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Throughout the history of God’s people, change has always been present. At times, change has come dramatically and at other times, it has come slowly and almost without notice. Since the 1960’s, the Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod has been struggling with one of those changes. In this case it is the growing phenomenon of “contemporary” music in our worship services. For some, a switch to contemporary music means a watering down of our theology and abandonment of our Bible-based, traditional liturgy that has unified our church for decades. For others, there is the fear that the worship of the church has become irrelevant as generation after generation of people continue to feel disconnected from the worship life of the church because of the music that is used. 

As in any challenge facing God’s church, it is important for us to look to see if there is any thing to be learned from history. As Cicero reminds us, “To not learn from history is to be doomed to repeat it.” God is at work and has been at work since the fall of Adam and Eve, guiding and directing His people in His will. We therefore must ask ourselves: How has God acted in the life of His church in the past that may help guide us in the challenges of today? One such opportunity for learning from the past as we struggle with the challenge of changing music in worship is the change that occurred in the LC-MS with regard to language. 

The LC-MS was founded by a stalwart group of confessional Lutherans who, despite their decision to leave their beloved Germany for the religious freedom of America, held onto their German heritage and language with iron clad gloves.  During the first ninety years of its existence, the church body was “German” in language, but by 1945 only eighty-eight of its 3,000 congregations were “entirely German” (Eckhardt 5).  Therefore, what can we learn from our church fathers about the change from a vociferous commitment to the German language from 1839 to 1920 to a blanket acceptance of the English language by 1945? In what ways is the situation similar, or is the challenge we face today uniquely different from the struggle that surrounded our church body in the early part of the 20th century?

Factors Leading to the Maintenance of the German Language in the Missouri Synod

The isolation of the original settlement of German immigrants in 1839 that formed the core of the Missouri Synod was significant in maintaining its German ethnicity. Because the original founders of the Synod were separated from English speaking people, there was no reason to change their language. Together with their physical isolation, the immigrant church underwent many difficult challenges and circumstances that undermined their identity and sense of purpose. These early challenges included the disposition of their bishop, Martin Stephan; severe weather; and a struggle of legitimacy and identity as a confessional church. All of these factors encouraged them to find strength in a common language and hold onto their common culture. We can only speculate as to the degree that some of these early challenges compelled these immigrants to hold on to their German identity, nevertheless hold on to their “German-ness” they did. 

C.F.W. Walther, the first president of the Missouri Synod, saw no reason to consider switching to the English language and in January 1845 he writes:

The Lutheran congregations here are exclusively German. There is no desire for 

services in the English language…. we are making every effort to maintain the German 
language in our midst and to keep out the evil leaven that begins to permeate pure 
doctrine and polity with the coming of the English language. (Mundinger, 206) 

The desire to maintain a German identity found a key ingredient in the maintenance of an elementary school system to pass on the language, culture and religious teaching of the parents. Through these schools, the pastors and teachers of the Missouri Synod continued to foster the culture and orthodoxy of their people. Carl Mundinger in his book, Government in the Missouri Synod, writes,


The fact that Walther and Sihler, to mention only two, saw a correlation between 
orthodoxy and the German language, that every pastor was thoroughly trained in the 
German language, and that the German language played an important role in the virtually 
obligatory elementary school system of the Synod helped more to maintain the German 
language and German culture as the immigrants knew it as the time of the immigration 
than any other single factor. The German language and the Christian religion became 
identified in the minds of most Missouri Lutherans. (Mundinger 216)

Another key to the growth of the Missouri Synod were the strong waves of immigrants that flooded into the new land from Germany. German Americans represented the largest group of immigrants arriving in the United States in all but three of the years between 1854 and 1894. Before the end of the century more than five million Germans had arrived. (www-lib.iupui.edu/kade/.) This influx of Germans reinforced the language and cultural identity of the Missouri Synod in several ways. First, a German culture and language clearly was what Germans were looking for and would feel comfortable with. The German immigrants would seek out those who spoke and acted like themselves. Second, it gave the Missouri Synod a sense of mission in that they were growing by ministering to their brethren from Germany. Third, it removed much of the motivation to adapt to the American culture and risk the influence of the lax American society. Because of the lack of logistical reasons for change coupled with the fear of the perceived shallow doctrine of the American Lutheran church, the leadership of the Missouri Synod could remain steadfast in their insistence that congregations and pastors of the Synod remain German.   

Others outside the Missouri Synod also took note of the strong identity that was developed in the immigrant church and saw the growth of the church body as identified with this language. In 1925 Heinrich H. Maurer wrote in “The American Journal of Sociology”


Undoubtedly the fact that this church has identified itself with the language interest of 
the family and the culture group has much to do with its growth and strength. … it might 
easily be shown that in the Missouri Synod, more than anywhere else, the German 
language has been effectively preserved unto the third and fourth generation not as a link 
with Germany and as an insulator against America, but as an insulator of an older group 
life against both. The strongest appeal of a separate linguistic and educational medium 
has been for its value as a protection and a means of domestication and immunization 
against ‘rationalism,’ 
materialism,’ ‘indifferentism,’ against the paganism of the state 
schools. (Mundinger 216)

Even following the tenure of Walther, Heinrich Schwan, president of the Missouri Synod in 1890, fifty-three years after the first immigration, stated, “It is not the English language in itself which contains the danger. The danger rests in something … very apt … to appear in the train of the English language. It is the American spirit” (Nelson 250). 

A corollary to this problem was the lack of quality orthodox Lutheran books and materials to be used by the Synod. This would only be natural given their comfort level and the sincere commitment of Missouri Synod theologians to the German language. Even as late as 1938 - over 100 years after the Saxon immigration - the Missouri Synod was receiving overtures to its convention with regard to the lack of quality Lutheran materials in the English language. Note also the still pervasive concern with regard to “Reformed” theology associated with English language materials. The following was received from the College Conference of Milwaukee, Wisconsin:

During the past ninety years God has showered His gifts on our Synod. One of these has 
been the great number of excellent doctrinal essays presented at Synodical conventions. 
By the grace of God these essays, in a large measure helped to indoctrinate the Church. 
They are, however no longer available to any extent… Furthermore our present  
generation of pastors and educated laymen prefers to read English. On the other hand, 
there is a woeful lack of sound theological literature in the English language, which has 
caused a dangerously wide dissemination of Reformed literature in our circles. ... We … 
are concerned 
and anxious to have these gifts of God (doctrinal essays) preserved and 
made available to us and our children. (1938 Synodical Proceedings 251-252)

This memorial was adopted by the convention and referred to the General Literature Board for implementation.

The Missouri Synod was clearly very German. They were German in identity, in language and in culture. As we look back at the first eighty years (1839 to 1919) of the Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod, what were the key elements in the establishment of the German language as the primary language? The following list is a summary of the key elements that provided the basis for continuing the German language as the primary language in the Missouri Synod.

1. A strong sense of identity and comfort level with their German heritage.

2. Fear of the false doctrine that was associated with American Lutheranism that would follow in the wake of the English language.

3. The strong educational system of the Missouri Synod, which continued to teach almost exclusively in German from elementary school through seminary.

4. The large influx of Germans into America that produced growth and a sense of responsibility to minister to them.

5. The lack of organizational reasons or pressures to change.

6. A lack of quality orthodox Lutheran materials in the English language.

7. Strong Synodical leadership that remained committed to German.

Change Happens: Church and Societal Forces Prepare the Synod for Change

English was not a foreign language to all orthodox Lutherans in the New World. Paul Henkel was the leader of a significant group of Lutherans that formed the Tennessee Synod in 1820. The principal reason for the establishment of the church body was “the laxity in doctrine and practice in the older synods.” (Eckhardt 7) In 1866, their constitution included a clear subscription to the “Holy Scriptures as the inspired writings of the Old and New Testament, and shall be the only rule and standard of doctrine and church discipline” (Ibid.). The constitution also clearly stated a strong adherence to the whole Book of Concord as a “true and faithful exhibition of the doctrine of the Holy Scriptures in regard to matters of faith and practice” (Ibid.).  Throughout the middle 1800’s, the Tennessee Synod and the German Missouri Synod enjoyed cordial relationships from a distance. When the English Lutheran Conference of Missouri was formed in 1860, Dr. C.F.W. Walther was present and prayed God’s blessings upon the group as they provided “organized care for the scattered children of our Church in the West who speak the English language.” (14) The question was not was it appropriate to do mission work to the “English speaking” people but “who” would do it and would they be a part of the Missouri Synod.

In 1886, the English Lutheran Conference proposed merger with the German Missouri Synod in order that they may be received as an English District. The much larger Missouri Synod declined the petition and asked that the English Lutheran Conference form a separate synod. Echkardt describes the approach in this way: “The German Synod was still altogether German, and at that time both wanted and expected to remain German” (17).

At its next convention in 1890, the German Missouri Synod adopted the following prophetic resolution,


Synod gladly gave its consent to the vigorous prosecution of English Missions, by means 
of which the message of salvation in Christ can be brought not only to such as are 
strangers to the Gospel, but to such also of our German congregations as have

lost the use of their mother tongue and can by means of the 
English be led to Christ given 
what is necessary for their salvation Whenever, therefore, those of our pastors who are 
able to preach also in English, though deficiently at first find opportunities for 
establishing English Lutheran congregation, they should gladly avail themselves of these 
opportunities, so that, 
if the time should come in our country when it would be more 
profitable for the kingdom of God to expend more time and energy in its expansion by 
the medium of the English language, we be not unprepared, but can go to work promptly 
and joyfully in a tabernacle already prepared for us among an English-speaking people 
(18).

At this convention, then, there was the acknowledgement of the need and opportunity for work in English but there was still a strong desire to remain German. They would change at some future date if the need presented itself for the cause of the mission of the church. By 1911, through ongoing dialogue and contact, this same English Conference, which had become the English Synod, was brought into the Missouri Synod as a separate, non-geographical district. After the ensuing twenty-one years, the Missouri Synod had gradually accepted the fact that orthodox Lutheran ministry could occur from within its organization, but only as a separate district. With the English District, however, came two of the most important elements that would prepare the way for the post-World War I change, that is, the Lutheran Witness, orthodox Lutheran English periodical, and the English Lutheran hymnbook.

In the view of many, God’s hand was at work in a gradual and preparatory way for the unforeseen crisis that was about to unfold. God was moving the Missouri Synod from a staunch German synod that was skeptical of anything in English, to one of cordial relationships with English speaking Lutherans in the 1860s-80s, to the formal encouragement to start a synod that would be in fellowship with them in the Synodical Conference (1890) and then finally to accept them as a non-geographical district in 1911. 

In 1917, the culture and the climate of the new world clearly changed as the United States was drawn into World War I. Strong anti-German sentiment was running rampant in the throws of a war that sought to engulf the whole world. Confusion and attacks were adding to the war hysteria. Some felt that a clean and swift break from the German language was necessary, others anticipated that there would be severe consequences to the strong network of Lutheran elementary schools and the subsequent loss of access to the vast store of German theological writings. President Friedrich Pfotenhauer, president of the Missouri Synod from 1911-1935, summed up the feelings of many in 1918 when he wrote to Theodore Graebner:

I cannot see that the situation has been suddenly changed in our Synod by the war. And 
if before the war one would have seen it as a calamity if everything had been turned 
upside down, then it is also a calamity if such happens now. Therefore, it follows that we 
should not favor the calamity, but only yield where it must be and plead with God that he 
soon sends peace, that we can build further and solve the language question 
evangelically. In my heart there arises a nameless lament when I have to pass in review 
before my soul all of our congregations and I examine them as to what kind of spiritual

nourishment they will receive should their language be suddenly taken away…”


(Graebner 110)

The crisis was upon the Missouri Synod. Should it relent and sacrifice its culture, language and, potentially, its schools? Or should it make the change and shift its focus and mission from an immigrant church to one that would be in mission in the new country to the new country and its English-speaking people? As a result of various political and personal edicts and encouragements, the Missouri Synod accepted and moved ahead vigorously with the transition to the new language. The writing was clearly on the wall not only because of the war, but because of other societal changes. 

People were on the move. The suburbs were beginning to grow and with them people began moving away from their churches. When they moved they were farther away from that close German community and, as a result, they would be more likely to be involved with the English speaking community and become more comfortable with the use of the language. Also, there was a growing sense of mission outreach to these new communities and, as a result, a growing desire to be concerned with outreach rather than focused on ministering to the German Lutheran community (178).  Mission work could not happen in German because there was a sense of exclusivity when English-speaking people were relegated to low priority services in the local congregation. Ludwig Furebringer, editor of the Der Lutheraner , called for preaching the Gospel in whatever language the people could understand (178). A.N. Graebner observes that “On its face this was sound theology, but in the setting of the early Twenties, it allowed the German reader to justify his course too easily” (178).

As the Missouri Synod moved reticently towards the new language, much of the change happened naturally as members of the church body began to speak more English. As a result, the seminaries also had to adjust because their students spoke more English. Even by 1928, Theodore Graebner remarked that there was a “marked improvement in the fluency and ease of the English style and diction” over the last ten years at Concordia Seminary in St. Louis, Missouri (156). Courses continued to be given in German, but, according to one student in 1928, professors lecturing in German had to repeat their remarks in English, a procedure hardly conducive to teaching (156 ).

The rapid changes that were beginning to be felt in the congregations and at the seminary were also reflected in the Synod at convention. In 1926, at the 33rd regular convention of the Synod, the Synod resolved to publish its official proceedings in English and German. Reasons given for the shift had little to do with addressing the theological concerns of the 1800s, but were completely focused on the practical needs of a church body that was now moving rapidly towards English in its congregations (Proceedings of the 1926 convention, 149). By the 1932 convention, the Synod was in full swing towards addressing the needs of an English speaking church body as it received reports on the revision of a new catechism, Luther’s Works and progress on a new hymnal that would be published in 1941(1932 Convention proceedings 186-191).

The move to a new language was on the way and as noted earlier, by 1945, 97% of Missouri Synod congregations were primarily speaking English (Eckhardt 5). How did this change come about so quickly? How is it that a church body that for eighty years was steadfastly resistant to change now accepted change so quickly? The following factors seemed to be preeminent in this dramatic change:

1) Discussion and contact with orthodox Lutherans in the English Synod prepared the way for change.

2) Critical tools of change in an English periodical (The Lutheran Witness) and in an English Hymnal were already in place prior to World War I.

3) Crisis in the form of World War I no longer made it culturally neutral to remain German.

4) Cultural changes in populations shifts to the suburbs and away from former strong. German ethnic communities made it necessary to minister to current members in English.

5) A strong desire to be in mission outside of its own boundaries led the Synod to reach out necessarily in the English language.

6) A commitment to produce high quality Lutheran theological materials in English soothed the concern over remaining orthodox while also speaking English.

7) An understanding that finally the benefits of remaining German were outweighed by the benefits of reaching the American people in English.

Traditional vs. Contemporary: Crisis in Missouri

Background Issues With Regard to Worship

As we now shift our focus to the crisis in worship for the Missouri Synod, there are a number of background issues that need to be addressed briefly. First, we understand that the Bible speaks very little about the concept of music in worship and provides zero examples or guidelines for appropriate music. Outside of the Psalms where we are encouraged to “Praise God in his sanctuary;…praise him with trumpet sound; …lute and harp!…timbrel and dance; … strings and pipe …sounding cymbals; loud clashing cymbals…” (Psalm 150) and in Ephesians we are encouraged to “address one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody to the Lord with all your heart…”(5:19) we find little that addresses the shape and form of music.

Second, we do have the Word of God and the Lutheran Confessions that shape and guide the content of our music in worship. As Lutherans, who believe in the infallibility of the Word of God and trust the Confessions, as drawn from the Word, to guide all that we do in worship, we will always seek to produce content of music that gives honor to our God and clearly portrays the truth of God’s Word. The theology of music, that is, the sung words that accompany music, have a clear measuring stick: the Word of God and the Confessions. This measuring stick is not optional and is to be used clearly and with an even hand.

Third, as we understand points one and two above, we see music as “adiaphora;” that which is neither commanded nor forbidden by God but certainly still as very important in the conduct of the Divine Service in our Lutheran churches. As Frederick Kalb states in his Theology of Worship, 
As far as orthodoxy is concerned, the question whether music is to be used in the service, 
and if so what kind of music, lies on the same plane as questions pertaining to the nature 
of Communion vessels, Eucharistic vestments, paraments…. Using Gregorian music and 
organs, chanting the words of institution, etc. (139)
Later Kalb also states exactly the dilemma that faces our church today, 
“Admittedly, we are facing a much more difficult problem when dealing with music that 
is presented by any other adiaphoron. For not only does it present a multiplicity of forms, 
but also the theological judgments passed on it are even more diversified” (149).

An issue that needs to be addressed is the relationship of music and liturgy. Liturgy is clearly more than just music. As Arthur Just Jr., states in his 1992 article “Structure, Culture, and Theology in Lutheran Liturgy,” 


The liturgy stands at the center of the life of the church, for liturgy is nothing more and 
nothing less than God serving the world with his gifts by proclaiming the presence of the 
salvation of the world whenever the Christian assembly gathers together around the Word 
and the Sacrament.” (9)

The liturgy is literally the “work” of the people as they come to be served by God in His Word and Sacraments and as they serve God in thanksgiving for what He has done for them in Christ. The liturgy is the lifeblood of the congregation and of a church body that desires to be shaped and molded by God as the saints of God come together in worship. Liturgy is the instrument of God by which the Word and Sacrament are connected with God’s people in order to lead them in God pleasing worship. It is therefore, first and foremost, the Word. 

The Word has, therefore, carefully shaped traditional liturgical worship. The elements of the service are based upon the Word and are often direct quotes of the Biblical record. The order is based upon solid Lutheran theology. We begin with confession and absolution, then we seek God’s mercy and praise Him for His grace and mercy.  We then hear His Word, respond with our confession of faith, offerings and prayers, all with the clear direction of preparation for the gift of Christ, His body and blood, present in, with and under the bread and wine in Holy Communion. We then go back out into the world with the blessing and peace of God to serve as His disciples. Having said that, we also recognize that there are a variety of forms that are all considered traditional liturgical worship including matins, vespers, compline and the service of the Word. While the order of liturgical worship is Biblical, the Bible has not prescribed one particular order of worship.

If as Lutherans we have the accepted norm of Scripture and the Confessions guiding us as to the content of our liturgy and we accept that there are different orders of worship that are possible while still being “Biblical,” than what is all the controversy about? It seems that it is the “way” the message is conveyed in worship through many adiaphora (i.e. music, vestments, the way the music is led, the design of the sanctuary, the use of worship aids) that is providing the challenge. It would be extremely helpful in the debate over worship practices if we could separate those things that are commanded by the Word from those things that are not. Unfortunately, we often group everything together in the generic “liturgy.”
Historical Background of the Liturgical Crisis
The final stamp of approval with regard to the switch to English in the Missouri Synod occurred with the publication of the new hymnal, The Lutheran Hymnal, in 1941. This hymnal reflected much of the work of the English Synod and was the result of a desire in the Synod to move hastily to have a hymnal that included a traditional Lutheran liturgy and also included, for the first time, music with the words of hymns. The introduction of the hymnal coincided with the start of World War II and marked the Missouri Synod as clearly patriotic and English speaking. The hymnal served as a powerful tool for growth during the booming era of the post war years from 1945-1960. The growth of the Synod was prolific as congregations took root in the growing suburbs and the Synod experienced joyful unity as they worshiped together out of their new hymnal. German was not altogether dead, as many congregations continued to have occasional German services that reached out to those who still sought that connection with the past as well as the wave of post war Germans who immigrated to the United States.

The post war years led to a number of cultural changes that in many ways would seem neutral but would serve as the backdrop for change. Post war prosperity brought with it mobility,  technology and openness in society. Mobility meant that you no longer had to live in the same community you grew up in. Moving around the country was commonplace. The automobile also gave more options to worshipers as they were no longer constrained to worship at the closest congregation, but now simply and easily had opportunity to choose from the variety of worship opportunities that were available.

Communication technology, especially the television and radio, brought a variety of influences including exposure to a variety of music styles. The rise of rock and roll music was clearly influential as a new generation of young Lutherans were growing up. The baby boomers who were born in the 1950s now had full access to a whole different realm of music and entertainment choices. The closed music and worship communities of the Germanic Missouri Synod were a thing of the past. Together with exposure to different types of music came the opportunity to view worship services from other Christian denominations. Worship services that were normally off limits to the conservative Lutherans now were entering their homes with different preaching, worship and music styles. As a result of this more open society, change began to happen.

In large part, the Missouri Synod reacted to these changes in much the same way as they did in the 1840s. They would resist and often condemn the changes, while they continued to worship as they always had. There was no pressing reason to change and arguments mounted in opposition to the changes. While different styles of music were finding expression in the Synod, most of the time they were isolated to the occasional “folk service” or “youth service.” Despite the condemnations of the Synod, there was an effort to try to mollify those who were embracing the new music by beginning work on a new hymnal with the American Lutheran Church and the Lutheran Church in America. A new hymnal, Lutheran Book of Worship, was published in 1978. But because of doctrinal issues and complaints of those who embraced the tradition of The Lutheran Hymnal, the Missouri Synod published its own hymnal, Lutheran Worship, in 1981. The hymnal was clearly in the tradition of liturgical worship while incorporating new musical settings. One important change in approach to worship in “Lutheran Worship” was to incorporate a number of different settings for the celebration of Holy Communion. Variety of practice, as a result, became the norm in the Synod. Interestingly, a version of the Order of Holy Communion from The Lutheran Hymnal was included in the hymnal but was resoundingly rejected by most because it was considered to be “old-fashioned” by some and not true enough to the old hymnal by others. 

At the same time as the new hymnal was being introduced, some Lutheran churches were beginning to experiment with new music, simpler orders of service and a variety of preaching styles. Many of these churches were experiencing explosive growth as they reached out in the large metropolitan areas of the Midwest and beyond. These styles of worship were often borrowed from non-Lutheran congregations who were, likewise, experiencing great numerical growth. Because of the changes in society noted above, together with the acknowledgement of congregational autonomy in the Synod, variety now became the norm. Whereas many things were changing throughout the Synod in worship, the most notable change was in the form of music.

David Luecke, author of several books about the crisis in the Missouri Synod, argues for the wisdom of accommodating diversity and change within the Synod. He believes, and many in the contemporary worship arena agree, that different groups of people respond differently to varied music and liturgical formats. For Luecke, one of the primary ingredients involved in the effectiveness of an order of worship is to evaluate “how people respond… So long as the substance of God’s initiatives conveyed by his Word are presented” (Luecke 123). In developing a worship service to reach a particular group of people “can the risk be too great to (develop the service) for the sake of mission outreach?”  (123). He acknowledges that “classic liturgical worship practices have many strengths” (118). but that in the evaluation of our current context “other practices can be better suited.” The Synod’s Commission on Worship acknowledged this understanding when it published “Text, Music, Context” in 2004. This guide was developed in order to help pastors and musicians sift through what would be appropriate in the worship context of the local congregation. This tool also was clearly bent towards guiding the local congregation into appreciating the value of traditional liturgical worship forms while acknowledging the presence of other materials for evaluation.

Since the early 1970s other organizations like Dave Andersons’s “The Fellowship” from Edina, Minnesota produced resources for contemporary worship in a Lutheran context. The “Other Songbook” was clearly designed to give a different approach to worship music as compared to Lutheran Worship. The music, after all, was the connector of theology with the response of the heart. Anderson says in his introduction to The Other Songbook, “Music prepares the heart for worship and commitment. Music is the greatest mood alternator of all, and unlocks the ministry of God in the untrespassed soil of a person’s soul.” (1) “The Fellowship” also led a number of contemporary worship seminars in some of the largest congregations in the Missouri Synod which were using and developing contemporary worship. Even the Wisconsin Synod produced a contemporary songbook in 1999 called Let All the People Praise You  for use in their church bodies in a variety of  “special ministry” settings as well as worship. Concordia Publishing House also published a weekly resource called “Creative Worship” to provide additional variety to the worship menu, although these resources remained more traditional rather than contemporary.

One of the constant criticisms of the new wave of music and liturgy was the shallow content of the theology. The Synod continued to express that concern in 2004 with the passage of Resolution 2-04 “To Affirm Responsible Use of Freedom in Worship” even while it affirmed the reality that “diverse worship” was alive and well in the Synod. If Lutheran churches are not following and applying the Biblical message of Christ as taught in the Word of God and Confessions, this is a problem that needs to be addressed. Not all words that are used with music are created equal. Some words are clearly un-scriptural, others are vague and others are criticized for their over-simplified use. Whereas the words cannot ultimately be separated from the music as they are used in worship, we do have a clear guideline in determining their appropriateness. In seeking to determine whether or not the words of music are appropriate, we therefore have the same task as the Synod of 1920-1945; that is, dedicating ourselves to producing Biblical and Lutheran texts to songs. If this is not happening, then we have only ourselves to blame for either laziness or a shallow application of our theology.

The Synod Responds

As the music and worship culture of the Synod was being impacted by these changes in society, many in the church have responded with various arguments reaffirming traditional worship in Missouri. Timothy Maschke in his 1999 article “The Transcultural Nature of Liturgical Worship,” argues that Lutheran worship is liturgical because it is our identity. (Maschke 242) It is our identity not because it was German but because it was reaffirmed in our Confessions and, in particular, the Apology to the Augsburg Confession as “we keep traditional liturgical forms, such as the word of the lessons, prayers, vestments, etc.” (Tappert 249) It is our identity as it leads us to God and the Gospel (Maschke 243) and connects us to the “living stream” of the history of the church.  Because the liturgy connects with many different cultures over the years (Hebrew, Greek, Latin, Gothic, English and German) it is able to reach across all cultures.  The “transcultural” nature of traditional worship therefore makes it the most appropriate worship in a changing cultural society.

Another critic of the new wave of music and liturgy in the Lutheran Church - Missouri Synod is Arthur A. Just, Jr. He sees Lutheran liturgy as a bulwark to protect the church from the ills of society. He insisted in 1992 that liturgy must transform the culture or the Gospel is lost. He states 



What is wrong is not the liturgy but the culture. Instead of constantly asking “what’s 
wrong with the liturgy,” we should be asking “what’s wrong with the culture,” 
concentrating our attention on the transformation of the culture through liturgy, not vice 
versa. The goal of good liturgy is always the transforming of culture by the Gospel of 
Jesus Christ. This is hardly accomplished if the liturgy is subjected to the whimsies of 
culture. (Structure, Culture and Theology in Lutheran Liturgy 18-19) 

Others have argued that variety in worship is disruptive to those who become disillusioned by the presence of disunity in the church. In his examination of Luther’s “Exhortation to the Christians in Livonia Concerning Public Worship and Unity” (1525) Rev. James Heiser acknowledges that the Augsburg Confession states that 

It is sufficient for the true unity of the Christian church that the Gospel be preached in 
conformity with a pure understanding of it and that the sacraments be administered in 
accordance with the divine Word. It is not necessary for the true unity of the Christian 
church that ceremonies instituted by men, should be observed uniformly in all places. 
(Tappert 32) 

However, he continues to review Luther’s article and concludes by quoting Martin Chemnitz


Likewise, we must all stick together, as we have in the past and retain the practice that 
each does not build up himself or act as lord in his congregation and do what he pleases 
in preaching, administration of the sacraments, liturgical practices, discipline and other 
aspects of his office, acting only according to his own ideas, but rather all these things 
shall be and remain the business of the entire ministerium. (Heiser 15). 

In the business of the church, according to Heiser, it is thus critical that “everything about the Church should reflect her teaching and unanimity. Unnecessary liturgical divergence brings confusion to the minds of the laity because of the damage done to the concept of the unity of the Church” (Heiser 1)

Despite the intense efforts to ward off the influence of the new liturgics, the Synod did recognize that there was a growing usage of different music and liturgical forms. In an effort to provide a tool for use across the Synod in determining what was appropriate in a Lutheran worship setting, the Synod produced a booklet in 2004 entitled “Text, Music, Context: a Resource for Reviewing Worship Materials.” In this study guide, they expressed both their willingness to acknowledge the varied practice in the Synod as well as the Synod’s desire to ward off the unacceptable. 


The commission on Worship recognizes that there are divergent worship practices in 
our Synod. … In response to 1998 LCMS Convention Resolution 2-10, which requested 
that the Commission on Worship “enable a process by which songs and liturgical 
materials from sources other than LCMS publications might be reviewed for 
acceptability,” the commission submitted this resource (4) 

These attitudes thus reflected a strong desire by Synodical leadership to maintain a strong liturgical church despite the pressures from within and without the Synod to change. The new hymnal, Lutheran Worship, produced in 1981 reflected this bias and the hymnal slated for distribution in 2006 continues this commitment to the Lutheran liturgical tradition that has sought to protect the Missouri Synod from the evils of society, maintain unity in the church, protect those who might be disturbed by diversity and keep the proclamation of the Gospel pure in its worship services. Even while the Synod has sought to protect itself from these influences it also was becoming increasingly aware that change was happening and a thoughtful response was now needed in order to seek the strongest possible content for the growing non-traditional worship community.

Comparison of Elements in Maintaining the German Language and 
In Maintaining a Traditional Liturgical Identity

It comes as no surprise that the same arguments for maintaining German in our congregations are also used in maintaining a traditional liturgy as the primary expression of worship in our Synod. The chart that follows compares these arguments.

	Critical Elements in Maintaining a German Language Identity
	Critical Elements in Maintaining a Traditional Liturgical Identity

	1. A strong sense of identity and comfort level with their German heritage.
	1. Liturgy remains that which identifies us as Lutheran

	2. Fear of the false doctrine that was associated with American Lutheranism that would follow in the wake of the English language.


	2. Liturgy separates us from the evils of the culture around us.

	3. The strong educational system of the Missouri Synod, which continued to teach almost exclusively in German from elementary school through seminary.


	3.The liturgical identity of the church needed to be maintained through the introduction of Lutheran liturgical service books.

	4. The large influx of Germans into America that produced growth and a sense of responsibility to minister to them. To change would cause great confusion amongst the laity.


	4. Our need to be concerned for those who have been raised in this liturgical tradition. To allow for change would cause offense and confusion.

	5. The lack of organizational reasons or pressures to change.


	5. The Lutheran Church remained large enough to maintain its tradition without organizational change.

	6. A lack of quality orthodox Lutheran materials in the English language.


	6. Much of the attacks on new forms of worship came because of the use of non-Lutheran music and worship forms.

	7. Strong Synodical leadership that remained committed to German.


	7. Leadership at the seminaries and at the church body level remained committed to traditional liturgy.


While the above chart outlines the maintenance of tradition in both eras, it must be said that 1998 and 2004 Synodical resolutions and the “Text, Music, Context” document also mirror the growing understanding of the Synod with regard to the march towards English in the 1920’s. 

As we embark on a new millennium we are now roughly fifty years into the phenomenon of musical and cultural change in our society and in our worship. How will the culture of the world that we live in influence the worship of our churches? Is music like language in that it has an obligation to carry the message of the Gospel to its hearers in a way that can be received and then returned to God in praise? Or is music to be culturally neutral, that is, to be different from the culture as it seeks to bring the “foreign” message of Christ to a sin sick world and lead the people in worship in a “language” different than the world?

A Comparison of the Elements of Change

As we look at the elements of change from German to English we see a list of events that compares favorably with the elements of change that exist in today’s Church with regard to worship, but, also three very significant questions remain.

	1. Discussion and contact with orthodox Lutherans in the English Synod prepared the way for change.
	1. The growing dialog of Lutheran musicians and pastors over contemporary worship both within and without the Synod has prepared the way over the last 40 years.

	2. Critical tools of change in an English periodical (The Lutheran Witness) and in an English Hymnal were already in place prior to World War I.
	2. Publication of contemporary worship books by non-synodical Lutheran publishers

	3. Crisis in the form of World War I no longer made it culturally neutral to remain German.
	3. ??? Are we approaching a crisis in the form of a formal split in the Synod? Will that potential crisis move us to dialog and reform? Or will we deem it worthy of parting ways?

	4. Cultural changes in population shifts to the suburbs and away from former strong German ethnic communities made it necessary to minister to current members in English.
	4. The culture has changed around us and has caused some to consider how communicating the Gospel should change in our worship services.

	5. A strong desire to be in mission outside of its own boundaries led the Synod to reach out necessarily in the English language.
	5. A  missionary zeal seems to compel many within the contemporary worship field

	6. A commitment to produce high quality Lutheran theological materials in English soothed the concern over remaining orthodox while also speaking English.
	6. Will we commit ourselves to producing quality Lutheran materials that reach a new generation?

	7. An understanding that finally the benefits of remaining German were outweighed by the benefits of reaching the American people in English.
	7. How will the costs and benefits weigh out in the minds of the Synod?


The debate rages because many in the traditional camp are insisting that traditional worship is the only theologically sound worship for the Lutheran Church in this age. Traditional worship people often fail to see that music often connects with certain people differently or, in some cases, not at all. Rather they are more inclined to see music as “message” itself. It is at this point where it is very difficult to decipher whether or not their argument is based upon solid theological construct, or if it is based upon their personal preference for music that connects with them.

The contemporary worship people seem to be seeking the freedom to worship in a way that connects with their people. This distinction between traditional and contemporary is similar to many in the German/English debate of the Synod who believed that “good theology” could not be done in English. For most of the contemporary people traditional forms of worship and music simply do not connect. The music is a personal preference and opinion. It seems counter productive to try to “argue” the contemporary people out of their opinion about music just as it would be unfair to ask the traditional people to connect with contemporary music.

Despite the above similarities between the historical contexts of the German/English and Traditional/Contemporary debate there remains one significant difference: Is language (i.e. whether you speak in English or German) analogous to music (i.e. whether the music that accompanies the liturgy is traditional or contemporary)? Is music adiaphora or does our theology require a certain type of music? This perhaps is the most volatile single issue because there is no Biblical and a confusing Confessional foundation to argue from. For many this discussion seems to operate in the realm of personal opinion and context versus the concrete spoken word of language. 

As we look at the similarities and differences in the conflict summarized above we can’t help but recall the quote from President Pfotenhauer in 1918. In context, this is a president of a Synod that has been speaking German in an English speaking country for almost eighty years. This country was now going through a severe crisis in World War I with Germany and even then it was seen as a “calamity” to change from German to English. Why? Because he saw the potential cost to so many that still depended upon the German language for the communication of their faith. As the next decade passed it would become clear that the change would happen without any real decision on the part of the leadership of the Synod. Despite the obvious need for change and the uncontrollable nature of the change there still would be a cost born of the fear of not being able to communicate the faith in the language of their people. 

The current crisis in liturgy and music in the Missouri Synod has been gradually picking up steam over the last fifty years. The cultural changes are in many ways as uncontrollable as the effect of the English language on the Missouri Synod ninety years ago. The tradition of our liturgical heritage has been rich and filled with many blessings. To lose that tradition would come at a cost – the cost of allowing for varied worship practices across the Synod. Traditional worship wouldn’t necessarily be lost but it would have less support and manifestation across the Synod. For this change to work it would have to be founded on trust as each congregation would be responsible for selecting the worship practice for their people. 

Will the difference in understandings with regard to worship lead the Synod to a split or will the spector of a crisis lead us to understand that there is a an appropriate context, within sound Lutheran theology, for both forms of worship? A big part of the answer to this question will lie in the development of sound Lutheran theological music and liturgical materials that connect with the contemporary music people. If these materials are never developed then a split is more likely. If the materials come forth, it could lead to as smooth a transition into the acceptance of contemporary music as an acceptable form of worship as the transition from German into English after World War I. 
It is important to note, however, that as critical as the shape of the liturgy is to God’s church, the switch to English engendered a very significant change in the life of God’s people. The change in language was a change that God prepared His people for and saw them through in the early 20th century. We, also, walk by faith trusting our God that whatever decisions are made He can, and will see us through a liturgical change in our church, or a split (?) and bring His good out of these challenges for His people.

Ultimately, it is the proclamation of the pure Gospel and the nurture of the Christian faith of this generation and the generations to come that are at stake. How we deal with the current crisis as we address the availability of quality Lutheran worship materials in the context of a variety of music opinions and tastes, will impact the effectiveness of the church for years to come.
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