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Language and Power
MARTIN A. MOHR
Luther College, Decorah, Iowa

No one will be surprised to learn that language is power. Those who make it their
business to deconstruct discourse seem almost jealous of the power of words to determine
meanings. All seem agreed that words shift in meaning, depending on user, place, and historical
circumstance. In my discipline—English language and literature—conferences and journals are
filled with phrases like “empower the marginalized.” Leaving aside for the moment the jargon of
that phrase, translated into action it means that English teachers empower students by helping
them to undermine meanings that old power elites had constructed.

Some of the empowerment rhetoric may be dismissed as neo-Marxist jargon. But the
power factor remains: those who control the terms of discourse dictate the lines that the argument
will follow. This power reality functions in church talk just as it does in English teaching. The
words I wish to discuss relate in some fashion to two key concepts which I believe lie behind
many of the current arguments within the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (arguments
which are hardly unknown to other denominations). The two categories of controversy relate to
the words “unity” and “process.” Unity vocabulary understandably comes to the surface because
of recent ELCA merger concerns and desires. Always implicit in that merger was an awareness
that Lutherans were corning together, at least in part, as a first step toward later unification with
other Christian bodies. Words relating to process, on the other hand, force their way into the
language of Lutheran discourse from the larger culture, concerned as it is with evolutionary
models of human behavior and development. Teleological discourse is out, praxis language is in.
Of these two concepts, unity and process, I am sure that “process” words ought to be most
troubling to us. Because they so dominate secular culture and so effectively grease the wheels of
our many bureaucracies, they are often invisibly but insidiously powerful.
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I. “UNITY” LANGUAGE
Interestingly, however, the loudest debate within the ELCA these days seems to center

about a power fight over unity words that antedated merger—a fight that began to shape itself
already with the Commission for a New Lutheran Church (CNLC). We recall that the operative
word here was “new.” No mere merged entity would do. Did we really know better, was it only
the desire for a shorthand term, or was it hubris that caused us to begin to refer to what we had
wrought as “the new church”? Our Roman Catholic friends were justifiably amused.

No sooner had we accomplished de facto unity than we began to see what it might mean.
No sooner did the Lutheran bodies get unified than debate of long standing within the three
church bodies broke out afresh and with increased acrimony. “Ecumenical” turned out not to be a



uniting word at all. Anxious and angry debate arose around such words and phrases as
“evangelical Catholic,” “full communion,” “diaconate,” “visible and invisible church,” etc.

Mere laypersons are puzzled. The debate sounds for all the world like a more rarified
version of Geneva vs. Rome. Doubtless the controversy is more complicated and more is at stake
than that old formulation. The array of Latin and German phrases brandished by either side
proves the seriousness of the enterprise. What I find most interesting is not the debate itself, since
I am not willing to stake my salvation or damnation on the outcome, but the fact that to the non-
theologians the debate has at times resonances of what I can only call casuistry. Those
predestination debates which split American Norwegian Lutheranism in earlier days seem to
most of us today really about adiaphora. And inevitably in the current debate about phrases such
as “full communion,” the word “adiaphora” itself enters the vocabulary. One can almost safely
predict that once the argument reaches the stage where this word is invoked, it has already
guaranteed its irrelevancy.

Still, theologians keep us aware of the need for precisely honed language in talk about
God. It’s easy to get sloppy in our discourse, or what is worse, to abandon rational discourse
altogether and swap sappy feelings about God experiences. But carefully chosen language,
intended merely to make significant distinctions, may also provide a rallying point for mere
factionalism. Ossified slogans, unfortunately, make convenient missiles and are mostly used to
hurl at the enemy, with frequently very wounding results. To the Body of Christ not least of all.

Writers engaged in theological fights could keep their perspectives and senses of humor
by pledging to read yearly one of two works by Jonathan Swift. One year they ought to read the
Big-Endian-Little Endian controversy from the second part of Gulliver’s Travels. They should
alternate this reading with selections from The Tale of a Tub. Swift the clergyman satirizes what
happens when theologians and church bodies get overprotective and stubbornly zealous about the
rightness and unalterability of their language and imagery.

A second word belonging to the unity cluster has less to do with theology than it does
with bureaucracy. But bureaucracy has (as another neologism puts it) begun to “impact”
theology. The word is “inclusive,” and my discussion of it is almost certain to raise hackles
everywhere. The CNLC correctly perceived that it had better get concerned about an idea which
had only really begun to preoccupy the pre-merger church bodies. Now, however, wrongs in
language and hiring would be
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redressed, quotas would be invoked, inclusive liturgies would be written, worship styles would
be altered.

Today, clearly, “inclusive” has become a word loaded with moral freight. To be inclusive
may indeed have moral consequences. But we have too easily convinced ourselves that to
question inclusiveness is automatically to be guilty of some kind of -ism having to do with sex or
race. Can one doubt that because of this word the ELCA has “privileged” (another of my favorite
cant words) sex and race above theological expertise as it has shaped its various study
committees?

Yet the atrabilious responses to such matters as “inclusive” language seem to me way out
of proportion to the cause that provokes them. I am not invariably pleased with what I read in the
pages of Lutheran Commentator; in fact I am most frequently distressed by the apparently



negative mission of that newsletter. Still, the tone of the writing to be found there somehow
manages to stay fairly good-natured.

The same cannot be said for the voice of the True Lutheran Church as she all too often
thunders forth from the editorial pages of dialog. One can sympathize, if not agree with, a good
many of the opinions presented there. But the tone of the commentary—unreasonably angry,
almost dyspeptic—is distressing. It shares Commentator’s clichéd habit of invariably referring to
ELCA as “Higgins Road,” which is merely tiresome. More damaging, this voice of Lutheranism
must needs shout out “heresy!” every fifth line or so.

The Winter 1990 issue of dialog provides us with a fine example. The editorial by Robert
Jenson there states that a document called “Guidelines for Inclusive Use of the English
Language” is demonic and heretical. And in a more than usually graceless sentence Jenson notes:
“With special venom it is insisted that our discourse must be purged of sexuality.”1 May one ask,
“Whose venom?” Venom in a bureaucratic document? And no venom from R. W. J? Maybe what
are thought to be poisonous arguments must be countered with poison, but I doubt it.

Certainly one can find ground for disputation about the apparent language preference in
the study documents of various commissions in the ELCA. How much disagreement in our midst
has been created by those who choose to refer to the persons of the Trinity as Creator, Redeemer,
and Sanctifier? I’m not too keen on this kind of naming myself. Significantly, all of these
namings refer to activities rather than to persons. The effect is not only to abstract and
depersonalize God, but to identify (Him) by function, largely to avoid a gender-specific
reference. I hope, though, that in the debate about inclusive language we recognize that the
concern women feel about exclusion is no mere passing fad. There is no way of stuffing the
gender problem back in the bag. Nobody is going to “win” this one. Is it mere waffling to hope
for compromise? Are these namings of the Trinity mutually exclusive? Is so much at stake that
we must set up camps and shout “heresy” on the one hand and “sexism” on the other?

1Robert W. Jenson, “How Long?” dialog 29 (1990) 4.
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II. “PROCESS” LANGUAGE
Having arrived at an impasse on these words that with such ill success aim at unifying the

Church and its gender differences, let me now layout a cluster of words that relate to our
preoccupation with process. The paradigm (ugh!) for process terminology comes from the
biological sciences. It uses evolution as its model, views truth as dialogical, and resists any
notion of telos. At the very least, one must admit that the process model of allowing church
teaching simply to wander in response to present day “realities” cannot coexist without tension
with teachings based upon confessional statement. Perhaps this tension is creative; but we need
to be aware of the degree to which the language of process has begun to dominate the discourse.

Many words spring to mind: “praxis,” “dialog,” “dynamic” (as in “dynamic pluralism,” or
“dynamic of the church’s presence in the world”), “ongoing study,” “shifting context,”
“emerging developments,” “participatory process,” “continuing relationship,” and others. Now
all these terms sound innocent enough in isolation. But when they are sprinkled about so liberally
as they tend to be in recent study documents and other writing about the church, they seem to
continue the relativistic discourse of the secular world into that of the church, and in fact to
substitute a kind of litany stressing the imperative of change. Thus, such terms effect a radical,



and I believe harmful, discontinuity with ancient traditions and formulations which we would do
well to conserve.

What kind of language is evoked in one committed to praxis? The language that surfaces
we find borrowed from the social scientist and communication theorist. The language I am
talking about may be found, for example, in an article written by Michael Aune in the winter
1989 issue of dialog. Speaking of the need for new and more relevant liturgies he notes that we
must

employ the languages of the human [social] sciences. Contemporary
anthropology, sociology, and psychology, for example, seek to understand
practice, praxis, action, interaction, activity, experience, performance, and the
doers of all this doing: agents, actors, selves, individuals, subjects. Attention to
the understanding of this kind of research is indispensable to a more realistic
approach to Christian worship.2

If the preceding quotation, which recommends attention to communication theory, sounds
somewhat abstract, consider the language of that research itself. I have entertained myself for the
past months by sampling the pages of recent Communication Monographs. In the March, 1989,
issue, for example, I find a recent article entitled “Primary and Secondary Goals in the
Production of Interpersonal Influence Messages.” There the authors argue “...that consideration
of compliance-gaining from a goals-planning action (GPA) perspective might prove fruitful.”3

Whoever is not affronted by prose which contains phrases such as “goals-planning action
perspective,” whoever does not worry about the ethical issues inherent in a strategy of
“compliance-gaining” may consider the advice of this kind of communication theory in the
construction of new liturgies to be indispensable. I do not know if Aune really wants us to take
the expertise of

2Michael B. Aune, “LBW at Age 10: Where Is Liturgical Theology Going?” dialog 27 (1989) 52.
3James Price Dillard, Chris Segrin, and Janie M. Hardin. “Primary and Secondary Goals in the Production

of Interpersonal Influence Messages,” Communication Monographs 56/1 (March, 1989) 19-38.
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communications theorists like these seriously. But the prospect of gaining insight from such
butcherers of language I find distinctly disquieting. Aune’s own repertory of jargon is not at all
reassuring.

But notice not only the empty jargon. Notice the emphasis on praxis, how comfortably the
argument could be summarized by the language of process. Suppose we were to write, “Liturgies
must be scrutinized on an on-going basis to assure that they will have continuing relevance to the
People of God.” Nowadays readers will swallow a sentence like that without wincing. If I were to
add the words “in language that will actualize their faith on their pilgrim journeys,” would
anyone notice?

I am told in my discipline of literature that all meaning is radically contingent—especially
that all “essentialist” talk about truth, justice, love, human nature is quite meaningless unless we
embed those terms in a context and recognize that the context keeps shifting. As contexts shift,
so do meanings. I must to a degree acknowledge that they do. But in our discourse as Christians



we contend often bitterly over what precisely is essentialist. Is “sin” one of these essentialist
words, or would one do well to replace the word by the plural form, implying that not sin, but
only sins exist? What is suggested by our recent behaviorist penchant to call human behavior
“behaviors,” to refer to “understandings” and even “knowledges”? Why do we seem to find more
attractive those words which invite pluralist conclusions about human behavior and human
nature?

I find it fascinating too, if somewhat disturbing, to note the “greening of theology,” which
carries with it its own special vocabulary of process. “Ecology” has already become the religion
of the ideological yuppie, the radical dropout, the former American Zen Buddhists, and the new
Jane Fondas. (Please note I do not attack ecological concerns; I attack only the way in which
some of the Concerned substitute Nature for the God of nature.) The name of the new god is
Biosphere, and the human species has “rights” to participate in this new oversoul about equal to
those of snails and ferns. People no longer live in states of the United States; they give their
addresses in “bioregions.” The pervasiveness of the biological model is clearly indicated by
vulgarized popular phrases such as “the ecology of investment” or “the present inflationary
environment.”

New Age thinking. of course. The consequences of the New Age mentality entering
mainstream Lutheranism are not at all comforting to consider. The newsletter New Options
provides us with an interesting example of New Age publication. Its editor Mark Satin states that
the editorial policy stresses conflict resolution, “creative problem solving,” “new discourse,” the
Green Peace party, “power to the people,” the end of liberalism (i.e., ideology) and all “new age”
phenomena.4 All of this sounds innocent enough and perhaps even states projects that we
support. To discover that the New Age agenda as found in New Options may have more sinister
implications for Christianity, however, we need only to run our eye down its columns. In
discussing a book by Ron Shegda, Creating a Regenerative Economy (New Generation Press,
Emmaus, PA), approvingly reviewed in this issue of New Options, Satin asks: “Is there any
difference, really, between ‘regenerative economic development’ and the ‘regenerative power of
Christ’ and his Gospel

4Mark Satin in New Options 61 (July 31, 1989) 4.
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message?”5 My answer is of course, yes, I think there’s quite a bit of difference. But. I can
foresee a day when a lot of Lutherans might not think so.

Unfair as it is to attempt any guilt by association, I find several phrases from. the recent
draft statement “The Church in Society: Toward a Lutheran Perspective” both symptomatic and
vaguely disquieting in their greenpeace language. One such phrase is “the neighbor” as discussed
in the document. The text struggles mightily to make Jesus say something about loving the
environment in Luke 10:27, insisting that when we add Luther’s small and large catechisms into
the mix, we discover that Jesus defines neighbor as something more than another human being in
need. In referring to “the neighbor,” he is talking about the environment as well.6 What am I
missing when I read the Luke passage? Are the translations of “my neighbor” available to me
inadequate? “The neighbor” sounds to me for all the world like a concept newly minted to fit
environmental causes. That’s my suspicion, anyway; but I can’t quite enter the debate on equal
terms because I am not a biblical scholar. My plight, I believe, is symptomatic of a more general



problem in the structure of the committees preparing the documents for discussion on church
teaching. A new sacralized jargon compounded of lay expertise, the rhetoric of process, and the
language of diversity zealots has dictated the terms of discourse, a discourse that I find nearly
impossible to penetrate.

Again, I must reiterate that concern for the environment ought to be high on any list of
social concerns that the ELCA addresses. I, too, think we should save whales, the rain forests,
rhinos, baby harp seals, the rivers, the atmosphere, the ozone layer, the polar icecaps. But in
doing so, need we succumb to the New Age sentimentalizers and the new pantheists, all of whom
suggest to us that we would be better off if reactionary Christians got off their fixation on history
and got in tune with nature’s processes?

III. A LITTLE ADVICE
Finally, I would like to offer some advice about the language and the rhetoric we

Christians employ when we worship, write, and argue. We all love the power that the ability to
use new codes, vocabularies, jargons gives us. We need to remember how easily the rhetorician
becomes literally captivated by linguistic fads in naming. We need to try to uncover the
presuppositions that accompany each neologism. Once enclosed by a thicket of jargon, we do not
easily hear the reality of ordinary language. We must ask whether each new naming is harmless
or whether it subtly alters meaning, and perhaps worse, alters our own perceptions and priorities.
Does the new fashion widen or constrict the community of discourse? And above all, let us
critique one another’s language with as good a humor as we can, and exercise some forbearance
even in the face of language we simply can’t stand.

5Ibid., 6.
6Studies subcommittee of the Board of the Commission for Church in Society of the Evangelical Church in

America, “The Church in Society: Toward a Lutheran Perspective” (Study Draft, December, 1989) 5.


