
Lesson 8 
Fundamental Principle Ten and Eleven: 

“Domination by Church Body or Free Cooperation” 
 

10. Free congregations have no right to demand that other congregations shall submit to 
their opinion, will, judgment, or decision; therefore, domination by a majority of 
congregations over a minority is to be rejected. 

 
11. Agencies found desirable for conducting the joint activities of congregations, such as 
conferences, committees, officers, etc., cannot in a Lutheran free church impose any 
obligations or restrictions, exert any compulsions, or lay any burden upon the individual 
congregation, but have the right only to make recommendations to, and requests of, 
congregations and individuals. 
 

 These two principles flow naturally from the emphasis on congregational 
autonomy developed in Principle 5—the congregation is subject only “to the authority 
of the Word and the Spirit of God.” In some ways, these two principles deal with two 
sides of the same coin—both principles illustrate the danger of domination over the 
congregation rather than cooperation among the congregations.  

Sverdrup and Oftedal were intimately aware of the abuse of power that can be 
asserted by a majority over a minority as expressed in Principle 10. Representing a 
small group of congregations known as “The Friends of Augsburg,” Sverdrup and 
Oftedal, professors at Augsburg College and Seminary, together with their 
congregational supporters were expelled (voted out of the assembly) and denied being 
seated at the annual conference of the United Church—the very church body in which 
Sverdrup and Oftedal belonged. (Footnote: “The Friends of Augsburg were 
instrumental in organizing the Lutheran Free Church in 1897.”) It had been a bitter 
experience and illustrated how a tyrannical majority can run roughshod over a 
minority. By voting them out of the convention altogether, they were not allowed to 
express their views on the floor of the convention. Although they recognized this may 
be how political parties often operate in the secular world, it was certainly not the way 
the New Testament congregations operated.  

Principle 11 deals more narrowly by restricting potential abuses from other 
congregations, conferences, as well as edicts from national church officers. At the time, 
the Fundamental Principles were written (1897), the Lutheran Free Church was in its 
infancy, and annual conferences were just beginning. However, this principle 
anticipates what could go wrong at future conferences and sets limitations or guard 
rails on the power of the annual conference. (Footnote: “The Fundamental principles 
were drafted during 1897, but not adopted until 1898.”) 

Sven Oftedal, co-founder of the Lutheran Free Church, explains the main 
purpose of the annual conference as a gathering of like-minded Christians in a spiritual 
setting, willing to be guided by the Holy Spirit to accomplish its tasks:  

 



The annual conference of the [Lutheran] Free Church is the great spiritual 
driving wheel, the annually renewed source of spiritual power, from which, 
under the Holy Spirit’s guidance, congregations and individual Christians are 
inspired to the self-sacrifice and unity of purpose necessary for the 
accomplishment of the Free Church’s tasks.” (SJ 10: 104)  
 

It is obvious that the intent of the annual conference was not meant to be a legislative 
body, deliberating and handing down binding resolutions on the congregations. And 
this is the key: the annual conference was and is intended to be a spiritual event. 
Anyone can attend and take part. According to historian Eugene Fevold, “The annual 
meeting of the Lutheran Free Church was to have no external authority over the 
congregations; it could exert only ‘spiritual influence.’” (Fevold, The Lutheran Free 
Church, p. 95)  
 By design, the majority of resolutions passed at the annual conference deal with 
the ministries of the AFLC (missions, schools, publishing, etc.). All its ministries are 
considered servants of the congregations that carry out the will of the congregations for 
ministries that cannot be accomplished on the local level (See Principles 8 and 9). After 
hearing reports and prayer concerns from various ministries, the annual conference, 
through its resolutions, provides direction and encouragement for existing ministries as 
well as approval for new endeavors that would contribute to spreading the Gospel both 
home and abroad. However, (and this is an important point) the direct authority over a 
ministry is its board or committee. Furthermore, each ministry is under a corporation 
that has authority over the boards and committees. The legal authority over the 
ministry rests with the corporation, not the annual conference.  
 And though the bulk of the resolutions passed at the annual conference concern 
direction for church-wide ministries, they are by no means the only resolutions 
considered. Usually, some general resolutions are made that could directly affect local 
congregations. It is for these considerations that Principle 11 is more directly needed, for 
resolutions passed at an annual conference are to be considered “recommendations” 
and are never binding on the congregation. Congregations are free.  

However, congregational freedom is not to be interpreted as a license to 
disregard annual conference resolutions. By affiliating with the AFLC, a congregation 
assumes the responsibility to support the AFLC’s joint ministries as they are led by the 
Spirit. Nevertheless, if after prayerful consideration, the congregation does not feel 
comfortable abiding by a resolution passed by the annual conference, that congregation 
has the freedom to refrain. 

Looking at the annual conference through the lens of Principle 11, one can see 
how this principle encourages cooperative work among the congregations in order to 
guide and expand the ministries of the church body while at the same time it guards 
against abuses by the annual conference if it were to become a legislative body instead 
of a spiritual assembly as originally intended. 
 As in most every situation concerning the congregation, Sverdrup goes back to 
Scripture to support his position: 
 



 . . . there is finally this special characteristic about the church’s apostolic and 
biblical arrangement: the congregation is free and independent in its very nature, so 
that it is not subject to any human or churchly authority. Congregations can 
cooperate with other congregations in all freedom and brotherly spirit. But one 
congregation cannot rule over another and command what it shall do. There is no 
indication of anything like this in Scripture. And to arrange things in such a way 
that the congregation’s independence and responsibility are abolished is, therefore, 
not scriptural. (SJ 3:71) 

 _____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

1. Who is the head of the church? (See Ephesians 1:29-22 and Colossians 1:18) 
 
 
 
 

2. How does He rule over the church/congregation? (See John 8:31, II John 6) When 
a denominational leader, conference, committee, or other congregations attempt 
to dictate to a local congregation, whose authority does it appear they are 
attempting to assume? 

 
 
 
 

3. What are some examples of resolutions that could be passed at an annual 
conference that might “impose,” “restrict,” “exert,” or “lay” a burden on a 
congregation? Give examples: 

 
 
 
 
 

4. According to the AFLC “Rules for Work,” anyone can attend an AFLC Annual 
Conference. Since there can be no official delegates, no official quorum can be 
established. Is this a hindrance or a blessing? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Why did the organizers of the Lutheran Free Church devise a system where its 
ministries are governed by corporations instead of the church body at large? (See 
“AFLC Corporation Structure Diagram,” Appendix #? and “AFLC Ministries 
Responsible for Reporting to the Annual Conference,” Appendix #?) 



 
 
6. Since the legal authorities over the ministries of the AFLC (missions, schools, 

clergy roster, etc.) are boards and committees, and the authority over the boards 
and committees are the corporations, what, then, is the purpose of bringing 
resolutions regarding ministries to the floor of the annual conference?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

7. Though the individual congregation has the right to reject a resolution passed by 
the annual conference, why is it important for a local congregation to prayerfully 
consider the resolution before rejecting it? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

8. If the Annual Conference of the AFLC can only pass resolutions as 
“recommendations” that are not binding on the local congregation, why even 
bother going to a conference? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

9. Explain some ramifications of Oftedal’s description of the annual conference as 
“the great spiritual driving wheel, . . . under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.” 
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