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Resignations and removals of pastors are nothing new. Eli should have removed
his two sons from their offices. John Mark resigned his call when he separated from the
Apostle Paul's mission group and returned home. In Reformation times there were
troubles with many pastors. Martin Stephan barely established his American residency
before stumbling as spiritual leader of the Saxon immigration. Henry Muhlenberg
counseled many Lutheran pastors in trouble. Around 1930, the WELS removed J. P.
Koehler from the Presidency of Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary and ultimately from
fellowship. In the 1950's and 1960's quite a number of pastors resigned during the
intersynodical controversy (Mischke, 2).

Around 1984 many gave special attention to resignations -- what then seemed a
great problem. Groups around the WELS wanted to learn all they could on the matter.
Carl Voss wrote on the doctrine of the call as it pertains to resignations. Four separate
groups asked Carl Mischke to present his experience and opinions regarding resignations
and terminations. Oliver Lindholm presented a 38 page paper to a pastors' conference
concerning the causes and remedies of resignations.

Today many again are alarmed because of the abundant resignations that are
reported on the WELS Call Lists. The use of the internet has also increased the number
of pastors and laymen who regularly view and consider resignation related information.
District President Widmann identifies recent resignations as reaching "epidemic
proportions." Therefore, the eyes of many in the WELS have again squinted to carefully
examine resignations and removals. This paper, a statistical look at resignations and
removals of the past twenty years, hopes to be a lens that people can use to see the

current situation clearly and put it in the proper perspective.

Reasons for Resignations
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There are many reasons why resignations and removals have continued and have
even increased. However, Frederic Nitz speaks well when he says, "All of the reasons
ultimately have a common origin: SIN AND SATAN."

Sin and Satan fill a future pastor's head with unrealistic expectations. Many think
of the pastoral ministry in terms of only the highlights and ignore the low-lights. When
they step out for the first time into a real parish, their dreams are dashed and they wish to
get out.

Sin and Satan often find even a more fertile ground for sowing discontent in
future pastors' wives. A District President makes this observation: "... pastors know what
they are getting into from vicar year, from classes, and from discussions with classmates.
I'm not so sure the wives always know what is coming (namely: absentee husband and
father; challenging finances for a number of years; congregations with different
personalities; distances from family and school friends" (Naumann).

Sin and Satan rule this world and use its influence to frustrate pastors. The
business world is more critical of its employees and quickly fires anyone who doesn't
meet with their desired statistical success. Congregations may be tempted to take a
similar "hire and fire" mentality. District President Gerald Free observed this even in
1985: "Near the end of my presidency ... Congregations became more critical -- due to
the way the business world reviewed their people. Sometimes congregations made
demands that were difficult to meet -- then pastors became stubborn or overwhelmed."

Sin and Satan have stepped up the temptations in old ways and new. Divorce and
adultery are advertised as viable options all around. The love of money still has many
ways to worm its way into the parsonage and tear it apart. The computer has brought
many advantages to a parish pastor but with those also many temptations to sit and play
(or even work) in front of it all day and not confront situations and do what really needs
to be done. All of these temptations combine for a dangerous situation ripe for

resignations and removals.
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Trends and Statistics

Chart 1 (Charts and Graphs p 1-16) shows how sin and Satan have assaulted
WELS parish pastors in the past twenty years. Chart 2 (Charts and Graphs p 17) puts the
statistics side by side for easy comparison. It is immediately obvious that the number of
resignations has increased since 1976 (Graph 4, p 21). Resignations and removals have
recently overtaken retirements as the most common way men leave the ministry (Graph
1,p18).

The increase in the size of the WELS and the number of its pastors barely
minimizes this numerical increase. Chart 3 (p 22) lists resignations as they represent a
percentage of the number of WELS pastors. Every year it has become more and more
likely that a pastor will resign (Graph 5, p 23). In 1976 less than 0.5% of WELS pastors
resigned. In 1996 alone a pastor was five times more likely with a 2.5% "chance" of
resigning -- that's one in forty!

Chart 6 (p 29) breaks down the resignations and removals according to district.
Every district had resignations and in fairly close proportion to their size (Graph 9, p 30).
Sin and Satan have made attacks all around the WELS, hitting pastors in the Midwest and
outlying districts in relative proportion to their size (cf. Chart 2 and Chart 6).

No age group was immune from resignations and removals either. The average
age of a pastor who resigned or was removed was 40.2, just a bit younger than what is
probably the average age of WELS pastors. Chart 5 (p 26) shows the breakdown of
resignations and removals by age group and Graph 7 (p 27) illustrates it. The occurrence
of resignations traditionally is more likely in the early 30's and decreases as the pastor's
age increases. It also seems that it takes a while for a pastor to get in a situation or a
mindset that leads to a resignation. Only 8% resigned in the first 5 years of their ministry
-- a time when it would seem logical for lack of abilities and common sense, or false

doctrine to appear. From 1991-96 a higher resignation percentage than traditional
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appears in the 31-35 and 46-50 age ranges (Graph 8, p 28). It is hard to speculate what
causes may behind such a shift.

The reasons for resignations and removals are much the same as they were 20
years ago though some of the terminology has changed. President Gurgel supplies the

current definitions of the terms used as reasons by WELS District Presidents:

Cause is "an immoral lifestyle or anti-Biblical teaching." Personal reasons
"include health considerations and/or a decision to change vocation." For
the good of the ministry "includes an inability, or an unwillingness of
either or both the pastor and the congregation to work together as a team.
The result was a total loss of confidence so that the pastor was not
respected as a teacher or leader.”

It is hard to document the trends of the reasons for resignations and removals. In the
past, fewer than half of the resignations found at the end of the WELS Call Lists included
a reason. In 1995 and 1996 there seems to have been an effort to list a reason for every
resignation. Chart 1 shows a complete listing of the published reasons for pastors leaving
the ministry. Chart 3 (p 22) makes it easy to compare the years.

Resigning for health reasons has remained steady, as expected, throughout the
1976 - 1996. Cause (which also includes those listed as doctrinal reasons) and personal
reasons have however recently increased. In particular, there have been many recent
resignations and removals over the doctrines of fellowship and the roles of men and
women. One pastor who resigned over the doctrine of fellowship lists 15 men who have
left the WELS ministry for the same reason and confidently predicts "the list will be
growing very soon" (Pastor #1).

Personal reasons have probably increased because of the disintegration of the
family in society and the added responsibilities pastors have. District President Guse
speaks about one of the most common personal reasons to resign: "Burn out,' ... most

often occurs when the Spirit's fire is put out. Family and marital problems seem to occur
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most often -- not when the pastor spends too much time in ministry -- but when he and
his spouse spend too little time in the Word."
Resigning "For the Good of the Ministry" is a relatively new term, only found in

the Call Lists for the past 2 years. President Gurgel describes this sort of situation:

"The number ... 'for the good of the ministry,' increased over the years.
The reasons might have been many, including a general lack of respect for
the office of the ministry. Also, as lay people became better educated and
more desirous of active involvement in the work of the church, tension
increased between the role of the called worker and the place of the
priesthood of all believers in the kingdom work. Rather than each
assisting the other, each group, at times, resisted the efforts of the other,
bringing about distrust and misunderstanding.”

Many of these situations may have been aided by the lack of movement of pastors from
parish to parish. Former WELS President Mischke was speaking of resignations similar
to "For the Good of the Ministry" when he wrote: "In an earlier day, when workers were
less plentiful, this would have been less likely to occur. The man in question probably
would have been called to another field before the patience of those involved wore thin"
(p 8). Perhaps in the future, when there looks to be more and more pastoral vacancies,
many pastors will be called to different congregations before they approach resigning
"For the Good of the Ministry."

There are many other statistics and trends that could have been looked at
regarding resignations and removals. It would be interesting to look more closely at the
personal background of each pastor. Would a Prep School graduate be more likely to
enter the ministry just to follow the crowd and soon resign? Would a public high school
graduate be more likely to enter the ministry with unrealistic expectations? Would sons
of pastors have more realistic expectations of the ministry and resign less? Or would
sons of pastors be more likely to enter the ministry just because their father wanted them
to and resign soon because of a lack of self-motivation? Does the current synodical push

of recruitment only increase the number and percentage of resignations? What effect
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does a large or small congregation have upon a pastor's chance of resignation? These are
all questions that District Presidents and pastors have raised that are debatable and

difficult to research.

WELS vs. Other Church Bodies
The WELS is not the only church body experiencing pastoral resignations.
Leadership, a periodical for Christian church leaders, has recently featured many articles
about pastors leaving the ministry. WELS resignations however have rather unique

feature foreign to most other church bodies. Former President Mischke explains:

By the grace of God our Synod is a confessional church body. Our
member congregations are committed to a confessional position. They
acknowledge the supreme authority of the Bible as God's inerrant Word.
They require their pastor to subscribe to the Lutheran Confessions, not
insofar as, but because they are a correct exposition of God's truth as
revealed in Holy Scripture. So if a pastor or a teacher takes a position
contrary to Scripture and persists in it despite admonition he has
disqualified himself for future service in that congregation or for any other
call in the Synod' (3).

Most churches and church bodies only dismiss a pastor if he is outrageously liberal, has
made a major moral lapse or if he isn't meeting their statistical approval. Few pastors
other til/l‘aral/\s\b]éLS leave because of doctrines.

I contacted the 10 largest church bodies in America hoping to obtain their
resignation statistics. I had wished to show how WELS statistics compared with the
general church scene in the US. Most of these bodies however either did not keep such
statistics or were unwilling to share them. Only the Assembly of God sent any usable
information. Their resignation percentage over the last 20 years has roughly remained
the same at 1.1% -- about equal to the WELS' percentage in the early 1980's. In contrast
to the WELS they have no noticeable increase over the past two years. An important

difference to consider is the Assembly of God's large number of yearly reinstatements to
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the ministry. Apparently they have a large number of men who leave the ministry for
whatever reason and then return. In fact in the last two years the Assembly of God has
had more reinstatements than resignations, leaving them with a -0.45% resignation rate
for 1996 -- a contrast to the WELS' 2.5%.

Other mainline church bodies probably have statistics similar to the Assembly of
God because they have a similar opinion of the ministry. Even formerly conservative
churches like the LCMS have lowered their standards of doctrine and discipline. One
former WELS pastor makes this clear when he describes how "hard" it was to become a

LCMS pastor:

Soon after my removal I sent a request to the LCMS for a colloquy. I had
no idea whether I would be acceptable to them or them to me. When I
actually met with them, I met the most incredible group of Lutheran
scholars I had ever met. They gave me synodical certification as an
LCMS pastor that very same day .. I am an LCMS pastor of an
independent evangelical Lutheran church (Pastor #1).

The WELS is truly blessed with its biblical view of the ministry and its biblical zealous
love for the truth of God's Word. Though there be those across Christendom that point a
finger at the WELS' stance and look on resignations as a symptom of its supposed
sickness of rigid orthodoxy, the WELS can disregard their opinion and look upon God's

Word as the source of its ministerial strength.

Impact
Resignations and removals have had quite an impact on everyone involved:
pastors, their families, the congregation and the synod. The pastor who resigns affects
himself and his family. One pastor looks back at the difficult time around his resignation:
"My wife and I went through the greatest spiritual trial of our lives" (Pastor #1). Also, if
the resignation or removal results in a pastor leaving the WELS, often other close family

members in other congregations will follow suit.
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Congregations also suffer greatly when they experience a resignation. One

congregation leader describes the fallout:

Approximately 15 communicants left the congregation to join heterodox
churches, some almost immediately, others within the next 6 months. To
this day, 9 months after his resignation, there are still a limited number of
members in the congregation who appear to be not as active as before but
have still retained their membership. The congregation continues to work
with these individuals with the hope the breach will be healed
(Congregation President #4).

(s

1
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Former Synod President Mischke wonders even to what degree congregations and work | ¢ <"

f}'[/\ s

(of b
of the kingdom suffer from borderline resignation or removal situations (5). But God uses ~ * " forms
adversity for his glory and even in the midst of a great tragedy he blesses a congregation.
A solid church leader describes one way God brings grace from trial, "The Lord has used
this adversity to drive his people into the Word which strengthens their faith and
confirms their convictions on the doctrines in controversy” (Congregation President #4).

The brethren of those who resign also feel the hurt and insecurity. Many pastors
and laymen often note how much of a comfort it is that the WELS is so small that people
can make an easy connection with fellow members that they meet for the first time.
They only have to mention a few pastors they know to find a common bond. This same
smallness means that just about everyone knows of a pastor who has resigned. Chart 4
(p. 24) and Graph 6 (p. 25) show how resignations and removals have touched each
graduating class of Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary since 1960. The numbers on this chart
are optimistic because the graduation year of some pastors who resigned were impossible
to find. Therefore the percentage of those remaining is a best case scenario. These
statistics can be easily verified by talking to any Seminary graduate and asking him to
look at his class picture and count those who have resigned. Not only would the number

of losses from a pastor's class tell a story but so would the sad expression on the pastor's

face that announces it.
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The WELS as a whole has also been greatly impacted by resignations and
removals. Chart 2 (p. 17), Graph 2 (p. 19) and Graph 3 (p.20) illustrate how resignations
and removals have devastated worker supply. Up until the 1990's every year meant a
steady increase in the number of WELS pastors. The past three years the relatively
smaller (perhaps smaller for some of the same reasons as the increase of resignations)
graduating classes from the seminary have come up short in replacing pastoral losses.
And the future number of seminary graduates does not look to improve anytime soon
either. This loss of manpower comes at a time when generous gifts are present to expand
missions. In 1996 alone, the Home Mission Board wishes to open 30 new missions.
Unfortunately it may be easier to build new pulpits than to fill them with preachers.

Perhaps the scariest statistic in this study is the 8.4% rate of resignation for the
last 5 years (Chart 3, p. 22). This means that of all the pastors in the ministry in 1991, 1
in 12 resigned by the end of 1996. At that current rate, a 1996 graduate from the
seminary has only a slightly better than 50% "chance" of staying in the ministry until
retirement age. Imagine what this percentage would be if the resignations continue to

increase!

Remedies
Many remedies have been suggested throughout the years to help with the
problem of resignations and removals. Oliver Lindholm does a thorough and excellent
job in his 1985 paper. However resignations should not stop completely. One District

President explains why:

I don't think we can stop them [resignations] altogether, 1 believe that
would be a mistake. It does happen ... that some will discover that the
ministry is not for them. When they recognize this or others recognize it,
they should be encouraged to resign -- the sooner the better. By that T
mean that it is better to make a career change earlier in life than later. It's
bad news when a man knows he is not suited for the ministry but has
nowhere to go (Nitz, Marcus).
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Many District Presidents stressed the remedy of screening out social misfits and
those without the biblically prescribed gifts in high school, college and at the seminary.
Currently these institutions seem to be doing an adequate job of this. Recent history has
made it apparent to all students at the seminary that they will not just be moved along no
matter what. These institutions wisely seem to have adopted a policy of erring to the side
of letting someone "give it a shot." Many times pastors have said that they were
surprised at how excellent a pastor one of their formerly struggling classmates has
become.

A few District Presidents wondered if an extended vicar program might help. In
such a system, after working with several pastors, a man might be 30 or older before he is
finally ordained and by himself. This would be similar to the way men became Lutheran
pastors in early America and how some churches still confirm their pastors, e.g.
Assembly of God. This however seems hard to implement in the current WELS situation
and tradition.

Some District Presidents thought that more realistic expectations needed to be
taught to seminarians. The seminary currently tries to do that -- though nothing can
substitute for growing up in a parsonage. Those who graduate from the seminary today
get a dose of reality from President Valleskey's sobering stories about pastors in the
WELS who do or say certain foolish things. All of these stories end with "... needless to
say, he is no longer in the ministry." With this current resignation epidemic, perhaps
even more time will be spent in Pastoral Theology classes pointing out the real danger
and numbers of resignations.

The District Presidents most strongly spoke about the use of the pastoral Circuit

and the Circuit Pastor as a resignation remedy. One District President says:

It 1s in those small groupings that pastors grow together, where they share
their lives with each other and support one another. There also the
pastors' wives get to share their lives with others who will understand
them, in a way not possible in the parish. The circuit pastor remains a key
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person in this equation. His leadership in pastoral relations and in being a
pastor to the ministers in his circuit is vital (Glaeske).

Unfortunately many Circuits do not function as they are intended to function. And often
those who need the brotherhood the most are the ones who tend to find reasons to miss
the regular meetings. Pastors often seem to be too proud to seek help until it is too late.
They may fear opening themselves up to a bad reputation if they reveal a weakness.
District President Guse rightly is as concerned about pastors who miss meetings and
conferences as he is about members of his congregation who regularly miss worship.

One way to help struggling pastors might be to use called full-time pastor
counselors. These men would have time to visit those pastors who find reasons to miss
meetings and conferences. These men might also be less threatening than the District
President or circuit pastor. They would however work in conjunction with the District
President. These men would ideally be veteran pastors who have found joy in their own
ministry. Former District President Free states his opinion of such an idea: "Believe we
have enough 'Giving Counselors' we need 'spiritual counselors' for our pastors - our
present arrangement of Circuit Pastors -- while good -- can't do it all -- just feel we need
to do more to encourage all of our pastors." Many church bodies currently have pastoral
counselors like this. Leadership for example lists over 35 independent camps, resorts
and workshops aimed at counseling the pastor and his family (Summer 95, p. 76).

In general, pastors need the law and the gospel working in their hearts and lives.
They need Christian encouragement from the brethren. They need to be aware of the
dangers in the ministry and to walk carefully. District President Beckmann remembers:
"President Mischke used to adjourn COP meetings with the advice, 'Tell the brethren not
to do anything dumb.™ That advice would still seem to be some of the best..

Today the WELS can be thankful that they are dealing with resignations and
removals well. Men in trouble are not just moved so they are someone else's headache.

Real problems are not just ignored indefinitely. Even one pastor who resigned for
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doctrinal reasons had to admit that the district officers and his fellow pastors acted
carefully and lovingly (Pastor #1). One pastor (#2) however did not speak well of what
transpired around his resignation. B%L(fctf/ of his comments can be attributed to his
position in the matter, but on the other side it is true that no District President is all-
knowing or perfect. But anyone who criticizes a District President's actions must admit
he himself does not know all the facts either and probably not as many as the District
President. Christian members of the WELS therefore must put everything including the
delicate matter of resignations and removals in God's hand and the hands that God

himself has called to deal with such matters, the District Presidents.

The Future

Resignations and removals look as though they will increase. Sin and Satan are
not planning a vacation. The situation in the US only seems to be becoming a more and
more difficult place for ministers of the gospel. It may take many years for the trend of
fewer and fewer seminary graduates to be reversed. More and more congregations may
as a result experience pastoral vacancies for longer and longer times. The 1996
graduating class from Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary may have less than a 50% "chance"
to make it to retirement still in the ministry. Humanly speaking things may look bleak.

But the gospel and God's people will prevail. The gospel is the power of God for
the salvation of the world; this will never change. Jesus too will always be with believers
till the very end of the age. God, through his Word and Sacraments, will continue to
bless all believers just as surely as he paid for their sins with the blood of his own Son.
And God will continue to call men to speak the gospel publicly. As President Gurgel
said, "Trusting in his sustaining power, until the end of time, the Lord will preserve the
Office of the Ministry." Spiritually speaking then, things look wonderful, eternally

wonderful!
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