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Oiko
Oiko
Oiko

+ nomos = Habitation Management
+ logos = Habitation Rationality
+ menikos = Belonging to the Whole
Inhabited World

Toward 2000
It is useful to remember the Greek word for home or
habitation which relates the words economics, ecology,
and ecumenical to one another, and it is then profitable
to keep that commonly rooted family of terms together
in our thinking about our home in this world. They
should always be related terms in our thought because
an economics which is not also ecological in its depth
and ecumenical in its scope is sure to get us and our
cht"ldren into trouble.
And there is trouble ahead. The recent Global 2000
Report to the President summarizes:
If present trends continue, the world in 2000 will be more
crowded, more polluted, less stable ecologically, and more
vulnerable to disruption than the world we live in now. De·
spite greater material output, the world's people will be
poorer in many ways than they are today . .. Barring revolutionary advances in technology, life for most people on earth
will be more precarious in 2000- unless the nations of the
world act decisively to alter current trends.

2000 is only a generation away. If the current economic difficulties in the United States only lead us to
whip up our industrial productivity and fortify ourselves with more arms, then we shall have failed to learn
anything economically important from the early warnings of the present time. Worse, we shall then leave to
our children a heavily indebted fortress nation, militarized to withstand a world of raging poverty. A nation
so conceived and so dedicated will almost surely be
geopolitically untenable, even if our children do not
go mad from despair in it first.
But, before one can move to an ecumenical ecological economics, one must first know his own home turf
Leading us into some first principles for understanding
our present economic difficulties is our October alumni
columnist, William J Swift. Having taken his B.A. with
high distinction from the University in vintage 1960, he
took his Ph.D. in economics from Washington University in 1969. He taught economics at Washington University and Temple University and is presently Professor of Economics at Pace University, where he t's also
Chairman of the Faculty Council. He does private consultations with legal firms on the economics of injury
cases and presently is a volunteer adm'ser to the Anderson for President campat'gn.
Dr. Swift, his wife Margaret, and their four children
reside in Farmingdale, New York, and are members of
St. Paul's Lutheran Church, an independent congregation formally affiliated w#h the Lutheran ChurchMissouri Synod.
The Cresset welcomes alumnus Swift to In Luce
Tua.
The Editor
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An Optimist at Work
In the Dismal Science
The Economics
Of the Quick Fix
And the Free Lunch
William J. Swift

A sure way to discourage further conversation with a
new acquaintance is to identify yourself as a macroeconomist particularly interested in cyclical analysis and
stabilization policies. Perhaps there are good reasons for
the lull in the conversation. Certainly the track record of
professional economists in recent years has not covered
us with laurels. Indeed, macroeconomics, especially of
the Keynesian philosophy, has fallen into disrepute, for
it has seemed unable to deal with either inflation or unemployment, let alone both of these plagues at once.
Like Penzance's policemen, an economist's lot is not a
happy one.
On the other hand, maybe economists have been misunderstood or, worse yet, not understood at all. Maybe
our messages have made sense but they have gone unheard or unbelieved. As one who has constantly fought
(and lost) the personal battle of the bulge, I would sit at
the feet of any physician who might tell me to gain
weight, but I stubbornly ignore the wisdom of those who
tell me the truth I don't want to hear. So it might be
with those of us who practice the dismal science.
For example, try these two gloomy truths: "There is
no such thing as a free lunch" and "There are no quick
fixes." I would bet my pin-up of Milton Friedman that
many Americans would rather hear politicians promising us the moon on a string than hear those two hard
economic realities.
But there are no free lunches. How often we forget
this fact of economic life. "Buy three and get the fourth
one free!" "Two years for the price of one!" "Twenty
percent more at no extra cost!" Pinocchio thought Pleasure Island was free too, until he heard the donkey
squeals. So it is for us. We want increased public goods
and services and yet we also want tax cuts. We fool ourselves into thinking that something is free to our home
towns if the state capital pays, or free to the state if
Washington pays. Somehow, someone else should pay
the tab, or so we would like to believe.
3

One might have thought the idea of the perpetual motion machine died years ago,
but some seek to cut taxes so the government will end up with more tax revenues .
•

If we want more public goods and services, we must
pay more in taxes. We can argue all we want to about
who should pay-the rich, the poor, the in-betweenersbut someone has to pay. If we decide to pay less, 'a Ia
Proposition 13, then we are going to get less in exchange.
There is no way to avoid this reality, as Californians
discovered after the adoption of their prophetic 13th
propOsition. If we still want the now-missing public
goods and services, we will have to buy them privately.
Perhaps this might not bother the affluent, but the burden on the poor is unmistakable and undeniable.

Economics as The Study of Choices

There is currently an idea circulating that if we cut
our tax rates, the government will end up with more
tax revenue to spend on us. One might have thought
that the idea of the perpetual motion machine died
years ago, but economics is behind the times and apparently missed the obituary. The idea simply does not
fly. If we pay lower tax rates, it is true that we will have
more take-home pay to spend, and this spending will in
turn generate further income. In my classroom, I call
this the multiplier effect. It is also true that as income
rises, so does the dollar volume of the taxes we pay.
But, to end up with more tax revenues in toto than under
pre-tax cut conditions requires an economic expansion
beyond anything ever experienced under the most
favorable of conditions. Moreover, if we pay less in
taxes, in the absence of a liberal economic policy in
government, there will be less public spending, and this
reduction will more than offset any expansion generated
by tax cut-induced private spending. As I said, it does
not fly.
Then there is the bitter medicine of the Phillips curve.
Professor A. W. Phillips, an Australian economist writing in Britain, presented the factual evidence for showing how wage rates rise when unemployment is low and
how they fall as unemployment increases. In this country, it has become popular to substitute price changes
for wage changes in the same ratio, which leads some to
the observation that inflation and unemployment are
our Scylla and Charybdis. But not long ago President
Carter told his fellow citizens it was no longer necessary
to accept unemployment as the cost of containing inflation. So much for Professor Phillips and his bitter medicine!
Certainly there are limitations upon the Phillips
curve. The rates of some types of unemployment, especially that plaguing the uneducated, the poorly educated, and citizens who suffer from discrimination, do
not fall as prices rise. Furthermore, unexpected bottle4

necks (energy, capital shortages, etc.) can prevent employment from rising even as we try to stimulate the
economy. But, in general, when we try to lower unemployment by stimulating buyer demand, we run the risk
of accentuating inflationary pressures. Conversely,
when we attack inflation by restricting credit, by raising
taxes to reduce purchasing power, and by cutting public
spending, we do eliminate jobs. Saying otherwise does
not change the facts. King Canute learned this centuries
ago.
Another bitter, or at least distasteful choice we must
make deals with continued economic growth versus
environmental quality. Some capital which could be
used for further economic growth has been siphoned off
for environmental protection purposes. This is not a
popular choice, and it is a choice we must be aware we
are making. The more capital we allocate to controlling
pollution and preserving or restoring environmental
quality, the more we take from creating potential productive capacity. For example, a 1975 trade publication
cited the case of a chemical plant which cost $100 million
to construct in 1970. The 1975 cost of an identical plant
was estimated to be $400 million, but "plugging in the
additional safety, environmental, and energy-conservation requirements that were not essential five years ago"
raised the cost another 25 per cent to $500 million. What
is the cost in terms of output foregone by using this additional $100 million of capital for these purposes? I tell
my introductory students that economics is the study of
scarcity and choice, and we can not get away from making decisions within limits. There is no such thing as a
free lunch.
What about quick fixes? The answer, very simply, is
that they do not exist. Economic problems which have
been created slowly are solved equally slowly, if at all.
For example, inflation is not a recent development.
While its magnitude has varied from year to year, prices
have risen virtually every year since the end of World
War II's price controls. Americans have come to accept
inflation as a way of life, something to live with like a
sore back or an ingrown toenail. We might even miss it,
were it to disappear suddenly, like the deafening silence
when the kids go out. Moreover, though we hesitate to
admit it, wages have been rising also, so that, at least
until the last two years or so, actual purchasing power
(or what the economist calls "real income") has risen.
Inflation is a way of life.
Can we use wage and price controls to solve this problem of inflation? The truth is that such controls are
overrated and deceptive, and they cannot solve the
problem of inflation. There is no legislative fiat in a
society with anything resembling a free-market economy which can reduce price increases, unless someone
The Cresset

The current recession intentionally induced by tight economic policies is necessary.
A tax cut would undo the good we have done toward a gradual reduction of inflation.

can reduce already-paid wage rates, interest rates, raw
material prices, and so forth. Furthermore, merely
freezing currently inflated prices (and wages) solves
nothing. Freezing wages and prices can be compared to
grabbing a bull by the horns. This is a courageous act,
to be sure, but what comes next? Either the bullish inflation must be calmed down by effective, perchance strongarmed, political leadership or else we must be prepared
to experience an even more inflated and enraged bull
when we let go. Girdles do not "cure" obesity and price
and wage controls do not "cure" inflation.
Certainly inflation can be reduced. Maybe it can be
eliminated. Maybe we can even experience deflation,
the rare phenomenon of falling prices. But, we are not
going to do this in one or two years. It takes time to
change our way of thinking. We must moderate our expectations of rising prices and therefore our regular
demands for rising wages. We have to develop the art
of refusing to pay inflated prices, be they for domestic
or imported items. We have to reconsider our political
values and reject the proposals of programs that we cannot afford. These are the things we must do if we are
serious about curtailing inflation.
These things can be done, but not overnight. Tight
monetary policies, tax increases, even WIN buttons are
not going to get at the root causes of inflation. Like
crash diets, these gimmicks might temporarily reduce
the upward movement of prices, but their lasting effect
is most doubtful without basic structural reforms. Moral
One: beware the politician-of any camp-who promises an overnight cure for inflation.
Is the unemployment prospect any better? I fear not.
Unemployment, like disease, comes in a variety of forms.
Just as one medicine fails to cure all physical maladies,
so does the single cure-all for unemployment fail to act
on the whole spectrum of this malaise. Moral Two: beware the politician-of any camp-who promises a
single, snake-oil cure-all for unemplo)rment.
Cyclical unemployment, unemployment of those
ready, willing, and able to work, caused by deficient
aggregate product demand, can be remedied by spending stimuli, the dangers of inflation notwithstanding.
Spending stimuli will be of little value, however, to
those structurally and technologically unemployed,
those ready, willing, but unable to work. These are the
people lacking marketable skills who are not employable no matter how great aggregate market demand
becomes. They were promised the moon in exchange
for their votes, but when they tried to cash in their IOUs
for the promised jobs, they discovered that the redemption window was closed until further notice.
The problems of the technologically unemployed
call for long term training and re-education programs,
designed to develop in them the skills saleable in the
October, 1980

market place. We have made token gestures in this direction, but with political priorities (such an innocuous
word to mean "let's forget the whole thing") being what
they have been, we have failed to make any meaningful
inroads into this problem. Therefore, over eight million
Americans (probably a conservative estimate) continue
to remain in the unemployed and unwanted category,
many of them too discouraged even to try for further
employment. They are then classified, not as unemployed, but as "not in the labor force" by government
labor statisticians.

Inflation as The American Way of Life
But still, as we spend billions each year on physical
quick fixes-pills, booze, even girdles to squeeze us into
shape-we also bite on the lure of economic quickies.
There is a recession starting-auto sales are down, housing starts have fallen, durable goods inventories are
up. Quick, cut taxes to cure all! Ignore the fact that our
inflation will worsen even more, just get instant relief.
What is wrong with this? While it is unpleasant to
acknowledge, and even less pleasant, let alone popular,
to say this, the current intentionally-induced recession,
brought about by tight monetary policies dating back to
October 1979, is necessary. It is necessary as a precondition for the gradual reduction of our unacceptably high
rate of inflation; to neutralize this slowdown immediately by a tax cut is to undo any good we might derive from
this experience while making inflation worse than ever.
What's the solution? Is there a solution? This writer
does not pretend to have any sure-fire answers, but I
will venture some further questions which may lead us
to where the answers are to be found. What and where
are our values? What is our willingness to accept the
hard decisions, the pain, if necessary, to bring about a
recovery? Are we willing to pay for the goods and services we desire (especially but not exclusively generated
by the public sector) rather than kid ourselves into thinking that someone in some other place or at some other
time will foot the bill? Will we acknowledge that while
credit is a fine, valuable, and useful tool, it has a cost
and the cost may outweigh the benefit?
The American economy is the strongest in the world.
We have more resources, a more productive and better
educated labor force, and more and better capital than
any other nation now or ever before. No nation anywhere seriously threatens our superiority, OPEC,
Volkswagens, or Panasonics notwithstanding. So long
as we recognize this vitality, and also recognize that
even the strongest falter on occasion, we will endure.
I am an optimist.
Cl
5

On Dirty Jokes:

Hans Zorn

A dirty joke enables one to own up to his moral bankruptcy and at the same
time to express a sort of triumph over that inner decay by laughing at it.
This laughter has the effect of setting him in a position of superiority
over that part of his nature or behavior which is the subject of the joke.

Editor's Note: The theology of culture is always concrete,
and it cannot be done without exemplification of cultural
forms. The following article in the theology of culture contains two examples of the cultural form under theological discussion. Readers who do not wish to read dirty jokes are here
invited to pass on to another fine article in tht's issue.
Perversity is wonderfully fascinating to nearly everyone, but universal as the enjoyment is, the unwillingness
to own up to it is equally pervasive. For any number of
reasons people avoid displaying their baser natures in
public, and it is only among a select group and at certain
moments that they let their guards down. Very often the
occasion for such a spate of honesty is a dirty joke, a
common but precious work of art, which enables one to
let out one's cruder instincts and at the same time to
laugh at them.
Not every joke makes one laugh at one's failings, and
crude jokes are not the only way for foul imaginations
to find expression, but when jokes do function in this
way their use involves some basic theological concepts.
One important element in the theological constitution
of dirty jokes lies in the nature of the community in
which they can be told and produce a laugh, as opposed
to embarrassed silence. Community here has the joketelling itself as its rallying point, and the urge to revel
in the seamy side of human nature as its unifying element. But the very fact that people can revel by way of
laughing implies that they view their weaknesses from
a standpoint that transcends the "old nature," and at
just this point the possibility of giving dirty jokes a
theological interpretation comes in. One can detect in
some of these jokes a double aspect: attraction to perversity and mockery of the nature so attracted. Put another way, we find a recognition of sin and a reaching
out for grace.
One of the most conspicuous features of dirty jokes,
apart from their content, is that they are entirely inappropriate except in special company and circum-

Hans Zorn studied in the Special Program in the Humanities
in Christ College of Valparaiso University and graduated
from the University with a B.A. in philosophy in 1977. He is
now working toward the M.Div. degree at Christ Seminary
while studying for an MA. degree in philosophy from St.
Louis University. This past year he served as seminary intern
at Redeemer Lutheran Church in Hinsdale, Illinois, while
doing course work at the University of Chicago.
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stances. In general, these jokes are awkward except
when told in the company of friends or of those who
share one's work or station in life. In fact, sharing a
rude story or joke with a colleague often seals an acquaintanceship. It is an expression of confidence, a sign
that one can drop one's guard in the other's presence.
Telling one of these jokes, after all, requires that the
teller be pretty uninhibited. He must set aside the rules
of propriety that prevent him from expressing his darker nature under ordinary circumstances, and the ones
listening to the joke must receive it in the same spirit.
If the audience sticks to polite rules of conduct and ignores or belittles the joke, the author loses face: he stands
out indecently in the midst of decent folk. Hence one
must trust one's audience to be as open as oneself and
not to stand against one as a judge. It is small wonder
that jokes begin to make the rounds after a few drinks,
when inhibitions naturally drop and people feel closer
to one another.
When a person tells a crude joke, then, he shares
something of himself that cannot be shared with just
anyone. By so doing he participates in a sort of common
bond which unites people but which most people would
rather not acknowledge openly. The bond is covered
with a veneer of civilization, but it is exposed when
people share a dirty joke or story. Getting at the root of
this loose camaraderie is a key factor in assessing the
theological import of raw humor, and some characteristics of that fellowship show up in the subjects of dirty
jokes.

The Community of the Jokes
The subjects, of course, are aberrant forms of behavior
having to do with sex or bodily functions, but often particular groups are held to embody the perversions in
question. Thus farmers' daughters are invariably oversexed and gullible, traveling salesmen are over-sexed
and crafty, while farmers embody common virtues and
vices. Frequently the categories of dirty jokes and racial
or ethnic jokes coincide, so that one finds countless
examples of Polish people ignorant of the facts of life or
black people incredibly well-endowed as one surveys
the range of foul jokes.
There is no real defense for such racism, but in the
world of jokes it serves the same purpose that more innocent caricatures serve. Singling out a group of some
sort as the butt of a joke strengthens the immediate
The Cresset

Their Theological Significance
One can only confess to his failings and laugh at them if he has an
abiding faith that his worth is not measured by the sum of his sins.
Dirty jokes and the affirmation of community at the center of their
enjoyment embody the basic Christian polarity of the law and gospel.

community clustered around the joke, since now the
group is united in ridiculing another group. Picking on
a special group, racial, ethnic, or otherwise, gives the
audience a scapegoat to bear the burden of the filth
dredged up by the joke. The fact that the company enjoys the joke shows that its members participate in the
dirt, but pinning all the perversity involved on a certain group creates a distance from all the grunginess.
Exploring this issue more fully leads us from a general
discussion of the joke community to a more specific
treatment of joke techniques.
In general, the technique of dirty jokes consists of
rubbing the listener's face in the filth of human nature,
exaggerating sexual characteristics and practices or
bodily functions. The listener is made to revel in the
more perverse aspects of the human condition and to
delight in the company of those to whom he can reveal
his base instincts. The laughter suggests that he who
laughs has a share in the warped nature highlighted in
the joke, else he could not appreciate it; but it also suggests that he is actually superior in some sense to the
vile character that is the butt of the joke. A joke enables
one to own up to one's own moral bankruptcy and at the
same time to express a sort of triumph over that inner
decay by laughing at it. This analysis hinges on the
assumption that when one laughs at a dirty joke one is
really laughing at oneself, and that this laughter has the
effect of setting the listener in a position of superiority
over that part of his nature which is the joke's subject.
To see this we must look at some examples.

The Technique of the Jokes
Dirty jokes are often terribly obvious about the direction in which the joke is heading, and there are few
attempts at finesse. As soon as one hears, "There was
this traveling salesman" or "There were these three
nuns," one knows what kind of joke is coming, and this
foretaste is part of enjoying the joke. Such blatancy is
normative for most dirty jokes; that is, most jokes do
not profit from cute tricks of language that keep the
listener from knowing immediately what kind of joke it
is. There would be little point in using such stock characters as salesmen, nuns, etc. if this were not the case.
When one hears mention of some such figure one waits
in delighted anticipation to see how the joke will deal
with some form of perversion in a humorous way. For
instance:
October, 1980

There's this traveling salesman. He decides to peddle his wares in
Alaska but discovers that the local eskimos will not accept him
until he has proved his manhood. He must drink a bottle of vodka
in one gulp, wrestle a polar bear, and make love to an Eskimo
squaw. He drinks the vodka and is sent with his head reeling out
into the snow to wrestle the bear. A day passes. Two days. At the
end of the third day the tribal elders have given up hope when they
hear a scratching at the door. There is the salesman, cut and bleeding all over. " All right," he gasps , "Now where's that squaw I'm
supposed to wrestle?"

After the first two sentences the listener knows what to
expect right up to the punch line, and the rest of the
joke merely elaborates on this basic understanding and
drags out the suspense.
Postponing for the moment the question of what, if
anything, makes one laugh at a joke like that, let us look
at a joke that operates in a different fashion.
This farmer gave an oil company permission to drill on his land
for a share of the expected profits. They drilled 1,000 feet, 2,000
feet , 3,000 feet, one mile, then two miles before finally conceding
failure. Feeling bad about monopolizing the old man's land without anything to show for it, they decided to make amends by building an outhouse around the drilling hole. "It's perfect," they told
him. "It'll never fill up and you 'll never have to use any lye." The
farmer's wife was the first to try out the new outhouse. She went
in, closed the door, and stayed in a terribly long time, causing such
consternation among the onlookers that they opened the door and
found her blue-faced and wheezing. They hurriedly summoned
the farmer and told him his wife was having a heart attack. He
rushed out to investigate and then said, "It's all right, boys. She's
just used to holding her breath until she hears it hit bottom."

This relatively harmless joke has only a vague foreshadowing of anything crude in its premise, and this
would only be evident to a seasoned joke fan who knew
what to expect when a farmer enters the scene. Laughter results when one recognizes the common human
habit of the farmer's wife in oneself and then reflects on
the immense effort expended to highlight just that common little characteristic.
In both these examples the comic value lies in crudity
and in nothing else. Now, what is it about crudity in
these two instances that is funny? The outhouse joke
highlights a little habit people have of holding their
breath while "using the john." There are plenty of little
habits one could pick out, but this one takes place in the
course of an act which people find both embarrassing
and disgusting, so much so that they do it in the privacy
of a washroom. Now, suddenly this silly and trivial
aspect of a repulsive necessity common to all flesh is
made the focal point of a colossal expenditure of money,
time, and effort on the part of an oil company. Recognizing that little habit in oneself is basic to understand7

ing the joke, for the joke involves such a private event
that one can only catch the joke's drift by seeing it in ·
one's own behavior.
·
Now, by virtue of the joke's absurdity, that an oil
company would turn a huge drilling project into an outhouse-and that in order to repay a debt-the farmer's
wife has been elevated to a special position of honor.
The punch line might be seen as degrading her again
and bursting the joke's bubble, but one wonders whether
that would be funny. Instead, we should see that embarrassing condition of hers as being invested with the
honor and attention she enjoys. Then that earthy facet
of human existence, which the hearers recognize in
themselves and which forms the basis of the community
among them, becomes an acceptable and even noble
thing through the joke. The last word as well as the last
laugh in the joke is the farmer's , not the oil company's.
Now the community of listeners who identify with the
farm couple is vindicated: the joke affirms humanity in
spite of its less charming aspects by celebrating precisely those bodily functions.
The point of the joke, then, is to exalt the community
founded on human nature. This example was chosen
because it is pretty innocuous and because jokes of this
type are a minority: most dirty jokes are more like the
traveling salesman joke already mentioned. If we turn
to that joke, we find a similar goal with a significant
twist. Here the very obviousness of its structure, what
with the opening "There was this traveling salesman,"
the test of virility, and the three-day wait, surround the
joke with an aura of unreality. In the farmer joke this
was achieved with less fanfare by having the oil company build a latrine over a drilling hole. The element of
unreality is more extreme in the salesman joke, however, and this coincides with more extreme vulgarity.
The need to confess condemnation and to reach
out for redemption and sanctification is at
the root of the community around a dirty joke.

Moreover, the experience shared by the listeners in
this case is not, one hopes, the same as the salesman's.
The "ideal" of masculinity itself is on display here:
prowess in drinking, feats of strength, and sexual vigor.
While all or most men share this ideal to some extent,
however little they may care to admit it, traveling salesmen positively exemplify it, particularly the last item.
The joke's obviously unreal example of excess allows
one to laugh at one's own perverse tendencies and to
use the salesman as a scapegoat. Jokes like this one positively revel in perversity, exaggerating natural desires
and drives to the point of absurdity, so that when one
laughs the laughter is directed to a caricature of oneself: the hearer affirms a wholesome difference between
himself and the salesman. The catch is that to laugh at
this difference one must take delight in the salesman's
degeneracy, and so ultimately one must own up to a
8

deadly sin and in the very same act ridicule it. One's
own drives are present in the joke, and so it holds one's
interest; but the degenerate consequences of those
drives are so exaggerated that one laughs at the salesman and only partly at oneself.
As with the outhouse joke already examined, this
joke strengthens the community of those who listen to
it, a community of people who in other circumstances
would be ashamed even to mention such things as go on
in the joke. Both jokes use exaggeration to create an
unreal situation. The great difference is that the salesman joke uses a scapegoat figure to bear the guilt and
shame of the community, and unleashing those feelings
on the scapegoat allows one to laugh. Finally, and as a
way of connecting the scapegoat pattern to the one represented by the outhouse joke, the fact that one laughs
at the salesman's situation shows that, no matter how
much one disavows his extreme corruption, one is embedded in it oneself. Otherwise one would be indignant
and not laughing, outside the community of appreciative hearers.

The Theology of the Jokes
Now we must summarize these findings in theological
terms. Dirty jokes and the affirmation of community at
the center of their enjoyment embody the basic Christian polarity between condemnation and redemption,
law and gospel. We have seen that one must stoop to a
level beneath that of accepted behavior to even listen
appreciatively to a dirty joke, and that one must recognize and, to an extent at least, affirm in oneself the human foible presented in the joke. The very grunginess
of the joke is an indictment of human nature, and laughing at that grunginess requires owning up to having a
share in it. One can only confess to such failings and
feel good enough about it to laugh, however, if one has
an abiding conviction that, ultimately, one's worth is
not determined by the measure of one's sins.
Obviously, one could easily understand that aspect
of foul humor in other than Christian terms, or even
religious terms in general. Also quite obviously, not all
dirty jokes fit into the categories set by the examples
chosen here. A significant number do follow these patterns, though, and the fact that a theological understanding is possible at all should spark some further
analysis.
The element of unreality in dirty jokes is especially
important for such analysis. The situations described
in dirty jokes are so patently absurd that it may seem as
though one doesn't really laugh at oneself in the joke,
but at a caricature of oneself: far from acknowledging
one's failings , one glosses over them and receives "cheap
grace" by loading ridicule on a scapegoat far removed
from oneself. That is a very credible interpretation,
and, depending on the audience, it may often be psychologically valid. Seen from a Christian perspective,
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however, the unreal setting becomes a means of grace.
The fact that the situation in the salesman joke is obviously unreal, for example, does not prevent one from
recognizing one's own drives and corruption in him.
The exaggerated lust and loathsome consequences,
however, have a comic effect which sets the listener on
a level above the perversity: he sees that his sinful nature is not the last word in his being, for the comic exaggeration allows him to laugh at his cravings and so to
set himself above them. The joke's unreal setting indicates that the degenerate content represents something
that is, ultimately, unreal ; but to appreciate that fact
one must admit that one is degenerate, all the same.

Perhaps gathering together to enjoy some crude
joke is a glimmering shred of grace, reminding
us that God is not bound by human conventions.
That same unreal aspect of jokes may also supply a
link between the two patterns of jokes we have studied.
In both cases the earthy aspects of human nature run
riot, and the exaggeration leads into a comic situation.
In the outhouse joke exaggeration results in outright
affirmation of human nature and in the salesman joke
this effect is achieved by ridiculing the scapegoat figure.
There may seem to be no indictment of human nature
in the first instance as there is in the second, but the very
unreality of the joke guarantees a sort of condemnation
even in the outhouse joke. One does not applaud human nature pure and simple in this joke, which would
hardly be Christian. Precisely because the situation is
so obviously ridiculous, one only affirms human nature
in a wistful way, in the knowledge that human nature is
not supreme as the joke suggests. The joke is optimistic
in that it celebrates humanity, but that it is a joke at all
and not a simple declaration shows that the sad facts are
otherwise, and that what is precious in humanity must
wait for its perfection. It takes a sort of fa~th and hope
to really take that in and savor it. The outhouse joke
affirms the goal of a triumphant humanity while implicitly recognizing man's degradation; the salesman joke
explicitly confesses that degradation but implicitly
takes a stand in a more exalted place.
Condemnation under the law and redemption and
sanctification under the gospel both come into play as
one reflects on "bad" humor. The need to confess condemnation and to reach out for redemption and sanctification is at the root of the community built around a
dirty joke. It is an imperfect community, as its perverse
rallying point suggests, but it is an honest and open one,
and it is capable of being a very Christian one. Gathering together to enjoy some crude joke may not be a confession of faith or an act of worship, but in the darkness
where we all struggle it is a reflection of faith and hope.
Perhaps also it is a glimmering shred of grace, reaching
out to where one would least expect it and reminding
us that God is not bound by human convention.
Cl
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At Sea with the Byzantines
When the Moslems went to war
At sea with the Byzantines,
These were the things
They stowed aboard their galley:
A basket of snakes, a box of scorpions,
And a copious bottle
Of sulphurous powder
Guaranteed to throttle
Even the big-mouthed
Heathenous Byzantines.
When the Moslem galleys
Rowed up to the Byzantines,
Fire and stones
Fell down on the heathen decks.
And following these,
A basket, a box, a bottle.
A man walking the fields beside his cattle
May catch a snake on his stick
And fling it away.
Or spying a scorpion's nest beneath his wall,
May slap at the brood with a sandal,
Killing them all.
Or finding his house filled with a sulphurous odor,
May open the doors and flap at the lethal powder
With due ardor.
But here, on the treacherous .M iddle Sea,
Where keeping afloat is ample
Trouble, even in peace,
A basket, a box, a bottle
Become the proverbial straw
That breaks the camel.
This is how the Byzantines
Were unmanned to the last man.
War is stratagem,
So says the Prophet.
Pat Lamorte
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1978 For what porpoise is the camera best used?

Tonight at Noon: The Photographs of Jerry Uelsmann
William Olmsted
A madness, an extraordinary fanaticism will take
possession of all these new sunworshipers.
Charles Baudelaire
Salon of 1859
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We are not accustomed t o grant
phot ography t he status of art.
If the opinions of my Valparaiso
University colleagues are a reliable
indicator, Jerry Uelsmann's photographs are able to arouse very diverse responses. For some, these
photographs caused lyrical rapture ;
for others, they produced annoyance and contempt. To my mind,
such a range of opinion attests to the
fact that we were in the presence of
the genuine item at the recent exhibit of Uelsmann's work at the University Art Galleries; but I suspect
that the controversy arises equally
from the fact that most of us are not
accustomed to grant photography
the status of art.
The causes of this unwillingness
can in part be traced to the abuses of
photography. As early as 1859 the
unfortunate applications of this new
art were being denounced. Charles
Baudelaire, who is often hailed as
the founder of modem art criticism,
raised some serious questions about
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the way in which photography
threatened to impoverish art. By its
neglect of beauty in favor of truth ,
by its appeal to narcissism, and by
its facilitation of pornography the
camera seemed to Baudelaire the
chosen instrument by which modem
materialism would invade and destroy the realm of the imagination.
So spoke the prophet; .for the
truth of these premonitions can
hardly be doubted. Unfortunately,
the warnings are out of date and
most of us are perfectly comfortable
with the brutal images of the visual
media. In an age when the video recorder and instant camera permit
everyman to manufacture his own
pornography, it is unlikely that many
would take Baudelaire's advice to
wear gloves before touching a mere
newspaper.
Uelsmann, however, seems bent
on proving the camera's dignity;
certainly he is aware of its abusabil-

ity. The work entitled "For what
porpoise is the camera best used?''
shows us a tourist at Marineland
snapping the family as they pose
within a shark's jawbones; at the
shutterbug's feet swims the neglected porp~ise. We see that the vulgarity of tourists is not simply a matter
of their baggy Bermuda shorts but
of their willingness to prepare nostalgic memories in advance. Here

William Olmsted studied at the University of Paris and with the Committee
on Social Thought at the University of
Chicago where he was awarded his M.A.
and Ph.D. Mr. Olmsted is presently
Assistant Professor of Humanities in
Christ College of Valparaiso University.
"The Photographs of Jerry Uelsmann"
were recently exhibited at Valparaiso
University by Richard H. W Brauer,
Director of the University Art Galleries
and Collections.
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U elsmann satirizes the way our narcissism causes us to overlook the
naturally marvelous. The tourist
immortalizes the folks perched
within the strengthless jaws and ignores the porpoise for which the
camera is best used. One thinks of
Wallace Stevens's lines:
0 thin men of Haddam .
Why do you imagine golden birds?
Do you not see how the blackbird
Walks around the feet
Of the women about you?

1977
1978
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But Uelsmann is not chiefly devoted to easy satire; and the humorous quality of many prints comes
less from a desire to thump the bourgeois than from an almost obsessive
interest in the peculiar relations
between the natural and the manmade. In his photographs cathedrals
sprout from tree-trunks, rivers ripple over the tops of refectory tables,
the female body manifests itself in
coffee tables and bedspreads. Some
of these visual metaphors are rather
literary, as when the image of a woman is grafted on that of a tree. Uelsmann prudently refrains from supplying this print with its Ovidian
reference, but his penchant for metamorphoses is clear.
Technically speaking, the manner
in which Jerry Uelsmann combines
images within the framework of a
print is unimpeachable. The tone
and scale of the original elements
are harmonized so carefully into a
single perspective that we have difficulty detecting the suture which
joins the real and the imaginary, the
immediate scene and what memory
associates with it. Oddly enough,
this technical accomplishment (which
has endeared U elsmann to so many
novice printmakers) is sometimes
held against him by critics who take
it as a symptom of derivative surrealism. Perhaps these critics are
bowing to Susan Sontag's judgment
that surrealism is a bourgeois abreaction, a kind of middleclass flight
from reality. But since technique
alone doesn't constitute a style,
Uelsmann's methods shouldn't be
appraised without reference to his
subject matter.
The Cresset

1979 The Annunciation

1976

1976

Although no general statement
can do justice to their diversity, most
of Uelsmann's photographs direct
our attention to temporal eccentricities. To achieve this within the
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constraints of a single and necessarily static print, Uelsmann has recourse to symbolic juxtapositions
and spatial distortions. Upon the
lawn of a Victorian frame house sits

a museum case displaying embroidered gowns; at the edge of misty
woods another museum case shows
us Indian mannikins in tribal regalia; has our historically-minded
civilization preserved the spirits of
house and woods? Or is there some
violation of mutability in our determination to keep the past under
glass? U elsmann's work is at its best
when it forces us, by means of superficially incongruous images, to
ponder the secret harmonies between other times and our own.
Accordingly, these photographs
tend toward the emblematic; and the
recurring images of Renaissance
architecture suggest that Uelsmann
shares the taste of an earlier age for
the enigmatic emblem and its meaningful paradox. Sometimes, it must
be admitted, Uelsmann's attempts
in this genre fail. In a print titled
"The Annunciation" we see a couple
standing back-to-hack at the seashore, she is pregnant, and from a
bright cloud above them emerges a
colossal infant: for a religious image
this is too casual, for a personal
image too sentimental. Such lapses
are infrequent; more often Uelsmann's yoking of contraries achieves
the proper pungency.
In one print our gaze is directed
at a cabinet of biological specimens,
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1976
with its open drawers displaying the
precisely assembled skeletons and
skulls of small animals: nine-banded
armadillo, spider monkey, grey fox.
Slowly we become aware of another
element. Upon the top of the cabinet is superimposed the image of
an adipose, older man strolling on
the beach. There is a very strong
resemblance between this man's posture and that of the spider monkey;
would it be wrong to suppose that
the stroller is taking a day off from
his labors over the natural history
14

collections? In any case, the image
here stimulates us toward what the
Elizabethans would call a meditation
on man's mortality and his relations
to the rest of Creation:
Man is all symmetry,
Full of proportions , one limb to another,
And all to all the world besides:
Each part may call the farthest , brother:
For head with foot hath private amity ,
And both with moons and tides.

I do not wish to exaggerate the profundity of Uelsmann's art or to imply that he is the photographer's

George Herbert; but in the prints I
most admire he seems to be striving
for the ancient intuition of universal
concord.
Of course, U elsmann recognizes
the obstacles to any vision of the
world as a peaceable kingdom. I
have already mentioned the way he
represents temporal discontinuities,
but there is one print in particular
which captures the strange disparities between idyllic fantasies and
ordinary life. "Animal Dreams" portrays a sleeping nude whom we can
identify from other prints as Uelsmann's psychological other half, his
Jungian anima. In the background
there is a museum diorama of the
African veldt-replete with giraffe,
zebra, eland, gazelle. In front of the
nude, who rests on a bed of clouds,
appear in negative the outlines of
toy animal figurines of the crackerjack variety. It may seem odd to us,
given the title, that there are no living animals in this picture.
Or are there? At first we might
suppose that the museum visitors
and the sleeping girl are condemned
to realize their dreams with the
stuffed or plastic replicas of a vanished nature. But dreams must have
some basis; perhaps the animality
which we are able to enjoy only when
it has been completely denatured
still endures in our own bodies. And
so it is the naked girl, unconscious
(as we are not) of her sexuality, who
is the real animal. Does her dream of
animals arise, like that of the spectators before the diorama, from a desire to recapture the life of simple
creatures, a pre-cultural life still
latent in the contours of our flesh?
Uelsmann embraces us all in this
comprehensive dream.
The question whether or not photography is an art may not be definitively answered by Jerry Uelsmann's
work. There is always the danger
that, under our critical eyes, the artistic assemblage will dissolve into
its snapshot elements. But, unlike a
photographer like Diane Arbus,
Uelsmann has not been content to
offer us uninterpreted slices of life;
the reality we perceive is always
compounded with memories and
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1978 Animal Dreams
dreams. And if it is only a supreme
art which can transport us to the
realm of absolute beauty, Uelsmann
October, 1980

nevertheless succeeds in showing us
how ordinary life is surrounded by
an aura of the marvelous. ~~
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The Nation

Election 1980
The Passing Parade
Of Political Symbols
Larry R. Baas
Going to the candidates' debate
Laugh about it
Shout about it
When you've got to choose
Ev'ry way you look at it, you lose.

Current public opinion polls indicate that Paul Simon's pessimistic
characterization of the American
political system may be more applicable to the national mood today
than when this verse to one of his
songs was written in the 1960s. The
pessimistic mood revealed in the
polls apparently arises from the belief of many that the system has
again produced unworthy presidential candidates and/or it makes
no difference who wins anyway.
While one may want to argue for the
quality of the current presidential
candidates-unfortunately, I doubt
Larry R. Baas received his Ph.D. from
Kent State University and is Assistant
Professor of Political Science at Valparaiso University. He teaches courses in
American politics, public law, and research methods. He has research interests in political behavior and has published articles in Law and Society
Review, Psychiatry, Operant Subjectivity, American Journal of Political Science, Journal of Social Psychology, and Presidential Studies
Quarterly.
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if the argument could last very long
-it seems more difficult to argue
with the proposition that it makes
no difference who wins the presidential election.
While some may dismiss the present political pessimism as unfounded, it does not appear totally
irrational. Americans have witnessed
the legacy of Madisonian democracy
result in the creation of structures which decentralize power and
facilitate elite control. A huge federal bureaucracy today makes rapid
change virtually impossible, and
incrementalism and "muddling
through" have been raised to a
science throughout the system. The
system's ability to solve major problems and allocate tangible rewards
is thus limited, as the inability of
congress to pass even a minimally
comprehensive energy program
testifies. Whoever we elect to the
presidency we elect to frustration.
While this perspective on the presidential election this year may seem
a bit gloomy, perhaps there is some
wry hope in the argument that the
candidates are weak and that it makes
no difference who is elected. If it
makes no difference who wins, the
fact that we have poor candidates to
vote for may not be such a liability.
If one looks at election 1980 from a
different perspective, however, the
present pessimism in the electorate
may have a more serious long term
impact.
Most poiitical analysis focuses on
elections and presidential politics
in instrumental and functional
terms. The concern is usually with
the functions these institutions perform. Elections and presidents, for
example, are supposed to represent
the people, determine policy alternatives, and aid in the allocation of
values. The problem with this functional perspective is that it usually
fails to consider that the presidency
and the electoral process are probably more important as symbols than
they are as instruments. From a symbolic perspective, the importance of
elections is not in terms of who gets
what, when, and how, but on the
feelings people have for the elec-

toral process. If the level of feeling
toward elections remains positive
and high-despite what people may
say about the candidates-the election will be capable of performing
the symbolic functions of fostering
social solidarity and integration,
granting and denying legitimacy,
generating support for the system,
and providing hope and some degree of security. If positive feelings
for the presidency and the electoral
process decline considerably, then
these symbols and the country could
be in trouble, especially in light of
the system's difficulty in allocating
more tangible rewards.
An examination of studies and
polls over the past twenty years indicates that Americans have become
increasingly alienated from their
political institutions, the electoral
process included.l The persistent
increase in alienation-whether defined as a sense of powerlessness,
inefficacy, anomie, meaninglessness,
isolation, or mistrust- indicates
that certain American political institutions could be experiencing a
significant decline in symbolic
power. Exactly how much alienation
the system can tolerate is not known,
but further erosion of support for
specific political institutions will
surely make it more difficult for
them to perform their symbolic functions. At both an instrumental and
symbolic level of analysis, the American political system can be seen on
the verge of some difficult times.
Despite this negative view, there
is room for some optimism for the
system if one looks at politics from a
different angle. When one considers
the symbolic level of politics, it is
necessary to probe into the less conscious dimensions of political life
where the personal meanings of
symbols develop. Political scientists
are often content to limit their analysis to more conscious political phenomena and not delve into the less
conscious, more emotional and subjective dimensions of politics. This
often-neglected side of politics is
1

The data here are taken mainly from Harris
and Gallup polls conducted during the period.
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important, however, because for
most citizens politics is not a rationalcognitive adventure, but rather a
passing parade of symbols to which
they attach their own meanings.
Atthisless conscious level, politics
takes on a very personal and often
idiosyncratic meaning. People identify with candidates, manufacture
their heroes, and play out their fantasies. It is here that elementary
urges for power, authority, omniscience, and security are met. This
subconscious level also serves as a
framework by which people evaluate politics, and it provides a repertoire o.f traits, images, and needs
which people project onto the political world. Additionally, deep support for our political institutions is
generated at this less conscious level
of the electorate. This reservoir of
support is essential because it is
capable of preserving political stability in periods when the system is
incapable of generating any tangible
rewards.

Much of our politics is
symbolic in character,
especially elections.
Here politics takes on
personal and subjective
and often idiosyncratic
meanings. People make up
their own heroes and then
play out their fantasies.
Research into the symbolic level
of politics necessarily explores the
depths of human feelings about politics and the electoral process. It
attempts, in part, to see to what extent citizens identify with particular
candidates and institutions and how
other emotional needs are met by
ongoing political events. Most political analysis, however, focuses almost exclusively on the more cognitive and functional dimensions of
politics and continues to ask citizens
questions like "Who will you vote
for?" and "What policy alternative
do you favor?" Researchers tend to
ignore what appear to be equally, if
not more important questions like
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"What does the election mean to
you?" and "What does the presidency mean to you?" In the present
t,ime of deep disatisfaction with the
presidential candidates, economic
conditions, and political institutions,
these appear to be critical questions
if we are concerned with the health
of the system. When it is realized
that much of politics is symbolic in
character, especially the most democratic aspects such as elections, we
need to focus more on the subjective
and less conscious levels of the
electorate.
The analysis of political systems
at a less conscious level is difficult
because data on mass political involvement at this level is not readily
available. This is part of the reason
most researchers ignore it. The disparate body of literature in this area,
however, suggests that at a deeper,
emotional level, the American public is well integrated into the political system and generally quite satisfied. There is apparently a deep
reservoir of emotional support out
there that is not usually uncovered
during typical surveys. 2 Thus studies suggest that while Americans
may appear to be quite alienated
from politics at a more objective
level, they are much more involved
at an emotional level. The system,
therefore, appears to be on quite
solid ground, at least in this area.
To this point I have tried to suggest that as of the late summer of
1980, the American political system
is experiencing some difficulties.
People are dissatisfied with the presidential candidates and alienated
2

There is not much empirical literature in
this area, but one area which I find most
suggestive emerged as the result of the death
of President Kennedy . For a sample of these
studies, see B. Greenberg and E. Parker,
eds., The Kennedy Assassination and the
American Public (Stanford: Stanford University Press. 1965) and M. Wolfenstein and
G . Kliman, eds., Children and the Death
of the President (New York: Doubleday ,
1965 ). This literature is related to current
political problems in L. R. Baas and D. B.
Thomas, "The Impact of the Election and
Inauguration on Identification with the
President," Presidential Studies Quarterly,
'in press. The literature on political socialization is partially relevant here as well , but
unfortunately as a whole it ignores deeper
affective attachments .

from much of the system to the point
where certain institutions are in
danger of becoming incapable of
performing even their symbolic
functions. Despite this, there does
appear to be a deep reservoir of
emotional support for the system.
A crucial problem in election 1980,
at least as I see it, is this: If the reserve of emotional support upon
which the system is so dependent is
to be maintained, it is necessary for
the system to provide an environment conducive to the satisfaction
of basic emotional needs.
At the electoral level, at a minimum, this means raising up competent presidential candidates who
suggest meaningful alternatives.
The mass public today appears in
desparate need of some novel and
dramatic stimuli that will allow people to indulge their emotional selves
with positive identifications, myths,
heroes, and symbols. The absence
of such stimuli will produce further
alienation which will breed instability, disatisfaction, and then
further alienation. The problem is
that if the system continues to generate Carter, Ford, and Reagan type
candidates with their routine-ritualized campaigns which bore rather
than excite people's imaginations,
then it will increase alienation and
disaffection to the point that the
electoral process itself will be incapable of rationalizing and legitimating
the political process. A constant diet
of Carter, Ford, Reagan, and similar characters, will make even the
hungriest person stop eating.
What this all boils down to is this:
the real danger in election 1980 may
not be the election of a "trigger
happy movie actor" or the re-election of a man with "four years of
experience in how not to solve problems," or God forbid, a man without
a political party. The big danger is
that the quality of the candidates
may be so poor that they cannot serve
as objects that will allow us to indulge and satisfy our emotional
needs. If that is the case, the system
could be in big trouble. Paul Simon
may have been correct, no matter
how you look at it we may lose. ~~
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Television

The Griots
In the Newsroom
The Primacy
Of Narrative
Over Information
James Combs

It is no secret that mass communications-television, recorded music,
magazines, movies, you name itare a pervasive part of our lives. It
should be expected, then, that the
study of mass communications would
grow apace also. A columnist who
tries to make sense of all this for the
general reader is faced with a difficult task, avoiding submergence in
overly "academic" research topics
on the one hand, and eschewing diatribes about "vast wastelands," the
sorry state of reporting, the sinister
cunning of advertising, and the like
on th e other. But those of us who research the mass media al~o have an
obligation to translate hifalutin
theories into interesting and useful
facts. And that is what this inaugural
television column will try to do.

James Combs is AssocW:te Professor of
Political Science at Valparaiso University. His Dimensions of Political
Drama (Goodyear Publishing Company) was published in January and h£s
(with Dan Nimmo) Subliminal Politics: Myths and Myth-Makers in
America (Prentice-Hall) was published
in May. Presently Mr. Combs is researching the works of Machiavelli for a
political science text book (with Dan
Nimmo) tentatively entitled The Student's Prince.
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TV news gives us not the event but the image
of the event in a story by a storyteller.
In fact, students of mass communication do little more than observe
with a little more care what we all
take for granted. For example, we
are all so used to "news" that we reflect little on its source, structure,
or meaning. A moment's reflection
on the news should give us pause:
for news is a major part of our lives,
putting us in touch with a vast world
"out there" beyond the daily routine. News has developed into a massive industry, so lucrative that there
are presently several new entries in
the network news business. The intrusion of news into life is awesome,
so much so that those on whom the
camera or the pen relentlessly focus
often strike out at newsmen, or even
cameras, like the Luddites who destroyed the machines that tormented
them.
But to what extent is the news
truth? This is the question that has
been raised by mass news critics,
journalists, and scholars for a long
time. But to many people, it may
seem an odd question. Did we not
see Reagan nominated, the hostages
taken, Mount Saint Helens explode?
Is there not a relationship between
what we read, hear, and see in the
mass media and what's going on out
there?
Well, yes and no. There now exists
a whole body of literature, both criticism and analysis, which doubts
that what one reads, hears, and sees
in the mass media is in a significant
sense "true." The arguments and
conclusions are quite pointed: mass
media focus on the "now" to the exclusion of historical and social context; they are "selling" news and go
for the sensational and sentimental;
the "news process" selects and edits
information to the point of distortion; as often as not, the media simply miss the point or misinterpret
stories; and they are said to have an
ideological bias that makes their
stories slanted toward the Left or the
Right, depending upon what the
critic doesn't like. The recent pro-

liferation of such arguments, from
both reputable and disreputable
sources, has made joumalistic establishments defensive.
Some of these doubts about the
motives and accuracy of the media
came up again with the post-mortems
on the accident at the Three Mile
Island nuclear plant. The public
was "poorly served" by the media
coverage there, said the Kemeny
report. The public and the people
around the plant were unduly upset
by "the exaggeration of those risks
by much of the press," said a House
subcommittee report. "Many important stories," asserts a commission study, "went unreported ."
What? Was this the same coverage
that gripped the country's, nay the
world's, attention for days on end?
Were we misled, or "hyped," about
the dangers reported? What is truth,
anyway?
Your columnist just had the opportunity (via the generosity and
confidence of the Television and
Politics Study Program of the George
Washington University) to study the
televised reports on Three Mile Island broadcast on the evening news
programs of the three networks, beginning with the accident on March
28, 1979 to the end of that April. I
came to some conclusions that might
illuminate this question just a bit.
The critics of television news are
quite right in many of their caveats,
but there is one basic fact that they
often overlook. Television news
tells stories. To use the Roots analogy, television news people are the
griots of our society. What they give
us is not information, but narrative.
They help us to make sense out of
events by telling stories about them.
They organize, color, and evoke the
world beyond our reach. True, they
cannot change the fact that, for instance, a nuclear accident occurred
in the Three Mile Island plant. But
they can change, or at least direct,
our responses to events by telling
us their story about it.
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CBS sees itself as the "class" news network, a TV version of the New York Times.
ABC "wraparound" news is only a bit more restrained than the National Inquirer.
This should not surprise us. Newspapers have long told us stories
about what was happening out there
by evoking a world of interest to the
newsreader through metaphor, the
selection of facts, the use of dramatic
language, and the "casting" of the
people in their stories as heroes,
villains, and fools. Television has its
own unique features as a medium,
but it continues that tradition. TV
news stories, local or national, give
us not the event, but rather the image
of an event as it is shaped in story
form and evoked for us by the storytellers.
Usually this story form is melodramatic. Melodrama is the dramatic form we most often associate
with popular entertainment. The
stories are for mass consumption,
so they cater to mass desires, fantasies, and expectations. Typically,
then, mass media stories reassure,
frighten, concern, even thrill their
mass audiences. It all depends on
what melodramatic form the story
takes, and there are quite a varietyadventure, mystery, romance, nightmare, pathos, and so on- of stories
to tell.
If that is the case, then how did the
TV networks approach Three Mile
Island? After examining the tapes of
the Three Mile Island coverage, it
became clear to me that not only do
the networks tell stories, they also
tell different stories. This is linked, I
suspect, with the corporate traditions and leadership at the different
networks. CBS still sees itself as the
"class" news network, sort of a TV
version of the New York T£mes: sober, responsible, elitist. NBC is
going through transition and doesn't
seem clear on what kind of story to
tell; thus it simply uses a host of reporters who tell many stories. To use
the print analogy again, NBC can
be compared to a Sunday newspaper
with a lot of features. Finally, ABC
News has just been re-organized by
the man who developed ABC Sports,
Roone Arledge. Arledge got rid of
October, 1980

that fun couple, Reasoner and Walters, went to a "wraparound" news
format, and made the presentation
frankly more sensational. ABC
News is now only a bit more restrained than The National Inquirer.
Given the different organizational
ethos of each of the networks, they
approached the event with divergent tales to tell.
For CBS, Three Mile Island was a
story of responsible elites-scientists and officials-who struggled
valiantly against a potential danger.
The melodrama was similar to, say,
movies about firefighters using technology and wit to fight a forest fire,
or a team of officials working to prevent a dam breaking. For NBC, the
story was something of a Great Debate about nuclear power. The melodrama was one of the interplay of
elites debating the issues of what to
do about the plant and nuclear power
in general. For ABC, the story was a
nightmare melodrama in which
elites created the Three Mile Island
monster and now cannot cope with
what has been loosed on an innocent
people.
This last story line seemed to me
to resemble in many ways the Frankenstein fable. The Frankenstein
monster, it will be recalled, was
created by a scientist fooling around
with Mother Nature in his laboratory

in a Gothic castle; the monster became a menace to the peasantry
around the castle; and finally the
villagers turned on and destroyed
the monster, its creator, and his
castle. ABC's coverage of TMI
seemed to suggest the same thing.
Indeed, their shots of the looming
cooling towers suggested a castle
juxtaposed by the cottages of the
villagers. They implied that the
scientists couldn't cope with their
own creation, and now the innocent
people around the castle had to suffer
for the monster being loose. It focused much on the anxieties and
suffering of the simple folk uprooted
by the presence of the monster. The
story was a sustained Frankensteinian nightmare of technology run
riot.
Three Mile Island may have highlighted the differences between the
networks simply because it was both
spectacular and unprecedented.
But one can see the same approach
to the news in other stories on the
networks. ABC, for instance, leans
toward the "pop sensational ist"
story-striking visuals, sentimentalism, a theme of "things are bad, but
they may get worse." CBS and NBC,
on the other hand, are much more
reassuring, although in different
ways. The CBS story line seems often
to be, "Gee whiz? Things are bad,
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but don't worry. The experts can
manage, and here's how." NBC
seems to favor the "Aw shucks,
things aren't that bad when you
learn what's going on."
It used to be the case that people
believed television news coverage
was pretty much the same. Now we
are more aware, or at least should
be, of what has been called "media
logic." This is simply the idea that
television, like other mass media,
has a logic of its own, and constrains
the news toward certain kinds of
story lines. The tendency toward
melodrama, the selection of melodramatic plots, the primacy of narrative over information, the imperative of entertainment, all are part
of television's media logic. The critical viewer of television news should
be aware of these features, be able
to "read" the story under way, and
take it all with a big grain of salt.
It remains to be seen what story
lines will attract audiences in the
1980s. It is interesting to note that
ABC's audience has skyrocketed
since Arledge put his "pop sensationalist" format to work. Since the
"World News Tonight" format was
introduced in 1978, ABC has attracted over four million viewers
who were not regular network news
viewers before, and their ratings increased by more than twenty percent
during the first half of 1980. When
Cronkite retires , the ratings may be
even more up for grabs. And it may
be that the 1980s will make messages
of reassurance in elite responsibility
ring more and more hollow. After
all, there are a lot more Frankensteins out there-corporate giants,
governmental leviathans, nuclear
warriors-and ABC's story line may
dramatize them more adequately
than the "everything's OK" format.
Perhaps it will be the case that ABC's
success will depend upon how much
a disaster the 1980s are. But we might
also ask (as admirers of the perceptive movie Network might) whether
television news itself has become a
modern Frankenstein, as much of a
nightmare story as the technological disasters it reports.

.
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Adult
(For Gary Culbertson)

I

When I was a boy
I wanted to be a cartoon character,
crusader rabbit,
not a thick-necked knight
with hard-boiled eyes.

II
I tried all summer to write a long poem,
a poem as easy as a woman,
a long childhood girl beating her arms in perfect rhythm.

III
But it always ended with a red line
tight around the ankles,
the fragment of a bodice, a short twisted game
ready for the angry knight
to torture when the weather got colder.
IV
I have this fantasy of old lovers
calling me up; begging my forgiveness:
I am this great white god
pointing toward the gate of th eir lost innocence.
But then I hear a knocking at my bed:
the old knight's waiting, with all his armor on.
Robert Wishoff

Checkers
Somewhere, on a checkerboard of wildflowers,
a bee zigzags under a giveaway sun.
Mockingbirds pick sores in everyone's eardrum.
Nostalgia for snow sticks like a wishbone
in the throat. It is a time when the outdoors
is a wide open scramble of odors
at everyone's doorstep, and the nose longs
for December's freeze, its tight icicles.
Winter's closed book might yet be good reading.
Half a world away, residents adjust
to the small print of hail on spectacles
or settle in with chapters of TV.
Archibald Henderson
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From
The
Chapel
The Reformation Spirit
Of Radical Rediscovery
Robert E. Karsten
jesus then said to the jews who had
believed in him, "If you continue in
my word, you are truly my disciples,
and you will know the truth and the
truth will make you free." They
answered him, "We are the descendants
of Abraham, and have never been in
bondage to any one. How is it that
you say, 'You will be made free'?"
jesus answered them, "Truly, truly,
I say to you, every one who commits
sin is a slave to sin. The slave
does not continue in the house for
ever. So t/ the Son makes you free,
you will be free indeed. "

John 8:31-36
Lutherans sang "A Mighty Fortress
Is Our God" aggressively, defiantly,
passionately. After all, it was the
national anthem of heaven and our
battle song. We were the good guys.
The Catholics were the bad guys.
But all that was years ago.

Robert E. Karsten is Vice President for Academic
Administration, Dean of the College, and Professor
of Religion at Gustavus Adolphus College, St. Peter,
Minnesota. He holds his A.B. from Augustana College,
h£s M.Div. from Chicago Theological Seminary, and
his Ph.D. from the University of Denver. A mim'ster
of the Lutheran Church in Amen'ca, he is a frequent
contributor of articles to church periodicals and has
designed film and TV programs for the W?rk of the
mim'stry. A member of the Audubon Society and
The Nature Conservancy, his hobbies are field
ornithology and running. This sermon was preached
on Reformation Day in the Chapel of the Resurrection
at Valparaiso University.
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I. N. I.
A reminiscence, today, on Reformation Day is what
I have for you as a beginning, to be followed, later,
with a list of some things that we have re-learned
about the Church, and about our own heritage of Church
reformation, I in these thirty-five or forty years
since those halcyon days when I was a boy listening
to Reformation sermons and waiting, impatiently, for
night to fall when the goblins come out, accompanied
by me and my friends and our paper sacks, as we looked
forward to an evening and a morning of gorging ourselves
on candy and popcorn and cookies.
The reminiscence about Reformation Day has two
parts, both vivid memories. First, there was the
sermon which dealt, invariably and forcefully, upon
the differences between Protestants and Catholics.
(Protestant meant Lutheran. Catholic meant Roman.
In those days my ecclesiological world was very small.)
The sermon always said that the Protestants were
right- Thank God!-and that Luther had discovered the
Bible, recovered the Gospel, and uncovered corruption
in high holy places. (This last point-corruption in
holy places- I now realize was not unlike a sort of
ecclesiastical Watergate and was attended by exorbitant
quanta of self-righteousness.) The sermon was like a
speech before battle, like Henry V on St. Crispin's
Day, or like a half-time pep talk from the coach to
"Win this one for the Gipper!" The sermon called us
onward to victory, and it was always the same.
I learned later that a lot of people had fought
that battle of Protestants and Catholics, especially
in Northern Etirope and England, and had never won very
much for it, and fight it still, or think they do,
in Ireland, with no particular rewards that I can see.
My second vivid memory was of our singing" A Mighty
Fortress is Our God." We sang aggressively, defiantly,
passionately. After all, it was the national anthem
of heaven and our battle song. We were the good guys.
The Catholics were the bad guys.
Anyhow, you could tell, always, when autumn came,
that "season of mists and mellow fruitfulness," that
Reformation time was near. You hardly needed sennons,
or songs, or Sunday School lessons. You knew. Like
the smell of wood smoke, it was in the air, and you
could tell.
I suspected then and suspect still that a contrary
attitude to our single-minded Lutheranism was harbored
by the kids who went to Saint Ambrose Academy. Their
attitude was probably just as severe, equally inelastic,
and as deeply cherished.
One of the students at Saint Ambrose Academy was
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a friend of mine, Bob Hoffman. He had an aunt who
said she lit a <;andle for me every day and prayed for
my conversion to the Church (not the "True Church as
if there were an "Untrue Church" but to her Church,
the only Church, the Church of Rome). And I remember
that once, on the aftemoon of Christmas Eve at Bob
Hoffman's home I heard him get into an argument with
his father. Bob, ever the obedient and culturally
impressed product of his parochial school, maintained
that Christmas was the sacrifice of the mass, and
nothing else, and nothing more, and nothing less.
His father suggested that Bob Karsten had Christmas
too, even if he was Lutheran. Which I thought was
a pretty good insight for an adult-and a Catholic
at that.

What We Have Learned We Re-Learned
All of that was years ago in Davenport, Iowa, and
some things have changed. For one thing, it is no
longer fashionable to dwell on Protestant and Catholic
differences, instructive, vital, and current as those
differences may be. Ratner we seek to get behind
the divisions of the sixteenth century and back to
all our roots.
(For example, we don't normally seize Reformation
Day pulpits to deliver panegyrics to Mount Martin
Luther, indistinguishable from either Olympus or Sinai.
Just in case some praise of Luther would be missed,
however, let me remind you that Luther was a priest,
a professor of theology, a doctor of the Bible, andan academic dean! He was Dean of the Faculty of
Theology at Wittenberg University. Therein lies the
kinship between him and me. You only go through life
once and you have to grab all the honor you can get.)
But, there are differences still, and they are many
and they are deep and, as they have always been, they
deal more obviously with life than with faith, with
authority and order than with confession and piety.
They are differences of culture, of discipline, and
of purpose, to be sure, but there are also differences
of how we color and emphasize what we believe. And
there are differences of substance too.
Nowadays the fashion is to dwell upon similarities.
It is good to dwell upon them. But before ever I
started to learn of our Protestant and Catholic
similarities I had to learn, to my childhood surprise
and adolescent regret, that Luther was not the only
reformer nor even the first. There were Zwingli and
Calvin, and before him there were Huss and Savonarola,
and who knows how many more? The spirit was brooding
over the face of the European waters. Worse still,
I had to leam that not all Lutherans were Germans.
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Some were Swedes, too, and Norwegians, even, and
many more.
But the strangest lesson of all that I had to leam
as a boy was that Christianity was not divided only
into Protestants and Catholics. There were Orthodox
churches too, which made us Protestants just a later
offshoot of just one side of a fraction that had
occurred long before the Reformation of the sixteenth
century. And to my chagrin and regret I finally came
to the reluctant realization that the Protestants
were themselves fractured into many churches. My
boyhood ecclesiology came tumbling down.
But there was a Luther and there was a Reformation,
and we are still its children. The things we learned
about the Church in the Reformation were there right
along, long before Luther and the sixteenth century.
But they were sometimes ignored, or distorted, or
operationally compromised. They are things that
belong to the creeds and were re-emphasized in the
Confessions of the sixteenth century. What we
leamed we re-learned. Here are some of them.
Item One: In spite of her divisions, even after
the Reformation, there was and there is only one
Church, inextricably tied to the foundation of her
one Lord. The Church is a response to the saving
action God has taken and completed in and through
his Son, our Lord Jesus. He is the Church's true
foundation , and no human institution, no sacerdotal
body, no ecclesiastical authority can change that,
or improve upon it, or replace it. Thus it is the
case that there is only one Church, founded upon the
incamate Word, not two churches, or ten churches,
or a thousand churches, one that is true and others
that are less true, even if the Church has become
ragged around the edges here and there. This leads
us to the second thing we have leamed.
Item Two: Any v£s£ble Church you or I will ever
know will be deeply flawed, filled with all manner
of human frailty. But we must nevertheless love it,
warts and all, and by God's grace we are able to love
it, warts and all. The mystery and miracle of the
Church of which we are a part (because we are the
sons and daughters adopted by the Lord Jesus and
made one family in Him) is that, like the Lord Christ,
the Church is holy in its faith, its hope, its memory.
Thus, the holiness we experience is mighty but not
our own. The holiness of the Church is entirely
dependent upon what God daily gives us in amplitude
far beyond what we are even able to desire.
But, still, Item Three: We are local creatures,
who live and move and have our being each in his own
place. We are, religiously speaking, men and women
who leam to be acquainted with rooms and enclosures
The Cresset

whether they be of architecture or of territory.
This localism must always be overcome, perhaps
especially by Protestants (though I think by Lutherans
less, often, than by others) so that we can remind
ourselves the Church is really universal , catholic.
The body of which we are a part is everywhere. The
faith and promise of redemption carried in the living
organism of the Church is applicable and relevant
to every thing. The promises of God are cosmic in
scope and not merely pan-national. Thus, from the
catholicity of our precious fellowship comes the
certainty that no trouble or opportunity, nor any
molecule or galaxy, nor any dishevelment of purpose
or exuberance of joy can sustain itself outside the
redemptive goodness of God.

The Reformation is Reafflrmation
And finally, Item Four: The Church exists, and
we through it, not only because it has a history but
also through our own history. As God's family and
by His strength we are responsive to the
world around us, as the family of God has always
been. The Church was there before there were the
literary witnesses of scripture, seeking its holy
life, creating the beginnings of a collection of
sacred books, and establishing a missionary zeal.
Though the canon of our sacred written remembrances
has long since been closed, we study them still
and hold them up as a shield, and we derive
all that we aspire to from what we read there .
But this carefulness for scripture does not mean
that God does not continue to speak, to raise up
new servants, and to challenge us with new
responsibilities. This apostolic continuity, like
our unity, our holiness , and our catholicity, is
given by the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.
In the Reformation we re-learned these things.
In conclusion: The spirit of this Reformation
Day is the spirit of radical rediscovery. For what
was happening in that induplicable moment of insight
and recognition set off at the door of the Castle
Church in little Wittenberg was the realization
that although we cannot do anything to effect our
salvation, everything that can be done and needs
to be done has already been done for us and given
to us. Reformation Day is essentially a festival
of joyous reaffirmation of the goodness of God.
Once we have recognized our ungodliness and God's
goodness, everything is health, everything is
forwardness, everything is gratitude for the
wondrous determination by which God has cast out
the old and given the new, so that we can be free.
For, if the Son makes you free, you will be free
indeed. And He has ; and so you are. Amen.

••
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Doves Will Settle
(For Gloria Alfonso)

Someday you'll come to Florida:
I'll take you to visit
the peacocks
near the old yellow college
at sunset.
Then,
down sand roads,
past groves and bougainvillea
lined fences,
we'll return to sip chablis
and .view the lemon-richness
of regimented trees
across the field .
The air, thick and warm-wooly,
will not be lit with fireflies
as it was in front yards
of our childhood. A lizzard
or two will cross the patio
and frogs from far lakes
will sound clearly.
Doves,
rattling their gray throat gou rds,
will settle in the Live Oaks.
Night will fall
scarflike
on ou r white hair.
In time we'll begin to become
lights,
distaining bushels.
Let's not soon speak
of men,
but of candles, half-melted now;
of granite stones
in Virginia soil; of their glow
in storms, in sun.
Let's speak of children
born in darkness
that we lit with our lives
for a decade or two.
The train at Horatio Crossing
will croon around this sleeping town.
Then, we'll be left to peel
and segment our lives
until, at last,
wild oranges by my gate
Pat James
will be th e only bitterness left.
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Books

Moving Beyond
Reformation Day
· Toward Reformation
Reconciliation Day

Review Essay
Theodore Jungkuntz

Exploring
The Faith
We Share
A Discussion Guide for Lutherans and
Roman Catholics. Edited by Glenn C.
Stone and Charles LaFontaine, S.A.
With a foreword by George Lindbeck
and Avery Dulles, S. J. Ramsey, New
Jersey: The Paulist Press, 1980. Pp. xiv
+ 124. Paper, $3.50.

When in ecclesiastical context the
concept of "reformation" is linked
with "triumphalism" (that is, "Come
out fighting and may the better
fighter win!"), it is clear that there is
still further need of "reformation"that reformation intended by the
very first of Martin Luther's famed
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Part of the objection of the creedless to creeds
is the mindless and faithless confession of them.
but infrequently applied "NinetyFive Theses."
When our Lord and Master Jesus
Christ said, "Repent" [Matt. 4:17],
he willed the entire life of believers to be one of repentance.!
The book presently under review
would seem to be an attempt to take
that word of Luther's seriously and
to apply it with almost novel vigor
to the manner in which Lutherans
and Roman Catholics speak to each
other theologically across the great
divide of 450 years. A triumphalist
style, growing out of a mentality
forged in debate, dominated that
conversation for almost all of those
years except the first, which produced the Augsburg Confession of
1530. Since that time until the dialogues between Lutherans and Roman Catholics which followed upon
the heels of Vatican II, the atmosphere for any discussion between the
two parties has been one heavily
charged with words like "Antichrist"
and "sectarian rebel." Was any real
listening possible in such a climate?
The six Lutheran and four Roman
Catholic collaborators on this volume reflect upon the dialogues in
the United States and pick up on the
spirit of those participating in the
more or less official dialogues over
the past fifteen years. That spirit is
the spirit of the mutual and perpetual repentance called for by Luther
in that notice which he posted on the
bulletin board (also serving as a
church door) of the University of
Wittenberg at noon on October 31,
1517. And it is this .;pirit which
prompted the authors of the foreword and the staffs of Lutheran Forum
and of the Graymoor Ecumenical
Institute which sponsored this volume to propose that
the 450th anniversary year of the Augsburg Confession be dedicated to the goal of
healing the breach of the sixteenth century,
and that special efforts in this direction be
1

"Career of the Reformer," Luther's Works
(American Ed .; Philadelphia: Muhlenberg/
Fortress Press , 1957 ), XXXI , 25.

conducted beginning with Reformation
Sunday, 1979. The year ... could suitably
culminate in the celebration of "Reforma·
tion/Reconciliation Sunday" in October
1980 (pp. 13-14).

Are we ready for that? Has our
mutual repentance progressed that
deeply relative to the faith we profess? Can we sufficiently recognize
the "faith we share" or do we triumphantly focus only on our differences?
The following will be a discussion
of the six subjects considered in the
six chapters of this book. The order
follows that of the original dialogues
except for the last-a departure
which will be interpreted at that
point in this review.
The Creed

It was the method chosen by those
participating in these bilateral discussions to move from topics where
less difficulty was anticipated to
topics focusing on the very heart of
the theological controversy. This
dictated the choice of initiating the
dialogues with the discussion of the
Nicene Creed-a confessional statement inherited from the early church
and not only formally held in common by the two parties but regularly
used in their respective Eucharistic
celebrations.
The reflection upon the word
"dogma" is helpful, clarifying as it
does that "dogma" need not be a
dirty word and that it is a concept
not unique to Christianity. There is
political dogma, psychological dogma, social dogma, sexual dogma,
ideological dogma, etc. Dogma defines for any group who is "in" and
who is "out." But on this score our
authors conclude:
In a world where self-serving dogmas are
the order of the day, Christian dogma is
other-serving. It is the story of God serving
the best interests of the human race (p. 5).

Lutherans agree with Roman
Catholics that those who enthusiastically rally around the cry, "No
C:reed but the Bible," have overThe Cresset

Dogma need not be a dirty word, nor is dogma a concept unique to Christianity.
In a world where self-serving dogmas multiply, Christian dogma is other-serving.
simplified and overlooked the fact
that decisions regarding the content
and extent of the biblical canon are
in effect creedal decis10ns and subject to the same need for discernment as are decisions regarding any
creed (pp. 5, 7-8, 109, 117). Nevertheless, it is my opinion that a sensitivity bred in repentance should have
suggested to creed-confessing Lutherans and Roman Catholics that at
least part of the objection of the
"creedless" to creeds is the simple,
rote, mindless, and sometimes faithless, repetition of creeds by their
users rather than the confession of
personal faith at personal risk. Corporate confession is wholesome as
long as it is not an escape from personal responsibility, vulnerability,
and genuine "martyria." But are not
more than a few Christians escaping
the cross of confession by hiding in
the intoned call for a "joint confession of our common Christian faith"?
Our authors seem to agree in making the case for "doctrinal development" (pp. 10-13). However, a certain inconsistency appears to manifest itself when the "Gospel message"
is exempted from such development
(p. 11). If a triumphalistic doctrine
of the Bible is out of place in a theology which participates in the cross
(pp. 111-113), certainly this "shakiness" (p. 11) will also have to characterize attempts to define the "message of the Gospel." If development
is going to be pleaded, must not one
also concede the development of the
"doctrine of the Gospel" both within
and beyond the biblical canon? Certainly the nature and character of
such "development" needs further
specification.
The strategy to begin the dialogues
with a consideration of the Nicene
Creed because it promised to manifest the fewest difficulties, meets its
limit when the question is posed:
How does a creed become a "dogma"
(p. 13)? Not too subtly hidden in
that question is the issue of "authority" and as we shall see, along with
October, 1980

"Moderate Lutherans" and "Moderate Roman Catholics," this issue
seems to haunt all theological discussions, even those dealing with
what are considered relatively "safe"
subjects.
So it is asked, "Why should we
accept the Nicene Creed?" "On
whose or by what 'authority' should
it become my creed?" Roman Catholicism has answered that its reception "derives formally from the
authority of the magistery of the
church, 'whose function it is to judge
with regard to the true sense and
interpretation of the sacred Scriptures' "(p. 14). Lutherans think they
disagree, but that is where their
agreement ends and why they find
themselves in disarray, feuding not
only with Roman Catholics and with
other denominations but among
themselves as well.
Unfortunately our authors in this
context indulged in some reporting
not grounded in personal repentance or objective fact, namely, when
they simply lumped all "Charismatic Christians" together and described them as such as
believe in the immediate, direct operation
of the Holy Spirit in everyone who has received the baptism of the Holy Spirit. For
them , this operation guarantees the truth of
their understanding of Holy Scripture (pp.
15-16 ).

Such a description is in no way based
upon what Roman Catholic and Lutheran charismatic theologians have
claimed for themselves. These theologians have generally been more
sensitive to the need for spiritual
discernment than have others.2
On the "authority" issue our authors at this point conclude that
2

Theological and Pastoral Orientations on
the Catholic Charismatic Renewal. Prepared at Malines, Belgium , May 21-26 ,
1974 , (Notre Dame: Word of Life, 1974).
pp. 35-36 , 39-41. Larry Christenson, The
Charismatic Renewal Among Lutherans
(Minneapolis: Lutheran Charismatic Renewal Services, 1976 ), pp. 111-113. Thecr
dore Jungkuntz , A Lutheran Charismatic
Catechism (Flushing, N.Y.: Bread of Life
Ministries, 1979), pp. 10-11.

most Lutherans would tend to find
the Roman Catholic case overstated,
whereas Roman Catholics would not
be wrong in pointing out a theological insufficiency and a failure to
"com~ clean" on the part of the Lutherans (p. 18). Lutherans and Roman Catholics seem to agree when
utilizing the Creed in worship, but
we seem to disagree when we back
off from worship and reflect theologically on what we have done and
why.
Baptism

The dialogue partners sensed that
the subject which they could next
broach most comfortably would be
that of baptism, for Lutheran and
Roman Catholics agree that "entrance to the Church is by way of
baptism" (p. 25), that "word-andwater baptism ... becomes a participation in the death, burial, and
resurrection of Christ and in the
coming kingdom of God" (p. 27).
Whatever difficulty the two parties
have had with baptism came not so
much with its formal definition as
with its use, although both did agree
that "baptism is not optional" (p. 29)
and that "the newborn are to be born
anew" (p. 30). But of what use is baptism after baptism?
The book under discussion does
not suggest that this question posed
any great difficulty for the dialogue
partners. It simply states that "both
Lutheran and Roman Catholic Christians insist on a sacramental quality
to repentance," that "absolution is
grounded in baptism (a return to
baptismal grace)," and that "repentance is a return to our baptism" (pp.
32-33). However, the official publication of the dialogue proceedings
indicates that all was not as smoothly
settled as our authors would have us
believe, but that Lutheran participants were still looking for a clearer
answer from their Roman Catholic
partners as to "the significance of
baptism for sins committed after
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The liturgical reforms presently occurring in Lutheranism and Roman Catholicism
allow Catholics to appear more "Protestant" and Lutherans to appear more "Catholic."
baptism," while the Roman Catholic
participants appeared dissatisfied
with what seemed to be too narrow a
view among the Lutherans of what
was meant by "Dominica! institution" of the sacraments.3 Curiously,
it is the "authority issue" which is
again spooking about behind these
questions-namely, is the Gospel
authority which Jesus by his institution of baptism placed in that sacrament determinative or is the teaching authority which Jesus gave to the
church, and supposedly in a special
way to Peter and his successors, the
critical factor?
This tension comes to expression
in the discussion of the meaning of
"confirmation" in the two communions. Our authors state that "for both
of us confirmation has a strong connection with baptism" (p. 37), but it
is precisely the nature of that "connection" which the differing approaches to "authority" have prevented from coming into the clear.
The magisterium of the Roman
Catholic Church has defined confirmation as a non-repeatable sacrament (p. 37). The recently published
and widely adopted Lutheran Book of
Worship simply identifies confirmation as "affirmation of baptism." 4
This means, according to our authors, that for Lutherans confirmation "is viewed neither as a sacrament itself, nor as a completion of
baptism" (p. 37). In other words, it
is simply an affirmation of the one
Gospel already totally applied in
baptism.
It would appear to me that Rome's
magisterial theology and Lutheranism's tendency toward a reductionist
Gospel authority have in this instance both stood in the way of "developing" a theology of confirma-

tion which would be both reflective
of the fulness of Holy Scripture and
yet oriented to its Gospel center
(more of this below in the section on
"Scripture"). Such a theology of confirmation would see the necessary
relationship between the Gospel in
baptism and prayer for the manifestion of the charismatic and confirming gifts of the Holy Spirit (I Cor.
1:4-9, Hebr. 2:1-4, Mark 16:14-20).
It would exploit the theological relationship between Easter and Pentecost to define the relationship between being a child of God and a
soldier of Christ.5
Where repentance continues to
define the character of the reformation now occurring in the relationship between Lutherans and Roman
Catholics, this will manifest itself in
a more biblical as well as evangelical theology of confirmation. And
such repentance will also manifest
itself in a growing ecumenical appreciation and sensitivity to what "Pentecostals" have to contribute to such
a theology.
Holy Communion

Martin Luther once wrote:
The Mass in the papacy must be regarded
as the greatest and most horrible abomination because it runs into direct and violent
conflict with this fundamental article [faith
in Jesus Christ alone justifies) .. .. it has
been the supreme and most precious of the
papal idolatries, for it is held that this sacrifice or work of the Mass (even when offered by an evil scoundrel) delivers men
from their sins, both here in this life and
yonder in purgatory, although in reality
this can and must be done by the Lamb of
God alone . .. . There is to be no concession
or compromise in this article either, for the
first article [faith in Jesus Christ alone
justifies] does not permit it. . . Besides,
this dragon's tail-that is, the Mass-has
brought forth a brood of vermin and the
poison of manifold idolatries. [Luther then
discusses purgatory, spirit manifestations,
pilgrimages, fraternities , relics , and indulgences.
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C. Empie and T . Austin Murphy , eds. ,
Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue, I-III
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House,
1965-1967 ), 73-74.

4

Lutheran Book of Worship (Minneapolis:
Augsburg Publishing Hou se, 1978), pp.
198-201.
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5
6

J ungkuntz , pp. 6-8.

Theodore G. Tappert, ed., The Book of
Concord (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing
House, 1959), SA II , II, 1-24 (pp. 293-296).

What a starting point for Lutheran-Roman Catholic dialogue on the
topic of "Holy Communion" or
"The Eucharist"! But Vatican II and
430 years distance from the situation which occasioned those remarks
enabled the dialogue partners not
to disregard them, to be sure, but to
see them in context and to utilize
their insight, together with many
other insights from a variety of sources, in a spirit of repentance, which,
in turn, bore much fruit. The liturgical reforms which are presently
occurring in Lutheranism and Roman Catholicism are drawing upon
resources pre-dating the original
controversy and are allowing Roman Catholics to appear more "Protestant" and Lutherans to appear
more "Catholic" and both to express
the greater unity between them (pp.
42-47).

The perspective which our authors bring to the old controversy is
that both parties out of their mutual
defensiveness tended to "separate
the inseparable." They "separated
and isolated the understanding of
the real presence of Jesus Christ in
the Eucharist from discussions of the
Eucharist as sacrifice" (p. 48) . But
the "authority issue" surfaces here
too, for in answering the question
why such separation should not
occur, the answer is given: " ... because they are found together in the
prayers of the liturgy" (p. 48). Is not
this begging the question? Is not
this an evasion of the authority issue
which sooner or later we will have to
face along with the Martin Luthers
and the Hans Ki.ings?
But the "separating the inseparable" key to understanding the controversy around the Eucharist is a
helpful one. Our authors mention
some additional related cleavages
inadequately dealt with in the past:
sign and reality, subjective and objective, spiritual and physical, involvement and reception (p. 48) .
However, I am wondering why
"\Vord and sacrament" was not menThe Cresset

A theology of confirmation would exploit the movement from Easter to Pentecost
to define the relationship between being a child of God and a soldier of Christ.
tioned here. Or "noun and verb."
By the latter cleavage I refer to a
tendency on the part of our authors
to emphasize the existential to the
neglect of the ontological; to define
the Eucharist exclusively in terms
of "action" (verb) and almost to abhor the Eucharist as "thing" (noun)
(pp. 48, 51, 59, 61-62). But can we not
properly speak of "divine and human things" as well as of "divine and
human actions" (p. 51)? Is Jesus God
in the flesh or only in action? Are
the two separable? Can we eat and
drink merely Jesus' "actions"? Or is
it our "actions," our act of eating and
drinking, which are really the source
of salvation? Have our reflectors
upon the dialogue found unity at
this point by simply moving beyond what both Roman Catholics
and Lutherans officially teach ?
Another strange example of discovered unity comes in the excerpts
taken from the new Roman Catholic
and Lutheran Eucharistic prayers.
Apparently the authors wish to illustrate how these prayers reveal that
the old controversy regarding the
"sacrifice of the Mass" has been successfully eliminated. But there is
not a word of commentary interpreting the fact that the Roman Catholic
prayers continue to use the term so
offensive to the Reformers, namely,
"we offer," whereas the Lutheran
Prayers avoid that use and instead
adopt a circumlocution earlier suggested by Zwingli, namely, "we remember the life our Lord offered for
us" (p. 50). As a matter of record the
original dialogue partners did make
progress in resolving this issue (pp.
58-59), but what was there basically
resolved theologically is here resolved by an inadequately theologized appeal to liturgy (pp. 48-51).
And so we are back to the "authority
issue." For is authority in the church
adequately understood when our
authors conclude this section by saying, "truth resides not in a selfserving theology, but in a theology
predicated on dialogue and exchange
October, 1980

across denominational lines" (p.
63) ? I thought truth resided in Jesus.
The M inistry of the Church

As the original dialogue partners
discovered that the best in their mutual theological traditions allowed
for interpretations of the Eucharist
which were united at the core, the
question inevitably arose as to why
there might not therefore be a mutual recognition of each other's
Eucharists. This led to a discussion
of their respective understandings
of the Church's special ministry in
the context of the Church itself. Conclusion: "While we agree on definitions of the Church and its [general]
ministry, we differ in our definitions
of the specialized ministry of the
ordained" (p. 66).
The Second Vatican Council has
done much to raise the Church's
consciousness of itself as "the people
of God." This contrasts favorably
with an earlier consciousness dominated for many by the notion of
hierarchical institution. Our authors , however, paraphrase Articles
Seven and Eight of the Augsburg
Confession in such a way as to define
the Church as "people gathered
around word and sacraments" (p. 66)
and they claim that "the Church is
every baptized person" (p. 67) .
Nevertheless, it is my conviction
that this paraphrase is quite misleading as a Lutheran definition of the
Church. The referred to articles of
the Augsburg Confession do not define Church as such in terms of
"word and sacraments" but rather
in terms of "the assembly of all believers." The Augsburg Confession
is making the point that unity in the
"means of grace" (word and sacraments) manifests the unity of the
Church, but also for it the Church is
essentially "the people of God."7
Some contemporary commentators on the Lutheran Confessions
7

Ibid., AC VII-VIII (pp. 32-33 ).

have attempted to existentialize and
to deontologize the Church by translating Melanchthon's "Versammlung
aller Glaubigen" and "congregatio
sanctorum" as "the gathering of all
believers" (namely, around word
and sacraments), but the more official translation in the Tappert Edition stands as the more accurate,
namely, "the assembly of all believers."B It has been correctly observed that there has been a tendency
among some Lutherans to sacramentally institutionalize what Roman Catholics had hierarchically
institutionalized,9 but this is a tendency which is not really supported
by the Confessions, which see the
Church first and foremost as "the
people of God" and this understood
as "the assembly of believers."IO
In spite of their apparent agreement on the meaning of Church and
its general priestly ministry, our
authors recognize a continuing disagreement surfacing on the ques8

Eric W. Gritsch and Robert W. Jenson ,Lu-

theranism: The Theological Movement and
Its Confessional Writings (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press. 1976). pp. 130-131. That
Tappert has correctly rendered "Versammlung" as " assembly" can be seen from Luther's use of the word in his treatise: "Confe ssion Concerning Christ's Supper." Here
he equates the word "assembly" with "community" and " number" and relates the
"gatheredness" of God 's people not to some
visible, geographical , and local event but
to something spiritual, namely, believing
the Gospel. Cf. LW. AE , XXXVII , 367 .
The same point is even more powerfully
made in Luther 's tract "On the Papacy in
Rome ." Cf. L W, AE , XXXIX , 65-71. Here
Luther contrasts "external assembly" with
" spiritual assembly" and identifies "Christendom" or "Christian community" or
" holy church" with " spiritual assembly ,"
namely, " an assembly of hearts in one faith ."
The Lutheran Confessions never refer to
this church as "invisible," but they insist
that it is "hidden." Word and sacraments
are obviously not hidden, whereas "the assembly of all believers" is. See below, footnote 10.
9

Howard A. Snyder, The Community of the
King (Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity Press,
1977), p. 35 .

10 Tappert, Apol. VII-VIII, 12-19 (pp. 170-

171 ); LC II , 47-48 (pp. 416-417 ); SA III .
XII , 1-2 (p. 315 ).
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For Lutherans to be "a movement within and for the one, holy, catholic, apostolic
Church," other Christians would have to "recognize" Lutherans as such a movement.
tion of the "sp~cialized ministry. "
This is manifested when the separated parties attempt to agree on the
meaning of ordination, apostolic
succession, and the propriety of women's ordination. (p. 69).
Who is "competent" to preside at
the Eucharist? Does "competence"
have to do with "ability" or with
"authorization"? Does the "apostolic
succession" confer a "special power"
(ability) or a "special legitimacy"
(authorization)? Is more involved in
it than its being a good symbol of
the unity of the Church? Our authors can only share the progress
made in settling these issues, but
they cannot really report agreement
(pp. 69-79). They are hopeful that
recent breakthroughs in biblical
studies will encourage the disagreeing parties to recognize that in the
New Testament "differing polities
could co-exist" (pp. 79-80). But as
helpful as some biblical studies have
been in bringing down barriers between Lutherans and Roman Catholics, other such biblical studies have
succeeded in erecting new barriers,
e.g., women's ordination.I 1 Our authors have given u s a very sensitive
treatment of this issue, which demonstrates well their desire for reformation/ reconciliation in a spirit of
repentance. But a glaring omission
in their discussion of remaining issues is that of mandatory clerical
celibacy . A treatment of this issue
would once again have exposed the
"authority issue" for the deep and
aggravating problem that it is. Perhaps repentance has not yet reached
the depth required for the discussion of such a practical and existential expression of the use and misuse
of authority.

Are our authors "pussyfooting"?
Some suspected Melanchthon 's
Augsburg Confession of that in the
sixteenth century since he made no
mention there of papacy, purgatory,
and indulgences (p. 80). But it was
his strategy to deal overtly only with
the root issues and some of their
carefully chosen consequences and
only obliquely with certain other of
their consequences. Had the Augsburg Confession won some sort of
acceptance from the Roman Catholic
party he would necessarily have
had to press on to other "touchy"
questions. Similarly, our dialogue
commentators chose not to discuss
mandatory clerical celibacy in the
previous section, but here they grow
in boldness and at least give it a
mention along with monastic vows
and intercession of the saints (pp.
91-93). They have ventured particularly close to the heart of the controversy in now discussing papal
authority. Who does call the shots
in the Church anyway? They ask:

Authority: The Petrine Ministry

This conclusion will perhaps
startle many Lutherans, but it is
qualified by the recognition that the
historical papacy .has in effect departed from such a "trajectory"- it
is in n eed of a reform in keeping
with a scriptural and evangelical

11

Theodore Jungkuntz and Walter E. Keller,
"The Question of the O rdination of Women," in The Cresset, December, 197 8,
and Janu ary , 1979. now issued as a single
reprint. Also Steph en B. C lark , Man and
Woman in Chn.st (Ann Arbor: Servant
Books, 1980 ).
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Is the papacy a necessary or simply a useful
instrument of order and unity in the universal Church? Is th e papacy an ex pression of
God 's will for the Church or merely a human institu tion designed to promote unity
(p. 88)?

Once again modern biblical studies come to the rescue-or at least
to a clarification of what might serve
as a Scripturally normed definition
of "papacy" in the above questions.
Conclusion :
The ecumenical di scussion must involve not
only the hi storical figure of Peter but also
the continuing trajectory .. . . The centralization of the Petrine function in one person (the Pope) was the result of a long
process of development.
. . The subsequ ent development of the papacy was not
opposed to the Scriptures and not contrary
to the role which Peter held in the a postolic
Church (p. 96 ).

trajectory such that it would be less
imperialistic, less remote, less legalistic and more pastoral, more involved, more sensitive (p. 97).
Yet the discussion appears somewhat misty. Lutherans involved in
the dialogue were willing to admit
that the NewT estament knows something of a "Petrine function" (pp. 96,
99), but for Roman Catholics this
must subtly somehow convert into a
"papal office" (pp. 99-100). Lutherans
committed to Luther's Smalcald Articles will obviously have more problems with that kind of non-optional
insistence (pp. 92-93). To yield at
this point would be the "return" of a
chastened Lutheranism to Rome
rather than its "reunion" with a reformed Rome such as the dialogue
partners have usually had in mind
(pp. 99, 102, 104).
Our authors write on the assumption that Lutheranism in its origin
and in its essence "is not a separate
Church but is rather a movement
within and for the one, holy, catholic, apostolic Church" (p. 104; XI).
But in order for this to be more than
wishful thinking, Christians other
than Lutherans would at least have
to "recognize" Lutherans as such a
"movement."I2 Rome since Vatican
II has jumped much closer to such a
recognition, but it is that small remaining step, possible only in repentance, which continues to be the
giant leap needed for a united
church. I hear the dialogue partners
and our authors expressing the "interior conversion" necessary for such
a step (p. 104). But is the Pope capable of such conversion? Pope Paul
VI stated: "The Pope-as we all
know-is undoubtedly the gravest
obstacle in the path of ecumenism"
(p. 88). Will Pope John Paul II continue to be that obstacle or will he
take an even more epoch-making
step than did Neil Armstrong when
he put his foot down on the moon?
And how will Lutherans respond if
he does?
12

Gritsch and Jenson, p. 177 .
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Catholics scorned what to them was Lutheranism's "wax nose" reading of the Bible,
interpreting the book by the reader's whims, apart from the faith of the Church.
Scripture

One of the shibboleths arising out
of the Reformation was "Scripture
alone." Some Lutherans think of it as
having priority before two other
well-known Reformation slogans,
namely, "grace alone" and "faith
alone." But a sounder grasp of the
Lutheran Confessions has revealed
that Lutheranism's uniqueness lies
in the significance it accords to what
has been called the doctrine by
which the Church "stands or falls,"
namely, " justification by grace
through faith" (p. 109).1 3 Therefore
it may appear strange that our authors conclude their book with a
chapter on "Scripture," whereas the
original dialogue partners went on
to discuss "justification" (pp. 107124; X).
Nevertheless, the divergence is
not so great as it might at first appear, for the treatment here given to
the subject of Scripture as understood by Lutherans reveals that it is
controlled by an understanding of
justification (pp. 108-113). And since
the dialogue document on justification had not yet appeared before
the publication of this book, it was
proper enough for our authors to
round off their discussion by dealing with the subject of Scripture, for
in the question of the role and interpretation of Scripture lies hidden
the application of the "justification
by grace through faith" principlethe key to Lutheranism's understanding of the "authority issue."
Stereotypes have dominated the
way Lutherans and Roman Catholics have understood each other's
use of Scripture. Lutherans have
tended to picture the Roman Catholic with a "chained book" -chained
to the magisterial tradition of the
Church personified in the Pope. Ro13

Giinther Gassmann, " Die Rechtfertigungslehre in der Perspektive der Confessio Augustana und des lutherisch-katholischen
Gesprachs heute," in Luther, L/ 2 ( 1979),
pp. 4 9-60.
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man Catholics on the other hand
have scomed what appeared to
them to be Lutheranism's "wax
nose" approach to the Bible- a book
interpreted according to the reader's
whims, quite apart from the faith of
the Church (p. 107). The dialogues
have happily destroyed both stereotypes, but unhappily there are problems that remain.
Roman Catholic biblical. scholars
have been freed by the encyclical
letter "Divino afflante Spiritu" to
utilize critical interpretive tools and
this has resulted in such fine works
as the Jerome Biblical Commentary,
but the difficult question of the relation of Scripture and tradition remains (pp. 117-119). Whereas Lutheranism accords canonical Scripture a position in relation to tradition which falls short of affirming
the "trajectory" interpretation of
tradition (pp. 121-122, 96), the Roman Catholic magistery still operates with a somewhat camouflaged
"two-source theory" of divine revelation (that is, Scripture and tradition on a complementary and equal
level) (pp. 119-121), although its biblical scholars enjoy the freedom of
working with the "trajectory" approach (p. 96). Thus, for example,
one can trace a trajectory from the
ascension of Enoch and of Elijah to
the bodily assumption of Mary. The
latter may be "unscriptural," but,
these interpreters dare to ask, need
it be "antiscriptural"?14
A classical example of confessional Lutheranism's refusal to indulge a "trajectory hermeneutic" is
found in the treatment of the "Invocation of Saints" in Apology XXI.
Here Melanchthon insists that such
a teaching not only threatens the
sufficiency of Christ's merits but
that
neither a command nor a promise nor an
example can be shown from Scripture for
the invocation of the saints . . .. Even sup14

Jaroslav Pelikan, The Riddle of Roman
Catholicism (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
1959). p. 239.

posing that the invocation of saints could
be taught with great moderation, the precedent still would be dangerou s [Latin " periculosissimum," namely , "extremely
dangerou s"] 1 5

Thus one can see that although
"justification by grace through faith"
serves as an indispensable hermeneutical key to Scripture for confessional Lutheranism, it is not employed in a "reductionist" fashion,
that is, the key remains only the key,
and the authority of Scripture is not
reduced to the key nor is it expanded in a limitless fashion by the application of a "trajectory hermeneutic."
Conclusion

Repentance is the source of that
spirit which allows for genuine dialogue. Our authors have for the
most part displayed such repentance.
But repentance involves not only a
tuming !rom our sin but a tuming
to our Lord Jesus for forgiveness
and invoking him for the gift of his
Spirit. "Reformation Sunday" can
become "Reformation/Reconciliation Sunday" when "triumphalism"
is nailed to the cross of Jesus and
when we can identify rather with
that triumph which had its birth
pangs at the cross and then manifested itself in glory on that first
Cl
Easter moming.
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Amber Waves

Talking Back
To a TV Preacher
Homileticus
(Click. TV glows. TV preacher
glowers.)
Preacher: "The hour is late, America! Jesus is coming soon! The
signs of the End are all about
you. Look! There are eruptions
in the earth and ashes in the
sky . .. "
Homileticus: Worse! There are more
TV preachers on the air.
P: "There is fire and violence in the
streets ... "
H: And in our TV preacher's merciless words.
P: "America's enemies grow rich
and mighty every day ... "
H : As do our TV preachers every
night.
P: "There 1s joblessness for
many ... "
H: We can't all work in growth industries like the electronic
church.
P: "And the burdens of inflation for
all ... "
H: The electronic church is absurdly costly. Never have so many
spent so many dollars for so little
church.
P: "There is no prayer in your
schools for your children . . ."
H : They should pray with you over
the TV set instead?
P: "But there is pornography and
immorality in their textbooks ... "
H: I see no lust or license aroused in
my children at school, though I
30

do sometimes worry about your
preaching arousing hate and fear
in my home.
P: "Foolish women and weakling
men seek passage of the ERA,
undermining God's plan for the
family ... "
H : Let's keep Eve and Adam out of
this.
P: "But even now, America, in these
last days, there is time to repent
and return our country to greatness ... "
H : Nations do not "repent," though
they may change policies. That
process is political, not evangelical.
P: "America can become strong
again, and safe again, and right
again, and good again ... "
H: When was that Golden Age?
P: "America, if you turn back to
Jesus, He will lead you out of all
your troubles. Only an America
led by Jesus will prevail in these
last days. Praise His Name!
Thank you, Jesus!"
H: There are doubtless good reasons
to repent and praise every day,
but repentance and praise will
not lead us out of all our troubles.
Indeed, most of our troubles
would remain even if the whole
nation were evangelized.
P: "Each new Christian who is Born
Again brings America closer to
that 'righteousness which exalteth a nation' .. ."
H: Not necessarily. Christians hold
their righteousness by faith. Their
moral performance may be no
better than the moral performance of the pagans among their
fellow citizens. And it can be
worse.
P: "I call on Christian Americatrue Christians who hear the
voice of this television ministry
-to save America before it's too
late. We must repent the sins of
the abortionists, the pornographers, the homosexuals, the
ERA promoters, the rioters and
looters, the criminal coddlers,
the Godless ... "
H : That vicarious repentance is
heady stuff. Repenting the sins of
others leaves so little time to re-

pent one's own sin.
P: "Christian America can bring to
office Christian judges and Christian governors, Christian principals and Christian teachers,
Christian journalists and Christian television newscasters . . ."
H : Christians bring no special competence to their professions by
virtue of their faith, and Christians can err as badly in their
work as any others. If God is in
the business of saving America,
He may do so with Christians or
not-as it seems good to Him.
P: "And here is the blessing God
holds for your repentance, America. He will raise up a New America to be a blessing to the world
once again. Who will finally win
the world for Jesus if it is not the
nation with the wealth and power
for that great mission?"
H: Are you repenting? Or are you
contracting with God for the
wealth and power to be His
agent?
P: "Tonight, for a limited time, the
Lord of the nations now calls to
America to take up again its
rightful role as His messenger to
the world ... "
H : Careful, preacher. Are you sure
you want America to relive the
history of ancient Israel? God's
messengers are persecuted, imprisoned, holocausted, crucified.
Their television programs go off
the air.
P: "And you can help this television
ministry continue to preach
God's call to America. The hour
is late! Soon we shall meet Jesus
in the sky! You can be one of our
many Preaching Partners by
sending $10 or $20 to the address
now flashing on your screen. If
you can send $30 we will send
you a special bumper-sticker
which identifies you as one of
God's special people ... "
(Click, click. The channel rotor
passes The Price is Right, Let's
Make a Deal, and lands on The
Gong Show. Click. The TV picture fades to a single dot, then
dies.)
H : Amen. Come, Lord Jesus.
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------------------The Large Catechism

John Strietelmeier
With Reformation Day in the offing, I have been doing a most unLutheran thing. I have been reading
-I regret to say for the first timeLuther's Large Catechism.
I must say that my initial reaction
was one of disappointment. Luther
can be a great stylist. Anyone who
loves language would recognize the
Small Catechism as a great literary
achievement and some of us consider the explanations of the three
articles of the Creed superior literarily to the original creedal statements.
The Large Catechism , though ,
lacks the eloquence of the Small
Catechism. Luther himself, in his
Preface, describes it as a "faithful,
earnest exhortation" and his words
are well chosen. It is faithful in the
sense that it claims to stand in the
mainline Christian tradition, a tradition which Luther reformed but
did not repudiate. It is earnestpossibly because it is not addressed
primarily to ordinary Christian folk
but to pastors and preachers, many
of whom, Luther says, are very lax
in their duty to teach the chief articles of the Christian faith . And it is
certainly an exhortation, calling the
whole church of God,. but particularly its leaders, "not to become doctors too soon and to fancy they know
all" but to "carefully study their
October, 1980

Catechism daily, and constantly
practice its lessons, guarding with
the greatest care and diligence
against the poisonous contagion of
... security and presumption."
For Lutherans this is an exhortation which is always in order. Typically we learn the Catechism in
childhood when it is just another
one among many summaries of received wisdom we are required to
memorize. As a result, it tends to be
thought of as just another one of
those childish things which we put
away when we become adults. For
answers to the tough, existential
questions that life puts to us in our
marriages and our careers, our questionings and anxieties we look not
to the Catechism but to "more
grown-up" problem solvers.
Complicating the matter for many
of us is the fact that, unavoidably,
Luther thought and spoke as a man
of his times, times which were preCopernican, pre-Jeffersonian, preDarwinian, pre-Freudian. One can
not, therefore, to take just one example, translate his explanation of the
Fourth Commandment directly to
the circumstances of a twentiethcentury democracy.
But if, as I have said, my initial
reaction to the Large Catechism was
one of disappointment, I concluded
its reading with an enhanced respect
for Luther and for Luther-an theology. Maybe someday I shall write a
book on one Lutheran's rediscovery
of Luther. But for now just three
random observations responsive to
the Large Catechism:
1. The Luther of the Large Catechism is very much a man of the
world. He knows about the realities
of power and crime and business and
civil rights and all of the other ongoing questions which Christian
faith has to put to our private and
public lives. Luther can not be accused of fathering the quietism
which has, unfortunately, been characteristic of so many of his spiritual
descendants. The Luther-an man or
woman is a person deeply involved
in the every-day duties of this life
and not, it would seem, all that preoccupied with theology, certainly

not to the point of neglecting the
necessary duties of his own calling.
2. The Luther of the Large Catechism is a radically free man. There
is almost an attitude of truculence
in his attitude toward authority,
particularly all who claim power or
pre-eminence in the church. At
times, I must admit, I thought that
Luther might have been more temperate in his language about the
pope and the religious orders, but I
remember that I do not have them
riding my back as he did and that
makes it easier to understand his
forthrightness. In any case, it is hard
to see how anyone can accuse Luther
of being the source of that stream of
authoritarianism which has from
time to time surfaced in German
history and in the polity of Lutheran
church bodies.
3. The Luther of the Large Catechism is a champion of the poor and
the oppressed. He is very much
aware of his privileged status as a
learned man and a doctor of theology
and it seems to me that he has no
trouble accepting the idea that elites
of one kind or another are inevitable, both in the secular society and
in the Church. But to be called to an
elite is, in his thinking, to be called
not to special privileges but to special responsibilities. He can be-isscathing in his denunciation of those
who have been called to lead and
neglect the welfare of those who look
to them for leadership. One can see
why thoughtful Marxists in Europe
have felt that they had some common ground for conversations with
Lutheran theologians.
There is much more. But this is
enough for now. The Large Catechism is a book to come back to after
one has toured various far countries
eating the husks of their philosophies. And one really shouldn't
wait the larger part of a lifetime to
read it. But perhaps one advantage
to waiting until late in life to read it
is that one has at least had the time
and the experiences to know what
kinds of questions to ask. And to
appreciate the fact that simple, untechnicallanguage can carry a heavy
weight of truth.
Cl
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In TimeFor Christmas
The herald angels' song is an everlasting antiphony ... It moves down
the centuries above, beneath, and in
the earth from Christmas to Christmas to Christmas ... In it alone is
hope before death and after death . ..
Their song lives to the 2,000th Christmas, to the 3,000th, and at length to
the last Christmas the world will
see ... And on that final Christmas,
as on the first, the angels will know,
as we must know now, that the heart
which began to beat in Bethlehem
still beats in the world and for the
world .. . And for us . ..

0. P. Kretzmann
The Pilgrim

Many years will pass before you understand Christmas ... In fact, you
will never understand it completely
... But you can always believe in it,.
always ... The Child has come to
keep us company ... To tell us that
heaven is nearer than we had dared
to think . . . To put the hope of
eternity in our eyes ... To tell us
that the manger is never empty for
those who return to it ... And you
will find with Him , I know, a happiness which you will never find
alone ...

0. P. Kretzmann
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