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Our theologians note that true Christian theology can only be done from within the faith.  It is therefore a given that the one who is a confessional theologian is one who has saving faith (fides qua creditur, the faith by which the Gospel is believed).  That person trusts in Christ and no one else. The truly confessional theologian, then, is one who has been called by God to salvation and who has been saved by grace through faith.
The confessional Lutheran theologian also has a particular set of attitudes and beliefs (the body of doctrine, fides quae creditur, the faith which is believed) that inform one’s theology and which distinguish him / her from theologians of other confessions, including others who call themselves Lutheran.  On that basis the following statements may be made.
A Confessional Lutheran 
1. Holds to the Scriptures as the Word of God Written.
2. Recognizes the Scriptures alone as the Rule and Norm of the Christian Faith.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  FC Ep Rule and Norm 1.  In the Kolb and Wengert edition of the Book of Concord this is phrased as “the only rule and guiding principle.  The Latin is regulam et normam and the German is Regel und Richtschnur. Richtschnur literally means “plumb line.” The New Cassel’s German Dictionary gives “guiding principle” as a figurative meaning.  See also Ralph Bohlmann, “Confessional Biblical Interpretation: Some Principles,” in Studies in Lutheran Hermeneutics (ed. John Reumann in collaboration with Samuel H. Nafzger and Harold H. Ditmanson; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979), 199.  Bohlmann in this essay lists eight theses on biblical interpretation.  Thesis 5 states, “Because the Scriptures were authored by God they address man as God’s own infallible, powerful, and authoritative speech.  As such the Scriptures are the only source and norm for all doctrine in the church, serving the ‘purely’ and ‘rightly’ of the Church’s use of the means of grace.
] 

3. Recognizes the Confessions as “a true and unadulterated statement and exposition of the Word of God.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Lutheran Church–Canada, 2008 Handbook, Constitution of Lutheran Church–Canada, Article II Confession.
] 

4. Sees the Confessions as a true witness to the truths expressed in Scripture.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  FC Ep Rule and Norm 2.
] 

5. Recognizes the Confessions as truly catholic documents, confessing the faith which is to be held always, everywhere, and by all.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  FC Ep Rule and Norm 3.   In discussing the ecumenical creeds, the Formula notes that these confessions were “regarded as the unanimous, universal, Christian creed and confession of the orthodox and true church of Christ.”

The Formula clearly recognizes the confessions of the Book of Concord to confess the doctrine of the church.  Those words, ‘We believe, teach, and confess” means that the confessors consider their confessions to confess the truth of Scripture.  Thus, while the Confessions were written to specific historical contexts, they are not merely to be understood historically, that is, indicating the place from which we have come.  Such a quatenus subscription is in fact no subscription at all.  Nor are they to be understood simply as “ecumenical proposals,” statements which invite dialogue (though they in fact do that).  This would imply that our views might change as a result of such dialogue (witness the Eucharistic sharing agreements in the U.S. and Canada with various Reformed bodies).  They are in fact, as Schmauk and Benze note (see below), the teaching standard for the Church, and even moreso, as we confess in LCC and LCMS, actual doctrinal standards to which we are called to adhere if we are truly to be called “Lutheran.”  For a detailed discussion of various forms of subscription as practiced in North America, see Charles Arand, Testing the Boundaries: Windows to Lutheran Identity (St. Louis: Concordia, 1995).

This also is reflected in the statement made by Charles Porterfield Krauth in the introduction to his master work, The Conservative Reformation and Its Theology, when he says, “No particular Church has, on its own showing, a right to existence, except as it believes itself to be the most perfect form of Christianity, the form which off right should and will be universal.  No Church has a right to a part which does not claim that to it should belong the whole.  That communion confesses itself a sect which aims at no more than abiding as one of a number of equally legitimated bodies.  That communion which does not believe in the certainty of the ultimate acceptance of its principles in the whole world has not the heart of a true church.  That which claims to be Catholic de facto claims to be Universal de jure.  Charles Porterfield Krauth, The Conservative Reformation and Its Theology (New York: Lippincott, 1871; reprint; Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1963), xiv-xv.
] 

6. Will distinguish between the inerrancy of Scripture (they cannot err) and the faithful witness of the Confessions to the truths contained in Scripture (they can err, but when it comes to doctrine, they do not err).[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Theodore E. Schmauk and C. Theodore Benze,  The Confessional Principle and the Confessions of the Lutheran Church: As Embodying the Evangelical Confession of the Christian Church (Philadelphia: General Council Publication Board, 1911; reprint; St. Louis: Concordia, n.d.), lxxxii, “Every true Confession is an answer.  It is neither a manifesto nor an ordinance.  It is the public and common answer of the flock of Christ to the inquiries which have been put to it and pressed upon it by the spirit of a particular age.  The answer is the truth of Scripture living in the witness, and applied, not under a Divine Inspiration, but under the ordinary laws of Providence to the particular questions it is intended to meet.  The framework of the answer is that of the age which has asked the question, and of the history in which the witness lives, and some of it will pass away; but the truth of the answer, in all its clear-cut sharpness, and without one iota of deviation or / compromise, will abide forever.  For the framework in the answer is under the ordinary laws of Providence, but the truth is in the answer, that is the Confessional Principle itself, is none other than the inspired word of God.”  
] 

7. Will understand the Scriptures in the same manner as the Confessors themselves understood them.[footnoteRef:6] [6:   Bohlmann, 190.  Thesis 1 states, “Subscription to the Lutheran Confessions includes acceptance of the confessional position on the nature and interpretation of Holy Scripture.”
] 

8. Will hold to the same hermeneutical principles as the Confessors.
9. Will recognize that the Confessions were written in a specific historical context.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  FC Rule and Norm 4.  Here the confessors explicitly state that the Augustana, Apology, and Smalcald Articles were written against the papacy and its false worship, and against other sects, “as our symbol for this time.”
] 

10. Will not treat every article of faith not specifically dealt with in the Confessions as an “open question.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Walther discussed the whole theory of “open questions” in his essay “Die falschen Stuetzen der modernen Theorie von den offenen Fragen,” Lehre und Wehre 14 (1968), translated and republished as “False Arguments for the Modern Theory of Open Questions” in Concordia Theological Monthly (1939), issues April – November, passim.
] 

11. Will not treat the Confessions as an end in themselves, but will see them as the means by which the truth of the Gospel is maintained so that it may be faithfully and boldly proclaimed.
12. Sees the boundaries set by the Confessions as freeing rather than limiting.[footnoteRef:9] [9: Cf. Schmauk and Benze, 22.  Regarding the creeds, they say, “They do not throttle, but they protect us.”  Having said that, the rejection of the doctrine presented in the Confessions will and should bring the accusation of the Law against those false teachings and false teachers.
] 

13. Sees the Confessions as a tool for keeping the Gospel itself as the centre of one’s proclamation to the Church and to the world.
14. Will not use the confessions as a “club” to enforce orthodoxy, but as a tool to preserve and express a faithful witness to the Gospel.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Schmauk and Benze, 21.  “The use of Confessions, then, is clear:  first, They summarize Scripture for us; secondly, They interpret it for the Church; thirdly, they bring us into agreement in the one true interpretation, and thus set up a public standard, which becomes a guard against false doctrine and practice; fourthly, and this is their most important use, They become the medium of instruction, or education, of one generation to the next, in their preservation, transmission and communication through all future ages of the one true faith of the Church.”  Earlier (p. xiii) they noted, “Lutheranism does not fight negatively by criticism; by the raising of doubt; by amalgamation with more powerful forces; or by conciliation of the philosophies that threaten her position.  Nor does she attempt to uphold and introduce her principle of truth into the world by law, by legislation, by social influence, or by plausible reasoning.  The one weapon in her sling is quick and powerful, piercing even to the dividing asunder of soul and spirit; and is a discerner of the thought and intents of the heart.  She is the Church who stakes all on bearing Witness.  Her office is one of Public Proclamation and Confession of the Truth as it is in Christ Jesus.  The Preaching of God’s Word, pure and as given in Scripture, is her central activity.  She is not here, primarily, to regulate, reconstruct or reform society.  She is not here as a visible and hierarchical embodiment of the kingdom of God on earth; but she is here to proclaim and apply God’s Word, in Scripture, sermon and sacrament.  She is the Church of faithful, regular and continuous Witness to the Truth.  Hence the source of her Witness, the Word; and the Standard of her Witness, the Confessions, are central; and she is willing,—as indeed she must be, if she wishes to live,—to abide by and uphold her Confessional Principle.”

Schmauk and Benze, however, are fearful of legislating compliance to the confessional principle, though they do recognize that this may be done for the sake of church order.   Regarding subscription as a matter of church order, they say:  “The Lutheran Church has the Word and the Sacrament, and the Office for their administration.  The thing taught is not truths and opinions of scholars, but the well-established and universally confessed Word.  The person teaching is not of importance in himself, but his personal mind and view are submerged in the Office.  The person holds the Office only as he proclaims and applies that which the Church confesses as the Word.  He is bound to this, not chiefly by a subscription, but in the nature of the case.  To maintain the doctrine of personal freedom of teaching in church and school, really denies the Lutheran doctrine of the Office, the Word, and the Church” (lxxxviii).

Earlier on the same page, they say, “The sound Confessional Principle, like every other principle, is a golden and substantial mean, which has to contend with two extravagant extremes.  The one extreme is the evaluation of its confessional content by the use of private judgment and mental reservation.  The other extreme is the externalization of the confession into a mechanical literalism which then becomes chiefly a law and a pledge for subscription.  Each of the two extremes is destructive of the true intent of a confession.  Where a Confession ceases to be a conviction chiefly, and becomes a law chiefly, it is a failure.  The principle of the Confession is always the principle of the Gospel, namely Testimony, and the object of Testimony is neither Enforcement nor Evasion, but is Teaching and Conviction.  To these the external Law of Testimony, where it is necessary, is subsidiary.”  Walther disagrees with this (and they seem to be taking Walther to task here), as Walther notes that full confessional subscription is of benefit to the congregation calling a pastor, in order to assure them that they pastor they call will teach according to the confession the congregation has subscribed to.  See C. F. W. Walther, “Why Should Our Pastors, Teachers and Professors  Subscribe  Unconditionally to the Symbolical Writings of our Church,” Concordia Theological Monthly 18 (April 1947): 241-53.  This is a condensation and translation by Alex. Wm. C. Guebert of an essay Walther delivered at the Western District Convention in 1858.  An unabridged version has been published in At Home in the House of My Fathers,” Matthew Harrison, ed. , published by Lutheran Legacy, 2009.

By the same token, J. A. O. Preus III warns agains both non-confessionalism and “hyper-confessionalism,” both of which fail to actually engage the confessions.  “Ironically, the ‘a-confessionalist’ and the ‘hyper-confessionalist’ positions share one thing in common: Neither engages in an in-depth exegetical, historical, and theological study of the confessions.  Neither consistently uses the confessions as guides for solving the challenges facing the church today . . . .  Both, ultimately, sell out our confessions.  Both end in tragedy.” J. A. O. Preus III, “Sources of Lutheran Dogmatics: Addressing Contemporary Issues with the Historic Christian Faith,” in A Confessing Theology for Postmodern Times (ed. Michael S. Horton; Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway Books, 2000), 31-32.
] 

15. Nevertheless recognizes that error needs to be condemned as error.  To confess something as truth means to declare its opposite as error.
16. Recognizes the distinction between Law and Gospel.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Bohlmann, 207.  Thesis 8 states, “The law-gospel distinction and the doctrine of justification not only serve to clarify passages dealing with faith and works but are basic presuppositions for the interpretation of all Scripture, without, however, providing general criteria for the correctness or legitimacy of particular exegetical interpretations.”
] 

17. Recognizes that salvation comes by the Gospel alone.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Bohlmann, 198.  Thesis 4 states, “God addresses man in law and gospel throughout Scripture in order to lead him to salvation through faith in Jesus Christ.  The sola scriptura principle focuses on the unfolding of Scripture’s Christological content for its soteriological purpose.”
] 

18. Recognizes that the Law, while not saving and always accusing, nevertheless is not abolished by the Gospel as a rule for Christian life (third function).
19. Seeks to avoid the Scylla of absolute authoritarianism (Romanism) and the Charybdis of unbridled individualism (Protestantism in both its liberal and its evangelical forms).[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Schmauk and Benze, vi.  “If the absolute enforcement of authority upon the individual is Romanism, the elevation of the individual to the supreme seat is Protestantism gone to seed.”  Later, on the same page, they add,   “Hence, while the tyranny of Rome is the supreme authority of the Church over conscience, the tyranny of liberal Protestantism is the supreme authority of every man’s conscience over the Scripture and the Church.”
] 

20. Trusts that the Holy Spirit comes to us only through the external Word, and never apart from it.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  SA III.VIII.3-6.
] 

21. Will “test the spirits” on the basis of the external Word alone.
22. Will be bold in “speaking the truth in love” (Eph. 4:15).[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Love without the truth degenerates into sentimentalism and destroys the boundaries that the Scriptures themselves set up.  It fails to recognize that God has actually said something and that we are obligated to preach what God Himself would have us preach.  Truth without love, on the other hand, turns everything merely into an intellectual exercise and forgets the “for me” that is the purpose of God’s revelation, that is, that God desires all to be saved and come to a knowledge of the truth (1 Tim. 2:4).  To speak the truth in love is the speak in a way which demonstrates the desire that the hearer will be brought into the company of saints on earth and be maintained in that company until such time as he/she joins the saints in glory.  It demonstrates Luther’s dictum that God is known primarily in His relation to man.  God relates to us by His word of promise, and the purpose of theology is to prepare one for the proclamation of that word.  It is put well by Schmauk and Benze, 9: “Confessions are Scripture digested, assimilated, and beating in the life pulses of the Church. . . .  Pulse-beats of Scripture are they, come up out of the believing Church’s heart into free, public, courageous, joyous and solemn utterance.  And thus born out of the heart of a believing Church, they incarnate the faith of man in visible form, even as God incarnated His own Son in the visible form of our own flesh, and His own Word in the visible form of written Scripture.”
] 

23. Will engage in ecumenical dialogue, that is, be a confessor to the wider Christian community, seeking to understand others while not compromising the confession to which he/she has sworn allegiance.
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vi.	If the absolute enforcement of authority upon the individual is Romanism, the elevation of the individual to the supreme seat is Protestantism gone to seed.
	Hence, while the tyranny of Rome is the supreme authority of the Church over conscience, the tyranny of liberal Protestantism is the supreme authority of every man’s conscience over the Scripture and the Church.
vii.	The end of Protestantism without the Word of God as the one common and absolute authority is either skepticism or Romanism.
ix.	[The centre of their thesis is that we need authority as well as individuality: an authority grasped by faith]
	It is this Witness, the Witness of God to man, in the Scripture (“Thy Word is Truth”), and the Witness of man to the Truth of God, in the communion of Him Who is the Personal Truth of God, of which this book treats.  This Witness of the Church of Christ is her Confession.  
xiii.	Lutheranism does not fight negatively by criticism; by the raising of doubt; by amalgamation with more powerful forces; or by conciliation of the philosophies that threaten her position.  Nor does she attempt to uphold and introduce her principle of truth into the world by law, by legislation, by social influence, or by plausible reasoning.  The one weapon in her sling is quick and powerful, piercing even to the dividing asunder of soul and spirit; and is a discerner of the thought and intents of the heart.  She is the Church who stakes all on bearing Witness.  Her office is one of Public Proclamation and Confession of the Truth as it is in Christ Jesus.  The Preaching of God’s Word, pure and as given in Scripture, is her central activity.  She is not here, primarily, to regulate, reconstruct or reform society.  She is not here as a visible and hierarchical embodiment of the kingdom of God on earth; but she is here to proclaim and apply God’s Word, in Scripture, sermon and sacrament.  She is the Church of faithful, regular and continuous Witness to the Truth.  Hence the source of her Witness, the Word; and the Standard of her Witness, the Confessions, are central; and she is willing,—as indeed she must be, if she wishes to live,—to abide by and uphold her Confessional Principle.
lxxxii.	Every true Confession is an answer.  It is neither a manifesto nor an ordinance.  It is the public and common answer of the flock of Christ to the inquiries which have been put to it and pressed upon it by the spirit of a particular age.  The answer is the truth of Scripture living in the witness, and applied, not under a Divine Inspiration, but under the ordinary laws of Providence to the particular questions it is intended to meet.  The framework of the answer is that of the age which has asked the question, and of the history in which the witness lives, and some of it will pass away; but the truth of the answer, in all its clear-cut sharpness, and without one iota of deviation or / compromise, will abide forever.  For the framework in the answer is under the ordinary laws of Providence, but the truth is in the answer, that is the Confessional Principle itself, is none other than the inspired word of God.  
lxxxiii.	The sound Confessional Principle, like every other principle, is a golden and substantial mean, which has to contend with two extravagant extremes.  The one extreme is the evaluation of its confessional content by the use of private judgment and mental reservation.  The other extreme is the externalization of the confession into a mechanical literalism which then becomes chiefly a law and a pledge for subscription.  Each of the two extremes is destructive of the true intent of a confession.  Where a Confession ceases to be a conviction chiefly, and becomes a law chiefly, it is a failure.  The principle of the Confession is always the principle of the Gospel, namely Testimony, and the object of Testimony is neither Enforcement nor Evasion, but is Teaching and Conviction.  To these the external Law of Testimony, where it is necessary, is subsidiary.  
lxxxviii.	Regarding subscription as a matter of church order, Schmauk says:  The Lutheran Church has the Word and the Sacrament, and the Office for their administration.  The thing taught is not truths and opinions of scholars, but the well-established and universally confessed Word.  The person teaching is not of importance in himself, but his personal mind and view are submerged in the Office.  The person holds the Office only as he proclaims and applies that which the Church confesses as sthe Word.  He is bound to this, not chiefly by a subscription, but in the nature of the case.  To maintain the doctrine of personal freedom of teaching in church and school, really denies the Lutheran doctrine of the Office, the Word, and the Church.
9	Confessions are Scripture digested, assimilated, and beating in the life pulses of the Church.
	Pulse-beats of Scripture are they, come up out of the believing Church’s heart into free, public, courageous, joyous and solemn utterance.  And thus born out of the heart of a believing Church, they incarnate the faith of man in visible form, even as God incarnated His own Son in the visible form of our own flesh, and His own Word in the visible form of written Scripture.
12	Confessions are the under-framework of the Church—the spars and the ribs of the ship, resting upon and extending from a centre of strength, the Word, to give protection to any point in the circumference, the Church, where there may be weakness and consequent possibility of wreck.  Confessions are the rails; and, let us understand well, not the roadbed or the solid rock, on which the ecclesiastical trains run.  The bed is Scripture and the rock is Christ, and they determine the direction; but the rails are of human workmanship, condensing the roadbed to an effective point, and giving guidance, protection and impetus to the moving trains above.
	[He notes that it is the selective use of Scripture in confession and worship that brings about a systematic form of both.]
21	“The use of Confessions, then, is clear:  first, They summarize Scripture for us; secondly, They interpret it for the Church; thirdly, they bring us into agreement in the one true interpretation, and thus set up a public standard, which becomes a guard against false doctrine and practice; fourthly, and this is their most important use, They become the medium of instruction, or education, of one generation to the next, in their preservation, transmission and communication through all future ages of the one true faith of the Church.
22 	[Re creeds:]  They do not throttle, but they protect us.
34	In separating a man not of our faith from ourselves or our communion, we are simply taking religion seriously, as the most practical business of life.  We are not attempting to exclude such a man from the Christian Church, nor passing judgment on his eternal welfare; but we are marking him as a non-Lutheran in belief and practice and as not properly belonging to its particular communion of faith.  We are asking him to go to his own spiritual people, where his kind of faith is promulgated and used as a basis of hope and life, where he will not be a disturbing element to other people’s principles, and where he can be cared for on his own principles.  Is it charitable to encourage him to be faithless toward his own principles? 
