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Notes from the Editor

This issue of The Hinge contains the 2004 Moses Lectures in Moravian theology sponsored by the Center 
for Moravian Studies at Moravian Theological Seminary in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. I was greatly honored 
to be asked to deliver the lectures in 2004, and I am presenting them here without revision. Audio tapes and 
a DVD recording of the lectures are available from Moravian Seminary for a small fee. 

I am very grateful to have two servants of the church whom I admire respond to my thoughts. Br. Motel 
represents the wisdom of many years working on behalf of our world-wide Unity and Br. Knapp represents 
the vigor and creativity that we need today and tomorrow. The lectures and the responses highlight the need 
for the Moravian Church to be more intentional in its scholarly work as a support for its pastoral work. Br. 
Knapp asks when are we going to translate Zinzendorf and other Moravian writers. It is merely a matter of 
time, money, and will.  

We also need to recognize that there are about a dozen ordained Moravians with Ph.D.s in one of the 
theological disciplines (New Testament, Old Testament, Theology, and History) who are not teaching at any 
of our three Moravian institutions of higher learning. Some are pastors; others have left the church because 
there was no place for them. None of them were supported by the church during their graduate studies. 
Much of the best scholarship on the Moravians today comes from non-members, such as Jon Sensbach and 
Katherine Faull. 

Despite the lack of attention we have given to Moravian scholarship in recent decades, there are some 
theological resources for the Moravian Church that may be helpful to you. I am honored that I have been 
entrusted with the task of editing The Hinge, which has served as a resource for pastors and laity alike for 
nearly fifteen years. Currently we mail out over 400 copies of The Hinge, and the high quality of the letters 
in response to issue 11.2 on resolution 6 testify to the benefit of this kind of theological dialog. I devoted 
extra space for letters so that they could all be printed in their entirety. Most of the letters are from laity, and 
we hope that pastors will continue to make The Hinge available to their congregations.   

Another valuable resource is ITD: International Theological Dialog, which is a joint effort of Moravian 
scholars in Europe and America. The Rt. Rev. Dr. Arthur Freeman is the American editor and the Rev. Dr. 
Hartmut Beck serves as the editor in Europe. Two issues appear each year, both in English and German. To 
subscribe, send $14 to Br. Freeman at 1753 North Blvd., Bethlehem, PA 18017. 

Also very useful is the Transactions of the Moravian Historical Society, which members of the 
society receive. Contact Susan Dreydoppel to join the society: 214 E. Center St., Nazareth, PA 18064. 
You may also be interested in a study guide that I prepared on the Ground of the Unity and the Moravian 
Covenant for Christian Living. It is titled “Jesus Still Lead On: An Introduction to Moravian Belief,” and 
Comenius Films released a wonderful documentary on Zinzendorf that includes discussion of his theology.                                                  	
                                        				                                             — Craig D. Atwood
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Introduction: 

I was overjoyed and honored to be asked to 
deliver the 2004 Moses Lectures for Moravian 
Theological Seminary. My time as a student 
at Moravian Seminary was one of the most 
important times of my life, and it is good to 
have this opportunity to thank the Seminary 
and its faculty for their role in my formation as a 
theologian, a minister, and a human being. 

The Moses Lectures have made a valuable 
contribution to Moravian scholarship, and I have 
had the privilege of hearing or reading most of 
the previous lectures. In many ways, what I will 
attempt today builds upon last year’s lectures by 
Hans-Beat Motel who offered a detailed vision 
for the world-wide Moravian Unity. Unlike some 
previous Moses lecturers, I make no claims to 
being a prophet. Some of what I say is indeed 
critical of the Moravian Church, but it is criticism 
offered in love. My goal is to bind our wounds 
and prepare for the future. But first we have to 
acknowledge those wounds.

It is not my intention to add to the controversy 
that has been raging in the American Provinces 
in recent years; however, we must address our 
current situation and its dangers. In the first 
lecture I will look at what I see as the root cause 

of our current malaise. We are suffering, I think, 
from theological amnesia, or perhaps we could 
say spiritual Alzheimer’s disease. We have lost our 
memory and forgotten who we are. As a result, 
we are confused by the world around us and are 
reacting in fear. We do not even recognize our 
brothers and sisters, and we reject those who long 
for our love. As part of that lecture, I will argue 
for the central role of theology in the life of the 
church, including the Moravian Church.

The first lecture is diagnosis; the second lecture 
is an attempt at a cure. In it I will try to show how 
the Moravian theological heritage provides us rich 
resources for self-understanding and renewal. By 
examining who we truly are, we can move toward 
articulating Moravian theology and mission for the 
twenty-first century. These lectures are part of a 
larger work in progress, of which 200 pages have 
been written, so be aware that there is much more 
that could be said. Do not be alarmed that I ask 
some questions for which I have no answer or if I 
propose answers that we decide are wrong.

Identity Crisis:  

Some of the controversies currently in 
the Moravian Church are not unique to us. 

Faith, Love, and Hope: the Moravian Theological Heritage

Craig D. Atwood

Lecture 1:  Reclaiming the Moravian Theological Heritage
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The sociologist of American religion, Robert 
Wuthnow, has identified a curious trend in 
Protestantism. At the same time that differences 
between denominations have eroded to the 
point of meaninglessness for most people, 
denominations themselves are dividing along 
social and political lines. This trend has particularly 
dangerous implications for the Moravian Church, 
because we make community itself a mark of the 
church. The word “schism” is not a part of the 
Moravian theological vocabulary. There is only 
one Moravian Church world-wide. Therefore 
the centrifugal forces in American Christianity 
are having a particularly painful and destructive 
effect on the Moravian Church. 

One reason we are finding it difficult to 
confront the challenge posed by the current 
cultural changes is that we do not know what 
our church has taught or even how Moravians 
have done theology. As a result, in recent years we 
have defined doctrine through administrative fiat 
rather than sustained, serious engagement with 
both our own theological heritage and the main 
currents of modern theological discussion. We try 
to cure the symptoms of our disease rather than 
confront the illness itself. 

Worse, we often try to mask the symptoms 
through cosmetics, flashy programs, mission 
statements, and a hearty word of greeting. We 
do not know who we are, so we look desperately 
for someone to define us. We play dress-up in 
the robes of other churches or call in supposed 
experts to tell us why we are wrong rather than 
seeking to understand who we are and what is 
right. We beat ourselves up for not being like 

others rather than ministering out our deepest 
convictions. We have gotten caught up in the 
culture wars that rage around us without having 
a distinctive voice. We are paralyzed with fear, 
uncertainty, and division at a time when we need 
faith, love, and hope

A New Sifting Time?  

I may be wrong, but it seems to me that we 
are in the midst of the worst crisis to threaten the 
Moravian Church since World War II — perhaps 
since the Sifting Time of the 1740s. The term 
Sifting Time in Moravian theology is used to 
describe times when the community struggles 
to make sense of itself. It is “sifted” or tested by 
God. In the process of sifting, some leave the 
community and others join. In previous siftings, 
the community emerged stronger than it had 
been, even though a few individuals chose to 
leave. For instance, the first period of Sifting 
was in the months prior to the August 13, 1727 
experience that we continue to celebrate as the 
rebirth of the Unitas Fratrum. 

During a Sifting, there is a danger that 
factions within the church will reject sound 
biblical hermeneutics, standards of plain reason, 
and the rules of ethics and decency. Factions 
form that are tempted to reject all authority 
except personal religious experience and an ego-
centric interpretation of Scripture. Individual 
obsessions are presented as the defining marks 
of the true church. Some respond to the conflict 
during a Sifting by isolating themselves. The 
image of Christian David building a home that 
intentionally faced away from Herrnhut is the 
classic example of this isolationism. Fanaticism, 
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fragmentation, and apathy are the great dangers 
of a Sifting, but they are related phenomena. 
Apathy results from people withdrawing from 
the conflict.

Sifting times are dangerous. So far the 
Moravian Church has always emerged stronger, 
but the outcome is not certain. Today there 
are warning signs of disease in the world-wide 
Moravian Church that should not be ignored. 
Since no one, to my knowledge, has done a 
systematic study of the state of the church, what 
I say is based on limited knowledge. The fact that 
we are not engaged in open discussion is itself both 
a symptom and a cause of our current crisis. Here 
is a list of problems that I see at the moment:

·  There is bitter division between traditionalists 
and charismatics, each claiming to be the 
only legitimate heirs of Hus and Herrnhut. 

·  Membership is declining rapidly in North 
America except for immigrant congre-
gations. 

·  Giving is down while demands on clergy time 
are increasing. 

·  The Director of the Board of World Mission and 
most of the church’s missionaries resigned 
last year as an act of public protest against 
synod resolutions. 

·  Some pastors in the Northern and Southern 
Provinces have formed coalitions and 
have signed on to a “Confessing Church” 
movement. 

·  The 2001 Moses Lecturer was accused of having 
abused his ordination vows by publicly 
challenging Moravian doctrine. 

·  The Ground of the Unity has become a source 
of contention instead of unity.

·  Stress on clergy families is very high, and clergy 
morale is low.

·  Pastorates are increasingly being terminated 
because of the severity of conflict. 

·  It is difficult to establish new congregations 
that thrive. 

·  Congregations are choosing not to use the 
Moravian Book of Worship and other church 
materials.

·  Pastors are creating their own rites rather than 
observing Moravian rites and sacraments.

·  Fewer people are pursuing a calling in the 
ordained ministry.

·  The average age of those who enter seminary 
continues to rise.

·  Many retired clergy are serving congregations 
because of a shortage of pastors. 

·  Synods are viewed with dread rather than eager 
anticipation.

 This is an impressionistic list, and I’m sure 
it could easily be lengthened and refined. I may 
be wrong on some of the details, but all of these 
items merit individual discussion and perhaps even 
arbitration in the church. Some of them no doubt 
represent the usual conflicts that we see in any 
human institution, but even those normal conflicts 
have a new bitterness about them. My purpose 
today, though, is not to analyze these separately 
but to see them all as part of a larger malaise.

What this list tells me is that people are 
confused, frightened, and threatened. It is also 
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tells me that when we have conflicts, we are 
reacting out of our worst impulses, flight or fight, 
rather than acting from our faith. We no longer 
know who we are, why we are joined together, 
and what we are called to do. The oft-quoted 
words of Yeats in his 1919 poem “The Second 
Coming” describe our current situation:

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, 
and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction, 
while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.

Yeats reminds us that “passionate intensity” 
is not proof of the rightness and goodness of a 
cause. There are always zealots who will exploit 
chaos and confusion to assert their own power and 
wreak destruction on institutions and individuals. 
The history of violence and destruction within 
Christianity warns us of the twin dangers 
of apocalyptic fanaticism and inquisitorial 
orthodoxy. The flame of faith that should warm 
and enlighten us too quickly becomes a fire that 
destroys lives and homes. Too many of those who 
claim the heritage of the martyr Hus appear to be 
kindling the flames to burn others. This applies 
to both liberals and conservatives in the church. 
It is time for us all to pull back and think about 
who we are and what we stand for.

The Need for Unity	

Such conflict and division in any community 
of faith would be an occasion for grief and 

concern, but it is a tragedy that our Moravian 
church is in such a condition at a time when we 
are all in dire in need of comfort, courage, and 
clarity of purpose. Since the attacks of September 
11, 2001 we cannot ignore the fact that murder, 
mayhem, and wanton rampage are the fruits of 
religious fanaticism and the lust for power. It is 
too easy to see evil in others and ignore the evil 
in ourselves. It is always easier to destroy than to 
build; easier to conquer others than rule ourselves. 
Easier to cast stones than to build homes. Now 
is not the time to sow discord, inflame unholy 
passions, and create enemies. It is the time to do 
all we can to embody the spirit of Christ in the 
world. Christians, including Moravians, need to 
hold to our best convictions at this time when 
we are most tempted to give in to hatred and 
injustice. 

But it seems that just when we need to speak 
with prophetic clarity that there is no security 
where justice is denied, we are speaking with 
slander and malice against each other. Just when it 
is most vital that we offer the world the good news 
of redemption and reconciliation, we are gnawing 
on old and fruitless debates about salvation. Just 
when we need to step out in courage to embrace 
the world with sacrificial love, we are snarling at 
those who would rob us of our arrogance and 
superiority. Have we become those of whom Jesus 
spoke who “travel over land and sea to make a 
single convert and then turn him into twice the 
child of hell” that we are (Matt. 24:15)? How did 
it come to this?

I know that this is an academic lecture rather 
than a sermon, but theology is not a dispassionate 
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discussion of abstract principles. It is part of the 
on-going struggle to live by faith in a difficult 
world. Theology, especially Moravian theology, 
is as much a matter of the heart and soul as it 
is the mind, so let me tell you that the current 
state of the Moravian Church causes me pain. I 
am greatly concerned, but even so, I do not think 
that the Moravian Church is dying, at least not 
yet. There are many signs of health in the church 
that should be celebrated. 

For instance, one surprising consequence of 
the doctrinal controversies is that lay persons are 
more eager than ever for theological discussion 
and inquiry. In my experience, our laity are far 
ahead of most of our clergy in the effort to make 
theological sense of the world in which we live. 
Also, the Women’s Conference in Winston-
Salem in 2003 demonstrated the great vitality 
of Moravian faith around the world. The refusal 
of the Conference to be drawn into sectarian 
controversy was a sign of hope. 

Neglect of our Heritage	

No, we are not dying, but we are unhealthy. 
It is important to realize that even a toothache can 
eventually kill you if you ignore it. For decades 
now, we have ignored the theological health of 
the North American provinces. In many ways the 
divisions and distress that we are experiencing is 
a result of the Moravian Church’s neglect of its 
theological heritage. As a church, we were poorly 
prepared for the challenges we are facing at the 
moment.

Part of the reason for why we are unprepared 
is because of who we once were. One of the great 

strengths of the Moravian Church through the 
centuries has been the sense of community among 
the members and especially among the clergy. 
There was a time when most clergy were formed 
in Moravian congregations, attended Moravian 
schools, and were mentored by older Moravian 
ministers. They were instructed in the doctrine 
and ethos of the church by oral tradition and 
example. People did not study Moravian theology 
because they lived it. There was strength in this. 
Also a significant number of clergy had experience 
serving in other provinces of the Unity, which 
meant that there was a connectedness that went 
beyond official structures. It was a system that 
had its flaws, but it worked generally well. There 
was a shared language of faith, doctrine, and 
experience. Few saw a need to publish formal 
works on theology because tradition carried its 
own weight without the need to articulate it. 

The old approach of teaching Moravian 
doctrine and practice by osmosis or oral tradition 
worked for many years, but it fell victim to broad 
social changes. A smaller percentage of Moravian 
clergy spend three years studying at Moravian 
Seminary than in the past. Fewer Moravian clergy 
have been formed and nurtured in the Moravian 
Church. As a result fewer Moravians, even those 
of us who are scholars, are able to give an account 
of Moravian theology that is compelling, honest, 
and sustaining. We have to recognize, though, 
that the old days are not going to return. We will 
have to become much more intentional about the 
theological formation of Moravian pastors and 
the articulation of Moravian doctrine.
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Dangers of Assimilation: 	

One of the major factors in the decline of 
Moravian theology was the reorganization of 
the church when the closed communities were 
transformed into typical Protestant congregations. 
During those years the looseness of Moravian 
doctrine and theology was an asset as the church 
gradually made itself at home in the general 
American Protestant setting. But there was a 
downside to the process of assimilation. The 
lack of formal and critical works of theological 
scholarship combined with the need for 
assimilation made it difficult for the church to 
distinguish traditional Moravian language from 
the new tones of American Protestantism. 

For instance, the traditional Moravian focus 
on personal spiritual experience, including the 
experience of conversion, became confused 
with the American evangelical doctrine that 
an experience of conversion is the means of 
salvation. The traditional Moravian emphasis 
on the Scripture as formative for our life as 
individuals and as a church became confused 
with fundamentalist notions of inerrancy and 
verbal inspiration of the Bible. The August 
13 experience became confused first with 19th 
century revivalism and then with 20th century 
Pentecostalism.

On the liberal side of the equation, the 
Moravian integration of spirituality, economics, 
and social life became confused with the Social 
Gospel and its presuppositions. The traditional 
Moravian abhorrence of violence became 
confused with radical politics in the 1960s. The 
Moravian dedication to bringing the good news 

of redemption to the most oppressed people 
of the world became confused with American 
imperialistic missiology. In the process, we 
gradually lost the ability even to talk intelligibly 
about our own history as we forced it into the 
categories of American Christianity.

I am not arguing that the church should 
have turned Bethlehem, Salem, and Lititz into 
protected ghettoes cut off from the world. Not at 
all. We needed to leave the protected communities, 
but we must recognize that in assimilation we 
lost contact with our own theological heritage. 
We lost a common Moravian language of faith 
and doctrine while importing theological and 
cultural debates that often make little sense in 
the Moravian Church. 

Just one example of this would be the 
persistent controversy over Scripture. The 
Moravian Church has always recognized both 
that Scripture is authoritative for the church and 
that it is dangerous for people to take Scripture 
literally without principles for interpretation. 
We have always read Scripture Christocentrically 
not legalistically, and we were comfortable 
discussing the truth of Scripture without needing 
to assert the factual infallibility of the Bible. But 
we often find ourselves mimicking debates on 
Scripture in American Protestantism rather than 
understanding our own hermeneutical tradition, 
as Frank Crouch pointed out recently in The 
Hinge (10.3, Winter 2003).

Dangers of Nostalgia

The process of assimilating also had a curious 
backlash. At the same time that the Moravian 
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Church in America was adopting the language, 
doctrine, and piety of American Protestantism 
either liberal or evangelical, American Moravians 
also developed an almost fetish-like devotion to 
certain remnants of the worship life of the old 
communities. Lovefeast coffee, beeswax candles, 
advent stars, and brass choirs became the defining 
features of the Moravian Church for many 
people. Hence the joke, how many Moravians 
does it take to change a lightbulb?  Change??

We joke about the Moravian desire to return 
to Old Salem or Old Herrnhut when we die 
rather than go to heaven, but there is a danger 
in this nostalgia. It is significant that Moravian 
traditionalism grew more powerful at the same 
time that the church was ignoring, forgetting, 
and suppressing its theological tradition. The 
church preserved the forms of the past instead of 
the substance. Moravian history became a matter 
of ancestor worship rather than a critical and 
fruitful engagement with the past. Pious myth 
was preferred to historical fact, and parochial 
pride to diligent study.

Nostalgia is a natural response to change and 
loss, but we must remember that nostalgia is an 
illness. It is a longing for a world we thought 
we knew and a romanticizing of our childhood. 
Nostalgia creates an imagined past that distances 
us from contemporary responsibilities. It is a 
preference for shadows rather than engaging 
in the on-going struggle to create an authentic 
identity. Nostalgia and the worship of tradition 
for its own sake will kill us. 

Many of us are familiar with congregations 
that cannot change, but today we also have 

congregations that do not use a Moravian Book 
of Worship, do not use any Moravian educational 
curriculum, do not observe the Moravian 
sacraments, do not endorse Moravian statements 
on social issues, and whose pastors largely ignore 
Moravian history and doctrine, but who proclaim 
a Moravian identity by having a brass choir at 
Easter and beeswax candles at Christmas. Is it 
any wonder that “the center cannot hold” and 
that we are in crisis? Is there nothing more to the 
Moravian church than a candle?

I hope you do not misunderstand me here. I 
am not opposed to cherished Moravian traditions. 
Lovefeasts, brass choirs, and sunrise services may 
at times be shadows rather than substance, but at 
least they are shadows of a once vital reality that 
can still communicate that reality. Iconoclasm 
is not the remedy for our current crisis. I have 
little sympathy for pastors who try to wipe away 
a congregation’s traditions in the interest of being 
relevant. Too often iconoclasm destroys a beautiful 
past in order to build a less attractive future. 

Iconoclasts fail to observe that one person’s 
idol is another person’s icon. In destroying the 
unhealthy devotion of one person, you may 
destroy another person’s window into a deeper 
and richer reality. The distant echo of a vibrant 
past can still delight the ear and encourage the 
heart. It may even inspire one to create a more 
beautiful tomorrow. What is needed today, 
though, is seriously reflection on the meaning of 
Moravian practices and how they communicate 
Moravian theology. We need to recognize that 
practice is a part of doctrine, and become more 
intentional about what we say and do. 
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Theology is the Life of the Church	

Theological reflection is the great challenge 
of our time because theology is the life of the 
church. That may sound too bold. No doubt 
you are right now thinking of other things that 
are really the life of the church. You may say that 
preaching is the life of the church, or worship, or 
missions, or caring for the poor and homeless, 
or ministering to people’s spiritual and personal 
needs, or comforting the afflicted and afflicting the 
comfortable, or creating a loving community, or 
even preparing the way of the Lord. Those are all 
vital aspects of the church, but even in discussing 
what is the essential mission of the church, we are 
engaging in theology. Whenever you assert that 
one type of ministry rather than another is the 
heart of the church, you are making a theological 
judgment. Even the idea of the church itself is a 
theological idea rather than a sociological one. 

Churches may function or dysfunction like 
any social institutions, but when the church 
loses its ability to think about itself as the Body 
of Christ, it ceases to be the church. The way 
churches handle disputes and dissent is a part of 
their theological self-understanding. Theology is 
the engine of the church’s mission and message 
because theology is a conversion about God and 
God’s will in the world. 

We should not confuse confessional 
statements or nicely memorized catechisms with 
theology itself. It is important to remember that 
theology was a word invented centuries ago by 
combining two Greek words: Theos and Logos. 
Theology, or God-Talk, simply means speaking 
about God in an intelligible way. It is not just 

any kind of talking about God. To be theology, 
it must be God-talk that makes sense. To use a 
bit of post-modern philosophical jargon, this 
means that theology is a form of discourse and 
the church a community of discourse. Theology 
is meaningful speech both about the ultimate 
mysteries of the universe and the meaning of 
human existence. Theology is God-inspired and 
God-directed discourse that has an impact on 
daily human life.

The central mission of the Christian church is 
to speak intelligibly about God’s work in creation, 
redemption, and the restoration of all things. Closely 
related to that central mission is the need to speak 
intelligibly about human responsibility  and human 
response to God’s work. All of the other activities 
of the church flow from this twin-mission. 

For instance, the church does not send 
missionaries out into the world because the 
church needs to recruit members. We do so 
because we believe that God wants people of 
faith to proclaim redemptive love to all. Missions, 
therefore, are an expression of our theology and 
mission methods reflect our theology. Likewise 
worship is an expression of our theology. The 
church worships because it believes that its words 
about God are meaningful and should be shared 
within a community. We engage in Christian 
education because we believe that we should 
struggle together to understand God and our 
role in the world. Our congregations are visible 
expressions of our of theology and imperfect 
models of our eschatological hope. 

This is why the schools we establish to 
prepare men and women to serve as ordained 
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clergy are called theological seminaries rather 
than pastoral training academies or schools of 
pastoral care. The church gives ordained clergy 
the primary task of speaking the word of God 
to us and words about God for us. The pastor is 
first a theologian, second a preacher, and third a 
teacher.  All other duties flow from the central task 
of speaking an intelligible word of God whether 
in counseling or in building up a community of 
faith. The community of faith will not be built 
up if the church does not develop the minds of 
the clergy as well as their hearts. 

Whether we do our task as theologians well 
or poorly, faithfully or slovenly, it is inevitable 
that ordained clergy will be engaged in theology 
and that people will be influenced by that 
theology. Since all other activities of the church 
flow from theology implicitly or explicitly, poor 
theology eventually creates unhealthy and even 
unwholesome churches. Poorly developed or ill-
informed theology leads to infective preaching 
and pastoral care. It can even result in hypocrisy 
and spiritual abuse. At a minimum, poor theology 
leads to fragmentation, fanaticism, or apathy. Too 
many American churches promote ignorance 
rather than a quest for truth. We must remember 
that God never said, “Thou shall not think.”

A Living Doctrine:

I disagree with those who claim that doctrine 
is no longer important. Doctrine is an element 
of theology that we need to pay attention to. In 
doing so, we need to remember that doctrine 
simply means the teaching of the church. 
Doctrine is the church’s way of transmitting 

the wisdom of the ages to each generation of 
Christians. 

If the handing down of the traditional 
teaching of the Church becomes dogmatic, 
doctrinaire and judgmental, though, it ceases 
to function as doctrine, because it ceases to be 
pedagogical. Doctrine assists us in the theological 
task of coming to understand God and human 
responsibility before God. It is not to be a tool 
to judge and divide Christians, nor a litmus test 
for faith. Doctrine is best understood as a way to 
learn from the insights of the past in order to live 
faithfully in the present while wisely preparing 
for the future. 

Every church must have a doctrinal tradition 
in order to function and carry out its mission. 
Without doctrine, a church has nothing to hand 
down to the next generation other than habits, 
prejudices, and instincts. Without doctrine, 
congregations drift according to each cultural 
or intellectual fad. They are like individuals who 
“redefine” themselves every few years and never 
know who they are. 

To use Heiddeggar’s terms, such churches 
exist without “being there” or being anywhere 
for that matter. Without doctrine, there is no 
way to instruct, guide, and nourish those who 
enter the community from outside. Without 
a rich and supple doctrinal tradition, there 
is nothing to unite the community of faith 
other than bureaucracy, inertia, habit, and class 
consciousness. Doctrine is necessary for a church 
to live in the flow of time.

However, doctrine can become a substitute 
for genuine spiritual growth if we use doctrinal 
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statements merely to codify the past. It is 
important to remember that learning from the 
past is different than being confined by the 
past. Entering into dialog with those who have 
gone before is different than letting the dead 
give answers to the questions and longings of 
the living. Even timeless truths are meaningless 
when they become ossified relics, unchanging 
and unchallenging. Rather than drawing from 
the Marrow of Theology, as William Ames 
encouraged centuries ago, we too often give 
people dry and lifeless bones. 

Doing theology and teaching doctrine in the 
church does not mean studying the fossils of a 
once-living community of faith; it means giving 
words and concepts that express the living faith 
of a community that extends through time and 
space. Like worship, prayer, and service, doctrine 
is always contemporary while drawing from the 
deep wells of tradition. Like worship, prayer, 
and service, doctrine always looks to the future. 
To quote from Jaroslav Pelikan, “Tradition is 
the living faith of the dead. Traditionalism is the 
dead faith of the living.” We can paraphrase that 
to say that doctrine is living faith while dead faith 
is doctrinaire. Doctrine is a living thing.

Just as language allows us to formulate and 
express our ideas while also shaping our ideas, 
doctrine expands and shapes our understanding 
of God and the church. In a sense, doctrine is 
a narrative that gives meaning to the church’s 
existence. It helps to give an identity to the 
community of faith and guides the community 
in its actions internally and externally. When 
doctrine does not make sense or when doctrine 

is simply ignored, the community no longer has 
a meaningful narrative that provides a way to 
make sense of its own existence and purpose in the 
world. Anomy sets in, followed by fragmentation 
as each preacher tries to re-create the church in 
his or her own image.

There is an integral connection between a 
church’s doctrine, its sense of being in the world, 
and its identity or integrity. As a community of 
faith changes as part of the flow of history and the 
gaining of new insights, its doctrine will change. 
There is nothing wrong with the fact that the 
Moravian church has changed over time or that 
its theology has changed, but the changes in a 
community’s theology should flow from within 
the community of faith. It is one thing to adjust 
your self-understanding to reflect ways in which 
you have grown and the world has changed; it is 
another to reject your old identity and adopt a 
new one. It is also another thing to simply drift 
along with the trends around you and let others 
define your identity. 

Unless doctrine is organically connected to the 
faith tradition of the community, to the worship 
and rituals of the community, and to the daily 
life of its members, there will be fragmentation 
and confusion until the correspondence between 
doctrine, faith, and life is restored. There will 
be a time of Sifting. This, I assert, is part of our 
current difficulty. 

The Need to Improve: 

I realize that in speaking of a holistic approach 
to theology, I am in some ways speaking to the 
choir. I found when I was a student at Moravian 
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Theological Seminary that the faculty valued 
theological reflection and the integration of one’s 
theology and the practice of ministry. Courses 
such as Clinical Pastoral Education and Credo 
help future pastors to bring their practice and 
doctrine together on a personal level. Students 
at the seminary were taught to minister out of 
their experience of the living God.

It is not enough, though, to teach pastors 
to do this personally. What is needed today is 
sustained and rigorous attention to the wider 
Christian theological tradition using the tools of 
modern thought, just as the Ground of the Unity 
calls us to do. But we also must become more 
intentional about examining our own theological 
tradition and its meaning in context. This is even 
more important now that Moravian clergy are less 
likely to come from Moravian backgrounds or be 
educated at Moravian Seminary. 

But I think we have to admit that even those 
of us who were raised in Moravian congregations 
generally have a very shallow knowledge of 
Moravian doctrine. This is because the Moravian 
Church has neglected serious theological study 
and publication for decades. In the twentieth 
century, the church turned away from theological 
publication. The last systematic theology written 
by a Moravian was published a century ago. It 
is remarkable that the church has not translated 
into English and published the major works of 
Zinzendorf, our most prominent and provocative 
theologian. Where are the works in English on 
Moravian theology, Moravian hermeneutics, and 
even Moravian pastoral theology that one would 
expect from a church that values education? 

The need for such publication is critical, 
and the church must look to the Seminary to 
fulfill this task. Compare our efforts to those of 
the Mennonite Church or the Quakers or even 
the Church of the Brethren and you will see that 
we are derelict in our duty. Other than Arthur 
Freeman’s book on Zinzendorf ’s theology and 
Daniel Crew’s translation of Rican’s history, where 
do we look for knowledge and insight about our 
church? 

This is not simply an academic matter. It is 
of vital concern to the church and its mission. 
Much of the recent controversy in the church was 
located in our mission program, which provides 
a window into the problem I see in the church. 
The Moravian Church is and should remain a 
missionary church. I agree with Hans-Beat Motel 
that this is indeed a central aspect of our heritage, 
identity, and purpose. However, it is vital that we 
critically examine our own mission history and 
theology rather than simply raise money and 
send out preachers. We need to articulate clearly 
the distinctive Moravian perspective on missions 
otherwise we cannot do missions with integrity. 
How can we justify sending missionaries out 
under the authority of the Moravian Church if 
those missionaries do not understand and value 
the theology of the Moravian Church? Where is 
our integrity in mission and ministry?  

Moravians should be teaching the entire 
Christian world about faithful and effective cross-
cultural ministry that enriches lives rather than 
destroys cultures. That is our heritage. Since we 
have a multi-racial, multi-ethnic, multi-cultural 
church, we need intense discussion about the 
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proper motivation and methods of spreading the 
Gospel in a multi-cultural world. We also need 
on-going discussion of the question of contextual 
theology. How do we have a Moravian theology 
that is integrated with local cultures? 

An intentional and informed approach to 
missiology should enrich our spiritual lives as 
well as improve our ministry around the globe, 
but instead of the hard work of articulating 
a Moravian missiology, we import theology, 
ideas, methods, and mistakes from other 
churches. It is time to stop exporting American 
anxieties and neuroses to the world. We need to 
concentrate instead on building communities 
of faith wherever we go and demonstrating to 
the world that the kingdom of God is different 
from globalization. We need to find ways to 

create cross-cultural community that respects the 
particularity of different cultures. 

Missions is just one area of the church that 
needs greater theological attention. It is easy to 
let others set our theological and social agenda, 
following the playbook that they have already 
written. It is easy, but that would only increase 
our fragmentation and dissolution. We need to 
know who we are before we can know how to 
change in a meaningful way. We have many more 
resources for confronting the challenges that face 
us in the world today than most pastors realize. 
Moltmann and Bonhoeffer, Schleiermacher and 
Kierkegaard gained insights from the Moravian 
theological heritage. Why shouldn’t we? If we 
put our minds to it, we can create a vision of the 
Moravian Church that can inspire and inform 
others, but it is going to take some hard work.

Introduction: 

In the first lecture, I proposed that the 
American Moravian Church in the 20th century 
was a poor steward of its theological heritage and 
that we are now suffering from that neglect. In 
this hour, I hope to convince you that there is 
hope for a more robust future if we are willing 
to reclaim and proclaim our heritage. I hope you 
will also see that this proclamation is faithful to 
the gospel of Jesus Christ, will strengthen our 
brothers and sisters in the church, and bring 
hope to others in the world. Obviously, we do 
not have the time this morning to examine our 

entire history, but I think we can explore the 
foundation of a distinctive Moravian theological 
perspective that has guided us for over five 
centuries and continues to be relevant.  

First we will look at the Unity of the 
Brethren, highlighting five key aspects of the 
Unity’s theology and praxis that we can learn 
from. Then we’ll look at our Pietist heritage and 
Moravian theology in the era of Zinzendorf and 
Spangenberg. Our goal is to speak intelligibly 
about God from a Moravian perspective. What 
I hope you’ll see is that in looking deeply into 

Lecture 2: Proclaiming the Moravian Theological Heritage
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our heritage we will find important points of 
contact with modern thought and the needs of 
modern people.

The Unity of the Brethren

As you are no doubt aware, Moravian history 
is divided into two distinct periods: The Unity 
of the Brethren and the Renewed Church. 
Historians have raised serious questions about the 
connection of these two periods and institutions. 
But since we Moravians do define ourselves as 
the Unitas Fratrum and assert that the modern 
Moravian Church is a continuation of the Unity 
founded by Brother Gregory in 1458, we should 
learn from that heritage. It is dishonest to wrap 
ourselves in the glory of the Unity without 
letting the heritage of the Unity inform our 
doctrine, polity, and identity. So, let’s look at 
that remarkable community’s theology with a 
view to what will be helpful today. I am grateful 
to Daniel Crew’s Moses Lectures “Learning from 
Luke of Prague,” and will be drawing upon his 
work this morning.

The history of the Unity falls into several 
distinct epochs characterized by the Unity’s 
engagement with the wider world.  Initially 
the Unity called for such a literal following of 
the Sermon on the Mount that members were 
required to separate themselves from most areas 
of feudal society. Gradually our spiritual ancestors 
saw the need for Christians to live in the world 
even if they were not to be worldly, and some of 
the original prohibitions were lifted or moderated. 
This idea that the church can change remains a 
cardinal theological principle for Moravians, and 
was written into the Ground of the Unity. 

During its two centuries of existence the 
Unity produced dozens of statements that show a 
continual process of rethinking basic doctrine and 
practice in response both to changes in society 
and their growing understanding of Scripture. For 
example, the Unity became an active, if cautious, 
participant in the Protestant Reformation, but 
they did not unite with any of the new Protestant 
churches. The leaders of the Unity repeatedly 
affirmed that the Unity had a distinctive voice 
that would be lost if the church lost its separate 
existence. Despite this commitment to a separate 
witness, though, the Unity did conform to many 
aspects of Protestantism. 

To many observers, the differences between 
the Unity of Brother Gregory and that of 
Comenius are so great that it is hard to see them 
as the same church; however, we can identify 
several characteristics of the Unity that remained 
consistent and which can help us define our 
Moravian theology today. This morning we’ll 
highlight five of these aspects: the rejection of 
the Constantinian Church; the idea that faith 
must be completed in love; a clear and coherent 
understanding of the church; a pedagogical view 
of faith; and the distinction between essential and 
ministerial things.

One, Rejection of Christendom: It is 
important for modern Moravians to understand 
and celebrate the fact that the Unity was the first 
Western church since the age of Constantine 
to reject a union of church and state. They 
adopted the Waldensian understanding that the 
Catholic church had been hopelessly corrupted 
by the Roman Empire after the conversion of 
Constantine. Unlike the Waldensians, though, 
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the Unity established a strong ecclesiology and 
created the first truly voluntary church body 
with a separate priesthood and regular worship 
since about the 5th century. 

Modern Americans accept the voluntary 
principle in religion as a matter of course, but 
this was basically forced on most Christian 
bodies and traditions. For the Unity of the 
Brethren, separation of church and secular 
authority was a matter of principle from the 
beginning. It was the Unity that first brought this 
perspective into Protestantism. Consistently, the 
Unity criticized both Catholic and Reformation 
churches for their reliance on the coercive power 
of the state. They argued that religious faith must 
be a matter of personal conscience and personal 
commitment. Truth cannot be defended by the 
sword and stake. 

This is something that Moravians today 
need to remember as a living tradition. Many 
Americans are looking for the government to 
support religious beliefs and institutions. Our 
church, which was born in the crucible of religious 
oppression and virtually destroyed by religious 
prejudice, has consistently opposed the unholy 
alliance of church and state. We should not mourn 
the passing of the Constantinian era. If we had 
a better sense of who we have been and who we 
should be, we would have be able to bring a gentle, 
but prophetic word in our congregations and 
neighborhoods during these tumultuous times.

Two, Faith completed in Love: The Unity of 
Brethren also insisted that it is wrong to separate 
faith from works, the way many Protestant 
confessions do. We need to recognize that unlike 

Luther, the founders of the Unity did not separate 
from the state church because of a crisis of faith. 
They established their own community in Kunwald 
because the dominant church was not practicing 
the faith it preached. The Unity taught that there is 
no true faith without works of love, and they were 
very critical of Luther and most of his followers. 

Most Moravians today are unaware that the 
Unity did not endorse the doctrine of justification 
by faith alone that many people assume is 
the core of Protestant teaching. Though the 
Unity rejected the medieval Catholic idea that 
external acts of piety are the path to salvation 
(pilgrimages, penances, sacraments, and tithing), 
the theologians of the Unity agreed with the 
mainstream of Catholic teaching that faith must 
be completed in love. Our ancestors fought hard 
for this principle in the face of diligent opposition 
from other Protestant churches because they 
understood that this was central to the mission 
and message of the Unity. 

Our spiritual ancestors would have been 
completely baffled by the American evangelical 
tendency to divorce belief in Jesus as savior from 
the effort to follow the teachings of Jesus as the 
giver of the new covenant. They gave priority to 
the synoptic gospels, not the Gospel of John, and 
they read Paul in light of Jesus’ teachings, not the 
other way around. The Unity did not hand out 
“gospel tracts” with a “five-fold path to salvation,” 
but if they had, ethics would have been part of 
the plan. In this regard, the Unity anticipated 
the perspective of 20th century theologians like 
Niebuhr and Bonhoeffer. True faith must be 
made visible through concrete action in the world.  
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Moreover, the Unity recognized that we cannot 
separate personal ethics from social ethics.

Many people today, including many 
Moravians, are baffled by our church’s tendency 
to move quickly from theology to practice, but 
that is because for 500 years Moravians have 
taught that praxis is part of our doctrine. We 
are a tradition that stresses orthopraxy rather 
than orthodoxy. It is not accidental we are 
passionately engaged currently in a discussion 
over issues of social justice and personal morality. 
By understanding the theological heritage of 
our church, we should be able to move beyond 
the clichés of contemporary American political 
debate and arrive at positions that are true to 
our identity, plain reason, and the gospel. We 
should not be ashamed to proclaim that faith is 
completed in love.

Three, Ecclesiology: The Unity of the Brethren 
had an ecclesiology that was clear, coherent, and 
effective. Much of our current crisis in the Moravian 
Church is the result of a doctrine of the church that 
is none of these things. We can learn much from 
our ancestors about church structure. We should 
have someone in charge of ministerial education; 
another in charge of theological publication; and 
a third who acts as an advocate for the clergy, just 
as the Unity once did. 

Moreover, the Unity, more so than any other 
Reformation-era church, understood that it was 
a church within the Body of Christ rather than 
the Body of Christ itself. They saw themselves 
as a Unity, or brotherhood, of those who had 
voluntarily come together in order to seek their 
salvation and better serve Christ.  They understood 

that the rules of the Unity were an attempt to 
manifest the Law of Christ, but they were also 
aware that separation from the Unity did not 
mean separation from Christ.  In this way, they 
were also able to respect individual conscience 
while avoiding rampant individualism. Priests of 
the Unity were expected to live according to the 
rules that all had agreed upon, and they had little 
sympathy for charismatic figures who believed 
that their spiritual gifts or provocative ideas set 
them apart from the community.

The focus of life in the Unity was the local 
congregation as a part of a larger Unity. It is in 
the local community that the Word is preached 
and the sacraments are properly administered. It 
is in the local community that Christians learn to 
love one another and to be loved by others. It is in 
the local community that Christians learn to live 
according to the values of Christ rather than the 
values of a violent and possessive society. It is in 
the local community that individuals are formed 
into living images of Christ.  

But this local community does not exist 
for its own sake. The Unity never endorsed 
Congregationalism or local autonomy. The church 
is not to make itself into a mirror image of the 
secular world which works by competition. A 
local congregation was to be an expression of the 
Unity of the Brethren throughout the world and 
a living expression of the mystical Body of Christ. 
Put bluntly, for five hundred years, the Moravian 
Church has understood that it is called to create 
communities of faith that are part of a vibrant 
Unity rather than convert isolated individuals. They 
called each other brother and sister and meant it.
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Four, Pedagogy: Education was central to 
the identity, mission, and theology of the Unity. 
They pioneered universal education and Unity 
schools were valued by non-members as much 
as by members. We are proud of Jan Amos 
Comenius, but it is important to recognize that 
his genius was nurtured within the Unity because 
the Unity valued education, publication, and 
intellectual achievement. One wonders what 
would happen to a modern Comenius in our 
church today. We need to remember that God 
never said, “Thou shalt not think.” Christ called 
us to open our hearts and hands; not to close eyes 
and minds. The Unity knew this. 

Unlike the Moravian Church of the 20th 
century, at least the American branch, the Unity 
valued its scholars greatly and charged them with 
the task of teaching and publishing on behalf 
of the Unity.  Each generation had at least one 
scholar, often a bishop, whose task was to write 
defenses of the Unity for the public as well as to 
provide theological and pastoral guides for use 
in congregations.  

Education was part of the fiber of the church, 
and there were theological assumptions behind 
the pedagogy of the Unity that we should carefully 
consider. For one thing, the Unity recognized 
that women are also made in the image of God 
and have a rational nature. For another, they 
understood that the essential goodness of creation 
and the image of God were not destroyed by the 
fall. All humans can learn and should learn. A 
pedagogical approach to faith assumes that people 
change and develop in their faith. It also assumes 
that what is true is true regardless of who said it. 

All truth comes from the Creator, Redeemer, and 
Spirit. A pedagogical approach to faith is strong 
and forthright but also gentle and open. It rejects 
the use of fear and violence in proclaiming the 
gospel. It assumes that God made us in such a 
way that we will seek him and find him, so long 
as there is someone to help us on the way and we 
are humble enough to listen and change.

It has been decades since the Moravian Church 
consciously and deliberately raised up educators 
from our midst and viewed them with the same 
respect as pastors and musicians. When you read 
Comenius, you realize how much richer and more 
lucid the Moravian tradition used to be. We need 
to recapture that commitment to life-long learning, 
engagement with secular knowledge, and dedication 
to the task of teaching as well as preaching.

Five, Essentials and Ministerials: The fifth 
thing we can learn from the Unity is by far the 
most important, and we’ll spend extra time on it 
since it provided the title for these lectures. Luke 
of Prague, one of the great thinkers and leaders 
of the Unity, made an important contribution 
to the history of Christian doctrine that has the 
potential to transform the ecumenical church. 
Unfortunately, most churches are unaware 
of Luke’s ideas because Moravians have not 
promoted them. Even more unfortunate, most 
Moravians are unaware of what Luke taught 
because we do not proclaim it to ourselves. But 
I believe that we can and should reclaim this 
distinctive teachings of the Unity.  

What is it?  That churches should carefully 
distinguish things that are essential to salvation 
from things that minister to salvation and from 
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things that are incidental.  This is a much more 
useful distinction than the latitudinarian cliché 
that Moravians today claim as our motto: In 
essentials unity, in non-essentials liberty, in all 
things love. The so-called motto sounds nice and 
makes for good speeches at synod, but as we have 
discovered in recent years, it is no help in making 
concrete decisions.

Luke’s tripartite understanding of essentials, 
ministerials, and incidentals, on the other 
hand, allows for nuances that are important 
when formulating doctrine and rules to live 
by.  Incidental things are those things that are 
appropriate for local communities and even 
different churches. There is a lot of latitude in 
incidentals and they should only be imposed 
on local congregations if it is important for the 
overall welfare of the Unity. What the pastor 
wears is largely incidental. Whether coffee or juice 
for lovefeast is incidental. It is sinful to divide a 
community of faith or to break off relationships 
over incidentals. Sadly, though, people have gone 
to war over vestments, literally.

Essentials are another matter. These go to 
the very core of Christianity, and it is vital that 
they be clearly and rationally articulated. My 
daughter is studying in Egypt, and she has found 
that Muslims constantly question her about such 
things as the Trinity and the Incarnation, and 
that she is poorly prepared to discuss essential 
ideas. No one in Egypt cares about the difference 
between Moravians and Baptists or how to serve 
communion. They want to know how she, as a 
Christian, understands the nature and work of 
God. It has been a great challenge for her. As a 

community of faith, we need to do a better job 
teaching the core of Christianity.

For Luke and the Unity, the essentials are 
of two kinds.  Foremost is the work of God in 
creation, redemption, and sanctification.  Luke 
connects these three aspects of God’s action with 
the three persons of the Trinity: Creator, Redeemer, 
and Spirit, and he emphasizes that God’s action 
does not depend on our acknowledgment.  God 
creates even if humans choose to believe that the 
world is an illusion. We are creatures of God even 
if we pretend that we are absolute in ourselves and 
that humans alone have value.

Likewise, Christ’s work of redemption is an 
objective work of God. While Luke did not agree 
with Luther that we are justified by faith alone; 
he did agree that we are saved by Christ alone. 
Mission efforts that are based on the desire to 
“save souls” are misguided according to traditional 
Moravian teaching. We save no one. Christ alone 
saves. There is much more that can be said about 
this, but for this morning the important point to 
note is that it is the work of Christ that is essential; 
not a particular Christology.

The work of the Holy Spirit in nurturing, 
guiding, and furthering the work of salvation is 
also essential. It is an on-going work of making 
believers saints. Preaching that puffs people up 
with pride for having a “second baptism” in 
the Spirit is misguided according to traditional 
Moravian teaching because the essential work of 
the Holy Spirit is a gift of God that is on-going. 
Furthermore, holiness in Moravian teaching is 
the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives, not our 
self-discipline. Righteousness is God’s work, not 
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ours, although we do cooperate, according to 
Luke. So, according to the doctrine of the Unity, 
what is essential in Christianity is the work of 
God not our doctrine of God. 

Faith, Love, Hope. There is another triad of 
essentials, however, on the part of the believer. It 
is essential that humans respond subjectively to 
the work of God through faith, love, and hope. 
One of the persistent strengths of Moravian 
doctrine has been the fundamental conviction 
that the objective work of God and the subjective 
response of humans work in tandem. It is a 
dialectical relationship between the Creator and 
the Creature; the Redeemer and the Redeemed; 
the Sanctifer and the Sanctified that brings 
wholeness in this life and the next. According to 
the Unity, we do cooperate with the work of God 
to make spiritual reality apparent in our lives and 
the world. Moravian theology, traditionally, has 
emphasized this experiential and participatory 
aspect of faith. It is in our faith, love, and hope 
that we display the image of the Triune God 
most clearly.

Faith is an essential, but faith cannot be 
coerced. Faith involves the individual’s belief in 
the work of the God, trust in the work of the 
God, and personal commitment to the work 
of God. The Unity refused to separate faith as 
belief from faith as trust and commitment, except 
to say that belief without commitment is not 
saving faith.  Agreement with the propositions of 
Christian dogma is meaningless without personal 
commitment to the divine reality behind those 
dogmas. Faith, for the Unity, has an existential 
aspect.  It is a way of living in this world.

So far, Luke sounds like Luther, and they 
have much in common. But Luke and the Unity 
go beyond Luther by proclaiming that Love is 
also essential.  Love is not icing on the cake of 
belief, as it is in some churches. For traditional 
Moravian teaching, faith without love is not truly 
faith. Dogmatic precision and biblical certainty 
without love can be abusive. Members of the 
Unity experienced such abuse at the hands of the 
Inquisition and the crusaders.

Love was the Unity’s way of understanding 
ethics. Love is faith in action rather than an 
emotion.  The way Christians love Christ is not 
in repeating the name of Jesus like a Buddhist 
mantra; it is an intense effort to follow the 
teachings of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount.  
Christians show love for their brothers and sisters 
by seeking the good of others and forgiving as 
they have been forgiven.  Christians show love 
for their enemies by refraining from violence and 
revenge. This was the teaching of the Unity, and 
we can learn from it today.

The final essential was Hope, which was 
generally placed last because Hope looks to the 
future. Christian hope, according to the Unity, 
is based on the work of God. Like Hasidic Jews, 
Moravians understood that if there is indeed one 
God who created all things and who gives himself 
in love to what he creates, then no disaster can 
separate us from the ultimate goodness of God. 
There is even the hope that St. Paul wrote of, 
that eventually all of creation will be reconciled 
to the Creator. Hope does not deny the fear and 
pain of the moment; nor the meaninglessness of 
tragedy, but it does look beyond the fear and pain 
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of today to the coming consummation. Hope is 
what allows us to survive the night, knowing that 
there will be a dawn.

Eschatological hope provided the resources 
to imagine a more just and humane world. 
Eschatology was not divorced from the life of the 
community. The Unity avoided the fanatical belief 
that humans could inaugurate the millennial age, 
but the vision of the New Jerusalem offered 
guidance on how the church in the present age 
should live. The potential of eschatological hope 
to inspire the quest for social justice and the 
universal spread of the Gospel reached it apogee 
in the work of Comenius.

Much of what I’ve said is part of the broad 
catholic tradition of Christianity, but what makes 
the Unity’s doctrine uniquely helpful is Luke’s 
view that these alone are essential: the work of 
the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit along with our 
faith, love, and hope. If we have only these; we 
have everything needed. If we do not have these; 
no dogma or institutional program will suffice.  

Ministerials are the many things that 
minister to these essential things. Ministerials 
are visible, tangible things in this world that 
God has provided to mediate what is essential.  
Many of these ministerial things are the things 
that churches mistakenly think are essential and 
try to impose on everyone. They are frequently 
the things that Christians passionately fight over 
and even sometimes kill over.  They are also things 
that seminaries spend much of their time talking 
about and testing students on.  They are the Bible, 
Sacraments, Church, Doctrine, Priesthood, and 
Pastoral Care.

It is wrong to dismiss such things as non-
essential as the binary thinking of the motto 
would do. There is a world of difference between 
the Bible and Sacraments as ministerial things and 
music or vestments as incidentals. Ministerials are 
mediators of the sacred and should be treated 
with great respect. They are forms of authority in 
the Christian community.  But they should never 
be confused with what is essential. They are sacred 
because they point us to what is essential. They are 
not sacred in themselves. They are sacred because 
they serve to make the objective work of the 
Trinity subjectively available to flesh and blood 
humans. They are sacred because they help us to 
have faith in the living God, to love our neighbors 
and our enemies, and to hope against hope. 

Churches can become abusive, sinful, and 
dangerous when they make ministerials into 
essentials.  When the Bible becomes more 
important than the living God to whom the 
Bible points, then the Bible ceases to be sacred, 
according to the Brethren. After all, the Inquisitors 
and Satan himself quoted Scripture. When the 
words of the Bible become more important to 
people than the Word of God communicated 
in the Bible, then the Bible becomes a tool of 
oppression and even evil. This happened when 
the Bible was used to promote and defend slavery. 
It happens when the Bible is used to promote 
and defend child abuse and hatred of women. 
It happens when the Bible is used to encourage 
hatred, violence, and greed rather than justice, 
mercy, and peace. It is important that Moravians 
always remember Paul’s teaching that the letter is 
dead but the spirit gives life.
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The same can be said for the Church, 
priesthood, and even the Sacraments. When 
the church and its clergy are more concerned 
about institutional survival than the witness and 
ministry of the church, then the church ceases to 
be sacred. The Unity recognized that the church 
must be self-critical. Every aspect of the church 
must be subject to loving criticism and evaluation. 
Each Moravian has the obligation to examine 
and criticize his or her own heart, using the 
resources of the community to keep faith, love, 
and hope alive. According to the teaching of our 
ancestors, if our church ceases to lead people to 
deepen their faith, love, and hope, then we are 
no longer a church.

Pietist Heritage

In addition to rediscovering and using 
the theological heritage of the Unity of the 
Brethren, we need to reclaim our Pietist heritage. 
For too long, we have accepted the picture of 
Pietism painted by theologians opposed to the 
movement. Some of the criticisms of Pietism as 
subjective, other worldly, and moralistic reflect 
what the movement became not what it was 
in the beginning. The Pietist tradition can be a 
very helpful resource in addressing contemporary 
controversies. 

Pietism:

We do not have time here for all the details of 
Pietism, but it is good to remember that Pietism 
was a reaction to a situation in which faithfulness 
had become equated with doctrinal uniformity, 
divisiveness and bitterness. This was combined 
with a general ineffectiveness in addressing the 

needs of ordinary people. Social and family 
dysfunction were high and worship attendance 
was low. Does this sound familiar? 

The Pietists argued that the church was 
wasting its efforts in pointless and destructive 
doctrinal disputes rather than addressing the 
physical and spiritual suffering of ordinary people. 
They outlined a pragmatic program of church 
and social reform that called for more reading of 
the Bible, formation of small groups within the 
church for education and support; recognition 
that Christianity is a matter of practice, not of 
knowledge; and the eradication ignorance and 
poverty. The Pietists did not separate evangelism 
from social ministry. They were part of a single 
program of living according to the call of the 
Gospel. We can see much of the Pietist program 
in the so-called “new paradigm churches” today, 
but the Pietsts would challenge those churches 
to greater attention to social justice.

Two of the central theological ideas of 
Pietism were that religious experience is a mode 
of knowledge and that there is a hope for a 
better time. Rather than frightening people into 
submission, Pietist preachers and writers tried 
to lift people’s eyes to a new horizon and called 
them to work for the kingdom of God that was 
already becoming visible. In its own way Pietism 
recaptured the Unity of the Brethren’s teaching 
that the essence of Christianity is faith, love, 
and hope.

Pietists also used mystical literature to enrich 
the spiritual life of Protestant churches. Especially 
important were the writings of a cobbler named 
Jakob Böhme, who taught that as believers are 
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taken up through the divine fire of God’s love 
in Christ they attain true knowledge and are 
united in mystical marriage to Sophia or wisdom. 
Böhme believed that the institutional church may 
actually hinder the soul’s union with God and 
the manifestation of God’s Spirit in the world.  
Radical Pietists, drawing on the mystics, viewed 
true faith, love, and hope in the face of opposition 
as better indicators of the presence of the spirit 
of God than institutional power and doctrinal 
uniformity. Gottfried Arnold, for instance, had 
a positive view of various heretics in the history 
of Christianity especially Origen, Pelagius, 
Peter Abelard, Peter Waldo, and, you guessed 
it, John Hus. Arnold’s history of Christianity 
was a major influence on both Zinzendorf and 
Spangenberg. 

Zinzendorf:	

This brings us to Zinzendorf and the 
Moravians. Pietism profoundly shaped Moravian 
theology and mission, but Zinzendorf charted 
a new and creative course that joined Lutheran 
theology and liturgy with radical Pietism. 

There is no need to repeat what you have 
heard many times about Zinzendorf and his 
ideas, and time is running short, but let me say 
that the more I have studied Zinzendorf the more 
convinced I am that the entire church needs to 
rediscover the depth and breadth of Zinzendorf. 
We should not look at Zinzendorf and his era 
with nostalgia. Nostalgia is not the answer for our 
current problems. We cannot recreate the past, 
but the more we learn from Zinzendorf, the more 
we discover how modern he was. In fact, he may 

be considered the grandfather of modern theology 
because of his influence on Schleiermacher. 

Let me take just a moment to highlight 
five Zinzendorf ideas that can help us in our 
self-understanding and in charting our future 
direction as a community of faith. They are 
Heart Theology, Christocentrism, Theology 
of the Cross, Maternal Imagery for God, and 
Community as a theological principle. 

One, Theology of the Heart.  Heart, for 
Zinzendorf, is not the seat of emotion; it is the 
center of the self. Heart is where thought, will, 
and emotion are united into a whole. I think 
this is what Jesus spoke of in the sermon on 
the Mount. It is what Zinzendorf learned from 
Pietism and also what led him away from a type 
of Pietism that was oppressing people with fear 
of damnation and delusions of righteousness. 
Zinzendorf knew that true faith is destroyed by 
hypocrisy and deception. True love is destroyed 
by pretense and self-righteousness. True hope is 
destroyed by fear and resentment. True ethics flow 
from the heart not a law book. 

If we recapture our theology of the heart, 
we will discover that we do have a message for a 
suffering world. All people have a heart, and most 
people have a broken heart. Many have a twisted 
heart. This is where the struggle for salvation, 
for health, for justice, and for joy and peace is 
engaged. By returning to a theology of the heart 
instead of a theology of doctrinal purity, we will 
be able to draw upon the insights of the best 
modern theologians, ethicists, and psychologists. 
Modern theology is concerned more with the 
human self rather than metaphysics. By returning 
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to a theology of the heart, we Moravians can 
connect with the ideas of Martin Buber, Paul 
Tillich, Karl Rahner, Hannah Arendt, Jürgen 
Moltmann, and David Ford. Reclaiming and 
proclaiming our theological is not a retreat to 
the past, but a means to engage the present with 
integrity and vigor. 

Two, Christocentrism.  As Karl Barth 
once noted, Zinzendorf was one of the great 
Christocentric theologians of all time and as such 
was a true ecumenist. Zinzendorf took seriously the 
early church’s teaching that Christ was fully human 
and fully divine. He quoted early Christian hymns 
that sang of the creator becoming a creature; of 
God lying in a cradle; of Yahweh suffering on the 
cross. For Zinzendorf all human beings, in fact all 
of creation, are already in relationship to Christ 
because Christ is the creator and redeemer. The 
mission of the Church is to help people rejoice in 
this relationship and to let the teachings of Jesus 
transform individual and social lives. 

Any approach to missions and congregational 
life that violates the essential nature of Jesus is 
not Christocentric. I think we can also use a 
more complete Christology to wean us away 
from spiritualities that reduce Christ to our best 
buddy who confirms our self-deceptions and 
greed instead of the Lord who challenges us with 
the message of radical, sacrificial forgiveness. 
Christocentrism, for Moravians, means that the 
complete picture of Christ guides our spiritual, 
missiological, and social lives.

We also need to recapture the importance of 
the Incarnation when discussing Christocentrism. 
Zinzendorf and his followers believed that the 

Incarnation blessed all human life. The body and 
mind are as important in Moravian theology as 
the soul is. In traditional Moravian thought, God 
became a human being so that we might become 
truly human. This message of the goodness of 
humanity is needed today as thousands turn 
away from Christianity because of its traditional 
rejection of the body and sexuality. Our ancestors 
could preach, talk, and even sing about the 
goodness of human life, work and sexuality; why 
can’t we in this supposedly enlightened age?

Three, Theology of the Cross: One of 
the most controversial aspects of Zinzendorf ’s 
theology is the focus on the suffering of Christ.  
The Passion was a dominate theme of Moravian 
liturgy, hymnody, and preaching until the 20th 
century. If we are going to understand ourselves 
and our theology, we must look more carefully 
at this theology of the Passion rather than simply 
reject in embarassment. 

Here again, we have something for modern 
people. The success of Mel Gibson’s movie on 
the Passion points to the desire and need of many 
people to contemplate the sufferings of Christ. I 
believe that Zinzendorf offered a much healthier 
perspective on the Passion than Gibson’s film, 
which I personally find to be quite disturbing. I 
have written a book on the theology of the cross 
in the Moravian Church of the 1700s, so I’ll just 
say that for Zinzendorf the death of Jesus was the 
atonement for sins and more. It was the proof 
of the complete humanity of the Savior and the 
complete identification of the Creator with the 
suffering of his creatures. The passion is an event in 
the life of God that gives hope to all who suffer. 
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Moltmann has grasped Zinzendorf ’s meaning 
clearly in his own faith and theology. For two 
centuries we Moravians worshiped a Crucified 
God, and this message of divine suffering 
resonates today. Rene Girard has argued that the 
significance of the crucifixion of Jesus is that God 
became a victim, and therefore the followers of 
Christ can identify with all victims of injustice 
and violence in the world. Our theology of the 
cross can save us from arrogance, complacency, 
and abusive zeal while addressing the deepest 
spiritual needs of our people. 

Four, Maternal language for God:  Drawing 
upon the writings of Böhme and Arnold, 
Zinzendorf tried to recapture early Christianity’s 
perspective that we understand God more fully 
when we employ maternal language and imagery 
in addition to masculine terms. For over a 
quarter of a century Moravians sang litanies to 
the Holy Spirit as mother and they honored 
Mary as the mother of God. For nearly a century 
Moravian missionaries used mother language to 
communicate the doctrine of the Holy Spirit to 
tribal peoples. 

This use of maternal language was connected 
to the Moravian focus on the spiritual life 
of children and to women’s leadership in the 
community. In our time, when so many are 
abandoning Christianity because of its historic 
misogyny and when people are fascinated by 
books of pseudo-history like The Da Vince 
Code because of its positive view of sexuality and 
femininity in the divine, the Moravian Church 
can offer a healthy Christian message. By drawing 
upon our own heritage and resources we can 

offer the world a vision of faith and devotion 
that embraces rather than erases masculinity and 
femininity. It is a message that can help overcome 
some of the abuse of men and women that we see 
in America and around the world.

Five, Community:	 In contrast to much of 
American Protestantism, Zinzendorf understood 
that Christianity is not about individual salvation 
in isolation; it is about answering the call 
of Christ to enter the heavenly community. 
It might be possible to have faith all alone, 
although I doubt it. It might even be possible to 
have hope all alone, but I doubt it. It is nearly 
impossible to demonstrate love without a flesh 
and blood community. Moravian eschatology 
has emphasized the heavenly community and 
the New Jerusalem where shalom reigns. The 
church should be where this vision is nurtured 
and enfleshed.

Zinzendorf ’s vision for the Moravian Church 
was not a bureaucratic, institutional church, but 
a world-wide network of communities gathered 
for mutual love and support. These were to be 
communities where individuals were able to 
become who God created them to be rather than 
being enslaved by fear, ignorance, selfishness, and 
self-deceit. We need to restore the centrality of 
community to our church and to our theological 
inquiry. Here is where the intellectual life of 
pastors and professors must be brought into 
connection with the practical life of Christians. 
We must learn from each other, teach each other, 
and bear one another’s burdens. Here we see one 
of the strongest connections between the Unity of 
the Brethren and Zinzendorf ’s Brüdergemeine. 
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The Rev. Dr. Craig D. Atwood is Theologian in Residence at Home Moravian Church 
in Winston-Salem, N.C. and the author of Community of the Cross: Moravian Piety in 
Colonial Bethlehem (Penn State Press, 2004).

We are called to be a community of faith, a 
community of love, and a community of hope.

 Conclusion: 		

I thank you for your patience and attention 
during a long morning of lectures.  Believe it or 
not, we have barely begun to discuss the wonderful 
richness of the Moravian theological heritage. I 
wish we had time to look at our current doctrinal 
statements, especially the Ground of the Unity, 
and see how they flow authentically from the 
Moravian heritage. I hope that today you have 
seen that the streams of our history emphasized 
that faith is practical, experiential, biblical, and 
communal rather than cognitive, dogmatic, 
individualistic, and divisive. The Moravian 
theological heritage defies the polarizing categories 
of liberal and conservative.

I hope that we will engage in serious 
discussion of what are essentials, ministerials, and 
incidentals as well as Zinzendorf ’s provocative 

and evocative theology. Most of all, I hope that 
we can restore our commitment to community 
by celebrating the work of God as Creator, 
Redeemer, and the one who blesses as we learn to 
live in faith, in love, and in hope. We Moravians 
need to start thinking and talking about 
salvation again. For centuries we have known 
that salvation is release from sin and the fear of 
death. It is release from our anxieties and hatred. 
It is release from self-doubt, self-righteousness, 
and self-assertion. Salvation means that we are 
redeemed from our isolation and united in a 
loving community of faith. Salvation lifts our 
eyes to the bright horizon where we can see the 
beauty of the dawn. This is the message that we 
can take to a suffering world; to heroin addicts, 
prostitutes, slaves of the global economy, those 
huddled in fear, the hopeless, despairing, and 
grieving. There is no greater wisdom than Paul’s 
doctrine that three things remain: faith, hope, 
and love. The greatest of these is love, but in our 
day, what is most needed is hope.
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Responses

Matt Knapp
I am not a theologian or an expert on church 

history. So somewhere along the journey I figured 
out that when an idea or a thought, can successfully 
provoke both ends of the theological spectrum 
at the same time, I will sit up and take notice. 
This very subjective and unscientific process 
has helped me also figure out what might be an 
authentic, “Moravian” thought or idea. My 
hat is off to what Craig has laid out for us here. 
It has the aroma of being the real deal. Craig 
is one of a growing number of scholars in our 
church who are starting to articulate “Moravian” 
viewpoints rather than the same tired liberal 
axe grinding or the conservative wagon circling.

I absolutely agree with his basic thesis. Our 
conflicts and or spiritual malaise (depending on 
which province you reside in) are, in my opinion, 
rooted in a lack of understanding of who we need to be 
for God in this world. Many of the problems we are 
facing are coming out of a collective uncertainty.

I have to admit I have a low level of toler-
ance for denominational navel gazing. I’m greatly 
fatigued by the collective whining going on about 
our “identity” and our “conflicts.” We are behav-
ing like a 70’s encounter group screaming at our 
pillows rather than being the dynamic Body of 
Christ, joyfully serving a risen Lord.

Yet one of the things I have learned from 
20 years of parish life is that folks need to have 
deep roots in order to weather the storms. Christ 
is the rock on which we stand. It is always and it 

is only about Jesus. But our theological heritage 
is vital because that is how we hold on to Him. 
Our doctrines are among those roots that bind us 
to Him along with the roots of worship, personal 
piety, and mission/action.

People need roots. Though I agree with the 
stated concern about “Traditionalism,” in my 
ministry context we find people crashing through 
our doors hungering for a spiritual tradition. They 
want a sense of rootedness that goes beyond the 
typical American Protestant experience available 
on the corner at your typical McCommunity 
Church. Tradition is only of value when it is 
alive, dynamic and being constantly interpreted 
into the context of ministry. I find that people 
crave what we have to offer in our theology, our 
liturgical worship and our history.

Our Moravian theology is a gift for ministry 
today so I’ll toss out my perspective on how to 
improve Moravian Theology and make it dynamic 
for today’s church. It is very simple: Get it out of 
the Ivory Tower. 

Precisely because, as Craig writes, orthopraxy 
is an inherent part of our doctrine, the decline 
in our theology has followed the decline in our 
practice of living it. I believe that one of the places 
where we have dangerously assimilated American 
religious values is by selling our souls to the liberal 
tendency that a select few who are in “the know” 
know what is best for the rest of us. The decline 
of our church curiously coincides with practice of 
theology becoming the domain of only the scholar. 
We have sold the laity short in this regard.
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It is no wonder that the great age of theological 
ferment in our church happened in partnership 
with our greatest age of mission, outreach and ef-
fective ministry in the world. Our identity is found 
and defined by action. I see this truth constantly 
in my current ministry setting. The “Moravian 
Way” thrives at the intersection of action and 
reflection. I see it in our youth when we provide 
opportunities for them to do as Jesus would have 
them do. This orthopraxy produces a hunger in 
them to then know what Jesus would have them 
know. And when that happens you had better have 
some answers with some meat on them.

We are a simple and humble people. Mora-
vians need to “do” theology. When we don’t, 
well frankly, we start to rot, smell bad and serve 
no heavenly or earthly good purpose. What an 
incredible waste of God’s time, grace and love, 
showered upon us to be fussing with one another 
about the things we are fussing over, when the 
world so desperately needs Jesus. 

We need scholars engaged in what is happen-
ing in the ebb and flow of life in mission. We need 
a greater dialogue between our “Wise” ones and 
those lay leaders and clergy who are out putting our 
Moravian theology into practice in new and ever 
changing ways. As a pastor I need help constantly 
in finding new ways to interpret our theology in 
a relevant manner. That means we need scholars 
who understand what is actually going on in places 
where our church is thriving. Our theological 
heritage needs to serve the church, not be a dusty 
idol, or the domain of a select few. 

And why doesn’t somebody translate all of 
this great Moravian material I’m always hearing 

about into English! Sorry but that’s a pet peeve 
of mine.

I hope what Craig has offered here will be 
received as a great place to start some exciting 
dialogue. I know I’m going to corner him in a 
smoky Wisconsin Pub, in the great tradition of 
C.S. Lewis, and work over Justification by faith. 
This is great stuff. And I am thrilled to be a part 
of a church that allows me to be pushed in my 
theological thinking while forever worshipping 
and serving the Risen Christ.

The Rev. Matt Knapp is pastor of Sturgeon 
Bay Moravian Church in Wisconsin. 
_________________________________

Hans-Beat Motel
1. I fully agree with the author: at this time, 

the Moravian Church finds itself in a deep identity 
crisis, it “has lost its memory” and shows great 
difficulties when it comes to describing what it 
is. The fact that this is shared with most of the 
“main-stream” Protestant churches (doesn’t this 
term also reveal a problem?) is of no comfort at all, 
but it rather underlines our difficulty. It is of great 
importance to note, however, that this identity 
crisis is only true for certain regions of our Mora-
vian Church. I can speak for the European region, 
where I sense a lot of similarity to the congregations 
and the churches in North America. But our fel-
low Moravians in Tanzania, where about half of all 
Moravian Christians world-wide live and where the 
church is still growing, shake their heads in disbelief 
when we complain about our unclear situation in 
the North. I will come to that point later.  

2. To my opinion, the author is right when he 
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describes the situation of the Moravian Church as 
being “in the midst of the worst crisis to threaten 
the Moravian Church since World War II.” Let 
us remember that not so long ago, this was quite 
different. In 1957 the Unity Synod at Bethlehem, 
Pa. (the first to be held outside of Herrnhut in 
our whole history!) succeeded in overcoming the 
wounds of two World Wars when Moravians 
fought suffered on both sides, and when it paved 
the way to turn the “mission fields” into indepen-
dent provinces. That was a signal of hope for a 
bright future. Much of that hope and enthusiastic 
commitment, however, vanished in the course of 
the past decades, at least in the Northern hemi-
sphere of our worldwide community.

3. Yes, for quite a time we have been in “a 
process of assimilation,” also in this respect being 
part of the mainstream churches. Our heritage 
and our history teach us a very different lesson. 
Herrnhut came into existence against the then 
rather bloodless and inflexible Lutheran Church, 
and it developed its own profile which attracted 
seeking and disappointed Christians from vari-
ous denominations. And it is true, and I tried to 
emphasize that in the 2003 Moses Lectures, we 
have neglected our rich heritage, using it mainly 
as a nostalgia instead of a critical instrument 
which could help us to define who we are today 
and how we in this time with its challenges could 
find our theological position.

4. I am very grateful to Craig Atwood when he 
expresses his strong conviction that we as Moravian 
Church must put much more emphasis on our 
own theological work! This has been neglected 
during the last decades, or rather during the last 

centuries, when we as Moravians limited ourselves 
by repeating what we have experienced and what 
we have learned from the past. For quite a time, es-
pecially during the strong mission efforts, this may 
have been sufficient, but for too long we have not 
even noticed that without continuous theological 
work the church loses “the engine,” as Craig puts 
it. I am convinced, that part of our inability to deal 
with the so-called charismatic movement and the 
fact that such a low-scale subject as homosexual-
ity is able to bring division into our Moravian 
world have to do with the fact that theologically 
we have become speechless. The theology which is 
being practiced at our seminaries as well as in our 
congregations and within the clergy is not creative 
enough. But being creative is an essential element 
of all theological work! Doctrine is not a matter 
of a gray looking past, but doctrine helps to define 
where we stand as Christians today. Doctrine must 
be something flexible, doctrine consists of state-
ments, which must be reworded and replaced if 
necessary. For this reason I claim for a redefinition 
of the “Ground of Unity.” The “Ground” is not a 
creed, but a doctrinal description where we stand 
as Moravian Church in our time.

5. In the Moses Lectures 2003 I stated that 
I do not give too much value to the “Moravian 
motto: in essentials unity, in non-essentials liberty, 
in all things love” — as long it is not defined, 
what the essentials and non essentials are. Too 
often, this motto has been only repeated, being a 
“cliche” without thinking of what it really could 
mean in view of the contents. One of the most 
important and valuable parts of Craig’s lectures 
is his attempt to define the essentials and non-
essentials. This also could become one of our main 
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theological tasks as Moravians: that we regularly 
look at this motto, and that when doing this we 
include our worldwide church community! I am 
sure that making good use of this motto divisions 
and misunderstandings could have been avoided 
within our church, or, also important, we could 
have clearly discerned why and on what grounds 
people have left the church in recent times! 

6. Theological work is vital for our church; I 
fully agree with the author. Let us be honest: this 
has been a weak point since a long time (since 
Zinzendorf?). But who does that work, who could 
become a forerunner in this respect? Certainly, the 
Moravian theological seminaries are called here, 
and without any doubt, they already have contrib-
uted to that purpose. Certainly, the Theological 
Seminary at Bethlehem must be mentioned here 
in the first place. But what has been achieved it is 
not sufficient. This has to do with the core respon-
sibility of the Moravian seminaries: to prepare 
and to train people for the ministry. That leaves 
very little time and space for theological research, 
or even for a kind of a “dream factory.” Theology 
today, certainly in the Moravian Church, must 
mean a cross-cultural dialogue! 

I am still dreaming of cross-cultural ministers’ 
conferences, and of an intensive dialogue among 
our provinces, of a Moravian network of Christians 
interested in the future tasks and possibilities of 
our church. The Hinge and the ITD-periodical 
are very important instruments in this context, 
helping to start such a dialogue including 
members of other provinces. Everything must be 
done to engage the “Southern” provinces in this 
process. The 2004 Moses Lectures, e.g., should 

be distributed in the African provinces, and the 
text should be discussed in classes at the Moravian 
Theological College at Mbeya/Tanzania, and the 
Theological Seminary at Heideveld, South Africa, 
as well as in Bethlehem and other theological 
training institutes of our worldwide community. 
Unfortunately, the Theological Committee of the 
worldwide unity has, as I see it, so far not been 
able to fulfill the task to offer a real theological 
Unity platform, or at least the study work 
of this group has not shown a significant impact. 
Perhaps this has to do with my final remark. 

7. The best theology is only meaningful when 
there are instruments to communicate it, not only 
among church officials, but also to the grass-root 
level of our church. A revision of the “Ground” 
could be done at the congregational level, as well 
as the definition what “essentials” and “ministeri-
als” mean for us today. Results of such dialogues 
could be brought to synods and/or to minister’s 
conferences, and they could be shared with other 
provinces as well. Why not have the dream of a 
vivid, encouraging worldwide dialogue? Perhaps 
the bishops or another group could be asked by 
the Unity to launch the grass-root level discus-
sions and such a dialogue — a motion could 
be sent to the Unity Board, which has its next 
meeting in March of 2005! Such a process could 
help us as Moravians to (re)discover who we 
are, where we come from and where we want to 
go, as Christians living with a rich heritage in a 
global context.

The Rev. Hans-Beat Motel has served as 
chairman of the Unity Board and lives in Bad 
Boll. He was the 2003 Moses Lecturer.
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Letters to the Editor

Editor’s note: Though the first letter is a personal letter to an author, it is printed here by request for 
the sake of all.

Dear Brother Hertzog: Your response to my words in the Summer 2004 issue of The Hinge took me 
by surprise.  I wish to be very clear to you and everyone who read your words, that you have never 
been one of the closed doors that I experienced in my young Christian life.  Quite the contrary.  You 
have always been a most positive influence on my life at Schoeneck, both then and now.  If ever there 
was a closed door between us, it would have been my own closet door that I guarded so closely from 
within.  I did not fling open that door until some thirteen years after those first experiences that I 
shared.  By that time, my father had already passed beyond the ability to comprehend my revela-
tion to him when I finally emerged from that closet.  So your public apology is both unexpected and 
unwarranted.  You have never kept your light hidden in my presence, and I have always known you 
to be extremely supportive to both me and my family.  Please continue to lift your light high for all to 
see!

Lorin Miller, Schoeneck, Pennsylvania

I read with disappointment your inference as editor of The Hinge that the reason persons did not 
choose to express their opinions contrary to Resolution 6 is due to a lack of courage. I emphatically 
state that I am opposed to Resolutions 5 and 6, not because of a fear of, hatred toward, or lack of love 
for persons practicing homosexuality, but because the resolutions and their accompanying “where-
ases” are so clearly out of character with the heart of God as depicted in the whole of scripture. I am 
thoroughly convinced that if I agree with the conclusions of the resolutions on homosexuality, then 
I am guilty of not loving persons whom God has placed in my life with the truth. Many Moravian 
leaders do argue such a conclusion with me. Personally, I do not care what such opinions mean to 
“my career” or reputation. But the unproductive nature of the conversation is precisely why many of 
those labelled “conservatives” refuse to continue the arguement. Endless dialogue without conclusion 
is a costly distraction from the mission of the church and only succeeds in exacerbating what little 
unity we have. Instead of pushing forward a culturally popular agenda for church acceptance, I would 
rather have us all fall on our faces together before the Lord and beg for His mercy and a new begin-
ning.

Kevin Frack, Winston-Salem, North Carolina
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We just saw The Hinge for the very first time it was shared with us by a member of our congrega-
tion. We’re excited that The Hinge is willing to tackle such an emotional topic within the life of the 
church. As Moravians and Christians, we are all caught between a rock and a hard place. Either follow 
Jesus’ example and embrace all sinners who are willing to walk the journey of faith, or attempt to en-
force the code of ethics which was written down many centuries ago. I pray that through conversation 
and listening we come to a place where we can be comfortable opening our doors to everyone, and we 
embrace our challenge of bringing others to Jesus. I believe if we fulfill our mission of reaching out to 
those in need, God will provide us the answer of how to come together as Christians and deal with all 
of the challenges that non-traditional families bring to our communities. Fear of rejection is keeping 
many Gays and Lesbians away from traditional congregations. Many of those who participate do so 
from behind the “closet” door. Faced with a choice of living life by Love or Fear, my partner and I 
have chosen Love. 

Ken Forney, Brian Hermann, Glenwood Moravian, Madison, Wisconsin

I was very distressed to read in your “Notes from the Editor” in the Summer 2004 issue of The Hinge 
that conservative clergy felt that they could not express there views without it affecting their careers.  
It shows the seriousness of the issue of homosexuality for our church and so I plan to rush in where 
angels apparently fear to tread and express my understanding of the conservative view of the issue.  I 
am an Elder of the Canadensis Church and have read extensively all material I could get on the sub-
ject.  I taught one of the seminars on “The Church and Human Sexuality” as required by the Eastern 
District Board, before the Synod of 2002 which adopted Resolution 6.  In addition I have read and 
prayed over Resolution 6 as well as the entire report of The Committee on Church and Society as 
presented to the Synod.

I would like to commend Brother Hertzog for his excellent essay.  He showed me how those in favor 
of this resolution could hold their position.  I really had not been able to get a clear statement of this 
from anyone who was involved in the debate.  I understand him but I do not agree with his position.  
I find Lee Sprinkle’s concern with the term “celebrate” to be most cogent.  The term as defined in the 
dictionary would only apply in the third possible definition given.  The first two definitions relate to 
services such as marriage, baptism and even the Catholic Mass and caused me to choke on the impli-
cation of this to same sex relations within our congregation.  I’m sure that Lee is right that it bothered 
others who did not hear Glenn’s view.  I think the use of “celebrate” posed a real problem in view of 
the controversy going in other denominations, and the press, over same sex marriage and ordination.  
We do not live in a vacuum so the outside controversy spills over into our own views.

Personally, my heart goes out to Lorin Miller and Jon Barnes as well as all those who feel ostracized 
or, worse, persecuted by something they feel they can’t help.  They should be welcome in the church 
in the same way any newcomer is, with friendship and love.  They need a savior no 
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more or less than we do do and we need to present Jesus as Lord and Savior in the same way to every-
one.  I have read both sides of the genetic question and am not persuaded either way as yet, so I follow 
God’s word until He comes.  This is may not satisfy the militants on either side but I can only pray for 
insight as I have been.  

To begin a conservative’s look at the issue, we have to start with “Jesus is Lord” defined as “essential” by 
the Unity Synod.  Where do we learn that Jesus is Lord but from the Bible?  No other book claims to 
give the Word of God directly.  The Bible claims to be written by holy men who were directly guided 
by the Holy Spirit of God.  I believe this to be true since, if it is not, we can rewrite Scripture to suit 
ourselves and change whatever we don’t like.  My belief that the Bible is God’s Word comes from Our 
Lord Himself when he quoted it in his answer every time He was challenged by Satan or the Scribes 
and Pharisees.  If it wasn’t His Word why would he have used it rather than answering directly?  Cer-
tainly, He used it in a special way and not in a confrontational, Bible pounding or finger-pointing way 
such as some would do today.  Jesus did it with love and that is what we all should be doing.  He said 
to his followers: “If you love me keep my commandments.”  Once again He sends us to the Bible to 
find out what the commandments are.

Throughout the Bible are verses condemning sexual immorality.  This immediately raises the ques-
tion of judging one another.  Glen raised this question.  The Bible says that we are all sinners and have 
fallen short of the Glory of God.  So how can we judge someone else or imply that their sin is some-
how worse than something we are hiding?  We are told to “judge not that ye be not judged.”  Peter 
admonishes us in his first sermon, to repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ.  This is how 
we acknowledge that “Jesus is Lord.”  Further, Christ said that He would return to judge everyone.  
So He is to judge and not us.  When believers are judged Jesus will claim us as his own since he paid 
our punishment by the cross and resurrection.  With our emphasis on “in all things, love” we must 
not fail to warn people of what the Bible teaches concerning the judgment together with the fact that 
faith in Christ brings forgiveness.  I feel that celebrating same sex relationships is an abrogation of our 
responsibility to warn people that the Bible says this is sin.  If I were to say this just because I think I 
am right, it would have no meaning.  When I say it to people because God said it, I believe I am doing 
part of the great commission to get them to understand their need for Jesus Christ as their Savior and 
Lord.

My great problem with all of the pro-homosexual writing that I have read is that they see themselves as 
not needing forgiveness for something that God has condemned.  I really can only welcome them into 
our church as sinners like myself and pray that God’s Spirit will show them what He wants of them.  I 
remember Christ’s warning that not all who say “Lord, Lord” will enter the kingdom of heaven! I pray 
that this letter may help to express the conservative’s basis for concern on this issue.  I also thank God 
for the decision of the Unity Synod to require a cooling off period for prayer and reflection on the 
problem.

Lyman L. Parks, Canadensis, Pennsylvania 
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Lee Sprinkle writes in The Hinge, 11:2, “Given the obvious concern that was evident at the 2002 
Synod over the wording of Resolution 6, it would have been far more appropriate to have tabled it 
until the language could be written so that all could vote on a document that clearly said the same 
thing to everyone.” Is it possible to word a resolution so unambiguously that there can be only one 
interpretation? The Bible itself, our source document, is far from unambiguous. There are at least 
two threads that run from beginning to end in the Bible, one of Law, the other of Grace. One theme 
of Grace deals with the inclusion of the outcast. According to Deuteronomy 23:3, Ruth, a Moabite, 
should never have become the great-grandmother of David, a king of Israel and an ancestor of Jesus.

Contrary to the Law in Deuteronomy 23:1, God’s message to eunuchs (Isaiah 56:4-5) gives them 
“within my walls a monument and a name better than sons and daughters.” In Acts 8:26-39, an angel 
of the Lord directs Philip specifically to an encounter with an Ethiopian eunuch, who is subsequently 
converted and baptized. Isaiah 56:6-7 speaks of the Lord bringing foreigners “to my holy mountain…
for my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples.” Jesus quotes this last verse when he has 
driven the money-changers from the Temple (Mark 11:17).

Jesus’ ministry throughout was one of inclusion of all the outcasts who wished to become his fol-
lowers: tax collectors, lepers, foreigners, harlots, sinners. Even though “Jews have dealings with 
Samaritans” Jesus spoke to the woman at the well of Sychar in Samaria (John 4:7-15). According to 
Jewish law she was a sinner — an adulterer. Acts 8:5-17 tells of Philip’s going to a city in Samaria 
and proclaiming Christ to them, after which Peter and John are sent there, and in response to prayer 
and the laying-on of hands these ancient outcasts from the Jewish faith receive the Holy Spirit. This 
is soon followed in Acts 10 by the story of Peter in a trance being shown that he is to call none of the 
foods forbidden by Jewish law common or unclean. Immediately following this vision he is called to 
the house of Cornelius the Centurion, where the Gentiles gathered there have already received the 
Holy Spirit.

Jesus tells a story (Matt. 22:1-14) likening the kingdom of heaven to a king who gave a wedding feast, 
but those invited would not come. So he sent his servants into the streets to gather in anyone they 
could find. The king provided the necessary wedding garments for these attendees. If God provides 
the “wedding garment,” shall the church provide exclusionary rules? Paul twice gives us the best brief 
statements about inclusion, one in Galatians 3:28, the other in I Cor. 13:1-3. God does not speak 
unambiguously in the Bible, but we would be well advised to take into consideration the thread of 
Grace as well as the thread of Law as we deal with our same-gendered members, their families and 
those who look to the church, wondering if there might be home for them there.

Mary Borhek, Bethlehem, Pennsylvania
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I’m so glad you presented this topic.  We know nothing about Jesus’ own sexuality but if he was “fully 
human,” as the Bible says, then he must have had sexual urges.  Did he act upon them? We don’t 
know; we have no record of Jesus being married; we have no record of any sexual activity on his part. 
Is that because there was none or because it wasn’t important to his message? Some have hypoth-
esized a relationship between Jesus and Mary Magdalene. If this is the case, does it change who Jesus 
was and what he taught? He spent most of his adult life in a group of twelve men. Is this significant? 
Twelve men or twelve women or some of each, does it matter? The Bible tells us that Jesus understood 
and reached out to the misunderstood, the humiliated, and the belittled.  He himself was a victim 
of prejudice on more than one occasion. What painful life experiences shaped him?  What kinds of 
rejection did he encounter other than the ones we read in the Bible? As a 65-year-old mother and 
grandmother, friend of both straight and gay, I have often wondered:  If we discovered tomorrow that 
Jesus was gay, would it matter?   Would it change the way we as Christians respond to the world?

Dell James, Winston-Salem, North Carolina

The Summer Hinge on Resolution 6 worked out well, it seems to me.  I appreciate greatly that you 
have the spiritual energy to keep trying to bring blessing from all this Moravian flux.   Thanks for the 
book review of Hampton’s recommended Christianity Rediscovered, which I intend to read.  It re-
minds me of an even earlier book which has informed my cross-cultural ministry, John V. Taylor’s The 
Primal Vision:  Christian Presence Amid African Religion.  Also, thanks for your previous review 
article on Zinzendorf and Judaiasm.  Your information came in handy on Monday in a conversation 
with a rabbi when she and others from her synagogue attended a rally at Prince of Peace Moravian 
Church. This is for a community justice organization to which Prince of Peace belongs. The reference 
to Yom Kippur in Bethlehem was timely.

But you should not be surprised “that anyone in our community feels that they cannot speak openly 
and honestly on sensitive issues.”  Wow, Craig, consider what happened to Hampton specifically 
concerning Resolution 6, as well as what happened to Truman and Luke Bell!  I’m not just referring 
to Interprovincial and Provincial official responses either.  There was shrillness all around, by the 
people mentioned and frequently disproportionately by others who responded.

I have re-read the section of Levering’s History of Bethlehem dealing with John Antes’ leaving 
Bethlehem during the administration of John Nitschmann (pp. 250-251).  Antes “felt that less harm 
would be done by his quiet withdrawal than by the possible further centralizing of factions pro and 
con if he remained in Bethlehem.”  And then the passage that moves me:  after getting in order the 
building and mill on which he had been working, “before daybreak, when few were astir, in order 
to avoid painful scenes — he started with his wife and some of his children for Fredericktown.  
Cammerhoff accompanied him, weeping, across the river and some distance on the way, and then 
took an affectionate leave of him and turned sadly back to Bethlehem.”
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I hope that we — North American Moravian Church — can talk, not necessarily withdraw, but at 
least step back, wait, shed some tears, and not push for resolution. What if, officially, we leave the flux 
in flux? What if the action taken regarding Truman, Luke, and Hampton had been just the requests 
from PECs that they choose their co-participants to join with those appointed by the PEC or volun-
teers to carry on in bi-monthly earnest discussion?  The model is the group gathered by Truman and 
Kevin Frack with chosen colleagues.  The strength was that the colleagues were chosen for their strong 
participation, not for representing some vague middle ground.  This made that particular group dis-
cussion more congenial to evangelicals, who wanted/want clear response to Truman and to a number 
of other issues.  What if the action regarding Greg Little and the Macedonia congregation had been 
just to continue all the meetings?  What if the proposal had been announced to give Macedonia 
delegates full voting rights at the next Synod, despite the financial non-participation, just as has been 
done for poor dying congregations. Fight fire with coals of fire. What if that invitation and proposal 
were given even now to the breakaway part of the Macedonia congregation for next Synod?   Invite 
Hampton and Luke to participate.  The Unity delegation of bishops to the conflict in Honduras has 
proposed a similar inclusion of breakaway congregations and alienated Moravians to join in the 2005 
Honduras Moravian Synod.  Hmm, we only send Unity delegations to other provinces.

Ted Wilde, Miami, Florida

After reading the recent issue of The Hinge, I have a few curmudgeonly reflections. I do not believe 
that homosexuality per se is the divisive issue of the century. Rather, it is the place where some people 
who are distressed with changes in the church draw the line in the sand and say, “Enough!” Issues 
around homosexuality — welcoming, ordination, marriage — are just one example of the much 
larger and more important issue of relating a biblical, God-centered understanding of the world and 
a secular, usually scientific understanding of the world. Sometimes we can put these together without 
much trouble; sometimes — for example, with many questions of sexuality — it is difficult or impos-
sible. 

A few examples. The Bible often talks about children as a gift of God and conception or barrenness 
as the work of God. Science tells us that some persons, both male and female, are unable to share 
in creating a child, a quite different understanding. But we manage most the time to live with both 
interpretations. The Bible tells many stories of God calling persons — Isaiah and Paul, for example 
— to a specific task. Psychologists may discuss the same experiences in terms of the church replac-
ing a dysfunctional family or a person finding an expression for a desire to be needed. We manage, 
sometimes with difficulty, to live with both interpretations. Biblical prophets speak of the conquerors 
of Israel and Judah as God’s instruments of judgment. Secular historians find geopolitical and military 
explanations. Again, we manage to accept both or perhaps just live with dissonance.
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The area of sexuality is an area in which it is probably more difficult to live with the different under-
standings. By and large the New Testament and Christian tradition teach monogamy, with sexual 
expression within marriage. Dominant Western secular teaching is (1) that any sexual expression is 
welcome, so long as it is consensual, mutual, mature, and not violent, and (2) that lifelong commit-
ment is probably unrealistic. It is harder to reconcile these two ways of interpreting life in the area 
of sexuality, because they are more prescriptive, while the other examples given are more descriptive. 
Homosexuality is but one aspect of a larger question, sexuality, which is part of a much larger ques-
tion, how do we live with these competing ways of understanding life?

I think we complicate things more by our talk about judgment. While Jesus does say, “Judge not, that 
you not be judged,” our tradition, including the Gospels, is full of judgment. Read Jesus’ words about 
the Pharisees, “whitewashed tombs.” The Decalogue judges adultery and murder. Early Bohemian 
Brethren excluded wealthy persons. A half century ago remarriage of a divorced person in the Moravi-
an Church required PEC approval. Current standards of appropriate sexual conduct judge an unmar-
ried pastor dating a member. My point is that we cannot simply imply, as we often do, that judging 
is bad and we used to do it and now we don’t because we are smarter or more Christian. The larger 
question — relating biblical views and secular, scientific views — has no simple answers, perhaps no 
answers at all, but we need to wrestle with this issue, which is at the heart of many contemporary 
polarities.

Hermann Weinlick, Minneapolis, Minnesota 
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