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What Does This Mean? 
 What does it mean to be a member of the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod? It is 

fitting that we ask, “What does this mean?” as Luther’s Small Catechism has been the text book 

for instruction in confessional Lutheran circles for almost 500 years. In one way or another, 

Luther’s outline of the chief doctrines of Scripture has shaped the way we learn and teach 

Christian doctrine.  

 What do we mean, though, when we say that we are members of the Wisconsin 

Evangelical Lutheran Synod? What are the common bonds that unite us as a synod? When 

someone asks you, a pastor of a WELS congregation, “What makes your church different from 

all the others?” what do you tell them?   

 These are the questions with which Johannes Muehlhaeuser, Johannes Weinmann, and 

Wilhelm Wrede wrestled in the late 1840’s. These are questions that undoubtedly crossed the 

minds of our fathers, our grandfathers, and their pastors as our synod grew throughout the 1900’s 

as they saw two world wars and immeasurable change in the way American society functioned. 

These, also, are questions which we wrestle with today. The assignment of this paper is evidence 

of that. There is no definitive answer to that question contained in these pages. I do not know if it 

is even possible to formulate a definitive answer that fits each of the vivid and vibrant contexts in 

which our synod, and its called workers, carry out the Great Commission.  

 However, this is the arena in which practical history is most valuable. Muehlhaeuser’s 

answer to the question of what membership in the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod entails 

may not be the same as anyone else’s answer.1 However, just because we do not agree with him 

verbatim does not mean that the ways in which the men who have gone before us answered these 

questions is of no value. The way this question—the question of what it means to be a member in 

                                                
1 1 For example, Muehlhaeuser wasn’t the most confessional fellow. He often referred to the Confessions 
as “paper fences” which restricted his ministry.  
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the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod—has been answered throughout the history of our 

Synod shapes the way we think about this question and the way we answer it ourselves. 

 For the men sent to America by the Langenberg Mission Society, ministry held a whole 

different set of challenges than those faced by the Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary graduating class 

of 2013.2 The “Wauwatosa Theologians” may have faced some similar challenges that WELS 

pastors faced in 1950’s and 1960’s, but the people to whom they ministered were incredibly 

different. We serve in a synod that has a rich history, much of which has been recorded and 

preserved for our study. Ever since Muehlhaeuser, Weinmann, and Wrede met and adopted our 

synod’s first constitution on May 26, 18503 the definition of a WELS Lutheran has been a work 

in progress. It will serve us well to be informed of our history as we seek to answer this 

question—what does it mean the be a WELS Lutheran? 

  

Discussion: In groups of 4-6, discuss what it meant to you to be a WELS member as a child 

(before you had begun studying for the ministry) and how you came to that understanding. 

 

Who Are We and Where Did We Come From? 
 Contrary to what you may have heard, there is no manuscript evidence whatsoever for the 

inclusion of the variant reading,“Let there be WELS,” anywhere in the Genesis creation account. 

In the grand scheme of history our synod is still in its infancy. In fact, more years passed 

between the writing of Malachi and Matthew than have passed since the founding of the 

Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod and today. 

 In the early 1800’s the United States represented a land of promise and opportunity, 

especially to the lower and working classes of Europe. America promised to be a place where a 

man could own land, make a living, raise a family, and practice the religion of his choice 

relatively free from government interference. The hope held out by this new country moved 

many families to uproot themselves, cross the Atlantic, and find a new way of life in these 

United States. 

                                                
2 This author’s graduating class. 
3 Korthals, James. “Forward in Christ: Planting the Seed 150 Years Ago.” WLS Essay File. p.3 



  3 

 

 In order to strengthen his position against both Napoleon and what was left of the Holy 

Roman Empire, Frederick Wilhelm III of Prussia sought to unify his subjects in a manner similar 

to the attempt Charles V had made prior to the Diet of Augsburg.. The “Prussian Union” forced 

the cooperation of Lutheran and Reformed churches in the lands under his control. Frederick 

Wilhelm sought to unite all Protestant churches under one banner with common doctrine, liturgy, 

and even architecture. This infringement on religious liberty left many of his subjects with a bad 

taste for both organized religion and government. The churches that these people had grown up 

with and loved had now forcibly been changed into something else by a government that was 

perceived by the people to have little concern for the common citizen. Many of the Lutherans 

who could be found in pews of the first WELS congregations came to this country in search of 

freedom to live and worship as they pleased.4 

 A problem however, presented itself in the religious lives of these new immigrants. Many 

pastors in Europe had been appointed to their position and received compensation through local 

government. The men who had been appointed as pastors were not particularly likely to abandon 

their positions for a life of manual labor as was required to survive in the New World. Though 

life in America came with many freedoms, those freedoms came at the price of hard and difficult 

work. The new Lutheran immigrants in America, many of whom were of German heritage, often 

found themselves with no local church or pastor. 

 This sad fact was not lost on the churches of Europe. Many Lutheran groups recognized 

the opportunities provided by the vast changes the world was experiencing. Mission societies 

began forming with the goal of sending missionaries to parts of the world and groups of people 

that were formerly inaccessible.  In fact, some missionary societies were formed for the sole 

purpose of serving German immigrants in America. The Neuendettelsau Missionary Society was 

founded by Johann Konrad Wilhelm Loehe for the purpose of serving German immigrants and 

native Americans. The Hermannsburg Missionary Society also sent the majority of its trained 

men to serve German immigrants in North America. The Langenberg Society, which sent 

Muehlhaeuser, Weinmann, and Wrede to America, was initially formed to serve all world 

                                                
4 Many Lutherans in the US in the early 1800’s had left Prussian lands, arrived at Ellis Island, traveled to 
Rochester, NY, and then west by way of the Great Lakes. Several of my ancestors travelled by this route.  
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mission fields but eventually became known as the “Evangelical Lutheran Association for the 

Protestant Germans of North America.”5 

 After their initial meeting to lay out plans for this new synod two more pastors joined the 

fledgling group. The initial roster of the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod consisted of five 

pastors representing 18 congregations throughout the southeastern portion of the new state of 

Wisconsin.6 Now the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod has been founded—what does this 

mean? 

 The founding members of the Wisconsin Synod came from various backgrounds. 

Muehlhaeuser’s instructors at the Barmen mission school never thought he would be able to 

learn languages as a foreign missionary would be required to do. He was sent to America on a 

trial basis with little support.  Weinmann was sent to America in response to a request for a 

pastor made by German immigrants living near Milwaukee. Wrede was perhaps the most 

qualified of the three for mission work. He was commissioned by the Barmen school for mission 

work in America and after the establishment of the Wisconsin Synod he was the first to take on 

the responsibility of training new men for ministry. These men of various backgrounds had now 

associated themselves for a common purpose which was, first and foremost, serving German 

Lutheran immigrants in southeastern Wisconsin. 

 Next, it needed to be determined in which direction this new Synod would proceed. The 

original constitution made the Wisconsin Synod sound rather confessional. It included a clause 

that required all candidates for ordination to pledge themselves to the Unaltered Augsburg 

Confession and the other confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran church. Another phrase states 

that all congregational arrangements are to be “in harmony with the pure Word of the Bible and 

the Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church.” However, later these phrases were crossed 

out and replaced with “pure Bible word” and “pure Bible christianity.”7 These changes 

demonstrate one of the early challenges the Wisconsin Synod faced in establishing what it meant 

to be a Wisconsin Synod Lutheran. 

                                                
5 Korthals, James. “Forward in Christ: Planting the Seed 150 Years Ago.” WLS Essay File. p.5 
6 Ibid p.4 
7 Korthals p.4  
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 It can’t be said with certainty, but it seems most likely that Muehlhaeuser was responsible 

for the changes made to the synod’s constitution.8 The Prussian Union had elicited two main 

responses. There were some, the “Old Lutherans,” who refused to be unionized and formed new 

churches outside of state control, and there were “New Lutherans” who felt that they could 

tolerate the state’s influence as long as no doctrinal compromise was required.9 Muehlhaeuser 

belonged to the second school of thought. Muehlhaeuser often clashed with pastors of the 

already established Missouri Synod over the Confessions and saw little benefit in committing 

himself to them.   

 The Wisconsin Synod’s struggle to define itself made it difficult to define what it 

expected of its members. Wisconsin Synod congregations were largely made up of German 

immigrants who already had been instructed in Lutheran doctrine and practice. Many of them 

had grown complacent in the practice of their faith due to the absence of Lutheran pastors and 

churches in America, but they still retained the foundation of their faith. The early days of the 

Wisconsin Synod consisted largely of gathering wandering sheep. Members of these early 

congregations had as many cultural commonalities as they did creedal.  

 In 1853 a young man named Johannes Bading was sent to America by the Langenberg 

Mission Society. Bading was an “Old Lutheran” grounded firmly in the Lutheran Confessions. In 

spite of Muehlhaeuser’s disapproval Bading subscribed himself to the Lutheran Confessions at 

his ordination in 1853. Seven years later Muehlhaeuser stepped down form the presidency of the 

Wisconsin Synod and Johannes Bading was elected his successor. Along with Philipp Koehler, 

Gottleib Reim, and Elias Sauer President Bading began to move the Wisconsin Synod in a more 

confessional direction. In 1863 Adolph Hoenecke arrived in Watertown, WI and quickly formed 

a friendship with Bading which proved to be beneficial for both these men and the Wisconsin 

Synod as it continued to grow stronger in its understanding and practice of  Confessional 

Lutheran doctrine.10 

 The identity of the Wisconsin Synod was becoming more clear. This group was 

establishing itself as a Confessional Lutheran group that would adhere to Scripture and the 
                                                
8 Muehlhaeuser had been elected to serve as synod president. Weinmann served as secretary and had 
hand-written the constitution following its discussion at the 1850 synod convention. The changes striking 
references to the conventions were not written in Weinmann’s hand.  
9 The question of what constitutes a “doctrinal compromise” is still debated among Lutherans today 
10 Korthals p.6 
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Lutheran Confessions. It was a group that was keenly interested in the study of God’s word and 

teaching the truths of the Word clearly and faithfully. How would that be done? The workers 

were few and the harvest was plentiful. It became clear that the synod needed a strategy to carry 

out its mission. The Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod was committed to making disciples 

of all nations, but it needed to learn how to put that desire into action. 

 

Discussion: What unique challenges come with a congregation or synod made up of 

“wandering sheep”? 

 

The Times They Were A-Changin’…And So Was Our Synod 
 The drastic changes seen in our country between 1860 and 1920 were mirrored in the 

drastic and rapid changes our synod experienced. As the Civil War canons echoed throughout 

this new nation the Wisconsin Synod was severing its ties to the German mission societies whose 

workers laid the groundwork of the WELS. As the United States began the hard work of 

reconstructing a nation torn apart by civil war the Wisconsin Synod played a large role in uniting 

Confessional Lutherans throughout the northern states in the Synodical Conference. As our 

nation regained its strength and got back on its feet our Synod strengthened its confessional 

position, began training seminarians, established Northwestern Publishing House, and began 

mission work on the Apache reservation.  

 The demographics of the Wisconsin Synod also began to change. No longer were frontier 

pastors searching out the displaced German Lutherans who emigrated to the United States. 

Congregations were becoming well established in the ever-growing cities of an industrialized 

nation. A new challenge presented itself for WELS pastors—children! The wandering sheep who 

had returned to the fold were now raising families in their new country. These lambs now were 

in need of instruction and training in the Word, but how would it be carried out?  

 One of the biggest social changes the United States experienced in the wake of World 

War I was the increased focus and formalization of education. The little red schoolhouses 

teaching the three R’s—reading, writing, and ‘rithmetic—were being phased out in favor of 

bigger schools that offered a broader curriculum. High schools began popping up all over the 

United states to prepare a greater portion of the populace for college education. As secular 

education became more formalized so did doctrinal instruction within our synod. Having 
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established a seminary and two colleges to train church workers, the Wisconsin Synod was 

prepared to give greater attention to the course of instruction offered in our churches. 

 Luther’s Small Catechism was the logical place to turn. In spite of there not yet being an 

edition of the catechism officially sponsored by the Wisconsin Synod or Northwestern 

Publishing House, formalized catechism classes began to become a regular part of the goings on 

at a Wisconsin Synod church. As popular thought and practice changed so did the practical work 

of the church.  

 Confirmation days and services took on a new level of importance in the lives of WELS 

congregations. As they became one of the primary doorways through which new members joined 

the communicant congregation a great deal of importance was placed on one’s instruction 

leading up to confirmation and the day of confirmation itself. Adult instruction certainly 

continued on as well as seeking out the lost and wandering sheep, but as the Wisconsin Synod 

expanded in it’s implementation Lutheran Elementary Schools and eventually area Lutheran 

High Schools a renewed focus was placed on training children in the church. 

 

Discussion: What are some blessings and challenges that come with having a large base of 

members in a congregation that have been trained and confirmed as children in the Wisconsin 

Synod. What are blessings and challenges that come with a large base of members who were 

confirmed as adults? 

 

What Does The Book Say? 
 That all being said, much care should be taken in how we talk about confirmation and 

how we portray this occasion in general, but especially to children and new believers. It is very 

easy to portray confirmation in a wrong light. One does not need to look far (within the WELS, 

even) to find some who hold a misconstrued view of confirmation. A clear understanding of 

what confirmation is and what it is not will help us greatly in giving a unified answer to what it 

means to be a Wisconsin Synod Lutheran. 

 Confirmation is so called because it is intended to confirm that a child had been properly 

instructed in the Word and had a working understanding of Christian doctrine. In times when 

travel was not as convenient as today it was conceivable that a pastor may not see some of his 

members in person for quite some time. It may have even been possible that a pastor would not 
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see a child between their baptism and their confirmation. Hence, confirmation served as a time 

for the pastor to become reacquainted with the child, publicly examine them in the presence of 

the congregation, and then confirm that the parental duty to train up a child in the way they 

should go had been carried out. 

 For nearly the first hundred years of our synod’s existence there was nothing resembling 

a standardized curriculum or process for instructing new believers, young or old. One could 

make the argument that there still is nothing resembling a standardized process or that there 

should not be a standardized process, but that’s another topic for another paper. The Wisconsin 

Synod’s original view of confirmation was greatly influenced by the German missionaries that 

founded the WELS and by the men who trained them. A common view held in many of the 

German Lutheran churches which influenced the Wisconsin Synod’s founders was that 

confirmation was in some way connected to Baptism—either as a renewal or completion of the 

Baptism covenant. This view can be seen in the confirmation rite authorized by the Synodical 

Conference in the 1940’s: 

 “Dearly Beloved: When you were little children, you were received into God’s covenant  

 of grace in Holy Baptism. And now, having learned the meaning of this covenant from  

 instruction in the Word of God, you are gathered here before God and this congregation  

 publicly to make profession of your faith in the Triune God and to confirm your covenant 

 with him, to dedicate yourselves body and soul for time and eternity to your God and  

 Lord. (Others of you are to make this public confession and promise and then, in   

 obedience to Christ’s command, to receive the Sacrament of Holy Baptism).11” 

 

 The first of our Synod’s published catechisms (known by most as the Gausewitz 

Catechism) spoke of confirmation in three places. This edition of the catechism connected the 

“fine church custom” of confirmation with a renewal of the Baptism vow and also a pre-requisite 

to admission to the Lord’s Supper: 

 “367. When is the baptismal promise of children renewed publicly?  

  The baptismal promise of children is renewed publicly when they are confirmed  

  after proper instruction. 

                                                
11 Brenner, John M. A Brief Study of Confirmation. WLS Essay File. p.14 
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 396. What practice is, therefore, observed among us? 
  Christians, before being admitted to the Lord’s Supper, are instructed in the  

  principal truths of Christian doctrine and make public confession of their faith in  

  Christ. (Confirmation.)  

 416. Who should not be admitted to the Lord’s Supper?  

  Those who have not been instructed in the truth* and hence cannot “remember”  

  the Lord’s death. *Such instruction is given before confirmation. The   

  confirmation rite following such instruction is the fine church custom in which the 

  baptized person publicly renews his baptismal vow, confesses his faith, pledges  

  allegiance to the Lord, and is received into the communicant membership of the  

  congregation.12” 

 

 The Wisconsin Synod published several updates and revised editions of the catechism 

and in 1982 published the blue colored book most often referred to as “the Kuske Catechism.” 

This edition noticeably removed language speaking of confirmation in the context of Baptism: 

 “301. To whom does God want us to give Holy Communion?  

  b. God wants us to give Holy Communion only to those who are instructed so that 

   they know the  meaning of Christ’s death. (Confirmation instruction) 

  Confirmation: A ceremony following instruction in which Christians confess their 

   faith and are acknowledged as sufficiently instructed to receive Holy  

   Communion.13” 

 

 Notice, a quotation from Scripture explaining confirmation has not been given. In no way 

does that imply that confirmation is not biblical. Clearly God demands that we teach our children 

the truths of God’s Word. In the Great Commission we are told to make disciples of all people 

and to “teach them to obey everything” Jesus has commanded. The principle of mature 

Christians instructing others is a foundational building block of the church. Whether or not we 

ought to instruct others in the Christian faith is not an issue that needs to be debated nor has it 

ever been within the Wisconsin Synod. The Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod has always 
                                                
12 Ibid 
13 Ibid 
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recognized the need to teach others about our Savior. From the German missionaries who came 

to the United States to preach the unconditional gospel to the little children in our Sunday 

Schools who can barely control their excitement when handed a quarter to put in the mission 

offering being gathered, the Wisconsin Synod has a deep love for spreading the message of 

salvation. How we historically have done that and how we will continue to do that, though, are 

topics worthy of our consideration and discussion. 

 

Discussion: When you were a student in catechism class what did you perceive to be the 

purpose of the class? Share with your group which version of the catechism was your “text 

book.” 

 

So, What Does This Mean? 
 In order to know how to proceed we need to know where we’ve been. The answer to our 

question, “What does it mean to be a member of the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod?” is 

not something that is easily determined or simply stated. It can be spoken of simply, but a simple 

statement doesn't do justice to the history of our Synod nor to the vastly varied people that 

populate our churches. You could write at great length defining who we are, but you’d run out of 

paper before you covered every facet of our church body.  

 However, there are identifying marks of the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod that 

transcend time and culture. Throughout its history WELS has been committed to the gospel—to 

the inerrant Word. Though the WELS did not begin its journey from a strong confessional 

position it never doubted the importance of scripture. Also, from its founding the WELS has 

been concerned with and committed to sharing the gospel— the message of salvation through 

Christ. Home and world missions, as well as training workers for those fields, continue to be at 

the top of the Wisconsin Synod’s long-term plans and ministry goals. 

 In the early days of the Wisconsin Synod its pastors and members could be united by 

common experiences. Many, if not most, were of German descent and were recent immigrants to 

the United States. They shared common goals, common struggles, common heritage, and a 

common language. The same cannot be said today. There will always continue to be places 

within the Wisconsin Synod that are united by common experiences, but it’s not the glue that 
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holds us together. As pastors in the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod, we strive to ensure 

that culture and experience are not what unite us, but rather the unconditional gospel. 

 The Wisconsin Synod came from a humble beginning of just a handful of pastors and 

congregations in southeastern Wisconsin and it grew up. It grew up not only into a bigger 

organization, but a more mature one as well. As the Wisconsin Synod grew in size and numbers 

it also grew in its understanding of God’s Word. As pastors in the Wisconsin Synod it is 

important for us to know that! We need to know where we came from so that we can know how 

best to progress forward. We need to see where we came from in order to recognize just how 

richly God has blessed us.  

 Today our Wisconsin Synod is comprised of nearly 400,000 souls in nearly 1,300 

congregations spread throughout over 20 countries. We are all united as members of the 

Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod. It is not common experience, or heritage, or language 

that unites us, but the gospel. It is not a uniform course of instruction or rite of passage that 

unites us, but the gospel. So, what does it mean to be a WELS Lutheran?  

 First and foremost it means that we have a Lord who loves us dearly and sent his Son to 

take away all our sins. It means that we deeply love Jesus as well and have a desire to tell the 

world about him whether it be directly or through the work our synod does on our behalf. Being 

a Wisconsin Synod Lutheran connects us to an arm of the visible church with a rich history of 

commitment to the gospel and the Great Commission as well as a commitment to continue 

carrying out gospel ministry to the best of its ability as long as our Lord allows. That definition 

has been and will be practically stated in different places, at different times, and in different 

ways, but the gospel has been and will continue to be what will always bring Wisconsin Synod 

Lutherans together as we share the life-saving message of Christ crucified. 

 

Soli Deo Gloria 
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