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Executive Director’s Note: We thank God for His faithfulness and 
blessings as we observe the Twentieth Anniversary of Lutheran CORE.  
Many thanks to Mark Chavez, first Executive Director of Lutheran 
CORE, for his many years of providing inspiration, guidance, and 
leadership for our ministry.  Pastor Chavez also previously served as 
Director of the WordAlone Network and NALC General Secretary and 
now serves Reformation Lutheran Church in Lancaster, Pennsylvania 
(NALC). 

We also thank him for writing this account of the sequence of events 
that led to the formation of Lutheran CORE.  As we think of the pas-
sion, commitment, and hard work of so many, including Mark Chavez, 
retired ELCA bishop Paull Spring, and Jaynan Clark, former president 
of the board of the WordAlone Network, we are reminded of the words 
of the writer to the Hebrews.  “Therefore, since we are surrounded by 
so great a cloud of witnesses, let us run with perseverance the race 
that is set before us, looking to Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our 
faith.” (Hebrews 12: 1-2) 

Lutheran CORE formed in November 2005, but the seeds for its 
formation were planted many years prior. The seeds were sown in 
1982 when the Lutheran Church in America, the American Lutheran 
Church and the Association of Evangelical Lutheran Churches estab-
lished the Commission for a New Lutheran Church (CNLC). Seventy 
representatives from the three churches developed the proposal for the 

by Pr. Mark Chavez, first Executive Director of  Lutheran CORE, currently 
serving Reformation Lutheran Church in Lancaster, Pennsylvania (NALC) 
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Rather than repeat Pastor Nelson’s comprehen-
sive review of the 2025 ELCA Churchwide Assem-
bly, I focus on the social statement “Faith and Civic 
Life: Seeking the Well-being of All” and its resolu-
tions. This document represents a significant attempt 
to reshape Lutheran public witness within contempo-
rary American civic engagement. As someone com-
mitted to the Augsburg Confession and the Book of 
Concord, I see this statement as indicative of the 
ELCA's growing theological accommodation to secu-
lar ideologies, often undermining historic Lutheran 
doctrine, Christian liberty, and the two-kingdoms ap-
proach. Below, I offer a Lutheran theological rebut-
tal, addressing the document’s most serious theologi-
cal issues and providing a confessionally-rooted cor-
rection. 

Confusing the Two Kingdoms 

At the heart of the ELCA’s statement is a blur-
ring—often, a collapse—of the Lutheran distinction 
between the “right-hand” spiritual kingdom (regnum 
gratiae) and the “left-hand” civil kingdom (regnum 
politicum). The document’s language routinely in-
vokes public service, advocacy, and “civic life” as 
vehicles for the realization of “shalom,” the biblical 
vision of justice, well-being, and wholeness. While 
Lutherans affirm that God works through both 
“kingdoms,” the Confessions strictly delimit their 
means and goals: the Church is constituted by the 
ministry of Word and Sacrament, calling sinners to 
repentance and faith; the State orders external affairs 
and restrains evil by the sword (Augsburg Confession 
XVI, XXVIII; Romans 13). By asserting that “God’s 
people are called to both engage in bringing about a 

Lutheran Theological Refutation of the ELCA Social Statement “Faith 
and Civic Life: Seeking the Well-being of All” 
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better world and be vigilant in regard to any earthly 
arrangement,” the document opens the door to a con-
fusing activism where the proclamation of the gospel 
is practically subordinated to the Church’s civil 
agenda. This is not God’s unique gift to the Church 
(Word and Sacrament), but a giving over of the 
Church’s authority to temporal ideologies and caus-
es, however well-meaning. 

Erosion of the Doctrine of Sin and Justifica-
tion 

Lutheran theology begins all social analysis with 
the acknowledgment that even the noblest human 
efforts—political, economic, or philanthropic—
remain shot through with original sin (homo incurva-
tus in se). The ELCA document affirms a general 
brokenness but shifts quickly to systemic theories of 
oppression, power, and identity, echoing contempo-
rary sociological frameworks more than biblical an-
thropology. Furthermore, its soteriology is social, 
not christological: the Church’s role is cast as 
“seeking justice and reconciliation,” with little men-
tion of Law and Gospel or the unique necessity of 
Christ’s atoning work. The Augsburg Confession 
teaches that the Church alone possesses the means of 
grace for forgiveness and new life (Augsburg Con-
fession V; Apology IV). In contrast, the ELCA’s fo-
cus risks distilling Lutheran teaching into general 
moral uplift and activism, undermining both the ne-
cessity of Christ for sinners and the Church’s saving 
mission.  

Instrumentalization of Doctrine and Liturgy 

Repeatedly, the proposed statement invokes bap-
tismal vocation as a calling to “public advocacy” or 
“prophetic presence” for contemporary social causes 
(especially DEIA, as noted throughout the Assem-
bly). While all Christians are called to serve their 
neighbor, confessional Lutherans insist this flows 
from justification by faith—never as a requirement 
or condition to secure justice in this age (Formula of 
Concord, SD VI). Instrumentalizing baptism and lit-
urgy as tools for social transformation shifts their 
meaning from divine gift to human project. The doc-
ument thus confuses the orders of creation and re-
demption, attempting to effect spiritual change 
through law-oriented means.  

Undermining Christian Liberty and Congre-
gational Autonomy 

The social statement’s call to centrally program 
civic engagement, advocacy, and even curricular 

by Mr. Paul  Flemming, Fredericksburg, VA 

mailto:paulflemming58@msn.com
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D.E. Incurvatus In Sei: Navel  
Gazing and the Narcissist 

by Pr. Kevin Haug, ELCA Pastor in Texas 

No man is an island, 

Entire of itself. 

Each is a piece of the continent, 

A part of the main. 

If a clod be washed away by the sea, 

Europe is the less. 

As well as if a promontory were. 

As well as if a manor of thine own 

Or of thine friend's were. 

Each man's death diminishes me, 

For I am involved in mankind. 

Therefore, send not to know 

For whom the bell tolls, 

It tolls for thee.   –John Donne 

 

I remember reading and discussing this poem 
during my freshman year of college at a Lutheran 
university.  The professor, and many of us students, 
lauded Donne’s insight into our connectedness.  But 
as time has passed, and, hopefully, as wisdom has 
grown, I now look at this poem differently.   

As someone who has conducted many funerals 
(which Donne is referencing with the tolling bells), I 
can confidently say that the bell is not tolling for me.  
It is tolling for the deceased person, and to somehow 
try to include myself in that tolling is nothing less 
than diminishing the life and memory of the person 
for whom the bell tolls.  To put it into another man-
ner, I do not attend a funeral to grieve myself; I am 
not the center of attention. 

Interestingly enough, Donne is trying to convey 

that point in this poem, but he actually concludes 
with the very thing he wishes to avoid: self-
centeredness. 

As I contemplate the ELCA’s continued foray 
into DEIA initiatives, I believe the results are the 
same.  There is a good intention to bring about a 
church that reflects the world and the communities in 
which churches reside, but the end result is simply 
self-centeredness; self-focus; an inward turning of the 
heart (incurvatus in sei). 

To steelman the DEIA argument: in theory, DEIA 
initiatives will help the church become more diverse 
in parallel with the communities around.  In theory, 
the church will first look outside, observe the diverse 
nature of individuals in its community, look inward 
to see what the church looks like, and then strive to 
make the inside of the church look like the outside of 
the church.  The pathway to this is to place as many 
individuals of “under-represented groups” in as many 
positions of leadership and power as possible.  With 
more of these individuals in places where they are 
seen, churches will draw others from their communi-
ties until the church’s demographics match the com-
munity’s demographics. 

That’s how it’s supposed to work.  But the ques-
tion is: how does it actually work? 

I’ve been in the ordained ministry for 25 years, 
and I still remember the ELCA’s inception in the late 
80s.  I remember how excited some in the church 
were because we had placed a mandate on ourselves 
to become more diverse—to have at least 10% of our 
membership be people of “under-represented 
groups”, although the terminology certainly was dif-
ferent back then.  The national church plucked as 
many leaders as possible from “under-represented 
groups” and placed them in positions of leadership 
and power.  Although it was not called such, we have 
had almost 40 years of DEIA initiatives in practice. 

And the results have been?  Well, we are still 
right around where we were back then as far as mem-
bership demographic is concerned.  And we are still 
looking at ourselves and bemoaning the fact that we 
look nothing like the rest of the country.  We have 
not become outward focused at all; in fact, we are 
constantly looking inward and taking stock of what 
we look like.  Narcissus did exactly that when he 
kept looking in the mirrored pool until he died.  And 
since the ELCA’s membership is less than half of 
what it was in its inception, arguably we are doing 
the same exact thing Narcissus did.  In short: nearly 
40 years of DEIA has been a miserable failure.  Good 
intentions have produced awful results.  There is a 
desperate need to change focus. 

mailto:kevinhaug@yahoo.com
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The Reformed Church Is ... that right and wrong were merely social constructs 
meant to obscure what was in fact the raw exercise of 
power, and that this logic informs the programming of 
not only the Artificial Intelligence about which we are 
all concerned, but the search engines we use to learn 
about them.  Social observer Ted Gioia estimates that 
we have at most twelve more months within which the 
average, well-educated person will be able to tell what 
is real from what is computer-generated in their news 
feed, and historian/social philosopher Mary Harrington 
has noted that functional literacy—the ability to focus 
on, digest, and synthesize information gained through 
long-form reading—is already plunging so precipi-
tously that it will soon be at medieval levels, despite 
the ubiquity of text in our lives. Clergy may shortly 
become “clerics” once again, an elite defined by their 
competency with written language. 

“Where is the good news in this?” we may well 
ask.  It is that the Church has some unique opportuni-
ties before Her at this time.  This past weekend, like an 
incarnation of Robert Jenson’s prediction in his Octo-
ber 1993 First Things article How the World Lost Its 
Story, a couple from a Pentecostal background visited 
my church for the first time precisely because they dis-
covered on our worship stream solid Biblical preach-
ing married to the singing of the Kyrie and Gloria.  
The husband had been discovering through YouTube 
videos what he may never have discovered even 20 
years ago, when the only spiritual voice was that of his 
pastor; he was learning that the mode of worship he 
had grown up with was novel, not apostolic, and he 
was seeking a firmer foundation for himself and his 
family.  For my part, I am excited at the prospect that 
the fervent piety that characterized their upbringing 
might leaven the at-times stolid, business-as-usual dai-
ly demeanor of central Pennsylvania Lutheranism.  I 
am hopeful that it can do this without fueling Luther-
anism’s historic pendulum swing from Pietism to Neo-
Orthodoxy since they come seeking, not escaping 
from, the liturgical, Sacramental life of the historic 
Church.   

Can you imagine what the fervency of such piety 
married to orthodox Biblical faith grounded in pro-
found liturgical formation might look like?  I can.  
Think Polycarp, Maximos the Confessor, Francis of 
Assisi, Martin Luther… 

There is much more to say in future articles about 
the opportunities that this historical moment affords 
the Church, but one at least is the healing of some of 
our historic divisions through wider mutual knowledge 
and appreciation.  John Paul II prayed that the 3rd  
millennium of Christianity would be the millennium of 
healing our divisions.  Wouldn’t it be just like God to 
use what is seemingly a great weapon in the hands of 
our ancient Enemy to accomplish that seemingly im-
possible task? 

by Pr. Brett Jenkins, NALC pastor from Pennsylvania and 
former board member of Lutheran CORE 

It is 2025—an auspicious year.  We are a quarter 
way into the 21st century.  The Lutheran Reformation 
is just beginning to essay its second half millennium, 
and just as the printing press projected the ideas of a 
firebrand priest named Luther across the continent be-
fore a decadent hierarchy could crush him as they did 
Jan Hus a century before, so now the internet can em-
power the Church to reform and retool for the chang-
ing challenges of ministry. 

I know, I know; from shadow-banning, to AI, to 
the identity crisis in young people, to the manipulation 
of the masses through algorithmic engineering, the 
internet actually seems to be the source of most of our 
ministry challenges.  Fair enough.  I do not mean to 
downplay any of the challenges theological or pastoral 
that this new and increasingly ubiquitous reality pre-
sents to the proclamation of the gospel, the cultivation 
of genuine Christian discipleship, and ultimately, the 
salvation of persons.  The kinetic component of the 
spiritual warfare that has always been the province of 
the Church now seems to be moving at a dizzying 
speed that is dizzying and whose geographic bounda-
ries are less clear; the narratives the Church would 
historically recognize as spiritual propaganda used to 
largely be “over there,” as the world was divided into 
Christendom and the mission field.  Now we carry 
these narratives around in our pocket via the raucous 
voices of not just traditional pundits, but social influ-
encers and YouTube “experts” whose probity and ve-
racity are vouched for primarily by the number of sub-
scribers they can capture and retain. 

Complicating the picture further is the fact that 
this technology was born in the bosom of Western cul-
ture precisely at the moment that Nietzsche’s “death 
of God” made all things possible and French post-
structuralism was teaching anyone college-educated 

https://fwdioc.org/how-the-world-lost-its-story.pdf
https://fwdioc.org/how-the-world-lost-its-story.pdf
mailto:pastorjenkinssts@gmail.com
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Believers to Followers: Come 
and See! 

From there, we can see the fruit of their three-year 
apprenticeship in the example of St. Paul. After his 
conversion, Paul (then Saul) was taken to Damascus, 
the city where he had planned to persecute followers 
of Jesus Christ. It was there that Paul not only experi-
enced his own healing, but also witnessed everyday 
people sharing stories of what their lives looked like 
before Jesus healed them and afterwards. Empowered 
by his own experience and with the stories of others, 
he set off to share the Gospel of Christ whenever and 
wherever he was. 

I have to admit, it took me a while to commit to 
intentionally being discipled by others. I grew up in a 
Roman Catholic family that rarely attended church 
and talked about God even less. Across the alley from 
my grandparents' home in Hazleton, Pennsylvania, 
was St. Gabriel’s, their parish church. Back then, 
churches could leave their doors open without fear of 
vandalism, and with a very active congregation, it 
was common for there to always be something hap-
pening inside. I vividly remember following a few 
kids through an unlocked door into the side chapel 
where their mothers were gathered in prayer. When 
the parents saw me standing awkwardly outside the 
chapel door, they kindly asked if I wanted to come in 
and join them. 

As Christ invited those he encountered to ‘come 
and see,’ I received the same invitation. A few dec-
ades later, I heard that invitation again, this time as a 
seminarian, and it was to watch and listen as a pastor 
shared what had transpired in his congregation of 
everyday people whose lives were transformed by the 
Gospel to such an extent that they were sharing their 
stories with others. As I listened, I grew increasingly 
curious.  

Even though I was reluctant, a friend of mine was 
not. The pastor invited her to join him at a community 
event, where they handed out cookies and talked with 
passersby. When they returned, she eagerly told me 
how they had spoken to a few people who openly 
shared their struggles. What surprised her was how 
the pastor offered to pray for them right then and 
there. Not the generic, ‘Oh, I’ll pray for you,’ that we 
often say. Instead, he said, “Why don’t we take a mo-
ment to pray about that?” She shared her amazement 
at his willingness and the positive responses they re-
ceived. My friend was so excited that she couldn’t 
wait to go again. Over the next few weeks, I saw her 
start to pray for others she engaged with in everyday 
conversations, including me! Five years later, I’ve 
begun to see how lives change as believers take those 
first steps to follow Jesus Christ and invite you to 
come and see for yourself.   

 

Why is it that a group of unlikely people can 
spread the Gospel to others, while we, with all our 
Bible knowledge, struggle to do the same? The disci-
ples had no formal education or Bible classes. We 
have catechesis, weekly sermons preached to us, and 
many other tools at our disposal. Yet, despite our un-
derstanding, the mere thought of bringing up faith, 
Jesus, or even God in a conversation strikes fear into 
our hearts. Even if we're willing to try, how do we 
actually do it? That’s the big question. 

I remember the first time I turned on my new 
computerized sewing machine. As the computer 
booted up, it made a cacophony of unfamiliar noises 
that honestly scared me. It took me ten minutes to 
figure out how to use the automatic threader, even 
though I’ve been sewing for over twenty years! Now 
that I have had it for a few weeks, the process of 
starting up the machine and beginning a project feels 
natural. Did I know how to use all of its features at 
first? No. So I watched YouTube videos of people 
sharing their knowledge as they demonstrated the 
functions. They helped me to apply my knowledge 
and turn words and concepts into action.   

If we step back and look at how Jesus taught his 
disciples over his three-year earthly ministry, we see 
that he began by teaching just a few. As the disciples 
gained more knowledge, he took them with him as he 
ministered to the lost. If we look at the feeding of the 
five thousand, we see yet another transition of Jesus 
empowering his disciples to begin doing the work of 
the Kingdom. Lastly, after his resurrection, he re-
leased them to carry on the message of the Gospel, 
empowered by the Holy Spirit.  

 

by Pr. Megan Ann Shaffer, NALC pastor in Pennsylvania 

mailto:meganannshaffer@gmail.com
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by Pr.  Don Brandt, Congregations in Transition and  
Congregational Lay-Led Initiative (CLI) 

and whether or not it impacts your church: 

a. If a pastor you call is not currently a homeown-
er that might simplify his or her relocation to your 
community. 

b. Also, if your congregation owns a parsonage 
then there would be time for a new pastor to relocate 
and wait until mortgage interest rates drop before 
buying a home in your community. 

c. Third, if your congregation is located in a 
metroplex your next pastor might already be living in 
your area and could commute to “work.” 

However, the primary point of this article is indi-
cated in my title above.  And here is the bottom line: 
It’s time for congregational leaders in many congre-
gations to consider the long-term implications of this 
clergy shortage, and adopt a strategy to insure they 
will have competent pastoral leadership in the future.  
This new strategy is especially imperative for church-
es who currently have fewer than one hundred wor-
shipers on a typical Sunday—which is the majority of 
LCMC, NALC, and ELCA churches.  If this de-
scribes your congregation then this is what you need 
to consider: That you will likely not be able to find 
and call a competent, ordained full-time pastor when 
your current pastor retires or departs to accept a new 
call.  In fact, the traditional operating assumption that 
your next pastor will be moving to your community 
from a different region or state is becoming extremely 
unlikely. 

But why is this issue something that especially 
needs to be addressed by smaller congregations?  
Three reasons: 

1. For smaller congregations there is a limit to 
how long most of them will remain stable and viable 
without an ordained pastor leading them.  Is this be-
cause pastors are, on a practical level, always indis-
pensable?  Not at all.  But unfortunately, a significant 
percentage of life-long Lutherans perceive this is the 
case.  As a result this could mean a significant drop in 
worship attendance over time.  And that would threat-
en the viability of a small congregation’s ministry. 

2. Congregations of this size can no longer neces-
sarily count on their national church body to some-
how provide them with their next pastor.  Why?  Be-
cause the shortage of ordained and competent pastors 
is simply too severe to be effectively addressed and 
overcome by our national church leadership.  And it’s 
not that they aren’t aware, or aren’t trying to address 
this crisis.  It’s due to the continuing exodus of retir-
ing Boomer pastors and how full-time seminary en-
rollment over the last 20 to 30 years has plummeted.  
In other words, this crisis cannot realistically be 

What Your Congregation Can Do 
to Find Your Next  Pastor 

Continued on page  7 

By now most of you are probably aware of the 
current clergy supply crisis, and the fact that this 
shortage is unprecedented in our lifetimes. 

Just one factor—among many—contributing to 
this crisis was highlighted in a Wall Street Journal 
article this last month.  And while this article was not 
specifically about clergy, it was definitely relevant to 
what churches are facing when they have pastoral 
vacancies.  The article was about the lack of mobility 
among American households.  The August 17th, 2025, 
WSJ article began with this subtitle: “Nobody’s buy-
ing homes, nobody’s switching jobs—and America’s 
mobility is stalling.”  Another quote: “Americans are 
stuck in place.”  Even more specifically, this article 
stated that, “Those who bought homes when mort-
gage rates were low or have stable white-collar jobs 
(which would, of course, would include clergy col-
lars) are clinging to those jobs.” 

This article included the following statistics: 

1. In 2024 home sales fell to their lowest level in 
almost thirty years. 

2. In the 1950’s and 1960’s 20% of Americans 
would typically move each year.  In 2024, only 7.8% 
moved. 

3. In one study, “Couples where both people 
work have the lowest levels of interstate mobility of 
any group.” 

     Of course our current clergy shortage is not 
just about economic realities and housing.  We are 
also dealing with a significant drop—over the last 30 
years—in the number of seminary graduates.  And 
we  still have large numbers of currently-serving 
Boomer pastors reaching retirement age. 

Now there are three caveats to this mobility crisis 

mailto:pastordonbrandt@gmail.com
https://www.lutherancore.website/congregations/transitions/
https://www.lutherancore.website/congregations/the-congregational-lay-led-leadership-initiative-cli/
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Aim at the QR code 
above with your smart 
phone’s camera to bring 
up Lutheran CORE’s 
website address. 

by Pastor Dennis D. Nelson, Executive Director of Lutheran 
CORE  (ELCA) 

What Your Congregation Can ... 

Continued from page  6 

solved from the “top down”; at least not over the next 
five to ten years. 

3. And while the clergy supply crisis will also 
have an impact on larger congregations, odds are that 
qualified pastoral candidates—when they are consid-
ering calls to more than one church—will often end 
up accepting calls to the larger congregation. 

So what can smaller congregations do given these 
challenges?  Pray?  Definitely pray.  Prayer helps.  
But I suggest one particular prayer request: That 
God would help “raise up”, from among your ac-
tive members, your congregation’s next pastor.  In 
other words, it’s time for churches to take full owner-
ship in addressing this worsening clergy shortage by 
identifying and enlisting one (or two) members will-
ing to be educated (online) and trained (in-house) to 
provide future pastoral leadership for your congrega-
tion.  This is nothing less than a strategy where your 
church takes ownership—on a practical level—to in-
sure your future long-term viability as a congrega-
tion.    

Now for some good news.  The great majority of 
seminary courses are now available online.  This 
means that a seminary education does not require that 
your future member-pastor leave your community to 
pursue her/his studies.  Also, eventually hiring and 
calling an active member means that your future pas-
tor has already been thoroughly vetted in the best 
way possible; as one of your active members and lay 
leaders.  Furthermore, your pastor-in-training can be 
trained in-house by being employed by your church 
part-time while taking seminary courses part-time. 

Finally, the biggest single challenge in this strate-
gy is to identify and enlist the right active member 
who is willing to consider pastoral training.  And the 
smaller your congregation, the more difficult this 
might be.  So “cast a wide net”.  Consider members 
of various ages who are in various life stages; wheth-
er active retired, empty nest, nesting stage, young 
adult, single or married.  Also, consider an active 
member who might have to be bi-vocational; in other 
words, continue his or her current job while serving 
your church as your part-time future pastor. 

For a more detailed description of what this strat-
egy might look like, click here.  And if you still have 
questions, by all means contact me directly. 

Pastor Don Brandt 

Lutheran CORE’s Congregational  

Lay-leadership Initiative 

pastordonbrandt@gmail.com 

Video Ministries: Tools For  
Worship Planning — Part Two 

Many thanks to NALC pastor Cathy Ammlung 
for this second in a series of videos intended to pro-
vide congregations - especially those with temporary 
and/or longer-term pastoral vacancies - with some 
tools for worship planning.   A link to Cathy’s video 
can be found HERE.  A link to our You Tube chan-
nel, which contains sixty-one reviews of books and 
videos on topics of interest and importance, can be 
found HERE.   

In this video, Cathy discusses the church year and 
festivals.  She looks at the rhythm and logic of the 
secular year, as broken unofficially into various sea-
sons and as punctuated by special holidays, as a way 
to think about the church year cycle.  She gives some 
suggestions for how the church year can help you 
plan a season of worship as well as some simple ex-
amples of using the season or day of the church year 
in your congregation's life.  Next session will focus 
on understanding and using the lectionary as you do 
your worship planning  

mailto:dennisdnelsonaz@yahoo.com
https://lutherancore.website/2023/03/13/how-your-congregation-can-identify-enlist-and-train-part-time-lay-ministers
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-7P1G-rANW0
https://www.youtube.com/@lutherancorevoices8887
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it was only a matter of time before 
a reform movement like Lutheran 
CORE would emerge in the 
ELCA. 

Jumping ahead to 2003, one 
man, retired ELCA Bishop Paull 
Spring, planted the seed that 
would become Lutheran CORE. 
He was a visitor at the August 
2003 ELCA Churchwide Assembly (CWA) in Mil-
waukee, WI. The leaders of the WordAlone Network 
were also visitors at the Assembly. Bp. Spring ap-
proached Pr. Jaynan Clark, WordAlone President, 
and asked if the WordAlone Network would be inter-
ested in forming a coalition to oppose the ELCA’s 
sexuality recommendations that would be presented 
at the 2005 CWA in Orlando, FL. 

The ELCA, as it had done in 1990 with the first 
sexuality task force, stacked the second sexuality 
task force heavily in favor of approval of sexual rela-
tionships beyond the biblical norms in 2002. The 
task force was charged with making recommenda-
tions to the 2005 CWA, so Spring knew the recom-
mendations would oppose the authority of Scripture. 

Bp. Spring’s initiative was remarkable because 
he had been one of the most prominent ELCA lead-
ers in support of the full communion agreement be-
tween The Episcopal Church USA (TEC) and the 
ELCA. WordAlone led the opposition to the full 
communion agreement, first at the 1997 CWA in 
Philadelphia, and then the 1999 CWA in Denver, 
where he and Pr. Clark were on opposite sides. 

However Bp. Spring knew that he and 
WordAlone agreed on the authority of Scripture. He 
met Pr. Clark in fall 2002 at a Christian sexuality 
conference hosted by Ruskin Heights Lutheran 
Church in Kansas City, MO. About 350 people were 
at the conference. WordAlone members accounted 
for a third of the attendees. The main concern of the 
attendees was upholding the authority of Scripture in 
the ELCA as the norm for sexuality and sexual rela-
tionships. 

Clark accepted Spring’s offer to form a tempo-
rary, single issue coalition that would address only 
the sexuality recommendations going to the 2005 
ELCA assembly. They agreed to invite significant 
ELCA members to a meeting to see if it were possi-
ble to form a coalition across the line of division over 
ecumenism. Bp. Spring invited the leaders he 
thought should be there and WordAlone did the 
same. The people invited were retired bishops, theo-
logians and pastors. They represented all the confes-
sional Lutheran camps in the ELCA, from the high 

Continued from page 1 

new church, now known as the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in America (ELCA). 

The 70 leaders were almost evenly divided on the 
authority of Scripture over all matters of faith and 
life. Some upheld the authority of Scripture and oth-
ers put themselves in authority over Scripture. The 
proof of that came in February 1984 when the CNLC 
met in Minneapolis, MN to work on the draft consti-
tution for the new church. A layman representing the 
AELC proposed editing the first sentence in the draft 
Confession of Faith. It read, “On the basis of sacred 
Scriptures, the Church’s creeds and the Lutheran con-
fessional writings, we confess our faith in the one 
God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. . .” He proposed 
substituting “faith in the triune God” for “faith in the 
one God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.” He opposed 
using masculine language with reference to the per-
sons of the Trinity, thereby rejecting God’s revealed, 
proper name. 

His motion was supported by 30 CNLC members, 
and opposed by 33. Thus the three churches forming 
the new church were each internally divided on the 
authority of Scripture. It was an ominous sign of how 
deeply divided the ELCA would be at its start in 
1988, and in fact the division surfaced quickly.  

The ELCA Conference of Bishops issued a pasto-
ral letter in 1989 admonishing ELCA pastors to bap-
tize only “in the name of the Father, and of the Son, 
and of the Holy Spirit.” The bishops were alarmed 
that a growing number of pastors, taught by a grow-
ing number of seminary professors, were intentional-
ly baptizing using words without masculine refer-
ences to the Trinity. 

The next year the ELCA appointed a sexuality 
task force with 16 members in favor of sexual rela-
tionships well beyond the biblical norm of one man 
and one woman for life. Only one member, the Rev. 
Dr. Larry Yoder, supported the biblical norm, and he 
was a late addition to the task force 

The warning signs were so obvious that in 1990 
more than 1,000 ELCA members – bishops, pastors, 
theologians and lay leaders – attended “Call to Faith-
fulness,” a theological conference sponsored by three 
independent Lutheran theological journals affiliated 
with the ELCA at St. Olaf College in MN. Almost all 
the attendees were concerned that the Word of God 
was being silenced in the ELCA. 

A longer account would provide more details of 
the fundamental division in the ELCA, and attempts 
by a number of groups and individuals to call atten-
tion to the crisis. For now it is sufficient to note that Continued on page 9 
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sion and debate. There was still a fair amount of sus-
picion and distrust of the WordAlone Network be-
cause of the disagreement over the full communion 
agreement with The Episcopal Church. The conver-
sation was candid and healthy. Working through the 
disagreement was critical because Spring’s intention 
was to form a coalition “with and within the 
WordAlone Network.” (Dec 2005 letter from Luther-
an CORE steering committee) 

Bp. Spring had gained the trust of all at the meeting, 
so his leadership was crucial in convincing people to 
move forward with the new coalition. Spring came to 
the WordAlone conference in November with a reso-
lution calling for a coalition for reform. His proposal 
was nearly unanimously endorsed by the attendees, 
which included WordAlone members and leaders 
from Solid Rock Lutherans. Lutheran CORE was 
formed as a coalition of pastors, laypeople, congre-
gations, and reforming movements within the ELCA 
with the goal to reform the church under the Word of 
God and according to the Lutheran Confessions. 
Lutheran CORE or a movement like it might not 
have emerged without Bp. Spring’s foresight and 
leadership. His initiative to form Solid Rock Luther-
ans was critical in bringing together disparate reform 
groups within the ELCA. Many of the people in 
those groups had never met the people in the other 
groups. Solid Rock Lutherans brought them together, 
creating the trust and good will needed to form Lu-
theran CORE. Praise the Lord for Bp. Spring’s lead-
ership. 

Continued from page 8 

church Evangelical Catholics to the low church char-
ismatic Lutherans. 

More than 35 people were invited, 25 of whom 
attended the meeting at Luther Seminary in St. Paul, 
MN September 19-20, 2003. Despite their disagree-
ments on some matters (ecumenism, worship style 
and piety), within 90 minutes there was strong con-
sensus that they could work together to form a coali-
tion that would work only until the conclusion of the 
ELCA’s 2005 CWA. The coalition was named Solid 
Rock Lutherans, and the Rev. Dr. Roy Harrisville, 
III, was chosen to serve as its Director. 

Solid Rock was successful in organizing opposi-
tion to the sexuality recommendations presented to 
the 2005 CWA in Orlando, FL. The recommendation 
to approve of ordained and lay ministers in same-sex 
relationships was defeated 490 – 503. However, an 
ambiguous recommendation on the blessing of same-
sex unions was approved 670 – 323, which was a 
strong indication of where the ELCA was headed on 
the sexuality issues. 

Though Solid Rock was focused only on the sex-
uality issues, as people in the coalition got to know 
each other, they realized they shared other concerns 
about the ELCA. One concern was the ELCA’s Re-
newing Worship project, which also made recom-
mendations at the 2005 assembly.  People in Solid 
Rock Lutherans called attention to the editing of the 
Psalms and hymns to avoid using masculine pro-
nouns with reference to the three persons of the Trin-
ity in the Renewing Worship materials. Voting mem-
bers associated with Solid Rock Lutherans at the 
2005 CWA called for a delay of considering the Re-
newing Worship project until the 2009 CWA. How-
ever the CWA overwhelmingly approved moving 
forward with the project, which eventually led to the 
new hymnal, Evangelical Lutheran Worship. 

Because of the good experience in Solid Rock 
Lutherans, after the 2005 CWA Bp. Spring asked if 
the WordAlone Network would be interested in 
forming a new coalition that was not single issue and 
not temporary. He proposed a coalition for reform 
that would address the major biblical and theological 
errors in the ELCA. WordAlone responded positive-
ly, and invited Spring and other leaders in Solid Rock 
Lutherans to its Fall Theological Conference in 
Brooklyn Park, MN, November 6-8, 2005. 

Prior to that conference, Solid Rock Lutherans held 
its final meeting at Ruskin Heights Lutheran Church 
in Kansas City, MO September 27-28, 2005. Spring’s 
proposal for a new coalition generated much discus-

Twenty Years of Faithfulness ... 

Left to right: Bp. Ken Sauer, Bp. Spring, Rev. Dr. Benson 

Bagonza, bishop of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 

Tanzania at Bp. Spring’s installation as the NALC’s first 

bishop. 
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• Cross Country Mission III—September 15-20, 
2025—Return to Burnsville, NC (the area damaged 
by Hurricane Helene). Click here. 

• Global Confessional and Missional Lutheran Fo-
rum —September 23-25, 2025, in Nairobi, Kenya 

• LCMC 25th Annual Gathering & Convention — 
Lakeville, MN. October 5-8, 2025. Click here. 

• Nicaea Pro Ecclesia: The Status and Potential of 
Our Nicene Heritage in Christian Catechesis and 
Ecumenical Dialogue—Beeson Divinity School, 
Samford University, Birmingham, AL. January 12-
14, 2026. Click here. 

More events: http://lutherancore.website/events/future/ 

CORE Voice Newsletter 

Published by Lutheran CORE;  
Kim Smith, Editor 

To contact Lutheran CORE, please email 

lcorewebmail@gmail.com or  

call 1-888-810-4180 

Coming Events 

Continued from page 3 

There are multiple ways to change focus to get 
the ELCA out of this inward focused reality, but I 
would like to name two.  First: a reorientation to-
wards the Gospel of Grace.  God’s justification of 
undeserving sinners by grace through the life, death, 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ changes a heart from 
inward to outward focused.  It brings about a death 
of self so that one lives for God and then for neigh-
bor.  Then, living that life leads one to become Great 
Commissioned focused to reach out to anyone and 
everyone with the Gospel.  I have personally seen 
and experienced many non-denominational and Pen-
tecostal churches do exactly this, and their diversity 
far, far exceeds the ELCA’s.  (When I pointed this 
out to my bishop, she didn’t exactly have much to 
say.) 

Which brings me to my second point: changing 
our view of the church so that we are not simply de-
fining ourselves by individual congregations or indi-
vidual denominations.  We need to understand the 
church in its universal sense.  While our individual 
congregations (or denominations) may not look rep-
resentative of the society, the Church catholic does.  
There needs to be no existential angst at the fact that 
we are not representative of the entire society—in 
fact, I am sure the African Methodist Episcopal 
Church (and others) are losing no sleep over not hav-
ing enough white members in their midst.  We can 
serve God and seek the lost as best as we can know-
ing that integrative change comes very, very slowly. 

We know that institutions that look inward die.  
That is an established fact.  We’ve actually been try-
ing DEIA for a very long time.  It hasn’t worked.  It 
has only led us to look inward.  It’s time to stop na-
vel gazing and instead actually reform.  Perhaps one 
day, we in the ELCA will actually add the rest of the 
clause to semper reformanda.  Secundum.  Verbum.  
Dei.  Great Commission focused churches that ad-
here to the Word of God will see much quicker de-
mographic transformation than those caught up in the 

Continued from page 2 

recommendations for all congregations and ministries 
reflects a form of ecclesial coercion foreign to Lu-
theran doctrine of Christian liberty (Galatians 5:1; 
Augsburg Confession XXVIII). The binding of con-
science—especially by making DEIA or any other 
social framework mandatory within the Church—
contradicts the very heart of the Lutheran confession-
al principle: “It is not necessary that human tradi-
tions, that is, rites or ceremonies, instituted by men, 
should be the same everywhere” (Augsburg Confes-
sion VII). The uniform imposition of such agendas 
threatens both the diversity and the spiritual freedom 
of congregations.  

Conclusion 

The proposed ELCA social statement on civic life is 
marked by theological accommodation, confusion of 
Law and Gospel, and a radical collapse of the 
Church’s spiritual calling into political activism. Lu-
theran theology calls for faithful two-kingdoms en-
gagement, proclamation of Christ’s atoning work, 
and the preservation of Christian liberty—rejecting 
all attempts to transform the Church into an agent of 
political or social revolution. The world, not the 
Church, is the field for partisan experiment; the 
Church must remain free to preach Christ crucified 
for sinners, for “to him alone belongs the glory” (SD 
II, Luther’s Small Catechism).  
 
Note: The Social Statement as amended was approved 762
-16. 

Lutheran Theological ...  D.E. Incurvatus In Sei: ... 

The 2026 Pro Ecclesia conference is coming up 
fast. Keynote speakers include Marcus Plested,  

Matthew Levering and Kevin Vanhoozer.   
Click here to register.  

https://www.facebook.com/riversedgeministries
https://www.lcmc.net/annual-gathering
https://www.pro-ecclesia.org/2026
https://www.lutherancore.website/events/future/
mailto:kss01ohio@gmail.com
https://www.pro-ecclesia.org/online-registration/general-admission-37n2k?mc_cid=84758164e2&mc_eid=fc467e2698

