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Toward a “Credible Creation Account”  
for The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod 

  
Jon Braunersreuther 

 
Abstract: What is a “missional church”? How is a missional church distinct from 

iterations of the church in contemporary America? Have congregations of The 
Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod ever exhibited characteristics of a missional 
church movement? If so, might that history form the basis for inspiring the church 
today toward a more missional stance? 

This brief exploration posits that the answer to the final question is, “Yes.” 
Therefore, the purpose of this study is (1) to review contemporary literature regarding 
the missional church movement, and (2) to explore salient, related elements of the 
history of The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, for the purpose of (3) creating a 
“credible creation account” containing essential missional church characteristics to 
inspire the constituents of the synod to similar thinking and action for the future.     

 
The Missional Church 

As King David, preparing to assume leadership of God’s people in the Old 
Testament, enlisted “men of Issachar, who understood the times and knew what Israel 
should do” (1 Chr 12:32 NIV84), so today the church needs leaders who understand 
the current context and understand what God’s people need to do to reach those who 
are far from Him. David Moore notes that such leaders “see their cultures and ministry 
settings with God’s perspective.”1 This involves cultural research, surely, but it also 
involves understanding how God is already at work among people before Christians 
even make contact with them.2 Therefore, for the purposes of this work, W. Rodman 
MacIlvaine’s definition of a missional church as “a unified body of believers, intent 
on being God’s missionary presence to the indigenous community that surrounds 

 

Rev. Dr. Jon Braunersreuther serves as Mission and Ministry 
Facilitator for Area D (the greater Houston metropolitan area 
and surrounding counties) of the Texas District, The Lutheran 
Church—Missouri Synod. He received his Master of Divinity 
degree from Concordia Seminary, St. Louis in 1989 and his 
Doctor of Ministry degree from Regent University in 2019, where 
he was named “Outstanding Graduate” in the program. He and 
his beautiful wife, Rachel, are the parents of Andy 
Braunersreuther and Erin (Rev. Alex) Lahue, and grandparents 
to Jax. jon.braunersreuther@txlcms.org  
 

https://lsfm.global/
https://www.lsfm.global/join-the-society-for-missiology/
mailto:lsfmissiology@gmail.com
mailto:jon.braunersreuther@txlcms.org


Toward a “Credible Creation Account”  55 
 

Copyright 2020 Lutheran Society for Missiology. Used by permission. 
View Lutheran Mission Matters 28, no. 1 (2020) at https://lsfm.global/. 

Membership in LSFM is available at https://www.lsfm.global/join-the-society-for-missiology/. 
E-mail lsfmissiology@gmail.com to purchase a print copy of a single issue. 

them, recognizing that God is already at work”3 will serve as the working definition.  
A review of contemporary literature reveals two macro characteristics for the 

missional church: (1) a new ecclesial order, giving way to (2) a new way of being 
God’s people in the world. 

According to Walter Brueggemann, the new ecclesial order involves a prophetic 
“dismantling” of the power-order and an “energizing” of God’s people that begins in 
their doxologies, as was characteristic of the ministries of Moses, Jeremiah, Isaiah, 
and Jesus Himself.4 Characteristic of the prophetic criticism is anguish, not anger, 
which leads the community to express its own anguish over circumstances, rather than 
engaging in the “numbness” that typifies the current ecclesial-social order.5 In doing 
do, the prophet “reactivates” out of the “historical past symbols that always have been 
vehicles for redemptive history.”6 Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch contend that the new 
ecclesial order is messianic, not dualistic in its spirituality, seeing the world as Christ 
sees it—holistic and integrated, and is apostolic rather than hierarchical in its 
leadership, utilizing a flat leadership model that unleashes the gifting of all for 
evangelism and prophecy, along with the pastoral and teaching gifts.7 

The new ecclesial order gives way to an incarnational way of being God’s people 
in the world, seeking to seep into the cracks and crevices of culture, rather than simply 
attracting people to revered, sanctified space.8 To do so, asserts James Davison Hunter, 
is to practice “faithful presence,” whereby Christians incarnate Jesus in their 
vocations, rather than engaging in a world-changing mission that relies on coercive 
political power [contrary to the tenets of Christianity] and which is likely futile 
anyway, since Christians do not occupy the elite bastions of cultural formation.9 Sent 
Christians, living their lives vocationally and submerged in their communities,10 look 
for instances of God already at work in the culture.11 

For Lutheran Christians, ensconced in 
Luther’s concept of vocation and his 
rediscovery of the priesthood of all believers, 
the idea of incarnating Christ in day-to-day life 
is not new, at least conceptually. Too often, 
though, Lutherans have fallen into the trap of a 
numbing ecclesial order that is practically more 
hierarchical than apostolic, more attractional 
than incarnational, and more dualistic than 
messianic. The Lutheran Church—Missouri 
Synod12 needs a narrative with a “purpose and 
quest . . . calling [it toward] a specific direction 
and toward a particular goal.”13 Such a 
narrative can be built using salient historical elements of the LCMS’s history, to which 
this paper will now turn. 
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An Apostolic Church 
Being creedal theologically, Lutherans stand in line with Christendom since the 

time of the early church—“one holy, catholic, and apostolic”—in the words of the 
Nicene Creed. In pursuing the growth of the church, God’s people, contends Robert 
Scudieri, have formed an “apostolic church” in the truest sense of the term. While 
granting that for “Nicaea, and later for Constantinople [where the phrase was first 
inserted], apostolic meant orthodox and apostles meant The Twelve,”14 Scudieri 
asserts “there remained a clear association of the phrase apostolic church with the third 
person of the Trinity,” meaning that there is a “missionary emphasis” in the phrase. “It 
is the Holy Spirit, continually proceeding from the Father and the Son, who is bringing 
the Gospel of eternal salvation to all the world. Constantine himself understood that 
the apostles were the ‘missionaries to the world.’”15 He concludes that “apostolic 
church refers to the nature of the church as continuously embodying the mission of the 
Savior of the world. Jesus was sent on a unique mission: to bear witness to the love of 
God. This is what the church is sent to do today. This is the apostolic church.”16 

 
The Saxon Immigration  

Such a concept of “sentness” was not lost on the early Saxon immigrants to the 
United States, who would form the core of what would become The Lutheran 
Church—Missouri Synod. In response to the theological compromises required by the 
Prussian Union of King Friedrich Wilhelm III, and under the leadership of Martin 
Stephan, who had been invested with the office of bishop [indicating a 
hierarchical/episcopal church structure and understanding of church and ministry], 
more than seven hundred German immigrants from Saxony and surrounding areas 
settled in Perry County and in St. Louis, Missouri, by 1839. Before they had 
“completed their crude log shelters,” Stephan was accused of financial impropriety 
and adultery, and exiled across the Mississippi River.17 

The denouement of Stephan’s episcopacy, with its implications of apostolic 
authority, caused a crisis in the new colony. With no bishop, were they still a church? 
Or were they simply a mob or a sect? Added to the difficulties was the disorganization 
resulting from the distraction caused by Stephan, so that during the first winter there 
“was real privation, and stark hunger was not unknown” among the Saxon colonists.18 
The disorganization and confusion bled over into congregational life, which was “a 
curious mixture of legalism, inherited from the Stephanite days, and of liberalism, 
developed as a reaction against the same experience.”19 Many of the clergy wished to 
reestablish an episcopal structure for the colony, while some laymen, most notably Dr. 
Carl Eduard Vehse, contended that a congregational structure where authority rested 
in the priesthood of all believers was both preferable and biblical.20 

The issue came to a head at the Altenburg Debate in April 1841. The debate pitted 
29-year-old clergyman Carl Ferdinand Wilhelm Walther against lawyer Adolph 
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Marbach. Building upon Vehse, Walther argued that the church exists wherever 
Christians gather around Word and Sacrament, regardless of whether there is a bishop, 
while Marbach contended that without a bishop “there was no church among them.”21 
The reason for Walther’s position was both scriptural and pragmatic, observes Forster: 

It was abundantly clear to the young pastor that by adopting hierarchical ideas 
of the nature of the Church, insisting upon theories of the episcopal 
succession, overemphasizing the office of the ministry, or indulging a 
spiritual hypochondria to the point where it induced a verbal flagellantism in 
the group, it was possible to produce a spasm of ecclesiastical nihilism during 
which the Saxon colonies would, in fact, die a convulsive death.22 

Walther claimed that “belonging to an organized church body did not constitute 
one a Christian, but that a body of Christians could organize at any to time to constitute 
a church” and if so they “could exercise all [of the church’s] functions; specifically, 
they could call pastors and teachers and provide for the administration of the 
Sacraments and other rites.” The church, said Walther emphatically, still existed 
among them. Walther carried the day and “the victory in the Altenburg Debate laid the 
foundations for the ecclesiastical edifice which Walther was to spend his life in 
building.”23  

The Altenburg Debate was a turning point for the Saxons who “again constituted 
a united, compact, energetic group, once more looking forward to rendering spiritual 
service to their fellow immigrants, rather than looking backward at the tragic interlude 
of the episcopacy.” The Lutheran movement expanded significantly in Missouri and, 
on April 26, 1847, having connected with like-minded Lutherans across the United 
States, the Evangelical Lutheran Synod of Missouri, Ohio, and Other States 
[eventually The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod] was founded in Chicago, Illinois, 
with C. F. W. Walther as its first president. In 1947, when representatives of the synod 
returned to Chicago for the centennial of its 
founding, it was the largest Lutheran synod to 
have developed in the United States, comprised 
of 5,685 congregations (though slightly 
surpassed in size by the United Lutheran 
Church, an amalgamation of forty-five synods). 
Its vitality was evident in that the tenth decade 
of its history “showed a larger percentage 
growth than any other in the preceding fifty 
years.”24 

This tremendous growth was predicated on 
the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers 
that Walther articulated at Altenburg and 
expanded upon in his ministry. Indeed, 
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Christian outreach by laypeople was not only a right or an option but a sacred 
responsibility. In an 1842 sermon (published in Missio Apostolica, Bruce Cameron, 
trans.) candidly entitled, “Bringing Souls to Christ: Every Christian’s Desire and 
Duty,” Walther declares: 

Through holy baptism, every Christian has been consecrated, ordained, and 
installed into the ministry to teach, admonish, and comfort his neighbor. 
Through holy baptism each Christian has obtained not only the authority, 
power, and right, but also the high, holy obligation—under pain of losing the 
divine grace—of rousing himself to care and to help so that others may be 
brought to Christ.25 

That is not to say the Walther did not have a high regard for the pastoral office, 
which is divinely ordained and for the sake of good order is to administer the means 
of grace publicly within the congregation.26 He simply wished to emphasize that the 
“Christian church is a great mission-house. Each Christian in it is a missionary sent 
out by God into his own circle to convert others to Christ.” Walther went so far as to 
say that “if a Christian comes to an area where there are no Christians, he can even 
step forward with confidence and preach the Gospel. . . . If his hearers accept the Word 
of God, they will . . . become a true church . . . [and] he is a true minister . . . a successor 
to the apostles.”27  

In the years that followed, this emphasis on the work of the laity led the synod to 
maintain a flexible attitude toward the preparation of individuals to evangelize the lost 
and organize them into congregations. The deployment of colporteurs [religious books 
salesmen] and Reisepredigers [circuit preachers] in the middle 1800s was an answer 
to the influx of immigrants [the synod targeted primarily German immigrants]. The 
colporteurs were commissioned to sell devotional and instructional books to 
households for the purpose of sharing the faith and encouraging families in contiguous 
areas to form Christian congregations. Reisepredigers were minimally trained pastoral 
candidates, sent out as itinerant preachers [but not to gather congregations—that would 
follow] because the need was so great.28 

Wilhelm Loehe recognized that flexibility in response to pleas by Friedrich 
Wyneken [often referred to as the “Father of Home Missions” in The Lutheran 
Church—Missouri Synod]. When Wyneken returned to Germany from the United 
States for medical treatment in 1841, he produced a widely distributed tract outlining 
the distressing spiritual conditions of the Germans in the United States and pleaded for 
help. Loehe’s response was to send workers known as Nothhelfer [emergency helpers] 
or Sendlinge [missioners]. Meyer notes that “they were untrained theologians sent to 
alleviate the dire spiritual needs of German immigrants in America. This was a radical 
departure from the usual practice of utilizing only university-trained men in the . . . 
mission field.” He goes on to observe that “the ‘emergency helpers’ were young men 
who received partial training by Loehe at Neuendettelsau [Germany] and after 1846 
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completed their theological education at the newly established seminary in Fort 
Wayne.”29 

The deployment of workers who were credentialed at different levels for different 
purposes was [and continues to be] a point of contention in The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod, with its high view of the office of the pastoral ministry. In 1865, the 
Western District of the Synod formulated theses regarding the Reiseprediger. Early 
theses affirmed the priesthood of all believers and the necessity of the pastoral office 
within the congregation. But the theses that followed were more controversial, among 
them thesis 10: “There are emergency cases in which also the order of the public office 
of the ministry cannot nor need be observed. Ex. 4:24–26.” And thesis 11: “An 
emergency occurs when, through a legalistic retention of the order, souls, instead of 
being saved, are lost, and thus love is thereby violated.”30 

Yet despite the tension, or perhaps because of it, the synod grew. Nelson observes 
that “whether the workers were lay colporteurs, clergy explorers, assistant pastors sent 
by an organized church, or free itinerants, the immigrant churches were missionary 
churches.” The approach to home missions in the middle to late 1800s was focused 
primarily on those with similar ethnic background, under the assumption that those 
with similar language and culture would be easiest to reach. As the century turned 
from the nineteenth to the twentieth, “the Missouri Synod founded the largest number 
of new congregations [of all the Lutheran bodies].” Between 1890 and 1916 [just 
before the start of World War I] the synod’s membership increased by 120 percent. 
While reaching German- and English-speaking people was its primary emphasis, the 
synod was also more successful than other Lutherans in reaching those of other 
ethnicities and language groups. By 1915, the synod was reaching out to “Estonians, 
Latvians, Lithuanians, Poles, Finns, Slovaks, and Persians in their native languages,” 
along with outreach to Jewish people and sixty-four ministries targeted toward the 
deaf.31 

Based upon the net number of congregations in existence noted above, for the first 
one hundred years of its history, The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod averaged the 
planting of a bit more than one new congregation every week. Since that time, the 
synod peaked in membership in 1970 with 2,788,536 baptized members and peaked 
in number of congregations in 1999 with 6,220.32 Based upon the net gain in 
congregations from 1947 to 1999 [not accounting for closures], the synod planted one 
new congregation every five weeks. Despite efforts by a number of districts of the 
synod to plant new congregations [the Texas District planted 141 new congregations 
from 2004–202033], The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod’s membership dropped 
to 1,968,641 baptized members and 6,046 congregations by 2017.34 
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A Credible Creation Account 
These historical elements can help to form 

what former University of Southern California 
president Steven Sample calls a “credible 
creation story or myth.” Such inspiring and 
powerful stories are used by organizational 
leaders to motivate their followers. According 
to Sample, “the real test is that such stories must 
appeal strongly to the leader’s followers and to 
those whom he is trying to recruit.” In an 
American culture, a narrative like this would have a classic American heroic 
component [a “log cabin motif”—up from humble beginnings] coupled with “a few 
surprising facts and superlatives.” The story should readily be shortened or lengthened 
as the situation demands, and it should ennoble the concept of change to lay the 
foundation for future change. Finally, says Sample, it should engender pride in the 
stakeholders of the organization, inspiring people “to dream more audaciously than 
they might otherwise have done.”35 What follows here is a draft of a “credible creation 
account”36 for The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod. 

In 1838 and 1839, over seven hundred intrepid German Lutherans made their 
way across the Atlantic Ocean and up the Mississippi River, settling in Perry County, 
Missouri. Why? Because the Gospel in all of its grace-filled purity was critical to them 
and, they were convinced, to those whom they might reach. The ill-advised theological 
compromises of the church in Germany at the time were dangerous to people’s souls 
and could not be tolerated. 

Controversy arose almost as soon as they arrived. Their bishop, Martin Stephan, 
was deposed for financial and sexual impropriety. Now what? Some couldn’t conceive 
of a church without a bishop. Maybe they should just go back to Germany. Others 
argued there had to be an alternative. 

Enter one Carl Ferdinand Wilhelm Walther, just 29 years old at the time. In his 
convincing articulation of biblical theology at the Altenburg Debate, Walther argued 
that wherever Christians are gathered around God’s Word and the Sacraments, there 
the church exists, regardless of whether there’s a bishop. Christian congregations 
have the authority to elect their own pastors, Walther asserted. 

At Altenburg, Walther began to articulate the doctrine of the priesthood of all 
believers in a way that helped The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod grow to the 
largest Lutheran body in the United States by the time of the synod’s 100th anniversary 
in 1947, planting, on average, just over one new congregation per week! Walther 
believed that pastors were not the only missionaries, but that every Christian should 
be one. The church in the late nineteenth century recognized that a wide variety of 
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types of workers with basic training could be deployed to evangelize those far from 
God and begin to organize them into congregations.  

Germans immigrants were the object of the synod’s work. But by 1916, The 
Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod was more effective than any other Lutheran body 
in reaching out to those of other ethnicities and language groups. Our forefathers 
believed that God wanted them to reach people of varying backgrounds. 

Unfortunately, the growth slowed as the twentieth century progressed, and 
gradual decline has occurred in The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod in these early 
days of the twenty-first century. But the same Jesus who promised, “I will build my 
church” is Lord of the church today. This church body has adapted before. It has 
mobilized before. It has initiated new things before. It has been flexible before. And it 
has done so with its people working together! By the power of God’s Holy Spirit 
working in the LCMS—and through it—the LCMS can make a difference again. This 
church body can reach this generation with the Gospel in new and creative ways, while 
firmly grasping the biblical faith of our forebearers—deploying all of God’s people as 
missionaries in their various vocations. And it must. The eternal destinies people for 
whom Christ died, but are now far from Him, are at stake!   

 
Conclusion 

An understanding of missional church 
thinking, coupled with an understanding of the 
storied history of The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod, provides an entry point to the 
hearts and minds of people in this part of the 
Body of Christ. This academic exercise is 
designed to stimulate leaders in the LCMS and 
others to inspire their constituencies with their 
own version of a credible creation account, 
moving God’s people to greater action. The 
mission demands nothing less! 
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