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“Catechism Review:  Office of the Keys”


The Last Sunday of the Church Year						    November 22, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson									Exodus 3:7-12
Epistle Lesson										  I Peter 2:4-10
Gospel Lesson										 John 20:19-23


Well, it’s hard to believe but this is the last Sunday of the Church Year, and next Sunday is the First Sunday in Advent.  Thursday is Thanksgiving, and we have services at 9:30 a.m.—it’s always a great time, so be sure to start off your Thanksgiving celebration by coming to worship.  Bring your friends; bring the people who are coming to your house—9:30 a.m., next Thursday.  Be here!

So we conclude this series I’ve been preaching on “Review of the Catechism.”  We come today to “The Office of the Keys.”  If you went to Catechism instruction with the pastor who was very well organized, you maybe finished your Catechism instruction by discussing “The Office of the Keys.”  But most of us didn’t have that experience.  We had just a regular pastor who wasn’t all that organized, and many people never even got to “The Office of the Keys.”  So quite often it isn’t even presented or discussed.  I have never heard a sermon on “The Office of the Keys,” I have no recollection of anyone ever preaching on it.  So this might be a first for all I know.  But it is important, and today we’re going to look at “The Office of the Keys.”

I’m going to begin with Luther’s words from the Catechism.
	What is the Office of the Keys?
	The Office of the Keys is that special authority which Christ has given to his church on earth, to forgive the sins of repentant sinners and to withhold forgiveness from the unrepentant.

Where is this written?  This is what St. John the Evangelist writes in chapter 20:  The Lord Jesus breathed on his disciples and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit.  If you forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.”  

What do we believe according to these words?  We believe that when the called ministers of Christ deal with us by his divine command, and particularly when they exclude openly unrepentant sinners from the Christian congregation, and absolve those who repent of their sins and want to do better, this is just as valid and certain, even in heaven, as if Christ our dear Lord had dealt with us himself.  

Today’s sermon is in five parts.  The first part is, “What authority do pastors have?”  The second part is, “What qualifications fit a person to be a pastor?”  Third, “Where does this authority come from?”  Fourth, “What limits are placed on this authority?”  And fifth, “How is this authority guided?”  

Part one.  “What authority do pastors have?”  The Office of the Keys gives pastors the authority to do four things—four things.  The first thing the pastor has the authority to do is to communicate the Word of God.  This is a fairly broad authority which is carried out in formal as well as many informal settings.  In a typical week a pastor communicates the Word of God in the following ways, and this list does not exhaust the possibilities:  
· He studies God’s Word.  He thinks about it.  He thinks about the people in the parish that he serves.  He then prepares sermons and delivers them in worship services.  
· The pastor teaches Bible studies in a number of different settings.  In a typical week I teach four Bible studies here to different groups of people.  
· The pastor teaches the Christian faith formally to junior Catechism students in Catechism class.  The pastor teaches the Christian faith formally to adults wishing to join the congregation.  I have had the great joy in the last few weeks of beginning an adult class, of people who wish to become part of our congregation.  
· The pastor tries hard, but imperfectly, to model what it means to live out the Word of God in the give and take of daily life.  That is a proclamation of God’s Word as well.  
· The pastor counsels with people.  But his counseling is a way of applying the Word of God to their specific situation, and the specific questions they might have.  
· The pastor visits those who are in physical, emotional, social, or spiritual distress, to apply God’s invitations and promises to their specific situations.  But that also is a proclamation of God’s Word. 
· The pastor hangs around the church after meetings and church services to engage people in conversation about their lives and about their faith.  And in this informal setting he proclaims God’s Word.
· He teaches various classes to help people apply God’s Word to the living of life.
· He meets with congregational leaders in meetings to further the work of God’s Word.
· He serves as a leader in Christian organizations which apply God’s Word to people’s lives.  I serve as the chairman of the board of Lutheran Counseling in the Minnesota South District—to make counselors available to apply God’s Word to people’s lives when they are in need of a counselor specific to their lives.
· He helps organize efforts to carry out God’s work of charity or other work.
· He calls people on the phone.  And he visits with people in restaurants, for example, to communicate God’s Word to them. 
· Some pastors, and this is really strange, might even write off-the-wall bulletin announcements concerning fictional congregational teams, to remind people in backdoor ways that Jesus has said, “Do not be anxious.”
· The pastor gets to know about sound systems and duplication methods and a little bit about websites in the hope of furthering the proclamation of God’s work.
And the list goes on, but all of these things a pastor does flows from his authority to proclaim the Word of God in any way possible.

Second, the pastor has the authority to baptize in accord with God’s Word and his promises.  Third, he has the authority to administer the Lord’s Supper in accord with God’s Word and God’s purpose.  And fourth, he has the authority to assure people that God forgives them, or doesn’t forgive them, in accord with God’s Word.  And that’s the authority a pastor has—those four things.

It all goes back to this.  The Living God has created this universe in which we live, just as he has created us and all other human beings, and he still sustains this whole creation.  In the life, the death, and the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, this living God has worked the forgiveness of the whole human race as his gift.  In the power of the Holy Spirit he continues to call his people to him, so that they can live secure in his gracious love, and so that they can live new lives of service as springs of living water in an otherwise dying world.  The pastor has the authority to make this known, and to make this real and applicable in people’s lives to the best of his creative abilities in every opportunity available to him in line with his energy and time.  This is the authority to proclaim the Word of God, baptize, administer the Lord’s Supper, and pronounce absolution where it is appropriate.  

What qualifications should a pastor have to carry out this authority?  Well, he should have a call from God to prepare himself for this service.  He should feel called to do this.  He should steep himself in God’s Word, until it is second nature to him.  He should be an expert in God’s Word as it applies to life—hopefully in the century in which he lives.  He should open his life to the presence of the Holy Spirit, so that throughout his life he might mature emotionally, spiritually, socially, and mentally.  He should allow God to help him get past his own prejudices, his own judgments, his own narrowness of spirit, and his own general uptightness.  He should learn to accept people as they are.  He should learn to take his office very seriously, but himself not so much.  He should be called by a congregation to exercise this office.  And in general, it doesn’t hurt to learn about a million illustrations, stories, and jokes.  

Where does this authority come from, this authority to be a pastor?  It may surprise you to hear this—that’s why you have to listen carefully.  It may surprise you to hear this, but this authority comes from you.  It comes from you.  In specific, the authority that I have to be pastor of this congregation comes from you as the members of this congregation.  As a young person I felt called from God to prepare myself to do ministry.  The seminary trained me to do this, and they certified that they thought I could do it well enough to do more good than harm; the Missouri Synod informed congregations that I was available to give it a shot; and then you called me to lead you; and then you gave me the authority to be your pastor.  

Where did you get this authority that you passed on to me?  You got it from Jesus Christ, who gave it to all Christians on the face of the earth.  All those four things, that I mentioned, have been given by God to all Christians on the face of the earth.  It is good to remember this because Berea is not Pastor Sherren’s church.  Berea congregation is made up of all its members.  I am called to be its pastor, but this is not my church—it is Christ’s church.  He has called you into this place.  Christ has called you together to form this congregation, and then you have called me to come and be part of your congregation, to lead you in the work that God has given you to do.  I am not here as a representative of the head office to boss you around.  But then, neither are you here to boss me around.  We have not been called by Christ to boss anybody around.  We have been called by Christ and given the authority to be his presence in this place—proclaiming his Word in every way we possible can and in every opportunity set before us—baptizing, administering the Lord’s Supper, and announcing the forgiveness of sins.  

I was once out on the golf course in Owatonna, Minnesota, when another player I just met asked me, “What is your job?”  I told him I didn’t have a job.  He said, “You’re pretty young to not have a job,”--which I was in those days.  I said, “Well, no, I don’t have a job.”  I told him that there was a group of people who wanted me to be free from having a job.  I told him this group of people took care of my material needs, so my time would be free to do something for them that is very important to them.  They had been given a task and they had been given authority to do this task.  They thought that I was qualified to lead them in their work, and so they asked me to become one of them, and to lead them in this work that they had been given to do.  And they told me that as long as I did this faithfully they would take care of me, and they wouldn’t make me go out and get a job.  About two holes later this guy looks at me and he says, “Are you a pastor?”  I told him, “That’s the short answer.”  But I thought my little story got more to the heart of the matter, and it helps us keep things straight between us.  

What limits are placed on this authority?  The limits placed on this authority are actually pretty severe.  Outside of The Office of the Keys to proclaim the Word of God, to baptize, administer the Lord’s Supper, and assure people that they are forgiven, the pastor has no power.  The pastor has no leverage over people.  And the Christian congregation has no power over anybody.  The Christian congregation has no leverage over anybody.  Congregations of God’s church are to be power free, leverage free zones which makes them different, and separate from the rest of the world around us.  I know that sometimes pastors cheat on this, and they go beyond the bounds.  They abrogate to themselves power that they don’t really have.  I know sometimes Christian congregations and Christian church bodies abrogate to themselves power they don’t have, and start telling other people how they should live and act.  I know that sometimes Christian congregations invite their pastors to take on power they don’t have because they think it makes life easier when the pastor wants to be the boss of everything.  But The Office of the Keys is the Office of the Keys and it does not include the congregation’s government.  It does not include the congregation’s policies.  It does not include the administration of the congregation’s affairs.  It does not include the temporal concerns such as the building and such matters for the congregation.  In all of these matters Christian love and charity and good sense are to be operating, not power.  In these matters the pastor might have some wisdom and some experience to share as a member of the congregation experienced in church matters.  But he has no authority to be the boss, and he should not take it, and congregations should not give it to him.

The Office of the Keys also does not include investigations into people’s lives.  The pastor is not the chief of the Congregational Bureau of Investigation.  And that might surprise some people who think he is.  In the 1500’s the Lutheran Church wrote down the confessions, the statements, of what Lutheran’s believe.  It’s called The Lutheran Confessions.  The basic one is the Augsburg Confession.  A second document is The Defense, or the Apology to the Augsburg Confession.  I’ve been reading in my big, fat books the last few weeks and I went back to the Apology of the Augsburg Confession and here’s an interesting quotation I found there.  This was written in the 1520’s:  “The ministers of the church, therefore, have the command to forgive sins.  They do not have the command to investigate secret sins.  In addition, they absolve us of those sins which we do not even remember.  Therefore, absolution, which is the voice of the gospel forgiving sins and consoling consciences, does not need an investigation.”  The pastor is not the modern grand inquisitor inspecting people’s lives.  It is not something the pastor should be doing on his own and it is not something congregation members should be involving the pastor in when they feel the need to bring order or judgment to another’s life.  If someone should come to their pastor and say, “Pastor, I’m going to tell you what’s going on, and we’re going to have to do something about it.”  It is the pastors turn to say, “It is not my job.”  It is not The Office of the Keys for the pastor to take responsibility for making people behave, or to take on anxiety for what they might be doing when they are misbehaving.  The office of the pastor is not an office that has any power attached to it at all, or any leverage over other people’s lives.  The pastor is not the congregational policeman.  Every once in a while I hear some well-meaning Sunday school teacher saying to some acting up child, “Straighten out or I’m going to go get the pastor.”  Please, don’t do me that favor.  Don’t take God’s tender children and present them with the fact that the pastor is the law.  I have to teach these young people that God is gracious and it’s hard to do that when they think I’m a cop.  The pastor is not the congregational policeman; he is not the congregational investigator; he not the chief disciplinarian of the congregation.  The pastor is a proclaimer and applier of God’s Word, a baptizer, and an administrator of the Lord’s Supper, and an announcer of when sins are forgiven and when they are not.  

And finally, how is the authority of The Keys guided?  It is guided by God’s Word.  There isn’t some big secret book somewhere.  There’s just the Bible that every one of you has in your hands.  Now God’s Word is perfect, but our grasp of it and our application of it will always be less than perfect.  There are areas of God’s Word that are absolutely clear, and we proclaim those with the clarity they deserve.  And then there are areas that are not quite so clear.  So there are times when we will be absolutely certain about our life and our work together as a Christian congregation, and there will be times when we are less certain about our life and our work together, and then we will have to work that out in charity and in love to the best of our ability to be guided by God’s Word.  

This is an important part of the Catechism.  It helps us understand that we are in this together--you, me, and Christ who has called us together in this congregation.  And the authority to do the work resides in the people of this congregation, who have called me and given me the authority to carry out this work.  It is also good for us to remember that in this work the word power, the word leverage, neither one of them really fits.

I conclude with this observation.  You look at all the institutions and organizations in the world that have lots of power and you consider how little they get done.  Then consider the Christian church, the Christian congregation which has absolutely no power, and look at all that gets accomplished through them.  Maybe it should make us rethink power in general.  Amen
