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Tradition of Penance vs. the divine institution of Absolution (continued from last week....)7

. . . The Lutheran agendas, and, indeed, up until the year 1739, that the general confession and absolution has been
decisively disapproved and never approved. For although in individual southern German congregations the ceremony
took place, which the second Pommeranian Agenda from the year 1563 – originating from Dr. Bugenhagen – allowed
for the parson to read aloud a general absolution, yet even there the absolution was done privately every time, so that
after the confession was made the confessor individually came to the confessional chair in order to, when necessary,
be instructed and comforted particularly by a Word of God, whereupon, then, each one individually would be imparted
the absolution under the laying of hands. May the following passages serve as proof of how strictly the general absolution
was forbidden, even threatening one’s being removed from office, from the Pomeranian Agenda just mentioned:
“Therefore the parsons must be most seriously forbidden to absolve people corporately in groups, so the
superintendents in synodis must pay serious attention to this, so that no one declare absolution over those he does not
know in a group out of greed, to please the people, or out of laziness, because he is overwhelmed by the task, whom,
after the superintendent has been warned and not stopped doing it, he must depose from his preaching office as an
unfaithful hireling.8

Similar prohibitions of the general absolution are also contained in other agendas, for example of Gotha,
Magdeburg, Ulm; but the following passage from the Braunschweig - Luneburg Agenda from the year 1739 shows that
these are also repeated in more recent agendas: “The Pastores should absolve the simple people in d iv idu a l l y  and
not two, three, or more at the same time as is sometimes experienced, for that should not be tolerated.” The
subsequent departures from this salutary order always had their foundation in the falsifications of the pure
doctrine, and the more this got the upper hand the more universally it occurred that the general confession was
not only allowed alongside private confession, but rather it was allowed to almost entirely exclude the existence
of the latter. Namely, the pure Lutheran doctrine of private absolution would  be falsified by unionism, pietism
and rationalism; through unionis m, since to please the Reformed, more and more manifest concessions to
their opposition to it were given; through p ie t i sm, since through the perversions of the nature of repentance
they brought forth, the whole use of the same become despised; through ra t i o na l i s m , since the preachers
and then, naturally, their hearers also denied that they were repentant sinners and in need of penance, but
especially that the servants of Christ would have the authority to forgive sins.

The evil fruits of this abdication were a lot of regulations among which, no doubt, the one that is first and foremost
was issued in electoral Brandenburg in the name of Friedrich I in the year 1798. It would thereby indirectly abolish
private confession, in that it made of it a ‘scruple of conscience (?)’, or made it allowable for one who had not led a
manifestly offensive life style to go to the holy LORD’s Supper even without private confession. Such needed only to
register eight days before with the preacher and then take part in a general admonition to penance, at which neither
confession nor absolution took place. Similar orders appeared more repeatedly and forcefully until finally salutary private
penance vanished completely, especially in the last third of the last century.

5. At the time of Synod’s establishment (1847)

A. Synodical Constitution (Article XIV §:14)
 Indeed, according to the seventeenth Article of the Augsburg Confession, the synod does not consider uniformity in ceremonies

necessary for the true unity of the Christian Church, yet it seems to her, on the other hand, that such uniformity is a wholesome and
worthy goal for the following reasons:

a.) because through a total disparity in external ceremonies the weak can easily be caused to err about the unity of the church.
b.) because the church must avoid the appearance of seeking innovation and of carelessness by her abolishing customs and

practices already tried and true.

7E.G.W. Keyl, “On Private and General Confession,” Der Lutheraner, Vol. 4; issues 2,3,5; 20 September, 1847ff. Pp. 15ff

8Naturally this is not a proof that in itself it must be rebuked if the general confession is retained, if in the
order of the congregation it is given legitimacy. So it is only worthy of rebuke when, as in the case being referred to,
a salutary Church order that has already been received is broken.

Ed.
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Besides that, the synod also considers it essential for the purification of the American-Lutheran Church that the emptiness and
lack of substance in outward forms of worship that have come to be prominent here through the imposition of the false spirit of the
Reformed be thus opposed.

The synod requires of all pastors and congregations, should they want to be recognized as orthodox by her, to accept or retain
no ceremonies by which the confession of the truth would be weakened or a heresy would be approved and strengthened, especially
if the toleration or acceptance of such ceremonies are imposed by the force of the tenets of heretical faith. (3.)

Where private confession is already instituted, it is to be retained according to Article 11 of the Augsburg Confession, but
where it is not, the pastor must work towards its introduction through teaching and instruction. Corporate confession and
Absolution can still be retained along with private confession in congregations where objections to the total abolition of
corporate confession cannot be removed.

The goal of this uniformity in ceremonies is chiefly to be brought about through the acceptance and, as uniform use as possible
use of a pure Lutheran agenda. (This matter and Keyl’s essay was a prime topic of conversation reported at the first pastoral
conferences).

Historical Summary on the Practice of Confession / Absolution at the time when the LCMS was founded.

A. Private confession/absolution before communion was the practice received at the Reformation that the confessions
retain (though the confessional chair replaced the confessional booth).
- Faith of a person MUST be known before admission to the Sacrament (lest we partake of their partaking unworthily).
- For the on-going personal education and especially for the individual forgiveness offered.
- Not made a matter forced on the conscience, but commonly used because the people needed and valued it.
- The cross is denuding and exposing one’s self before another, shaming and crucifying the flesh; then the promised
forgiveness.
- Early Lutheran agendas forbad the abandonment of private confession by the clergy for easier/accommodating traditions.

B. 1700's the practice gave way to the easier practice of general absolution, legalistically binding it to receiving
communion to “cover that base” while abandoning the unique element of individual absolution and counsel. This led
to and became accelerated by the Prussian Union with its distinctive disregard for true doctrine. Private confession
and absolution then also waned and was not much practiced in the Lutheran Church in Europe.

C. The LCMS founding fathers seem to want to restore private confession/absolution.

6. State of the Church at the founding of Synod:  It appears that by at the time of the founding of the LCMS, customs of confession
and absolution primarily took the form of a confessional service, separate from the divine service where holy Communion was
received. The service would take place Saturday night or early on Sunday. The practice required a communicant, as a part of
his Biblically required self-examination in receiving holy Communion, to attend a short service of corporate confession at which
an address was given, pointing out specific sins and exhorting the forgiven sinner to the holy Supper for its benefits of
forgiveness and life. The confessors where also then given the opportunity to receive forgiveness either in a group, or
individually at the rail. This custom would satisfy the desire of the church to hear people confess their sins and sort of receive
an individual absolution, but it did not give a specific opportunity to hear the individual’s faith, or to address his wrong thinking
and individual sins as occurred during private confession and absolution. It is in this connection, then, individuals were to
“Announce for Confession,” which means he made a personal appearance at the pastor’s office to announce that he was coming
both to the confessional service and communion that week.

In year 3rd year of Der Lutheraner (the year during which synod formed) Wilhelm Loehe from Germany offers this sketch
of the salutary interactions that may come from this individual announcement for confession/communion. Please note how
this is shifting what used to be a benefit from private confession/absolution to this private interaction between the pastor
and one announcing that he’s coming (MS in Formation, pp. 386 ff).

Pn and Balthasar: He’s communing twice a year out of family habit. Problem?

Pn and Margaretta: She’s unable to name a single sin that she’s sinned. Problem?

Pn and Kaspar: He’s mistreated his mother and has been crushed in the realization of his doing so. Problem?
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