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+In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen+

In the Holy Gospel appointed for this final Sunday of Easter, our Lord Jesus prays for Unity in
the Church. That they may all be one, our Lord says. This we Confess in the Nicene Creed
when we refer to the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church. There is some dispute as to what
constitutes the Unity of the Church. Generally, there are three streams of thought represented in
the Roman Catholic Church, the Eastern Orthodox Church, and the Confessional Lutheran
Church, and certain other Confessional Protestant streams.

For Rome, Unity is found with the one who is alleged to be the Head of the Church by Divine
Right; namely, the Pope. The Pope, as it is asserted, possesses Universal Jurisdiction over all of
Christendom, so if you would participate in and be considered a part of the one, holy, catholic,
and apostolic Church, you must be in Communion with a Priest who is in Communion with a
Bishop who is in Communion with Christ’s Vicar on earth, the Pope. Otherwise you are
considered “separated brethren.” Separated from what? From the Unity of the Church.

In the East, Unity is found in the Catholic Consensus of the Fathers as expressed, especially, in
the Decrees and Canons of the Ecumenical Councils, which are thought, also, to be inspired in
such a way that the Decrees and Canons cannot err. The East is Conciliar, seeing all Bishops as
holding equal office. Unity is, likewise, to be found in communion with one such Bishop who
affirms the Catholic Consensus of the Fathers and allegedly agrees with all Decrees and Canons
of the Ecumenical Councils. So, you must be organically joined with one such Bishop otherwise
you are a heretic.

Hear the Lutheran position as articulated by Melanchthon in the Augustana: “It is sufficient for
the True Unity of the Christian Church that the Gospel be preached in conformity with a pure
understanding of it and that the Sacraments be administered according to the Divine Word,”
(AC VII.2).

We might sum up the contrast between the Roman West and Orthodox East with the Lutheran
Confession by stating, simply:

(1) For the Confessional Lutheran Church, unity is found within the Revelation of God to Man,
first in the Person of the Son, as Jesus says, that they may be one even as we are one, I in them
and you in me, that they may be perfectly one. Second of all, unity is found in agreement with



the Apostolic Witness recorded in Sacred Scripture. In John 17:17, our Lord first prays, Sanctify
them by the truth, your word is truth. In the text appointed for today he prays, I do not ask for
these only, but also for those who believe in me through their word, that they may all be one.

(2) For the Roman West and Orthodox East, unity is found in things downstream of the
Revelation of God to Man, be it in claims of Universal Jurisdiction or Decisions of Councils
alleged to be the express will of Christ and the Holy Spirit. The Word of God, and Christ in the
word of God, are not sufficient, in their view, and need either an authoritative interpretation by
the Roman Bishop and the Magisterium of the Church or some alleged Consensus of the Fathers
of the Church and Decisions of Ecumencial Councils.

Our position is, of course, repudiated and laughed at because the Reformation seems to have
given birth to anything but unity in the Church. Luther laments this, too, even wondering
whether or not he should have dissented as vigorously as he had. However, after the
momentary lapse, he concludes that it was be�er that a few be saved than that all go down
upon a sinking ship. We lament that the prayer of our Lord Jesus seems to be unrealized, but we
protest excessively should we say that it has not been realized or if we confess that the unity of
the Church has been destroyed.

We must believe that the intercessions of our Lord Jesus are heard and answered by the Father
in heaven because Hebrews says that Christ’s prayers are heard because of His reverence. But
we cannot see unity, so we lament or we are tempted to form angry micro synods and
triumphantly announce that unity can be found with us. Of course, it is easy to have unity when
you have two parishes or twenty parishes.

This is not to excuse the misadventures in the Missouri Synod or suggest that if you’ve gone off
the reservation like the ELCA you somehow remain part of the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic
church. We also don’t want to imagine an ideal state of the Church in some Platonic, immaterial
sense. Note, again, that in the Augustana, the unity of the Church is with those who preach the
Gospel in conformity with a pure understanding of it and who administer the Sacraments in
accord with the Divine Word.

However, it is as much a mistake to make the Unity of the Church an external institution as
Rome and the Orthodox do, as it would be to make the Church so invisible that it has no
external marks. The Church is an inward communion of faith, to be sure. But it is always reliant
upon the External Means of Grace. But when we look at the outward condition of the Church,
our hearts are filled with grief.



Our Lutheran forebears are at pains to comfort us with this reminder: The one, holy, catholic,
and apostolic Church is hidden under the cross of sufferings, errors, divisions, quarrels,
disputes, and all the rest, but does not, for that reason, cease to exist at all, even if it may not
exist amongst those who claim they are a part of it. In this regard, the outward condition of the
Church is compared to the outward condition of Christ, especially as He suffered the brutality
of flogging and crucifixion. His glory was hidden—not gone, but hidden—under his suffering.

We might also note that when we refer to the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church, we
preface the Confession with “I believe in one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church.” This
Confession is an article of faith. And, so, “the unity and the catholicity of the church are not in
our observation but in faith. The one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church is to be believed and is
confessed in the same faith which confesses the Triune God.” So, just because this unity cannot
be seen clearly, but its glory is hidden, does not mean it is illusory or that it doesn’t exist,
otherwise we would have to deny God’s existence on the same basis.

So, we should not lose heart, nor ought we to cease conforming ourselves to what constitutes
the unity of the Church: Preaching the Gospel in accord with the pure understanding of the
Gospel and administering the Sacraments according to the Divine Word. It ma�ers not if we are
laughed to scorn because we supposedly lack the right Bishops or valid ordination or whatever.
We take our stand upon that foundation which sums up one, holy, and catholic, namely, that we
are Apostolic and have succession because our Confession comports with their witness, the
Sacred Scripture. And this–the Word that the Apostles preached–is what our Lord Jesus prays
might unite us together in Him.

Let the “majesty” of Rome find as clear a revelation in the Word of God for very many of their
claims, but most especially their chief one: that the Pope possesses Universal Jurisdiction over
the Church. And let the East refer to the supposed Universal Consensus of the Fathers, but not
fail to miss how entirely dependent upon the Sacred Scripture they gladly were, even subjecting
their own theological works to the Word of God.

We, dear sons and daughters of the Wi�enberg Reform, will continue to appeal to Christ, the
true and sole head of the Church, and to the Consensus of His Apostles, and the most ancient
Church, found in the Sacred Scripture, rejoicing that there, the Lord God has spoken and we, as
our Public Confession a�ests, speak the Word of God after Him.

We don’t desire to dispute with the Church in every age, but we do want to submit to the very
fundamental principle in which even they all believed: Everything in the Church is to be subject
to Christ and the Revelation of His Word, not to Christ and, equally, His vicar, not to the



supposed authoritative interpretation of His Word, but to Christ Jesus and His Word, which is
sufficient, in itself, for teaching, reproof, correcting, training in righteousness, and comforting.

This is why, in the Augustana, we confess, “It is sufficient for the True Unity of the Christian
Church that the Gospel be preached in conformity with a pure understanding of it.” And the
pure understanding of it is imparted by the Word of God itself and the Spirit of God working
effectually through the Word.

We grant that schisms and errors have torn the Church apart. We sing as much in our hymnody.
But all, together, have this problem, not just us Confessional Lutherans. So, don’t be
down-trodden at the rhetoric of Rome or the East and their alleged communion with the
Church of all ages. Look only to Christ, dear Christians, and the revelation of His Word and be
comforted to know that, believing His Word, you are one for whom He prays, as He has said in
our Gospel Reading. You belong to Him and He to you because His Gospel is preached in your
hearing and the Sacraments are administered according to the Divine Word. Remain here, for
here is Christ, and wherever Christ is through His means, there is the one, holy, catholic, and
apostolic Church.

+To Christ be all the glory. In Jesus’ name. Amen+


