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The Missouri Synod 1947-1972:
A Study of Church Growth

Between the years 1947 and 1972 the Lutheran Church-
Missouri Synod increased in membership by eighty-four
pegient. In 1947 it recorded 1,547,453 baptized members
in ;:429 congreagations while in 1972 it recorded 2,886,207
baptized members in 6,094 congregations.1 For a Christian
those figures réally aren't too astounding because that's
what & Christian church is supposed to do, a Christian
church is supposed to grow. Jesus didn't tell His disciples,
"Hold the fort while I'm gone." WNo, He said, "Make disciples
of all nations." So, growth is something expected of a
Christian church,

And growth really isn't anything new for the Missouri
Synod either. The first hundred years of its existence are
a growth history practically unparralelled by any Lutheran
church organization in North América. But there is something
gpecial about these twenty-five years 1947—197é in the

beginning of this church's second century of existence.

During those years this church body almost doubled'in size. f

 And growth during thie period Was not\in shor%bspurts 5ut‘2:
it was a steady increase. (See chart page 2.)

But there are other factors which mark this period
of growth as being different from Missouri's previous
growth history. The pre#ious period, especially the first
seventy«fivewyears, wag a story of growth thrpugh ' o

conservation, It was a story of’gather;ng Luﬁheran_ ,
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‘71ﬁmlgrantsg1nto oomgrégatlons. Growth was: due to meéting
‘%?bhe people as they got off the boat. In 1947 there weren't
3i   all that many Qerman Lutheran immigrants getting aii of

o boats.. So thls-growth had to be somewhat different.

So what caused the Missouri Synod to grow during this

period of its history? This question is a natural one for
H::a member of the WELS of 1980 to ask It is natural because
aour own synod has done some growing in the past decade |
or so, and antlclpates doing some more in the oomlng

- decades. It Wbuld be nice to find the key to the kind of
grdwth that Missouri experienced during these twenty-five
years of its history.

The key that is most evident from & look at thié
portion of Missouri's history is also one which almost
seems too trite to mention. That key is the thought that
it is reall& the Lord who builds His Church. That finding
might seem to be something that should just be taken for

granted, for Jesus did, after all, say, "All power is

given to me in heaven and on earth," and, "surely I will
be with you always." (Mt 28:16+20) But often in history
it isn't too easy to see just how He is doing what He said
He would do. In this period of the growth history of the
Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod there are so many factors
| that together made for such dramatic growth that it is
evident that there was a masterplan but it Wasn’t a human

one.



R

, esuentlally;‘that is whaﬁwns golng to be the substance oi

'~thls study.: Yet, 1n each of these 1tems}v1ewed 1nd1v1dua11y

or 301ntly7we can see the Lord‘s hand, arranglng, encouraglng,

End tn 1972 although,there was some taperlng off of the

{rate of growth It seems,‘however, that thls quarter
 entury of Mlssourl s history igs a good sectlon to work w1th
’Thisféf_poufSé;does nbt‘méan that this study will 1imit

Agyltself to only these years,for the beglnnlng of much that

i happened took place 1n the 1930s. This study will, however,

?#llmlt 1tself to the MJSSOUTl Synod's growth in the United
tates and Canada, thus excludlng its world missions.

A good place to start in talklng about growth is by
| broving‘xhat there actually was growth from the outside.

Unless a church is rapidly losing its;membership>it should

grow in numbers as the population grows. When we think of

the years 1947-1972 we also should think of the post-World

War 1T popﬁlation increase, the baby-boom. So we have to

look at the general population increase for this period asg

well. The census figures for 1940 and 1970 show that the

population &f the United States experienced about fifty-four

1
I




2508 1se | ,Ls same épbroilmaté perlod 2 Com; ‘”

‘  par3ng thls;w1th the 31ghty~four percent 1ncreaqe for the
Mnssourl Synod there remalns a thlrty percent increase

 that can not be coanted as resultlng from general population

1T AR growth Thls actual growth can also be seen by looking at

i the numbers of adulu comflrnatlons for this same perlod

1e7's »w”re about 12 OOO adultsxconflrmed In 1947

f’there weer23 OOO'adult conflrmatlons. In 1960 there were

1?36;00Q}tﬁf§,ft1mes the number in 1943. After 1965 the
fﬁnumberé decllned somewhat 3 But these flgures show that:.
,there was a deflnlte increase from outside this church
'_What then are the reasons for thls increase? As

w;}stated prev1ously, the Lord is the one who bullds His

"»1Churdh‘and in the case of the Missouri Synod the most

o vobvlquvaay‘ln which He was doing His work was-by giving
klﬁhaﬁ éhprch body the Bible-centered, Gdspel-centered,
confessional theology that they enjoyed from the very
beginning. The Lord wonderfully protected this church

so that it possessed . the true and pure doctrine of His
Holy Word. He made them conscious of What they had and
they expresséd that coﬁsciousness in a document called

a Brief Statement of the DocxrinaliPosition of the Misgouri

Synod which was adopted in 1932.

But the Lord also made them aware that having the
truth was not enough. The Lord moved them to realize that
they were to spread that pure light and not sit on it.

Already in 1937 Lawrence Meyer wrote "The Missouri Synod
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'ﬂ’tbdéy'atéﬁﬁsyéquipﬁéd(spifituélly, moréli&, and‘physicaily
a8 no 6ther churchmbody in the world to carry out the
command of the Savior to 80 and preach the Gospel Lo the
whole Woac'ld.""Jr There was indeed a recognition of the
| obligation that rested upon the Missouri Synod becawse of
kthe blessing of the pure Gospel.
ﬁ)Thus, Mlssourl moved to oarry out thls obllgatian
;fThls oi course brlngs up the 1arge topic of evangellsm.
k?Evangelism in: 1ts 1argf;fgéthé whole act1v1ty of the
Churc@,for 1t 1s the brlnging of the Good News to all
°5f those w1thout the Godd News. But there is ‘also a narrow
| sense and that 1s the preachlng of the:Godd News on an
individual basis. ThlS gsenge is the one whlch usually

- involves the layman ag well as the olergy Already in

1926 Paul Kretzmann had publlshed a small book with the

title While It Is Day,which is a practical handbook for
evangelism. This small book seems’to have been directed
both toward instructing as will as erganizing an evangelism
effort. |

The booklet from which Lawrence Meyer was'quoted

above titled Torch Bearers was another such effort to

lorganize and systematise an evangelism effort. It included

a section called "The Witnessing Layman".5
In the early 1930s the Missouri Synod meved to

organized programs fhe first bf which wés called the

"Cell of the Hour"™. In the late Thirtieés:this became

the "Call of the Cross™. The specific intent of this




-apfogfém'wéslfhéf ééchﬂfamiiykShduld be reéponsibie fmf inviting
people on their block to church. These programdﬁdid have
results for adult accessions did begih to rise.6

In the 1940s the evangelism program became "Each
One Reach One" i Here the emphasis was. decidedly on each
1nd1v1dual Chrlstaln d01ng hlS part in spreadlng the Good
News (See next page) The ‘materials were long on 1nsp1ratlon
‘;but a blt short on: practloal help.

Evangellsm got a boost in the Fifties when the 1953
Houston convention established a Department of Evangelism,
éand a Secretary of Evangelisﬁ was appointed,7 One of the
immediate effects of this was a program of area evangelism-
migsions in which area éhurches would band together for a
week of intensive evangelism training and work. These area
programs came to be called "Preaching, Teaching, Reaching,
Missions" from thesthree activitiesbthat were involved.
Between 1955 and 1956 at least nine such missions were
conducted. &

In the 1960s there were some new approaches with separate

workshops for pastors, for teachers, and for laymen.

Special Sunday observances were made and called "Evangelism
Sunday" or Evangelism Festival®, So evangelism had become a
regular feature of the church year emphasgis for those
individual Sundays.?

But when we look at the rate of growth and the rate of

adult accessions, we find that the growth of evangelism




OUR CHURCH is poised for one of the greatest missionary
" forward movements in its history. Under the banner of “Each
. .One Reach One” our congregations are mobilizing all available

: w;wgiﬁlborhood evangelism,

The four titles listed on this page offer a wealth of back-
ground material for the launching of the program in your own
community — informational, inspirational, stimulating! Ex-
cellent for personal reading and for group study by mission
societies, ladies’ aids, men's clubs, and young people’s groups.

In these four books Rev. Gerhard Mahler has given the
Church the thrilling account of the greatest adventure the
world has ever known — the story of Christian missions. Five
hundred and forty pages of true-to-life stories which are
bound to warm your heart with a new enthusiasm for a cause
which is as old as the Church itself.

No stiff and stuffy phrases here — but crisp, new language
in a style as modern as tomorrow. Read these books and see
if you don’t agree: they're wholly unlike anything our Church
has ever published in this field. And, more important — see
if you don’t have a brand-new slant on the meaning of missions.

- Pastors who are organizing mission study groups, society
leaders who are looking for a vich source of material for
mission study topics, teachers of the upper grades who are
seeking to imbue their children with the spirit of missions,
indivicduals who feel the need of a missionary shot in the arm
to stimulate thelr mission zeal — will find in these four hooks
just what they’ve been looking for.

The four books are profusely illustrated and average
135 pages each. The titles: On Paths of Destiny, On Sandals
of Peace, On Wings of Faith, On Runways of Love,

Price each: 25 cents All four for only $1.00

Order at least one complete set today

CONCORDIA PUBLISHING HOUSE

558 South Jefferson Ave. St. Louis 18, Missouri .
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fembhésis’ddeSh?tfexéé%lyﬁﬁéfch up with +the results, in fact
N - often the results precede the emphasis, Yet when we look at
| ’kthe over all ‘picture of the growth of evangellsm in the |

‘Mlssourl Synoé we can gee that the Lord used This means quite

effectlvely to expand His @murch
‘Aﬂother factor which contributed largely to the growth

T'pOi this ‘period wasg somethlng we today might Call pre-evangelism,
W could put the 1ndiv1dua1 aspects of this area under the

L broad headlng of Public Relations. The Missouri Synod

showed an early consciousness of their public image as a

church and already in 1926 established e Press Commitbee.l0

In 1947 the Spnod took the furthér move of creating a Board
for Public‘Rélations and Oswald C.J., Hoffmann was elected
Director.

Probably4the mostleffective channels for good public
relations that came into being were the radio and televison
efforts of the Missouri Synod. The "Lutheran Hour," of
radio and "This is the Life" of televion brought the
Mfssouri'Synod into almost all of the homes in America and-

& good part of the world as well. The first of these efforts
was not, however, a regular part of the Synod prégram but
was rather supported by the Lutheran Layman's League.

Already in 1923 the "Gospel Voice Radio Station"

KFUO had béen established in St. Louis at Concordia Seminaxry.
In 1930 “The Lutheran Hour" was begun and although it
faltered at first due to the Depression it eventually got

going in the middle and late Thirties. It was carried on the
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newly formed Mutual Broadoasting Sjstem and spread throughout
' the Unlted Statee and out into the world where it was broad-
cast in several dlfferent languages.ll | ‘

The main speaker of the "Lutheran Hour" was Dr. Walter
Maier. He was a forceful and engaging speaker; and he soon
had a huge'following° He espec1ally attracted the anti-liberal
litmovement among pro%eetentiem known as the Fundamentallsts. |
"The motto of the program was "Brrnglng Chrlst to the Natlon“
'JAnd thls is what Br. Maler tried to do, for his sermons were
= solldly Chrlst centered 12 : |
' The Mlesourl Synod however, itself funded and produced
héhlte very successful telev151on program, "This is the Life".
. This progect began in l952i3and by 1959 covered 98% of all
‘homes in the United Stateeié A unigue feature of thls program.
was that 1t offered booklets to those who would like them and
then,sent_hemes and addresses of those who responeded to .
paStors“oficongregdtions_in’the areas Local comgregations
were urged to use the progrtam as a publie'felations tool
by identifying thmmselves with it. More than a million
people requested booklets in the eight years between 1952
~ and 1960.24

It‘is interesting for us also to note that George L.
Arms, a pioneer of televion, once commented on the "This
is the Llfe"5er1es by saying it was a “solldly succegsful

£experiment in a new kind of m1s31on."15

But then he also went on to ®ay that since this program

had been produced at a time when television stations were
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*?searchlng for somethlng good to put :on the alr;that such a

‘?‘s1tuatlon could never be dupchated again., The Missouri .

,Synod Was 31mp1y in the rlght place at the rlght time with
the right pzogram.
B The effect of thls public reZations agpect ig hard

to measure_ln terms 0¢ actual numbers. ‘But  there can be no

growth

There 1svanother whole area in the overall plcture of
::thls perlod Whlch we dare not overlook for not only does the
u?Lord move Hls people to respond to Hisg love for them but He
‘ﬁ “also provides the @pportunltles, Probably the blggest
opportunity that the Lord arranged for the Missouri Syndd:i
vbegam in Poland in 1939. Worlad War IT with its immense toll

of death and destruction ig not often seen ag something

positive but it certainly had itg positive effects on the

growth of the Missouri. Synod.

Already before the Udited States entry into this war

there was g recognition that the war that wag raglng

overseas wasg having an effect on the American Population

in general. John H. Baumgartner wrote in an article

in the April 29, 1941 issue of the Lutheran Witness,

"God is holding out to our Church greater
Gospel —~sharing, redemptlonwbrlnglng, soul -~

winning opportunities than this generation
has ever known...1940 ang 1941 have turneqd
the trick, They have brought home to men
the war ahd alj its agony, +the shattering
of cherisheqd ideals and the collapse of
material values. <At the same time they
have awakened in the hearts of men that

’doubt tha tklskalso flts 1nto the plcture of thls syno@s %
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i eage old de31re for God...In thls awaklng

spirltual congciousness which is growing

in America today lies our greatnigportunlty

as individuals and as a Church,
The @ecoﬁd‘World War had its spiritual consequences as
well as its material., This is only natural;because in war
death is,thrust upon the minds of ell people. It becomes
]_VlVld in thelr thlnklngﬁand the realities of llfe are
"f:brought 1nto sharp focus.ﬂ
BN ' The tltle of Baumgaertner s article was "A Challenge
rl»to Our Churchg and the Missouri Synod moved to meet the
‘1mﬁ1dlate challenge in late 1941 when war became a reality
for this country Pres1dent Behnken appointed a board to
study the problem of population movement for defense industries
end the Piscal Conference woted $150,600 for"Wartime |
Conservatien and Missionary E‘und".17 It has been estimated
that during the war 23,000,000 people in this country moved to

18 The Missouri Synod took

lareasof new defense industries.
steps immediately to eerve theirwpeople who had moved
and also then to establish missions in the new communities
that began to spring up around the defense industries.

One novel methog empleyed at this time was the "trailer
migsion"., This mission method consisted of a pastor, a
car, a home trailer, a tent, chairs, visual equipment,
dharts, and loudspeskers. The mobility of such a ministry
is obvious. Seven such units were used in the course of
the wer and a couple were used after the war simply as

mission starters.l9
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 ffi‘Anothér way 1n‘which the war affected the Missouri

, Synod was 1n the matter of finances. It was reported that

in 1941 the actual foerlngs were %lOO;OOO over fhe budget
needs; and by'August of 1942>there had been a sixteen percent

20 This is understandable when we

increasé for that year
‘realize that our natlon really dldn't pull completely out

of the Great @epressmon until WWII began. Wlth-the comblnation
of a renewed mlsslqn awareness gnd some measure of‘prosperity

the Missouri Synod‘was bound for growth.

'Léwrence Meyer in his book Missouri In Motion says,

"one of the major factors contributing to the recent
consiStent growth and expansion of congregations and

- membership of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod_has been
the development and growth of its Church Extention Fund
vprogram."21" The Miséouri Synod had already recognized this-

T inv1902 when a Church Exténtion Board was established.

But if took some time for it to become an effective part of
the growth picture. Between 1902 and 1908 only $400

was. put into it. From 1909 to 1922 most of”the money which
came into it was from special collections or the remains

of some other program that was closed out, but in 1922

there was $834,445.55 in the fund.“° Yet, this fund did
eventually grow and become an important part of the total

growth program. In fact, it is estimated that more than

R A

hinety percent of all the comgregations in the Synod.

received help at one time or another from this fund,23*ﬁtq
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| : Inraddltion toithe aned's General Church Extentlon
f Pund all the distrlcts of the aynod also eventually had

 th@1r own' exﬁentlon iunds.- Thls also facllltated missions
building bec&@w of the ability of the local digtrict to better
deal with 1ndiv1dua1 cages and 51tuatlgns.24

In 1955 there was an effort made to increase the

”CC E.F. by a member loan program called "God‘s Bank". w If~ff‘w'j
;péyed a rather_low rate of 1nterest but 1t did raise falrly
3]arge amounts ofimoney for the C.E.F. 25 "

: ‘h | The list of factors whlch had & part in the ama21ng
, 'growth of the L@theran Ghurch»Missourl Synod could go on |
jf:for some length yet, but these mentioned here would seem
to be the outstandlng ones. As these factors have been
'rev1ewed it becomes quite clear that no single one could
.- be called the key This also then should serve to
strengthen the conviCtiQn that the Lord indeed builds His
Church. But in reviewing these factors we of the
Wisconsgin Synad;shéuld also see that when and where God
proyiées the opportunities we must not hesitate to take
full advantage of those opportunities., The Lord knows

how to build His Church.

A
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