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“The Augsburg Confession:  The Church”


The Seventh Sunday after Pentecost							  July 11, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								       Leviticus 19:9-18
Epistle Lesson									       Colossians 1:1-14
Gospel Lesson										Luke 10:25-37


Today we come to Articles VII and VIII in the Augsburg Confession.  They’re printed on this green insert in the service folder, and they deal with the Church.  We all know that the English word “Church” can refer to a house of worship, such as “the church on the corner.”  It can refer to a local congregation, such as “Berea Lutheran Church.”  And it can refer to a denomination, such as “The Lutheran Church Missouri Synod.”  Articles VII and VIII of the Augsburg Confession speak of the Church as something larger than all of those concepts.  It speaks of the Church as the total number of believers in the world--an entity much more universal than any house of worship, any congregation, or any one denomination of Christians on the earth.  I’m going to read Articles VII and VIII:

1. Our churches teach that one holy Church is to remain forever.  The Church is the congregation of saints (Psalm 149:1), in which the Gospel is purely taught and the Sacraments are correctly administered. 
[bookmark: article7.2]
2. [bookmark: article7.3]For the true unity of the Church it is enough to agree about the doctrine of the Gospel and the administration of the Sacraments. 

3. [bookmark: article7.4]It is not necessary that human traditions, that is, rites or ceremonies instituted by men, should be the same everywhere.

4. As Paul says, “One Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all” (Ephesians 4:5-6).

5. [bookmark: article8.2]Strictly speaking, the Church is the congregation of saints and true believers.  However, because many hypocrites and evil persons are mingled within them in this life (Matthew 13:24-30), it is lawful to use Sacraments administered by evil men, according to the saying of Christ, “The Scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses' seat (Matthew 23:2).  

6. Both the Sacraments and Word are effective because of Christ’s institution and command, even if they are administered by evil men. 
[bookmark: article8.3]
7. Our churches condemn the Donatists, and others like them, who deny that it is lawful to use the ministry of evil men in the Church, and who think that the ministry of evil men is not useful and is ineffective. 

Today’s sermon is in four parts.  The first part is entitled, “Why I Am Happy with My Car Insurance.”  The second part is entitled, “A Funeral Sermon I Once Heard.”  The third part is entitled, “God Present among His People.”  And the fourth part is, “Does All of This Make Any Difference?”

Part number one:  “Why I Am So Very Happy with My Car Insurance.”  With one glaring exception, I have been happy with my car insurance agents throughout my whole life.  I’ve had wonderful car insurance agents.  They have seen to it that I am covered well should I ever need coverage.  Auto insurance does not interest me--not at all.  So I spend as little time thinking about it as possible.  That’s why I have an agent I can trust, and she understands it so I don’t have to.  The last thing I want to do is read an insurance policy, or even have one explained to me.  And I have great insurance agents because they accept that relationship.  I also like my car insurance because the premiums are as inexpensive and convenient as they can be.  They are extracted directly from my checking account, so I don’t even have to write checks to keep my cars insured.  Occasionally someone will phone me and say, “I’m going to give you a quote on auto insurance to save you money.”  I say “OK, go ahead.”  Nobody comes close to the premiums my insurance agent gets for me.  So that’s great.  I know what the least is I have to do.  And then because the premiums are taken directly out of my checking account, I’m not bothered at all by any of this.  The third reason I really like my insurance for my automobiles is I get great service, and I only get great service when I need it.  I take my automobile to get it fixed where I want to take it to get it fixed.  I never fool with any paper work; I never fill out any forms.  I expect my agent to do all of those things for me and she does.  I never deal with another person involved in a mishap.  I expect my agent to do that, and she does it.  If a signature is needed, every once in a while it is, all do that, but that’s as far as I go.  And the fourth reason I really like my car insurance is because I am never bothered with it, but it is there when I need it.  Every couple years this nice lady phones me to check if I agree with her on what she suggests.  I always agree with her.  Short phone call.  When something happens I phone this nice lady and I ask her to take care of it.  She does.  Every few years I suffer through the defensive driving course for the 10% discount.  It’s all I ever do.  So my agent stands between me and some insurance company out there that I’m sure knows what its doing.  And as long as I do my part, she does her part, and I go merrily through life knowing nothing about auto insurance, knowing nothing about the company that insures me.  You just wait, the point is coming.

The second part of the sermon.  I’m going to tell you about a funeral sermon I once heard.  In the late 1970’s a well-known citizen of Medford, Minnesota, passed away.  I knew him pretty well.  I had worked with him on some community matters, and so I attended his funeral service with a friend from the Lutheran congregation in Medford—a friend of mine.  The funeral was held at the Catholic Church in Medford.  It was conducted by the local priest who was a friend of mine—a man I spoke to almost every week, and a man whom I respected greatly.  However, once he got into the funeral sermon, it was all I could do to keep my friend, sitting next to me, from standing up to debate the issue with the priest.  I actually had to put my hand on this guy.  I had to tell him to be quiet—he was so upset.  

The sermon went like this:  The Christian faith is like an insurance policy, and the Christian Church is like an insurance company.  Oh, there are premiums to be paid, but if we pay them regularly and keep our policies up to date, when our time comes our insurance will be in force and we will go to heaven.  We can be assured that our brother is in heaven because he kept his policy current by regularly paying his premiums.  He seldom missed mass, the priest told us.  He attended funeral rosaries of people he didn’t even know.  He was a good supporter of the parish.  He was active in the Knights of Columbus.  He was a good husband, a good father, and a good citizen.  The lesson of his life for each of us is that we should all keep up with our premiums so our policy will be in force when our time comes.  

That’s the funeral sermon I heard in the late 1970’s at a church in Medford, Minnesota.  It sounds like I’m making it up, but I assure you I am not.  I remember it 35 years later from the simple shock value of actually having heard it, and also from the effort it took me to keep my friend sitting in his pew, because he was ready right then to debate the whole thing with this priest.  

Part three of the sermon:  “God among His People.”  The Lutheran Reformers were convinced by the Bible that the Christian faith is not like insurance.  And they were equally convinced that the Christian Church is not like an insurance company.  They had grown up believing those two things, but the Bible convinced them that neither of them were true.  The attitude that the Christian faith is like insurance, and the Christian Church is like an insurance company has been described as the “you pay; we pray” arrangement.  And at the time of the Lutheran Reformation, that’s kind of the arrangement people had with the church—“we pay; you pray”  You take care of this stuff for us, cause it’s so far beyond us.  You take care of it, and don’t bother us any more than we absolutely have to be bothered.   This is the arrangement I have with my automobile insurance agent.  I pay; she takes care of it.  It’s a great arrangement for automobile insurance. 

It is, unfortunately, the type of arrangement that we by nature would like to have with God.  By nature we would be content with that.  By nature we would be content to be insured in case the worst would happen.  If there is a premium to be paid to the company, oh, just tell us what the cheapest premium would be, and what is the easiest way to make those premiums paid, and we’ll take care of it.  By nature we expect excellent service in a lovely setting when we need it.  And by nature we fully expect not to be bothered until we need something.  

And that is why the Lutheran Reformers wrote these articles in the Augsburg Confession.  “Our churches teach that the one holy Church is to remain forever.  The Church is the congregation of saints—(those made holy by Christ)—in which the Gospel is purely taught and the Sacraments are correctly administered.”  The most basic element of this statement is that the Church is not an institution that stands between God and people.  That is the most basic element of what this article is saying.  It is not as though God is up here, and the people are down here, and the Church exists somewhere in between with all of its rules, traditions, rituals, and premiums so people know how to keep their insurance in force.  This article is saying that the Church is God present on earth in his Word and in his Sacraments.  It is God present on earth among his people.  There is no hierarchy to it.  There is no top, no middle, and no bottom.  It is the people of God on one level, gathered around God’s Word and God’s Sacraments, served by their ministers who stand with them, among them, on the same level.  The Church is not a company that insures us against hell.  The Church is us.  The Church is God’s redeemed people growing closer to God as we draw life from his Word and from his Sacraments.  It is God present among us.  It is a family reunion gathered around the family patriarch who has called them all together in his loving acceptance because of Christ.  To share his gifts of wisdom about life, strength to cope with life, courage to grow, grace to put up with one another, compassion to support one another, and the assurance of eternal life because Jesus Christ has lived, died and rose for them.  Not because they are keeping their premiums in force.  The Church exists where the Gospel is cherished and proclaimed and trusted and lived out by baptized people, feeding on God’s Word and the Lord’s Supper.  

These two articles are short because no higher hierarchy is needed.  No hierarchy is needed.  No impressive headquarters building is needed for the Church to exist.  No complex books filled with rules and rituals and traditions are needed.  No holy police force is needed to keep people in line.  No bureaucracy is needed to intimidate people or to force people.  It’s a fairly simple organization.  

Then the article goes on:  “For the true unity of the Church it is enough to agree about the doctrine of the Gospel and the administration of the Sacraments.  It is not necessary that human traditions, that is, rites or ceremonies instituted by men, should be the same everywhere.”  An irony of today is that some of our good brothers and sisters in the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod would like to make all things the same everywhere.  There are those in our Church body who want every Lutheran Church Missouri Synod Church to worship by the same worship service every Sunday, everywhere.  At our Minnesota South District Convention last summer there were those wishing to deny membership to a congregation in Cottage Grove, Minnesota.  It calls itself “The Alley Lutheran Church.”  They applied for membership in the Synod, and the District Board of Directors denied their membership.  They said, “It doesn’t look like a regular church”--they meet in a movie theater.  “It doesn’t sound like a regular church.”  They don’t have an organ.  I don’t even know if they have a piano.  They play only modern music as far I understand it.  “The people don’t dress like they are in a regular church.”  I guess the whole thing is very casual.  When the pastor leads the service I understand he wears slacks and a polo shirt or a tee shirt.  Many people visited The Alley in Cottage Grove, and they said it made them feel uncomfortable.  Therefore, they denied this church’s application to become a member of The Lutheran Church Missouri Synod.  However, a very interesting thing happened at the District Convention.  The Convention overruled the District Board of Directors who had denied membership to this congregation, and welcomed them into the Missouri Synod because it was determined that without looking like a regular church, without sounding like a regular church, and without dressing like a regular church they agreed about the doctrine of the Gospel and the administration of the Sacraments.  And not only did the Convention overrule the Board of Directors, they voted out of office all those members who denied membership to this church.  And from the floor of the Convention, people went to the microphones and read these Articles from the Augsburg Confession, and the Convention said, “Let us act like Lutherans.”  

I do not complain about the fact that there is a great deal of variety in the look of churches--the worship of churches, the rituals of churches, the music of churches, as long as they agree in the Doctrine of the Gospel and the administration of the Sacraments.  There are many kinds of people in this world and they feel comfortable in different kinds of worship and different settings—and that’s OK.  Maybe it’s not our cup of tea, maybe it’s not our style, but that’s OK.  That’s what the Lutheran Confession said:  As long as people agree with the Doctrine of the Gospel and the administration of the Sacraments.

Now, who on earth are the Donatists?  The Donatists were a group of Christians in northern Africa in the early centuries of the church who taught that the validity of preaching, the validity of teaching, the validity of baptism, and the validity of the Lord’s Supper depended upon the righteousness of the pastor doing the preaching, teaching, baptizing, and celebrating of the Lord’s Supper.  These were the days of the persecution by the Roman Empire.  What happened is that some clergymen when they were faced with the decision to either deny their faith or be killed, said, “OK, I’m not a Christian.”  The Donatists said, “If you were baptized by such a person, your baptism was not valid.  This person’s preaching was not valid.  If you received communion from that person you were still in your sins, because, the validity of the Word and the Sacraments depend upon the righteousness of the individual administering them.”  

Now, we would all like our pastors to be righteous people, pious people, deeply devout people who walk the line all the time.  But the fact is that that is not the case.  We would also like to be assured that all fellow church members were righteous people, pious people, deeply devout people who walk the line all the time.  But the fact is that that is not the case either.  

How are we to deal with the fact that the Church has members who are not what they ought to be--both lay members and clergy?  For one thing, we accept that fact.  We accept the fact that the Christian Church has in its number people who are not what they ought to be.  We accept that and we do not spend our energy trying to purify the Church all the time.  There are those who say, “The work of the Christian Church is to purify its membership, so that no one who could embarrass it would ever be present there.”  It was Jesus who taught the parable of the wheat and the tares, where he taught his people to let the weeds grow with the grain until the judgment, rather than do more harm than good trying to purify a group of people.  How on earth do you purify a group of people?  It was Martin Luther who said, “Those who wish to have a pure Church, in fact, wish to have no church at all.”  Those who wish to have a pure Church, in fact, wish to have no church at all.  For another thing the validity of preaching, teaching, baptizing, and celebration of the Lord’s Supper do not depend upon the righteousness or the piety of the pastor.  The validity of these things depends upon their having been done correctly.  We are redeemed and strengthened by the Word of God correctly preached and taught, and the Sacraments correctly administered.  And if they happen to be correctly preached and taught by someone who turns out to be not a righteous, pious, devout person, and if you end up to be baptized by someone who is not a righteous, pious, devout person your baptism is still valid.   The preaching is still valid.  

Does all of this make a difference?  Yes it does.  It is not God’s desire to insure us through a big religious insurance company.  That is not his desire.  It is his desire that we be redeemed through the forgiveness of sins, through our confidence in the merit of our Lord Jesus Christ, and that we grow to know our Creator more personally throughout our lives.  That is what God desires.  That we live our lives confident in what Christ has done for us and growing and maturing in that confidence throughout our lives.  A powerful and rigid institution protecting God’s interests ends up separating God from his people, and leaving people with a blah and impersonal religion that is more like car insurance than true Christianity.  The Church of God is God among his people with his Word and Sacraments.  To give life, to build confidence in living in a free and trusting relationship with our Creator, through the merit of Jesus Christ which is God’s gift to us.  The Church will always be messy, because it involves sinful and troubled people.  It will always be messy.  And on the other hand, it will always be glorious and life-giving because it is where God dwells with his life-giving Word and Sacraments.  It is the dwelling place of God’s Holy Spirit who gives it life.  And we cannot improve on that by making the Church bigger, more powerful in worldly terms, more rigid, more bureaucratic, more rule encumbered, more uniform, more formulaic, or less gracious and less tolerant.  We cannot improve upon what God has given when he has agreed to be present among his people in his Word and Sacrament in the Church, which is a mess, but is still the glory of God.

I remember as a young man growing up envisioning the Church as a well-oiled, military marching band.  The Church with the right leadership would amaze the world with its precision, its perfection, its uniformity, its good order, and its efficiency, its ability to march in step, its marvelous uniforms, and its ability to impress and influence the world with its performance.  What a grand thing the Church was in my mind.  

The Lutheran Reformers confessed that the Church of God is more like a family reunion.  And we’ve all been to family reunions, haven’t we?  The Church of God is more like a family reunion at the city park, focused on the beloved Father who has called it together, focused on the Son who makes it possible, and focused on the Holy Spirit who sort of plans the games and keeps the grill going, so to speak.  This is why the early observers of the Christian Church didn’t say, “My, look how well-organized and powerful they are.  We better shape up.”  What they actually did say was, “See how these people actually care for one another and enjoy their lives in a hard world.”  That’s what they actually said.  Amen
