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Part I: Synod and Congregation 
When the calendar turned in January from one millennium to the next, there was an air of 

excitement all around the globe – what would the next millennium bring? Now, more than nine 

months later, I think we all recognize that the year 2000 is a lot like 1999, and even the Y2K bug 

failed to make an appearance. Nevertheless, the beginning of a new century, let alone a new 

millennium, reminds us forcefully of the passing of time and opens the mind to a world of new 

possibilities – some of them thrilling, e.g., instant communication with loved ones around the 

world any time and any place; some horrifying, e.g., the cloning of human beings for the 

purposes of organ farming; and some simply unsettling, e.g., the prospects of extending the 

average human life span to a 100 years or more. 

Of course, as a church historian I have little expertise predicting the future and determining 

whether or when any of these possibilities will become a reality and, if they do, in foretelling 

what difference they will make in the life and practice of the church. But what I can do as a 

church historian is look at previous eras of change to see what they have meant for the Church as 

well as to comment on the continuities, the things that do not change and that characterize our 

life together, no matter what else otherwise is occurring. In short, what I hope to do with you 

here today and tomorrow is prepare for the future by looking to the past. 

Your program committee has assigned me the particular topic of "Uses and Abuses of Power in 

the Church." Obviously, this provides a lot of leeway since in virtually every era of the church, 

power – who has it and how is it used – is a central theme of history. But for our purposes I 

thought it would be most useful if we would stick close to home and deal with issues and 

personalities regarding power that we are already somewhat familiar with, viz., in our own 

Lutheran Church Missouri Synod and in particular the theology and experiences of C. F. W. 

Walther, synod’s founder and first president. 

Quite evidently, Walther’s shadow falls over the history of the LCMS like that of Luther over 

Lutheranism: issues, ideas, institutions, and theology in our church body - all are discussed and 

debated with reference to C.F.W. Walther: What was Walther's doctrine of church and ministry? 

What did Walther say about the Scriptures? What was Walther's attitude toward liturgy and 

hymnody? How did Walther get along with other Lutherans? 

Questions like these dot the theological landscape when we do theology in Missouri. True 

enough, one may, in theory, disagree with Walther's theology and practice if one has adequate 

grounds for doing so, but in our synod that's usually not the case. Instead and much more 

typically, when we do theology, we use Walther as an authority - under the Scriptures and the 

Confessions, to be sure - but nonetheless, for us Walther is always an important witness to the 

theological argument that one is advancing in the Missouri Synod. 



Of course, Walther himself would have disavowed any special authority in himself, and I am not 

suggesting that he is right on any and every question. His work, like our own, needs to be 

assessed carefully on the basis of his own self-imposed standards, the Word of God and the 

Confessions. However, I would argue that Walther is always worth listening to. If the theological 

enterprise is, among other things, a conversation, its value depends upon those who are 

conversing; and as a historian, I consider it a part of my task to bring worthy interlocutors from 

the past into the conversation of the present. And Walther is one whose voice deserves to be 

heard, especially in a church like ours - one still concerned about being faithful to the Scriptures 

and the Confessions no matter in what era we find ourselves; for we will discover that C.F.W. 

Walther is usually insightful, sometimes brilliant, and always orthodox! 

But there is another point to be made as well and that is that Walther lived at a time of enormous 

change for the Lutheran Church – not so much the kind of change that we are experiencing today 

as a result of technological innovation although there was some of that in Walther’s day too; but 

nevertheless enormous change and significant too, for it involved the establishment of the 

Confessional Lutheran Church in an entirely new social and political context, the transplanting of 

Lutheranism from the old world to the new, from German lands still dominated by social 

hierarchies and a church establishment to a United States of America in which the Lutheran 

Church was entirely on her own. And in this context, Walther understood the theological task as 

that of applying old truths to a radically new situation. 

Through the years, Walther has often been accused of lacking originality, of not standing out 

from the crowd, of promulgating simply a theology of repristination; but this is an accusation 

that Walther would have taken as the supreme compliment, since, from his point of view, 

innovations in theology were inevitably signs of departure from the truth once revealed. 

Therefore, Walther's writings often consist more of quotations from Luther, the Confessions, and 

the orthodox Lutheran fathers - and oh, yes, also the Bible - than of original comments from 

Walther himself. Even so, Walther, in a very real sense, was a creative theologian - not in what 

he taught - but in applying what he taught – in summoning up the voices of 16th and 17th 

centuries Lutheranism to speak to 19th century America. Now in our day we want to let these old 

Lutherans address the 21
st
 century as well. 

But now, using Walther as kind of a starting point, let's get down to business and address the 

question at hand, "Uses and Abuses of Power in the Church," first of all by considering just what 

we mean by "power in the Church"? And as soon as we do, we will see the obvious relevance of 

Walther’s theology to our topic, for on this question, his position is unambiguous and is still 

accepted everywhere in our church. By power in the church, we mean but one thing: the office of 

the keys, the power to forgive and to retain sins. This is the power of God unto salvation; we find 

it in the Gospel; it comes to us through Word and sacraments; and God has given it to His 

Church. 

Simple enough, but no sooner do we define this power than questions immediately arise about 

how this power is to be exercised and who is supposed to do it – precisely the questions that 

occupied much of Walther’s attention throughout his ministry largely on account of the new 

situation in which the Lutherans found themselves. Usually, we talk about "church and ministry" 



in connection with Walther’s theology, but from another perspective it was all about power, 

church power – who has it, what does it include, and who carries it out? 

And many of Walther’s best known works were originally written to answer these questions as, 

for example, his Church and Ministry, The Form of a Christian Congregation, and Pastoral 

Theology – books in which Walther answers questions raised by the situations of his day and 

which still, I believe, have obvious relevance to questions regarding the "the use and abuse of 

power" in our own days. And it is from these works, principally, but others as well that I intend 

to make observations regarding Walther’s understanding of church power in an attempt to 

address the questions of our day. 

The first of these, Church and Ministry, is the most theoretical of the three and really provides 

the theological foundation for the other two. Interestingly, however, it is also the one most 

directly related to controversies in the American Lutheran Church regarding church power, for 

its genesis is to be found in the controversy between J. A. A. Grabau and Walther, i.e, between 

the Saxons and the Prussians, that afterwards became a controversy between the the Buffalo and 

Missouri Synods. Significant too is the fact that the controversy with Grabau arose in the wake 

of an earlier episode in synod’s prehistory, the dismissal of their bishop, Martin Stephan, by the 

Saxon Lutheran immigrants to America. 

So power, church power, was a very real issue at the time of synod’s founding; and the answers 

given in this early period provide important data for us to consider as we sort out questions of 

power in our own days and times. 

To begin at the beginning, however, let's consider the 1847 synodical constitution, synod's first, 

for what it tells us about how the synodical fathers understood church power. Significantly, this 

constitution makes it clear that the members of synod are the congregations of synod who are 

represented at synodical conventions by their pastor and a lay delegate. It speaks of the 

"conditions under which a congregation may join Synod and remain a member" and designates 

the "synodical personnel" as "the ministers of the Church and the delegates of the 

congregation."
1
 

That congregations make up the synodical membership rests upon the conviction that a 

congregation is the church, the principal location for the exercise of church power. In 

Walther's Church and Ministry, Thesis 6, synod would describe its conviction this way: 

Scripture...also calls...the congregations that are found here and there, in which 

the Word of God is preached and the holy sacraments are administered, 

"churches" (Partikularkirchen [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]. 

Years later, in the Brief Statement, synod would still contend that 
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Holy Scripture...does not speak merely of the one church, which embraces the 

believers of all places,...but also of churches in the plural, that is, of local 

churches....But this does not mean that there are two kinds of churches, for the 

local churches also, in as far as they are churches, consist solely of believers, as 

we see clearly from the addresses of the epistles to local churches [emphasis 

original].
2
 

Thus, synod's original polity may rightly be described as "congregational"; and it still is today. 

Nor was it an accident. Walther believed in it very strongly and so, it was one of the early bones 

of contention with synod's "father from afar," Wilhelm Löhe, who was concerned about 

democratic tendencies in the new synod and the potential of "mob rule."
3
 Even so, Walther 

maintained that our polity has a theological underpinning, the argument for which goes like this. 

The "church" in the truest sense of the term - as we confess it in the creed ("I believe in the holy, 

Christian church") - consists of believers, men, women, and children of God who are known only 

to Him. Nonetheless, we know where they are even if we do not know who they are, for God 

embraces them with His love and makes them a part of His people through the means of grace, 

the Word and the sacraments. Where the gospel is preached and baptism and the Lord's Supper 

administered, the Holy Spirit is present – God’s gospel power is present - and people are brought 

to faith. There - unquestionably - is the church. 

But just where do we find this power, these "marks of the church"? We find them in particular 

places, in particular assemblies, which in our vernacular we call "congregations." There, we can 

be sure, is the church. Moreover, we should make it clear that we are not talking about a group or 

meeting where the Word of God is present only incidentally, say, for example, a meeting of the 

Lions Club that includes a devotional opening, but rather those assemblies that gather 

specifically to receive God's gifts in Christ in Word and sacrament, i.e., their very reason for 

being is to participate in the means of grace; for by these means God without doubt gives His 

gifts and, therefore, His church is truly present. 

And if the church is present, then such assemblies also have churchly authority, as 

Walther's Church and Ministry also makes clear, "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" [emphasis mine].
4
 

Although there may be other forms of the church besides the congregation through which the 

church does her work, there is no institution or form which is any more church than the 

congregation, the essence of which is an assembly gathered about the means of grace. 

I believe that this is extremely important in terms of our topic, the proper use of power in the 

church, for we can conclude that power is being used rightly in the church when local 

congregations organize themselves around this mission: the preaching of the Word and the 

administration of the sacraments. All sorts of other things can either lead to or flow from this 

mission – everything from clothing banks and soup kitchens to aerobics classes and book clubs, 

but the means of grace not only must come first in the congregation but must also be the standard 

by which we measure everything else that we do in the church. The world has many ways of 
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responding to the temporal needs of a community, but only the church can preach Christ. This is 

its task, this is its life. So the first point that we make about the use of power in the church is the 

need for the gospel to be first and foremost in the mission of every congregation. 

As is well known, Missouri’s particular understanding of the church arose in the wake of the 

Saxons’ in Missouri deposing their bishop, Martin Stephan. On account of the guilt that they felt 

in following a false prophet, they began to raise questions about their whole enterprise, including 

whether they were still a part of the church and whether they still had an authentic ministry in 

their midst. 

In this vexing situation, young C. F. W. Walther emerged as the theologian of the hour by 

answering the doubts of his community at the Altenburg Debate in the spring of 1841. Yes, they 

were the church, he contended, in spite of all that had gone wrong, including their participation 

in another man's sins, for they still had the "marks of the church" and therefore they could be 

confident of the Spirit's presence and of their own salvation. Walther wrote: 

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 that they possess so much of God's Word and the holy sacraments 

in purity that children of God may thereby be born. 

Furthermore, such an erring group - as they thought they were in Perry County in those days - 

possessed all the rights and responsibilities of the church, not because of their errors but because 

of the means of grace and the Holy Spirit. "Even heterodox companies," argued Walther, "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 [emphasis mine]."
5
 In short, every congregation is fully the church and may rightfully 

exercise church power. 

Of course, it has been suggested that however much Walther's understanding of the church may 

have saved the day for the Saxons of Perry Country, the real question for us now is whether his 

doctrine is Confessional and biblical.
6
 As far as the latter is concerned, my colleague, Kurt 

Marquart, has summarized the evidence this way: 

It is a well-known fact that the term ekklesia in the New Testament designates 

both the local church and the church universal.... Qualitatively the same reality is 

meant in each case. Any distinction between "congregation" and "church" is 

purely verbal, without either linguistic or theological basis in Holy Writ.
7
 

Accordingly, the Bible uses the term "church" in a universal sense in such passages as Eph. 1:22-

23, "And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for 

the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way," and Eph. 

5:25-27, "Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by 

the washing with water through the word, and to present her to himself as a radiant church, 

without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless." 
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But in addition to the universal church, we also find the Scriptures referring to particular or local 

churches as, for example, our Lord Himself, who instructs those involved with church discipline 

at last to "tell it to the church" (Matt. 18:17), and the apostle St. Paul who addresses many of his 

epistles to the church or churches in a particular place. Walther found this Pauline usage 

especially significant in view of the fact that the apostle often goes on in the body of the epistle 

to scold rather severely the group that he had early called "church." Walther writes: 

The holy apostle Paul calls those who were called in Galatia and in Corinth 

"congregations" [Luther's translation] or churches. In fact, in the latter case he 

calls them "the church of God, them that are sanctified in Christ Jesus, the called 

saints" [Luther's translation] or churches. Despite this, the holy apostle attests that 

most of the Galatians [church members] had lost Christ and that the church at 

Corinth had many members who had fallen into grievous sins and had besmirched 

themselves in both doctrine and life.
8
 

It was from biblical evidence like this that Walther argued that the congregation is the church 

and that even erring churches are still churches with churchly authority and power. 

Regarding the doctrine of the church and church power in the Lutheran Confessions, we can see 

already in the Augsburg Confession that "The Church is the congregation of saints [German, all 

believers, Glaübigen], in which the Gospel is rightly taught and the Sacraments are rightly 

administered" (AC 7). There we have both the definition and the marks in a single statement - 

and appropriately so, for although church and marks may be distinguished, they really cannot be 

separated. 

As far as identifying the church with the local congregation is concerned, in addition to those 

passages that link the church with the marks, which, obviously, are present only in particular 

places, our Confessions also make explicit use of Matthew 18 in arguing that the keys belong to 

the church - a passage in which church is clearly a local assembly. Specifically, the Treatise on 

the Power and Primacy of the Pope (par. 24), says the following: 

The keys belong not to the person of one particular man, but to the Church, as 

many most clear and firm arguments testify. For Christ, speaking concerning the 

keys, Matt. 18:19, adds, "If two or three of you shall agree on earth, etc." 

Therefore he grants the keys principally and immediately to the Church. 

Clearly, the Treatise has in mind a local assembly (the two or three) where the keys are being 

exercised, as the later German translation by Veit Dietrich makes even clearer: 

Christ...indicates to whom He has given the keys, namely, to the Church: "Where 

two or three are gathered together in My name." Likewise Christ gives supreme 

and final jurisdiction to the Church when He says: "Tell it unto the Church." 

Now sometimes people become a little queasy regarding what I am calling "congregationalism" 

in our synod's official doctrine, perhaps because they identify it with a kind of ecclesiastical 

sovereignty and independence that was characteristic of New England Puritanism in the 17th 
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century, as if the possession of church power by the local assembly meant the right to do with 

office of the keys whatever the congregation desires. Indeed, in our own church body, there have 

been some who have attempted to limit the concept of church to congregation, often in the 

interests of doing "their own thing," like open communion or otherwise practicing church 

fellowship with churches not in fellowship with the synod.
9
 

But such a doctrine of the church – each congregation acting on its own and sovereign in its own 

place - is not Lutheran; and in our synod and specifically in Walther, the congregation does not 

exhaust the category of church nor should it, and Confessional Lutheran congregations do not 

each exercise their God-given authority according to their own whims and independently of each 

other. 

First of all, we should note that "congregation" is a somewhat misleading term for the 

ecclesiastical reality that Walther has in mind. Although Walther does use Gemeinde, the usual 

German term for the English "congregation," in thesis six of Church and Ministry, he also uses, 

in thesis seven, Gemeinschaft, communion or society. And, in point of fact, in St. Louis, 

Walther's "congregation" was by the end of his life what we would actually think of as four 

congregations - four different groups who worshipped at four different locations and yet came 

together for congregational meetings and who also recognized the same pastors (Walther and his 

assistants).
10

 In other words, we should not press Walther's congregationalism too far. His 

concern was to insist upon the means of grace as the marks of the church and not to restrict the 

church to a congregational form of church government. 

Furthermore, and this is probably more relevant for our situation today, Walther did not believe 

in congregational "sovereignty," i.e., that the local church was a law unto itself and free to 

determine its own doctrine and practice, not even its own liturgical forms and governance. In 

fact, in his treatise devoted to "the right form of an Evangelical Lutheran local congregation 

independent of the state," his final thesis is that every congregation "should be ready to unite 

with other Evangelical Lutheran churches in the land if it has the opportunity to do so and the 

union serves and promotes the glory of God and the spread of His kingdom."
11

 In other words, 

Lutheran congregations have a positive obligation to join with others in the work of the church. 

Here then we have a second important principle regarding the use of power in the church, and 

that is, church power in the congregation is properly exercised in concert with other orthodox 

churches. 

Obviously, this is why the founders of synod founded the synod. Furthermore, in describing the 

new synod in his 1848 presidential address, Walther argued that the assembled delegates had 

come "as servants and members of the church in the name and on behalf of our congregations in 

order to deliberate in the fear of God on matters necessary for them and the church as a 

whole [emphasis mine],"
12

 and again, "we [the synod] are not above [emphasis original] our 

congregations, but in them and at their side [emphasis mine]." In other words, by working 

together in synod to accomplish the tasks of the church, local churches do not lose their churchly 

character but just the opposite, they express their common commitment to the Lord, His word, 

and their work as the church in this world. The synod of which the congregations are constituent 

members also has and exercises church power. 
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That this is truly the position of our synodical founders, that they were not "congregationalists" 

in the usual sense of the term, is also evident in the first constitution in the purposes for which 

they came together. For one thing, these purposes are strictly ecclesiastical, i.e., things that only 

the church can do, such as "to stand guard over the purity and unity of doctrine," the "common 

protection and extension of the church," "to provide for ecclesiastical ordination and induction 

into office," "to provide for congregations without pastors," and "to give theological opinions." 

Secondly, it is also clear that the constitution envisions a kind of unity among its members that is 

the opposite of what we would think of as "congregational." In the 1847 constitution, one of the 

reasons for forming a synod is described as "the establishment of the largest 

possible conformity in church government"; one item of the business of the synod is "to strive 

after the greatest possible uniformity in ceremonies"; and every member of synod is required "to 

strive, in all seriousness, according to his calling, powers, and means, for the reaching of the 

synodical goal, namely, the very necessary preservation of the purity and unity of the doctrine 

and the support and spread of the Church [emphasis mine]." There is not even the slightest hint 

of congregational sovereignty in any of these matters - government, ceremonies, or doctrine – for 

which at least some would like to claim autonomy today. Clearly, the synod is church, and the 

members of synod commit themselves to work together in the exercise of church power. 

Let me say that again. I think it is extremely important. For all our talk regarding post-

denominationalism and the loss of synodical identity and loyalty, our position in the LCMS is 

that the synod is church and the members of synod commit themselves to work together in the 

exercise of church power.
13

 

Of course, such a conclusion does not mean that Walther and company considered the new synod 

divinely instituted. To the contrary, Walther makes it clear once again in his 1848 speech that the 

Lutheran Church has been organized very differently but profitably in the past: 

Perhaps there are times and conditions when it is profitable for the church to place 

the supreme deciding and regulating power into the hands of representatives. 

Who, for instance, would deny that at one time theconsistories in our German 

fatherland were an inestimable blessing?...Which person acquainted a bit with 

history would deny that the Swedish church grew splendidly under 

its episcopal constitution? [emphasis mine]
14

 

True, Walther goes on immediately to argue that the organizational arrangements of the new 

synod are the best for that time and place ("If...we glance at the conditions in which the church 

finds itself here, we can hardly consider any other constitution as the most salutary except one 

under which the congregations are free to govern themselves but enter into a synodical 

organization such as the one existing among us [emphasis original]").
15

 Clearly, however, 

Walther's argument depends upon historical circumstances and lacks a "Thus saith the Lord." 

The Bible does not mandate a particular synodical form; but whatever the form, when churches 

join together for the church's work they remain the church and should not act otherwise. 

As a matter of fact, the original form of our Lutheran Church Missouri Synod was a relatively 

weak institution in its authority over the member congregations. Even though the well-known 
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constitutional limitation of the synod to being an "advisory body" with respect to the "self-

government of the individual congregations" was not a part of the original 1847 constitution but 

only came later by amendment,
16

 nevertheless that is what synod was any way, i.e., advisory, at 

least according to her first president: 

According to the constitution under which our synodical union exists, we have 

merely the power to advise one another, that we have only the power of the Word, 

of convincing. According to our constitution we have no right to formulate 

decrees, to pass laws and regulations, and to make a judicial decision, to which 

our congregations would have to submit unconditionally in any matter involving 

the imposing of something upon them. Our constitution by no means makes us a 

consistory, by no means a supreme court of our congregations. It rather grants 

them the most perfect liberty in everything, excepting nothing but the Word of 

God, faith, and charity [emphasis original].
17

 

Clearly, synod was powerless to lord it over the member congregations. However, as this 

quotation also makes clear, the members of the synod did bind themselves to the Word of God; 

and when synod spoke the Word of God, there was no question of its being merely advisory - 

something the members could either adopt or not as the case may be. So, for example, the first 

constitution specifies that "matters of doctrine and of conscience will be decided by the Word of 

God alone. All other decisions will be made by a majority of votes."
18

 

The assumption of the founding fathers was that membership in the synod signified unity in the 

Word - real unity in practice as well as on paper and certainly not a perfunctory unity designed to 

cover up differences. Therefore, conditions of membership in the new synod included not only 

verbal acceptance of the Scriptures and the Confessions but also actual separation from all 

"heretical or mixed congregations" and "the exclusive use of doctrinally pure church books and 

schoolbooks." Furthermore, maintaining this unity in the Word was one of the chief reasons for 

organizing a synod, "The preservation and furthering of the unity of pure confession...and to 

provide common defense against separatism and sectarianism"; and the first item of synodical 

business specified in the constitution was "to stand guard over the purity and unity of doctrine 

within the synodical circle, and to oppose false doctrine."
19

 

To this end therefore of continued unity in the Word, the Synod required the president 

...to supervise the pastors and teachers [of the synod] in respect to their doctrine, 

life, and performance of their duties....If it should happen that the President 

reports a pastor who after having been reprimanded several times by the 

President, by the particular congregation, and by the ministerium, yet continues in 

wrong doctrine or in an offensive life, then Synod in its entirety shall make the 

last attempt to turn him from the error of his ways. If, having been thus 

reprimanded, he does not listen to Synod, he shall be expelled, and his 

congregation is to carry out the command of Christ in Matt. 18,17: "If he neglect 

to hear the church, let him be unto thee as an heathen man and a publican."
20
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For Walther, therefore, commitment to the Word of God in the synod was a commitment to 

preach and to practice that Word; and the congregational polity of the synod could not be an 

excuse for doctrinal aberrations. Indeed, rather than creating an opposition – Word or 

congregation - Walther believed that a common commitment to the Word obviated the 

possibility of problems arising from synod's congregational basis. Walther writes: 

We ask nothing unconditionally of our congregations except submission to the 

Word....We need not fear that the secular element of a political democracy will 

invade the church,...a popular government, a papacy of the people....No, a 

disgraceful popular government occurs only where the people presume to 

prescribe to the preacher what he may and may not preach of God's Word; where 

the people make bold to contradict the Word of God and to interfere in any 

respect with the conduct of the office according to the Word. 

So in the Missouri Synod, according to her first president, problems might arise from failures to 

follow the Word, but not from her polity: 

We must expect battles, but they will not be the mean, depressing battles for 

obedience to human laws, but the holy battles of God's Word, for God's honor and 

kingdom. And the more our congregations will realize we do not desire to employ 

any other power over them than the divine power of the Word...the more will also 

our counsel find an open door among them. 

The synod was not supposed to represent a fellowship of those who differed on the Word but of 

those who were united in it, "To be sure, those who do not love the Word will separate from us, 

but for those who love it, our fellowship will be a comforting refuge; and if they adopt our 

resolutions, they will not consider them a foreign burden...but as a benefit and a gift of brotherly 

love, and will champion, defend, and preserve them as their own."
21

 

As one might expect from the regularity and intensity with which Walther and the founders 

affirmed their loyalty to the God’s Word, when episodes that challenged this loyalty arose in the 

early years of the synod, doctrinal unity was enforced. So, for example, in the 1850’s – less than 

a decade after founding of the synod – a controversy broke out regarding millennialism; so in 

1857, the synodical convention adopted statements setting forth an official position based on the 

Scriptures. But when the vote was taken, one pastor, George Schieferdecker, one of the original 

Saxon immigrants, a founder of the synod, and president of the Western District, refused to vote 

in favor. What happened then? He was expelled from the synod.
22

 

Twenty years later, another and even greater doctrinal controversy arose within the synod, this 

time over predestination. Once again, the Missouri Synod adopted an official statement based 

upon the Word of God, Walther’s 13 Theses. When the vote finally came in 1881, there were six 

"no" votes, as a result of which the synod also resolved that those who did not agree with the 

statement would have to be disciplined and finally expelled because the statement derived its 

authority from the Scriptures and the Confessions. There was no question of autonomy when it 

came to the Word of God.
23
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In fact, if one looks to the constitution of synod today or in 1854 when the language regarding 

the "advisory" character of the synod was first made explicit, it is very carefully limited to the 

"individual congregation’s right of self-government." According to August Suelflow, what the 

founders had in mind by "self-government" of the local parish consisted of four items: (1) calling 

pastors and teachers (synod could not dictate who but could, of course, insist on their meeting 

particular standards of character and orthodoxy); (2) owning and maintaining property (synod 

had no claim to a congregation’s property); (3) disciplining a member of a parish; and (4) 

administering congregational affairs with respect to programs and finances (synod could not tax 

a congregation). Congregational autonomy did not apply to questions regarding the Word of God 

or the conditions of membership in the synod, which include unity of doctrine and practice.
24

 

But why was this doctrinal unity, this unity in the Word, so important to the founders of the 

Missouri Synod? It was precisely because of the churchly character of the synod. You will recall 

that in describing the church, we have remarked more than once upon the marks of the church, 

the Word and the sacraments. According to the Lutheran Confessions, the Word of God and the 

sacraments are the marks of the Church because they are the only means by which the Holy 

Spirit creates and sustains faith.
25

 Synod's commitment to maintaining the right preaching of the 

gospel and the correct administration of the sacraments arises, therefore, out of a concern for the 

salvation of those for whom the means of grace are intended. For false doctrine dishonors God's 

name and endangers salvation by leading people away from God's grace in Christ. Our Lord 

Himself said, "If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the 

truth, and the truth will set you free" (John 8:31-32). The right exercise of church power 

demands purity of doctrine. 

On the basis of this conviction, therefore, early in her history, the Missouri Synod made 

agreement in doctrine and practice the touchstone for church fellowship. Synodical leaders were 

eager to talk doctrine and to work for agreement as a basis for fellowship, but were not willing to 

establish fellowship without that prior agreement. This was one of the reasons why in 1867, the 

Missouri Synod did not join Charles Porterfield Krauth's General Council, in spite of Walther's 

recognition that its positions on paper were for the most part fairly acceptable, because the 

General Council also included representatives from the Iowa Synod with whom the Missouri 

Synod could not reach agreement in doctrine.
26

 

On the other hand, when the Missouri Synod participated in founding the Synodical Conference 

along with representatives of the Ohio, Wisconsin, and Minnesota Synods among others, it was 

only after there had been formal conversations between representatives of the synods to 

demonstrate agreement in doctrine that the new church body came into being in 1872. The point, 

of course, is that purity of doctrine was basic to her interchurch relationships, because the 

Missouri Synod was committed to the integrity of the marks of the church.
27

 

And when, just a few years later, the Predestination Controversy divided this brand new 

fellowship, no one suggested that congregational autonomy might excuse doctrinal 

differences.
28

 Clearly, the advisory character of the synod had no relevance to the binding 

character of the Word of God. All members of synod were supposed to agree with synod's public 

doctrine and to avoid those who taught otherwise - not because it was synodical policy but 

because it was biblically correct. 
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Increasingly, in our day, this is a practice from our synod's history that we find it difficult to 

maintain. In an era that places a premium upon "tolerance," including tolerance of all sorts of 

immoral behavior and of false religious views and in an age that is all too skeptical of authority, 

especially in large institutions, pastors and congregations of the Lutheran Church Missouri 

Synod may find it difficult or undesirable to follow through on the fellowship decisions of 

synodical conventions that arise, in part, from "marking and avoiding" those who teach "contrary 

to the doctrine" that we have learned (Rom. 16:17). Nevertheless, we should follow through - not 

because synod says so but because God's Word says so. Our unity is in the Word, not in the 

institution, but the institution is supposed to express that unity in the Word. 

Pastors, especially, should realize that when they are faithful in their practice of fellowship and 

urge their members to be so also, they have an opportunity to instruct their own people regarding 

the doctrinal differences in Christendom that threaten the gospel and to offer a witness to pastors 

and congregations of other church bodies about those matters in which they teach falsely. Of 

course, it goes without saying that such instruction and witness must not proceed from a spirit of 

arrogance but out of sincere concern for the spiritual well-being of members and non-members 

alike. 

Unfortunately, it can be very difficult to avoid being labeled arrogant or mean or unloving in an 

age that has no use for the uncomfortable truths of religion. Attitude is everything today and 

truth is nothing. But as members of a Confessional church, we need to maintain the truth and to 

support one another in that task, if we still believe, really and truly, that God has communicated 

personally and also propositionally in His Word - and that that communication matters. If we do, 

then we will not want to confuse our people by inviting into our pulpits - even for weddings or 

funerals - representatives of churches that do not teach correctly. Once again, the proper use of 

power in the Church means preaching the Gospel in its truth and purity. 

In fact, out of concern for the church - which the Spirit brings into being by the Word - we need 

to avoid all sorts of projects that involve proclaiming the gospel, when there is no agreement in 

the gospel, i.e., "in doctrine and all its articles" as the Formula of Concord puts it (FC Ep. X.5). 

As the first constitution of synod demonstrates, the synodical fathers believed that Christian 

education, the publication of religious materials (hymnals, tracts, Bible studies, and the like), and 

mission work were all a part of the church's task to "preach the Word," so synod was organized 

to do these things together in doctrinal unity. But when we engage in these sorts of activities with 

other churches, even at a local level, and there is no agreement in doctrine and practice, we make 

it possible, indeed, likely for error to intrude into the proclamation of God's Word. And that is a 

grave misuse of Church power. 

Part Two: Politics in the Church and the Practice of Close(d) Communion 

By way of an excursus on Part One regarding the nature of our synodical relationship and the 

exercise of power in the Church, let me add a few words about politics in the Church. What is 

the role of politics in the exercise of church power? By raising this question, I am attempting to 

address what we all know: the church at every time and in every period is filled with politics and 

polemics. This is hardly surprising, since it's true of every human organization - from the United 

Nations to a newly married couple - wherever there are people there are also differences of 



opinion, discussions, arguments, debates and efforts to move the organization in one direction or 

the other. 

And the church is no exception. However much it may be a divine institution, it is also a 

community of human beings, who must work together to accomplish the purposes of the group. 

As they do so, they will talk about what the community stands for and what it does not stand for 

(that's polemics) and they will arrive at decisions for carrying out their purposes (and that 

process is politics). One cannot really escape either the conversation or the process in any group 

of people, not even the church. 

Of course, we are all tempted to bewail the existence of politics and polemics in the church. But 

if one listens closely to such complaints whenever they are actually uttered, one finds that they 

are not usually about politics per se but emanate either from those who are losing the political 

battles or else, from those who object to certain tactics being employed in the battle. In the first 

case, while it is understandable that those who suffer defeat should bemoan their fate, their 

complaints about politics ring hollow, since, if they have lost a political battle, it is clear that they 

were willing to participate in a political process to some degree or other in the first place. 

On the other hand, those who complain about tactics may very well have a point, since not all 

forms of political activity are appropriate in the church. As Walther insisted, when the 

congregations of the synod act together in the synod, they do not lose their churchly character. 

They are still the church; and any ethical obligations regarding politics in the church that arise 

from the character of the church as God's institution apply to the synod as well as to the 

congregation. We cannot adopt a laissez-faire, "anything goes" attitude toward synodical politics. 

But what can we say about such politics? What does the ecclesiastical character of the synod 

imply about the ways in which we take steps to give direction and to make decisions in the 

synod? 

First and foremost, let's all remember that what makes the church the church are the marks of the 

church, the Word of God and the sacraments. These are the divinely instituted means by which 

God creates and sustains the church. Looked at from another, slightly different, point of view, we 

ought also to recognize that the means of grace are also the mandate and task of the church. In 

other words, what brings us together in the church (and synod) are the Word and the sacraments - 

these are our visible bond of unity – and the reason why we come together in the first place is to 

make sure that Word and sacraments continue in our midst for the spiritual well-being of 

ourselves and others. 

Or, to put it even more simply: our work together in the synod revolves about proclaiming the 

Word - calling missionaries, training church workers, supervising doctrine, producing liturgical 

and educational materials, giving witness to the power of the Word in ministries of Christian care 

- all of these tasks have at their heart a commitment to teaching the Word of God in its truth and 

purity. 

But the centrality of the Word in turn also gives definition to our politics. For politics in the 

church is appropriate only when it has as its goal the proclamation of the Word of God, God's 



truth. It goes without saying then that other goals - whether they are personal ambition or 

institutional self-interest, survival, or growth - need to be subservient to this particular standard, 

the Word of God. 

Now, I'm sure that this is hardly a controversial statement; nevertheless, it is necessary to be 

explicit about it, because we live in an age committed not to truth but to "tolerance." At the time 

of the Reformation, Luther and the great humanist, Desiderius Erasmus, squared off against each 

other in a great literary debate over precisely this question - truth or tolerance - as it related to the 

issue dividing them, the freedom of the will. For Erasmus, it was an uncertain matter, suitable 

perhaps for discussion in the schools but not for the public, and certainly a subject about which 

Luther should not be so dogmatic. "But in any case," argued Erasmus, "since the matter cannot 

be resolved till the day of Judgment, why not suspend judgment?" To which Luther responded, 

"The Holy Spirit is no skeptic, and the things He has written in our hearts are not doubts or 

opinions but assertions - surer and more certain than sense and life itself!"
29

 

For Luther, true Christianity consisted of assertions of saving truth revealed by God. One could 

be flexible about a host of matters but not about the truth, "Do not make articles of faith of your 

own thoughts...lest your faith perchance turn out to be a dream. Stick to Scripture and God's 

Word. There is the truth; there you will be safe; there are reliableness and faithfulness, 

completely, purely, sufficiently, and constantly."
30

 

For all too many in this day and age, the way of Erasmus is more appealing than the way of 

Luther. Avoid dogmatism, reduce doctrinal content to a bare minimum, agree to disagree, work 

for peace and not for truth. The result, of course, is ecclesiastical mush - churches that stand for 

little or for nothing at all. Churches whose message reduces to "There is a god - I think; and he 

(or she) loves me - I hope." Churches that refuse to call anything a sin - even when sin is 

invading their pulpits - except the "sin" of intolerance. Indeed, the situation is such that not even 

Erasmus could tolerate what is tolerated today. No, God's Church must stand for God's truth - all 

of it! 

However, for most of us, the Erasmian option is not our particular temptation. We are 

Missourians precisely because we appreciate the stand of our synod for the truth of God's Word 

throughout her history - even when that stance has proved unpopular. For us, then, the situation 

of our times poses a different sort of temptation and that is to turn every matter into a question 

of the truth. We need to guard against identifying every issue in the church with God's truth. 

Before we say, Thus saith the Lord, we need to make sure that the Lord has really spoken. Not to 

do so is clearly an abuse of power. 

First of all, as I have previously suggested, we must make the argument for one answer or 

another on the basis of how this affects the work of the Church to proclaim the Word of God. 

Truth remains the ultimate standard even when the truth itself is not in question. 

However, there is an important corollary to our commitment to the truth that Lutherans 

especially must be careful to follow and that is Christian liberty. Never can we give the 

impression that one must agree with our answer if God Himself has not so spoken. To burden 

consciences with human ordinances - no matter how well thought out or intended - is practically 
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the worst thing that we could ever do, for it is a violation of the Truth - truth with a capital T - 

that in Christ we are free. The result then is that as we make our arguments regarding many 

issues in our church like synodical structure, the authority of synodical officers, adjudication and 

reconciliation processes, systems of educating the clergy, we must be careful not to confuse 

issues like these with the truth of God’s Word and thereby give the impression that those who do 

not agree with us on these questions are guilty of false doctrine. 

God's Word is too important for us to confuse it with our notions of church structure and polity, 

no matter how well intended. So let me be very clear about this. We have every right to be 

concerned about the procedures and ways that synod carries out its business; but in expressing 

those very legitimate concerns, we must never make something a matter of conscience by the 

standard of God's Word when it is not. Adding to God's Word is just as bad as subtracting from 

it. 

Now if we are agree that the goal and standard of church politics must be God’s truth, then we 

must also be willing to embrace the tactics of truth. A commitment to truth in church politics 

means not only striving after the goal of the Word rightly preached and taught but also using the 

truth in order reach that goal. 

Now, I am sure that all of us would agree that outright lying and deceit, slander and defamation, 

have no place in church politics, that one can hardly expect God's blessing if one breaks God's 

law to achieve his goal. However, there are a number of tactics common in secular politics that 

are short of lying but which in the church are inconsistent with a commitment to truth. One of 

these is exaggeration. 

We see this all the time in Washington. Advocates of legislation describe it as the millennium, 

but opponents see it as Armageddon; and in fact, it is something much less than either of these. 

So too in the church. To exaggerate in such a way about the impact or results of a proposed 

decision is simply a gentler form of falsehood. Issues must be appraised honestly. For example, 

someone who favors some major change in synodical structure or policy must explain why in 

frank and measured terms; likewise the one who is opposed. As the debate continues, each side 

must be willing not only to acknowledge the legitimate concerns of the other but also to learn 

from the other - indeed, even to switch sides as a result of the debate - and not to exaggerate the 

outcome. 

Polemics of this sort necessitates careful thought before speaking or writing, but all too often we 

are tempted to take shortcuts by dismissing the other position by means of a label. We like to 

wage war in the church by categorizing our opponents as Reformed, or Pietist, or "high church," 

or Liberal - something of that sort without really dealing with the substance of their position and 

actually showing how that undermines God's Word or militates against our common mission. 

Of course, it's easier to use a label than actually to analyze a position. Labels do not require 

much thought or rationale and if you use the right one, a label brings along with it a host of 

unpleasant associations which in turn may adhere to your opponent and hurt his cause without 

your having to demonstrate the truth of these associations - and in fact, they may not even be 

true. Certainly, if a position really is Liberal or Reformed in comparison to Confessional 



Lutheran, it is by all means proper to make the argument, to lay out the proof, to substantiate the 

charge; but even in such a case, it is more appropriate to label the position and not the person 

who, in fact, may not realize the implications of the position and certainly has no intention of 

embracing theological Liberalism or the Reformed faith. 

Now, I am not suggesting that we should sugarcoat the truth. When we are actually talking about 

truth in the church we are dealing with God's truth, not our own, and this is the truth that has 

eternal consequences, so we must never diminish it or disregard it. Instead, we should realize that 

one of the most powerful weapons in our polemical arsenal is to demonstrate how a particular 

position either advances or inhibits the Gospel. So, for example, in the battle for the Bible of the 

1970's, it was important to argue that the historical character of the events recorded in the 

Scriptures was intimately connected with the reality of our Lord's death and resurrection in time 

and space to save us. Likewise, in today's social climate, although we may find it embarrassing 

or even dangerous to reiterate the Bible's condemnation of homosexuality, nevertheless that truth 

is absolutely necessary to apprise sinners of their sin in order that they may listen to the Gospel. 

So church politics does not mean soft-pedaling error or white-washing falsehood; but it also does 

not mean exaggerating the truth or over-simplifying it by means of a label. 

Closely connected with the issue of labeling our opponents is our commitment to the 8th 

Commandment, in which we are enjoined to "put the best construction on everything." This is 

probably the most difficult of all the precepts to follow in church politics. For one thing, it is 

difficult to motivate people - ourselves included - to exert the effort needed in politics unless 

they are convinced that the stakes are great and the situation is dire. So once we are engaged in 

the political task it becomes the most natural thing in the world for us to attribute the worst of 

motives to those who oppose us, for what else would explain their failure to see the issues as we 

do? They must be ambitious, greedy, power-hungry, subverters of the truth, 5th columnists, 

indifferent to God's Word, and not really Christians at all, at least not real Lutherans. 

All of which may be absolutely true. But how do we know? And it is not our task to render such 

judgments about what is going on inside a person's mind and heart. That is God's business. Our 

responsibility, as Luther puts it in the Large Catechism, is "to use our tongues to speak only good 

of everyone, to cover the sins and infirmities of our neighbor, to overlook them and to adorn him 

with due honor." 
31

 

Once again, the point of this admonition is not to inhibit a discussion of the issues, to permit 

error to thrive or to mute the truth. And in discussing the 8th Commandment in the Large 

Catechism, Luther states explicitly that civil authorities, pastors, and parents have the 

responsibility for publicly reproving evil. But even when we have such responsibilities we must 

still avoid judgments upon the heart. If someone has publicly advocated or defended error, we 

need to respond for the truth with the truth; but that does not mean that we must go further and 

attribute to him all sorts of wicked motives. 

It also seems beyond the pale of the 8th Commandment to introduce additional and extraneous 

character flaws into our polemics. Suppose, for example, that we are debating something as 

serious as the inerrancy of the Scriptures. How relevant to that question would it be to point out 

that our opponent has been divorced, or that as an undergraduate at one of the Concordias he was 
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disciplined for drinking, or that as an administrator, some of those who work for him think he is 

lazy and disorganized. What is the point of bringing up accusations like these except to discredit 

the person - not the arguments, the person - of the one who is opposing us? 

Once again, charges like these may very well be true. In fact, a moment's reflection will lead us 

to the conclusion that charges of this sort will always be true so long as men conduct the church's 

business rather than angels. But that is also true of us, isn't it? We hardly come to the debate with 

clean hands, i.e., without their being washed in the blood of the Lamb. But this is also true of 

those who disagree with us. They too have been washed clean in the blood of the Lamb. And if 

our heavenly Father is willing to put their trespasses away as far as the east is from the west, who 

are we to introduce them into an ecclesiastical debate of even the greatest significance! 

In politics, one can perhaps win by "going negative"; and, of course, there are varying degrees 

and definitions to that expression anyway. But our commitment to God's truth means that in 

church politics we will not employ tactics that undermine a person's reputation. We will stick to 

the issues, theological and ecclesiastical, not the personalities and certainly not the character 

flaws, of which there are plenty to go around on all sides. 

So let's use that Word to make the case. After all, the Spirit resides in the Word and He has the 

power to convince even when we do not. But if we get away from the Word and rely upon other 

means either because we do not trust the Word or else we imagine that our opponents are so 

corrupt that they cannot be moved by it, then what we are really saying is that we are no longer 

the church anyway since the power of God is powerless in our midst, a conclusion which I trust 

none of us is willing to draw about our synod. The Word of God works, and we need to use it. 

Finally, however, let me offer one more word of advice about the tactics of truth in church 

politics, and that is the reminder that in addition to the truth, our Lord Christ has very clearly 

stated that love is the mark of a Christian, "By this shall all men know that you are my disciples, 

if you have love one to another" (John 13:35). In the Church truth and love go together; and that 

must be true in church politics as well. Of course, Christian love is not that mere sentimentalism 

that often masquerades as love in our times nor is it another name for that pernicious tolerance of 

error that troubles our age. 

What Christian love does require, however, is an authentic commitment to others, even when we 

are doing battle in the church. After all, we do not really need anything for ourselves even in 

these battles. In Christ, we have it all, including a sure hope of resurrection and glory. Therefore, 

God has placed us here not for ourselves but for others to whom He binds us by love, especially 

love for our fellow Christians. But as we engage in church politics, we sometimes forget this, 

and selfishness tends to set in - we want to be proved right, we want the vindication of victory, 

we want to set policy, make decisions, and determine the course of the synod. And when things 

do not go our way, then selfishness engenders bitterness, resentment, and hate. Ostensibly 

pursuing the truth, we open the door to enmity and hatred and by our words and actions, end up 

discrediting the cause for which we do battle and our Lord who has charged us to love. 

The responsible use of power in the church does not means the avoidance of politics and 

polemics in the church. But it does mean engaging in politics in a way that is congruent with the 



Church and its goal the faithful proclamation of God's Word. Our side may not always prevail in 

the synodical wars; however, when we employ that Word in our politics, when we use the truth 

to promote the truth, when we avoid lying about, hurting, and defaming those who disagree with 

us, and when we commit ourselves to love as well as truth as the mark of the Christian, then we 

know we are winners even before the decisions are made. 

Now at this point, I need to make a somewhat awkward transition from rather general principles 

to a very specific illustration, for in considering the question of power in the church, especially in 

the light of what I have just said regarding proper forms of politics, I realize that one of the most 

pressing issues facing our church in the last few years has been our practice of close (or closed) 

communion and it has been subject recently to diverse resolutions at the district and synodical 

levels. Such diversity is worrisome, however, since besides the right teaching of the Word, our 

Confessions also commit us to the right administration of the sacraments as a mark of the church; 

and therefore, it is vitally important to investigate this issue today in the wider context of our 

doctrine of the church in connection with the exercise of church power. 

Fortunately, there is not a lot of new ground to plow, for the synodical founders also had to 

address this question, because even in their day, there were many in America, including many 

American Lutherans, for whom closed communion represented the "epitome of an intolerant and 

unevangelical Christianity."
32

 In particular, the issue of closed communion was hotly debated in 

the years that saw the formation, first of all, of Krauth's General Council (1867) and then of the 

Synodical Conference (1872). Communion practices were one of the "Four Points" raised by the 

Ohio Synod in her decision not to join the General Council, and they also contributed to the 

decision of the Wisconsin, Minnesota, and Illinois Synods to leave the General Council shortly 

after joining it. All of these groups along with the Missouri Synod were founding members of the 

Synodical Conference. 

No wonder, then, that C. F. W. Walther decided to speak on the question of closed communion at 

the convention of the Western District in 1870, "Theses on Communion Fellowship with Those 

Who Believe Differently." In view of what was going on in and about the General Council, it 

was a timely topic. It is equally timely today. 

Significantly, in view of our assignment, power in the church, Walther's discussion of closed 

communion proceeds from his doctrine of the church, in particular, his doctrine of the true 

visible church. Only after six theses on the church does Walther introduce the sacraments and 

communion practice. Once again, however, in perusing these theses, we discover positions from 

our synodical past that do not fit comfortably into contemporary society, for when Walther 

speaks of "the true visible church," he means precisely the Evangelical Lutheran Church, i.e., 

that church which believes, teaches, and confesses according the Scriptures and Lutheran 

Confessions. That church is the true one, not because it is sinless, but because its doctrine and 

practice are correct, i.e., in accordance with the Holy Scriptures. Walther writes: "The true 

visible church...is the one in which the Word of God is preached purely and the holy sacraments 

are administered according to Christ's institution."
33

 Once more we note the importance of God’s 

church exercising God’s power in God’s way. 
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However, we should also observe the clear implication of Walther's thesis that if there is 

a true church, there can also be a false one, i.e., as Walther defines it, "a fellowship in which the 

Word of God is fundamentally falsified, or in which a fundamental falsification of it is 

tolerated."
34

 As we have already seen, Walther was quite willing to acknowledge the authentic 

churchly character of heterodox bodies. They were "true" in the sense of still being churches 

because the Word of God was present in them; but they were not "true" in the sense of being 

orthodox or following correct teaching. 

On the one hand, therefore, Walther readily acknowledges that "true Christians are also found in 

heterodox fellowships"; and he says very explicitly, 

that although our church [i.e., the Ev. Lutheran Church] is the only one that stands 

on the Word of God and not on human doctrines, it is not to be considered as the 

only saving [church], outside of which there can be no salvation, but ...there are 

Christians also in other churches and that we do condemn not them but only the 

false doctrine and its stubborn teachers and defenders [emphasis mine].
35

 

In other words, the practice of church fellowship, including closed communion, that follows 

from our conviction regarding the true visible church must not be interpreted as a statement that 

only Missouri Synod Lutherans can be saved. 

On the other hand, however, if on the basis of God's Word, it is possible for Walther to 

determine what is orthodox and what is not, then it is possible for others as well; and so he also 

maintains that "everyone is obligated to avoid heterodox churches, and if one belongs to one like 

that, he is obligated to renounce it and leave it."
36

 

Without question, this is the point in the argument at which most of us feel most uncomfortable 

in contemporary America. Walther's first point - that there are true Christians in heterodox 

churches is not only comforting but comfortable, for, at first, this seems to permit us to be 

content with our own orthodoxy without being noticeably intolerant of other Christians. But the 

subsequent thesis - that members of heterodox churches should actually renounce those churches 

and leave them or, to put it even more bluntly, that everyone should join the Lutheran Church - 

really flies in the face of how we treat religion in America. "I'm 'ok,' you're 'ok'" would be more 

like it. 

So maybe, just maybe, we wonder if Walther hasn't slipped a bit at this point. Maybe he's going 

beyond the Scriptures. Maybe - but not likely, since Walther does not simply assert his position 

but returns to the Scripture and cites passage after passage from both the Old and New 

Testaments warning against false prophets and teachers, among them the passage that the 

synodical constitution from 1847 to this very day uses to condemn sectarianism, Rom. 16:17, "I 

urge you, brothers, to watch out for those who cause divisions and put obstacles in your way that 

are contrary to the teaching you have learned. Keep away from them." Walther comments, 

We see that it is not we - when we break with and keep our distance from the 

heterodox - that disturb and splinter the unity of the church...but they themselves 
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who cause division and offense contrary to the pure, saving doctrine of the Word 

of God [emphasis original].
37

 

Even in 1870, there were many in the visible church who believed Walther's attitude to be 

intolerable, an expression of unmitigated arrogance; and Walther realized this, so in commenting 

on Luke 14:26 ("If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and 

children, his brothers and sisters - yes, even his own life - he cannot be my disciple"), he 

answered his critics this way: 

A true Lutheran may have a loving father who is deluded in heterodoxy, who 

beseeches him with many urgent words and pleas, even with tears and entreaties, 

that he not belong to the Lutherans that (in his view) stubborn, noxious sect, [and] 

not by the adoption and defense of the Lutheran name and confession cover his 

gray head with disgrace and bring [it] to the grave with grief. And yet, in this 

case, such a Lutheran Christian must not yield and give way, nor consider his 

father's grief and woe, but only the Word of his God. But how will the blind 

world regard this obedience to Scripture? It will condemn his action as the most 

disgraceful hatred and wickedness against his earthly father. To endure that is not 

easy, but it is necessary.
38

 

But is it necessary? That really is our question today when we wrestle with the issue of closed 

communion. Do we really believe that ours is the true visible church and that those who do not 

belong to it should? Do we really think that the Methodists, Baptists, Presbyterians, Catholics, 

Episcopalians, and ELCA Lutherans who visit our churches should leave their own and join 

ours? Or to put it more bluntly yet, do we think that it is a sin to belong to such churches - 

perhaps a sin of ignorance but nonetheless a sin against the second commandment to support 

those who deceive in God's name by their false teaching in these various denominations. If we do 

believe these things, then Walther's subsequent argument for closed communion makes very 

good sense; but if we do not, then closed communion makes no sense at all. 

I want to emphasize this as one of the critical issues for the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod 

today - not so much closed communion but this basic and prior question: Is our church the true 

one and are others false? Let us face this question head on. We know full well that any exclusive 

truth claims violate the whole spirit of our times, and perhaps it is the case that a pluralistic 

society like ours cannot really work unless there is a good measure of tolerance for other 

viewpoints. But for us Missourians – indeed, all Christian - a problem occurs when tolerance as a 

question of good social manners evolves into a philosophical position regarding the relativity of 

truth. It is one thing to listen politely and to refrain from striking your opponent; and it is quite 

another to reduce differing truth claims to personal opinions. Unfortunately, as the abortion 

debate in our political discourse demonstrates the former often becomes the latter, so that Pilate's 

skepticism embodied in his question, "What is truth?" receives the even more skeptical answer, 

"There isn't any." 

As a result of these cultural currents, it is very difficult for any of us to maintain that we are 

right and that others are wrong, in spite of the exclusivist claims of Jesus Himself, "I am the way 
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and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me" (John 14:6). You can't 

get any more exclusive than that! 

So, if we can still agree with Walther that ours is the true visible church on earth because it 

teaches God’s Word in its truth and purity, his argument for closed communion as the only 

responsible exercise of church power follows easily. Otherwise, it does not. 

Only after discussing at length his doctrine of the church and the requirement for orthodoxy, 

does Walther finally introduce the subject of the sacraments in his essay to the Western District. 

In Thesis 7, he contends that an authentic, though secondary, purpose of the sacraments is "to be 

distinctive signs of confession and bonds of fellowship in worship. Communion fellowship," he 

argues, "is therefore church fellowship." 

As in our own day, there were some in Walther’s day who thought of the sacrament primarily in 

individualistic terms or - as one of my colleagues Eugene Bunkowske puts it in describing this 

viewpoint - as "spiritual vitamin pills," something to make the weak strong. But he also suggests 

a more appropriate metaphor that takes in the communal or ecclesiastical nature of the sacrament 

as well, viz., describing the sacrament as a family meal. So too Walther, in response to those who 

argue that since we acknowledge that there are Christians in other churches, we should also 

admit them to the sacrament because it is a means of grace, answers, "It is true that the holy 

sacraments are this, and indeed first and foremost, and you would be right if they were nothing 

else than this. But they are also distinctive signs of confession and bonds of fellowship in 

worship."
39

 

What Walther is arguing is that the sacraments signify not only one's relationship with God but 

also one’s relationship with his fellow Christians, and he differentiates the sacraments from 

preaching which is not a bond of fellowship but the instrument that creates the bond of 

fellowship in the first place: 

We...allow Catholics or outright heathen to hear the Word of God with us; but one 

who is allowed to participate in the sacraments must be recognized as standing in 

proper Christian faith, for one thereby marks him as it were with a seal of 

fraternal fellowship in faith....For the Gospel is not a philosophical system but a 

productive power of God. It is preached so that there might be a church in which 

believers find association in unity. And the sacraments are...the holy bonds and 

bounds within which Christians stand over against the world.
40

 

The Word of God is what brings us into the church; but the sacraments in that they are 

the visible Word do more. Not only do they create and sustain faith (and in the case of the 

eucharist exclusively the latter), they also mark us off visibly as the church. We cannot see the 

Word of God at work in the heart; but we can see the visible Word, the sacraments, at work in 

our lives. They are what make us and mark us as the church. 

Commenting on the sacrament of holy baptism on the basis of 1 Cor. 12:13, "For we were all 

baptized by one Spirit into one body," Walther writes, "One who is baptized is thereby declared 

to be a member of the same mystical body to which I belong as a Christian, and precisely 

http://confessionallutherans.org/papers/macdoc02.htm#39.
http://confessionallutherans.org/papers/macdoc02.htm#40.


through Baptism I give to one who is baptized the testimony: You are my dear fellow Christian, 

my brother in Christ."
41

 

And so too with respect to the holy eucharist. St. Paul writes, "Because there is one loaf, we, who 

are many, are one body, for we all partake of the one loaf" (1 Cor. 10:17); and Walther remarks, 

Accordingly, in that Christians eat of the one bread of the Sacrament, all become 

mystically, that is, in a spiritual, moral, or figurative way, one body, and by the 

act of eating together a person is declared to be one in Christ with all 

Christians....All Christians [are] one in Christ through Communion and many 

thousand times more intimately bound together than even body and soul into one 

organism. They are actually one. One God dwells in them. One Spirit rules in 

them. They all have one Savior in them, and one Lord Jesus speaks from them.
42

 

Of course, the question immediately arises that if, as Walther says, the sacraments are the bonds 

between Christians and not just Lutherans, how is that we refuse to commune any except those in 

our fellowship? The answer lies, as I indicated earlier, in Walther's understanding of 

the true visible church, since to commune those who do not belong to that church is to confirm 

them in the errors of the churches to which they do belong. Against those Lutherans who in his 

own day did not practice closed communion, Walther writes: 

If the leaders of the Church Council [i.e., General Council] would accept [these 

Scripture passages], they would have to give up their false principles and 

practices; but they will not accept them until they have recognized that there 

actually is a true, visible church of God in an unqualified sense. They do not say 

to their heterodox communicants that through partaking of Communion with us 

they hold to our doctrine and our church. They allow them to remain stuck in 

error and plunge them and themselves into the sin of hypocrisy.
43

 

Since in Walther's view, it is a grievous sin to belong to a non-Lutheran church, we should not 

comfort the non-Lutheran or even the unionistic Lutheran in his error by communing him at our 

altars. For Walther, it is a grave misuse of church power to practice open communion. 

But doesn't this mean that we are withholding the consolations of the gospel from such persons 

who might be visiting our churches? Walther answers no, because, of course, he can still hear the 

preaching. Furthermore, Walther reminds us that the eucharist is not an evangelistic tool to 

convert the unbeliever but was instead "instituted to strengthen the faith of those who are already 

are true Christians. Therefore Communion should be administered to no one who has been 

revealed as a false [i.e., erring] Christian."
44

 

Far from being a loveless approach to members of other churches, Walther contends that closed 

communion is actually an act of love. Referring to Lev. 19:17, "Do not hate your brother in you 

heart. Rebuke your neighbor frankly so you will not share in his guilt," Walther writes, 

"Rebuking is so often presented as lovelessness; but unjustly, for we hear here: If you do not 

love someone you will not rebuke him. So then, to warn your fellowman against a false and 

destructive way is certainly true love."
45
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Significantly, Walther's concern in closed communion is not only for those of other churches 

who may not come to the sacrament but also for those of our own fellowship who may be 

disturbed in their faith by the practice of open communion. Quoting the Wittenberg faculty of 

1568, Walther writes: 

Also many pious, good-hearted people would necessarily be highly angered, 

saddened, and led into manifold doubt whether they are in the right faith with this 

church, for they see that also those who hold another, disagreeing view are 

publicly received and admitted to the fellowship of these churches [emphasis 

original]. 

How confusing it must be if, on the one hand, in our catechetical instructions we insist on correct 

doctrine and in confirmation we pledge our members to Lutheran doctrine in the Small 

Catechism, but in our communion practice we welcome Christians of all denominations as if the 

doctrinal differences or aberrations from that same catechism do not, after all, matter. No wonder 

then that Walther describes this practice as being in conflict with "our love for our own fellow 

believers, especially the weak, who by this action would be given grievous offense."
46

 

If we truly believe that doctrinal error is dangerous to one's salvation, then we want to take those 

steps that lead one away from that error; and closed communion is one of those steps. Church 

power should build people up in the faith, not tear them down. 

My guess is that we have less trouble today with closing our altars to those who persist 

stubbornly in sins against the fifth, sixth, and seventh commandments than we do in saying no to 

those who violate the second and third by a false faith and fellowship; nonetheless, true love and 

concern includes faithful application of all ten - at least, that is Walther's viewpoint in so far as it 

applies to closed communion. 

Walther's essay on communion practices concludes with two additional theses that are also 

relevant to our own day and age. The first of them (Thesis 11) answers an obvious objection that 

Walther summarizes this way, "How can you dare to excommunicate a child of God from 

another church by rejection at your Communion, call him a heretic, cut him off from the body of 

Christ, and so, as it were, wound Jesus Himself?" People may suppose this is what we are doing, 

but, Walther argues, that is not what we intend by closed communion at all. Walther explains: 

We [do not] excommunicate, reject, accuse of heresy, and condemn that 

heterodox Christian if we say to him: "We would be glad to have you receive 

Holy Communion with us. But there is still a barrier in the way. That is the sin of 

your error in doctrine, which you have not yet recognized. First acknowledge and 

abandon this [sin] and join the orthodox church. Then you will be to us a dear, 

welcome guest at Communion."
47

 

The sin of the one being refused admission is one of error, perhaps even ignorance, forgiven by 

God just as all of ours are. But that does not mean that either he or we should be indifferent to it. 

Our practice of closed communion is designed to help our visitors rethink their church 

membership. Once again, the practice is based upon the conviction that Lutheranism is the 
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correct expression of Christianity; but if it is, then non-Lutherans should be encouraged to 

acknowledge the differences and not be lulled into believing that the differences do not matter. 

The alternative is misleading and dishonest, unless one really believes that the differences do not 

matter. Then by all means open the communion table to a variety of beliefs and practices, but do 

not maintain that your church is any more Lutheran, at least from the standpoint of the marks of 

the church. 

Walther's final thesis in his 1870 essay is also an important one for our purposes because it too 

reminds us that the purpose of closed communion is to preserve the purity of the marks of the 

church. Walther writes: 

The more unionism and syncretism are the sin and corruption of our time, the 

more the loyalty of the orthodox church now demands that the Lord's Supper not 

be misused as a means of external union without the internal unity of faith.
48

 

Once again, and it bears repeating, we can know of no internal unity of faith apart from one's 

confession of faith. That confession includes one's church membership. We simply cannot say 

that a member is in no way responsible for the teachings and practices of his church. After all, 

this is America. If he does not like what his church does, he can leave it. And should, according 

to Walther, if his church is heterodox. Then - and only then - can we express our unity in the 

sacrament - when there is also unity of confession. 

In conclusion to this part of my presentation on the church power, let me say simply that at the 

founding of our synod, it was a basic premise that the synod expressed a unity of confession and 

practice among the congregations that belonged to the synod as members of the Ev. Lutheran 

Church. Moreover, a primary purpose of the new group was to maintain that unity in doctrine. 

This in turn was important to them because they were convinced that true doctrine was basic to 

proclaiming the gospel while false doctrine got in its way and hindered the gospel. Finally, this 

concern was not only a matter of what they said but also what they did, including communion 

practices. Word and sacraments were the means of grace; they were the marks of the church; 

they were the power of the church; and therefore, they had to be kept pure. Our problem today is 

not so much whether we understand all this, but whether we still believe it. 

Part Three: Church Power and the Office 

of the Public Ministry 

Church history is something like the attic in a Seminary curriculum. All kinds of interesting stuff 

is stored there; but only sometimes does it seem particularly useful. For our time together here, I 

have been rummaging through the synodical attic of church history in order to find items that I 

hope are both interesting and relevant to questions involving the use or abuse of power in the 

church. Yesterday's topics related specifically to the exercise of church power in the 

congregation and synod. This morning, I hope to look more closely at questions involving the 

ministry, the divinely appointed agency for discharging church power publicly. 

Today, I believe the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod is in a state of crisis regarding the office 

of the public ministry. Too many voices are saying too many different things for us to pretend 
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that there is still a unity of teaching in our church regarding this office. One Concordia 

Publishing House publication, for example, describes pastors primarily as enablers and equippers 

of the laity for ministry and insists, "To be sure, pastors are to be honored because they are our 

spiritual leaders (1 Tim. 5:17). But Christian service is as sacred when performed by a layman as 

when performed by a seminary graduate or a properly called pastor of a parish."
49

 In other 

words, exercising church power is everybody’s job! 

But another LCMS clergyman writes that the absolution when pronounced by a pastor has a 

validity that it lacks when pronounced by a layman: 

The pastor...is able to deliver 'indicative-operative absolution'....Christ is here 

personally addressing the penitent through the instrument of the pastor. ...If a 

member of the laity should speak in this manner, the offered forgiveness would be 

considered as coming from the absolving individual rather than from the only 

begotten Son of the Father.
50

 

Quite the opposite of the first position, then, this one 

suggests that only pastors can really carry out the office 

of the keys. 

Even more recently, still another of our brethren has argued that C. F. W. Walther articulated an 

anthropocentric explanation of the ministry, as opposed to the theocentric (and therefore, 

presumably, the correct) understanding of J. A. A. Grabau, Walther’s great foe in the era of 

synod’s founding.
51

 

So what is going on here? Why is there so much difference of opinion regarding what was once 

established among us about who has the power of the keys and how it is exercised? Certainly, 

part of the explanation lies in the fact that issues have arisen in our times that call into question 

our old convictions or, at least, compel a reexamination of our doctrine. The most obvious such 

novelty is women's ordination. Although one might argue that the burden of proof rests upon 

those who innovate against the practice not only of the Missouri Synod but of virtually all of 

orthodox Christendom for 1900 years, in the West, especially the United States, the capitulation 

of one denomination after another to the forces of feminism, including the ELCA and its 

predecessor bodies, has shifted the burden to those who would resist the tide: Why don't you 

Missourians ordain women? What do you have against women? Are you misogynists or only old 

sticks in the mud? 

Theologians of previous eras were more ready to answer the advocates of women's ordination in 

terms of the nature of men and women - men are leaders, women are nurturers; men are thinkers, 

women are emotional, etc. But that simply won't do in modern America; and so, defenders of the 

old position have felt themselves under pressure to re-examine the office itself and to 

demonstrate what it is in the nature of the ministry that necessitates a male-only clergy.
52

 Such 

explorations have been useful and sometimes persuasive; but one unintended consequence has 
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also been, in part, a greater sense of insecurity among some Missourians about our own long-

standing doctrine of the ministry and its capacity for answering the feminists. 

For example, if we hold that God has instituted the office of the public ministry for the sake of 

preaching and administering the sacraments - a responsibility which in some sense already 

belongs to the individual Christian - and if we also agree with our critics that women are as 

capable of preaching and teaching as are men, then what is to keep us from ordaining them? 

It is questions like this one that prompt new ways of describing the office of the ministry. A 

goodly number of us – and I count myself as one of them - are still content with saying "no" to 

the advocates of women's ordination in the way of Walther and the founders of synod, simply on 

the basis of clear Scripture passages regarding the exercise of authority in the church, e.g., I Tim. 

2:11-12, "A woman should learn in quietness and full submission. I do not permit a woman to 

teach or to have authority over a man; she must be silent." If it was good enough for St. Paul, we 

say, it should also be good enough for us. God’s Church should exercise God’s power in God’s 

way. And so we reject women's ordination. Even so, however, the questions regarding the nature 

of the ministry that the issue of women's ordination has raised in our circles are not so easily 

dismissed for some and, therefore, the question of who is supposed to carry out the power of the 

keys in the church remains a troubling issue in our midst. 

Besides the changing role of women in society and church, our crisis over the doctrine of the 

ministry has come about for other reasons as well. In particular, there is also the multiplication of 

"helping offices" in the church. In a recent edition of the Lutheran Annual, under the listing of 

"Ministers of Religion - Ordained," we find 25 categories besides "sole pastor"; and under 

"Ministers of Religion - Commissioned," there are 5 major subdivisions (certified teachers, 

directors of Christian education, deaconesses, directors of Christian outreach, and lay ministers), 

and a host of additional subcategories. The third major division, "Certified Church Workers, 

Lay," includes lay teachers, parish workers, parish musicians, parish nurses, and social workers. 

And these are only those offices which are recognized at the synodical level!
53

 

Such offices are usually full time positions and one or more of our synodical schools often has a 

program preparing men and women for such vocations. Entering such a position is often 

described as a call, and there are special services of induction and installation when one begins 

his work. In addition, the duties of such positions often include responsibilities for some sort of 

teaching God's Word. No wonder, then, that the existence and the proliferation of these positions 

within the church have provoked questions about power in the church - questions, such as, who 

precisely is in the office of the public ministry? Are teachers? DCE's? High school religion 

teachers? Seminary professors? Who? Or again, what is unique about the office of the pastor in a 

congregation? What responsibility does he have for the exercise of church power that others are 

carrying out, and what parts of ministry are his alone? 

Complicating matters even more, in almost all of our congregations, there are there are a 

multitude of congregational members – lay people - who also are involved on an occasional basis 

in proclaiming the Word of God - the Sunday School teachers, the evangelism team members, 

the Sunday morning lectors, and the like. What is the nature of these positions in the church, 
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what is their relationship to the office of the ministry, what kind of power do they have in the 

church? 

Finally, there is the whole matter of the relationship between clergy and congregation in the 

exercise of church power. Who has the final say about how the ministry is to be carried out in a 

particular place – about worship practices, communion practices, church discipline? Who can 

issue a call? Who can terminate a call? Can calls be temporary? Can pastors be contracted 

instead of called? And is the situation different for different office holders, say pastors and 

teachers? 

Although such developments have been a long time in the making, one catalyst for our present 

situation in the Missouri Synod occurred just about a decade ago, when synod took an official 

action that many really could not figure out in terms of our theology by creating yet another 

"helping office" in the church, that of licensed lay minister, to preach and to administer the 

sacraments "in exceptional circumstances or in emergencies." Those who participated in this 

particular office were to do so under the supervision of a pastor and with an annual, renewable 

license from their district president; nevertheless, what they were licensed to do was 

unmistakably and admittedly pastoral as the synodical resolution indicated when it described its 

purpose as "providing for an orderly way of carrying out distinctive functions of the pastoral 

office in the absence of an ordained clergyman." In others words, the synod authorized 

certain laymen to do what pastors are supposed to do.
54

 

More than any other episode in our recent history, this decision forced Missourians once again to 

reexamine what the Bible and the Confessions teach about the office of the public ministry, 

especially in relation to the helping offices that the church creates. And one result of this 

reexamination was the action of the 1995 synodical convention designed to minimize the use of 

this new office and basically to make it a step toward ordination.
55

 But then in 1998, synod 

authorized a special committee to try again and to examine the possibility of creating yet another 

office, the ordained deacon, to carry out some or all the parts of the ministry. Clearly, on this 

question alone, it is obvious that synod has not reached a consensus about what makes the office 

of the public ministry distinct from auxiliary offices like that of the licensed lay minister or 

ordained deacon. 

As a result, then, of women's ordination outside of the Missouri Synod and the multiplication of 

auxiliary offices within the synod, many of us are asking today, Are we exercising power in the 

church today according to our traditional understanding in the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod? 

Or to put it another way, Is it still possible to make sense of our multiplicity of church offices 

within the confines of biblical and Confessional theology? I think so; I hope so. But I would be 

less than candid if I were to say that I was absolutely certain. 

As we did yesterday with questions regarding the church and church power, what I propose for 

today is to examine issues regarding the ministry and church power from a doctrinal standpoint 

in the history of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod and especially in the theology of C.F.W. 

Walther. Here again synod's first constitution of 1847 is a good place to start. 
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As indicated previously, the synod was made up of congregations, because of a theological 

conviction that every congregation was a local expression of the universal church. But who 

represented the congregation in synod - not only an elected delegate but also the pastor of the 

congregation.
56

 And why? Because synod's founders were also convinced that the office of the 

public ministry was a divine institution. It was God’s vehicle for carrying out His power in the 

church. 

However, as in the case of the church, so too with respect to the ministry, at its founding the 

Missouri Synod inherited a doctrine from recent past experience, especially of the Saxon clergy, 

Walther included, and not only a doctrine but a controversy as well with Johannes Andreas 

August Grabau (1804-79), founder of the Buffalo Synod in 1845. 

The controversy was both theoretical and practical - a question not only of what was taught but 

also of what was done. Let me explain. 

Back in Germany, J.A.A. Grabau’s was an important voice for Confessional Lutheranism in the 

state of Prussia. Although the situation of Lutheranism there was similar to that of Saxony, there 

was one major difference - in Prussia, the king decreed that Lutherans and Calvinists must join 

together in one church and use a common liturgy. This Grabau refused to do, as a result of which 

he was forced from his pulpit; and when he continued to preach to his people in his own home, 

he was actually imprisoned for his faith. 

With the help of a pious layman, a former officer in the Prussian army by the name of Heinrich 

Von Rohr, Grabau escaped from prison and went into hiding. Recaptured after nine months of 

trying to stay away from the authorities, Grabau and Von Rohr decided to emigrate, to leave for 

America. As in the case of Stephan, many good laymen were willing to follow; but unlike 

Stephan, not so many clergymen accompanied Grabau. 

They did link up with one other pastor and his flock who had also decided to leave. His name 

was L.F.E. Krause. All told, there were about 1000 Lutherans who left with Grabau in the 

summer of 1839 to settle in America. Because there were two pastors, they decided to settle in 

two different areas - Wisconsin (near Milwaukee) and Buffalo, New York. Unfortunately for 

their plans, however, Pastor Krause did not stay long in America. Within weeks of his 

congregation's arrival in Buffalo, Krause had returned to Germany without even saying goodbye. 

This left one pastor, Grabau, for two congregations hundreds of miles apart - one in Wisconsin 

and one in New York. 

Since Grabau settled in Buffalo, the group in Wisconsin made arrangements for temporary 

pastoral care through the ministrations of a pious layman and so informed Pastor Grabau. But 

this development alarmed Grabau very much, because he believed that the validity of the means 

of grace, particularly absolution and the Lord's Supper, depended upon their being administered 

by called and ordained clergymen. So he wrote up a "pastoral letter" and circulated it not only 

among his own people but also among the Saxon Lutherans who had settled in Missouri. This 

was in 1840. 
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To Walther and his colleagues, Grabau's pastoral letter was bad news - not because they did not 

treasure the office of the ministry but because they believed Grabau was claiming too much for 

this office. For one thing, he was insisting that ordination - the rite of laying on of hands - was 

essential to making a man a pastor; and secondly, he was claiming for the clergy the exclusive 

right to excommunicate. 

Nor was the question of excommunication purely an academic one. In fact, even before the 

departure from Germany, Grabau had suspended from communion a part of his flock (actually 

Krause's congregation transferred to Grabau's care) on account of some questionable dealings 

with a ship captain. And in America when no reconciliation proved possible, Grabau issued a 

bull of excommunication against the group who responded in good Lutheran fashion by burning 

it. 

Accordingly, when Grabau addressed the issue of excommunication in his "pastoral letter," he 

was writing about a power that he certainly intended to use. In fact, not only Grabau but also 

Krause unilaterally excommunicated a large part of his congregation. After only a short time 

back in Germany, Krause had returned to America and by 1841 he had settled in Wisconsin to 

pastor the Lutherans there. Soon, however, he found himself embroiled in a major controversy 

with his people over a horse and buggy - whether to rent or purchase one for the pastor - and 

when he accused some of his members of having reneged on their promise to buy the horse and 

buggy and they refused to repent, Krause excommunicated them. 

In both situations, therefore, Buffalo and Wisconsin, Grabau and Krause had acted on the 

doctrine set forth in Grabau's pastoral letter. But also in both places complications set in when 

the excommunicated groups refused to repent and instead sought and found new pastors among 

the Saxon Lutherans, colleagues and associates of Walther, who were willing to accept a call 

from these groups because they believed that they had been wrongfully excommunicated. In fact, 

one of these congregations - the one in Buffalo - became a charter member of the Missouri 

Synod; and the other in Freistadt, WI, had its case adjudicated in its favor at the first synodical 

convention. 

As you can see, therefore, the controversy between Walther and Grabau involved a great deal 

more than just doctrine. It involved the real practice of power in the church. And once the 

controversy had begun, it became almost impossible to end it. In fact, it even involved both sides 

- Walther and Wyneken from the Missouri Synod and Grabau and Von Rohr from the Buffalo 

Synod - returning to Germany in the 1850's in order to make their case before Lutherans there. 

Obviously, the controversy kept right on going after the formation of the Missouri Synod in 

1847. Each side traded accusations and sometimes members (at one point, for example, Pastor 

Krause switched sides and joined the Missouri Synod). Perhaps, however, the climax was 

reached in 1859, when Grabau's group, the Buffalo Synod, decided to excommunicate en 

masse the entire Missouri Synod. 

Fascinating though they are, we will not further review the details of this controversy which have 

been recorded elsewhere at length, most notably by Roy Suelflow in the Concordia Historical 

Quarterly
57

 - and much of my own understanding of all that took place is based on his work. 
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Nevertheless, we need to recognize the dispute with Grabau as the immediate cause of the 

Missouri Synod's adopting an official position on the doctrines of church and ministry in 1851 

and of C. F. W. Walther's elaborating that position in his Church and Ministry. As Walther 

points out in his preface to that work, 

We regarded ourselves as compelled to do this especially since Pastor Grabau of 

Buffalo, New York...has grievously slandered us before the whole church on 

account of our doctrines of the church and the ministry....Hence, the synodical 

convention held in...1850 asked this writer to compose the present book. Its 

contents were presented to the synodical convention, held the next year...either 

literally or substantially, and after they had been examined and respectively 

revised, it was resolved to publish the manuscript "in our name and as our 

unanimous confession."
58

 

But what were the particular points at issue in this great debate especially regarding the ministry? 

For our purposes today, let us single out only two and discuss them from the vantage point of 

church power – (1) the relationship between the priesthood of all believers and the public 

ministry and (2) the necessity of ordination. With respect to the first of these, Grabau drew a 

very sharp line. According to William Cwirla in the Concordia Historical Quarterly, 

Grabau distinguished the Office [of the public ministry] from the spiritual 

priesthood of believers in terms of function. "While the spiritual priesthood of a 

person is his relationship to the reconciled God, the holy preaching office...is 

a Stand [i.e., a special rank or class] instituted by God that has to do with the 

congregation." The spiritual priesthood concerns one's relationship toward God 

and involves every believer who offers his spiritual sacrifices [to God].
59

 

But the duties of the pastor were a commission from God to the congregation. In other words, 

God had established an office in His church to do certain things for his church, viz., preach the 

Word and administer the sacraments, and only the clergy were supposed to such things. For 

Grabau, office and church power went together, 

The church has since the earliest days believed that for a right distribution of the 

Sacraments, administration of Absolution, there belongs not only the Word of 

institution, but also the right divine call and command and institution, so that even 

if the officiant is evil, nevertheless is the Word of institution powerful because of 

the office to which the Lord has pledged himself.
60

 

Given such a close connection between the means of grace and the office of the ministry in his 

theology, it is not surprising that Grabau drew the conclusion that if an unordained man should 

celebrate the eucharist, he would distribute only bread and wine, "In this we are convinced that a 

man arbitrarily thrown forth by the congregation cannot give either Absolution or the Body and 

Blood of Christ, but rather gives simple bread and wine, for Christ has pledged Himself to His 

divine unalterable order and not to our arbitrariness and chaos."
61
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If, then, the church is going to avoid ambiguity and doubt or even worse, blasphemy, in her 

administration of the means of grace, she must, according to Grabau, do so by a properly 

constituted ministry in her midst. And in connection with constituting that ministry, Grabau 

insisted upon ordination, i.e., the laying on of hands by those already ordained, an act by which 

they "hand over to him the office of the church in the name of the Triune God."
62

 

This is not to say that Grabau believed in ordination without the call of the congregation. He did 

not, for the premise of ordination was the election by the congregation of a pastor. However, for 

Grabau, ordination had to follow as an essential part of the divine institution.
63

 

But now, what about Walther and the Missouri Synod? How did they react to Grabau's 

contention and what precisely did they find objectionable? Let's consider, first of all, the 

relationship between the office and the congregation. Walther addresses this in Thesis 6 of 

his Church and Ministry, "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."
64

 

There are a number of points to observe about this thesis, the first of them being that God confers 

this office, not the clergy and not the congregation. Grabau, of course, would not dispute this 

either; it is, however, a part of our doctrine today that sometimes gets lost, especially when we 

talk about removing men from office; and in this connection, it is also interesting to note that the 

synodical founders drew the conclusion from the God-given character of the ministry that calls 

into this ministry were not to be limited in tenure. In fact, the 1847 constitution specifies as a 

condition for membership in the Missouri Synod that a congregation agree to "proper (not 

temporary) calling of the pastors" and also comments that "the so-called licenses which are in 

use in this country are not given by Synod, because they are against Scripture and proper church 

practice [emphasis mine]."
65

 What God gives, only God can take away. 

Of course, the God-given nature of the ministry cannot be an excuse for incompetent, uncaring, 

arrogant, or lazy pastors. Quite the contrary, for if God has appointed us to our calling, then it is 

all the more important that we carry it out in a God-pleasing way. One cannot "hide behind" his 

call when being rebuked either by his congregation or by church officers for failing to carry out 

his duties in a God-pleasing way. 

In Church and Ministry, Walther and the Missouri Synod also maintained that "the ministry is 

not a special or, in opposition to that of ordinary Christians, a more holy state...but it is a 

ministry of service" - service to the congregation, a God-given obligation to bring Word and 

sacrament to them in season and out. Instead of using a divine call to protect our failings and 

faults from criticism, pastors need to remember who it is who has called them and before whom 

they will stand and give an account of the souls entrusted to their care (Heb. 13:17). A call is 

God’s directive to carry out God’s power on behalf of God’s people. 

A second point to observe about our synod's official doctrine of the ministry is that we do believe 

that it is a divine institution. Indeed, in Church and Ministry, Walther's first three theses on the 

ministry emphasize this fact: 
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1. The holy ministry or pastoral office is an office distinct from the priesthood of 

all believers. 

2. The ministry of the Word or the pastoral office is not a human institution but an 

office that God Himself has established. 

3. The ministry is not an arbitrary office but one whose establishment has been 

commanded to the church and to which the church is ordinarily bound till the end 

of time.
66

 

In view of such clear statements, it is simply impossible to argue that Walther was a so-called 

functionalist in his view of the ministry, i.e., that God told the church to do something, viz., 

preach the Word and administer the sacraments, and that the ministry has simply developed out 

of this general command to the church. No, there is an office; it is distinct from the priesthood of 

all believers; and God has established it. 

In this regard, Walther's Scriptural proof is interesting, for it includes both Old Testament 

prophecies of the New Testament ministry, e.g., Jer. 3:15, "Then I will give you shepherds after 

my own heart, who will lead you with knowledge and understanding," and also New Testament 

passages that demonstrate "the call of the holy apostles into the ministry of the Word by the Son 

of God" (Matt. 10; Matt. 28:18-20; and John 20:21-23, among others). 

In connection with the call of the apostles, Walther also argues for the divine institution of the 

ministry, since those same apostles "place themselves on an equal footing with the servants of 

the church who were called mediately as their co-laborers in the ministry." For example, Peter 

calls himself a fellow-elder to those elders in the congregation to which he writes (1 Peter 5:1) 

and Paul refers to his co-workers as fellow workers, fellow servants, and fellow soldiers. Clearly, 

then, Walther views the office of the public ministry as being rooted in our Lord's institution of 

the apostles.
67

 

However, and this too is basic to Walther's thinking, God appoints men to the office of the public 

ministry today through the congregation "as the possessor of all ecclesiastical power, or the 

power of the keys."
68

 Here we must remember what we saw yesterday about Walther's doctrine 

of the church - that he locates the church by the marks, i.e., only where the means of grace are in 

use, and that means in local assemblies or what we call "congregations." It is Walther's 

conviction, therefore, that when the Confessions speak of church they mean such local 

assemblies - not the clergy or some hierarchy apart from the congregation. 

And so, Walther cites both the Apology and the Treatise to support this thesis. Significantly, in 

his citation from the Apology, he cites a passage just following one in which Melanchthon has 

described the church in terms of the faithful, "as the congregation of saints who truly believe the 

Gospel of Christ and have the Holy Ghost." Melanchthon then says (and this is the part Walther 

quotes), "Neither does the fact that the Sacraments are administered by the unworthy detract 

from their efficacy, because, on account of the call of the Church, they represent the person of 

Christ and do not represent their own persons." God's call into the ministry comes through the 

http://confessionallutherans.org/papers/macdoc02.htm#66.
http://confessionallutherans.org/papers/macdoc02.htm#67.
http://confessionallutherans.org/papers/macdoc02.htm#68.


Church - the believers - not through the clergy per se, at least according to this statement from 

the Confessions.
69

 

Similarly in the Treatise, we read (and Walther cites), 

It is necessary to acknowledge that the keys belong not to the person of one 

particular man, but to the Church....[Christ] grants the keys principally and 

immediately to the Church, just as also for this reason the Church has principally 

the right of calling [emphasis mine]. 

And again, 

Wherever the Church is, there is the authority to administer the Gospel. Therefore 

it is necessary for the Church to retain the authority to call, elect, and ordain 

ministers. And this authority is a gift which in reality is given to the Church, 

which no human power can wrest from the Church....Hence, wherever there is a 

true church, the right to elect and ordain ministers necessarily exists....The keys 

have been given to the Church and not merely to certain persons.
70

 

Finally, in connection with the instrumentality of the congregation for God's call into the public 

ministry, it is interesting to note Walther's biblical basis, for in Thesis 6 on the Ministry, Walther 

cites Matt. 18:15-20 and 1 Peter 2:5-10, both of which are also cited in the Confessional writings 

to which we referred above. In other words, Walther's understanding of the Scriptures comes, at 

least in part, from the way the Confessions use those same Scriptures. 

Thus, in the Treatise Melanchthon writes 

Here belong the statements of Christ which testify that the keys have been given 

to the Church, and not merely to certain persons, [Matt. 18:20], "Where two or 

three are gathered together in my name, etc." 

Lastly, the statement of Peter also confirms this, [1 Pet. 2:9], "Ye are a royal 

priesthood." These words pertain to the true Church, which certainly has the right 

to elect and ordain ministers since it alone has the priesthood.
71

 

Is it any surprise, therefore, that Walther uses the same two passages to prove that 

Since the congregation or church of Christ, that is, the communion of believers, 

has the power of the keys and the priesthood immediately..., it also and it alone 

can entrust the office of the ministry, which publicly administers the office of the 

keys and all ministerial [priesterliche] functions in the congregation, to certain 

competent persons by electing, calling, and commissioning.
72

 

Therefore, church power belongs first of all to the church, and by the institution of God, 

congregations call men into that office which exercises that power publicly in their stead. 
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But does the congregational character of the call mean for Walther that every member of the 

congregation is a pastor. Not at all, for it is through the pastor that the congregation exercises the 

power of the keys. As we have already observed, Walther's point is not to denigrate the office of 

the ministry as the means by which the Word is preached and the sacraments administered but 

instead to demonstrate that when it comes to filling that office, the call of the congregation is 

decisive. 

But even here - in respect to the call - we cannot accuse Walther of pure congregationalism, for 

he qualifies his teaching in two ways. First, if a congregation already has one or more pastors 

and is calling another, those incumbents 

also of course belong to those calling....Hence, when their cooperation, which 

behooves them on account of their office, is denied, then there is no longer any 

call of the "multitude," for then the call is extended not by the [whole] 

congregation...which, when properly organized, consists of both preachers and 

hearers. 

In other words, Walther seems to be granting to pastors a kind of veto power when the 

congregation is calling an assistant or associate pastor.
73

 

Even more interesting in view of his attitude toward ordination, is Walther's second qualification 

regarding the right of a congregation to call its pastor. Although he continues to maintain that 

their call is valid without the consent of other clergy, he insists that a calling congregation "not 

act alone and according to its own opinion" - which would be pure congregationalism - "but seek 

the counsel of ministers in office. It should listen to their advice and instruction and concede to 

them especially the examination and the proper, public, solemn installation of the called 

[pastor]." Such a procedure, in which vacant congregations act under the advice of other clergy, 

is demanded[erfordert es], Walther says, "(1) by the love and unity that...should exist and 

manifest itself among all members of His body" - again, notice the absence of a congregationalist 

spirit - "(2) by the honor that believers owe to the incumbents of the office, and (3) by the sacred 

character and importance of the matter itself."
74

 

Such considerations were built into the first synodical constitution. The business of synod 

includes "the preparation of future preachers...for service in the church," "to provide for 

congregations without pastors, if the former apply to the Synod," and "to support indigent 

congregations who are members of Synod, that they may obtain the regular service of a pastor." 

Furthermore, the constitution specifies a lengthy procedure for the examination of prospective 

candidates for the ministry by the "best theologians" of the synod. Clearly, in the minds of its 

founders, even if the call to the ministry comes through the congregation, other congregations 

and their pastors have a responsibility to see that the man called "has a thorough understanding 

of the correct division of Law and Gospel...; also ...is apt to teach; and...is sound in and 

convinced of the pure confession."
75

 

What then of ordination? This was another point at which the Walther disagreed with Grabau, 

and it is the former's position that became a part of our synod's publica doctrina, "The ordination 

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

confirmation of the call."
76

 

Because this thesis is directed against Grabau who, as Walther saw it, overstated the case for 

ordination, the thesis is phrased somewhat negatively and so obscures the positive valuation that 

Walther and his colleagues actually placed on ordination. An apostolic custom that confirms 

God's call into the public ministry was no light thing. Accordingly, the 1847 constitution makes 

ordination a presidential responsibility to be carried out only when the synodical president has 

determined that the candidate has "received a legitimate call from and to a particular 

congregation and...has by a previous examination been found to be sound in faith, fit to teach, 

and beyond reproof in his life."
77

 

Furthermore, as William Cwirla points out, Walther and the Saxons did not exactly treat 

ordination as a pure adiopheron in their debate with Grabau since, when the latter in their view 

made too much of the ceremony, they did not deliberately avoid ordination but instead continued 

to insist on it in their midst. And even in the one case where one of their own, Ottomar 

Fürbringer, served as a pastor for three years without ordination, they explained it as a case of 

necessity ("unbaptized children and the like") and not as a matter of indifference to ordination.
78

 

Nevertheless, in spite of their high regard for ordination, they were unwilling to make it a sine 

qua non of a valid ministry, and so in Church and Ministry Walther contends that "Scripture does 

not tell us of any divine institution of ordination; it merely attests that it was used by the 

apostles," but also Walther freely admits, "Of course, there is no doubt that even today ordination 

is not a meaningless ceremony if it is connected with the ardent prayer of the church, based on 

the glorious promises given in particular to the office of the ministry."
79

 

As far as the Confessions are concerned, once more Walther has recourse to the Treatise and 

cites Melanchthon on the origin of ordination, "Formerly the people elected pastors and bishops. 

Then came a bishop, either of that church or a neighboring one, who confirmed the one elected 

by the laying on of hands; and ordination was nothing else than such a ratification." Walther 

even cites that passage from the Apology which permits one to call ordination a sacrament, 

If ordination is to be understood as applying to the ministry of the Word, we are 

not unwilling to call ordination a sacrament. For the ministry of the Word has 

God's command and glorious promises....Neither will we refuse to call the 

imposition of hands a sacrament. For the Church has the command to appoint 

ministers, which should be most pleasing to us, because we know that God 

approves this ministry, and is present in the ministry. And it is of advantage, so 

far as can be done, to adorn the ministry of the Word with every kind of praise 

against fanatical men.
80

 

Of course, Melanchthon's point is not that the ceremony is of divine origin but that the office is 

and so ordination does not create the ministry but, as Walther contends, "acknowledges, attests, 

and confirms publicly where it has already taken place."
81
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In one sense, of course, the debate with Grabau is long since over - and not even the Buffalo 

Synod exists any more. But the issues raised by that debate persist and perhaps our day and age 

is even seeing a resurgence of them. Nevertheless, I believe that the historic position of our 

church as first formulated by C.F.W. Walther still gets it right. The office of the public ministry 

is God's office to preach the gospel and administer the sacraments for the salvation of sinners. 

God fills this office through the call of the congregation, and the church as a whole confirms the 

call by the rite of ordination. 

Of course, we can change the ways we prepare men for this office. We can require more or less 

training, more or less experience, more or fewer years of school. And we may need to make 

some serious changes in the next few years as synod faces an acute shortage of pastors. But we 

should not change our theology or practice of call and ordination. What the founding generation 

of synod insisted upon can still work today when the congregations of synod use their resources 

jointly to prepare men for the ministry, help congregations to call and maintain the public 

ministry in their midst, and then authorize the ordination of those properly called. Churches 

should still exercise church power through the ordained ministry. 

Part IV: Helping Offices in the Church 

Earlier, I suggested that one reason for confusion in our circles regarding the exercise of church 

power through the office of the ministry has to do with the multiplication of "helping offices" in 

our church, i.e., offices other than that of pastor, and uncertainty about the relationship of these 

offices to the office of the public ministry and what kind of power they have in relation to that of 

the pastor. Here too a historical approach may prove helpful. However, one of the things that 

history shows is that our present confusion goes back a long, long way. So that in the case of 

helping offices, unlike our doctrine of church and ministry, the synodical history is not quite so 

clear. 

To begin with, we should observe that helping offices, or auxiliary offices as they have usually 

been known, have a history in the Missouri Synod that also goes right back to the beginning, 

since Synod's very first constitution made provision for Lutheran school teachers to 

be advisory members of synod as were also pastors of congregations that did not belong to synod 

and candidates, seminary graduates awaiting a call. Both pastors and teachers were dues-paying 

members of synod since the constitution required them "to pay at least one dollar annually into 

the synodical treasury." The constitution also indicated that synod would be responsible for 

maintaining institutions to prepare teachers as well as pastors and specified the subjects in which 

teachers would have to demonstrate proficiency, including the Scriptures and the Confessions, 

"especially the two catechisms of Luther."
82

 

Clearly, the synodical founders valued the office of teacher very highly and viewed it as closely 

related to the office of the pastor. This is not surprising in view of their experience and practice. 

Back in Germany, for example, it was typical for a university graduate in theology to teach 

school or to tutor for a couple of years after graduation and before being placed into the pastoral 

office. This had been almost the universal experience of those who founded the synod. Walther, 

for example, tutored for a couple of years prior to his ordination; likewise Wyneken before 

coming to America as a missionary. 
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And here in America, there were some instances of the same pattern. So, for example, when the 

institution that today is Concordia Seminary in St. Louis began in 1839, it was as a school for 

children of all ages and its first instructors were not ordained men but candidates for the 

ministry, who subsequently were called to be pastors of congregations. Likewise, in Ft Wayne, 

where Wilhelm Loehe and Wilhelm Sihler, the Lutheran pastor of the congregation there, 

founded another seminary, my own institution, Concordia Theological Seminary, besides Pastor 

Sihler the first two instructors were "candidates." The first of them left the seminary to become a 

pastor; the second died of cholera only a few years after arriving in America; but he did attend 

the first synodical convention where he is listed as a teacher and an advisory member. In fact he 

is the only teacher listed in attendance at the first convention. 

But spending a couple of years in the classroom before ordination turned out to be something of 

a luxury in America in the 19th century. When Wilhelm Loehe first began to train men for the 

American mission, his plan was to send them as teachers to assist the pastors; but that very 

quickly changed when the first missionaries reported back that on the frontier what was needed 

above all was pastors, and so Loehe quickly began to send pastors. There is no evidence, 

however, that he changed his curriculum very much.
83

 

But frontier conditions did not mean that the church would entirely neglect Christian education, 

so another pattern quickly developed, one which lasted well into the 20th century and one which 

continued to bind the teaching office very close to the preaching office; because in many, many 

congregations pastors also taught in the parochial school. Since it was a condition of membership 

in the synodical constitution that congregations make "provision of a Christian education for the 

children of the congregations" and since among the duties of the ministry "sound catechumen 

instruction above all" was listed, pastors taught school.
84

 

But this situation - that pastors also serve as teachers - was never the ideal, and the two offices 

were always thought of as distinct. In 1856, for example, F.C.D. Wyneken, by that time president 

of the synod, expressed his concerns about the schools in his annual report to the church, "It is 

unnecessary for me to say that our schools are in need of improvement. Where there are separate 

teachers, the schools are improving from year to year.... [But] it is to be lamented that in most 

congregations the pastors still have to teach school; and as long as our Synod does not cease to 

supply every congregation, be it ever so small, with a separate pastor, rather than establish larger 

congregations with more schools, both the office of the ministry and of the schools will have to 

suffer."
85

 

In order to fill the demand for teachers, some were recruited from Germany, some were privately 

trained and certified, and some were educated along side the prospective pastors at the two 

seminaries. By 1855, the Ft. Wayne seminary had graduated 15 teachers. Although a separate 

teachers seminary was established by Lutheran pastors in Milwaukee in 1854, when the synod 

adopted this institution as its own in 1857 they relocated it to Ft. Wayne and united it with the 

pastors seminary, so that the first director of the teachers training program was also a seminary 

professor. In its first full year of operation, 24 of the 75 students in Ft. Wayne were in training 

for the teaching ministry.
86
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In 1861, however, Synod moved the seminary prep school from St. Louis to Ft. Wayne and the 

seminary from Ft. Wayne to St. Louis. One result was overcrowding in Ft. Wayne, as a result of 

which the teacher-training program and its students had to find other quarters - at first, the attic 

of a bookstore, which at least sounds somewhat appropriate, but afterwards and for a couple of 

years an abandoned barn and tavern, which does not sound quite so appropriate. Therefore, in 

1864, synod accepted an offer from Zion Lutheran Church in Addison, IL, of property and 

financial support and moved the teachers training program into their own facilities in Addison, 

where they remained until 1913 when they moved again, this time to River Forest, IL, where the 

school has evolved into today's Concordia University.
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Quite clearly, then, right from the beginning, the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod viewed the 

office of the teacher as being closely related to the office of the pastor and as a necessary one for 

the well-being of the Lutheran church in America. But it is also true that in minds of Walther and 

the others there was an important difference between pastors and teachers in the nature of their 

offices. Significantly, the first synodical constitution is silent regarding calling teachers whereas 

it is quite explicit about calling pastors. Furthermore, as we have already seen, pastors are to be 

ordained by other pastors, including the president of synod; but teachers are only to be inducted 

into their office by the pastor of the congregation in which they serve.
88

 

Quite simply, the synodical founders considered the office of school teacher different from that 

of pastor. The latter was a divine institution, established by God in His church; but the former 

was a Hilfsamt, a helping office, a creation of the church. Once again, synod made clear the 

implications of her constitution regarding helping offices a few years later when Walther 

prepared his theses on "church and ministry," since he addresses the question of helping offices 

in Thesis VIII of the second part (regarding the ministry). In J. T. Mueller's translation, which is 

the standard one in our synod today, we read, "The pastoral office [Predigtamt] is the highest 

office in the church, and from it stem all other offices in the church."
89

 

One of the not-so-minor controversies today revolves about the adequacy of Mueller's translation 

of Predigtamt in this thesis as "pastoral office" because it seems to suggest that the pastor of a 

congregation is the only one who really holds the office.
90

 However, in his explanation to this 

thesis, Walther identifies the Predigtamt with the office that Christ instituted with 

the apostles and distinguishes between offices in the church that partake of the ministry of the 

Word and those that do not but rather support the ministry. Walther writes: 

The highest office is that of the ministry of the Word, with which all other offices 

are also conferred at the same time. Every other public office in the church is part 

of the ministry of the Word or an auxiliary office that supports the ministry, 

whether it be the elders who do not labor in the Word and doctrine (1 Tim. 5:17) 

or the rulers (Rom. 12:8) or the deacons (the office of service in a narrow sense) 

or whatever other offices the church may entrust to particular persons for special 

administration [emphasis mine]. 

Walther then goes on to give examples of such supporting or auxiliary offices: 
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The offices of Christian day school teachers, almoners, sextons, precentors at 

public worship, and others are all to be regarded as ecclesiastical and sacred, for 

they take over a part of the one ministry of the Word [Kirchenamt] and support 

the pastoral office [Predigtamt].
91

 

Unfortunately, Mueller's translation once again creates some ambiguity regarding the nature of 

these supporting offices in the theology of C.F.W. Walther, since Walther's original statement in 

the German language does not say that school teachers, almoners, and sextons take a part of the 

"one ministry of the Word" - that's Mueller's formulation. Walther says that they take a part of 

the "one ministry of the church [einen Teil des Einen Kirchenamtes]" - and that ministry, "the 

one ministry of the church," is the subject of the entire thesis about which Walther writes, "When 

the Lord instituted the apostolate, He instituted only one office in the church, which embraces all 

others." 

Mueller's translation, therefore, obscures the fact that Walther's "all other" church offices fall 

into two categories - not only those whom the Scripture calls bishops, elders, and stewards, i.e., 

the ones who have the office of the public ministry, but also "the incumbents of subordinate 

offices...called, deacons, that is servants, not only of God but also of the congregation and the 

bishop." This second category does not include those who have "a part of the ministry of the 

Word" but rather those offices which "support the ministry of the Word [ein Hilfsamt, das dem 

Predigtamt zur Seite steht]."
92

 

That Walther intends so to distinguish between offices of the public ministry and offices that 

support the public ministry is further demonstrated by his citation of the apostolic example in 

Acts 6. To the apostles God had transmitted the one office of the Church. Its essence was the 

ministry of the Word but it also included works of Christian love and service toward the widows 

of the congregation. But when the latter became too much for the apostles, they entrusted that 

work to others and so established the office of deacon, not as a part of the ministry of the Word 

but as an office of service to the congregation and the apostles. 

This is Walther's basis, therefore, for concluding that the church can create offices that assist, 

serve, or help the office of the public ministry so that the Word may have "free course" 

throughout the church. In other words, God has established the office of the public ministry and 

God places men into that office through the call of the church, but the church herself may create 

additional offices to assist that ministry, just as the apostles did in Acts 6. 

Right from the beginning, therefore, the Missouri Synod recognized the existence of helping 

offices in the church. In synod's subsequent history, however, it has not always been so clear as 

to which offices are "helping" in the strict sense after the example of the Seven in Acts 6 and 

which are offices of the public ministry. Or to put it another way, which positions in the church 

belong to the office that God Himself has instituted and fills and which positions are simply and 

solely the creation of the church? 

Consider again the office of Lutheran school teacher in relation to the office of the public 

ministry. Is it a "helping" office like that of the seven deacons or does it partake of the one 

ministry of the word? After all, teachers do teach children of the congregation the Word of God; 
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nonetheless, it is also obvious that teachers are not pastors and that their responsibility is strictly 

limited. Their office is an auxiliary one, but of what kind? 

Quite frankly, the historical record is ambiguous in this regard. John Wohlrabe describes it as 

"confusion" in his fine study of ministry in the Missouri Synod. On the one hand, as Wohlrabe 

points out, in 1874 at the synodical convention (and during Walther's second stint as president of 

the synod), when the question arose whether a teacher could be a lay representative for a 

congregation, the answer was "no" - which, of course, is still the situation today. 

Later, in 1896, synod took steps to obtain a discount for teachers from railroads that offered half-

fares to clergymen. After receiving a report that argued that "our teachers are servants of the 

church and assistants in the preaching office, and as such are entitled to half-fare permits," the 

convention appointed a committee to negotiate with the railroads and obtain such permits for 

teachers - which they did for a period of 20 years. In 1920 the issue of discounted fares arose 

again and several teachers' conferences memorialized synod to list teachers as "assistant pastors" 

so as once again to persuade the railroads to give teachers reduced rates. Told that it would do no 

good, synod declined to change the listing; but clearly there was widespread conviction that 

teachers held an office of the public ministry.
93

 

On the other hand, however, Walther's Church and Ministry lists the school teacher's office as 

one that supports the ministry of the Word and not one that has it; and in 1874, the official 

theological journal of the Missouri Synod,Lehre und Wehre, edited of course by Walther, 

published a set of theses and elaborations thereon, prepared by E. W. Kähler for a joint 

conference of Ohio and Missouri Synod men, on the nature of the call to carry out specific 

functions of the pastoral office. In this treatise, Kähler, who would a few years later become 

Walther's secretary and editorial assistant, addressed the question of whether the offices of elder, 

sacristan, and schoolteacher, among others, "include the carrying out of the ministry of the Word 

[Predigtamt] in its strict sense." His answer is "not at all [keineswegs]." Such offices are sacred 

church offices and support the preaching office but are not a part of it.
94

 

For most of her history, Synod has been able to live with an ambiguous understanding of the 

school teacher's office, even after the introduction of female teachers at the end of the nineteenth 

century, since synod treated male and female teachers differently - the former held an office in 

the church, the latter did not.
95

 However, in more recent years, when helping offices in the 

church have begun to proliferate and distinctions between men and women in the teaching 

ministry have been obliterated,
96

 questions have arisen anew about the precise relationship 

between these offices and the pastor, questions about whether such offices were or were not a 

part of the one, divinely established office of the public ministry. 

One solution to these questions is, of course, simply to obliterate the distinction between helping 

offices and the office. As long as one represents the Church in preaching, teaching, or sharing the 

Word with others in some way, shape, or form, he is in the public ministry. Pastor and Sunday 

School teacher are both in the ministry. Actually, this is the position of the Wisconsin Synod.
97

 

Wisconsin and Missouri, though sister synods of the Synodical Conference for about ninety 

years, long irritated each other prior to the demise of their fellowship over the question of church 
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and ministry;
98

 and since the time of the breakup of that Conference, Wisconsin has very clearly 

articulated a theology of ministry that accommodates itself very well to the contemporary 

complicated situation. Indeed, it has also proved attractive to some Missouri Synod Lutherans. 

Basically, what the Wisconsin Synod teaches is that while God has indeed "instituted the public 

ministry of the gospel," He has not instituted "any particular form of this ministry, such as the 

pastorate in a local congregation. Teachers, professors, synod and district presidents, 

administrators, etc. also receive a divine call into the public ministry no less than pastors. These 

are all God-pleasing forms of the divinely instituted public ministry." Anyone who represents the 

church in sharing the Word of God is in this ministry that God has instituted. The Christian day 

school teacher, even the Sunday School teacher, carry out a "form of the ministry of the Word." 

In short, the church herself determines the form of the office whereby God's Word is taught and 

the sacraments administered; and since the form is fluid, the question of "helping" offices 

becomes far less acute than in other circumstances.
99

 

Very similar in content to the Wisconsin position, if not using precisely the same language, are 

statements coming from some Missouri Synod sources. In 1981, for example, Paul Zimmerman, 

former president of Concordia River Forest, concluded that in the New Testament and early 

church: 

There is no evidence that there were exact counterparts to our present parish 

pastors and Christian teachers....Many kinds of ministerial functions are evident 

without much said about structure....The emphasis is on getting the Word of God 

out so it may grow in the hearts of men. There is the necessity of providing the 

sacraments and of aiding the brothers and sisters in the Christian community. This 

is the 'ministry.' This is what is mandated, both in word and by example. Whoever 

engages in these activities is in the holy ministry.
100

 

What Zimmerman is contending for is very similar to the Wisconsin Synod's viewpoint. God has 

commissioned His Church to proclaim the Word, but has not mandated any specific form for 

how that is done. The ministry is really much more "an activity of proclaiming the Word" than it 

is an office like that of pastor. Teachers, DCE's, youth workers are all in the ministry since the 

church has commissioned them all in one way or another to proclaim the Word of God.
101

 

Zimmerman's position is not a new one in the Missouri Synod. According to Wohlrabe again, 

some of synod's educational leaders had developed this position already in the 1940's under 

pressure from the government regarding the draft status of male teachers. Arnold C. Mueller, 

synod's editor of Sunday School materials from 1933 to 1966, and August C. Stellhorn, 

synodical executive for Christian day schools from 1921 to 1960, repudiated the concept of 

auxiliary offices, at least as it applied to teachers. In 1948, Mueller wrote: 

Nowhere in the New Testament is there any mention of auxiliary offices. We 

might consider the office of the deacons whose appointment is mentioned in Acts 

6 as an auxiliary office, but this office was strictly something apart from the 

ministry of the Word. I am ready to accept the term "auxiliary" for church 

functions which are an aid to the pastor but do not require proficiency in teaching 
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the Word, but I refuse to apply this term to any servants of the Church who teach 

the Word, because the very concept is unscriptural....Therefore, to avoid 

confusion, we should discard the term 'auxiliary office' altogether and speak only 

of the office of the teacher, just as we speak of the office of the pastor.
102

 

More than 15 years later in his The Ministry of the Lutheran Teacher, Mueller made the same 

point and indicated his clear awareness that he was differing with others in the church: 

Two views of the ministry have been propounded among us, and they are 

mutually exclusive; it is an either-or. According to one view, the pastorate is the 

one divinely instituted office; all other positions in the ministry stem from the 

pastorate and are auxiliary offices to the pastorate. According to the other 

view, which I believe is the Biblical one, God has instituted the office of the 

ministry, that is, He has commissioned His church to proclaim the Gospel and 

administer the sacraments, but He has not prescribed the forms in which the 

church is to fulfill the commission. All forms of the ministry, including the 

pastorate, stem from the one divinely instituted and all-embracing office of the 

ministry [emphasis mine].
103

 

Obviously, A. C. Mueller, an ecclesiastical executive of the Missouri Synod, was championing 

what we have called the "Wisconsin" position; but as Mueller himself realized, he was taking 

issue with another point of view, the one usually described as the Missouri position. Over against 

the fluidity of Wisconsin's "forms" of the office, Missouri's theologians have emphasized the 

connection of the office of the public ministry to the actual administration of the means of grace 

in a Christian congregation and have relegated everything else to the category of "auxiliary" or 

"helping offices." 

The Brief Statement of 1932 describes the Missouri position on the doctrine of the ministry this 

way: 

By the public ministry we mean the office by which the Word of God is preached 

and the Sacraments are administered by order and in the name of a Christian 

congregation. Concerning this office we teach that it is adivine ordinance; that is, 

the Christians of a certain locality must apply the means of grace not only 

privately and within the circle of their families nor merely in their common 

intercourse with fellow Christians...but they are also required, by the divine order 

to make provision that the Word of God be publicly preached in their midst and 

the Sacraments administered according to the institution of Christ, by persons 

qualified for such work, whose qualifications and official functions are exactly 

defined in Scripture.
104

 

Although it does not use the term "pastor," the Brief Statement is certainly describing the office 

of pastor as we experience it in the congregations of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod. While 

it may not be absolutely clear at first whether there are others besides the pastor who are likewise 

in this one divinely instituted office or whether the category of "pastor" exhausts the office of the 
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public ministry, nearly contemporaneous synodical publications indicate that in the "Missouri" 

position, the pastoral office is the office of the public ministry. 

For example, P. E. Kretzmann of Popular Commentary fame, writing just two years after 

the Brief Statement was adopted, contended that "the office of the Christian ministry is the only 

office instituted by God...and that the one office thus established includes all functions of the 

ministry (also those commonly delegated to auxiliary offices) [emphasis original]" and then went 

on to discuss those functions in connection with the "scope of the pastor'sresponsibilities and 

duties [emphasis mine]." To make it even clearer that what he has in mind is what we think of as 

the pastor, Kretzmann writes, "A man holding the ministerial office proper is responsible for 

every soul in the congregation, in teaching, in admonishing, in reproving, in applying the Word 

to every condition and circumstance of life. In short, the office of the ministry (DAS 

PFARRAMT) is established by God [emphasis original]." Or again, "the pastor of the 

congregation is responsible for all the souls of the parish...is in charge of the public 

administration of the means of grace...is the watchman of the congregation in the Lord's stead 

[emphasis original]."
105

 

In Kretzmann's formulation, therefore, "the duties [of this one office] are plainly fixed in Holy 

Scriptures"; but Kretzmann also argues that the church has the freedom to create auxiliary 

offices, the duties of which are determined by the congregation or synod that has created them; 

and as examples of these offices, Kretzmann lists the following positions often found in a 

congregation: Christian day school teacher (male or female), Sunday School teacher, elder or 

deacon, deaconess, and even assistant pastor. He also lists extra-congregational positions: 

professors in church institutions, presidents of synods or districts, missionaries and directors of 

missions, chaplains and spiritual heads of hospitals, superintendents of church societies, and 

students acting as supply preachers.
106

 

Kretzmann's attitude toward auxiliary offices is almost as fluid as Wisconsin's "forms of 

ministry"; however, in contrast to the Wisconsin position, the Missouri position, as Kretzmann 

expresses it, insists upon the divine institution of the pastoral office and none other. New 

Testament passages refer specifically to God's giving pastors to the church (Acts 20:28 and Eph. 

4:11), indicate the spiritual oversight that is entrusted to them (Acts 20:28 and Heb. 13:17), 

prohibit anyone from serving as a public minister without a call (Rom. 10:15), and indicate 

specific qualifications for their ministry (I Tim. 3). From this perspective, the pastoral office is 

not simply one form among many, but the form that God has instituted. 

Kretzmann's understanding of the synodical position was hardly unique. John H. C. Fritz, in 

his Pastoral Theology, equates the office of the ministry with the pastoral office and contends 

that "according to Scripture the Christian congregation is completely constituted when it has 

established the office of the ministry by having called and gotten its pastor." Similarly, J. T. 

Mueller, in his Christian Dogmatics, contends that "the public ministry is a divine appointment 

or ordinance" and equates it with the "pastoral office" which is supreme in the church and, 

quoting Luther, argues that it lays the foundation for other offices, including that of teachers.
107

 

Finally, it is also worth noting that the Missouri position still has its advocates. Just a couple of 

years ago, my own colleague at Ft. Wayne, Prof. Eugene Klug, investigated this question once 
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again on the basis of Walther and Luther and concluded "that the office of the called pastor is the 

distinctive office God has instituted for the sake of the church's continuance in the world 

[emphasis mine]." Like Kretzmann, Klug argues that all other offices of the church are auxiliary 

offices which the church herself creates, "They devolve from a felt existential need, and are 

created in Christian liberty to be of assistance to the pastoral office." As examples, Klug offers 

"the assistant pastor, vicar, parochial school teacher, elders, deacons, professors at synodical 

institutions, district and synodical presidents and other officers." Such offices may carry out 

"divinely ordained or instituted functions....But the particularform, structure, or polity under 

which the congregation or group of congregations employs or structures them is a matter of 

Christian liberty [emphasis original]."
108

 

Significantly, in order to bridge the gap between the two sides in the Missouri Synod, there have 

been efforts to broaden the concept of the office of the public ministry beyond simply that of 

parish pastor. For example, another of my colleagues, Prof. Kurt Marquart, in his contribution to 

the Preus dogmatics series leaves room for others besides pastors to hold the office of the public 

ministry, such as professors of theological faculties and perhaps even congregational catechists 

but not parochial school teachers. The late Dr. Robert Preus himself also argued persuasively on 

historical grounds that theological professors were in the public ministry, since they were called 

to be teachers of God's Word to the entire church. And in 1981, Synod's Commission on 

Theology argued in its "The Ministry: Offices, Procedures, and Nomenclature" that district 

presidents, seminary professors, campus pastors, and military chaplains are all "properly said to 

be serving in the office of the public ministry of the church." In this connection it is interesting to 

note that in the proceedings of synod's very first convention, the professor of the Ft. Wayne 

seminary, August Wolter, is listed as an advisory member along with the pastors of 

congregations that did not at first join synod.
109

 

Clearly, there is some sentiment in the Missouri Synod today for distinguishing between 

auxiliary offices that are strictly "helping" offices and do not exercise an essential part of the 

office of the public ministry and those offices that do exercise an essential part of the ministry 

even if they are not the office of pastor. This may well be what Walther had in mind in his Thesis 

VIII in Church and Ministry; and the Kähler theses of 1874 do seem to make use of this 

distinction, but still in a congregational setting, to argue that an assistant pastor has the full office 

but a school teacher, a sexton, and the like do not.
110

 

Of course, by this time, you may be wondering if there is really anything at stake in this matter 

of helping offices - besides doctrinal clarity that is, which of course is not an incidental 

consideration in and of itself. In addition, however, there are some very practical concerns about 

the exercise of church power that are involved in this matter as well. On the one hand, if we 

insist upon the strict Missouri position that only pastors have the office of the public ministry, 

how is it that we permit, indeed, expect, all kinds of non-pastors to preach and to administer the 

sacraments in our congregations? Synodical officials, theology professors, missionaries - what 

are any of these doing in the pulpits of our churches if they do not have the preaching office? 

How is it that they can be asked routinely to substitute at a communion service or visit and 

commune the sick if they are not in the office of the ministry? 
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Many of you are, I am sure, familiar with the principle, "Lex orandi, lex credendi" - the way we 

worship determines our faith and doctrine; but this in turn is simply a specific application of a 

broader principle, "Lex agendi, lex credendi" - what we do in the church generally determines 

our faith and doctrine. By the Augsburg Confession, we agree "that no one should publicly teach 

in the Church or administer the Sacraments unless he be regularly called." In the light of 

Augustana XIV, our common practice of permitting any ordained clergyman on the roster of 

synod to preach and to administer indicates an implicit belief that all such are "regularly called" 

to do so. They may hold "auxiliary offices" in the sense that they are not parish pastors, but 

nonetheless to carry out these sacred tasks, they must also be in the office of the public 

ministry if we are following our Confessions. 

On the other hand, since our practice is not consistent, neither will our doctrine be consistent. For 

we also act as if such offices were simply the creation of the church. Temporary calls, contracts, 

hiring and firing, resignations, term limits, none of which practices seem appropriate for a divine 

institution, are commonplace with respect to all of these offices. But if an office is truly a divine 

institution, we believe that God places men into it as the Scriptures attest in Acts 20:28 ("the 

Holy Ghost has made you overseers") and Eph. 4:11 ("And He gave some pastors and teachers"). 

This, in turn, means, really, that only God should remove those who hold the office from their 

offices. What He gives He must take away. 

As we have already seen, the synodical fathers insisted, as a condition of membership in the 

Missouri Synod, that calls into the ministry "be proper, not temporary ones." In his Pastoral 

Theology, Walther explained: 

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 the Lord 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 (Jer. 15:19; see Hos. 4:6), in which case 

the congregation is not really dismissing the preacher but is only carrying out 

God's clear dismissal.
111

 

But besides pastors, who in the Missouri Synod has a permanent call? Certainly not theology 

professors or synodical officials. But is this correct? Are we accepting the consequences of our 

theology (lex credendi, lex agendi) or is expediency the order of the day? And by being 

expedient, can we expect any other result than a change in our doctrine (lex agendi, lex 

credendi)? 

One of the ironies of this whole discussion is that, according to Wohlrabe, A. C. Mueller and A. 

C. Stellhorn initiated their attack on the old Missouri view of the ministry in order to elevate the 

status of the Lutheran school teachers. By obliterating the distinction between auxiliary offices 

and the office of the ministry, they hoped to give the teacher a status more comparable to that of 

the pastor.
112

 

One could argue, however, that what actually has happened over the last generation is that of the 

status of the teacher has not gone up but the status of the pastor has certainly gone down; indeed, 
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both offices seem to receive much less respect than they did at first. Of course, we can hardly 

attribute this decline exclusively to our confusion over "helping offices" in the church; but 

discussions that treat pastors and Sunday School teachers as having but different forms of the 

same office certainly have not helped the situation any more than have ecclesiastical policies that 

permit parish preachers, theological teachers, eucharistic ministers, and ecclesiastical supervisors 

to be summarily dismissed from their posts, whether by mandatory retirement, refusing to renew 

contracts, or by being voted out of office. 

But prestige and status are ultimately rather minor considerations in the Church, since what we 

are after is faithfulness to our Confession, faithfulness to the Word of God. In terms of the 

present situation regarding helping offices, that will mean carefully analyzing what it is that we 

are asking office holders actually to do and then creating policies that fit the theological reality. 

So, for example, if we move forward to make permanent the office of "licensed lay minister" or 

"ordained deacon" to preach and to administer the sacraments in carefully defined situations, 

let’s call and ordain men to this office as we would pastors for it is clear that that’s what they are. 

Let’s not confuse formal education – or the lack thereof - with theological criteria. Again, it may 

very well be that some of the other unordained offices, as for example, Director of Christian 

Education, more properly belong with the ordained clergy because of their responsibility for one 

or more of the essential elements of the public ministry. The opposite may also be true. But in 

any case, we need to apply biblical principles that maintain the office God has instituted for 

carrying out church power and that permit the Church to create other positions to assist that one 

Gospel ministry. 

As much of my presentation yesterday and today suggests, I like to think that many of our 

problems today in the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod can be answered by referring to the past 

and especially to the theology of C.F.W. Walther. But I suppose that that is really a form of 

romanticism on my part - a kind of occupational hazard for church historians, I guess - since it is 

also abundantly clear that Walther developed his ideas in particular concrete situations that are 

not the same as our own. Thus, history can take us only so far. On the one hand, I certainly hope 

that our time together these past two days has helped to clarify the issues regarding church, 

ministry, and church power that are present in the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod today and to 

indicate either their origins in the past or, better, how it is that our founders, especially C. F. W. 

Walther, dealt with them. In other words - and this, I believe, is what church historians are 

actually supposed to do - as we address these issues today we can do so in the light of the past 

experience. 

Theology, of course, is a kind of conversation between fellow Christians as we try to understand 

and apply God's Word. What I hope we are now better able to do is to include in our theological 

conversation not only our contemporaries but also our forefathers, for they too have wrestled 

with issues of church, church fellowship, the office of the public ministry, and the nature of 

Lutheranism, all of which are on the ecclesiastical agenda again today. We owe it to them as well 

as to ourselves to hear their voices as well as our own, for when they speak from the Word of 

God and the Lutheran Confessions to these or any other issue, they really do have something to 

say. 

Thank you very much. 
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