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Parish Educstion in the WRELS sand its Growing Imeortence Today

The vesr 1ig 19972, A fifteen vesr old bov ls arrvesbed for shooting his
parentes. At high school eporting events arownd the city of Milwaukee metal
detectors appear as pollice try fo prevent students from carrving in guns and
Enives. Throagh the eves of television the world locks on ss the city of Los
Angeles bresks out  in mobs and handreds of adulte, as well as children, are

sesn  looting  stores and literally destroving the city. The lis
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on, and &8 it grows the question is verv silently heard, "What ls happening
to our youth of todsy?”

The answers to such a guestion are just as numercous and controverslal as
the problam, Fingers have been pointed. Dooks have been written. Countless
mmbers  of sgolutions have even been offered. However, as scilentiste and
pevchologiste continue searching for some kind of an explanation, i1t still
sppears  as though our world today, beginning with its vouth, is quickly going
dovn hill in regards to ite morals and brotherly love.

Iz There one clear cut answer - one golution that would actually make a

difference in the world? Many so-called “experta” may not think so. However,
we &g Christiane know that there most certainly is. The answer liss in Tthe
vower of CGods Word - in the +truth and love of the Gospel message. And
tarning  to  that Word, not only do we find our solution, but we also realize
that what ig happening in the world today isn't so shocking in the fivst
place. After all, our Lord clearly warned us of what would happen in a world
where men no longer teach and honor his Word. And very simply put today’s
vouth dont  know that Word, because in meny places Christian education for

our yvouth  is bhecoming a thing of the past. However, if the lack of knowledge

and  instruction in God's Word has brought our world to where 1t is today,



+

comon sense tells ws that 1t s only true knowledge and instruction in that
same all-powerful Word which will furn this world around.

Bver since the begimning of the Wisconsin BEvangelical lutheran Synod,
our  church body has reslized ite dual calling in the proclametion of God s
Word. From the wvery bsgimwing the fourders of our svnod knew that we mast
not only  falthfully presch God's Word from our pulpits and administer the

Sacraments, bt sgually  as bnportant we moast fradn our vouth with Christian

aducation and  instruction. Through the vesrs, therefore, Tthe WELS has
developed what i cerbainly today one of, 1f not the best, Christisn

1

aeducational systems There is. And it ies & program of which we can be very

proud. However, we must also realize that with today s changing world there
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1E & evaer  1INorsasing need

[

i urgency for Christisn education o resch out
to  today s vouth, and such iz a calling to which our synod has responded well
ovar  the vesrs. It is the parpose of this parer, therefors, o review the
history of Parish sduceation din the WELE foousing primesrily on our Christian
day eprhools and Sundsy  schools, and to ses how our svnod has  respondsd to

the growing reslizetion of and the need for that education to conbtimie today.

The Christisn Dav School

s mentioned earlier, when our svnod was firet organized in December of
1849, our early fathers alveady wvealized the grealt need there was for
Christian education. Coming from a strong German-Christian background in
which education was stressed, the truth of Proverbs 22:6 was well known by
onr  firet pasgtors - "Train a child in the way he should go, and when he Is
old he will not furnm from 1€, With this Seripture reference clearly in mind
it was  then resolved at the first convention of our Synod in May of 1850

“that  every pastor in the Svnod should devote himeelf especially to the vouth



and  conduct day  eschools, Bible hours, and Mission hours” (Conbinaing in His
Word, p.210). We know  from  the church records of 5t. Johm s in Milwsukee

that one Chrigtisn dsy school already existed thers sg early as 1848, and in

the vesrs o come many more were bo follow. Simply statlstios over the vesrs
apeak for themselves, The following chart scang  the vears of our Synod
showing the rumbsr of schocls along with  the snrvollment  and number of

teachers whers possible.

Year Schonls Enrollpent Teachers
1848 1

1860 23

1875 85

1893 141 8,621 119
1935 13 10,560 308
1950 188 14,622 438
1975 2893 27,632 1,241
1990 365 31,9860 1,728

What a remarkable blessging the Lord has showered upon our church hody. From
one  little echool house to tThres hundred and aixtyv-five Chwistlian day
schools, our church has grown to reach out to ite yvouth. And vet these
mambers  are much more than mere statistics. They are witnesses for a system,
which despite opposition over the vyears, has stood the test of time,
realizing with each passing vear the growing need for Christian education.

Une of the most trying times for that system appesred in 1889 when the
Wiscongin State Legislature passed the Bemmett Law. This law was "quilte

evidently an abtbempt to restrict and to impalr the efficiency of our day

sohools”  (Continuwing  dn  His Word, p.215). It set up a legal period of time

Tor  the school vear, reguired that certain subjects be taught in English, and
apsigned power to enforce such requivements to the local public school
hoards. Despite some controversy over the language question, however, our

ovnod  stood  filrm and  worked together to help have the Bennett Law repealed



within two short vesrs, thus freely opening the doors of our schools even
dowrn to the present day.

In 1917 the plans first began to develop then for the present atructure
of  our  ayetem. A Bchool Commission wag formed which set up visitations to
sach  one  of our schools. In 1933 thie plan wag revieed under the new office

of the Executive Secretary of the Hoard of Education and the following goals

were adoptead:

1. Bvery District is to establish a District Board of Bducation,
which ig responsible first to the District, but is to work in
cooperation with the Synod s Board of Bducation. 2. This District
Foard of FEducation is to provide for visitation of each achool at
least once a vear and ig to solve its own, purely local problems.
3. This District Board is to make a complete report to its
District and to the Executive Secretary according to a detailed
plan prepaved by the Executive Secretary.

Tn 1835 F. HW. HMever from Fon du Lac, Wisconsin became the first Exscutive
Secretary of the Board of BEducation, and to this day much of the sane

shruchure remaing in place overlooking our schools.

atched  the surface of the historyv behind our
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Clearly we have oaly
Christian day schools in  these short paragraphs. That is, however, not
without reason, becauss as one locks over the vears of our Synod there is no
lack of articles showing what a tremendous blessing our schools have been.
And  this paper is not trying to say otherwise, for our Christian day schools
are second only to Scoripture In being the primary and most important
educational tool we have for our children today. However, turning to an
educational survey which was done for the WELS in 1862 helps to focus our
sttention on ancther wvital aspect of Parish education which until recently

has not been given that much attention.



The Sundav Sohool,

At the 1861 convention of the WELS 1t was recommendad that an outside
educational consultant be hired by the Synod to study various aspects of our
educational  stracture. The main emphasis of this study was to foocus on our
Synod s prep achools  and colleges, howsver, many other facts conceyning the
education  of our vounger childrven were alse found., OfF primary interest to us
here is that in the 1961-62 school year 24,171 children attended our
Christian  day  schools, Truly a blessing for our church., However, one
additional fact leaves questions to be answer. The 1062 study also ghowed
that this 24,171 children represented only 40.1 per cent of the elementary
age children in our Svnod (Educational Survey for the Wisconsin Hvangelical
Livtheran Synod, ».87). In other words, only two out of every five children
of elementary age attended our Synod s schools in that year, and although
such an  extensive study has not been conducted since, recent figures do not
sppeay  much  different. Now, of course, it can be argued that having 40 per
cent of our children attending our schools is something to be thankful for,
snd  indeed it is. PBut what about the other 60 per cent who don’t attend our
Christian day schools? How can our churches reach out to them as well?

The answer To that question lies in our Bynod’ s Sunday eschool program.
As we will see in briefly locking again at the history of our church body,
this form of Parieh education has been questioned over the vears in regards
+to  ite importance and practicality. However, as our Synod today is preparing
1o reach out to todav's changing world, we will also see those questions very
clearly being answered, rveminding us that BSunday school is a vital and
important part of our youth s education.

-

Sunday  schools actually have a rather rich history when it comes to

Lutheranism  in America. Already in the late 170072 we begin to see them grow



rapidly  in several church bodies, snd by 1927 there were sm estimated 143,000

3

Sunday schools  belng conducted 1n FProtestant churches. In the Wisconsin
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Synod,  however, with such trenendoss enphasis belng placed on -

1

day school, it took & while longer for Sundav schools to be recognized as

)
they  are  todav, In fach, ons only neads to return to our Svnod s firet

convention  of 1850 where everv pastor was urged to "devote himself sspacially

to  the vouth and conduct dayv schools, Bible hours, and Mission hours'
(Contirmaing dn His Word, ».210). Bunday schools were not even mentionsd vetl
That, howsver, soon chengsd when the Bernett Law and the questlion over

which langusge shoald be used in our dav schools developsd. As the dust

t ]

flret ross =nd then slowly settled in this matiter, there developed a decline
in  the enrollments of our Christlan day schools. To tide the situation over,
therefore, Sundsy  schools were pubt into place fo insure the education of our
children, snd befores long thelr benefite were belng sesen. By 1535 one pastor
comments  that  they are now here to stay - that these schools "ased to be the

exeeption  rather then the rmale,” ot now hardly & parish existed without one

3

(W, Vol. 32, n.277). However, Trom thelr verv beginning Hunday achools
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have often had an asterisk placed behind thelr name because people realized

that they did not live up to standards of the Christisn dayv school,

The chief Limitebion of the Bundasy school is spparent from the
very name 1t bears. It ds a course of insgbruction which goes
into action once a wesk snd laste less than an hour., It is
true, the children of the Bundsy school are recelving the most
vital knowledse which csn be offered them in this life, vet
they receive only forty-five Lo £ifty mimtes of this most
necessary instroaction once a wesk.,  No matter how efficient
ancd falthful the Sunday school tescher may be, & child will
not thrive spliritually as we would desire nor acquire a
thorongh biblical knowledge and Christisn training through
the medivm of the Dunday School  (Contimaineg dn His Word,

p. 212).
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Such an snalvels of the Sunday  school is indeed, true, and for that very
resson  they  ofben appesr o heke a back seat to the Chyistisn day school in
the early vears of our Svnod. In fact, compared to our day schools, very
little hag bheen written in regards to the value of the Sunday school. And the

hev are menbionad upually go on to insist on the

oF

'

o

majority of articles where

«_a

superiority of, not the Sundsy school, bob the Christisn day school.

As  the vears progress, Though, and one pages through the
procesdings  of  our  chureh body small changes are geen.  In 1838 &
passed  to begin work on Sundsy school materials of our own.  In 1845 thiriteen

:

thoussnd  dollare 1 added o the Svod’s budest to producs Sundsy school

materials. New courses are added in 1951, "57, and "83. And in 1966 Willism
Fiacher ig ingtallsd ag Seorsbary of Pert-Elucation, & position orested to

give extra attention to the sducabion of our vouth outside the Christian day

achool,

The Christian Dav School versus The Sundayv School

o which one should it be? The Christian day school or the Sunday
L

school?  TFor many vears that was uestion beling asked in our Synod and

s_,l’l

ople were quick to anewer, Many churches wreatled with the problem. Many
people s feelings were expressed and even hurt. However, as we look to the
mregent historvy of our church body it becomes clear that the question never
should have been “either. .. , but has always been "hoth...and"”

Turning way back to the vear 1819 we see that thiz idea already existed

in the minds of many. In an article for the Wisconsin luthersn Quarterly

entitled "Why Not +the Sunday School Alcne?", Herman Mever sets both the

Christizn day school and the Punday school in thelr proper place. He writes:



To avoid all misunderstanding, we wish to state from the very
beginning that we are nob moved by any hostility to the Bunday
schonl.  The question is not whether to have a Snnday gohool,
or not, That question must in every csse be answersd dﬁFU}dlﬂg
to the PF@leQl local clramstances. We EHJ]v realise thath
there are localities where 1t is wellnigh inpossible to have
regilar parish schools (p. 30).

ves on To name the very practical ressong for such sn inpossibiliby,
7/
e
i

- , \ : T
mentioning  that  locsbtion, mwbers, snd finsnces often stend in the way small

He then
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congregatlions  supporting & full-time school. And  if such is the cases, 1t

would be  Usheer folly nob to do what can be done, to organise snd medntain

an afficient Sunday school., Conversion, as well ss &1l spiritual progress in

e, is the work of the Holy Ghost” (Mever, ».317.

there 12 a parvish achool, 1t meay clesarly be the duty of a congregstlion o
conduct also  a Sunday sohool” T, D.ol) Alveady in his dav, HMever knew

that nobt everv child in our Synod attended our day schools when possglble

And he aleo realized whal an excellent outresch tool the Sundsy school was.

Whers there are such as are not affilisted with any church and
could not be induced to send theilr children to the regular
gchool of the Lutheran congregation, while they would consent

to have them sttend the Smday school, it is clearly glven what
a congregation must do.  Let 1t concduot a SBundsy school and give
to these chilldren as mach of the dootrine of saving grace for
their salvation as it possibly can and trust to the Lord that

he will vrosper the work as he sees fit. Zome of the puplls

thus gothen inte the Bundsy school may even, after they hHVP
thus once felb TP& POWEY r£ God s Word, be won for the pard

)
schaol to enjov the benefite of religious educatlion in a fuller
measure (p.3Z).

H
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Having greatly praised the 5SHunday achool as it fits into its proper
role, Mever however, also rvealized i1te limitations, many  of which have

already been nmentioned - limitatlons which eazily could be overcoms by the
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growbth of Christisn dav schools. In short, his message to our Synod so meoy

years ago was bthis:

Where we can do no more tha® offer a good Sunday achool, let us
do it cheerfully as begt we can. We are not hostile to the
Sunday acheool. . . (Hovwever), even though also our parochial schools
are not perfect, thev are by far the best means for giving our
children a Christian education, and 1t would be an irveparable
loga 1f we should loge them. The Sunday achool alone can never
make up for thias load (p. 31,42).

In other wordas, it ig not a question of either one or the other, bubt a fact
JURUR

of bhoth one and the other working together. And that is exactly where our

Synod stlill stands today.

In his book entitled Children at Risk, James Dobson takes a look at the
voath of today and draws one overwhelming conclusion — that we are in a war

against  the immorality of the world today for the very hearts and minds of

0]

oy children, The example of current events listed at the beginning of this

)

paper  make that very clear, for such events are becoming move and more Cowmon

gvery  dav. To eqguip parents for this war Dobson goes on to look at such

v

sabjects A8 Ffamily sharing, the spanctity of 1ife, the influsnce of

government, telavision, and so on. However, as his book closes he reminds us
[ e ¥

of really the onlx ﬂﬁ which this war can be won.
A

Finally, we come to the cloging words of this bock and the most
moat lmportant recommendation we have to offer. Our only hope
a8 & natlion, ultimately, 1g to ask the Father to forgive our
sing and heal our great land...As we have geen, virtually all
Of the founding fathers reversd the Lord and locked to Him for

trength and wisdom, The/lnaerlbed Tn God We Trust” on our
ouy colns. ..

Today we oling to the same souwrce of confidence and hops. ..



We muoet sppesl &

s be Him who promised in the concluding
words of the 0ld Testament, "He will farn the hearis of the
fathers to the children and the hesrts of the children to thelr
fathers” (Malaschl 4:6 EJV). That would be great news, indesd,

for the families of the world (p. 2703,

Az social-gospel orlented s this shtatemsnt may be, Dobson does hit the nail

el

o . .
on the head. The only way for ug rescue hoth ourselves and the vouth of

today  from a world which is agulckly plinging hesdfivet into sin after sin, is

o foous on the precious traths of God's Word through which the Holy Bplrit
WOrks . It is only by the grace of God thah we avre ssved, and in that grace

we will be moved to do all we can to gpread the wonderful message of

salvation in every way poselble. That inclundes very carefully and wisely

ony In the WELS,

!._.1.

We have briefly locked at the history of parish educat

and it is & history of which we csn be very proud.  That hie

M‘

making  Though. ay our mynod

day aschool and the SHunday  school

ayatean. And steps are being taking Lo make them even betlter. Such courses as
Feading g Lenbe are being used to better traln our Sumday school teachers.

Materials for both schools are being produced with grester gquality than ever
bafore. Foburs pastors, once sent out dnbo the fisld with almost no
sxperience, are now spending olags fime in  area day schools. Guallfied
teachers dn our achools are turning to new snd exciting methods of teaching
to best  Instruct  onr  vouth. Recently the Commission on Youth Discipleship
became a part of our structure.  And the list goes on and on. In ghort, our
Svnod  ds  comblnoing  to  amewer the oall, the urgent call, for Christiam
aducation  for onr vouth today. As Martin Albrecht writes in a 1980 article

For the Wisconsin Tuthersn Guarterly:




May

What a blessing our own school sysbenm can be. . And think of the

gre E.j." l‘ia;,,t }3.}_( F"ulﬂ‘t:, We

enjoy in our Chrisgtisn elementary svelem -
that of guldance by the mesns

of God s preciouas Word. .. Bat when

famllies are too far removed from Christlsn schools, parents
will want Lo gulde their children go that they will be able to

witheteand the teachings snd

to thelr fadth., FPagtors in

the problsms that mav be a hindrsnce
such congregstions w:LL]_ do all in

thelr power to encoursge parente to send their children to

Christisn schools. Whers

that isg lmpossible, the pagtor and

the congregation will try to develop a strong Sundsy school
aystemn md strong program for the yvoung people.  Cont rtd"

with God s Word is absolihs
as the old (p.304).

we, idndeed, truly realize

=1y essentlal for the voung as well

vhat a wonderful blessing we have in our

educational evetem of today, and mayv we never loge our desire to continue

TEE
L

ching out to the vouth of today s

y changing world!
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