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Abstract
This article takes up Robert Jenson’s theology of culture. According to Jenson, 
the church is a heavenly culture of its own alongside various worldly cultures. 
The church, therefore, presents a rival agenda for human social life conformed 
to a distinct Christian ethics and polity. Jenson’s brand of ecumenical eccle-
siology has also been leveraged against the challenge of modern secularity. 
However, this article contends that Jenson’s ecumenical vision overinflates the 
doctrine of the church by assigning culture to it. Jenson’s ecclesiology risks 
the particularity of the various cultures, languages, and contexts in which the 
gospel is proclaimed. To redistribute the contents of ecumenical ecclesiology—
and its theology of culture—into the doctrine of creation, this article culminates 
with an examination of Martin Luther’s theology and that of the Lutheran 
Confessions.

One great achievement of Robert W. Jenson’s ecclesiology is 
that his vision of a reestablished Christendom conceives of the 

church as a comprehensive cultural and institutional reality.1 This 
ecumenical vision of a reunified church does not, however, simply 
recapitulate the order established by Constantine or developed in 
Byzantium wherein political authority must propagate a unique 
Christian culture.2 Rather, the church—according to Jenson—is a 
culture, polity, and institution of its own that is an alternative to vari-
ous worldly institutions and cultures.  Jenson contends that the gospel 
narrates the world by the rule of scripture’s story. The Bible absorbs 
and refracts the world according to the narrative of God’s action in 
history on behalf of his people Israel and for the nations in Jesus 
Christ.3 Jenson thus offers a brand of ecclesiocentrism: by maintain-
ing a discreet culture, polity, and liturgics, the church is a compre-
hensive reality which subverts all its rivals because it is inclusive of 
every dimension of human life, both earthly and heavenly. Jenson’s 
ecclesiology departs from the habits of some midcentury Lutherans 
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who understand proclamation as an event which occupies no space 
in time, history, or human life. As Jenson sees it, a promise without 
a story—the Bible’s story—narrows the profile of evangelical proc-
lamation, such that theology opens human self-understanding coram 
deo, but leaves the world otherwise untouched.4 Here, the secular 
positions and contextualizes theology and the church, restricting 
theology to the domain of disembodied spirituality. Ecclesiocentric 
accounts like Jenson’s resemble the turn of radical orthodoxy pio-
neered by John Milbank, who contends that postmodern theology 
must refuse the secular altogether. No other discourse, discipline, or 
domain positions theology: it is rather theology itself which contex-
tualizes all human knowledge.5

Jenson’s doctrine of the church commendably avoids the tendency 
of some modern Lutheran theology to retreat into the narrow con-
fines of the existentially disembodied. However, is the church really 
its own culture and polity? This article submits an alternative to 
Jenson’s ecclesiocentrism which nevertheless meets some of the 
important criticisms he registers against some of  his Lutheran pre-
decessors, chiefly Rudolf  Bultmann. This alternative likewise rejects 
the habit of inwardness and the refusal of historical embodiment 
which characterizes much contemporary Lutheran thought. Begin-
ning instead with a Lutheran doctrine of creation, I contend that 
Lutheran dogmatics assigns both polity and culture to the world 
rather than to the church. If  Lutheran theology situates culture and 
politics in the world, then it does not require a withdrawal from 
earthly arrangements to construct a heavenly polity on earth. To 
make the argument, what follows begins with the inflated vision of 
ecumenical ecclesiology wherein the church occupies an outsized 
position relative to other topics of Christian dogmatics—espe-
cially the Creed’s first article. Ecclesiocentrism also universalizes 
and abstracts the church from the particularity of peoples, nations, 
families, and sinners to whom the gospel is preached. This essay is 
an exercise in deflation and redistribution: ecumenical ecclesiology 
must be cut down to size, with much of its contents reassigned to 
the doctrine of creation. By doing so, I argue for a non- sectarian 
concept of the church which resists the inwardness that marks 
ecclesiocentrism.
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The Inflated Vision of the Ecumenical Church

Jenson is foremost among contemporary Lutherans who develop 
the ecumenical turn in the direction of a church that provides an 
alternative to the world.6 David S. Yeago has also taken up Jenson’s 
agenda for ecclesiology, particularly in connection to the doctrine 
of the ministry.7 The ecumenical movement in the postwar era is 
only one element responsible for turning to the church as a solu-
tion to the problem of modernity and secularity. To respond to this 
challenge, this brand of ecumenism contends that the church resists 
modernity by offering a rival agenda for human social life. That rival 
agenda is the church itself, which in its reunited, institutional form, 
will bring to bear the resources of the catholic tradition against 
the challenge of the secular.8 George A. Lindbeck proposed that 
“the Christianity which survives into a hypothetical radically de- 
Christianized future will be sociologically sectarian, sharply distin-
guished from society at large, and continuing to make the traditional 
Christian claims regarding the unsurpassable finality of revelation in 
Jesus Christ.”9  The vision of the ecumenical turn at work in Jenson’s 
mature ecclesiology responds to the challenge of modern secularity 
by casting the church as an alternative community with its own 
distinct practices and a discreet epistemology on which to ground 
its assertion of the truth. Indeed, Jenson proposes a kind of credal 
“critical theory” as the church’s distinct approach to the question of 
truth, scripture, and tradition.10

It is within modern Lutheran theology itself that Jenson iden-
tifies a critical flaw to which his ecclesiology ventures a correc-
tion. Lutheran theology under the influence of the historical critical 
study of the New Testament is incapable of challenging the secular 
paradigm. Theology is, rather, beholden to secular standards of truth 
and meaning in order to legitimize its own claims about reality. 
Bultmann’s program of demythologizing, for example, seeks the 
enduring content of New Testament faith apart from the trappings 
of myth, especially the myth of Christ’s bodily resurrection.11 After 
all, what plausibility do miracles possess in a world of electricity and 
modern technology? At least that is how Bultmann understands the 
problem. Yet the great conundrum for Bultmann’s position is that he 
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cannot account for the present reality of Christ’s body—only the 
word which creates faith. Christ risen into the proclamation has no 
body and has no necessary connection to the man from Nazareth 
who preached and died. The proclamation that “he is risen” might 
well refer to Jesus as much as it could to Stalin—if in fact Christ 
was not raised.12 Demythologized faith is no faith at all, but simply 
nonsense.

Jenson unfolds this line of critique directed at Bultmann in con-
junction with his liturgical research in the 1970s. His Visible Words 
(1978) is a theology of the sacraments that takes Bultmann’s basic 
contention—that the risen Christ is available in the proclamation of 
his death—and adds to it the missing element of embodiment. Thus, 
Christ is risen into the church and the sacraments, and supremely 
into the Eucharist.13 To make the necessary adjustments to space 
and time for this to work, Jenson recruits Johannes Brenz and his 
account of Christ’s omnipresence according to the human nature. 
Jenson takes heaven and the right hand of God and puts them on 
earth—specifically, on the altar where the body and blood of  Christ 
are present and distributed.14 The Eucharist, not baptism, is the chief 
sacrament of the church because it most intensely manifests both 
the presence of Christ and the identity between himself and those 
he summons to the table.

A revised theology of space is an important ingredient of  Jenson’s 
doctrine of the Lord’s Supper. This is important because Jenson’s 
eucharistic theology underwrites his other contentions about the 
nature of culture: indeed, the church is the intrusion of heavenly 
reality and heavenly culture on earth because the right hand of God 
is inseparable from the Eucharist. The location of the risen Christ 
simply is the bread and wine consecrated and consumed in the mass. 
Yeago spells out the implications of this quite well: “The church 
exists as space in the world within which the God who has unex-
pectedly identified himself with the suffering man Jesus is honored 
and attested.”15 The reality of Christ’s presence in the bread and 
wine alters native human conceptions of reality—distance and near-
ness, visibility and invisibility—because in the Eucharist Christ is 
tangibly present with his body. And to Jenson, a body is simply one’s 
“availability” to others. Unlike Bultmann’s spiritually disembodied 
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Christ, Jenson’s eucharistic theology offers a Christ who is bodily 
present in and as his church.16 But his defense of Christ’s real pres-
ence is not where Jenson’s ecclesiology acquires its outsized posi-
tion in Christian dogmatics; rather, it is Jenson’s contention that 
the church is a space of its own alongside that which is worldly. 
This is the speculative upshot of  Jenson’s appropriation of Brenz’s 
Christology.17

It is critical to observe at this point that Jenson and his associates 
are quite right to contend that the reality of the gospel is given 
within time through earthly means. They are also correct to contest 
any framing of the question of truth which appeals to the tribu-
nal of secular reason to legitimize what the gospel says about the 
reality of God, the world, and human salvation. Christ was cruci-
fied and raised for us and our salvation in Jerusalem while Pontius 
Pilate was governor of  Judea. The promise of the gospel delivered in 
word and sacrament is not reducible to human psychology or self- 
understanding before God. Nor is it mere encouragement to seek 
justice in the world. God delivers his justifying promise in word and 
sacrament “to the creature, through the creature,” as Oswald Bayer 
has it.18 The inflated position of the church originates instead with 
the contention that the church is its own alternative space to the 
world, with a culture and polity all its own.

If the church is a space, then the empirical reality of the church 
as a fractured communion of disparate churches presents a press-
ing ecumenical problem. Ethnic particularity also hampers the unity 
of the body of Christ.19 The achievement of Christian unity as 
an empirical attribute of the visible church is therefore a prior-
ity, if indeed we conceive of the church as an alternative space to 
the world and its great variety of polities, cultures, and traditions. 
Christ’s prayer to the Father that those who believe in him would 
be one (  John 17:23) is not a petition, but a mandate that the church 
overhears and that it must actively pursue. In the second volume of 
his Systematic Theology (1997–99), Jenson delivers a fully developed 
account of the church as the body of Christ in the world, taking 
up its own space and maintaining its own polity. Here, Jenson lob-
bies for an ecumenical ecclesiology in which the concrete, historical 
forms which surround the embodied presence of Christ are implicit 
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in the gospel. It is important to understand Jenson’s theology of 
time and how it informs his understanding of the episcopate and 
the shape of the liturgy which emerged in fourth-century Christian 
orthodoxy. Historical critics have contended that within the New 
Testament itself there is a conflict between the earlier “charismatic” 
ecclesiology on display in 1 Corinthians and the later ecclesiology 
of  “early catholicism”—with its three offices of deacon, presbyter, 
and bishop—set forth in the pastoral epistles.20  Whether or not one 
recognizes such dissonance within the New Testament, all recognize 
that Christ does not explicitly mandate the episcopate. He merely 
sends his apostles to preach “repentance and the forgiveness of sins 
to all nations” (Luke 24:47) in baptism, the word of forgiveness, and 
the Lord’s Supper.

However pragmatic the early church found the episcopate for 
evangelizing the nations, it is a contingency of history rather than a 
necessary feature of the gospel. But, as Jenson argues, the episcopate 
is a non-negotiable guarantee of orthodoxy and of faithful procla-
mation of the gospel. But how can one ascribe institution by divine 
right to a historically contingent arrangement? That the episcopate 
is a practical office of oversight is not enough to establish its neces-
sity. Instead,  Jenson argues that the episcopate is “dramatically” nec-
essary for faithfulness to the gospel.21  The episcopate did not emerge 
from Christ’s explicit institution, but it has emerged—and done so 
almost universally—and therefore the ecumenical church cannot be 
without it. To decline the episcopate introduces dissonance into the 
ongoing story of salvation. But the Spirit’s work is to harmonize 
the church’s history, and so the Spirit must of necessity incorporate 
the episcopate into the future reunited church. The same could be 
said for an evangelical papacy: Christ has not mandated a universal 
pastor located in Rome, but nevertheless the future reunited church 
cannot lack the papacy because the papacy has become dramatically 
necessary.22

Jenson makes a similar argument concerning the culture and litur-
gics of the universal church. The church is its own culture that con-
tests any alternative cultural arrangements. Ecclesiocentrism therefore 
overcomes ethnic and cultural distinctiveness in favor of a univer-
sal ecclesial culture which must renounce particularity. To join the 
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church is to pass from the city of man, enslaved by the lust for 
dominance (libido dominandi), into the city of God where the rule 
of love overcomes all.23 A striking passage clarifies what is at stake 
here. Jenson writes that we cannot simply “shuck off chant and 
chorale, or the crucifix, or architecture that encloses us in the bib-
lical story, or ministerial clothing that recalls that of ancient Rome 
and Constantinople.”24 I will return to the place of culture and 
tradition in the church below, and recast ecclesial culture in terms 
of created particularity rather than redeemed universality. For now, 
it is worth noticing that Jenson contends that the church is a static 
culture bequeathed to the ecumenical church from the “dramati-
cally” necessary content of its ancient past. And for this conviction, 
Jenson’s ecclesiology has been charged with “imperialism” because 
non-Western cultures must conform to the universal culture of 
the catholic church. Because of the European origins of that cul-
ture, the culture of the ecumenical church will eternally be that 
of Europe—but never Africa, Asia, or the Americas.25 It is no sur-
prise that George Hunsinger identifies Jenson as a political “neo- 
conservative” who might nevertheless supply to skeptical readers 
something surprisingly amenable—though he declines to say just 
what that might be.26

Here the inflated vision of the ecumenical church is in full view. 
Culture, polity, liturgy, and story are all integral to the reality of the 
church. And for a sectarian re-founding of Christendom, modern 
ecumenism must compete with atheism, liberalism, capitalism, and 
communism to offer a distinctly Christian sociality. The church as 
totus Christus takes up space in the world by installing a compre-
hensive culture that overcomes the particular within the universal 
catholic church. Indeed, working off his Christology, Jenson also 
maintains that the church itself is Christ’s “bodily availability” in 
and to the world. If to have a body is to be available to another, 
then the church is the total, risen Jesus Christ. The church is noth-
ing less than a “communal prophet” in whom the world recognizes 
its savior, and the agent in whom the Father recognizes his Son as 
risen.27 In short, the church itself is its own “context” for the course 
of the gospel through this old and sinful world. Such a vision lacks 
Luther’s recognition that the believer and the church inhabit two 
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kingdoms, not one: the old world and the old nature are captive to 
sin and death, while Christ rules consciences in faith through the 
power of his word.28 Not only does the ecumenical ecclesiology on 
offer from Jenson result in a loss of the simultaneity of life under 
both God’s left and right hands, there is also a corresponding loss of 
creation and the law.

Context, Creation, Proclamation

Having set forth Jenson’s vision of the ecumenical church, I can 
turn now to the specific question of context in some detail before 
delivering an alternative. For Jenson, the gospel cannot be a purely 
disjunctive event which contradicts the continuity of created history 
in perpendicular fashion. He holds that apocalyptic of this variety—on 
display for example in Karl Barth’s Romans—leaves no space for the 
doctrine of creation.29 Jenson seeks a narratable apocalypse, which 
means that it must extend outward in time and history.30 How-
ever, if the ecclesiology rehearsed above supplies an extended con-
text for the gospel to do its work, Jenson finds in the church—not 
creation—the narratable extension wherein the gospel can occupy 
time and space. At most, the reign of the gospel through the church 
orients created history toward eternity, such that all the church’s 
rivals propose false theories of hope and eternity that must be redi-
rected toward their true end in God.31 Such an eschatology is essen-
tially Augustinian in its core elements because Jenson’s operative 
concept of history is one in which God redirects all things toward 
their true end in the divine life, thus appropriating the structure of 
grace perfecting nature.32

The ecumenical turn rightly identifies in some midcentury 
Lutheran theology a strategy of retreat which prizes existential 
inwardness over the fleshly word addressed from one sinner to 
another. Word-events or a demythologized kerygma are not Luther’s 
verbum externum in which God addresses the sinner by the preached 
word, the water of baptism, and the bread and wine of the Supper. 
These are liturgical events implicated with culture, but for now their 
power is also hidden from sight. As Jesus tells Nicodemus concerning 
baptism, “The Spirit breathes where he wills, and you hear his voice, 
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but you do not know from where he comes and where he goes” 
(  John 3:8; trans. altered).33 The promise delivered in word and sac-
rament is hidden not because it grants access to the eternal without 
mediation, but because the means themselves are apprehended by 
faith rather than sight or reason. This is why  “The word of the cross 
is folly to those who are perishing” (1 Cor. 1:18). The word preached 
does not conform to any publicly shared concept of reason, majesty, 
or goodness, but masks itself under humble means. The gospel is 
apocalyptic just here because it decisively contradicts native human 
notions of goodness, truth, and beauty.34 But it is interruptive from 
within the particular, worldly means that mediate the promise.

However, this also means that the gospel resists generalization. 
The gospel is not an abstraction imposed upon the world which 
reshapes human community and earthly politics toward the reality 
of Christ’s kingdom. Creation is the setting in which the gospel 
arrives—bread, wine, water, and the human voice are creations of 
God commandeered in the service of  human salvation. But because 
the gospel is particular—applied in diverse settings to specific indi-
viduals and disparate assemblies—the conditions which make the 
gospel happen are by nature limited to time and place. Indeed, that 
the gospel is preached and heard at all is a gift of the Holy Spirit. 
Christ instructs the disciples, for example, not to premeditate how 
to speak under persecution, but promises instead that he will give 
them a mouth and wisdom to preach (Luke 21:12–15). The word is 
indeed mediated through earthly means, but, as Gerhard Forde says, 
“the mediation is such that it limits itself to this age and ends itself 
precisely by its witness to the new age.”35 If the church occupies 
space, it does so within the old world like the other authorities given 
by God to order civil life and judge sin unto Christ.36 Jenson is right 
that the church takes up space, extended through time—yet not as 
an outpost of a coming heavenly kingdom, but rather as a reality of 
the old world.

The ecumenical turn, as we have seen, contends that maintaining 
a body of tradition through episcopal governance is a dramatically 
necessary component of making the gospel promise. This kind of 
narrative extension, wherein the gospel takes up empirical space, 
confuses law and gospel because it ascribes tradition, ecclesial culture, 



ROBERT JENSON A N D TH E DOGM ATIC LOCATION OF CU LTU R E  39

and polity to the gospel instead of the law.  Yeago ably articulates the 
ecclesiocentric position: “The gospel is thus not only spoken in his-
tory, but is itself historical, a socially embodied word which has a 
history, a word whose reality penetrates earthly-historical space and 
extends through earthly-historical time.”37 The gospel is not, in this 
case, an eschatological event which ends the law for faith by estab-
lishing it for the old world.

Instead, “the gospel is at once a community-creating and com-
munally embodied word, which simply has no existence apart from 
the social practices of an empirical community, the church.”38 The 
church constitutes a uniquely Christian way of being in the world. 
This also includes a novel Christian morality beyond the Ten Com-
mandments and the natural law. Therefore, “the gospel does not ter-
minate our existence in this world but confers on it a new pattern 
given in and with the gospel itself.”39 Yeago is right only with the 
proviso that the gospel terminates earthly existence under the law 
in faith. But he intends something different: the eschatological gath-
ering of the saints is identified with the visible reality of the church 
which occupies its territory over and against worldly society. The 
kingdom of God cannot, by Yeago’s reckoning, be reduced to the 
events of word and sacrament which create faith that is for now 
unseen. Rather, the church is the visible outpost of Zion to which 
all the nations will stream to worship the Lord who compels one 
and all to his eucharistic feast (Isa. 25:6; Matt. 22:9–10).

By seeking narratable extension, the church surpasses creation 
as the “context” in which the gospel arrives. And with it, church 
replaces nation; citizenship in the kingdom replaces ethnic iden-
tity; ecclesial polity replaces the state’s governance; and the universal 
scope of the gospel overruns the specific locations where the word 
is proclaimed in the power of the Spirit. This vision of the ecumen-
ical church downplays the historic confessional differences between 
the churches; but it also puts ecumenical Christendom in competi-
tion with the various polities ordained by God to govern the nations 
for now under sin. At work here is a loss of the simul, where both the 
church and the believer struggle under the cross against the reign 
of sin and death. Such an ecclesiology also minimizes creation, and 
thus suffers a different kind of inwardness: instead of retreating to 
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psychology or religious experience, ecumenical ecclesiology retreats 
to a universal catholic society that is independent from all others. To 
rectify this problem, I turn now to the place of culture in creation.

Locating Culture in Creation

If the ecclesiology of the ecumenical church must be cut down 
to size, with its contents redistributed, the first article of the Creed 
indicates where the leftovers should go. No doubt it is true that the 
church has a culture and polity. However, these are not intrusions of 
heaven’s culture and governance into created history, but are neces-
sary arrangements under the law to restrain sin and drive sinners to 
Christ. One of the main problems with ecclesiocentrism is that it 
abstracts both polity and culture as if tradition could be reconstructed 
outside the concrete action of handing something over. But culture 
is not something which can be reconstructed; it emerges naturally 
out of particular human social arrangements. Culture emerges from 
a series of diverse and tangible events which by nature resist gen-
eralization. While the sociology of cultural construction is not the 
main interest of this article, I would like to conclude here by sketch-
ing some alternatives to ecclesiocentrism that locate culture, polity, 
and tradition within the reality of creation. Some engagements with 
Luther’s theology and that of the Lutheran Confessions will punctu-
ate this concluding argument for a strategy of deflation with respect 
to ecumenical ecclesiology in favor of creation and vocation.

Luther’s doctrine of providence in his explanation of the first 
article of the Creed is a propos. He does not speak here in lofty terms, 
but of shoes and shelter, family and property, and the human body.40 
Luther’s view of divine providence is preoccupied with the ordinary, 
material realities of human life. This is not to say that Luther is an 
opponent of  “high” culture: the music and visual art generated by 
Luther and his Reformation can attest to this fact. Rather, Luther 
teaches how faith grasps divine provision in that which is simple 
and ordinary. Likewise, when Luther teaches the third article of the 
Creed, he does not assert a discreet Christian ethics of discipleship 
that goes beyond the requirements of the Ten Commandments. This 
comports with Luther’s practical focus on the material realities of 
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creation: Christian living is not about an ethics of monastic self- 
denial or interior holiness. Faith grasps that all the gifts of creation 
are given by a benevolent heavenly Father, to whom Christians pray 
in the Lord’s Prayer. But these gifts are not only for Christians, just 
as the demands of the Decalogue are not somehow unique to the 
church. Quite the opposite is the case since the Commandments 
engraved on tablets of stone are the natural law engraved on every 
human heart (Rom. 2:15). Faith does not withdraw human beings 
from creaturely reality, but it places them in a new relationship to 
the world. Likewise, the law reaches its end in the gospel, but this 
does not mean that the gospel issues a novel morality that supersedes 
the Commandments.41 The gospel ends the law for faith, but estab-
lishes the law for sin (Rom. 3:31).

Luther makes this explicit in the mid-1520s in the Sermons on Exodus 
(1524) and How Christians Should Regard Moses (1525). While Luther 
contends strenuously that the law of  Moses does not apply to Chris-
tians,42 he does say that the natural law agrees with the Ten Com-
mandments. God gives to the Israelites on tablets of stone what he 
has written on the hearts of the gentiles (2 Cor. 3:7; Rom. 2:15). This 
includes the commands against other gods, obedience to father and 
mother, and abstinence from murder and adultery.43 Furthermore, 
Luther’s simul is essential for understanding how the law does, and 
does not, apply to Christians: believers are not under the law, but 
under grace; yet insofar as they remain sinners in this life, they stand 
under the law—not for sanctification but for death. The distinction 
of law and gospel strictly patrols the boundary between reason and 
faith, law and gospel, old and new. The view of the church Jenson 
espouses fails to observe the law’s limit by the word of the gospel 
which—though imparted through created means—does not replace 
the law with a new evangelical ethics derived from the teaching of 
Jesus or the exhortations of the apostles.44

Redistributing the contents of ecumenical ecclesiology to the first 
article of the Creed nevertheless brings with it some perils. It means, 
for example, reviving the vilified doctrine of the Schöpfungsordnungen 
(orders of creation).45 Despite its misapplication to a static, völkisch 
concept of race in the 1920s and 1930s,46 the orders of creation befit 
Luther’s teaching on the two kingdoms. According to this theology 
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of creation, the church does not replace created orders with a uni-
versal policy that abrogates ethnicities, nations, polities, languages, 
and cultures.47 There is no evangelical mandate for Christians to 
abandon ethnic particularity in favor of a universal Christian cul-
ture, just as there is no universal Christian language. The gospel gives 
freedom, but it does not outstrip vocation as far as the old nature is 
concerned. For Luther the three estates—family, church, and state—
are fundamental.48 He does not put the church in competition with 
either the family or the realm of the political. Politics imposes order 
after the fall, and the gospel does not subvert earthly governance 
here and now.49 Consequently, both the family and the state have 
an abiding significance until the Day of Judgment. Family, nation, 
and ethnicity—just like good works—profit nothing before God 
compared to the righteousness of Christ. But in the present evil age, 
they serve their purpose because they are wielded by God as masks 
by which the law coerces obedience.50

Luther’s explanation of the fourth commandment in the Large 
Catechism clarifies the matter. Obedience to parents includes obedi-
ence to both governing authority and pastoral authority.51 Perhaps 
the best example of vocation at work in Luther’s own biography is 
his renunciation of his monastic vow. Luther prefaces his work on 
monastic vows by apologizing to his father for his disobedience to 
the fourth commandment. Hans Luther had objected to Martin’s plan 
to join the Augustinian order, but Luther did it anyway. Monasticism 
itself epitomizes the ecclesiocentric aversion to worldliness because 
it proposes a unique Christian manner of life above and beyond the 
ordinary obligations of marriage, parenthood, and commerce.52 A 
culture like that in Luther’s Germany might have been Christian-
ized, but this does not mean Christians must withdraw from family 
and society to take up a manner of life opposed to the realities of 
ordinary vocation in order to achieve a superior degree of holi-
ness.53 Indeed, this was precisely the problem with the enthusiasts 
who in many cases sought to create revolutionary, utopian commu-
nities apart from the rest of society. The origin of the modern rev-
olutionary impulse descends first from the preaching of the radical 
Reformation.54

When it comes to the liturgical reform of the church, Luther’s 
position is likewise consistent. The church does not set forth a unique 
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paradigm that mandates how to enculturate the gospel into a partic-
ular setting. Luther has in mind no unique ethos to which Christian 
liturgy must conform by force of law in every time and place. Take 
for instance the dispute in the 1520s concerning the administration 
of the chalice to the laity. Christ says to all communicants, “take and 
drink, this is my blood,” but evangelical reform cannot impose the 
chalice by law. Christ gives his blood to drink for forgiveness not as 
a matter of obedience, but as a promise. When Luther returned to 
Wittenberg after his exile at the Wartburg Castle, he refused to impose 
the chalice on the laity by binding consciences. Rather, Luther 
argues that the word must be preached to set consciences free so 
that Christians receive the promise delivered at the altar.55 This is 
precisely what Leif Grane means when he says that the Reforma-
tion was not a reformation of the church—nor of culture and poli-
tics—but of preaching.56

Language and ethnicity are perhaps the most obvious point at 
which the church intersects with human culture. Ecclesiocentric 
theologies, like Jenson’s, find an obstacle to ecumenism in ethnic and 
linguistic particularity.  The work of the modern liturgical movement 
sought to align both the text and shape of the liturgy among the 
various traditions over and against more recent historical develop-
ments that resulted in divergence.57 Liturgical traditionalism, taken 
concretely in this case, is an ironically anti-ecumenical act: to receive 
what has been handed on sustains ethnic and cultural uniqueness 
over and against a common ecclesial culture. Particular ethnic and 
linguistic traditions pose an obstacle to the cultivation of a univer-
sal liturgical culture that transcends ethnicity and diverse human 
cultures.58 But when culture is assigned to the doctrine of creation, 
then we can see how language and ethnicity pass on Christian 
faith through hymnody, scriptural translation, and diverse liturgi-
cal forms.59 If the early chapters of Genesis teach us anything, it 
is that the first attempt to craft a universal language is one of the 
very first sins humans committed (Genesis 11:1–9). Indeed, among 
Luther’s lasting contributions to German culture is his translation of 
the Bible. The same is true of his revision of the mass and the intro-
duction of the vernacular into the divine service. To abandon the 
program of the ecumenical turn is to celebrate cultural and linguis-
tic particularity rather than to overturn it. As the Augsburg Confession 
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says, “It is not necessary that human traditions, rites, or ceremonies 
instituted by human beings be alike everywhere.”60

For the ecumenical turn, the unity and integrity of the church rest 
on a uniquely Christian culture. The church achieves oneness by unit-
ing Christians within an overarching ecumenical reality. Ethnic, lin-
guistic, and cultural diversity pose a great problem for this task, and 
so they must yield before the universal ecclesial reality which tran-
scends what is local, particular, and diverse. By contrast, Lutheran 
theology recognizes that culture, polity, and liturgy are indispens-
able features of human life. They both unite and divide. They 
unite because they tie Christians together in diverse traditions of 
catechesis, hymnody, liturgy, music, and cultural expression. They 
divide because the particular event of tradition—the act of handing 
something over—cannot be universalized. Material forms of culture 
and tradition unite, that is true, but only concretely for those who 
share a common culture that by nature cannot be universalized. The 
various ways in which Christians will incorporate their congrega-
tions, inscribe the gospel in hymnody and song, and give testimony 
to the gospel will by nature differ from place to place, person to 
person, and culture to culture. And because the external trappings of 
ceremony and tradition cannot be instruments by which the church 
achieves its unity in Jesus Christ, that task therefore belongs to God 
alone, who, as the Augsburg Confession reminds us, makes the church 
one through the preaching of the gospel and the administration of 
the sacraments. Civil authority, common human vocations, and the 
practices which make and transmit meaning having their place in 
human life. But these are created realities, not strictly ecclesial ones. 
For now, the oneness of the church is hidden from sight, held in 
faith, and depends on the work and power of God alone.

Conclusion

The ecumenical turn in modern Lutheran theology has left its 
mark on the doctrine of the church in recent thought. Robert Jen-
son’s theology is an especially salient instance in which the conven-
tional Lutheran understanding appeared far too small to contend 
with the rival ideologies of the modern world, like communism, 
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liberalism, and fascism. Jenson’s Augustinian approach, which con-
ceives of the church as a godly society of comprehensive scope, seeks 
to out-narrate all rival conceptions of human social life. Only in 
the church do people become true human beings, having entered 
the outpost of the heavenly kingdom here on earth in the form 
of the ecumenical, reunited church. At present, however, the ecu-
menical movement is in crisis. Even more so is the ambition for 
Christendom reestablished on postmodern, sectarian terms. What 
Nicholas Hopman calls “post-ethnic” Lutheranism61 has failed to 
establish Lutheran, let alone Christian, unity. As argued here, the 
ecumenical turn has incorrectly assigned culture, polity, liturgy, and 
identity to the reality of the church in the interest of reviving a 
new kind of Christendom under the auspices of ecumenical rec-
onciliation. Instead, these realities of human life should be ascribed 
to the doctrine of creation. I therefore have argued for a return to 
a distinctly Lutheran conception of church, culture, and vocation 
that declines the ambitious agenda of the ecumenical movement 
in favor of the local and the particular. The situation of post-ethnic 
and post-ecumenical Lutheranism invites a revival of the classically 
Lutheran understanding of the relation between world and church 
by upholding the proper distinction of law and gospel, and therefore 
the Reformation teaching of justification by faith alone.
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