The Founding Fathers of the Missouri Synod
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The group of German immigrants known as the Saxons followed pastor Martin Stephan to America in five ships, one of which, the Amalia, was lost on the way.  Stephan was a staunch defender of Lutheran orthodoxy in the face of the Prussian Union and rationalism that so pervaded German Christianity at the time. For this reason, he became a source of confidence and strength for many Lutheran pastors who were theologically like-minded. For example, C.F.W. Walther was consoled and instructed in the teaching of Law and Gospel from Stephan and Otto Hermann Walther also looked to Stephan as a spiritual father. However, his love for the Gospel and his appeal to both pastors and laity would cause great strife within the early days prior to the Missouri Synod’s formation.

“While the Saxon immigrants were crossing the ocean, Martin Stephan was invested with the office of bishop by four clergymen, five ministerial candidates, and 12 lay delegates on board the Olbers. This was followed by a pledge of submission signed by the passengers of the other ships when they reached St. Louis. Stephan’s control over the immigrants was thereby made an autocratic one.”
  


It was not long after the Saxons had settled in Perry County, Missouri when difficulties arose. Stephan was found to be unfaithful in his duties as bishop and was judged guilty of malfeasance for mismanaging money as well as reports of adultery. He was exiled across the Mississippi River to Illinois, leaving the Saxon community in turmoil. Not only was their leader who had brought them to America gone, but they also faced more serious questions of doubting their status as members of the Christian church. Pastors also doubted the legitimacy of their own call. The question was one of identity, “Are we pastors and congregations?” This caused serious doubts and fears in the hearts of the Saxon immigrants. These questions were also documented by Pastor Ernst Moritz Buerger (1806-1890).

“Worse was the spiritual distress that came over us. Doubt began to be expressed concerning the legitimacy of our emigration. The question arose: What are we? Did our pastors rightfully resign their office in Germany? Do they here have a proper call? Are they not seducers, who have enticed us to this man, and helped toward tearing asunder our family ties, so that children forsook their parents and spouses their mates? Are we to be designated a Lutheran congregation, and is the Lutheran Church in our midst, the Lutheran ministry, the rightful administration of the Sacraments, etc.?”

While the Saxon community was in such turmoil, C.F.W. Walther rose to the forefront of theological discussion and provided words of comfort and hope for the Saxon immigrants. This was made public in Walther’s famous Altenburg Theses, which were a part of the debate against Adolph Marbach. “When the well known colloquium [Altenburg Debate] was held in Perry County, Walther communicated this new-found treasure to a vast assembly. He proved that, despite our aberrations, Christ’s Church was here, with all the rights and treasures earned by Christ…”

Theses that C. F. W. Walther defended at the Altenburg Debate:

I. 
The true Church, in the most real and most perfect sense, is the totality (Gesamtheit) of all true believers, who from the beginning to the end of the world from among all peoples and tongues have been called and sanctified by the Holy Spirit through the Word. And since God alone knows these true believers (2 Tim. 2:19), the Church is also called invisible. No one belongs to this true Church who is not spiritually united with Christ, for it is the spiritual body of Jesus Christ.

II. 
The name of the true Church belongs also to all those visible companies of men among whom God's Word is purely taught and the holy Sacraments are administered according to the institution of Christ. True, in this Church there are godless men, hypocrites, and heretics, but they are not true members of it, nor do they constitute the Church.

III. 
The name Church, and, in a certain sense, the name true Church, belongs also to those visible companies of men who have united under the confession of a falsified faith and therefore have incurred the guilt of a partial departure from the truth; provided they possess so much of God's Word and the holy Sacraments in purity that children of God may thereby be born. When such companies are called true churches, it is not the intention to state that they are faithful, but only that they are real churches as opposed to all worldly organizations (Gemeinschaften).

IV. 
The name Church is not improperly applied to heterodox companies, but according to the manner of speech of the Word of God itself. It is also not immaterial that this high name is allowed to such communions, for out of this follows:

1. 
That members also of such companies may be saved; for without the Church there is no salvation.

V. 2. 
The outward separation of a heterodox company from an orthodox Church is not necessarily a separation from the universal Christian Church nor a relapse into heathenism and does not yet deprive that company of the name Church.

VI. 3. 
Even heterodox companies have church power; even among them the goods of the Church may be validly administered, the ministry established, the Sacraments validly administered, and the keys of the kingdom of heaven exercised.

VII. 4. Even heterodox companies are not to be dissolved, but reformed.

VIII. 
The orthodox Church is chiefly to be judged by the common, orthodox, public confession to which its members acknowledge and confess themselves to be pledged.
    

1. How did the issues surrounding Stephan’s exile affect the Saxon immigrants?  How did God provide them with peace and comfort through Walther’s teaching and leadership?

2.  What are the Altenburg theses entirely dependent upon? What hope do these words give our Lutheran Church Missouri Synod today and even our own congregation, as we continue to face many difficulties in the life of the Church?    
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J.A.A. Grabau, founder of the Buffalo Synod and leader of a significant population of German immigrants in the 1830’s, fled the Prussian territories on account of the Prussian Union and headed to America.  fter being placed under house arrest in Germany, Grabau left in 1839 for America with approximately 1,000 Prussians.  hey settled mainly in Buffalo, New York, and Milwaukee, Wisconsin. In June 25, 1845, the Buffalo Synod was formed with the intent of preserving the orthodox Lutheran teaching as found in the Book of Concord. While there were discussions and meetings between the Missouri Synod and the Buffalo Synod, ultimately, the two did not join in fellowship.  One of the main points of disagreement that Grabau had with the Missouri Synod was the issue of congregational polity; “Grabau insisted on clergy supremacy and a centralized form of government in contrast to the clergy-lay equality in the Missouri Synod and decentralization.”
 This debate between Grabau and Missouri continued for some time.  C.F.W. Walther, the first president of the Missouri Synod, handled Grabau’s attacks pointedly in nine theses on the matter of church and polity in the Missouri Synod which now form one of his classic works entitled, The Proper Form of an Evangelical Congregation Independent of the State, published in 1863 in Saint Louis. The nine theses were similar to what Walther wrote in the famous Altenburg debate in 1841.
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Wilhelm Löhe, pastor in Bavaria was instrumental in sending many confessional Lutheran men to America who were responsible for the formation of the Missouri Synod and also the seminary in Fort Wayne. F.C.D. Wyneken had reported to Löhe about Lutherans like the Henkels, who had worked hard to teach and preach confessional Lutheranism in America.  
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Therefore, Löhe sent 12 missionaries to the Saginaw Valley in Michigan and started the colony of Frankenmuth. Löhe also sent Wilhelm Sihler and 12 students to Fort Wayne, Indiana in 1846 to begin mission work and establish a seminary. Among the confessional Lutheran pastors in the Michigan and Indiana territory was August Crämer. He was able to reach out to the settlers with moderate success and translated Luther’s Small Catechism into the language of the Chippewa Indians. These three men, Sihler, Wyneken, and Crämer were most influential in the movement and organization of the Missouri Synod.  

The Formation of the Missouri Synod


By the 1840’s, the key figures of Lutheranism in America began to gravitate toward one another on the basis of their confessional Lutheran understanding of theology and their strong convictions of Scripture as the norm for doctrine and practice in the Church. The men sent by Löhe, those who knew Wyneken, and the Saxons made up the group in America known as the “old Lutherans.” Many of their introductions were made through the writing of C.F.W. Walther and his magazine entitled Der Lutheraner published in 1844. Through theological articles and letters, Lutherans from Perry County soon became familiar with those in Michigan, Ohio, and Indiana. In a letter dated the 21 of August, 1845, Walther addresses some of his main concerns in the formation of a synod:

“1. That the synod organize itself, in addition to the Word of God, on the basis of all the Symbols of our church…3. That the chief function of the synod be directed toward the maintenance and furtherance and guarding of the unity and purity of Lutheran doctrine…4. That the synod should not be so much a judicial body but much rather an advisory body to which a congregation in need of advice might have recourse.  The synod must refrain from encroaching on the congregation’s prerogative of calling a pastor.”

“Three meetings were held before the formal organization of the Synod took place. The first was held in Cleveland, Ohio, in September 1845. The second was held in St. Louis in May 1846, where the first draft of a synodical constitution was made. A third meeting followed in Fort Wayne, Indiana, in July 1846. Here the resolution was adopted to meet in Chicago in April 1847.”
 It was at this meeting on April 26, 1847, that the German Evangelical Lutheran Synod of Missouri, Ohio, and Other States was officially organized. Twelve congregations, seventeen pastors, and four lay delegates made up the majority of the charter membership. C.F.W. Walther was elected the first President of the synod and Wilhelm Sihler was the first Vice-President.

3. How did Walther’s writings and the influence of other Lutherans mentioned above shape the formation of the synod? How about the character of this congregation? How is this similar to the work of the apostles in Acts 2:42-47 and 6:1-7? 

C.F.W. Walther: The American Luther


Even though the events surrounding Martin Stephan’s exile brought dishonor, shame and uncertainty to the Missouri Lutherans, one can clearly see how God raised up a servant to bless the church. Carl Ferdinand Wilhelm Walther quickly became a notable figure in the Lutheran Church in America, especially in the early years of the Missouri Synod.


Walther was born October 25, 1811 in Langenchursdorf, Saxony, Germany. He was the fourth son and the eighth of twelve children. His mother, Johanna, was “a woman of noble character, who together with her husband, believed that a strict rule in the household was essential to the proper Christian training of their little ones. It was a home of culture, and the parents were ready to make whatever sacrifices might be necessary in order to give their children good education.”


 Walther’s father, Gottlieb Heinrich Walther, like his father and grandfather before him, was a pastor in Langenchursdorf.  Gottlieb was a stern but loving father who instilled this memorable phrase in his sons to avoid raising them as “girlie-men.”  “A young boy must many trials endure, before he can become a Sir.”


Walther began his education at the age of eight and by the age of ten he was enrolled in the Gymnasium at Schneeberg on July 21, 1821. He entered the university at Leipzig in October of 1829 to begin his study of theology. Here Walther was confronted with Pietism that led him into a spiritual crisis of doubt and guilt. Many of the books used in meetings were full Law and no Gospel while at the same time suggesting that the Christian would be better off relying on an emotional fervor than a formal doctrinal teaching of Scripture. “The less”, ‘writes Walther’, “a book invited to faith, and the more legalistically it urged contrition of heart and total mortification of the old man preceding conversion, the better a book we held it to be. And even these books were read only so far as they described the sorrows and exercises of repentance; when this was followed by a description of faith and comfort for the penitent, we usually closed such a book; for we thought that did not as yet concern us.”


It was in Leipzig where the Barthel family became friends with Walther and took him under their care. F.W. Barthel would later become the first Treasurer of the Missouri Synod. In particular, Mrs. Barthel was a mother figure to Walther and comforted him in his time of doubt and distress with words of the Gospel and godly counsel.  Also during this time, Walther sought the advice of several pastors in the Leipzig area and found mostly rationalists except for the Rev. Martin Stephan. Stephan trained him in the teaching of Law and Gospel and pointed Walther to the forgiveness of sins in Christ Crucified. With these words Walther finally found peace.


By Easter of 1832 Walther resumed his studies of theology and after examination in 1833 he received the license to preach. At the age of 25 he passed his second examination in November of 1836 becoming an official candidate of theology. He received the call to the Lutheran church in Braeunsdorf, Saxony and was ordained on January 15, 1837. Two years after arriving in Perry County, Missouri, Walther was called to Trinity Lutheran in St. Louis and began there on Jubilate Sunday, April 26, 1841 and remained pastor there until his death in 1887.


At the age of 29 Walther had proven to be a faithful servant of the church, especially in handling the effects of Stephan’s misdeeds, his influence in church and ministry for the Lutherans in Missouri, and his emerging role as a chief theologian in the Missouri Synod. Even before the formation of the Missouri Synod, Walther was quite busy. On June 22, 1842, the cornerstone of Trinity was laid. On 21 September 1844 he married Emilie Buenger (1812-1885), also one of the original Saxon immigrants.  Also in 1844 he began work as editor of Der Lutheraner: the early form of The Lutheran Witness. Through this periodical, letters and articles by Lutheran theologians in America and Germany were read widely spreading the name and teaching of confessional Lutheranism throughout America. As a result of this work, many of the Lutherans in Michigan, Ohio, and Indiana came to know about Walther and the Saxon Lutherans in Missouri. Walther was also the first president of the Missouri Synod from 1847-1850 and again from 1864-1887. And from 1850 until his death he served as professor at the St. Louis seminary. Walther died on May 17, 1887. Walther and his wife were buried in Concordia Cemetery in St. Louis, Missouri.

4. Reflecting upon Walther’s time at the university in Leipzig, how was he affected by the teachings of rationalism and pietism? How did God use the events in Walther’s life to shape and form him into a servant of the Church?

5. Through what means does God continue to strengthen us, as he did with Walther and our other Lutheran forefathers in service to the Church? 

Walther: Preacher, Poet, Hymnist, Theologian

As we have noted, Walther became the chief theologian of the Missouri Synod already before her formation and continued to be until his death in 1887. He was also a hymn-writer; the most familiar being, “He’s Risen, He’s Risen,” which is in The Lutheran Hymnal, Lutheran Worship, and Lutheran Service Book. Walther was not only a prolific writer, but he was also faithful to the Lutheran confession of faith. For example, his lectures on Law and Gospel given to seminarians at St. Louis, which began in September of 1884, is still being used as one of primary books in the formation of pastors and the Christian education of Lutheran laity.
 In his opening lecture to the seminarians Walther stated, 

“If you are to become efficient teachers in our churches and schools, it is a matter of indispensable necessity that you have a most minute knowledge of all doctrines of the Christian revelation.  However, having achieved such knowledge, you have not yet attained all that is needed.  What is needed over and above your knowledge of the doctrines is that you know how to apply them correctly…Now of all doctrines the foremost and most important is the doctrine of justification.  However, immediately following upon it, as second in importance, is this, how Law and Gospel are to be divided.”

Two of the most memorable quotations from Law and Gospel are Theses III and IV where Walther wrote:

[Thesis III]  “Rightly distinguishing the Law and the Gospel is the most difficult and the highest art of Christians in general and of theologians in particular.  It is taught only by the Holy Spirit in the school of experience.

 [Thesis IV]  The true knowledge of the distinction between the Law and the Gospel is not only a glorious light, affording the correct understanding of the entire Holy Scriptures, but without this knowledge Scripture is and remains a sealed book.”

6. St. Paul instructs Timothy to “rightly handle the word of truth” (2 Timothy 2:15).  How does Walther teach us to rightly handle God’s Word?  Why is this important for our Christian faith?


Throughout the twenty-five theses of Law and Gospel one quickly notices Walther’s concern for Scriptural and confessional Lutheran theology by his constant appeal to the Word of God, his pastoral concern for pastors and the laity, and his constant echo of Lutheran theology from Luther and other churchmen. By God’s grace, Walther exercised compassionate pastoral care when dealing other Christians to whom he was called to serve. He wrote these words to comfort a family grieving the death of their daughter:

“In Jesus’ wounds my sleep I take, Your dying darling daughter spake;         

With that she entered into rest in Jesus’ fold, forever blest.

With blood divine the Shepherd bought His precious lamb; His mercy sought her soul.  And then He bade her come to dwell with Him in heaven’s home.

He saw some peril lurking nigh, and so from His great throne on high                     

He looked on her with pitying love and called her to His grace above.

He said: ‘Come quickly, lamb of Mine; I bear you up on arms divine,                 

where angels wait to sing with you, in heaven’s garden ever new.’

On pastures green the Shepherd leads His ransomed lamb and ever feeds              

 its soul with joy by waters still and keeps it from all harm and ill.

Then weep not, you who loved her so, but look to heaven, where, we know, forever with the joyous throng she sings her sweet immortal song.

Have childlike faith, such faith as she herself did have.  Then you will see                     in God’s own day with radiant eyes your darling child in paradise.”

Walther became a strong spiritual leader for the Saxon Lutherans, not only in the time of crisis following Stephan’s exile but also in the formation of the Missouri Synod.  For the first 40 years of her existence Walther was a key figure in the main theological issues of the day including the predestination controversy with the Iowa Synod and ongoing discussions on church and ministry. To this end, Walther’s other monumental work, Church and Ministry, has continued to form the basis for the Missouri Synod’s view of a congregation’s polity and the pastoral ministry in the church. During the Stephan crisis, Walther began to read Luther’s writings in earnest, especially on the priesthood of all believers where he formed the basis of the constitutional structure for a congregation. The congregational polity that Walther advocated was intentionally distinct from the form of church governance that Stephan and Grabau of the Buffalo Synod had advocated. Walther did not intend for congregational polity to be a “free-for-all.” Rather, by placing the work of the congregation in the context of the priesthood of all believers, the congregation was free to serve God as the body of Christ.

Even though Walther was an opponent of the centralized church polity of the Buffalo Synod, it can not be said that Walther brought dishonor to the pastoral office by his advocacy of congregational polity.  In fact, in Church and Ministry, he stated, “The holy ministry, or pastoral office is an office distinct from the priesthood of all believers.”
 But this pastoral office was also intended to be a ministry of Word and Sacrament instituted by God for service in His church. Therefore, Walther also wrote, “The holy ministry is the power conferred by God through the congregation as the possessor of the priesthood and all church power, to exercise the rights of the spiritual priesthood in public office in the name of the congregation.”
 It is this pastoral office where God places men to serve Him and all Christians in the Church.

Certainly the political and religious freedom that was found in America afforded Walther the opportunity to teach and establish a congregational polity. However, American democracy was not the primary factor of influence for Walther’s theology of church and ministry. It appears that the writings of Luther and the Scriptural teachings of the priesthood of all believers were the crucial factor in Walther’s theology. This is illustrated by the overwhelming amount of Scriptural and confessional witnesses that Walther utilizes in Church and Ministry. He follows a logical outline stating the thesis, 1) Scripture proof, 2) witnesses of the church in the Book of Concord, and 3) witnesses of the church in other writings by her teachers, such as Luther, Martin Chemnitz, and occasionally the early church fathers.  

For reference, Walther’s theses on the church are:

I. The church in the proper sense of the term is the congregation of saints, that is, the aggregate of all those who, called out of the lost and condemned human race by the Holy Spirit through the Word, truly believe in Christ and by faith are sanctified and incorporated into Christ.

II. To the church in the proper sense of the term belongs no wicked person, no hypocrite, no unregenerate, no heretic.

III. The church in the proper sense of the word is invisible.

IV. It is to this true church of believers and saints that Christ gave the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and it is the proper and only possessor and bearer of the spiritual, divine, and heavenly gifts, rights, powers, offices, and the like, that Christ has procured and are found in His church.

V. Though the true church in the proper sense of the term is essentially [according to its true nature] invisible, its existence can nevertheless be definitely recognized, namely, by the marks of the pure teaching of God’s Word and the administration of the sacraments according to Christ’s institution.

VI. In an improper sense Scripture also calls the visible aggregate of all the called, that is, of all who confess and adhere to the proclaimed Word and use the holy sacraments, which consists of good and evil [persons], “church (the catholic church); so also it calls its several divisions, that is, the congregations that are found here and there, in which the Word of God is preached and the holy sacraments are administered, “churches” (particular or individual churches).  This it does especially because in this visible assembly the invisible, true, and properly so-called church of believers, saints, and children of God is hidden; outside this assembly of the called no elect are to be looked for [anywhere].

VII. As visible congregations that still have the Word and the sacraments essentially according to God’s Word bear the name “church” because of the true invisible church of sincere believers that is found in them, so also they possess the power [authority] that Christ has given to His whole church, on account of the true invisible church hidden in them, even if there were only two or three [believers].

VIII. Although God gathers for Himself a holy church of elect also where His Word is not taught in its perfect purity and the sacraments not administered altogether according to the institution of Jesus Christ, if only God’s Word and the sacraments are not denied entirely but both remain in their essential parts, nevertheless, every believer must, at the peril of losing his salvation, flee all false teachers, avoid all heterodox congregations or sects, and acknowledge and adhere to orthodox congregations and their orthodox pastors wherever such may be found.

a. Also in heterodox and heretical churches there are children of God, and also there the true church is made manifest by the pure Word and the sacraments that still remain

b. Every believer for the sake of his own salvation must flee all false teachers and avoid all heterodox congregations and sects

c. Every Christian for the sake of his own salvation is duty bound to acknowledge and adhere to orthodox congregations and orthodox pastors, wherever he can find such.

IX. To obtain salvation, only fellowship in the invisible church, to which alone all the glorious promises regarding church were originally given, is absolutely necessary.

7. Consider the poem that Walther wrote to family friends at the death of their daughter.  How do the words of the poem bring true Christian comfort for someone mourning the death of a loved one?  What Scripture passages would you comfort your friends and family with in the face of death?

8.  Walther was very deliberate in the order of defending his theological positions in Church and Ministry: 1) Scripture, 2) the confessions, and 3) other Christian theologians.  How is Walther teaching the church to confess the doctrinal statements of Scripture by using an order like this?  

9. Reflecting upon the discussion and theses in Walther’s Church and Ministry, what essential teachings concerning the church does he want us to know?  


Early Growth of the Missouri Synod


By the 50th anniversary of the Missouri Synod in 1897, there were approximately 1,500 pastors, 2,000 congregations, and 687,000 total members in the synod. By 1922, the year of the 75th anniversary, the Missouri Synod had over 1 million members, 2,700 congregations and 3,000 pastors. This growth trend was evident throughout the entire United States as the population increased from about 63 million in 1890 to 90 million in 1910. Although the immigrations of the late 18th and early 19th centuries brought significant groups of Lutherans to America, German immigrant populations during the early 19th century were only in the hundreds of thousands. This drastically increased from 1841-1850, when the German immigrant population alone was 1.7 million 4.9 million from 1851-1870.


The main reasons for such a large-scale immigration was attributed to the poor economy in Europe, the industrial revolution which ignited American capitalism, the American appeal of freedom and hope for a better life, political independence, and religious freedom. The influx of immigrants elevated Lutheranism into the position of the 4th largest Protestant church in America. Even though many of the immigrants were not regular members of a Lutheran church in Germany or Europe, many identified the German Lutherans in America as a source of comfort and security in a new land. The Lutheran Church was able to provide a rich and vibrant Christian community in which many immigrants found a new home.


As a result of the new-found growth in the Missouri Synod, the church that had been founded by missionaries and immigrants began to reach out to other immigrants and initiate mission work overseas as well. In 1893 the LC-MS established her board for missions and began work among the Jewish community in 1894 and India in 1895.  Mission work to China began later in 1917.  As early as 1877, the Synodical Conference also began missionary work with many of the freed slaves following the Civil War. 

Samuel Simon Schmucker and “American Lutheranism”



The General Synod was formed in 1820 chiefly by the New York Ministerium and the North Carolina Synod.  As we learned above (p. 18), the General Synod’s formation was met with opposition from the confessional Lutheran Henkel family for not clearly stating their doctrinal position. Samuel Simon Schmucker, son of J.G. Schmucker, who had organized the synod, assumed the primary leadership role of the synod in the early years becoming the first president and professor of the Lutheran seminary in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania.  


Schmucker was ordained in 1821; he had been graduated from Princeton in 1820 and was known for being incapable of having fun. He is known by many as the “father of American Lutheranism.” Through his efforts to create “American Lutheranism”, Schmucker hoped for a unity of all Christians in America, effected change in the church based upon the forces of culture, and proposed a new confessional standard. While Christian unity and agreement in doctrine is something that all Christians yearn and pray for, Schmucker went about accomplishing this by avoiding several irreconcilable differences between Christian church bodies and attacking the very confession of faith which had been the cornerstone of Lutheran doctrine and practice since 1530: that the Augsburg Confession was correct doctrine because it agreed with Scripture.


Schmucker revealed part of his “plan” in the infamous Definite Platform, which was written in 1855. While never officially accepted by the General Synod, it nevertheless became the prevailing attitude throughout the General Synod and influenced many Lutherans at the time. The critical point of The Definite Platform was called the “American Recension of the Augsburg Confession.” The Augsburg Confession was retained by Schmucker although he thought there were several errors that needed correcting.

1. The approval of the Ceremonies of the Mass [i.e. use of liturgies in the church].

2. Private Confession and Absolution.

3. Denial of the obligation of the Christian Sabbath.

4. Baptismal Regeneration.

5. The Real Presence of the Body and Blood of the Savior in the Eucharist.

Because of Schmucker’s ideal for a distinct American Lutheranism he disdained any written confession of faith that was remotely close to the standard for Lutheran orthodoxy: acceptance of the 1580 Book of Concord because it is in agreement with the Word of God. He sent out The Definite Platform to many pastors and undoubtedly taught this in his classes at the seminary in Gettysburg. There are two notable figures that eventually stood against the teachings of Schmucker after reading further into what Lutherans had historically believed, taught, and confessed; they discovered that what they had learned at seminary was wrong. Charles Porterfield Krauth
 discovered the errors of his professor when he began to write about the views of Lutherans on the real presence in the Lord’s Supper. Krauth determined that one could not be a Lutheran and deny the “old Lutherans.”

Schmucker’s own son, Beale Melanchthon Schmucker, also became a staunch opponent of his father. Beale was a liturgical scholar and a driving force behind the Common Service, which is one of the forerunners to The Lutheran Hymnal Divine Service on page 15.  

These two men, along with other pastors, saw the errors in the General Synod, which in time led to the formation of the General Council in 1867. Although it started out teaching liberal Lutheran theology, under the guidance of men like Charles Porterfield Krauth, the General Council eventually moved to a more confessional Lutheran position. Eventually it subscribed to the entire Book of Concord (quia) because it agrees with the Scriptures.  

10. Samuel Simon Schmucker rightly taught that Christians should seek unity with one another in their confession of faith.  How did he go about accomplishing this unity?  How does a denial of the real presence in the Lord’s Supper and baptismal regeneration actually hurt the unity of Christians in our confession of faith?

The Lutheran Synodical Conference


Shortly after the formation of the Missouri Synod, C.F.W. Walther and other churchmen saw the need for a unified confessional Lutheran voice in America. During the 1850’s Walther hosted several free conferences in the hopes of rallying support for a confessional Lutheran discussion on the Augsburg Confession and the other symbolic writings. In part, these conferences were initiated as a response to S.S. Schmucker’s Definite Platform and with the intent to form a Lutheran unity on the basis of the Lutheran Confessions. Walther became ill, missing the last of these conferences. He died. However, before his death in 1887, his goal of uniting Lutherans in a confessional unity had begun with the formation of the Synodical Conference.


The Synodical Conference was formed in 1872 by the Missouri, Ohio, Norwegian, Wisconsin, Minnesota, and Illinois Synods and subscribed to the Book of Concord because it agrees with Scripture in all doctrine and articles. The Synodical Conference declared the synods found within were in full agreement in doctrine and practice.  The purposes of the Conference are stated well by Wisconsin Synod theologian Edward C. Fredrich:

1. Outward expression of the inner unity of the member synods.

2. Mutual strengthening in faith and confession.

3. Advancing the unity in doctrine and practice and stemming actual or threatening disturbances to that unity.

4. Mutual efforts to achieve the common goals.

5. Efforts to assign territorial boundaries to the synods, assuming there are no language barriers.

6. Uniting all Lutheran synods in America into one orthodox American Lutheran Church.

While the leaders of the Synodical Conference earnestly worked toward Christian unity, they clearly were not interested in compromising their confession of faith to do so. Even though the Synodical Conference existed as a strong confessional Lutheran body for nearly a century (1872-1964), its existence was not without conflict. “During its first decade, the Synodical Conference exhibited a spirit of optimism, vigor, and zeal that made it a potentially powerful force for strict confessionalism in America. The prospects for theological uniformity and ecclesiastical peace permeated the new structure.  However, by the early 1880s the Synodical Conference was to experience the most convulsive conflict since the debate over the Definite Synodical Platform (1855), namely, the predestination or election controversy.”

The Election, or predestination, controversy does not involve hanging chads or voter fraud. On the basis of Scripture (e.g. Ephesians 1:3-14 and II Timothy 1:9-11)
 and the Confessions (esp. Formula of Concord, XI) the Lutheran understanding of election begins with teaching that,

 “The eternal election of God, however, or praedestinatio (that is, God’s preordination to salvation), does not apply to both the godly and the evil, but instead only to the children of God who are chosen and predestined to eternal life, ‘before the foundation of the world’ was laid, as Paul says (Eph. 1:4-5).  He chose us in Christ and ‘preordained us to adoption as His children.”
 

The issue in the Synodical Conference, however, was not the controversy between double predestination or predestination to grace, as the Formula of Concord states clearly.  Walther clearly stated the issue thus, 

“It consists in the following twofold question: 1st whether God from eternity, before the foundations of the world were laid, out of pure mercy and only for the sake of the most holy merit of Christ, elected and ordained the chosen children of God to salvation and whatever pertains to it, consequently also to faith, repentance, and conversion; or 2nd whether in His election God took into consideration anything good in man, namely the foreseen conduct of man, the foreseen persevering faith, and thus elected certain persons to salvation in consideration of, with respect to, on account of, or in consequence of their conduct, their non-resistance, and their faith.  The first of these questions we affirm, while our opponents deny it, but the second question we deny, while our opponents affirm it.”

The primary opponents of Walther and Missouri in the predestination controversy were Friedrich A. Schmidt of the Norwegian Synod and the Joint Synod of Ohio, whose leaders, Henry A. Allwardt and Frederick W. Stellhorn, had left the Missouri Synod. Despite early optimism for a united confessional Lutheran voice, the predestination controversy caused a split in the Synodical Conference and once cordial relations between its members became sour. Ohio left the conference in September of 1881. The Norwegian Synod also withdrew from the conference in 1882 and would later experience further turmoil in 1917. In spite of the fallout that occurred during the predestination controversy, ties between the Missouri, Wisconsin, and Minnesota Synods were strengthened as they found agreement on the teachings of predestination in Scripture and the Lutheran Confessions. This however, would only prove to be a temporary peace. The early to mid 1900s brought further doctrinal disagreement between the members of the Synodical Conference eventually leading to its dissolution in 1964.

11. How did the Ohio Synod jeopardize Scripture’s central teaching of justification by grace alone by its position in the predestination controversy?

In Summary


In the remainder of the 20th century, Lutheranism in America, including the Missouri Synod, experienced great change, saw further controversy and division, and above all, struggled to remain a faithful church body to both the Lutheran Confessions and the Holy Scriptures. Yet in the face of divisions and theological controversies that plagued the LC-MS, our Lord was faithful in providing for His church. Faithful men continued to be called into the Office of Ministry and faithful pastors continued to serve according their call and teach that the Holy Scriptures were the inerrant, inspired, and infallible Word of God and the only source and norm for Christian doctrine. And of equal importance is the fact that through this all, God safely kept the priesthood of all believers, that is, both pastors and laity, in His gracious mercy and care through the administration of His Sacraments and the preaching and teaching of His Holy Word.   Through these servants Christ continues to provide for the life of His bride, the Church, even as we strive to be faithful unto the marriage vows of Christ our Lord through our confession of faith and participation in the body of Christ.


Today the LC-MS stands as the 2nd largest Lutheran church body in America with a world-wide influence in mission work and fellowship with like-minded Lutheran churches in other countries. Through her faithful pastors, seminaries, and saints on earth, the LC-MS continues to sound the trumpet of confessional Lutheranism based on the fact that the crucified and risen Lord is the center of our theology and the message of our witness both for the Christian Church and the whole world.

12. In light of our study on Lutheranism in North America, comment upon this quotation from Hermann Sasse: “The church is always in danger of dying when it ceases to wrestle for truth and to pray that the Lord may guard it against the devil’s wiles and false teaching.”

13.  What insight and wisdom will you take away from this study of Lutheran Church history in North America?

14. How will you apply what we have learned in this study to your life as a Lutheran Christian in this congregation?

An Abbreviated Timeline of Events: circa 1800- 1887

1838 - F.C.D. Wyneken arrive in U.S.
    
November 20, 1838 - First group of Lutherans arrive in Australia.
January 18, 1839 - Saxons arrive in St. 

Louis, MO.  
December 9, 1839 - Gymnasium founded in Perry County, MO. 

April 15, 1841 – Altenburg Debate on Church

and Ministry.

1846 – Concordia Theological Seminary founded 

in Ft. Wayne, IN.





1847 – Thomas Edison is born.

April 26, 1847 – Missouri Synod organized as

“Deutsche Evangelisch-Lutherische Synode von

Missouri, Ohio, und andern Staaten.”


1848 – Gold discovered in CA.


1847-1850 – C.F.W. Walther is president of the


Missouri Synod.

1849 – Gymnasium moved from Perry County to St. Louis, MO.

1850 – Wisconsin Synod organized.









1853 – Norwegian Synod organized.

1856-1859 – Free Conferences of Lutheran 

Pastors of various synods.




1857 – Dred Scott case in St. Louis.









1858 – Pencil with eraser patented.

1860 - J.M. Bühler begins work in California.


November 6, 1860 – Abraham Lincoln elected 16th President of U.S.

April 12, 1861 – Civil War begins at Ft. Sumter.

July 1-3, 1863 – Battle of Gettysburg.

April 14, 1865 – President Lincoln assassinated.

December 26, 1865 - Coffee percolator is patented.

1869 – Fraternal relations between MO Synod 


and WI Synod begin.  Concordia Publishing 

House is established.


1872 – Lutheran Synodical Conference formed.

1879 -1883 – Predestination controversy.
1881 – OH Synod leaves Synodical Conference.

May 21, 1882 – First issue of “The Lutheran

Witness.”
May 7, 1887 – Death of C.F.W. Walther.


An Abbreviated Bibliography of Source Material for
Lutheran Church History in North America

●
The Lutherans, L. DeAne Lagerquist

●
The Lutherans in North America, E. Clifford Nelson

●
Moving Frontiers, Carl S. Meyer, ed.

●
Zion on the Mississippi, Walter O. Forster

●
What’s Going on Among the Lutherans? A Comparison of Beliefs, Patsy A. Leppien and J. Kincaid Smith

●
Documents of Lutheran Unity in America, Richard C. Wolf

●
The Crisis in American Lutheran Theology, Vergilius Ferm

●
The Church of the Lutheran Reformation, Conrad Bergendoff

●
A Basic History of Lutheranism in America, Abdel Ross Wentz

●
A Seminary in Crisis, Paul Zimmerman 

●
Anatomy of an Explosion, Kurt E. Marquart

●
Heritage in Motion, August R. Suelflow, ed.

●
The Lutheran Parochial School: Dates, Documents, Events, People.  Wayne E. Schmidt

●
The Religious Bodies of America, F.E. Mayer

●
The Democritization of American Christianity, Nathan O. Hatch  (this book is about the broader topic of American Christianity, not specifically Lutheranism in America).

●
The Romance of Lutheranism in California, Richard T. Du Brau

●
Concordia Historical Institute Quarterly  (the CHI website is also very good.  www.chi.lcms.org)

F.C.D.Wyneken





C.F.W. Walther died on May 7, 1887 and was buried in Concordia Cemetery in St. Louis. 





Martin Stephan





Wilhelm Löhe








� Carl S. Meyer, ed.  Moving Frontiers.  Beginnings of Missouri, Ohio, and other States.  August R. Suelflow, (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1964), 134.


� Ibid, p. 137.


� Ibid, p.138.


� Lutheran Cyclopedia, (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1975), 22.


� Meyer, 164.


� Ibid, p. 143.


� Ibid, p 142-143.


� This is also the title of a book by Arthur H. Drevlow, John M. Drickamer, Glenn E. Reichwald, eds. C.F.W. Walther: The American Luther, (Mankato, Minn.: Walther Press, 1987).  Other resources on Walther include: W.G. Polack. The Story of C.F.W. Walther, (St. Louis: CPH, 1935), Lewis William Spitz Sr. The Life of Dr. C.F.W. Walther, (St. Louis: CPH, 1961), August. R. Suelflow, Servant of the Word: The Life and Ministry of C.F.W. Walther, (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2001).


� Polack, 2.


� Ibid., 2.


� Ibid., 15.


� Cf. C.F.W. Walther, The Proper Distinction between Law and Gospel, (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House).


� Ibid., 5.


� Ibid., 1.


� Polack, 165.


� C.F.W. Walther, Church and Ministry,  (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1987), 21.


� Ibid, 22.


� Meyer, 43.


� Charles Porterfield Krauth authored The Conservative Reformation, in which he discusses the confessional movement within the General Synod and the General Council.


� Edward C. Fredrich, Trumpet With a Certain Sound: The Synodical Conferences’ Confessional Commitment ( � HYPERLINK "http://www.wlsessays.net/authors/F/findex.html" ��http://www.wlsessays.net/authors/F/findex.html�; this is the WELS’ library e-files containing theological articles in PDF and RTF format).


� Nelson, E. Clifford, ed.  The Lutherans in North America.  Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975.  p. 251.


� For further Scripture passages on election cf. Ezekiel 33:11; Luke 8:13; John 10:27-30; Acts 13:48; Romans 8:28-39, 9:22-23, and 15:4; 2 Thessalonians 2:13-15; 2 Timothy 2:21.


� Robert Kolb and Timothy J. Wengert, tran.  The Book of Concord: The Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Press, 2000), 641-642; Formula of Concord, Solid Declaration, Article XI, Election, ¶ 5.


� C.F.W. Walther, The Controversy Concerning Predestination, trans. A. Crull, (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1881), 5.  


� Hermann Sasse, Here We Stand: The Nature and Character of the Lutheran Faith.  This quotation is taken from For All the Saints: A Prayer Book For and By the Church.  Vol. 1, (Delhi, New York: American Lutheran Publicity Bureau, 2003), 1069.  





PAGE  
22

