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In Nomine Jesu 
 
 

The 18th convention of the South Central District of the 
Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod was held at Calvary 
Lutheran Church, Dallas, Texas on June 4-5, 2018.  
 
 
Professor Keith Wessel from Martin Luther College offered the 
Convention’s presentation:  “Widows, Poverty, Charity.” 
 
 
A Convention communion service was held on Monday, June 4 
with Pastor Mark Bitter preaching on Genesis 18:1-15. 
 
 
Additional convention devotions on women of faith were given 
by Pastor David Schneider, Pastor Nathan Buege and Pastor Paul 
Bowe. District officers were installed by Pr. Buege.  
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Convention Agenda 
 
Monday, June 4 
 
9:30 a.m. Registration 
10:00  Opening Service; Theme: Women of Faith--Sarah   Preacher: Rev Mark Bitter 
11:20   Roll call, adoption of agenda, announcements 
11:30  District President’s Report 
12:22  Break for Lunch 
1:00  Report of Ministerial Education - Pres. Mark Zarling 
1:25  Report of the WELS Presidium- WELS 2nd VP Rev Joel Voss 
1:45  Floor Committee #2 - Elections 
1:55  Hymn Practice - Rev Mark Bitter 
2:00  WELS Home & World Missions - Rev Paul Janke 
2:30  Floor Committee #2 - Elections 
2:30   Essay / Presentation:    Prof. Keith Wessel (Poverty Charity Widows) 
3:30   Floor Committee #2 - Elections 
3:35  Break 
3:36   Floor Committee Meetings 
4:04  Floor Committee #2 - Elections 
4:07  WELS Christian Aid and Relief 
4:15  Floor Committee #2 - Elections 
4:20   Essay / Presentation Part II:   Prof. Keith Wessel 
4:55  Floor Committee #2 - Elections 
5:00  Essay Part II Continued 
5:20  Elections / Report of Floor Committees 
5:22  Essay Part II Discussion 
5:30  Elections / Report of Floor Committees 
5:40  Devotion: Theme - Women of Faith -- Rahab   Leader: Rev Dave Schneider 
5:55  Circuit Pastor Elections 
6:00   Supper: Oak Highlands Brewery - 10484 Brockwood Road, Dallas  (Off site)  
7:30  Floor Committee Meetings (if needed) 
	

Tuesday, June 5 
	
8:30 a.m. Devotion: Theme -  Women of Faith - Esther,   Leader: Rev Nate Buege 

(Installation of Officers) 
8:50   Regarding the Minutes 
9:13   Elections  
9:18  Seminary Presentation - Rev Nathan Buege  
9:25  Ministry of Christian Giving - Rev Jonathan Stern  
9:48  Elections 
9:50  District Mission Board - Rev Caleb Schoeneck 
10:35   Break 
10:55  Floor Committee #4 Resolutions - Rev Benjamin Ehlers 
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11:00  Wisconsin Lutheran College Presentation,  - Richard Mannisto  
11:08  Elections / Floor Committee #10 World Missions,  Rev Daniel Laitinen 
11:10 WELS Congregational Services, Congregational Services (Video) - Rev James 

Behringer 
12:00  WELS Hymnal Project - Keith Wessel 
12:15 p.m. Lunch   
1:00  Committee On Constitutional Matters - Brent Nemmers 
1:05  Essay / Presentation:  Prof. Keith Wessel 
  Q & A for Essay 
2:05  Elections / Special Ministries-Rev Steve Wagenknecht,  
2:10  Floor Committee #8 Financial Results,  Rev Andy Schroer 
2:15  District President’s Update - Rev Don Patterson 
2:29  Door Offering for our Young Convention Pages 
2:30  Break 
2:40  Commission on Lutheran Schools - Jim Henrickson 
2:45  Floor Committee #3 Rev Aaron Glaeske 
2:50  Adult Discipleship - Rev Jeremy Belter 
3:00  District Youth Camps at Shiloh Promo - Rev John Hering 
3:05   Minutes On-line and Adjournment 
3:07   Closing Service: Theme -  Women of Faith - Hannah Leader: Rev Paul Bowe  
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Roll of Delegates 
 
Pastors 
Joshua Shandor, King of Kings, Little Rock, AR 
Charles Huebner, Grace, Lowell, AR 
Phil Schwerin, Faith, Russellville, AR 
 
John Vieths, Grace, Norman, OK 
Paul Bowe, Gethsemane, Oklahoma City, OK 
John Strackbein, Holy Cross, Oklahoma City, OK 
Mark Bitter, Christ the King, Tulsa, OK 
 
Steven Apt, Peace, Liberty Hill, TX 
Jeremy Belter, Atonement, Plano, TX 
Nathaniel Biebert, Risen Savior, Austin, TX 
Dave Bivens, Christ the Lord, Houston, TX 
Matt Brown, Abiding Word, Houston, TX 
Nate Buege, Victory of the Lamb, Katy, TX 
Jeremy Cares, Shepherd of the Plains, Lubbock, TX 
Abram Degner, Christ the Lord, Houston, TX 
Benjamin Ehlers, Trinity, Temple, TX 
Aaron Glaeske, Redeemer, Victoria, TX 
Mike Geiger, Cross and Crown, Georgetown, TX 
John Hering, Divine Peace, Garland, TX 
John Koelpin, Calvary, Dallas, TX 
James Krause, Gethsemane, Corpus Christi, TX 
Dan Laitinen, Holy Word, Austin, TX 
Gunnar Ledermann, Divine Peace, Rockwall, TX 
Daron Lindemann, Holy Word, Austin, TX 
Jon Mahnke, Abiding Savior, Killeen, TX 
Kevin Mau, Our Savior, Arlington, TX 
Don Patterson, Holy Word, Austin, TX 
Andy Retberg, Good Shepherd, The Woodlands, TX 
Clint Rogas, Abiding Faith, Pinehurst, TX 
Jon Semro, Prince of Peace, Houston, TX 
Ben Schone, Abiding Word, Houston, TX 
Dan Schmidt, Faith, Tyler, TX 
Dave Schneider, Cross of Christ, Universal City, TX 
Caleb Schoeneck, Beautiful Savior, College Station, TX 
Andy Schroer, Redeemer, Edna, TX 
Paul Seager, Christ Alone, Fort Worth, TX 
James Skorzewski, Christ the Rock, Round Rock, TX 
Brad Taylor, Prince of Peace, Flower Mound, TX 
Marc Von Deylen, Lord of Life, Friendswood, TX 
Steven Wagenknecht, Abiding Savior, Weslaco, TX 
 

 
Teachers/Staff Ministers 
Ben Carolovsky, Abiding Word, Houston, TX 
Pat Cortright, Sienna Lutheran Academy, Missouri City, TX 
Jim Henrickson, Calvary, Dallas, TX 
Matt Lange, Abiding Word, Houston, TX 
Bryan Scriver, Lord of Life, Friendswood, TX 
Jake Unke, Sienna Lutheran Academy, Missouri City, TX 
Andrew Van Weele, Lord of Life, Friendswood, TX 
 
St. Min. Bob Hill, Living Word, Marble Falls, TX 
St. Min. Dave Kasischke, Our Savior, San Antonio, TX 
St. Min. Chad White, Holy Word, Austin, TX 
 
Lay Delegates 
Jonathan Winrod, Trinity, Mountain Home, AR 
 
Don Chaddock, Grace, Norman, OK 
John Christ, Christ the King, Tulsa, OK 
Dean Thomas, Holy Cross, Oklahoma City, OK 
 
David Ramsey, Calvary, Dallas, TX 
Mark Browning, Beautiful Savior, College Station, TX 
Dale Falk, Redeemer, Edna, TX 
Duane Brassow, Risen Savior, Austin, TX 
Jim Henkel, Cross and Crown, Georgetown, TX 
Brent Nemmers, Atonement, Plano, TX 
Greg Schellahmmer, Our Savior, Arlington, TX 
Adam Gould, Holy Word, Austin, TX 
Andrew Portnoy, Holy Word, Pflugerville, TX 
Mike Walker, Cross of Christ, Universal City, TX 
Ricky McCormick, Victory of the Lamb, Katy, TX 
Rodney Reicherts, Prince of Peace, Flower Mound, TX 
Marc Sandefur, Abiding Faith, Fort Worth, TX 
Lorin Hungsberg, Divine Peace, Garland, TX 
Sean Garland, Divine Peace, Rockwall, TX 
Peter Sampe, Christ Alone, Fort Worth, TX 
Eric Timmermann, Peace, Liberty Hill, TX 
Curtis Lucas, Trinity, Temple, TX 
Stephen Waltz, Christ the Lord, Houston, TX 
Harold Schulke, Prince of Peace, Houston, TX 
Tom Schwenke, Abiding Faith, Pinehurst, TX 
Daniel Tracy, Our Savior, San Antonio, TX 
Arthur Kutshied, Grace, Scroggins, TX 
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South Central District – WELS 
18th Biennial Convention – Floor Committee Assignments 

June 4-5, 2018 

No. 1 – Attendance/Excuses No. 7 – Synodical Council (pp. 17-28) No. 11 – Ministerial Edu. (pp. 55-59) 
Chairman: Pastor Stephen Apt Chairman: Pastor Paul Seager Chairman: Pastor Daniel Brown 
Teacher Jacob Unke Pastor David Kapler Pastor Mark Bitter 
Teacher Ben Carlovsky Pastor Kevin Mau Pastor Marc VonDeylen 
King of Kings, Little Rock AR Pastor Abram Degner Pastor Philip Schwerin 
 Pastor Gunnar Ledermann Teacher George Kellerman 
 Staff Minister Chad White Our Savior, San Antonio, TX 
No. 2 – Elections Lord of Life, Friendswood, TX Trinity, Temple, TX 
Chairman: Pastor Steven Wagenknecht Shepherd of the Hills, Fredricksburg, TX Living Water, Hot Springs Village, AR 
Teacher Patrick Cortright St. Mark, Duncanville, TX Victory of the Lamb, Katy, TX 
Teacher Bryan Scriver Holy Cross, Oklahoma City, OK Good Shepherd, Midland, TX 
Prince of Peace, Houston, TX Grace, Norman, OK Atonement, Plano, TX 
Shepherd of the Plains, Lubbock, TX Good Shepherd, West Plains, MO  
Abiding Faith, Pinehurst, TX  No. 12 – Northwestern Publishing House (pp. 

59-61) 
 No. 8 – Financial Results (pp. 33-43) Chairman: Pastor Andrew Retberg 
No. 3 – Resolutions Chairman: Pastor Andrew Schroer Pastor Jonathan Semro 
Chairman: Pastor Aaron Glaeske Pastor Nathan Biebert Pastor Ben Schone 
Pastor Joshua Shandor Pastor Nathan Sutton Staff Minister David Kasischke 
Teacher Matthew Lange Pastor Mark Gefaller Staff Assistant Andrew Portnoy 
Christ Alone, Fort Worth, TX Teacher D.H. Fuhrmann Abiding Savior, Weslaco, TX 
Grace, Lowell, AR Good Shepherd, The Woodlands, TX Immanuel, Ft. Worth, TX 
Holy Word, Austin, TX Cross of Christ, Universal City, TX Gethsemane, Corpus Christi, TX 
 Calvary, Dallas, TX Risen Savior, Austin, TX 
No. 4 – Membership Gethsemane, Corpus Christi, TX Beautiful Savior, Bella Vista, AR 
Chairman: Pastor Benjamin Ehlers Trinity, Mountain Home, AR Our Redeemer, San Angelo, TX 
Pastor Paul Bowe   
Staff Minister Robert Hill   
Abiding Savior, Killeen, TX No. 9 – Home Missions (pp. 45-50)  
Prince of Peace, Flower Mound, TX Chairman: Pastor David Schneider  
 Pastor Caleb Schoeneck  
No. 5 - Courtesy/Housing Pastor Nathan Buege  
Chairman: Pastor John Koelpin Pastor Charles Huebner  
Teacher James Henrickson Pastor Jim Skorzewski  
 Teacher Tyler Morgan  
No. 6 – Conf. of Presidents (pp. 2-15) Christ the Lord, Houston, TX  
Chairman: Pastor Clint Rogas Cross and Crown, Georgetown, TX  
Pastor Michael Geiger Redeemer, Edna, TX  
Pastor Daron Lindemann Abiding Faith, Fort Worth, TX  
Pastor Jeremy Cares Living Word, Marble Falls, TX  
Pastor Dan Schmidt   
Teacher Andrew Van Weele No. 10 – World Missions/Joint (pp. 50-54)  
Teacher Orlan Ihms Chairman: Pastor Daniel Laitinen  
Abiding Word, Houston, TX Pastor David Bivens  
Our Savior, Arlington, TX Pastor John Strackbein  
Gethsemane, Oklahoma City, OK Pastor James Krause  
Christ the Rock, Round Rock, TX Beautiful Savior, College Station, TX  
Grace, Scroggins, TX Divine Peace, Garland, TX  
King of Kings, Alexandria, LA Peace, Liberty Hill, TX  
 Faith, Russellville, AR  
 Christ the King, Tulsa, OK  
 Faith, Tyler, TX  

Pastor Matt Brown 
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Minutes of the 
18th Biennial South Central District Convention 

Calvary Lutheran Church, Dallas, TX 
June 4-5, 2018 

 
Monday, June 4, 2018 – Morning Session 
The Convention opened at 10:00am with an Opening Service under the theme: “Women of Faith.” Pastor John 
Koelpin presided and Pastor Mark Bitter preached on Genesis 18:1-15. Those attending were nourished by the 
body and blood of Christ. 
 
After a brief break, District President Don Patterson called the Convention to order at 11:28am. District Secretary 
Brad Taylor called the roll. Present were 91 total attendees, which included: 41 pastors; 27 congregational 
delegates; 7 teachers, 3 staff ministers; 4 vicars; and 10 guests.  Excuses were noted. He also noted that travel 
equalization forms are available for those who need financial assistance.  
 
President Patterson presented his District President’s Report via a PowerPoint presentation. His presentation is 
available online (and below beginning on p.29). The official acts of our district during the last biennium will 
distributed and voted upon later. After his report, there was a question and answer period, which was tabled until 
after lunch.  
 
Pastor Mark Bitter prayed us to lunch at 12:20pm.  
 
Monday, June 4, 2018 – Afternoon Session 
After lunch, the convention reconvened at 1:05pm with continued discussion of the district president’s report. 
Pastor Clint Rogas made a motion to thank our District President for his report. It was seconded and approved. 
 
President Mark Zarling was given the floor and directed the delegates to the handouts from our synodical schools 
found within the binders and emphasized the work of our college of ministry, Martin Luther College. A video 
was shown, highlighting the college’s upcoming capital campaign. The video is available online at: 
https://youtu.be/2zwdxuFqcPU.  
 
Pastor Joel Voss, our Synod’s 2nd Vice President, brought greetings from the WELS. Blessings abound within 
our church body. After sharing many of those blessings, Pastor Voss answered questions and we thanked him for 
serving.  
 
At 1:45pm, Pastor Steve Wagenknecht, chair of Floor Committee #2 (Elections), instructed the body on the 
election’s procedure. He continued by reading the duties of the district president from the district’s constitution 
and nominations were requested. Having received the nomination ballots, the nominations were declared closed.  
 
District President Patterson directed our attention to Brad Johnston’s Synodical Council report. Brad is our 
Synodical Council representative and was unable to be with us. Within Brad’s report, Pastor Patterson highlighted 
a valuable online tool that was developed to calculate called worker compensation. A link to that tool is available 
at: https://cwcompcalc.wels.net.  
 
Pastor Mark Bitter led a short run-through of the hymn, “By Faith,” which will be sung during our evening 
devotion.  
 
At 2:00pm, Pastor Paul Janke, chairman of our World Mission Board, was given the floor to tell us about WELS 
Home and World Missions. He showed the body a video and a PowerPoint slideshow. Both are available online. 
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(Correction: The video is password protected and cannot be made available online.) We thanked him for his 
service to us. 
 
The Elections Committee announced the nominees for District President: John Koelpin, Don Patterson, Paul 
Seager, and John Vieths. Ballots were collected. Voting was closed. 
 
At 2:30pm, Professor Keith Wessel was granted the floor to begin his essay/presentation titled, Widows, Poverty, 
and Charity. After his first section, there was a brief question and answer period. His presentation is to be 
continued.  
 
The Elections Committee reported a successful election for District President.  Pastor Donald Patterson was re-
elected president of the South Central District.  The committee requested nominations for 1st Vice-President as 
the duties of the Vice-President were read. Having received the nomination ballots, the nominations were declared 
closed. 
 
Around 3:35pm, floor committee chairmen were introduced, and the assembly was dismissed for floor committee 
meetings. 
 
At 4:00pm, the Elections Committee announced the ballot for 1st Vice-President:  John Koelpin, Paul Seager, and 
John Vieths.  Ballots were collected, and the voting closed. 
 
District President Patterson provided a little background on our WELS Christian Aid and Relief and a video on 
their relief efforts was shown.  
 
After the video, the Elections Committee announced the election of the District 1st Vice-President: Pastor John 
Vieths. The committee requested nominations for 2nd Vice-President.  Ballots were collected.  While ballots were 
collected, James Behringer shared a personal story about his experience with Christian Aid and Relief. 
Nominations were declared closed. 
 
Professor Wessel continued his presentation at 4:20pm. 
 
At 5:00pm, the convention took a brief break to hear from the Elections Committee who announced the ballot for 
2nd Vice-President:  John Koelpin, Paul Seager, and John Hering.  Ballots were collected, and the voting closed. 
 
Professor Wessel resumed with questions and comments from the floor, and then he continued with his 
essay/presentation.  
 
At 5:20pm, we took another brief break for the Elections Committee, who announced Pastor John Hering was 
elected as the District 2nd Vice-President.  The committee requested nominations for District Secretary.  Ballots 
were collected.  Nominations were declared closed. 
 
Professor Wessel resumed his essay/presentation with questions and comments from the floor.  
 
One final brief break was taken to announce the nominees for District Secretary: Abram Degner, John Koelpin, 
and Bradley Taylor. Ballots were collected.  Voting was closed. 
 
Professor Wessel concluded his essay/presentation with more questions and comments from the floor. We look 
forward to more from Professor Wessel tomorrow. 
 
At 5:40pm, the Elections Committee announced a successful vote for District Secretary: Pastor Bradley Taylor. 
The committee handed out biographical information on the nominees for a variety of elected positions, which will 
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be voted upon tomorrow. Pastor Steve Wagenknecht concluded his committee’s work for the day by reminding 
the body to meet as circuits to elect a circuit pastor after the closing devotion. 
 
The assembly closed the afternoon session with a devotion led by Pastor David Schneider at 5:45pm.  
 
The convention recessed until 8:30am on Tuesday. 
 
Following dismissal, the six circuits of our District met and elected the following circuit pastors: 
 

• Arkansas Circuit: Chuck Huebner 
• Oklahoma Circuit: John Strackbein 
• DFW Circuit: Paul Seager 
• Capital Circuit: Dan Laitinen 
• Gulf Circuit: Nate Buege 
• Alamo Circuit: Dave Schneider 

 
Tuesday, June 5, 2018 – Morning Session 
The Convention reconvened at 8:35am. Pastor Nathan Buege led a Morning Devotion and shared God’s Word 
with us from Esther 4:1-17. During the service, Pastor Buege installed the District’s Presidium: Pr. Don Patterson 
(President), Pr. John Vieths (1st Vice-President), Pr. John Hering (2nd Vice-President), and Pr. Bradley Taylor 
(Secretary). 
 
Thankful to the Lord and humbled at his grace, President Patterson shared his objectives for the next biennium, 
which have been his objectives since beginning his service six years ago. Objective one: A focus on missions and 
a goal toward “10 missions in 10 years.” Objective two: Spiritual growth in our congregations and among our 
called workers. Objective three: Develop and encourage leaders within our churches. The GROW Conference is 
one place where leaders are encouraged to “grow” as leaders.  
 
Secretary Taylor was asked to read the minutes from the 1st day of Convention. Pastor Don Patterson motioned 
to approve the minutes as read. The motion was supported and approved.  
 
The Elections Committee announced nominations for the following positions: District Mission Board, 
Congregation Services, and Nominating Committee. The floor was opened for additional nominations. No more 
nominations from the floor were received so the nominations were declared closed. Ballots were collected, and 
voting declared closed.  
 
Around 9:20am, Pr. Nathan Buege, who serves on Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary’s Board of Control, was given 
the floor to present on our seminary. He spoke of the Seminary’s accreditation process and President Wendland’s 
personal ministry plans to step down from being president and transition back to full-time teaching. 
 
Following the seminary presentation, Pastor Jon Stern addressed the convention on the WELS Ministry of 
Christian Giving. His PowerPoint is available online. We thanked him for his service and the encouraging way in 
which he does his work.  
 
Pastor Steve Wagenknecht, representing Floor Committee #2 (Elections), reported the election results. District 
Mission Board: Laymen Mark Hartman and Jim Ross; and Pastor Nathan Sutton. Congregation Services: Pastor 
Daniel Schmidt. A runoff was declared between Pastor Aaron Glaeske and Teacher Bryan Scriver for the position 
of Nominating Committee representative. Ballots were collected, and voting declared closed.  
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Pastor Patterson asked the laypeople to stand and he thanked them for their investment of time and energy to be 
here. The body joined in the thanksgiving with a round of applause. District President Patterson then asked the 
teachers of our district to stand and be introduced. Our teachers were also thanked with a round of applause for 
their work with Jesus’ little lambs. 
  
At 9:55pm, Pastor Caleb Schoeneck offered a report on the District Mission Board. His written report and 
PowerPoint are available on the district website. A question and answer period followed. Discussion included the 
process of defunding missions. Pastor Steve Wagenknecht told the body about a family who moved to Del Rio, 
Texas, and is open to meeting with other WELS people who might be in the area. Pastor Schoeneck is a gift to 
our district and he was thanked for all his labors.   
 
Pastor Matt Brown was given the floor to talk to us about his mission work with special ministries, and especially 
the Jesus’ Cares ministry. He told us about the many baptisms that came because of the years of the faithful work 
of Abiding Word’s lay members. He also talked about the work of the gospel in southern California and work 
done closer to home at a nearby jail. We thanked the Lord for his goodness. 
 
At 10:35am we took a break.  
 
At 10:55am, Pastor Benjamin Ehlers, representing Floor Committee #4 (Membership), reminded the body of the 
document titled, “South Central Membership Changes,” which was distributed yesterday. He then presented his 
committee’s resolution to approve the actions on that document along with the corrections in the committee’s 
resolution. The resolution was moved, supported, and passed. (see p.19-20) 
 
Mr. Richard Mannisto was given the floor to represent and present on Wisconsin Lutheran College. He concluded 
with a video. 
 
Pastor Steve Wagenknecht, representing Floor Committee #2 (Elections), reported the election runoff results. 
Nominating Committee: Teacher Bryan Scriver. The Elections Committee announced nominations for the 
following positions: District Board of Appeals Chairman, District Board of Appeals Pastor, District Board of 
Appeals Teacher, and District Board of Appeals Laymen. Ballots were collected, and voting declared closed.  
 
Pastor Daniel Laitinen, chairman of Floor Committee #10 (World Missions), reported that Pastor Janke’s report 
to the convention on World Missions yesterday will stand as presented and Janke was thanked again for his 
service. The committee recognized all the good work being done by all of God’s people around the world. Floor 
committee #10 was thanked for their work.  
 
At 11:10am, Pastor James Behringer presented on WELS Congregational Services with a slideshow and showed 
a number of videos. All are available online. We thanked him for his presentation.  
 
Around Noon, Professor Wessel was given the floor to present on behalf of the Hymnal Committee. His slideshow 
is available online. For further information and updates, he directed the body to the committee’s website: 
www.welshymnal.com. 
 
An announcement was made by 2nd Vice President John Hering to bring any afternoon resolutions to the steering 
desk before lunch.  
 
At 12:20pm the assembly broke for lunch after being led in prayer by Pastor Nathan Buege. 
 
Tuesday, June 5, 2018 – Afternoon Session 
President Patterson ceded the chair to Vice President John Vieths.  
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At 1:05pm, Mr. Brent Nemmers, chairman of the Committee on Constitutional Matters, directed the body’s 
attention to their report within the convention binder (also available online). Brent provided his email: 
bn.scd.wels@gmail.com for any questions and was thanked for his committee’s work. 
 
Professor Wessel was called back to present the third and final part of his essay/presentation. A time for questions, 
answers, and comments then followed. His presentation will be available online. We thanked the professor for 
his work these past two days in edifying us.  
 
Pastor Steve Wagenknecht, representing Floor Committee #2 (Elections), reported the election results. District 
Board of Appeals Chairman: Pastor Charles Huebner, District Board of Appeals Pastor: David Bivens, District 
Board of Appeals Teacher: Jim Henrickson, and District Board of Appeals Laymen: David Schweppe, Mr. Shawn 
Taylor, and Mr. Stephen Jones.  
 
Pastor Steve Wagenknecht also brought forth a resolution to elect the pastors (4), teacher (1), and congregational 
delegates (8) and alternates who will be representing the SC District at the 2019 Synod Convention. The resolution 
was moved, supported, and passed. (see p.16) 
 
The election’s committee was dismissed and thanked for its work.  
 
At 2:12pm, Pastor Steven Wagenknecht presented on behalf of District Special Ministries. He showed a 
PowerPoint which will be available online. 
 
At 2:10pm, Pastor Andrew Schroer, chairman of Floor Committee #8 (Financial Results), directed the body’s 
attention to page 2 of the synodical council’s report found within the convention binder and encouraged us to 
report that content to our congregations.  
 
President Patterson and other pastors offered updates on some of the smaller congregations within our district. 
King of Kings, Alexandria, is selling their storefront location and plans to worship in the public library for free. 
Abiding Savior, Killeen has been served faithfully by Jon Mahnke. They would like to call a retired pastor who 
would serve them for a year. Mount Zion, Hillsboro is worshipping 6 people in worship. QT gas station has made 
an offer on the property. They are working with Pastor Kevin Mau. Christ Our Savior, Angelton was served 
faithfully by Ron Semro who has retired. Committee on Aid and Relief has renovated the parsonage for sale after 
Harvey, and the whole property is on the market. Sales would be given to Christ the Lord, Sienna Plantation, who 
would use the funds for mission work and serve the people of Our Savior. St Mark, Duncanville is being served 
by a vacancy pastor. They are unable to call a full-time pastor. Their property is also on the market. They are also 
considering a new mission church in Midlothian, where there seems to be some opportunity. Good Shepherd, 
Midland meets regularly on Sundays for worship. They are working toward calling a full-time pastor. Our 
Redeemer, San Angelo is without a pastor. They own a small house church and are worshipping regularly. They 
have reached out to the ELS about becoming a new mission church of theirs. Finally, Bob and Marlene Hill were 
recognized. Both serve a school in Marble Falls, TX. Bob is also a staff minister who conducts worship services 
in that same space on Sunday mornings. Both volunteer their time and offer it to the Lord. They were thanked for 
their selfless service in the Lord’s kingdom.  
 
The convention took a brief break at 2:30pm.  
 
After the break, President Patterson took back the chair.  
 
Teacher Jim Henrickson reported on WELS Commission on Lutheran Schools. He provided many updates. He 
offered his guidance with any school related questions and Brenda Wagenknecht if anyone had any early 
childhood ministries questions. He was thanked for his service. 
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Pastor Aaron Glaeske, chairman of Floor Committee #3 (Resolutions), presented their resolutions. First, a 
designation of the offering was moved, supported, and approved. Second, an expression of gratitude for all 
involved in the convention’s work was moved, supported, and approved. (see p.17-18)  
 
President Patterson presented a motion to thank our worship leaders and Pastor Abe Degner, our worship 
coordinator. It was supported and approved. 
 
At 2:50pm, Pastor Jeremy Belter reported on behalf of Adult Discipleship. Before his report, he used the 
opportunity to thank the district for all the blessings that came from his time here. John Koelpin was appointed to 
serve in this position going forward. In the midst of Pastor Belter’s presentation, Marilyn Miller spoke of the 
blessings that are apparent among the women’s ministry of our district and synod. She encouraged congregations 
to enable our women to attend women’s conferences. Finally, she offered her services to any congregation who 
could use help with women’s ministries. Pastor Belter resumed his presentation and was thanked for his service.  
 
With the Convention’s business complete, it was announced that Secretary Taylor will post the minutes to the 
district website.  
 
Before our closing devotion, Pastor Hering showed a brief video which advertised our district’s youth camps at 
Camp Shiloh this summer. Pastor Ledermann encouraged us to “like” the summer camps on our Facebook page. 
And, Mr. Unke added a way he was planning to introduce the camp to his young people.   
 
President Don Patterson adjourned the 18th Biennial Convention of the District at 3:07pm. 
 
Pastor Paul Bowe led the assembly in the closing service. The text of his devotion was 1 Samuel 1:1-28.  
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
Pastor Bradley Taylor, Secretary 
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District Election Results  
 
District Praesidium 
President: Don Patterson  
1st Vice President: John Vieths 
2nd Vice President: John Hering 
Secretary: Brad Taylor 
 
Circuit Pastors  
Alamo: David Schneider 
Arkansas: Chuck Huebner 
Capital: Daniel Laitinen 
Dallas-Fort Worth: Paul Seager 
Gulf Coast: Nate Buege 
Oklahoma: John Strackbein 
 
District Mission Board  
Pastor Nathan Sutton (2024) 
Mr. Mark Hartman (2024) 
Mr. Jim Ross (2024) 
 
Congregation Services: Youth and Family 
Coordinator: Pastor Dan Schmidt (2024) 
 
Nominating Committee  
Conference Representative: Teacher Bryan Scriver (2022) 
 
Board of Appeals 
Chairman: Pastor Charles Huebner (2024) 
Pastor David Bivens (2024) 
Teacher Jim Henrickson (2024) 
Mr. David Schweppe (2024) 
Mr. Shawn Taylor (2024) 
Mr. Stephen Jones (2024) 
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Floor Committee Reports and Resolutions 
 
 

Floor Committee 1 (Attendance/Excuses) 
 
Attendees:   
 
A total of 91 attendees were in attendance at the conference.  
 
 Pastors: 41 
 Teachers: 7  
 Staff Ministers: 3 
 Lay Delegates: 27 
 Guests: 10  
 Vicars: 4 
 
Excused 
 
Pastor 
Dave Kapler, Trinity, Mountain Home, AR 
Nate Sutton, Our Savior, San Antonio, Texas 
 
Teacher 
Tyler Morgan, Christ the Lord, Sienna Plantation, Texas 
 
Staff Minister 
 
 
There were 24 congregations that did not send a delegate.  
 

Stephen Apt, Pastor, Liberty Hill, TX 
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Floor Committee 2 (Elections) 
 

Subject: Representation at 2019 Synod Convention 

WHEREAS, The Election Committee in conjunction with the District Secretary has followed the guidelines adopted by 
the South Central District Convention for selecting delegates to the Synod Convention; therefore be it 

Resolved, That the following be elected as delegates to the 2019 Synod Convention: 

Pastor Delegates Alternates 

1.  Pr. David Bivens  1.  Pr. John Hering 
2.  Pr. Steve Wagenknecht  2.  Pr. Aaron Glaeske 
3.  Pr. Jon Semro   3.  Pr. Mark Bitter 
4.  Pr. John Vieths  4.  Pr. Nate Sutton 
 
Teacher/Staff Minister Delegate Alternate    

1.  Tr. Jim Henrickson 1.  Tr. Ben Carlovsky 
 
Congregational Delegates Alternates 

 1.  Abiding Faith, Pinehurst, TX   1. Faith, Russellville, AR 
2.  Gethsemane, Oklahoma City, OK 2. Christ Alone, Keller, TX  

 3.  Risen Savior, Austin, TX   3.  Beautiful Savior, Bella Vista, AR 
4.  Grace, Norman, OK 4.  Cross of Christ, Universal City, TX 
5. Abiding Faith, Fort Worth, TX 5.  Trinity, Temple, TX 
6. Christ the King, Tulsa, OK 6.  Holy Cross, Oklahoma City, OK 

 7. Gethsemane, Corpus Christi, TX  7.  Victory of the Lamb, Katy, TX 
8. Christ the Rock, Round Rock, TX 8.  Divine Peace, Garland, TX 
  

Notes: 

1. The 2019 Synod Convention will be held at Martin Luther College (New Ulm, MN) on July 29-August 1, 2019. 
2. Congregational delegates should be selected/elected by their local congregations no later than November/December 

2018.  The names of congregational delegates are due by February 1, 2019.  Registration will begin in April 2019. 
3. The “fee” that each calling body is being asked to provide for each delegate is $275. 
4. All elected (and alternate) delegates (pastor, teacher/staff minister, lay) are to reserve July 29-August 1, 2019 in 

order to be available to serve as a delegate.  Election as a delegate or an alternate signifies commitment to attend. 
5. The absolute deadline for seating alternate delegates is June 15, 2019. 
6. Alternates are listed in the order upon which they will be called, not in correspondence to a certain person or 

congregation for which they would serve as an alternate. 
 

Pastor Steven Wagenknecht, chairman 
Teacher Bryan Scriver 
Teacher Patrick Cortright 
Mr. Harold Schulke 
Mr. Tom Schwenke 
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Floor Committee 3 (Resolutions) 
 

Resolution #1  
 
Subject: Designation of Offerings 
 
WHEREAS 1) We as a synod support the continuing and post-graduate education of our college 

and seminary professors; and 
 
WHEREAS 2) Prof. Keith Wessel has blessed us with some of the things he learned through his 

post-graduate studies; and 
 
WHEREAS 3) Prof. Wessel and others are still engaged in ongoing, post-graduate work; and 
 
WHEREAS      4) Our district in convention collected an offering of $444; therefore be it 
 
Resolved, a) That we, the South Central District, thank Prof. Wessel for his presentation; and 

be it finally  
 
Resolved,  b) That we designate the offering of $444 to Martin Luther College’s continuing and 

post-graduate education line item. 
 

 
 
       Aaron Glaeske, Victoria, TX 
       Josh Shandor, Little Rock, AR 
       Peter Sampe, Fort Worth, TX 
       Adam Gould, Austin, TX 
       Matthew Lange, Houston, TX 
 

  
Resolution #2  
 
Subject: Thanksgiving 
 
WHEREAS 1) It takes many people to help administrate and serve the needs of our district in 

convention; and 
 
WHEREAS 2) The members of Calvary Lutheran Church and School have graciously offered us 

the use of their facilities; and 
 
WHEREAS 3) Many of the staff and members of Calvary Lutheran Church and School have 

volunteered their time and gifts to serve us in a variety of ways, including audio-
visual enhancement, technical support, providing and serving meals, playing 
instruments for worship, etc.; and  

 
WHEREAS 4) We were blessed by many presenters and their presentations, and  
 
WHEREAS 5) It is good and right that we should at all times and in every place 

give thanks to God for all his blessings; therefore, be it  
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Resolved, a) That we all thank God for all the gifts given to us through the pastor, teachers, 

staff and members of Calvary Lutheran Church and School; and be it  
 
Resolved b) That we thank all our presenters for their presentations; and finally be it 
 
Resolved, b) That the South Central District express its thanks to the pastor, teachers, staff and 

members of Calvary Lutheran Church for their service in hosting our 2018 
Convention. 

 
 
       Aaron Glaeske, Victoria, TX 
       Josh Shandor, Little Rock, AR 
       Peter Sampe, Fort Worth, TX 
       Adam Gould, Austin, TX 
       Matthew Lange, Houston, TX 
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Floor Committee 4 (Membership) 
 
Subject: Membership 
 
WHEREAS           1) Pastor Daniel Herold was installed as a pastor of the South Eastern Wisconsin District; 

and 
 
WHEREAS 2) Pastor Ron Semro has retired; and 
 
WHEREAS  3) Pastor Steven Dorn was suspended for cause on November 15, 2017; therefore be it 
 
Resolved, a) Pastor Daniel Herold be added under the heading of “Pastors transferring out”; and be it 

further  
 
Resolved, b) Pastor Ron Semrow be added under the heading of “Retirements”; and be it finally 
 
Resolved,  c) Pastor Steven Dorn be added to a new category of “Suspensions”. 
 
 
                                     Rev. Benjamin Ehlers, Temple, TX 
                                     Rev. Paul Bowe, Oklahoma City, OK 
                                     Staff Minister Robert Hill, Marble Falls, TX 
                                     Layman Rodney Reicherts, Prince of Peace, Flower Mound, TX 
 

 
 

South Central District Membership Changes  
July 2016-June 2018 

 
Official Acts During the Biennium 

 
Ordination and Installation 
Gunnar Ledermann – Divine Peace, Garland, TX (July 3, 2017)  
Ben Schone – Abiding Word, Houston, TX (July 23, 2017) 
Joshua Shandor – King of Kings, Little Rock, AR (July 30, 2017) 
 
Installations 
 
Pastors:  
Matthew Brown – Abiding Word, Houston, TX (October 9, 2016) 
Mike Geiger – Cross and Crown, Georgetown, TX (January 15, 2017) 
Nathan Biebert – Risen Savior, Austin, TX (February 26, 2017) 
Paul Bowe – Gethsemane, Oklahoma City, OK (July 9, 2017) 
Aaron Glaeske – New Mission, Victoria, TX (July 16, 2017) 
 
Staff Minister:  
  
Teachers:  
Tyler Morgan (7/2016) 
Bryan Scriver (7/2017) 
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Matthew Lange (7/2017)  
Patrick Cortright (7/2017) 
Jacob Unke (7/2017) 
 
Transfer Out 
 
Pastors:  
Josh Martin to Western Wisconsin District (July 6, 2016) 
Mark Tiefel to the Northern Wisconsin District (July 1, 2016) 
Joseph Koelpin to the Minnesota District (January 1, 2017) 
Daniel Herold to the SE Wisconsin District (November 16, 2017) 
Nathan Bourmann to SE Wisconsin District (March 1, 2018) 
 
Teachers:  
Steven Vasold to SE Wisconsin District (6/2017) 
Brett Fuhrmann to the Minnesota District (6/2018) 
George Kellermann to the Michigan District (6/2018)   
 
Staff Ministers:  
Jim Boggs to the SE Wisconsin District (September 24, 2017)  
 
Retirements 
Pastor Ron Semrow 
Staff Minister Marilyn Miller 
 
 
Suspensions 
Steven Dorn – Abiding Savior Killeen, TX (November 15, 2017) 
 
Appointments 
Pastor Nate Sutton to District Mission Board (July 8, 2016) 
Lay Representative Jim Ross to District Mission Board (July 8, 2016) 
Pastor Nathan Buege to WLS Governing Board (July, 2016)  
Pastor Abram Degner to District Worship Coordinator (September 2016) 
Pastor Andy Retberg to MLS Governing Board (February 1, 2017) 
Pastor Jeremy Belter to D/FW Assistant Circuit Pastor (May, 2017) 
  
Congregations Recommended for Membership in the District  
 
Requesting Membership in the District 
 
Anniversaries 
Our Savior, San Antonio – 50 years (December 4, 2016) 
Don Patterson – 25 years (June 25, 2017) 
Neil Hansen – 50 years (July 2, 2017) 
Beautiful Savior, Bella Vista – 20 years (September 24, 2017) 
  
Called to Eternal Glory 
James Radloff (March 2, 2018)  
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Floor Committee 5 (Courtesy/Housing) 
 

The Committee had nothing to report. 
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Floor Committee 6 (Conference of Presidents) 
 
The Committee had nothing to report. 
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Floor Committee 7 (Synodical Council) 
 

The Committee had nothing to report. 
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Floor Committee 8 (Financial Results) 
 
The Committee had nothing to report. 
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Floor Committee 9 (Home Missions) 
 

The Committee had nothing to report. 
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Floor Committee 10 (Missions: World/Joint) 
 

The Committee’s report is found within the minutes. 
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Floor Committee 11 (Ministerial Education) 

 
The Committee had nothing to report. 
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Floor Committee 12 (Northwestern Publishing House) 
 

The Committee had nothing to report. 
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Reports to the Convention 
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Synodical Council Report 
 
 

1. The Synodical Council is responsible for implementing all decisions and resolutions made by the synod 
in convention and for overseeing all activities of the synod in pursuit of its mission (other than those that 
are the specific responsibility of the Conference of Presidents).  The Synodical Council acts on behalf 
of the synod between conventions with input from the Conference of Presidents, synod administrators 
and lay leaders. The Synodical Council is comprised of the synod president who serves as the 
chairman, the synod first and second vice presidents, one lay member elected by each of the 12 
districts, two pastors-at-large and one teacher-at-large, the Chairmen of the Board for Home Missions, 
World Missions and Ministerial Education, three members of the Conference of Presidents and ten 
advisory members, which include the area of ministry administrators, chief financial officer, chief 
technology officer, and the directors of mission operations, communications and human resources.  

 
2. The Synodical Council has three primary committees, Administration, Ministry, and Finance, and two 

standing sub-committees, Compensation Review and Capital Projects. The Synodical Council is 
responsible for, and must ensure compliance with, all convention resolutions.  You can review the 
status of this compliance work on page 24 of the Report to the Twelve Districts.  The Synodical Council 
also provides oversight of the synod’s four subsidiaries (Northwestern Publishing House, WELS Church 
Extension Fund, WELS Foundation and WELS Investment Funds) and one affiliate (WELS Benefit 
Plans).  
 

3. The 2017 synod convention adopted a 2017-2025 long-range ministry plan called “Our Great Heritage”. 
The Synodical Council oversees and coordinates the plans and activities of all areas of ministry and 
works to monitor and evaluate how the various areas of ministry are carrying out their tasks in support 
of this long-range ministry plan. The Synodical Council receives regular progress reports from the areas 
of ministry and departments, evaluates the ministry plans and then allocates funds for programs and 
services in the Ministry Financial Plan. 
 

4. Northwestern Publishing House.  In April, 2018, Northwestern Publishing House announced that it 
will be taking a number of steps to sustain its ministry in the future. NPH has been impacted by the 
broader consumer trend toward purchasing online. With the retail store in Milwaukee now only 
representing 17% of total sales, the store will be closed in the fall of 2018. In anticipation of this change 
and to provide continued service, the NPH online website www.nph.net was recently upgraded to 
provide an improved customer experience and better search capabilities. Telephone customer service 
will also continue to be available. In spring 2019, NPH will move its warehousing and distribution to a 
fulfillment partner that will ship orders to customers. This shift provides NPH with a more economically 
viable approach that still maintains direct contact with its customers. Finally, NPH will sell its current 
building and relocate its staff to the Center for Mission and Ministry by May 2019. NPH remains 
committed to its mission of developing and publishing biblically sound, Christo-centered, trustworthy 
books, music and other resources for our pastors, teachers, WELS members and the general public. 

 
5. Congregation Mission Offerings.  Congregation mission offerings continue to be the foundational 

financial support for WELS mission and ministry programs and services.  A continuing concern and 
challenge is that total annual congregation mission offerings have remained flat over the last 10 years, 
while inflationary pressures are increasing expenses 3-3.5 percent annually.  Had congregation mission 
offerings grown at the rate of inflations, we would today have $8 million more each year to reduce 
student debt, open more home and world mission fields and enhance programs and services to 
congregations and WELS members. Despite these trends in CMO, support from individual gifts, 
bequests, grants from the WELS Church Extension Fund to Home Missions and efforts to increase 
efficiency has enabled WELS to not only maintain ministry but even to expand them in some areas. 
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While Congregation Mission Offerings have been flat for ten years, congregations have exceeded their 
subscriptions in five of the last six years.  With confidence that congregations will meet their 
subscriptions the Synodical Council is able to move forward with ministry plans based on the amounts 
subscribed.  Looking to the future and development of the ministry financial plan for the next biennium, 
congregation mission offerings are planned to increase a half of a percent annually, or two and a half to 
three percent less than needed to keep up with inflationary cost increases for wages, benefits, utilities, 
and insurances.  
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6. Financial Stabilization Fund.  The financial stabilization fund was created in 2008 to hold general 
ministry support, other than congregation mission offerings.  The fund holds these operating sources of 
support until at least the year after receipt.  The fund was created because, unlike congregation mission 
offerings, the support received from individuals, bequests, and the Schwan Foundation is not as 
predictable.  In the past, when support from these sources was less than planned, the Synodical 
Council was forced to reduce planned ministry in the middle of a fiscal year.  Since the fund was 
created, ministry plans have not had to be suddenly reduced in situations where general ministry 
sources of support were less than planned.   

 
The financial stabilization fund reached a record level of $15.7 million at the end of fiscal year 2017.  
The record is largely the result of one-time events in 2017: a large bequest, a closing congregation 
gifting its property and buildings to WELS, designation of unrestricted net assets and lower expenses 
due to efficiency gains and vacant positions.  By fiscal year 2019, the fund is projected to be reduced to 
$13.5 million. 
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7. Unfunded Priorities.  The financial stabilization fund has primarily only been used to fund ongoing 
ministry programs and services as a part of synod support.  Because of God’s blessings, the fund was 
recently utilized for the first time to fund $400,000 of items on the Unfunded Priorities list.  The 
Synodical Council will continue to monitor the financial stabilization fund and will again use excess 
dollars in the fund, when available and as appropriate, to finance additional items on the unfunded 
priorities list. 

 
a. Publication Coordination Committee (PCC) for theological works - $50,000 - Funded 
b. Ministerial Education – MLC financial assistance - $150,000 - Funded 
c. Missions - Home Mission start and World Mission enhancement - $200,000 - Funded 
d. World Missions – Vietnam training center - $500,000  
e. World Missions - Ethiopia/Sudan worker training support - $50,000   
f. Ministerial Education – MLC tuition increase relief (financial assistance) - $150,000   
g. Ministerial Education - funding of the capital projects from unfunded list - $150,000   
h. Special Ministries - WELS Military Services Committee - $50,000   
i. Home Missions - New Home Mission start - $125,000   
j. Special Ministries - WELS Prison Ministry Committee - $50,000   
k. Synodical Council - PCC funding for catechism & Bible history curriculum - $100,000   
l. Home Missions - New Home Mission start -  $150,000  

 
 
 

8. Synod Operating Support Allocation. Synod support to areas of ministry is comprised of 
congregation mission offerings and transfers from the financial stabilization fund.  For fiscal year 2018-
19, congregation mission offerings of $21.4 million and financial stabilization funds transfers of $7.8 
million combine to provide $29.2 million for ministry programs and services.  Distribution of synod 
support to areas of ministry is based on the recommendation of the Synodical Council’s Ministry 
Committee, which weighs the ministry plans and priorities to make its allocation recommendations.   

a. Missions, which includes Home Missions, World Mission and the Joint Mission Council, receive 
$12.2 million or 41.4% of the available synod support. 
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b. Ministerial Education receives $8.1 million and is primarily used to support the four ministerial 
education schools:  Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary, Martin Luther College, Michigan Lutheran 
Seminary and Luther Preparatory School.  

c. Congregation & District Ministry, which includes conference of presidents and their assistants, 
Christian Giving, Congregational Services, Communications, and Support, receive $5.5 million.   

d. Ministry Support, which includes Synod Presidium, Synodical Council, Archives, Financial 
Services, Human Resources, and Technology, receive $3.4 million. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

9. FY 2018-19 Total Ministry Plan Support.  In addition to synod support, areas of ministry use donor 
gifts and grants given specifically to their ministry, plus tuition and fees to attend the ministerial 
education schools and programs offered by Congregational Services, to fund their ministry programs 
and services.  These other sources of funding bring the total used for ministry to just over $74 million in 
fiscal year 2019. 

a. Synod support – congregation mission offerings and transfer from the financial stabilization fund 
– total $29.2 million or about 39% of ministry funding; 

b. Tuition and fees provide $23.5 million or 32% of ministry funding; 
c. Gifts and grants provide $17.0 million or 23% of ministry funding; and  
d. Reserves, created by past operating surplus or gifts that were not spent in the year received 

that are administered by areas of ministry and the ministerial education schools, provide $4.4 
million or 6% of ministry funding.  
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10. Total Ministry Plan Expenses by Fiscal Year.  These sources of ministry funding - synod support, 
plus direct gifts and tuition and fees - are used to fund the ministry financial plan.  For fiscal year 2019 - 

a. Home Missions accounts for $9.9 million and World Missions accounts for $10.3 million of 
planned ministry spending; 

b. Ministerial education accounts for $41.9 million or more than 56% of planned ministry spending; 
c. Congregation and District Ministry accounts for $7.3 million; and Ministry Support, which 

includes which includes Synod Presidium, Synodical Council, Archives, Financial Services, 
Human Resources and Technology, accounts for $4.7 million or smallest share of the planned 
ministry spending. 
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11. Michigan Lutheran Seminary.  As with most plans, actual results tend to vary from what is planned.  
Sometimes results are better, other times results are worse, which is the case this year for Michigan 
Lutheran Seminary.  Michigan Lutheran Seminary had planned surpluses in both fiscal year 18 and 
fiscal year 19 to grow ministry and student assistance, address maintenance, and shore up their 
reserve position.  Current projections now point to deficits of $184,000 for fiscal year 2018 and 
$503,000 for fiscal year 2019 due to fewer students, fewer gifts, and the pressure of increased student 
assistance. 

 
The Synodical Council, Board for Ministerial Education, and Michigan Lutheran Seminary Governing 
Board and administration are working collaboratively on strategies to address short- and long-term 
funding challenges as well as strategies to strengthen accounting, financial reporting, and financial 
planning. 

 
 

12. Recent Synodical Council Action Items. 
 

a. The Capital Projects Committee was created in 2013 by the synod convention.  This committee 
is comprised of design and construction industry experts and representatives from each of the 
four ministerial education schools, WELS finance, and the Board for Ministerial Education.  The 
committee is working diligently to ensure buildings are being maintained and updated and that 
land and building needs are properly planned.  To this end, the committee recommended and 
the Synodical Council established a policy that requires any project costing more than $100,000 
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be approved by the Synodical Council, and the Conference of Presidents if a synod-wide 
campaign is desired for funding, before planning for the project begins or is announced. 

b. Beginning January 2015, WELS began self-insuring a portion of health care costs for its 
workers.  The Lord has blessed this effort and savings of nearly $1 million have been realized 
so far.  These savings, net a risk retention reserve of $500,000, have been returned to the areas 
of ministry, Northwestern Publishing House and the ministry education schools.  This effort will 
also result in lower premiums, recognizing a portion of anticipated future savings are now going 
directly to the participants rather than being held in reserve. 

c. As reported to the 2016 district conventions and the 2017 synod convention, the Compensation 
Review Committee, chaired by Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary Professor Earle Treptow, has 
worked to review the WELS compensation guidelines.  The committee identified enhancements 
and created a tool to assist congregation with planning compensation in accordance with synod 
guidelines.  Recently, at the request of WELS president, the committee again considered Cost 
of Living Adjustment guidelines.  The approved guidelines allowed the cost of living adjustment 
to be less than the national average, and to move up or down based on annual changes. This 
methodology could have adverse impacts on called workers considering calls and those that 
made financial decision based on the cost of living adjustment applied when a call was issued.  
Revised guidelines eliminate below national average cost of living adjustments at the time of a 
call and after a call has been accepted, and allow the adjustment to go up if changes in the cost 
of living make it appropriate to do so 

 
 

13. Looking Ahead.  As we look ahead there are several projects the Synodical Council wishes to bring to 
your attention.   

 
a. The compensation review committee, working with the Conference of Presidents, is developing 

a compensation calculator for less than full time or short duration term called positions. 
b. The Synodical Council has formed a pension plan study committee to determine the best 

pension plan design for workers and the synod going forward.  The committee is composed of 
representatives from the Synodical Council, the Conference of Presidents, the Retirement 
Program Commission, President Schroeder and advisors CFO Todd Poppe and Joshua 
Peterman, director of Benefit Plans.  In April, the committee sent a survey to all active called 
workers to judge retirement and pension plan knowledge and preferences.  On behalf of the 
committee, many thanks to those who completed the survey.  The committee is hoping to bring 
its findings and recommendations to the Synodical Council this fall for consideration.  Any 
significant changes to the pension plan design would be brought to the 2019 synod convention 
for consideration and approval prior to implementation. 

c. One the Synodical Council’s convention responsibilities is approving the ministry financial plan 
for the 2019-2021 biennium.  Development of the plan has begun and in addition to the 
assumptions on congregation mission offerings and transfers from the financial stabilization 
fund that were discussed above, other key assumptions include a proposed wage increase of 
three percent each year and annual health care and pension increases of ten percent and five 
percent, respectively.  The Synodical Council will complete its review and final approval of the 
ministry financial plan in early 2019. 

 
God continues to support WELS with generous members whose love for national and international ministry 
work is unwavering.  We are thankful for the abundance of time, talent and treasures with which we are 
blessed and look forward to the future as we continue to work together to spread the message of salvation in 
Jesus to all nations. 
 
Respectfully Submitted, 
 
Brad Johnston 
Synodical Council Representative 
South Central District 
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SCDMB Chairman’s Report – Page 1 

 
WELS South Central District Mission Board Report 
District Convention Ë June 4-5, 2018 
Calvary Lutheran Church Ë Dallas, Texas 

 

Jesus replied, “Let us go somewhere else—to the nearby villages— 
so I can preach there also. That is why I have come.” (Mark 1:38) 

Perhaps it comes as no surprise to hear me say, “Let us go somewhere else.”  But, the disciples were certainly 

surprised when they heard Jesus say it.  The disciples thought there was so much opportunity right where they 

were at that it was inconceivable to think of going somewhere else.  There was a line out the door to see Jesus.  

People were healed.  Demons squealed.  The next morning the disciples assumed they would pick up the work 

right where they left off.  But, as Peter slipped into the routine of ministry, Jesus slipped away to meditate.  And, 

when Peter finally found him, he said, “Everyone here in this town is looking for you.”   

Who of us wouldn’t like to have so many ripe opportunities?  How many of us have prayed that our own 
ministry might be so active?  But, Jesus told Peter, “Let us go somewhere else.”  You see, going somewhere else 

is not only executing the great commission, it executes the lie we believe that says there is so much work ‘here’ 
that there is no possible way to go ‘there.’  It makes you think, doesn’t it?  Jesus certainly could have said the 

same thing when it came time to save you.  Yet, he went somewhere else--from heaven to earth, and as a result 

we are forgiven and we have the secret to understanding the words, “Let us go somewhere else.”  It’s not just 
about planting new churches.  It’s about the gospel that has been planted in us.  SO, let’s go! 

Our Current Situation 
Here is a brief summary of the work that has taken place during the past two years. 

x New mission funding was authorized starting on July 1, 2017, to enhance (restart) the work at King of 

Kings in Little Rock, Arkansas. 

x Continuing mission funding was authorized for seven existing missions: 

Abiding Savior - Killeen, Texas 
Christ Alone - Keller, Texas 
Divine Peace - Rockwall, Texas (note: facility dedication) 
Faith - Tyler, Texas 
Grace - Norman, Oklahoma 
Peace - Liberty Hill, Texas (note: land acquisition) 
Redeemer - Victoria, Texas (note: missionary installation) 

x Continuing support was authorized for four unsubsidized missions: 

Christ the King - Tulsa, Oklahoma (note: facility dedication) 
Christ the Lord - Sienna Plantation, Texas (note: now Divine Savior) 
Christ the Rock - Round Rock, Texas (note: land acquisition)  
Holy Word - Pflugerville, Texas 

x Three requests for new mission funding were submitted but deferred so that initial research efforts in 

could mature.  

x One mission was defunded due to slower than anticipated growth and the desire to invest the mission 

funding in other mission fields. 

x Four vicars serve in the South Central District through the Vicars in Mission Settings (ViMS) program.  
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A Look Forward 
Submitting a formal request is the primary process used by the SCDMB to start new missions and start new 
ministries.  It is a thorough process that involves a significant time investment.  However, the SCDMB has 
developed a complete guidebook that is available for any church or group of individuals to use.  In addition, the 
SCDMB is willing and eager to personally visit any site, explain the process, and answer any questions. 

Our district continues to see the largest population growth in the nation.  In an effort to keep pace with the 
demographic growth, the SCDMB would like to have five to ten new requests each year.  Below is a list of several 
locations where initial request work could or is taking place.  Your input is encouraged! 

1. Conroe, Texas  
2. In-Town Houston, Texas  
3. Northwest San Antonio, Texas  
4. Prosper, Texas  
5. Midlothian, Texas  

 

WELS Home Missions  
For the latest news on the work taking place across the synod, look at the information on the supplemental 
report attached to this document. 
 

Church Extension Fund 
As noted on the first page of this report, Church Extension Fund (CEF) is a valuable Home Mission partner.  
Through the ministry of CEF, loans are made to mission churches to purchase land and help build/buy the first 
worship facility.  Not only does CEF give loans, through its grant programs mission churches receive additional 
financial support which allows them the opportunity to afford buying land and building a worship facility.  Since 
1993 when the grant program has begun, over $33M in grants have been given.  In addition, since 2013, a policy 
change was made that allows CEF to grant money directly to support the ongoing work of home missions.  While 
the amount fluctuates slightly, it is typically around $800,000 each year.  If you or your congregation have not 
had an opportunity to support CEF by putting your money on deposit with them, please consider doing so.   

Announcements & Information 
x Campus Ministry – Submit contact information for your college students… 

Baylor University – Pastor Benj Ehlers, Trinity, Temple, Texas 
Texas A&M University – Pastor Caleb Schoeneck, Beautiful Savior, College Station, Texas 
Texas Tech University – Pastor Jeremy Cares, Shepherd of the Plains, Lubbock, Texas 
University of Oklahoma – Pastor John Vieths, Grace, Norman, Oklahoma 
University of Texas – Pastor Dan Laitinen, Holy Word, Austin, Texas 
University of Texas – Arlington, Pastor Kevin Mau, Our Savior, Arlington, Texas 
Note: For a complete list of Campus Ministry Contact Pastors, consult the Synod Yearbook. 

x Deadlines for the next year…  
Home Mission Requests – August 1, 2018. 
Summer Student Assistants (Summer Vicars) – September 1, 2018. 
The Antioch Foundation 

Mission Congregations (Antioch II): Application Deadline – September 15, 2018. 
Self-Supporting Congregations: Application Deadline – from October 15, to November 15, 2018. 

Home Mission Requests Deadline – February 1, 2018. 
Christian Aid & Relief Application Deadline – March 1, 2019. 
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x The next South Central Ten-In-Ten (TNT) Missions Expansion Gathering is October 22-23, 2018. 
The TNT initiative is the pro-active work to establish ten new missions in the South Central District by 
2022.  By God’s grace, we have been able to start seven in the past six years.  We are praying that the 
number would grow.  The TNT gathering will be held at the Timmerman ranch in Oakalla, Texas, about 
an hour north of Austin. 

x There is a second WELS Multi-Site Church Conference… 
November 12-14, 2018, in Pewaukee, Wisconsin (go to www.wels.net for details). 

x Mission Journey teams are responsible for transportation costs. Generally, the host congregation is 
responsible for lodging, costs for the outreach activities and follow-up. Host congregations also often 
provide food for the team. However, each congregation is unique, so Mission Journeys will try and 
provide flexibility.  Contact: Shannon.Boehme@wels.net 

x Missions Promotions.  Included with the materials you will receive at this convention is the Face to Face 
mission publication.  Additional wonderful mission information such as this is available on-line for 
congregations to distribute digitally or in hard copy. 

We are forgiven! 

 
 
Pastor Caleb Schoeneck 

WELS South Central District Mission Board Chairman 
Email: CalebSchoeneck@gmail.com 
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Mission Journeys 
 
Mission Journeys is a new WELS mission initiative designed to assist WELS groups, especially 
congregations, experience a short-term mission trip.  From pre-trip to post-trip, Mission Journeys is 
designed to grow the team and culminates in an outreach activity run by the team for the sending 
group. Mission Journeys will offer domestic and international opportunities.  The program will not be able 
to accommodate every request to send a team.  Mission Journeys will take a measured approach to 
growth to guarantee a positive experience for the team and the host groups. 
 
Both domestic and international opportunities will be offered, with most Mission Journeys trips lasting 7 
days. This will include travel time, depending your plans. 
 
Mission Journey team makeup will vary. A match will be attempted to meet your goals. Do you need 
adults, college students, or high school students? Maybe it doesn’t matter for your needs. 
 
Mission Journey teams are responsible for transportation costs. Generally, the host congregations are 
responsible for lodging, costs for the outreach activities and follow-up. Host congregations often provide 
food for the team. However, each congregation has different abilities and resources so Mission Journeys 
will try and provide flexibility. 
 
Mission Journeys will meet your needs on a timetable. If you have exact dates already set, provide 
those on the form. If you want the event in July and are flexible on exact dates, write that down. 
 
With this document, you will see a list of questions that will assist you in planning to host a Mission 
Journeys team. If you are interested in applying to host a MJ team, please contact the coordinator Mr. 
Shannon Bohme. 
 
 
Contact Missions Journeys Coordinator Shannon Bohme at Shannon.Boehme@wels.net. 
 
Completed applications should also be emailed to JMO@wels.net. 
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Mission Journeys  
Host Application 

Congregation 
 

Pastor 
 

Contact email 
 

Phone 
 

Date 
 

 

Check all that apply: 

 

1. Time of year to host 

� October-November ��March-April 

� June-August ��If specific dates are known, please list      

2. Type of trip 

� Sports ��Vacation Bible School 

� Outreach Event ��Canvassing 

� Music Camp ��Other        

3. Ideal makeup of team 

� High School ��College 

� Adult ��No preference 

4. Ideal team size    

 

5. What do you envision the team doing? 

 

6. How does the team’s work fit into your congregation’s ministry plan? 

 

7. How will you evaluate success? 

 

8. How do you plan to house the team? 

 

9. How do you plan to feed the team? 

 

10. Will the congregation provide supplies and materials for the team? 
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Home Missions Spring/Summer 2018 
Supplemental Report from BHM Admin 

 

Faces of Faith – Home Missions: 2018 New Starts/Enhancements 
The Board for Home Missions met on April 12-13, 2018.  The main item of business is to prioritize funding for new 
mission efforts starting July 1, 2016.  Here are the sites authorized to receive support from WELS Home Missions.    
 

Home Mission New Starts:  
x Reno, Nev. - Two area congregations are partnering to start this congregation in the Northern Valleys 

area of greater Reno. On March 25, the first worship service was held; 63 people attended. 

x Phoenix, Ariz. - Crosswalk, Phoenix, is opening a second site to reach out into downtown Phoenix. 

x Joplin, Mo. - A strong core of WELS and Evangelical Lutheran Synod members from the two nearest 
churches are helping support this mission.  

x Brandon, S.D. - Near Sioux Falls, this new congregation includes core members from two WELS churches 
and an Evangelical Lutheran Synod congregation.     

x Milwaukee, Wis. - Grace in downtown Milwaukee, one of WELS’ original congregations, is establishing a 
new location in the area known as the Third Ward. 

Home Mission New Starts – Unsubsidized 
x Hobart, Wis. - Mount Olive, Suamico, Wis., is starting a second site in Hobart. The congregation is calling 

a second pastor to begin this new ministry.  

x Horicon, Wis. - Members of St. John’s, Juneau, Wis., see an opportunity to reach out in nearby Horicon, 
where 90 members of St. John’s live. Saturday worship services are scheduled to begin in Horicon in June. 

Home Mission Enhancements 
x Crown of Life, Corona, Calif. - This multi-site mission currently has 4 different locations for worship. Home 

Mission funding will support a 3rd pastor. 

x Faith, Anchorage, Alaska - A second bi-lingual pastor will allow Faith to enhance their Hispanic ministry. 

x Grace, Seattle, Wash. - Two congregations will be combining to restart their ministry in the heart of 
Seattle. Funding will allow a full-time pastor to again serve at Grace. 

x Ascension, Harrisburg, Penn. - Remaining members of Ascension are ready to restart their congregation. 
They have demonstrated they are willing to take on ministry responsibilities and support outreach efforts 
that will be guided by their next pastor. 

x Shepherd of the Hills, Knoxville, Tenn. - A group of members are ready to restart their congregation after 
a longer-term pastoral vacancy. With the congregation back on its feet, they hope to begin a preschool 
ministry to jump start their outreach efforts. 

x Trinity, Waukesha, Wis. - Trinity hopes to reach out to a large population of Hispanics in their community 
by bringing in a bilingual pastor to lead the ministry. 

x Epiphany and First, Racine, Wis. - These two Racine congregations currently operate a joint Lutheran 
Elementary school. Home Mission funding will allow the school to call a staff minister or teacher to 
coordinate outreach efforts to prospective church families. 
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South Central District Convention 
Dallas, TX  June 4-5, 2018 
 

Poverty, Charity, and Serving Widows in Early Christianity 

by Keith C. Wessel 

Introduction:  

x Usefulness of the study? 
o Sheds light on the Biblical texts (Acts 9 recently) 
o Helps us understand the financial commitment early Christians had toward others 
o Increase our sensitivity to others' struggles within our congregation 
o Recognize opportunities to serve one another in love 

 

 

Why Widows? 

The topic before us loosely deals with poverty, charity, and widows in the early Church. I teach, as you 
know, at your college in New Ulm, and teaching these days usually involves further schooling. So I went 
off to the Univ of Florida largely because it was feasible for family and college finances. I eventually got 
my degree in Classical studies. But understand that is a big umbrella. And so in Summer 2008, as I was 
attending my last Summer Latin Institute in Gainesville, I saw a door open up. We read early Christian 
literature that summer – two guys named Tertullian and Lactantius. But it dawned on me that I could 
research in this field for a Classics degree, and UF would be fine with it. That summer we were reading 
On the Veiling of Virgins. I thought, "Well, there is much, much written about the virginity / celibacy 
movement in the 3rd-4th centuries. But what about widows – the other end of the spectrum."  So, initially 
it was just a topic for me. But when I ran the idea past my advisor, Dr. Konstantinos Kapparis, he said, "I 
love it!"  (I was thinking, "Really? Why?") 

It became clear as to why he thought this was a great topic—something to do with widows. Widows 
touch upon any number of hot topics these days.  For example, widows are detached from a man, and 
so obtain a certain amount of freedom / independence that they didn't have when they were married. 
So feminist scholars love them as a symbol of power. Widows are social anomalies in the ancient world; 
women drew their identity primarily from an association from a man, and when the man was gone…now 
what? Widows are important to people who study issues of inheritance and the transfer of wealth. 
Widows are an important element of properly understanding family structures and how they worked in 
the ancient Roman world. (Some of you are aware that the entire idea of a "house church" or "church as 
family" is a popular topic of scholarly pursuit too.)  By the late 2nd century we read that there seems to 
be a specific group in Christianity called the "Order of Widows." In some places they even had a special 
section of the church in which they sat, and certain functions that only they performed. But what does 
all that mean?  

For me, I just wanted to understand the Bible better. There were some basic things that I had always 
wondered about, and those things became the seeds of the study. For instance, when Acts 6 tells us that 
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the Jerusalem congregation was taking care of widows, what exactly did that mean? What were they 
providing? How many widows are we talking about? How much was it, perhaps, costing the believers in 
Jerusalem on a daily basis?  Or, in Acts 9, why are the widows especially mentioned in connection with 
Tabitha's charity?  Again, in 1 Timothy 5, when St. Paul sets the pattern for later churches that they are 
not to "enroll" a widow unless she's "truly a widow" who is over 60 yrs. old—what does all that mean?  
There we're dealing with Gentile widows instead of Jewish widows, and that's an entirely different 
situation. But, again, how many widows are we talking about? And, practically speaking, does any of this 
information have any use for us today? Or—I can hear you thinking—did we pay to fly down some exile 
from the Great White North (who doesn't even have the decency to don cowboy boots) to tell us a 
whole bunch about something irrelevant?  

I pray not. I purposely chose an area of study at UF that could be useful to the church body who was 
paying for my education. So I pray it is. And I also think that there are things that we can learn from 
those early Christians or at least things that cause us to think about congregational life, about the family 
of believers, and about Jesus' New Testament command: "Love one another."   
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Session 1: The Ideal (Monday, June 4, 2018 @ 1:45)  

The Vulnerable of Society 

When we look in the Old Testament, there is a curious triad that appears with frequency: widow, 
orphan, foreigner. This particular triad shows up especially in the book of Deuteronomy.1 I find that 
interesting. We know the timing of Deuteronomy; it is after the years of wandering in the desert. I 
mention this because, if we read the text of Numbers 14 at face value, God's judgment upon the 
Israelites after they rejected the optimistic report of Joshua and Caleb was this: 

Your corpses will fall in this wilderness-- all of you who were registered in the census, the entire number of 
you twenty years old or more-- because you have complained about me. (Num. 14:29 CSB17) 

The census of Numbers 1 evidently included only the male population that was counted. Thus the 
possibility exists that only the males 20 years and older fell in the desert, leaving a large number of 
widows. (On the other hand, we do know that entire households suffered the fate of the leader, such as 
in the rebellion of Korah2 or the sin of Aachan.3)  

The common feature of these three is that these are large groups with no legal rights. That really is the 
defining feature. Since we've chosen to focus on widows in particular, perhaps here is a good place to 
define what a widow is. It actually isn't as easy as it sounds! It's more complicated than saying, "a 
woman whose husband has died." That, of course, is true, but there are other factors to consider. In the 
ancient Near East, we have to remember that marriages are not primarily a matter of love. Rather, 
marriages are not the joining of individual in love, but the joining of families. This is much more 
important, along with the whole financial package that came with marriage. So, if we want to 
understand why widows were so vulnerable in ancient societies, we have to understand that everything 
really revolves around finances, estates, and inheritances. It also revolves around legal rights.  

So Hebrew has three different terms for "widow," and they all have slightly different nuances. The 
nuances depend "on the widow's access to her husband's property." 4  Naomi Steinberg categorizes 
them for us: 

A. a widow who has living male relatives who either are too poor or unwilling to help her; 

B. a widow who can obtain her husband's property through a son; 

C. a widow whose husband died before producing a male heir to inherit his estate. 

In the Hebrew text, the difference can be seen, for example, between the situation of the widow of 
Zarephath to whom Elijah the prophet came (1 Ki 17:8-24) and that of Ruth (or Naomi). The former is 

                                                           
1 De 10:18; 14:29; 16:11,14; 24:19, 20, 21; 26:12,13; 27:19 
 
2 Nu 16 
 
3 Jos 7 
 
4 Naomi Steinberg, “Romancing the Widow: The Economic Distinctions Between the Almana, the Issa-Almanah, 
and the Eset-Hammet.,” in God’s Word for Our World: In Honor of Simon John Devires, vol. 1. (New York & 
London: Continuum International Publishing Group, 2004), 333. 
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categorized as  "Type B," whereas Ruth and Naomi are categorized as "Type C," the difference being the 
possession of a son through whom the familial property may be transmitted (redeemed).5   
 
Another author, Chayim Cohen concludes that a better definition of "Type A" is "a once married woman 
who has no means of financial support and who is thus in need of special legal protection."6 Thus Judah, 
Tamar's father-in-law, sends Tamar back to her father's house after her two husbands (both Judah's 
sons) had died.7  Bereft of two husbands as she was and lacking a male heir, she is returned to a 
situation of legal and economic security8 that Judah (and his youngest son Shelah, slated to be the levir9 
for Tamar when the time came–Gn. 38:11) is unable to provide.10   On the other hand, it also is a 
possibility that Tamar's situation reflected a societal attitude towards widows; Judah may well have 
been able but was simply unwilling to support his daughter-in-law.11 

                                                           
5 Steinberg, “Romancing the Widow," 335 ff. where Steinberg walks through other examples from the Old 

Testament to support her point. 
 
6  Cohen, “The ‘Widowed’ City,” 77. 
 
7 Etan Levine, “Biblical Women’s Marital Rights,” Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish Research 

63 (1997): 116, footnote 60: "Although some Mesopotamian laws required a father-in-law to marry a deceased son's 
widow, biblical law is unclear as to whether Judah personally had levirate obligations." 

 
8 Bronner describes the precarious situation Tamar found herself in as long as she remained in the house of 

Judah: "Although Tamar was a widow, her childlessness meant that she did not possess the independence of the 
widow with children. A widow with children could feel the security of knowing she would be looked after, because 
her children would inherit their father's estate and could be assumed to provide for their mother. A childless widow, 
in contrast, received no estate. Under the laws of levirate marriage, the childless widow was at the mercy of the 
brother-in-law who was supposed to marry her, but who might refuse, leaving her in an untenable and insecure 
position. Widows were not as desirable for marriage as were virgins. Tamar took a great risk in her bold solution to 
her predicament, for she was regarded in society as a married woman and therefore subject to the death penalty for 
adultery. 

"Tamar is trapped in the customs of Biblical society. She is neither an independent widow nor a dependent 
wife. She is an abandoned woman who is barren, so she devises a plan that, at the risk of her life, will enable her to 
bear a child, the only means for her to attain status in society and security in life... A wife did not inherit from her 
husband, and Tamar acts according to a logic dictated by this patriarchal fact." Bronner, From Eve to Esther, 153. 

 
9 See the discussion below concerning levirate marriage of a widow under Dt 25:5-10. 
 
10 Cohen, “The ‘Widowed’ City,” 76. Cohen delineates the Akkadian practice: a widow had the right to live in 

the house of one her adult sons or, if she had no son, to obtain another husband from among her father-in-law's sons, 
or to be married to the father-in-law himself. For a viewpoint contrary to that of the assumed vulnerability of Tamar, 
see the feminist reading of Genesis 38 by Nathan E. Rutenbeck, "A Liberating Look at Tamar in Genesis 38," in 
Elizabeth A. McCabe, ed., Women in the Biblical World: A Survey of Old and New Testament Perspectives 
(Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 2011), 1-8. Rutenbeck asserts, "Gen 38 should be read as a positive 
affirmation of self-directed intellect, courage, muscle, and sexuality to make a breach in patterns of socialized 
patriarchal oppression (2)."  

 
11 Bennett, Injustice Made Legal, 37. Here the author cites not only the situation with Tamar, but also notes 2 Sa 

14:5-7, where an unnamed widow is refused any economic assistance by the males of her clan, as well as 2 Sa 20:1-
13, where David willingly abandons his concubines. Seeing this as evidence that "this absence of support was 
voluntary," the author concludes: "The possibility that the 'almānâh had living male relatives, and that these men 
were reluctant to protect and provide economic support for her, is critical, for this point of view elucidates the 
stigma associated with widowhood in ancient Israel. It suggests that the 'almānâh was a woman whose adult male 
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How can we compare this to our world? Well, let's take the most desperate of these women, the Type A 
widow. In our society, we are talking about a woman whose very life was entirely dependent upon her 
husband. She has no personal savings account; no retirement account; no health insurance; no 
Medicare; no income; no credit cards; no credit history; no home (that belonged to her husband and 
now to her son, if she has one); no job opportunities; no car; no license; no phone or internet. "Well, she 
can go and apply for food stamps and public health!"  Apply?  She has no way even to prove she's a legal 
citizen; no legal record of her exists. You get the picture.  
 
Over and above the financial problems, there were social ones as well. The Old Testament widow drew 
her identity from a man. So important was this social aspect that we read a shocking passage in Isaiah 
that highlights this reality. As the prophet describes the judgment on his people by invasion and plunder, 
we read that a group of widows pleads: 
 

On that day seven women will seize one man, saying, "We will eat our own bread and provide our own 
clothing. Just let us bear your name. Take away our disgrace." (Isa. 4:1 CSB17) 
 

What disgrace? Social dependency. Lack of a legal heir. Lacking such things was the very opposite of 
"honor," and the stigma was so significant that here these women were even willing to share a man to 
be rid of it. 
 
That's why in the ancient records of kings of other countries – Egypt, Assyria, Babylon, etc. –we have 
records of their kings telling about how concerned they were for widows. The trademark quality of a 
good ruler was that he would use his power and benevolence to protect the vulnerable.12  Of course, 
these rulers recorded their good behavior in annals and on monuments so that everyone would praise 
them; there was a big part of their charity that was self-seeking. But the point is that these women were 
in a desperate situation. So vulnerable was their predicament that God also considers this behavior to 
be a sign of utter godlessness: "They kill the widow and the resident alien and murder the fatherless. 
(Ps. 94:6 CSB17)" 
 

Care Was to Be Motivated by a Loving Response to God's Grace 

God himself was the ultimate protector of the widow in ancient Israelite society. The vulnerable had this 
comfort: 

x He executes justice for the fatherless and the widow, and loves the resident alien, giving him food and 
clothing. (Deut. 10:18 CSB17) 

                                                           
relatives, if any were still living, were either too poor to help her or wanted nothing to do with her. This social 
feature of her predicament invites suspicion and denigration of this person. It breaks ground for the exploitation of 
this individual by other social actors in the biblical communities also."  

 
12 For instance, the Law Code of Ur-Namma, king of Sumer and Akkad (r. 2112-2095 BCE).  
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x The Lord protects resident aliens and helps the fatherless and the widow, but he frustrates the ways of 
the wicked. (Ps. 146:9 CSB17)13 

God had concern for these vulnerable people because, foremost, that's the way our God is. He is a God 
of all compassion and comfort who loved a world of sinners despite our wild rebellion that shattered his 
perfect world and glorified his enemy. "While we were still sinners, Christ died for the ungodly" is how 
Paul said it in Romans. The marvel of it! And here we sit today, too, undeserving recipients of his mercy 
and love. Unbelievable! 

God's concern, though, was also didactic; he wanted to teach his people what it means to live in love, 
what it means to be motivated by grace. God had brought them out of Egypt with a mighty arm under 
Moses. He had turned them from slaves into his children. He had prepared a land for them to inhabit. 
They were foreigners in Egypt. They knew what it was like to have nothing. Now they were free, and in 
response to God's grace, they were to care for the orphan, the widow, and the foreigner. Caring for 
them in love would visibly show that they understood what grace was all about. Their behavior was to 
be motivated differently than the ancient Near Eastern kings—not by a desire for a legacy, not for self-
aggrandizement, but motivated by grace.  At the end of Deuteronomy, as Moses seeks to instill in Israel 
the proper attitude of humility before the Lord, he told to the people to always remind themselves that 
their father Abraham had, in fact, in reality, been "a wandering Aramean" (De 26:5), and it was only 
because of God's grace that they had been chosen as the Lord's peculiar people (De. 7:8). 

God through Moses also explicitly mentioned in Deuteronomy the three national festivals—Passover, 
Pentecost, and Tabernacles—as times when the entire nation was to come together and recognize that 
they were all equal recipients of God's grace. So De. 16:11 specifically mentions (again), the "foreigner, 
the fatherless, and the widows living among you." The festivals underscored that these vulnerable 
people were equals with the rest, and to be treated with love and respect.  Also, in De 26 we have 
instructions given for "the third year tithe," during which the tithe went to the Levite, the foreigner, the 
orphan, and the widow (De 26:12-13). In this way, they also were provided for. 

 

The Breakdown of the Intertestamental Time 

All is well and good, right? Here are the directives; they are unmistakably clear. Everything should have 
operated smoothly, and all the widows should have been cared for…correct? 

Ah, but we have the rest of Old Testament history to show us that in this regard, too, the Israelites fell 
short. Their mistreatment of, their taking advantage of these vulnerable people was added many times 
to the list of sins that had earned God's judgment of destruction and exile from the land. We know that 
the Assyrians wiped out 5/6 of the nation in 721 B.C., and the other two tribes were exiled by Babylon 
almost two centuries later. 

Yet God brought a remnant back, as he had foretold through Isaiah and Jeremiah. And this smaller group 
would come back dedicated (not perfectly) to doing God's will. However, what arose after the return 
from exile were the various groups that make their appearances in the Gospels –the Pharisees, the 
Sadducees, the Hasmoneans (the family of the Maccabees). To make a very long story short, there arose 

                                                           
13 Also: Ps 67:6; Jr 49;11; Prov 15:25;  
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with these groups a preoccupation with "legalistic righteousness," what we Lutherans like to call 
"earning God's favor by good works." 

We're familiar with the many encounters Jesus had with the Pharisees over "righteousness." We're 
familiar with St. Paul's battles with the "circumcision group," or Peter needed to defend himself against 
the criticisms of Jewish Christians who didn't approve of him eating with Cornelius the Roman.  

But this attitude of works-righteousness plays into our story as well, sadly. It revolves around the role of 
charity ("almsgiving") in the religious lives of Jewish people during the intertestamental period.  
However, what is interesting is that there is a noticeable development in the Jewish attitude toward 
charity that can be seen in the Apocryphal texts. As noted above, the copious references to the care of 
the widows and other unfortunates in ancient Jewish society emphasized that such care was to be 
prompted by a consideration of God's goodness to the individual (giver), and thus any subsequent act of 
charity was a testament to the gratitude the giver felt towards God. However, a few references from the 
Apocrypha make it clear that a subtle shift in thinking is taking place in Jewish thought concerning 
charity.14 The emphasis subtly swings more toward the giver and the spiritual benefit the giver will 
derive from performing acts of charity.15  In fact, some texts from the period describe men walking up to 
unfortunate and saying, "Let me 'gain righteousness' through you!"  
 
Two passages bear this out clearly.16 The first is from Tobit 12. The Apocryphal book of Tobit lays heavy 
emphasis upon both the mercy of God and the practice of true righteous as the exiles of Judah wait 
patiently for restoration in the land of Israel. During the time in Babylon, it is true that the Jewish exiles 

                                                           
14 Gary A. Anderson, “Redeem Your Sins by the Giving of Alms: Sin, Debt, and the ‘Treasury of Merit’ in 

Early Jewish and Christian Tradition,” in Letter & Spirit: The Hermeneutic of Continuity: Christ, Kingdom, and 
Creation, ed. Scott Hahn and David Scott, 1 edition, vol. 3 (Steubenville, OH: St. Paul Center for Biblical Theology, 
2007), 39.  Anderson describes the shift from biblical to Second Temple Hebrew as "dramatic," and the textual 
evidence of such a linguistic shift becomes the basis for his argument that rabbinic literature views almsgiving as a 
method of atoning for one's sins.  

 
15 Michael L. Satlow, “‘Fruit and the Fruit of Fruit’: Charity and Piety among Jews in Late Antique Palestine,” 

Jewish Quarterly Review 100, no. 2 (2010): 263: "As in other Hellenistic cultures, the reasons for giving charity are 
justified entirely by the benefits that charity confers to the giver; there is little attention paid to the poor themselves."  

 
16 There is a canonical passage that often comes up for discussion in this context, Dan. 9:27.  (9:27 is the 

reference in English versions of the Bible; the Hebrew text is 9:24.) The Hebrew text of Daniel here is replete with 
variant readings.  However, established by all Hebrew versions is the critical verb of the verse, the imperative  ק ְפר ֻ֔ . 
Here in the Pe'al form, the meaning connotes something decisive, even violent: "tear away, abolish, break off." The 
preceding word (ה ָ֣  be-tsid-chah) can be instrumental: "with righteousness; by means of righteousness." But the - ְבִצְדק 
beth prefix can also simply relate a state of being / circumstance: "in righteousness." The LXX employs the aorist 
middle imperative of the verb λυτρόω / λυτρόομαι. Both have overtones of "redemption," but the idea is more in line 
with "loosing" or "setting free,"  the middle form used particularly in the context of slavery. Thus, the crux of the 
interpretive problem is whether Daniel is advising Nebuchadnezzar to "release" (i.e. forsake) his sins and do what is 
right, or "atone" for his sins by doing what is right. The latter is merit-earning, the former a response to goodness. 
Jerome's Latin et peccata tua elemosynis redime (Dan. 4:24 VUL) seems to carry with it a stronger idea of 
redemption, and was attacked by Protestant reformers as a misuse of the passage by the Roman Church (cf. 
Melanchthon's Apology to the Augsburg Confession, IV.140 ff.) As I stated earlier, the text itself is problematic and, 
being so, is questionable for supporting the argument that almsgiving plays a role in making atonement for one's 
own sins.   
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needed to make adjustments in their worship life, deprived of access to the temple as they were. Other 
adjustments were made as well. One of these, as Tobit in particular bears out, is the heavy emphasis 
upon acts of charity and almsgiving as a testimony to the genuineness of one's faith. Tobit describes his 
own life at the onset of the book, and shortly into it we find a list of his charitable acts–the tithe 
regularly given to the priests and Levites (1:6-7), as well as the care for the unfortunate (1:8).17 Likewise, 
Tobit emphasizes charity as a way of life in the instructions he gives to his son Tobiah as to how to lead a 
righteous life (4:1-21).  Throughout the entire book, the reader senses the close connection between 
charitable works and righteousness, exemplified in the life of Tobit. At the climax of the book the angel 
Raphael, to this point operating incognito, reveals himself as the one who has been guiding both Tobit 
and his son Tobiah in their lives, and it is this divine being who exhorts Tobit: 

 
Prayer is good when accompanied by fasting, almsgiving, and righteousness. A little with righteousness is 
better than much with wrongdoing. It is better to give alms than to treasure up gold. For almsgiving 
delivers from death, and it will purge away every sin. (12:8-9)18 

 
The second passage that strikes a tone similar to Tobit is from the apocryphal book of Ecclesiasticus (The 
Wisdom of Ben Sira). As we find in Tobit, there is a similar emphasis in Ben Sira concerning charity 
toward the less fortunate (e.g., 4:1-10), even describing the poor in exalted and advantageous terms 
(10:30-31). There are also warnings: "No good will come to the person who persists in evil or to him who 
does not give alms (12:3)." The most explicit statement concerning charity as a means of erasing sin, 
though, is found early in Ben Sira, as the author continues his appeal to righteous living: 

 
Water will extinguish a blazing fire: 
 and almsgiving will atone for sin. 
Whoever requites favors gives thought to the future; 
 at the moment of his falling he will find support. (3:30-31). 

The mention in v.31 of the giver giving "thought to the future" also, undoubtedly, is meant to have the 
reader consider the fruit of charitable endeavors persisting past the present life and into eternity. 

So this is where we leave our story for now.  

 

                                                           
17 The pattern of the "three tithes" laid out here in the opening of Tobit coincides with the pattern laid out in the 

Mishnah. The volume entitled Zeraim ("Seeds") deals with all the directives for offerings, tithes, almsgiving, and 
charity. Frequently, throughout a number of the individual tractates comprising Zeraim, mention is made of "the first 
tithe", "the second tithe", and "the third tithe", given in different years on a rotating basis. Cf. Philip Blackman, 
Mishnayoth Zeraim, 2 edition, vol. 1, Mishnayoth: Pointed Hebrew Text, English Translation, Introductions, Notes, 
Supplement, Appendix, Addenda, Corrigenda (New York: Judaica Press, 1979). 

 
18 Quotes from the Apocrypha from here forward are from the English Standard Version (ESV), and taken from 

Edward Engelbrecht, ed. The Apocrypha: The Lutheran Edition With Notes. (St. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing 
House, 2012). 
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Session 2: The Reality (Monday, June 4, 2018, @ 4:10)  

Ideal Jewish Widows 

There are two especially prominent widows from Jewish history. These two are ideal widows; they are 
what widowhood should aspire to. One of them is Ruth, the great-grandmother of King David. Although 
a foreigner, she is noble, devoted, loving and, most importantly, she put her trust in God to work things 
out in her life. The other is Judith, the heroine of the Apocryphal book of Judith. In contrast to Ruth—
humble, poor, foreign, working for the good of her family, etc.  Judith is an almost larger than life figure. 
She lost her husband at a presumably early age (Judith 8:1-3) and remained single. She was reputedly 
both rich and beautiful, yet she shunned all suitors. When the time came, she rose up as a sort of femme 
fatale that secured the safety of the town of Bethulia during the days of the Assyrian siege. She achieved 
it by offering herself to the Assyrian general Holofernes. She dressed up and went over to the Assyrian 
camp to Holofernes' tent, who was thinking about an even greater conquest than that of a city. But for 
Judith this was a sacred mission; she had poured out her heart to the Lord for approval of her plan. In 
the secrecy of the tent, she sprung her trap. To everyone's amazement, Judith returned the next 
morning safely, untouched, and with the head of Holofernes wrapped up in a blanket. Then, having 
done her duty, Judith retired to her hometown to do good. She never remarried, grew in fame, and the 
writer of Judith even suggests that all the way up to her death at the age of 105 (and even beyond!), 
Judith's mere presence provided blanket protection for the nation. She was the ideal intercessor, 
deliverer, leader, protector.  

 

Jewish Widows of the Gospels 

The New Testament also, in a sense, has its ideal widows too. For one, there is Mary—although we don't 
hear much of her in the New Testament. The fact, though, that some early Christians thought of her as 
the perpetual "virgin widow" became important much later on. Then there is also Anna, the widow who 
greets Mary and Joseph in the Temple complex shortly after Jesus' birth. What makes her "ideal"?  
Undoubtedly, she devoted her life to worship and prayer in the Temple.  Also, some modern 
commentators have wondered about Luke's text—if Anna was "84 years old" or if she had been 
widowed for 84 years. Having been married 7 + 84 + 14 (at time of marriage), that would make her 105 
yrs old: shock! The same age as Judith at her death. (This, of course, is highly speculative.) 

But what is interesting about Anna is that the little information we do have gives us some insight into 
the plight of the widow in Jesus' day. For one, Luke describes her as "the daughter of Penuel of the tribe 
of Asher" (Lk 2:36). As we look through Jewish teachings (rabbinic laws) about marriage/dowry, the fact 
that her father's name identifies her probably means one thing: she had been forced by poverty to 
return to her father's household (similar to Tamar). Remember, the Jewish nuance of "widow" (talked 
about earlier) emphasizes a woman who is without any means of financial support, and thus in need of 
some male protection. Other questions that naturally arise are more challenging to answer, if 
impossible: did she own a home? How did she get money? Did she inherit her father's estate?  
Apparently, though, she seems to have been taken care of somehow. 

That, of course, wasn't true of every widow in Jesus' day. We're familiar with the situation at Nain, 
where Jesus meets a funeral procession, where a widow is on her way to the cemetery to bury her son—
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the only male protector in her life and source of income. Some sociologists have noted how Judean 
village life changed in the time between the testaments. Before that, villages were primarily tribal and 
thus familial. But by the days of Jesus, this seems to be gone. The result then was that economic security 
rest with the primary breadwinner—the male.  So this was a widow who would have been in a very 
desperate situation had not our Savior, whose "guts were wrenched" at the sight, hadn't shown her 
such great mercy. 

There are two other widow passages I'd like to comment on, both found in Luke again. On is the passing 
comment that Jesus makes in the following passage: 

They devour widows' houses and say long prayers just for show. These will receive harsher judgment." 
(Lk. 20:47 CSB17) 

It's a tough passage to interpret, and commentators go a couple of direction on this. What does it mean 
"to devour widows' houses," and why is that closely linked to "say long prayers"?  Two main ideas exist:  
1) that pious religious men would show up at widows' homes, say a prayer, and then ask them to give 
generously to various public and religious causes.  2) More plausibly: that Jewish men known for their 
piety often were appointed as trustees to oversee the orderly concluding of a man's affairs. (Women, of 
course, had no legal rights to execute an estate). But it seems that common Jewish practice was that 
these pious men appointed as trustees would "nickel and dime" the estate to death; there was a 
percentage taken from the estate (οἰκία) for each bit of business they conducted. Although perfectly 
legal, the bottom line was that such pious men were adding to their wealth by executing a man's will. 
The widow had no say in all this and then had only what was left after all the expenses were paid.  

Well – perhaps. The remaining estate wasn't even hers unless, for some reason, the husband had made 
her his heir. Usually, it went to the heir (the oldest son).  The widow had two options:  1) return to her 
father's house and receive a stipend for the rest of her life from the heir;  2) stay in the home, and 
receive a stipend for only 25 years. (In our currency, the minimum stipend was to be about $1600/year – 
200 zuz.) And, to state the obvious, we're talking here only about estates big enough to need a pious 
lawyer. The majority of widows were simply poor, and all this was a non-issue.  

 

Rabbinic Law and Charity 

We do need to be careful, though, of course. What I mean is that we can't create a stereotyped world 
where all Jewish rabbis are greedy and evil, and they don't care about the poor and needy. Of course, 
that isn't true. How could it be? They had God's Word and, then as now, it produced fruit. Part of the 
problem is that there were countless, unheralded acts of kindness and charity that God's people 
just…did…without telling anyone, and least of all for show. But no one ever writes these things down! So 
we have no record of such charity, help, and acts of kindness. Job took care of widows; we know that.  

What we have to go on, though, are the writing of the rabbis. Beginning about 200 A.D., about 60 years 
after Emperor Trajan had banished all Jews from living in Jerusalem, the rabbis (primarily Pharisees) 
moved their headquarters north to the area around the Sea of Galilee. They began a project of writing 
everything they remembered down—worship in the temple; dimensions of the temple; teachings of 
famous rabbis; guidelines for various areas of life, etc.  This compilation was called the Mishnah. Over 
the next few centuries, rabbis began teaching about the Mishnah and writing commentaries on it called 
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the Gemara.  By 500 A.D., these two things were collected into an even more massive work we call the 
Talmud. But it is the Mishnah that is most important for shedding light on Biblical texts.  

In the Mishnah, we find sections about the practice of charity, and these shed light on the texts about 
widows from Luke and Acts (where we're going next). In those texts, we find that the rabbis gave 
directions about who was to receive charity, how often, and what amount. Charity, as described in the 
Mishnah, fell into two categories: 

1. "The Community Chest" (quppah) – This was a general fund that communities contributed to, to 
help those who had fallen on hard times. However, it was the stated goal of the quppah to bring 
a person back up to the level at which they were accustomed to living.  (So, if your annual salary 
was $50,000 and you suddenly lost your job, you could get funds to bring you back up to the 
$50,000 level.) 
 

2. "The Soup Kitchen" (tamhui) – The Mishnah Pe'ah speaks for itself:   
A poor man who wanders from place to place must not be given less than a loaf worth a 
dupondium when four seahs cost a sela; if he lodges overnight, he must be given the 
cost of lodging; if he stays over the Sabbath, he must be provided with food for three 
meals. Anyone who possesses the means for two meals must not accept anything from 
the poor soup-kitchen; means for fourteen meals, he must not accept help from the 
public poor-box. And the poor-box is taken round for collection by two persons and is 
shared by three. 

(All this sounds unimportant, but, actually, this particular text helps us figure out what was happening in 
Acts 6 when the Jerusalem congregation was having a "daily distribution" for widows. It helps us try to 
understand how much they gave the widows and how much this was costing the congregation on a daily 
basis.) 

But in Acts 6 we also have to allow the possibility that those early Christians in Jerusalem may have also 
seen another group called the Essenes put their faith into practice.  We know that there was a group of 
Essenes (think of them as 'Jewish monks') living in a section of Jerusalem, and two non-biblical Jewish 
writers named Josephus and Philo both tell us that it was the usual practice of these Essenes to help the 
needy and "bestow food on those that are in distress." (Bell. Jud. 2:134) It could be that some former 
Essenes became part of the Christians in Jerusalem, and continued this practice. Difficult to say, but I do 
think it is safe to say that the Christians in Acts didn't invent the idea of regular, organized charity.  

But now – on to the widows we encounter in both Acts 6 and Acts 9. Let's not get lost in the details!  
What I mean is this: the real value in taking the time to parse out some of these texts on a deeper level 
(as I had the opportunity to do) for me means that we can gain significant insight into how these early 
Christians were putting their faith into practice—what that meant in concrete terms of time and money. 
And if it challenges us to think about priorities in our congregations about what we put our money 
towards – it's good for us to think about such things.   

As we talk about Acts 6 and 9, I want to make you aware of some of the challenges that exist in trying to 
reach this outlandish goal of figuring out what it cost to feed a widow in Jerusalem in Jesus' day on a 
daily basis.  
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x Challenges of currency conversion: Economic scholars who work with converting currencies in 
various regions of the Roman empire across centuries are operating on a different level. 
However, its safe to say that the first two centuries of the Roman empire were reasonably 
stable, as far as the value of money was concerned. The primary problem is the denarius. In the 
end, it is most accurate to describe this coin as Jesus' did in the Parable of the Workers in the 
Vineyard: one denarius was equivalent to about a "day's wage." What does that mean for us?  
Well, I just put it in terms of a 40 hr /wk.  8 hr/day x minimum wage = "a day's wage."  About 
$75.  

x Challenges of population estimates in Jerusalem: This is difficult, and historians are all over the 
map. One historian named Josephus tells us that there were about 2 million people in Jerusalem 
when the Romans attacked in 70 A.D.  But this was during the time of a major festival, and so 
people were there from all over who weren't residents. Lately, one minimalist made a strong 
argument for a population of 25,000, based on the archaeology of water supplies. In the end, we 
don't know. After studying it, I decided to use the figure of 50,000 residents at the time of Acts.  

o Why do we need to know?  Well, one thing all social historians are agreed upon is the 
make-up of the Roman empire: 30% men, 30% women, 40% children. These ratios are 
pretty standard. So, if you're trying to figure out how many widows were in Jerusalem, 
you need 30% of the population (women) as a starting point. But then you also need 
studies on life-expectancy rates, the average age of marriage for Jewish women, etc. 
etc.  Another complication is that the Jewish people valued marriage and family, and so 
remarriage was reasonably standard. This situation, subsequently, reduces the number 
of widows too.   

 

Jewish Widows in Acts 

Let's go to Acts 6: 

In those days, as the disciples were increasing in number, there arose a complaint by the Hellenistic Jews 
against the Hebraic Jews that their widows were being overlooked in the daily distribution. 2 The Twelve 
summoned the whole company of the disciples and said, "It would not be right for us to give up preaching 
the word of God to wait on tables. 3 Brothers and sisters, select from among you seven men of good 
reputation, full of the Spirit and wisdom, whom we can appoint to this duty. 4 But we will devote ourselves 
to prayer and to the ministry of the word." 5 This proposal pleased the whole company. So they chose 
Stephen, a man full of faith and the Holy Spirit, and Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and 
Nicolaus, a convert from Antioch. 6 They had them stand before the apostles, who prayed and laid their 
hands on them. (Acts 6:1-6 CSB17) 

The term "Hellenistic" Jews could be understood in a couple of ways:  1) a language difference;  2) a 
cultural difference;  3) a geographical difference – i.e., Diaspora Jews or pilgrims.  Whatever the 
situation, there was some tension between the two groups. 

Likewise, the term "daily distribution" is problematic. The Greek text doesn't say anything specifically 
about food. It just says, "daily service." Some have even wondered if these women were being skipped 
in the celebration of the Lord's Supper, aka "the daily service." That doesn't seem plausible. The context 
about 'waiting on tables' seems to indicate that we're talking about charity in the form of food (although 
some have argued that the 'distribution' was of money).  
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It seems that we have a situation similar to the previously described 'soup kitchen' set up of the rabbis. 
There we noted that the rabbinic minimum for a poor person was this: 

A poor man who wanders from place to place must not be given less than a loaf worth a dupondium when 
four seahs cost a sela; (Pe’ah 8.7) 
 

Cost factors prohibited most residents of Jerusalem from enjoying a regular diet of wheat bread; barley 
was probably the staple here if they were distributing food to the widows.  

x How much did they each receive?  The above passage, when broken down, would indicate a 
minimum of 2 loaves of 10-14 oz. each. 

x What did that cost?  For barley, about 1/12 of a denarius. So, if we take a modern 'daily wage' 
( 1 denarius) to equal about $75 US, then to give each widow the rabbinic minimum of 2 loaves 
would run a little over $6 per widow per day.  

x But how many widows are we talking about?  As I mentioned before, this is virtually impossible 
to state with accuracy.  However, Keith Hopkins is a demographer who has attempted a 
reconstruction of Jerusalem's population, taking into account various factors.  I won't bore you 
with all the details, but after studying Hopkin's model, Rodney Stark's model, and others, here's 
what I came up with: 

o 1500 women in Jerusalem are Christian around 40 C.E. 
o Of these, 15% die before their 25th birthday, leaving 1275 women who, in all likelihood, 

were not widows yet. 
o 40% of these remaining women would die by their 45th birthday, leaving 510 women 

who are 45 yrs and older.  
o Those living past 45 could expect to be a widow at some point.   
o Life expectancy for women in the first century Judea was ???? 

 
The implications of all this are as follows: it is plausible to speculate that the congregation in Jerusalem 
was taking care of between 250-500 widows in the 'daily distribution.'  It probably is toward the lower 
end. Even so, that would mean that the congregational commitment to this care program would be 41-
83 denarii (wheat bread…unlikely) or 20-41 denarii (more plausibly).  Or, to put that in our terms, this 
program could well have been costing the congregation in Jerusalem between $1500 - $3000 on a daily 
basis.  
 
Of course, this is highly, highly speculative and doesn't take into account many factors. For instance, if 
we use St. Paul as a guide, families were to be the primary caregivers of widows. It is impossible to 
ascertain if the widows of Acts 6 were widows without any support or not.  But, we can say that there 
are two definite groups of widows, and if seven deacons were needed to oversee the program (perhaps, 
though, on a rotating daily basis).  
 
Even if we reduce the numbers drastically to 50, what does that imply?  50 widows would still be costing 
the Jerusalem congregation about $312 /day to serve widows the barest, poorest meal that rabbinic 
guidelines indicated.  
 
It's been a speculative but, I believe, useful exercise. It speaks to the faith of those early Christians who 
took the command seriously to love one another.  We know how James, the leader of the Jerusalem 
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congregation, felt about taking care of the less fortunate; we read about poverty /wealth in his epistle, 
and in strong terms.  
 
As a point of comparison, I remember that our congregation in Marietta, GA (where I served) used to be 
responsible for one meal a month at the local food shelter, and how much organization just that took 
from some members of the congregation who did that service so faithfully. Perhaps you have a similar 
experience in your church. 
 
Finally, the Acts 9 text. Briefly, this is the account of Tabitha providing clothing for widows as well. The 
more important focus of that text, of course, is the power of God's Word through Peter that raised this 
Jewish Christian woman from the dead. But there are details about charity and poverty that I want to 
highlight. 
 
When we return to rabbinic writing about marriage, we have several examples if ketuboth – "prenups" 
we would call them. There are details about what was expected not just in marriage, in dowry, in 
inheritance, etc. but also about what level of support a surviving widow could expect to receive from the 
husband's estate.  When we hear of Tabitha taking care of widows who apparently don’t even have the 
minimum required support, it catches our attention. 
 
Rabbinic law stated that, as far as clothing goes, each widow was to receive a minimum amount of 50 
zuz for clothing. What did that provide?  Rabbinic law mentions "one or two tunics and a cloak of 
modest quality, or tunics and undergarments." It's interesting that the Greek of Acts 9 mentions "tunics"  
and "overcoat." This amount was the minimum, and these widows were not even receiving that!  So 50 
zuz in 2018 US $ = about $400.  But we also have a price list from the Roman world that gives us some 
understanding: $400 / yr was in days when the most basic "tunic" cost about $75 (a day's wage), and the 
very cheapest overcoat ran about $300.  So, for a basic undergarment/dress and a heavier overcoat –
those two items-- $375 of the $400 would be used up if you just went and purchased them. (In contrast, 
Sperber notes that the suit of the high priest in the pre-70 A.D. world cost about 15,000 denarii ($1.12 
million).  
 
We don't know how many widows Tabitha assisted. Nor do we know if she was wealthy or just 
resourceful, making the clothing herself. But if she was providing one tunic and one overcoat to each 
widow, what does this say about her faith and generosity?  
 
And don't such things cause us moderns (who usually are struggling managing / storing all our stuff) to 
look at ourselves as individuals, as a congregation and ask, "Jesus said we would always have the poor 
among us. Do we think about them?  How can we help them?"   
 
Our final session tomorrow will deal with Gentile widows and how Paul directed Timothy to take care of 
them.  
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Session 3: The (Ongoing) Renewal (Tuesday, June 5, 2018, @ 11:20)  

 

We began last time by talking about ideal Jewish widows – Judith, Ruth, Anna. And we focused on the 
texts of Luke and Acts to talk more about poverty, charity, and widows.  

There's one more critical section left, and that is 1 Timothy 5. But this is a different situation because 
Paul has in mind (we assume) primarily Gentile widows in these young congregation that he and others 
founded after launching out from Antioch.   

In this last session, then, let's talk about four things: 

o How the Romans view older women, in general 
o How the Romans saw the whole issue of charity, in general 
o How Paul instructed Timothy to care for elderly women in the congregation  
o What (briefly) happened in the subsequent centuries of the early Church in respect to widows 

 

The Ideal Roman Widow 

Rome had idealized widows too, as did the Jews. Especially important in Roman literature is the univira – 
the "one man woman," i.e., a dignified Roman matron who, to honor the memory of her dead husband, 
chose not to remarry. Most famous of them all was Cornelia, the daughter of Scipio Africanus and 
mother of the two "Make Rome Great Again" reformers – Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus.  They both 
ended up dead by 120 B.C. because of politics. But their mother was memorialized as the ideal Roman 
matron with a statue in the Forum.  Really, quite remarkable.  There also are many tombstones that 
celebrate this status of univira. They were considered the ideal. 

But, of course, this is a romantic idea. The fact is that only very wealthy aristocratic women could not 
remarry and survive. As time went on and we descend into the wacky-world of Caesar Augustus' family, 
the wealth and influence of Rome started to break down the fabric of society. Women were allowed to 
get married sui manus, meaning, they didn't take or need their husband's money, for they remained the 
'property' of dead old dad. So divorce became easier too. And many women loved the freedom of not 
being married, especially if they had their own wealth.  

So, then, what happened was that there was a marriage/birth rate crisis in Rome early in Augustus' rule. 
He passed laws that Roman men had to get married by age 30 or be fined. He also went contrary to 
popular piety by mandating that widows get remarried within 1-2 years.  But, as with any government 
law, there were loopholes, and men and women worked around it.   

 

The Plight of the Typical Roman Widow 

However, everything I've just said only applies to about 1% of the Roman population – the wealthy 
upper class and aristocrats.  The vast majority of women/widows living in the Roman world were quite 
poor, and the death of a husband was a particularly devastating situation. There are some interesting 
studies of the Greek words ptochos and penes, and what that meant in society.  There seems to be a 
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difference between "poor" and "destitute" (though the NT seems to use them interchangeably). But –
long and short—sociologist calculate that between 50-60% of the Roman world was living a hand-to-
mouth existence.  Not just the women, but the men as well.  And, then as now, people born into such 
poverty had no chance of bettering their lot through hard work; it just didn't work as America can.  

It's good for us to think about this a moment. What we're doing here is defining "poverty" in the days of 
Paul. What did it mean to be "poor." As I said, it's good to think about because our view is distorted 
living in America. What is our "poverty line"?  We often hear in the news about people "barely making 
it" –and that certainly is true in places. UC Davis' Center for Poverty Research says that 12.6% of 
Americans are living in "deep poverty."19  They define this as: 

While poverty thresholds vary by the size and household composition, for a single individual under 65 
years old, deep poverty would be an income below $6,243 in 2016. For a family of four with two children, 
it would be $12,169.50.20  

The World Bank also studies global poverty quite closely. Their definition of "extreme poverty" is a 
person living on $1.90 per day. This would be an annual income of $694, just about 1/10 of what 
America's definition is.  In 2013, about 10% of the world's population was in this situation.  In America, a 
person needs to make about $450,000/yr. to be in the top 1%, but only need to make about $32,500 / yr 
to be in the top 1% world's wealthiest people.21  CNBC reported last fall that the world top 1% richest 
(that's most of us who are included) now own half of the world's wealth.22 

So, our current society is better than the Roman world as far as distribution of wealth, but there are 
some similarities. There are also levels of poverty we merely have a hard time comprehending. 

All we can say about Gentile widows in the Roman world is that there must have been many of them. 
Women were typically much younger than their husbands, and so often outlived them. It wasn't 
uncommon for many of them to be widows already in their late 20's.  We really can't get more specific 
than that because no authors wrote about the poor masses, and the poor didn't write books about 
themselves. 

Moreover, strangely enough, in the days of St. Paul Roman writers also portrayed Roman widows in an 
unsavory light. The aristocrat widows were often portrayed as sexually aggressive and immoral. Even a 
couple centuries later, Tertullian writes in his On the Veiling of Virgins in such a way that he betrays this 
belief in some deviant sexual power that women have that can lead men to eternal death. More 
destitute widows were often depicted in Roman poetry as witches involved in the occult.  

Widows indeed weren't objects of charity in the Roman world, that's for sure. And that isn't so much 
because they were widows as it was because Romans, in general, disliked the whole idea of charity. 
Sure, some politicians and aristocrats seemed to be benevolent, but most of the time this was tit-for-tat 
politics, or merely lavish spectacles funded to enhance one's reputation. This was even true of the "grain 
dole" which provided some food relief for the poor. In general—and there are always exceptions—the 
Romans despised the poor; the poor were poor because that was their fate, or they did something 

                                                           
19 https://poverty.ucdavis.edu/faq/what-current-poverty-rate-united-states 
20 https://poverty.ucdavis.edu/faq/what-deep-poverty  
21 https://www.investopedia.com/articles/personal-finance/050615/are-you-top-one-percent-world.asp  
22 https://www.cnbc.com/2017/11/14/richest-1-percent-now-own-half-the-worlds-wealth.html  

https://poverty.ucdavis.edu/faq/what-current-poverty-rate-united-states
https://poverty.ucdavis.edu/faq/what-deep-poverty
https://www.investopedia.com/articles/personal-finance/050615/are-you-top-one-percent-world.asp
https://www.cnbc.com/2017/11/14/richest-1-percent-now-own-half-the-worlds-wealth.html
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stupid to tick off the gods. But the wealthy felt little compulsion to take care of them unless there was 
something in it for them.   

 

Paul and the Care of Widows 

So Paul comes along into the Gentile world and reveals God's will about the exercise of Christian love 
and the care for the poor. Jesus himself set the pattern by providing for his widowed mother from the 
cross, and we have already seen that the Jewish attitude towards the poor and women was radically 
different from the Roman world's.  It must have been shocking for these Gentiles to think in such terms. 
But, then again, the Romans did criticize the Christians for being a religion of women and the poor, and 
so the Christian converts may not have found such teachings radical at first.  

So Paul gave this directive to Timothy in the days when congregational leadership was first being 
established: 

[Do not rebuke an elderly man but rather encourage him as a father, (encourage) the younger men as 
brothers, the elderly woman as mothers, the younger women as sisters with all purity.  
 
[Honor widows, the (ones) indeed widows. If someone has children or descendants, let them learn first 
how to act reverently toward one's own household and how to pay back to their parents for the benefits 
they have received. For this is a pleasing thing in God's sight. And the widow who is indeed a widow, that 
is, having been left entirely alone, she has put her hope in God and continues in her prayers and petitions 
for nights and days. But the one who continues living for herself has already died, even though she lives. 
Instruct23 also these things so that they may be without reproach. But if anyone does not have respect for 
his own and especially those of his household, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever. 
Let a widow be enrolled not being less than sixty years old, the wife of one man, (her character) testified 
by good works, (namely), if she brought up children, if she showed hospitality, if she washed the feet of 
saints, if she assisted the ones who were in affliction, if she dedicated herself to every good work.24 But25 
refuse26 younger widows; for at some future time when they have a strong desire that replaces Christ,27 

                                                           
23 It seems a bit harsh to translate the imperative here, παράγγελλε, as "order" or "command," especially in view 

of the purpose clause that follows. It appears that the instruction is dealing with theoretical situations that could 
arise, not necessarily one that already has. Moreover, the nominative masculine plural adjective, ἀνεπίλημπτοι, 
indicates that these instructions are not directed at the widows themselves, but at the households previously 
mentioned that need to learn how to reverently care for their own. 

  
24 The conditional verbs here in this catalog are all aorist actives, emphasizing that these are well known facts. 
 
25 Knight sees a "strong disjunction" between the following section and the previous, indicated not only by the 

δέ, but also by the content. George. W Knight III, The Pastoral Epistles (Grand Rapids, MI; Bletchley: Eerdmans, 
1992), 225. 

 
26  παραιτοῦ: This same verb and form is found earlier in 1 Ti 4:7, where the sense is much stronger than here: 

"Have nothing to do with godless myths and old wives' tales; rather, train yourself to be godly (τοὺς δὲ βεβήλους καὶ 
γραώδεις μύθους παραιτοῦ. Γύμναζε δὲ σεαυτὸν πρὸς εὐσέβειαν).  

  
27 ὅταν γὰρ καταστρηνιάσωσιν τοῦ Χριστοῦ - The suggested rendering comes from Danker's Lexicon. (The 

Concise Greek–English Lexicon of the New Testament, Frederick William Danker with Kathryn Krug, © 2009 by 
The University of Chicago. BibleWorks, v. 10.) The genitive here is due to the verbal compound. 
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they desire to marry, having judgment because they forsook the first pledge.28 At the same time they are 
learning to be idle, going about from house to house.29 Not only are they idle but also gossipy and 
meddlesome, speaking about things that are not necessary to talk about.30 Therefore, I wish that younger 
(widows) marry,31 bear children, manage a home, and give no opportunity for an adversary to revile them. 
For already, some have turned aside after Satan.32 If any believing woman has widows, let her assist them 
and let the church not be burdened, so that it can help the ones truly widows.] 

 

What 1 Timothy 5 describes, then, is a somewhat detailed plan for caring for congregational widows. If 
one accepts Pauline authorship of this epistle,33 it is reasonable to assume that the Apostle had seen 
how congregational care for widows had operated in Jerusalem, since he had visited there on some 
occasions following the establishment of the practice described in Acts 6.34 If so, Paul is then directly 
primarily Gentile Christians to behave toward widows in the congregation in a similar manner. Such care 
is to be motivated by two things: 1) it is a thing that is pleasing in God's sight (v.4); 2) it is a channel for 

                                                           
28 Cleon L. Rogers Jr and Cleon L. Rogers III, The New Linguistic and Exegetical Key to the Greek New 

Testament, Subsequent edition (Grand Rapids, Mich: Zondervan, 1998), 496. "The meaning is that the widows who 
forsook their sacred obligation in order to marry would be deserving of censure. For such action would amount to 
casting aside their first faith, i.e., their pledge of service" (citing Guthrie).  

 
29 Rogers and Rogers (The New Linguistic and Exegetical Key, 496) notes that the verb couples with a 

substantive denotes a "profession or occupation", and this construction is a Greek idiom "signifying qualification as 
such and such (e.g., a doctor, wrestler, etc.). Knight allows two interpretations here: 1) that the younger widows 
were going to various homes as part of their congregational service (visitation), but were wasting these visits talking 
about trivial matters instead of spiritual things; 2) that this was pure "gadding about," i.e., "wasting their time and 
that of others and even perhaps intruding" (following Fee)." (Knight III, The Pastoral Epistles, 227.) 

 
30 Dillon T. Thornton, “‘Saying What They Should Not Say’: Reassessing the Gravity of the Problem of the 

Younger Widows (1 Tim 5:11-15),” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society, March 1, 2016. 
 
31 "Jewish formal law and accepted Jewish custom undoubtedly agreed that a widow's remarriage was both 

permissible and desirable and she was only required to wait long enough for it to be ascertained that she was not 
already pregnant at the time of the second marriage. There were in Judaism, however, some groups which 
considered a widow's abstinence from remarriage to be a pious and proper act." (Rogers and Rogers, 496) While all 
this may be true, however, one wonders to what extent the recipients of 1 Timothy were Jewish, or if Gentile 
Christians shared this sentiment. Guthrie calls the advice here "common sense advice [that] is in striking contrast to 
the rage for celibacy which developed in the later history of the Church." Donald Guthrie, The Pastoral Epistles, 
New Ed edition (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmann's Publishing Co; Leicester, England: Intervarsity Press, 
1983), 104. 

 
32 Since "Satan" means "The Adversary," one wonders if the author is making a play on words with the previous 

verse. Guthrie understands the phrase simply as "given themselves over to immoral conduct." (Guthrie, The Pastoral 
Epistles, 104) 

 
33 For a concise delineation of major issues surrounding Pauline authorship, see Robert H. Gundry, A Survey of 

the New Testament: 5th Edition, 5th ed. edition (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2012), 482–86.  For a thorough 
analysis of linguistic arguments challenging Pauline authorship, see Guthrie, The Pastoral Epistles, 212–28. 

 
34 Paul in Jerusalem: Galatians 1:18-19; 2:1-3; Acts 11:28-30; 21:15 ff. 
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"repaying," i.e., for showing loving gratitude toward a widowed mother who had previously devoted her 
life to raising her children.35  
 
It is only when the widow is "truly a widow" that she is to receive congregational support. Otherwise, 
the support is supposed to come directly from family or extended family members; they are to be the 
primary caregivers, as 1Timothy directs. In the case of a congregational widow who is lacking such 
support, the members of the church become the primary support network. The defining characteristic of 
a "true widow" in the author's mind is the lack of relatives to care for her.36  
 
The text of 1 Timothy is clear, then, that the only legitimate recipients of congregational support are to 
be those widows who are at the end of their available resources. But why the apparent need for this 
clarification? Had problems similar to the situation in the Jerusalem congregation as described in Acts 6 
developed in other places? Were Christians by this time known for charity and, subsequently, attracting 
a sizeable number of people who were taking advantage of the congregation's goodness? Alternatively, 
is the author merely addressing a natural development, namely, that the numbers of Christians had 
increased to such an extent that the number of widows also was growing, and at a rate too rapid for the 
congregation to reasonably manage? 
 
The question is unanswerable solely from the text of 1 Timothy. Without implicating ancient widows, 
the possibility does exist that it was not the widows themselves who were seeking aid, but perhaps the 
families of the widows who were dodging their responsibilities and passing them along to the church. 

 

                                                           
35 Philip et al., “The Role of the Church and the Christian Family towards Widow Care as Highlighted by Paul,” 

54: " In the context of the Apostle, the word 'widow' specifically refers to a special category of widows, namely, 
those who are not receiving financial and material support from their children or relatives. It refers to those who are 
in need materially because they do not have children to support them materially. 'Give proper recognition' implies, 
to providing for widows who have no children to support them as an expression of honoring them. It was done as an 
expression of love and respect to the family of the deceased."  

 
36 See Tsuji, “Zwischen Ideal Und Realitat,” 96–97. Here the author briefly analyzes the argument of U. 

Wagener, a scholar undoubtedly influenced by the "Haustafel" line of interpretation. This line of argument states 
that the earliest Christian communities, centered in house churches, organized themselves gradually, following the 
pattern of the Roman household. Wagener questions whether the imperative μανθανέντωσαν should (as is most 
natural) refer to "children or descendants" ("grandchildren" NIV). Rather, he sees it as referring to the widows 
themselves; they themselves are the ones who need to learn piety within the household by fulfilling their appointed 
duties.  Grammatically, Tsuji questions the legitimacy of this, since the antecedent of the 3rd plural imperative would 
then be χήρα. But Wagener takes the antecedent as χήρας of v. 3. More interestingly, though, is that Tsuji sees the 
Greek term here used in reference to widows, ἡ δὲ σπαταλῶσα ζῶσα (v.6), as not in any kind of sexual, sensual 
sense, but simply as "abundant"; she has a full life (üppig Leben) for the very reason that she does have children and 
other relatives who are providing care for her. Tsuji argues that the "ideal" widow is she who prays day and night 
and trusts in God. But the reality is that, among the target audience, there have developed official women / widow 
groups within the congregation who are exercising some forms of leadership. Tsuji sees that the goal of the author of 
1 Timothy is to recall widows back to exercising their traditional conservative roles.  
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I discussed in the previous chapter issues surrounding the application of demographic information to the 
early Jewish Christian community in Jerusalem. Much of the same reasoning applies here as well, to 
Christian congregations scattered throughout the first century C.E. Mediterranean world.  
 
Again, as in the previous chapter, here are Hopkins numbers: "According to modern historical 
demographers, ancient populations were usually made up, roughly speaking, of 30% adult males, 30% 
adult females, and 40% children of both sexes under age seventeen. Mortality was particularly high 
among infants and children under five, but by modern standards continued to be very high in adult 
populations. For example, roughly speaking, half of those surviving until the age of fifteen, died by the 
age of fifty. Sickness and death, and presumably the fear of death, were pervasive. Hence, crudely 
speaking, the significance and appeal of immortality. 
 
"These basic figures are fundamental for understanding the structure and growth of early Christian 
communities and house cult-groups. So, for example, if by 100 [C.E.], there were one hundred Christian 
communities, then the average community consisted of seventy people (7000/100 = 70) with perhaps 
twenty adult males, twenty adult females (or twenty families) and thirty children." (Hopkins, “Christian 
Number and Its Implications,” 204.)37 
 
As an exercise, if we distribute all the calculated numbers above uniformly among these 47 
congregations, this would imply that 552 Christian women would yield 11.75 women per congregation. 
However, taking into account Harnack's ratio of 15/18 men to women, this would mean that there were 
14 women in each congregation. If only 48% of these are still married at age fifty (following Hanson), 
then seven widows per congregation are over fifty. But, again, what would be the number at age sixty? 
And what of life expectancy at that time?   
 
Naturally, this is just a hypothetical exercise with too many unknown variables to be accurate.  For one, 
we, of course, cannot assume a uniform distribution of said numbers equally among all 47 Christian 
congregations. The churches in Antioch, Jerusalem, Corinth, Ephesus, and Rome must have been more 
significant in numbers. But, that said, I do think the above exercise is useful for trying to understand just 
how many widows Paul may have had in mind when 1 Timothy was written. If anything, it is helpful for 
debunking any assumptions that in the earliest days of Christianity, the congregations were supporting a 
disproportionately high number of widows.  
 

 

 

                                                           
37 An academic map of the earliest churches of first century Christianity at www.katapi.org.uk (accessed 

January 28, 2017) marks 47 Christian congregations in the Roman Empire by the year 100 C.E. 
(http://www.katapi.org.uk/images/Maps/Churches-1st-cent-50pc.jpg).    
 

http://www.katapi.org.uk/
http://www.katapi.org.uk/images/Maps/Churches-1st-cent-50pc.jpg
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Later Positives and Negatives 

Some have seen in 1 Timothy the beginnings of what later became known as "The Order of Widows."38  
As our story concludes, I'd like to share some later developments (briefly) that occurred within early 
Christian communities, events that sometimes leave us puzzled or wanting to know more.    

We know, for instance, that there were places (more in the east than west) where women seemed to 
have been quite involved in the life of the church. The term "deaconess" comes out of the East at a very 
early date; the Roman governor Pliny the Younger mentions this to the emperor Trajan during the 
persecutions of Christians around the Black Sea around 115 A.D. In some places (notably Phrygia) there 
are tombstones that archaeologist have dug up with episcopa and presbytera ("female bishop" and 
"female elder") engraved on them.39 What does this mean? I don't know! We find things that raise 
questions.40 

The widows, too, played various roles and held places of honor. Tertullian the North African (early 3rd 
cent) seems to speak about widows being seated in the front of the church next to the bishop – as a 
group (virgins were on the other side), and "penitents" would be paraded in front of these groups at the 
front of the church as part of their repentance.  XII Canon of the Fourth Council of Carthage, which met 
in the year 398: "Widows and dedicated women (sanctimoniales) who are chosen to assist at the 
baptism of women, should be so well instructed in their office as to be able to teach aptly and properly 
unskilled and rustic women how to answer at the time of their baptism to the questions put to them, 
and also how to live godly after they have been baptized."  The congregation in Rome, by the mid-200's, 
was allegedly taking care of some 1500 widows, virgins, and needy people in the days of Pope 
Cornelius41—supporting and providing for them. In the days of John Chrysostum in Antioch (late 300's), 
that congregation was taking care of 3000 widows.  

But, just as our story turned yesterday, so it does here as well. It's interesting how the same pattern that 
developed in Judaism—giving alms to the poor as a means of 'getting righteousness'—develops also in 
early Christianity. There were abuses. For instance, Tertullian again writes in one of his letters chastising 
a congregation for putting a 19-year-old virgin in the Order of Widows and receiving support from them.  

It also happened that charitable gifts became avenues for self-interested giving as well. By the time that 
the Apostolic Constitutions appeared in the 300's, they needed to address several cases of abuse that 
were going on. By this time, bishops were the primary administrators of charity. Members would give 
money to the bishop, and the bishop would summon one of the widows, give her the money as well as 

                                                           
38 Bonnie Bowman Thurston, The Widows: A Women’s Ministry in the Early Church, 1st edition (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Pr, 1989). 
 
39 Ute E. Eisen and Gary Macy, Women Officeholders in Early Christianity: Epigraphical and Literary Studies, 
trans. Linda M. Maroney (Collegeville, Minn: Michael Glazier, 2000). 
 
40 I personally believe this are examples of tombstones of women who were part of the Montanist "New Prophecy" 
movement of Phrygia; the tombstones are primarily from that area and the correct timeframe. We do not consider 
the Montanists to be orthodox Christians, even though modern scholars are fond of speaking of "multiple 
Christianies"—beautiful (and legitimate) varieties within early Christianity. We don't approach Church history this 
way. 
 
41 Reported by Eusebius in his History,6.43 
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give her the specific name of the donor so that she would pray for him by name. Such programs begin 
with the very best of intentions, of course. But sinful humans are sinful humans, pious widows or not. 
The Constitutions cracks down in places on widows pressuring other widows to reveal the name of their 
donor. Sometimes they would complain to the bishop. At other times, the widows took these names, 
went out and asked for funds directly from donors, instead of going through the bishops. And the whole 
idea that "if you give, this well-known pious lady will pray for you" –you can see that this could lead to 
self-interested charity. So, in some ways, it's parallel to the development in Judaism, sadly.  

The role of widows greatly diminished in both the West and the East by the 5th century. It seems that the 
office of deaconess just absorbed the duties of the widows. And the development of the monastery for 
women also played a role in the widow's demise.  

And that's our story.  
 

 

Wrap-Up 

But what does it say to us?  Will we leave here saying, "Well, that was kinda interesting…but so what?"  I 
think the biggest benefit that can come from studying a topic such as this is to remind us of this aspect 
of Christian congregational life. It's good for us to look in the mirror and ask ourselves how our Christian 
love is touching the misfits of society, the poor, the needy, the lonely, etc. It's good for us to think about 
our charity as a congregation, charity that is different than normal stewardship/offerings / special gifts. 
"The poor you will always have among you," is what Jesus said. They were objects of his love, and he 
calls us to practice the same. This, I feel, is the big takeaway. 

But there is also this: perhaps our study has helped heighten our awareness of people's emotional needs 
in our midst. Let me explain: I placed my completed dissertation into my dad's lap four days before he 
passed away. All of a sudden my mother was a widow. She's not poor; she has resources, she's taken 
care of. But there is a different hurt, a unique emptiness that takes longer to heal. And there are 
challenges, learning to do things that Dad…just did, and she never had to do.  

How many widows do you have in your congregation?  Is it something you track? There's no spot for it 
on our synod's statistical report. Do we know?  In a large congregation such as St. John's in New Ulm, I 
probably would be shocked by the number. Are we aware of them? Are we not letting them become 
"invisible" now that their husband is gone? Can we help them?  Can we support them?  From the cross 
Jesus took care of his widowed mother; it was that high a priority for him.  And these sisters of ours: 
God has given them to us, and us to them, for this very reason, that "by this all people will know you are 
my disciples if you love one another."  

 

Thank you, brothers, for the opportunity to share God's Word with you.  

 

 

 


