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Luther once commented “Let him who wants to contemplate in the right way reflect on his Baptism; let him read his Bible, hear sermons, honor father and mother, and come to the aid of a brother in distress. But let him not shut himself up in a nook…and their entertain himself with his devotions and thus suppose that he is sitting in God’s bosom and has fellowship with God without Christ, without the Word, without the sacraments” (AE 3:275). Lutheran spirituality does not draw one out of creation but more deeply into creation for God masks Himself in the flesh of Mary’s Son to be our Brother and Savior. By the creaturely means of words uttered by human lips, the water of baptism, and the bread and wine of the Lord’s Supper, God comes to us bodily. And He receives our service behind the masks of countless neighbors who look to us for good. Indeed we are daily bread one to another to borrow Luther’s words. Contemplation does not transport us to some far away heavenly realm nor does it lead us to the depths of the interior life. For Lutherans, spirituality, while embracing all three articles of the Creed, is grounded in the earthly. 

Here of late, when Lutherans take an interest in spirituality they have often been tempted to look to sources outside of their own heritage to other places. Some have turned to the spiritual disciplines shaped by monasticism, while others have embraced sundry liberationist mysticisms tainted with New Age ideology or the more pragmatic approaches of recent American Evangelicalism. While both Christian and secular book stores are overflowing with devotional books and guides to the meditative life, a pitifully small number fit with the vibrant themes that are dear to the Lutheran heart: justification by faith alone, the theology of the cross, law and gospel, God hidden and revealed, preaching and the sacraments, and vocation. Lutheran theologian Mark C. Mattes has joined with his Grand View College colleague, Ronald R. Darge to provide a volume that can be described as nothing less than exquisite in both appearance and content. 

Darge has provided photographic images, many from the campus of Grand View College in Des Moines, that invite the reader to reflect and ponder on Mattes’ well-crafted prose. Short, thematic prayers by Ronald Taylor concludes each meditation. The meditations are arranged around seven crucial themes: A spirituality of communication, the newness of the new life, fragmentation and wholeness, ministry as service, renewal in the midst of conflict, vocation, and Alpha and Omega. As Grand View College has its origin in  Danish-American Lutheranism it is fitting that the volume bears the imprint of the hymnody of Nickolai F.S. Grundtvig (1783-1872) and his appreciation of creation and the Christian who is freed by Christ to be at home in the world without making the world an idol. Imaging the Journey brings to mind the wonderful observation of Werner Elert that “delight in creation is a prerogative of faith” for knowing the truth of that creation is the Father’s gift, to be received with thanksgiving, enlivens us to enjoy creaturely gifts with a good conscience. 

With his earlier book, The Role of Justification in Contemporary Theology (Eerdmans, 2004), Mattes has demonstrated himself to be a Lutheran theologian of the first order. Now he allows that theology to shape these devotional reflections. The attentive reader will hear echoes of Martin Luther in these pages as well as two of the most prominent and promising expositors of contemporary Lutheran theology: Gerhard Forde and Oswald Bayer. Forde’s commitment to the theology of the cross and Bayer’s insistence on the authorial character of God and His self-giving in the bodily word inform and nuance Mattes’ work. But this is not a book of academic theology; it is a book of meditation and prayer shaped by bedrock Lutheran themes and centered in Christ Jesus, crucified and raised from the dead.

Mattes’ writing is well-crafted and memorable. For example, on worship, he writes “In worship, we are restored to creation. In worship God is serving us. Worship must never convey the economic system of the shopping mall. The mall promises only a materialistic utopia. Its sensuality is an empty, false imitation of the abundant blessings of God. The mall glorifies human control over creation. It worships our excesses. In contrast, worship shaped by Jesus’ cross acknowledges all things as gracious gifts of a merciful God” (18). Lutheran spirituality is churchly rather than individualistic. Mattes captures this as he writes “In the life of the church, we are many. In baptism, however we share a common story and identity in Christ. God’s pool and people are never stagnant. They are alive, active, fresh, and free-flowing” (60). Spirituality is not merely about God’s presence but His presence for us tied to a word of promise: “God is everywhere present and giving, but God is not everywhere present and giving for us. Many think that they can worship God apart from church, on a golf course, for instance. The golf course, however, does not speak a word of forgiveness or mercy. Furthermore, the golf course is a place where lighting strikes. How can that assure us that God is for us?” (58). Writing on vocation, Mattes observes “…we are far more interdependent on each other than we recognize. The fact that we have never met the farmers who have raised our daily bread does not mean that we have no connection to them. Quite the opposite is true. Even in such anonymity we are dependent on their good graces and sense of responsibility” (84). Imaging the Journey contains dozens of similar citations that take us to the heart of the Lutheran way, inviting readers to ponder the good news that God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself in the blood of the cross and the significance of this Gospel for our vocation in the world.

In short, Imaging the Journey is a delight to the eye and to the heart. Both pastors and laity will find in this handsome book, at once both restful and invigorating, a fine tool to home praying and living in Jesus’ name. I intend to return to it often.
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