
be allowed to receive communion. Robert Browning antici-
pated the current situation by pointing out that of all objects 
on earth, humans are the meanest and that they are too much
honored when compared with any dog. Browning’s support of
theriophily must give dogs a new leash on life!

Moreover, dogs fit perfectly into contemporary Christian
praxis with its moving emphasis upon liturgical and other
kinds of religious dancing. Dogs can do this beautifully and also
participate in the spiritual convulsions of the polarized Christ-
ian right and left. Dogs love to share in the spontaneous,
riotous, anti-intellectual, existential gut reaction to issues which
many churches have tried so hard to exemplify. Of course, dogs
would never approve of creationism, sexual ignorance, or
Christian gunrunning, but they would accept wholly a master
who does. This proves beyond doubt that dogs are Christians.
The mark of a Christian, after all, is to love the unlovable.
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Laypeople may not always be aware of what lies behind certain
religious ways of speaking. There are ways that use the “right”
words, but the meaning behind them is altogether different than
what we have believed, taught, and confessed. Roger Lundin
demonstrates this in his work The Culture of Interpretation:
Christian Faith and the Postmodern World (Grand Rapids:
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., ), pages –. Those
who remain naïve and ignorant in this regard will never notice
the wolf stealthily stalking about in sheep’s clothing.

We can see the effects of romantic and pragmatic understand-
ings even in the work of such a stellar figure as the American
theologian Reinhold Niebuhr. For example, throughout his
writing Niebuhr gave a central place to the doctrine of the 
resurrection; indeed the whole of Human Destiny (the second
volume of The Nature and Destiny of Man) relies upon the
symbolic power of the resurrection to assure us that God
redeems and fulfills the course of human history. As Niebuhr
wrote to the Scottish philosopher Norman Kemp Smith in
, the wisdom of the resurrection is “the idea that the ful-
fillment of life does not mean the negation and destruction 
of historical reality (which is a unity of body-soul, freedom-
necessity, time-eternity) but the completion of this unity.” 
But even as he argued for the relevance of the resurrection,
Niebuhr sought to reassure Smith that he was not a supernat-
uralist: “I have not the slightest interest in the empty tomb or
physical resurrection” [quoted in Richard Wightman Fox,
Reinhold Niebuhr: A Biography].

Because of the prevailing scientific naturalism of the twenti-
eth century, Niebuhr felt that he could not possibly believe in
the resurrection as an “event” of any kind. As a symbol the res-
urrection might have great power, but ultimately it can refer to
nothing more than our faith in the meaningfulness of life. . . .

The example of Niebuhr is evidence of the fact that in the
tradition of Schleiermacher and the romantics the desire to
accommodate Christian doctrine to the reigning paradigms of

science and epistemology is so strong that questions about the
descriptive power of Christian symbols can only be dismissed
as fruitless or irrelevant. If naturalism makes the idea of the
bodily resurrection of Jesus distasteful, then one must reinter-
pret the symbol to season it for the tastes of the modern intel-
lectual palate. If we must abandon belief in the empty tomb in
order to maintain the magical power of all that the word resur-
rection conjures up, so be it.
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Some have been known to damn by faint praise. David Scaer is
one who has been known to praise with a feint damn. That, how-
ever, will not be the case in the following piece.

Please note from the outset that the Richard A. Muller men-
tioned in the opening sentence is not the Richard E. Muller of the
Concordia Theological Seminary Faculty. And now, having done
our duty to help preserve the fraternal tranquility of the semi-
nary, we present to you the work of the Rev. Dr. David P. Scaer.

Richard A. Muller, who is a good Calvinist by anyone’s defini-
tion, said he was right at home on our campus when caught in
the crossfire of a debate about new Lutheran worship forms.
Add contemporary Catholicism to the mix. Masses are often
indistinguishable from emotion-driven styles of left-wing
Protestant worship.

Traditional churches have suddenly discovered freedom
from liturgical confinement. A divine creation of six days is
followed by Darwinian providence prolifically evolving ever
new and exciting forms to tickle ears and entertain eyes. A rock
band with guitars and amplifiers transforms the chancel into a
stage with spotlights. If it were not Sunday morning, we could
hardly be sure it was church. A time for silent prayer is
replaced by a fifteen-minute “warm-up session.”

One pastor caught in the rapture of the rousing singing
urged his members to give him “a high five,” the usual protocol
for scoring a basket. Only cheerleaders are missing. Distaste for
unexpected assault as well as a lack of coordination forced this
parishioner to keep his eyes tightly focused on the hymnal,
hoping to remain unnoticed by the worship leader.

These innovations are intended to reach unbelievers. Sadly,
they sacrifice the fundamental Christian truths of repentance,
Christ’s atonement for sin, and the demand for faith to which
they seek to convert. Confession of sins, singing of the Psalms,
Bible readings, sermons, and the Sacrament are replaced by
what is presumptuously deemed relevant. Aesthetically, the rel-
evant is annoying. It also assumes the audience is suffering
from the academic deficiency of delayed adolescence. Our task
now is to entertain the bored. The next step may be distribut-
ing crayons, coloring books, and toy trucks to distract church-
goers from confronting anything seriously religious. It is the
dumbing down of Christianity. It raises the questions for Evan-
gelicals of when a church is no longer one.

  



Liturgical ruts have advantages in letting parishioners know
where they are going because they know where they have been.
“The perfect church service would be one we were almost
unaware of” and with the least surprises. Not long ago, our
denomination had only one order of service for six thousand
congregations. People moving from one place to another knew
what to expect. They never really left home. Hymns and music
might change, but the menu remained the same.

Today it is a liturgical fruit basket upset. “Every [minister] is
doing what is right in his own eyes” (see Dt :; Jdg :; Jdg
:; Prov :; Prov :). Church services have undergone a
demythologizing Bultmann would envy.

On top of the liturgical “de-doctrinalization” are logistical
problems. Two hands are not enough to hold the multiplicity
of hymn books and plethora of bulletins with their instruc-
tions, information, and even Scripture passages. “Faith [used
to] come by hearing.” Now it comes by reading.

A wastebasket—which was never a fit receptacle for a hym-
nal, a Bible, or the national flag—is often the final resting
place for Scripture printouts. So much for verbum Dei manet
in aeternum.

Ever-changing variety scratches itchy ears, but without estab-
lishing consistent worship patterns, children do not learn the
Lord’s Prayer and the Creed. Senior citizens, like others, shuffle
and embarrassingly drop printed instructions. Without the
paper, “our attention would have been on God” (C. S. Lewis).
We don’t notice a good shoe, which is often an old one.

Liturgies were not a creatio ex nihilo by the Reformers. Litur-
gical worship is not synonymous with lockstep uniformity, but
it belongs to a tradition anchored in the New Testament to
which Evangelicals must grasp. Reformation is not creating
worship forms to fit what we believe, as if we were first upon
the field, but to recognize that our doctrine is already present
in the traditional forms to reaffirm and, where necessary, to
recover them.

New Testament worship (Acts :) contained apostolic
teaching (preaching of the apostles) which showed that Jesus
was the Christ promised in the Old Testament, which later
developed into our New Testament; the holy communion,
which is the breaking of bread; and the prayers (arguably the
Lord’s Prayer’s petitions). Christ is as much the content of the
Scriptures and our doctrine as he is of our worship. Scriptures,
worship, and doctrine are cut from one cloth, and ideally we
move from one to the other without even noticing it.

Bultmann conscientiously divorced the Creed’s et resurrexit
of his preaching from his explicit denial of it in his lectures.
Evangelicals responding to the contemporary liturgical debase-
ment must insist on the necessary correspondence and funda-
mental identity between doctrine and worship. Apostolic
preaching and worship became our New Testament and the norm
of faith. To paraphrase James, “I by my worship forms will show
you my faith [fides quae, doctrine].

Several years ago, I showed a friend a printed worship form
which in my opinion was a marked improvement in returning
to more traditional forms. He refused to look at it. All he
wanted was a book. It could be the hymnal, the daily office, the
breviary, the liturgy, the lectionary. His response caught me by

 

surprise because he had a distaste for the German predilection
for books in understanding the New Testament. Still, for him,
worship had to be “by the book,” double entendre intended.
Nothing new and different (and hence strange) was permissi-
ble. It was C. S. Lewis’s “good shoe.”

This friend happened to be an Anglican, and theirs is the
tradition—some would say the legalism—of the Book of Com-
mon Prayer. The first Christians, like the Jews, sang the Psalms
from memory. Ideally, hymns and liturgy should still be sung
this way. Only through repetition and now only with the con-
sistency of one book is memory informed.

Many pastors could do the older liturgy without the book
and so they gave their attention to the congregation. With the
several liturgies in use, the ministers are strangers in their own
houses. Newer instructions war against acquired memory.
They are no longer dancing but are struck with anxiety attacks,
not knowing whether they are following instructions.

Up-to-date ministers fret about their entertainment ratings.
In the liturgy, I find myself with Joshua at Jericho, but now
often so confused that I march the opposite liturgical direction
from Israel’s troops. Perhaps more apt is a reversion to Genesis
:—worship is becoming tohu wabohu, “without form and
void.” Instead of a new creation, the old forms still serve.

David P. Scaer
Concordia Theological Seminary

Fort Wayne, Indiana
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Richard Eyer served for many years as nee of the chaplains at
Milwaukee’s Columbia Hospital. Now he has joined the faculty at
Concordia University in Mequon, Wisconsin. CPH has published
his book Pastoral Care Under the Cross, which is divided into
two parts. The first, entitled “The Context of Pastoral Care
Today,” lends itself well to a weekly Bible study. The second part,
“Pastor Care in Specific Circumstances,” is a good resource for
any parish pastor. This excerpt comes from page .

Sometimes, rather than voice their fears and anger about dying,
Christians hold their feelings inside where feelings turn into
depression. Such depression ought not be equated with loss of
faith. A pastor who regularly visits a depressed terminally-ill per-
son and listens patiently can encourage the dying person to dis-
tinguish feelings from faith and to verbalize the feelings, assured
that anger and fear do not erase his relationship with God.

When ministering to dying people who are frightened,
angry, or depressed, the pastor’s provision of the Lord’s Supper
feeds the faith of the dying in a way that human comfort can-
not. In his eating and drinking, God provides strength to walk
through death’s passage.

Nowhere more than in ministry to the dying is it evident
that the suffering and death of Jesus Christ are at the heart of




