
In memor1am Gerhard Forde

By Steven Paulson

Professor Gerhard Forde died at dsC 77 August Y, 2005 1n St Paul,
Minnesota. Hıs uneral W as held at St Anthony Park Lutheran Church
August I 2005 and he 15 buried the hillside of the beautiful white
church, Indherred, where his Father an Grandfather preached for OQOVCI

forty and where he SICW 1n the ParisüNasc exXt OOT Gerhard
Forde 15 ON of SsSma number of Amerıcan Lutheran theologians wh
ave made indelible mark 1n theology 1n the United States an interna-
tionally. He did by of his interpretatıon of Luther for the
modern audience, especilally 1n his popular book „Where God
CC (MP 1972]), an his co-authored » Free C« ‚with James Nestingen,

197/ 5} Dy which he taught the gospel an old aliıke Hıs chief
theological contributions include first, that the place of the law 1n Aalıy
theological SyStem determines whether ()T NOTt the theology Ca  = 1SsSsue 1n
the gospel. hat 1S, the law 1ts fultillment an en 1n Christ
alone. Thus, God’s holy law has place, but limited, penultimate place
In this old world Theology itselt has eschatological limit collec-
t107N of theories ideas that MUST finally get Out of the WaYy of the
Second, Forde made significant contributions fOr the doctrine of e_
mMent an the DCISON of Christ by refusing understand redemption by
law alone. nstead he sed the dialeectic of ea an ife God 15 reconcil-
ıng the world himself by the actual, historical eEeVeEeNtTSs of Christ’s
an resurrectiıon by which SINNEers AT first caught IN the ACT of rebellion,
then they Call be caught by Christ’s AaCT of love bestowed gift of the
unconditional forgiveness of SINS by faith alone. Third, that all
theology 15 for proclamation the present election of SINNEeErSs bDy the

of God’s word do what 1t SayYS The only Lrue theologians dIe the
kiıind Luther, 1n the Heidelberg Dısputatıion, called »theologians of the



10OS55« rather than »theologians of glory«. Forde provided 0)88 of the
COommMmMentarıes Luther’s theses 1n his » On being theologian of the
1OS5« (Grand Rapids, MI 1977) Fourth, Forde believed that S1N 15 human
bondage. ()ur bondage 15 the 1InCessant claim that dIC free VCT agaınst
the absolute, hidden God, and therefore 311 NOLT listen his Son  S
forgiveness from the law Christ’s justification of SINNers therefore

actual death and resurrection for God Himself, then for each
SINNer of Christ’s choosing.

Within the church, Gerhard Forde 15 remembered fOor teaching the
Lutheran Confessions thousands of Amerıcan pastors documents of
Christian reedom and the 1mMprove preaching. He exercised
ımportant influence for LWENLY LW 1ın the Lutheran an Roman
Catholic dialog. He understood that true ecumen1ısm required the free-
dom of the Lutheran proposal 1t 1S enough for church unıty
uUuDON the word aın SACrament and he understood that the doctrine of
justification by faith alone would NOT truly be agreed upDON until the
underlying 1SSUeEes of hermeneutics _'the distinction of law an gospel
would become the Center of ecumenical discussion ıth Rome rather
than requırıng human traditions for ordering the church’s ministry. He
served the Comm1ssıon for New Lutheran Church CNLC] from
1983 through 1987 that led the creatıon of the Evangelical Lutheran
Church 1n merıca ELCA| There he made lasting contribution by

INally other atters shaping the form of the public contession
an absolution that 15 known today the »Brie order for confession an
forgiveness” 1n the „»Lutheran boolk of worship«.

Forde W as Orn ın Starbuck, Mınnesota September 1 1927/ and
W as raised 1n the Old Norwegıan Synod, ıth 1ts t1es the church
In OrWaYy and 1ts StroNg traditions of Lutheran hymns an chorales.
Forde attended Luther College 1n Decorah, lowa rece1Ving his degree
1n 19 He proceeded the University of Wiısconsın 1n Madison, WI 1n
chemistry fOor OT YCal, but left PDUIrSUC theology at Luther Sem1nary 1n
St Paul, Mınnesota degree 1ın 19 Forde did NOTt identify directly
with his teachers whom he SAa W stuck ıth intractable pOos1t10Ns
derived from the Norwegıian-American CONTIN  V  SYy election Naadevalg-
strid, 880] Forde SA W WaYy through pıet1ısm an rigid Oorthodoxy by



of the lively dialeectic of law an gospel 1n Luther where the law an gospel
dIC NOT substances, but function 1n human lives. Election then CCAaSCS being

intellectual conundrum an g1Vves WaYy real atters of death an iıfe
He received his degree from Harvard 1V1INıty School 1n 1967, though
he baffled MOST of his teachers there, including Paul Tillich 11886-1965).
What Forde produced Aat Harvard W Aas dissertation » The Law-gospel
debate«, 1969 that gathered SOINC shared of small

of Scandinavians ike Laurı Haikola 11917-1987]), Herbert Olsson
11899-1969), and Gustaf Wıngren 119 10-2000 who after the effects
of long WAals, responding arl Barth |1886-1968] an Rudolt Bultmann
11884-1976), and from the search for modern uUus«c of historical-critical
scholarship that did NOTt depend solely upON the SYySteEmMS of Friedrich
Schleiermacher 11768-1834), eorg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel 11770-183 1 |

CVCIM Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). They a1! went back Luther.
Luther, of COUISC, W as pre-modern, but unusually S1NCeEe he broke
radically with theories that depended uUuDON the law the only life-giving
relation God In the middle of graduate WOrk Forde n inspira-
tional yYCal 1n Tübingen 11958/59] with Hanns Rückert (1901-1974],
ermann Diem (1900-1975), Ulrich Mann (1915-1991]), and Ernst KAäse-
111A1111 (11906-1998], but there he Camne uDpDON his O W favorite modern
interpreter of Luther, Hans Joachim lLwand 1899-1960], whose wr1tıngs
taught him hat 1t preach people ith bound wills Provoked
by the debates about law and gospel inıtiated by arl Barth, Forde found
much deeper problem stemmiıng ftrom the atoNemMent debates Surround-
ing Johann Christian Konrad VO  5 Hoffmann (11810-1877]). He recognized
the problem of assumıng that the law WAas God’s eternal plan that
theories of salvation CAallle replace Christ himself OQUT salvation. his
W Aas LLLOTC persistent problem than Christological liberalism forms of
idealism materialism, CVCN of Barth’s re-ordering of law an gospel.
Instead, Forde pursued radical dialectic of law an gospel, an truly
eschatological en of the law 1n Christ himself and alone. Eventually this
propelled him his enduring interest 1n Luther’s »Bondage of the wille
Forde produced remarkable sketch for dogmatic theology called "Theol
OSVYV 15 for proclamation« IMP 1990]) the basis of Luther’s distinction
between God preached an NOt preached. Forde then built his systematıcs



Out of the eed preach SINNers wh dIC 1n OPDECN rebellion agaınst their
Creator. Forde’s last book „The captıvatıon of the will« \Grand Rapids,
MI 2005), 15 his interpretatıon of Luther’s crucijal theological
arguments cConcern1ing Scrıpture, God, human willing, an Christ an OUTr

salvation.
Forde’s teaching began at St laf College 1n Northfield, Miınnesota 1ın

195 /56; he lectured Aat Luther Semınary for ON school VCal I 59/60, an
then joined the faculty of Luther College 1n Decorah, lowa from 1961
1963 He returned Luther Sem1ınary 1n 1964 and 1n the Saille VCal wed
his eloved wiftfe Marıanna, wh taught French at nearby Öt Catherine’s
college fOor MOST ot her CaTrTeceTr and with whom he had three children. He
became full professor 1n systematıc theology 1n 1974 He formally
retired In 1998 but continued teaching fOr four LLLOTIC He W as

ordained 1n 1968 an became the Lutheran at Manstield College,
Oxford Uniıiversity 11968-1970]. He n sabbatical at Harvard
11972/73), Strasbourg 11979/80) and the Instıtute for Ecumenical an
Cultural Research, St John’s Universıity, Collegeville, Mınnesota 1988)
He served president during the Eighth International Luther Congress
held St Paul, 1993, where he SaVC the maın address, »Called
reedom«. Forde W as instrumental 1n the early days of »Dialog: journal
of theology«; and put his final efforts 1nto »The Lutheran quarterly«,
where he the journal’s inauguratıng m1ssıon called „»Radical
Lutheranism«, that 15 110 included 1n his first volume of collected
CSSaYyS, ))A LLOTC radical Gospel« \Grand Rapids, MI{ 2004).

FOr IM OST of his students, however, he 111 be remembered for his
1INC1IS1ve an arresting SCIIL10O11S hat 15 only fitting fOr ON wh believed
that theology’s PUrIDOSC W as NOTt thinking itself, but the proclamation of
Christ bound SinNners wh eed Hıs unconditional forgiveness.
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