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INFALLABLE MARKS:
These are the necessary
things of the church. They
are established by God. For
example: the Word &
Sacraments. Think of this in
the realm of God’s Doctrine.
FALLABLE MARKS:
These are not necessary but
still very good for the sake of
the church. They are
established by man. For
example: polity, vestments,
structure, etc. Think of this in
the realm of Human
Traditions.
TRADITIONS:
Every church – no matter
how contemporary or new –
has traditions. Keep in mind
that traditions are the
established or customary
patterns of thoughts, actions,
and behavior that occur
within a group of people –
such as a church. And so, no
one is free from traditions in
society; sometimes traditions
are passed down from a
previous generation, and
other times they are created
by the current generation.

Traditions?
?

Perhaps the best way to think about traditions
is to borrow a philosophical word called ‘telos.’
In other words, ‘telos’ is the ultimate end, aim,
goal, and purpose of a thing. And so, what is
the ‘telos’ of the local church? Does the church
exist for the sake of being a religious
monastery, a social club, a social activism
agency, a political monarchy to govern the
world, or something else? In our Lutheran
Confessions, it states that the purpose/aim of
the church is to purely preach the Gospel and
administer the holy sacraments (AC VII).
And so, we could concisely state that the
ultimate end of the church is believers
assembling to receive the Word and
Sacraments, as well as the Word and
Sacrament being extended to the ends of the
earth. But what about everything else? As our
confessions say, “It is not necessary for the
true unity of the Christian Church that uniform
ceremonies instituted by human beings be
observed everywhere.” The reason why this is
so is that human ceremonies are not the main
marks/end/purpose of the church.
So, does this mean that we can do whatever we
want with traditions? The short answer: is no.
Keep in mind that traditions are established or
customary patterns of thoughts, actions, and
behavior, which means that traditions are to
‘serve’ the ‘telos’ of the church. Traditions are
not the telos of the church but serve the telos –
they serve the Word and Sacraments.
And so, when we speak of traditions, we must
recognize the following points:
1) Every church has traditions – even
nontraditional
churches
have
traditions. Traditions are not neutral.
Every tradition serves something. And
so, some traditions are good, and
others are evil. Some are ineffective,
and others are effective. The point,
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3)

4)

though, is that traditions should be
gauged on how well they promote or
prohibit the Word and Sacraments. (This
is called the Evangelical Principle.) In
other words, if they prohibit the Word and
Sacraments, they should be rejected; if
they promote the Word and Sacraments,
affirmed. If they do neither, it should be
questioned why the tradition is honored.
It is important to respect the traditions of
the past. In other words, is the current
tradition rooted in the historic faith, does
it respect the historic faith, and does it
honor the wisdom of the faithful saints
that traveled before us? If it does, who are
we to reject it and deny it from the next
generation? In other words, are we really
comfortable asserting that we are wiser
than a tradition that has blessed billions of
Christians over the last 2,000 years?
Remember that traditions often tip a hat to
the wisdom-laden ways of saints who
have come before us, often through much
more difficult times than we will ever face.
Is the tradition contextual? In other words,
is it spoken in a language people can
understand? Can the tradition be easily
taught and learned?
Keep in mind,
though, not having the aptitude to learn a
tradition does not mean the tradition fails
contextually. But rather, it may just mean
that the Christian is either obstinate or
lazy – or tragically both.
Finally, is one collegial and kind in their
handling of good traditions, or are they
hostile?
While bad tradition should
obviously be opposed and removed, we
need to be careful of being hostile toward
good traditions that contribute tranquility
and good order to the church – and can be
observed without sin. We must save our
hostilities for that which is actually evil.

In the end, good traditions serve the Word and
Sacraments; we do not serve traditions. Like
the Word and Sacraments, good traditions are
gifts we can teach and enjoy.

