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Begin with a man who cannot sleep.

He has done everything the religion of his day told him to do. He has confessed until his
confessor is weary of him, fasted until his body protests, prayed the hours, examined his
conscience with the ruthlessness of an auditor who suspects fraud in every ledger line.
And the more carefully he looks, the worse the books appear. Every motive, held to the
light, shows a hairline crack of self-interest. Every act of love, inspected closely enough,
turns out to want something for itself. He has been told that God is gracious to those who
do what lies within them—facere quod in se est—and his honest verdict is that he cannot tell
whether he has ever once done it. The harder he works at loving God, the more clearly he
perceives that what he actually feels toward this exacting Judge is something closer to
hatred.

That man was an Augustinian friar named Martin Luther, and the Lutheran Reformation
is not intelligible apart from his insomnia. But strip away the cowl and the sixteenth-cen‐

tury furniture and he is not a stranger. He is the woman who has rededicated her life at
every altar call since junior high and still  lies awake wondering whether she meant it
enough. He is the man who was told to invite Jesus into his heart and now, decades on,
cannot locate the moment or trust it if he could. He is the exhausted achiever who has
transferred the logic of performance review from his career to his soul, and the decon‐

structing evangelical who has concluded—not without evidence—that the religion he was
raised in was mostly a technique for managing his behavior. He is anyone who has ever
asked, in the dark and in earnest, the only religious question that finally matters: how do I
stand before God?

The Lutheran Confessions were written for that person. Not primarily for the theologian
secure in his learning, nor for the enthusiast certain of his private revelation, but for the
terrified conscience—the one who knows the Law’s verdict against him and cannot argue
his way out of it. And to that person the confessional Lutheran faith does not offer what
nearly every other religious option on the shelf offers: a program of self-improvement, a
technique  for  feeling  God’s  presence,  a  ladder  with  the  rungs  relabeled.  It  offers
something categorically different.  It  offers a word from  outside him—extra nos,  the Re‐

formers said—spoken to him, accomplished entirely without him, against which his own
feelings, moods, and self-assessments have no veto.

Everything  distinctive  about  confessional  Lutheranism—the  binding  subscription,  the
quarrel  with  enthusiasm,  the  forensic  doctrine  of  justification,  the  stubborn  realism
about the sacraments, the refusal to renegotiate any of it for the sake of peace—unfolds
from that single pastoral commitment. This essay is a defense of that faith. But a defense
of the confessional Lutheran faith is never finally a defense of a tradition, a heritage, or a
subculture. It is a defense of a particular comfort, secured by particular means, resting on
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a  particular  promise—a  comfort  that  is  not  available,  and  cannot  be  manufactured,
wherever this confession is abandoned. That claim will strike some readers as extravag‐

ant. The burden of what follows is to show that it is simply true.

What “Confessional” Means
To be a confessional Lutheran is to bind oneself—gladly, publicly, and on purpose—to the
documents  gathered  in  the  Book  of  Concord  of  1580:  the  three  ecumenical  creeds
(Apostles’,  Nicene,  Athanasian),  the  Augsburg  Confession  of  1530  and  its  Apology,  the
Smalcald Articles and the Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope, Luther’s Small
and Large Catechisms, and the Formula of Concord of 1577. That is the material. But the
material matters less than the manner of the binding, and the manner turns on a small
Latin conjunction.

We  subscribe  these  documents  quia—because—they  agree  with  Scripture.  We  do  not
subscribe them quatenus—insofar as—they happen to. The difference looks pedantic and
is in fact everything. A  quia subscription is a confession: here I stand, this is what the
Scriptures teach, examine me by it. A quatenus subscription is a reservation dressed up as
a confession: I affirm these documents up to the point where I decide they are wrong, a
point I reserve the right to relocate at will. The man who subscribes “insofar as” has con‐

fessed  nothing  except  his  own  ongoing  authority  to  revise  the  creed  whenever  it
inconveniences him. He could subscribe the phone book  quatenus it agrees with Scrip‐

ture. The formula commits him to nothing and protects everyone from nothing.

It is important to be precise about what quia subscription does not claim. It does not place
the  Confessions  above  Scripture  or  alongside  it.  Lutheran  theology  has  always
distinguished the norma normans—the norming norm, Scripture, the only rule and stand‐

ard by which all teachings and teachers are to be judged—from the  norma normata, the
normed norm, the Confessions, which have authority precisely and only because they are
a faithful exposition of that standard. The Confessions are not a second source of revela‐

tion. They are the church saying, out loud and in writing, what she hears the Scriptures
saying. The subscription is not an act of credulity toward a sixteenth-century committee;
it is a considered judgment—one each confessor makes with his eyes open—that on the
articles in controversy, the Book of Concord got the Scriptures right.

To the modern ear this still sounds like arrogance, or at least like nostalgia. Why pledge
yourself  in  advance  to  a  settlement  four  and  a  half  centuries  old?  Hasn’t  scholarship
moved on? But consider what the alternative actually is—not in theory, where it always
sounds like freedom, but in practice, where it never is. A church without a binding con‐

fession is not a church where every member interprets Scripture freely. It  is a church
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where the operative confession is unwritten, unaccountable, and located in whoever cur‐
rently holds the microphone. The faith becomes whatever this pastor,  this board, this
movement,  this decade says it  is.  Doctrine still  gets defined; it  simply gets defined by
charisma and headcount  instead of  by public,  examinable  documents.  The layman in
such a church has no ground to stand on. He cannot open a book and say to his pastor,
“You  are  teaching  contrary  to  what  this  congregation  confesses,”  because  the
congregation confesses nothing stable enough to be contradicted.

A written, binding confession is therefore not a cage for the laity; it is their protection. It
is a public, fixed, accountable account of what the church believes the Scriptures to teach
—an account that does not shift with the preacher’s moods or the culture’s weather, that
an  ordinary  Christian  can  read  in  an  evening,  and  against  which  he  can  measure
everything he hears from the pulpit, including from pulpits he loves. The Confessions ex‐

ist so that the Gospel cannot be privately repossessed—not by Rome’s magisterium, not by
the enthusiast’s inner voice, and not by the ambitions of the reverend doctor currently
trending. Far from being an act of pride, quia subscription is an act of submission twice
over: the confessor submits his private judgment to the church’s public confession, and
the confession itself submits to the Scriptures that norm it. The only party whose sover‐
eignty is genuinely curtailed is the innovator. That is not a defect of the system. That is
the system.

The Word Before the Spirit
Confessional Lutheranism is built on two principles that must never be pried apart. The
formal principle is  sola Scriptura: Scripture alone is the source and norm of the church’s
teaching. The material principle is justification by grace alone, through faith alone, on
account of Christ alone. The two are inseparable because the second is what the first is
for.  Scripture is not a flat compendium of religious data, equally weighted, to be strip-
mined for proof-texts and life principles. It is, in Luther’s figure, the manger that cradles
Christ—and it is read rightly only when it delivers him. Was Christum treibet, Luther said:
what urges Christ, what drives Christ home to the sinner, that is the heart and criterion of
the Scriptures. A Bible read as a rulebook, an owner’s manual, a treasury of timeless prin‐

ciples for successful living, has not yet been read as the Scriptures at all, however high a
doctrine of inspiration the reader professes.

This is why Lutheran  sola Scriptura is not the biblicism of the radical Reformation, and
emphatically not  the modern individualist’s  “me and my Bible under a  tree.”  Luther’s
deepest and most instructive quarrel was not only with Rome. It was with the Schwärmer—
the enthusiasts, the fanatics, the men who claimed the Spirit’s immediate guidance apart
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from and above the external Word. Against them Luther set down, in the Smalcald Art‐
icles, a principle as sharp as anything he ever aimed at the papacy: God gives no one his
Spirit or grace except through or with the external Word which comes before. Whatever is
praised as Spirit  without that Word—however luminous, however sincere, however ac‐

companied by trembling and tears—is not the Holy Spirit but the old enemy in his oldest
costume. Luther went so far as to say that the papacy itself was enthusiasm at scale: the
pope, too, claimed a spirit that governed the church apart from and above the written
Word. Rome and the fanatics were, on this analysis, the same error wearing different vest‐
ments—the relocation of divine authority from the external Word into some man’s interi‐
or.

The application to our own religious landscape requires no straining. American Christian‐

ity is enthusiast to its bones. Its native tongue is the language of the inner voice: God told
me, God led me, I feel peace about it, I sensed the Spirit moving. Its worship is engineered
to produce an experience and then to identify that experience as God’s presence. Its assur‐
ance rests on the memory of a decision, the warmth of a feeling, the trajectory of a life.
And its quieter, more respectable forms—the therapeutic spirituality that seeks God in
mindfulness, authenticity, and the curated self—simply run the same program with the
religious vocabulary filed off. All of it, whatever its sincerity, directs the soul inward. And
the confessional Lutheran objection to it is not aesthetic distaste but pastoral horror: the
man who is sent inward to find God has been sent to the one place God has not promised
to be found, and the one place where a terrified conscience will find only evidence for the
prosecution.

Against all of it the Lutheran confession says: the Spirit does not bypass the Word to whis‐
per privately. He comes riding on it—in preaching, in baptismal water, in bread and wine,
in the spoken absolution.  The external  Word is  not  a  preliminary to the real,  interior
encounter; it  is the encounter. God has bound himself to means precisely so that faith
would have somewhere to look other than into its own murky depths. To wait for the Spir‐
it anywhere else is to wait for a god of one’s own invention—and, sooner or later, to be
devastated by his silence.

The Article on Which the Church Stands or Falls
At the center of the confession stands justification—the article, Luther said, by which the
church stands or falls, and the article, we might add, by which the conscience stands or
falls  with it.  The question it  answers  is  not  academic.  It  is  the friar’s  question in the
sleepless cell, and the modern’s question in the sleepless suburb: how does a sinner stand
before a holy God?

A Word From Outside Us · Ordinary Means

5



The Roman answer of Luther’s day—refined since at Trent, but not retracted—was that
grace is  infused into the believer, healing and elevating his nature, so that by grace-as‐
sisted cooperation he becomes actually, progressively, inherently righteous, and is finally
accepted on the basis of a righteousness that God has genuinely worked  in him. Notice
what this answer is: it is the most sophisticated, most grace-saturated version of the lad‐

der ever constructed. God supplies the ladder, God strengthens the climber, God rewards
the climb—but the climb is still the basis of the verdict, and the verdict therefore waits
upon the climb.

The Lutheran answer is of a different kind altogether. The sinner is  declared righteous—
reckoned, accounted, forensically justified—on the basis of a righteousness entirely out‐
side himself: the righteousness of Christ, his active obedience and his innocent suffering
and death, credited to the sinner and received through faith alone. The believer is right‐
eous before God while remaining, in himself and in this life, a sinner still. Simul iustus et
peccator: at once righteous and a sinner. Righteous wholly, because Christ’s righteousness
is whole; a sinner really, because the old Adam does not retire until the grave. Faith itself
is not the one qualifying work that survives the purge, not a disposition God rewards, but
the empty hand—itself God’s gift—that receives what another has earned.

Everything hangs on that word outside. If even the smallest fraction of my acceptance be‐

fore God rests on a change in me—my sincerity, my cooperation, my measurable growth
in holiness, the quality of my repentance, the authenticity of my decision—then assurance
is not merely difficult;  it  is  impossible in principle.  For I  can never establish that the
change in me is sufficient, and every honest inspection will suggest that it  is not. The
anxious conscience does not need to be told that God has done ninety-nine percent and
awaits its one percent. It has already audited the one percent and found it rotten. Only a
righteousness located entirely in Christ, imputed entirely by grace, received entirely by
faith, is finished enough to promise anything.

This is why the Formula of Concord, following Luther’s  Bondage of the Will, presses the
point all the way down into the will itself. The unconverted will does not cooperate in its
own conversion—not by preparing itself, not by meeting grace halfway, not even by sup‐

plying the final unforced decision to accept. In spiritual things the natural man is not
wounded and weak; he is dead, and dead men do not assist at their own resurrections.
Conversion is God’s work from first to last: the Spirit, through the Word, raising the dead.
Lutheran theology rejects synergism—the doctrine that the will contributes its coopera‐

tion to conversion—not out of fatalism, and not out of speculative interest in divine sover‐
eignty, but for the same pastoral reason it rejects infused righteousness: whatever part of
salvation is placed in my hands is thereby placed in jeopardy. We are saved by grace alone
precisely so that we may be saved with certainty.
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It should be said plainly that American evangelicalism, for all its formal Protestantism,
has largely reconstructed the medieval problem in revivalist materials. Where the friar
was told to do what lay within him, the modern is told to make his decision for Christ,
pray the prayer sincerely, surrender fully, and invite Jesus into his heart—and the verdict
comes to rest, once again, on an act of the human will, with the predictable result: the
tender conscience re-decides at every retreat and altar call, forever uncertain whether
the last decision took. Decision theology is synergism with a sound system. The Lutheran
alternative is not a better technique for deciding but the news that the decision was never
the hinge: while we were still sinners, Christ died for us; the verdict was rendered at the
cross and is delivered, personally and audibly, in Word and sacrament. The Gospel is not
an offer awaiting my signature. It is an announcement bearing his.

Rightly Dividing Law and Gospel
If justification is the heart of the confession, the distinction between Law and Gospel is
the skill that keeps the heart beating. It is the practical art on which everything pastoral
depends, and its neglect is the source of most of what goes wrong in pulpits of every
denomination, including, when we are careless, our own.

The Lutheran does not flatten Scripture into a single undifferentiated message from God.
Scripture speaks two words, both God’s, and they do opposite things. The Law commands,
accuses, and condemns. It tells us what we must do and be, and in doing so it shows us
what we have not done and are not; it strips the sinner of every pretense and drives him
to despair—not of God, but of himself, which is exactly where he must arrive before the
second word can do him any good.  The Gospel  commands nothing whatsoever.  It  an‐

nounces  what  God  has  already  done  in  Christ—done,  past  tense,  without  our  aid  or
permission—and, marvel of marvels, it gives what it announces. The Law says: do this, and
it is never done. The Gospel says: believe this, for it is already done, and in the saying,
creates the very faith it calls for.

Both words are necessary. A preacher who withholds the Law leaves sinners comfortable
in  a  condition  that  will  kill  them;  a  preacher  who  withholds  the  Gospel  leaves  them
crushed under a burden Christ has already carried. The entire pastoral art—Luther said it
was the mark of  a  true theologian,  and rare—lies  in telling the two apart  in practice:
knowing when the conscience before you needs the hammer and when it needs the balm;
refusing to hand the Law to the brokenhearted or the Gospel’s consolations to the proudly
impenitent. Get this wrong and the finest orthodoxy on paper becomes malpractice in the
pew.
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Most theological disasters, on the Lutheran reading, are at bottom confusions of these two
words. Turn the Gospel into a new and improved law—“you have been saved by grace;
now here is the list, the program, the seven marks of the truly surrendered life”—and you
have re-yoked the conscience with velvet-lined chains,  and grace has  become the en‐

trance fee  to  a  regime of  performance.  Vast  tracts  of  evangelical  preaching,  in  which
Christ appears in the introduction and imperatives govern everything thereafter, fall ex‐

actly here. Turn the Law into good news—“God isn’t asking for perfection, just your best;
he sees your heart”—and you have anesthetized a patient who needed surgery, flattering
the sinner into believing the standard is lower than it is and his condition better than it is.
Vast tracts of mainline preaching fall exactly there. The one error produces exhausted
Christians; the other, unalarmed ones. Neither produces Christians who are free.

The Reformed tradition, with which Lutherans share so much, orders the Law’s “uses” so
that its guiding function in the Christian life—the so-called third use—becomes its climax
and resting place: the Law as the grateful believer’s rule of life. The Lutheran Confessions
affirm the third use explicitly; the Formula of Concord devotes an article to it, and antino‐

mianism is condemned in plain terms. The regenerate do need instruction, and the Law
provides it. But the Confessions refuse to let the Law’s instructive office eclipse its chief
theological work, which is accusation. Lex semper accusat—the Law always accuses—even
when it instructs, because the man it instructs remains simul iustus et peccator, and the old
Adam in him hears every “ought” as an indictment, rightly. Keeping that in view is what
keeps sanctification preaching from quietly curdling back into moralism, and what keeps
the Christian’s eyes where they belong: not on his progress, which is real but unreliable,
but on his Christ, who is both.

The Ordinary Means
Here the  confession arrives  at  its  most  distinctive  and,  to  outsiders,  most  scandalous
claim: that God has bound his saving grace to ordinary, physical, external means—water,
words, bread, wine—and meets us there or nowhere. This is the confessional answer to
the enthusiast, the completion of everything said above about the external Word, and it is
the best news in the world for the weak.

Baptism is not the believer’s testimony, not a sign of a decision already made, not an or‐
dinance performed to demonstrate an obedience already underway. It is God’s act. It is
not plain water,  the Small  Catechism teaches,  but water comprehended in God’s  com‐

mand and combined with God’s Word—and as such it works forgiveness of sins, rescues
from death and the devil, and gives eternal salvation to all who believe it, as the words
and promises of God declare. That it is administered to infants is not an embarrassment
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requiring  elaborate  defense;  it  is  the  doctrine  displayed in  its  purest  form.  An infant
brings nothing—no decision, no comprehension, no cooperation, not even the dignity of
consent—and receives everything. If you want to see what grace alone looks like when
nobody is helping, watch a baptism. The adult convert must fight the lifelong temptation
to believe his conversion was partly his doing; the baptized infant is a standing refutation
of the whole idea. And for the rest of his life, in every assault of doubt, he has a fact to
stand on that no mood can touch: not “I once decided,” but “I am baptized.” A past event,
performed by another, in the indicative.

Absolution is not a psychological exercise, a therapeutic ritual of self-acceptance, or the
pastor’s warm opinion about God’s general disposition. When the called minister of Christ
forgives the sins of the penitent, in Christ’s stead and by his command, that forgiveness is
as valid and certain, in heaven also, as if Christ our dear Lord had dealt with us himself—
because, in the only sense that matters, he has. This is the office of the keys, and the con‐

fessional  Lutheran  refuses  to  be  embarrassed  by  it.  The  Augsburg  Confession  retains
private confession and absolution not as a relic of Rome but as a treasure of the Gospel:
the place where forgiveness stops being a doctrine in general and becomes a word in
particular—your sins, the ones you just named, the ones you cannot forget, are forgiven
you. The conscience does not finally need a theory of atonement, indispensable as right
teaching is. It needs a verdict, spoken aloud, in the second person singular. God, knowing
this, provided one.

The Supper is the true body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, in, with, and under the
bread and wine, given to Christians to eat and to drink, for the forgiveness of sins. Not
transubstantiated, as Rome teaches—the Confessions decline to dissolve the bread in or‐
der to secure the body, and decline the philosophical machinery of substance and acci‐
dent that the dominical words nowhere require. Not a bare memorial of an absent Christ,
as Zwingli taught, in which the church ascends by pious recollection to a Lord confined
elsewhere. And not the Calvinist middle way, in which the sign remains below while the
believing soul is lifted by the Spirit to feed on a Christ locally circumscribed in heaven—a
doctrine whose sophistication cannot conceal that it makes the eating spiritual, the pres‐
ence conditional, and the comfort dependent on the very faith the sacrament was given to
sustain. The Lutheran reads “this is my body” and declines, at Marburg and ever since, to
make “is” mean “represents.” Christ is true God and true man in one undivided person;
the majesty of the divine nature is communicated to the human, so that the right hand of
God is not a place at the far end of the universe but the almighty power of God, and the
body of Christ can be present wherever he pledges it—not because bodies generally can,
but because  this body belongs to  this person, and he has attached his promise to this
bread. To insist otherwise, on the ground that a body simply cannot do such things, is to
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let philosophy correct the testament of the dying Lord. A last will and testament is not the
place where one emends the testator’s words.

Step back and see what this adds up to as a piety—for the means of grace are not three
doctrines to be defended but one mercy administered in three forms. The anxious Christi‐
an is not sent inward, to inspect the quality of his faith, the warmth of his experience, the
sincerity of his repentance, the slope of his sanctification. He is sent outward: to the font
where God put his name on him, to the absolution he can hear with his ears, to the altar
where Christ’s body is laid in his hand. Every one of these is external, objective, locatable,
done. Not one of them depends on how he feels about it at the moment of reception. The
means are ordinary—tap water, a man’s voice, bread, wine—and the ordinariness is not a
concession but the mercy itself.  Grace this  humble can be received by the dying,  the
doubting, the depressed, the simple, and the child; by the man whose faith is, this morn‐

ing, the size of a mustard seed and shaking. A faith that located God only in mountaintop
experience, decisive acts of will, or verifiable moral improvement would abandon exactly
the people Christ came to save. The test of a theology is not the vigorous believer at noon.
It is the deathbed at 3 a.m.—and at the deathbed, no one wants to hear about the quality of
his surrender. He wants to hear that he is baptized, absolved, and communed, and that
the One who did all three keeps his word.

An Unembarrassed Catholicity
Finally, the confessional Lutheran rejects the charge of sectarianism—and rejects it on the
Confessions’  own terms,  not  by  minimizing them.  The Augsburg  Confession does  not
present itself as the founding manifesto of a new religious movement, and its authors
would have been appalled at the suggestion. It presents itself as the catholic faith, taught
rightly. Its concluding claim is breathtaking in its modesty and its audacity at once: that
in doctrine and ceremonies nothing has been received among us contrary to Scripture or
to the church catholic. The Reformation, on this self-understanding, was not the inven‐

tion of Lutheranism. It was the recovery of the church’s own Gospel from beneath the ac‐

cretions that had buried it—the removal of scaffolding that had been mistaken for the
building.

This self-understanding has consequences, and Lutherans have historically drawn them.
We keep the three ecumenical creeds and confess them, not as venerable poetry but as
true. We keep the church year, the lectionary, the historic liturgy of Word and Sacrament
—purged of what obscured the Gospel, retained in what served it—because the Confes‐
sions expressly deny that the Mass has been abolished among us and insist it is celebrated
with greater reverence than before. We keep the office of the ministry, not as a profession
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the church invented for administrative convenience, but as God’s institution for deliver‐
ing  the  means  of  grace.  We  keep  infant  baptism,  private  absolution,  the  crucifix,  the
chanted liturgy, the sign of the cross commended in the Small Catechism’s daily prayers.
None of this is nostalgia or aesthetic preference. It is the catholic inheritance, and the
Gospel has never once been well served by throwing it away. Where these things have
grown strange to Lutheran congregations, it is the congregations, not the things, that have
wandered.

The aim of the Reformation was reformation, not revolution; repair, not demolition; the
recovery of the apostolic Gospel within the continuity of the apostolic church, not the
erection of a rival church beside it. This is why the confessional Lutheran can stand in
genuine, grateful fellowship with the great tradition while declining to follow it where it
errs.  He honors  what  Rome preserved—the creeds,  the canon,  the councils,  the sheer
stubborn transmission of the faith across dark centuries—and grieves what Rome added
and what she anathematized. He shares with the Reformed a love of the Scriptures, the
solas, and the sovereignty of grace, while parting from them, without apology, on the sac‐

raments, the person of Christ, and the comfort those doctrines carry. He receives the fath‐

ers as fathers, not as oracles: read eagerly, honored genuinely, and judged, like everything
else, by the Word. He is not building a wall around a sect. He is confessing, in continuity
with the church of all ages, the faith the church has always lived by—even in the long
stretches when she forgot how to say it.

The Standard Objections
A  defense  should  meet  the  objections  actually  raised,  and  against  confessional
Lutheranism they are perennial enough to have grown familiar.

“This is dead orthodoxy—doctrine without life.” The objection is as old as Pietism and
has never improved with age. It assumes that doctrine and life are rivals, so that precision
about the former must starve the latter. But the confessional claim is exactly the reverse:
the doctrine is the life-giving thing, because the doctrine is nothing other than the Gospel
articulated with enough care that it cannot be quietly replaced. No one accuses a phar‐
macist of “dead accuracy” for insisting on the difference between the medicine and its
counterfeit. It is true that orthodoxy can be held coldly; so can every alternative to it, and
warmth about error is not an improvement. The cure for cold orthodoxy is not less truth
but the actual use of the means of grace—which is to say, the cure for dead orthodoxy is
the very thing the orthodoxy confesses. Meanwhile it is worth asking, gently, what a cen‐

tury of preferring sincerity to doctrine has actually produced: not a warmer church, but a
vaguer one, whose children could not say what it believed and eventually stopped asking.
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“The Confessions are a paper pope.” No. A pope claims an authority above examination;
the Confessions invite it. They are  norma normata, normed by Scripture, and they show
their work—every article argued from the biblical text, in public, signed by named men
who staked their lives and territories on the signatures. The layman can check them. That
is the opposite of a magisterium. The real paper pope is the unwritten confession of the
non-confessional  church:  the  pastor’s  private  theology,  unexamined  because
unpublished, binding in practice and accountable to no one.

“Binding yourself to the sixteenth century freezes the church in the past.” But the sub‐

scription is not to a century; it is to a body of doctrine, and doctrine is not the sort of thing
that spoils. If justification by faith alone was true in 1530, it is true now, for the same
reason the  Nicene confession of  Christ’s  deity  did  not  lapse  when the  fourth century
ended. What changes across centuries is the vocabulary of the attacks, and here the Con‐

fessions prove not dated but uncannily current: the enthusiast with his inner voice is now
the seeker with his authentic self; the medieval ladder of merit is now the therapeutic
ladder of wellness and the evangelical ladder of surrender; the same Law-Gospel confu‐

sions recycle in every generation’s bestsellers. The Confessions read as if they were writ‐
ten late last night by someone who had seen our century coming. This is what faithful‐
ness to Scripture purchases: not datedness, but a strange permanence.

“Doctrine divides; Jesus unites.” The sentence divides doctrine from Jesus, which is itself
a doctrine, and a poor one. There is no access to Christ except through teaching about him
—someone’s teaching, stated or smuggled. The only question is whether the teaching will
be confessed openly, where it can be tested, or assumed silently, where it cannot. Unity
purchased by doctrinal indifference is not the unity of the faith; it is a truce among people
who have agreed to stop caring about the very things the apostles refused to stop caring
about.  The Confessions  seek real  concord—it  is  in  the  title—but  concord in  the  truth,
which is the only concord the New Testament knows.

Why It Still Holds
A defense of the confessional Lutheran faith is not, in the end, a defense of a tradition for
tradition’s sake, still less of an ethnic heritage or a liturgical aesthetic. It is a defense of a
particular promise and of the only ground on which that promise stands firm.

Watch what happens when the confession is dismantled, piece by piece, as it has been dis‐
mantled in church body after church body within living memory. Loosen the subscription
from  quia to  quatenus,  and the Confessions become advisory; loosen them further and
they become historical documents, honored the way one honors a grandfather’s portrait.
Untether the Spirit  from the Word, and authority migrates inward, to experience, and
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then outward, to whatever the culture currently authorizes experience to feel. Soften jus‐
tification into affirmation, and the Law falls silent, and with it,  eventually, the Gospel,
since news of a rescue is uninteresting to people assured they were never in danger. Re‐

duce  the  sacraments  to  symbols,  and  the  anxious  conscience  loses  its  last  external
footholds and is thrown back on itself—which is to say, thrown back on despair, however
cheerfully the despair is branded. None of these moves ever presents itself as abandoning
the Gospel. Each presents itself as freeing the Gospel from its dated packaging. And each
time, when the packaging is gone, it turns out the packaging was the treasure: the extern‐

al Word, the objective means, the finished verdict—the entire apparatus by which comfort
reaches an actual sinner from outside himself.

The confessional Lutheran refuses that drift. Not because he is sure of himself—the whole
architecture of his faith is built on the premise that he is precisely the thing he cannot be
sure of—but because he is sure of the word spoken to him. He has been baptized: the thing
is done, and no dark night can un-do a fact. He has heard the absolution: the verdict is in,
and it was rendered by a court no appeal can overturn. He kneels at the rail with empty
hands, and Christ, who has never once missed the appointment, lays his body in them.
None of it depends on the strength of the sinner’s grip. All of it depends on the faithful‐
ness of the One who took hold of him first and has stated, in writing, that he does not let
go.

That is the faith the Reformation recovered, the Confessions guard, and this essay de‐

fends.  It  is  worth  confessing  still—not  because  it  is  ours,  but  because  it  is  true;  and
because when everything else has been tried, nothing less will hold a dying man.
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