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Foreword
Ronald R. FeueRhahn

heRmann SaSSe waS a hiStoRian, a theologian, a churchman, 
and a pastor. In this remarkable collection of letters—or we might even 
call them epistles—we meet all of these skills: a historian with a breadth of 

learning, a theologian of thorough biblical knowledge, a churchman of wisdom, 
and a pastor of caring words. It is the thorough grasp of the past that has allowed 
Sasse to be open to a clear perception of the future; E. Clifford Nelson was not 
alone in his description of Sasse as prescient.1 Here also we meet a theologian 
who is able to teach the church from the background of a thorough scholarship 
of Scripture and confessions and cement them to much of the church of his day. 
Here is a historian and theologian who speaks the language of lonely pastors 
throughout the world; thus he also spoke for them and to them as a churchman 
and as a pastor.

Sasse was also a “teacher of the church,” that title that meant so much to 
Martin Luther. Sasse taught faithfully the doctrine of Scripture and the confes-
sion of the church. He applied himself in these letters particularly to the needs 
of the church of his day. His teaching was respected by churchmen and laity of 
a very broad, ecumenical spectrum of the church. Yet no one was completely 
comfortable with this man, least of all the liberal churchmen of his day. They 
described him as “narrow,” a “strict confessionalist.” That discomfort is still 
present today, for Sasse calls all to repentance. He spoke not only to and for “his 
day,” but there is also a certain catholicity to these letters, a wisdom that has 
prompted many to be grateful for them.

From the very beginning, Sasse intended this to be a series of letters. In the 
opening sentences of the first letter he stated:

The following lines and the letters which, God willing, are to follow this 
one are addressed to Lutheran pastors in totally different churches and 
nations, in Germany and in the remaining Europe, in North and South 

1 E. Clifford Nelson, The Rise of World Lutheranism, An American Perspective (Philadel-
phia: Fortress, 1982), 314f.



x letteRS to lutheRan PaStoRS

America, in Africa and Australia. They are addressed to fellow ministers 
who together with the undersigned know themselves bound by their 
ordination vow to the Holy Scriptures as the norma normans [“norming 
norm”] of all the doctrinal Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church as the true interpretation of the Scriptures.

Sasse also strikes that note of loneliness facing his many readers:
They are addressed to brethren whose hearts bleed whenever they see 
the condition in which the Lutheran Church of our day and of our world 
finds itself. We know full well: not only we as theologians see and labor 
under these distressing conditions. Numberless members of our con-
gregations share our experience and sense the reason for the Church’s 
need.2

These letters were doubtless intended to address these readers in their distress 
and loneliness and to bring them comfort.

These epistles, as they may well be called, were intended for a broad distri-
bution; Sasse indicated this to various colleagues.3 It was with this intention in 
mind that the editorial staff of the Quartalschrift, or Theological Quarterly, of the 
Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod offered their translations:

We hope that these letters will also be published in other theological 
journals4 of this and other countries, that they will be translated into 
the languages of all the foreign countries where the Lutheran Church 
has found a home. Therefore we are placing these letters, as translated 
by us, at the disposal of those editorial staffs that have not undertaken 
a translation of their own, or do not intend to do so. For we hold that 
the content of these letters deserves a careful study on the part of every 
Lutheran reader.5

Such is our opinion today as well.

2 These first two citations are from the opening sentences of the Letters. See below, pp. 
5–6.

3 E.g.: “As I wrote to you, a first letter to Luthern [sic] pastors will go out soon. You may 
translate and circulate it if you deem it useful” (letter to Herman Preus, November 
27, 1948).

4 And so they were; this letter was published also, e.g., in CTM 20, no. 8 (August 1949): 
615–25.

5 The editorial staff, QS 46, no. 2 (April 1949): 81n. In all, the Theological Quarterly 
published ten of the letters, ceasing the enterprise, understandably, after the con-
troversial Letter 14, “On the Doctrine de Scriptura Sacra,” and Letter 16, “What Does 
Luther Have to Say to Us on the Inerrancy of the Holy Scripture?” Letter 14 was the 
only writing that Sasse publicly withdrew. See Jeffrey J. Kloha, “Hermann Sasse Con-
fesses the Doctrine de Scriptura Sacra,” in Scripture and the Church: Selected Essays 
of Hermann Sasse, ed. Jeffrey J. Kloha and Ronald R. Feuerhahn, Concordia Semi-
nary Monograph Series 2 (St. Louis: Concordia Seminary, 1995), 337–423. Various 
letters would be translated and published in many other journals and in numerous 
languages.
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Preface
Matthew C. harrison

soMe would wonder what possible benefit might come 
from the study of half-century old letters of a long-deceased Lutheran 
theologian. Should not the church be looking forward and not back-

ward? Yet we are confident that you will find these treatises absolutely gripping, 
especially if Christ has lit in your soul a similar fire for His blessed Word and 
Sacrament as confessed by the catechisms of Martin Luther. Reading Hermann 
Sasse is a veritable guided tour through centuries of church history, particu-
larly the history of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. And no matter how 
clichéd it might sound, it remains true that charting one’s course for the future 
is aided immensely when one has some idea from whence he has come. And that 
holds true for churches.

Sasse is prone to see “tragedies” at every turn of church history. He spares 
no one intense criticism when he thinks it warranted. In this era of postmod-
ernism, or now perhaps post-postmodernism in the wake of the terror of 9/11, 
Sasse holds out for truth. “The future belongs to those churches which dare to 
confess their dogma,” he loved to say. Sasse was a man once awash in the vague 
mist of an optimistic and nondoctrinal religion. But shaken to the foundation 
of his being, he beheld the depravity of man. Then he was shown the blessed 
truth of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, vere deus, as witnessed by the Word of God 
and as confessed by the Lutheran Confessions. The conviction burned brightly 
right through the ungodly challenges of the dark night of Nazism, and it burned 
brightly amid the vacillations and cavillations of well-meaning churchmen who 
were held captive by much more deceptive and alluring enticements from the 
truth which is found in Christ and His Sacrament.

Yet amid the failures of men and churches, Sasse was gripped by the fact that 
because Jesus Christ has a future, the church has a future. Una sancta ecclesia 
perpetuo mansura sit! “One holy church shall ever remain!” (AC VII). And because 
Sasse was above all else a doctor of the church, a confessor of the church, he was 
convinced, too, that the church is ever found where the evangelium pure docetur 
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et recte administrantur sacramenta, where “the Gospel is purely taught, and the 
Sacraments rightly administered” (AC VII). Ubi Christus, ibi ecclesia! “Where 
Christ is, there is the church” (Ignatius).1

May this collection of Sasse’s essays cause hearts and lips to burn with the 
confession of Christ and churches to rise and confess the faith once delivered to 
the saints, as confessed in the Lutheran Reformation.

aCknowledgMents
I’m deeply grateful for the staff of Concordia Publishing House who contributed 
to the publication of these volumes of Sasse’s Letters to Lutheran Pastors. Charles 
Schaum worked on the project early on, providing his own translation for a sig-
nificant letter in the collection. I’m indebted to Dawn Weinstock for her editorial 
work and to Edward Engelbrecht, who managed the process expertly. Finally, 
Paul McCain has been a constant encouragement in all matters Sasse-related.

We thank the editors of the Wisconsin Lutheran Quarterly and Concordia 
Publishing House for the necessary permission to reprint many of these essays. 
We thank especially Dr. Norman Nagel for graciously agreeing to translate 
individual letters and sharing letters translated for his We Confess series. Mr. 
Andrew Smith has provided numerous letters in English, quietly and capably 
working for little remuneration other than the love of Lutheran theology. Many 
have helped here and there through what has suddenly become a twenty-year 
quest to publish in English Sasse’s Letters to Lutheran Pastors. We thank Robert 
Wurst and Jennifer Maxfield for contributing editing skills on this challenging 
project. Holger Sonntag with Peter Petzling and Paul Strawn provided a burst of 
effort as the last dozen or so letters were rendered in English. Rachel Mumme 
graciously searched out the hitherto unlocated first two Circular Letters to 
Westphalian Pastors, and then proceeded to provide wonderful translations of 
both. Thanks are owed especially to Dr. Ronald Feuerhahn, who, as ever, readily 
provided needed assistance with this Sasse project and whose published and 
unpublished works on Sasse are an ever-present help in need! Ron’s unpublished 
“Chronicle” of events in Sasse’s life was used to footnote the letters. Also his vast 
collection of letters and documents was a rich source for the anecdotal details 
peppered throughout this volume.

Sasse’s was a theological life to be sure, but also and in every way a life—with 
many personal and professional joys and disappointments. I have tried to use 
some discretion in the use of personal papers, while also revealing historical 
realities, such as Sasse’s simultaneous appreciation and disdain for aspects of 
Werner Elert’s person and work. There are two sides to every story. Sasse himself 
could be rather difficult, to be sure.

1 Epistle to the Smyrnaeans 8.2.
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the editing
I have slightly revised most of the translations, bringing them into reasonable 
uniformity of style and expression. In many places in the older translations I 
have restored theological language where the freight of terms has been dimin-
ished (e.g., substituting “office” where the translation of Amt slipped into “min-
istry” with a lowercase “m” and no definite article). Brackets [ ] have generally 
been used to provide a peek at the original or to add additional bibliographic 
material not in Sasse’s original. Where Sasse or a translator provided both the 
original (e.g., Latin) and a translation, we have kept the parentheses. I have also 
taken the liberty to reduce sentence length and to update the language slightly. 
I have not attempted to make the citation of English Bible passages uniform. 
In some places translators simply render the German text. Nor are we consis-
tent in quoting a version of the Lutheran Confessions. Often translators simply 
provide a fresh translation of the confessional text quoted. There is, after all, 
only so much time in life. And the English-speaking world has waited too long 
for this collection already. We hope the reader will be pleased with this volume 
of Sasse’s Letters.

I have added Sasse’s additional notes to both Letters 4 and 14, the latter 
for reasons noted in the historical introduction, which follows this preface. 
I have also appended some “Theses” on Scripture prepared by Sasse for the 
Intersynodical Committee in Australia. A few historical notes are provided 
with that document. I have also included anecdotal material from personal 
correspondence from the general time at which the particular Briefe was pub-
lished as a peek into matters going on in Sasse’s life or in the life of the church. 
These passages favor dealings with the LCMS, but it is also true that Sasse was 
heavily involved and interested in LCMS dealings. Sasse carried on an enormous 
volume of correspondence. His son Wolfgang told Ronald Feuerhahn that his 
father would have four or five typewriters in the house at any given moment, 
each with a manuscript in process. I only discovered while searching for quota-
tions within Sasse correspondence that by his own admission Sasse had typed 
“with one finger.” What a finger that was!

The publication of this volume is the culmination of twenty years of labor. 
Kurt Marquart introduced me to Sasse while I was a student at Concordia 
Theological Seminary in Fort Wayne, Indiana (MDiv 1989; STM 1991). About 
that time Norman Nagel published his vitally significant translations for the We 
Confess series, and I devoured them. While an exchange student in Adelaide, 
Australia (1987), I found everything by Sasse in English that I possibly could, and 
with the help of Maurice Schild I gained access to the church archives for my 
first foray into the private papers of Sasse. I developed a warm relationship with 
Henry Hamman Jr., Elvin Janetzki, Bruce Adams, John Kleinig, and J. T. E. Renner. 
I came to know Maurice Schild (Sasse’s successor at Immanuel Seminary) and 
met Siegfried Hebart (who had been instrumental in bringing Sasse to Australia) 
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and others. Simultaneously, Ronald Feuerhahn was working on his doctorate 
on Sasse and was in the process of amassing personal papers. With the help of 
Robert Preus (under whom I wrote a master of sacred theology thesis on Sasse), 
I began collecting correspondence for the Walther Library at the seminary in 
Fort Wayne (the institution to which Sasse left his vast library) and sharing it 
with Dr. Feuerhahn. I will never forget sitting in Dr. Preus’s office while he dic-
tated a letter to his uncle, Herman A. Preus (then nearly 100 years old), request-
ing copies of his Sasse correspondence. Dr. Preus also succeeded in convincing 
Tom Hardt to send his very private correspondence spanning decades. The con-
tinued effort brought me into contact and correspondence with Bjarne Teigen, 
Martin Wittenberg, Ulrich Asendorf, Jobst Schoene, Bengt Hägglund, and even 
Bo Giertz. It has been an amazing journey.

Despite the amount of Sasse’s writings made available in the Lonely Way 
volumes and in this collection of letters, there is vastly more to be done. We hope 
others will take up the task.

,
As ever, I remain most thankful for my blessed life’s companion, Kathy, whose 

profound Lutheran convictions and living grace make life beyond Sasse projects 
such a joy. I provide this work for Matthew Martin Luther Harrison, Mark Martin 
Chemnitz Harrison, and their entire generation and those after, that their hearts 
might “burn within them” with the confession of Christ as they make their 
Emmaus journey through life to life everlasting, where we shall—together—
know joys supernal. My own translation work is far from perfect. May these 
letters find their way back to Australia and to many other places around the 
globe and here, as there, awaken a love for the Lutheran confession of the faith. 
Above all, may Sasse’s ringing clarity on the church and Sacrament be a beacon 
guiding us to our Confessions and to Christ Himself, who speaks so clearly in 
Holy Scripture and to whom our Confessions bear incomparable witness.

Matthew C. Harrison 
Assistant Pastor, Village Lutheran Church, Ladue, Missouri 

President, The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod
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“The only thing I can do is write letters.”

Hermann SaSSe
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Historical Context
The following letter is included as a piece of the puzzle of events which 
transpired in 1947–48 much to Sasse’s chagrin. The LWF was formed in 
Lund in 1947 and failed to raise its voice against the planned German 
union (EKiD). In this letter, Sasse indicates his impending resignation 
from the Erlangen faculty because of his conviction that the university 
had called a man who rejected the Lutheran positions on Baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper. In July 1948, the constitution of the EKiD was adopted. In 
September, Sasse’s Bavarian Church voted to join the EKiD. MH

February 11, 1948

Prof. D. Hermann Sasse  
Erlangen,  
Rathsberger Str. 4

Honorable Herr Landesbischof !

As I hear, Professor Stauffer has the call to the New Testament chair in our 
faculty, which means the territorial church in the agreement with the state gave 
its prior approval. I, of course, never thought that my individual vote would have 
any effect on the calling of colleague Stauffer. The territorial church raised no 
objection against the calling of an ordinarius [“full professor”] to the Erlangen 
faculty, who in his published writings, rejects the confessionally defined doc-
trine of the Evangelical Lutheran Church regarding the sacraments of Baptism 
and the Lord’s Supper. This has necessary consequences for me. If the church 
allows one of its teachers, despite his oath of ordination and office, to fall into 
false teaching, then it can certainly be said that the hope that the church would 
find its way through [these challenging times] is lost. If the church is silent 
when its pastors proclaim a Reformed doctrine of the sacraments, then it can 
excuse them for not knowing better, since in their studies they were given no 
opportunity to learn the Lutheran doctrine. And when the church tolerates, 
without protest, the calling of a teacher who teaches Baptism and the Supper in 
a Calvinistic fashion, then it declares that it is fundamentally prepared to toler-
ate these doctrines. Then the church itself makes any doctrinal discipline impos-
sible. Then it excludes the reestablishment of discipline in the administration 
of the Lord’s Supper in its realm. Then it cannot work for the resurrection of 
the confessionally faithful Evangelical Lutheran Church. Then, fundamentally, 
fellowship in the Lord’s Supper with the Reformed is established. Then also 
the United Evangelical Lutheran Church is a church in which the ecclesiastical 
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boundaries have been given up, which according to our Confessions separate 
the true catholic, orthodox church in the sense of the New Testament from the 
fanatical sects [schwärmerischen Sekten].

I know, highly honored Herr Landesbischof, what terrible burdens now rest 
upon you and upon your advisors. It is not in any way my intention to try to 
increase these burdens without necessity. I understand that you and the church 
council could render no other decision than that which was made. That you 
had to so act is the result of a long development, which you did not begin and 
for which your predecessors in office bear the final responsibility. I know also 
that you had done what is within your power to impede this development. But 
you will understand when I declare to you that I cannot remain in a church 
which—for whatever respectable and pressing reasons—not only tolerates a 
doctrine of the sacraments which is expressis verbis rejected by the confession 
of the Lutheran Church as false doctrine but also sanctions such doctrine. Let 
the territorial church council be clear on this one thing—quite irrespective of 
any other concerns: Precisely the virtual real presence taught by Stauffer in his 
last Bavarian lecture is expressly rejected in the Formula of Concord (which has 
legal standing in our church). Stauffer’s teaching cannot exist within the church 
as a possible interpretation of Augustana X. What move I shall now make (hin-
dered for the moment by my departure for the USA) I shall communicate to you 
[in time]. However, it is now impossible for me to remain within the theologi-
cal faculty of Erlangen. I once joined this faculty under the presupposition that 
despite all human and theological weakness and inadequacy, it would remain 
Lutheran, in accord with its founding and according to its constitution, which 
is legally recognized by the state. And thus it possesses the right of ordination 
to the office of the ministry of the Lutheran Church. I remind you that it is 
precisely my obligation to be concerned for the maintenance of the Lutheran 
character of the faculty (I assumed this concern upon joining the faculty) which 
provokes me and requires me, as a matter of conscience, to register my oppo-
sition. I have nothing against the colleagues nor against Stauffer, and I would 
heartily plead with you, honorable Herr Landesbischof, to take action against 
the hearsay which will eventually result. As my relationship to the faculty is now 
dissolved, whether I be placed extra facultatem (as the Reformed professor[s 
who have taught at Erlangen in the past]), or whether I be retired, will have to be 
resolved. I do not know therefore whether I should ask you in this matter (which 
is certainly a matter of the church) to begin an informational discussion with the 
appertaining authorities, the state’s Ministerium for Instruction and Religion. 
In any case it is incumbent upon me to order everything in such a way that the 
church and faculty be spared unnecessary turmoil.

With the expression of my sincere respect,

Your very humble 
Hermann Sasse



5

one

Concerning the Status  
of the Lutheran Churches  
in the World

tranSLated by [PauL] PeterS1

December 19482

Prof. Dr. Theol. Hermann Sasse  
(13a) Erlangen (Bavaria)  
Rathsberger Str. 4

Dear Brothers in the Office!

The following lines and the letters which, God willing, are to follow this one 
are addressed to Lutheran pastors in totally different churches and nations, in 
Germany and in the remaining Europe, in North and South America, in Africa and 
Australia. They are addressed to fellow ministers who together with the under-
signed know themselves bound by their ordination vow to the Holy Scriptures 
as the norma normans [“norming norm”] of all the doctrinal Confessions of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church as the true interpretation of the Scriptures. They 
are addressed to brethren whose hearts bleed whenever they see the condition 
in which the Lutheran Church of our day and of our world finds itself. We know 

1 Editor of Wisconsin Lutheran Quarterly. “I have some dear friends in Wisconsin (Drs. 
Koch and Peters) and have a high respect for that church. I belonged to a commit-
tee which tried to rectify the dissensions with Missouri which led to the end of the 
Synodical Conference” (Sasse to J. A. O. Preus, November 3, 1968; in the Harrison Col-
lection). MH

2 BLP 1: Zur Lage der lutherischen Kirchen in der Welt (Erlangen, December 1, 1948). 
This English translation appeared originally in QS 46, no. 2 (April 1949): 81–95; repr., 
CTM 20, no. 8 (August 1949): 615–25. Huss number 265. MH
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full well: not only we as theologians see and labor under these distressing con-
ditions. Numberless members of our congregations share our experience and 
sense the reason for the Church’s need. But we, as the incumbents of the ministe-
rium ecclesiasticum defined by Article V of the Augustana, have this duty toward 
the Christian congregation: to gain a clear understanding of the status of the 
Lutheran Church in the world, of the cause and the ultimate reason for her need, 
and to do our utmost, as far as mortals can do anything in this matter, to over-
come this need.

1
At first glance we may gain the impression as if the status of the Lutheran 
Church were a more splendid one than ever before in her history. We can point 
to the Lutheran World Federation, which represents an organized merger of the 
churches of the Invariata3 as has never before been realized in the history of our 
Church, not even in the most favorable times of the old Lutheran World Council. 
This World Federation and its constituent churches have evolved efficient orga-
nizations, which are without comparison in the history of our Church. We but 
have to remind ourselves of the large relief organizations of American fellow 
believers that came to the aid of the needy churches of Europe; or of the colossal 
work which is being conducted from Geneva by Dr. S. C. Michelfelder and Dr. 
Stewart Herman. One can also point to clear signs of a considerable outward 
progress in the Lutheran Churches of other lands, as, for instance, the union 
movement of the Lutheran Churches of America. This movement at least had this 
result: that the relationship of the Lutherans, who had stood in sharp opposition 
to each other, has become an entirely different and better one. This is perhaps 
the deepest impression of the fully altered church conditions of Lutheranism 
in the United States gained by the undersigned when he, for the first time after 
twenty-two years, was permitted to visit the Lutheran Churches of the New 
World at the exceedingly friendly invitation of The Lutheran Church—Missouri 
Synod.4 Even in Germany, Lutheranism occasionally shows signs of life, though it 
has been robbed of its influence on the world and though its most recent history 
is one large chain of ecclesiastical political defeats. Who would not find it cause 
for rejoicing that a number of professors as members of a non-Lutheran faculty 
like that at Heidelberg, which legally can never become Lutheran, personally 
subscribe to the Augustana Invariata and teach accordingly, even more so than 

3 Philip Melanchthon (1497–1560) continued to alter the Augsburg Confession after 
it was presented at the Diet of Augsburg in 1530. This alteration and its ambiguity 
on particularly the presence of Christ in the Lord’s Supper caused interminable con-
fusion. The Book of Concord established the Unaltered Augsburg Confession as the 
standard. Thus many congregations describe themselves as St. John’s Lutheran UAC 
[Unaltered Augsburg Confession]. MH

4 Sasse attended the 1959 convention of the LCMS. MH
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is done on old faculties nominally still Lutheran. And also in the Ecumenical 
Movement of our day in the recently established Council of Churches, the 
Lutheran Churches are well represented and are the recipients of many a com-
pliment. At first glance everything seems to be in the best of order, the Lutheran 
Church even in the ascendency. What do we mean when we, in view of these 
circumstances, speak of a dire need of our Church? That there should be a need, 
even an urgent need, of the Lutheran Church, is that not perhaps but the view of 
a few malcontents and pessimists, whom no one has to take seriously?

2
The need of the Lutheran Church becomes apparent in that she is denied the 
right to exist as a church and that she has put up with it more or less. It is the 
Reformed Church—or, to be more exact, the Reformed Churches of various 
shades of confession—who are willing to tolerate Lutheranism as an imper-
fect semi-Catholic form of Evangelical Christianity, even as they also put up 
with Anglicanism. This is done only under the condition that the Lutheran 
Church considers herself as one section and one form of the one Evangelical 
Church and therefore remains with the Reformed Church communio in sacris 
[“in church fellowship”]. For according to the opinion of the Swiss reformers, 
as it especially becomes apparent in the far-reaching church politics of [ John] 
Calvin [1509–64], the Evangelical Church is the church of the sola Scriptura. 
Different types of interpretation of the Scriptures led to different formations of 
this one Evangelical Church, which do not exclude but supplement one another. 
All great Reformed theologians have understood the coexistence of Lutheran 
and Reformed Churches in this sense. Schleiermacher5 and Karl Barth [1886–
1968], both living in German-speaking lands—despite the differences otherwise 
existing between them—have said it with almost the same words, namely, that 
the difference in doctrine between Lutherans and Reformed is one of the theo-
logical school, but not one of the Church. Both have brought their theological 
convictions to bear on church politics: Schleiermacher as one of the founding 
fathers and as the actual church father of the Prussian Union [1817]; Barth as 
the founder and sponsor of that “Confessional Union” which in 1934 was formed 
at Barmen in opposition to the confessional Lutherans. There a mixed synod 
composed of Lutherans, Reformed, and United theologians framed a doctri-
nal declaration and thereby claimed the right to judge between pure and false 

5 Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834) was a native of Breslau in Silesia, the son of 
a Reformed army chaplain. His parents converted to the Herrnhuter Brethren, after 
which he was educated at their college at Niesky and their seminary at Barby. He 
studied at Halle in 1787 and attempted to reassert Christianity as a religion built 
upon “a sense and taste for the infinite” over against rationalism. He taught at the 
University of Berlin from 1810 and had enormous influence on the theologies of the 
likes of Albrecht Ritschl, Adolf von Harnack, and Ernst Troeltsch. Schleiermacher 
was “the theologian of the Prussian Union.” See ODCC, 1465. MH



8 LetterS to LutHeran PaStorS

doctrine in the Evangelical Church. If even in Germany the significance of this 
step was not understood—which in 1948 logically led to the founding of the 
Evangelical Church in Germany [EKiD], including Lutheran, Reformed, and 
United Churches, as the legal and actual successor of the German Evangelical 
Church [DEK] of 1933—how was one to understand this step in foreign coun-
tries, where one was not able to see anything else in regard to Barmen than the 
courageous protest against the encroachments of the state on the legal sphere 
of the Church, and where one knew nothing or little of the conflict which confes-
sional Lutheranism carried on in favor of a confessional solution of the church 
problem? We repeat, no one knew anything or little of the conflict because of 
the wholly one-sided information transmitted by the international press, which 
again was under the control of the sponsors of this new union. In the Nordic 
lands, with a few laudable exceptions, Calvinist church politics were not known, 
because Calvinism never existed there. In America, Lutheran and Reformed 
churches exist side by side as separate churches, and, apart from a few areas 
like Pennsylvania, the question of a union between Lutherans and Reformed has 
nowhere really ever arisen. In addition to this, the Lutherans in the other parts 
of the world, whose forefathers at one time emigrated because of the seculariza-
tion and the unionism of their home churches and founded Lutheran confes-
sional churches in their new homelands, lost, by failing to retain their German 
language, an understanding of the above-mentioned events of German church 
history. Therefore we are face-to-face with the fact that world Lutheranism, 
occupied with the task of setting up an imposing outward structure, has no idea 
it has lost the ground under its feet in that the Christian world contested its 
right to exist as an independent church. In nineteenth-century Germany the 
claim of an independent existence for the church was made in such a manner 
that the Lutherans demanded a church government in accord with the Lutheran 
Confessions, claiming that

the church government as also all important parts of the Church must, 
as far as orthodox doctrine and administration of the Sacraments are 
concerned, be in harmony with the church which it is to govern. There-
fore it is not permissible to unite, by means of a common church govern-
ment, churches which are not in agreement with one another regarding 
the doctrine and the administration of the Sacraments.

With these sentences Theodor Kliefoth6 at the General Evangelical Lutheran 
Conference, the first ecumenical organization of Lutheranism, in 1868 
opposed the theological statement of the Prussian unionists that the Lutheran 
Confessions do not demand a confessional church government. They held that 
the unity of the Church consists only in the consentire de doctrina evangelii et 
de administratione sacramentorum [“to agree in the doctrine of the Gospel and 

6 Theodor Friedrich Dethlof Kliefoth (1810–95), educated at Schwerin, Berlin, and 
Rostock (s.v. Christian Cyclopedia). MH
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the adminstration of the Sacraments,” AC VII 2] and not in a fixed constitution. 
That this consentire can also obtain under a mixed church government was the 
opinion of the sponsors of the union at that time and is their opinion today. But 
if the conflict in the German Church since 1933 had one definite result, it was the 
knowledge that a church cannot adhere to its confession for any length of time 
as long as only the pastors and the congregations are bound to the confession 
but not also the church government. Therefore the newly formed EKiD actually 
does regard its church government as bound not only to the Holy Scriptures 
but also to the Confessions of the ancient Church and to “the decisions of the 
first Confessing Church passed at Barmen.” In other words, practically speaking, 
the church government is bound to the doctrinal decisions of the “Theological 
Declaration” of Barmen, which has been taken over by many territorial churches 
into the ordination formulas and vows of the church elders. Now, as regards the 
Confessions of the Lutheran Reformation, they are still being recognized in the 
Lutheran territories of the EKiD. But since the Reformed and United confes-
sions in the respective constituent churches within the EKiD are regarded as 
having equal rights, the Lutheran Confessions are actually being robbed of that 
binding doctrinal force whereby the unity of the Church is safeguarded. With 
that, Lutheranism ceases to be a church. From the Reformed viewpoint, it is 
understood to be a movement of the Evangelical Church, a theological school. 
Indeed, it regards itself as just that since the factual recognition of Barmen, 
and only in this sense some Lutheran territorial churches have united as the 
United Evangelical Lutheran Church of Germany [VELKD] to represent the 
union of Lutheranism in the EKiD. Concerning this EKiD, its founders, also the 
Lutheran bishops of Germany, say, only with somewhat different words, exactly 
what Frederick William III7 declared in regard to the Prussian Union as intro-
duced by him: “It does not purpose and signify a relinquishing of the hitherto 
existing confession. Also the authority which the two Evangelical creeds had till 
now has not thereby been annulled. By joining the union one merely expresses 
that spirit of moderation and charitableness which no longer regards the dif-
ferences between the two creeds in point of doctrine as a reason to deny each 
other outward church fellowship.” Consequently, unionism in Germany actually 
has gained a victory over confessionalism. Likewise the Reformed conception 
of the Evangelical Church and of the church confessions has gained a victory 
over that of Lutheranism. The conception of the Confession of the Church, as 
we find it unequivocally expressed in Luther’s Great Confession of 1528,8 in his 
Smalcald Articles, and in the Formula of Concord, and as it is also presupposed 
in the Augustana, is now quite impossible. What Karl Barth calls the “pious and 
free relativism” of the Reformed Confession has now taken the place of that defi-
niteness with which the Lutheran Confession regards its doctrinal content as 

7 King of Prussia, 1797–1840. MH
8 This is Luther’s Confession concerning Christ’s Supper AE 35:151–72. MH
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the doctrinal content of the Holy Scriptures, from which one “cannot depart or 
give way in anything” [SA III XV 3] and with which Luther and the confessors 
of the Formula of Concord wanted “to appear with intrepid hearts before the 
judgment seat of Jesus Christ, and give an account of it” [FC SD XII 40]. The quia 
[“because”] of the confessional oath has given way to the nonobligatory quate-
nus [“insofar as”].9 From this attempt at making the Confession something rela-
tive it is only a short step to its invalidation, a step that has been taken already in 
large parts of Reformed Christendom. But this development means practically 
nothing less than that in the Lutheranism of the German churches the hereto-
fore valid and legally accepted Formula of Concord has been invalidated. For no 
theologian will earnestly maintain that the spirit of moderation and charitable-
ness, which once gained command in Prussia and now in all of Germany, can 
be brought into accord with the condemnations which the Formula of Concord 
has voiced against Calvinism and Crypto-Calvinism, though with the express 
reservation that it does not intend to deprive erring Reformed Churches of the 
character of a church of Christ.10

Now the shocking part of this development is that it has not only taken place 
in Germany. It was no mere coincidence that neither from Nordic Lutheranism 
nor from the Lutheran Churches of America, including The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod, was a loud warning voiced in regard to this wrong undertak-
ing. Nor has there been any definite repudiation of the Evangelical Church in 
Germany [EKiD] and of the United Evangelical Lutheran Church of Germany, 
[VELKD], which is very closely joined up with the former. This can be explained 
in part because it is extraordinarily difficult to understand the developments in 
Germany and to evaluate correctly their significance. But this difficulty is not 
the only explanation. The deepest reason is rather to be sought in the fact that a 
similar development, though in a different manner, has taken place also in these 
churches. In the Nordic churches it is a result of the Reformed influences in the 
Ecumenical Movement. Here Lutheranism is viewed as one of the great histori-
cal outgrowths of Protestantism, which can be blended with other forms into 
a higher unity without losing its own peculiar rights and manner of existence. 
Especially in the Church of Sweden it has been forgotten that there is also an 
Ecumenical Movement which, of course, seeks a new relationship of the con-
fessions [denominations], but which also knows that the great confessions do 
not only supplement but also exclude one another. The strong doctrinal char-
acter of the Confessions and with it the import of the condemnations which 

 9 With the quia confession, the ordinand asserts: “I pledge myself to these Confes-
sions because they are in accord with Holy Scripture.” The quatenus pledge, on the 
other hand, merely asserts: “I pledge myself to them insofar as they agree with Holy 
Scripture.” Thus in the latter pledge the individual becomes the arbiter and deter-
miner of theological truth in the church. See Sasse, “Quatenus or Quia?” in Lonely 
Way 1:455–60. MH

10 See the Preface to the Book of Concord. MH
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exclude church union have been forgotten. Apparently both in Scandinavia and 
in Germany this is the result of an influence of liberalism within the Church. 
This liberalism, which, it is true, is publicly being declared dead, has in reality 
permeated all theology and thereby has conquered the Church in a seemingly 
harmless and yet extremely dangerous manner. And something quite similar 
has taken place in America. There, strange enough, liberalism calls itself neo-
orthodoxy, and as such it has gained access to Lutheran faculties which formerly 
were inaccessible to all liberal influences. Step by step one can trace the weak-
ening of the dogmatic heritage in the inability of the old orthodoxy to win the 
youth and to provide explanations for present-day problems. This change has 
become evident in the fate of the Galesburg Rule of 1875, which conforms to 
the above-cited principle of the German Lutherans of 1868: “Lutheran pulpits 
are for Lutheran ministers only; Lutheran altars are for Lutheran communi-
cants only.”11 The matter-of-fact way in which this principle was abolished in 
America, and that no conclusions were drawn from it regarding church unity, 
already predicted a weakening of the approved rule upon which the existence 
of a real Lutheran Church in the United States depends. The American situation 
makes it apparent that the rule was no longer understood or taken seriously. But 
American Lutherans do not, as the Scandinavians are wont to do, only practice 
Communion fellowship with those of another persuasion on special occasions. 
One can, for instance, read in the church bulletin of one of the largest Lutheran 
churches of Philadelphia: “Members of other churches who believe in Jesus 
Christ, the Son of God, and in the forgiveness of sin through Him are welcome 
to join with us in this sacred Sacrament.” Instances could readily be adduced 
to show that in regard to pulpit fellowship matters are still worse. This should 
cause every Lutheran theologian to blush for shame. But all this happens in 
churches that play a leading part in the Lutheran World Federation. Our intent 
here is not to carry on polemics, but to understand the ailment of Lutheranism, 
to which virtually all Lutheran Churches in the world are prone. We state the 
objective and historic-dogmatic facts of the case, namely, that the Lutheran 

11 Contrary to widespread belief, the LCMS did not accept the Galesburg Rule as suf-
ficient, much as there was sympathy for Charles Porterfield Krauth’s (1823–83) 
attempts at organizing and sustaining the General Council as an orthodox Lutheran 
body (see “Galesburg Rule,” in Christian Cyclopedia). C. F. W. Walther (1811–87) and 
company unequivocally rejected any and all church fellowship with Lutherans who 
were unionizing or guilty of doctrinal error. Regarding the General Synod, Walther 
said: “It is completely out of the question to have even the least fellowship with them” 
(“Do We Draw the Lines of Fellowship Too Narrowly?” in Editorials from Lehre und 
Wehre, trans. Herbert J. A. Bouman, ed. August R. Suelflow [St. Louis: Concordia, 
1981], 78). Walther also wrote: “Members of heterodox fellowships are not excom-
municated by their non-admission to the celebration of Holy Communion in fellow-
ship with the Lutheran Church, much less are they (declared to be heretics and) con-
demned, but only suspended until they become reconciled with the orthodox church 
by leaving the false fellowship in which they stand” (“Communion Fellowship,” Thesis 
XI, in Essays for the Church, vol. 1: 1857–1879 [St. Louis: Concordia, 1992], 225). MH



12 LetterS to LutHeran PaStorS

Churches of our time, at least the leading church of the world—with exceptions 
which we do not want to mention here—are no longer churches in the sense 
of the Formula of Concord. And if we hear the rejoinder that the Formula of 
Concord is not accepted by all churches, that the Lutheran Church is the church 
of the Augustana, then we must join our fathers in answering that one can be 
a Lutheran without the Formula of Concord, but one cannot be a Lutheran in 
opposition to it. We must answer that the Augustana is no longer understood as 
Luther and the confessors of 1530 understood it if one no longer understands 
the improbant secus docentes [“they reject those who teach”] of its Article X as 
a demarcation line of the church, but only as a boundary line of the theologi-
cal school. This, then, is the dire need of our Church. In the very moment in 
which she begins to step before the world as one of the great Confessions of 
Christendom, to testify to the world and to the Ecumenical Movement the truth 
of the Lutheran Reformation, she is about to lose, or to a great extent already has 
lost, that very truth.

3
How are we to explain this circumstance? Where are its roots? They cannot 
be sought in one country only. If German Lutheranism disintegrated through 
National Socialism, if the Nordic state and territorial churches, which were 
not influenced by National Socialism, and if the American Free Churches have 
also fallen prey to the disintegration of Lutheranism, then the cause must be 
sought in Lutheranism itself. It cannot possibly be found in the church politics 
of Calvinism. For then we would have to ask at once why the Lutheran Churches 
no longer had that power of resistance which they had in the sixteenth and sev-
enteenth century. We, of course, have to admit that the events in Lutheranism 
about which we are concerned also have their parallels in other churches, and 
therefore some of the reasons are at least to be sought in a development which 
is running through all of modern Christendom. The clearest example of this is 
the noteworthy fact that the present pope had to proceed with every available 
means of church discipline against certain excesses of the liturgical and the so-
called Una Sancta movement, in which the dividing line separating Catholicism 
from Protestantism also became doubtful for Catholics, even for truly pious 
Catholics, so that they crossed it in conscious opposition to the canonical law. 
Did it not happen in the eastern parts of Germany—it had already happened 
in the Siberian prison camps of World War I—that Catholic Communion was 
administered to Protestants? Without a doubt, a weakening of the fixed con-
fessional boundary lines has come about in all of modern Christendom. The 
Ecumenical Movement has contributed its share, especially since its leader-
ship has been transferred from the Anglicans, who were still interested in 
regulations and dogma, to the truly Reformed Churches. And what would the 
fathers of the Faith and Order Movement say to the fact that the great event of 


