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Reformation-era churches later called Lutheran 
were first called evangelical, a term now almost univer-
sally used in upper case for conservative Christians who 

stand in the Reformed-Fundamentalist tradition that holds 
to biblical authority and the necessity of an oral confession of 
faith for salvation, and sees itself as a political force to estab-
lish God’s kingdom on earth. Churches under the Evangelical 
umbrella, a word derived from the Greek word for gospel, ironi-
cally stress the law in private and public life. Lutheran claims 
for the exclusive rights to “evangelical” might be historically 
defensible, but lack of agreed meaning among Lutherans sur-
faced in the law–gospel controversy of the 1970s in The Lu-
theran Church — Missouri Synod (LCMS). A dissident group 
called themselves Evangelical Lutherans in Mission, and they 
defined gospel as little more than the proclamation that sins 
were forgiven.

Our parishioners come face-to-face with the word catholic 
in the Athanasian Creed on Trinity Sunday, where it means 
the totality of the Christian faith, but again Lutheran priority 
rights to “catholic” are no less secure than our claim to evan-
gelical. Some years ago while passing through an airport, a 
colleague intent on witnessing to a young woman asked her 
about her faith. She responded she was Catholic. Not being 
content, he asked what kind of Catholic. She responded, “or-
dinary Catholic,” so the conversation went nowhere. For most, 
“catholic” is a shortened form of Roman Catholic and perhaps 
it should be left there. It is one thing to say Trinity Evangelical 
Lutheran Church and another to say Trinity Catholic Lutheran 
Church.1 Johann Gerhard wrote Confessio Catholica to show 
that Lutheran teaching was found in all ages of the church 
and hence it was catholic. In demonstrating that “Roma enim 
Ecclesia particularis2 est, Catholica vero universalis,” Ger-
hard’s genius surfaces in arguing his case solely from Roman 
sources.3 He cites Pope Gregory that one “can find the church 
in Rome or Gaul or in any place.” Catholic means ecumeni-
cal, that is, found throughout the inhabited world, and no one 
church in one place has sole claim to being Christian. Derived 
from the Greek, catholic means “according to the whole,” that 
is, the una sancta. 

Catholicity involved not only what the church has histori-
cally believed but also what it has done. Liturgical practice be-
longs to the catholic definition, but by itself liturgy is not an 
infallible mark of a church’s catholicity, as in the case of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) and the Epis-
copal Church (EC).4 In the minds of some of our people catho-
lic is defined by the elaborate worship of the Roman church, so 
those that look askance at an overly elaborate worship resist 
the catholic label. Though liturgy does not a catholic make, ab-
sence of classical liturgical form and of ecclesiastical artifacts 
at least raises the question of a diminished catholicity. A stage 
in an auditorium with a podium, a screen, and an ensemble of 
drums and guitars does not fit word and sacrament imaged in 
pulpit, font, and altar. Practice and not mere allegiance to word 
and sacrament determine a church’s catholicity. A church see-
ing itself in the historic tradition would be hard-pressed to ex-
plain why its worship does not follow catholic form. Zwingli 
and Calvin’s removal of altars, statues, paintings, and organs, 
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1. Bishop Kevin C. Rhoads of the Diocese of Fort Wayne-South 
Bend issued a statement that Redeemer Catholic Community 
was not affiliated with the Roman Catholic Church. This com-
munity ordains men, women, and homosexuals. For a discus-
sion on the law–gospel controversy in 1970s see David P. Scaer, 
“The Law–Gospel Debate in the Missouri Synod,” Springfielder 36 
(1972–1973): 156–71; and “The Law–Gospel Debate in the Missouri 
Synod Continued,” Springfielder 40 (1976–1977): 107–18.

2. Particular church for Rome means dioceses that are in commu-
nion with Rome and whose ministers are in the apostolic suc-
cession. Catholicity is derived from connection with the Roman 
church (Catechism of the Catholic Church, paragraph 833).

3. The seminary’s rare book collection contains the 1634 and 1662 
Jena editions. Another edition is known to have appeared in 
1690. The two volumes of the 1634 edition contain a total of 2251 
pages. Rome’s fallibility is discussed in volume one, p. 209–306. 
The title in Latin is Confessionis Catholicæ, in qua Doctrina 
Catholica et Evangelica, quam Ecclesiæ Augustanæ Confessioni 
addictæ profitentur, ex Romano-Catholicorum Scriptorum suffra-
giis confirmantur.

4. Responsibility for liturgical catholicism in contemporary Luther-
anism is laid at the feet of Berthold von Schenk, especially his 
Presence: An Approach to the Holy Communion (New York: Ernst 
Kaufman, 1945 and 1946; reprint, Delhi, NY: American Lutheran 
Publicity Bureau, 2010). A current leader in liturgical revival is 
Burnell F. Eckardt Jr. See his New Testament in His Blood: A Study 
of the Holy Liturgy of the Christian Church, A Gottesdienst Book 
(Kewanee, IL: St. Paul’s Lutheran Church, 2010).
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and their churches’ whitewashed walls, reflected their less-
than-fully formed commitment to the incarnation, without 
which a church’s claim to catholicity is compromised. 

Contemporary interest in the concept “evangelical and cath-
olic” arose at the Mercersburg Seminary in Pennsylvania in the 
nineteenth century. In an attempt to correct what they saw as 
a catholic deficit in Reformed theology, its theologians gave at-
tention to liturgical reform. Introduction of liturgy does not as-
sure a church’s catholic character, but the upside is that if the 
signs are present, maybe the catholic content will follow. But 
there are no guarantees. With an episcopal form of government 
and allegiance to Reformed theology, Anglican churches have 
been seen by themselves and others as occupying the middle in 
the catholic and evangelical spectrum. For Archbishop Nathan 
Söderblom of Sweden, catholicity meant visible Christendom, 
and Lutherans held this honor. Eastern Orthodoxy provided 
correct teaching, Roman Catholicism absolutist government, 
and Lutherans the gospel to round out evangelical catholicity.5 
He excluded Anglicans from his catholic definition perhaps in 
retribution for their exclusion of Lutherans.

More recently George Lindbeck expanded the evangelical 
catholic definition to include the Reformed.6 This definition 
of catholicity allowed the reforms of Luther and Ignatius of 
Loyola to be seen as movements within one church,7 a theme 
picked up by some associated with Lutheran Forum and the 
Society of the Holy Trinity. Such a view holds that Lutheranism 
was a movement that evolved into a church. Now comes the 
hope that it would reverse gears and again become a legitimate-
ly recognized movement in the Roman church. An editor of 
First Things expressed it this way: “One church has more than 
one historical manifestation.”8 By signing agreements with Re-
formed, Anglican, Methodist, Moravian, and Roman church-

es, the ELCA set itself up as the evangelical catholic bridge, a 
position historically held by the Anglicans, but went further in 
covering nearly every possibility in Christendom and became 
a blanket church. Its recent decisions and those of the EC have 
discredited their catholic and evangelical credentials. 

As the LCMS was emerging from the dark ages of the 1970s 
into a brighter light of confessional Lutheranism, it was typi-
cal of self-conscious conservatives to display their credentials 
by asking others about their presuppositions. Agreement on 
terms was important for constructive conversation and neces-
sary to convince others of the correctness of their views and 
the errors of others, so it was thought. Without this we would 
be talking past one another, an annoying catch-all phrase to 
explain why some don’t agree with others. Though insisting 
on agreement on presuppositions had the appearance of eru-
diteness, it solved nothing. If prior agreement was required, 
theological conversation would never take place. What else 
is theological conversation than exchanging, adjusting, and 
readjusting views in hopes of consensus? Whoever insists 
on prior agreement assumes that his views alone are correct. 
This is as annoying as it is nonproductive. This posture may 
be derived from the rationalist assumption that there exists 
an unimpeachable standard of truth untarnished by biases 
against which all words, thoughts, things, and events can be 
measured. In calling ourselves evangelical and catholic, we 
have particular meanings in mind that our faith is biblically 
anchored, centered in Christ, and attested by church history, 
but our understandings are not necessarily those of others. As 
seen, one definition does not fit all. 

Once abhorred by Bible-believing Protestants, the word 
catholic has acquired chic status, like the words encounter 
fifty years ago, or eschatological, catechetical, and sacramental 
today. Theology might be described as a succession of verbal 
fads and, arguably, catholic and evangelical may be just that. It 
serves as the subtitle of Pro Ecclesia as A Journal of Catholic and 
Evangelical Theology. Then follows this description: 

[Pro Ecclesia] seeks to give contemporary expression to the 
one apostolic faith and its classic traditions, working for 
and manifesting the church’s unity by research, theologi-
cal construction, and free exchange of opinion. Members 
of its advisory council represent communities committed 
to the authority of Holy Scripture, ecumenical dogmatic 
teaching and the structural continuity of the church, and 
are themselves dedicated to maintaining and invigorating 
these commitments.

Typically, confessionally minded Lutherans submit all state-
ments to microscopic analyses to detect inadequacies, but fol-
lowing Luther’s interpretation of the Eighth Commandment, 
this statement should initially be read in a positive way. It ac-
knowledges that the apostolic faith is one (that would be the 
catholic element), and commitment to the Holy Scriptures pro-
vides the evangelical element. We are agreed that all dogmatics 
under one confession need not be of one kind, but an “ecumeni-
cal dogmatic teaching” in this context seems to allow for differ-

Practice and not mere allegiance to 
word and sacrament determine a 
church’s catholicity.
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ent and even contradictory expressions of that faith that are said 
not to disrupt catholicity, that is, churchly unity. In their quest 
for catholic and evangelical expression, Pro Ecclesia’s contribu-
tors are hardly ready to renounce the beliefs of their particular 
churches, so this part of their mission statement may require 
elaboration. They recognize the decline of biblical authority and 
the dissolution of the catholic core in Christianity as a whole 
and are intent on correcting it. Their cry to circle the wagons is 
based on the assumption that a core faith survives beneath the 
surface differences of the churches that emerged from the Ref-
ormation. Differences among them fade compared to current 
denials of the faith in their own churches. They do have a point. 

A retrievable catholicity already exists in the use of the same 
creeds, but this alone does not assure a common meaning. Point 
for point Lutherans are more of one mind with the Roman 
church on the intentions of the Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds 
than with the Reformed, who differ with us in such phrases as 
“one Lord Jesus Christ, who for us men and for our salvation 
came down from heaven,” and “he was incarnate by the Holy 
Spirit of the Virgin Mary.” This already surfaced in Luther’s 
meeting with Zwingli in Marburg in October 1529. Lutheran 
and Reformed religions are different expressions of Christian-
ity, hence there is no catholic umbrella under which we both 
can stand. Commonality with Rome is not a startling observa-
tion, since the Augsburg Confession assumes a catholicity with 
Rome,9 but Rome’s claim of exclusive rights to catholicity im-
pedes the quest for unified catholic expression. The ELCA tar-
nishes its evangelical and catholic character by allowing God 
to be addressed as “mother” in the Lord’s Prayer. Substituting 
“he went to the dead” for “he descended into hell” cannot go 
unnoticed. Orthodox omission of the filioque, the Spirit’s pro-
cession from the Son, raises a red flag that a church seeing itself 
as catholic and orthodox may not be so in its doctrine of God.

A group of theologians organized as Evangelicals and Cath-
olics Together takes issue with the methods of biblical interpre-
tation that challenge the historical components of the gospels, 
especially the resurrection of Jesus. Consisting of Evangelicals, 
Roman Catholics, and Orthodox, this group includes no Lu-
therans. Organized in 1992 by the late Charles Colson, who 
seems to be a Baptist, and the late Richard John Neuhaus, a 
Roman Catholic priest who seemed to suffer in his inability 
to detach himself from his Lutheran lineage, Evangelicals and 
Catholics Together actually did theology by producing state-
ments of agreement and disagreement, even one on the thorny 
issue of justification by faith.10 Their statement opposing abor-
tion was unanimous and was signed by Ted A. Haggard, presi-
dent of the National Association of Evangelicals, and the Jesuit 
theologian Avery Dulles, who wore a cardinal’s red hat.11 While 

it is tempting to conclude that Evangelicals saw elements of 
their faith among the Roman Catholics and Roman Catholics 
saw something of themselves in Evangelicals, it is more likely 
that their association was more akin to the Reformed denial of 
the genus idiomaticum, in which the attributes of one nature 
in Christ are not attributed to the other. Rome’s participation 
in this and similar groups comprises her claims to exclusive 
catholicity.12 Separated brothers are at least brothers and not 
distant relatives. 

The Lutheran confessors and fathers saw themselves as true 
catholics, so an article entitled “The Catholic Luther” can be 
taken in stride.13 It is another matter with a book entitled To-
wards Baptist Catholicity14 for which Pro Ecclesia carried four 
reviews followed by the author’s response.15 Baptist beliefs on 
individual freedom, the direct call of believers, and rejection 
of manmade creeds, is Evangelical and anti-Catholic to the ex-
treme. The Baptist struggle for catholic self-definition gives us 
a chance to see how others attempt to understand themselves 
as catholic. One respondent notes that the Baptist emphasis on 
individual salvation and putting the worshiping community 
and the sacraments in a secondary position is “quasi-gnostic.”16 
That’s something to think about. A Roman Catholic respon-
dent notes that tradition by itself is never authoritative, but in 

9. “As can be seen, there is nothing here that departs from the Scrip-
tures or the catholic church or the church of Rome, in so far as the 
ancient church is known to us from its writers” (AC XXIII).

10. “The Gift of Salvation,” First Things no. 79 (January 1998): 20–23.
11. “That They May Have Life: A Statement of Evangelicals and Catho-

lics Together,” First Things no. 166 (October 2006): 18–25. “Evan-

 gelicals and Catholics Together: The Christian Mission in the 
Third Millennium,” First Things no. 43 (May 1994): 13–22.

12. Officially Roman Catholicism does not recognize catholicity in 
other churches (Unitatis redintegratio, 3). “For men who believe 
in Christ and have been properly baptized are put in a certain, al-
though imperfect, communion with the Catholic Church.” This 
group had the advantage of propagating their statements on the 
pages of First Things, whose editor was the group’s organizer. 
Though First Things never explicitly defines itself as catholic and 
evangelical, its agenda gives this impression, but its articles and 
paid advertising tips the scales towards Rome, whose organization 
can more easily make catholicity concrete. 

13. See David S. Yeago, “The Catholic Luther,” First Things no. 61 
(March 1996): 37–41.

14. Steven R. Harmon, Towards Baptist Catholicity: Essays on Tradi-
tion and the Baptist Vision (Waynesboro, GA: Paternoster Press, 
2006).

15. Pro Ecclesia 18 (2009): 367–92.
16. Richard Crane, “Explosive Devices and Rhetorical Strategies: Ap-

preciation for Steven R. Harmon’s Towards Baptist Catholicity,” 
Pro Ecclesia 18 (2009): 370.

Point for point Lutherans are more 
of one mind with the Roman church 
on the intentions of the Apostles’ and 
Nicene Creeds than with the Reformed.



16 logia

21. David P. Scaer, “Reformed Exegesis and Lutheran Sacraments: 
Worlds in Conflict,” Concordia Theological Quarterly 64 (2000): 
3–20.

17. Nicholas M. Healy, “Traditions, Authorities, and the Individual 
Christian,” Pro Ecclesia 18 (2009): 371–74.

18. Also Maureen H. O’Connell, “Towards a Baptist (and Roman 
Catholic) Catholicity,” Pro Ecclesia 18 (2009): 384.

19. Elizabeth Newman, “Remembering How to Remember: Harmon’s 
Subversive Orthodoxy,” Pro Ecclesia 18 (2009): 375–76.

20. J. Todd Billings, “The Catholic Calvin,” Pro Ecclesia 20 (2011): 120–34.

every community someone provides its correct interpretation 
and the community should make sure “that those making such 
judgments are the most suited for doing so,” with this proviso 
that those who are negatively affected are given some kind of 
authority.17 Lutherans may not like the sound of this, but we 
have our commissions and faculties who play the trump card 
in recognizing legitimate tradition. In a year of Walther cel-
ebration we might need the reminder that tradition is or at least 
should not be a self-contained source of doctrine.18

Still another respondent, a Baptist, notes that his church 
has made a tradition of rejecting traditions but has “in fact 
implicitly relied upon ecclesial traditions in all sorts of ways: 
the canonization of the Scripture, the doctrine of the Trinity, a 
Chalcedonian Christology, and the liturgy of the Word.”19 Lu-
therans might see something of themselves in this. The same 
writer holds that a catholic definition requires that the authority 
of the local congregation be brought in line with the universal 
church so as not to be tied to one place or time. If the word 
catholic is not at the opposite end of congregational, it is at least 
transcongregational, representing a faith that can be found in 
more than one place. Baptist self-understanding is so individu-
alistic that it will resist catholic re-formation, as proposed by 
Harmon, but this discussion highlights that no church is with-
out its traditions and that individual faith does not trump the 
catholicity of what the historic community believes. Sitting on 
the sidelines, it might not be going too far to say that each church 
defines the content of catholicity differently. Under the banner 
of catholicity exists alive and kicking doctrinal diversity. 

Another surprise came in an article entitled “The Catholic 
Calvin.”20 Picturing the Geneva reformer in surplice, stole, and 
chasuble is jarring. For Calvin all catholic appearances had to 
go. Drab black is a better fit for Calvin’s dour face, but catho-
licity only begins at the surface and from there permeates the 
theological depths. Alongside his belief in forensic justification 
was his understanding that the believer in union with Christ 
increases in sanctification. Moral improvement joined Calvin 
at the hip with Rome; hence, “The Catholic Calvin.” Canoniza-

tion of saints is an extension of the Roman Catholic belief that 
sanctification is a quantity that can increase and decrease, and 
for Roman Catholics, those with more of it can be eligible for 
sainthood. For the Reformed, sanctification is a good or even 
the best marker of election, not as good as canonization, but in 
terms of the afterlife not something to be sneered at. Both the 
Roman and Reformed view of sanctification, if we dare speak of 
it in the singular, is at odds with Luther’s doctrine of the simul 
iustus et peccator. We are totally justified and we are totally 
sinful, a condition in which we poor Lutherans are doomed to 
live until Christ after death perfects us. We Lutherans think 
of catholicity in terms of historic creeds and practices. If it in-
cludes a particular understanding of sanctification, we Luther-
ans will happily disqualify ourselves. 

In the 1950s the prominent defenders of the biblical inspi-
ration and inerrancy against the destructive methods of in-
terpretation belonged to the Reformed tradition. By calling 
themselves Evangelicals, they cornered the market on the term 
for themselves. The LCMS did not have the biblical scholar-
ly resources the Evangelicals had, so the LCMS made use of 
them, but Evangelical theological definitions were the sheep’s 
clothing under which classic Reformed views found their way 
into conservative Lutheranism.21 While for some the greater 
concern will always be a creeping Romanism (see, for example, 
Christian News), the greater danger is the failure to recognize 
that the old Reformed theology was being introduced into our 
congregations through Evangelical worship forms. Hence the 
uproar over David Luecke’s Evangelical Style and Lutheran 
Substance. Evangelical primacy of faith over the sacraments 
was bad enough, but their definition of faith as a conscious de-
cision of the will stood at odds with how Lutherans understand 
it. A prima facie case exists in how Evangelicals view infant 
baptism. Some, perhaps most, don’t practice it, and those who 
do don’t see it as necessary for salvation. Lutherans and Evan-
gelicals can both march under the banner of sola fide and mean 
two entirely different things. The same can be said for sola gra-
tia and sola scriptura. 

Since from the beginning Lutherans were accused of start-
ing a new church, their claim to being catholic was essential to 
how they understood themselves. They were not a sect. Already 
before the Diet of Augsburg (May 1530), it was evident that dif-
ferences with Rome were irreparable, but Lutherans were not 
ready to concede that they had established a new church. They 
were church and this church was as much catholic as it was 
holy and apostolic. Melanchthon in the Augsburg Confes-
sion, the Apology, and the Treatise argues for the catholicity 
of the Lutheran positions by citing ancient church testimonies. 
Catholic is not synonymous with Rome, but Rome gives his-
toric expression to the church catholic. Rome had preserved 
that catholicity that Lutherans claimed as their own; however, 
Rome was not indispensable for maintaining catholicity, but it 

Lutherans and Evangelicals can both 
march under the banner of sola fide 
and mean two entirely different things.
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24. LC IV, “Infant Baptism”: “Now, if God did not accept the Baptism 
of infants, he would not have given any of them the Holy Spirit 
nor any part of him; in short, all this time down to the present 
day no man on earth could have been a Christian. Since God has 
confirmed Baptism through the gift of His Holy Spirit, as we have 
perceived in some of the fathers, such as St. Bernard, Gerson, John 
Hus, and others, and since the holy Christian church will abide 
until the end of the world, our adversaries must acknowledge that 
infant Baptism is pleasing to God. For he can never be in conflict 
with himself, support lies and wickedness, or give his grace and 
Spirit for such ends. This is the best and strongest proof for the 
simple and unlearned. For no one can take from us or overthrow 
this article, ‘I believe one Holy Christian church, the communion 
of saints,’ etc.”

25. Francis Pieper, Christian Dogmatics (St. Louis: Concordia, 1950–
1957), 3:205.

22. Tappert, 21. So in AC XXII: “They are also admonished that human 
traditions which are instituted to propitiate God, merit grace, 
and make satisfaction for sins are opposed to the Gospel and the 
teaching about faith. Wherefore vows and traditions about foods 
and days, etc., instituted to merit grace and make satisfaction for 
sins, are useless and contrary to the Gospel.” 

23. Tappert, 47. AC XXII: “This custom [sacrament under one kind] 
has been adopted not only in defiance of the Scriptures but also in 
contradiction to ancient canons and the example of the church.”

had a part. In the conclusion to the first twenty-two articles Lu-
therans say that in their teaching “nothing here departs from 
the Scriptures or the catholic church or the church of Rome, in 
so far as the ancient church is known to us from its writers.” At 
the conclusion to the abuse articles of the Augsburg Confes-
sion, practice is said to belong to catholicity: “Nothing has been 
received among us, in doctrine or in ceremonies, that is con-
trary to Scripture or to the church catholic [ecclesiam catholi-
cam].”22 Catholicity for Lutherans includes not only doctrine 
but practice.23

Melanchthon does not construct doctrine out of isolated Bi-
ble passages, but throughout the AC assumes the catholic doc-
trine and hence unity with Rome. St. Ambrose is cited in favor 
of the Lutheran position on justification (AC VI). “The same is 
also taught by the Fathers of the ancient church, for Ambrose 
says, ‘It is ordained of God that whoever believes in Christ shall 
be saved, not through works but through faith alone, and he 
shall receive forgiveness of sins by grace.’” Gospel is preaching 
salvation whereby justification takes place by faith. Some Ro-
man practices contradict the gospel and so hinder justification. 
Celibacy, reception of the sacrament under one kind, monastic 
vows, and temporal authority of bishops are contrary not only 
to the gospel but Rome’s own canons, to which the Lutherans 
remained true. Rome’s expressions of catholicity (along with 
Lutheran ones) are subject to both evangelical (justification) 
and catholic (church precedent) correction. 

The catholic principle is at the heart of a confessional the-
ology: doctrine is a given and not created ex nihilo. If Rome 
is still faulted for not applying evangelical critique, Lutherans 
should beware of making decisions without consulting their 
own fathers and the ancient sources. Sola scriptura is not an 
isolated principle. Consider that in AC I the Lutherans do not 
provide a biblical discourse on the Holy Trinity but simply refer 
to the Council of Nicea. The Roman Confutation’s challenge to 
the AC’s claim to catholicity did not intimidate Melanchthon 
into abandoning a near total dependency on the catholic prin-
ciple in the articles on God, Christ, Baptism, the Lord’s Supper, 
Christ’s Return to Judgment, and the Cause of Sin; however, 
he turns decisively to the evangelical principle of biblical cri-
tique in the controverted articles on original sin and justifica-
tion and in the Treatise in refuting the Roman primacy. It may 
be tempting to suggest that Melanchthon was more tied to the 
catholic principle than Luther, who was tied to the evangeli-
cal principle of sola scriptura; but this is not so. In defending 
infant baptism against the Anabaptists, who were more dan-
gerous for him than Rome, Luther avoided detailed exegesis, 

as required of us in our defense to Baptists. Instead he pointed 
to the church’s existence, a catholic argument to the extreme.24 
After Trent (1545–1563) the evangelical principle came to char-
acterize Lutheran theology, but the great dogmaticians, Martin 
Chemnitz and Johann Gerhard, were as versed as their oppo-
nents in the early Fathers, especially the Roman ones, and often 
defended their views from these sources. As a side note, among 
all the documents to appear since the Reformation, the Augs-
burg Confession is the most catholic and hence possesses the 
most ecumenical potential. 

Lutherans are uncomfortable with the rule of Vincent of 
Lerinum, quod ubique, quod semper, quod ab omnibus credi-
tum est (what has been believed everywhere, in all times, by ev-
eryone) as a theological principle,25 simply because it may be 
too difficult to put our hands on such unity. Any attempt to 
recover the past perfectly can easily disintegrate into historical 
romanticism overlooking past differences. However, it may be 
argued that Melanchthon moved along Vincentian lines in the 
Augsburg Confession. Without an effective catholic principle 
for their theologies, contemporary Evangelicals are forever 
contriving new faith statements. These ersatz formulae hardly 
make it out of the garage without going flat and soon prove not 
to be catholic. The Vincentian hypothesis is supported by the 
existence of creeds, recognizably similar liturgies in churches 
of the East and West, and common practices. Early church 
opponents could distinguish between authentic Christianity 
and fraudulent Gnostic novelties. More telling is the Apology’s 
claim that the Lutherans not only kept the catholic liturgies, 

The catholic principle is at the heart 
of a confessional theology: doctrine is 
a given and not created ex nihilo.
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Even today, Greek parishes have no private Masses but only one 
public Mass, and this only on Sundays and festivals. The monas-
teries have public, though daily, Mass.” 

27. Pieper, Christian Dogmatics, is right (1:203): “That the voice of the 
Church and the voice of the Holy Scriptures are not two different 
voices, but one and the same voice, Luther showed conclusively 
when Erasmus offered his understanding to the Church, even if he 
did not understand the Scripture.” Looking at the other side of the 
coin provides an equally important principle: exegetical conclu-
sions requiring innovations in doctrine and practice cannot con-
tradict church precedence. Consider S. M. Hutchen’s letter to the 
editor of First Things, no. 72 (April 1997): 6: “Although the Leren-
tian canon — ‘what has been believed everywhere, in all times, by 
all Christians’ — is an intuitive and imprecise rule of catholic faith 
and unity, it is very hard to understand how someone who regards 
himself as catholic in any historically meaningful sense would in-
sist upon the orthodoxy of a practice [the ordination of women] 
that has been accepted nowhere, at no time, and by nobody.”

but improved on what Rome used.26 Liturgies were not fabri-
cated ex nihilo. Germans and other Europeans did not go to 
bed as Roman Catholics and wake up as Lutherans. Andreas 
Carlstadt did the “evangelical” thing and Luther returned from 
exile, threw him out of Wittenberg, and preached in the garb of 
a monk to make the point that the church would remain catho-
lic. If the Vincentian rule is inexact, its prohibitions are not. 
The church dare not do what “has been accepted nowhere, at no 
time, and by nobody.”27 

St. Paul’s case against women preaching is a test case of 
evangelical and catholic principles. His evangelical principle 
includes citing written and oral sources, including himself. In 
1 Timothy 2:13–14 he refers to Genesis 2 and 3, even naming 
Adam and Eve and citing the creation and fall. He claims his 
view is that of Torah’s (1 Cor 14:34), a reference to Genesis or 
maybe the entire Old Testament. The Lord’s command disal-
lowing women pastors may have come from either an unre-
corded word of Christ or more likely from what he infers from 
Matthew 28:16–20 that Jesus chose only men as apostles. On 
his own authority he threatens excommunication for those who 
do not conform (1 Cor 14:37–38). What concerns us here is not 

Paul’s use of the evangelical but the catholic principle. Women 
are not to preach because all the other churches do not know 
the practice (1 Cor 14:33): “As in all the churches of the saints 
[sicut in omnibus ecclesiis sanctorum], the women should keep 
silence in the churches.” Marriage regulations for the Corin-
thians are also binding in all St. Paul’s churches (7:17) as is a 
certain decorum (11:16). Both a private matter like marriage and 
public behavior like preaching should conform to the catholic 
principle, that is, what the other churches are doing. Doctrine 
must also conform to what other churches in his fellowship 
teach. St. Paul does not invent the formula for the Lord’s Sup-
per (11:2, 23) or the creedal foundation of the church and gos-
pel (15:3), but he gives to the Corinthians what he has received 
from the Jerusalem church. Even the practice of collections are 
standardized. They are to follow the example of the Galatians 
for giving on Sundays (16:1). By these things being committed 
to writing, the catholic principle of universal practice (et sic in 
omnibus ecclesiis doceo) evolves into the evangelical principle, 
that is, it is written down (7:11). 

The ordination of women remains today as much a test case 
for catholicity as it was in Paul’s churches. The Lutheran World 
Federation (LWF), representing the majority of world Luther-
anism, assumes that women’s ordination is the practice of its 
member churches. While arguments against the practice arose 
when women’s ordination was introduced into the predeces-
sor bodies of the ELCA in the 1970s,28 arguments challenging 
the practice are simply not heard in this church or sadly in the 
North American Lutheran Church (NALC). These Lutherans 
include women clergy in their definition of catholicity and so 
in their view churches that do not now ordain women are less 
catholic. In response, catholicity involves not only a contempo-
rary horizontal component that churches in the same fellow-
ship share common doctrine and practice, but also a vertical 
component so that what is taught and practiced has historic 
precedence.

Ordaining women pastors is an innovation and severs a 
church that practices it from its historical roots and compro-
mises its catholicity; however a horizontal catholicity of exclud-
ing women from the office remains in place in the Eastern and 
Roman communions, who constitute the vast majority of Chris-
tendom. The ELCA may only become aware that it has forfeited 
its catholicity when it realizes that Rome will not allow women 

The church dare not do what “has been 
accepted nowhere, at no time, and  
by nobody.”
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32. See Mark A. Noll, “The Place of Scripture in the Modern Chris-
tian University,” The Cresset 54, no. 5 (June 2011): 6–15.

33. Quoted in Leonard R. Klein, “Catholicity and Protestant Surviv-
al,” First Things no. 71 (March 1997): 50.

34. In Lutheran church conventions supervision is partially exercised 
by the laity. Leonard Klein in Forum Letter (26, no. 10 [October 
1997]: 1–2) provides this anecdote about the ELCA. “‘Leonard,’ a 
Roman Catholic priest asked me, ‘what are the theological require-
ments for being a delegate?’”

35. For a full discussion see Allen C. Hoger, “Bishops for the Church: 
Apostolic Origins and Lutheran Affirmations,” LOGIA 6, no. 4 
(Reformation 1997): 35–40: “New Testament evidence suggests 
that there never was a time when churches knew of no regional 
supervision.”

36. Commenting on the position of Johann Gerhard, John Stoudt 
writes: “Furthermore, our Lord himself has bound the adminis-
tration of the sacraments to the office of the Ministry. As Gerhard 
insists a number of times, it is in their very institution that Christ 
has joined these two. The church simply has no authority ever 
to remove the distribution of the sacraments from the ordained

29. A Global Survey of Evangelicals by the Pew Forum on Religion 
and Public Life found 79% of the Evangelical respondents fol-
lowed Ephesians in that the husband is head of the wife and 75% 
held that women may be pastors of congregations. Taken from 
R. R. Reno, “Evangelicals Today,” First Things no. 216 (October 
2011): 5–6. Christians for Biblical Equality is an association of 
Evangelicals advocating the ordination of women based upon 
biblical and dogmatic arguments including the equality of the 
Trinitarian persons. See their special edition of Christians for 
Biblical Equality, n.d. [2011].

30. The Oberursel faculty of the Independent Evangelical Lutheran 
Church (SELK) of Germany has already reached this conclusion as 
has the Japan Lutheran Church.

31. AC XXVIII: “According to divine right, therefore, it is the office of 
the bishop to preach the Gospel, forgive sins, judge doctrine and 
condemn doctrine that is contrary to the Gospel, and exclude 
from the Christian community the ungodly whose wicked con-
duct is manifest.” 

clergy. With no firm rules on who may commune with whom, 
as if it mattered to them, they show their claims to catholic-
ity are diminished. Unless the confessional Lutheran churches 
make the catholic principle part of the argument against the 
ordination of women, we stand in real danger of following the 
lead of mainline and Evangelical churches in recognizing that 
the biblical arguments against women’s ordination are not as 
conclusive or as unchallengeable as we might think.29 Some 
churches in the confessional Lutheran fellowship are already 
living from convention to convention in deciding on whether 
to ordain women.30 At the first meeting of a commission on 
man and woman called by the LCMS’s Commission on Theol-
ogy and Church Relations, Gilbert Meilaender began by saying 
that the LCMS should only consider the ordination of women 
when Rome ordains women priests. That’s playing the catholic 
card up front.

Ministry belongs to both the church’s evangelical and cath-
olic character, without which a church is neither catholic nor 
evangelical. Included in the apostolic commission, the ministry 
was also established by Jesus sending the seventy. Ordination 
by a bishop or a presbyter in the role of bishop symbolizes the 
unity of faith, that is, since he acts not from his own authority 
but for his church and its ministerium by which he was chosen 
and of which he is a part.31 Through preaching and teaching 
“the catholic faith; which except a man believe faithfully and 
firmly, he cannot be saved” is preserved. After a hiatus of sev-
eral years when Roman Catholic bishops refused ordination to 
Lutherans, Luther and Bugenhagen ordained students in Wit-

tenberg before they assumed their posts throughout Europe. By 
this Lutherans gave form to a catholicity among themselves in 
holding to a common faith. In Sweden the old form remained. 
Even without bishops the ministry belongs to the historical 
component of Lutheran catholic definition. By giving ecclesias-
tical supervision to princes and town councils, Lutherans com-
promised their catholicity as is evident in the disastrous results 
of the Prussian Union and the more recent liberalization of the 
Scandinavian churches.32

Lutherans in America did not know of bishops and perhaps 
in attempting to retrieve catholicity the ELCA introduced the 
title for its regional presidents. Again, the outward appearance 
of catholicity does not assure it. Traditional episcopal respon-
sibility in defining and assuring orthodoxy was entrusted to a 
quota-determined council. Careful attention should be given 
Carl Braaten’s understanding of the church. “The Church must 
have not only normative sources written down on paper [con-
fessions] but also authoritative officeholders [bishops; presi-
dents] ordained to teach the whole church.”33 Two things are 
needed for catholicity: a normative source that Lutherans call 
confessions and then someone to enforce it. Confessions lose 
their authority where no qualified person enforces them,34 a 
point made above in a Baptist definition of catholicity, that the 
ecclesiastical enforcers must be knowledgeable. Sadly the ELCA 
has neither. ELCA alliances with non-Lutheran churches have 
disemboweled the confessions of those sections that condemn 
or disapprove the doctrines or practices of these churches so 
that the ELCA bishops have no peculiarly Lutheran documents 
to judge right from wrong in doctrine and practice. Whether or 
not a church uses the word bishop, the function of regional su-
pervision over individual congregations belongs to the church’s 
catholicity.35 Catholicity assumes a faith commonly held by all 
congregations in its fellowship and those chosen to supervise it. 
Jack Preus remains firm in memory as one of the great men of 
the twentieth century. The LCMS had the catholic documents, 
but he had the courage to exercise the catholic principle and 
so saved the LCMS.36 Two such disparate groups as Roman 

The outward appearance of  
catholicity does not assure it.
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 Ministry, or to place such distribution into the hands of those who 
are not rightly called and ordained. Any attempt to separate the 
sacraments from the offi  ce entrusted with their administration 
does violence to the dominical institution of both and disregards 
the Christological nexus” (John A. Stoudt, “Th e Offi  ce of the 
Ministry as Dispensator Sacramentorum,” Lutheran Forum 31, no. 
4 [Christmas/Winter 1997]: 51). See Johann Gerhard, Loci Th eo-
logici, ed. Ed. Preuss (Berlin: Gustaf Schlawitz, 1866), 18:28: “In 
regard to baptism and the Lord’s Supper, it is clear from the sedes
of their institution that Christ committed the administration of 
these sacraments to the apostles and their successors.” Gerhard 
cites Luther for support. In case of impending death a lay person 
can baptize, but not administer the Lord’s Supper (18:28–29). See 
also my essay, “Johann Gerhard’s Doctrine of the Sacraments,” in 
Protestant Scholasticism, ed. Carl R. Trueman and R. Scott Clark 
(Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1999). 

37. Bruce D. Marshall, “Reading the Gospel with Benedict XVI,” First 
Th ings no. 216 (October 2011): 39. Marshall teaches at Perkins 
School of Th eology, an institution associated with the United 
Methodist Church. Craig A. Evans, review of Jesus of Nazareth
(2 vols.) by Joseph Ratzinger in Bulletin for Biblical Research 21 
(2011): 416–17. Joseph Ratzinger, Jesus of Nazareth, part 1, From the 
Baptism in the Jordan to the Transfi guration (New York: Double-
day, 2007); and Jesus of Nazareth, part 2, Holy Week, from the En-
trance into Jerusalem to the Resurrection (San Francisco: Ignatius 
Press, 2011).

Catholic bishops and the Southern Baptist Convention were 
encouraged by his example to exercise the discipline required 
by churches with doctrinal platforms, whether or not they are 
called confessions. 

I plead guilty to going beyond the boundaries of the as-
signment “Lutheranism as Evangelical and Catholic” in this 
paper, only because others also see themselves as evangelical 
and catholic. Striking was a Baptist looking for inclusion in the 
catholic defi nition, but perhaps we should see if Roman Catho-
lics should be included in the evangelical defi nition. Tides fl ow 
and ebb, but this assumes that the New Testament defi nition 
of evangelical is inherently Christological. Th e gospel is all 
about Jesus. Mark 1:1 is a marvelous example: “Th e beginning 
of the gospel of Jesus Christ.” Th is allows us, yes, it requires us 
to bring into the evangelical circle Joseph Ratzinger’s Jesus of 
Nazareth, two volumes that are so massively evangelical that it 
is recommended by Evangelical scholars. Is it possible for us to 
dissent from this understanding of the cross: “God himself be-
comes the locus of reconciliation, and in the person of his Son 
takes the suff ering upon himself”?37 Evangelical and catholic 
describe how we Lutherans see ourselves, but these words also 
off er a challenge for continuous self-examination to determine 
if they remain apt descriptions of ourselves — along with the 
burden of seeing how these characteristics determine how the 
una sancta appears in other churches.   LOGIA  
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