus of the 
outline can become blurred. We’ve all heard sermons like that, and I’ve preached 
my share, good content but the focus isn’t laser sharp. Lord willing, you will 
have many more years to preach on all the other truths that a text of the word 
offers! Remember that the outline you’ve prepared is textual. True, in writing 
your script you may tweak your outline. Fine. What matters is the laser focus of 
your sermon, and as we see demonstrated by President Lange’s, a simple outline 
makes for a clear presentation for the hearers and an easier sermon for us to preach.  
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 The Authority Adventure
 I.  Introducing the theme: “Are you ready to embrace the authority adventure?”
   A.  Illustration part one: a minister bristles at something wrong
   B.  Illustration part two: seeing the other’s reality
     1. Under Dad’s foot; yanked away
     2.  “Did you see the bruises?”
   C.  Transition to second half of sermon: “I had forgotten . . .”
 II. The theme presented biblically
   A.  You
   B.  Are you ready to embrace the authority adventure?
     1. Under authority is not where we are by nature
     2. Reasons to say, “Yes.”
   C.  Yes, you are ready!

In the short section of the text that I picked out for today you see the word 
servants. Could be household slaves, could be servants, could be anything along 
that line. The significant part of this isn’t really whether it was slaves or not, 
the significant part of this is that they were the low people on the totem pole, 
in the Roman household. And they are being addressed. They are being given 
the honor of being addressed in this epistle. They are seen as important and 
valued. They are given the opportunity along with everybody else to be what  
it says in verse 11 to be sojourners. As sojourners and exiles. To be people  
who travel. 

And what do we know about the book of First Peter? We know that Peter 
was addressing the elect exiles, those who were scattered. And so here in this 
text, we see that those people are honored and chosen to receive some words. 
Some words of encouragement and they already know who they are, they are 
valued ones of God, and they are valued even more by being  
addressed. But they also are found worthy to embrace the adventure of being 
one under authority subject to their masters with all respect. This is a gracious 
thing, it says. The one who endures sorrow, it says, even suffering unjustly. 
What credit would it be to you when you sin and are beaten for it and you  
endure? But if when you do good and suffer for it you endure, this is a  
gracious thing in the sight of God. For to this you have been called because 
Christ suffered also for you, leaving you an example. They were embracing an 
adventure under authority following the very example, the exemplar Christ. 

Dear brothers, sisters it’s not always going to be easy or fun to follow the 
example of Christ. You may have your foot stepped on, you may be yanked 
away, you may believe that you have the right words. And yet, we count  
ourselves blessed to be servants in the household. Servants who are entrusted 
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with the responsibility of giving an example of gracious action even during 
cruel treatment rather than ungracious. Christ is our example in this. What 
did he do? Well, it tells us a little bit more. He committed no sin, neither was 
deceit found in his mouth. When he was reviled, he did not revile in return. 
When he suffered, he did not threaten but continued entrusting himself to him 
who judges justly. 

These paragraphs move us along in the outline by first identifying “you,” “are 
you ready to embrace the authority adventure?” Lange describes the “servants” of 1 
Peter 2:18–25. “Servants” in our English translations is a misleading rendering 
of oiketai, which really means, first, household slaves and then slaves in general. 
The English reader might think of “servant” as in, say, “Downton Abbey,” but 
these slaves didn’t have it that well. They could be beaten or worse, with or 
without just cause. There was no due process as we have guaranteed to us by the 
Fourteenth Amendment of the United States Constitution. Not all the recipients 
of the epistle were slaves, but they were Jews or God-fearers who were looked 
down upon by the dominant culture of Asia Minor, and their Christian confession 
made them especially suspect to rumors and various kinds of reprisal for allegedly 
undermining the welfare of their communities. So, Peter tells these people of 
little or no account that they are honored. This is a theological point of major 
importance. Guilt and forgiveness is the way we understand the gospel, but the 
majority of the non-Western world and more and more people in America think 
in terms of shame and honor. The clerk in Dierbergs was lashing out because of 
her shame. When Lange stresses honor for the despised, he is exegetically correct, 
and will toward the end of the sermon show the connection between honor and 
forgiveness by grace, the heart of our Lutheran confession. Right now, he is 
connecting the vicars and interns sitting before the pulpit to the submission of 
church workers, not just submission forced on us by non-Christian society but 
submitting our own wills to follow the example of Christ under whose authority 
are all things (1 Peter 3:22). The model of Christ is woven with our conduct, 
not separated out. At this point in the sermon, Christ is example, but as we all 
learned, we must present him as more than model. That’s coming. 

I don’t know about you, but I do know how I act when I am dealt with 
unjustly. It is not specifically within my nature to kowtow or to bow. But to 
confront, at the very least to ask righteous questions. To see whether there is 
another way to explore why it is that I’m being treated the way that I am. Or 
if I know that I’m far under the authority, to be able to confront somebody 
face to face, I am one who is given to finding a safe place to vent. Complaining 
about how I was treated. What has happened? What would be just? 
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In me, perhaps in you, dear brothers and sisters, there is not naturally a gracious 
word. Christ is my example in this, but it would be unfulfilled if he was left only 
as my example. So, Peter goes on. He says, he himself bore our sins in his body on 
the tree. He is not only our example he is our redeemer. And he bore our sins in his 
body on the tree, to bring imbalance, what was thrown out of balance, the tree of 
the knowledge of Good and Evil. He hung on the tree a spectacle. He hung on the 
tree so that our sinful person would not have to. That we might die to sin and live to 
righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed. 

Oral style is dialogical. Lange’s use here and throughout the sermon of “I” 
and “you” instead of “we” and “us” is effective. Had he said, “We know how we 
act when we are dealt with unjustly,” a hearer could slip out of this law by thinking, “Yeah, 
I know how Fred acts but not me.” Though formally a monologue, an effective 
sermon is a dialogue, a conversation between preacher and hearer, the preacher 
speaking but the hearer responding with thoughts. “You” and “I” helps prompt 
that interaction. To the larger rhetorical purpose of these two paragraphs, recall the 
key sentence, “Are you ready to embrace the authority adventure?” Here we get 
the first answer, “no.” Lange answers for himself, “I do know how I act when I am 
dealt with unjustly.” He applies “no” to his hearers with one short, gentle  
sentence. “In me, perhaps in you, dear brothers and sisters, there is not naturally 
a gracious word.” The brevity works because the hearer has probably identified 
in the previous paragraph with Lange’s description of his own failure. Christ 
here is still predominantly example, suffering unjustly, but an example that 
contrasts with our own natural response to lash out, we through using theological 
weapons of course! As you see, the focus is shifting from Christ as example to 
Christ as redeemer, and that will climax in the final section of the sermon.

Are you embracing the authority adventure? The authority adventure of bringing 
healing rather than discomfort. Wellness rather than hurt and pain. Are you em-
bracing the authority adventure in the way that you stooped to serve? Rather than stand to 
command. Where you were strained like sheep. 

But now, return to the shepherd. The overseer of your souls. Many of you will 
come to know your vicarage supervisor your Deaconess internship supervisor as your 
Bishop. That’s how I referred to my vicarage supervisor. My Bishop. It was a joke, 
and it was not. He was my Bishop. He was the one who was overseer, overseeing 
my activity as one who was learning and growing in that adventure of both being 
under authority and learning to wield the authority that had been granted to me. 
As I practiced, as I actually lived out, what it meant to be one who rightly divided 
law and gospel. One who specifically handled the word of God and the very promises 
of God made physical in the sacraments in a way that honored him and gave him 
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glory. He was the overseer of those activities as I visited the sick, as I went out on 
evangelism calls. As I specifically taught and learned and grew and pointed people to 
the risen Christ. 

But we have one who is the overseer of our very soul. I want to explore that 
just for a moment as we close. As we embrace this authority adventure. I want to 
take you back to that moment outside the store. When my father had me still by 
the arm and he said those words, “Did you see the bruises?” At that point I was 
confronted with the reality that I was being not only reprimanded, but I was being 
cared for. My soul was being ministered to; it was being overseen. My very action, 
the way that I behaved and the way that I would continue to minister to others in 
good and in hard times. The overseer of my soul through my father’s words and his 
actions was giving attention to his servant. He was valuing his servant. My brother 
is on the Council of Presidents. Your seminary professors and those who have had 
authority over you would wish and pray that you would be people who would 
come at some time or another broken before the overseer of souls. Not just seeing his 
example, although that is valuable, and it will guide you. Embracing, embracing his 
redemption for your salvation, and the salvation, that will be spoken through you. 
And healing, healing you with the very words of God. Healing you with a precious 
sacrifice with a precious presence of God, that is brought to you. Healing you and 
others by the very body of Christ. Dear brothers, sisters, you are ready to embrace the 
authority adventure, Amen.

Now he comes full bore on Christ our redeemer. “Are you embracing the 
authority adventure?” will be answered “yes,” with the gospel reason why, Christ 
is the overseer of our souls. He begins by describing the “bishop” as the overseer 
of the students’ activities, obviously relevant because these students will learn in 
a few minutes who that supervisor will be, and the place where they’ll serve. This 
demonstrates an element of good preaching, top of the mind awareness. Just as 
important, it sets up the hearer for the presentation of Jesus as the “overseer of 
your souls.” But it’s not just a set-up for the hearer. It is also the architecture of 
this part of the outline that makes it easier for him to execute the delivery of the 
sermon and easier for the hearer to follow. “We have one who is the overseer of 
our very soul. I want to explore that just for a moment as we close.” It is helpful to 
let the hearer know where you are in the progression of the sermon. By saying, 
“as we close,” Lange hints these closing words will be especially important. They 
are. Picking up his father’s words and Christlike interaction with the abused and 
cranky clerk, an inclusio harking back to the beginning of the sermon, Lange talks 
about our own brokenness, our healing by the overseer of our souls, and that 
healing to others through us. And then the final affirmation, “Dear brothers, sisters, 
you are ready to embrace the authority adventure.” The title has been filled out fully.
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Several further points about the written script, points consistent with simple 
outline. The first is diction, choice of words. We should talk in our sermons 
the way people talk, not the way pastoral theologians talk when we’re by ourselves. 
Quintilian, the greatest writer on oratory in Greco-Roman antiquity, also admired 
by Martin Luther, wrote, “Cicero long since laid down this rule in the clearest 
of language, that the worst fault in speaking is to adopt a style inconsistent with the 
idiom of ordinary speech and contrary to the common feeling of mankind.”3 
That means avoiding theological jargon, the shorthand we in ministry find 
helpful but which doesn’t communicate to most laypeople. Second, repetition. 
Unlike reading, preaching is a physical transaction. The speaker puts out sound 
waves that are received as words by the hearer. In oral/aural communication key 
words need to be heard more than once so that they are physically implanted. 
Martin Franzmann wasn’t being only metaphorical when he wrote, “Preach you 
the Word and plant it home.”4 Literary style needs some repetition of key words 
and their synonyms, but since the reader can pause and look back, it is not as 
important to communication as in oral/aural communication. You’ll see that 
Lange often repeats key words, especially “under the authority” and the “authority 
adventure.” Repetitio mater studiorum, but there’s a caveat: repetition also rocks 
the cradle. Lange, I think, uses repetition nicely. Third, sentences should be 
short, simple, not complex. If you write a compound sentence, deliver it as if 
it were two short simple sentences. Aristotle: “It is a general rule that a written 
composition should be easy to read and therefore easy to deliver. This cannot be 
so where there are many connecting words or clauses, or where punctuation is 
hard.”5 Fourth is the use of parallelism and antithesis. They are very helpful in 
crafting an oral-style sermon, make your point clearer, and help make memory, 
delivery, and hearing both easier and clearer.

Finally, to my mea culpa, I must address my so-so attention as I watched the 
livestream of this excellent sermon. The temptation for minds to wander is a 
given. Quintilian about the hearer: 

He will have many other thoughts to distract him unless what 
we say is so clear that our words will thrust themselves into his 
mind even when he is not giving us his attention, just as the 
sunlight forces itself upon the eyes. Therefore, our aim must 
be not to put him in a position to understand our argument, but 
to force him to understand it. Consequently, we will frequently 
repeat . . .6

My mind wandered because I was watching the stream. I wasn’t part of a 
captive audience in the sanctuary. My eyes could flit and my mind could wander 
to other things in the room. I could talk with my wife, not whisper to her as 
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Endnotes
1  William Safire, ed., “Broadcaster John Hilton Talks about Talking,” Lend Me Your Ears (New York: W. W. 

Norton, 1997), 571.
2 Safire, “Broadcaster John Hilton,” 573.
3 Quintilian, Institutes, VIII, Preface, 25. Trans. H. E. Bulter, (Loeb Classical Library).
4 Lutheran Service Book, 586:1
5 Aristotle, Rhetoric, III, 5, 11f.
6 Institutes, VIII. II, 23.

you might in church. I could get up and go get something to drink if I wanted. 
A pressing question as we come out of Covid is why in-person worship is preferable 
to online. Before the internet, we could say to hear the word of God, but now a 
parishioner can do that without getting out of pajamas. There are indeed good 
answers to why in-person worship is most desirable, and you know many of 
those reasons. Here I would just highlight that hearing a sermon in person is a 
physical experience. Watching online is a spectator activity, helpful but not as 
engaging as being there. The sounds that stir the air, the ecclesial surround, the 
interaction between the speaker preaching and the listener thinking . . . these are 
incomparably heightened by in-person worship. Either way, simple sermon  
outlines, plain talking that threads key words and images throughout the sermon, 
oral style gives multiple points of entry and reentry to the listener. I was blessed 
watching this online but would that I had been there! Doing this “anatomy” has 
deepened the sermon’s blessings to me.
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THE WEIRDEST PEOPLE IN THE 
WORLD: How the West Became  
Psychologically Peculiar and  
Particularly Prosperous. By Joseph 
Henrich. Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 
2020. 704 pages. Hardcover. $35.00. 

Harvard professor Joseph Henrich’s 
book has a weird title to say the least. 
Actually, he has not said the least 
(and maybe, he would allow, not the 
last), but he certainly has said a lot 
about the topic, about “How the West 
Became Psychologically Peculiar and 
Particularly Prosperous.” This weighty 
book runs 700 pages (150 of which 
are notes and bibliography), with text 
packed with analysis on hosts of studies 
along with detailed explanations of 
just how Henrich thinks this phenomenon 
has come about. Charts and graphs 
abound along with statistics by the 
gross, all to make the case that being 
WEIRD did not erupt overnight or result 
from a few fortuitous coincidences. The 
title may sound like catchy marketing, 
but this is a formidable book and not 
a quick read.

The WEIRD mind has been a long 
time coming, resting on long-term historical 
developments. Writing, for example, not 
only opened up communication  
possibilities, but actually rewired the 
natural brain, forging new paths for 
processing within those little gray 
cells. (And now the Internet along 
with other e-media are undoing and 
re-routing in different directions.) 
WEIRDness also rests heavily on the 
rise of Christianity’s efforts not simply 

to evangelize but also to socialize and 
enculturate, shaping habits and  
relationships of countless people groups, 
a task/opportunity the institutional 
church shouldered when the anchor 
of the Roman Empire gave way. So, 
for example, it now fell to church 
to adjudicate on ideas as simple as 
whom you could and could not marry, 
leading to family restructuring and 
undermining larger tribal connections 
where church-defined restrictions 
were no issue. Changes accumulated 
over centuries until eventually what 
emerged were people who were Western, 
Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and 
Democratic—WEIRD. 

To be sure, WEIRD people have 
not all marched lockstep, and those 
five traits show up in varying degrees. 
But compared to others not part of 
this long-term development path—the 
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rest of the world—the difference is 
clear, provided one is open to looking 
and slow to jump to (self-serving) 
conclusions. And that is one of the 
problems Henrich highlights: WEIRD 
people come to see themselves as 
advanced (which in some ways they 
arguably are), but that often prompt 
them to look inward, self-referencing 
within their circle, a bit blind or 
dismissive of how others live. Values 
held fast by others can be missed or 
dismissed. The others, for example, 
display strong tribal traits with 
broad, complex family connections 
that prompt behavior different from 
a small, nuclear family (a Western 
household) built on different values. 
The others are moved by honor/
shame, careful of behavior that violates 
social custom within the intricate 
family. First and foremost, the tribe 
holds sway. In contrast an individual 
in a WEIRD context is first that: an 
individual oriented around keeping/
violating law (not family ways), kept 
on track due to duty/guilt. The others 
think holistically and more concretely, 
while the WEIRDest tend to be  
analytical and abstract, circumscribing 
issues with critical thinking. Those 
are just three of the big tendencies. 
Henrich has many more.

From late antiquity through the 
Middle Ages changes snowballed in 
the West. For example, states gradually 
developed, using laws promulgated to 
give them the upper hand over tribes 
whose customs were eclipsed as they 
were drawn into the alternative mod-

el. Church sometimes reworked folk 
beliefs or accommodated them for a 
time until more teaching could take 
place. That was done often through 
doctrinally oriented ritual, which at 
the same time built up church  
authority to bring still more changes. 
The others also had ritual, but it was 
more emotional and geared to a life 
enmeshed in nature. That living in 
and with nature gave way to science 
dissecting nature in an effort to  
understand, if not control. The 
WEIRD world can still be awe-inspiring, 
but it is no longer mysterious, just 
unknown for the moment, waiting to 
be explored. Some of these long-term 
changes (and more) were intentional. 
Others were unplanned responses to 
social and cultural challenges along 
the way. In any case, over a long history 
they created a different mindset, a 
foundational psychology that, in turn, 
set a new path socio-economically and 
culturally.

Those are but a few of many  
connected observations and arguments  
made to support the rise of the 
WEIRD and explain the effect it has 
had and still wields. Those hardly 
scratch the surface. And despite 
plenty or “yes, but” and “I’m not so 
sure” reactions to both the questions, 
evidence, and conclusions drawn, in 
general it is hard to argue that there is 
not a segment of the global population 
that thinks this way and got there 
somehow. And while this is not a  
theology book, for some in those 
circles to take a pass on Henrich is 
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to ignore the context in which they 
work. Years ago, Peter Berger made 
plain that church also plays a larger 
role beyond the message, stretching 
like a sacred canopy to link history 
and cultural anthropology. When it 
comes to church, Henrich doubles 
down on that perspective.

It is a dense book! That unfortunately 
may be a drawback. A reader needs 
patience for all the detail. But shame 
on those who would dismiss Henrich 
out of hand. This is no backhanded 
woke mea culpa for the WEIRD 
having grabbed control, defined the 
agenda, and elbowed others aside. It 
is simply Henrich’s take on the world 
into which he and most of his readers 
were born. We cannot undo a legacy, but  
we can face up to present circumstances 
and challenges. Worse would be to fail 
to ask if his analysis is in any way true 
and what are we prepared to do about 
it. It is too easy to assume unthinkingly 
that WEIRD is just how everyone is 
(or ought to be). That is on display 
every day all around.

What does that say for church? 
The church, in Henrich’s analysis, 
played a large role in developing the 
WEIRD profile, particularly, again,  
in late antiquity and medieval times. 
But then interestingly from within 
came critical voices—Luther, for  
example—who both contributed to 
the continued/growing WEIRD model 
while also challenging a role church 
had established and was not keen on 
relinquishing. That ought to prompt 
church to think: things were not 

always thus and there is no guarantee 
things will automatically remain so (or 
as some want them to be). Was there 
not church earlier, and is there not 
church elsewhere outside a western 
(WEIRD) model? But when people 
live simply in the specious present, 
models can settle in and act as if it  
always were and ever should be the 
case. WEIRDness is a double-edged 
challenge: it developed and then 
rested on abstract, analytical thinking, 
and yet it too easily fails to use that 
critical thinking when confronted 
with a mirror, preferring instead to 
circle the wagons, acting just as tribal 
as the outside tribes themselves.

That happens not just to church, 
of course. Other historical institutions 
and voices prefer to settle in. But 
those also combine to accelerate into 
the modern world, developing what 
Henrich calls escape velocity that 
finally leaves the old behind. He is  
not keen on the individual hero in 
history, but their challenges do  
accumulate. How different are things? 
An equidistant look before and after 
the Enlightenment shows how far 
things have come, but also the line 
between WEIRD and the other is not 
as distinct as before. Still, the risk of 
WEIRD blindness exists. Henrich’s 
book helps sort things out. Readers 
may not all be convinced (although 
first there is a lot of evidence to be 
grappled with honestly), but it is 
hard to deny that there is something 
WEIRD going on.

Robert Rosin
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EVIL DEEDS IN HIGH PLACES:  
Christian America’s Moral Struggle 
with Watergate. By David E. Settje. 
New York University Press, 2020.  
Hardback. 274 pages. $49. 

Subtitled “Christian America’s Moral 
Struggle with Watergate,” Evil Deeds 
in High Places makes a good case for 
our ongoing need to let historians 
examine the past in order to shed 
a measure of light on a current key 
feature of Christianity in the United 
States. David E. Settje, a history 
professor at Concordia University 
Chicago, assesses Protestant responses 
to the Watergate scandal that shook 
the entire country in 1973 and led to 
the resignation of President Richard 
Nixon on August 8, 1974. Settje  
effectively argues that these church 
bodies chose to address this “moral  
catastrophe” in order to “solve” it and to 
“save” the nation, but in the process 
“became accustomed to having political 
influence.” As he sees it, Watergate 
was a “pivotal moment of change for  
mixing politics and religion in America,” 
one that “blurred” the line between 
the two and that since then has in 
many respects become “invisible” (2–3).

Settje’s research methodology 
involved him in a deep dive into the 
published and unpublished literature of 
a spectrum of Protestant denominations 
between 1972 and 1974. On the 
“conservative” side of it, he focuses 
attention on the Southern Baptist 
Convention and articles featured in 
Christianity Today. His choices on 

the “liberal” end of the spectrum are 
the United Church of Christ and The 
Christian Century. In the “moderate” 
middle, he combs through responses 
rendered by both the Lutheran 
Church in America (LCA) and The 
Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod 
(LCMS), as well as the African Methodist 
Episcopal Church (AME). Lest he be 
accused of a clergy bias, Settje wisely 
gives special attention to letters to the 
editor in the various periodicals, to 
voting results at church-wide conventions, 
and to archived letters from laity to 
their denominational leaders (14–23).

This book is commendably well-
organized. The chapters are divided 
chronologically, principally according 
to key turning points in the  
congressional investigation of President 
Nixon’s role in the break-in of 1972 
at the Democratic National Committee 
headquarters in the Watergate complex 
in Washington, DC. Equally well-ordered, 
and complete with helpful summary 
paragraphs, are the variety of ways 
Protestants chose to deal with the 
“moral struggle” Watergate created as 
more and more scandalous evidence 
came to light. At every point, moreover, 
Settje finds growing support for his 
thesis that while Protestant Christians 
remained deeply divided theologically 
over Watergate, all of them became 
more intensively involved in American 
politics. 

In the opening chapter of Evil 
Deeds, Settje argues that prior to 
Watergate, Protestants displayed the 
same basic trust in government that 
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the twentieth-century consensus era 
in American politics had engendered. 
There were marked differences in their 
opinions of Nixon as they sought to 
uphold the need for Christian values 
in the political process. But they were 
for the most part “relatively cautious” 
about combining religion and politics. 
The book’s succeeding chapters then 
go on to show how Watergate provoked 
a notable shift in this regard. While 
restoring the “moral” foundation of 
American politics became the goal of 
both conservatives and liberals, the 
strategies they advocated were entirely 
different and eventually served to  
divide them more deeply. Liberal 
voices took direct aim at the corruption 
in the Nixon administration and 
sought reform of political structures. 
“Pietism” (Settje’s term), on the other 
hand, was the route conservatives took. 
They called upon their constituents 
to fall on their knees in prayer for the 
nation and its leaders and to embrace 
a fresh “revival,” one that would 
lead to conversions of the lost and 
renewal of the faithful. While both 
groups located the cause of Watergate 
in human sinfulness, conservatives 
sought to sidestep the “essential evil” 
that liberals saw at the heart of the 
Nixon administration and to counsel 
repentance on the part of the nation’s 
citizens for the corrupt culture in 
which they all were complicit. Settje 
aptly dubs this “Pogo” theology—“we 
have found the enemy and it is us” 
(95). A hybrid exception for him is 
the AME church body whose leaders 

shared the liberal antipathy toward 
Nixon, especially with respect to his 
record on civil rights, but tended to 
favor a “pietist” solution to the moral 
struggle Watergate had created. Another 
still-relevant place where these same 
Protestants found progressively less 
common ground was the notion of 
American exceptionalism. Settje in 
fact shows us that while liberals persisted 
in believing that God governed the 
world without favoring any particular 
nation, conservatives revived the myth 
that America was founded as a “Christian” 
nation and tried to wrap their efforts  
to “save” it as such in the flag of  
patriotism. 

Less clear-cut is Settje’s evaluation 
of the “moderate” Lutheran responses 
to the scandal. What he tells us about 
the LCMS might have been strengthened 
if he had noted more fully that Watergate 
coincided with the Seminex crisis 
that put this denomination on a more 
conservative path. He does cite San 
Francisco Bay Area college chaplain 
Ralph Moellering’s warning of an 
idolatrous regard for the presidency 
that had put Nixon in the minds of 
many “above the law” (125). President 
J. A. O. Preus, however, remained 
loyal to Nixon during the Watergate 
investigation, and in the wake of his 
resignation sided with conservative 
Protestants who saw it as a sign of the 
end times that might serve “to bolster 
faith and create converts” (191). The 
LCA, on the other hand, gradually 
moved toward the same prophetic 
stance of speaking truth to power that 
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liberals were taking. In the process, 
President Robert J. Marshall openly 
took issue with Lutherans who used 
their two-kingdoms theology to  
retreat from addressing the nation’s 
woes and called upon his constituents 
in the LCA to assume their “responsibility 
of carrying their Christian conviction 
from one kingdom to the other” 
(178). At the same time, when 
Reverend Wallace E. Fisher opened a 
negative campaign to unseat him at 
the church-wide convention in 1974, 
Marshall experienced firsthand what 
would become a legacy of mistrust 
and suspicion that Watergate would 
inspire in all governing institutions 
(182–183).

 The contribution that Settje 
makes to the historiography of American 
religion and politics is a considerable 
one. “While histories of the Religious 
Right focus on its move into politics,” 
or so he asserts, “scholars seldom show 
that liberal Protestants were already 
operating there” (115). Watergate in 
his estimation became a catalyst for 
deeper involvement in politics on 
the part of every kind of Protestant 
denomination. Like most good  
historians, Settje is appropriately  
modest in stating that his findings  
are intended to promote further  
investigation of his book’s subject 
(14). Yet he is bold enough to provide 
us with some food for thought, or 
even debate, as we seek to get a handle 
on the tendency of contemporary American 
Protestants to fuse their religion with 
their politics. Settje asserts that in the 

wake of Watergate, conservatives were 
willing to set aside some of their basic 
Christian convictions and to overlook 
Nixon’s flaws and his immoral behavior 
because he provided them with what 
they wanted politically. The term he  
uses for this is “Republican Theology.” 
He also sees the conservative strategy 
based on the piety of prayer and 
revival, for which the conversion 
experience of convicted White House 
“plumber” Charles Colson made him 
their “poster boy” as a “cover” for 
Nixon with the hope of keeping him 
in office. The irony of such twisted 
thinking is not lost on Settje, in that 
conservatives became guilty of the 
“situation ethics” they had constantly 
accused liberals of propagating (208–210). 
What he might have added to his 
list of historical lessons is how the 
intensive political involvement in all 
of American Protestantism in today’s 
post-churched culture has in fact  
contributed to the loss of the influence 
they had hoped to gain in response to 
Watergate. On a more positive note, 
Settje makes his still robust 1970s set 
of Protestant denominations out to  
be a “fourth element,” besides the  
judiciary, Congress, and the press, 
that saved the country through the 
important ethical and moral discussions 
they helped to cultivate (214). If there 
is any hope of exercising this role in 
the twenty-first century, he concludes, 
they must “put morality first and politics 
a distant second” (216).

Jon Diefenthaler 
Annapolis, Maryland
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PREACHING BLACK LIVES (MATTER). 
Edited by Gayle Fisher-Stewart. Church 
Publishing Incorporated, 2020. 284 pages. 
Paperback. $14.00.

 
Forty-six contributors (mostly Episco-
palians) make up this anthology with 
a clever double-entendre. The high 
number would be unusual if not for 
the book’s successful goal of including 
a wide variety of voices speaking to 
the issue of racism (particularly racism 
aimed at black Americans) in church 
and American society. Fisher-Stewart 
believes that the church was directly 
responsible for the introduction of 
slavery in America (xiii; 229–32), and 
as an Episcopal priest she desires a 
reform of society that sees the church 
taking responsibility for systemic 
racism and leading the charge for 
social change among black and white 
Americans.

The book is divided into three 
major sections. The first section offers 
sermons that specifically deal with 
white-on-black racism. The unsettling, 
often hazardous nature of preaching 
about racism requires a vulnerability 
and boldness that these preachers 
demonstrate in spades. The second 
section includes essays and reflections 
on racism in church and society. The 
dream of inclusivity—especially in the 
church—is a unifying factor of this 
section, even if the suggestions and 
methods are diverse. The third and 
final section offers specific insights for 
bettering the formation of clergy and 
laypeople; this betterment is geared 

towards a pedagogy that does not 
ignore or whitewash (pun intended) 
historical and present racial inequality.

The greatest strength of the book 
lies in its autobiographical tenor. Each 
author writes with a readable fluidity and 
an authentic personality that precludes 
the reduction of racial issues to mere 
academic exercises; their personal 
experiences put flesh on the bones of 
mere fact. At times the book is painful 
to read, owing to the myriad stories 
within of great hurt and injustice— 
especially from the older authors who 
share their decades-old stories with 
dignified tears. Yet, anyone who is 
likewise horrified at and embarrassed 
by the historical maltreatment of 
black Americans owes these authors 
the benefit of receptive eyes and ears, 
as their stories shed light on the 
generational effects of racism.

Because of this individuality and 
the plurality of authorship, there is no 
programmatic solution to racism that 
unites the book with editorial cogency 
—perhaps that is the point. Many 
authors suggest the checking of  
white privilege, others suggest white 
repentance and reparation, and few use 
the explicit gospel of Jesus Christ in 
a way that would signal its conversational 
prioritization. In fact, the death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ as an 
ecclesial solution to racism is sparse 
to a fault, and certain reflections seem 
to make the problem of racism worse. 
For example, one author suggests that 
defensive white responses to racial 
conversations “are not innocent, but 
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rather, weaponized. They work to 
derail honest conversations on racism, 
and thereby obliterate even the possibility 
of confronting and dismantling the 
structure of White supremacy” (41). 
For the preacher striving to apply the 
gospel and its accompanying paraenesis 
to all people, it can be frustrating to 
read “whiteness is the antithesis of 
biblical love” (198). 

Still, there is great value to be 
found in the book’s raw, authentic, 
and multivalent voices of preachers  
and authors from many different 
backgrounds and experiences. As such, 
each contributor should be read on  
his or her own terms, and with an 
open-minded self-reflection that 
desires the genuine eradication of all 
racism in America. 

As a titular homiletics text,  
Lutherans would do well to remember 
that other Christian denominations 
do not share in certain homiletical 
presuppositions (i.e., the preeminence 
of the gospel), or view the authority of 
Scripture and the ministerium in the 
same way; indeed, focusing on what 
is not present could derail productive 
conversation about homiletics and 
racism. Remembering this, the reader 
will be able to find common ground 
in the desire to validate marginalized 
black American voices in ways that are  
helpful in pointing to the reconciliatory 
power of Jesus’s cross and empty tomb.

Dennis W. Matyas
St. Paul Lutheran Church 

Bay City, Michigan

POLITICS AFTER CHRISTENDOM:  
Political Theology in a Fractured 
World. By David VanDrunen. Zondervan 
Academic, 2020. 400 pages. Softcover. 
$29.95. Kindle. $19.99.

As society continues to change into  
a post-Christian culture, David 
VanDrunen in his book Politics after 
Christendom: Political Theology in a 
Fractured World seeks to bring answers 
to Christians anxious over their place 
in the evolving political landscape of 
the United States. The book is divided 
into two major parts. First, VanDrunen 
outlines his vision of the two-kingdoms 
doctrine with his exegesis of the 
Noahic covenant (Gn 8:21–9:17). 
He argues that this covenant, unlike 
the Abrahamic, Mosaic, Davidic, and 
new covenants, is the only universal 
covenant applicable to all of creation 
and has not been fulfilled by the work 
of Jesus Christ (71). The goal of the 
Noahic covenant is not salvation, but to 
provide a common framework for all  
of humanity. The foundation of 
the covenant lies in the lex talionis, 
retributive justice: “Whoever sheds the 
blood of man, by man shall his blood 
be shed, for God made man in his 
own image” (Gn 9:6). This covenantal 
framework gives governments and in-
stitutions the responsibility to ensure 
justice and peace (Rom 13). While 
Christ in the new covenant suspends 
the lex talionis among his disciples, 
governments and institutions are 
outside of this special revelation and 
operate under the natural revelation of 
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the Noahic covenant. 
The second part of the book 

unpacks VanDrunen’s political ethics 
resulting from his exegesis on the 
Noahic covenant. As he wrestles with 
the political theories of Rawls, Hayek, 
and Dworkin, VanDrunen seeks a 
natural-law solution from the challenges 
of the liberal and conservative  
traditions. Drawing from the Noahic 
covenant, his conclusion is that the 
public square should have low bars of 
participation giving space for pluralism 
to thrive. Pluralism is the goal of 
VanDrunen’s conception of the Noahic 
covenant. For a low bar of participation 
in society to be a reality, both mediating 
institutions and individual rights must 
be protected and maintained by society. 
This political philosophy, which he 
calls “conservative liberalism,” seeks 
to synthesize the strongest parts of the 
liberal and conservative traditions into 
a comprehensive political ideology. 
This political ideology is aimed to 
counter the threat of identity politics 
found in progressivism and nationalism. 

VanDrunen’s clear and concise 
arguments for the continued use of 
natural law in the Christian tradition 
were very convincing to me. The lex 
talionis continues to keep communities 
accountable to laws and bring peace. 
Noahic justice is not within the  
eschatological vision denying a Christian 
justice that seeks a “heaven on earth” 
through restorative justice. However, 
VanDrunen takes his distinctions 
between the Noahic and other covenants 
too far by denying natural-law arguments 

for social safety nets (280). The Mosaic 
injunction for the poor to glean from 
the fields (Lv 23:33) is not at odds 
with natural-law theory. 

At times, VanDrunen’s distinction 
between the two realms is so stark 
that natural revelation and special 
revelation are two separate truths. The 
result is that VanDrunen secularizes 
the doctrine of the two kingdoms. 
His theology seems to be aimed at 
propping up the old neoconservative 
coalition wherein big business and 
Christian social interests held common 
ground. This is no longer the case, as 
big business and Christian social  
interests have radically diverged and 
are now often at odds with one another. 

Another failing of VanDrunen is 
his dismissal of the Lutheran tradition of 
the two kingdoms. In the first chapter, 
he presents a caricature of the Lutheran 
view from a Reformed Anglican in the 
footnotes and continues on without 
interacting with any genuine modern 
Lutheran theologians such as Joel 
Biermann, Robert Benne, Carl Braaten, 
or Robert Jenson. His description 
of the two kingdoms is not found in 
the public theologies of any of these 
individuals. The Lutheran theology of 
the two kingdoms would have helped 
temper VanDrunen’s secularizing 
tendencies. 

Overall, while VanDrunen’s  
emphasis on natural law is appreciated, 
he does not give a captivating vision 
for post-Christendom politics. Other 
writers have made better and more 
compelling cases for Christian liberalism. 
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Instead of Politics after Christendom, 
I would recommend reading Liberty 
in the Things of God: The Origins of 
Religious Freedom by Robert Louis 
Wilken and The Theology of Liberalism: 
Political Philosophy and the Justice of 
God by Eric Nelson. These works offer 
better historical and theological bases 
for Christian liberalism than what  
VanDrunen provides. A comprehensive 
vision for politics after Christendom 
is still out there, but this book is not it.

Roger Drinnon
Olive Branch Lutheran Church 

Okawville, Illinois
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