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“Style” is the way in which something is handled/the “how” in which something handled is presented, done, etc.; “substance” is the thing handled, the thing presented, the thing that is preached, taught, sung, confessed, etc. As pastors, we handle the word of truth, we are stewards of the mysteries of God; we preach the Gospel and administer the Sacraments. Word and Sacrament is the saving substance we physically distribute (be it through proclamation, absolution, administration, etc.) to the people of God. When we speak of in what way we handle these means of grace, we describe “style.” There are various possibilities (appropriate and inappropriate) for how people present, teach, preach, confess, sing, and express Word and Sacrament. You’re all familiar with the famous title of David Luecke’s book, Evangelical Style and Lutheran Substance. Without getting into a book review, the title infers that we may mix and match style and substance. The “worship wars” in the LC-MS have been going on for a few decades, but my personal concern is that -- as we are now well into the 21st century -- Missouri has galvanized an unofficial position to agree to disagree when it comes to worship (notice for example that this summer one of the “Higher Things” national gatherings is scheduled during the exact time of the National Youth Gathering) and we have as a result, given our collective consent to live in theological pluralism, especially when it comes to the way we conduct the divine service. Not only does this represent a sad disservice to the very people of God we are called to serve – in raising utter confusion – but if we do not invest time and energy into this state of affairs, none of us will be able to disagree that most assuredly the “substance” of our confession will be divided. Theologically speaking, we won’t recognize each other anymore.

My personal motivations for being interested in all of this, however, include reflection upon my own theological evolution. In college, I was the “spiritual life inreach director” (student executive council member) at one of our CU’s. One of our top programs on campus was a Tuesday night gathering called “Prayer, Share, Care.” We were breeding a blatant pietism. Without the proper ability to discern, many students were gathering under the assumption of treating prayer as a means of grace. It is not going too far to say that we encouraged Pentecostal and charismatic tendencies. Along the way as a college student, I was fond of gathering information about the best ways “to do” ministry. Thus, I made the most of my weekends and visited and experimented with as many different worship “formats” as possible instead of being an active member of a congregation. Thus, I “worshipped” at “The Eagle’s Nest,” an extreme Pentecostal fellowship, I considered Robert Schueller’s possibility thinking at the Crystal Cathedral, I eagerly learned from some of the largest and most successful non-denominational churches in the country at the time including South Coast Community Church and Calvary Chapel. I witnessed first-hand the booming success of John Wimber’s “Vineyard Christian Fellowship.” I had received a good dose of the theology of principles from the master himself (hugely successful before people even knew the name “Rick Warren”), Chuck Swindol, who was the pastor of a huge Evangelical Free Church congregation. I had taken good notes. I was active in the summer youth ministry teams of our university and “led worship” many times in many LC-MS congregations in Northern California and Hawaii as a contemporary song leader, I performed more chancel drama’s than I care to admit, I did everything from “puppet ministry” to “clown ministry” to encouraging “personal testimonies” -- here I go giving another one -- at as many youth events as possible. If I were still Roman Catholic, I would count on an exceptional stay in purgatory. 

I was content with my synergism. I had been confirmed at 18 into the LC-MS and two of my favorite hymns from TLH were “Chief of Sinners Though I Be” and “Christ the Life of All the Living,” but went on to college to become a faithful fan of the contemporary Christian rock band, “Petra.” Two of my favorite Petra songs included “The Coloring Song” which sings of the blood of Christ that “can” (potentially) give us life and make us whole…and the song entitled “Thankful Heart” which passionately sings about the thankful heart we’ve acquired from God. I cringe now. The coloring song severely compromises the Gospel and sets us up for the classic Arminianism – its all about our will -- that characterizes American Evangelicalism. The Gospel is this sacred message just waiting for us to apply our volitions towards. God keeps offering this tremendous message of “what could be,” if we would only open our hearts (and in concert Petra always conducted their version of “The Sinner’s Prayer” that asked Christ into one’s heart). He is waiting for us to choose Him. “Thankful Heart” might be considered more in line with American Evangelical’s version of Christian sanctification. As my current doctoral research has confirmed about American Evangelicalism, there is an unhealthy monitoring of one’s spirituality to the extent that eyes are taken off the author and perfecter of our faith (and consequently eyes are taken off Christ’s substantive Word and Sacrament as well) and cast upon one’s own subjective faith and progression thereof (that is, fides qua creditur is put over fides quae creditur). The practical result is that THE faith and the power that comes through its proclamation is contingent upon OUR faith, especially as it is expressed through the manipulation of our WILL.

At any rate, I had arrived to the firm position that the Lutheran confession/faith/teaching could most assuredly be expressed in any number of ways and styles. I didn’t need David Luecke to tell me that. At this point in my life, I had probably conducted more research on the subject than he had! 


I didn’t know, however, what I was getting into when I went to an LC-MS seminary.


One day in a systematics class, Professor David P. Scaer mused sarcastically about “personal testimonies” and then spoke a word of warning: “beware of ‘personal testimonies’ gentlemen, they’ll turn you into a hypocrite!” I knew from first-hand experience that he was right and my college experience was fitting less and less into the confessional Lutheran theology I was digesting. 

Charles Finney could never go along with the thought that style and substance can somehow be separated. He knew the truth: they’re inextricable. He wrote, “Without new measures it is impossible that the Church should succeed in gaining the attention of the world to religion. There are so many exciting subjects constantly brought before the public mind, such a running to and fro, so many that cry ‘Lo here!’ and ‘Lo there!’ that the Church cannot maintain her ground without sufficient novelty in measures, to get the public ear.” (Lawrence R. Rast Jr. quotes Finney his “Revival Lectures,” CTQ, Vol. 62, No. 1, p. 63). In serving his Arminian presuppositions, Finney instituted “worship devices that were designed to inflame the passions of people and to put them into the right emotional state so that they would make a decision for Christ.” (ibid, p. 64) 


It is crucial to understand, however, that Finney was serving a peculiar substantive teaching that allowed for his particular and unique style. The two matched, they belonged together. It is well-known, that Finney denied original sin and that he believed in and taught a moral atonement theory. He said unhesitatingly: “Sinners ought to be made to feel that they have something to do [to save themselves]…” (ibid, p. 65). Rast accurately summarizes Finney’s theology and practice: “there can be no false dichotomy raised between ‘style and substance,’ content and form…The way one believes forms the way one worships and the way one worships forms the way one believes.” (ibid, p. 65) Finney is clear: “Now, what is the design of the actor in theatrical representation? It is so to throw himself into the spirit and meaning of the writer, as to adopt his sentiments, and make them his own: to feel them, embody them, throw them out upon the audience as a living reality. Now, what is the objection to all this in preaching? The actor suits the action to the word, and the word to the action. His looks, his hands, his attitudes, and everything, are designed to express the full meaning of the writer. Now, this should be the aim of the preacher. And if by ‘theatrical’ be meant the strongest possible representation of the sentiments expressed, then the more theatrical the sermon is, the better.” (ibid, p. 66)


We commit no logical blunder here to say that we are excusing ill preparation for preaching. However, Finney is simply consistent with his theology. It is a theology of the will. Just as the people in his “audience” must “do something,” so must the preacher “do something” to evoke a response. That is, effective theatrics make the Word of God more effective. The Word has suddenly become immensely dependent upon the volitional efforts (by the preacher and the “audience”) taking place in Finney’s revival.

Donald McGavran in his book Understanding Church Growth (revised and edited by C. Peter Wagner) produced what is considered a basic book for the Church Growth Movement. In it, McGavran is like Finney in that it is essentially unacceptable to suggest a separation between style and substance. McGavran describes his own book, “It is at once a book on mission theology, mission theory, and mission practice. These three do not exist in isolation, but as an integrated whole – theology influencing theory and practice, practice coloring theology and theory, and theory guiding both practice and theology.” (Kurt Marquart, “Church Growth” As Mission Paradigm: A Lutheran Assessment, A Luther Academy Monograph, Our Savior, Houston, TX, p. 14-15).


While we would undoubtedly consider the above teachers (Finney and McGavran) spurious and heterodox, we ought to agree with them on this point about style and substance. They go together. In preparation for this talk, I was sharing with my wife Traci about the research that has been done on the power of music, its effects, and the special substance music types carry with them: each music “style” transporting within itself a substantive message, suggestion and/or mood. Robert Mayes in his impressive essay “The Syncretism of Exodus 32 and Its Significance for Lutheran Worship Today” elaborates on the basic point that music will either serve the Word or pollute it. (Logia, Volume XII, Number 3) That is – as I explained to Traci – rock music injects a new meaning into the Word of God if the Word of God is put to it. In the end, the music itself can interfere with the purpose of God’s Word to unite to Christ, the true God. Traci didn’t miss a beat in response: “Well, yeah, when I’m trying to sooth a baby to fall asleep, I don’t put on rock and roll!” Traci already knew what I was trying to say.


Prosper of Aquitaine (d. 463?) appealed to the worship tradition of the early church via the formula Lex orandi, lex credendi (the rule of praying [i.e., worshiping] is the rule of believing). (Precht, ed., Lutheran Worship: History and Practice, p. 138) The early church knew that there was no separation of an actual Christian worship (leitourgia) from the basic functions of the Christian congregation which include: evangelism (marturia), education (didaskalia), social ministry (diakonia), and fellowship (koinonia) – “activities that not only spring from worship but, in turn, nourish and support it.” (ibid, p. 139) In the meantime, many pastors and theologians want to suggest that this relationship is entirely flexible. 


The seeming backbone to the flexibility claim is assuredly AC VII which states: “For the true unity of the Church it is enough to agree about the doctrine of the Gospel and the administration of the Sacraments. It is not necessary that human traditions, that is, rites or ceremonies instituted by men, should be the same everywhere.” (McCain, ed., Concordia: The Lutheran Confessions: A Reader’s Edition of the Book of Concord, Second Edition, p. 34)


Professor Marquart ties AC VII to SD X in his essay, “Liturgy and Evangelism.” (Precht, p. 62) SD X: “We believe, teach, and confess that the community of God in every place and every time has, according to its circumstances, the good right, power, and authority to change and decrease or increase ceremonies that are truly adiaphora. They should do this thoughtfully and without giving offense, in an orderly and appropriate way, whenever it is considered most profitable, most beneficial, and best for good order, Christian discipline, and the Church’s edification.” (McCain, p. 598)


Professor Marquart, however, gives a very important explanation of how to understand the element of adiaphora in regard to worship: “so-called ‘indifferent’ matters, or adiaphora, are not absolutely but only relatively indifferent…Already the Formula of Concord insisted that even ‘indifferent’ matters could, in certain situations, have strong doctrinal implications, in which case they were no longer indifferent.” (Precht, p. 63) Here also, Marquart cites Epitome, X: “…we should not yield to the enemies in such matters of adiaphora…Galatians 2:5, ‘To them we did not yield in submission even for a moment so that the truth of the gospel might be preserved for you.’ For in such a case it is no longer a question about adiaphora. But it concerns the truth of the Gospel, [preserving] Christian liberty, and sanctioning open idolatry.” (McCain, p. 497)

Strong language this talk of “enemies” and we certainly appreciate the historical context of the Formula, but there is little doubt that today the Divine Service has more enemies than can be counted in the form of post-modern culture. 


The 2003 Webster’s New Universal Unabridged Dictionary includes these definitions of “culture”: “5. the behaviors and beliefs characteristic of a particular social, ethnic, or age group: the youth culture; the drug culture. 6. Anthropol. the sum total of ways of living built up by a group of human beings and transmitted from one generation to another.” (p. 488)

Gene Edward Veith surveys a historical progression when he writes, “If theology was the queen of the sciences in the premodern ear and the physical sciences wielded the scepter in the modern era, the social sciences rule all other fields in these postmodern times. Consequently, the concept of culture has been extended to include every facet of human knowledge and behavior. For many postmodernists, even scientific and mathematical knowledge is nothing more than a cultural creation. So-called objective knowledge is actually nothing more than the penchat of Western culture to dominate, control, analyze, and exploit, applied to nature as to everyone else…Religion is understood solely as a cultural phenomenon and is defined by many contemporary cultural anthropologists as nothing more than a means of exerting social control by giving cultural norms a sacred status.” (CTQ, Vol. 62, No. 1, p. 28)


Veith goes on: “Since postmodernists tend to reduce all other disciplines to the social sciences, as modernists did for the physical sciences, traditional disciplines must adopt their methodology and philosophical assumptions. Thus the reliance on surveys, opinion polls, and other sociological instruments even in addressing theological issues…A corollary, of course, is cultural relativism, the idea that since every culture has its own construction of reality, one is just as valid as another. Not just customs and governments, but morality and truth become relative.” (Ibid, p. 28-29)


Veith is making an argument that Christian orthodoxy as source of truth (formal principle) is eliminated out of hand in such a milieu. The greatest determining factor as to how we even conduct ourselves in the church is not orthodoxy, not our confessions, not even the Word of God, but what the culture says works. The driving force is utilitarian and the “good” is determined by what causes a church to “grow.”

My favorite part of Veith’s article is his presentation on levels of culture where he expounds on 1) high culture (e.g., the arts, education); 2) folk culture (e.g., holiday traditions, “take me out to the ballgame,” – “unconscious, traditional, and historical traits and norms” (ibid, p. 31) – and 3) mass culture or pop culture. Here is Veith’s description of it: “Artifacts are made neither by craftsmen or artists, but by machines. Music is approached not through home instruments or concert halls, but by electronic recordings. Products are designed not primarily to meet a need or attain a level of excellence but to sell vast quantities. Mass communication – such as the great engine of pop culture, television – erases regional distinctions, with their distinct local cultures, so that everyone in the nation watches the same programs, listens to the same music, and buys the same products. The pop culture is grounded in the entertainment industry, which, like the accompanying consumer economy, gives instant gratification.” (ibid, p. 31-32)


The point is made that while Christianity can be supported by both folk and high culture, it is diametrically opposed by pop culture. But it is the pop culture that now dominates us. The message of the cross of Christ, however, and instant gratification don’t mix. And yet, the church is now challenged by “the desire for worship to accommodate the pop culture.” (ibid, p. 34) Law and Gospel, Baptism and Eucharist mark the Church of Christ; but other things mark the mass culture: “consumerism, instant gratification, large scale mass appeals, anti-intellectualism, permissiveness, entertainment focused, technology dependence, fashion consciousness, novelty seeking, purposeful superficiality, and the like. Church growth advocates favor pop music and pop psychology over folk culture hymns and high culture theology.” (ibid, p. 34)


If we incorporate this new culture into the church, the church will change; we will rip apart the historic style and substance of the Christian Church. To a confessional Lutheran, the liturgy (which includes our hymnody) is our style. It is a style that is trans-cultural, other-cultural, and it retains the separation of kingdoms, keeping the kingdom of the left (including the pop culture) out of the kingdom of the right, the kingdom of grace. Take the liturgy and hymnody away, and worship becomes something else. Professor Marquart reminds us that how something is said is an integral part of what is said. (Precht, p. 63) Marquart points out that “Article XXIV in both the Augsburg Confession and the Apology repeatedly refers to the church fathers and to the Greek liturgy, by way of precedent.” (ibid, p. 64) We should stick to our handed-down worship for the sake of stability of liturgical form as well as for the pedagogical value of stability. We have all encountered the parishioner suffering from alzheimer’s who while having trouble remember the name of a loved one can still recite the rudiments of the sacred liturgy and in this way continue to take comfort in the sacred Word of Christ. Lewis’ quote that Professor Marquart cites is priceless:


“[A worship service] is a structure of acts and words through which we receive a sacrament, or repent, or supplicate, or adore.” [As in dancing so in worship, Lewis suggested, one needs to be thoroughly at home with the form in order to concentrate on the content without distraction] “As long as you notice, and have to count the steps, you are not yet dancing, but only learning to dance.” [The ideal service, he said] “would be one we were almost unaware of; our attention would have been on God. But every novelty prevents this. It fixes our attention on the service itself; and thinking about worship is a different thing from worshipping.” (Precht, p. 64, from Lewis’ Letters to Malcolm: Chiefly on Prayer, New York: Harcourt, Brace, and World, 1964, pp. 4-5) 


It is simply arrogant of us to conclude that we have arrived to the time in history that requires we disrupt our sacred tradition. Fred L. Precht explains, “to worship ‘within a tradition’ is to do so while being acutely conscious of the church’s past as well as of its eschatological future in Jesus Christ. This is not be confused with traditionalism, which, as described by historian Jaroslav Pelikan is ‘the dead faith of the living.’ Rather, it is, so he states, ‘the living faith of the dead,’ a tradition that has the capacity to develop while still maintaining its identity and continuity, that serves as a way of relating to the present through contact with both past practice and future hope; that develops the Christian’s sense of belonging to a continuing fellowship that stretches through time and space. Moreover, such tradition does not stifle the imagination nor lack crativity or resourcefulness. Quite the contrary. It passes on the received, life-giving, and sustaining Gospel, relating it to present life and future glory.” (ibid, p. 138)

But tamper with this tradition too much, and before you know it, matters of “adiaphora” become matters of pop culture infiltrating the church and changing the message of the Gospel itself. If our style is determined by the world’s culture, then the world’s culture will become our new substance. Our message will change as well. 


A simple example of this is seen in Luecke’s criticism that the traditional Lutheran vestments put “distance” between the pastor and the people. Professor Marquart, however, corrects Luecke’s theory: “The point of vestments is not to supply personal adornment, but on the contrary, to hide the person as much as possible beneath the badges of office. Vestments, like uniforms, also transcend social class – something of considerable value in the face of modern class-barriers. Pastors and saints and sinners together with the rest of the royal priesthood, and their fellow-believers know that. But when pastors serve their fellow-priests in the holy means of salvation, neither do they act as fellow-believers, nor would their fellow-believers want them to. Rather, they ‘do not  represent their own persons but the person of Christ, because of the church’s call, as Christ testifies (Luke 10:16), ‘He who hears you hears me.’ When they offer the Word of Christ or the sacraments they do so in Christ’s place and stead…Vestments celebrate this welcome ministration.” (Marquart, “Church Growth” As Mission Paradigm: A Lutheran Assessment, p. 80)

The music in divine service might be even more important. In a separate essay – Liturgy and Evangelism – Professor Marquart discusses the power of music: “The new discipline of sentics claims with all due scientific rigor that much more than subjective tastes is involved in music. It is possible to show, apparently, that different kinds of music have quite different effects, which are objectively, physiologically measurable. This supports Luther’s strong conviction about the power of music for good or ill. Of course music is not a means of grace. And while it obviously cannot of itself communicate cognitive content, it does affect the psyche at deep levels and in ways that are not well understood, but which may be described as modal. That is to say, modes like reverence, fear, eroticism, mirth, and the like are clearly distinguishable attitudinal states…The stronger and the more specific these associations are in nonchurchly directions, the less suitable the corresponding music is for congregational worship.”

But what are “nonchurchly directions”? They are directions that follow popular culture. In the account of the golden calf, the Israelites were headed for Canaan. Robert Mayes argues that the Israelites were not so dim as to suddenly forget about the Lord in the forging of the golden calf. Rather, the whole scene was their attempt to crate a “foot-stool,” a cultural platform for the Lord. They introduced a new “style” for the worship of the true God. They became syncretists by combining a new style with an old substance.


Mayes writes, “Music in the ancient world was perceived to have an effect upon human character and behavior.” (Logia, Volume XII, Number 3, p. 9). Mayes quotes The New Oxford History of Music: “Music is the seat of secret forces or spirits which can be evoked by song in order to give man a power which is either higher than himself or which allows him to rediscover his deepest self. This is true of ‘religious’ and ‘secular’ music alike, for no distinction between the two kinds exists for primitive man, whose whole thinking is essentially religious and magical.” (ibid, p. 10)

Mayes also reports that Johannes Quasten explicates in his Music and Worship in Pagan and Christian Antiquity that “the Middle Eastern mystery cults of the second and third centuries A.D….[have] strong similarities in music and worship between the Grecian cult of Dionysos and the Mesopotamian cult of Cybele. For example, in both groups the Phyrgian mode was believed to have a deep spiritual effect upon man. This mode was also used in the ecstatic rituals of the mystery cults. While singers and instrumentalists played the Phrygian mode, pagans were incited to sexual and violent frenzies. Music induced orgies, self-mutilations, and screams.” (ibid, p. 10) Mayes also cites that in “ancient Egypt where flutes played in religious rituals dancing and extreme sexual depravity followed. In the early Christian era the power of pagan music led John Chrysostom to say, ‘Where flutists are, there Christ is not; but even if he should enter he first casts them out and only then works wonders. What can be more disagreeable than such Satanic pomp?” (ibid, p. 10, Quasten, p. 132)


Mayes goes on to remind us that “[t]here was a close association between music and the gods of ancient Mesopotamia and Cannan…Against this backdrop, it is curious to note that the worship of the golden calf involved music (Exodus 32:17-19). Joshua mistook it for combat noises, but Moses corrected him: ‘It is not the noise of the shout of victory, nor the noise of the cry of defeat, but the sound of singing I hear” (Exodus 32:18). (ibid, p. 10) For pagan idolatry, there was no separation of style and substance. The music sounded like idolatry; the music indicated that there was a problem. God was put into the new culture the Israelites were preparing for and the new culture was put into their worship. As a result, they were no longer worshipping the Lord. 

But they thought they were. It is fascinating to note that the words of the Lord given to the Israelites in Exodus 20:2 are almost identical to the words the Israelites gave to the god standing on the golden calf in Exodus 32:4!


Exodus 20:2: “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.”


Exodus 32:4: “And he received the gold from their hand and fashioned it with a graving tool and made a golden calf. And they said, ‘These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!”


It appears that “[t]he Israelites seemed to have thought that as long as they had the words right, their style of worship was free to change.” (ibid, p. 12) Furthermore, Mayes cites John J. Davis: “Israel’s syncretism manifested itself in a new form of worship, which involved activities such as dancing that were neither commanded nor forbidden by God as such. Some might claim that their dancing was an adiaphoron, providing a theological defense of Israel’s new worship. But such elements were clearly borrowed from Canaanite culture and were inextricably bound up with it.” (ibid, p. 12)

Ernie V. Lassman writes in his essay “The Church Growth Movement and Lutheran Worship” that there are six critical questions we must ask in order to evaluate the present worship crisis:

#1: Is worship primarily for believers or unbelievers? (clue: ekklesia = “those called out”)

#2: What is the difference between entertainment and worship? (clue: Entertainment does not involve a Law and Gospel, sin and grace approach to worship)
#3: What is the relationship between the objective and subjective/justification and sanctification? (clue: The liturgy revolves around and takes its form from the Means of Grace and not our response, feeling, or experience)

#4: Can worship style really be separated from theological substance? (answer: No!)

*Lassman quotes Peter Brunner (Worship in the Name of Jesus, p. 227): “Secularization is assuredly not adapted to the form of worship. Just as the witness of the Gospel faces the world vested in a peculiar and singular strangeness, so also the form of worship dare not surrender – precisely in view of its testimonial service – its singularity and strangeness, which is well-nigh incomprehensible to the world.”

#5: Is music neutral? (Choice quotations: “Regardless of the music that is used in worship, no music should dominate the Word of God, but serve the proclamation of the Word.” Also: “It is clear the one danger of music in the Church is that it can easily fall into the category of entertainment, with the goal or result that feeling good about the music overshadows the message of the music and the glory of God.”)
#6: How does the Church make distinctions between valid needs as compared to whims and wants? (warning: “the Church is being heavily influenced by the consumer mentality of our society.”) (pp. 44-60)


We turn to former LC-MS president A.L. Barry for a fitting conclusion: “If we Lutherans recognize our roots and why we worship the way we do, it will probably also be true that we will wish to remain with that basic pattern of worship. As we contemplate changes in this pattern, we exercise restraint, care and caution, for we recognize that genuine Lutheran worship is a reflection of genuine Lutheran theology.” (Lutheran Worship: 2000 and Beyond: Seven Theses on Lutheran Worship, p. 7). 
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