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Lutheranism between Cultural Imprint and Reformation Heritage

Lutheranism has spread throughout the world in various ways. As a result, it has taken root in very different cultural contexts. But can there be one »Lutheran identity«? Or are there not rather »Lutheran identities« – depending on the respective imprint? And what connects them with one another? What is it like to live in a communion that enables numerous expressions of »Lutheran identity«, and where are the challenges of this togetherness?

As it strives for communion as a vibrant church community, the Lutheran World Federation is faced with these very questions. Reason enough to look for identity markers, for pillars of a common Lutheran identity which have relevance in history and the present within differing cultural contexts, and form a link between theology and history.
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Foreword


Anne Burghardt

Nowadays, identity is a controversial expression. The more one tries to define a certain identity, the less watertight it becomes. However, this in itself is not hopeless, but revealing. It is not the purpose of identity to set boundaries or to create a distance, as some critics would claim. It is true that there are movements which, for ideological reasons, would define the “question of identity” primarily in terms of demarcation from others. In the Lutheran World Federation (LWF), on the other hand, we have focused on the question of how to understand the plurality or coexistence of various identities within a communion as an enriching gift. 

The study process on what “Lutheran identity” is, or what it means “to be Lutheran”, began in 2017 with the Twelfth Assembly of the Lutheran World Federation in Windhoek, Namibia. What does it mean “to be Lutheran” within the great diversity of cultures and national contexts that make up our global communion of 149 member churches?

Throughout its history, the LWF has engaged in study processes to deepen our common understanding of the theological identity of member churches through which we recognise and support each other. These study processes have focused on various theological questions from the field of hermeneutics to ecclesiology, on public witness, worship, and common service to our fellow humans.

As Lutherans we are united in our common confession that we are saved by God’s grace through faith in Jesus Christ. Justified by faith alone, we are freed to serve. Or, as Luther writes, good works flow freely from faith. Liberated by grace, we are called to love and serve our neighbours. We believe that these basic Lutheran values of freedom, love and service to others can increasingly serve as a counter-witness to the increasing narratives of discrimination, exclusion, and injustice in society. 

However, being Lutheran is not a static identity. The complexity of the definition of “identity” leaves room for dynamics, one might say confessional dynamics. In 1530, the Augsburg Confession was written as an ecumenical testimony. As a document, the Augsburg Confession sought to define the still young reform movement, and thus made an ecumenical proposition to the church of its time. This confessional event defines Lutheran identity in all times and places.

Why do we speak of Lutheran identities in the plural? For the LWF, “to be Lutheran” means confessing the gospel in a way that on the one hand poses questions to conventional culture on the basis of the gospel, while on the other hand confessing the gospel within the respective context. Confessing means translating the gospel into a context with the aid of language and rituals, with word and sacrament. Confessing means being involved in these dynamics that show what the gospel has to say to people in every place. Naturally, such confessional dynamics come in many variations, thus displaying different identities.

Many questions, problems and possibilities related to the definition of identities are discussed in this book which you have before you. For the LWF, the study process on Lutheran identity (or identities) uncovers new forms of expression and finds creative ways to live grounded in our baptism, so that it is and will be a response to the challenges of our time. If we listen to the experiences of others, we can take a step back and recognise that diversity does not lead to confusion or hopelessness, but rather to a rich harmony of voices, to a great tapestry of humanity.








Introduction

What is Lutheran identity? Ever since the Reformation, this question has been raised – and it has always been a very complicated issue involving theology, self-understanding, the practice of piety, the relationship to the world and governmental power as well as to other denominations. But it is at the same time a matter of people’s own direct relationship to God. In addition, it comes to be recognised in various different contexts: in Reformation times this first occurred in the Electorate of Saxony, and thus under Martin Luther’s own ruler Frederick the Wise, and later under Elector John Frederick of Saxony. But in Hesse and other territories of the Holy Roman Empire of German Nation as well as in various (imperial) cities, the new doctrine was also able to become established and thus made the question of identity relevant. After the defeat in the Schmalkaldic War (1546/7), other players emerged, for example the city of Magdeburg with its claim to recognise and preserve Lutheran identity
1 – this question became fully present after Martin Luther’s death in 1546. This marked, at the latest, the start of Protestant policy of remembrance,
2 which had to be active in two directions: reassurance internally, and clear demarcation outwardly, so that the events of the Reformation should not degenerate into a historical episode as they were passed down to the second and third generation. 

During the critical transition after the death of Luther, the crucial figure of identification, those problems
3 came to the fore which had already been virulent in the debate on the formulation of a confession (1530). It was hardly possible to clarify what exactly constituted the “family of the Augsburg religion” (= “Augsburger Religionsverwandte”), even if its members called on the Confessio Augustana (CA); precisely because of these differences it was distributed in the versions “variata” and “invariata”. There were discrepancies, not only in the praxis pietatis, but also concerning basic theological positions and the stance with respect to secular authorities. That is exactly why it was considered necessary to strive for a common – and definitely broad – confessional basis, in order to be clearly recognisable as a unified counterpart to the Catholic Church and the secular authorities.

However, the result of these uncertainties was not just the attempt to find a common confession, but also the increasing number of disputes that broke out repeatedly, especially from the 1540s onwards. Alongside all the theological discussions, it was the question of identity which always came up as an issue. Closely linked to the controversy surrounding the introduction of the “Interim” (1548) was the “Interim Controversy”, which marked the “greatest crisis in German Protestantism”
4. It concerned Lutheran doctrine in the shadow of the “Interim” and thus of the efforts to re-catholicise the Old Empire. The essential markers of identity in the emerging Lutheran Church were at stake: the doctrine of justification, the marriage of priests and the lay chalice. On the Lutheran side, meanwhile, there was a dispute about whether Catholic rites could be reintroduced without doing damage to Lutheran doctrine. Here there were different positions that wavered between realpolitik and the strict effort to assert one’s own understanding of the supposedly pure doctrine. This meant that the question of identity was particularly strongly represented. Philipp Melanchthon and Matthias Flacius Illyricus were the protagonists in this dispute, which developed around the question of which matters were to be understood as adiaphora. In the end, hardly any common identity was to be found here; instead, it came to a split within Lutheranism, with two main groups which can be called “Gnesio-Lutherans” on the one hand and “Philippists” on the other.
5 Subsequent disputes – for example about the role of faith and the importance of “good works” – were also just as pronouncedly divisive as the “Interim Controversy”. All in all, all the later disputes indicate that in the 16th century there was no general agreement on the character of Lutheran identity that was generally binding and thus also unifying.
6 From a theological and ecclesiastical point of view, it was more than necessary to come to an agreement here.

A key controversy, which also unfolded its power in the question of identity, is connected with the development of the Formula of Concord. The intention here was to overcome the divergences that had come to light and been sharply defined, and thus to come together again in unity. Only in this way could the nascent Lutheran Church survive amidst the political (and ecclesiastical) conflicts in which it found itself involved. The question of a common confession was also significant because it remained unclear who exactly subscribed to the Confessio Augustana. The reason why this question was important was that the “Peace of Augsburg” (1555) only gave legal recognition to the adherents of the “Augsburg Confession”. Thus the question of confession became existential,
7 and was correspondingly fiercely negotiated. In the end (1577), a formula was reached that was subordinate to the CA and at the same time abandoned the more extreme positions on the side of the “Gnesio-Lutherans” and “Philippists”.
8 Only in this way was it possible to reach a doctrinal agreement within a narrow political and theological framework that encompassed large parts of Lutheran theology. The essential point of reference here was Martin Luther. His views were widely consulted in order ultimately to resolve the disputes that had arisen.
9 He and his writings continued to be one of the elements – indeed, probably the essential one – when it came to establishing a Lutheran identity based on a common doctrinal orientation. However, this inevitably led to further disputes revolving around the appropriation of his doctrine and views. Against this background, the Formula of Concord is to be understood as an essential attempt to bring order into the question of identity. This is not just due to the fact that agreement was reached here, but it is also important since this was achieved in the third generation after the Reformation. In general, this generation played a decisive role in clarifying the question of identity in the medium term, because it could not claim original experience, but was called upon to appropriate the historical events anew – on the basis of solid source work – and to make them fruitful for its own time and the future. This involved profound and often difficult “work on identity”, which was nonetheless decisive for the further course of the movement or indeed of the Church.
10 Having said that, the question of Lutheran identity had not been fully resolved. Depending on the context, there were further decisive turns; one example was the Pietist reform movement in the “Old Empire”, which brought questions about the renewal of personal spiritual life, and thus of the innermost being, to the fore. 

Another turning point, originating in the 17th century, was the confrontation with deistic and later rationalist attitudes, as the theology of the Enlightenment sought to find a solution in neology and thus in a specific connection between faith and reason.
11 This also had an impact on the question of identity, since now something emerged which was to become opinio communis in the 21st century at the latest: church membership was no longer a matter of course, and there was no longer adequate provision for the appropriate socialisation. In other words, it was becoming increasingly possible to find and accept several available offers for finding meaning in life and thus – in view of growing individualisation in society – to formulate and practise one’s own personalised denominational identity. It may be assumed that this tendency was already in place in the early modern period and ultimately since the Reformation.
12 However, the further development of church, state and society encouraged this differentiation – at least in the European context. In the global context, the forcible expansion of European powers led to a different development which can also be observed in the development of the mission churches.
13 This emphasis on context indicates that the international perspective is indispensable in order to reach a proper understanding of Lutheran identity. Outside European contexts, the Lutheranism which the missionaries carried into other parts of the world underwent a transformation when it was to be brought together with the spiritual practices and the images of God which already existed there. These processes of transformation are of fundamental significance when taking a fresh look at the question of Lutheran identity in our time.

When the question of Lutheran identity arises, it makes sense to look at the roots in the Reformation period. At the same time, the question can never be answered if the global perspective is ignored, which takes serious consideration of regional contexts as well as the theology and the practice of piety developing there. The Lutheran World Federation (LWF) also follows this path, for it has repeatedly gone into the question of Lutheran identity in order to encourage self-assurance and reflection on what unites and sustains this worldwide communio of Lutheran churches. Various studies bear witness to this.
14 At present, the question is being raised anew against the background of secularisation in Europe and the growing Lutheran churches in Africa, for example in Ethiopia and Tanzania. In addition, there are theological questions that arise from the respective, context-related praxis pietatis and 
concern, for example, the role of the gifts of the Spirit or of the Holy Spirit in general, and taking this background to put the question of the role of the contexts and traditions in which Lutheran identity unfolds.
15 This process includes a lively global exchange of views on traditions and perspectives, addressing common tasks such as the formation of faith and its practice.
16

This book, which results from a conference of the Historical Commission of the German National Committee of the Lutheran World Federation, is part of this dialogue process investigating contemporary Lutheran identity. This interdisciplinary meeting took place in February 2022 in digital space and suited the current dialogue process of the LWF as it looked into the different markers of Lutheran identity.

It became clear in the lectures and discussions that the issue of present-day Lutheran identity cannot be solved without recourse to the foundations that lie in the past. Just as contexts shape the respective confessional identity, so too the precepts of the Annales school apply when looking at confession and identity, namely that everything that has evolved has a previous history
17 – and therefore this very history must always be considered when looking at the present. Therefore this study is divided into three parts. Firstly, the question of identity is raised and examined from different perspectives, starting with the sociologist Hilke Rebenstorf. She shows that the development of identity is ultimately an active process; the interactions that play a role are fundamentally not free of expectations but aim to shape identity as consciously as possible. In this connection she also refers to the role of the context, taking the processes of social modernisation as an example. It becomes clear that any form of identity also needs concise identity management. 

The historian Susanne Lachenicht locates the question of identity in the early modern context. She is concerned with the dispute on denominational affiliation, which can be understood as an essential marker of identity – as long as it is defined. In the early modern period, however, the phenomenon of “confessional ambiguity” was widespread. Using three examples from regional contexts (Cologne, Berlin, New York) and from the entire field of the early modern period, she shows that and how such newer perspectives not only help to deconstruct the paradigm of denominalisation. It also becomes clear that processes of identity formation in the early modern period must be understood to take place on a number of different levels. This applies especially to the dynamic processes of argumentation about concepts of God, theological convictions, spiritual practices and thus ultimately also about Lutheran identity.

Thus the importance of context is made abundantly clear. This is precisely the perspective which the theologian Claudia Jahnel expands upon by looking at contextual theologies on their way to a collective theological practice. Here the identities are first of all assertions of identity. They are clearly created, negotiated and sometimes also rejected. “Contextual theology” takes this seriously and thus ensures that topoi of Lutheran theology (doctrine of justification, priesthood of all believers, etc.) are reflected with respect to their context. On a global level, this is also accompanied by the critical reflection of hegemonic power, since this is colonial. Ultimately, such an approach denies that theology is a supposedly timeless matter of course. Theology makes itself an object of research in its temporal conditionality. 

This basic recognition opens one’s eyes to take a closer look at claims of Lutheran identity, which is the topic of the second section of this book. It focuses specifically on Lutheran identity and how it has been shaped in the past and present. The theologian Jennifer Wasmuth discusses the claim that Lutheranism is a form of “Spirit-forgetfulness”. All too often, the Holy Spirit takes second place over against the scriptural principle which sees the Bible as a corrective in spiritual life. Wasmuth goes beyond Rudolf Otto and his widely received work “The Idea of the Holy” (1917) and takes Christian Henning and Christian Danz into consideration with their more recent approaches to understanding the Holy Spirit in Lutheran diction; she concludes that the Spirit does indeed have a firm place within Lutheran theology. This is not a concession to the renaissance of the Holy Spirit in the 21st century, but is derived appropriately from Lutheran pneumatology. Thus the Holy Spirit is to be taken into account when considering the question of identity, even if there are reservations in the practice of piety.

One theological token that is mostly understood as an essential marker of Lutheran identity is the “priesthood of all believers”. In his address to the “Christian Nobility of the German Nation”, Luther uses this expression pointedly in order to emphasise the authorities’ obligation to work vehemently for the renewal of the church. In this context, the individual relationship to God and – correspondingly – the individual responsibility for the world are made clear. However – as shown by the historian Nicole Grochowina in her article – this extensive theological concept also has limitations which lead at least to the suspicion that the “priesthood of all believers” may well have been understood too optimistically as a marker of Lutheran identity. It is recognisable that the basic conception was already subject to adjustments of content, but also at the times when it was adopted in particular cases, for example by the Peasants’ Revolt or the Anabaptist movement. 

The theologian Klaus Fitschen introduces the context of the diaspora in order to ask about identity formation in the 19th century. For Lutheranism, the threat of becoming a minority, of remaining a minority or even of being completely annihilated as a church has certainly existed since the 16th century. These experiences came into play in the 19th century when Lutheranism was taken seriously in various minority situations and supported by diaspora organisations. In order to create and preserve identity, it is important to see that just this is largely the normal case, so that here one particular facet of the question of Lutheran identity is revealed. So here further processes of preserving identity were necessary, and they should be placed into comparison, especially in a global context.

The theologian Christian Witt concludes this second part of the book with reflections from the perspective of historical theology. They were made during a panel discussion, which explains the length and character of this article. Witt emphasises that there is no timeless and thus continuously recognisable Lutheran identity. Rather, one should speak of various constructions of Lutheran identity that can be assigned to specific time frames and whose effects can thus be assessed. The normative foundations of Lutheranism should also be placed in this scenario in order to recognise that their appropriation is also a dynamic process and by no means ahistorical, so that it is reasonable to speak of identity construction.
...
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