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A Word to Sheepdogs
With the deMise of the church’s glory days, we have 

experienced a multitude of would-be salvage experts appearing 
sequentially in rapid succession. All of them promise the magic 
formula to resuscitate, revive and grow the church.  But over the 
last fifty years we have seen most of these sure-fire solutions 
to the church’s ailments rise to prominence, plateau and then 
fade into oblivion as yet another methodology takes its place. 

Certainly God’s people cannot sit idly by while the 
social structure beneath them radically collapses. Creeping 
“secularization” and expressive individualism result in more 
and more vacant pews populated primarily by people who grow 
grayer and grayer year by year. No wonder Christians are in a 
panic. “O my goodness!” is the cry.  “This is serious; we’ve got to 
do something!” Inevitably some helpful soul pipes up: “Here’s 
something: let’s do it!”  But no one bothers to see how the 
suggested approach squares with Scripture and the church’s 
confession. No wonder, then, that for decades churches have 
been lurching from one failed formula for success to another, 
only to be bitterly disappointed yet once more.

Timothy Pauls has a radical idea: What if instead of 
climbing on failed bandwagons one after another, we looked 
to the Scriptures for a paradigm for mission that has served 
the church well over the centuries in both good times and 
bad? He suggests we simultaneously build both households 
and churches around God’s own design: the family. Replete 
with practical implications for implementation, Pastor Pauls’ 
paper will challenge you and your people to address ministry 
and outreach in our conflicted times with both courage and 
renewed dedication to the sacred means by which the Holy 
Spirit continues to call, gather, enlighten and sanctify the church 
until Jesus comes again: the holy gospel and sacraments.  

Dr. H. L. Senkbeil
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The Congregation as Family, Part 2

Two Families

The naturaL faMiLy and the church have abundant parallels and for good 
reason. Both are households instituted by God in Genesis 2. Each is 

blessed with a commission for the increase of life: husband and wife are to 
be fruitful and multiply (Gen 1:28), while the church is to make disciples of 
all nations (Matt 28:18–20). Children are born into each: by the will of the 
flesh and the will of man in the family and by the will of God in the church 
(John 1:12–13). Both have a God-given structure: the natural family is to 
feature husband and wife, then children as God so blesses; and the church 
in any location is to have pastor (in the stead of Christ) and congregation 
(the bride of Christ in that place), composed of the children of God.1

1  A version of this essay also appears in Take Courage: Essays in Honor or Harold Senkbeil. 
(Mark Pierson and Timothy Pauls, editors. Irvine: New Reformation, publishing pending.) It is 
Part 2, building upon its companion piece, “The Congregation as Family: A New Testament 
Survey” (Seelsorger: A Journal for the Contemporary Cure of Souls: 3, 2017, pages 5-23). In 
that essay, I argue that “family” is not merely a helpful metaphor and lens among many for 
examining congregational life; but that the church is the family of God, and the congregation 
is the family of God in a certain location. Were it not for the fall into sin, the biological family 
of Adam and his descendants and would be identical to the church, but the fall has caused 
the division. Thus a Christian is part of two families: one born of the flesh and one of the spirit; 
one by the will of man and one by the will of God. This scriptural revelation should have a 
profound influence in shaping pastoral care and congregational life.

The Congregation as Family, Part 2: 
Form and Commission

Pastor Timothy J. Pauls
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It is further no coincidence that 
households in Scripture involve 
fatherly instruction (Eph 6:4) and 
meals, while the church’s worship 
is centered upon the Lord’s gifts of 
word and sacrament. In fact, both in-
stitutions are given by God to point 
to Christ. The church does so explic-
itly, endeavoring always to proclaim 
“Christ and him crucified” (1 Cor 
2:2), whereas the marital relation-
ship of love and subordination in the 
natural family (established in Gen-
esis 2:24) is interpreted by Paul as a 
mystery that refers to “Christ and the 
church” (Eph 5:32). This analogy is 
continued in the Haustafel of Ephe-
sians 6:1–9, which says fathers are 
to provide instruction to their chil-
dren in lieu of wrath, and masters 
and slaves are to act in goodwill to-
ward one another.2

Though not utilizing domestic no-
menclature, the Augsburg Confes-
sion presents a consonant view of 
the church as family: “It is the as-
sembly of all believers among whom 
the gospel is purely preached and 
the holy sacraments are adminis-
tered according to the gospel” (AC 
V:1). That is where Christ and his 
bride are found together, where the 
Holy Spirit is at work in the means 
of grace to create and sustain the 
children of God. That is where the 
pastor stands in the stead and by 
the command of Christ, as surrogate 
husband and father to Christ’s bride 
and her children.3

2  For an extensive treatment of the Haus-
tafel, see the commentary of Thomas Wing-
er, Ephesians (St. Louis: Concordia, 2015), 
especially pages 598–696. 

3  To illustrate the point, it is helpful to in-
sert familial terminology into a summary of 
the Augsburg Confession: There is a God (AC 
I) from whom we are lost because of sin (AC 
II). That we might be brought into his family, 
the Son of God was born of Mary to reconcile 
us to the Father (AC III); and it is through the 

The parallels between the church 
and the natural family continue 
outside of Scripture in our present 
day: both are in decline and under 
attack in American society. Political 
scientist Mary Eberstadt argues con-
vincingly that the mutual decrease 
is inevitable: “family and faith are 
the invisible double helix of society 
— two spirals that when linked to 
one another can effectively repro-
duce, but whose strength and mo-
mentum depend on one another.”4 
work of Christ, the bridegroom, that we are 
forgiven, justified and restored as the chil-
dren of God (AC IV). So that we might be his 
children, God has instituted the ministry of 
word and sacrament (AC V), through which 
the Holy Spirit works to make us alive so that 
we might do what living children do (AC VI). 
This gathering, this family, is the church (AC 
VII); and even if the word is preached and 
the sacraments administered by evil fathers, 
they still create and sustain life in the chil-
dren of God (AC VIII). 

What, in particular, are the means of 
grace which create and maintain children 
in the family of God? They are born in Holy 
Baptism (AC IX); thus born again, they are 
fed with the Lord’s Supper (AC X) and taught 
that they are forgiven children (AC XI) in an 
ongoing manner. They sometimes disobey 
and are tempted to reject their Father and 
mother, but they are restored by repentance: 
a wayward child does not re-earn sonship by 
his works (AC XII) anymore than he earned 
re-birth into that family in the first place. 
Instead, life is given and maintained by the 
sacraments, received by faith (AC XIII). 

In the stead and by the command of 
Christ, and thus as surrogate father to the 
congregation, the pastor teaches and ad-
ministers the sacraments to the family of 
God (AC XIV). These are to be preserved if the 
church is to be the church, yet ceremonies 
and traditions may vary from place to place 
(AC XV).

4  Mary Eberstadt, How the West Really 
Lost God (West Conshohocken: Templeton, 
2013), 22. A somewhat expanded discussion 
of Eberstadt’s thesis, as well as a greater ex-
ploration of the New Testament’s description 
of the church as family, can be found in the 
precursive paper to this one, entitled, “The 
Congregation as Family: A New Testament 
Survey,” in Seelsorger: A Journal of the Con-
temporary Cure of Souls, vol. 3, 2017.
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As goes one household, so goes 
the other. Far from conceding the 
argument that creeping seculariza-
tion is responsible for the church’s 
demise, Eberstadt instead points to 
the weakening of the traditional fam-
ily and vice versa. Her thesis ought 
not come as a surprise: rather than a 
double helix, the church and natural 
family were designed by God to be 
a single strand. This was the case, 
ever so briefly in the Garden of Eden, 
when all of humanity (Adam and Eve) 
was both one family and the church. 
Faith and family divided with the 
fall into sin: Adam transferred all of 
his descendants from the church to 
those dead in sin (Rom 5:12), thus 
destroying the family of God. Addi-
tionally, Adam did no favors to the 
natural family as he promptly threw 
his wife under the bus (Gen 3:12), 
later begetting the first murderer.

Both households are under attack, 
and both are suffering the same as-
saults of a shared enemy. Indeed, 
one of the reasons that pastoral 
ministry is so demanding, if not ex-
hausting, is that the pastor finds 
himself on the front line of two sepa-
rate (though inseparable) battles.

The Enemy

The enemy of both is expressive 
individualism, pervasive and para-
sitic. This amounts to a troublesome 
“chicken-and-egg” problem. On the 
one hand, disintegration of the fami-
ly leads to this individualism: divorce 
teaches that even the most intimate 
relationships and promises can be 
broken, while cohabitation never 
makes promises in the first place. 
Those who suffer through a broken 
home, be they parents or children, 
easily learn to trust only themselves 
because exemplars prove untrust-
worthy. Children are left to develop 

their own morality and faith, often 
caught in the crossfire of warring 
parents with opposing values. All of 
this encourages individualism and a 
reliance only on self.

In turn, expressive individualism 
leads to broken families. Adultery 
destroys a marriage because one 
spouse betrays the other out of self-
ish desire. Parents neglect or aban-
don families and responsibilities 
for vain personal dreams. Children 
from divorced families can have dif-
ficulty sustaining relationships and 
marriages of their own. Sex is re-
duced from an act of love between 
husband and wife for intimacy and 
procreation to an exercise in per-
sonal pleasure with no regard for the 
partner. Even in the locus of sexual 
intimacy, individualism argues that 
it is good for the man to be alone 
(as evidenced by recent headlines 
heralding the development of sex 
robots). Disdain for the unborn and 
the elderly reshapes the family along 
Darwinian lines, rather than it being 
a place of service to those most in 
need. Marriage and family, always 
sustained by mutual sacrifice and 
love, are destroyed by selfish pur-
suits of self-centered dreams and 
self-gratifying sins.

The disintegration of the natural 
family leads to decline in the con-
gregation. The reduction in family 
size correlates closely to decreas-
ing church membership. Those who 
favor sexual indulgence apart from 
marriage have little use for a church 
that still takes seriously the Sixth 
Commandment. Those who have 
suffered through divorce often feel 
marginalized, either by others’ com-
ments or their own sense of guilt. 
Tossed back and forth in joint-cus-
tody arrangements, many children 
only attend church half-time at best 
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and resist a church’s teaching that 
parents are subject to God’s wrath 
unless they repent. 

Unsurprisingly, decline in the con-
gregation contributes to further fam-
ily disintegration. Where the people 
of God stand firmly upon his Word, 
both law and gospel, the truth they 
confess conflicts sharply with the in-
dividualism of the day, so much so 
that they may well be branded for 
their alleged intolerance and lack of 
love; where this takes place, many 
will avoid the congregation because 
of its unpopularity with the world. 
Where the pressure of expressive in-
dividualism co-opts a church’s con-
fession of faith, the message will en-
courage people to measure a church 
not by doctrine, but by how much it 
suits their individuality; and to el-
evate their own interests above the 
interests of others, family included. 
It will not be long before that false 
belief begins to corrupt marriage 
and family; and such a message will 
likely encourage people to leave the 
church to pursue a personal spiri-
tuality, disrupting the shared faith 
within the household. As the church 
declines in influence, secular philos-
ophies sway family members toward 
individualism at the expense of each 
other. Thus, the double helix of faith 
and family cycles downward.

Pastoral care takes place at the 
nexus where both battles collide, as 
pastors care for natural families in 
crisis while shepherding congrega-
tions that are often in concurrent de-
cline. Their labors are complicated 
in a third way, however, for expres-
sive individualism seeks to infiltrate 
and supplant Christian doctrine. 
One valuable analysis is the land-
mark study of Christian Smith who 
extensively interviewed youth across 
America and documented the devel-

opment of a belief system he calls 
“Moral Therapeutic Deism.”5 This re-
ligious form of individualism has five 
common beliefs: 

◊ There is a God who created and 
watches over the world.

◊ God wants people to be good 
and nice.

◊ The goal of life is to be happy 
and feel good about oneself.

◊ God does not need to be in-
volved in one’s life unless he is 
needed to resolve a problem.

◊ Good people go to heaven 
when they die.6

This deistic god is “something like 
a combination Divine Butler and 
Cosmic Therapist.”7 He is on call in 
times of need; otherwise, it is left to 
the individual to be good, nice and 
happy according to his own designs. 
In the present discussion, two points 
from Smith are especially notewor-
thy. First, Smith observes that this 
is not a creation of youth, but that 
they have learned and developed it 
from the example of grownups. In-
deed, individualism has increasingly 
dominated society since its blos-
soming in the 1960s, leaving few in 
the pew or pulpit who have not been 
subtly indoctrinated throughout their 

5  These findings and their implications 
were originally published as the fifth chap-
ter of Christian Smith, Soul Searching: The 
Religious and Spiritual Lives of America’s 
Teenagers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2005), 118–71. They have since been sum-
marized by the author in “On ‘Moralistic 
Therapeutic Deism’ as U.S. Teenagers’ Actu-
al, Tacit, De Facto Religious Faith,” which can 
be accessed online through Princeton Theo-
logical Seminary: https://www.ptsem.edu/
uploadedFiles/School_of_Christian_Voca-
tion_and_Mission/Institute_for_Youth_Min-
istry/Princeton_Lectures/Smith-Moralistic.
pdf (accessed July 25, 2016).

6  Smith, Soul Searching, 162–63.
7  Ibid., 165.
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lives. Second, expressive individual-
ism is not just attacking Christianity 
from the outside, but from within. 
Smith warns that this “misbegot-
ten step-cousin” of Christianity is 
working its way into the minds and 
hearts of individual believers and 
thus into Christian churches and or-
ganizations. “Christianity is actively 
being colonized and displaced by a 
quite different religious faith.”8 Thus, 
while the natural family and the con-
gregation struggle to bar the door 
under relentless assault, the battle 
is further complicated because the 
enemy is already inside.

The Question: Does the 
Church Need to Change?
There’s little disagreement about 
the nature of the battle, but how 
best to fight it is a current controver-
sy within the church. In essence, the 
disagreements can be boiled down 
to how one responds to this crucial 
question: does the church need to 
adopt a new paradigm to survive 
and to evangelize? There can be no 
way forward in the fight without the 
correct answer. Yet there exists an-
other element of conflict for pastors 
as well. Numerous so-called experts 
lecture and reprimand those who 
seek to remain faithful shepherds 
by contending that such pastors are 
actually detrimental to the future of 
the church. Commonly, these criti-
cisms are accompanied by the opin-
ion that current seminary training 
in the LCMS is outdated. To explore 
both the question and this harsh crit-
icism, I will consider one of the most 
prevalent paradigms of today — the 
missional church. I will then examine 
related questions about the church’s 

8  Ibid., 171.

survival using the argument that the 
church is the family of God.

The Missional Church

It is somewhat difficult to describe 
missional thought because it is in-
tentionally vague in definition. It is 
united by task, not form. Specifically, 
the Christian church exists primar-
ily to fulfill the Great Commission. In 
the words of Ed Stetzer and David 
Putman,

[The church] is not about us! It is 
about Jesus saying, “As the Father 
has sent Me, I am sending you” 
to “Go and make disciples of all 
different kinds of people” with a 
message of “repentance and for-
giveness of sin” as a people who 
have “received the Holy Spirit.” 
We are missionaries. Your church 
is intended to be God’s missionary 
church. The only question is this: 
Are we being good missionaries?9

They go on to declare:
The church is one of the few or-
ganizations in the world that 
does not exist for the benefit of 
its members. The church exists 
because God, in his infinite wis-
dom and infinite mercy, chose the 
church as his instrument to make 
known his manifold wisdom in the 
world.10

Elsewhere, they cite Reggie Mc-
Neal who says that “if we are not 
focusing on missiology then we 
are being disobedient to the Great 
Commission.”11

9  Ed Stetzer and David Putman. Break-
ing the Missional Code: Your Church Can 
Become a Missionary in Your Community. 
(Nashville,: B&H Publishing, 2006), 42.

10  Ibid., 44; italics original.
11  Quoted in Stetzer and Putman, Break-

ing the Missional Code, 2.
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The Great Commission, therefore, is 
the material principle of missional 
church thought, the lens through 
which all doctrine and practice are 
viewed. A successful and faithful 
congregation is one that experienc-
es numerical growth because its pri-
mary purpose is to make disciples.12 
Because the church makes disciples 
by going into the world, it is a bad 
thing when a congregation “settles” 
into a form that presumably results 
from members’ preferences, devel-
ops its own culture, and expects the 
world to come by attraction. In con-
trast, a mission-focused congrega-
tion is constantly adapting itself to 
the cultural context around it.

Part of the reason that congregations 
are to adapt to the local culture is for 
the sake of appeal to the unbeliever. 
But there is another reason: mission-
al thought holds that the Holy Spirit 
is at work in the world apart from the 
means of grace, preparing converts 
apart from the word. In a sense, the 
Holy Spirit has set the pace, and it 
is up to the lagging church to catch 
up with him and solve the mystery 
of how he is working uniquely in a 
particular place. Because the Spirit 
works so enigmatically, deciphering 
his agenda takes guesswork, and so 
pastors and laity are left to imagina-

12  Missional thought holds this emphasis 
in common with the Church Growth Move-
ment (CGM) and with good reason: the for-
mer has evolved from the latter. Missional 
advocates praise CGM for its emphasis on 
statistics, measurements and business 
methods; however, they are critical of CGM 
for viewing the congregation as primarily “at-
tractional.” In other words, the philosophy 
of CGM was to build a large campus with 
a variety of services that would draw the 
neighborhood in, while missional philosophy 
views the church as adapting to the neigh-
borhood’s context and inserting itself into 
the neighborhood. One might put it this way: 
if a CGM congregation is styled as a mall of 
Christian teachings and services, a mission-
al congregation is styled as a niche boutique.

tive innovation and risk. Allen Rox-
burgh and M. Scott Boren write en-
thusiastically that the Holy Spirit is 
at work “in the world”13 and “in the 
neighborhood,”14 as well as “in the 
midst of our questions,”15 “shaping a 
new imagination” in God’s people.16 
They also maintain that we “imagine 
new ways of being Jesus’ people” 
through the uncertainty of “trial and 
error.”17 Stetzer and Putman echo 
this sentiment:

It is arrogant to assume that God 
is not already at work in most 
places. We need to ask, What is 
God doing? Where is he blessing? 
As we discover what he is doing, 
we must learn from others and 
join God in how he is already at 
work. Those who break the code 
join God in his activities.”18

It is no surprise, then, that missional 
theology is not sacramental — not by 
the confessional Lutheran definition 
that finds the Lord present and de-
livering forgiveness in Holy Baptism 
and Holy Communion. If the material 
principle is the Great Commission, 
the formal principle appears to be 
the Holy Spirit, who has been read-
ily divorced from the means of grace 
and who works apart from the word. 

Examined through the missional 
lens, Scripture takes on a different 
message. Through this prism, the 
first Christians in Acts provide a case 
study of the good and the bad. Posi-
tively, they spread the gospel widely 
because the church “recognized 

13  Allen J. Roxburgh and M. Scott Boren. 
Introducing the Missional Church: What It Is, 
Why It Matters, How to Become One (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 2009), 18.

14  Ibid., 20.
15  Ibid.,, 26.
16  Ibid., 21.
17  Ibid., 22.
18  Stetzer and Putman, Breaking the Mis-

sional Code, 83.
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that its primary mission was to ‘go 
and make disciples’ of all nations.”19 
Negatively, however, when they be-
gan to “settle” in Acts 8, the Holy 
Spirit employed persecution to move 
them to “a missional imagination of 
being the church in the world.”20 In 
fact, the error of Saul as persecutor 
was not his violent rejection and per-
secution of Jesus (Acts 9:4), but his 
need for “a radical transformation of 
his imagination — of the way he saw 
the world”!21

Similarly, key passages of Scripture 
are reinterpreted based on mission-
al thought. The point of John 20:19–
23 is not that the risen Jesus came 
to institute the Office of the Keys, 
but that “the disciples were behind 
closed doors, and many churches still 
are today”22 thus failing to engage 
the community. Matthew 28:18–20 
becomes a warning against compla-
cency: “After announcing his authori-
ty, though, [Jesus] did not say, ‘Make 
sure all of your needs are met’ or 
‘Make sure all of your preferences 
are satisfied.’ What he said was, ‘Go 
therefore and make disciples of all 
nations.’”23 Everything is interpreted 
through the lens of outreach as law, 
focused on what Christians ought 

19  Ibid., 120.
20  Roxburgh and Boren, Introducing the 

Missional Church, 16. Stetzer and Putman, 
Breaking the Missional Code, 122, chime 
in that “God used persecution to move the 
early church beyond its comfort zone.” This 
accusation has no scriptural support, but it 
serves a double purpose: it discredits the 
church “model” of the earliest Christians 
(who were living under direct supervision of 
the apostles); and it facilitates the narrative 
that outreach is more important than the life 
of the congregation.

21  Roxburgh and Boren, Introducing the 
Missional Church, 27.

22  Stetzer and Putman, Breaking the Mis-
sional Code, 30.

23  Ibid., 34.

to be doing.24 As Skye Jethani wryly 
notes, in missional theology “an in-
dividual is either on the mission, the 
object of the mission, an obstacle to 
the mission, an aid to the mission, 
or a ‘fat’ Christian who should be on 
the mission.”25

In practice, missional thought has 
several common themes. To begin, 
it holds that the church is formless. 
Advocates of missional theology nor-
mally affirm that certain doctrines 
and practices are necessary for a 
congregation to remain Christian, 
but beyond “the gospel” (which is 
typically undefined), they are hesi-
tant to clarify what those doctrines 
and practices are. Forms of worship 
and church are deemed culture-spe-
cific that grow outdated as the world 
evolves. For example, some claim 
the practices of the church in Acts 
were only for first-century Eurasia; 
today, however, “we are called by the 

24  We should, in fact, take a moment to 
note a fallacy in the preceding quote, one 
that is by no means confined to missional ad-
vocates: it is the fallacy of the straw man that 
asserts that any opponent of the theology 
must therefore agree with the authors’ cari-
cature of opposition. It is possible to disagree 
with Stettler and Putman’s interpretation 
of the Great Commission without support-
ing their particular straw man. Confessional 
Lutherans who are concerned by missional 
theology do not excise Matthew 28:18-20 
from the Bible, nor are they opposed to 
making disciples, baptizing and teaching. 
Evangelism is part and parcel of Lutheran 
theology: complacency, selfishness and lack 
of love are all sins to be condemned. Such 
straw-man assertions are equivalent to a 
missional opponent claiming that missional 
theologians have no regard for doctrine — a 
claim that the author has sadly encountered. 
Such assertions on both sides do little to fos-
ter Christian conversation.

25  Skye Jethani, “Has Mission Become 
Our Idol? (Cont.)” Christianity Today. http://
www.christianitytoday.com/le/2011/july-on-
line-only/has-mission-become-our-idol-cont.
html (accessed July 26, 2016), italics origi-
nal.
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Spirit to imagine and shape forms of 
being church that address our time 
and place.”26 Traditional congrega-
tions are suspect because traditions 
are seen as barriers that only believ-
ers understand. In contrast, “Mis-
sional leaders [are to] bring the gos-
pel into a context by asking, ‘What 
cultural containers—church, worship 
style, small group ministry, evange-
lism methods and approaches, disci-
pleship processes, etc.—will be most 
effective in this context?’”27 Thus, 
the form of a congregation is to be 
determined by the culture around it.

Missional theology also emphasizes 
the work of “ordinary people” be-
cause it has a low view of the pasto-
ral office. Roxburgh and Boren argue 
that “the Spirit is not the province of 
ordained leaders or superspiritual 
people; instead the Spirit is in what 
we call ordinary people of a local 
church.”28 Though such a statement 
is not without truth, it harbors the 
belief that all Christians are called 
as ministers and that it is wrong to 
reserve word and sacrament min-
istry for ordained pastors. Stetzer 
and Putman fret that pastors “tend 
to build monuments to themselves 
and monuments to their churches” 
rather than reach out, adopting a 
“refuge mentality” of “survival and 
preservation.”29 In fact, a barrier to 
the imagination and risk that are 
necessary to a missional church is 
an “inappropriate clericalism” that 
“communicates that these profes-
sionals (clergy) are the only ones 
who have control and knowledge 

26  Roxburgh and Boren, Introducing the 
Missional Church,  33.

27  Stetzer and Putman, Breaking the Mis-
sional Code, 55.

28  Roxburgh and Boren, Introducing the 
Missional Church, 122.

29  Stetzer and Putman, Breaking the Mis-
sional Code, 70, 193.

over the mysteries of what God is up 
to in the church and in the world.”30 

With its separation of the Holy Spirit 
from the means of grace and the 
subsequent assertion that church 
and ministry are formless, missional 
theology bears the hallmarks of the 
theology of the Schwärmerei.31 Far 
from the transgression of “inappro-
priate clericalism,” a pastor might 
very well quash an “imaginative” 
idea for outreach not because he 
claims a superior imagination, but 
because he can demonstrate that 
the idea is contrary to Scripture. In 
the place of such pastors, missional 
theology looks for leaders who shun 
the status quo: 

Leaders who break the code have 
a high level of courage in regard to 
making the tough decisions. They 
are almost rude about vision. 
They have the courage to protect 
the unity of the church. They hire 
and fire the right people. They are 
simply willing to make the tough 
calls to break through.32 

More alarmingly, they “aren’t afraid 
of deconstructing the existing church 
with all of its traditions, programs, 
methods, and preferences.”33 To do 
so does not protect the unity of the 
church as claimed, but instead casts 
it adrift from all the saints who have 
gone before. It risks a congregation-
al amnesia in which continuity is not 
based upon consistent doctrine and 

30  Roxburgh and Boren, Introducing the 
Missional Church, 183.

31  Also known as “Enthusiasts,” these 
radical reformers of Luther’s time believed 
that they received special revelations of the 
Holy Spirit apart from God’s Word, expecting 
him to work salvifically apart from the means 
of grace. 

32  Stetzer and Putman, Breaking the Mis-
sional Code, 75. 

33  Ibid., 203.
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practice, but upon the leader whose 
time is limited.

Practically speaking, since every 
neighborhood will have unique char-
acteristics and the Spirit is expected 
to act innovatively, it stands to rea-
son that every missional congrega-
tion will differ to adapt to the neigh-
borhood.  How might this appear? In 
some cases, it may be as simple as 
a street fair in the church parking lot 
or a community center; in others, the 
missional paradigm has spawned 
congregations that present them-
selves to the world as coffee shops, 
beer pubs and health clubs. 

Even among supporters of the mis-
sional church, there is concern 
about the emphasis on innova-
tion, imagination, risk and statisti-
cal gains. Gordon MacDonald has 
labeled “missionalism” a disease, 
with which “the worth of one’s life 
is determined by the achievement 
of a grand objective” and “the pas-
sionate need to keep things growing 
and growing so that one proves his/
her worth.”34 Similarly, Skye Jethani 
writes that leaders who are mission-
minded tend to replace a “vision of 
a life with Christ” with “a vision for 
ministry,”35 with their own efforts 
becoming the focus. This yields pre-
dictable results for those who stress 
outreach as the basis of the church, 
since the law never ceases to be a 
taskmaster. Pastors burn out and 
leave the ministry or develop addic-
tive behaviors. Indeed, the disease 
is contagious with lasting effects: 

34  Gordon MacDonald, “Dangers of Mis-
sionalism.” Leadership Journal. January 1, 
2007. http://www.christianitytoday.com/
le/2007/winter/16.38.html (accessed April 
4, 2016).

35  Skye Jethani, “Has Mission Become Our 
Idol?” Christianity Today. http://www.christi-
anitytoday.com/le/2011/july-online-only/
has-mission-become-our-idol.html?start=2 
(accessed July 26, 2016).

When church leaders function 
from this understanding of the 
Christian life, they invariably trans-
fer their burden and fears to those 
in the pews. If a pastor’s sense of 
worth is linked to the impact of his 
or her ministry, guess what believ-
ers under that pastor’s care are 
told is most important? And so a 
new generation of people who be-
lieve their value is linked to their 
accomplishments is birthed. If the 
cycle continues long enough, an 
institutional memory is created in 
which the value of achievement 
for God is no longer questioned.36 

Such a congregation runs the risk of 
amnesia, focusing on its efforts and 
forgetting its identity as the family of 
God.

Clearly, missionalism is not merely 
a “disease” to be avoided. It is, in 
fact, the outcome of the law without 
the gospel, as the law’s unceasing 
demand for perfection drives the in-
dividual either to self-righteousness 
or despair. Those who fall prey to the 
former will double-down on mission-
al theology because they mistakenly 
find their worth in their own achieve-
ment. Those who sink into the lat-
ter will consider themselves of little 
worth in God’s eyes because of their 
ineffectiveness. Either outcome 
leaves the individual’s conscience 
wide open to spiritual attack, be-
cause they no longer find their worth 
and meaning in Christ and his sal-
vific work for them. 

We now turn from our survey of 
missional thought to the important 
query posed above: how will con-
gregations survive the assault of 
destructive individualism and the 
concern of declining numbers? Do 
they need to change by adopting a 

36  Ibid., italics added. 
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missional or other outreach-focused 
paradigm?

Questions for 
Consideration
If marriage is given by God to tell the 
story of Christ and the church, then 
alternatives to marriage are going to 
tell a different story. For instance, if 
marriage vows illustrate the Lord’s 
faithfulness, then divorce can exhibit 
the false teaching that God breaks 
his promises, and cohabitation may 
give the impression that God makes 
no promises in the first place. 

In an age where marriage and fam-
ily are under attack, the solution is 
not to change the natural family to 
fit the context of the surrounding 
culture but to strengthen it against 
the ongoing assault. The same con-
cern must exist for the congrega-
tion. In an age where the family of 
God is under attack, the solution is 
to strengthen the church as family, 
not to change its form. The answer is 
surely not to change the paradigm in 
a way that weakens the congregation 
as family. Rather, an internal alarm 
should sound when we hear that 
the missional church is intentionally 
formless, because formlessness is 
exactly what the culture is impos-
ing on the natural family. Likewise, 
the alarm should ring at the teach-
ing that every congregation should 
individualize its practice apart from 
sister congregations, because indi-
vidualism is precisely the societal 
threat against which the church 
currently defends itself. A formless 
paradigm is not what the Holy Spirit 
intends for the family of God; on the 
contrary, the de-formation of God’s 
gifts (marriage, family, gender identi-
ty, etc.) is an unwitting concession to 
the expressive individualism of our 

time, one that facilitates the pursuit 
of personal preference over faithful-
ness to the word of God.

Eberstadt quips that secularization 
is “the phenomenon through which 
Protestants, generally speaking, 
go godless and Catholics, gener-
ally speaking, go Protestant.”37 It ap-
pears also to be the process through 
which Lutherans go missional, and it 
is difficult to see how one can “Lu-
theranize” missional theology. In 
fact, one is more likely to end up mis-
sionalizing Lutheran theology until it 
is Lutheran no more. The context of 
this discussion, however, is that the 
congregation is the literal family of 
God in a place. It therefore behooves 
us in all things to work to strength-
en both congregational and natural 
families, not to redefine them. I thus 
pose the following questions for dis-
cussion:

(1) Does the insistence on the pre-
eminence of the Great Commission 
help maintain a congregation as 
family?

Imagine a natural family where a 
father tells his children, “You’re all 
very important to me, but the rest 
of the kids in the neighborhood are 
more important.”38 This would dev-
astate the family, yet it is precisely 
the consequence of outreach-first 
paradigms. If the needs of the unbe-
liever are primary, then those of the 
church family must not be. Conse-
quently, worship and preaching will 
be designed for the comfort of po-

37  Eberstadt, How the West Really Lost 
God, 53.

38  This is, in fact, the description given me 
by a man who had left a missional congrega-
tion. Similar telltale statements from others 
in comparable situations include, “Coming to 
this [traditional] church is like coming home” 
and “My church doesn’t feel like my church 
anymore . . . but I guess it’s what you’ve got 
to do to reach people.”
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tential visitors (who may never visit!) 
rather than for the nurture of family 
members (who are regularly pres-
ent). What is more, the pastor must 
focus on visiting non-members more 
than members, perhaps even those 
who are sick or homebound.

The emphasis on the Great Com-
mission is a recent innovation in the 
church’s history. It is generally traced 
back to William Carey, a missionary 
to India and the author of An Enquiry 
into the Obligations of Christians, to 
Use Means for the Conversion of the 
Heathens.39 Understanding the con-
text for Carey’s efforts is vital. Over 
and against his fellow clergy who 
asserted that any overseas mission 
efforts rejected the doctrine of elec-
tion, Carey argued that “the com-
mission” of Matthew 28:19–20 and 
Mark 16:15 was not restricted only 
to the apostles and the apostolic 
age.40 The church was therefore to 
continue sending missionaries to all 
nations.

Carey wrote to encourage churches 
to conduct foreign missions, not to 
persuade them to change form to ac-
commodate their local culture. Over 
time, his argument for “the com-
mission” has been remodeled into 
the Great Commission — so great in 
fact that, for some, other doctrine is 
subservient to it and subject to com-
promise. As Lucas Woodford notes, 
“It remains curious how a relatively 
recent and primarily evangelical de-
velopment — one that did not have 
any specific New Testament, early, 
medieval or Reformation church tra-

39  Lucas V. Woodford, Great Commission, 
Great Confusion, or Great Confession? (Eu-
gene: Wipf & Stock, 2012), 55.

40  William Carey, An Enquiry into the Ob-
ligations of Christians, to Use Means for the 
Conversion of the Heathens, (Leicester: Ann 
Ireland, 1792; reprint, London: Hodder and 
Stoughton, 1891), 8. 

dition — came into regular practice 
by the majority of North American 
churches.”41 Now it appears that the 
disease of missionalism has taken 
hold, and the Great Commission 
as material principle has become 
the institutional memory of those 
churches.42

(2) Is ongoing change a good thing 
for a family?

The repetitive nature and ordinary 
practices of family life are a help 
and comfort. Parents know what a 
change in routine will do to children, 
and husbands and wives often adopt 
habits regarding household chores, 
financial responsibilities, even cer-
tain meals on certain days. Fami-
lies establish traditions and then 
maintain them, which helps cement 
family identity. In contrast, as Eber-
stadt notes, our highly individualized 
culture has left the family in a state 
of permanent reinvention, leading 
to instability and confusion.43 So it 
is within the family of God: coupled 
with the gifts and commands given 
by God for good and for order, tradi-
tion is a valuable part of family iden-
tity, so long as the tradition points to 
or serves Christ.

A family that is grounded in routine 
and tradition is a stable family, and 
a stable family is comfortable invit-

41  Woodford, Great Commission, 55.
42  Though the missional church may seem 

too young to establish institutional memory, 
it is simply a later iteration of the Church 
Growth Movement, which traces its doctrinal 
roots back to revivalism. See Klemet Preus, 
The Fire and the Staff (St. Louis: Concordia, 
2004), 313–330.

43  Eberstadt, How the West Really Lost 
God, 162. One should also note Eberstadt’s 
speculation that this unfocused, changing 
view of family makes it all the more difficult 
for individuals to understand the family of 
Mary, Joseph and Jesus (160), thus making 
the gospel all the more bewildering to would-
be disciples.
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ing others to join them. In fact, this 
is the basis of evangelism. Within 
the family of God, the pastor feeds 
the Lord’s children with the word; as 
they grow in faith, the children tell 
others what their Father is doing. 
They invite others to come to church 
and join the family for worship. This 
is the strength of vocational evange-
lism: as the children of God go about 
their callings in the world, they share 
the gospel with those whom they 
encounter.44 Thus evangelism grows 
out of family, rather than apart from 
— or at the expense of — the family’s 
identity.

When a family is constantly chang-
ing, no one knows quite who they are 
anymore. The household loses its 
story and self-understanding, exist-
ing only for the here and now. There 
is an inherent instability that easily 
communicates indecision to others: 
church might feel like an event, but 
not a family. Instability is a danger-
ous thing for the long term and un-
helpful to evangelism.45

44  “They are lived out naturally, in tandem, 
and not at the expense of the other. Here we 
can, as Eugene Bunkowske invites, ‘gossip 
the Gospel’ and ‘make and multiply disciples 
by positively and naturally introducing our 
good friend Jesus to other people in our ev-
eryday life.’ In this way, homes, workplaces 
and neighborhoods become places of mis-
sion when, in the course of natural conver-
sations and service to those around us, we 
have the opportunity to share the Good News 
of Jesus Christ, where, through the ‘gather-
ing’ of the Holy Spirit, others are invited into 
the community of saints” (Woodford, Great 
Commission, 39).

45  Within a synod, tradition is a blessed 
thing between sister congregations. Preus, 
in The Fire and the Staff (430–31), wrote: 
“Historically, congregations of The Lutheran 
Church—Missouri Synod have valued the 
common practice shared between them. 
We followed the same church year, wore the 
same vestments, used the same hymnal, 
employed the same Divine Service, con-
firmed the young people at roughly the same 
age, held the same Communion practice, 

(3) Is it beneficial or wise for a fam-
ily to measure success by statistical 
growth?

How does one measure the success 
of a family? Is a large family more 
successful than a small one? What 
about a family with better finances, 
more vacation stories or healthier 
children? To the world, these may 
indeed be ways to gauge prosperity. 
Before God, however, all families are 
equally precious since each member 
is redeemed by the blood of Christ.

When the Lord instituted marriage 
in Genesis 2:24, his criterion for suc-
cess was (and is) the union and life-
long commitment between one man 
and one woman who become one 
flesh. It is rather startling that God 
does not require children for a mar-
riage to be a success, even though 
he inaugurated procreation with his 
blessing (“Be fruitful and multiply” 
[Gen 1:28]). Sometimes he blesses 
a couple with abundant children and 
sometimes he does not. Regardless 
of size, he requires fidelity and love 
among those in the household. 

When it comes to the family of God, 
the Lord likewise does not measure 
success by quantifiable numbers. 
Instead, he places a premium on fi-
delity, holiness and love. Sometimes 
he blesses a congregation with an 
abundance of members, and some-
times he does not. What chiefly mat-
ters is that the word is preached and 
the sacraments are administered 
expected the same education of pastors, 
expected the same from their pastors both 
during the service and elsewhere — basically 
tried to do things the same way. We were 
uniform in practice, not because the way we 
did things was always the best way, but be-
cause we recognized that uniformity is good. 
For the sake of one another and the unity 
they shared, individual pastors and congre-
gations gave up their quest for uniqueness. 
Unity of practice reflected unity of doctrine 
in Christ.”
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according to the Lord’s institution, 
for that is where Christ and his bride 
interact. It is where the Holy Spirit is 
at work to give life, where children 
of God are born and sustained, and 
where the Father evangelizes his 
children and nurtures them to tell 
others the good news.

Missional advocates will often point 
to swift statistical gains as proof 
of the Spirit’s work, but even apart 
from doctrinal considerations, the 
numbers rarely reflect longevity. 
In reality, a smaller congregation 
that remains in a place for a cen-
tury might easily reach more people 
with the gospel than a missional ef-
fort that lasts only a few years. For 
example, Roxburgh and Boren cite 
“The Landing” as “a center of life in 
Eagle [Idaho] and an outstanding ex-
ample of the conviction that God is 
up to something in the local contexts 
in which we live.”46 Seven years after 
this praise was printed, no trace of 
“The Landing” can be found. A few 
miles away in Emmett, however, the 
liturgical Our Redeemer Lutheran 
Church continues to proclaim the 
gospel as it has for 95 years. Simi-
larly, Stetzer and Putman point to 
Mars Hill Church in Seattle — which 
averaged 12,000 in weekly atten-
dance across 15 campuses during 
its heyday — as a shining example.47 
Yet the entire enterprise dissolved in 
spectacular fashion on January 1, 
2015. Meanwhile, nearby Messiah 
Lutheran Church is approaching its 
70th anniversary of faithfully pro-
claiming the word and administering 
the sacraments. Against the insis-
tence that we reach the lost now at 
all costs, the family of God also looks 

46  Roxburgh and Boren, Introducing the 
Missional Church, 53.  

47  Stetzer and Putman, Breaking the Mis-
sional Code, 17.

to remain for children yet unborn (Ps 
78:6).

There will be times when, despite 
the greatest intentions and efforts, 
a marriage is barren and the family 
line discontinues in a place. There 
will be times when families cannot 
make ends meet or are torn apart by 
conflict, and thus must give up their 
homes and take up residence with 
relatives. This will also be the case 
with congregations. It is not a wel-
come thing, but in a world so hostile 
to church and family, it is inevitable. 
Nevertheless, the Lord will have his 
people, and the gates of hell will 
not prevail against his church (Matt 
16:18). 

(4) Is a father’s vocation to be mea-
sured by his ability to lead and im-
plement change?

In 2015, Business News Daily asked 
business owners to define “lead-
ership.” Among the answers were 
these:

“Leadership is having a vision, shar-
ing that vision and inspiring others 
to support your vision while creating 
their own.” 

“In my experience, leadership is 
about three things: To listen, to in-
spire and to empower.” 

“Leadership is stepping out of your 
comfort zone and taking risk to cre-
ate reward.”48

Missional advocates adopt the same 
terminology and praise the same 
qualities in pastors. These are ex-
cellent and necessary qualities for 
an entrepreneur, but fatherhood is 
seldom praised for inspiring family 

48  Brittney Helmrich, “33 Ways to Define 
Leadership,” Business News Daily, June 
19, 2015. http://www.businessnewsdaily.
com/3647-leadership-definition.html (ac-
cessed March 29, 2016).
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members to embrace a new vision 
of family or empowering family mem-
bers or risking the family’s wellbeing 
to create a greater reward, whatever 
that might even mean. Fathers are 
rightly praised for maintaining stabil-
ity in an adversarial world, holding 
families together, nurturing their chil-
dren in the discipline and instruction 
of the Lord and protecting them from 
ungodly influences. Their calling has 
little to do with statistical measures 
of success established by the world.

In the congregation, the pastor 
serves as surrogate father in the 
stead and by the command of 
Christ. He does not need a new vi-
sion because he is not called to 
envision anything new. He does not 
need to lead the congregation to a 
new place; even if they have strayed 
from the Lord’s word, he is merely 
to lead them back home. He is not 
called to inspire or empower, but to 
feed and nurture with the means of 
grace. There is no reason to change 
the identity of the family to match 
the neighborhood better; there is 
already enough risk and discomfort 
in simply maintaining the family and 
in inviting members of the neighbor-
hood into the family of God to be re-
born.

(5) Is “everyone a father” an advis-
able philosophy for family life?

With the breakdown of the natural 
family in our present day, it is all 
too easy to envision a household in 
which a husband abdicates the re-
sponsibilities of his calling as father. 
This normally happens in a passive 
form, where other family members 
are left to fill the void and perform 
the tasks that the father ought to 
be doing. It might be a little harder, 
however, to imagine the following 
scenario: a family meets and de-
cides that each member will now 

be the father, that each is now to do 
whatever the father normally does in 
his role. Some of this seems entirely 
sensible when it comes to function: 
if the father normally mows the lawn, 
now several mowers are available. 
(It does, however, lead to the ques-
tion, “Now, will anybody mow the 
lawn?”) Other aspects, however, are 
far more controversial: is it given to 
a three-year-old girl to discipline her 
teenage brother for missing curfew? 
Is it given to the teenage boy to be 
a husband to his mother? Of course 
not. The office of father consists of 
far more than just the tasks he per-
forms, but is rooted in the unique 
calling he is given by God.

Hand in hand with a low view of the 
pastoral ministry is the missional 
idea that everyone is a minister, for it 
seems sensible and pragmatic to ex-
pand the workforce by spreading the 
pastor’s tasks around. However, just 
as a father is called by God to love 
his wife and nurture his children, so 
is a pastor called by God to guide 
the church by the proclamation of 
the Lord’s word (2 Tim 4:1–5). This 
is not a matter of inappropriate cleri-
calism or abuse of power, but rather 
how God has instituted the pastoral 
office for the sake of serving his peo-
ple. To ignore this doctrine is to pose 
the question, “Does ‘everyone a min-
ister’ in fact teach that no one is the 
father in the church family?

As we have seen by considering the 
above questions, congregations are 
not in need of a missional church 
paradigm. To emphasize the Great 
Commission over the congregation 
as formed by God is akin to empha-
sizing “Be fruitful and multiply” over 
the institution of marriage. In each 
case, the commission is only proper 
when the form is first established 
and preserved. Outreach-preemi-
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nent paradigms are designed with 
noble intent: they seek to reach un-
believers. They often do so, however, 
at the expense of the congregation 
as family. If Eberstadt’s thesis holds, 
then weakening the church family 
will do nothing good for the natural 
family either.

It is appropriate to address briefly 
one other concern expressed by crit-
ics: are pastors properly and ade-
quately trained in LCMS seminaries, 
or is the current curriculum outdat-
ed? Clearly, no amount of training is 
adequate for the pastoral ministry: 
it is an art learned in daily life, built 
upon a solid foundation of theologi-
cal instruction. However, the train-
ing that pastors currently receive 
at LCMS seminaries establishes 
the proper foundation for nurturing 
the family of God. Exegetical theol-
ogy prepares the pastor to tell God’s 
children what the Lord has to say 
to them, while systematic theology 
pieces the message together. His-
torical theology provides a sense of 
family history, so that the children of 
God might know their ancestors and 
be strengthened in a sense of iden-
tity. Practical theology is a necessary 
aspect as well: just as the father of 
a newborn must learn the practical 
tasks of swaddling, diaper changing 
and installing car seats, the pastor 
must learn the nuts and bolts of car-
ing for the children of God.

The Family into Winter
God’s gifts are always under assault 
in a sinful world. In a time when per-
nicious individualism runs rampant, 
it is no surprise that his institution of 
family is suffering. Whereas the fall 
into sin divided the one family into 
two, individualism seeks to render 
them both formless in the pursuit of 

personal fulfillment. But the church 
is not a formless thing that can be fit-
ted into different templates depend-
ing on one’s imagination, situation or 
cultural context. Rather, the church 
has a definite form — it is the fam-
ily of God; it is the children of Christ 
and his bride. It is vital to maintain 
the church as family and not impose 
paradigms that weaken its identity 
as such. The church will not be nur-
tured by an emphasis on the Great 
Commission over the gospel or by in-
cessant change. Congregations will 
not be blessed by the constant com-
parison of pastor and people against 
statistical expectations, nor will the 
bride of Christ be helped if her pas-
tors are overwhelmed by inappropri-
ate populism among her children. 

This is not to say that the coming 
years will be easy. Expressive in-
dividualism has the momentum, 
which means that things will get 
worse before — if — they get better. 
The current decline may herald that 
the Last Day is near. Until the Lord 
returns, however, the congregation is 
his bride and her children gathered 
around his word and sacraments. 
The pastor remains the surrogate fa-
ther who stands in the stead and by 
the command of Christ. The people 
are fed by the Lord’s grace, go about 
their vocations and speak the gospel 
to those whom they encounter. This 
is not true because it is the favored 
paradigm of traditional Lutheran 
theology. It is true because the Lord 
declares it to be so in his word. 

Like traditional natural families to-
day, it is given to the church in her 
congregations to continue to be the 
family of God. It will not be an easy 
time. Hermann Sasse’s encourage-
ment to pastors seems as fitting to-
day as it did in 1950:

The people 
are fed by 
the Lord’s 
grace, go 

about their 
vocations 
and speak 
the gospel 
to those 

whom they 
encounter.



148

Seelsorger Volume 4

With deep concern we are all 
thinking about the future of the 
Lutheran Church in all parts of the 
world. To us it is not given, as it 
was to the fathers of the previous 
century, to experience a spring-
time of the church. But in the 
church it cannot always be spring. 
God also sends to his church the 
storms of autumn and the seem-
ing death-sleep of winter. What he 
has allotted to us is simply that we 
faithfully administer his means of 
grace. It is certainly easier to 
preach in times when masses of 
men flock into the church than 
in times when only a handful of 
the faithful hold fast to the word 
of God. But the latter is at least 
equally important as the former. 
Even in the life of the Preacher of 
all preachers both occurred.49

49  Hermann Sasse. The Results of the 
Lutheran Awakening of the Nineteenth Cen-
tury; vol. 1, in Letters to Lutheran Pastors, 
ibid., 301–330. (St. Louis: Concordia, 2013), 
329–330.
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If the winter is upon us, it is still giv-
en to fathers to feed their children, 
though food may be harder to find 
when days grow cold; and it is given 
to pastors to care for the family of 
God in and out of season. They keep 
in mind that the Lord ordains winter 
for his purposes: the soil lies fallow 
to recover, and seeds lie dormant 
waiting for the spring. Spring follows 
winter, as sure as Lent always gives 
way to the Resurrection. Thus, pas-
tors serve even now with joy: even 
in the midst of winter darkness, it 
is certain that the Bridegroom has 
purchased his children with his own 
blood, and he will not forsake them 
now.
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Reflection

We live in a time when both the family and the Church are under attack. The Evil one seeks 
to destroy the Church, and so his constant and ever-present attempt to do that, particularly 
in our age, is to destroy the family and all the institutions associated with the family. At the 
same time, the devil looks to confuse and distract the Holy Christian Church from her mis-
sion that “repentance and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed [in the name of Jesus] to 
all nations” (Luke 24:47). He does this by throwing all kinds of cultural distractions and fads, 
tempting her to embrace them in hopes of becoming a new and better form of the Church.

Pastor Pauls juxtaposes both attacks and masterfully diagnoses the corresponding ailments 
of both, and gives the rich encouragement and remedy of faithfulness, even as fathers and 
mothers must remain true to feeding their children in the midst of a difficult winter. At a time 
when marriage and family are under attack, the remedy is not to change the family to fit the 
context of the surrounding culture, as Pastor Pauls so wonderfully demonstrates. Rather, the 
remedy is to strengthen it against the age-old and continuing assaults of the Evil one. 

Likewise, Pastor Pauls aptly notes that the same concern must remain for the Holy Christian 
Church, particularly as expressed in the local congregation. When the family of God is under 
attack, we are given the simple and yet profound solution to strengthen the church as fam-
ily, not change its form. The answer, says Pauls, “is surely not to change the paradigm in a 
way that weakens the congregation as family. Rather, an internal alarm should sound when 
we hear that the missional church is intentionally formless, because formlessness is exactly 
what the culture is imposing on the natural family.” A formless pattern is most certainly not 
how God the Father created the natural family in the Garden of Eden, and a formless pattern 
is most certainly not what the Holy Spirit intended for the family of God as the Holy Christian 
Church. Thus, the answer, despite the winter we may be facing, is to ever and boldly remain 
intentionally faithful and active with the created and given forms the Lord has provided us 
in both the natural family and the family of God. Pastor Pauls delightfully champions us to 
that end.

Heavenly Father, in perfection you created Adam and Eve for one another and called them 
to be faithful to you and one another. We give you thanks for the gift of marriage and the 
blessing of all family estates, asking that you continue to sustain your divinely ordered family 
structure amid intense attacks. As you sent your Son, Jesus Christ, to be born of a woman 
and born into a family, give to us the confidence of the redemption He has won for all the de-
scendants of Adam and Eve. And in that confidence, we ask you to bestow your Fatherly love 
upon your Church family, giving to her pastors and people the courage and grace to stand 
upon the power of your Word and Sacraments, so that the truth of repentance and forgive-
ness can be preached faithfully to all nations, even as we rest in the eternal affection of our 
bridegroom Jesus Christ; through the same Jesus Christ, who lives and reigns with you and 
the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen.

Pastor Lucas V. Woodford


