
PRAISE FOR  
WILHELM LOEHE: 

Erika Geiger narrates Pastor Wilhelm Loehe’s story with accuracy, 
sympathy, and vigor. Avoiding hagiographic impulses she paints a 
picture of Loehe that allows readers to see his humanity in the 
multiple scenes of his life: a boy saddened by the premature death of 
his father, a struggling student of theology, a disenchanted pastor 
wondering if he had a place in the church, a grieving widower, an 
energetic preacher, a caring shepherd, a determined organizer of 
missions, and an aging and somewhat broken old man yet living in 
Christian hope. This first, full length biography of a key player in 
Lutheran history is accessible to lay audiences and appreciated by 
scholars. 

—Prof. John T. Pless, MDiv 
Assistant Professor of Pastoral Ministry & Missions 

Concordia Theological Seminary, Fort Wayne 
Co-President of the International Loehe Society 

Those looking for a model for pastoral ministry with integrity do well 
to emulate Loehe.  Few pastors have mobilized their congregations 
for mission as he.  Steady, patient preaching and teaching, combined 
with scholarship, zeal for outreach, and all from a “pastor’s heart,” 
placed Loehe to move his congregation and ministry to have both a 
local and an international impact.  Loehe’s work was guided by a 
thorough commitment to Jesus Christ and a love for the church—the 
center of a vibrant service grounded in Scripture and guided by the 
Confessions—leading to liturgical renewal, social mercy, diaconal 
ministry, and missional outreach.  May this fine translation help shape 
and inspire a new generation to do ministry in the spirit of Loehe. 

—Prof. Mark Mattes, PhD 
Professor of Religion and Philosophy 

Grand View University, Des Moines, IA 

Erika Geiger’s masterful biography breathes new life into Wilhelm 
Loehe and his legacy for the mission of the contemporary church. 



Through a splendid use of original source material the reader is 
immersed in the challenges and affairs confronting Loehe in his time. 
Moreover, one is able to trace how the commitments of Loehe 
continue to influence the mission of the church today. The excellent 
translation by Wolf Knappe makes this compelling book the standard 
work on Loehe’s life in the English language. 

—Prof. Craig L. Nessan, ThD 
Academic Dean and Professor of Contextual Theology 

Wartburg Theological Seminary 

While there is precious little in this book about the LCMS, it is a must 
read for every LCMS Pastor and a strongly recommended read for the 
LCMS layman. The author is able to capture the essence of the 
theological formation of Loehe. His catechesis as a Confessional 
Lutheran had as much to do with the struggles in his life as much as it 
did with formal training at the University. From his lonely school 
days to his frustration with raising children as a widower, from his 
love for the Ministry to the struggles with sinful parishioners, from 
his love for the Lutheran Confessions to his position that the 
Confessions were not yet complete, from his care for the hurting and 
the lack of support for his deaconate; you can walk through his life 
and see how the “theology of the cross” was his only hope and stay. 
Loehe clearly was a man who understood the connection between 
faithful adherence to the Word and God and the Mission of the 
Church proclaiming the Cross of Christ. 

—Pres. Brian Saunders, MDiv 
President of Iowa District East of the LCMS 

Until now, Loehe has been known to English readers primarily 
through his Three Books about the Church. Now, Erika Geiger's 
biography adds another important dimension to Loehe's witness to the 
Gospel of Christ: Loehe's own life as pastor, father, friend and 
teacher! 

—Prof. David Ratke, PhD 
Lenoir Rhyne University, Hickory, NC 
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to the memory of my father, 

Bishop Hermann Dietzfelbinger. 
From 1953 to 1955 he was the Spiritual Director  

of the Neuendettelsau Deaconess Center, 
one of the successors of Wilhelm Loehe 

who in many of his thoughts and concerns 
felt very closely connected to Loehe. 
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FOREWORD 
Wolf Dietrich Knappe’s translation of Erika Geiger’s Wilhelm Loehe 
1808–1872 comes at just the right time for an English-speaking 
audience as interest in the Bavarian pastor, theologian, churchman, 
and missionary leader has been growing in the last decade. 
Controversial for his protestation against a diluted Lutheranism in the 
middle years of the nineteenth century, Wilhelm Loehe would 
become something of an enigma. Some dismissed him as a product of 
a conservative romanticism unsuitable for ministry in an enlightened 
world. Others saw him as one who was dangerously flirting with 
notions that would lead to an abandonment of the evangelical 
character of Lutheranism and a relapse into the worst of medieval 
Romanism. Acclaimed a heretic by some, hailed as a hero by others, 
Wilhelm Loehe played a significant part in the expansion of world 
Lutheranism including American Lutheranism by way of his support 
of the fledgling Missouri Synod and the leadership he would 
eventfully give to the Iowa Synod ultimately to become part of the 
present Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. 

Wilhelm Loehe was a complex figure shaped by the Pietism and 
the Confessional Awakening of the nineteenth century. Erika Geiger 
narrates Loehe’s story with overall accuracy, sympathy, and vigor. 
Avoiding hagiographic impulses she paints a picture of Loehe that 
allows readers to see his humanity in the multiple scenes of his life: a 
boy saddened by the premature death of his father, a struggling 
student of theology, a disenchanted pastor wondering if he had a 
place in the church, a grieving widower, an energetic preacher, a 
caring shepherd, a determined organizer of missions, and an aging 
and somewhat broken old man yet not without the lively hope of the 
heavenly Jerusalem. 

The book is well-researched and documented but retains the 
character of a lively narrative, giving the reader glimpses into Loehe’s 
humanity, his setting in nineteenth century Germany, and essential 
insights into his theology and pastoral work. Geiger’s telling of 
Loehe’s marriage to Helene and the grief he endured at her premature 
death certainly adds a profound “human interest” touch to the story. 
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An interesting addition to Geiger’s work is to note that Loehe 
found the Ohio Synod’s use of the distribution formula from the 
Prussian Union liturgy problematic. Here one might see my “Wilhelm 
Loehe and the Missouri Synod: Forgotten Paternity or Living 
Legacy?” in Currents in Theology and Mission (April 2006), 126–
127. 

Prior to the appearance of this book, Loehe’s story has only been 
available in piecemeal fashion to American Lutherans in shorter 
books such as Erich Heintzen’s popular treatment,  Love Leaves 
Home: Wilhelm Loehe (CPH, 1973) or James Schaaf’s introduction to 
the now out of print, Three Books About the Church (Fortress, 1969). 
Yet interest in Loehe is certainly growing in American Lutheranism 
as can be witnessed by several theological journals devoting separate 
issues to him: Word & World (Spring 2004), Currents in Theology 
and Mission (April 2006), and Logia (Holy Trinity 2008). The 
formation of the International Loehe Society in 2005 and the 
publication of David Ratke’s Confession and Mission, Word and 
Sacrament: The Ecclesial Theology of Wilhelm Löhe (CPH, 2001) 
provides further testimony to a scholarly engagement of Loehe in 
North America. 

Concordia Publishing House renders a distinct service to English-
speaking Lutheranism through the publication of Wolf Dietrich 
Knappes’s translation of Wilhelm Loehe: 1808–1872 by Erika Geiger. 
 

Prof. John T. Pless 
Concordia Theological Seminary 
Fort Wayne, IN 
Co-President, International Loehe Society 
Easter Tuesday 2010 



 
 

 

PUBLISHER’S FOREWORD 
We are excited to publish Rev. Dr. Wolf Knappe’s translation of 
Erika Geiger’s biography, as commended by the International Loehe 
Society. Loehe’s story is important to share in English since the 
deaconess movement is growing outside his homeland of Germany. 
For example, the Concordia Deaconess Conference is experiencing 
annual growth. A former conference president, Deaconess Pamela 
Nielsen, notes that the deaconess movement has gained momentum in 
the burgeoning Lutheran churches of Africa (Kenya, Sudan, Ghana, 
South Africa), the Far East (India, Malaysia) and South America, as 
women in these churches seek training as deaconesses. 

Loehe also continues to generate interest for his views on mission, 
ministry, and the doctrine of the Church generally. 2011 marks the 
200th anniversary of his younger contemporary, C. F. W. Walther 
(1811–87), with whom Loehe corresponded and with whom he 
sometimes sharply disagreed. 

Neither Loehe nor Walther sought disagreement. The infant 
Missouri Synod supported lay leadership against the perceived 
domineering clergy of the Prussian immigrants in Buffalo and 
Wisconsin. Some Prussian pastors were expelled from their 
congregations, which angered J. A. A. Grabau. Some pastors sent by 
Loehe took issue with this situation and the polity of the Missourians; 
these pastors may have swayed Loehe against Walther. Although 
Walther and his colleague, F. C. D. Wyneken, traveled to Germany in 
1850–51 to attempt a rapprochement, this did not succeed and by 
1855 the Iowa Synod formed. These events continue to generate 
interest as American churches consider their histories and their 
relationships to one another. 

In sum, we believe this biography will help people understand 
Loehe as a dynamic servant of Christ, who continues to inspire 
church leaders, laity, and missionaries from his day to our own. 
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“Whatever is not intensive is not extensive” 

FOREWORD TO THE GERMAN EDITION 
“Wilhelm Loehe and Neuendettelsau, oh, of course!” Thus the 
conversation might run. “His deaconesses—unfortunately there are 
fewer of them all the time. And missionaries, really, they are pretty 
much outdated.” Is that really so? Or was there something more to it? 
More than 130 years after his death Wilhelm Loehe (1808 to 1872) is 
as good as forgotten, except in his Franconian homeland. 

Yet some things continue to speak on behalf of this man: How a 
small school for deaconesses could develop into a diaconal 
organization that would influence all of Europe, and how from a 
failed mission to American Indians a world-wide missionary 
enterprise, based on partnership, could be born. And the “Society for 
Inner Mission”, founded by him in 1849, still exists and is active 
today. But what formed him spiritually, what he taught and what kind 
of Church he wanted is hardly of interest any longer. And whoever 
occupies himself with Loehe usually asks the question: “Was he not a 
narrow-minded confessionalist? A High Church person who fled from 
the social problems of his day into the liturgy?” 

A collection of his sermons and writings does exist.1

If you occupy yourself with Loehe you have to be prepared to 
have him ask you questions also, and that this Lutheran theologian of 
the nineteenth century questions much of what is being understood as 
Lutheran in the twenty-first century. Friedrich Wilhelm Kantzenberg 
discovered “Prodding for the present” in Wilhelm Loehe already 30 
years ago. Some of these “scandalizing” jabs could prove to be 
beneficial. Not all details, but certainly some basic theological 

 But the 
biographies are either outdated or out of print. “Who is Wilhelm 
Loehe?” Erika Geiger wants to answer this question in this new 
presentation in a way that is easy to understand. She distinguishes 
herself by making liberal use of the sources, so that Loehe himself is 
speaking. Nor does she hide the fact that even while he was alive he 
often raised people’s indignation and that today we at times must ask 
critically what was important for him. 
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insights of Loehe are almost breathtakingly contemporary, if one 
discovers them. Here are just a few hints: 

Today it is taken for granted that the modern Protestant can be a 
Christian even without a church. Loehe weighs in against this: A 
Christianity without Church is unthinkable! This says one who has 
suffered no less under his church leadership than have some today in 
a territorial church which threatens to be stuck in questions of 
structure, finances, and power. I need the Church because I am 
indebted to the Church for the Word of God. I need the Church 
because in it I can celebrate the presence of the living Christ. I need 
the Church because in the international character of the Church I 
experience fellowship with brothers and sisters that goes beyond all 
borders. In this quality it is more than just an officially organized 
church (Amtskirche). Do we have the courage to speak up for this 
spiritual vision of the Church against all frustration and 
disappointment with the (visible) church? 

For some years now one could often hear that Protestant 
Christianity in Germany could do without the specific confessions of 
the Reformation and could restructure itself into a broadly common 
Protestant Church. Against this Loehe states: A Church without 
Confession is unthinkable, and the Lutheran Church does not have to 
be ashamed of its confessions. Thus, not a “church of confusion” but 
a “church of confession” (so Loehe). Whoever denounces this as 
narrow minded overlooks the fact of the degree this man was open to 
the heritage of the Roman-catholic Church, open even to a 
“continuing educational growth of Lutheranism” in doctrine (!) and 
piety, open to a change toward an ecumenical, newly formed, united 
Church. Do we have the strength to combine a Lutheran profile and 
ecumenical openness in a constructive way? 

Much effort is being invested today in order to keep up the public 
structure of the State Church in Germany and to guarantee the public 
subsidies for the education and social work of the Church. Against 
this Loehe: The future does not belong to the State Church or to a 
“world-wide Protestant Church,” but to a “voluntary Church.” To 
even think about this seriously in our days is considered unethical. 
Nobody wants to gamble with what has grown over the centuries, 
even though everybody can see that changes are happening. It is hard 
to accept the fact that one cannot win majorities with the gospel and 
that the Church of the future could be a smaller “fellowship of 
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believers” without any firm support from Berlin, Brussels or 
Strasburg. Do we have the faith to accept the role of a minority? 

And finally: Our celebrations of Holy Communion have become 
more frequent and more joyful, services in which we celebrate our 
fellowship. That is beautiful, but not necessarily only good and right. 
Against this Loehe: In the mystery of the Sacrament of the Altar 
Christians receive the true body and the true blood of Jesus Christ, 
under the bread and wine. This should be expressed not only in the 
old communion hymns, but also in the prayers and in the words of 
institution. Certainly we cannot copy the sacramental piety especially 
of the old Loehe. But the Lutheran Eucharist should be celebrated 
even today not just joyfully, but also in humility, not just very 
informally, but also in a dignified way. It is remarkable that the 
Council of the Evangelical Church in Germany (EKD) found it 
necessary now to publish an “orientating help (Orientierungshilfe) for 
the understanding and praxis of Holy Communion in the Evangelical 
Church”—not only during Church Assemblies!—and that the 
leadership of the church of Wilhelm Loehe has installed a task force 
for the same theme. Are we willing to continue celebrating the 
Eucharist as a communion with the living Jesus Christ and a 
fellowship with one another? 

All these are questions of the country pastor from Middle 
Franconia to us, questions which can raise indignation. Much in 
Loehe’s thinking and acting shows tendencies based on the 
Restoration Movement, Romanticism, and Idealism. But he also stood 
for downright revolutionary ideas and wanted to see God’s Word as 
the only source for service in the Church. 

I wish that Erika Geiger’s book will find many readers, who let 
Wilhelm Loehe lead them anew to this source. For “whatever is not 
intensive is not extensive.” 
 

Munich, on the Day of St. Michael 2003 
Dr. honoris causa Claus-Juergen Roepke 
Oberkirchenrat (retired)  
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TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE 
In August of 2008 I attended the second meeting of the International 
Loehe Society which was held in Neuendettelsau. The Society had 
been founded three years earlier at Wartburg Seminary in Dubuque, 
Iowa. 

During this meeting Erika Geiger gave a reading from her recent 
Loehe biography (Geiger, Erika. Wilhelm Löhe 1808–1872, Leben, 
Werk, Wirkung. Neuendettelsau: Freimund Verlag, 2003.). I was 
fascinated by it and immediately bought the book and read it upon my 
return home. I was hoping that it would be translated soon so that I 
could recommend it to my American friends and colleagues. When I 
found out that no one had undertaken this task so far, I started 
working on it myself with the encouragement of the author, also of 
members of the Wartburg Seminary faculty, especially Craig Nessan. 

While I tried to be true to the original text, I found that there were 
a number of words or expressions for which there simply is no 
English equivalent. Just three examples: 

Landeskirche. It is often translated as “State Church,” but that has 
different connotations in English, where it implies that the State 
governs the Church. In German it simply means the Church in a 
particular “Land” or State. In Geiger’s book it always means the 
Lutheran Church in Bavaria. I first thought of “territorial Church,” 
but that doesn’t sound quite right either. I finally decided to let the 
German word stand, but put it in italics. 

The same goes for many titles and offices, such as 
“Oberkonsistorium.” “Upper consistory” does not sound quite right, 
so I left the German word in italics. 

Diakonie is another word that is hard to translate. It is not just the 
deaconate, which would mean the job of a deacon or a deaconess, but 
in the book refers to the sum total of all that is done in and through 
Neuendettelsau. Again, I leave it in italics. 

I would like to express my sincere thanks to the people who did 
the proofreading and offered other valuable suggestions for the 
translation, especially Margaret Trinklein, Robert Hereth, John Pless 
and Marcus Baikie. 
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Many thanks also to Craig Nessan and other members of the 
Wartburg faculty for their encouragement, also to Albrecht Herzog of 
the Freimund Verlag, to Benjamin Mayes, Edward Engelbrecht, 
Amanda Lansche, Sarah Steiner, all of Concordia Publishing House, 
to Dietrich Blaufuss who tirelessly promoted this project from 
Germany, and of course to the author, Erika Geiger. 

May the book in this new form be an inspiration for many in the 
English speaking world, as it has been an inspiration for me. 

 
Wolf Dietrich Knappe 
Wauwatosa, Wisconsin 
May 2010



 
 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 
In September of the year 1855 the young vicar Ernst Lotze was riding 
in the mail coach on the road from Nuremberg to Ansbach, listening 
to the cheerful melodies the coachman was playing on his horn. Ernst 
Lotze was on the way to see the famous Pastor Loehe who had started 
a school for missions and for deaconesses in Neuendettelsau. In 
addition Loehe was famous throughout Germany and beyond as the 
author of many theological publications. 

The young traveler came from Thuringia. After passing his finals 
in theology he had worked in the Stoy educational institute. He was 
about to start as a pastor in his Landeskirche. But he didn’t feel 
mature enough for this office, especially since he read Loehe’s 
writings about the great importance of the ministry and what demands 
it makes. So he took heart and wrote to Pastor Loehe, whom he had 
admired from a distance, asking whether he could receive some 
practical experience under his guidance. Loehe, who happened to 
need a helper for his growing amount of work, had invited him for an 
interview. 

Three hours by coach from Nuremberg lays the ancient cloister 
Heilsbronn. Here the vicar had to leave the coach and walk the rest of 
the way. For a good hour he wandered South, through a pleasant 
valley, and then up to a plateau. Behind a little forest of firs there was 
before him “the really unassuming village” Neuendettelsau. Of 
course, because of Pastor Loehe, it would eventually become so 
famous that letters from America sent to the old free city of 
Nuremberg often were addressed to: “Nuremberg, near 
Neuendettelsau.” 

The young wanderer walked on a dusty road past small, low 
houses. On the West end of the village, which is higher, he could 
recognize the large brick building of the deaconess mother house with 
a golden cross on its gable. To the right of the church sat the 
parsonage, a half-timbered building, not especially large, but in 
considerably better shape than the other houses. Through the low 
window the visitor could see a number of men and women gathered 
for a conference. He remained modestly standing before the door until 
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he was noticed from inside and Pastor Loehe came out to greet him in 
a friendly way. The first impression remained unforgettable for Lotze, 
as he wrote in his memoirs: 

Medium height, dressed very simply, but completely befitting, 
with his pastoral biretta in his hand so that the nobly formed 
face with the high forehead and penetrating eyes was brightly 
lit: Thus he stood before me. The deep, resonant voice, the 
simple, dignified attitude, the quiet harmony of his movements, 
the deep peace that he emanated—and all this completely 
natural, so masculine and so true . . . 1

The guest was asked to come in, and immediately to participate in 
the conference. Afterwards he was invited to the parsonage for a 
simple supper and was given his lodging. The next day Loehe met 
with him for two hours in order to get to know him. The mission 
inspector Friedrich Bauer, head of the mission school and long-time 
friend of Loehe, also took part in the interview. Both gentlemen 
became convinced that the vicar was the right co-worker for them. He 
was overjoyed; he wanted to laugh or cry for joy. As he left, Loehe 
and Bauer accompanied him to the end of the village. Then they 
separated, hoping for a speedy reunion. 

 

With joyful expectation vicar Lotze started his new job in the 
beginning of 1856. He soon became Loehe’s most important 
coworker. 1857 he became the co-rector of the deaconess 
motherhouse. But after 10 years of close cooperation with Loehe, 
Lotze asked, fairly suddenly, to be released to return to his Thuringian 
homeland. 

What was the reason for this separation? Loehe had already 
thought of him as his successor. Did he feel pushed to the wall by 
Loehe’s overwhelming personality, which would keep him from 
developing his own persona? 

Loehe was a person about whom the opinions are divided. Many 
venerate him without reservations; others feel repulsed by him. For 
some he is a rigid Lutheran; others accuse him of leaning toward the 
Roman-catholic Church. Some saw in Wilhelm Loehe the best that 
the Bavarian Lutheran Church had to offer, others petitioned the 
church leadership to remove him from office. His deaconesses would 
go through fire for him. He was an inspiring teacher and a pastoral 
caregiver by the grace of God. People came from all over to 
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Neuendettelsau to his famous, richly liturgical services. And yet for 
many this village is a stone of offense. 

Who was Wilhelm Loehe? 



 
 

4 



 
 

 

1 

CHILDHOOD 
Johann Konrad Wilhelm Loehe was born on February 21, 1808, a 
Sunday, in the house of a well-to-do burgher of the middle-
Franconian city Fuerth. The tall corner house in the lower Koenigs 
Street had received an addition just before the birth of the child. It 
was connected with the main building with a wooden corridor. The 
child was born in one of the rooms of that new addition, where he was 
also baptized a few days later. 

THE FAMILY 
The father, Johann Loehe, was a “merchant of spices and salt,”1

In his younger days Johann Loehe, a strong and “handsome man,” 
left his hometown and worked for several years as a waiter in 
Heilbronn. He returned, a self-made man “in stately splendor,”

 a 
respected and beloved citizen of the town. He came from a long-time 
Fuerth family which owned an inn “The Green Tree” in Gustav 
Street. King Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden lived there for a short 
time during his campaign against Wallenstein and gave the street its 
name. 

2

Wilhelm Loehe’s childhood memories reach far back. The well-
known parental house; the bridge over the Regnitz where his nurse 
gossiped with other servants while the child on her arm looked at the 
river full of wonder; the mother who sang him to sleep as he sat at her 

 as his 
son proudly reports. Johann Loehe married the oldest daughter of 
Waltheim, the mayor and a dealer in spices. When she died after a 
short marriage, he married her younger sister Maria Barbara. They 
had eleven children. She inherited the spice business from her father 
which Johann Loehe administered after his marriage. 
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feet. He occupied himself with sewing, just like his mother. In fact he 
wanted to become a tailor in order to be like his mother! 

But the “first person in the world” for little Wilhelm was his 
father, to whom he looked up with great admiration. Johann was not 
only a city counselor but also captain of the militia. What a picture: 
Whenever the father in his captain’s uniform stepped out of the door, 
he gave orders with his “lion’s voice.” There was nothing more 
satisfying for Wilhelm than to be noticed and praised by his father. 
Sometimes he was permitted to write something for his father and 
show how well he already had mastered the art of letters. Listening at 
the door, he learned how his father spoke appreciatively with his 
mother about the progress of his son. 

At the age of four the child had already begun to read, so his 
parents arranged for private lessons until he entered school at the age 
of five. But Wilhelm didn’t like it there; he trembled before the strict 
teachers and was “miserably bashful.”3

It was much nicer at home where a large circle of siblings 
surrounded him. There were four older sisters, then Wilhelm, and 
after him came little brother Max, three years his junior, and finally 
the youngest little sister Sabine. Three sons and a daughter of his 
parents had already died as infants. 

 

There were always enough playmates among the renters of the 
house. Wilhelm liked especially to “play pastor.” In the courtyard he 
would climb on a chopping block that was supposed to be the pulpit, 
don an apron as a cassock, and preach with great seriousness to the 
assembled children. His mother watched, touched and thoughtful, and 
said to her husband: “There will be a pastor lost in him if you do not 
let him study.”4

But Johann Loehe didn’t want to hear it. It seemed “inappropriate 
favoritism” to prefer one of his many children by letting him study. 

 

But one time, when the pastors of the deanery were assembled to 
the Synod in Fuerth’s St. Michael’s Church, he took little Wilhelm 
with him to the church and let him look at the “venerable assembly”5

GRIEF AND WORRIES 

 

from the upper balcony. It was a view which made a deep impression 
on the child. 

In the home of his parents Wilhelm felt well and safe, but he also 
shared in the suffering and pain that broke upon the family. 
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The youngest daughter, Sabine, died at the age of 14 months. With 
the little girl very sick, his mother sent the seven year-old Wilhelm 
out of the house. He was given a penny so he could buy a picture 
poster. He returned happy, only to find the house in mourning: His 
sister had died. Wilhelm threw himself weeping over the cradle. To 
his consternation he also saw his father crying, he who had always 
appeared so big and strong. 

 “Oh, so many sick ones from my youth on!” Wilhelm Loehe 
sighed later, looking back to his childhood. The illness of the oldest 
daughter Anna, who suffered from epilepsy, hovered over the family 
like a shadow. 

Her little brother was filled with horror when he experienced one 
of her horrible fits for the first time. The parents also suffered under 
the awful condition of their daughter. One time Wilhelm watched his 
father walking back and forth in the room, crying, and heard him 
saying that he “would give his blood”6

But gradually Wilhelm learned to deal with the sickness of his 
sister. At mealtimes he sat next to her. If he noticed that a fit was 
coming, he took away any dangerous objects. When she was 
conscious again he marveled at her “heavenly cheerfulness.”

 if only he could help. 

7

DEATH AND BURIAL OF WILHELM’S FATHER 

 

In 1816 the family was hit hardest by the death of the father. At age 
52 Johann died of an inflammation of the brain after a short sickness. 
On the day of his father’s death, eight year-old Wilhelm was fetched 
from school. At home his mother and sisters were gathered around the 
deathbed, weeping and praying. His mother put Wilhelm’s hand into 
the hand of the dying father and made him promise that he would not 
“bring shame over his dear father in the grave.” Shortly afterwards 
the father expired. 

Wilhelm basically did not understand what happened and refused 
to let all that mourning get to him. He seemed so uninvolved that one 
of his sisters hit him because of his “being so dull.”8

On the day of the funeral, when the whole city was full of 
excitement, the child was overcome by the strange up and down of his 
feelings. In a black tail-coat which he was not used to, short pants and 
long stockings, he was supposed to carry a wreath behind the casket, 
together with two cousins. Someone gave Wilhelm a “funeral pretzel” 
which certainly did not go well with his suit. 
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All the funeral guests were assembled in the house when the 
sexton appeared in order to organize the procession to the cemetery. 
He fulfilled his duty with great solemnity. At other times Wilhelm 
knew him as a funny guy. In his stressed emotional condition the 
busyness of the master of ceremonies made him laugh out loud, 
which earned him disapproving looks. Quickly he reached for the 
wreath, put his pretzel in his pocket and walked behind the casket of 
his father to the graveside. There were many speeches in honor of the 
revered citizen and city counselor, who was “a blessing and a pillar of 
the city.”9

It took a long time before he calmed down somewhat. But when 
the funeral procession was finally starting on the way back, Wilhelm 
suddenly was very hungry, pulled the pretzel out of his pocket and 
wanted to bite into it. The sexton was upset and forbade that 
unseemly behavior. He and several other participants of the funeral 
considered Wilhelm’s behavior very strange. They did not understand 
how the child was so inwardly distraught. 

 Suddenly the little son was overcome by wild pain and 
sorrow. He cried out loud and wanted to go to his father. He had to be 
restrained from all sides to prevent him from jumping into the grave. 

For a long time Wilhelm could not get over the death of his father. 
One evening he was sitting in front of the house, looking down at the 
bridge over the Regnitz and watching the wonderful spectacle of the 
sun going down. Suddenly the thought occurred to him that, just as 
the sun goes down, his mother could also leave him as his father had, 
and that then he would be all alone. Frightened he ran in to his 
mother, hugged her with startling ferocity and cried out his terror. Big 
sister Anna took him by the hand and led him outside again. She 
showed him the “heavenly splendor,” the stars which are already 
becoming visible, and described to him the “sapphire streets” of 
heaven on which he “someday will walk.”10

CHURCH LIFE IN FUERTH 

 

After his death Mother Maria Barbara Loehe took over her husband’s 
business, having been a co-worker with him. Resolutely she pursued 
her old plan to let the gifted son Wilhelm study theology, “out of love 
for the ministry and the Church,” as her son gratefully testified: “I 
owe her a thousand thanks. Who knows whether I would have 
become a Christian if I would not have become a pastor?”11 
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The Walthelm family from which his mother came was considered 
in Fuerth to be very pious, which was not necessarily a 
recommendation; for anything “pietistic” was regarded as suspicious 
by the government, and not appreciated by the Lutheran 
Landeskirche. After the time of the Enlightenment there was a wide-
spread spirit of rationalism that read the Bible with the measuring 
stick of human reason; so there was little left of the Christian faith 
except some moral teachings. But here and there in the country small 
“islands of living Christian life”12

Thus there was in Fuerth a small group of Herrnhuters who met in 
the house of the watchmaker Huber. They kept in touch with the 
Herrnhut Community of Brethren, which was founded by Count von 
Zinzendorf and which endeavored to bring about a renewal of 
spiritual life in the Landeskirchen. The brassfounder Walthelm, a 
relative of Loehe’s mother, belonged to this group. When the 
government in Ansbach demanded to know whether the Herrnhuters 
were acting outside of the law, the Lutheran pastor Fronmueller 
answered in 1812: “They do not act against the Church but are 
faithful in fulfilling their duties, and they are not a secret society.”

 were kept alive since the time of 
the Old Pietism. 

13

Maria Barbara Loehe stayed with the Lutheran Church and 
regarded the old city pastor, who had confirmed her, with high 
esteem. She did look into the rationalistic ideas of her time, only to 
return to the faith of her parents. Besides the Bible, the old devotional 
books like Arnd’s “Little Garden of Paradise” and Starck’s 
“Handbook”

 

14

Many Jewish families were living in the lower Koenigs Street 
where Loehe’s parental house was located. From childhood on he was 
familiar with their life and customs. The Jewish festivals played a 
special roll in the city of Fuerth, where almost a fifth of the people 
were Jews. During the Jewish festival of booths his mother sent little 
Wilhelm with his older sister Doris down the street: “Go, girl, show 
Wilhelm the booths!” This festival, during which each family built 
their own booth, always felt “homey”

 formed the foundation of her faith. Thus Wilhelm and 
his siblings learned a deeper and more convincing piety at home than 
in the religious instruction in school, which exhausted itself in 
teaching moral philosophy and ethics. 

15

The Passover festival was also a part of Loehe’s childhood 
memories, so that in later years he could say: 

 to Loehe. 
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“I am not a Jew but I grew up among Jews and have seen all these 
things. From my youth on my mind and eye have been open to them, 
to all the liturgical glory which today’s Jews still have . . . All that has 
often touched me.”16

LATIN SCHOOL 

 

Wilhelm’s mother was very concerned that he should receive the best 
possible education. Before he was ten years old, in the fall of 1817, he 
was sent to the Latin School. He also received private lessons in 
French, Italian, English, Geometry and drawing. Some years before 
then he had received violin lessons. Finally there were also private 
lessons in Greek, so that the days of the twelve year-old were filled 
from morning to evening with lessons. Of course, that proved to be 
too much of a good thing for the delicate boy, so that they called him 
in Fuerth “consumptive Loehe.”17

The violin lessons were not crowned with success either, even 
though Wilhelm tortured himself with them for more than ten years. 
The best part of these lessons for him was the view from the room of 
the teacher out on the “bleaching ground” at the river. Otherwise they 
were “painful hours.” Wilhelm was always glad when he could carry 
his “little violin”

 What impressed most were his 
penetrating, deep blue eyes in a small face. He did not like sports, 
perhaps because of his weak condition. He enjoyed only running and 
jumping and soon gave up gymnastic lessons. 

18

Among his fellow students Wilhelm was pretty isolated. He did 
not join in their pranks, but tried to prevent them. Sometimes he even 
told on his comrades to the teachers, “though tremblingly.” No 
wonder that he was very unpopular in his class, and that he was 
attacked by “whole hordes.”

 home again. He considered himself not musically 
gifted. But this did not lessen his longing for music and his love for it. 

19

RATHER A PHARMACIST? 

 It took some time before he learned to 
defend himself, but then he fought with such wrath that at times he 
even was victorious. 

At the beginning of his time at the Latin School Wilhelm apparently 
was overwhelmed by all the many subjects. He didn’t like school and 
didn’t progress as hoped. His mother started to wonder if an academic 
career was perhaps out of his reach. Across the street there was the 
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“Loewenapotheke” where they liked to see Wilhelm and where he 
often spent time among medications and jars of salve. Perhaps it 
would be better for him to become a pharmacist? His mother talked 
with Wilhelm’s teacher, sub-rector Kuechle, who was willing to give 
special lessons in botany to the boy. So the two of them walked out 
into nature to botanize. But while the student loved to roam through 
woods and meadows, he was not in the least interested in individual 
little plants and their parts. So sub-rector Kuechle discouraged the 
idea of becoming a pharmacist. Nevertheless he was convinced that 
Wilhelm was very gifted and affirmed his mother’s original plan to let 
him study. 

Without any apparent reason Wilhelm’s educational career 
improved from his eleventh year on, so that he was soon at the head 
of his class. His splendid final report card, composed in the style of 
the times by the “royal Bavarian sub-rector Kuechle,” certified that 
Wilhelm Loehe endeavored “with excellent industry in the glory of 
pure youthful morality to use the talent which Providence has granted 
him.” 

The student did not miss a single day during the whole school 
year, “even though his somewhat tender health wanted to become 
shaky.” However, his teacher recommended “He should try to 
unfetter himself from his old anxiety when giving a report or an 
answer.”20

CONFIRMATION CLASS 

 

By graduating from Latin School Wilhelm became eligible to enter 
the Gymnasium. But before then, between Easter and Pentecost of the 
year 1821, confirmation class took place. It lasted three hours every 
day and was taught by the three pastors of the main church in Fuerth. 

Wilhelm looked forward to confirmation class, for Church meant a 
lot to him. Undeterred by the mockery of his class mates, he attended 
the service every Sunday. It started at 8 AM with the celebrating of 
Holy Communion. Only those members of the congregation who 
wanted to attend communion appeared that early. Most of the 
congregation came later for the sermon. But Wilhelm was so 
impressed by the celebration of the sacrament that he was there at 8 
AM, even though he was not allowed to commune before he was 
confirmed. While the celebration took place up front, in the chancel, 
Wilhelm sat in the back of the nave, in the pew which he inherited 
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from his father. Next to him sat only an old resident of the hospice, 
who also appeared every Sunday. Both of them listened, deeply 
stirred, while the old pastor chanted the words of institution. When 
the cantor started the “holy, holy, holy” they joined in with a loud 
voice, even though Wilhelm never sang along in school because he 
was afraid that he might miss the right note. But here, in the church, 
he felt free to join in. Participation in the sacramental service was for 
him a “great celebration and a joy.” 

What was it that attracted the boy in such a magical way, in 
contrast to his peers, so that he did not want to miss a single 
celebration of communion? Wilhelm Loehe experienced even at this 
age the great mystery and wonder that Christ gives Himself to His 
congregation in the bread and the wine, this meeting with the Holy, 
Incomprehensible. 

Confirmation would allow him to participate in this mystery. 
Unfortunately confirmation class was a disappointment for him. Like 
in the religious instruction in school, only morals were taught, God 
was talked about only in a very general way, no Bible stories about 
the “acts of salvation of the Lord” were told, no Bible verses or 
hymns were learned. In spite of this Wilhelm’s respect and love for 
old Pastor Fronmueller was not shaken. As always he impressed him 
through his “dignified appearance” and his “earnest praying.”21

CONFIRMATION 

 

Confirmation took place on Exaudi Sunday, a week before first 
communion on Pentecost. Two hundred confirmands were streaming 
into the church. But no one had told them what would happen. 
Shortly before the celebration the sexton came to their benches and 
explained to them that he would give them a signal when they would 
respond “Yes.” To young Loehe this seemed very inappropriate. With 
a certain rebellion he shouted out his “yes” even before the pastor had 
finished all the confirmation questions. 

The week after confirmation was dedicated to the preparation for 
first communion. At home mother and sisters saw to it that the 
confirmand could find the necessary peace and quietness. It was 
customary to thank the pastor at the end of confirmation instruction, 
and to ask his forgiveness. One also had to ask the family for 
forgiveness. 
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Saturday before Pentecost the confirmands first went to the 
parsonage in order to receive, while kneeling, the blessing of the three 
pastors. Then they went to the church for private confession. As 
Wilhelm knelt before Pastor Fronmueller, in his excitement he forgot 
everything he was going to confess. But the gracious old gentleman 
helped him over this difficulty and dismissed him “richly absolved 
and blessed again.”22

At home there were presents waiting for the confirmand: a book, a 
watch and six silver spoons. On the piano there were candles lit; 
mother had done everything to make this day of honor as festive as 
possible for her son. A walk out into nature was also called for. At 
this time of the year all the trees were blossoming, and there were 
flowers in the meadow down by the little alder woods near the river. 
The growing boy was moved to joy. He enjoyed a “festive time,” like 
never before. 

 

Then, on Pentecost, came the great event: first communion. In the 
morning Wilhelm’s mother came to his room and handed him a letter 
in which she had written down all her thoughts for this day: “To my 
son Wilhelm, on June 1821, the day of his first communion.”23

In confirmation class the teachers avoided a detailed explanation 
of the sacrament and let it go with just a “lukewarm instruction.” 
Therefore Wilhelm did not know if he was going to taste blood from 
the chalice? But during the celebration of the sacrament all these 
questions and any anxious deliberations were pushed into the 
background. The thirteen year-old experienced the presence of God in 
a way he never knew before. All of his life he would remember this 
“experienced blessedness.” 

 Loehe 
always kept this letter as a precious legacy. 

After the service the family sat around the table for a joyful festive 
meal. One could see the beaming joy of the confirmand so clearly that 
his sister Babette exclaimed: “Our Wilhelm will not see a day like 
this again until he receives his ordination!” 

About 30 years later, remembering his first communion, Wilhelm 
Loehe wrote: “It is truly wonderful that there are such festive 
occasions as we have in the Christian Church. Praise God that I was 
born and raised in His Church!”24 
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