
“A History of Special Offerings in the WELS” 
 

 
 In high school at Northwestern Prep and in College at NWC I did not very much enjoy learning history.  
In the last twenty years or so I have come to enjoy all manner of history.  In the past I knew well the adage that 
those who do not learn from history are condemned to repeat it, but either I did not take it to heart, or somehow I 
thought – that won’t happen to me!  How about those of you here today – have you learned from history, or are 
you repeating it to your own dismay?  Happily, it is not too late to learn from history, and to apply the lessons to 
the future. 
 
 In trying to find a way to approach to this subject, I thought that it would be a rather simple matter:  
gather the statistics, present the results, and draw some conclusions.  But, alas, once again I have failed to 
learn from history – it is never going to be that simple! 
 
 Thus, in order to present to you what I hope will be something beneficial, I have chosen to present to 
you a history of offerings, special or otherwise, in the WELS.  After we review the history, then we can draw 
some conclusions to take home with us. 
 
 I am going to give an overview of the early years of our Synod, up until about the beginning of my own 
ministry.  In my reading “the history” of money matters in our church, I learned something very important.  We all 
have no doubt studied the confessional history of our church, from the early unionistic days until finally a firm, 
evangelical orthodoxy grew and prevailed.  But, I sincerely doubt that you have heard much of the tale that I am 
about to tell. 
 

1850 – 1900 
 

When Pastor John Muelhauser met with Pastors John Weinmann and William Wrede in Granville, 
Wisconsin, in December, 1849, to form the “First Evangelical Lutheran Synod of Wisconsin,” their immediate 
purpose in joining forces into a synod was to provide more adequate teaching of the Word of God to the hosts of 
Germans who were at that time streaming into Wisconsin. Financial considerations played no role whatever in 
the founding of the Wisconsin Synod. This can be seen very clearly from an examination of the financial and 
economical situation of the German-born immigrants they were to minister to. 

 
Most German-born immigrants coming to Wisconsin at this time were poor farmers and tradesmen. 

They would use almost all the money they had just for passage from Germany to America ($40-$50). And what 
little money they had left by the time they reached New York was totally consumed by the high transportation 
cost from New York to Milwaukee. Some had to stop and work along the way to pay for the rest of the trip. The 
story is told of one fellow who landed in New York with $18, which was a considerable amount of money in that 
day; considering government land in Wisconsin was selling for $1.25 an acre. It cost this fellow his whole $18 for 
transportation from New York to Milwaukee. He arrived in Wisconsin penniless just as the thousands of other 
Germans did. 
 

Muehlhauser, Weinmann, and Wrede and later Bading were all trained by the mission societies in 
Germany. The training at these schools was not very thorough. They were instructed in the simple Gospel to 
preach the simple Gospel, no rigorous training in Hebrew or Greek, or systematic theology, and certainly no 
training in how to manage the finances of a synod. The only real connection with a synodical body that 
Muehlhauser had was as pastor of a congregation in Rochester, N.Y., which belonged to the General Synod. 
Muehlhauser had received no training in synodical machinery or administration, to say nothing of synodical 
finances. 

 
The other thing we must bear in mind is the attitude of these German immigrants in regard to supporting 

a synod. First of all, what concept of synod could they have? Can you imagine what it must have been like 
landing in Milwaukee as a German born Lutheran in 1850 and looking for a Lutheran church? The one big 
question on your mind would be:  is this Lutheran church an Old Lutheran or a New Lutheran church? What a 
shock it must have been when the churches were Missouri Synod or Ohio Synod or Buffalo Synod or 
Evangelical Lutheran. And now that you have joined a church which belongs to the Wisconsin Synod, what does 
it mean? In Germany the government paid for the church, for the pastor, etc. out of the money you paid in taxes. 
You had no choice in what you “contributed.” The government in Germany also controlled and regulated the 
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liturgy, doctrine and pastors of the church. You had no rights, no privileges and no responsibilities in the church. 
But here in America, you the individual had a say in church affairs. You were so happy with all the rights and 
privileges you now had in the church. This was great. But what about supporting the church? 

 
Locally, the German born immigrants supported their congregation and pastor. They were willing to 

build churches and provide for their pastors. They would see the pastor had enough to eat, and if he needed it, 
a horse, and maybe even a buggy. But supporting a synod was a new concept to them, something that was 
hard for them to grasp. What is Synod? This they didn’t know or understand. Synod to them was a new idea. 
They could not comprehend that they were members of a synod, as well as members of a congregation. 
 
 The support of Synod by the individual congregations was discussed at the session of the body in 1850, 
and it was resolved that every member congregation was to take up one collection a year for synod and to have 
a duly elected delegate bring it to the annual meeting. But the sums brought along by those who attended the 
annual meetings were very small. The first one on record amounted to only $78.01, which was in 1855. In 1857 
the amount was $162.07, and in 1859, $225.47.  Apparently these collections were quite low even for those 
times, because President Muehlhauser in his annual report to Synod in 1859 remarked: “How difficult it seems 
and how long it takes for many of our congregations to realize the benefits of belonging to a synod ...and how 
rarely do they show their appreciation by contributing willingly and joyfully.” 

1
 

 
During these early years Muehlhauser often went outside of the Wisconsin Synod for help and aid. 

While he had been out East, he had become friends with Dr. C.F. Schaeffer, a professor at Gettysburg 
Seminary of the Pennsylvania Synod, and Dr. Passavant, who became the founder of the Passavant Hospital in 
Milwaukee (later named Milwaukee Hospital). In 1856 Dr. Schaeffer sent a gift of $300 and articles of clothing to 
the Wisconsin Synod. In 1858 he also offered free schooling at Gettysburg Seminary to John Henry Sieker, a 
member of a Wisconsin Synod congregation who wanted to become a pastor. (Sieker became our Synod’s first 
American trained pastor and first pastor in our Synod to receive a regular theological education.) The Pennsyl-
vania Synod sent $200 to $400 annually to our Synod and offered to send a man to serve as a traveling 
missionary or to send $500 for mission work in Wisconsin. These gifts were obviously very substantial, when 
you consider the amounts given to Synod by the member congregations of our Synod (1855-$78.01, 
1857-$162.07, 1859-$225.47). The gifts of Drs. Schaeffer and Passavant and the Pennsylvania Synod more 
than doubled the contributions of our member congregations. 

 
Besides seeking aid from other Lutherans out East, Muehlhauser also sought help from other 

denominations, especially the Anglicans. This may shock us at first and we might shout “unionism.” Lest we 
judge President Muehlhauser too harshly and too quickly, and lose sight of our historical perspective, let us 
consider J.P. Koehler’s comments in regard to this action by Muehlhauser: 
 

Today we are horrified at the idea of asking those of another faith to support our church with 
their gifts. It is a matter of conscience with us as Lutherans to pay our way ourselves, for that 
reason too that we thereby steer clear of foreign entanglements. But Muehlhauser’s 
money-raising method must not be simply set down as unionism, for they did not build churches 
for others but naively availed themselves of the generosity of English fellow Christians, who 
must be given credit for it even though theirs is a unionistic spirit. Muehlhauser’s way was in 
keeping with the old spirit of the Christentumsgesellschaft which saw the main issue in fighting 
unbelief and seeking to maintain neighborly relations of mutual helpfulness in outward matters 
with those of another faith and even accepting the aid of rich unbelievers, going on the simple 
assumption that the church’s work is of more benefit to the community and thus to the rich 
unbeliever than anything else.

2
 

 
There was not much Synodical bookkeeping in general in these first ten years. Synod had a treasurer 

from the beginning; but his accounts are no longer extant. J.P. Koehler reports that in the early manuscript 
minutes of Synodical proceedings a financial statement occurs only twice at the start, later not. His conclusion is 
that it was too insignificant to report. In 1854 the question of Synodical widow’s support was raised even though 
there had not been any deaths among Synod pastors. In 1856 the ministerial meeting of synod a committee was 
appointed to set up statutes for a Preacher Widows’ Treasury (Witwenkasse), but no real action was taken until 
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1859 when synod resolved that the Witwenkasse be founded in time for the 1860 meeting and that it would be a 
mutual understanding of the pastors and subsidized occasionally by a special offering of Synod. (Yet the 
Witwenkasse did not become a regular entry in the parish report of Synod proceedings until 1868.)

3
 

  
In 1860 Pastor John Bading was elected Synod’s president when President Muehlhauser resigned. 

While America was engaged in the Civil War, the Wisconsin Synod directed its attention to starting its own 
theological seminary and college. In 1862 the Wisconsin Synod resolved to establish a theological seminary and 
college. The location of the new school was not decided upon until the following year. Watertown won out over 
Milwaukee by a vote of 45 to 19 with the provision that Watertown should furnish $2,000 toward the building by 
the next year. 

 
The issue of funding loomed large. In 1862 Synod had collected a total of $620.14. The Civil War had 

driven prices up 100% while employment rose only 50% to 60%. The pastors of Synod decided that they would 
have to look for help elsewhere. This meant to the eastern synods and German mission societies. Therefore, 
the Synod of 1863 called President Bading away from his pastorate in St. Mark’s of Watertown, to make a trip to 
Europe especially Germany and Russia to collect money for the seminary and college project. The trip to 
Germany and appeals to eastern synods were to some extent successful. Bading was able to send $10,215 in 
American money back to Milwaukee, but this was $7,500 to $10,000 less than what had actually been promised 
to him. The Prussian Union refused to release this second fund to Bading. The eastern synods did not send as 
much as was hoped for either. One reason for this was the growing confessionalism of the Wisconsin Synod 
and its criticism of the unionism of the Prussian Union and the German mission societies. 
 
 The board of trustees of the Synod purchased a plot of five and one-half acres of land from John 
Richards on July 22, 1864 for $687.50. This land was a pasture that lay at the corner of Western and College 
Avenues. Building began in August of the same year. Synod had anticipated a cost of $10,000 for the building, 
but the Civil War had raised the price of material and labor so high that the board of trustees had to use all the 
money they had collected for the building and operation of the school just for the building.  
 

Then came what we could call the first “Special Offering” of the churches of our Synod. The 
congregations had not done their share toward the new school, so the Synod of 1864 made a strong appeal to 
its congregations to “do their share” and authorized the printing of 5,000 copies of a circular that was to be sent 
to every home. In this circular much stress was placed on the argument that the congregations themselves 
would benefit from the new school and the Norwegians were held up as shining examples, because it seems 
that they had been founding new institutions almost every other year. In the circular the school was presented 
as a workshop of the Holy Spirit that was to produce the sorely needed pastors and teachers. The circular 
encouraged the people not to rely simply on outside help but to apply the gifts and talents God had given them 
toward helping themselves.  
 

But before the first term in the new school building was completed, the unpaid bills exceeded the money 
in the treasury by $2,700. ($2.00 was high wages for a ten hour work-day for a skilled worker in 1865.) And one 
of these bills, a bill for $1,000, had to be paid at once. So another appeal was sent out this time by the board of 
trustees, for loans of $25 each, or multiples of twenty-five, without interest, for the bill of $1,000 that had to be 
paid at once. These appeals were not very successful as is evidenced by President Streissguth’s remarks in 
1865: 
  

We are happy to have our seminary. But with the joy there is also in my heart a complaint that I 
cannot leave unspoken. Last year our congregational delegates told us: Begin in God’s name. 
We did. But where is the adequate support of our congregations? We published an appeal and 
in the course of the year the Board of Trustees sent out another. Yet only a few congregations 
have given a little. The rest gave nothing.

4
 

 
This first money crisis was finally alleviated by some energetic collecting. “Collectors” were sent out to 

the congregations. Bading toured the Jefferson area, Dr. Moldehnke (the first professor at Northwestern) 
covered the Manitowoc-Green Bay territory, Pastor Goldammer (pastor at Jefferson and member of board of 

                                                      
3
 Ibid., p. 71. 

4
 Kiessling, E.C., “A Story Told in Figures,” Northwestern Lutheran, Vol. 37, Vol. 37, No. 19, September 10, 

1950. 



 4 

trustees) collected in Racine and Kenosha, and Pastor J.H. Sieker (graduate of Gettysburg Seminary mentioned 
above) in Town of Hermann and Theresa. In the coming years collectors would often be sent out. These 
collectors went into the local congregations to present the school to the people as their institution and their 
responsibility, to demonstrate to them that it was being operated for their good, to provide them with pastors and 
teachers.  
 

Permit me to relate a fascinating tidbit of economic history here. The President of Northwestern College, 
Adam Martin, seems to have been quite concerned with the financial situation at Northwestern and proposed at 
least three plans to solve or help solve those problems. His best known and most famous (or notorious) plan 
was the Scholarship Plan which he presented to the Synod in the summer of 1866. His Scholarship Plan was 
enthusiastically adopted by the Synod and was presented to the congregations in October of that year. Martin’s 
plan was to establish an endowment fund of $100,000. The interest from this fund would be used to pay the 
salaries of the professors in the college. According to his calculations $7,000 to 10,000 a year in interest would 
ensure a decent salary for the teachers in the college section. (The usual interest rate in those years was seven 
to ten per cent.)  

 
In his plan, the money for the endowment fund was to be raised by the sale of scholarships, but all the 

costs of the seminary would be borne directly by the congregations. Two kinds of scholarships entitled the 
holder to a full three-year course in the academy, or a four year course in the college, without any further 
charges for tuition or regular fees. (The regular cost for college at this time was $10 for tuition and $50 for room 
and board for a term of thirteen to fourteen weeks.)  

 
The $500 scholarship was the big bargain. These are the significant terms of the scholarship: 

 
It is hereby certified that Mr. ________  in consideration of his note for Five Hundred Dollars to 
be paid in five equal and annual installments into the Endowment Fund of Northwestern 
University, which is held for payment by the College Treasurer, is entitled to one perpetual 
Scholarship in this institution, if said installments are paid at maturity.
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This scholarship was good and valid for all time to come if only each of the five annual installments was 

paid when due, and this scholarship was not only good during lifetime of the buyer but also of his heirs. The only 
limit was that it could only be used by one person at a time. Synod could be thankful only a few purchased 
those, because a couple of hundred or so holders of such scholarships could have filled the college and legally 
demanded four-years of college tuition free. Pastor J.H. Sieker (again) was chosen by the Synod as the salaried 
salesman of the scholarships. (Sieker was to take his salary out of the funds he collected for the college apart 
from the sale of scholarships.) Sieker obtained $40,000 in pledges or subscriptions. (Remember this does not 
mean cash on hand.) When Sieker resigned to accept a call to Minnesota, President Bading obtained another 
$24,000 in pledges or subscriptions. The Synod wanted Bading to continue and even passed a resolution to 
combine the offices of president and collector, but he refused.  
 
 Before the first of the five payments became due, many subscribers begged to be released from the 
pledge they had signed. Soon more and more letters came in. The board of trustees was adamant at first and 
threatened legal action to collect the amounts pledged, but the subscribers would counter by quoting a promise 
Pastor Sieker was said to make that the board would never resort to legal action. You can imagine the hard 
feelings and loss of good will. The College Board finally settled with all subscribers individually. The usual 
settlement was to allow free tuition for one term for every ten dollars paid in.  
 

President Martin’s Scholarship Plan to establish an endowment fund proved to be a complete fiasco. 
The pledges that were paid never did establish an endowment, but the monies did come in handy at the time. 
The monies that were received were used to purchase an additional 30 acres adjoining the college, (1869), to 
build one of the two frame dormitories needed to house the students (1868), and to pay what was owed on 
salaries. 
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To bring this diversion to a close, here is the “rest of the story.” 
 
The Synod of 1867 recommended that each communicant give fifty cents to Synod annually. But this 

did not come immediately, in fact, not for quite a few years. The years 1869-1870 are considered by some to be 
the darkest years financially in our Synod’s history. In May, 1870, President Bading wrote in the Gemeindeblatt: 
 

The College Board will be forced to ask for its dismissal at the next synodical meeting and will 
hand over the keys of the institution to the synod, but in so doing it will declare that we have 
perished because of the heartlessness and indifference of our own members. If this is to be the 
end and there is no other way out, God grant that we may find strength to bear the shame and 
sorrow. May He chastise us, but not utterly destroy us.

6
 

 
Why such strong language? What was the real financial situation? By 1870 the debt on the thirty acres 

land purchased for the college had been reduced from $6,475 to $4,500, but Mr. Alcott who held the mortgage 
demanded payment of $3,000 at once. The College Board instructed Mr. Brumder and George Gamm to try to 
borrow $2,000 in Milwaukee and $1,000 in Watertown, but these attempts failed. The whole Synod at this time 
was burdened with debt of $8,500, so the college could expect no help there. Synod had to ask Mr. Alcott to 
take the whole tract of land back and cancel the mortgage, but he refused and demanded immediate payment. 
Finally the Synod put the pressure on Mr. Gustavus of Neenah, to whom $4,000 of the scholarship funds had 
been loaned. The board succeeded in receiving full payment for the loan. The mortgage was paid and 
ownership of the land secured. (In this way it can be said that the Scholarship Fund helped pay for the 30 
acres.)  

 
 This land in turn was once again mortgaged to raise much needed money. There was still a debt of 
about $1,500 on the land as well as a debt of $3,000 on the frame dormitory. The college simply could not make 
ends meet. The college reduced the steward’s salary to $90 a year with free room, board and laundry. The 
Synod owed Mr. Kusel $2,092.93, a debt that had accumulated through the years when he advanced money to 
pay for building materials and the wages of workmen. That amount was reduced by $500 by crediting him with a 
perpetual scholarship; he waived any interest on the amount; $100 that he had advanced to the collector was 
taken from him; and finally he cut $92.93 from the principal and reduced the debt to an even $1,400. Pastor 
Sieker pleaded for payment of $500 still owed him for his work as collector, but Synod could not pay him. Synod 
also withdrew much of its financial aid to the students of the seminary.

7
 At the meeting of Synod in 1870 the 

president of the college laid the plight of the college before the delegates. He recommended that Synod close 
the school now while they could still do it without disgrace. Synod would not accept this. 
 

There was only one way the president concluded, to remedy the situation, and that was by 
regular, orderly support of the school by the congregations. The congregations were for the 
most part willing to do something, if only the pastors took the matter in hand with zeal and 
determination.

8
 

 
The delegates agreed and to show their determination to keep the school alive, they took up a collection then 
and there of $173. (A good collection at two services for mission support in 1870 was $80.)  
 

The 1870’s showed some improvement in the financial situation of the Synod. The contributions were 
beginning to pick up, but much of the credit is due to other sources of revenue. The land that was purchased for 
the Northwestern campus became quite valuable when land values rose so rapidly in the 1870’s. For example, 
 

When a disastrous fire destroyed one of the buildings between Christmas and New Year, 1874, 
the Synod, meeting two months before its usual time in April, 1875 resolved to erect a new 
building and to pay for it by selling up to 20 acres of the college campus. Land values had risen 
so rapidly during the 1870’s that the sale of a number of lots brought in the necessary money.

9
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So whenever the College Board needed some cash after that, it would depose of a few more lots.  
 Since Synod indebtedness was greatly increasing during the late 1870’s, the 1880 Synod at Manitowoc 
appointed Pastor Dowidat as collector and in a relatively short time he canvassed thirty-five congregations and 
raised $9,150. The Proceedings of 1880 reported that “in outstanding debts and notes on our institutions we 
owe a total of $18,825. In addition we borrowed $873.91 from the mission treasury. The total debt is 19,662.91.” 
(This could very well be equal to millions of dollars today.)  
  

During these years the seminary was moved to Milwaukee in 1878, and was operated in two small 
houses which Synod rented. In the next year, 1879, the Synod purchased a piece of property known as 
Eimermann’s Park (on Thirteenth Street, later became site of Milwaukee Lutheran High School) and remodeled 
a large hall that came with it into an adequate seminary building, all for the sum of $9,500. There were also at 
this same time the increasing repairs and remodeling at Northwestern College. So the 1881 Synod 
recommended that Pastor Dowidat continue his collections and solicit all of Synod’s congregations. In the fall of 
1881, though, Pastor Dowidat resigned and the board of trustees had to engage Pastor Jaeger of Gibson to 
continue the solicitation, and he functioned as collector for several years. It was reported that Jaeger was not 
too successfu1.

10
 

 
The next two decades (the 1880’s and 1890’s) were overall considerably better than the preceding 

years of 1850-1880. Financially the 1880’s were boom years for the United States. There were not as many 
complaints about contributions in the synodical reports. But the Synod was never free of debt during these 
years. 
 

The Synod tried various jubilee collections for raising extra money during these years. The first was for 
the Synod’s 25

th
 anniversary, but it failed. In 1880 Synod tried again for the 350

th
 anniversary of the Augsburg 

Confession and the 300
th
 of the Book of Concord, but failed again. Once more they tried a jubilee collection for 

the Quadricentennial of Luther’s birth in 1883. This was the first Synod-wide collection to succeed. It raised 
$5,370. Half of this sum was used to reduce the debt, and the other half was designated as a Luther-fund for the 
support of indigent students and then applied to the debt also. (For some thirty years the Synod paid itself 
interest on this sum and used the interest money for indigent students, according to the original plan.) 
  

The financial picture of Synod was improving. As was mentioned before, Synod was never out of debt in 
these years, but the debt had been reduced enough so that it was manageable and represented a healthy 
growth. A dining hall or refectory was built at Northwestern College in 1888.

11
 After 1891 the annual budget for 

home missions rose from $600.00 to $2000.00 with the appointment of a second traveling missionary and in 
1893 our first mission among the Apaches was began. In 1893 the Synod also purchased land on the Pabst 
farm and built a new two-story brick building for the seminary plus three professors’ residences in Wauwatosa. 
The total cost was $36,000. Yet in 1893 there was even a small surplus in the current expense treasury as is 
seen in this item from the college report of that year: 
 

In the last year the professors’ salaries have been paid at the end of each month. There is 
enough of a surplus to make it seem probable that this praiseworthy custom will be continued.

12
 

 
 The Wisconsin Synod was now approaching its 50

th
 year. At the 1899 meeting of Synod the lay 

delegates in a separate meeting called by Wm. H. Graebner, resolved to urge that the synodical debt be 
liquidated by the time of the jubilee and the necessary steps in that direction be taken by a committee. This 
resolution was adopted by the Synod in the following form: 

 
1. Since synod has resolved to liquidate the entire debt if possible in this synodical year, the 

resolution ought to be passed, for the attainment of the desirable success with the help of 
God that all congregations should feel obligated to take a vigorous part in wiping out the 
Synodical debt. 

2. The means and method of raising its share for this purpose should be entrusted to the 
individual congregation. 
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3. To rouse interest in the congregations for this undertaking, so necessary to the prospering of 
Synod and therewith of the kingdom of God, the present pastors and delegates are to submit 
the matter as soon as possible to their congregations for deliberation and disposition. 

4. An agitation committee
13

 ought to be appointed by Synod which as the next thing on the 
program should draft a circular to the congregations in which this matter is commended to 
them. This circular ought to be handed to the delegates and pastors to take along before the 
close of synod. 

5. Each congregation ought to report to this agitation committee, which is to be appointed, in 
which way it proposes to raise its contributions for the above purposes. 

6. The agitation committee ought to be authorized to send a special collector to congregations 
that so wish. 

7. It shall further be incumbent on this committee to urge tardy congregations in a suitable 
manner to discharge their obligation of love concerning the above purpose. 

8. The committee, furthermore, begs leave to point out to the venerable synod that in the future 
no new appropriations of any size ought to be made before the congregations have been 
informed thereof by three notices in the Gemeindeblatt, so they can instruct their dele-
gates.

14
 

 
The agitation committee appointed consisted of Pastors H. Knuth and H. Bergmann, and laymen O. Griebling 
and Graebner. Synod’s debt at this time amounted to $15,586.24. 
 

The Wisconsin Synod Enters the Twentieth Century: 1900-1929 
 
The Wisconsin Synod entered the twentieth century with a very organized plan for a synod-wide 

collection to liquidate its entire debt of $15,586.24. When the agitation committee reported to Synod in 1900, the 
amount raised was $18,600.  
 

The committee’s report…told of 175 congregations; 105 house collections, for the most part not 
yet finished; 15 congregations would begin after synod; from 11 congregations, four of them 
very poor, no house collection could be expected; 15 congregations could not collect on 
account of extra disbursements of their own but would do so the following year; 29 
congregations had not answered. The committee would see to it that every congregation in 
Synod would be enlisted in the liquidation of the debt, and it did not consider its assignment 
accomplished until it did.

15
 

 
Synod resolved that the committee be retained, and in 1901 its report read: 
 

In 25 congregations the house collection has not yet been finished; 34 congregations have not 
collected as yet but are willing to contribute at the proper time to the best of their ability; the 
committee wants to continue its efforts by admonishing pastors and congregations which are in 
default and by sending collectors.

16
 

 
Again Synod went along with the committee’s recommendations, and in 1902 its report read: 
 

A few more congregations have sent in a house collection, 39 a Sunday offering; 19 
congregations haven’t done anything; the praeses or some other official. should be assigned to 
admonish the delinquent congregations, kindly but at the same time firmly.

17
 

 
After this report in 1902 Synod urged the committee to wind up its business that year. The committee 

met in a private session and decided on this recommendation to Synod: 
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that the congregations which had done little or nothing be urged to do their part and help to the best of 
their ability to bring Synod’s legitimate and ardent desire to free itself of debt to an early fulfillment.

18
 

 
This recommendation was adopted by the Synod and so the agitation committee to liquidate the synod debt 
ended its work. 
 

Synod’s debt was not liquidated, though. Even though $18,600 was collected during 1899 and 1900, 
Synod’s deficit on current expenses and budget was still increasing. The college and seminary buildings 
required maintenance. In 1903 two professors’ residences were built in Watertown, and properties for two 
additional residences were purchased for $4,400. There was still the debt on the Wauwatosa Seminary. There 
were, as there always are, unexpected expenses. Synod at this time had no real indication of what its member 
congregations would contribute to Synod. The congregations gave sporadically year to year to the various 
synodical funds. There may be many reasons for this, such as, first of all and perhaps most significantly, the 
pastors’ feelings toward Synod and the various funds, the ones he promoted or did not promote. The conditions 
within the congregations were ever changing (building projects, poor harvest, etc.). The synod was growing in 
numbers, too, which meant expenses would also grow, and one would suspect contributions to grow also. Yet, 
as Dr. Kiessling relates, “synodical giving never quite caught up with synodical growing.”

19
 

 
 The debt by 1904 was again up to $27,000. The synodical budget, as submitted by the committee on 
ways and means which had been appointed by the 1904 Synod, was $46,052. The “expected revenues” 
amounted to $16,225, leaving $29,800 to be contributed by the congregations.  
 

This is why Synod was so reluctant to take on a $50,000 building project at Northwestern in 1904. In the 
Synod meeting at Appleton in 1903 $25,000 was set as a limit for the building project. But when the sketches 
were presented at the 1904 Synod in Milwaukee, it was clear that the kind of building that was so desperately 
needed could not be put up for that sum. The Synod decided to postpone its decision until the matter could be 
more thoroughly considered. Finally, at a special meeting in Watertown, November 1-3, 1904, Synod decided to 
set $50,000 as the upper limit for the new dormitory and for the changes and additions to the dining hall and 
kitchen. The actual cost of the building and the improvements in the other buildings was $51,267, but President 
von Rohr and Mr. Graebner of Milwaukee pledged themselves to raise the excess over the sum set by Synod.  

 
The Wisconsin Synod in 1904 had a heavy financial burden to bear. The debt was $27,000, Synod 

budget was $46,052, and the building project was $50,000. The financial burden was so formidable that Synod 
in 1904 decided to call a man out of the parish ministry to devote all his time to collecting money in the member 
congregations for the new building and for payment of the Synod’s debt. There was considerable opposition to 
this: 

that an office in which the administrative work is divorced from the personal pastoring of souls is 
not a benefit to the incumbent or the body; that with the growing size of the body it may become 
a direct menace; and that the administration of an organization on earth is of merit only in the 
measure that the least member in the large organism functions properly, that is to say, is moved 
by the right spirit which should govern the whole body.

20
 

 
This opposition was not directed against the man who was to be called but rather against the plan itself. 
 

It was argued that an office was being created that was not in conformity with the divine call into 
the parish ministry, and that it would be difficult to abolish such an office and place the holder of 
the office back into the ministry.

21
 

 
Pastor Richard Siegler was called for this work by the Synod in 1904. He was to present the needs of 

the college to the member congregations and to act as special collector. His congregation granted him leave in 
the service of Synod. An assistant pastor took charge of his congregation in his absence. His work was 
important and successful. On the day the new dormitory was dedicated, October 15, 1905, he was able to report 
that the entire sum, $50,000, had been secured by responsible subscriptions. 
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 Pastor Siegler was then persuaded to continue his work as collector of the pledged monies. His 
congregation agreed to extend his leave of service to the synod. In 1910 he resigned from his pastorate to 
become full time “representative of institutions” for the Wisconsin Synod. At the time there was quite a bit of 
discussion to keep his official position in character with the divine office. The office of “collector” savored too 
much of money matters. Therefore he was called to the office of “representative of institutions.” 
 

He seems to have been an unusually able collector and made house to house canvasses in the 
congregations that invited him. 
 

He has the gift of presenting the needs of the college so vividly and truthfully that few of the 
members of congregations he has visited have failed to show their awakened interest by 
substantial contributions.... He proceeded to visit congregation after congregation, and in each 
congregation he personally visited the homes of all members and aroused the individual 
Christians realize the responsibility for their institution.

22
 

 
By 1915 he had collected $148,167.55 from 108 congregations. Though most of his work was being 

done for Northwestern, indirectly it helped to reduce the synodical debt because any debt of Northwestern was a 
debt of Synod. It should also be noted that in 1915 a jubilee offering for Northwestern College of $17,180.12 
was collected. 
 

A New Era – More Debts 
 
 A new era in synodical history began with the organization of the Joint Synod in 1917. The synods of 
Minnesota, Michigan and Wisconsin, which had been associated in a working union for 25 years, were now 
joined together and divided into districts. The larger body gradually took over all the properties and it 
immediately assumed all the debts. These amounted to $56,000 in 1919, the year of the first meeting, and to 
some $80,000 more by 1921.  
 

In 1919 and 1920 the Joint Synod strongly recommended the use of the envelope system, which had 
recently been introduced into many congregations with great success. In fact, our publishing house was 
instructed to send three envelopes for each communicant to all pastors who were willing to receive them. But 
there were many pastors who wanted nothing to do with the envelope system. Another system the Joint Synod 
introduced in the early 1920’s was the quota system. What the quota system means was: 
 

The total budget (for Synod) was divided by the number of communicants and a ‘per 
communicant share’ was arrived at. If a congregation had 300 members and the ‘per 
communicant share’ was $10, then the congregation’s ‘fair share’ of the Synod’s budget was 
$3,000.

23
 

 
 From 1921 on articles on the financial situation, on encouragement to Christian giving began to increase 
in the Northwestern Lutheran. From 1924-1934 there was a separate listing in the index to the Northwestern 
Lutheran on “Christian Giving.” These articles would often quote articles from the papers of other church bodies 
and from the world of finance. Statistics and methods of raising money were discussed more and more. These 
articles often drew comparisons. There were comparisons to what people were spending on automobiles and 
what they were giving to Synod. There were comparisons to what people spent on “luxuries” (such as cigars), 
and what they gave to Synod. There were also comparisons to what other church bodies gave to synod and 
what the congregations of the Joint Synod of Wisconsin and other states planned to give or were giving. For 
example in the April 8, 1923 edition of the Northwestern Lutheran Pastor John Brenner in an article entitled “An 
Enviable Record” cites the example of the Augustana Synod, a body of 205,000 communicant members, raising 
within a year (1922) for its institutions a special sum of almost $2,500,000. He then goes on to comment: 
 

We, too, have begun to think of our educational institutions and are planning to improve and 
extend them. We are making a beginning with our theological seminary. During the month of 
May we are going to try to raise about $650,000 to $700,000 to pay the debts of the synod and 
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to build a new seminary. Look at the figures in the above news item (about the Augustana 
Synod) and ask yourself, should it not be an easy matter for our 140,000 communicants to raise 
the required amount? 

 
 The Synod used the Northwestern Lutheran to make special appeals to the member congregations for 
special collections. Here is one example: 
 

To every communicant of the Joint Synod:  You are earnestly called upon for an offering at 
Pentecost of One dollar—and more if possible—for the work in the Kingdom of God as carried 
on by our Synod.

24
 

 
What prompted all this writing, especially writing of this nature? People, in general, were becoming more 

statistically minded. The government especially was concerned about statistics, statistics of all sorts, but mostly 
population and financial. For the Joint Synod of Wisconsin and other states the most important statistic was the 
indebtedness of Synod, which was enormous, over $750,000, and continuing to grow. 

 
How did it get so bad? 

 
 The Synod of 1921 had resolved to build a new seminary on a new site, and it was not to cost more 
than $500,000. In 1923 Synod began to collect for the new seminary. The 1923 Convention of Synod resolved 
that “The building of the new seminary shall not be begun until the present debts have been paid, and the full 
amount necessary for such building is at hand.”

25
 These present debts amounted to $289,508.05. The Seminary 

Building Fund was to be used not only for the building of the seminary, but also for the retirement of these 
present debts. John Brenner was chairman of the Fund.  

 
Thus, “The Seminary Building Fund” had a goal of $750,000. The Seminary Building Committee had 

figured this on the basis of an average of $15.00 from one-third of the communicant members of the synod. This 
was determined by computing one and one-half per cent of the average income which was estimated at $1,000. 
This amount was $15.00. The Committee took the low estimate of the earning communicant membership of 
about 50,000. So according to these figures they determined a conservative goal would be $750,000. The new 
building at New Ulm that was dedicated in 1928 was also added to this fund. This was added in 1925 as a 
jubilee collection for the 75

th
 anniversary of the Synod.  

 
The goal of $750,000 was never reached. When this triple collection was officially closed in October, 

1933 it was still almost $100,000 short of the goal. More than enough had been collected for the new seminary 
in Thiensville, which was completed in 1929. The costs of the land for the Seminary were slightly over $25,000 
for 80 acres, and the building operations totaled $362,738. The cost for the new administration building and 
remodeling was $328,522.77, but this quota was never reached. And the debt just kept mounting.  
 

Building Up to the Depression 
 
The Synod did do much building between the years 1926-1929. Besides the administration building 

mentioned above, there was also an addition to the boy’s dormitory in 1926 ($41,000). Northwestern Lutheran 
Academy was opened in 1928 ($5,000 for operating expenses, the buildings were donated to Synod). In 1925 
and 1926 Michigan Lutheran Seminary built a modest refectory, completely remodeled its recitation building and 
built and purchased needed professor’s residences. The Apache Indian Mission received an allowance 
($25,000) for a new dormitory that was needed for years. And, of course there was the building of the Seminary 
in Thiensville. But it must be remembered that most of the monies for these building projects were raised before 
the building was begun. To speculate what these monies would have done if applied to the debt and if the 
buildings would not have been built is without merit. The need for these buildings was much too critical. 
 

At the 1927 Convention, Synod hit upon a plan which it thought would reduce and eventually wipe out 
the debt. The plan was called the “Sinking Plan.” The Board of Trustees was given authority to borrow monies 
up to $650,000. For this indebtedness notes were to be issued in the amount borrowed in such a way that one 
tenth of the indebtedness would be paid off each year. The amount necessary for such payments was to be 
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included in the budget each biennium. This was to eliminate the need for special collections and the excuses on 
the part of pastors or congregations. Everything was to center on the budget. Retirement of the debt became a 
budgeted item. This meant $60,000 added to the budget annually. The trouble with this plan, as Synod was to 
find out, was that the member congregations never made the ordinary budget for Synod, to say nothing of a 
budget increased by $60,000! 
 
 In the years 1921-1927 Synod’s mission work in the larger cities was pursued with great vigor, and 
insistent cries reached the Synod to make funds available for the erection of churches in the newly organized 
city missions. The 1927 Convention for the Synod adopted a resolution to set aside $7,000 as interest for a loan 
to be made for the Church Extension Fund. $140,000 was borrowed from banks. This money was at once 
appropriated by the Mission-Boards of the various Districts and, to meet the ever increasing demands, 
additional $50,000 was borrowed to be loaned to mission congregations. Thus about $400,000 was loaned to 
needy congregations by the Church Extension Fund, on $200,000 of which the Synod paid a high rate of 
interest. 
 

The understanding was that the congregations which had received help from the Church Extension 
Fund were to pay back these loans in a reasonably short time, so the Church Extension Fund could have funds 
to loan to other needy congregations. The problem was that the Fund didn’t rotate. The fund was loaning more 
money than it was receiving either from contributions or payment of loans. The Church Extension Fund was 
becoming over-extended. Then came the collapse of 1929, and as a result of the depression, the Church 
Extension loans were frozen and the Synod had to pay high interest on the $200,000 it had borrowed from 
banks. 
 
 Another contributing factor was Synod investments. Various funds of Synod had been invested and the 
interest was to be used for synodical expenses. These investments were added to the Synodical debt but not as 
expenses, because Synod was expecting to get its money back and more through interest. But Synod was not 
able to realize the returns from its investments. Synod suffered because of its investments, as did all investors, 
in the collapse of 1929. The lands Synod had invested in were no longer worth what Synod had spent on them. 
The money Synod had been lending out could not be repaid. All of these factors contributed to Synod’s great 
debt:  the Seminary Building Fund goal that wasn’t reached, the over-extension of the Church Extension Fund, 
synodical investments, and the depression of 1929. Dr. Kiessling adds yet another contributing factor: 
 

How could such a debt ever have been run up? The most charitable answer is that we hadn’t 
adjusted ourselves to the new times after World War I. Prices had doubled, but contributions to 
synod remained in the horse and buggy stage—at least with many people.

26
 

 
Liquidating the Debt 

 
 The years immediately following the collapse of 1929 were very rough ones for the Synod. The debt 
continued to increase and would not be liquidated until almost fifteen years later. The chief drain on the 
synodical treasury came from salaries and upkeep at institutions and missions, and when cuts in expenditures 
were made necessary by greatly reduced income, there was no other place where the Synod had authority to 
make cuts except at the institutions and in the missions. The institutions were instructed to make no repairs 
except where they were absolutely necessary to prevent serious damage to property. Cuts in salaries were 
made at intervals, in one instance a cut across the board of 20%. The total reduction amounted to more than 
one-third of the original salary.  
 

Not only were the salaries reduced, the payment of them was often delayed. Some professors were not 
paid for two and one-half months. The grocers would no longer extend these professors credit so they were 
literally wondering where their next meal would be coming from. These truly were “the times that tried men’s 
souls.” Graduates from the Seminary during these years also suffered because of Synod cut-backs. With the 
restrictions placed on the Mission boards, there were very few new missions opened. In 1935 thirty-two 
theological candidates still had no calls. 
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Live or Die 
 
The desperation of the times can be seen in the Board of Trustees report to the Synod of 1933. 
 

In these trying times and under these conditions we can assure you it was not the most 
pleasant thing imaginable to sit on this Board. A situation confronted our Board that was without 
precedent. Due to the fact that the moneys budgeted for the many departments of our Synod 
were not forthcoming our debt soared to the high figure of $752,000. Clearly this reckless 
plunging had to be stopped and extraordinary measures had to be resorted to get back to earth 
and to solid ground. The first move was to cut the salaries of our professors 20% and that of our 
missionaries 10% in October, 1931. This measure and a Christmas collection in 1931 which 
netted about $60,000 brought momentary relief. But at the beginning of 1932 the banks began 
to close in upon us and dunned us for payment of our loans amounting to $256,000. It was at 
this time that three interested pastors of the Southeastern Wisconsin District proposed the 
scheme of the Every-Member Canvass Collection to the Board of Trustees.... If we had had the 
full cooperation which we had anticipated throughout Synod and if the plan had been carried out 
as per suggestion, we could have brought this effort to a close by July, 1932, and we could 
have concentrated our efforts on our budgetary collections during the past year. As it is, the 
collection is not finished today. 
 
The Every-Member Canvass Collection did cut in on our regular collections. Your Board was 
brought face to face with this fact in October, 1932, and we realized that another drastic 
measure had to be resorted to balance our budget. With bleeding hearts your Board had to 
institute a second general cut of 20% in all departments of Synod. While it cannot be denied 
that the resultant stringent economics practiced at our institutions and in our mission fields did 
help some, we cannot but restate that the large savings which we did make were effected by 
cutting the salaries of our professors (a total of 40%) and missionaries (a total of 30%) to the 
bone and by practically paralyzing our mission boards so that they were unable to open new 
fields for our theological candidates. 
 
These measures resorted to by your Board, on the face of it, appear to be heartless, cruel, and 
brutal.... It was a matter of live or die for the Synod. We were forced to extremes because we 
were not furnished with the moneys necessary to carry on.

27
 

 
The Every Member Canvass Collection, mentioned in the Board of Trustees report above, brought in a 

total of $255,824.41 by the end of 1932. This did indeed help, but in no way cured the Synod’s financial 
problems. The Collection, as was mentioned, did cut in on the regular, general Synod offerings which were 
collected for Synod’s budget. This meant the Synod’s budget deficit increased. So part of what was gained was 
lost. 

 
The Church Extension Fund which had done so much for extending Synod’s mission work in the 1920’s, 

was becoming a source of untold grief and worry for the Board of Trustees who managed the Fund. By 1933 the 
total outstanding loans amounted to $400,015.35. $202,452.06 of this amount constituted the Church Extension 
Fund proper, but the balance of $197,563.29 had been borrowed by Synod and Synod was paying interest on it. 
Yet hardly anything was being repaid. In 1931-32 $9,330.36 was repaid and in 1932-33 $3,886.80 was repaid. 

 
The Synod therefore, on recommendation of the Board of Trustees, resolved “not to add one additional 

cent to the Church Extension debt.” In this way the Church Extension Fund was frozen. The Church Extension 
Fund would remain frozen (except in a few rare cases) until it began to thaw in 1940 and was finally reopened in 
1943 for new loans. No new loans were made from 1933 to 1943, except to come to the rescue of missions 
which had private and hidden debts and could not pay them. 

  
The Synod of 1933 adopted a plan for raising budgetary allotments, “the Michigan Plan.” This plan was 

submitted to Synod by the Southeastern Michigan Delegate Conference. This “Uniform Plan for Raising 
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Budgetary Allotments” had three main parts or phases: “I. A Uniform System for Disseminating Information, II. A 
Uniform Method of Collecting for Synodical Budget, and III. A Uniform Method of Control.” 

 
According to the Michigan Plan the various activities and departments of Synod were to be divided into 

twelve convenient groups, one for each month, and that a placard was to be prepared for each department. 
These placards would contain the total amount to be collected for each department per year, an illustration of 
the department, an appropriate Scripture text, and the rate per communicant for each department. These 
placards then, were to be distributed to every congregation at regular intervals (quarterly, in sets of three) and 
displayed every month in a conspicuous place. The general finance committee was to prepare monthly bulletins, 
giving timely and colorful information, to accompany the placards. The pastors were then requested to speak to 
their people on the subject of the placard at the beginning of the month. The pastors were free to do this in 
whatever way they wanted (sermon, lecture at close of service, etc.). The pastors would also be informed on the 
standing of their congregations (monthly by conference financial secretary) and of their districts’ standing 
(quarterly by district finance committee).  

 
In regard to the collecting for the synodical budget the Michigan Plan urged the introduction of monthly 

envelopes for Synod corresponding in design and wording to the placard of the month. These envelopes were to 
be furnished by the Synod and the district finance committees were responsible for them. Where the envelopes 
could not be introduced, uniformity in the method of collecting was urged. These collections were to be 
submitted to the District Treasurer at the end of every month to avoid misappropriation of funds. 
 

Pastor Edgar Hoenecke was appointed the Secretary of the Michigan Plan. He edited the 
bulletins produced in connection with the Plan. By May of 1935 he had printed 17 bulletins with a 
circulation of about 51,000, which was almost complete coverage. He continued printing the Bulletin 
until the Synod Convention of 1941 when he asked to be relieved as editor of the Bulletin, because he 
had been elected Executive Secretary of Indian Missions in October, 1940, and no longer had the 
necessary time.  

 
Did the bulletins and placards, and the Bulletin, in other words, the Michigan Plan, help the financial 

situation of Synod?  President John Brenner in the “Biennial Report of the President” in 1935 had this comment:  
“Many share our belief that the bulletins edited by Pastor Edgar Hoenecke have contributed much to the 
increase in collections to be noted in every District.” A plan was also developed and adopted by the Synod to 
liquidate the debt. The Synod of 1935 resolved: 

 
That an earnest, concerted, co-operative effort be made during this biennium, to raise a sum 
sufficient to cover our present indebtedness, by urging individual pastors, teachers and laymen 
within our congregations to assume individual liability for sums of $100.00 or more, so that the 
entire indebtedness may be liquidated within this present biennium; therefore, be it further 
Resolved, that the Synod through its President, in conjunction with the Executive Committee of 
its Board of Trustees, appoint a committee of three men to outline a definite program, in 
accordance with which this suggestion may be carried out as soon as possible.

28
 

 
By the Synod of 1937 the Debt Retirement Committee was able to report that it had received 

subscriptions of $249,162.00 and cash remittances of $98,159.28. But this was not even half of the $640,000 
debt Synod had as of August 1, 1935 when the Debt Retirement Program was established. Therefore, Synod 
decided to continue the program of debt retirement until every congregation in the Synod had participated 
according to its ability and until the whole debt had been wiped out. So far, 331 parishes were participating; 50 
parishes were unable to participate; 93 were at work, but had given no report of progress; 66 congregations had 
not reported; and 114 requested more time for solicitation. 

 
At the Convention of 1939 the Committee reported that after three and one-half years of work they were 

still a bit short of the half-way mark. By May 7, 1939 the Committee had received $244,655.16 in cash 
remittances. By 1941 this amount had increased to $307,849.92. 
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Throughout these troubled times, 1930-1944, the leaders of the Joint Synod of Wisconsin and other 
states stressed the need to inform the people of Synod’s need and financial situation, the need for unity and 
cooperation, and the motivation of the Gospel. Professor Kowalke stressed this when he wrote: 
 

There must be large numbers of communicants in our congregations who hardly realize that we 
have a synodical debt and who in consequence cannot feel its burden. It is with the debt as it is 
with sin. Unless we realize its presence and are conscious of its curse, we are not going to 
yearn for release. A first step toward debt retirement would quite obviously seem to be an effort 
to make as many people as possible conscious of the evil effects of the debt on our mission 
work. The desire to be rid of it would follow in every Christian heart ....the great mass of our 
people do not see and feel this effect of the debts as do those who have to struggle with it 
constantly, and they need to be told. It is not necessary to make a great noise about it and it is 
not wise to harp on it; but it is both necessary and wise to speak of it in our congregations and 
to arouse in every congregation the will to set our Synod free from one great hindrance to its 
mission work. That would in part fulfill our prayer that God’s Word ‘might have free course and 
grow among us.’

29
 

 
President Brenner in his “Biennial Report of the President” to the Joint Synod of 1937 cited the lack of 

unity and cooperation among congregations for the failure of the debt to be retired according to the Debt 
Retirement Program. 
 

Besides, every congregation was left perfectly free as to the choice of plan. And let us not say 
that this was not the right time for such an undertaking. This assertion is refuted by the 
gratifying success they had who went to work wholeheartedly. No, we failed because there was 
a lack of brotherly cooperation. 
 
There is danger, briefly:  that the faithful will grow discouraged and weary; that mutual 
confidence is undermined; that hearts become embittered and quick to judge and condemn 
uncharitably; and the pastors and churches feel aggrieved when the officials mindful of the 
words of the apostle, ‘that there may equality,’ urge them on to increase contributions in order 
not to offend the Lord and to grieve the brethren. 

 
Yet in this very connection President Brenner stressed that the motivation must be the Gospel. 
 

The Synod is not a governing body that levies assessments on its members. It gathers in the 
free-will thank-offerings of the faithful and employs them in the service of the Gospel.... From 
experience we know approximately what our needs will be, and the delegates, Christian men 
representing the Christians at home, vote the necessary appropriations. Thereby we assume 
definite financial obligations which must be met ....I am speaking in terms of congregations and 
not of individual members ....The average congregation should hold itself responsible for its fair 
share of our obligations. It is not contrary to the Gospel to expect this from our churches. Or, is 
it according to the Gospel that they vote monies and then through their delinquency compel the 
other churches to assume an additional burden? 
 
The grace of giving is only one of the many fruits of the Spirit. It must not be cultivated at the 
cost of others, true unity in doctrine and practice, holiness of life, separation from the world, 
Christian knowledge, judgment and wisdom, the love that seeks the unchurched, that 
admonishes and comforts the brother and bears his fault with patience, etc.” 

 
In an article he wrote discussing whether the budget system was harmful, Pastor Brenner very strikingly 

portrayed the Gospel as the only motivation there is to be. 

  
The church is not a financial institution. Its business is to bring men to faith in their Redeemer 
and to build them up in Christ, to love Him and His cause and to give their joyous service to the 
One who gave Himself for sinners. 
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If such preaching is wanting, financial success has no value at all; the Kingdom is not being 
built. However, the system is not at fault. Let the pastor preach Christ to his hearers and present 
His cause to them as their cause, giving them information on the wants of the various fields, 
their problems and their progress; let the various boards through the publications of the church 
or by other means continuously acquaint the Christians with the work in their charges and there 
will be abundant, blessed results, no matter what system has been adopted.

30
 

 
 
 
Then in the November 26, 1944 issue of the Northwestern Lutheran (Vol. 31, No. 24, p. 239) there was 

this announcement: 

Debt Retirement 

The Debt Retirement Committee can report that it has finished its work. The General 
Treasurer has announced that the $45,000 advanced by the budgetary in 1943 to pay off the 
remaining notes has been restored. 
 

The debt figure stood at $640,000 when the committee took over in 1935. During the 
nine years since that time congregations, groups and individuals have remitted a total of 
$434,710.52 to the special committee. The remainder of the debt was retired through budgetary 
receipts and the returns of loans to the Church Extension division. 
 

Any belated returns that may still be forthcoming will be absorbed by the Church 
Extension Fund. 

 
A detailed report on the participation of the congregations is being prepared for 

distribution to the eight districts. 
The Debt Retirement Committee. 

 
What joy there must have been, and thanksgiving to God!   

 
1945-1975 

 
The great debt had been retired in 1944. The depression and days of synodical cut-backs and delayed 

payments to Synod workers were over. But there was a long overdue building and expansion program waiting. 
As was mentioned above, at the beginning of the depression and synodical cut-backs, the institutions of Synod 
had been instructed to make no repairs except where they were absolutely necessary to prevent serious 
damage to property. One can imagine what shape the buildings would be in after fifteen years of a policy like 
that.  

The situation and needs were so great that a special convention of Synod was convened in Milwaukee, 
January 17-18, 1945. The purpose was to give thought to recognizing a crying need at all synodical schools and 
to give further thought and action to remedying the recognized needs.  

• Northwestern College desperately needed a new Administration and Library Building.  
• New Ulm desperately needed a new Girls’ Dormitory (Centennial Hall).  
• Saginaw and Mobridge both desperately needed new Administration and Gymnasium buildings. 
• And the Church Extension Fund was also in dire need of funds for mission expansion.  

 
The convention was unanimous that action was to be taken immediately and unanimously committed 

Synod to a special collection to be set in motion at once. The goal set by the convention was one million dollars 
to be gathered by the end of 1945. The convention also resolved that the funds should be held until the goal 
was reached. The point of this last resolution was that Synod did not want to incur any new debt and wanted to 
guard against the danger of leaving some part of the program unfinished.  

 
An illustrated booklet was produced, envelopes, and Sunday bulletins. Many articles, notices, and 

updates were printed in the Gemeindeblatt and Northwestern Lutheran. In one such article we read: 
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This method (oversimplifying the relation of a million dollars to the individual member of Synod 
with a quota of $6.00 per communicant) ignores the stubborn fact that our Christians differ 
widely, not only as to their financial resources, but also in the extent of their Christian 
knowledge and understanding, and as to the strength of their Old Adam ....We offer three 
practical suggestions: 
1. Let our first objective be that every member make a personal contribution... 
2. Let all who can do so give more than the bare quota... 
3. Let those whose means are greater than the average (we surely have such also) make an 
offering which is in keeping with their means... 
Let our deeds reveal the fruits of our thanksgiving.

31
 

 
The total amount that was finally collected and reported to the Synod of 1947 was $1,022,147.28. But 

the total value of the fund was $1,047,131.02 with the addition of $24,983.04 in interest and appreciation from 
investments. This was the largest and swiftest financial effort Synod had made up to this time. The Building 
Fund Committee was discharged with thanks by the Synod of 1947.  
 

The most pressing needs of Synod’s institutions had been met with temporary buildings or permanent 
changes in the existing plants. But as far as the larger projects were concerned, it had to be reported that 
building operations had not been begun. The sum on hand of $855,131 ($200,000 had already been 
apportioned to the Church Extension Fund), as of November 17, 1947, would not have been enough to cover 
the costs of the projects, because there had been an unprecedented high rise of prices and building materials 
were scarce. 
 

Therefore the Synod of 1947 adopted the following Resolution: 
 
1. Remove the items for Mobridge ($65,000) (a girls’ dormitory) and for the Northwestern 
Publishing House ($80,000) (a new building) from the Centennial collection and place them in 
the Budget spreading these items over two years. 
2. Because of the increase in building cost in both building projects (institutional and Church Ex-
tension Division) the Wisconsin Building Fund Collection is to be continued as the Centennial 
Collection to raise an additional $1,000,000, 60% of which is to flow into the Wisconsin Building 
Fund and 40% into the Church Extension Division, as the moneys become available.

32
 

 
The response to this collection was not as immediate as it was for the first Building Fund collection. 

There were many reminders in the Northwestern Lutheran of the needs of the institutions and the Church 
Extension Fund and of the mercies of God in the past 100 years. Though there was no deadline set by the 
Synod of 1947, it was the intention of the Synod that the Collection should be completed during the biennium, so 
that “the needed new buildings could be erected and stand ready, fully paid for, by the time of the centennial 
celebration in 1950, as the thank-offering of a grateful people for 100 years of grace.”

33
  

 
But by July 28, 1949 only $444,667.47 had been raised, only 43%. Less than half of the goal had been 

reached. The Committee listed the following reasons for this failure in its report to the Synod of 1949: 
 

in many quarters the opinion prevailed that we had until the end of the centennial year of 1950 
to complete a collection of more than $1,000,000. The great financial prosperity had begun to 
decline.... We still had no reliable estimates of the cost of the proposed new buildings. There 
has been more major building and repairing of churches, schools, and parsonages in our circles 
during the past two years than during any comparable period in the history of our synod.

34
 

 
But then the Committee added: 
 

                                                      
31

 Reim, E., “A Million Dollars!”, Northwestern Lutheran, Vol. 32, No. 11, May 27, 1945, p. 113. 
 
32

 Report of the Joint Synod of 1947, pp. 154-155. 
33

 Report of the Joint Synod of 1949, p. 94. 
34

 Ibid. 



 17 

These are explanations, but they do not excuse or justify our failure. Our love for the Savior, the 
great need at our educational institutions and in our missions, and our gratitude for past 
blessings should have made our hearts willing quickly and gladly to bring in our offerings as the 
Lord had need of them. Let us, therefore, not cast about elsewhere for explanations, but let us 
search our own hearts.

35
 

 
The Centennial Collection or the Wisconsin Synod Building Fund (Second Phase) was finally completed in 
1953. The total amount collected for the Second Phase was $1,083,859.08. 40% of this, or $409,167.08, went 
to the Church Extension Fund and the remaining 60%, or $674,692 went to the Building Fund. 
 

The effect that the depression and the years of the great debt had on the financial thinking of Synod can 
be evidenced by the Reserve Fund developed by the Board of Trustees. This reserve fund amounted to 
$350,000 in 1945 and was invested in government securities, which could be turned into cash at a day’s notice 
and were accepted by any bank as the equivalent of cash. The Board of Trustees stated the following as its 
reasoning in the Report of the Joint of Synod of 1945:  “We believe that we should retain a reserve to tide us 
over any possible emergency. Economic conditions are not settled. With a reserve we shall be in a position to 
pay salaries regularly during period of readjustment or to meet an emergency.”  
 
 In 1953 the Board of Trustees established a Reserve for Depreciation Fund. $6,000 was to flow in this 
fund annually from Northwestern Publishing House. The Board of Trustees also resolved to set aside 
depreciation on the newly erected buildings at the synodical institutions. This depreciation was to be taken from 
the revenues of the institutions.  
  

At the 1953 Convention there was a memorial to Synod that would lead to a very significant 
development for maintaining synodical stewardship. The first half of this memorial dealt with having the quota 
take effect on January 1, following the biennial meeting of the Joint Synod. This part of the memorial was not 
accepted because it would mean changing the dates of the fiscal year, and Synod did not consider that 
expedient. The second half of this memorial was 
 

Since a congregation is usually limited by money and talent in presenting the needs of the Joint 
Synod in an attractive manner consistent with modern informational practices, 
We, further recommend, therefore, that between the closing of Synod sessions and the 
introduction of the new quota on January 1, Synod inaugurate a vigorous publicity—
informational—campaign to bring before its communicants the facts and figures of the new 
budget.

36
 

 
Synod adopted the last half of this memorial and recommended that a campaign be set in motion as soon as 
possible. Late in 1953, as a result of all this, the Board for Information and Stewardship was formed, 

 
to bring information to the Synod’s members on the activities and affairs of the Synod by means of a 
printed and audio-visual program, and to work toward better stewardship in our Synod with regard to the 
Synodical work.

37
 

 
The Board for Information and Stewardship in its first twenty-two months of operation was able to 

produce the following: 
 

“Treasures in Heaven”—which took the quota and Synod’s budget ($2,061,103.30) and in an ill-
ustrated booklet showed what amount went to which department of Synod and what the 
tangible results of the monies collected would be. 

“Newsletter”—monthly information on Missions, calls accepted, school news, items of interest, 
announcements, deaths, reports from the Praesidium, etc. 

“Quarterly Bulletins”—Japan, Home, and German Missions. 
“We Must Climb Mt. Budget”--1954 appeal for funds. 
“You, Too, May Enter These Schools’—for students, promoting synodical schools. 
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“A set of Mission Map Posters for churches and schools.” 
“Pre-Convention News Bulletin.” 
“Beginnings”—slide lecture on Mission in Rhodesia 
“Except They Be Sent”—appeal for Synod Building Fund. 
“For a Firmer Faith—For A Stronger Church”—slide lecture on Synod’s academies, high-lighting 

Michigan Lutheran Seminary. 
“Greeting from the President”—four minute recording of Pres. Naumann to churches at Mission 

Festivals. 
“Wisconsin Synod Calendar”—printed in 22,500 copies and sold to churches without a profit. 
 
With all this emphasis on congregational Synod Stewardship Committees and District Stewardship 

Boards the Board for Information and Stewardship went to work on a “Handbook for Information and 
Stewardship.” The Board was, of course, still expending great effort in producing educational and informational 
materials, both printed and audio-visual. There was also the usual production of newsletters, bulletins, 
calendars, etc.  

 
In March, 1957 the Board sent out a survey to determine if its materials were being used and asking for 

suggestions. Up to this time the Board had been concerned mostly with getting the proper motivation of the 
Gospel only across to the people. Now it was going to start making a more concentrated and systematic effort 
towards stewardship education and training. Therefore a Manual for the organization and work of local 
stewardship committees was under production. To ascertain the needs and desires of pastors and 
congregations Contact Men had also been appointed in each Conference to demonstrate the productions of the 
Board, to give news of future releases, and to convey the suggestions, questions, and criticisms of pastors and 
lay delegates to the Board.  
 

At the Synod Convention of 1957 there were memorials that indicated dissatisfaction with the quota 
system. The opinion was expressed that the quota system was inadequate and subject to abuse. Synod was not 
able to raise its budget even though its receipts were increasing. 
 

1952-1953 receipts went up 12.2%, disbursements 13.4% 
1953-1954 receipts went up   6.3%, disbursements   9.5% 
1954-1955 receipts went up   5.9%, disbursements   7.3% 
1955-1956 receipts went up   7.8%, disbursements 10.5% 
1956-1957 receipts went up   3.2%, disbursements   5.6% 

 
In 1955-1956 Synod raised only 80.95% of its budget and in 1956-1957, 83.66%. In consideration of these 
memorials and facts, Synod 
 

Resolved, that the Board for Information and Stewardship be instructed in the light of the 
‘subscription system’ to present a workable plan at the next regular convention of the Synod.

38
 

 
As a result of this resolution, the Board for Information and Stewardship presented a preliminary study in 

1958, and a workable plan to the Synod Convention in 1959. The quota system, which had been in effect since 
the early 1920’s and would continue to be in effect until 1961, was briefly discussed above. According to this 
system Synod at Convention in August of the odd year would establish the budget for the next biennium. This 
budget, though, would actually cover the period beginning the previous July 1. After the total budget was set, it 
was divided by the total number of communicant members of the Synod. This would become the “quota” or “fair 
share” per communicant member of Synod. Although no definite figure was presented to each’ congregation, 
this “quota” figure multiplied by the number of communicant members was expected from each congregation. 
This figure often appeared on financial reports of conferences, Districts, and even the Synod. In effect, each 
congregation, through its delegates to Convention, morally obligated itself to raise its quota.

39
 

 
The purpose of this system was not to assess an amount to be given by each individual member. But it 

was designed to inform the individual member of Synod’s needs and serve as a guide for him or her. As with 
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any system, abuses could and did arise. And from time to time charges of legalism were raised concerning the 
quota system. 

 
The main disadvantage of the quota system was that Synod had no real idea of what it could expect to 

receive from its constituents. The only ideas it had were derived from what was collected in previous years, the 
trends in giving over a number of years, and the economic situation of the country as a whole. The quota system 
did not take into consideration what the present situation was in each individual congregation or family. 
 

But before the Board for Information and stewardship set the proposal of a “subscription system” before 
the members of Synod, it first presented Scriptural principles regarding giving that could be applied to the 
collecting of synodical funds. 
 

1. All Christian giving is motivated by the love of Christ for us.... (II Cor. 5:14, 8:8) 
2. Our giving must be the product of a voluntary desire motivated by Christ’s love.... (II Cor. 

9:28, Ex. 25:2) 
3. Proportionate giving is the response of the Christian to the blessings he has received from his 

Lord.... (I Cor. 16:2, II Cor. 8:12-13) 
4. Christian giving is a personal or individual thing since it is a fruit of individual faith. 
5. Our giving ought to be systematic and regular. (I Cor 16:1-3, II Cor. 9:5) 
6. The purpose of Christian giving is to glorify God, not merely to meet a specific need.... (II Cor. 

9:12-13, I John 4:19) 
7. Prayer and thanksgiving for this grace of God should be encouraged in any system of 

receiving funds for the Lord’s work.... (II Cor. 9:8,11; II Cor. 8:1,7) 
 
In general, we feel that a good system of gathering offerings for the Synod is one that provides 
the easiest opportunity to stress the Scriptural concept of voluntary, proportionate, personal 
giving to the glory of God. It should reflect most readily the methods suggested by the Bible in 
its accounts of offerings and in its admonitions and parables regarding stewardship. 

� Let the Gospel produce the grace of willingness! 
� Let willingness express itself unhampered by the Law! 
� Let the work proceed on the basis of the willingness expressed!

40
 

 
In the fall of 1962 detailed information on the implementing of the pre-budget subscription system was 

laid before the constituency. The pre-budget subscription system was explained for every member and 
instructions given for determining the subscription. There was also the detailed presentation of the proposed 
program of the Synod for 1963-1964. Each department reported on its continuing needs, urgent projects, and 
wider opportunities. 

 
On the basis of this information, each congregation of Synod was asked to make a “Statement of 

Intention.” Cooperation on the part of the congregations was quite good with almost all of the congregations 
sending in their “Statements.” These amounted to approximately $2,900,000, which represented an increase of 
about $300,000 or about 11 percent, over the pervious year’s budgetary offerings. 

 
But it must also be noted that the proposed budgets submitted by the various departments 

totaled more than the amounts subscribed by the members of the congregations.  
 
By resolution the Synod earmarked all the revenues from board and tuition at our worker -
training institutions for building operations. This was done to enable the Synod to carry on a 
long-range building program without resorting to repeated, large-scale building fund drives.

41
 

 
This failure of the subscriptions to meet the budgetary needs of Synod would be a recurring problem. 
The pre-budget subscription system would be reviewed and revised as time went on. 

 
At the 1965 Convention Synod adopted “A Method of Organization, Control, and Subscription 

Procedure for the Raising of Budgetary Funds.”
42

 This resolution required the addition of circuit visitors (one for 
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every ten congregations) to the district organization working under the supervision of the conference visiting 
elder. The responsibility of the circuit visitor was restricted to “the implementation of the Synod’s financial 
program as it relates to the individual congregation.”  Exercising “evangelical procedure based on Scriptural 
injunction and admonition,” the circuit visitors were instructed to “offer counsel and assistance to congregations 
in achieving proportionate giving for the Synod’s program.” 

 
The implementation of this method lagged, and in 1971 the Conference of Presidents proposed a new 

approach. The Conference of Presidents recommended that the number of congregations for which the visitor 
elder was responsible be reduced to approximately 10-15 (previously it had been as many as 40 in some 
districts), and the concept of circuit visitors be abandoned. At the Synod Convention of 1975 the bylaws of the 
District Constitution and the Constitution of Synod were revised to allow for such a program and the term 
“Visiting Elder” was changed to “Circuit Pastor.”

43
  At least once a biennium circuit meetings (or conferences) 

were to be held consisting of pastors, male teachers and lay delegates of congregations to hear reports on and 
discuss the work of the Synod. Circuit Pastors were to visit each pastor in their circuits once every four years to 
strengthen the unity of the Spirit, to discuss the manner in which the goals and programs of the Synod were 
being carried out, and to offer assistance in solving local problems. A Handbook for Circuit Pastors was also 
published. 
 

During these years Synod was never able to keep pace with the needs for building and maintenance at 
its educational institutions. No sooner had the Second Phase of the Wisconsin Synod Building Fund or 
Centennial Collection been completed in 1953, than the “Gift for Jesus” Collection was proposed.

44
 The “Gift for 

Jesus” Collection Committee was appointed September 29, 1953 and met during the special sessions of the 
Synod in Milwaukee on October 8, 1953. December 13, 1953, was set for the date of the “Christmas Gift for 
Jesus” Collection; December 20 was designated as Thanksgiving Sunday. 

 
The “Gift for Jesus” Collection was intended to raise enough money to build a dormitory, dining hall, and 

classroom-chapel building at Northwestern College, a dining hall, kitchen, and central heating plant at Michigan 
Lutheran Seminary, and a music hall at Doctor Martin Luther College. Synod had voted $950,000 for 
Northwestern College, $135,000 for Michigan Lutheran Seminary, and $40,000 for Doctor Martin Luther 
College. Promotional material was prepared and sent out to all congregations. The Thanksgiving issue of the 
Northwestern Lutheran, November 29, 1953 was dedicated to the “Gift for Jesus” Collection. A slide-lecture was 
also prepared by the Board for Information and Stewardship. 

 
Within one and one-half years $973,928.83 (April, 1955) was collected. The total amount collected 

reached $1,282,657.01. The dining hall, kitchen, and central heating at Michigan Lutheran Seminary were 
dedicated on September 12, 1954 and cost $134,999.87. The dining hall, dormitory (East Hall or Augsburg Hall) 
and the Chapel-Arts building at Northwestern College were all dedicated on August 21, 1956 and cost a total of 
$1,210,462.46. Doctor Martin Luther College did not receive the requested Music Hall. 

 
The Board of Trustees reported the dreadful state of the Building Fund to the Synod Convention of 

1965. At the Convention of 1963 the delegates to Synod voted a budget 26.5 percent beyond the funds 
subscribed, but actually empowered no Board to ask the various departments to adjust their plans through 
mutual consultation and joint planning. The budget planning that had been done proved inadequate, and the 
Synod’s contingency fund was wiped out shortly after the Convention of 1963. The result was that, with the 
payment of all budgetary bills, the Building Fund (the only source from which the Board of Trustees could draw 
at the end of the fiscal year) had been more than depleted. Thus, the Synod, as of June 30, 1965, had a building 
fund indebtedness of over $840,000. 

 
The Board of Trustees therefore proposed a plan of raising $2,000,000 by a ‘special’ collecting and 

borrowing an additional $2,000,000 to carry out the financing of the proposed Educational Institutions Building 
Program. The projects proposed by the Planning Committee for the Educational Institutions of Synod and 
adopted by the Synod were a multi-purpose gymnasium-auditorium-student-union-refectory building in New 
Ulm; a gymnasium and dormitory in Watertown, a multi-purpose library building in Mequon; and an academic 
plant with classroom facilities for 250 students in Milwaukee. But Synod, instead, resolved to authorize a 
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$4,000,000 special building fund drive during the next biennium (1965-1967) (instead of borrowing the additional 
$2,000,000) and encouraged the Conference of Presidents to give this proposed program their top priority 
attention so that it could be put into effect as soon as possible. 

 
The Conference of Presidents at its first meeting following the Convention of 1965 appointed from its 

midst an executive committee. Policy supervision of this offering, named “Missio Dei Offering,” was delegated to 
this committee.  This was the first “Special Offering” in which your essayist personally participated as pastor. 

 
The Missio Dei Offering itself was a huge success. The Synod received firm commitments of $5.5 

million from its member congregations, and by the half-way point in the offerings had received total offerings of 
$2.7 million. The deadline for the Offering was set for June 30, 1968, but the Conference of Presidents extended 
the closing date of the Offering to December 31, 1968, to permit those congregations that asked for an 
extension to complete their collection. The total amount received for Missio Dei, as reported by the treasurer on 
June 30, 1969, was $5,488,829. 

 
But the Educational Institution Building Fund, of which Missio Dei was a part, was not able to 

carry out and complete all the projects proposed and adopted at the Synod Convention of 1965. 
 
While the Missio Dei Offering was being carried on with such great success, the budget of Synod was 

not being raised for a number of years, even after the introduction of the pre-budget subscription system. The 
budget was increasing every year, especially with the operating costs for the institutions increased by 15 per 
cent due to the new, added facilities provided by Missio Dei Offerings. Yet the average increase in Synod 
contributions from 1959 to 1966 was only 5.5%. 

 
When Synod met in Convention in 1967, it had just closed the fiscal year with a deficit of about 

$200,000. The convention, nevertheless, adopted a budget far in excess of the congregational subscriptions. As 
a result, the deficit rose to $510,000 by June 30, 1968, and was estimated to rise to $1,000,000 by June 30, 
1969. Therefore the Conference of Presidents at a special meeting on April 1, 1968, adopted a stewardship 
education program for the years 1969 and 1970, named “Called to Serve.” 

 
Three objectives were established by the Conference of Presidents for the “Called to Serve” program: 

 
1) To provide opportunity for our Christians to grow in their life of love and loyalty to the Savior 

who bought them. 
2) To encourage our people to see that they are men and women through whom God has 

chosen to accomplish His will in the world. 
3) To encourage our congregations to see themselves more clearly as spiritual communities in 

which God  is working out His plain for reaching all men with  His love.
45

 
 

This was not a special collection or fund drive, but a program of education. The purpose was to educate 
the members of Synod of the needs of the Synod, to explain and make the people aware of what the budget 
was and meant. There was confidence that if the people were informed and made aware of the needs and 
budget of Synod, they would from Christian, Gospel-motivated hearts raise the subscriptions and meet the 
budget. 

  
How successful was the “Called to Serve” program? The offerings for 1969 showed a 45.3 percent 

increase over the previous year. Since it was a two-year commitment no real increase was anticipated for 1970 
over 1969. Over one half of the increase was necessary to balance the budget for 1969. In the previous year the 
Board of Trustees had adopted a budget for 1969 that was under-funded by $600,000. The bulk of the 
remainder of the increase went for Church Extension Fund and Building Fund appropriations, something that 
had not been possible in the last three years. 
 

In the fall of 1970 a new stewardship education program was introduced for the 1971 budget. This 
program was called the “Big Step Forward.” The “Big Step Forward” program offered a manual and integrated 
materials for a five-week stewardship emphasis in the areas of home devotions, Bible study, worship and 
Communion attendance, Christian service, and giving, ending in group meetings at the church. These materials 
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and the materials for subsequent programs had to be purchased by the congregations due to, the rising costs of 
materials. 

 
Materials would continue to be printed for the annual fall stewardship educational programs. In 1972 

“Love Cares” was produced. In 1973 came “In Joyful Response” and “Walk Together,” and in 1974 “Tell His 
Wonderful Deeds.”   

 
Here follows a list of stewardship presentations that includes the adult years of those who are present 

today: 
 
1975  Celebrate Grace (Synod’s 125

th
) 

1976  God Shed His Grace on Thee (Country Bicentennial) 
1977  Heart to Heart – The Love of God---Pass it On  
1978  Thy Kingdom Come 
1979  Go – So Run That You May Obtain 
1980  Follow Me 
1981  The Family Conference – Consider His Blessings 
1982  In Joyful Response 
1983  In His Word Made Free (filmstrip) 
1984  One Lord – One Life 
1985  Let Your Light Shine (flip chart) darkness pamphlets 
1986  God Loves a Cheerful Giver 
1987  Faith Alive 
1988  Gods Gifted People (stewardship planning guide) 
1989  For Me --- To Live is Christ 
1990  Encourage One Another  
1992  My Heart & My Home 
1993  We’re His Disciples (called, following, learning, serving) 
1994  Christianity – It’s a Whole New Way of Looking at Things  
1995  From Age to Age – passing on faith thru generations 
1996  All for One – Each for Another 
1997  Privilege, Principles, Promise 
1998  We Are Family Under God 
1999  Taking God at His Word 
2000  Profit My Spirit Lord 
2001  CCFS – Forward In Christ  
2002  CAD – Discovering our Spiritual Gifts  
  CCFS – Work While It Is Day  
2003  CAD – Stewards of Faith 
  CCFS – Pursuing Godliness/Contentment    
2004  CAD – Reflecting Jesus Ministry in My Life 
  CCFS – Proclaim Peace thru Jesus 
2005  CAD/CCFS – Every Soul’s a Treasure (North American outreach theme) 
2006  CAD/CCFS – Every Member a Missionary (N A outreach theme #3) 
 
2007  CAD/CCFS – Every Life for Christ (N A outreach theme #4) 
 

Conclusions and a Hope for the future 
 

 First of all, thank you for bearing with me through this lengthy presentation.  When I began to research 
for material, right after the Hurricane Rita evacuation last September, I expected to find lots of fine statistics on 
various special offerings that had been carried out in our Synod.  To my surprise and somewhat dismay, such 
figures were not readily available, but are mostly embedded within BORAMs and RTTDs.  Not that anyone has 
been trying to hide the figures. Rather, it isn’t really the figures that matter.  Sometimes a designated special 
offering effort met with more “success” and sometimes less. 
 
 Not finding a good path to follow according to my first inclination, I took to reading whatever articles, 
essays and materials I could get a hold of.  The Seminary library online files proved very helpful. There were 
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many fine electronic files available there.  I cannot say that all of them contributed to this overview, but many 
added ideas, historical events, and data from the earliest years. None, however, dealt specifically with the topic 
of “Special Offerings” per se.   
 
 My reason for presenting this historical review to you is to try to impart to you an appreciation of the 
“history” of finances in our Synod.  We all have heard of the doctrinal struggles from which our Synod was born, 
and we appreciate the great need to maintain that which has been entrusted to us.  May we also learn from the 
financial struggles of the past, so that we can appreciate what we have been given, and strive wisely to meet the 
challenges of the future.  I hope that you can come away from this discussion with a new understanding of 
where we have come from, and how we have come to where we are now. 
 
 As we have heard this afternoon, it seems there were always financial challenges.  Just as soon as one 
problem was handled – in one way or another – a new problem arose.  Support for missions, or for new 
buildings, or salaries for professors – all were vitally important to the well being of the church.  But the Civil War, 
recessions, depressions, inflation, unwise investments, dramatically rising costs, economic boom times – all 
these things and more had an effect upon the financial fortunes of the church.   
 
 Did you find it fascinating to consider the earliest days, when the immigrant people would have no idea 
of what a “Synod” was?  Was it unsettling to hear of “collectors” being sent out, or of the “agitation committees?”  
How about three envelopes a year?  Or the quota system?  How times have changed! 
 
 As I studied these things, I drew some conclusions.   

• 1. I do not think that in financial matters I personally have always fully understood or appreciated what it 
means to be a member of a Synod.  It is truly never a “we” and “they;” it is always only “we.” 

• 2. As I look at what has been done in the past, I have to conclude that the men involved from the 
earliest days up to the most recent have honestly attempted to maintain a proper Gospel motivation.  
The methods of the past may have been different; they may even seem very strange to us today, but 
they were doing their best working with what they had, both in their own knowledge of financial matters 
and in the understanding of Synod, or lack of it, among the people they cared for. 

• 3. It does not seem that one can say that “Special Offerings” have particularly hurt the overall 
stewardship of the people of our churches.  Sometimes the Offering that was being gathered met its 
goals, and sometimes it did not.  Often the general budget suffered, but all in all, the total giving levels 
continued to increase.  The keys seem to me to have always been information and cooperation.  The 
more people are informed, the better they understand what is needed, and their hearts respond 
accordingly.  When pastoral cooperation is high, the level of information and response is high. 

• 4. Even though total dollars given increased, and even though per communicant giving increased, funds 
available have never sustained a level to meet the needs presented.  Unfortunately, too often the needs 
represented unmet programs of building or expansion carried over from past years, thus creating a 
backlog of projects like a dam waiting to burst. 

• 5. The constant stream of “Stewardship Programs” or “Special Offerings” that we have witnessed in the 
days of our ministry, though well intentioned, has been personally wearisome; and when it is personally 
wearisome, we become no different from our forefathers who helped determine an offering’s “success” 
or “failure” by whether they were personally interested in it or not, as mentioned above in #3.   

• 6. Teaching stewardship of money in our congregations, like it or not, is a responsibility that each of us 
as shepherds of the flock have.  We need to carry out a steady, ongoing effort of teaching stewardship 
of all things – including the wealth that God gives us, just as we need to continue to teach the truth of 
Scripture and not slip off into pet subjects, unsound doctrine, or false teaching.   

• 7. We are blessed to be members of a Synod that has continued now over 150 years.  We have fought 
the battles of doctrinal deviancy, and will continue to encounter them.  Satan will not leave that 
battlefield until the Last Day.  But I expect he will also stick around and seek to undermine the fruits of 
the Gospel in the hearts and lives of our people also until that Day has come.  May we never retreat or 
withdraw from the fight! 

  
I find hope for the future even in the present circumstances of our Synod.  I am glad that we have 

recognized the need to have people who are trained and experienced in financial matters to be the ones who 
are charged with the office of overseeing those matters.  We are trained as pastors and theologians, not as 
accountants and financial advisors.  The young men at the seminary nowadays are getting a little more help in 
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financial training, but that will not qualify them as financial consultants and advisors to the Synod. Although the 
financial conditions at the present time may be dire, we can boldly say that if it is the Lord’s will, we will come 
through this time stronger and wiser than before.   
 
 The congregation I serve is a microcosm of our Synod, as I am sure your congregations are also.  We 
have great financial stress and pressure.  But we also have people who have pledged their hearts to the Lord.  
We as pastors cannot give up; we need to continue to move among the sheep, encouraging this one, comforting 
that one, urging another, presenting challenges and opportunities to all to be able to serve the Lord. 
 
 Every offering brought to the Lord’s altar, like that of the widow’s mite, is truly “Special.” 
 
 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC MATERIAL  
 

Books on Synod History 
 
Continuing in His Word, Milwaukee: NPH, 1951. 
 
Hoermann, A., Our Northwestern College, Milwaukee:  NPH, 1915. 
 
Koehler, J. P., The History of the Wisconsin Synod, St. Cloud: Sentinel Publishing, 1970. 
 
You and Your Synod, Milwaukee:  NPH, 1972. 
 

Essays from Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary Library 
http://www.wls.wels.net/library/Essays/essayindex.htm 

(There are 34 other essays listed under the heading of “Stewardship.”) 
 

Our Stewardship Call by Joel C. Gerlach (WELS Synod Convention August 1969) 

 
Creative Funding of the Church’s Work within Biblical Principles by Rev. John M. Graf, Gift Planning Counselor 
(Southeastern Wisconsin District Conference, June 6-7, 1995) 
 
Properly Distinguishing Between The Theology Of The Cross And The Theology Of Glory In The Church’s 
Appeal For Money by Rev. Michael J. Otterstatter (South Central District, April 26-27, 1999) 
 
Kingdom Balance in the Light of the Great Commission by Richard Pankow 
 
The Doctrine and Practice of Stewardship in the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod by Pastor Douglas 
Weiser (Dakota-Montana District; Spring Pastoral Conference; March 28-29, 1978) 
 
Report Of The Committee On Grants As Submitted To The Ten Districts, 1978 by Wisconsin Evangelical 
Lutheran Synod Committee on Grants 
 
Our Gifts to the Lord (Stewardship of our Gifts in Synod) by Harold E. Wicke (Delivered to the 24

th
 Biennial 

Convention of the Western Wisconsin District of WELS, Northwestern College, Watertown, Wisconsin, June 9-
11, 1964) 
 
 
 
 

 
 
  


