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I am both humbled and honored by the invitation to address this subject. Before I launch into the heart of my remarks I must say that is most helpful to have these name tags we were given. When you haven’t seen some of your classmates from the time you left these hallowed halls fifty years ago till this time of reunion it sure helps to have some recognition assistance. Yet the experience has not at all been like the man who went to the 50th reunion of his graduation class eager to once again see classmates he hadn’t seen in all those years only to lament that they did not come. To him it seemed that they had all sent their parents instead. 


Looking back over the 50 years since graduation is a challenging thing to do. Where do you begin? What do you include? Along with a number of you I first stepped on this campus as a student in the year 1954. The world was a lot different in those years between 1954 and 1959. Here are just a few facts that will help us get that picture:

- The federal hourly minimum wage was $1.00

-A gallon of gas was 24 cents

- A quart of milk- $1.00

- 1 pound of coffee- 77cents

-A postage stamp- 4 cents

-Average yearly income $5,016

-Average home price- $30,000

- A new Ford- between $ 2,132 and $3, 979


You get the picture. It was a different world. Yet the task of the Seminary was the same then as now. The challenge was to prepare us for the mission and ministry of the Lord’s Church in the world of both that time and place and in the world of the future as well. We were to be sent out to preach the Gospel and the carry out the Great Commission. That was the purpose of our seminary training.


Let’s take a brief look at those who were charged with the task of preparing us for our calling. I believe we both highly respected and in some cases almost revered our professors but at the same time we recognized their humanness, their limitations and in some cases their idiosyncrasies. Almost legends in their own time were men like J.T. Mueller and Otto Sohn. Our last year a group of students produced a little booklet entitled “The Poor Man’s Vicar “It contained playful caricatures of all of the full time faculty members. Looking back on that time it is obvious that there was no way our professors could prepare us for all of the challenges that would come our way over the next 50 years. Who could have anticipated the pace of change that occurred from the time we entered the ministry and the way the world is today? When I entered the ministry it was a “Field of Dreams” kind of world… “If you built it they would come.” Today the church faces a growing outright hostility to its mission as society grows increasingly secular in its values and viewpoints. What a different world we live in now as compared to then.


Yet having said that I hasten to add that in the most important and basic ways we were given the tools that we would need to do the ministry to which we were being called. Let me share just a few things that influenced my ministry through 50 years and still shape it to this very day. We were given the essential tools of the trade.


Close to the top would be the hermeneutical principles by which we approach the Rule and Norm of our faith and work. That of course is all about how you go about the matter of Biblical interpretation. What are the fundamental principles that will help you get at what the Word of God is saying?  I recall teaching an Adult Inquiry class one evening on the Bible and how to understand it when a very bright man who was now taking the class for the third time held up his hand to interrupt me…. I said “Yes, Gary, what is it?” He said “Pastor I am surprised that you have talked this long and still haven’t said it. “ I replied “Haven’t said what?” He said “You know - what you always say- ‘In the Bible the main things are the plain things and the plain things are the main things.’”  That is a solid basic rule of interpretation I learned here at Concordia Seminary. Here are a few more of those hermeneutical principles we were given:

- Look for the clear sense of the text.
- Scripture is its own best interpreter.
- Always look at the context- both the immediate and the larger.
- Interpret the less clear in the light of the more clear.
- Be aware of the “Sitz im leben” - the real life setting of the text.
These principles have served me well through the years.


Those same principles led me over and over again to what my friend Gary reminded me about long ago. There are certain things that are clearly the main and plain things of the Bible that should be a kind of North Star, a guide and compass for our ministry. Here are a few of the more obvious main and plain things that are at the heart and center of our ministry:

1. We must rightly divide the Word of truth- properly distinguishing between Law and Gospel. 
From Professor Richard Caemmerer we learned over and over again about the content of our 
sermons. Goal, Malady and Means became watchwords for crafting the sermon. First diagnose 
the problem and then provide God’s gracious cure.

2.  Among the main things that I carried with me from the seminary was the emphasis on the three great “Solas” of Lutheranism. Faith Alone, Grace Alone, Scripture Alone were and are basic understandings that form the foundation of my ministry.
3.  Another distinctive point that I came to appreciate greatly is this: We are “Simul Iustis et Peccator” We are at one and the same time Saint and Sinner. This truth was a gift not only to me but to those I served. I recall another Adult Inquiry Class in which a man who had come to our congregation through an Alcoholics Anonymous group that met in our facilities had an “Aha” moment in which that truth set him free. He was deeply troubled by the gap between his good intentions and his poor performance. Along with a much earlier man he had to lament, “The good that I would, I do not do. The evil that I don’t want to do, that I do. Wretched man that I am.”  You know how the rest of that goes. When it finally sunk in that we are always by nature a sinful being yet by grace we are redeemed and forgiven you could literally see the weight coming off his shoulders. The truth had set him free!


And lastly on the subject of the main and plain things of the Bible I recall that incident in the life of Karl Barth (not the one who once served as President of Concordia Seminary but the renowned Swiss theologian of our generation.) He was of course the author of numerous weighty tomes on Systematic Theology.  It was while he was on a speaking tour at universities here in the USA that a person posed this question to him. “Dr. Barth, Out of all of the things that you have learned in all of your studies what do you consider to be the most important of them all?”  Dr. Barth paused, reflected for a few moments and then said “Jesus loves me this I know for the Bible tells me so.” Of all the things that I had reinforced for me from my time at Concordia Seminary, this remains at the very top of the list. It is the “mainest and plainest” thing of all!


Let me make some final observations and applications that are germane to where we have come from and where we need to be heading in terms of ministry.  As I reflect on the education and formation that we received from our earliest years I am reminded of the exhortation given in Hebrews 13:7 “ Remember  your leaders, those who spoke to you the Word of God. Consider the outcome of their way of life and imitate their faith “This Jubilarian Year” is a fitting time for us to pause, reflect and give thanks for all those who have shared with us their faith, their insights, counsel and godly examples. That list would include in most cases our parents, Sunday School teachers, pastors and professors and any and all who had a hand in shaping our faith and increasing our understanding. This is a good time to remember them, honor them for all they have done to bring us to this point in our faith journey. They, like we, were not perfect. But thank God we are all likewise at one and the same time” Simul justus et peccator.”

Anniversaries are not only a time for looking at the past but also to focus on the present and the future. One of the things we must realize at this point in life is that our remaining days and years are growing short. The baton of faith that we were given must always be passed on. Somewhere during my seminary days I heard the phrase: “The church is always just once generation away from extinction.” It is true. That is why we must continually sound the Master’s call for sending out workers into the harvest field. When the class of 1959 entered the seminary there were more than 200 of us. Today the number of incoming first year students is significantly smaller that that. Our task is still to pray to the Lord of the Harvest and to do all we can to encourage men to prepare themselves for the mission and ministry of our Lord’s church. One of my favorite prayers comes from the mind and heart of a French Catholic priest by the name of Michel Quoist. These are his words:  “Lord I would like to rise very high above my time, above my place, above my city. I would like to purify my glance and borrow your eyes.” As we look at the physically and spiritually needy of the world around us, may we do it with His eyes and with His compassionate heart. As we look at the world through His eyes we will see that it is still true, “The fields are ripe for the harvest “.

As we look back on our years of ministry whether it be 5, 10, 25, 40, 50 or more years one thing is quite clear. We live in a world of constant change. It seems to be coming at us at ever increasing speed. That can be a discouraging and daunting reality unless like Luther we have a firm place to stand. Previously I quoted Hebrews 13:7. Immediately following that verses comes this tremendous statement of faith. “Jesus Christ is the same, yesterday, today and forever.” That triumphant truth reminds me of a page from the life of Lloyd Douglas, author of “The Robe” and other Christian novels. He tells this story from his college days. He lived in a boarding house on the second floor. Down on the first floor resided a retired professor of music. His health was fragile and he was wheelchair bound. Each day this same scenario played out. Douglas would come down the stairs and knock on the professor’s door. Invited in he would ask the same question. “What’s the good news today? “ The professor’s response was always the same. He would reach for a tuning fork and strike it against the metal handle of his wheelchair.  After letting it hum he would say, “That’s middle “C”. It was middle “C” yesterday. It’s middle “C” today. It will still be middle “C” a thousand years from now. The piano down the hall is out of tune. The tenor upstairs sings off key. But that my friend is middle “C”. Brothers and sisters, God is our middle “C”. The Lord who called us into the ministry has not and will not change. In the midst of the surging seas of change that surround us this is certain and sure. He is the same yesterday, today, and forever. That’s good news indeed!

Finally I would like to end on this note. We came here many years ago to prepare for the ministry. I was 19 years old when I arrived on campus and 24 when I left. I was naive and green as a gourd. I had so much to learn about the ministry and still do. Now 50 years later as I look back I ask myself, “If I could, if you could, would you do it all over again?” Surely there is a lot that I would do differently and a lot of mistakes that I would try to avoid the second time around, but to do anything else other than the ministry - I can’t conceive of that. 


Let me close with these words from the active mind and agile pen of O.P. Kretzmann who for many years was president of Valparaiso University. For most of the 26 years that I served one congregation I had them posted on the sacristy door so that they would be fresh in my mind as I stepped into the chancel to lead God’s people in worship.   “I am a preacher… I am one of the greatest line in the history of men…My line reaches back beyond the cross to the days when the flood came over the earth…only because of the Church I serve and the Word I preach does God permit the world to roll on its way…. I have watched men step quietly through the last gate because I had been permitted to show them the way….  There are men and women and children too, before the throne in heaven today who are my children….They are there because God let me bring them there….The saints of the Church are my joy and the sinners are my burden….I am an ambassador of the King of Kings…..My lips are among the few left in then world that speak truth….I am almost alone among men deal day by day with eternal things….I am the last echo of a far voice that forever calls men home… I am the hand of the bridegroom, the shadow of the Cross, the trumpet of the King….Neither obscurity of popularity can rob me of my glory…It is not my own but the reflected glory of Him whose free and happy slave I am…I am a driven man….I must preach faith in a world that disbelieves, hope in a time that has no hope and joy in an hour that knows only sorrow…I am at home in a tenement house or a mansion because my home is neither…I and my people alone stand between the world and its destruction…The flames on my altar will not die and the lights in my sanctuary will not be quenched by flood or storm…I am a preacher – and very glad of it. “
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