
What’ll We Do Once the
Party’s Over?

MARK MATTES

Cleaning up after a New Year’s Eve party isn’t all that fun. What was fun was the
merry-making of the party itself, from a midnight kiss to singing Auld Lang

Syne, from throwing confetti to blowing paper horns, from board games to dances,
from the finger food to the champagne; that’s what New Year’s Eve is all about. But
once the party is over, the guests have left, and we find ourselves surrounded by a
pile of dishes to wash, living rooms to tidy up, perhaps even gift wrapping to recy-
cle, and we might well wonder, “What was all the hoopla about? Was the party
worth it?”*

Some might wonder the same about Reformation festivities. Do we really
need another special event to go to? The rest of the world isn’t holding its breath
that our celebration is a big deal. Perhaps it should. Luther made a big difference in
making the Christian gospel clearer. And, even if he didn’t intend it, much of the
world as we know it today has been shaped precisely in reaction to the division of
Western Christianity into Protestant and Catholic.

For far too long, Reformation Day for Lutherans meant patting ourselves on
the back for being more enlightened than the Pope-lovers. In the past, families felt
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The heart of the Lutheran Reformation was centered around the proclamation
of the Word of God (in its many forms). The power of the Reformation was the
power of this Word, in all its freeing grace. This is the Word that the world des-
perately needs to hear today, in all its power.

*This article was originally given as an address to a Refomation Festival in Burlington, Iowa, in Octo-
ber, 2016.



tensions between Lutherans and Catholics, especially when there was to be a
“mixed marriage” between a Lutheran and a Catholic or when the children of such
“mixed marriages” were baptized. We can be grateful that these tensions are largely
gone. It would be a rare Lutheran or Catholic family that would hold the other
faith tradition in contempt.

But I can’t help but wonder if there is an unintended consequence of our ecu-
menism not only with Roman Catholics, but with many other faith traditions.
That is, though we have long departed from the arrogance of seeing ourselves as
superior to other religious groups, have we forgotten to claim any particular value
or uniqueness in our own tradition that we can commend to others? That is, do we
have a tendency to undermine the value of our Lutheran identity and just how
beneficial that faith tradition can be, not only for children and youth, but also for
the unchurched? In a word, why should anyone stay or become Lutheran?

American Lutherans have suffered a loss of confidence about who we are,
what we are about, and what we should do. Most of us would have the hardest time
explaining just what it is to be a Lutheran or what if anything is unique about being
Lutheran. But that comes with a big liability. If we can’t explain the value of being
Lutheran, then we surely can’t commend our faith to anyone. And, if we can’t
commend it to anyone, we surely shouldn’t expect the church to grow.

Think about this. What if we required that our confirmands be able to ex-
plain why their faith is precious and how they will be loyal to their faith tradition
for the rest of their lives? I imagine that if we upped the ante with requirements for
confirmation, you would lose several families who don’t want to tussle with their
children’s balking at more expectations set for them. But just think of the loyalty
and commitment you’d have from those families and youth you retained! My in-
stincts tell me that if you minimize the expectations in programs like confirmation
you send a clear signal that confirmation is itself, along with church membership,
no big deal. And, if it’s no big deal, then don’t expect youth to stay loyal to the
church. If the church is a big deal—if one’s very salvation depends upon a connec-
tion to Jesus through the church—then you have a basis to grab a young person’s
attention and gain his or her loyalty.

But we don’t do church that way. And we haven’t for many decades. We are
so afraid of losing youth that we think asking less of them will actually help retain
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them. But chances are, we are wrong. The statistics show that the overall member-
ship in the ELCA in the last quarter century has slipped from 5.4 million to 3.7 mil-
lion members. In fact, asking more from youth sends a signal that that for which
we stand commends their loyalty and respect. When we undermine our impor-
tance, we take any steam out of the conviction that Christ and the church are
something to which you should commit your life.

Our current loss of confidence is not the only time that Lutherans have strug-
gled over their worth. Over two hundred years ago, a Lutheran pastor in New York,
Dr. Frederick Henry Quitman, published a catechism that for decades became the
official educational resource for New York Lutherans. This catechism taught views
hardly distinguishable from Unitarianism. The time was an era billing itself as “en-
lightened.” Quitman published his catechism about six years after President
Thomas Jefferson took scissors to the four gospels and cut out all those sections
that no “rational man” could believe. While our third president retained sayings of
Jesus such as “love your neighbor,” since he felt that it was in the self-interest of ra-
tional people to love others (after all, if you love them, they will love you back, and
your happiness in life will increase), no rational man (or woman) could believe
that Jesus walked on water or turned water into wine. Pastor Quitman was in step
with the times. The era was more skeptical about miracles, and he wanted a
Lutheranism amenable to the likes of Jefferson, one that did not ask its members to
believe such irrational things.

The only thing that changed the rationalistic stance of Frederick Quitman
and others in our country was an influx of Lutheran immigrants, especially from
Germany, but also from Scandinavia, who brought with them new stirrings of
faith, views like Luther’s that saw humans not first of all as “minds” (like Jay Leno’s
“Mr. Brain”), but instead as creatures who live from their hearts. The concept of
miracles is less offensive or not offensive at all to people who live from the heart.
Influenced by spiritual revivals in Europe, these immigrants saw it as artificial and
untrue to their experience to single out reason alone as the chief human trait. Hu-
mans are a mixed bag: emotions are as definitive of humans as reason is. Not only
were these Lutherans more insistent on traditional faith stances but they also
tended to have big families, and they wanted to reach out to other immigrants and
invite them into church. So much so, that in those days it was normal for congrega-
tions to farm out their pastors to preaching points in adjacent towns. Committed
and faithful congregations helped start new congregations.

We often think that America is less churched today than it was in the past.
But truth be told, there have been a lot of ups and downs with church attendance
in America. Even when church attendance has been up, it didn’t always translate
into a lot of self-confidence among church people. For instance, an emotional low
point for Lutherans was during the First World War. Yes, there were big celebra-
tions, especially here in the upper Midwest, in 1917, the four hundredth anniver-
sary of the Reformation. But many Lutherans of German ancestry were hesitant to
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be too jubilant. Our nation was at war with the Kaiser and pressure was put on
German immigrants to prove their loyalty to Uncle Sam.

If there was a high point for Lutherans, it was surely the 1950s. Time Maga-
zine hailed Franklin Clarke Fry, the youthful president of the erstwhile United Lu-
theran Church, as “Mr. Protestant” on its front cover. Lutheran congregations
were booming with children and youth, Luther Leagues were on the move, men’s
groups and women’s groups were invested in mission. Not all this growth was due
to traditional Lutherans having big families. Big families started to let up early in
the twentieth century once the threshing machines made regular rounds to the
farms. Instead, Lutheran congregations started to get members with last names like
Smith or Jones and not just Schmidt or Jenson. This enthusiasm for the life of faith
lasted well into the 1970s. But it was only a plateau and since then there began a
long process of slow decline.

More and more, we did not want to infringe on the personal choices of our
youth and insist that they stay true to their heritage. For some, such an insistence
would infringe upon their decision-making, since we buy into the notion that free-
dom means “doing your own thing.” Likewise, our inability to bill ourselves as
having anything unique to offer unchurched people became part and parcel of our
identity. Like the Christians in Laodicea in the Book of Revelation, we became
lukewarm.

Lutherans don’t want to come across like judgmental fundamentalists who
threaten eternal damnation to all who don’t agree with them. But in our effort to
disassociate ourselves from our ultra-right-wing neighbors, we allowed ourselves
to become quite bland, harmless, and unappealing. We lost any bite, and so any
reason, for the unchurched to take us seriously. We don’t want to come across as
narrow-minded and judgmental. But the unintended consequence is that it be-
comes very difficult to determine just what it is for which we stand, other than that
we are tolerant. At most, we claim to be caring. But, let’s be honest: our care is
nothing that a competent therapist couldn’t offer. Whether we intend it or not, we
send the signal: people don’t need the church. But that hardly seems to be a stance
upon which to build a church, especially a church of the Reformation.

Now, my goal isn’t to be negative. My goal is to give a wake-up call. I’m not
the only one urging a wake-up call. Presiding Bishop Elizabeth Eaton has repeat-
edly urged that we reclaim our Lutheran identity as a source of our mission. There
truly are people who are immensely interested in what we have to offer. How do I
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know this? It’s my privilege over the last eight years to give presentations to several
Episcopal congregations throughout the country connected with a movement
called “Mockingbird.” These Episcopalians love and hunger for the theology of
grace that we perhaps take far too much for granted. I’ve spoken to hundreds of
Episcopalians discovering Luther and justification by faith who hang on to virtu-
ally every word I utter just because they crave a morsel of grace. As I’ve encoun-
tered these folks, I’ve wondered, what’s up with my own Lutherans? Don’t my
fellow Lutherans want grace too? What’s the difference? Why are these people ob-
sessed to hear a word of mercy on account of Christ while we Lutherans just tend
to yawn?

But it is not only these Episcopalians who hunger to hear what we have to of-
fer. I’ve also seen it on my own campus. I teach at a church-related college, and
such institutions sponsor regular chapel services in addition to Sunday morning
worship. For most of my tenure, attendance at chapel was low. But in the last five
years we have seen a dramatic uptick, from about 10 or fewer attending chapel to
about 90 or more. The same pattern of growth has happened with Sunday morning
worship on our campus. If we are to capture some of the magic that these Episco-
palians seek, or that some of our students enjoy, perhaps we need to go back and
review what the Reformation was all about. What was the brouhaha that birthed
the Lutheran movement?

The little word at the core of “Protestant” is “protest.” But we misread Luther
if we make him out to be the paradigm of protestors. He was a man who struggled
to find God’s mercy. He studied not only the Scriptures but also spiritual authors,
and placed much stock in the wisdom of his father confessor, Johann von Staupitz.
Staupitz constantly directed Luther to Jesus Christ and his mercy, and this comfort
was reinforced by Luther’s studies in the Scriptures. Luther’s piety had been akin to
those Episcopalians mentioned earlier: my utmost for God’s highest. For lots of
people that would sound like an invitation to do your best. That was exactly what
many Catholics in the Middle Ages believed: do your best and God will do the rest.
You are capable of loving God. All it takes to get right with God is to fan that spark
of love and goodness until it eventually grows into a flame that defines your whole
being. Sounds promising, doesn’t it? But that wasn’t Luther’s experience. He tried
as hard as he could, in thought, word, and deed, to love God with all of his
thoughts, feelings, and actions. But the harder he tried, the more imperfect he felt.
It was never enough. He could never match the perfection at the core of God’s be-
ing. Ultimately all the striving broke him. But such a breakdown was precisely the
beginning of something good. It was once that Luther let go of his attempt at
self-perfection that he could finally start believing the good news that Staupitz and
the Scriptures had been shouting at him all the time. In that way, Luther discov-
ered two kinds of righteousness: (1) an active righteousness, the good we offer to
our neighbors and community in need, and (2) a passive righteousness, that we are
right with God simply because God loves us, even with our sin. The guarantee of
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that love is that God sent his Son Jesus to bear our sins, take them to a tomb where
they can never be found, and be raised from the dead precisely to give this grace
to us.

From beginning to end, and unlike any other book from the ancient world,
the Bible is a book of freedom. Freedom is shouted in the core experience of the an-
cient Hebrews: God delivered them from slavery in Egypt and brought them to the
freedom of the Promised Land. Freedom is shouted when after seven decades in
Exile in Babylon, God brought his people back to their homeland at the time of
Ezra and Nehemiah. Freedom is shouted when Jesus touches lepers in order to heal
them and thus takes for himself the stigma of their ritual pollution. Likewise, Jesus
does the same with other outcasts, prostitutes, tax collectors, and all who are im-
pure or who don’t meet the standards of morality. He bears their impurity and sin
in his own body so that all of them can bear his righteousness and goodness in
theirs. Freedom is shouted when Paul in Galatians tells us that it is no longer the
law, the Torah, that mediates God to people (and vice versa), but instead it is Jesus
Christ alone. Not obedience to rules but relationship with this man makes people
right with God. God is a God who frees.

Luther did not rediscover this gospel. The gospel had always been known. But
it was obscured by many false teachings. One of the worst of these in Luther’s day
was a practice called indulgences. An indulgence is a shortcut that the Roman
Church said it could bestow so you could be rid of sins and their punishment in
this life or in Purgatory. By providing an offering to the church or performing
some special religious activity, sinners could secure such indulgences for them-
selves, their relatives, or their departed loved ones. In Luther’s time, the church of-
fered such an indulgence. Its proceeds were to help pay for a number of things, not
least of which was building the new St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome, which we can see
today.

It was to protest this practice that Luther wrote his famous Ninety-Five The-
ses. He felt that indulgences not only hurt the poor, who often exchanged the
money they needed for food or fuel in order to buy the indulgence. They also
sucked money out of Germany that could have been used there instead of in Rome.
But, just as bad, indulgences contributed to the false belief that we could offer
merit to God as a way to secure God’s grace. For Luther, freedom means precisely
freedom from the need to secure that merit before God. Not even our best cuts it
with God. If someone asks, “Why even try to be good?” Luther responds that God
doesn’t need your good works, but your neighbor does. So, get out there and help
them. If Christ already took care of your salvation and doesn’t require your good
works, it means you now have a surplus that can be used for something of practical
good. Because Luther wouldn’t retract his stance against indulgences and kept ask-
ing impudent questions about the church’s practices and theology, he was finally
branded an outlaw. No doubt he would have been burned at the stake, were it not
for the support he had from his prince, Frederick the Wise.
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Now, we shouldn’t think of Luther’s protest as an event off in history. Luther
is onto something here that is true for all. Every human tends to be self-justifying,
and self-justifying all the time. That is, we are all different, but such differences ever
trigger insecurity and raise the question, “Am I right?” The existence of other peo-
ple doesn’t always translate into an invitation to appreciate differences and learn
from them, but instead, all too often, they are a threat to the core of our identity. In
a sense, the metaphor behind all human behavior is forensic, a law court, in which
we judge others, are judged by them, and even judge ourselves. All too often the
verdict on others and even ourselves is “guilty.” Even when it is “not guilty” we use
this kind of logic to justify ourselves. All this judgment doesn’t make for a happy
life. It certainly isn’t the “abundant life” that Jesus promised.

Luther harks back to Paul and the prophet Habakkuk: the just shall live by
faith. All this judgment on ourselves and others in the world simply leads to de-
spair. Luther would call this the work of the law. All the demands we encounter in
the world ultimately are not an invitation to do them and grow in perfection, but
an accusation that we will never be perfect. The gospel is the promise that it is pre-
cisely, and only, imperfect, even polluted people that God embraces as his own,
just like the waiting father embraced the prodigal son, or Jesus embraced the
woman caught in adultery, or God ordered Hosea to marry a prostitute since
God’s own people were themselves so untrue. With God it all comes down not to
judgment but mercy. God indeed works through judgment, humbling the proud,
but God’s proper work, that which tells us who he is more than anything else, is
God’s exalting the humble, those broken by the seemingly interminable, unrelent-
ing judgments of the world. Free from these judgments, in God’s unbreakable
promise that for Jesus’s sake, God is our advocate and defender, we are free.

Now freedom for Luther doesn’t mean “do your own thing.” We like to think
we are completely free, but when it comes right down to it, when we seek to be our
own person, more often than not we’re played just like a marionette on strings, ei-
ther by our backgrounds or by economic or social forces. After all, who doesn’t
want to fit in? But since we are being played by such forces, let’s be honest: doing
our own thing doesn’t make us free. What makes us free is that in Christ we are no
longer puppets or marionettes seeking to justify ourselves. God has justified us in
Christ. That means that in Christ we are reckoned or accounted as good. It also
means that we are “good to go.” As Luther explained it, “a Christian is a perfectly
free lord of all, subject to none” and “a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to
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all.” I don’t have to strive to be a servant and help others. Instead, as someone res-
cued from the hell of constant evaluation of self and others, with a death sentence
hanging over my head, I see the world and others with new eyes. The whole story
isn’t about me. Instead, it is about God restoring the world exactly as it was spoken
into being “in the beginning” by his voice, as a gift, as creation, and in that story
I’m part of God’s ongoing generosity. As faith in God’s promises grows in me, the
story of my life increasingly aligns with the story of Christ. Just as he came to
serve, so I too can serve.

We have a word that the world is desperate to hear. The world isn’t com-
pletely devoid of mercy, but its mercy is granted so stingily and at a cost: I’ll scratch
your back if you scratch mine. But we live in faith from mercy, and mercy can
make a big impact in peoples’ lives. As my teacher Harold Ditmanson at St. Olaf
College put it, grace awakens “the disposition to affirm life rather than to regard it
with fear or contempt.” Look at what we have to share with the world:

• We have a theology of grace bar none. In contrast to the dominant spiritual-
ity of perfection and striving, we have a word of promise that secures us in
Christ’s arms. Let’s share it with all.

• We have a theology of freedom. This means that our worth is secure in Christ
alone. We need no longer prove our worth to anyone or anything.

• We are sensitive to the fact that not all sinners need to hear the same message.
We are to comfort the afflicted (those crushed by the demands of the law),
and afflict those in false comfort through trusting in their good works. But
likewise, we are to comfort those who feel abandoned by God, or that God
has absented himself from their lives.

• We have a spirituality that doesn’t repress the dark side of life but instead
finds a place for it in God’s overall working upon us. God isn’t absent even in
our depressions. That is, even in the dark night of the soul, where God is hid-
den. When God feels so absent, it reminds me just how much I am dependent
on the promise of God spoken in absolution, baptism, and the Lord’s
Supper.

• We have a spirituality that honors human creatureliness. God comes to us
and makes himself available in tangible, bodily ways. Not inner ecstasy or
contemplation is the bedrock of our spiritual life, but the water splashed on
us in baptism, the Lord’s body and blood which we orally consume, and the
word of promise that we hear as the pastor announces to us forgiveness.

• We have a worship life that honors the catholic heritage without the hierar-
chical trappings of Roman Catholicism. For Luther, priests become laity and
laity become priests; we are all free but free in community of fellow believers
who build us up and we build them up.

• We have a theology of vocation in which God motivates us to serve others in
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whatever profession or job we might have. This especially gives young people
a sense of meaning to life.

Jesus really is risen from the dead. He was seen after his resurrection by nu-
merous people. He is alive. And through his church he seeks to remake us to be
people of faith, new creations, lives built on trust in God’s love and not self-justifi-
cation. Such men and women are free not because they “do their own thing” but
because nothing other than God’s mercy sets the standard for their worth. You
have been entrusted with good news. Don’t hide it thinking that the kindest thing
you can do for others is to keep your faith to yourself. Instead, take a risk. Share
your faith. Let your family and friends know what you believe. Indeed, keep tying
quilts, walk Hunger Hikes, support your brothers and sisters in our companion di-
ocese in Tanzania, teach Sunday School and Confirmation, and do everything else
that testifies to the love of Christ in the world. Step into the wildness of the world
God has put you in, carrying this good, good news.

Don’t hesitate to know your faith and share your faith with the young and the
unchurched. We need a church populated not only with people whose last names
are Schmidt and Jenson and Smith and Jones, but also Sanchez and Juarez and
Gupta and Namugabi. We need strangers who seem so different from us and your
brother-in-law that you are caught by surprise. All those folks have much to offer.
On a personal note, my own 91-year-old mother was introduced to church by her
high school girlfriends who invited her to “Luther League.” That invitation altered
her life by providing a stable and joyful rapport with Christians that she had not
experienced in her family of origin. And it was handed on to me and my sister.

May the Spirit who empowers the church and grants new life throughout the
world so empower us that we are renewed in spirit, body, and mind, and will pass
on this faith to the youngest generation and to all those in the world who need
grace.
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