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At one time in our synod's history, to be a Missouri Synod Lutheran 
meant holding a particular position on church and ministry. It was not 
a question of personal opinion-not even C. F. W Walther's personal 
opinion-but of clear teaching in the Scriptures and Lutheran Con
fessions. The synod maintained that its position was the position of 
the Evangelical Lutheran Church as exhibited in her confessions and 
in the writings of her theologians, preeminently Martin Luther.1 There
fore, it was also a position that synod insisted on in her dealings with 
other church bodies. For example, when synod adopted the Brief State
ment of 1932 as a platform for fellowship discussions with other Ameri
can Lutheran church bodies, it included sections on church and min
istry.2 But this was nothing new. The synodical position professed in 
the 1930s was deeply rooted in synod's history, indeed, we might even 
say in synod's pre-history; and right from the beginning, its position 
regarding church and ministry had distinguished the Missouri Synod 
from other forms of Lutheranism in the United States.3 

But this is no longer the case as evidenced by what happened as 
recently as the 2001 synodical convention, when a motion to reaffirm 
Walther's Church and Ministry as the position of the Missouri Synod 
was opposed by 27% of the vote. True, a sizable majority approved 
(791 to 291), but it was not unanimous; and subsequently David Scaer, 
among others, castigated the convention for taking the action that it 
did. Clearly, what had been a consensus position among Missouri Synod 
Lutherans for at least a century was no longer so.4 

But where had the consensus broken down? What points were now 
at issue that previously had been agreed to? Clearly, the theme of this 
year's Pieper Lectures points to one important facet of the breakdown: 
"call and ordination." The official position of the synod is that God 
appoints pastors by means of the congregation's call and that ordina
tion is a rite by which the church publicly confirms the call. Thesis Six 
regarding the ministry in Walther's Church and Ministry puts it this 
way: 
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A. The ministry of the Word [Predigtamt] is conferred by God through 
the congregation as the possessor of all ecclesiastical power or the 
power of the keys, by means of its call, which God Himself has 
prescribed. 

B. The ordination of the called [persons] with the laying on of hands is 
not a divine institution but merely an ecclesiastical rite [Ordnung] 
established by the apostles; it is no more than a solemn public 
confirmation of the call.5 

Similarly, the Brief Statement of 1932 defined the public ministry 
as "the office by which the Word of God is preached and the Sacra
ments are administered by order and in the name of a Christian congre
gation." Regarding ordination, the Brief Statement said merely, "It is 
not a divine but a commendable ecclesiastical ordinance. "6 

Nonetheless, in spite of such clarity in synod's official documents, 
by the 1970s new opinions regarding call and ordination were appear
ing, particularly in response to what was then a new phenomenon in 
American Lutheranism, viz., the ordination of women.7 And then in 
the 1980s, when the synod began authorizing men to serve in minis
tries of Word and sacrament without ordination (and maybe without a 
call as well), reassessments of the synodical position multiplied and in
tensified. 8 

In a certain sense, what is going on today is what happened in 
synod's formative years. Theological reflection on church and minis
try, call, and ordination followed episodes of controversial practice that 
forced participants and observers back into the Bible and the Confes
sions for responses to a new situation. Without the controversies there 
would have been no investigation and no statements. If then we are 
going to understand why the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod took 
the stand that it once did on call and ordination, we need to examine 
the historical context that gave rise to its position. In other words, we 
need to know the questions before we can understand the answers that 
synod gave. 

In this paper, therefore, I intend to explore the historical context 
out of which came the Missouri Synod's teaching regarding congrega
tional rights, the nature of the call, and the significance of ordination. 
I hasten to add, of course, that the validity of synod's position depends 
on its congruity with the Scriptures and the Confessions. History may 
offer explanations for positions taken, but God's Word alone stands in 
Judgment over what is taught and practiced. 

As is well known, there were at least two separate streams of 
Lutheranism in America that came together to form the Lutheran 
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Church-Missouri Synod: the Saxon immigrants originally located in 
Missouri and another group active primarily in the upper Midwest 
(Michigan, Ohio, and Indiana), many of them originally sponsored by 
Wilhelm Loehe.9 But it was the first of these groups, the Saxons, who 
were most concerned about issues of church and ministry. At the very 
first meeting of these two groups (St. Louis, May 1846), one of the 
Loehe participants, Friedrich Lochner, reported that in their discus
sions the Saxons raised concerns about the "instructions" with which 
Loehe had sent them off to America and admitted that he and the other 
Loehe men "were very unclear in points of doctrine, especially regard
ing the Church and the ministry." Unfortunately, Lochner gives no 
details regarding the problems.10 

Similarly, at the July 1846 meeting held in Fort Wayne to agree 
upon a constitution, church and ministry again came to the fore. This 
time the sources do provide some indication of what were the points 
at issue. Writing to Wilhelm Loehe, Wilhelm Hattstaedt, one of 
Loehe's Sendlinge, reported that the proposed constitution did not re
flect Loehe's thinking. Instead, wrote Hattstaedt, 

The congregations were given all rights in settling their own affairs. They 
may call their preachers, and they may dismiss them, namely, when the 
preacher proves to be a wolf and preaches false doctrine and leads an 
ungodly life. If they dismiss their pastors for other reasons, they cannot 
be members of synod. They must be regarded as non-Christian and 
unorthodox. 11 

Hattstaedt's comments undoubtedly reflect the discussions of the 
Ft. Wayne meeting, 12 but the text of the constitution that was adopted 
does not explicitly affirm the congregation's right to choose its pastor. 
The constitution does, however, provide for lay representation at syn
odical meetings, 13 about which Loehe expressed some serious concerns 
in a letter to Wilhelm Sihler, host pastor of the Ft. Wayne meeting. 
Loehe believed that the provision for lay delegates (one per member 
congregation) was the result of an American democratic spirit making 
inroads into the Lutheran Church. Pastors were the divinely appointed 
representatives of the congregations, but under the proposed arrange
ments, pastors could be outvoted by the lay representatives since there 
were more congregations than pastors in the American church. Fur
thermore, reports from America had convinced Loehe that too many 
congregations were being wrecked by that same democratic spirit. In
stead of giving lay delegates the right to speak and vote against their 
pastors, the Lutherans in America, Loehe believed, would have been 
better off establishing a presbyterian-type church body that might have 
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discouraged congregational debates among "a stubborn people, addicted 
to a perverted liberty."14 

In spite of such reservations, however, Loehe urged his men in 
America to join the new synod and wrote that if he were there, he too 
would have joined. Clearly, there were many things in the new consti
tution that pleased Loehe-confessional subscription, biblical author
ity, and exclusive use of the German language among them. Moreover, 
Loehe recognized that a synodical constitution was a matter of Chris
tian liberty (though not license), and he valued confessional unity more 
than his own ideas on church government. Besides, he was confident 
that experience would.lead to an improved constitution.15 

What Loehe did not realize, however, was the depth of conviction 
that the Saxons especially already possessed regarding congregational 
privileges and how antagonistic they had become to anything that 
smacked of clericalism. So, for example, by the time of synod's found
ing, they were heavily engaged in a battle with]. A. A. Grabau and his 
newly established Buffalo Synod over the relationship between con
gregations and pastors. In a letter to Sihler from the previous year, 
Walther had included among Grabau's errors his "restrict[ing] con
trary to God's Word the right of congregations to call pastors and de
cide matters" and his "elevat[ing] the ministry in several respects to a 
higher position than the Word of God, our Confessions and Luther's 
writings do."16 

But the controversy with Grabau was itself a consequence of the 
Saxons' even earlier experiences with Martin Stephan and of the time 
of uncertainty after Stephan's fall from power. Prior to Stephan's exile 
from the Saxon congregations in Missouri, Walther and his fellow 
clergy had embraced an extreme form of clericalism. Already in Ger
many, when they organized an emigration society, they had included 
among their traveling regulations the following provision: "The chief 
management of all affairs of the entire Gesellschaft shall be exercised by 
its primate, who accordingly will combine in his person the supreme 
authority in spiritual and civil matters"; and then, upon arriving in the 
New World, they had invested Stephan with the office of bishop and 
had pledged their obedience to him. 17 Clearly, no thought was being 
given to congregational rights. 

But with the unmasking of Stephan as a sexual predator, the cer
tainty with which the Saxons had accepted episcopacy began to dissi
pate. For almost two years, the clergy and lay leaders of the former 
Stephanite migration wrestled with issues of ecclesiastical authority and 
governance until C. F. W. Walther charted a new path at the Altenburg 
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Debate in the spring of 1841. What one needs to realize about the 
intervening period, however, is how intensely emotional it was for many 
of the participants. Their adoption of new views regarding church and 
ministry was not the result of an uninvolved and objective quest for 
the truth but was fueled by terrible feelings of guilt and remorse. And 
chief among the penitents was Walther himself. 

In a remarkable letter, written almost a year after Stephan's exile, 
Walther pours out his heart to his older brother, 0. H. Walther, also 
one of the immigrant pastors. Confessions of guilt permeate the cor
respondence, but one of the bright spots is a description of the younger 
man's relationship to his Perry County congregation. Although Walther 
begins his letter with an affirmation of faith, seeking his "rest and rec
onciliation" in Jesus Christ alone, he quickly proceeds to an extended 
description of his spiritual miseries, rooted in his involvement with 
Stephan. Walther accuses himself of many sins in connection with the 
emigration, e.g., encouraging cases of adultery (probably referring not 
only to Stephan's philandering but also to the marriages that were bro
ken up) and of children forsaking their aged and sick parents, sectari
anism, condemnation of honest people who refused to go along, and 
the "disgraceful idolizing of Stephan." Walther even calls himself a 
"murderer of those buried at sea" (a reference to those lost when the 
Amalia disappeared without a trace).18 

So acutely does Walther feel his sin that he wonders whether he 
can continue in the ministry. By this time, he was serving as pastor to 
one of the congregations in Perry County, but he expresses severe 
doubts about whether he should continue. In fact, he tells his brother, 
he has discussed this with his congregation and explained the extent of 
his sin, as a result of which, he informed them, they would be right in 
deposing him. If they did not do so, he was very concerned that they 
might harbor doubts about his ministry which could become a stum
bling block to their faith. So, Walther reports, "I told them I was quite 
certain that I would have to regard it as praiseworthy if they chose 
another pastor who has not soiled himself with the Stephanite cause." 

At the conclusion of his conversation with the congregation, they 
asked for time to think it over. The next Sunday, they met again; and, 
at this point in his letter, Walther offers a beautiful example of a 
congregation's ministering to its pastor, "They assured me to a man 
that they forgave me everything from the bottom of their hearts and 
with joy of conscience, and they said unanimously that they wanted to 
retain me as their pastor as long as I would preach God's Word to them 
pure and unalloyed." "Thereupon," adds Walther, "I accepted the con-
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firmation of my call as from God's hand and in his name."19 This hap
pened several months before the Altenburg Debate and before Walther 
had completely worked out a theological solution to the problems posed 
by the emigration, now viewed as sinful. However, well before he could 
successfully debate it, Walther already had experienced a solution in 
the actions of a forgiving congregation. 

In addition to his personal anxieties, Walther's letter shows that 
doubts about the whole enterprise were widespread. Many were ask
ing if the Saxon congregations were really Lutheran congregations and 
whether they had the right to call pastors. Although Walther was now 
willing to say yes, there were others, including prominent laymen, who 
were saying no and were refusing to attend services. Some of the can
didates (would-be pastors) were refusing to conduct services, and some 
of the pastors were resigning or contemplating it.20 

Although in the letter to his brother Walther indicated his convic
tion that his people were a Lutheran congregation and had the right 
to call, his personal trials were not over. He still suffered terrible feel
ings of guilt, and in the fall of 1840 his health deteriorated to the point 
that he had to give up his ministry. While convalescing, however, he 
had the opportunity to study and develop his thinking on the issues to 
such an extent that in April of 1841, he was able generally to persuade 
the Saxon colony of the correctness of his answers. This was in the 
Altenburg Debate (named after the place where it occurred, one of the 
new Perry County settlements, Altenburg), in which Walther was op
posed by one of the lay leaders, Adolph Marbach.21 Once again, emo
tions ran high, especially when one pastor was accused of calling the 
Lord's Supper a "comedy act."22 Nevertheless, at length there was a 
resolution, and Marbach acknowledged a basic agreement with 
Walther. 23 

As indicated by one of the witnesses, J. F. F. Winter, Walther sum
marized the issues this way: 

You have doubts as to whether the Christian church, a work wrought of 
God, God's Word, the sacraments, and the ministerial office are present 
here. I maintain, yes I shall prove, that these not only can be but must be 
present and other things besides.24 

Walther's argument as expressed in the theses prepared for this de
bate comes down to two points: 1) a Christian church is present when 
people gather about the means of grace even if they err in one respect 
or another, and 2) to such a local congregation-even an erring one
God has entrusted all church power.25 The application of this argu-
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ment to the Saxon situation was simple: they were a church and could 
call pastors. Thus, the pastors could be confident of their ministries 
because of the call of the congregation. They did not need a state 
church, a bishop, or any other clergy to confer upon them what God 
had first of all given to every congregation and then through their con
gregations to them. 

Given the intensity of experience with which the Saxons had come 
to their new understanding of church and ministry, in particular their 
new appreciation for the rights of the congregation as the church in a 
particular place, one can understand why they brought the matter up 
in the meetings that led to the founding of the Missouri Synod and 
why they had no use for Loehe's preferences for a system of synodical 
government dominated by the clergy. 

However, it is also important to realize that the synodical founders 
never lost their appreciation for the office of the ministry in spite of 
their adherence to the "transference" theory confessed by Walther at 
Altenburg. In fact, in Walther's 1840 letter to his brother he identified 
the worst of the sins he and the other pastors had committed as their 
"faithlessness" to their former congregations in Germany which, says 
Walther, "we abandoned contrary to God and his Word and his will, 
and toward whom we have become guilty of breaking an oath."26 They 
had sinned against God because God was the one who had placed them 
into the office. This was a doctrine that Walther never surrendered 
even after coming to new convictions about how God did this through 
the congregation. Not surprisingly, then, the first synodical constitu
tion included provisions regarding the ministry that demonstrated com
mitment to the pastoral office as divinely instituted. 

For one thing, as a condition of membership, the new synod re
quired the "proper (not temporary) calling [(nicht zeitweiliger) BerufJ of 
the pastors."27 This provision for calling pastors with unlimited tenure 
not only resulted from theological considerations but, once again, also 
reflected the experiences of the synodical founders. F. C. D. Wyneken, 
for example, in his famous Notruf that encouraged so many to support 
the American mission of the Lutheran Church,28 bemoaned the ubiq
uitous presence of "hirelings" in America who intruded themselves into 
congregations in the absence of real pastors. Concerned especially about 
their immoral conduct and ignorance of God's truth, Wyneken also 
complained about the way in which the congregations obtained them: 
"Nothing gives a sadder testimony of the awful conditions of the con
gregations than to see these 'preachers' and the manner in which the 
congregations burden themselves with them. They are hired just like 
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herdsmen, or clever imposters." Wyneken goes on then to describe 
three of these "hirelings," a former student (and child molester), a coo
per (and wife-beater), and a former cannoneer who, because he did 
not "have the audacity to administer the sacraments, trie[d] to make 
them suspect as unnecessary customs. "29 

To remedy such ills, the synodical constitution required not only 
regular calls but also that the "life" of its pastors "be beyond reproof." 
It further went on to specify that "strangers" could not become mem
bers of synod unless they could "prove themselves to be thoroughly 
orthodox in respect to doctrine and life." Indeed, one of the principal 
purposes of the synod was the provision of capable pastors for the 
church. Out of the fourteen items listed in the constitution as the "busi
ness of synod," five had to do with preparing and placing pastors (nos. 
5, 6, 7, 8, 12) and three more were concerned with pastors carrying 
out their duties correctly (nos. 1, 2, and 11).30 Although Walther and 
the Saxons were insistent that congregations had the right to call their 
pastors, the synodical founders were also insistent that only the right 
kind of men be called and placed into the office of the public ministry. 
They wanted to correct the conditions sketched by Wyneken, not per
petuate them. 

In the face of frontier conditions, some church bodies had adopted 
provisions for licensing would-be pastors, in effect putting them on 
probation in the ministry in order to test their character and capabili
ties. But the founders of the Missouri Synod rejected such "licenses" 
as inconsistent with the office of the holy ministry, into which God 
was placing a man. Loehe, for example, had instructed his missionary 
pastors this way, "If you connect yourself with a congregation, then 
you will not let yourself be hired for a year, as one may hire a servant, 
but for as long as it shall please God. "31 

Wilhelm Sihler had actually begun his ministry in America with a 
dispute over licensing. An emissary of the Dresden Missionary Soci
ety, Sihler received and accepted a call to serve a large settlement of 
Germans in Pomeroy, Ohio. He began his ministry in January of 1844 
and later that same year presented himself to the Ohio Synod for ex
amination and ordination. Sihler was already acquainted with some of 
its clergy, and one of them, Wilhelm Lehmann, had recommended 
Sihler to the Pomeroy churches. Although the synod accepted a testi
monial to Sihler's qualifications from the highly respected Lutheran 
leader in Germany, A. G. Rudelbach, that Sihler had brought with him 
when he emigrated, they nonetheless wanted only to license him for 
ministry, not ordain him. But Sihler refused. A synod had no right, he 
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argued, to refuse ordination to one whom they recognized as "ortho
dox, capable, and of irreproachable conduct" and one who already had 
a proper call from a congregation. Interestingly, Sihler's argument won 
the day. The Ohio Synod ordained him and accepted him into mem
bership. 32 

Besides Sihler and the Loehe men, the Saxons too opposed tempo
rary calls and licenses. In his Pastoral Theology, C. F. W Walther would 
later explain his opposition to temporary calls this way: 

[Calling preachers temporarily] fights against the divinity of a correct 
call to a preaching office in the church .... For if God is really the One 
Who calls preachers, the congregations are only the instruments for 
separating the persons for the work to which God has called them (Acts 
13: 1). The preacher stands in God's service and office, and no creature 
can dismiss God's servant from God's office unless it can be proven that 
God Himself has dismissed him from office. n 

The argument is really straightforward. The ministry is God's, not ours, 
so He will determine when a ministry is over, not men, not even the 
congregation through which God called a man in the first place. 

Although Walther's Pastoral Theology was written long after the for
mation of the Missouri Synod (first edition 1872), 34 one of Walther's 
Saxon colleagues, Theodore Brohm, had published an article in Der 
Lutheraner already in April of 1845 on the "regular call" into the min
istry (Von ordentlicher Berufung zum Predigtamt) in which he dealt with 
the issue of temporary calls. While acknowledging that the history of 
Lutheranism in Germany offered some early examples of temporary 
calls, by his time, Brohm maintained, they had disappeared in Ger
many but were prevalent in America. However, Brohm rejected tem
porary calls on three grounds: (1) they were directly opposed to the 
divinity of the call; (2) they violated the law of love that a congrega
tion is to follow in its relationship with its pastor; and (3) they under
mined the obedience that hearers are to have for those who care for 
their souls. 

Like Walther, Brohm argued that however much a call comes 
through a congregation, it is really God who is doing the calling. The 
congregation is only His "servant" or "tool" and not the master of the 
call. The congregation must keep a faithful pastor until God decides 
otherwise, either by calling him away into another place of service or 
else by taking him into heaven. If, however, a congregation deprives a 
pastor of his livelihood and subjects him and his family to hardship 
and want, it demonstrates a wanton spirit [Mutwille] and delusion 
[Verblendung] instead of the care and consideration that the Scriptures 
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enjoin. Brahm also suggested that a temporary call can inhibit a pastor 
from preaching the severity of the Law when needed since keeping his 
position would depend on pleasing the people. But a faithful pastor 
has to rebuke sin, and his people need to obey. For Brahm, therefore, 
"no orthodox congregation can issue such a temporary, hireling's call 
without serious sin, and no preacher may put up with such a call, or 
else he becomes a participant in another's sin."35 

Significantly, Brahm also warned pastors that they too must not 
undermine the divinity of the call by selfishly leaving it. Pastors can
not treat it as temporary any more than congregations can: 

Just as little as congregations may dismiss a faithful pastor so may the 
preacher without serious damage to pastoral faithfulness abandon his 
congregation-over which the Holy Spirit has appointed him bishop (Acts 
20)-out of mere caprice or desire for change, laziness, greed, ambition, 
or any other fleshly motivation. 

For both congregations and pastors, therefore, the call is a permanent 
arrangement unless God Himself arranges differently. This is why, 
therefore, in his Pastoral Theology, Walther insisted that when a pastor 
received a call from another congregation, he should make his deci
sion in consultation with "learned theologians" as well as the two con
gregations involved. Moreover, "he should not leave his congregation 
without its explicit agreement" unless all could see that the congrega
tion was acting out of pure stubbornness and against the best interests 
of the church. 36 

Clearly, calls are sacred and one must not treat them selfishly or 
even privately. God gives them through the church and for the church. 

But if the call was divine, ordination was not. It was only an "apos
tolic, ecclesiastical institution-[allein eine apostolisch kirchliche Ordnung]."37 

Like their conclusions regarding the congregation's right to call, the 
synodical founders articulated their position on ordination in connec
tion with controversy, this time with J. A. A. Grabau and the Buffalo 
Synod that Grabau and other immigrant pastors from Prussia founded 
in 1845. As was the case regarding the call, so too the theological ques
tions regarding ordination were intertwined with very emotional epi
sodes that personally engaged those who were debating the issues. Once 
again, real people with real interests were developing their theology in 
connection with real events. 

Although the Saxons and the Prussians had known of each other in 
the old country and had actually set out for the new about the same 
time, they had kept their distance from each other in spite of some 
tentative efforts to join forces. The role of Stephan was clearly one 
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reason they had remained separate. But once the Saxons had repudi
ated Stephan, each side made overtures to the other about joining 
forces. After all, both groups were strongly committed to confessional 
Lutheranism. Moreover, while the Prussians were short of pastors, the 
Saxons had an abundance of qualified men.38 

However, it was precisely the shortage of clergy among the 
Prussians that elicited positions regarding the ministry that the Saxons 
could not accept and that would provoke controversy for decades. It 
began simply enough with the two sides corresponding and exchang
ing documents, the most important of which was Grabau's Hirtenbrief 
or "Pastoral Letter." Grabau had not written this originally for the Sax
ons but for members of his own immigration movement who, on ac
count of not having pastors, were being tempted to employ ad hoc ar
rangements for pastoral care. 

In particular, in Wisconsin, where a part of Grabau's migration 
movement had settled in expectation that Grabau would soon follow, 
the congregation decided to ask one of their laymen, a teacher, to con
duct services, including the administration of communion, when it be
came clear that Grabau was going to stay in Buffalo and that their pros
pects for obtaining an ordained clergyman were uncertain and limited. 
At the same time, however, they did write to Grabau for his approval; 
but Grabau was hardly inclined to give it. Quite the contrary, he was 
alarmed that such actions might destroy the unity of the church that 
had now made its way to America, by eroding faithfulness to the 
Augsburg Confession, in particular to Article XIV; by which the 
Lutheran Church committed itself to the principle that "no one should 
publicly teach in the Church, or administer the Sacraments, without a 
rightly ordered call." As a result, Grabau composed his "pastoral let
ter" and sent it to the various congregations of Prussian immigrants in 
December of 1840. At some point-presumably around the same 
time-he also sent a copy to the Saxons. Unfortunately, the Saxons 
could not give the Hirtenbrief the kind of acceptance that Grabau might 
have wished or maybe even expected. 39 

Since we are not sure precisely when the Saxons received Grabau's 
letter or how widely it was read, we do not know for certain what their 
initial reaction was. However, one of the Buffalo Synod historians has 
quoted Walther from this period in a way that certainly rings true: 
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it the same incorrect tenets whose destructive consequences we had but 
recently experienced, and from which only the overwhelming grace and 
patience of God had saved us .... We were at that time so helpless and 
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without counsel and so despised that the temptation was great to be quiet 
... and to go in on the union Grabau had proposed. But previously we 
had embraced his errors, and they had led to the rim of destruction, 
for which reason we could not now again agree to these errors 
intentionally. 40 

This reaction is certainly understandable, given the intensity of their 
experiences in the Stephanite debacle. And in their answer to the 
Hirtenbrief, the Saxons refer specifically to that history: 

You know how we just a short time ago lay sick under Stephan and his 
hierarchical tendencies, which we have now recognized and done away 
with more and more through God's mercy, so that-admittedly like 
children who have been burned-we now can warn others. . . . [O]ur 
eyes have now been opened about so much which we previously 
considered true and right, although it was not.41 

But what was it in Grabau's letter that concerned them? There were 
a number of points, but of central importance to the Saxons was 
Grabau's failure to strike the proper balance between the rights of the 
congregation and the privileges of the clergy. "It seems," they say, "you 
attribute more to the office of the ministry than is due, and that thereby 
the spiritual priesthood of the congregations is diminished." Specifi
cally, they charge Grabau with demanding of the congregation that 
they obey their pastor in adiaphora while denying to the congregation 
responsibility for the doctrine of their teachers and pastors. Further
more, they accuse Grabau of rejecting the congregation's right to 
call its pastor and of making more out of ordination than he 
should.42 

~t:!~rding the call s.pecifical~~d .thata regular call 
included pa_nicipation by the ckl'gy__as~_as_the~cgftgregatiQ!l. Clergy 
were necessary~ndidate before a congregation called him 
and then for ordaining him after the congregation had acted: "If the 
congregation now elects such a tested man to administer the holy sac
raments, or to carry out other holy ministries in the church, then he 
can be admitted by those who are already ministers of the church according 
to 1 Tim. 5:22, 'Lay hands ... on no one hastily.'"43 

But the Saxons disagreed. They charged Grabau with emphasizing 
the old Lutheran church orders so much that "what is essential gets 
confused with what is nonessential, divine with human, so that Chris
tian freedom is restricted." Thus, they reject the idea that ordination 
is a divine mandate b_y_w:hich one is admi~e ministry~ 
instead that it is "only the public, churchlx_ confirmation of the call to 
~ minisgy."44 ~ 
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As the debate continued-an.cl it did for many years-there was per
haps a narrowing of some issues. For example, in his answer to the Saxon 
reply, Grabau acknowledged the right of the congregation to call a pas
tor although continuing to insist also on the divine necessity of ordi
nation by fellow clergy. But in a letter to Theodore Brahm, Grabau 
also recognized that in an emergency situation like the Napoleonic 
Wars both call and ordination might be lacking and yet a man could 
carry out pastoral functions. He even admitted that in such a situation 
it would be better for an emergency pastor to be called by his congre
gation with ordination to follow after the emergency had passed.45 

For their part, the Saxons wrote more positively of ordination in 
their next response to Grabau. Although the Saxons continued to re
ject ordination as a divine command, they held that it was rooted in 
apostolic custom and should not ordinarily be omitted. In their first 
response to Grabau, they had perhaps given the impression that ordi
nation was not very important. Even though they described it "as a 
praiseworthy and beneficial ceremony received from the earliest Chris
tian times" that should be retained "foi: the sake of unity and good 
order," they had also written that since('.'.[ordination] is merely publica 
testificatio for the fact that the call, as the essential part in the appoint
ment of a preacher is correct, the confirmatio and the introductio pastoris 
are really a nonessential part that can occur or no~46 

However, in their second response, the Saxons struck a different 
tone and elaborated on the value of the ordination. Even though they 
continued to insist that ordination did not give any part of the office 
that the call had not already given, nevertheless ordination was impor
tant for the strengthening and confirmation of the new pastor in his 
ministry, for the opportunity for all to hear about the importance of 
the ministry, and as an occasion for congregational prayer on behalf of 
the new pastor. Clearly, the Saxons believed there was a point and pur
pose to ordination that they were not eager to omit.47 

Both sides, therefore, had made important clarifications that re
duced the distance between their respective positions on ordination
Grabau being willing to consider its omission in emergencies and the 
Saxons affirming its use and blessings. Nevertheless, the rhetorical dis
tance widened and each side began to think the worst of the other. A 
good example of this development in connection with ordination is how 
the two sides interpreted the case of Ottomar Fuerbringer. Fuerbringer 
was a candidate of theology who had emigrated with Martin Stephan, 
and in the spring of 1840 he received a call from a small group of Ger
mans in Elkhorn Prairie (Venedy), Illinois. He accepted the call and 
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began his ministry, but without ordination. Not until three years later 
was Fuerbringer ordained.48 

For Grabau, the Fuerbringer case was a perfect example of how 
little regard the Saxons had for ordination. But for the Saxons it proved 
the exact opposite, since Fuerbringer had delayed ordination on ac
count of his scruples about whether he should be ordained by his fellow 
Saxon clergy in the wake of the Stephan debacle. This was at the same 
time that Walther and others were questioning the validity of their own 
calls and whether they could continue in the ministry.49 It is not sur
prising then that a candidate would wonder about the value of ordina
tion from such clergy as these, so Fuerbringer wanted an opinion from 
one of the confessional leaders in the old country. Nevertheless, he 
decided to begin his ministry in Illinois with call but without ordina
tion, since he believed that the circumstances of the congregation re
quired his services. While trying to satisfy his own conscience regard
ing his own ordination, Fuerbringer would not abandon the people 
who had called him as their pastor. 

In their explanation to Grabau, the Saxons said that they had been 
willing to treat Fuerbringer with consideration on account of his con
science but had rejoiced when he was finally ordained by Walther in 
St. Louis. 50 But this was not good enough for Grabau. Instead oflike
wise rejoicing that whatever had been defective had now been corrected 
in Fuerbringer, he condemned the Saxons' conduct in this matter as 
"sinful" and Fuerbringer's behavior as "very sinful" if he really held 
ordination so highly and still did not receive it prior to beginning his 
ministry. In Grabau's view, however, it was more likely that Fuerbringer 
was guilty of "Enthusiasm" by making ordination depend on the char
acter of those performing it. To this, the Saxons then responded with 
their own highly charged rhetoric by accusing Grabau of false teach
ing and of lovelessness "which does not know how to show consider
ation for weak, oppressed consciences." Such language shows that the 
Saxons did not endorse Fuerbringer's decision to postpone ordination 
even if they did not call into question his ministry without it. 51 

Although Grabau did not have a personal investment in the 
Fuerbringer case the way the Saxons did, there were several situations 
about which he and his Prussian colleagues felt strongly in their rela
tions to the Saxons. This made it increasingly difficult for the two sides 
to treat .each other with charity. In several places, Saxon pastors, and 
subsequently Missouri Synod pastors, served dissident or excommuni
cated members from the Prussian pastors' churches. This had begun 
already in 1841, just after the Altenburg Debate, when one of Walther's 
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fellow immigrant pastors, Ernst Moritz Burger, had accepted a call from 
excommunicated members of Grabau's own church in Buffalo. A few 
years later, similar developments occurred in Wisconsin (Freistadt and 
Milwaukee). 

To Grabau and his colleagues, congregations formed from dissi
dents wer.e not churches at all but "mobs" and their pastors "mob 
preachers [Rottenprediger]"; and therefore they made the withdrawal of 
such pastors a condition of their meeting face to face with their oppo
nents. But the opponents-Walther and his colleagues-believed that 
the opposition churches were the results of Grabau's false teachings 
regarding church and ministry. Therefore, when the Missouri Synod 
began, Burger and his congregation became charter members, and at 
synod's first convention it rendered a decision in favor of the dissidents 
in Wisconsin. Subsequently, the founding of Missouri Synod opposi
tion congregations continued. Wilhelm Iwan describes eight such situ
ations in the late 1840s and 1850s.52 

Once again, theologizing about church and ministry occurred in 
connection with real-life problems, in this case congregational con
troversies and divisions. It is no wonder that the rhetoric of each side 
became so heated that, in Iwan's judgment, it included "words used in 
the heat of the fight for which no righteous man, let alone a clergy
man, could ever have an excuse." Among other examples cited by Iwan, 
the Buffalo Synod described the Missouri Synod's first meeting as the 
"Ahab Synod," and the Missouri Synod accused their opponents of be
ing in league with the devil: "they summon the help of the father of 
lies, and cook up a ragout about them in their magic pot, using all sorts 
of evil ingredients which are bound to make any man sick. "53 

Because of the heated rhetoric and especially the aggravation of 
opposition congregations, it probably did not matter to Grabau that 
the Fuerbringer case showed that the Saxons did not really treat ordi
nation as a matter of indifference. As William Cwirla has pointed out, 
if the Saxons had viewed ordination strictly as an adiaphoron, the de
bate with Grabau should have led to their refusing to employ ordina
tion at all in accordance with the Formula of Concord, Article X.54 

But that was not the case. However much Grabau may have exagger
ated the importance of ordination, the Missouri Synod continued to 
treat it with the highest respect.55 

Years later, in his Pastoral Theology, Walther wrote that anyone who 
unnecessarily omitted ordination was "acting schismatically,"56 and right 
from the beginning the synodical constitution demonstrated the im
portance of ordination for the founders. For one thing, the constitu-
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tion made it the business of sytiod "to provide for ecclesiastical ordi
nation and induction into office." The president himself was supposed 
to ordain new pastors with the assistance of at least one neighboring 
pastor, and if possible in the presence of the calling congregation. Fur
thermore, reflecting both the beliefs and experiences of the founders, 
the constitution restricted ordination to those who had received "a le
gitimate call from and to a particular congregation" and also had been 
found to be "sound in faith, fit to teach, and beyond reproof in life." 
Also as part of his duties, the president was to serve as chairman of the 
examining committee. Far from being something unimportant, there
fore, the founders treated ordination with the highest respect; and the 
first synodical convention included two such ordinations.57 

Indeed, the entire constitution shows that Walther and his col
leagues meant what they said to Grabau and the Buffalo Synod. Al
though they insisted that the Word of God can work outside of the 
office of the ministry, they never advocated anything but the ordained 
ministry as the regular way through which the means of grace ought 
to be administered publicly: 

If the question is asked in general: how does God deal with us? The 
answer must be: through His Word-whether He proclaims it Himself 
or records it for Moses or provides for us to hear or read it through an 
angel or through men or otherwise in many sorts of ways or through 
His Spirit who writes it in our hearts .... But if now the question is: how 
does God distribute the means of grace to us now and therefore deal 
with us ordinarily [ordentlicher Weise], the answer is: through the preaching 
office that He has established. 58 

Of course, history can only tell us so much. It really offers no cri
teria for separating true doctrine from false. Nevertheless, when we 
examine how our synodical forefathers arrived at their theological po
sitions, we can better understand why those positions have meant so 
much in the history of synod. In the case of call and ordination, the 
Saxon founders of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod expressed 
beliefs to which they had come only in connection with soul-searing 
personal experiences. As their discussions with the Loehe men dem
onstrated, these issues were of fundamental importance to them in 
founding the synod; and as their debate with Grabau and the Prussians 
demonstrated, they were willing to fight for their convictions rather 
than yield for the sake of peace. That meant that from the beginning 
the Missouri Synod would hold to very specific teachings regarding 
church and ministry. Today, we are writing yet another chapter in 
synod's history to see if it still does. 
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