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Spirituality and Practice: Luther
and Canadian Lutheran Spirituality

Bryan V. Hillis

Luther College,

University of Regina

INTRODUCTION

A mere fifteen minutes examining Religion Index One will

indicate to any student of Christian thought the burgeoning in-

terest in this area called “spirituality” . “Christian Spirituality”

seminars have sprouted and grown in the American Academy of

Religion (AAR), the Catholic Theological Society of America
and the College Theology Society. Ewert Cousins, professor of

Theology at Fordham University, is responsible for editing the

twenty-five volume work entitled World Spirituality: An En-

cyclopedic History of the Religious QuestA The World Council

of Churches has convened consultations on spirituality in 1984,

1986 and 1987 in response to requests from its members.2 In-

terest in the spirituality of Martin Luther certainly has not

subsided since the publication of Bengt R. Hoffman’s incisive

work on the nature and origin of Luther’s spiritual experience.^

Chapters continue to be written on Lutheran spirituality, both

past and present.^ In this time of increased interest in spir-

ituality, including Lutheran spirituality, where do Canadian
Lutherans stand? Assuming that Canadian Lutherans identify

with the founder of the sixteenth century reformer by which
they are named, this paper will attempt to compare the spir-

ituality of Luther and Canadian Lutherans, insofar as that is

possible.

While the term “spirituality” has enjoyed increased pop-
ularity of late, it is still regarded by many Protestants with

some mistrust. As Martin E. Marty recently wrote, “spiri-

tuality” is “the code word covering everything from profound
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quests to warm tingles between the toes.”^ Louis Bouyer notes

that Barthian, Bultmannian and Neo-Lutheran theologians are

likely to equate spirituality with mysticism where mysticism
|

is viewed as an essentially Catholic fact rooted in pagan ele- i

ments, therefore foreign to the Bible and irreconcilable with

the Gospel message.^ Gordon Rupp corroborates Bouyer on
this point when he says that “[sjpirituality is a catholic word,

beginning to dissolve into ecumenese, but it is much better

than ‘piety’ with its nineteenth-century overtones or the rather

better eighteenth-century phrase ‘inward religion.’ Rupp’s

quote indicates two points concerning the term: a) “spiri-

tuality” has been especially popular among those associated

with the ecumenical movement^ which may account for its in-

creased popularity of late and b) while writers use the term
with reckless abandon, there is no widespread agreement on

what the term means. One of the clearest indications of the

last point is that Bradley Hanson, past chair of the AAR’s
seminar on “Modern Christian Spirituality” from 1984-1988,

includes a whole section in his book Modern Christian Spiritu-

ality entitled “What is Spirituality?” Four definitions are given

there which count the following as central aspects of spiritual-

ity: a) inner experience b) integration of that experience and
c) expression of that experience in terms of action. Though

;

the exact mix of those aspects remains a matter of some de-
|

bate among the scholars presenting, all their definitions include :

these three aspects. ^ Since these aspects are integral to the def-
|

inition of spirituality, Luther’s concept of spirituality will now I

be examined.
i

THE SPIRITUALITY OF LUTHER !

i

I

a) Luther’s “inner” experience:
i

Lutherans are not used to regarding their beloved namesake
;

as a man of the spirit. They are quite happy to defend him as
^

a staunch defender of the faith, as a rebel against the tyrant
|

mother church, as a medieval man with all the fiaws that en-
i

tailed, even as a somewhat base and vulgar man whose table I

talk was not always something we would want our children to I

hear. But a spiritual man? When that energetic movement
|

of only a few years ago called the “charismatic renewal” rolled i
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through Lutheran churches, we may have heard Luther fre-

!

quently quoted against but seldom in support of such activity.

I

For Lutherans, perhaps especially Canadian Lutherans, Luther

;

was a theologian, quotable, rational, tough-minded, perhaps
' even stubborn, but a theologian nevertheless.

Bengt Hoffman wrote his book Luther and the Mystics as a

I

corrective to what he calls this excessive “objective ratiocina-

i

tion” regarding the study of Luther or the tendency to make
I: Luther into an intellectual theologian not primarily informed

I by his experience of God.^^ Along the same lines, Jared Wicks

I

quotes Otto Pesch’s comparative work on Aquinas and Luther

- which argues that Luther was an “existential” theologian for

I

whom every theological issue centred on what God was saying

to the individual person. What these authors and others are

j

trying to do is highlight a sadly neglected aspect of Luther and

i; his work, namely, that Luther’s theological work was directly

j

informed by his spiritual experience.

Frank Senn, in the introduction to his book, Protestant

I

Spiritual Traditions^ draws the connection between spirituality

! and theology. He defines spirituality as “the subject of commu-

!

nion with God and the way of life which emanates from that”

I
while theology is the “way in which one conceives of God”.12

Theology and spirituality are related in that the way in which

one conceives of God (theology) will affect how one perceives

one’s relationship to God (spirituality). The converse is also

true, namely, that spiritual experience affects theology. Senn
argues further that the various types of Protestantism extant in

the world today are products, at least in part, of their different

spiritualities; for instance, mainline Reformation spirituality,

including Lutheranism, differs from Puritanism and Revivalism

insofar as the latter place greater emphasis on the immanence
rather than the transcendence of God.^^ Hence, Lutheranism,

if it is to be true to its founder’s theology, must understand

Luther’s spiritual experience. As Louis Bouyer states: “There

is no doubt that the problem that presented itself to Luther,

first as a personal one, then as one whose solution would inspire

all his public activity, was directly spiritual.”

The history of Luther’s spiritual journey is familiar to most
Lutherans; the young law student caught in a thunderstorm
appealed to a saint for help; the struggling monk suffered

great anxiety over whether he could possibly please God with
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his many ascetic practices; finally the preacher/teacher after

studying the Pauline texts came to a new understanding of

God’s righteousness and what that meant for him. Of interest

to us here is the content of the inner experience that brought

Luther to his theological understanding.

In his study of the spiritual experience of Luther, Frank
Senn notes that Luther was born in remote Thuringia where
religious faith was very conservative. The young Luther was
sent to a school in Magdeburg operated by the Brethren of the

Common Life whose ^^devotio moderna... advocated an emi-

nently interior piety based on self-analysis achieved through

meditation and the use of the confessional.” After the thun-

derstorm vows of 1505, Luther entered the monastery of the

Hermits of St. Augustine, one of the strictest religious houses

of the time where he lived according to and probably even be-

yond the requirements of the governing Rule. Ascetic practice

was unquestionably a significant aspect of his striving to an-

swer the question “What must I do to be saved?” as Luther

struggled with the insufficiency of his own efforts before the

justice of the Almighty. When Staupitz counselled the young
monk to study the Scriptures, even this was regarded as part

of the ascetic discipline that would eventually bring Luther as-

surance of salvation. What finally came to Luther—what is

often called his “Tower experience”—was the realization that

such ascetic practice would not earn him salvation. Rather in

the court of the Almighty Judge only the Almighty could pos-

sibly pronounce innocence. As Bouyer points out, this was not

a new idea and Luther had probably read it in the Augustinian

spiritual writers he favoured. ^5 What was new was that Luther

realized, whether suddenly or not, that his ascetic habits were

not the way to obtain God’s grace; only trust in God's mercy
could accomplish his salvation. As Luther stated in 1545:

I have begun to understand that the justice of God is that by which

the just person lives by the gift of God, that is to say by faith. This

means that the gospel reveals to us the justice of God, that is to say

that passive justice by which God, in his mercy, justifies us by faith,

as it is written: the just one lives by faith. I felt then reborn and
I entered into the wide-open gates of paradise itself .

[Emphasis

mine]

This spiritual experience informed the rest of Luther's life

and theology. As Hoffman says, “the experience of justification
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by faith, perhaps beginning with the so-called tower experi-

ence, became the yardstick with which Luther meditated.”

Despite Luther’s awareness of his guilt before God, Luther also

knew that he was saved. What was to become the cornerstone

of his faith were these two themes of his spiritual experience:

humanity is accused of its sin and would be lost forever but God
justifies and saves the sinner without regard to merit. Obvi-

ously Luther’s training, his struggle with the church, his inabil-

ity to find fulfilment in the monastery, his pastoral concern for

his congregation tempted by the lax discipline of indulgences, 20

and perhaps even his relationship with his father21 were all fac-

tors that had an effect on Luther’s spiritual progress. Whatever
the causes or influences for the experience, whether the expe-

rience was sudden or progressive, the fact is that Luther had a

spiritual experience that informed his life work, namely, that

we are justified by grace through faith, not of our own doing

but because of God’s good grace.

Bengt Hoffman clearly demonstrates the mystical character

of this justification experience. Luther used phrases like “the

mystical Christ”
,
“mystical incarnation”

,
“mystical theology”

and “mystical eyes” to depict the experience of being justified

before God. He also frequently used the word “invisible” to

refer to a perfect relationship of faith which reflects Luther’s

mystical concept of justification. 22 His repetition of the terms

“spirit”, “spiritual” and “spirituality” especially in reference to

the operation of the “invisible” Holy Spirit also demonstrates

the connection of this concept of justification with mystical

thought. 23 For Luther, “one who is spiritual” is one “who has

the Spirit of Christ” and who therefore has been brought to

God’s salvation in a new birth.24 The dogma of justification

would be hard pressed to have more mystical, spiritual or ex-

periential roots than these!

b) Luther’s integration of his spiritual experience:

As indicated above, it is no exaggeration at all to say that

Luther’s life was comprised of his efforts to integrate his expe-

rience of justification with his work as a reformer. Only three

instances will be noted here. Luther’s most famous public act

of challenging the Roman Catholic monolith with his ninety-

five theses was a first tentative attempt to integrate his spir-

itual experience of justification with his understanding of the
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church; how could the papal indulgences be God’s will given

his experience of justification? When Luther debated John
Eck at Leipzig in 1519, he was forced to the realization that he
identified with the Hussite cause because of his conviction that

the (invisible) church consists of those justified by God, not

those the Roman Catholic Church declares saved. Finally, as

demonstrated in the following letter to a minister who was con-

sidering leaving his post upon hearing of the excommunication
bull, Luther assumes that others who were fighting with him
against the Roman Catholic Church had received that “spirit”

of justification also:

If you have the spirit^ do not leave your post, lest another receive

your crown. It is but a little thing that we should die with the Lord,

who in our flesh laid down his life for us. We shall rise with him
and abide with him in eternity He will come, he will not tarry,

who will deliver us from every ill. Fare well in the Lord Jesus, who
comforts and sustains mind and spirit. Amen.26 [Emphasis mine] ,

Lest we make Luther into some kind of starry-eyed spirit-

filled fanatic, it is important to note here that Luther al-

ways grounded his spiritual experience in study of the Scrip-

tures. Even Hoffman who decries the over-intellectualization

of Luther’s theology is happy to state that Luther’s spiritu- i

ality and mysticism were grounded in the Word: “mystical
|

knowledge was part of Luther’s spirituality, but it was not free- i

floating; it was rooted in the justifying kerygma of Scripture.” 27 j

God’s Word in Scripture is the most decisive means of com-
municating God to us but even that communication must be

|

accomplished by the Holy Spirit. As Hoffman has so aptly
|

written:
j

The Holy Spirit uses in a special way the words about and by Christ. !

These words are preeminently the receivers and channels of his com- i

munication with us. The word calls forth the divine Presence to the
|

one who seeks. No wonder Luther encouraged Christians to be dili-
|

gent in their reading and contemplation of Scripture! The Word
;

spoken by and about Christ is a bridge between the Lord and his
\

friends, Luther thought.2S
|

The most obvious results of Luther’s integration of his I

spiritual experience of justification were his theological con-
|

structs. In all his dealings with the Catholic hierarchy. Eras-
'

mus, other reformers like the Anabaptists, and even his beloved '

Melanchthon, Luther emphasized sola fides. Without this ar-
}

tide of faith, Luther said one could not know God: '
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Whoever departs from the article of justification does not know
God and is an idolater For when this article has been taken

away, nothing remains but error, hypocrisy, godlessness, and idol-

atry, although it may seem to be the height of truth, worship of

God, holiness, etc. The reason for this is that God neither wants

to be known nor can be known in any other way except through

Christ.

.

Another theological construct that Luther utilized and
which seemed to act as an instrument of integration for

Luther’s spiritual experience of justification is the “theology

of the cross”. In chapter 4 of his book Luther and his Spir-

itual Legacy^ Jared Wicks outlines how Luther’s theology of

the cross was directly related to his spiritual experience. As
Wicks says, “Luther’s theological optic was sharply focused on

the appropriation of redemption in the life of faith.” Funda-

mental to that appropriation was the realization of the magni-

tude of our sins before the Almighty who accuses and judges

us accordingly. No matter how self-inflated we may become
with our words (and here Luther rates theologians as among
the worst offenders)

,
the only real way we are saved is through

the cross of Christ. Though a stumblingblock to the Jew and
foolishness to the Greek, on the cross Christ overcame death

with life and thereby has accomplished the work of salvation.

Luther’s theology of the cross did not find God in the glori-

ous creation but found the Almighty hidden in the suffering of

Christ. Like the mystic who can only passively wait for and
accept the experience God grants, so too we as Christians can

only accept God’s saving work on the cross, as baffling and
unexpected as it may be. There is no human activity which
can justify us but only God’s pure gift of the cross. ^2 Why
does God work that way? Because God is that sovereign, that

mighty, and that much beyond our understanding. Only the

cross reveals our Lord in a very obscure and unexpected way.

c) How Luther expressed his spirituality:

Luther’s whole life work can be regarded as an expression

of his spiritual experience of justification but in this section we
will look at those activities which Luther specifically taught

were related to the experience of justification. Those activities

fall into four categories: 1) education; 2) prayer; 3) good works;

and 4) worship.
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In this context, education refers not to institutional educa-
tion systems which Luther also encouraged for his followers,^^

but to the educational tools which a Christian must use in

order to nurture the ongoing process and realization of justi-

fication. First and foremost for Luther was the diligent study

of the Word of God as contained in the written Scriptures and
preached from the pulpit. So Luther encouraged his readers

to “Hear God’s Word often; do not go to bed, do not get up,

without having spoken a beautiful passage—two, three, or four

of them—to your heart.” Simply hearing or reading was not

enough, Luther said; one must ruminate upon Scripture so

that with real earnestness one can take it to heart, love it and
hold fast to it.35 In the Preface to the Wittenberg Edition of

Luther’s German Writings of 1539^ Luther proposed a “cor-

rect way of studying theology” which he said he had learned

from his study of Psalm 119; one must first pray, then meditate

upon the reading, and finally expect spiritual trials that will

test one’s knowledge and understanding of the Scripture.37

Catechetical instruction also played a major role in Luther’s

expression and nurturing of the spiritual experience. Senn
points to the fact that the basis of every explanation of the

Ten Conamandments in the Small Catechism is the phraise “We
should fear and love God” which reflects Luther’s spiritual ex-

perience of justification by faith. 3S Calling his Small Catechism

a “brief transcript of the entire Holy Scripture” ,39 Luther urged

upon his followers the spiritual discipline of reciting portions

of the catechism daily just as he read and recited every morn-
ing with his children the Ten Commandments, the Creed, the

Lord’s Prayer, Psalms, etc.^^9 As one needed to be reminded of

one’s baptism, the first justifying event in a Christian’s life, so

one needed to continue to remind oneself of one’s sin and the

righteousness God freely offers in the Son of God.
Martin E. Lehmann’s Luther and Prayer traces the devel-

opment of Luther’s concept of prayer. By the time Luther
had finished lecturing on Psalms in 1515, he was aware of two
types of prayer: a) that which “monks and others” engage
in, consisting of words only but which “is not prayer in the

proper sense of the word”; and b) the prayer of the heart or

true prayer which was defined in medieval times by John of

Damascus as “the ascent of the mind, or rather of the spirit to

God”.42 Once God’s Word has come to us and established a
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I

right relationship with God, we can truly pray, expressing our
i trust in and dependence upon God.43 Luther expressed this

most eloquently in his Personal Prayer Book of 1522: “What
is important for a good prayer is not many words. . ..but rather

I

a turning to God frequently and with heartfelt longing, and

I

doing so without ceasing.”

Lehmann also demonstrates from Luther’s writings how real

prayer becomes possible only by making justification the basis

for prayer. Justification is not a one-time event but a recurring

I

phenomenon by which, because of our faith in Christ, we are

j

forgiven and granted Christ’s righteousness on a continuous

I

basis. Prayer is the inevitable result of this ever new and right

j

relationship with God.^S This means our prayer will always

I

have a doxological content as we praise and thank God for

!
God’s great gift and request “continually. . . the gift of the Spirit

!

and the increase of faith” .^6 Though God may not grant all our

]

prayers concerned with this-worldly needs, Luther assured us

j

that, in issues concerning the spiritual life, when God’s Word
i and prayer are used in combination we can be sure of God’s

affirmative answer: “However, where this foundation, which is

I

the Word of God, has been laid, there prayer is the ultimate

I

help. No, it is not help; it is our power and victory in every

trial.

Luther’s most eloquent and clear description of the reasons

I for living a moral life is contained in his famous tract of 1520

I

The Freedom of a Christian. While critics charged that Luther
emphasized faith to the point that there was no need for good
works. Brooks demonstrates that the essence of Luther’s reply

was that only the perfectly spiritual person could make that

claim and “such we shall be only at the resurrection of the

dead” In the meantime, all people need to work towards the

active Christian life as a means of “crucifying the flesh with

its passions and desires”. Because we have an inner union

with the crucified Christ who justifies us, living a moral life

is an integral part of being a Christian not because it earns

us this justification but because it is a natural result of our

justification. Good works are not a striving and devising to

make oneself acceptable to God but are done out of devotion

to God and in the service of the community where God can
be served. Whether it is one’s vocation in the family, job or

j

social life, Christians are free to serve without regard for the
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imperfect nature of their works. ^2 Christians are confident that

their salvation and their words are in God’s hands. The spiri-

tual basis for this was just as obvious to Luther; in commenting
on John 15:2 Luther said that moral goodness is not our own
doing but reflects Christ at work in us. Not only is Christ the

Christian’s model of a moral life, but Christ works within us

as cosmic Lord, our moral works being mere extensions of the

“spiritual generation” that Christ initiated.

Communal worship was another area where Luther’s spir-

itual experience was expressed and nurtured. The theolog-

ical groundwork for the reform of worship from a works-

righteousness orientation to an expression of justifying grace

was laid in the Babylonian Captivity of the Church. The em-
phasis on preaching and frequent, full reception of the Eu-

charist reflected Luther’s emphasis on God meeting human-
ity in worship with the most fitting response of humanity be-

ing praise and thanksgiving in the form of prayer and song.

Luther’s theology of the Eucharist wherein Christ comes to

us in, with and under the earthly form of the bread and wine

indicates the mystery and veiled nature of God’s presence, nec-

essary because while we may be justified, we are still not able

to receive the full presence of God.^^ j-i^e of baptism was
'

perhaps the most obvious expression for Luther of the grace

of God which according to the Small Catechism “works for-

giveness of sins, delivers from death and the devil and gives

eternal salvation to all those who believe this as the words and
promise of God declare.” Baptism is not a single event in

the life of a Christian but Christians should remind themselves

daily of their baptism so that “a new man daily [can] come
j

forth and arise, who shall live before God in righteousness and
|

purity forever.” In this way, Luther said the very essence
|

of a Christian’s spiritual life can be expressed and nourished I

continually.
|

THE SPIRITUALITY OF CANADIAN LUTHERANS I

i

In a book dedicated to the search for the identity of Cana- I

dian Lutheranism, William Hordern notes that Canadians have 1

traditionally defined their identity negatively, that is, in op-
|

position to another group whether it be the British or the

Americans. While Lutherans have had their Confessions as
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a source of identity, they are not very helpful in discover-

ing identity (or spirituality!) because the Confessions were

meant to “explicate and illuminate the ecumenical creeds”
,
not

to express something new or distinct. In the same volume,

Gunther Gassman argues that to evaluate Lutheran identity

one needs to study basic theological and historical elements;

however Gassman says nothing of the spiritual experience that

may inform those elements. In other words, “spirituality”

does not seem to be a major element in defining the identity

of Canadian Lutheranism.

How does one determine the spirituality of a group of peo-

ple, especially a disparate group of people like those Canadians

who call themselves Lutheran? Thomas Ryan quotes a 1980

profile of Lutherans in Canada which indicated that 58% of

those 700,000 claiming to be Lutheran at that time were of a

German background, 19% of Scandinavian ancestry, and 20%
of other European (Estonian, Latvian, Slovakian) heritage.

While Roger Nostbakken had some success in characterizing

the worship of some of these groups, it would be impossible

to characterize in the same way the spirituality of those groups.

Further problems present themselves in the study of the

spirituality of a group like Canadian Lutherans. What gen-

eration of Lutherans do we study? How does one separate

Lutheran spirituality of the Canadian variety from that of the

American? Is it even accurate to do so? Should one try to eval-

uate the spirituality of the major denominations that comprise

or have comprised Canadian Lutheranism? Is it even possible

to define accurately the spirituality of a whole denomination?

If not, which congregations or individuals does one use as the

gauge for Canadian Lutheran spirituality?

Whatever slippery path one takes here it seems one will have

to make some arbitrary assumptions. Here are mine. Based
on the work of Joachim Wach who says that all religious expe-

rience is translated into theoretical, practical and sociological

expression, it is assumed here that Canadian Lutherans were

and are informed by a spirituality or spiritual experience that

has produced certain beliefs, practices and communities. Given
the central aspects of spirituality articulated above and given

the difficulty in determining the spirituality of a group as di-

verse as Canadian Lutherans, this section will assume that the
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spirituality of Canadian Lutherans has expressed itself histori-

cally and continues to be expressed in the actions and beliefs of

Canadian Lutherans today. For the sake of comparison then,

we will survey the same four categories of Luther’s spiritual

expression in the Canadian context; namely 1) education; 2)

prayer; 3) good works; and 4) worship.

At a recent convention of the Saskatchewan Synod of the

Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada (ELCIC), Walter Fre-

itag noted that there are at least two types of Lutherans who
settled Canada: a) “pietists” who reacted against the doctrinal

nitpicking of the intellectual elite of Europe and who were more
interested in the use of prayer, personal testimony, hymns,
Bible reading and devotions as tools to shape Christian life;

and b) “orthodox” Lutherans who stressed doctrinal preach-

ing, education, good order in worship and intellectual assent

to official church doctrine.^2 Like any typology, this one has its

limitations; however it is very instructive in terms of identifying

the spiritual orientation of the various ethnic groups that came
to this country. In his introduction to the history of the former

Evangelical Lutheran Church of Canada, George O. Evenson
summarizes how various Lutheran synods tended to emphasize

either the orthodox or pietistic typology at the beginning of

this century. German groups which dominated the Missouri

Synod tended to be more orthodox with a resulting emphasis

on education and order in worship. Groups of Scandinavian

extraction which eventually became the Lutheran Church in

America were more pietistic; prayer and the doing of good
works, not to mention the avoiding of bad ones, were em-
phasized by these groups. Somewhere in the middle with a
healthy dose of Norwegian orthodoxy and Danish pietism were
those groups which eventually formed the American Lutheran
Church. Such typologies are helpful as background informa-

tion to the historical examples of Canadian Lutheran spiritu-

ality cited below.

King Christian IV of Denmark, in his quest to find a short

route to India, dispatched Jens Munk in May of 1619 on a
voyage to the new world. Among Munk’s crew was a Lutheran
clergyman by the name of Rasmus Jenson Aarhus who, despite

his own failing health and the diminishing size of his sailor con-

gregation, held services including a Christmas communion ser-

vice that year. Before he succumbed to scurvy and dysentery.
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Aarhus ministered as he could to those dying around him. It

was some time however before the first Lutheran community
was established.^^ Yet even in the very beginnings of Cana-
dian Lutheranism, we see an emphasis on public worship as

important in nurturing the spiritual lives of Lutherans.

Shortly after the first Lutheran church was built in 1759 in

Halifax, catechism classes began, and in 1761 seventeen peo-

ple were confirmed in the Lutheran faith. The candidates for

confirmation were asked to renounce all the “sects and here-

sies” existing in the new land indicating not only an empha-
sis on pure doctrine but also the isolationism of Lutherans in

Canada. Keeping this particular congregation as German as

possible even after the death of their first German pastor, was
just one way of maintaining Lutheran identity and purity of

doctrine. While it is easy to be critical of such isolationism in

a twentieth century perspective, it must be remembered that

these Lutherans were battling a trend in Nova Scotia; many
Lutheran congregations who did not get German clergy were

led by men who claimed Lutheran affiliation but who were soon

tempted by the better salaries of the Church of England, even-

tually becoming members of the Anglican communion. Often

this resulted in real struggle between those who wanted to re-

main true to Lutheran worship practice and those who were

happy enough to use the Book of Common Prayer.^S

This struggle for Lutheran worship and doctrine against the

influence of the established church continued when Lutherans

tried to establish a presence in Ontario in the early ISOOs.^^

Struggles for orthodox Lutheran doctrine also occurred on
other fronts as liberal preachers like F.W. Bindemann in the

Kitchener area were rejected by congregations who wanted
“more of a Lutheran status” in their preaching. Such strug-

gles were not limited to what is often regarded as the more
orthodox German synods; at Gimli, Manitoba in 1879, two
days of religious discussion were held among the Icelandic com-
munity as one Rev. Bjarnason, a liberal minister from the

State Church of Iceland, debated the conservatively trained

Rev. Thorlaksson from the United States. Everything from
the use of vowel signs in the Hebrew Bible to the religious

significance of the teachings of Copernicus received attention

there. Such doctrinal discussions reflect a real concern with
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the Word of God, its interpretation and use; if the interpre-

tation was at all misdirected, the message of justification was
perceived to be endangered.

Obviously many of the real problems of Canadian Luther-

anism resulted from a lack of indigenously trained clergy. *72

Hence educational institutions at places like Melville, Camrose
and Outlook were organized to give at least the preparatory

training to seminary on Canadian soil. When a seminary was
first proposed for the southern Ontario region in 1909, the Uni-

versity of Toronto seemed the most likely site but this idea was
soon scuttled because it was thought it would be too easy for

Canadian Lutherans to be persuaded by broader ecumenical

endeavors that would “weaken their Lutheran principles”. *^3

Lutherans thereby continued their founder’s emphasis on ed-

ucation as a way of nurturing and expressing the experience

of justification, even if done in isolation so as to protect the

purity of the experience.

Lutheran piety and service to the community have been

noted from the first arrival of Lutherans in Upper Canada. In

a new world where signs of civilization were considered sup-

portive of the community, Mrs. Simcoe, wife of Canada’s

first lieutenant-governor, noted that the Lutheran “houses and
grounds have a neater appearance than those of any other

people”. TjjLe establishment of hospitals, orphanages, homes
for the aged and colleges were real contributions to the com-
munity befitting the experience of justified Christians free to

pursue risky enterprises.'^^ However, Lutherans have also been
accused of being rather self-serving in many of these commu-
nity efforts;'^^ in 1946, the establishment of Canadian Lutheran
World Relief, whose principal task was the resettlement of

Lutheran refugees, is a good case in point. Only recently

have Lutherans been more involved in less self-serving ven-

tures like native issues, the peace movement and environ-

mental campaigns. One senses there is a trend developing

here as infiuential, prophetic Canadian Lutherans like William
Hordern stress using the gospel message of justification by
grace as a springboard to action and not as an excuse of pietis-

tic quietism.

In the area of worship, Lutherans have, like their founder,

emphasized the transcendent sovereignty of the Almighty who

)

1

1

1
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not only created and saved humanity but who is also responsi-

ble for humanity’s continuing well-being. Canadian Lutherans
are especially well-situated as witnesses of God’s transcendent

sovereignty; as Douglas Hall says in his book The Canada Cri-

sis: A Christian Perspective^ “It is hard to stand out on the

prairie, or by the sea, or in the midst of northern Ontario’s

myriad Christmas trees and think to oneself: ‘Man [sic] is the

measure of all things!’ These thoughts could not have been

far from the minds of Rev. Aarhus and those Danish crewmen
who thought it so important to conduct the first Lutheran wor-

ship on Canadian soil even as they struggled for survival.

While Canadian Lutherans have constant reminders of a

hidden, even distant God in a country of extreme temperature

and vast expanses of physical space, they have also enjoyed the

comfort of the sacraments as vehicles of grace in their worship.

Though the transcendent sovereignty of God is seldom over-

looked in Lutheran circles, God is made more present through

baptism and the Lord’s Supper so that some emphasis can be
placed also on God’s immanence. In this vein, Donald Johnson
argues that a reaffirmation of the sacramental tradition is cur-

rently providing new meaning and unity in Canadian Lutheran
worship. Whereas in the past Lutherans received the Eucharist

four times yearly, the minimum reconunended by Luther, most
Canadian Lutheran congregations now celebrate at least bi-

weekly if not more often. Vestment adornments now empha-
size the celebratory nature of the Eucharist. Where possible,

altars have been brought forward to be closer to the people,

to emphasize God’s presence among the people, as are bap-

tismal fonts to remind people of their baptismal grace. Private

baptisms are discouraged to emphasize the community aspect

of the sacrament. More liturgical settings and inclusive lan-

guage are available to emphasize the participation of everyone

in the liturgy.^1 By re-emphasizing the sacraments and encour-

aging increased lay participation in the liturgy, Lutherans are

re-discovering Luther’s spirituality of praise and mystery in

the presence of the transcendent Almighty who is also consid-

ered immanently present “where two or three are gathered”

(Matthew 18:20).

Concern for worship was the impetus in the late 1960s

for most North American Lutheran bodies to cooperate in a

manner to which Lutherans are unaccustomed; at the invita-

tion of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, almost all North
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American Lutherans, including Canadian Lutherans, began
discussing the possibility of a common hymnbook. This Amer-
ican experience, together with the Canadian experience of pan-
Lutheran cooperation during World War II and following when
waves of Lutheran immigrants required aid in resettling, set

the stage for the merger which resulted in the formation of

the Evangelical Lutheran Church In Canada in 1986.^2 xhe
Canadian version of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, the

Lutheran Church-Canada, did not participate in this merger

because of its previously mentioned “orthodox” (as opposed

to pietistic) spirituality which places such great emphasis on a

prior doctrinal agreement. As Welf H. Heick once said in an

address to the Lutheran Historical Conference, Lutherans have

always lagged behind other Canadian denominations (e.g., the

Methodists and Presbyterians) in their efforts to unite, and
this necessity for prior doctrinal agreement has usually been

the cause. Canadian historians Phyllis Airhart, Michael Gau-
vreau and Marguerite Van Die have demonstrated among other

things that Canadian Methodism and Presbyterianism, linked

as they were with Canadian Evangelicalism, were more open

to modern intellectual influences and ecumenical advances by
other denominations through the nineteenth and into the twen-

tieth centuries. contrast, only since World War II have

the ethnically and theologically isolated Lutherans been able

to talk to one another in the same language (English) let alone

discuss with other denominations ecumenical possibilities.

Two recent studies are helpful in measuring current Cana-
dian Lutheran attitudes and spirituality. Based on a series

of national surveys, Reginald Bibby discovered in his exten-

sive study of religion that Canadian religion is “fragmented”:

“Religion, Canadian-style, is mirroring culture. A specialized

society is met with specialized religion. Consumer-minded in-

dividuals are provided with a smorgasbord of fragment choices.

Culture leads; religion follows. How fragmented is Canadian
Lutheranism? That is, how true have Canadian Lutherans
remained to their founder’s spiritual experience and expres-

sions of justification? Though the Lutheran sample is small,

Bibby ’s study indicates that, like most other mainline denomi-
nations, Lutheran numbers are not increasing in the same pro-

portion as Canada’s population. Having said that, it is note-

worthy that Lutherans have not slipped nearly as much as the
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1

other mainline traditions. In other words, Lutherans at least

claim to continue to identify with their Lutheran heritage while

others may not.

j

In terms of belief, Bibby says that “A good rule of thumb
' on beliefs and practices is that Anglican, United Church and
' Lutheran affiliates tend to be the least traditional.” “Tra-

j

ditional” belief here refers to affirming belief in God, Jesus’

II

divinity, and life after death. However, it is worth noting that

regarding belief in God, committed Lutherans scored a fairly

j high 85% with only committed Roman Catholics and Conserva-

tive Protestants scoring higher. Lutheran belief in Jesus’ divin-

ity and life after death appears to be markedly lower but Bibby
admits that in these two areas, his statistics are incomplete.

! Bibby’s “rule of thumb” breaks down completely when
“practice” is considered. Sixty per cent of committed Luther-

ans surveyed said they engaged in private prayer and 39% in

Bible reading, which is actually higher than the national aver-

I

age of connnitted believers (53% and 25%). ^0 Though 58% of

I

Lutherans claim to be a member of a church, only about 14%
I

actually attend weekly, which does not compare favourably

I

with the national average of 35%. In terms of having “ex-

I

perienced God”
,
committed Lutherans are below the national

average of committed religious folk (38% compared to 42%). ^2

Hence if we take these figures as indicators of our spirituality

categories, Lutherans do not seem to value highly attendance

at worship nor have they had an experience of God in the same
way conservative Protestants claim. Yet Lutherans do continue

to pray and read their Bibles more than the average Canadian
believer, which in combination with a re-evaluation of the “be-

lief” categories above may indicate a continuing interest if not

commitment to education and prayer.

The results of David Ramsey’s study of Lutherans in Regina
seem to support this. Conducting surveys in a cross-section

of Regina congregations including those of the American
Lutheran Church, Lutheran Church in America and Lutheran
Church-Missouri Synod heritage, Ramsey found that, con-

trary to his own expectations, there was very little fragmenta-

tion of belief in answers to questions regarding belief in God,
the New Age movement, and the divinity and work of Jesus.

The vast majority of Lutherans gave orthodox Lutheran an-

swers to questions concerning all these categories. ^4 There was
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also relatively little dissension from the orthodox Lutheran
doctrine regarding the question of who would receive salva-

tion; over 75% agree that “[w]e are saved by the grace of God
because of our faith in Christ Jesus... [having done]... noth-

ing to earn or deserve it.”^^ Even those who disagreed with

what Ramsey judged to be the orthodox answer did “so in

ways which do not entirely reject Lutheran theology Sim-

ply put, the “unorthodox answers” to the question “How are

we saved?” were governed by the orthodox idea that God’s
mysterious grace demonstrated on the cross is full and plen-

teous and should not be bound by any dogmatic statement.

Similar explanations were given regarding any fragmentation

of belief regarding the necessity of the sacraments, especially

baptism.

On only one question of doctrine did Ramsey’s Lutherans

appear to be taking more instruction from the surrounding

culture than from the Lutheran Confessions; regarding the

state of human nature, a little less than half gave the orthodox

Lutheran answer that “sin is now our condition, our nature”

but another 26% gave the liberal answer that “human nature

is neither good nor evil” and the remainder gave responses

more humanist or determinist in nature.^^ Clearly these lib-

eral, humanist and determinist answers are not congruent with

Luther’s experience of absolute human corruption in need of

God’s saving grace.

As already mentioned, Ramsey was surprised by the rela-

tively fragment-free results and perhaps even more surprised

by the fact that the better educated respondents gave unex-

pectedly orthodox answers. At least Regina’s Lutherans seem
to know how their answers should reflect the doctrine and spir-

itual experience of Luther.

CONCLUDING COMMENTS
Though this study makes no pretensions to having described

the totality of Canadian Lutheran spirituality, a comparison
with Luther’s spirituality does reveal some trends congruent
with and also diverging from Luther’s spirituality.

In his emphasis on education, which originates in the Scrip-

tures and includes other means such as the Catechism, Luther
strove both to nurture his spiritual experience of justiflcation
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and maintain the necessary correct doctrine to support it.

Through the decades, Canadian Lutherans of all descriptions

have been embroiled in doctrinal debates which, even if many
of them are carry-overs of American disputes, 100 reflect a con-

cern for correct doctrine. That concern seems to have resulted

in a remarkably homogenous (non-fragmented) set of beliefs

especially concerning who God is, the work of Christ and jus-

tiflcation, even if the need for that justiflcation seems to have

been blurred somewhat by the optimism of contemporary cul-

ture regarding human possibilities. By and large, Lutherans

still share with Luther the belief in, and therefore also the ex-

perience of, the need for justiflcation and God’s gracious work
of such justiflcation in the work of Christ.

Though the committed Lutherans of Bibby’s study can only

boast a 39% Bible reading rate, a 60% private prayer rate and
a 15% weekly attendance rate, both Bibby’s and Ramsey’s
studies support the idea that Canadian Lutherans still know
what their spiritual experience should be, even if they do not

take the time or make the effort to nurture that experience

through prayer and worship. In a culture which values high

ethical and moral standards, the works that Canadian Luther-

ans accomplish are not regarded as currency in obtaining jus-

tiflcation, an understanding one would think our money-based
culture would encourage; rather Lutherans, like their name-
sake founder, regard those works as a result of the salvation

experience with service to our fellow human being a natural

by-product. 101 One can only pray that though the knowledge
Canadian Lutherans seem to have internalized is not supported

by the type of sustained spiritual practice (i.e., worship and
prayer) that Luther encouraged, Canadian Lutherans are ex-

periencing and will continue to experience the spirituality that

prompted Luther’s faith and life-work.
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