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This book could easily be titled “The Best of Walther” because it contains his most 
significant essays outside of his well-known Law and Gospel and Church and Office books. 
All the essays are eminently relevant today. Walther’s writings on confessional 
subscription, doctrinal development, and the duties of a Lutheran synod are alone well 
worth the sticker price. I am particularly pleased that the 1868 essay “On Syncretism” was 
included. In that piece, Walther explains what the LCMS has always meant by that term 
with quotes from the orthodox Lutheran fathers, including the classic explanation of 
“syncretism” by the irenic Johann W. Baier. 

—Rev. Martin R. Noland, PhD 
Pastor of Trinity Lutheran Church, Evansville, Indiana 

Second only to the new edition of C. F. W. Walther’s Law and Gospel, this volume is 
indispensable for any student of the Holy Scriptures, the Lutheran Confessions, and the 
history of the confessing Church. 

The historic writings exhibited in this collection from Concordia Publishing House 
serve as sixteen canvases upon which Walther has artfully detailed what it means to 
faithfully confess Christ and His redeeming Word—all for the sake of the Church and her 
witness to a lost world. 

This collection does not serve as a memorial to Walther or a commemoration to Luther 
and the reformers but as a testament to the Word of Christ that the Church is given to 
confess—to heaven and to the faithful and to a dying world. 

C. F. W. Walther’s Law and Gospel elucidates the Church’s faithful confession from the 
pulpit; this volume clearly details the foundation of true Christian fellowship: the Church’s 
faithful confession of Christ and His Word from pulpit and altar. 

—Rev. Dr. Daniel N. Harmelink 
Executive Director, Concordia Historical Institute 

These essays of C. F. W. Walther set forth the Confessional Lutheran approach to church 
fellowship and the role it plays in Communion fellowship of the Lord’s Supper. He carefully 
and uncompromisingly explains the insistence on fidelity to doctrine based on Scripture 
and traces its close relationship to unconditional confessional subscription and to church 



life and the spiritual welfare of believers. English versions of these essays have been 
available in scattered sources but are conveniently gathered here and provided with a 
Scripture index for use in examining the basis of their assertions in God’s Word. 

—Rev. Dr. Thomas Manteufel 
Emeritus Professor of Systematic Theology 

Concordia Seminary, St. Louis 

In postmodern times, it is fashionable for many in the Church to question and even to 
mock the idea that we can be certain about doctrine. To insist on doctrinal uniformity is 
uncharitable, impractical, and even un-Christian, it is argued. These writings of Walther 
reveal that such voices in the Church are anything but new, and Walther takes them head-
on. The question he poses as the theme of one essay—“Do We Draw the Lines of Fellowship 
Too Narrowly?”—captures the theme of the volume. In answer, his essays hold together 
three convictions: the “it is enough” of the Gospel (AC VII), the necessity of agreement “in 
doctrine and in all its articles and . . . the holy sacraments” (FC X), and the sufficiency of 
Holy Scripture as the sole basis for all doctrine (and doctrinal certainty). Walther’s voice 
gives us a window into nineteenth-century Lutheranism and counsel for confessional 
integrity in the twenty-first. 

—Rev. Thomas J. Egger 
Assistant Professor of Exegetical Theology, Concordia Seminary, St. Louis 
Contributor to C. F. W. Walther: Theologian and Churchman (CPH, 2011) 

The key theological issue discussed during the formation of the Synodical Conference of 
North America and when the Conference was being dissolved was the degree of doctrinal 
unity necessary for church fellowship. In the debates of the twentieth century, both sides 
felt that they were following the principles established by Walther during the time when 
boundaries were being sorted out in American Lutheranism. This collection of important 
works on the subject from the pen of Walther will be a useful resource for establishing what 
his position really was and assessing how well it is being followed by his successors today. 

—Rev. Prof. John Brug 
Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary 
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INTRODUCTION 
In his sermon at C. F. W. Walther’s funeral in 1887, Missouri Synod President Heinrich 

Schwan reminded his hearers that Walther had “laid the foundation for our ecclesiastical fel-
lowship, and worked harder than anyone else for the edification, expansion, and maintenance 
of our church.”1 Not only was fostering confessional fellowship within the Synod a key objective 
for Walther, but throughout his career he also was dedicated to the conservation and promotion 
of the true unity of the Christian faith in the American religious landscape. He understood the 
importance of working through official ecclesiastical structures toward fellowship with other 
Christian churches and of presenting a concerted defense against anything that threatened true 
unity. Faithful teaching and practice were critical to the realization of true unity—and to the 
preservation of Lutheran churches in America. 

C. F. W. Walther (1811–87) was instrumental in the organization of the Missouri Synod in 
1847 and served as its first president and, for years, as its chief theologian. From the beginning, 
Walther and the other founders of the Synod addressed diligently the question of the unity of 
the true Christian Church. Walther believed that the one true Church is the Body of Christ, and 
he believed that the one true Church was founded on the Word of God. Walther and the Synod 
founders also were dedicated to the question of the Church’s doctrine—the true teaching of the 
Scriptures, faithfully exposited in the Lutheran Confessions. There could be no disagreeing doc-
trines in the one true Church, and for that reason Walther addressed with care questions of 
unity in the Church and fellowship with those who adopted a confession contrary to that of the 
Synod. 

The founding of the Missouri Synod was a key moment in Walther’s career as a churchman, 
signifying the success of his efforts toward confessional fellowship with other Lutherans. Yet 
Walther’s endeavors in this area were not finished. Throughout his career he continued to strive 
for unity among the various Lutheran churches. Dauntless though his efforts were, Walther was 
not heedless of the hazards involved. Recognizing that union does not necessarily mean true 
unity, he sought to avoid union at the expense of pure doctrine and practice in keeping with 
that doctrine. He regarded Kirchenmengerei, or unionism (the mixing of churches of different 
confession), and Glaubensmengerei, or syncretism (the blending of doctrines of differing 
churches), as dangers to the true Church. Perhaps the greatest threat of unionism and syncre-
tism was the forging of “unity” on the basis of something other than pure doctrine. Syncretism 
aided this process, along with doctrinal indifference. Such “unity” was not true unity in the 
Church because it was not grounded in what the Church truly is, namely, the body of believers 
in Christ among whom the Word of God is purely preached and the Sacraments are adminis-
tered according to Christ’s institution. Walther consistently maintained that false unity was 
                                                                                 
1  August R. Suelflow, Servant of the Word: The Life and Ministry of C. F. W. Walther (St. Louis: Concordia, 2000), 286. 
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contrary to God’s Word, that it harmed the consciences of the weak and threatened the preach-
ing of the true Gospel in the Church. God’s Word must never be compromised. 

In this volume of selections from his writings, Walther addresses a variety of questions 
related to church fellowship. Chiefly these works are drawn from Walther’s editorials in Lehre 
und Wehre and from his convention essays between 1857 and 1884. Although Walther was a 
pastor, seminary professor and president, church president, conference lecturer, and 
author/editor of numerous books, it was in his roles as theological editor and convention essay-
ist that he wrote most of his works on church fellowship. This was for good reason. Questions 
of church fellowship, along with altar and pulpit fellowship, were extensively discussed among 
American Lutherans during the mid-nineteenth century. Journals such as Lehre und Wehre and 
the convention essays, which were published officially in the Synod’s convention proceedings, 
saw wide distribution not only in the Synod but across the American Lutheran landscape. 

Walther founded Lehre und Wehre (“Doctrine and Defense”) as a theological journal in 
1855 and was its editor (1855–60) and later coeditor (1861–64). Intended largely for pastors and 
theologians, Lehre und Wehre became an important vehicle for the promotion of Lutheran doc-
trine and practice as taught by the Missouri Synod. A frequent contributor to the journal, 
Walther regularly penned articles and also wrote forewords to a number of volumes. Often in 
these editorials Walther addressed issues of current concern, and to which he wished to raise a 
voice in support of a scriptural, confessional, Lutheran view. 

During his long career, Walther presented nearly fifty doctrinal essays at conferences, con-
ventions, and other gatherings. A frequent essayist at District and Synod conventions, Walther 
addressed theological issues of importance to the Church of his time. He sought to bring clarity 
to difficult questions, to speak to doctrinal conflicts among Lutherans in America, and to lead 
the Church toward a common confession of faith.  

Throughout these articles, Walther’s scholarship and his ability to clearly communicate 
theological concepts are evident. His extensive use of the writings of the Early Church Fathers, 
Luther, and the theologians of the Lutheran Reformation reveals his familiarity with doctrinal 
questions throughout the Church’s history. His commitment to the Scriptures and the Lutheran 
Confessions is resolute and all encompassing. 

Presented here in chronological order, these essays reveal much of Walther’s thinking on 
questions of church fellowship. More than that, they reflect several of his basic doctrinal con-
cerns and exhibit his theological approach. All of theology is grounded in God’s Word, and all 
theological questions are answered from that Word. These essays also demonstrate Walther’s 
skills as a practical theologian and church administrator. He understood the theological task to 
be a practical one, to bring God’s Word to questions simple and profound, to help the Church, 
to speak to congregations and pastors directly, helping them apply theology to daily life.  

In the first editorial from Lehre und Wehre presented in this volume, “Subscribing to the 
Whole Book of Concord,” from 1857, Walther discusses the role of the Confessions in the 
Lutheran churches in America. Written after the first of a series of free conferences among 
Lutheran groups, Walther optimistically maintains that the gatherings would contribute to the 
cause of Lutheran unity. The foundation upon which such unity would stand was the Book of 
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Concord, especially the Augsburg Confession. While some American Lutherans had set aside 
the Augsburg Confession as a doctrinal standard and disregarded the rest of the Book of Con-
cord, Walther calls Lutherans to strengthen and encourage one another in the knowledge of the 
truth taught in the full corpus of the historic Lutheran Confessions. 

In the second editorial, from the 1858 foreword to Lehre und Wehre, Walther describes the 
commitment involved in “Taking the Confessions Seriously.” Dedication to the Confessions 
means not only holding fast to the teachings of the Lutheran Church but also to defending those 
teachings, practicing them in the Church, and abiding by them in daily life. The problem, as 
Walther sees it, is that too few Lutherans—both in America and in Europe—actually know the 
Church’s doctrine and for this reason have insufficient regard for the Confessions. Despite the 
poor condition of the Lutheran Church of his time, Walther expresses hope that the Church 
will experience a “new springtime” of faithful confession and true unity. 

The third selection, Walther’s essay delivered before the Missouri Synod’s Western District 
Convention in 1858, is one of his most important works on subscription to the Lutheran Con-
fessions. In the essay Walther explains the different kinds of confessional subscription and why 
the difference matters. Writing in a time when many Lutheran churches in America required 
their pastors only to a conditional subscription in which they pledged to hold merely to funda-
mental teachings, Walther calls for a subscription in keeping with what the Confessions them-
selves require. He considers the relationship between the Scriptures and the Confessions, as well 
as the authority of each in the Church. He examines the purpose of the Confessions, their place 
in the Church of the Reformation, and their enduring role in the Church of his own day.   

In his 1859 editorial on “Doctrinal Development,” Walther addresses the tendency of 
changing or supplementing traditional church teaching. While this is an ongoing problem in 
the Roman Catholic Church and among the Enthusiasts, Walther observes that similar trends 
are now having an impact among Lutheran theologians, especially those presuming to improve 
or purify historic Lutheran teachings. Such alteration of doctrines, he maintains, leads only to 
the falsification of God’s Word. The ark of the Church of the Lutheran Reformation must not 
be abandoned in the midst of the waves of changing current opinions. 

“On Church Language,” Walther’s 1859 article in Lehre und Wehre, exemplifies his concern 
for fidelity to teaching the Scriptures and of words expressing the correct understanding of it. 
The Lutheran Church—indeed Christians throughout the Church’s history—have understood 
that the way of speaking God’s truths is important and has formulated language for the sake of 
conformity. For this reason belief, and speaking the same language of that belief, are necessary 
for the true unity of the Church. 

Lutherans did not agree on the essentials of church unity in the nineteenth century. In his 
1860 foreword to Lehre und Wehre, “Do We Draw the Lines of Fellowship Too Narrowly?,” 
Walther responds to critics who accuse the Missouri Synod of setting an unnecessarily high bar 
for church fellowship. Representatives of the General Synod in America, Wilhelm Loehe, and 
others had opposed Missouri’s doctrinal standards and suggested that what Missouri required 
for fellowship went far beyond what the Lutheran Church historically had required. The result, 
they feared, would be the disintegration of the Church. Walther argues to the contrary, asserting 
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that the true unity of the Church rests in faithful confession, without compromise, of the 
Lutheran faith. 

In his opening address to the Synod Convention in 1866, Walther offers one of his most 
heartfelt appeals to fidelity to the Scriptures and the Confessions of the Lutheran Church. 
Responding to a number of objections to Missouri’s doctrinal stance, he reminds his hearers of 
the reasons why the Synod has adopted the motto “God’s Word and Luther’s doctrine pure shall 
to eternity endure” and has undertaken to act in accordance with it. The future of the Lutheran 
Church depends on this endeavor. 

In his foreword to Lehre und Wehre from 1868, Walther addressed the question of syncre-
tism and the problems associated with it. Defining syncretism as “every kind of mixing of 
religion [Religionsmengerei],” Walther notes that since the Lutheran dogmaticians of the seven-
teenth century, the term syncretism has been understood as the external union of churches 
without the internal unity of faith, doctrine, and confession. Walther was writing, in part, in 
response to the disappointing meeting the previous year between the Missouri and Iowa Syn-
ods. In hopes of healing the rift between the two synods, a colloquy was held in Milwaukee in 
November 1867, with Walther and Wilhelm Sihler participating as the chief representatives of 
Missouri. In the end, the discussions were unsuccessful, despite concessions made on both sides, 
in large part because of the failure to reach full agreement on doctrine. To be avoided, Walther 
asserts, is the situation when dissenting groups unite in one church body without regard to the 
existing doctrinal disagreements between them. Declaring points of dissension to be “open 
questions” among them was not a solution. True unity among churches is the goal, even while 
it is difficult to achieve.  

The next two selections, “The False Arguments for the Modern Theory of Open Questions” 
and “Theses on the Modern Theory of Open Questions,” both published in Lehre und Wehre in 
1868, again speak to the situation in American Lutheranism. As the Missouri and Iowa Synods 
attempted to define theological language and concepts with the hope of achieving a closer 
relationship, the term “open questions” was used to identify theological problems about which 
the Scriptures do not speak and that may not necessarily be barriers to church fellowship. 
Conflict arose, however, when the Iowa Synod conventions had declared the doctrines of the 
Church, the ministry, and eschatology to be open questions, or “exegetical controversial ques-
tions and as theological problems, on which theologians may entertain varying opinions without 
disturbing church fellowship” (emphasis Walther’s). Identifying the Iowa Synod as the chief 
advocate of the open questions theory in American Lutheranism, Walther wrote a lengthy arti-
cle as well as a series of fifteen theses to address the problem. In these he clearly and decidedly 
rejects the “modern theory” of open questions, asserting that it contradicts the clear teaching of 
God’s Word and, ultimately, constitutes “the most dangerous unionistic principle of our time.” 

Walther’s 1870 essay at the Western District Convention addresses the bases for commun-
ion fellowship among churches seeking greater unity. Against the tendency in German and 
American churches to attempt ecclesiastical unity without sufficient regard for the internal 
unity of faith, Walther presents thirteen theses demonstrating why true communion fellowship 
is, in fact, church fellowship. The chief purpose of the Lord’s Supper is to forgive sins; however, 
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it also signifies the bond of Christian fellowship in worship. The misuse of the Lord’s Supper as 
a means of external union without a common confession of faith will only mean succumbing to 
the unionistic and syncretistic spirit of the times. Confessional faithfulness and vigilance is 
needed to guard against this destructive trend. 

In 1872, Walther presented another series of theses in his essay before the English Evangel-
ical Lutheran Conference, with whom the Missouri Synod was seeking closer ties. Intended to 
serve as the vehicle for unanimity in doctrine, Walther’s theses cover an array of theological 
topics, highlighting his concern for careful articulation of scriptural teaching in keeping with 
the historic testimonies of the Lutheran Church. Representing a group of eastern English-
speaking Lutherans, the English Conference adopted Walther’s theses at its gathering. It would 
continue its close affiliation with the Missouri Synod until 1911, when it joined the Synod as 
the English District. 

Walther’s 1877 foreword to Lehre und Wehre commemorated the three hundredth 
anniversary of the Formula of Concord, not only as a Symbol, but also as “the capstone of the 
lofty confessional structure of our precious Evangelical Lutheran Church.” Distinguished by its 
measured, gentle—yet firm—approach, the Formula also exhibits a clear, precise, and thorough 
treatment of scriptural teaching in an effort to resolve disputes among Lutherans. While not 
accepted universally and frequently ignored, the Formula remains, Walther asserts, an enduring 
witness to God’s Word and a treasure to be cherished in every age. 

At the first Iowa District Convention in 1879, Walther delivered an essay detailing the chief 
duties of an Evangelical Lutheran Synod. This essay, highlighting Walther’s gifts as a church-
man and a theologian, carefully lays out what the Synod and all its members—from church 
leaders to individual families in congregations—need to know to fulfill their vocational roles 
faithfully. The key to the Synod’s unity, Walther maintains, is not assiduous attention to the 
“business” affairs of the Church, but rather intensive studies in biblical doctrines. The purpose 
for such gatherings at every level in the Synod is to promote the unity of confession and 
strengthen the practice of the Christian faith and life. In this way the Synod will seek only the 
glory of God and dedicate itself to the work of His kingdom in the world. 

In “The Only Source of Doctrine,” his foreword to the 1882 volume of Lehre und Wehre, 
Walther discusses the Scriptures as the only rule and norm for Christian theology. When the 
Church requires adherence to a source in support of a doctrine apart from, or in opposition to, 
the Scriptures, error is the inevitable result. Walther shows clearly how Luther had dealt with 
this question in the sixteenth century, asserting Scripture alone as the written Word of God and 
only source of saving truth. Walther laments that some Lutherans in his own time and in his 
own country—even in the Evangelical Lutheran Synodical Conference—are not following 
Luther’s principle. He refers to the controversy over the doctrine of predestination, in which 
some Lutherans preferred to follow chiefly the writings of Lutheran dogmaticians rather than 
the Scriptures and the Lutheran Confessions in their articulation of doctrine. Such a tendency, 
Walther argues, whether intentional or not, must never undermine the Scriptures as the only 
source of Christian teaching. 
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Walther’s 1884 essay to the Evangelical Lutheran Synodical Conference on “Church 
Fathers and Doctrine” is another of his efforts to address questions arising from the predesti-
nation controversy. The conflict, lasting for decades and causing division among the churches 
of the Synodical Conference, was particularly painful for Walther, who for years had hoped for 
the establishment of greater fellowship—if not ultimately unity—among confessional Lutheran 
churches in America. In this essay, Walther explains how the Church should regard the writings 
of the Church Fathers—indeed, any teachers of God’s Word—in light of Scripture. While 
affirming the need to hear what the fathers have to say, he makes clear the necessity of evaluat-
ing their teachings on the basis of God’s Word, which alone proves or establishes the Church’s 
doctrine. 

Throughout his career, Walther strove to bear witness to the truth of God’s Word and to 
work toward the establishment of true unity in the Church where possible. If true unity could 
not be achieved, Walther was not one to give up easily. Too much was at stake in the Lutheran 
project in America, and the work of reaching out with God’s Word to the world was too im-
portant. In the end, it came back to where everything began, with God’s Word. Walther relied 
on the power of God’s Word and of convincing. There might be a time when refuting false 
teachings and practices was called for, but it was always God’s Word to which the appeal was 
made. Walther’s efforts to address questions of church fellowship in his day came from the 
sincere conviction that Christians, as ones called by Christ and gathered around his Word and 
Sacraments, are also called to proclaim that Word, to teach according to it, and to live with Him 
and with one another a life grounded on and informed by God’s Word. 

Gerhard Bode, PhD 
Dean of Advanced Studies 
Associate Professor of Historical Theology 
Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, Missouri 
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SUBSCRIBING TO THE WHOLE BOOK OF CONCORD 
Foreword to the 1857 Volume 

LEHRE UND WEHRE 3, NO. 1, JAN. 1857, PP. 1–4 
When a year ago we published the first issue of the second volume [1856] of this periodical, 

we felt compelled to express joyful hopes regarding our dear Church in the United States of 
North America. On the basis of these hopes we proposed without prior conditions a general 
Lutheran conference of all those Lutherans in this country who acknowledge and confess with-
out reservation the Unaltered Augsburg Confession of 1530 as the pure and faithful expression 
of the teaching of Scripture and of their own faith. We hoped that the time had finally come to 
propose without prejudice such a personal approach to one another on the part of all members 
of the various synods bearing the Lutheran name who are committed to our church, and in 
connection with that to provide for an oral exchange concerning the foundation that unites 
Lutherans. Our hopes rested primarily on the fact that on the occasion of a recently made pro-
posal that the church officially alter our fundamental confession (under the title of a so-called 
Definite Platform), it became evident that the North American church that is called Lutheran 
has in its most diverse sections a host of witnesses to whom God has granted enough light, faith, 
and courage to withstand the revolutionary and destructive cravings of the many apostates in 
their midst. 

Our hope was not disappointed. The conference was held not only in spite of all enemy 
machinations against it, but also in spite of the doubts that even faithful members and servants 
of our church harbored particularly with regard to the basis on which the conference was to be 
organized and assembled. And we do not doubt that all who were formerly agreed with the 
purpose and method of the conference are now convinced that the stated purpose was achieved 
not only to some extent, but also beyond all we dared ask or think.1 Our church in America 
stood among others in a twofold danger, either of being splintered into hostile armies or of 
falling prey to the lust for conquest that might be entertained by any synodical coalition with 
its specific slant, swelling in number and influence and swallowing up everything. Now the con-
ference marked the blessed beginning of stemming this twofold danger with a mighty dike and 
                                                                                 
1  An excellent and detailed account of these Free Conferences is given by Erwin L. Lueker in Concordia Theological 

Monthly XV (August 1944): 529–63. 
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of clearing the way for the eventual formation of an Evangelical Lutheran Church of North 
America united in faith, doctrine, and confession, despite all differences in constitution and 
scope of activity on the part of individual segments of our church in this country, according to 
the measure of their course of development, their local circumstances, and the knowledge and 
ability of their leading and cooperating personalities. Such a church, because it would be in-
wardly strong through the true bond of faith and brotherly love, would also stand firm over 
against the opponents swarming about it on the outside. 

We hope furthermore that the conference has dispelled the doubts of some of those who, 
in honest commitment to the treasure of all the official confessions of our church, were troubled 
in their conscience about participating in a conference whose basis for the time being was to be 
only the Invariata (Unaltered Augsburg Confession or, as a faithful member of our church said 
at the conference, naively but truly, “the Unalterable Augsburg Confession”!). It became very 
obvious at the conference that, in line with the invitations to the conference, all participants 
honestly accepted with mouth and heart the Augsburg Confession “without mental reservation” 
and looked upon the other confessions as what they are—authentic explanations and commen-
taries of the Augsburg Confession—and therefore wanted them to be applied as such. 

If it is really certain that the other confessions contain the same doctrine as the Augsburg 
Confession and none other—something no one who has known both and has carefully com-
pared them will deny—why then cannot one who rests on this certainty offer the hand of broth-
erhood to those who declare that they accept the Augsburg Confession without reservation? Is 
it perhaps because at one time even Zwinglians and Calvinists placed themselves under the aegis 
of the Augsburg Confession in order to share in the political religious peace?2 Or in general 
because so many appeal to it deceptively? We think that anyone who is so dishonest and un-
scrupulous as to allow himself to be pledged to the Augsburg Confession and to swear to adhere 
to it, even though he rejects at least in part the biblical faith expressed there—such a person has 
a conscience so broad and dulled and branded that, if it is to his advantage, he will subscribe to 
the whole Book of Concord, containing all the Lutheran Symbols, even though he does not 
believe their teaching and has no intention of conducting his office in accord with them. Just 
this Definite Platform movement, by the way, showed clearly enough that men who still have 
some conscientiousness ultimately find it unbearable publicly to make an unqualified commit-
ment even to the Augsburg Confession alone while there is constant inner contradiction. 

Or are we deterred by the practice of our fathers from acknowledging those as brothers in 
whose midst not all parts of the Book of Concord enjoy symbolical prestige? A person would 
have to be quite ignorant of the history of our church if he did not know that the Lutheran 
churches that had adopted the whole Book of Concord as their symbol always dealt in a sisterly 
way with those churches that had introduced only this or that confession, at least the “apple of 

                                                                                 
2  Walther is referring to the Religious Peace of Augsburg, 1555, between the Lutheran princes and Emperor Charles 

V. The treaty gave official recognition to the churches of the Augsburg Confession as legitimate and guaranteed them 
protection under the law. Since this provision applied only to those who were committed to the Augsburg 
Confession, some Zwinglians and Calvinists outwardly conformed by subscribing the Augsburg Confession. Those 
who continued to promote Calvinistic teaching under cover of the Augsburg Confession were labeled “Crypto-
Calvinists.” 
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our church’s eye,” as authoritative; assuming, of course, that they did not overtly do this out of 
guile and did not contradict the authentic explanations and commentaries that the other con-
fessions offer on the teaching of the primary confession. Those who were guilty of such 
procedures, as in the Palatinate-Zweibruecken, among others, soon became manifest as anti-
Lutherans and at last openly joined the Reformed. 

Finally, it could be asked whether it might not be dangerous at least for members of those 
synods where all the Lutheran Confessions have normative symbolical authority to participate 
in a conference whose basis is only the Augsburg Confession as symbolical norm. Could this 
not turn into a device by which Satan might succeed in robbing these synods of the great treas-
ure of so glorious, thorough, and rich a doctrinal confession, which contains the results and 
victory spoils of such faithful labors and mighty battles of our fathers? It would indeed be foolish 
to dispute this danger. However, when an action does not injure the faith but is called for by 
love for the brethren as individuals and for the Church as a whole, it would be an act of both 
unbelief and lovelessness to omit such an action because of the possible danger. Furthermore, 
if those who by God’s grace have come to recognize the glory of all our churchly confessions 
timidly withdraw from all those who have the same faith but not the same knowledge, an equally 
dreadful danger would threaten, namely, that the one part would become guilty of a pharisaic, 
carnal, spiritually proud, loveless insistence on its strict confessionalism, while the other part, 
instead of being filled with confidence and love for the continued building and further fortifi-
cation of our confessional castle, would more and more be scared off as from a prison tower of 
the spirit and of faith. In consequence, the work of rejuvenating our church in America on the 
old tried foundation, a work so obviously begun by God, would be halted even though there 
was the best intention to further it. 

These are not measures of human wisdom to which a company of Lutherans have resorted 
in arranging such a conference to help the Church. Such measures could easily prove to be ex-
tremely foolish. God will not tolerate it when men try to preserve and govern the Church by 
their wisdom, for He wants to do that Himself by His Word and His Spirit. These are not new 
experiments employed through such a meeting because people had lost confidence in the old 
means for building the Church. Such experiments could fail far too easily. In matters of the 
kingdom of God all actions must be done in faith, or God will not acknowledge them and will 
not seal them with His blessing. It is not at all a human desire to accomplish something on their 
own that has brought the participants in the conference together, nor were they looking for 
something outwardly imposing, something showy and great in the eyes of the world, perhaps 
an externally grand Lutheran union in spite of inner disunity. Such an endeavor, even though 
successful, would have no other outcome than that in the land of Shinar [Genesis 11], for God 
abominates such building projects that have become quite fashionable but are hollow and de-
signed by men to erect a monument to themselves. 

No, the purpose of the conference, for the time being, is none other than to bring together 
from time to time all Lutherans in this country who stand on one ground of faith, but live and 
work widely scattered, so that above all by means of mutual conversation about the doctrine of 
our church they may strengthen one another in faith and further one another in the knowledge 



4     CHURCH FELLOWSHIP 
 

 

of the truth. The purpose is to clear away what Satan would like to use to separate them and 
splinter their combined power, and to become ever more fervent in mutual brotherly love as 
they constantly revitalize the consciousness of belonging together. 

These are indeed very simple matters, but matters commanded by God. In this way, of 
course, one does not build upward to great heights so that also the world can see and admire 
the building, but one builds downward in depth. That indeed means forsaking one’s own “will 
or exertion” [Romans 9:16] and leaving it up to God whether He wants to erect anything on the 
deep divine foundation that has been laid. 

But what do you think? Would God alone then fail to look after what is now His cause and 
fail to provide for growth and fruit? Never! We may become unfaithful, but not He. Our word 
will often not accomplish the purpose for which we utter it, but the Word of the Lord must 
prosper “in the thing for which [He] sent it” (Isaiah 55:[11]). 

Therefore we look to the future with the most cheerful hopes, for He who has given the 
will, will also grant the accomplishment [Philippians 2:13]; He who has begun the good work 
will also complete it [Philippians 1:6]. May it please Him to make further use of our Lehre und 
Wehre as a weak instrument for this purpose! 
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TAKING THE CONFESSIONS SERIOUSLY 
Foreword to the 1858 Volume 

LEHRE UND WEHRE 4, NO. 1, JAN. 1858, PP. 1–6 
When a little more than three years ago we published the prospectus for this our theological 

periodical, we said: 

The Holy Scriptures and after them the Book of Concord of our Evangelical 
Lutheran Church will be the norm for all essays to be printed—Scriptures as the 
norma normans [the norm which establishes the norm], and the symbol as the 
norma normata [the norm which conforms to the norm]; both in their simple un-
derstanding as provided by the incontestably orthodox fathers of our church, first 
of all Luther, and then Chemnitz, John Gerhard, and other holy witnesses to the 
truth. 

We offered this explanation in full agreement with our Synod, whose distinctive character 
consists in this very thing that by a most vivid conviction it recognizes our Evangelical Lutheran 
Church as the visible, pure, orthodox Church of God on earth and therefore sees it as its holy 
obligation to take seriously, in doctrine and defense, in theory and practice, the commitment to 
the faith deposited in the symbols of our church and developed and defended so thoroughly by 
its most enlightened teachers in their immortal writings. 

As little as we then, when we began publishing this periodical, concealed from ourselves 
the fact that on the basis of such principles we could count on little agreement in our time, so 
little, and even less, do we sustain ourselves with the hope of receiving much approval now that 
we are three years richer in experience. 

It is true, both here and in Germany, especially in the last decade, that the name Lutheran 
has again been used and respected more and more. More and more, therefore, we heard the 
rallying cry: “Lutheran Church! Lutheran Confession!” But if we look only briefly at the com-
pany of those who utter this slogan and are regarded as people who fight for the treasure 
entrusted to our church, we usually will soon be more or less disappointed. Here we are not 
thinking of those who now in large numbers do not want to give up the name Lutheran at any 
price but still want to retain the liberty of departing from the confession of our church even in 
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the so-called distinctive teachings and to hold and disseminate Reformed error and Methodistic 
enthusiasm [Schwaermerei], yes, even overtly rationalistic tenets (as is the case particularly in 
synods belonging to the so-called General Synod). No, we are thinking here especially of those 
who with their mouth are expressly committed to the whole number of our symbols and fight 
for them to a certain extent, who also for that reason are stigmatized by the partisan label of 
“Old Lutherans.” Even among these so-called confessors and fighters only a very small minority 
represent the pure old Lutheran faith as that is deposited in our church’s confession. 

First of all, even a large proportion of these reveal all too clearly that they have never taken 
the trouble to study the doctrine of our church thoroughly and for that reason do not know it, 
no matter how much they may praise it. Consequently they are like the Athenians with their 
“unknown god” whom they “worship as unknown” [Acts 17:23]. What such a cultus is worth 
may be observed in the Athenians. When Paul actually proclaimed that “unknown God” to 
them, some of them cried indignantly, “What does this babbler wish to say? . . . He seems to be 
a preacher of foreign divinities.” Others, so as not to be disturbed in their lounging about, 
simply yawned and said, “We will hear you again about this” [Acts 17:18, 32]. 

It is indeed in the nature of the case that those who buy Lutheranism sight unseen, and 
claim allegiance to it as to a certain party in politics, fanatically advocate the product of their 
fancy that they call Lutheranism, and that the more cheaply they themselves bought their 
orthodoxy, the more demanding they are toward others. They do not realize that pure Lutheran 
doctrine is not something you find on the street like a stone that you put into your pocket and 
then carry around with you, but that Scripture says, “The violent take it by force” (Matthew 
11:12). They think that if today they have resolved to be strictly and purely Lutheran, they will 
be so tomorrow and can then occupy the inquisitor’s chair. They imagine that if they know that 
according to Lutheran teaching the body and blood of Jesus Christ are truly present in the Lord’s 
Supper and that Baptism really effects regeneration, they are dyed-in-the-wool Lutherans, even 
great pillars of the Lutheran Church, although (in spite of having the correct confession) they 
do not have the faintest idea, let alone a clear understanding, of what Lutheran teaching really 
is. This class of Lutherans has come up in great numbers in Germany in opposition to the 
Union,1 and in our country in opposition to the many enthusiastic sects. 

There are, however, also those who have a better understanding of what Lutheran doctrine 
really is but, while they are firmly committed to the Lutheran Church in a formal way, still 
believe that in many respects this our church has some not inconsiderable shortcomings even 
in doctrine and does not possess symbols that are entirely pure. Most of them, however, do not 
say this openly. They fear that if they did, they would lose their reputation as convinced Luther-
ans; yes, the true props of Lutheranism in our time they really consider themselves to be, and 
this would do great harm to the kingdom of God. Curiously, they are particularly the ones who 
maintain the teaching that the visible orthodox Church is the Church in the proper sense of the 
word to which all the glorious promises given to the Church of Christ, such as uninterrupted 

                                                                                 
1  To mark the three hundredth anniversary of the Reformation, King Frederick William III of Prussia in 1817 urged, 

and later ordered, the Lutheran and Reformed churches in his realm to unite into a single “Evangelical” church. It is 
this “Prussian Union” to which Walther refers. 
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permanence, possession of the Keys, the presence of Christ and of salvation, and so on, apply 
exclusively. We say curiously, for if they were only somewhat consistent, they would necessarily 
have to hold firmly with us that the symbols of our church contain a thoroughly pure and flaw-
less presentation of the doctrines laid down in them. But, as stated, it is quite obvious that, for 
example, they regard the doctrine of the church given in the Apology of the Augsburg Confes-
sion and the development of the doctrine of the Office and the Power of the Keys contained in 
the Smalcald Articles2 as highly defective. They do violence, apparently on purpose, to the per-
tinent message that in the most unequivocal words directly contradicts their view of the points 
in question, in order to interpret these passages to suit their own understanding. 

This inconsistency has undoubtedly reached its highest degree in a man who is otherwise 
perhaps the most consistent among all theologians of this class, Prof. Dr. von Hofmann at the 
University of Erlangen. He deviates precisely in the core teachings of the Lutheran Church, the 
doctrine of the Holy Trinity, the atonement, Christ’s vicarious sacrifice, and justification by 
faith, but nevertheless he places himself at the head of those who want to support the preserva-
tion of our church’s confession and claims that he is only observing a new way to teach the old 
truth!3 

Others who also want to be regarded as faithful sons and servants of our church in spite of 
their deviations are more open and admit that they cannot subscribe to the symbols of our 
church without qualification. Among these is Dr. Rudelbach, who in his quarterly in the first 
issue for the year 1854 clearly states that “the concept of ordination does not receive its due” in 
the Smalcald Articles [Tr 70], where ordination is described as nothing more than the confir-
mation of a call. Rudelbach continues: “Alongside Luther’s conception another type developed 
in the church, a type which in a number of ways adopted what we can regard as the only proper 
teaching.” In what follows, Rudelbach adopts the Episcopalian doctrine of ordination, saying 
among other things, “In our opinion the Anglican Church has comprehended the essence of 
ordination most clearly of all.” In the course of years Rudelbach’s critique of Lutheran doctrine 
has become ever bolder, but already in his Einleitung in die Augsburgische Konfession [Intro-
duction to the Augsburg Confession], 1841, he plainly indicates that he regards this confession’s 
teaching on Sunday as incorrect (p. 186). 

Besides Rudelbach there is also Pastor Loehe in Bavaria. In his essay Unsere kirchliche Lage 
[The State of our Church], 1850, he says among other things: 

I also believe that without detriment to my insistence on confessional unity I may 
be permitted to wish that here and there a statement in the symbols might have 
received a more comprehensive purer formulation. So, for example, the doctrine 
of the ministry was not given nearly enough consideration in the days of the Refor-
mation. The decisions of the symbols, to the extent that there are any, suffer from 

                                                                                 
2  In older editions of the Book of Concord, the Smalcald Articles, written by Luther, and the Treatise on the Power 

and Primacy of the Pope, written by Melanchthon, are often lumped together simply as the “Smalcald Articles,” and 
are so cited, as Walther does here. For further details see Triglotta, pp. 253–306. 

3  [Walther’s note:] In 1854 it was this same von Hofmann who united with several theologians of the Lutheran 
persuasion “to preserve the Confession of the Evangelical Lutheran Church against the confession of the Berlin 
Kirchentag,” as may be gathered from a printed protest signed by von Hofmann. 
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some inadequacy (p. 19). In the Book of Concord I distinguish between what is 
said confessionally and what is not so said—and I distinguish still more.4 I have no 
intention of sticking to the letter. I have often indicated my simple opinion with 
regard to the Smalcald Articles. The Smalcald Articles were written by Luther 
entirely with that originality that controlled him, beyond which he was lifted only 
rarely. With the lack of restraint on the part of this hero the objective style so much 
desired for a confession is entirely missing and at times a quatenus [“as far as”] 
subscription has much to recommend it; for who can be obligated to put the seal of 
approval on every original utterance, even of a Luther? What would be the sense of 
making originality and individuality symbolically binding?5 . . . One may justifiably 
have his doubts about saying, “The pope is the Antichrist” (Smalcald Articles). . . . 
Similarly with regard to other passages of the Smalcald Articles, in which the claim 
is made that Christ did not give the Keys to one person but to the Church, so that 
in an emergency (?) a church could ordain its own bishops or pastors. If these pas-
sages are taken one-sidedly, we get into a dilemma, for Christ really did give the 
Keys also to individuals,6 and Paul not only ordains elders himself but also com-
mands his pupils to do so. But with regard to those passages we must assume only 
the most extreme emergency, where the church would be thought of as having no 
pastors at all. As long as pastors belong to the church and are available, the other 
passages apply where episcopal power as well as the power of the Keys and ordina-
tion are ascribed to pastors (Tr 60ff.). Only by combining the respective passages 
will the truth be obtained. For neither will anyone on the basis of Scripture deny 
the church with no pastors the cited right in an extreme case that can hardly hap-
pen, nor will anyone grant the church this right apart from the presbyterium (rule 
by elders) that belongs to the church, if and as long as such a presbyterium is pre-
sent.7 . . . No single (passage) by itself, but all of them together, can be subscribed 
with a cheerful heart. (pp. 60f.) 

                                                                                 
4  [Walther’s note:] Thus Pastor Loehe is even unwilling to subscribe everything in the symbols that is “said 

confessionally.” 
5  [Walther’s note:] Here Loehe is obviously angry with our church for declaring as symbolical what he calls Luther’s 

originality and individuality; that is to say, our church has accepted that as its own teaching and is minded to cling 
to it against the devil and all the world, so help it God. 

6  [Walther’s note:] Here Pastor Loehe does not cite the words of the Smalcald Articles [Treatise on the Power and 
Primacy of the Pope] as they read, and this is the cause of the misunderstanding. The actual words of the symbol are 
not open to misunderstanding, for in the cited passage it is stated explicitly: “In addition, it is necessary to 
acknowledge that the Keys do not belong to the person of one particular individual but to the whole Church.” 
[Walther quotes the German, which reads, “The Keys do not belong and were not given to one person alone 
[emphasis Walther’s] but to the whole Church” (Tr 24, Triglotta, p. 510)]. 

7  [Walther’s note:] Here Pastor Loehe is obviously, though without doubt unconsciously, misinterpreting the Smalcald 
Articles [Treatise] in order to argue with them in a courteous way and in order to be forced to criticize and reject as 
little as possible. The cited passage speaks not only of what the church may do in an emergency but, above all, what 
the church has the right and power to do “originally and immediately” (principaliter et immediate), aside from the 
order according to which both are to be handled in conformity with God’s prescription. 
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Hence Loehe thinks there are many such passages in the symbols, but that these have their 
corrective in other statements. 

Besides Rudelbach and Loehe there is also Superintendent Muenchmeyer. He strongly em-
phasizes his commitment to the Lutheran Church and for that reason was assigned a special 
place in Germany among the convinced confessors of the Lutheran name; yet he has declared 
that he discovered error in the symbolically fixed doctrine of our church. 

Now, we are far from wanting to put these men on the same level with those who with the 
mouth are unreservedly committed to the symbols but in their hearts take a position opposed 
to several important points expounded in the symbols and reinterpret them so as not to have 
their orthodoxy called into question. At the same time, also the former are of the company of 
those because of whom we should like to infer, from the ever more audible slogan, “Lutheran 
Church! The Church’s Confession!” that a regeneration of our Lutheran Church has begun in 
our time. 

The saddest thing about it is that in this situation some people cherish the illusion, on the 
one hand, that all is well or at least extremely promising, while on the other hand, where people 
recognize what is wrong, they resort to the use of all kinds of human means to help the church. 

As indicated, this condition of the church at the beginning of a new year for our theological 
periodical inhibits our hope of making much of an impact with it. Nevertheless, in the name of 
Him who has so earnestly commanded us to confess the truth and has promised it the victory, 
we dare to continue cheerfully with our testimony in the confident hope that the Lord will either 
inaugurate the day of eternal glorification for His Church or once again grant it a time of gra-
cious visitation. But just as three hundred years ago the gracious visitation that the Church 
experienced through the Reformation was nothing else than a renewal of the apostolic Church, 
so we now hope for no other visitation than that the Church of the Reformation may experience 
a new springtime. We do not look for a church of the future that would arise in consequence of 
new disclosures regarding a higher unity of the confessions and thus encompass hitherto sepa-
rated parties. Far from being tempted by our hope to forsake our established basis to pave the 
way for the church of the future, our hope rather exhorts and encourages us to make our own 
the words of the confessors of the Formula of Concord: 

We indeed have wished, in this work of concord, in no way to devise what is new, 
or to depart from the truth of the heavenly doctrine which our ancestors, renowned 
for their piety, as well as we ourselves, have acknowledged and professed. We mean 
that doctrine, which, having been derived from the Prophetic and Apostolic Scrip-
tures, is contained in the three ancient Creeds, in the Augsburg Confession, pre-
sented in the year 1530 to the Emperor Charles V, of excellent memory, then in the 
Apology, which was added to this, in the Smalcald Articles, and lastly in both the 
Catechisms of that excellent man, Dr. Luther. Therefore we also have determined 
not to depart even a finger’s breadth either from the subjects themselves, or from 
the phrases which are found in them, but, the Spirit of the Lord aiding us, to per-
severe constantly, with the greatest harmony, in this godly agreement, and we 



10     CHURCH FELLOWSHIP 
 

 

intend to examine all controversies according to this true norm and declaration of 
the pure doctrine. (Triglotta, Preface, p. 23) 

 




