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LUTHER’S OUTLAW GOD: VOLUME 1: HIDDENNESS, EVIL,
AND PREDESTINATION, by Steven D. Paulson, Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 2018. xxxv + 274 pages. $34.00.
This is a potent and peculiar book:
potent, because Paulson, like Luther,
incisively takes on conventional (mis)
conceptions on weighty matters like evil,
predestination, and freedom; peculiar,
because Paulson’s book is unlike most
theological texts—neither historical, nor
philosophical, nor systematic theology
(though incorporating elements of each).
It is perhaps best described as exegetical (xxxii) or kerygmatic theology. For
preachers, it will provoke and empower.
Paulson’s thesis is this: “You will
either have God unpreached or preached;
you will either be left with a speculation or a promise. . . . God is not the law
that everyone assumes and hopes for,
and God’s freedom comes to a creature
through a creature in the simplest form
of a word that promises forgiveness. God
is an outlaw, and so both dangerous and
surprisingly free” (xii). The book’s ten
chapters, roughly divisible into three
parts, do not so much progress in a linear
manner as they engage with a constellation of dichotomies. The introductory
first part (chapters 1–4) frames theology
as a “battle [between] words” of proclamation and of speculation (5); argues for
the “separation” of law and gospel (not

merely their distinction); presents God
as the one who actively hides in order to
tear us away from the law; and sharply
differentiates Thomas Aquinas’s lawwedded God and Luther’s law-free God
of promise. The second and main part
(chapters 5–8) is a deep engagement with
Luther’s conflict with Erasmus in The
Bondage of the Will. Paulson shows how
Erasmus is committed to the law above
all else and how this drives Erasmian
(and modern) notions of free will and
historical contingency. Paulson’s Luther
is Erasmus’s preacher, proclaiming the
bound will and God’s necessity—a gospel necessity that is not the “compulsion
of the law” but the “immutability of the
promise” (186). The third and concluding part (chapters 9–10) presents Luther’s
response to Erasmus’s misguided question: Why evil? In answering, Erasmus,
stuck in the law, is fixed on causality, on
speculations about gaps in God’s omnipotence. Luther, though, will not budge
on God’s working all in all. What Luther
does is shift from causality to eschatology, law to promise. Why evil? Says
Paulson: “Because God, who gives the
promise, cannot lie” (242).
Paulson’s dense text and blunt style
may deter some readers, but the book
will reward careful attention—especially
with respect to biblical exegesis, preaching, and pastoral care. First, in terms of
biblical exegesis, Paulson demonstrates
how hearers of Scripture should listen
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to offensive passages—God attacking
Moses, God hardening Pharaoh’s heart,
God necessitating Judas’s betrayal—
without domesticating them. It is in
precisely these conflicted passages that
we witness God against God and the
diametrically opposed modes of law
and gospel. Paulson challenges exegetes
not to “balance” these modes or to find
the “right mixture” of God’s mercy and
justice. Rather, in his sustained, evangelical interpretation, Paulson insists on
letting God be God, even God against
God, and thus on reading in light of gospel promises, which must ultimately be
proclaimed.
Exegesis leads to preaching, about
which Paulson—with his fundamental distinction between God preached
and not preached—obviously has much
to say. Chapter 5, with its opposition of
Erasmus’s “humble” submissiveness to
God’s mysterious ways and Luther’s bold
assertion of God’s all-working power in
election, is especially significant here.
Paulson calls for preachers to be gushing “fountains” who “clearly and unambiguously” give the “sure and certain
promises made by God” (95). This kind
of preaching is starkly different from
many other models: it offers speech, not
silence, in the face of mystery; it doesn’t
provide possibility or invitation, but
assurance and absolution.
Such preaching is Paulson’s primary
form of pastoral care, a practical concern that underlies the whole project.
Throughout the book, Paulson consistently (even if somewhat abstractly
and glancingly) engages with human
experiences of finitude and suffering.
Responding to these realities, Paulson eschews “explanations” that blame
free humans, excuse a sleeping God, or
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posit a divine co-sufferer (241). Instead,
Paulson h
ighlights—even intensifies—
the opposition of God unpreached (in
the law) and preached (in the gospel):
“We learn how to oppose God properly
. . . only on the basis of God’s promise
through a preacher in what Scripture
calls the prayer of lament and what
Luther calls a fighting faith that refuses
to let God hide in his word” (226).
This is a bracing but compelling pastoral approach. What would happen if
preachers did less exonerating (“God
didn’t have anything to do with this”)
and more proclaiming (“God elects you,
and his promises are sure”)? As Paulson
is well aware, preaching seems like a
worthless response to suffering and evil.
Nevertheless, he is convinced that it is
through the mouth and the ear that God
gives faith, which is to say, comfort and
hope—with opposition.
This first volume of Paulson’s trilogy
is substantive and compelling, though
there are a couple of areas that—at least
so far—are noticeably underdeveloped.
First, I am surprised that there isn’t more
direct engagement with Gerhard Forde’s
thought; it is evident throughout, but it
would be helpful for Paulson—even if
only in the footnotes—to comment more
on the relationship of their thought. Second, it seems strange that Christ and
the cross, on the whole, are not discussed more directly. Accordingly, I was
happy to read in the concluding “look
ahead” that this second issue, as well as
“practical, liturgical matters of how one
actually preaches God” (248), will be
addressed more thoroughly in the next
two volumes. I look forward to hearing
more preaching of this outlaw God.
Andrew Ronnevik
Baylor University
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THE MAINLINE IN LATE MODERNITY: TRADITION AND INNOVATION IN THE EVANGELICAL
LUTHERAN CHURCH IN AMERICA, by Maren Freudenberg. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2018.
242 pages.
Transformation is a very seductive
word, especially when it is applied to
a declining mainline church. Maren
Freudenberg, a sociologist of religion
from Germany, offers a hopeful analysis of the transformation she believes is
occurring in the Protestant mainline,
specifically, the Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America. Since many of those
who read Word & World are invested
in the future prospects of the ELCA,
they will want to compare this author’s
claims to what they observe in their own
congregations and synods.

Based on interviews and participant observation in five congregations
in Wisconsin and Minnesota as well
as conversations with synod staff and
ELCA seminary educators for fourteen
months in 2013 and 2014, Freudenberg
argues that the ELCA is in an experimental phase of its life in which it is
creatively uniting the religious subjectivism of pietistic expressions of American Protestantism with its own more
traditional communal and liturgical
faith practices. By “religious subjectivism” she means “the ability of members
to individually articulate their personal
beliefs and shape their own religious
involvement” (181). This is being encouraged by greater organizational democratization as well as diversity of beliefs
and practices designed to appeal to that
segment of the population looking for “a
sacramental, liturgical tradition paired
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with liberal values and progressive theology” (11).
The author illustrates what she saw
and heard in “four transformative
trends.” The first she calls a “discourse
on the necessity of change.” While many
leaders with whom she spoke valued the
ELCA’s “inclusive theology and its social
engagement,” they were frustrated by
the ELCA’s “intellectualism, ineffective
communication . . . of core beliefs and
practices to the laity,” lack of “spiritual
vitality and language to share the faith,
clergy elitism, bureaucratic obstacles
and little structural support for pastors,
and a focus on organizational maintenance” (83).
In a second trend she observed efforts
to develop collaborative forms of leadership at all levels; encourage lay leadership; develop better communication
among pastors; connect congregations
and leaders working on similar projects; exchange ideas through formal and
informal channels; reform educational
curricula in seminaries, congregations,
and by Augsburg Fortress in practical,
contextual directions; and fund innovative projects.
Freudenberg saw a third trend around
lay participation and building genuine community in congregations and
beyond. She says worship is becoming
more experiential and preaching, interactive; there is a democratization of
religious participation as lay members
creatively express their faith; intergenerational relationships are being encouraged and small groups used to develop
relationships of trust; congregations are
experimenting with gatherings of seekers outside the conventional congregational structure; and congregations and
church camps are reaching out to the
wider community with social support,
community, and the gospel. While lay
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participation is growing, lay leadership
is less common.
The final trend is an emphasis on spiritual practices. Here, transformation is
occurring within individuals via Scripture reading and meditation, developing silent and spoken prayer skills, and
perceiving God at work in the world and
being open to the “miraculous.” This will
hopefully lead to the ability to talk about
one’s faith with others.
What these transformational trends
leave behind is the ELCA’s “rationalized, bureaucratic set up” that the
author claims alienates the laity from
central Lutheran beliefs, practices, and
organizational involvement (109). Also
being sloughed off are an overemphasis by clergy on a rational and intellectual approach to faith at the expense of
“experiential faith practices” and, most
important, the ELCA not giving room
for members to “individually negotiate
their faith”—that is, for religious subjectivism to “flourish” (191).
The author attributes this transformation to “innovative leaders.” These
are the lay and ordained individuals who
are pushing for change, including pastors, synod staff, seminary professors,
congregational council members, and
others who do not hold formal leadership in the denomination. These innovators have accepted modernity’s elevation
of the individual over the group and are
working to negotiate this with Lutheranism, which has historically emphasized the community rather than the
individual. The author says that they are
willing to use ideas from other “post-
denominational American Protestant
groups” and experiment with new styles
of worship, organizing, and reaching out
into the world (143).
There are several reasons to proceed cautiously with Freudenberg’s
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conclusions. She tends to exaggerate
certain characteristics about the ELCA
to create a foil for the things she found.
For example, she says clergy told her that
“most parishioners are not motivated by
spiritual reasons” (49), that worship for
many parishioners is a source of comfort
rather than spiritual guidance (75), and
that there is a “steep church hierarchy”
that has led to “authoritative”—she must
mean “authoritarian”—leadership styles
(79). Such claims beg for corroboration
by some of the ELCA’s own research, of
which she does not seem to be aware.
Second, her methodology raises a
number of questions. Why say nothing
about how informants were selected and
their age, income, gender, and racial differences? Is the Upper Midwest, where
her interviews took place, really reflective of the entire ELCA? And if the
Upper Midwest’s rural and “semi-rural”
areas accurately reflect “larger tendencies” in the ELCA, as she claims, why
not explore how these social locations
shaped the transformation happening in
their congregations?
Finally, while the author recognizes
that religious subjectivism is a product
of late modernity’s emphasis on the individual, she fails to connect the dots with
middle-class consumerism, the pursuit
of pleasure, and the rejection of civic virtue. If these are connected, will lay and
clergy, synod and seminary leaders be
able to work honestly with religious subjectivism without critiquing the larger
phenomenon of which it is a part?
This book takes note of a phenomenon many of us are witnessing, gives it a
name, and tries to explain it in a way that
is at ease with the nature of Lutheranism found in the ELCA. There are other
public faces to the ELCA’s transformation, such as addressing racism, sexism, and homophobia or using the tools
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of community organizing, but Maren
Freudenberg has taken note of one form
of transformation that will likely become
even more familiar in the future.
Leslie Weber,
Mt. Prospect, Illinois

THE HEBREW BIBLE FOR BEGINNERS: A JEWISH AND CHRISTIAN INTRODUCTION, by Joel S.
Kaminsky and Joel N. Lohr. Nashville: Abingdon, 2015.
Christians often express curiosity
about their Jewish neighbors—and, in
particular, about how they read Scripture. Questions frequently center on
how modern Jews read and interpret
what Christians call the “Old Testament.” In their volume, The Hebrew
Bible for Beginners: A Jewish and Christian Introduction, Joel S. Kaminsky and
Joel N. Lohr offer a fascinating resource
for pastors who find themselves in conversations such as these. In this book,
the authors embark upon a fascinating
journey, offering a truly introductorylevel resource that highlights how Jews
and Christians have interpreted and utilized the Hebrew Bible (HB) throughout
history.
The book’s introductory material is
highly valuable and does not assume
prior knowledge of the Bible or biblical
scholarship. Kaminsky and Lohr begin
with critical introductory questions
such as: “What does ‘Bible’ mean? How
many Bibles are there?” (1). What languages were used in the writing of the
HB (5)? How were biblical books preserved (6–11)? What are some of the hermeneutical and theological assumptions
that Jews and Christians bring to their
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reading of the HB? How do modern,
critical scholars approach the HB? What
is the relationship between the HB and
history? These are questions and topics
that congregation members ask about on
a consistent basis, even if not using these
precise terms.
From there, the authors organize
their book according to the canonical
order of the Tanakh, beginning with
Genesis and ending with Chronicles
and the Apocrypha. Each major section of the Bible (Torah, the Nevi’im/
Prophets, the Ketuvim/Writings, the
The Megillot/Five Scrolls, and the Apocrypha) receives a brief introduction.
Each individual book, in turn, receives
a chapter. These chapter-level treatments
include an introduction and overview
along with a series of shorter sections
dedicated to questions, controversies,
and topics that might emerge in faith
communities.
The book of Deuteronomy is a helpful example, because it plays such an
important role in the life of both Christians and Jews. For Christians, it is one
of the most frequently cited books in
the NT, alongside Isaiah and Psalms.
For Jews, one thinks not only of Deuteronomy’s significant body of legal
material but also of the famous Shema
found in Deuteronomy 6 (“Hear, O
Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord
alone . . .”). Kaminsky and Lohr draw
attention to the significant differences
between Deuteronomy and Exodus,
noting that in some ways Deuteronomy demonstrates a more “egalitarian”
perspective. While this point can be
overstated, the authors helpfully draw
attention to an insight that will be of
interest to modern-day Westerners. The
authors further highlight Deuteronomy’s deep connections to ancient Near
Eastern treaties: “It seems that when

Israel looked for language to express her
relationship to God, her sovereign, she
borrowed models from the wider Near
Eastern diplomatic realm” (94). While a
seemingly minor historical point, such
observations can catalyze important
conversations about the nature of Holy
Scripture.
The book of Isaiah is another text that
provides plenty of material for a book
like this. Both Judaism and Christianity
make heavy use of Isaiah, and in deeply
formative ways. As the authors note in
their introduction, “the book of Isaiah is
the longest, probably the most complex,
and possibly the most influential prophetic book in the Hebrew Bible” (145).
And that statement holds true for both
Jews and Christians. Historically speaking, however, the book of Isaiah has been
a hermeneutical battleground. This is
nowhere more apparent than in Isaiah 7,
which contains the famous “Immanuel”
text about a child being born to a young
woman (see Isa 7:10–17). The authors
skillfully and even-handedly present
how their respective traditions relate to
this contentious text. The result is an
exemplary demonstration of respectful
interfaith engagement (see 148–49).
In terms of use, this book would work
well in a congregational setting, especially among intellectually curious readers of the Bible. The book’s appreciation
for interfaith dialogue also makes it an
obvious choice for interfaith—especially
Jewish-Christian—study groups. Even
a new reader of the Bible—with proper
accompaniment from a group leader—
could navigate this book with ease.
The Hebrew Bible for Beginners is
truly a gift. It skillfully addresses a common pastoral predicament: On the one
hand, pastors want to introduce students to the critical study of Holy Scripture. But on the other hand, a glance at
385
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their bookshelves often reveals a collection of seminary volumes that are either
too dense or—frankly—too boring. The
Hebrew Bible for Beginners is neither of
these. It is written in an accessible manner and engages topics that correspond
to questions pastors often receive in the
parish.
Michael Chan
Luther Seminary
St. Paul, Minnesota

THE PASTOR IN A SECULAR AGE:
MINISTRY TO PEOPLE WHO NO
LONGER NEED A GOD, by Andrew
Root. Grand Rapids: Baker, 2019. 291
pages.
Sequels are rarely more groundbreaking than the original that spawned them,
especially when the original is significant. There are noteworthy exceptions
to this rule, however. Andrew Root’s second volume in his Ministry in a Secular
Age trilogy is one such exception.
The Pastor in a Secular Age is the
practical theological equivalent of The
Empire Strikes Back in the Star Wars
movie series. Root not only builds on
volume 1 (Faith Formation in a Secular
Age), but exceeds it in audience and in
scope, while continuing his narration
of a saga “about our changed world,
about the rupture with which we in the
church have not yet wrestled enough”
(ix). Like Empire, through the actions

of an ensemble cast, Root’s second volume tells a story about an ominous shift
in belief and devotion, in which an old
form of faith seems impossible. Nevertheless, by the time the credits roll—
or by the time the reader reaches the
index—he or she is convinced this is not
the end of the story.
With a blend of wit, humor, anecdote,
and encyclopedic knowledge of pop
culture, paired with impressive erudition, Root navigates how concrete acts
of ministry may disclose God’s action in
an increasingly disenchanted world. The
Pastor in a Secular Age is dense at times,
but Root’s unique voice keeps it playful
throughout.
In the first half of the book, Root
traces the changing models and practices of pastoral ministry relative to
shifting conditions of belief in Western
society, taking his direction heavily from
Charles Taylor’s A Secular Age.1 Root
takes Taylor’s central question—”Why
was it virtually impossible not to believe
in God in, say 1500, in our Western society, while in 2000 many of us find this
not only easy, but even inescapable?”
(25) and examines it through the lives
and ministry of six pastoral exemplars
reaching as far back as Augustine and as
far forward as Rick Warren.
This sketch is descriptive, not suggestive. This is not, as one reviewer suggested, “a composite template for how a
pastor can navigate modern concerns.”2
Rather, in retelling Taylor’s story from
pastoral points of view, Root clearly
illuminates, step by step, how models

1
It is important to note that Root has succeeded in faithfully distilling Taylor’s A Secular Age in a way
that makes Taylor’s thought accessible to an entirely new audience who might not dare to open his nearly 800page tome. This alone is no small achievement.
2
“Review: The Pastor in a Secular Age: Ministry to People Who No Longer Need a God,” Publishers
Weekly, April 18, 2019. https://tinyurl.com/rr7ploj.
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of ministry have been formed by the
conditions of belief of their age: each
step part of a slow drift, shifting from
an enchanted, “magical” worldview to a
disenchanted world beholden to practical reason and language of authenticity.
Root demonstrates how this world-
shattering change in the conditions of
belief has made it increasingly difficult
to name God’s action in the world, leading to “pastoral malaise”: a hollowingout and repurposing of meaning, rite,
and ritual to ends other than experiencing the divine (8). Root concludes that
because of this shift, pastors feel lost,
struggling to imagine their vocation.
Following this narrative rehearsal
and analysis in the first half of the book,
in the second half Root makes a decidedly theological turn, suggesting that
“attending to a speaking God who calls
us into ministry may be a way to reimagine divine action in our secular age”
(149). Taking his cue from philosopher
Michael Foucault’s paradoxical observation that in the West, the shape of governmental power is rooted in pastoral
imagination—particularly the acts of
keeping and overseeing—and building
on the work of Robert Jensen, Root identifies a bright thread of the living God’s
action in a shepherding mode through
the stories of Hagar, Moses, and Ezekiel’s dry bones. Root makes the case
that God is a pastoring God, a minister,
who shows up amid human impingement through concrete acts of ministry.
This section has several of the volume’s most remarkable chapters. Root’s
analysis of Moses’s call story in chapter
13 and his concluding sketch in chapter
15 on teaching prayer as pastoral practice are especially insightful.
As Root draws this volume to a close,
he also admirably avoids the danger
resident in practical theological work:
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“to again push divine action into the
background and attend to the immanent realities of a profession, wanting
the pragmatic” (272). In recognizing and
avoiding this pitfall, Root potentially
opens this work to a larger audience.
In the final analysis, the most significant shortfall of The Pastor in a Secular
Age may be in its intended readership.
This book need not be about pastors or
for pastors alone. It is far more groundbreaking than that. Rather, The Pastor
in a Secular Age is about a God who is a
pastor, and what this theological vision
means for all who seek to name divine
action in the world.
The Pastor in a Secular Age is an
important book that deserves a wide
reception. It’s one that—at the very
least—every pastor, seminarian, and
person considering the ministry of Word
and Sacrament ought to read.
Adam White
The Lutheran Center
University of Nebraska-Lincoln

A WOMEN’S HISTORY OF THE
CHRISTIAN CHURCH: TWO
THOUSAND YEARS OF FEMALE
LEADERSHIP, by Elizabeth Gillan
Muir. Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 2019. 400 pages. $34.95 (paper).
Elizabeth Gillan Muir takes on a
momentous task in her new book, A
Women’s History of the Christian Church.
She writes, in a single volume, a history
of female leadership in various streams
of Christianity over the past two thousand years. In the preface, she states that
the inspiration for this book came from
an International Women’s Day event
organized by female theologians. At this
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event, Muir was struck by how little participants knew of women’s contributions
to Christianity. The book covers religious
women’s activities both in traditional
Christian groups (Lutherans, Catholics,
Methodists, etc.) and in groups that are
largely considered unorthodox religious
groups, such as Shakers and Christian
Science.
The first two chapters, titled “Women
in the Early Church: Part I” and “Women
in the Early Church: Part II,” deal with
women in the Bible and in the early
church. The next five chapters are more
thematic in nature. The third chapter
deals only with devotion to the Virgin
Mary and Mary Magdalene through the
past two thousand years. is the fourth
chapter examines the role of nuns,
abbesses, and anchorites. The entire fifth

chapter is devoted to Joan of Arc and
Pope Joan (a controversial and possibly fictional woman who may have held
the papacy for a short time in the ninth
century). The sixth and seventh chapters
focus on women viewed as witches and
female mystics, respectively.
Chapters 8–13 are more historical in
nature and focus on women in specific
communities, such as “Women in Religious Communities in the Protestant
Tradition” and “Women in Religious
Communities in Methodism” (yes,
separate chapters, though Methodism
is a Protestant tradition), and two separate chapters on various women who
founded churches and religious sects.
The last two chapters focus on women in
the missionary impulse and women in
the church today.
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Muir has done extensive research for
this book; her bibliography is robust,
including both primary and secondary
sources. Her strongest chapters are her
examinations in the second half of the
book of women who founded churches
and religions. She gives short descriptions that readers will find helpful about
church founders, religious leaders,
and groups. Her chapter on women as
witches is also particularly interesting.
While the book demonstrates a good
attempt at compiling an extensive history of Christian women, there are areas
where it falls short. One wonders if the
scope of the book is in fact too large. Two
thousand years of history is an enormous amount to cover. In some places
the book flies through or glosses over
very important Christian figures and,
conversely, others where it spends excessive time on rather minor ones.
It should be noted that there is an
adversarial tone that runs throughout the book, whether intended or not,
that the reader might take as a “church
vs. women” dichotomy that can come
across as off-putting. Somewhat related
to this fact is that readers who consider
themselves committed to more orthodox
Christian thought may find themselves
frustrated with Muir’s occasional dismissal of doctrine. For example, at one
point, the author implies that the difference between heresy and orthodoxy is
merely a difference between winners and
losers (51). It appears that the reasoning
behind this approach is that women have
often not had access to power in more
traditional Christian churches; hence,
this animosity. That said, the frequent
references to oppression and mistreatment detract from, rather than lift up,
the accomplishments of the women.
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There are also pieces of misinformation in the text. A particularly noticeable
instance is in the chapter on the Virgin
Mary and Mary Magdalene. Muir claims
that the Catholic church enforced a “nearcessation in Catholic preaching about
Mary and fewer devotions in her honor.
Statues of her disappeared from churches,
rosaries were put away. . . . And many
mourned the vanishing feminine face of
God” (73). This quote is problematic on
both a factual and a theological level.
While a somewhat minor issue,
throughout the book words that correspond to a glossary in the back are set
in bold type. This is both distracting
and unnecessary. One would assume
a reader picking up a book such as this
would know the definition of words like
baptism and theologian without needing
a glossary (or at a minimum, the reader
would have the ability to find a dictionary if an unfamiliar word came up).
In the final analysis, very few books
take on the history of women in the
church on a broad scope such as this one
does. If you are looking for a summary of
the women in the church who have been
scholars, preachers, missionaries, and
other leaders contained all in one volume, this might be a good resource for
you. Muir’s bibliography is impressive,
and she includes a staggering number
of women who have been active in their
religious communities over the past two
thousand years. Women’s religious history is a field that needs more scholarship, and this book is a step in the right
direction.
Jennifer Wojciechowski
Luther Seminary
St. Paul, Minnesota

