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vi  Study of Ministry

PREFACE

What is the nature of Christian ministry?  What
forms of ministry will best serve the mission of the

Church in the wo rld toda y?  How  can this  Church in

all its expressions work together for ministry?  These

are the questions before the Evangelical Lutheran

Church in America today. They arise out of three

contexts: the formation of this church in 1988, the

changing world in which the Church serves, and the

ecumenical relationships this church has with other

churches.

The first context is the uniting of three clos ely

related but not identical Lutheran church bodies-The

American Lutheran Church (ALC), the Association of

Evangelical Lutheran Churches (AELC), and the

Lutheran Church in America (LCA). All three had

identical patterns for ministry by ordained pa stors.

The other forms of ministry were not identical in the

past-ALC commissioned church staff, AELC deacon-

esses and deacons, ALC and LCA deaconesses, AELC

commissioned teachers, and LCA lay professional

leaders, together with interim ELCA  associates in

ministry. Should th ese be retained, combined, or

replaced?

The second context is the world in which the

Evangelical Lutheran Chu rch in America is called to

serve today and in the comin g years . This con text is

global in scope and is oriented toward the present and

the future. What forms of m inistry will this church

require to serve its m ission from G od mo st faithfully

and effectively today and in the years to come?

The third context is the need for shared witness

among the Christian churches throughout the world.

To what extent can officially recognized forms of

ministry structured according to churchwide stan-

dards contribute to or detract from that common

mission? These questions reflect the challenge and

opportunity for renewa l in ministry before us.

The Constitutional Mandate
This report and its recommendations are directed

at fulfilling the mandate which this church established

in 1988.  They are not an attem pt to answer every

important question about ministry which faces the

Church.  From its beginning, the Study of Ministry has

been charged by continuing resolution 10.1l.A87. of

the constitution of the Evan gelical Lu theran C hurch in

America:

During the same period of 1988-1994, this

church shall engage in an intensive study of the

nature of ministry, leading to decisions regard-

ing appropriate forms o f ministry  that will

enable this church to fulfill its mission.  During

the course of such study, special attention  shall

be given to: 1) the tradition of the Lutheran

Church; 2) the possibility of articulating a Lu-

theran understan ding and  adapta tion of the

threefold  ministerial office of bishop, pastor,

and deacon and its ecumenical implication; and

3) the appropriate forms of lay ministries to be

officially  recognized  and certi fied by th is

church, including criteria for certification, rela-

tion to synods, and discipline.3

In addition, the proposal developed by the Division

for Ministry and approved by the Church Council of

the ELCA (July 1988) added specific consideration of

the ministry of all the baptized people of God to the

scope of the study.

This study has been broadly consultative. Church

wide hearings (1989) and fo rums (1991) were con-

ducted to give concerned members of this church

direct access to task force  mem bers.  Regula r reports

from the task force to a ll rostered perso ns and oth ers

interested in the process have been distributed.

Consultations with a wide variety of experts and  those

most directly a ffected b y the stud y, perso ns rostere d in

previous church es, were  held.  The preliminary  report

of the task fo rce (199 1) was  distributed to  more than

thirty thousand persons.  Each person receiving a copy

was invited to share his or her response with the task

force.  Seminar y faculties and other teaching theolo-

gians have been invited to contribute and respond to

task force work.  Preliminary recommendations from

the task force have been available to the church  within

weeks of the time they were  made by the task force,

beginning in January of 1992.  Task force members and

the director have b een av ailable  for presentations and

consultation with interested groups throughout the

process. (A fuller account of the process employed for

the stud y is found  in App endix A .)

Part I of this report is a study of ministry which

provides a context and foundation for Part II which

sets forth rationale and specific recommendations on

ministry within this church.
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PART ONE: THE STUDY

OF MINISTRY

A.  The Nature of Ministry

1. Ministry
The words “m inistry” a nd “se rvice” a re closely

related.  “The word  ‘ministry’ in its broadest sense

denotes the service to which the whole people of God

is called, whether as individuals, as a local community,

or as the universal Church.  M inistry or ministries can

also denote  the particular institutional forms which

this service can take.4

For Christians this relationship between service and

ministry is clearly seen in the life and teaching of Jesus.

“So Jesus called them and said to them, ‘You know

that among the G entiles those whom they recognize as

their rulers lord it over them, and their great ones are

tyrants over them.  But it is not so among you; but

whoever wishes to become great am ong you mu st be

your servant, and  whoeve r wishes to  be first among

you must be slave of all.  For the Son of Man came not

to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a

ransom for ma ny”’ (Mark 10 :42-45).

Jesus, in giving his life, frees people from bondage

and empow ers them to serve.  Christ’s servant minis-

try is the model for all  Christians.  It shapes the rela-

tionships between the baptized and the officially

recognized minister s of the C hurch, among those

various official m inistries an d betw een all C hristian

ministries and God’s w orld.  Do our ministries reflect

Christ, the servant, clearly?

The specific  content o f ministry  is diverse .  Luther-

ans have often identified proclamation, worship, witness,

service, and unity as its central concerns and

activities.5

2. Mission
The Evangelical Lutheran C hurch in Am erica’s

mission is to “proclaim God’s saving Gospe l of justifi-

cation,”  to “carry ou t the great com mission,” and  to

“serve in response to God’s love to meet human

needs .” It is pledged to worship G od, nurture  its

members in the Word  of God, an d man ifest the unity

given to the people of God  (ELCA 4 .02.).

The vision of the ELCA  and its constitutio n inextri-

cably  link the mission of the Church and the world.

The Churc h is a people who a re created, empowered,

and sent to bear witness to God’s creative, redeeming,

and sanctifying activity in the world (ELCA 4.01.). The

Church, like its Lord , lives not for itself but for the

world God love s.

This imperative to ex press the  Gospe l and G od’s

will for the  world  in terms  which a re und erstand able

and applicable to needs in an eve r-chang ing wo rld has

been a constant one, from the New Testament, through

later times, in Luther’s day, and down to the present

day. The world today has a desperate need for the

Gospe l, for proclamation, worship, witness, service,

and, like the Church, for unity. This church needs an

expanded awareness that all its peop le are called to

ministry to God’s world. Once this call is recognized

the opportunities for mission are enormous and

exciting.

American society is changing. Population studies

make this clear. The balance among various cultures  is

changing. The shape of family life is changing. The

traditional roles assigned to women  and men a re

changing. Forms of communication are changing. The

mission question befo re the ELC A is how  to make its

witness to the Gospel in that changing society. How

should the ELCA organize itself for partnership and

ministry among all ethnic and cultural commun ities?

Partnership  among African American, Hispanic, Euro-

American, Asian, and Native American cultures is an

exciting part of our mission.

How can the E LCA  witness to the non-Christian

religious comm unities an d others  that are in creasing ly

present in American society?6 How can this church

make its witness in a culture with religious roots but

secular in its outlook? “Americans revere the Bible-

but, by and large they do not read it; they have be-

come a nation of biblical illiterates.7  Mission must

mean more than  providing lea ders to care for persons

who are alrea dy a p art of this ch urch. M ission com pels

Christians to organize themselves and their comm uni-

ties for proclamation, service, and witness in the world

as well as proclamation, worship, and unity in the

Church.

Attention to existing ministries is also a part of the

Church’s mission. Our ministries in rural and urban

areas where we already have congre gations are also

places for mission. Many of these con gregations are

struggling against mounting pressure s and costs to

mainta in their ministries. Many find it difficult to

support traditional patterns of pastoral ministry and

congregational life. Yet the ELCA has few officially

recognized alternatives to offer.
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Our congregations are centers of teaching ministry.

Day care, grade schools, high schools, colleges, univer-

sities, and seminaries sponso red by  or related  to this

church embody it s ministry of teaching.  This church

also ministers to society through its institutions of care

and education.  Lutheran social service agencie s help

give credibility  to this church ’s stated com mitmen t to

care for those in need.

Beyond its institutions, the ELCA needs to recog-

nize and em powe r all baptized b elievers to be serv ants

of the Gos pel, ministers in the world, and to train and

equip  them and expect them to account for  their

ministries.  Luther’s emphasis on the priesthood of all

believers has remained too much an ideal and too little

a reality in Lutheran church life.  The need to enlist

laity in leaders hip roles within the C hurch shou ld not,

for all of its benefits, be allowed to overshadow the

indispe nsable  need for the ministry  of all Chr istians in

the world.

Over the last generations the Church has broad-

ened its understanding of the ministry of Word and

Sacram ent.  Pastors have been asked  to take on leader-

ship responsibilities in many areas related to critical

societal needs.  Such developments come from the

conviction that the Church should benefit from theo-

logically  trained  and p ublicly ac counta ble lead ers in

areas that communicate the Gospel and G od’s will  for

the world. Man y of these forms of leadership activities

are less explicitly related to Word and Sacrament

ministry ’s traditional center in preaching, teaching,

and the adm inistration o f holy ba ptism and holy

communion than is pastoral ministry in congregations.

The response of the ELC A and its imm ediate predeces-

sors to this call  for specialized leadership in congrega-

tions and in other settings has been to stretch its

understanding of the ministry of ordained pastors so

it can meet these  needs for leadership.  The church and

its pastors have paid a price for this response.  When

Word  and Sacrament becomes an umb rella for all

forms of leadership, its unique focus can be diluted or

even lost.  Unrealistic or confused expectations of

pastors can re sult.

The ELCA and its predecessor churches established

certified and commissioned lay ministries to give

leader ship for mission in areas not requiring an

ordained minister of Word and Sacrament.  Deacon-

esses, lay prof essionals, commissioned church  staff,

commissioned teachers, deacons, and associates in

ministry have a ll served the church to meet specialized

needs for leadership in mission.

3. Together for Ministry
a. Together in the ELCA

A clear focus on mission draws people together for

ministry.  This is true for the ministry God exercises as

the Holy Spirit “calls, gathers, and enlightens the

whole Christian  church  on earth .”8  It is true in the

local congregation, the universal Church, and the

world  where Christians exercise m inistry.  It is also

true for the ministries of leadership that have particu-

lar institutiona l forms.  M inistry to the mission God

has given the Church should be the cause which welds

together the traditions that form ed the E LCA  in 1988.

Increased size and administrative merger cannot

renew the Churc h; God’s Sp irit and comm itment to

mission can.

b. Together as Laity and Clergy

Ministry should draw p ersons together across

distinctions such a “laity” and “clergy.” Claims of

personal privilege and status must neve r cloud the

fundamental purpose of ministr y which  is service.  “It

is within th is context o f ministry  [of all its baptized

membe rs] that this church calls or appoints some of its

baptized mem bers for sp ecific min istries in this

church” (ELC A 7.11.).

c. Together Ecu menically

Focus on mission also holds the potential to draw

Christians together for ministry across existing denom-

inational barriers.  This can be seen where denomina-

tions find way s to cooperate in spite of varying forms

of officially rec ognize d minis try.  It can be s een, too, in

the growing consultative process am ong church

leaders workin g bilatera lly (between two churches) or

multilate rally (among several churches) through such

cooperative structures as the National Council of the

Churches of Christ in the U.S.A. and the W orld Coun-

cil of Churches.

It is the very nature of ministry to draw people

together.  With its ey es fixed o n the m ission which

God has set be fore us, th is church  will be a pe ople

united and drawn together for ministry.

B. The Lutheran Heritage in the
Broader Christian Tradition
and the World Today

The canonical scriptures of the Old and New

Testame nts together with the ecumenical creeds and

the Lutheran  Confessions a re the authorities which

govern this church’s understanding of the nature of

ministry.  This report affirms these fundamental

authorities.  It also proposes new emphases in re-

sponse to the question s raised in  its mand ate.  W ithin

the norms established by these authorities, this church

is free to develop  under the g uidance o f the Spirit.
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1.  The Holy Scriptures
The Bible is an authority shared with all Christians.

It is normative for Lutherans in light of their confes-

sional tradition, yet is read with awareness of later,

often patristic 9 models for Church and ministry  and in

light of contemporary ecum enical dialogues.

The theme of “all Christians as a priesthood” is an

exam ple of a Refo rmatio n emp hasis now  widely

affirmed.  This is a N ew Te stame nt assertio n (in

1 Peter 2:9-11 and R ev. 1:6; 5:10; and 20:6),10 based on

Exod us 16:5 -6.  The p riesthood  of all baptized believ-

ers was stressed  by Luther .  Today m ost statemen ts on

ministry begin with the whole people of God and often

point out how each member of this priesthood is called

and has a ministry, especially in daily life and voca-

tion.11

In the Bible, “ministry” (whether the Hebrew ‘~bad

or Greek diakonia) regularly means “service,” carried

out in a variety of w ays and co ntexts.  It arises out of

the divine initiative of a gracious God who accom-

plishes salvation.  Christian s respon d in faith to Go d’s

initiative through service to one another and to the

neighbor in God’s world.  “To equ ip the saints”

(including both “laity” and “clergy”) for their minis-

tries, Christ gave gifts which include leaders such as

apostles, prophets, evangelists, and pastor-teachers

(Eph. 4:11-12).12  How ministerial leadership is to be

structured is not a matter which Scripture an swers

absolutely.  Indeed , New Testament m inistries are

portrayed in great variety.13

To fit needs at differe nt times in history and to

reflect various unders tandings of the Church, subse-

quent Christian traditions have developed  these New

Testament examp les of ministering a long different,

even divisive lines-Rom an Ca tholic, Orth odox, A ngli-

can, Reform ed, Pen tecostal;  hierarchical and egalitar-

ian; episcop al, presbyteral, congregational. A Luthera n

view, recogn izing the variety in Scripture,14 can set

forth its model without expecting others to conform  to

it and can respect alternative structures for good order

in other churches without itself  adopting them.

According to the New Testament, all Christians and

their leaders in the Church are bound together for

ministry. Among  the ways of expressing th is unity

between Christian leaders and commun ity are these

three: Word of God, God’s gifts, and apostolicity.

The Word of God nurture s all believe rs, espec ially

in its sense of Gospel or message from and about God

in Christ. “Word and Sacrament” is the traditional

Lutheran way of identifying pastoral ministry, and

while  the New Testament references seldom tell who

presided at baptism and the Lord’s Supper, the w ord

of promise does mark each sacrament (Titus 3:5-8;

Matt.  26:26-28).15  “Ministers (or servants) of the

word”16 appear in Luke 1:2, and “the ministry of the

word”17 at Acts 6:4.18  But a longside such ministry of

the word are set other tasks like the care of  widows

and of financial accounts by the seven (Acts 6:1-2, 5).19

Paul stressed his apostolic proclamation of the word (1

Cor. 1:18, 23; 2:1-2)20 as well as the need for hear ers in

each congregation to pass on the Word through evange-

lism (1 Thess. 1:5-8)21 and for a variety of assisting

ministries (1 Cor. 12:28; Rom. 12:6-8).22  The tasks of

proclamation (in Word  and Sac rament)  and of serving

(diakonia , including teaching, acts of mercy [Rom. 12:7-

8]) have continued as necessities in the Church and

world to this day.

The gifts of God come to all Christians in the

Gospel as justification and eternal life through “the

free gift of God”23 and in specific gifts of grace24 or

gifts of the Spirit.25  These gifts build up the Church

community, which is founded upon the proclamation

of the Word.  This proclamation happens in preaching

and sacrame nts but also in the Church’s ongoing life

through love, healing, helping, and administration (1

Cor. 12:28-30; 8:1).26  Paul speak s of a “spiritual gift”

that come s when  apostle a nd con gregatio n mutu ally

strengthen one another (Rom . 1:11-12).24  Spiritual gifts

include both natural endowments raised to new

heights in Christ’s service and fresh outpourings from

God for new tasks.  Such gifts are intended to be

employed by lead ers and  all mem bers of C hrist’s

body, as stewards of God’s grace, for the sake of

others, to God’s glory (1 Peter 4:10-11). 25  The Lutheran

emph asis has been less on grace-gifts (charisms) and

more on justification by grace through faith and on the

stewardship of life.

Apostles have already been noted as the first group

mentioned in two of the lists of leaders in Pauline

letters (1 Cor. 12:28; Eph. 4:11) and as those who, like

Paul,  proclaimed the Gospel of salvation (1 Cor. 15:1-

11).  The term “apostle” means “one who is sent (by

God)”  (Gal. 1:1),26 and ap ostleship 27 relates to mission

(Gal.  2:8;  Rom. 1:5)28 as well a s to a key  role in ministry

(Acts 1:25; 1 Thess. 2:7).29  The term was employed by

Paul more broadly than  in Luke-Acts,  and at least once

included a woman  (Junia, Rom. 16:7, NRS V).30  Apos-

tles and prophets are the foundation of the Church

where  Christ is the keystone or cornerstone (Eph. 2:19-

20).31  Lutherans view as normative the Gospel32 taught

by the apostles , its expres sion in the statemen ts of faith

like the Apo stles’ Cree d, and  the dep osit of early

Christian teaching in the apostolic Scriptures.  Ministry

is apostolic when it continues in Gospel, mission,

Scripture, and creed, whether in any of its several New

Testament expressions or in later form s like three fold

ministry.
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The Word  of God, G od’s gifts, and ap ostolicity are

characteristics of the New Testament Church and

ministry.  Congregations were founded “from outside”

(by the word from apostles and others sent as heralds

of Christ to p reach).  T hey w ere built  up “from within”

through the involvement of the whole community of

faith though the Spirit.33  Comm unity and m ission call

for leaders and people joined together for ministry.

Within  the New Testament churches, leaders

regularly  appear, locally and sometimes beyond, to

minister by proclamation of the Word  and by carrying

out other supportive functions there required for

communal life and mission.  Often the term ‘presby-

ter” (or elder) is used for such leaders, an office found

first in the synagogue .  Presby ters app ear in A cts, 1

Timothy, James, 1 Peter, and 2 and 3 John, for exam-

ple, though never in the earlier or acknowledged

letters by Paul.  “Pastor” is used occasionally (Eph.

4:11).34  Bishops35 and deacons36 are mentioned to-

gether in Phil. 1:1,37 and presb yters as overse ers at Acts

20:17, 28.38  In the Pastoral Epistles occur the office of

bishop (episkope, 1 Tim. 3:1-7; Titus 1:7-9);39 presbyters

(1 Tim. 5:17-19, including “elders  who rule”;40 Titus

1:5-6);41 and diakonoi (1 Tim. 3:8-13).42  Qualifica tions

are listed for such persons but not duties.  Teaching

the faith is emphasized.  The Lutheran Confessions

follow the interp retation o f Saint Jer ome in  the early

fifth century that presbyter and bishop formed one

group of Church leaders and the deacons anothe r, a

view widely  suppo rted in  modern  scholarship.  In  the

changing social setting of the Pastoral Epistles, women

were still likely serving as deacons43 and in  the impor-

tant role of “widow,” enrolled on a list, for communal

life (1 Tim. 5:3-16).

The “laying on of hands” w as the characteristic

feature of what later came to be called “ordination”

(1 Tim. 4:14; 5:22; 2 Tim. 1:6; 2:2, here involving

presbyte rs).44  Sometimes it was related to the gift of

the Spirit in general (Acts 8:17-19),45 healing (Mark

5:23; 6:5),46 blessing (Mark 10: 13-16),47 or commission-

ing for a task (Acts 13:2-3).48  It was employed by

Christian presbyters in designating leaders under the

Spirit to exhort a nd teac h others.  In  Acts 6:6  those on

whom the apostles, with prayer, laid their hands (a

group not called “deacons” in the text though they

“serve”) subsequently preached (Acts 6:8ff; cf. 11:19-

20) and performe d other tasks of service (Acts 6:1-3).

There  is in the New Testament no connection of such

“ordination” with presiding at sacraments, but those

who receive the laying on of hands are  to proclaim the

Word, pass on the Gospel teaching, and engag e in

other ministries for and with the community.

Thus, accord ing to the N ew Te stame nt, God  insti-

tuted leaders–apostles and others–to proclaim the

Word, ensure sou nd transm ission of the faith , and

minister to all sorts of needs.  This occurred within a

Church in which all are gifted by  God an d called to

ministry in some sense.  From these origins the pastor-

teacher or presb yter bec ame a  constan t feature  in

subsequent Christianity, as did some sort of oversight,

often by a bishop.  Supportive diaconal forms of

ministry arose but then declined over the following

centuries.

2. The Lutheran Confessions
The chief emphasis  in the Confessions, which

sought to be true to the Scriptu res, is the Gos pel.  This

Gospel declares the unconditional promise that God

justifies sinners by grace alone through fa ith apart

from works.  For the Confessions it is above all the

Gospel that is the point under dispute, not forms of

ministry.  Nevertheless  there is discussion of ministry.

The Confessions teach that to obtain faith “God

instituted the office of ministry, that is provided the

Gospel and the  sacram ents.” Th is office of m inistry is

essential to the Church.

The order and logic of the Augsburg Confession

(1530) and its central and controlling doctrine of

justification have continuing significance for under-

standing both the nature of ministry and the develop-

ment of forms of ministry in the ELCA.  This logic can

be seen by  looking a t the prog ression of  its early

articles.  The first three articles of the Augsburg

Confession move from the revelation of the Triune

God to hum an sinfulness to God ’s redemptive m inis-

try in Jesus Christ.  Article four describes justification

and the faith that believes that for Christ’s sake sin is

forgiven and righteousness and eternal fife are given.

God’s  own ministry (or loving service to humanity),

to declare pe rsons righteou s through the justifying

work of Christ, is th e essentia l starting place and

content of Christia n ministr y.  Article five confesses:

“To obtain such faith God instituted the office of the

ministry, that is, provided the Gospel and the sacra-

ments.  Through these, as through means, he [God]

gives the Ho ly Spirit, w ho wo rks faith, w hen, and

where  he plea ses, in those  who h ear the G ospel.”  T his

article  is about G od’s m inistry.  It is not a bout offic ially

recognized forms of ministry in the Church, lay or

ordained.  Althou gh this  article has been read to refer

to pastors or oth ers in authority, its own clear sense

makes such a reading difficult to justify.49  Nonethe-

less, article five is about God establishing preaching,

the Latin text says ‘teaching,’ and the sacraments, not

about the establishment of any one particular pattern

of the pastoral office, whether threefold, twofold, or

unitary.
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Why is this point important?  It is important be-

cause it establishes the degree to which God allows the

Church freedom to order or re-order institutional

forms of ministry within the office of ministry to

communicate the Gospel.  If God established pastors

as the only legitimate ministers of the Gospe l, then the

Church would have no right to change that pattern.

But if, as this article  asserts, God established the means

of grace in Word and Sacrament and not a particular

ordering of its forms, then the Church does have

legitimate  freedom, un der confession al authority, to

adjust the forms of that ministry.  Its criteria for doing

so must be  fidelity to the Gospel and service to God ’s

will for the world.

The freedom to ada pt forms of ministry is not a

license for thoughtless change which ignores or

despises the life and experience of the Church through

the centuries.  Lutherans have taken a conservative

approach to reform ing structu res of m inistry.  Ar ticle

28 displays the conse rvative  intent of the  reform ers in

trying to balance inherited structures with the impera-

tive to com mun icate the G ospel.

If God’s own office of Gospel and sacrame nts is to

be effective, then there mu st be persons c harged w ith

public  leadership in declaring the Word and  adminis-

tering its Sacrame ntal expressions.  It is in article 14

that the Augsburg Confession addresses forms of

ministry or “Order in the Church.” Here the criterion

for calling forth particular forms of ministry and

particular ministers is that they m ust be “r egularly

called” (rite vocatu s), that is, called in accordance with

official Church p rocedure s.  This principle pr events

the unwarranted assumption of office in the Church by

individuals  apart from accepted  procedure.  It also

allows for the reforming of Church ministries for the

sake of the Gospel.  In accord with the Co nfessions’

stress on God’s office of Word and Sacrament (article

five), the Reformers were able to re-order the m inis-

tries of bishop and presb yter better to serve the Gos-

pel.

Following Saint Jerome, they recognized only a

difference in jurisdic tion between presbyters and

bishops.  When six teenth-centu ry bishops failed  to

serve evangelical congregations as ministers of Word

and Sacrament, reform  followed several patterns.

Pastors legitimately functioned as emergency bishops

in their ow n parish es, exerc ising min istries such as

confirmation which were once reserved to bishops.

For ministries affecting larger territories, some regions

such as Germ any rep laced R oman  bishops  with

evangelical superintendents.  Others, such as Sweden,

reformed the office of bishop along evangelical lines

but retained the same persons as bishops in that

reformed office.

3. The Tradition of the Christian Church
a. Early Church

Evidence from ancient sources, such as the Church

orders,50 indicates that variety in the patterns of church

organization and leadership continued for some time

after the apostolic era.  The struggle to find ways of

meeting important needs for leaders in diaconal

ministry (service a nd relief to the poor and needy,

administration of the increasing property of the

Church, roles in  worship, and direct service to bish-

ops) made the office of deacon an important part of the

history of this period.  Eventually, this variety gave

way generally to a pattern where three titles–bishop,

presbyter, and deacon–a ppeared with increasing

frequency.  BEM  correctly concludes: “During the

second and third centuries, a threefold pattern of

bishop, presbyter and deacon became established as

the pattern of ord ained m inistry througho ut the

Churc h.”51  But eve n after this  develo pmen t, this

ministry “underwent considera ble change s in its

practical exercise .”52  Reflecting the orders and struc-

tures of the society of the time, these early centuries

also gave rise to an increased focus on ordained

ministry and its dema rcation fr om “la ity.”  The minis-

try of the baptized does not disappea r during  this

period, but the evidence which was preserved is found

in such places as the stories of ma rtyrs and sain ts

rather than among the treatises on ord ers and minis-

try.

b. Medieval Chu rch

During subsequent centuries, the three titles–

“bishop ,” “presbyte r,” and “deacon”–persisted.

Significant variations in the understanding of the

ministries associated w ith these titles occurred, espe-

cially in Europe.  Factors such as the rise of the papacy,

the drives for political an d eccles iastical un ification in

Europe, and the rise of religious orders (monks, friars,

and nuns) all influenced the understanding and

practice of ministry.  Though the title “deacon” per-

sisted in this period, real diaconal ministry which

communicated the love of God through the care of the

poor, sick, and suffering, and through the work of

educa ting the young, was largely taken over by such

monastic orders.

Among the other m ost noticeable d evelopm ents

was the development of bishops into overseers of large

territories with duties as temporal rulers.  A second

change that occu rred gr adua lly during  this period was

in the pres byterat e.  This  took on more and  more

responsibility  for sacramental ministry  as a Christian

Priesthood.

Evidence for the contribution s of laity to medieval

Christianity  must be sought am ong the work of artists,
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workers  in the crafts, builders, princes and others who

helped to make the medieval synthesis of Church and

culture work in the West.  While tr aditiona l ecclesiasti-

cal sources do not always record such contributions,

the contributions speak for themselves, as do the

stories of saintly lives and personal sacrifice preserved

from the period.

c. Reformation

The sixteenth-century Lutheran reformers inherited

a particula r pattern  of ministr y from  the me dieval

Western  Church. This existing and often corrupt

structure colored and shaped many of the practical

decisions they made in reforming the institutional

Church.  Their chief concern for ministry, howev er,

was not its ecclesiastical and institutional side. Rather

they were motivated by their attempt to recover the

biblical emphasis on God’s ministry through the

justifying ministry of Jesus Christ. This is their clear

priority in the confessional writings. The discussion of

the Lutheran Confessions is found on pages 4-5 of this

report.

The Lutheran reformers had little acquaintance

with any viable form  of a ministry of deacon except as

a brief transition to the priesthood.  In 1528 Luther

himself  suggested restoring a diaconate on what he

took to be a N ew Te stame nt or early  Churc h mod el.

“There ought to be deacons of t he church who ought

to serve the bishop and to rule the chu rch in external

things accord ing to his co unsel.” 53  Lutheran reforms

did exhibit  a renewed commitment to the diaconal

content of the Ch urch’s m inistry in  their arrange ments

for the care and support of the poo r and n eedy a nd in

their emphasis on teaching.  This ministry was often

made the responsibility of the state rather than the

congregation alone or the religious orders which once

cared for it.  Refor ms in  Lutheran territories, such as in

the city of Nuremburg, becam e mod els for the reform of

social ministries across Europe.  Lutheran church

orders-for example, in Braunschweig-Calenburg in the

early  1540's-frequently ap plied the title deac on to

persons whose public ministry was the care of the

poor and not preparation for the pastorate.54  Other

reformers (e.g., Calvin in Geneva and Bucer in

Strasbourg) reclaimed what they took to be an ancient

New Testament vision of diaconal ministry and

restored it to greater prominence as a particular form

of ministry in their programs of church reform.

d. Lutheranism

Lutheranism  came to North America with laity who

emigrated from N orthern Eu rope in the sev enteenth

century.  These Lutherans generally assumed that

forms of ministry would be like those  they had known

in the state churches of their homelands.  They often

petitioned those European churches to sup ply or-

dained ministers to meet the needs of immigrant

congregations for leadership in Word and Sacrament

ministry.  The difficult transition from European

patterns to forms that served  the Am erican situ ation is

detailed in sources such as the journals of Henry

Melch ior Muhlenberg (1711-1787).  No longer sup-

ported by state structures, pastors and  laity developed

congregational and synodical structures of Church

governance.  The ordination and licensure of leaders

for Word and Sacrament ministry was overseen by

such structures.

Diaconal ministry also has been a part of Lutheran

church life in North America since earliest times.  Lay

persons who were elected to congregational offices of

deacon served as ste wards of the con gregatio n’s

property  and assisted in spiritual ministry with the

pastor.  Under the influence of pietism, a renewed

emph asis on the active ministry of the laity in the

Church and in the world blossom ed.  Diaconal minis-

try also experienced a renewal as Lutherans estab-

lished hospitals, homes, orphanages, schools, and

other institutions for the care of the needy and the

education of children. The establishment of colleges

and seminaries to provide trained leadership both for

Church and wo rld was an  importan t part of this

reviva l.

Lutheran deaconesses played  an imp ortant p art in

this diaconal revival of the nineteenth century. William

Alfred Passavant (1821-1894) brought deaconesses from

the Kaiserswe rth Motherhouse to Pittsburgh in 1849.

Other Kaiserswe rth deaconesses came to Philad elphia

and established institutions of diaconal service, espe-

cially hospitals and orphanages.  While this was

prima rily a movement of wom en in diaconal ministry,

male deacons were not unknown.

Other deaconesses came to North America from

Neuendettelsau in Bavaria. These deaconesses enjoyed

special relationships with the Iowa Synod through

their connections with Wilhelm L oehe (1808-187 2).

Additional deaconesses such as Sister Elizabeth Fedde

(1850-1921) came  from N orwa y to estab lish

motherhouses in Brooklyn, Minneapolis, and Chicago.

Diaconal work among Swedish Lutheran s also benefit-

ted from the ministry of deacone sses who founded

institutions in Nebraska and Minnesota. A motherhouse

affiliated with the General Synod was fou nded  in

Baltimore in 1895.

In the nineteenth century new  emphasis was

placed, in Germany and elsewhere, on Diakon ie,

through the deaconess movement as indicated above

and also through the Diakon . This term usually re-

ferred to “a non -ordain ed full-tim e male church
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worker,  carefully trained to perform a special service”

such as teaching, service in  hospitals  and other institu-

tions of mercy, church m usic, seamen’s missions, and

the like.55  The Inner Mission movement (later “social

ministry”) has expanded in the past century and a h alf

to include, in Germany a nd other Lutheran a reas,

thousands of such persons, church-trained and related,

at work, often in public programs an d institutions.

Male  deacons were a part of the Wartburg h ome in

New York.

The views of Lutherans like Johann Hinrich

Wichern  (1808-81),  Amalie Sieveking (1794-1859), and

Frederick W. Bode lschwingh (1831-1910), for example,

were by no means uniform, any more than those of

recent American Lutherans on ministry are in agree-

ment. 56  But Lutheran theolog y since the sixteen th

century and in the face of historical and social devel-

opment and change has not been silent on ministry

issues, including diakonia.

In Lutheran World Federation studies, there has

been increasing agreement that the identity of the

Lutheran church is shaped both by the past (for

exam ple though the confessional heritage) and by

contemporary situations and service in the world.57

Such an approach can reflect both traditional “marks

of the Church” (such as “one, holy, catholic, and

apostolic”) and, encouraged by Luther’s seven marks

of Christ’s “holy people in the world” (the Word of

God; baptism; the sacrament of the altar; office of the

keys [Matt.  18:15-20, sins forgiven]; ministers; prayer,

public  praise and thanksgiving to God; and the cross

[persecution and suffering]),58 can emphasize also

“responsib ility in the world.” Such a doctr ine of the

Church underlies subsequent LWF studies on minis-

try.59

Given the confessional insistence on God’s ministry

to us, on the office of ministry for the means of grace,

and, especially in Luther, on the priesthood of all the

baptized, such a view of the Church and its marks

implies twin con cerns in m inistry.  Ministerial leader-

ship is expected, on the one hand, to provid e Word

and Sacrament in congregations and other specialized

settings, and, on the other, to stress service to the

neighbor and to  others in God’s world.  This study

focuses on these dual tasks.

A lasting contribution of this period was the  devel-

opment of seminaries for the training of pastors and

the commitment to the ideal of professionally trained

full-time pastors.  This commitment helped to shape

ministerial preparation for generations down to the

present time.  It finally replaced other models of

private  study and apprenticeship which had once been

used to train pastors.  The importance of pastoral

leader ship was clearly affirmed in this developm ent,

as was the American Lutheran  comm itment to  a close

relationsh ip between seminary educa tion and leader-

ship in the Church’s ministry.

e. Modern  Ecumen ical Developm ents

Challenges from society  confront all Christian

churches today.  D ivided churches no w share these

challenges, as well as the que st for unity in Christ for

the sake of mission and the renewal of the Church.

The result is greater ecumenical conv ergence across

lines of ecclesiastical structure.  The question about

ministry that BEM  poses is addressed to all churches

today.  “A common answer needs to be found to the

following question: How, according to the will of God

and under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, is the life of

the church to be understood and ordered, so that the

Gospel may be spread and the comm unity bu ilt up in

love?”60

A number of Lutheran church responses to BEM

cautioned again st its assumption that a single common

answer must be found to the question of Church order

and forms of ministerial leadership.  The Scriptures

and the Lutheran Confessions, as well as experience

with other Lutherans and  other Christian churches,

demonstrate that a ran ge of faith ful answ ers to this

question can be given simultaneo usly.  However,

cooperation in the m ission of the  Gospe l may w ell call

for a more common understanding or at least a more

flexible attitude and ordering of ministry than is now

present among the chu rches.  Forms of ordained

ministry that do more to separate than to unite

churches are  a real ecumenical problem.  Ecumenical

concerns are not limited  to those w ho hold  ministerial

offices in the Church.  Mov ements to renew m inistry

of the laity in Church and world are alread y broad ly

ecum enical.

Lutherans are participating in the ecumenical

renewal of diaconal ministry.  During its investigations

the task force has seen the remarkable energy and

promise which is characteristic of the revival of

diaconal ministry. The task force has also seen the

great and sometimes confusing variety associated with

it.  That variety is reflected in programs of d iaconal

training and ser vice that h ave aris en in our own

church and in its predecessor churches as well as

ecumenically.  In addit ion to de acones ses roster ed in

each of the predecessor churches, the ELCA  also

inherited rosters of persons who were “consecrated”

deacons in the AEL C. Wh ile not rostered by the ELCA

or its predecessor churches there are also programs

such as Diakonia;  the Deacon Training Program;

synodical programs in Upstate New York, West

Virginia, and elsewhere; and the Order of St. Stephen,

Deacon.  Campus ministry and outreach programs
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have also sponsored specially recognized forms of

ministry which were not on the churchwide roster of

ministers.

Certain ly important among these diaconal develop-

ments  is the dec ision by the Evangelical Lutheran

Church in Cana da in 19 91 to affir m that it w ould have

bishops, pastors, and diaconal ministers. Since minis-

ters curren tly move  easily between the ELCA and the

ELCIC  and because the ELCA Deacon ess Com munity

and deaconesses of the Lutheran Deaconess Associa-

tion serve the ELCIC as well  as the ELCA diaconal

ministry is a matter in need of considered coordination

and cooperation betw een the churches.

In the Roman Catholic and Episcopal churches, the

permanent diaconate (in distinction from the diacona te

as a stage of preparation for the priesthood) has been

restored as an ordained ministry.  It has opened new

avenues for service for indiv iduals w hose vo cation is

not to Word  and Sac rament (p resbyteral) m inistry. It

has also expanded the ability of those ch urches to

provide specialized and tra ined lea dership  alongside

priests.  The United Methodist Church has reclaimed

the diaconate as a permanent office which is conse-

crated, not ordained, together with an ordained

diaconate  for persons preparing to be ordained as

elders.61  The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and other

Reformed churches are re-examining their forms of

diaconal ministry. Deaconess communities of various

churches are involved in advocating for diaconal

ministry today in ways that touch both ordained and

lay ministries.

The World Assem bly of Diaconal Associations

(DIAKONIA) and, in  this hemisphere, Diakonia of the

Americas and the Caribbean, draw together institu-

tions, comm unities, an d chur ches inv olved in  this

diaconal renewal across church divisions.  Diaconal

ministry is becoming a vital part of y oung c hurche s in

Africa and Asia.

One recent survey categorizes contemporary forms

of diaconal ministry in four models which sometimes

co-exist in a single church body: 1) deacons elected

within  individual congregations to serve at the local

level only; 2 ) deacons who are transitional to the

priesthood; 3) “perm anent”  deacons who receive local

training and serve as ordained ministers on a non-

stipendiary basis or less frequently on a full-time basis;

4) communities of deacons or deaconesses that came

out of the Inner Mission movement. There is historical

precedent for these and other possible forms of the

diaconate  to inform and enrich the shape of diaconal

ministry in the Church today.62

The task force has made no attempt to frame

churchwide proposals on 1) “deacons” elected by local

congrega tions to serve only within their own congre-

gation. No interest was show n in 2) ordination as a

transitional deacon, e.g., for a year, as a step to ordina-

tion as a pastor.  No recom mendation w as forthcoming

to create throughout the ELCA a new kind of 3)

“permanent deacon” identical to those of the Roman

Catholic  and Episcopal chu rches, though features of

this approach are contained in the proposals that

follow.  The fou rth type  calls for fur ther disc ussion

(see pages 9-12).

Inevitably, most of what has been said about the

“modern” period has been ecumenical since much of

the discussion of ministry according to the Lutheran

heritage has been in re lation to the broad spectrum of

options in ministry throughout Christianity and

because of the m anda te for this  study.  “Deacon” has

meant many things in Christendom, but seldom  has it

been the divisive area in ministry among  the churches.

4. Society Today
Like most institutions in society, the ELCA is facing

dwindling revenues to train and support ordained

ministers and associates in ministry.  Yet, the need for

more such lea ders, esp ecially in  urban centers w ith

new populations and in many rural areas with shrink-

ing popu lations, is con stantly  growing.  In anticipation

of such needs,  the recommendations advocate greater

use of non-stipendiary ministers (not paid for ministe-

rial duties but on ELCA rosters) and licensure for

persons to serve fo r a specif ied per iod of tim e in

specific settings where pastors are not available.

A strong emph asis on the priesthood and disciple-

ship of every Churc h mem ber for m inistry in  daily-life

is needed to provide Christian presence and witness in

a society ever more complex technologically, vocation-

ally, economically, ideologically, and ethically.

Greater efforts to secure accurate documentation in

English which r eflects the  experie nce of tra ditionally

under-represented cultures are needed in this society

in general and in this church in particular.  Studies

such as this are handicapped by the lack of such

documentation and are forced to rely upon anecdotal

information.  Readily comp arable s ources c ould

advance cultural partnership and mission which

crosses cultural boundaries.

Trained and committed persons are required for

care and advoca cy for an aging popu lation, where

health resources are often inadequate, especially for

children and the poor, and w here the disease of AIDS

is growin g.  People cry out for counseling and supp ort

in all sorts of crises and problems, including broken

homes,  drugs, and victimization by injustice.  In a

church that has long p rided itself on ed ucation, with

schools  at every level from nursery through seminary,

new emph asis is needed  on teaching th e faith to

inquirers and m embe rs of all age s.  The Task  Force on
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Theological Education for Ministry is proposing a

broader network in th eological education for leaders

and the wh ole Churc h. This ca lls for edu cation sp ecial-

ists throughout the Church.  In Church music ELCA

congregations continue  a long L uthera n and e cume ni-

cal heritage from the past.  They also embrace new

songs and patterns of worship from A frican-American,

Asian, Native American, and Hispanic churches and

cultures.  Yet there is a scarcity of Church  musicians to

give leadership to the Churc h in meeting this demand.

To meet these and other specialized needs the task

force recommends diaconal ministers for the ELCA.

Because  of these com plex cu rrents in so ciety, this

church needs greater flexibility for the future.  Its need

for expanded and specialized forms of ministry,

consonant with its past and open to the challenges of

coming years, has helped  shape this rep ort and its

recommen dations.

C. The Question of Threefold
Office within the People of
God:  A Lutheran Proposal

1. The Question of Threefold Office
The mand ate of this study a sks that it pay special

attention to the “possibility of a Lutheran understand-

ing and adaptation of the threefold ministerial office of

bishop, pastor, and deacon a nd its ecumenical implica-

tions” (ELC A 10.1 1.A87 . [1987 e dition]).  Th is also is

the question which Baptism, Eu charist and M inistry

(BEM) has posed to all churches for considera tion.  In

1991 this task force produced a report with three

possible  models in answer to this question.  That

report outlined a reaffirmation of the unitary office of

ministry with rosters of lay ministry to supplement it.

It outlined  a twofo ld proposal which argued for the

establishment of a diaconate (either ordained or

consecrated).  It also outlin ed three versions of the

threefold office for considerations.63

In the course of five years of discussion, and partic-

ularly  in response to its  1991 proposals,  this task force

has learned tha t the question that is so much at the

heart of BEM–can threefold ministry, in some adapted

form, be a path to unity?–is not the way in which m ost

of the peo ple of this church approach the issues either

of unity or mission.  In two rounds of churchwide

hearings and forums, thousands of pages of documen-

tation and correspondence, and scores of presenta-

tions, requests for a classic threefold ministry were

expressed, but relatively infrequently.  The task force

discovered that for most people in the ELCA the

natural starting p lace for se rious disc ussion is  not

forms or “folds” of ministry.  The natural starting

place is mission.  Answering questions about the

overall  pattern of officially recognized forms of minis-

try (threefold, twofold, or unitary) did not answer the

questions the people of this church regard as most

importan t.  Approaching the question as this part of

the mandate and BEM  suggested repeatedly left many

of the questions about mission posed by the task

force’s larger mandate unanswered.

The responses of Lutheran chu rches to BEM  have

been varied, as have reactions to the 1991 ELCA

Report on Ministry by seminary faculties and individ-

ual theologians.64  A typic al respo nse to the  mode ls in

the 1991 report from ELCA pastors, bishops, associates

in ministry, and laity was to express no strong p refer-

ence for any of the models as they stood and to won-

der why th ey we re being  propo sed at a ll.  Repeatedly,

responde nts expressed the sentiments:  “I guess I could

live with any of these models if I knew that it was

really  impor tant to the  Churc h’s missio n to proc laim

the Gospel in the world today.”  “What will these

forms of ministry allow the Church to do that it cannot

do now?”   “How  will these p roposa ls affect pastors?”

“How will they affect the role of all the baptized?”

These were the importan t issues to persons in this

church.

2. A Lutheran Proposal
Rather than recommending forms of ministry that

strictly follow a threefold, twofold , or unitar y mod el,

this report prop oses a Luth eran ada ptation that

includes elements of several mode ls.  The eleme nts

recommended have emerge d in respons e to needs for

expanded and more flexible forms of officially  recog-

nized leadership which the task force has seen during

its work.  It is  the mission question that must be asked

first and only then the question of forms of m inistry to

serve that mission.

a. The Ministry of the Baptized

Commitment to the ministry of the w hole pe ople of

God is an ecumenical concern.  It is expressed in BEM

and in the mandate of this study.  The task force has

consisten tly tried to integrate this issue with discus-

sions of officially r ecogniz ed form s of min istry to

determine whether particular forms have the potential

to draw mo re and more  of the baptized into ministry

both in the Church and in the world.  This report

affirms both the ministry of the whole people of God

and the min istry of officia lly recognized, though not

ordained, forms of lay ministry.  This is a clear affir-

mation of the ministry which associates in ministry
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have provided in the ELCA since 1988 and which

other officially recognized  ministries contribu ted to

predecessor church b odies.

b. Ordain ed M inistry

1) PASTORS AND BISHOPS

The pastoral ministry of Word and Sacrament is

essential to the life of the Church.  The proclamation of

the Gospel and the ad ministration of the  sacrame nts

are the means of grace through which faith is be-

stowed by the Holy Spirit (CA 5).  Ever ything sh ould

be done to strengthen and affirm this ministry and to

encourag e those wh o serve in it.

2) D IACONAL M INISTERS

Diaconal ministry as recommen ded in this report

will be a ministry of service and witness,  exemplifying

the life of Christ-like service to persons in need and

leading and equipping the baptized for their life of

service within and beyond the cong regation .  Diaconal

ministers will support the ministry of the baptized in

the world, work with laity in discerning gifts for

ministry, and equip their lives of service.

Diaconal ministers will be min isters of the  Word  in

that they will be spokespersons for the Gospel, the

apostolic  faith, and  the theolo gical em phase s of this

church to God’s world.  They will also bear special

responsibility  to speak for the need s of God’s w orld to

the Churc h.  They  will, therefore, be traine d in kno wl-

edge and understanding of the Word of God, in the

Lutheran understanding of the Gospel, in personal

spiritual formation and in theological reflection on

issues of faith an d life.  This training will equip them

to witness to the faith verbally and in action.

Diaconal minister s also will n eed tra ining in  spe-

cific areas of Christian service, often at a professional

level,  not merely to do the service them selves but to

inspire, motivate, equip, and prov ide official leader-

ship for o thers as w ell.

a) Basic Standards65

Basic  standards for diaconal ministry would be

identical to those for pastoral ministers:

Persons adm itted to an d contin ued in the

ordained ministry of this churc h shall  satisfac-

torily meet and maintain the following, as

defined  by this  church in its governing docu-

ments  and in policies developed by the Divi-

sion for Ministry, reviewed by the Conference

of Bishops, and adopted by the Church Coun-

cil: a. commitmen t to Christ; b. acceptance of

and adherence to the Confession of Faith of

this church; c. willingness and ability to serve

in response to the needs of this church;

d. academic and practical qualifications for

ministry; e. life consistent with the Gospel and

personal qualifications includ ing lead ership

abilities and competence in interpersonal

relationships; f. receipt and acceptance of a

letter of call;  and g. membership in a congre-

gation of this church (ELCA  7.31.11.).

b) Qualifications and Preparation

1. Diaconal ministers m ust hav e gifts for th eir

chosen area of ministry to be discerned by the person,

by the congrega tion(s) of which th ey have b een a part,

by the semina ries or othe r institutions  involved  in their

preparation, and by synodical can didacy comm ittees.

2. They must re ceive bib lical, theolo gical, and

communication training appro priate to a ll ministers of

the Word.

3. Many areas of diaconal ministry will require

professional training appropriate to their particular

responsibilities (see categories of service below).

4. Commitment to this ministry, as to pastoral

ministry, should be for fife.  Such m inisters sho uld be

open to serve where  neede d and  called in  the Church.

5. Specific  criteria an d requ iremen ts will be estab-

lished by the Division for Ministry, reviewed by the

Conference of Bishops, and approved by the Church

Council. (See Appendix B, “A Proposed Model for

Preparation.”)

c) Endorsement and Certification

The process of candidacy for diaconal candidates

will be as thorough as the one for pastoral candidates.

It will be carried out by synodical candidacy comm it-

tees accord ing to standards and guidelines to be

established by the Division for Ministry in consultation

with the Conference of B ishops.

d) Areas of Service

Since the particular form of diaconal ministry

proposed here wou ld be new  to the ELCA, the follow-

ing are examples, not an exhaustive list.  Diaconal

ministry should develop in response to emerging

needs and, therefore, must be  flexible enoug h to

enable  diaconal ministers to move into areas of service

where the needs of persons and society are   pressing

the Church for leadership and response.

Diaconal ministers could serve in congregations,

clusters, conferences, agencies, institutions, synods,

and churchwide expressions of the ELCA.  Th ey also

could be sent out beyond the institutional Church on

its behalf into areas where the Church’s presence,

leadership, and service are needed.

• Diaconal Ministry of Education: congregational

education leadership, parish and Lutheran high
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school teaching, possible college and seminary

teaching.  Child care and day care centers,

congregation youth ministries, church camping.

• Diaconal Ministry of Mission and Evange-

lism: in areas a nd am ong, gro ups usu ally un-

touched by the Church’s proclamation of the

Gospe l, involving , e.g., evangelists and cate-

chists.

• Diaconal Ministry of Care: parish nurse,

hospital ministries, ministering  to the physica lly

challenged, the poor, homeless, addicted, pris-

oners, immigrants, the aged.  Some counseling

ministries.  This area should include advocacy

and justice ministries.

• Diaconal Ministry of Administration: congre-

gation business administrators, adm inistrators

of church related institutions and agencies.

• Diaconal Ministry of Music and the A rts:

cantors, directors of church music prog rams,

teachers of church musicians in colleges and

universities.

e) Call, Accountability, and Discipline

Since diaconal m inisters will be officially recog-

nized ministers of the church they must be “called” by

entities authorized to do so (see ELCA  7.41.A91.).

Diaconal ministers must also be accountable for their

life and ministry as are pastoral m inisters.  They must

be accountab le to the calling entity and to the synod of

which they are membe rs.  Standards for discipline will

be identical (except as specif ically related to Word and

Sacrament ministry  in 20.21.01.c.) to those for pastoral

ministers (ELCA  20.21.01.).

c. The Question of Ordination for Diaconal

Ministe rs

How is ordination to be u nderstood  in relation to

the Church’s mission?  O rdination shou ld have as its

prime purpose, as in the “laying on of hands” in the

Pastoral Epistles, to assert tha t those w ho hold  public

office in and for the Church are to hold to its Gospel

and teachings.  Ordination calls upon designated

leaders to transm it faithfully  that Gospel to others and

to the whole Church (1 Tim. 6:20; 2 Tim. 1:13-14;

2:21).66  Other terms to designate this responsibility,

such as consecration, are no clearer than ordination

and have so metim es been  used inte rchang eably  with

it.  This understanding of ordination is also consistent

with article 14 of the Augsburg Confession which links

public teaching to the call of the Church.

It is clear to most Lutherans that pastors  exercising

a ministry of preaching and sacramental celebration fit

this definition.  The definition is often used more

broad ly than Lutherans in North America are a ccus-

tomed to.  The authority of the ordained ministry is

also important for the “mission and  caring ministry”

of the Church. This ministry is expresse d not on ly in

preaching and sacraments but in deeds and service

that communicate the Gospel. Historically Christians

have used ordination in connection with other forms

of ministr y as we ll.

Ordaining diaconal ministers finds precedent in the

history of the Church.  The New Testament describes

a “laying on of hands” to set pers ons apart for a

variety of ministries (see page 4).  From the third

century there is  evidence that persons were ordained

to diaconal ministry.  Ecumenically, the practice of

ordaining deacons is found  in churches with episcopal

forms of ministry (Roman Catholic, Anglican, Ortho-

dox) and in churches with other forms (Presbyterian

and Reformed churches). Because they share the

public  leaders hip and teaching aspects of the office of

ministry, it is appropriate to ordain persons for service

as diaconal ministers.  The obligations of such ordina-

tion require education, training, and discipline com-

mensurate w ith other ordained ministers.

Ordained diacon al minis ters will be cler gy of this

church who are charged with leade rship of th is

church ’s diaconal mission of witness and serv ice.

Pastors and bishops will continue to exercise the

ordained ministry of pre aching  the W ord an d adm inis-

tering the Sacraments.

Ordaining diaconal ministers is consistent with the

task force’s  understanding of ordination as it is prac-

ticed by this church (see page 15 b elow).

d. Officially Recognized Lay Ministries

The ministry of the Church is never limited to

ordained persons.  The ELCA and its predecessors

have benefitted from a variety of ministries carried out

by laity in Church vocations.   In its recommenda tions,

this report will support that ministry in this church.

Associates in ministry and their predecessors enrich

this church’s ministry and as laity bring to this church

important competencies and a commitment to minis-

try.

Many persons who have already met demanding

educational criteria for certification and who are called

to diacon al min istry may find this new form  of or-

dained service a welcome vision for service.  Howeve r,

for those who do not, and for others called to lay

service in the Church’s vocations, the present program

of associates in ministry offers an important alterna-

tive.

e. Church Employees Not Rostered by the ELCA

Every  expres sion of this  church, its congregations,

synods, and churchwide organization, should continue
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to employ laity who bring special gifts and competen-

cies to its ministry and who serve faithfully.  Church

employees must be compensated equitably, supported,

and encouraged through continuing education and

collegial relationships with the officially recognized

ministers of this church.

D. Summary
Throughout its history the Christian Church has

organized and reorganized its institutional forms to

serve its mission from God.  This was true in aposto lic

times when apost les appointed and laid hands upon

others to serve the needs of the whole comm unity so

that they might continue preaching. It was true as

presbyters and bishops were chosen and set apart for

leader ship in the Pa storal E pistles.  The  subsequent

history of the Ch urch d etails changing forms of leader-

ship in service of the Church’s mission in a changing

world.  Even the Reformation of the sixteenth century,

whose main focus was on the Gospel message, effected

changes in the structures of officially recognized forms

of Church leadership to serve  that message.  Move-

ments  of Church renewal within Lutheranism gave

rise to new form s of service by deaconesses and

deacons in Europe and the United States.  Th e world ’s

needs today also call for reexamination of forms of

ministry that will  help to organize this church’s life for

mission and ministry together.

This report urge s this church to  affirm and embrace

a wide variety of forms of ministry. It begins with a

call to deepen the Church’s commitment to the minis-

try which is the responsibility of all the baptized

people  of God.  This ministry embraces responsibilities

in the Church but is particularly focused on witness,

vocation, and stewardship in the world.

Within this ministry of all baptized Christians,

ministries of leadership are called for.  Thes e officially

recognized forms are not at odds with the ministry of

the baptized b ut exist to supp ort and  give spe cific

leadership. They can be seen as a  continuum of service

linking groups long familiar and new possibilities:

ordained ministers of Word and Sacrament, together

with ordained diaconal ministers; officially recognized

laity, including associates in ministry and the ELCA

deaconess  community; and all the baptized in ministry

who complete th e continuum and extend it into the

world.  The ELCA has inherited a variety of forms of

this ministry.  This report affirms the important

contribution all the various aspects of this continuum

can make to m inistry together.

The vision of ministry undergirding this range of

ministries is one not of competition but of mutual

support.   Leaders are set apart  for leadership, not

personal prestige.  This diverse set of form s will enrich

this church’s ability to  respond to  God’s call to minis-

try in the world.




