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LESSON 11 – ECCLESIASTICAL SUPERVISION 
(Churchly Oversight of Church and Ministry) 

 
 

(All citations of Holy Scripture are from the English Standard Version.) 
 

 
 

Since, therefore, bishops have tyrannically transferred this jurisdiction to 
themselves alone, and have basely abused it, there is no need, because of 
this jurisdiction, to obey bishops.  But since there are just reasons why we do 
not obey, it is right also to restore this jurisdiction to godly pastors [to 
whom, by Christ's command, it belongs], and to see to it that it is legitimate-
ly exercised for the reformation of morals and the glory of God. 
 

(Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope, The Power and Jurisdiction of 
Bishops, 76) 

 
 

 
 

THE PROBLEM IN OUR SYNOD 
It should be clear that in a Synod when unity in doctrine and practice is lacking, that proper supervision by 
appointed Synodical officials has not been adequate.  Error should have been corrected.  The unrepentant should 
have been placed under Church discipline and if remaining unrepentant, the offender should be removed from the 
Synodical roster.  Today, adequate ecclesiastical supervision is not occurring in many districts of our Synod.  Open 
errors by certain pastors are not corrected.  Unrepentant false teachers are neither rebuked nor removed from the 
Synodical roster. 
 

It is also the job of ecclesiastical supervisors (District Presidents as representatives of the President of the Synod) 
to assist congregations and pastors through the calling process without lording it over either the pastor or the 
congregation.  Today, some District Presidents so control the call process in their districts that traditional, 
Confessional pastors can be and have been "black-balled" from receiving calls, unbiblically removed from their 
office by their own congregations while being aided and abetted by the District President.  And the greater 
problem is that once the pastor is removed, he is unable to receive a call again, effectively ending his service to the 
Church.  This is abuse of the power given to ecclesiastical supervisors. 
 

The reality of the situation is that if the LCMS does not bring its ecclesiastical supervisors up to biblical standards 
and insist that they do their jobs of supervision of doctrine and practice within their area of responsibility, then 
this dysfunctional reality destroys trust between the Synod and her constituent congregations and pastors.  
Ultimately, the lack of proper ecclesiastical supervision properly executed, will destroy our Synod altogether. 

_______________________ 

BACKGROUND 

Ever since the time of the Lutheran Reformation, Lutherans have had various challenges in implementing sound 
practices of Ecclesiastical Supervision, that is, maintaining a regular practice of oversight for pastors, congrega-
tions, and church schools, on a sound theological basis.  Here are some of our key challenges in this regard: 
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1. Having any active or meaningful awareness of what the actual teaching and practice is in congregations 
and schools in the jurisdiction. 

2. Having a unified and orthodox theological basis upon which to evaluate and provide remedies where 
necessary.  A lack of this unified basis creates more division, political manipulation, and damages the 
respect for ecclesiastical supervision. 

3. The consequential break down in trust because of a lack of theological unity. 

4. The impact of heterodox movements upon the LCMS, among congregations, pastors, and many officers of 
synod who have oversight responsibilities (many of which have been mentioned in other 
parts of the study and video). 

5. Real or apparent role conflict for circuit visitors and district presidents in terms of whether 
the law-based, humanly devised synod office trumps their call and duties as divinely called 
and ordained ministers of the Gospel.  Here we need to distinguish the two kingdoms 
properly and make clear that what is de jure humano (by human right) does not trump 
what is de jure divino (by divine right). 

6. A lack of respect for agreed upon polity when it comes to church planting, congregational transfers, and 
fellowship practice (e.g. “multi-site ministry” movement; refusing to urge parishioners from neighboring 
parishes to stay and do their duty rather than covet and be enticed by new measures). 

7. A lack of focus on the core purpose of ecclesiastical supervisors.   The core purpose does not have to do 
with creating programs to the detriment of supervision, theological competency, or damage to our 
confessional subscription. 

 

In addition to these general problems within our synod, we have some specific issues that have arisen with 
convention action.  Particularly in 2004 we had Resolution 8-01a.  Resolution 8-01a was a rather lengthy set of 
bylaw changes for the LCMS.   It was a large bundle of technical changes that has an important impact on our life 
together as a synod.  It was only first printed in its completeness on the Tuesday that it was actually approved.  In 
many ways Resolution 8-01a was a reaction to the turmoil surrounding the Yankee Stadium syncretistic service in 
which one of our district presidents, Rev. David Benke, was a willing participant, with approval from then 
president of synod, Rev. Gerald Kieschnick. 

_______________________ 

SOME KEY ISSUES WITH RESOLUTION 8-01A FROM THE 2004 CONVENTION 

1. Only the District President can initiate an action to expel a congregation, teacher, pastor or other rostered 
member of synod.  A pastor or congregation can no longer initiate formal proceedings. 

2. District Presidents can no longer be disciplined by the Synodical President. 

3. District Presidents can discipline themselves as well as the Synodical President. 

4. Resolution 8-01a requires a face to face meeting between the parties of a dispute where there is a charge to be 
leveled.  It states that electronic or voice means are not satisfactory, even where the offense is public, even 
televised. 

5. Consequential to the passage of Resolution 8-01a there are a set of rulings from the Commission on 
Constitutional Matters (CCM) in 2002 and 2003 that basically states that one cannot be charged if an action 
was taken with the full knowledge and approval of the appropriate ecclesiastical supervisor. 

6. The LCMS Board of Directors expressed concern that these rulings of the CCM went too far and furthermore 
would legally and financially jeopardize the LCMS in terms of its legal incorporation, with a chain of legal and 
financial responsibility that would then extend wherever there is documentation of said approval of an officer 
of synod (i.e. circuit visitor or district president). 

 

QUESTIONS 

1. What theological ramifications are there for the LCMS and its churches when proper fellowship is not 
observed under the justification that one’s Ecclesiastical Supervisor gave permission to participate in a 
unionistic or syncretistic event to make a good community impression? 

2. What are the dangers of a so-called “only following orders” or “I got permission from my supervisor” defense 
in the church? 
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_______________________ 

ONGOING CHURCHLY AND THEOLOGICAL EFFECTS OF 2004 RESOLUTION 8-01A 

1. The membership requirements of synod are subject to the whims of ecclesiastical supervisors, their personal 
theological convictions, and their willingness to suffer financial loss when removing a congregation. 

2. Matthew 18:15-17 is not applied consistently or correctly.  What belongs to the context of a local congregation 
is assumed to be appropriate for the organization of the LCMS, and does not distinguish between public and 
private sin, nor the distinction between public office in the church vs. individual sin in other regular vocations.  
Public sin in teaching and practice affects the church-at-large. 

3. When removing a pastor from synod, there is little recourse for the pastor if the removal is unjust, politically 
motivated, or uses other tools in a political manner (forced counseling, severance package negotiations, secret 
meetings with congregational members, etc.). 

4. When a formal proceeding for charges is initiated for those in public office over a public offense (even 
televised) the requirements of a physical in-person meeting go beyond Matthew 18 and contradict what the 
Large Catechism says in this context, under the Eighth Commandment.  No guidance is given when such a 
case involves a congregation. 

5. The infamous Commission on Constitutional Matters rulings become a codification of the so-called 
“Nuremberg” defense, that is, “I was only following orders,” or “My ecclesiastic supervisor told me it was ok.”  
A so-called “missional motive” is all that is needed these days to engage in a wild gospel reductionism. 
Apparently “missional” means confessional subscription goes out the window. 

The authority vested in ecclesiastical supervisors (chiefly district presidents) creates a virtual 
bureaucratic magisterium within the LCMS.   Through this resolution, an implicit coup d’état (a 
sudden, violent, and illegal seizure of power) in the governing polity of the LCMS has been 
enacted by bureaucratic obfuscation.  Here it is not even a theological magisterium, as in the 
Roman Church, but one that is bureaucratic, fiscal, and under the sway of movements to varying degrees. 

Rarely, even in the Roman Catholic Church is the magisterium expressed by an ex cathedra pronouncement 
by the Bishop of Rome, the Pope.  No, more often the magisterium is expressed in council, by individual 
bishops, encyclicals, letters, and autonomous policies.  However, while the Roman Church has a view to its 
impact on the rest of their fellowship and church history, we seldom peer beyond the present moment or look 
outward to the impact upon our fellow confessional Lutherans in the International Lutheran Council.  It is 
clear that the CCM or the CTCR can alternately be used to give an imprimatur for already enacted policies of 
the Council of Presidents or to construct a rationale for theological deviations which are already part of the 
status quo in a portion of the LCMS. 

7. This new magisterium in our synod can be subject to the generic protestant Zeitgeist (spirit of the times).  In 
our day, the LCMS Zeitgeist is the “missional movement.”  This is basically a new form of Gospel reductionism 
and an implicit importation, yet again, of theological assumptions amenable to Jacob Arminius, John Wesley 
and the charismatic movement.  Whatever is thought to be congruent with that thinking is agreeable 
regardless of whether it is in concord with the Lutheran Confessions.  Missional becomes another means to 
run away from the implications of the term “apostolic.”  Neologisms (newly coined words) can be filled with 
the theology that makes them sound cutting-edge.  Our vocabulary shapes the way we think.  Such ways of 
thinking and doing confound law and gospel and undermine the consciences of our pastors and the 
congregations we serve who subscribe to the Lutheran Confessions and take their confirmation vows 
seriously. 

It is notable that among the many problematic overtures adopted during the 2004 Synodical Convention, this one 
received a high amount of attention; it was the subject of numerous papers and circuit, district, and pastoral 
conference calls to rescind.  As with many problematic resolutions from 2004, overtures submitted to synod 
convention (2007) to do such were not allowed to come to the floor of the convention for discussion or vote.  
Blame was placed on the floor committees for this, but the synod president also has a high degree of influence on 
the composition of the floor committees and their agenda. 

QUESTIONS 
1. How can synodical study documents and bylaw rulings become an obscuring layer over the Scriptures and the 

Lutheran Confessions? 
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2. How can Resolution 8-01a be used as a barrier to protect supervisors acting on the basis of personal opinion 
and movements rather than being governed by our theology? 

_______________________ 

OTHER AREAS OF CONCERN IN ECCLESIASTICAL SUPERVISION 

As discussed elsewhere in this study and video, closed communion receives little attention, enforcement, or 
support when it comes to ecclesiastical supervision at the district or circuit level.  Of course, there are notable 
exceptions which are positive examples for us.  However, that is far from the prevailing case across the Synod. 

Also, matters pertaining to liturgy, sacramental practice, and observance of the order of creation receive little 
attention.  Additionally, 2004 Resolution 3-08a brought ongoing muddiness and deviation from biblical truth 

when it comes to the service of women in the church, particularly concerning the liturgical 
context and administrative positions on church councils and boards.  Augsburg Confession 
and Apology XXIV (The Mass) are practically not on the radar of our ecclesiastical supervisors 
(district presidents, circuit visitors) etc., and we only seem to have a vague notion of some 
things being adiaphora (neither commanded nor forbidden) but that is the extent of it.  The 
rest is a free for all.  And meanwhile we violate Formula of Concord, Article X on adiaphora by 
importing the songs and liturgical practices of confessions that are at odds with the Book of 

Concord (especially from the Methodists, Baptists, Pentecostals, and non-creedal type sects).  The proper 
understanding and teaching of adiaphora does not allow for this.  And how often might a district president be 
quoted saying to a confessional pastor, “You can’t practice that—it is an adiaphoron”? 

_______________________ 

ECCLESIASTICAL SUPERVISION AND THE OFFICE OF THE HOLY MINISTRY CALL PROCESS 

We have covered lay ministry elsewhere in our study and video.   But areas where we might note “top-down” 
tinkering or lack of accountability for ecclesiastical supervisors are many when it comes to the office of the holy 
ministry in the LCMS.  The Augustana Ministerium (www.augustanaministerium.org) has produced a statement 
on the ministry and call process which succinctly addresses many of these concerns. 

1. Composition of pre-seminary admissions committees on the district level – some have commented on 
political motives involved in the kinds of questions and procedures used as to whether to admit a 
man to study at seminary.  While we should have high standards and ask a good range of 
questions, seminary also forms and shapes a man, and we should not necessarily expect the 
finished product at the beginning.  We need to be on guard against church movements shaping 
this process rather than biblical and confessional concerns. 

2. The composition, use and lack of review for PIF (Pastor’s Information Form) and SET (Self-
Evaluation Tool) forms for pastors in the call process.  To this author’s knowledge the PIF and 
SET forms do not undergo doctrinal review nor critique from the ministerium of the LCMS 
itself.  Questionable scales of evaluation “rigid/flexible” etc., on matters of worship betray an 
agenda which is not compatible with the Lutheran Confessions.  Often this leads to the process of going down 
the rabbit hole of “majoring in the minors.” 

3. The allowance of corporate business world hiring and interview procedures and try-out sermons bring 
disrespect upon the call process and are a concession to an overemphasis on control or personal preferences.  
Pre-call visits by all the short-list candidates make the process into a “beauty-contest” or political campaign.  
Simply because an aspect of process is an adiaphoron does not mean it cannot undermine what is not an 
adiaphoron. 

4. Salary matters are often not addressed.  Some districts do not regularly distribute copies of salary guidelines.  
While some congregations do not have the means to pay much or up to scale, some congregations need 
encouragement to pay their pastors better. 

5. Some congregations that request candidates from the seminary or alternate route pastors ought to be 
encouraged to call pastors from the field, as they would benefit from the pastor’s experience.  This requires a 
priority on what they need over simply budgetary concerns or what is easiest in terms of congregational 
giving. 

6. Pastors who are on the roster of the LCMS but not currently serving a congregation (previously called “CRM” 
or “candidate status”) should be used more readily on call lists if they are not currently under a restricted or 
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suspended status or have expressed a need for a break for health or professional reasons.  Some have also 
suggested including these pastors in a placement similar to seminary placements.  This deserves purposeful 
attention. 

7. A policy adopted by the Council of Presidents which harshly treats pastors who go through bankruptcy, while 
many district presidents have relatively large salaries when compared to the pastors in their district.  A pastor 
must manage his household well, but sometimes there are circumstances that arise that might overwhelm a 
family. 

8. With regard to changes in the number of pastors in a congregation or in an associate or assistant becoming a 
senior pastor, our current practice does not clearly distinguish between what is de jure divino (by divine right) 
and what is de jure humano (by human right).  If a congregation downsizes from two pastors to one and the 
remaining one was associate pastor, the modifying “associate” is by human right, while his call as pastor is by 
divine right. One cannot simply downsize that pastor out of the congregation.  Eliminating a second pastor 
position does not mean that one has divine right to simply remove a man from his call to be pastor there.   By 
divine right, he should be the sole pastor in that instance.  One cannot wash off the chalkboard, if you will, and 
act as if you were starting with no one in the pastoral office. 

Also calling an associate to be senior is a change only in the human modifier, not the divine call to be pastor of 
the congregation.  In this case might not it be more fitting to our theology to have a congregation resolution to 
change the title from “associate” to “senior” or “sole” rather than having an entire call process?  What synod 
has allowed in some of these cases violates the doctrine of the call.  Current LCMS practice in this regard fails 
miserably to distinguish between what is by divine right and what is by human authority and agreement.  
Now, where more than one pastor is to be maintained, it is not obligatory that an associate or assistant pastor 
automatically becomes senior by “promotion” since other considerations may be brought into the mix. 

9. The abuse of psychology and counseling as a political tool against pastors in difficult situations.  [For example, 
District Presidents using psychological testing as a control device for pastors in difficult parishes.  If the pastor 
doesn’t agree to the testing, then there will be no “golden parachute.”  The District President presumes that 
the pastor is unstable if he won’t go along with the demands for open communion, contemporary worship, 
and the like.] 

10. The failure to back up pastors when attacked for remaining steadfast in our confession of faith (closed 
communion, liturgy, lay ministry issues, wedding and funeral practices, etc.). 

11. The use of the term "good fit" or "bad fit" to justify either the placement or removal of a pastor from his call.  If 
a faithful orthodox pastor is not a "good fit" for a heterodox congregation, then how can unorthodox pastor be 
a "good fit" for a heterodox congregation? 

_______________________ 

THE LUTHERAN CONFESSIONS ON ECCLESIASTICAL OVERSIGHT 

Resolution 8-01a of the 2004 convention, despite not using the nomenclature of “bishops” essentially has 
established a kind of episcopal polity in the Missouri Synod (yet without requiring 
district presidents to serve as parish pastors at the same time).   Each level of this polity 
now really only knows accountability to those above them in a kind of hierarchy.  This 
standard then becomes no longer the Scriptures and the Lutheran Confessions but the 
ethics of the “moment.”  Ironically, this is the sort of thing that the early Missouri Synod 
left when parting company with Bishop Martin Stephan.  So once again, the LCMS is 
inviting in problems that were part and parcel of its very reasons for coming into 
existence in America after leaving troubles in Germany (e.g. Prussian Union).  One writer 
has observed of the Council of Presidents in the LCMS, writing in the 1990s, some years 
before the passage of 8-01a in 2004. 
 

The real papacy in the Missouri Synod, however, is its Council of Presidents.  When you look at the offices 
which are appointed by the Council of Presidents, you begin to wonder which pies they don’t have their fingers 
in.1 

 

  
                                                
1 Martin Noland. “District Presidents and Their Council: Biblical and Confessional Limitations,” in Church Polity and Politics:  Papers presented at the 

Congress on the Lutheran Confessions. Edited by John R. Fehrmann & Daniel Preus. (Crestwood, MO: The Luther Academy, 1997) p.170.  This book is 
available in the bookstore at www.logia.org. 
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These are not new problems.  In our Lutheran Confessions we read: 
 

Since, therefore, bishops have tyrannically transferred this jurisdiction to themselves alone, and have basely 
abused it, there is no need, because of this jurisdiction, to obey bishops.  But since there are just reasons why 
we do not obey, it is right also to restore this jurisdiction to godly pastors [to whom, by Christ's command, it 
belongs], and to see to it that it is legitimately exercised for the reformation of morals and the glory of God.  
(Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope, The Power and Jurisdiction of Bishops, 76) 

 

And again: 
 

But they themselves should remember that riches [estates and revenues] have been given to bishops as alms 
for the administration and advantage of the churches [that they may serve the Church, and perform their 
office the more efficiently], as the rule says:  The benefice is given because of the office.  Therefore they cannot 
with a good conscience possess these alms, and meanwhile defraud the Church, which has need of these 
means for supporting ministers, and aiding studies [educating learned men], and caring for the poor and 
establishing courts, especially matrimonial.  (Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope, The Power and 
Jurisdiction of Bishops, 80) 

_______________________ 

WHAT MIGHT WE DO? 

In his extended letter to “The Christian Nobility of the German Nation Concerning the Reform of the Christian 
Estate” of 1520, Martin Luther observed of the ecclesiastical oversight of his day: 
 

The Romanists have very cleverly built three walls around themselves.  Hitherto they have protected 
themselves by these walls in such a way that no one has been able to reform them.  As a result the whole of 
Christendom has fallen abominably. 
 

In the first place, when pressed by the temporal power they have made decrees and declared that the temporal 
power had no jurisdiction over them, but that on the contrary the spiritual power is above the temporal.  In 

the second place, when the attempt is made to reprove them with Scriptures, they raise the 
objection that only the pope may interpret the Scriptures.  In the third place, if threatened 
with a council, their story is that no one may summon a council but the pope. (Luther’s 
Works – American Edition, Vol. 44, p. 126) 
 

Ecclesiastical supervisors in the LCMS have walls around them as well.2  These walls are 
legal, bureaucratic and theological.  While there are various opinions about how to 
proceed, the following might be helpful to consider. 

 

1. Encourage our orthodox, scholarly and theologically tenacious pastors to allow their names to stand for 
positions of ecclesiastical supervision (circuit visitor, district president, vice-presidential positions, boards 
of directors, etc.).  We should expect our overseers to be orthodox theologians and pastors 
who are committed to sound doctrine and practice with a churchly mindset.  We also need to 
encourage such men as are staunch in the faith and not easily swayed or “changed by the office.”  Many 
great bishops of church history were drafted, so to speak.  Beware of upward movers and “rock stars.” 

2. We need to get away from the idea that the primary function of an ecclesiastical supervisor is to create 
programs or slogans.  This becomes time consuming, opens the door to self-promotion, and avoids the 
chief tasks at hand as outlined by the bylaws. 

3. Replace the politically comprised Commission on Theology and Church Relations (CTCR) with each 
seminary contributing publicly published Gutachten (theological opinions) only where certain issues are 
not already clearly addressed by the Lutheran Confessions.  CTCR documents and opinions should not 
cloud clear statements of the Lutheran Confessions or open the door to constantly revising the theology 
confessed in the LCMS (as if theology is determined by dialectical processes). 

4. Make any documents, forms, policies, and opinions of the Council of Presidents or the CCM subject to 
review of the Synod in convention and to seminary faculty review from both faculties.  Policies and forms 

                                                
2 You are encouraged to read a paper by Rev. Craig Stanford entitled, “The Three Walls Preventing Reform in the LCMS,” originally presented to a free 

conference in Peoria, Illinois, that led to the formation of the Augustana Ministerium.   (See http://augustanaministerium.org/essays/3walls.html )  Some 
of the ideas presented in this section are indebted to Pastor Stanford’s essay.   The statement of the Augustana Ministerium on the Ministry is also 
worthy of consideration.  The statement of the Northern Illinois Confessional Lutherans, “That They May Be One”, in response to Yankee Stadium has 
raised other implications. 
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should not be foisted upon the congregations and clergy of the LCMS without due input and review. 

5. Ecclesiastical supervisors are to be held to their vows as ordained ministers even when 
offering permission or opinion to congregations, clergy, and other church workers.  
Resolution 8-01a from the 2004 convention should be rescinded.  A “Nuremberg” defense for church 
workers and district presidents may not be allowed, otherwise an ongoing Gospel reductionism will take 
over.  Anything perceived to be “missional” will trump our rule of faith and the false doctrine will 
metastasize. 

6. Only with a clear and orthodox standard should we then rightly reinstate regular visitations of 
congregations and church workers.3  A clear and orthodox standard is not measured by something being 
merely approved by the Council of Presidents, the CTCR or by following “good order.”  It must be faithful 
to the Scripture and the Lutheran Confessions and must be pastoral in nature.  Synod still remains 
advisory. 

7. Trust within the LCMS can only be established through agreement in sound doctrine and orthodox 
practice and not through “covenants of collegiality,” or other social science driven methods and priorities.  
Our chief problems are not about personalities or being “too staunch” (incessant internal 
purification), but are about repentance, faith, and fidelity to the Scriptures and the 
Lutheran Confessions in substance and spirit.  Where there is not repentance in this regard in 
public churchly matters, then discipline must be exercised with the hope of reconciliation and restoration.  
Failure to do this means that false doctrine and practice grow in our synod and her congregations.  We are 
not speaking of ideas, political ideology or about where one lives on a spectrum of liberal to conservative.  
This is about truth and falsehood, darkness and light, and the marks of the Church among 
us. 

8. We need to repent of constant “new measures” out of frantic responses to church chal-
lenges.  Our Lord is with us and Lutherans are not Arminians of the spiritual free will revivalist camp.  
Conversion from unbelief to faith is not a matter of enticement, manipulating group 
dynamics, and then closing a sale.  In the last several decades we have done a disservice 
to our synod in borrowing and barely modifying programs from un-Lutheran con-
fessions of faith (outreach methods, worship practices and theology, lay ministry, etc.).  
It is embarrassing that we do not find our own theology and heritage rich enough 
to develop responses and practices to engage our world and culture that are not 
rehashes from the Arminians, Wesleyans and charismatics, out of frantic responses 
to the latest Barna Research findings (along with Barna’s Semi-Pelagian solutions).  
For every theological challenge and problem, we have been offering up social science, 
Arminian/Wesleyan, and law-driven solutions (leadership, entertainment, experientialism, enticement, 
etc.). 

We must repent and learn to live within the paradox of the Word of God being powerful and effective and 
bearing fruit in God’s time by the working of the Holy Spirit (Romans 1:16; Romans 10:17; Isaiah 55:10-
11), while at the same time acknowledging that we cannot guarantee results or engineer an affirmative 
response by appealing to the sinful nature of hearers.  God suffers His Word to be rejected and doesn’t 
force it on us.  We are bound to the order of things in the means of the grace that God has given.  Let us 
then repent of these steamrollers of new measures borrowed from man’s wisdom (sociology and 
psychology and marketing) and the theological assumptions of Wesley and Arminius.  Let us bear the 
cross of not always seeing the results we want to see. 

Ecclesiastical oversight can be a sticky-wicket.  One does not want it to be oppressive and unjust, subject to 
the whims of mere personalities, movements, and political motives.  On the other hand it must be done for the 
health of the church and the preservation of the marks of the church among us and the sound 
practice of the church and the office of the ministry for the sake of the faithful and the outreach of 
the gospel.  Addressing this is urgently needed in the Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod.  Programs and 
movements have overtaken the basics in Ecclesiastical Supervision among us and incremental changes in the 
consolidation of synodical authority fail to take into account the fact of the Old Adam in ecclesiastical oversight. 

In all these matters of Ecclesiastical Supervision we must remember the distinction between what circuit visitors,  

  

                                                
3 See a paper by John T. Pless, “The Saxon Visitation: Contemporary Insights for Lutheran Church Life” 

(www.ctsfw.net/media/pdfs/PlessTheSaxonVisitation.pdf) 



Association of Confessing Evangelical Lutheran Congregations                                                                                              IF NOT NOW, 
Lesson 11 – Ecclesiastical Supervision                                                                                                                                                 WHEN? 
 

 
 
 

 
Version:  02/08/2016                                                                                                                                                                                                                        8 

district presidents and the synodical president hold by divine right according to their office as ordained pastors 
and what is theirs by consent of the church by purely human right.   The Lutheran Confessions state: 

The Gospel assigns to those who preside over churches the command to teach the Gospel to remit sins, to 
administer the Sacraments and besides jurisdiction, namely, the command to excommunicate those whose 
crimes are known, and again to absolve those who repent.  And by the confession of all, even of the adversar-
ies, it is clear that this power by divine right is common to all who preside over churches, whether they are 
called pastors, or elders, or bishops.[…] Jerome, therefore, teaches that it is by human authority that the 
grades of bishop and elder or pastor are distinct.  And the subject itself declares this, because the power [the 
office and command] is the same, as he has said above.  But one matter afterwards made a distinction betwe-
en bishops and pastors namely, ordination, because it was [so] arranged that one bishop should ordain minis-
ters in a number of churches.  (Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope, The Power and Jurisdiction of 
Bishops, 60-61, 63) 

Perhaps as our Ecclesiastical Supervisors submit to the Word of God and the Lutheran Confessions our pastors 
and congregations will see an example of godly submission to true authority and so then submit to the authority of 
the Ecclesiastical Supervisors and trust will grow along with faith, hope and love.  That certain men have been 
appointed by the church in the Missouri Synod to be supervisors is a privilege that is a trust and yet only some-
thing they have by human agreement, and does not confer a higher degree of sanctification, more theological 
acumen, nor the right to make that church-created office one for self-expression or the implementation of political 
programs or theologically diverse movements.  Ecclesiastical Supervisor, as a synodical office, is not the highest 
office in the Church, though it is properly there to support the one that is, properly applying law and gospel to 
congregations and pastors for the benefit of the Church. 

QUESTIONS 
1. What dangers are there with initiating visitations by synod officials when we do not have unity in doctrine and 

practice in the LCMS? 

2. What dangers are there to having no supervision within the LCMS? 

3. What dangers are there for district presidents to insert their preferences into the call process? 

4. How should synodical supervisors, pastors, and congregations apply the Eighth Commandment in this 
context? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


