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On Septembexf?a 1945, in Chicago, Illinois, a group of forty-four

" pastors and professors in the Missouri Synod affixed thelr signatures to a

document which‘has Since coﬁe to be known. simply as "A Statement.” In an
attempt to estimate its_iﬁportance Herbert Lindemann, one of the original
signers, admits that while Nicaea and Chalcedon may perhaps have been "more
4epoch making meetings in the history of the church, there have bheen few

of 1é5§exi[sicﬂ;§ignificancefﬁz‘the Lutheran Church--Missouri Synods“1

One can only ﬁish thiﬁ his épparent misstatement were true. Though it

was only three-pdges‘long "A Statement" left such an impact on the synod
that it crystalized two directly opposing positions and brought about a greater
degree of bolarization than Missouri had ever experienced. In order to
understand ihe effect "A Statement" had and what role it.played in the sub-
sequent history of the Missouri Synod we will examine what its purpose was
and how well that purpose was achieved., Since we are cacerned primarily
with its historical significance, a study of its doctrinal content is not
within tk scope of this paper.

"A Statement” was intended by its signers as an appeal to the pastors of
the Missouf Synod to reject what they called "a strange and pernicious
spirit, utterly at variance with the fundamental concepts of the Gospel and
the genius of the Lutheran Church, [which] has lifted its ugly head in more
than one area of our beloved Sbmoda”2 The "Statement" contained twelve
theses, most of them consisting of an affirmation as well as a "deploration.”
Among the things deplored were:

a loveles attitude manifesting itself within Synod . . . expressed
in suspicions of brethren, in the impugning of motives, and in cndenna-

tion of all who have expressed differing opinions concerning some of
the problems confronting cur church today; [Thesis IVJ

a tendency in our synod to substitute human judgments, synodical
resolutions, or other sarces of authority for tk supreme authority of
Scripture; [Thesis 11 '
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all man-made walls and barriers and ecclesiastical traditions which
would hinder the free course of the Gospel in the world; [Thesis III}

“any tendency which reduces the warmth and power of the Gospel to a set
of intellectual propositions which are to be grasped sdely by the
mind of man; |[Thesis VIIJ

the tendency to apply LLHGJ non=-Biblical term f unlonnsm’] to any and
every contact between Christians of other denominations [Thesis IX],

The most significant theses were V and XI, which read in full:

We-affirm our caviction thalt sound exegetical prodedure is the basi%
for sund Lutheran theology.
We therefore deplore the fact that Romans 16:17, 18 has been applied

. to all Christians who differ from us in certain points of doctrine.

- It is our conviction, based on = und exegetical and hermeneutical prin-
ciples, that this text does not apply to the present situatém in the
Lutheran Church of America.

We furtkrmore deplore the misuse of First Thessalonians 5:22 in the
translation "avoid every appearance of evil.” This text should be used’
only in its true meaning, "avoid evil in every form." [Thesis V|

We affirm our convictlon that in keeping with the historic Lutheran
tedition and in harmony with the Synodical resolution adopted in 1938
regarding Church fellowship, such fellowship is possible without
complete agreement in details of doctrine and practice wich have never
been considered divisive in the Lutheran Church. [Thesis XI]
Following the "Qld-Missouril position” on church and ministry, which the
signers heartily espoused, Thesis VI stated: '"We helleve that there should
Be a re-emphasis of the privileges and responsibilities of the local congrega-
tion Las opposed to the synodical organiz&tion] also in the matter of
determining questions of fellowship.”

On September 20 this "Statement" was malled out with an explanatory
letter to all the Synod®s pastors, despite the "vigorous protests” of Pres,
Behnken,3 By the time Behnken had returned from a trip to Burope, the
controversy was in full swing, Over 200 meore individuals had sdded their
signatures to the "Statement." In order "to ventilate the siuation® Behnken
called a meeting of the Praesidium and Disirict Presidents to meet with the

signers on February 14 and 15, 1946, For this meeting the “statementarians',
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as they had comé {o be kneﬁn,‘prepared a set of twelve papers explainingﬁhe
fdividual theses, only two of which were actually read., {(These papers
were subsequently published together with the:"8tatement” in & pamphlet’

. . . Lo, . . :
“entitled, Speaking the Truth in love), In his memoirs, Behnken dezmcribes +the

outcome of this meeting and the measures he took to "resolve" the problem:

It was decided at this meeting thal the issues be examined and resolved,
1f possible, by a joint committee -~ 10 men from the signers and 10 to
‘be appointed by me to represent “the other side.” (Let me add that

if T had to do it over again I would never accept such an assignment, )

The "Ten and Ten" had a series of meetings under the chairmanship of
Fresident W. H. Meyer of the Kansas District, chosen by mutual
agreement as an "impartial” man. It became apparent that the “Ten
and Ten" could come to no satisfactory solution. Both the Praesidium
and Chairman Meyer agreed that Ffurther meetings would serve no usefwl
purpose,

Then the members of the Praesidium themselves took the matter in hand
by meeting with representatives of the "Forty-Four." As a result

the spokesmen of the signers agreed towithdraw A Statement as a basis
for further discussion; the Praesidium in turn agreed that the issues”
that had been raised’be presented in a series of special study
documents prepared b%men whom T should choose,

During the next few years five such Scripture-based studies by unnamed
authors were sent to Synod®s pastors. . . Qur pastors were given
some very excellent and meaty material which should have sent

them deeply into the Sciiptures and evoked many a profitable discusion,
The "Forty-Four” as an organized group has long since gone out gf
existence, Today one hears only an occasional reference +o it,

A brief look atvthe 1axger hisﬁorical contexﬁ of.the "Staﬁement“ Willu.
éi?é ;né é bé££é£ ﬁndéféidﬁding gf %ﬁé theélggiéal élimaﬁe ﬂhaﬁ was prevailing
throughout Missouri during these years,

Ever since the demise of the "Chicago Theses" fellowship effort in 1929,

' , e _
a group began to grow within the synod which was @@ermined not to abandon

the effort to expand. the borders of Missouri®s fellowship, TKurt Harquart
tells us of "a prominent 3t. Louis seminary scholar" who stated in a graduate
class in July 1968

+.o » that the "progressive™ movement got started in a smoke-filled
pastor®s office in New York City in 1930, when 3 ICMS pastors . . .

-

decided, after Synod had turned down the Chicago Theses and had
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'aathbfiﬁédﬁ %he’drafting of the:Brief S“catementg that they would
start a movement $6 "change Synod." Their goals were to prepare the
- loms for’out$eadh ;nto Anerica by use of English (vs. German), and by
7 moving ﬁoward a more open doctrinal stance,r :
That was the'yeaf (1930) in which the newly forméd American Tutheran Chuzh
ﬂbinéd the American Lutheran Conference, and also sbught to establih
fellowship with Missouri, In 1932 Missouri®s "Brief Statement” was adopted,
The two groups began discussions based on this document in 1934, When in 1938
f‘fhe AlQ iésuéd its e"DeoJ.aafaxbien" which»wa%%o élarify certain points in the
"Brief Statement" Missouri passed its controversial "1938 Resolutiod.” With
’these it acceptéd bdh documents “as a basis for igiéé church fellowship"
pending "full agreement“ on non-fundamentals, and the approval of "the
whole matter" by the other synods in the Synodical‘Conference0 When those
othexr synﬁds strongly urged that s single joint statement be drawn up,
vMissouri resclved to do so in 1941. In 1944 the "Doctrinal Affirmation"” was
subftted as the requisite "one joint doctrinal statement," but was subsequently
rejected by both the AIL and Mié?uri@ Later afforts produced the two~part
“Gommon Confession."” These negotiations with the ATC were without gquestion.
on the minds of the "statementarians” wWen they met in Chicago in 1945, That
Chidage meeting was in fact the culmination of a series of discussions in
Chicago in 1926, 1937, 1940, and 1941, all of which had been concerned with
the same issue,

A number of other develppments during these years also point to the

partial success of those wh wished to "change Synod." In 1938 Missouri

Joined the national chaplaincy progran. Three years later at the Columbus
Conference the synod began cooperating "in externals" with the other members

of the National Lutheran Council. Clifford Nelson finds cause for rejoicing

I the fact that "The meeting marked the fIst time in. history that the Missouri

jal

o s . . ca - <o, . . .
Synod had joined in prayer with council Iutherans,"~ At the saginaw convention
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in 1944 thére were two mo%é significant‘Qevelopmentsa Missouri abandoned
its former opposition to Boy-Scouting, and at the same convention, passed
a resolution which approved a distinction between prayer fellowship and

fint prayer' -~ the very distinction’which Missouri“s_Missiohary Brux had

found it necessary to repudiate only nine years before,

None of these drastic changes which had taken place during the ten

»

years projr to the "Statement” were as easy for Missouri to adopt as they

are for us ‘o report, They‘met with definite opposition from‘all corners

of the synod. (It is iﬁteresting to note that one of the leaders among the
"statementarians®, Theodore Graebner, in a very bitter article which he

wrote only seven months before his death, blasted the "Wisconsin Synod
faculty and editors" for, among other things, having “supplied the theology
for the attacks on our 1935, 1938, 1941, and 1944 resolutions on fellowshipa"9
Despite his generosity, our synod must, in all modesty, decline to accept alll
the credit. There were many in Missouri who were also well aware of the
problem,) It was the "Statement”, however, that especially served to
s0lidify the cmservative element in Missouri,

When one reads "A Statement" aware of its historical sellting, the
purpose of its authors is readily apparent., Thomas Coates, one of the
youngest of the "Forty-Four", informs us:. "It was to stimulate the Missouri
Synod to reéxamine its theological heritage, to reinvigorate its evangelical
spilrit, and to exert a restraining force upon the galistic tendencies that
were in ascendancy at the timem”lO Their two-fold concern is exprased in the
title of the collection of essays which defended its theses; "Sreaking the
Truth in Tove." The "Forty-Four" were caocerned with exprsssing the truth;
they were concerned with promoting a greater atmosphere of Jove in the synod,

We cannot deny that there are me ny ﬁhihgg in the "Statement" which are

veryfmnd and true in themselves, Thesis II contains a beaubiful statement



on the inS§irafioﬂ; inerrancy and autheritw%f Scripturem This is of
primary importance when church union is a hot 1'ussue‘a In fact, one would bhe
hard pressed to'find anything wrong with the affirmatie portions of th
Tirst four theses, if read objectively.
Unfortunately, even the antitheses of the first theses contain a good
deal of twuths The examples tht Graebner and the others produced ﬁo substantiate
their‘clams of legalism and lovelessness in Missouri’during those years are
hard foiiefﬁtegl; fThe'Signérs were particularly céncerned about what they

127

called "traditionaliem.” E. W, A, Koehler ™ wrote an excellent reply to the

"Statement” in which , among othef things, he objected to the accusation that
there was a’"tendency to subsitute human judgments, synodical resolutions, or
-other sources of authority for the supreme autheority of Scripturea"'mﬁé
' objected on the grounds that while some may have been guilty of such abuses
haw pieed ’
@ occasion, Thet M wes not so wldespread and so frequent as to actually
be called a “tendency.® While we would generelly agree with most of what Koehler
has written, I°m not so sure we would be willing to agree with him on this
point, It has been noted a number of times, especially more recently, that
one of the primary problems kn Missourl today is its "tendency" to deal with
its problems by quoting its constitution and by-laws rather than Scripture.
Although August Pieper is reported to have spoken an occasional generalization
himself, he -once éiated: Wir konnten die Missourier nicht mit der Bibel
Uberzeugen; ”da‘wir ihmen aber Walther vorlassen, da glaubten sgie uns,"

We need not take all of the wantings of Graebner with a grain of salt,

There definitely were a number of seriocus problems in Misscuri in the 30s
and 40s, |
However, while the "Forty-Four" were perhaps reacting to legitimate
evils in thelr synod, their reaction went too far. When we lcok at the doctrinal
content, of their theses, when we 1ea§é the realm of the general and exanine

h's

the clear and pointed statements that they made, notably Theses V and XTI,
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then we can see the heart of their concerns and what really caused the
uprdara
In their apology to the "Statement” they make a number of clans that are

difficult bo accept: ®The only adequate and accurate interpretation of the

Statement must be based on the words of the theses themselves and not kn any
f?' | inagined historical background. » » o The meeting in Chicago was not called
for the purpose of promoting Lutheran Unity in Amei?a'_ca;"l3 Even though the
authors of that statement undoubtedly wrote it in ali sincerity, they must have
realized that it is impossiﬁle to completely tear such a document from
i‘cs‘contexta Anyone who read #he nStatement” in those years, whether within
& outside of Missouri, could not possibly hxe read it in a ampletely objective
light. Even though”it was intended only to state a general principle, the
applicathon of Theses V and XI is obvious. They even paraphrazed it in so
many wordss "[The theses voice| the conviction . . . that the official
position of the ILutheran bodies in our country who differ from the Synodtal
Conference is not such that Romans 16317, 18 can be quoted against themgfla

Although ene of the signers spoke these words at a vantage point of 25 years

in the future, he was probably not exagerating when he stated, "Even at that

time the Forty-Four might have favored Missouri's entry in the NIC and the IWNF --

possibly even the UGCE”15

The basis for such thinking was the fact that the statementarians were
dealing with a‘radicélly different concept of the doctrine of the church
than that traditionally held by the Synodical Conference, They would have been.
(and in fact were) the first to state that. That is what "A Statement” is all
abab. They held that the "itraditional” positicn of the Misscuri

Synod on fellowship.extended back no farther than the turn of the century.

It was not taught in Scriptuce, nor by Luther and the reformers, and not

-

. L 16 e . C
even practied by father Walther himself, The distinction between the vislible

al

and the invisible church was regarded merely as the preduct of Missouri’s blind
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: ignéréﬁt drthoddxismﬁl7

The ulthate purpose of the "Statement" was to make propaganda for a
doctrine of fellowshp which is neilther taught by Scripture, ncy’ in keeping
with "historic Iutheranism® or the traditional Synodical Conference position.
3 )

When we recognize this, we can understand why they did not deem 1t improper

toﬂisregard the pleas of their president.and to circularize the synod as an

wnofficial group, They fell it would bte futile to go throgh the pwoper channels,

. since that way, they feared, a vast majority would never know about the
‘ " Y 9 J

"Statement! or be confronted with the issues it raised, "Direct action was
called for -~ let the chips fall where they maya"18 Koehler was perfectly
justified in criticizing them not only for the catent of their "Statement"
but also foi%heir method in dissemindting it, This was especially the case
because of the accusations it catained. TFor even if they were true, they
should not have been "made indiscriminately, [shce] no one [knew] who [was’]
meant."” 7The effect of such public accusaticns from "men in prominent positions,"
. 19

might have led people to "suspect their own pastors.”

The stated purpse of the signers was to "speak the truth in love,"

Though they may hwe acted in good falth and with the best intention, in
actuality, they neither spoke the truth, nor did they act in a particularly
loving manners

What were the results of their endeavor? Pres, Behuken seems to ilmply
that, in his eyes, the effért was not a success, DBy 1962 he was able to write:

"The "Forty-Four' as an orgonized group has long since gone out of existernd

. . . 0o ., .
Today one hears only an cccasional reference to it " Thers 1s 5 we

3]

"A Stetement' and ils signers are rarely spolen of anymore, Onc of the
signers, speaking in retrospect after 25 yesrs, describes wmby It hac alresdy

fallen into such oblivion:

T have regularly assigned the reading of the siatement

¢ ¢« - Tavarisbly their reaction has been, effeei;
e



controversial aboul A Statement?’ or "Do you mean thé anybody
actually objected to this thing?® To them it seens incredibly bland.,
Ah, the sweel innocence of youthi® 21
Obvicusly the paition for which the “Statement" stood is taken for granted
in Missouri taday. The Statementarian controversy had a role to play in
that success storys.

Many regard the immediate result of the effort to have been a failure,
Clifford Nel%on cumments on the withdrawl of "A Satement” "as a basis for
further discussion"z "This was, in many respects,; a defeat for Missouri’s
‘orogressives:®" He sees a partial explanation for that defeat in

the forthcoming celebration of the synod®’s centennial in 1947, when
it would be: only natural to uphold the ™traditions of the fathers" and
affirm loyalty %o Missouri’s repristination theology. Moreover, it
should not be forgotten that the centennial observance was to be
accomplanied by a special “thankoffering,” the success of which ought
not be jeopardized by a spirit of theological permissiveness
While it does seem unlikely that the synod's officials would act from such
mercenary motives, it cannot be denied that this factor msy well have been a
concern for them, I have a copy of a letter in which one of the men who
served on the Committee of Ten wrote to a fellow Missouri Synod pator:
"With your intention to withhold your centennial collection until the natter
is cleared up I cannot find fault, for after all, it will be there for Synod's
use, 1f she remains L*ue to the faith of the fathers.,”

The reason the principles advocated in "A Statement" did eventually win

out in Missouri is probably due less to the effort of the statementatians

than to the effort (or lack of effort) on the part of the syncdical officinls,

RS

Harold H. Engelbrecht, another of the signers, realls: '"Pres, Behnler

reaction wagnol as harsh as some claimed it to be, He orjected to the procedure

|
1
rather that the content, To my knowledge he never condemned the dectrinal

2

o
contents of 'A Statement,®"™

With all due respect to Pres, Behnken
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safely say ﬁhat1his agreement'to allow the signers to "withdraw the 'Statement’
as a basis for further discussion" created more problems than it soved., While
the "Sﬂatemenﬁ" as a document was withdrawn, the principles it proposed never
Were .,

Such failure to practise doctrinal discipline when the situation reguired
1t soon became the phlicy which more +than anything else was the cause of

Missouri’s downfall.  No matter how much they assured themselves and others

that "ﬁotﬁing'hés changed;? ignoring the problems did not make them g0 away.,

I %ﬁnk webcan safély maké this generalization: if a church Eody”s practise
1s allowed to be inconéistent with its doctrine, then eventually +the doctrine
will be made to conform to the practise,

Pres. Behnken‘himself eventually came to recognize where the synod
had gone wrong, but byvthat time the problems were far worde than lthose that

the statementarians had presented., Kurt Marquart writes:

Towards the end of his presidency Dr, Behnken had become very

trouvbled about the situation, and he made no secret of it, At a
theological conference in Thiensville in 1960, which sought to avert
the imminent breakup of the Synodical Conference, Behnken said,

sadly but with deep humility and honesty, that Synodical Conference
principles had been violated in Missouri and that Ysome of these men
have not been disciplined as firmly and as quickly as they shotld

have been,®™ He continued:; "Our meetings . . . and also this caclave
have convinced me all the more that it is necessary to emphasize and
put into practbe firmer discipline . » » We realirze that the independent
action on the part of a few -- who by some are called intellectuals -~
has caused misgivings in the minds and in the hearts of our brethren
within the Syhodical Conference, We are sorry for these actions

and we beg your pardon, "2
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