
Luther’s Impact on the United States and 
Australia at the Turn o f the Twentieth Century

by  H a r t m u t  L e h m a n n

Som e p re lim inary  rem arks are in  o rd er as I in tro d u ce  the  top ic on  
w h ich  I have u n d ertak en  to  w rite  and  as 1 explain  the  aspects 1 

w ish to  em phasize. First, it m ust he  u ndersco red  th a t M artin  L u th er 
is very  evidently  o n e  o f  those G erm ans w h o  m ade an im pact even 
beyond the borders o f  G erm any T hat is to s a y - to  adopt the phrasing 
1 chose for m y top ic in  the  heading־ he m ade an im pact o n  w orld  
h is to ry  W h ile  th e  w orks o f  th inkers like K ant, H egel, o r  even 
H e id eg g er w ere available on ly  to  the  h ighly  educated  segm ent o f  
th e  p o p u la tio n , for exam ple, and in fluenced  only  the  discussion o f  
and  w ith in  a particu lar discipline, L u th e r’s accom plishm ents as 
translator and p o e t w ere respected  and  received in  m any coun tries 
and  in  m any circles, even and  especially by the  less w e ll-educated  
classes. W h ile  innovators like G u ten b erg , K epler, o r S igm und  F reud  
gave im pulses only  in  very  specific fields o f  tech n o lo g y  o r learn ing , 
and  w h ile  com posers like B ach, M ozart, o r  B eethoven  achieved 
universal acclaim  on ly  in  th e ir very  o w n  quintessential m étier, the  
field o f  m usic, L u th e r’s significance was and  is by no  m eans lim ited  
only  to  his ow n  narro w  field o f  theology, o r  on ly  to  G erm any  at 
that. A lready in  th e  six teen th  century, th e  im pulses em anating  from  
L u th er transfo rm ed  all o f  E urope. In  short, regardless o f  the  crite ria  
em ployed, it seems to  m e that L u th e r’s im pact b eyond  G erm an y  was 
nm ltifaceted , fa r-reach ing  and  ongo ing .

T rue, it m ust be  added  that L u th e r’s place in  w orld  h isto ry  can n o t 
be  objectively defined, canno t, in  a sense, be objectified; rather, 
L u th e r’s em inence  was and  con tinues to  be  a matter o f  discussion 
and  in te rp re ta tio n . W e k n o w  that even in  his tim e he was a 
controversial figure, co m m an d in g  g low ing  adm ira tion  o n  th e  one
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han d  and  evuking  passionate hatred  o n  the  o ther. EYen in  the  
cen tu ries tha t follow ed, exactly w h a t co n stitu ted  his actual em in en ce  
rem ained  an o n g o in g  p o in t o f  c o ^ e n t io n .W h a t  precise effects this 
o n e  m an  had  OYer th e  sh o rt and  lo n g  te rm  was and  con tinues to  he 
a m atte r o f  in te rp re ta tio n . In  add ition , it m ust be  stated th a t th e  
ju d g m en ts  and  prejudices o f  o n e  ep o ch  overflow ed in to  th e  nex t, 
w ith  th e  result tha t even in  retrospect, w e can hardly say w h e n  
w h ich  in te rp re ta tio n  o f  L u th er arose. Besides, p eop le  m ade freq u en t 
attem pts to  en te r in to  d irect dialogue w ith  L uther, som e o f  w h ich  
succeeded, w h ile  o thers d id  no t. C om batan ts, fo r instance, sough t 
such direct recourse in  th e  daily battles o f  ch u rch  politics. A t tim es, 
th e  in ten t was to  m anifest and  m o d ern ize  L u th e r’s legacy w ith  a 
po litical accen t and  thus to  leg itim ize o n e ’s o w n  position , as was foe 
case w ith  the  C onfessing C h u rch . A t o th e r tim es, it am o u n ted  to  
n o th in g  m o re  th an  im m ateria l trivialities o r even m indless hero  
w orsh ip  o f  L uther. It is th e  n in e tee n th  cen tu ry  above all tha t is m ost 
rep le te  w ith  such exam ples. M any  o f  th e  attem pts at d irect recourse, 
how ever, also led  to  critical re flection  o n  the  cond itions o f  o n e ’s 
o w n  tim e, to  creative theo lo g iz in g  and  to  n ew  achievem ents tha t 
w ere artistic in  th e ir o w n  righ t. B y way o f  exam ple o n e  m ig h t cite 
R o g e r  W illiam s, w h o  developed  his ideas o f  th e  separation b e tw een  
ch u rch  and state and  o f  freedom  o f  re lig ion  and  conscience o n  the  
basis o f  d irect recourse to  L u th e r’s d o c trin e  o f  th e  tw o  k in g d o m s;1 
C ru n d tv ig , th e  great D an ish  theo log ian , p o e t and  ed u cato r o f  th e  
people, w h o  v iew ed his w o rk  as the  co n tem p o rary  co n tin u a tio n  o f  
L u th e r’s work;^ o r Felix M endelssohn-B artho ldy , w h o  claim ed to  
have b een  inspired  by L u th er to  create his great spiritual music.^

In  add ition  to  foe various form s o f  debate w ith  L uther, it m ust 
also be  observed tha t foe im pulses th a t w en t o u t from  L u th er w ere 
felt in  various ways, in  various phases and  in  various coun tries from  
th e  six teen th  to  the  tw en tie th  century. In  foe six teen th  century, it 
was n o t ju s t  th e  u n ity  o f  th e  G erm an  im peria l estates that shattered  
because o f  L uther, and  along w ith  th a t u n ity  foe h o p e  for foe 
co m p le tio n  o f  foe Im peria l R e fo rm . R a th e r, L u th e r’s criticism  o f  
th e  p o p e  and  his n ew  evangelical theology, as m ed ia ted  by Z w ing li, 
B ucer, and  p reem in en tly  by C alvin , co n trib u ted  substantially to  the  
em ergence o f  re fo rm atio n  m ovem ents in  Sw itzerland, France,
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E ngland , PDland, H ungary, and  alsD in  Scandinavia. T h is led  in  th e  
variDus coun tries to  en tirely  dissim ilar conflicts th a t affected the  
national h istories o f  these coun tries in  d ivergent ways. It m ust be 
recogn ized  tha t th e  R o m a n  C atho lic  C h u rch  w o u ld  never have 
b een  com pelled  tow ard  in te rn a l re fo rm  had  it n o t b een  fo r L u th e r’s 
radical challenges. F urther, th e  biblical and  th o ro u g h  theological 
co n tem p la tio n  and  accom plishm ents tha t w ere so co m m o n  in  foe 
seven teen th  and  e ig h teen th  cen tu ries w o u ld  never have b een  
conceivable w ith o u t L u th e r’s exam ple .T h is is foe case for C o rn eliu s  
Jansen, w h o  spearheaded th e  m ost in fluential in n e r-C a th o lic  
resto ration  m ovem en t, fo r A ugust H e rm a n n  F rancke’s efforts in  the  
area o f  pedagogical re fo rm , as w ell as fo r th e  conversion  experience  
o f  Jo h n  W esley tha t proved to  have such far-reach ing  consequences 
in  th e  A n g lo -S axon  w orld .

W h e n  m illions o f  C erm an s and  Scandinavians em ig ra ted  overseas 
in  th e  n in e tee n th  century, they  fu rn ished  L u th e r’s w o rk  w ifo  yet 
a n o th e r aspect. T h e  em igrants fo u n d ed  L u th eran  congregations in  
th e  A m erican  M idw est, in  so u th e rn  R ussia, in  so u th e rn  Australia, in  
so u th ern  Brazil and  in  so u th e rn  and southwestern Africa. T hese  
congregations felt an ob ligation  to  L u th e r’s legacy, and  they  held  
L u th e r’s nam e in  h ig h  esteem . U ltim ately, L u theran  m issionaries 
fo u n d ed  L u theran  groups o n  every co n tin en t in  th e  n in e tee n th  and 
tw en tie th  cen turies, groups th a t o rig in a ted  in  n o n -E u ro p ean  
cultures and  are co n n ec ted  to  E u ro p ean  trad ition  only  th ro u g h  
Luther’s doctrine .

It shou ld  n o t be  fo rg o tten  th a t L u th e r’s theo log ical and  political 
assertions co n tin u ed  to  have an  effect o n  foe th eo lo ^f, th e  philosophy, 
and  even foe political p ropaganda o f  th e  tw en tie th  century.

I f  w e w ish  to  define and  describe L u th e r’s im pact on  w orld  
history, it is therefore necessary to  im m erse ourselves in  an ex trem ely  
com plex  subject m atte r that is defined  by qu ite  disparate concep tions 
and  traditions. W e m ust b eco m e  fam iliar w ith  th e  different phases 
and  form s o f  th e  way peop le  perceived  L uther, shaped his teaching, 
and  developed  his ideas. T hese  disparate developm ents can n o t be 
red u ced  to  a single sim ple co m m o n  d enom inato r. To a ttem p t to  
describe L u th e r’s im pact o n  all o f  w orld  h isto ry  in  o n e  p resen ta tion  
w o u ld  result in  superficiality and  overcim plification. M ost o f  th e
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essence o f  w h a t m akes L u th e r’s im pact b eyond  th e  borders o f  
G erm an y  a w o rth w h iie  ob ject o f  study w o u ld  be lost. In  w h a t 
follows, I w ill discuss tw o  cases o f  th e  after-effects o f  L u th e rs  life 
and  w o rk  outside the  political and  cu ltural trad itio n  o f  G erm any, 
tw o instances th a t 1 deem  to  be particularly  instructive. First, th e  
assessment o f  L u th er in  th e  U n ite d  States in  th e  decades before the  
F f f s t^ o r ld W a r ;  second, th e  role th a t L u th e rs  legacy played d u rin g  
th e  sam e tim e p e rio d  for th e  G erm an  L utherans w h o  had  em ig ra ted  
to  so u th e rn  A ustralia d u rin g  the  n in e tee n th  c e n tu ry  W h ile  foe first 
case has to  do  w ith  foe assessment o f  L u th er o n  foe p art o f  lead ing  
A m erican  historians and  ch u rch  historians, th a t is, o n  th e  p art o f  
n o n -L u th eran s, and w hile  this case is paralleled by foe role that 
L u th er played in  the D u tc h  o r English  p ercep tio n  o f  h isto ry  in  the  
decades before 1914, the  second  case focuses o n  th e  m ost im p o rtan t 
n o n -E n g lish  m in o rity  in  A ustralia p r io r  to  1914, nam ely  foe g roup  
o f  G erm an  Lutherans. W e find  parallels to  foe second case in  the  
G erm an  L u th eran  congregations in  so u th e rn  Brazil, so u th e rn  and 
sou thw estern  Africa, and  in  part also in  th e  A m erican M idw est.

II.

Let us p ro ceed  to  foe first case. As far as the  assessment o f  L u th er 
in  th e  U n ite d  States in  th e  decades before foe First W orld  W ar is 
co n cern ed , w e m ay take th e  year 1883 as a starting  p o in t, in  w h ich  
L u th e r’s 400th b irthday  was celebrated  w ith  great extravagance in  
th e  U S A .4 It was the  L u th er o f  the  95 theses, th e  L u th er w h o  
uncovered  the  co rru p t financial practices o f  th e  R enaissance papacy, 
th e  L u th er w h o  b u rn e d  the  papal bull th rea ten in g  h im  w ith  
ex co m m u n ica tio n  and  w h o  courageously  w ith s to o d  papal attem pts 
at in tim id atio n , L u th er foe hero  o f  W orm s, w h o  bravely defended  
the  cause o f  th e  n ew  evangelical freed o m  even against the  em p ero r 
represen ting  th e  h ighest political au thority , the  L u th er w h o  translated 
th e  B ible in  th e  W artbu rg  castle, th e  L u th er w h o  fou g h t against the 
m edieval C atho lic  superstitions and  fo r n ew  spiritual and  religious 
f r e e d o in - th a t  was th e  L u th er w h o m  A m ericans praised in  foe year 
1883 as th e  p ro g en ito r o f  th e  m o d e rn  w orld  and  thus also o f  foe 
U n ite d  States. C lerg y m en  o f  every d en o m in a tio n  excep t for foe
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A m erican  R o m a n  C atholics jo in e d  in  th e  praise o f  L u ther; on ly  the 
Baptists expressed a certain reticence. A nd A m erican Lutherans were 
by n o  m eans th e  only  ones to  m ake co n trib u tio n s  for th e  co n stru c tio n  
o f  a L u th er m o n u m e n t in  W ashington, D C ; it was p red o m in an tly  
m em bers o f  o th e r d enom inations w h o  d id  so. T h e  m o n u m e n t in  
question  was a casting o f  the  statue th a t had  b een  erected  in  W orm s 
in  1868 o f  L u th er h o ld in g  th e  Bible. T h e  casting was febricated  in  
C erm any. T h e  N o r th  C e rm an  L loyd C o m p an y  th en  sh ipped  it free 
o f  charge to  N e w  York. A m erican  trains transported  it from  there  to  
W ashington  D C , again at no  cost. T h ere  it was p laced on  a large 
g ran ite  pedestal (w ith o u t th e  accom panying  figures from  the  o rig inal 
in  W orm s), and in  M ay o f  1884 it was cerem oniously  um reiled in  the 
p resence o f  10,000 spectators by the  m ost em in en t m em b er o f  the 
S uprem e C o u rt  at th e  tim e, M o rriso n  R e m ic k  W h ite , to  a 
p erfo rm an ce  by foe U n ited  States M arin e  B and.

This w ho le  course o f  events was also significant on  a deeper level: 
A  great n u m b er o f  speeches and publications from  foe anniversary 
year 1883 also testify to  foe h igh  esteem  in  w h ich  m any A m e r i ^ s  
held  L u ther at the tim e, so m uch  so that־ to use the  same m e t a p h o r -  
in  the n ew  w orld, his m o n u m en t seem ed to  stand o n  a granite 
foundation. It w ill suffice to cite one o f  the  m any examples. O n  
Septem ber 22, 1883, foe popular w eekly publication The American 
repo rted  o n  the im pending  L u ther anniversary in  the follow ing words:

N o  n th e r G erm an  celebration  could  excite so m u ch  in terest th ro u g h o u t the 
rest o f  the w orld; for no  o th e r G erm an  occupies such a position  in  the w o rld ’s 
h isto ry  as does M a r t i n  L u t h e r .  T h ere  are those w h o  regard K a n t  o r H e g e l ,  

L e s s in g  o r G o e t h e ,  as greater than  L u t h e r ;  b u t n o n e  o f  these has com e hom e 
so closely to  people  o f  o th e r coun tries as has the R efo rm er. H is nam e is a 
h ouseho ld  w ord  th ro u g h o u t P ro testan t C r is te n d o m ; i.e., am ong  the  m ost 
progressive, en ligh tened  and prosperous peoples o f  the  w orld. To his initiative 
as a re fo rm er those peoples in  great part ow e th e  qualities w h ich  give th em  
the ir p reem inence  in  the present and the ir prospects in  the  future; to  his 
m em o ry  is due foe tr ibu te  o f  respect w h ich  m ank ind  m ust pay to  the  great 
le a d e r s  and benefactors o f  m a n k in d .

TheAmerican w en t o n  to  state th a t L u th er u n ited  w ith in  h im self the  
“best qualities o f  foe T eu ton ic f o a r a c ^ r - s t a u n c h  tru thfulness.
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loyalty to  w ife and  h o m e, ch iidhke simplieity, cheerfulness, happy 
h u m o r, fe rven t d evo tion  to  th e  F atherland, fearless faith  in  G od , and  
jo y  in  the  tru ths o f  th e  gospel.’’  ̂ N o  h ig h e r praise cou ld  have b een  
afforded in  A m erica  in  th e  1880s, since lead ing  A m erican  politicians 
and  historians at th e  tim e derived  th e  special role tha t th e ir co u n try  
played in  th e  w orld  from  its T eu ton ic legacy  T h ey  believed the  
insatiable spirit o f  freedom  and tha t certa in  in co rru p tib le  sense o f  
ju stice  and  tru th  th a t m arked  the  U n ite d  States even in  th e ir tim e to  
have arisen am o n g  th e  anc ien t A nglo-Saxons. F or L u th er to  be 
described  as “ th e  ideal T eu ton ,” so m eth in g  w h ich  occurs explicitly  
and  frequen tly  in  the  article cited  above, is to  go b eyond  th e  use o f  
a m ere  synonym  for the  w o rd  “ G erm an .” T h e  in ten tio n  was to  
declare th a t b o th  L u th er and  they  them selves w ere offshoots o f  the  
sam e roo t, tha t L u th e r’s w o rk  b rea th ed  th e  same air as the  very  best 
o fA m erica , tha t L uther, in  fact, was o n e  o f  th e ir ow n.

O n e  gen era tio n  later, d u rin g  th e  n ex t g reat L u th er anniversary o f  
th e  year 1917, this k in d  o f  language is conspicuously  absent in  foe 
U SA . Various spiritual, scientific and  ecclesial m ovem ents and 
developm ents had  led  m any A m ericans to  distance them selves 
gradually  from  L u th e r in  th e  decades b e tw een  1883 and 1917, and 
th e  political events o f  th e  anniversary year 1917 itself b ro u g h t this to  
foe surface.

F ro fe s io n a l A m erican  historians fo u n d ed  th e ir o w n  departm ents 
in  th e  great universities in  foe 1880 S and jo in e d  to g e th er to  fo rm  foe 
A m erican  H isto rical A ssociation in  1884. It was in  reaction  to  
T eu ton ism  (the overem phasis o f  th e  im pact th e  A nglo-S axons had  
o n  w orld  h istory) that they  em phasized n o  lo n g er th e  h isto ry  o f  the  
R e fo rm a tio n , b u t ra th e r th e  m edieval, and  especially th e  early 
m edieval legal, eco n o m ic  and  constitu tional h isto ry  o f  E ng land  
instead. L u th er n o w  featu red  in  th e ir discussions very  rarely

To foe ex ten t that A m erican  historians p u t th e ir ow n  scientific 
skills to  foe test, th e ir critic ism  o f  E u ro p ean  m odels grew, and  n o t 
least o f  G e rm an  m odels. To cite one  exam ple: “ I th in k  far less o f  
G erm ans, G e rm an  ed u catio n  and  G erm an  educational institu tions 
th an  1 d id  six m o n th s ago!” a y o u n g  A m erican  h isto rian  w ro te  to  his 
fam ous teach er H e rb e rt B ax ter A dam s in  B altim ore after visiting 
E isenach, G ö ttin g en , and  B erlin  in  1901.“ ! can n o t help  b u t feel that
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they  (and the  Prussians in  partieular) are ' ou tw ardiy
pDlite b u t u n ed u ca ted  at heart.” H e  questiD ned w h y  A m erican  
students shou id  com e to  G erm any, excep t to  study in  those fields in  
w h ich  th e  m ateria l lay in  G erm an y  It seem ed to  h im  tha t in  m any 
subjects, in c lud ing  th e  subject o f  h isto ry  (w ith  th e  excep tio n  o f  
G e rm an  history), G erm any  had  n o th in g  to  o ffer A m erican  students 
tha t they  cou ld  n o t have even b e tte r  at h o m e .6 It m ust be observed 
tha t a lthough  this episto lary  passage stands in  m arked  contrast to  
earlier A m erican  sentim ents regarding G erm any, it n v e r th e le s s  
expresses a sen tim en t co m m o n ly  fo u n d  aro u n d  1900. T h e  general 
a lienation  from  G erm an  cu ltu re and  science th en  also co n trib u ted  
specifically to  alienation  from  L uther.

In  th e  decade before 1914, religious factors again played a stronger 
role for foe dom estic  A m erican  critics o f  T eutonism , foe advocates 
o f  th e  so-called  “N e w  History,” and  in  particu lar for Jam es H arvey  
R o b in so n . A ccordingly, R o b in so n  again m ade g reater allow ance for 
th e  R e fo rm a tio n  in  his w orks. O n  th e  o th e r hand , the  g roup  
su rro u n d in g  R o b in so n  aim ed to  use th e  m ethods and  research 
results o f  th e  social sciences in  th e  discipline o f  history, and thus to  
w rite  n o t as m u ch  ab o u t th e  great men w h o  shaped h isto ry  as ab o u t 
th e  socialforces th a t d e te rm in ed  th e  course o f  h is to ry  F or this reason, 
a lthough  R o b in so n ’s w titings, w h ich  w ere w idely  read in  the  U n ite d  
States before 1914, m en tio n  th e  significance o f  the  R e fo rm a tio n  for 
w orld  history, they  do n o t discuss M artin  L u th er in  any great dep th . 
In  add ition , R o b in so n  subscribed to  th e  n ew er C atho lic  studies o n  
G erm an y  in  th e  late m iddle ages, inc lu d in g  those o f  Johannes 
Janssen. C onsequently , he relativized th e  v iew  held  by P ro testan t 
au thors th a t th e  R e fo rm a tio n  co n stitu ted  a m ajo r tu rn in g  p o in t, 
and  he  rehabilita ted  late m edieval p iety  instead .7

B ecause som e p ro p o n en ts  o f  th e  N e w  H isto ry  w ere p reo ccu p ied  
w ith  social history, they  w ere led  to  believe tha t th e  R e fo rm a tio n  
was p art o f  a revo lu tion  by foe bourgeo isie  tha t lasted from  foe 
fifteen th  to  foe e ig h teen th  centuries. T h u s C arlto n  j .  H . Hayes, fo r 
instance, in  his Political and Social History ofM odern Europe, published  
in  1916, considered  w h a t he  called foe “ C om m ercia l R e v o lu tio n ” o f  
foe six teen th  cen tu ry  to  be  at least as im p o rtan t as th e  “P ro testan t 
R ev o lt,” w h e re in  it is significant th a t he  expressly p o in ted  o u t th e
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“ eco n o m ic  causes” o f  th e  P ro testan t ReYolt. For Hayes at least, 
L u th er re ta ined  th e  role o f  th e  leader o f  the  G erm an  bourgeo isie  
against R o m e .

A  comprehensiYe lo o k  at the tex tbooks published for use in  
A m erican  h igh  schools and colleges before 1914 strikingly shows that 
there was a tendency  to  see foe ^ f o r m a t io n  no  longer as a significant 
eYent o fw o rld  history, as was the  case in  1883, b u t ra ther as an episode 
o f  German h isto ry  T h e  tex tbooks ^ r t r a y e d  L u ther as foe o rig inato r 
o f  a trad ition  that ex tended  from  h im  via F rederick  the G reat to  
Bismarck. It is clearly evident that they had adopted  a G erm an - 
P rotestant in terp re ta tion  o f  h istory o n  a smaller scale. E ven th o u g h  
this trad ition  was still view ed very favorably in the U n ited  States, it 
u ltim ately served to  dim inish L u th er’s significance for w orld  history, 
as well as for foe form ative h istory o f  the U n ited  States.

T h e  greatest accom plishm ent o f  th e  A m erican  ch u rch  historians 
o f  tha t era, w h o  had  jo in e d  to  fo rm  th e  “A m erican  Society  o f  
C h u rch  H is to ry ” in  1888, was foe pub lica tion  o f  a fo irteen -v o lu m e 
church  h isto ry  o f  A m erica, in  w h ich  b e tw een  1893 and  1897 
p ro m in en t spokespersons from  every d en o m in a tio n  p resen ted  the 
h isto ry  o f  th e ir respective ch u rch  bodies: C ongregationalism , 
Presbyterians, Baptists, M ethodists, Episcopalians, R o m a n  C atholics, 
R e fo rm e d , L utherans, U nitarians and  Uifrversalists. Soon  afte^vard , 
b e tw een  1898 and  1906, th e  Secretary o f  the  association o f  chu rch  
historians, Sam uel M acauly  Jackson, pub lished  a series in  n ine  
volum es en titled  “ H eroes o f  the  R e fo rm a tio n ,” con taifong  accounts 
o f  foe lives o f  L u ther, M e lan c h th o n , Erasm us, B eza, Z w in g li, 
T h o m as C ranm er, J o h n  K nox, Balthasar H u b m aie r and  C alvin. 
B o th  projects testify to  th e  creative genius o f  the  A m erican  church  
historians o f  foe tim e and  th e ir w illingness to  cooperate  in  a 
pragm atic, yet also scientifically fo u n d ed  and  ecum enical m anner. 
B o th  projects sim ultaneously  also dem onstra te  the  I f -c o n s c io u s n e s s  
o f  th e  in d iv id u a l d e n o m in a tio n s  an d  th e  se lf-consciousness o f  
d en o m in atio n al h is to rio g rap h y  In  ligh t o f  these tw o series, w h ich  
w ere w idely  d issem inated in  num erous editions and  w idely  used 
even b eyond  th e  ecclesiastical sem inaries, L u th er appears as only 
o n e  am ong  m any  o th e r R efo rm ers , and  L utheran ism  as on ly  one 
am o n g  m any different form s o f  P rotestantism . T h a t m eans that



L U T H E R ’S IMPACT O N  THE USA A N D  A U S T R A L I A

L u th er had  b een  redueed  to  the  dom ain  o f a  partieu lar chu rch  body, 
and  tha t his singuiar significance, w h ich  A m erican  chu rch  historians 
in  particu lar had  still em phasized in  1883, had  n o w  b een  significantly 
relativized.

T hese tendencies w ere s treng thened  in  the  decade before the  
First W orld  W ar by indiv idual critical studies o f  L uther. T h e  
C o n g reg a tio n a lis tW illiam W alk er R o ck w ell, for instance, published  
a paper in  1904 o n  Landgrave Philip  o f  H esse’s doub le  m arriage, 
w h ich  on ly  partly  ju stified  L u th e r’s a ttitude  tow ard this aw kw ard 
affair. T h e  P resbyterian  H e n ry  Elias D o sk er in  1909 designated the  
D u tc h  A nabaptists as the  tru e  protagonists o f  political and  religious 
freedom ,* and  n o t M artin  L uther, as had  b een  the  custom  in  A m erica  
in  the  n in e tee n th  century. T h e  B aptist H e n ry  C lay Vedder, in  a 
h an d b o o k  o n  chu rch  h isto ry  pub lished  in  the  sam e year, accused 
L u th er and  his followers o f  au g m en tin g  th e  po w er o f  the  princes, 
ac ting selfishly, and en rich in g  them selves, all th e  w hile  be ing  
in to le ran t o n  th e ir ow n  p a r t^  D u rin g  the  sam e p erio d , A m erican  
church  h isto ry  bodies issued relatively m ild  reviews o f  foe w orks 
critical o f  L u th er by (R o m an  C atho lic  authors) H e in ric h  D en ifie  
and  H a rtm a n n  Crisar. It was only  one m ore step tow ard the  
dem ytho log iz ing  o f  L u th er foe hero, w h e n  foe h isto rian  P reserved 
Sm ith  in  1913 dissected the  y o u n g  L u th er w ith  th e  m ethods o f  
psychoanalysis.10

Finally, theologians hke W alter R au sch en b u sch  co n trib u ted  to  the  
d im in ishm en t o f  L u th e r’s in fluence o n  A m erican  spirituality  after 
1900. R u s c h e n b u s c h  fo rm ula ted  the  so-called “ Social C o sp el” in  
answ er to  the  social needs o f th a t  tim e, and  h e  saw L u th er as unable 
to  provide any im pulse o r help. In  his fam ous b o o k  Christianity and 
the Social Crisis, pub lished  in  1907, R au sch en b u sch  described  foe 
^ f o r m a t i o n  in  its early years as “ tru ly  religious and creative,” since 
it “ e i^ m p a s s e d  all o f  h u m an  life” at first and  a ttracted  to  itself “ the  
enthusiasm  o f  all idealistic p eop le  and  m ovem ents.” E ven so, he  
claim ed, L u theran ism  becam e petty, dogm atic, and  (o n ten tio u s , and 
C alvinism  to o k  th e  lead in stead .11

Let us pause for a m o m en t and  take stock. W h ile  L u th e r had b een  
deconfessionalized by A m erican  theologians and historians and  
tu rn e d  in to  a figure o f  universal significance in  th e  course o f  the
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n in e tee n th  eentury, h e  was reconfessionalized and  renationalized  in  
th e  decades p r io r  to  1914. W h ile  th e  A m ericans had  praised h im  as 
the  fa ther o f  all religious and  political freedom  and  as the  p ro g en ito r 
o f  th e ir o w n  w ay o f  life in  1883, they  n o w  do w n g rad ed  his em inence  
and began  to  distance them selves from  him . T h e  causes for this 
deve lopm en t are difficult to  discern. F or o n e  th ing , it seems to  m e 
tha t before 1914, citizens o f  o th e r nations w ere less and  less able to  
und erstan d  w h y  foe G e rm an  national hero  w h o m  the G erm an  
Frotestants lauded  so greatly  shou ld  also be a p art o f  th e ir ow n  
history. F or ano ther, th e  spiritual, theo log ical and  scientific 
m ovem ents cu rren t in  A m erica  before 1914 also m ade an im pact on  
th e  in te rp re ta tio n  o fL u th e r . T h e  m o re  selfrconscious th e  A m erican  
theologians and  historians becam e, th e  m o re  clearly they  distinguished 
b e tw een  th e ir ow n  and  foreign trad ition . T h e  m ore  they  set th e ir 
o w n  agenda w ith  initiatives like th e  N e w  H isto ry  o r th e  Social 
G ospel, foe less they  w ere able to  m ake use o f  a L u th er w h o  had 
b eco m e stylized as th e  patria rch  o f  th e  en tire  W estern  w orld .

A dm ittedly, w h a t th e  G e rm an  re fo rm er was allow ed to  keep un til 
1917 and  w h a t was clearly b ro u g h t o u t by th e  A m erican  anniversary 
speeches and  am riversary articles, even h a lf a year after th e  A m erican  
declaration  o fw a r  against G erm any, was his em in en ce  as a passionate 
and  devout biblical theo log ian . W e w ill re tu rn  to  this aspect at the 
end.

111.

Let us n o w  investigate th e  second  case, th e  significance o fL u th e r  
for foe L utherans w h o  em ig ra ted  to  so u th e rn  A ustralia from  1838 
onw ards.T hese  groups d id  n o t subject th e ir ch u rch  fa ther L u th er to  
critical scrutiny. W h a t they  u n d ers to o d  L u th e r’s legacy to  be, 
how ever, cam e to  a great ex ten t to  d e te rm in e  th e ir life, as w ill be 
d em onstra ted  below. Som e b ack g ro u n d  in fo rm ation : Pastor A ugust 
L udw ig  C h ristian  Kavel led  a n u m b er o f  the  groups o fO ld  Lutherans 
w h o  em ig ra ted  from  Prussia in  th e  1830s to  so u th e rn  Australia. 
Favorable cond itions for passage and  th e  purchase o f  land, offered to  
Kavel in  L o n d o n  by foe w ealthy  B aptist G eorge Fife Angas, proved 
to  be foe decisive factors. Angas was involved in  th e  o p en in g  up  o f
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SDUthern A ustralia and  was searching for capable, d evou t colonists. 
Kavel and  his flock to o k  A ngas’ ٠^٢ as a fo rm  o f  d iv ine providence. 
T h ey  believed G o d  was lead ing  th em  in to  a desert at the  end  o f  the  
w orld , in  o rd er for th em  to  m ain ta in  foe tru e  L u th eran  faith  in  a 
tim e o f  ram pan t u n b e l ie f s

A  few  years later, in  1841, Kavel calied fo r Pastor D an ie l G o tth ard  
F ritzsche to  follow. H ow ever, Kavel and  F ritzsche had  d ivergent 
concep tions o f  h o w  to  establish a L u theran  ch u rch  in  so u th ern  
Australia. In  add ition , and  m o re  significantly, Kavel had  in  the  
m ean tim e b eco m e a p ro p o n e n t o f  C hiliasm , th a t is, o f th e  im p en d in g  
re tu rn  o f  C h ris t and  th e  b eg in n in g  o f th e  m illennial k ingdom , w hile  
F ritzsche re jected  this d o c trin e  as com plete ly  and  u tte rly  u n -  
L u th eran  and  declared th a t C h ris t w o u ld  on ly  re tu rn  to  consum m ate  
the  last ju d g m en t. C orrespondingly , conflict soon  arose. A lready in  
1846, before there  w ere even o n e  thousand  G erm an  L utherans in  
so u th e rn  Australia, foe first schism  o f  foe G e rm an  L u theran  
congregations to o k  place. R eu n ifica tio n  attem pts fo llow ing  the  
death  o f th e  co n ten tio u s Kavel in  foe year i860  cam e to  naugh t. O n  
the  contrary, th e  fo llow ing  decades resu lted  in  even m o re  separations, 
a lthough  they  w ere less serious in  nature.

A n o th e r  fac to r to  co n sid er was th a t foe first im m ig ran ts  in  th e  
decades after 1840 en co u rag ed  o th e r  g roups o f  G e rm an  L utherans 
to  fo llow  suit. S om e o f  these settled  in  A delaide, w h ile  m ost 
established them seïves in  tow ns to  th e  east and  n o r th  o fA d e la id e . 
In  these tow ns G e rm an  pastors h e ld  w o rsh ip  services in  G e rm an , 
and  ft was h ere  th a t after 1 8 0 و  foe first G e rm an  pub lic  schools and  
a p r in tin g  press fo r th e  G e rm an  ch u rch  w ere  e ttab lished . Tow ard 
th e  en d  o f  th e  n in e te e n th  cen tu ry , as im m ig ra tio n  from  G erm an y  
dram atically  slow ed, o f  th e  200 ,000  inhab itan ts  o f  foe state o f  
S o u th  A ustralia, 20 ,000  b e lo n g ed  to  th e  G e rm an  L u th eran  
congregations. S lightly  m o re  th an  h a lf  o f  th e m  w ere  m em b ers  o f  
th e  so -called  “ Im m an u e l Synod ,” designated  from  1921 onw ards as 
th e  “ U n ite d  E vangelical L u th e ran  C h u rc h  in  A ustralia.” It consisted  
o f  th e  groups afliliated w ith  th e  Kavel trad itio n . T h e  so -called  
“A ustra lian  Synod ,” d eriv in g  fro m  Fritzsche, had  so m ew h a t few er 
m em b ers  and  was also k n o w n  as foe E vangelical L u th e ran  S ynod  
in  A ustralia.
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Finally, w e shou ld  n o te  th a t the  G erm an  Lutherans, w h o  w ork ed  
for th e  m ost p a rt in  the  h e ld  o f  ag rieu ltu re  (som e as in d ep en d en t 
farm ers, som e as agrieu ltu ral laborers), had  little con tae t w ith  the 
English eolonists. Few  G erm an -E n g lish  m arriages to o k  place. W h e n  
the  L u theran  families g rew  large and land  becam e scarce, they  
purchased  n ew  land  and  fo u n d ed  n ew  G erm an  to w n s.T h ey  d id  n o t 
a tten d  the  institu tions o f  h ig h er learn in g  w h ich  th e  English had  
founded . T h ey  im p o rted  th e ir  pastors from  G erm any, m ainly  from  
H erm an n sb u rg  and N u e n d e tte ls a u , and in  p art also from  the  
A m erican  M idw est, as w ill be  dem onstrated . O n ly  ju s t before the 
First W orld  W ar d id  they  b eg in  to  co n stru c t th e ir ow n  theological 
sem inaries. T h e  G erm an  L utherans co n tin u ed  to  m ain tain  a deep 
m istrust tow ard  E nglish-speaking  faith  com m unities, particularly  
tow ard  th e  M ethod ists and  Baptists w h o  w ere Yery active in  S ou th  
Australia.

A t first they  kep t ju s t as great a distance from  G erm any, w h ich  
they  had  left, and  in  particu lar from  G erm an  L utheranism , w h ich  
h ad  in  th e ir v iew  departed  from  th e  tru e  L u th eran  path . T h e  Kirchen- 
und Missionsblatt o f  th e  L u theran  C h u rch  o f  A ustralia (hereafter 
re ferred  to  as th e  “ C h u rch  and  M ission F aper”), th e  voice o f  K avel’s 
supporters, h ad  this to  say regarding th e  ded ica tion  o f  foe L u th er 
m em o ria l in W o rm s:

In  and o f  itself, the m em orial m ay he well and good. H owever, although in  the 
reports it is presented alm ost exclusively from  a political aspect, the  affair has 
almost no th ing  to  offer even to  ^ h t ic ia n s , and as far as the C hristian  or 
ecclesiastical aspect is concerned , it has even less to  offer, let alone the L utheran 
aspect. A t best, w e may glimpse in  it a tragic sign o f  the times, a pitiful caricature, 
a distorted picture, a build ing o f  the “ tom bs o f  the prophets” (M att. 23:27-33) by 
people w h o  are no th ing  bu t children o f  those w ho  m urdered the prophets, i.e. 
w h o  destroyed their w ork  and their faith and have long  since laid th em  to  rest in 
the  tom bs. It is already m ore than enough  to  read that som eone like Dr. Schenkel, 
w h o  flatly denies the divinity o f  C hrist, the inspiration (divine afflatus) o f  H oly  
Scripture and the doctrine  o f  the atonem ent, could be the star o f  the festival!

It was en tire ly  cu n sis ten t tb e n  fo r th e  C h u rc h  an d  M ission  F ap er 
to  provide n o  fu rth e r in fo rm atio n  for its readers o n  th e  W orm s 
ce lebration  o f  1868 o th e r th an  to  p r in t belatedly  a rep o rt o n  the
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350th anniversary ce lebration  o f  tbe  R e fo rm a tio n  by the  M issouri 
S ynod in  St. Louis and to  add the  fo llow ing  com m entary : “T his 
rep o rt contrasts w ith  the  one  above in  every way, as m u ch  as foe 
b rig h t n o o n d ay  does from  p itch -b lack  m idn igh t.” ^

In  the  year 1870, m any o f  the  L u theran  pastors in  S ou th  A ustralia 
refused to  celebrate the  G erm an  v ictories over F rance as a special 
gift o f  G o d s  grace. E duca tion , science, en lig h ten m en t and  liberalism  
w ere in  th e ir v iew  sym ptom s o f  a C hristian ity  tha t had  fallen 
m orta lly  ill. T h ey  considered  it th e ir p u rp o se  to  co n stru c t a L u theran  
Z io n  instead. “ It has n o w  b een  fo rty  years since the  little L u theran  
ch u rch  o f  G o d  in  the  desert o f  S ou th  A ustralia began  its p ilgrim age 
to  foe heavenly C anaan,” th e  C h u rch  and  M ission Paper w ro te  in  
1879 to  m ark  the  thanksgiv ing  fo r the  em igra tion , ce lebrated  in  the 
sum m er o f  every year.

O u r em igra tiun  is o f  trem endous im portance  for the chiidren  and the eh ild ren ’s 
children  n o t oniy  o f  those w h o  em igrated  for the sake o f  foe L u theran  faith 
fo rty -o n e  years ago, b u t o f  all those w h o  belong  to  us and w h o  fear G od. T h e  
G od  o f  grace elected  o u r fathers du rin g  the tim e o f  revival and un ion ism  in 
G erm any  and raised th em  up o u t o f  all oppression, yes, led  th em  w ith  a m ighty  
arm  o u t o f  the land o f  persecu tion  in to  this land o f  freedom , w here  w e could  
edify ourselves and  o u r children  w ith  o u r m ost holy  faith to  o u r h ea rts  con ten t. 
A nd  w e still c a n - i f o n l y  w e w ant to !14

E ven in  th e  1880s, th e  reports o f  the  C h u rch  and M ission Paper on  
the  cond itions in  th e  evangelical chu rch  in  G erm an y  sound  like 
h o rro r  stories from  th e  realm  o f  the  an tichrist. A fterw ards, how ever, 
fo r reasons that are still m ostiy  u n k n o w n  to  us, the  to n e  and  the 
a ttitu d e  began  to  change. In  the  tw o  decades before 1914, the 
Im m anuel Synod becam e affiliated w ith  conservative L u theran  
circles in  G erm any, especially those o f  th e  In n e r M ission. T h e  
em phasis shifted from  co m m em o ra tin g  th e  causes o f  th e ir ow n  
em ig ra tio n  to  preserv ing  th e ir G erm anness, from  describ ing  the  
signs o f  the  en d  tim es to  th e  co rre la tio n  b e tw een  genu ine 
G erm anness and  p u re  L utheranism . “T his is n o t ju s t ab o u t the  
G erm an  language, b u t ab o u t th a t w h ich  stands and  falls w ith  the  
G erm an  language: Lutheran ism ,” th e  C h u rch  and  M ission Paper 
w ro te  as early as 1892.“T h e  G e rm an  language is after all the  language
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o f  th e  R efo rm a tio n , w h ile  foe English language is th e  language o f  
M ethod ism . It was in  th e  G erm an  language th a t F ather L u th er 
p roe la im ed  th e  tru th .” F u rth erm o re : “ T herefo re, y ou  parents, h o ld  
o n  to  foe G e rm an  sehool, foe G erm an  language and  eY erything w e 
have show n to  be  associated w ith  it,le s t y o u r ch ild ren s  ch ild ren  one  
day jo in  in  the  c lam or d em an d in g  foe dow nfall n o t ju s t o f  
L utheran ism , b u t o f  C h ristian ity  as a w hole .” T h ere  was still tim e to  
do so, the  paper claim ed. ٧ In  add ition , a parochial school teacher 
from  a to w n  o n  the  far side o f  A delaide postu lated  in  1893 th a t “ju s t 
as it is im possible to  co m m u te  foe G erm an  national character in to  
the  English one, so it is also im possible to  rep roduce L u th e r’s tru ly  
G erm an -L u th e ran  d o c trin e  in  its full value in  th e  E nglish language.” ^

G en u in e  G erm anness and  pu re  L u th eran ism -th is  dual ideal 
pervaded  foe p reach ing  and  publications o f  th e  Im m anue l S ynod 
rig h t up to  1914. In  1899 and 1900, its supporters declared th e ir 
solidarity  w ith  th e ir distant relatives, the  B oers, over against the  
E ng lish .^  In  o rd er to  p ro m o te  th e ir o w n  deve lopm en t as an ethn ic  
group, they  ch am p io n ed  the  drive to  r e t r a t e  A ustralia from  E ngland  
and  to  give a voice to  all im m ig ran t groups, even th e  no n -E n g lish  
speaking ones, in  the  p roposed  realignm ent o f  th e  state.** In  1910, 
th e  Im m anuel Synod solicited  donations for th e  co n stru c tio n  o f  an 
institution o f  h igher learning “in  order to  preserve ou r m ost treasured 
assets, the  faith  o f  o u r fathers and o u r  national custom s and 
traditions.’’^  F or the  Im m anuel Synod  in  1911, G erm any  was n o w  
th e  co u n try  to  w h ich  its congregations ow ed th e ir e ^ i r e “ i^ e lle c tu a l 
and  spiritual in h e ritan c e” : th e ir lm g ^ g e ,fo b le ,  hym ns and  church .

W h e n  th e  w ar b roke o u t in  1914, A ustralian nationalism  
dem onstra ted  its solidarity  w ith  E ng land  and  d irec ted  itself against 
foe G erm an  colonists, am ongst o thers. It fo u n d  th em  unprepared , 
helpless and  d iso rien ted . O n  the  occasion o f  th e  anniversary o f  the 
R e fo rm a tio n  in  1917, th e  C h u rch  and  M ission P aper p resen ted  its 
creed  one  last tim e. T h e  “ sanctity  o f  the  earth ly  vocation , foe 
h o u seh o ld  and  foe h o m e  is an inaliénable h e irlo o m  o f  the 
R e fo rm a tio n ,” it said, as w ere “ th e  C hristian  school,” “D r. M artin  
L u th e r’s Small C atechism ,” “ o u r hym ns,” “ the  W ord  o f  G o d  in  foe 
m o th e r  to n g u e ” and  “ foe ju stifica tion  o f  foe sinner before G o d  by 
grace th ro u g h  faith  alone.”^  A  few  w eeks later, th e  A ustralian



L U T H E R ’S IM?AC T O N  THE USA A N D  A U S T R A L I A

m ilitary  au tho rities  in fo rm ed  th e  ed ito ria l team  th a t as o f  the  en d  o f  
th e  year (1917), all G erm an  language publications w ere p roh ib ited . 
A t tha t sam e tim e, th e  au tho rities  closed d o w n  foe G erm an  parochial 
schools and  rep laced  th e  nam es o f  G erm an  tow ns and  areas, partly  
w ith  designations tha t derived  from  th e  A ustralian A borig ines, partly  
w ith  nam es tha t served as rem inders o f  ou tstand ing  events o f  the  
First W orld  W ar such as M arne , Som m e, C am brai andV erdun.

F rom  foe 1880S onw ards, foe pastors o f  foe congregations that 
w ere aligned w ith  Fastor F ritzsche and  b e lo n g ed  to  th e  Evangelical 
L u th eran  Synod in  Australia led  th em  along  a d ifferent pa th  from  
that o f  th e  Im m anuel Synod, even th o u g h  foe respective po in ts o f  
d epartu re  had  b een  very  sim ilar in  foe 1 8 7 0 s . T hese congregations 
also had  a low  o p in io n  o f  G e rm an  L utheran ism  after L 870, and they  
to o  called for foe establishment o f  G e rm an  schools in  o rd er to  
preserve L utheran ism . F or exam ple. Der Lutherische Kirchenbote fü r  
Australien (foe “A ustralian L u th eran  C h u rch  H erald ,” hereafter 
re ferred  to  as th e “ C h u rch  H e ra ld ”) ,th e  m o u th p iece  o f  th e  A ustralian 
Synod, ran  the  fo llow ing  sta tem en t in  1887:

E ven th o u g h  w e are residents o f  Australia, w e G erm ans should  u n d er no  
circum stances neg lec t o u r g lorious G erm an  m o th e r tongue. N o  G erm an  
L u theran  should  lose his m o th e r to n a r e —n o t only  because G erm an  is such a 
beautifu l and excellent language in  itself, b u t also and especially because such 
a g reat w ealth  o f  sound, tru ly  C hris tian  literature  is w ritten  in  this language. 
W h ic h  o th e r na tion  possesses a B ible translation that can m atch  L u thers?  
W h ich  o th e r language boasts such a treasure o f  splendid devotional literature? 
W h ich  language enjoys such a supply o f  sp irited  hym ns for the  church? I f  o u r 
children  w ere to  forget the ir m o th e r tongue, they  w ou ld  also lose the  key to  a 
treasure cham ber o f  incalculable w ealth , fo r w h ich  the  E nglish language offers 
n o th in g  b u t the  m ost inadequate  o f  substitutes.

HDw cvcr it was also co n ced ed  th a t since English  was th e  language 
o f  business and the  co u rtro o m , it was “ indispensable” for “g e tting  
ahead in  the  civic realm .”**

In foe late 1880S and th e  1 8 9 0 s , d u rin g  w h ich  th e  Im m anuel 
Synod  again drew  closer to  G e rm an  L utheran ism , th e  A ustralian 
Synod in tensified  its contacts w ith  the  S ynod o f  the  © Id L utherans 
w h o  had  em ig ra ted  to  th e  A m erican  M idw est, th e  M issouri Synod
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in  St. Louis. W h ile  the  C h u rch  H era ld  described  G erm any  th e  way 
o ne  w o u ld  p o rtray  a prospectiYe m ission field, th e  Australians 
discovered L utherans in  St. Louis w h o m  they  believed to  be  in  no  
way in fe rio r to  them selves w h e n  it cam e to  confessional faithfulness 
and  strength  o f  faith. W h e n  th e  fo u n d er o f  the M issouri Synod C arl 
F e rd in a n d w ilh e lm  W alther d ied  in  1887, in  the  eyes o f  th e  A ustralian 
Lutherans, “yet an o th e r m ig h ty  one  [had] fallen in  Israel,” “ a faithful 
w itness and  confessor o f  th e  tru th .”** S im ultaneously  they  believed 
that in  G erm any, o n  th e  o th e r hand , u n b e lie f  was “m anifesting itself 
m o re  and m ore, b o th  brazenly  as well as cloaked in  piety,” as they  
stated in  1892.24 A t the  sam e tim e tha t cond itions in  the  G erm an  
state churches seem ed to  th em  “ dreadfully trag ic”^  and  that 
G erm any  was “n o  lo n g er asham ed o f  unbelief,” 2̂  as the  C h u rch  
H erald  fo rm ulated  it in  1898, they  sent graduates o f  th e ir parochial 
schools to  St. Louis for advanced ed u catio n  and ap p o in ted  M issouri 
Synod pastors in  th e ir cong reg atio n s.^  T h ey  categorically  re jected  
the  h y per-G erm anness th a t was prevalent especially in  G erm an  
associations in  M e lb o u rn e  and  Sydney before I9 1 4 .w h e n  a rep o rt 
o n  a serm o n  by W ilh e lm  11 c irculated  in  Australia in  the  year 1900, 
the  C h u rch  H era ld  unequivocally  stated that “ th e  O r m a n  em p ero r’s 
grasp o f  C hristian  know ledge is a very  lim ited  one. H ad  he had  the  
o p p o rtu n ity  to  study the  W ord  o f  G o d  and tru e  evangelical d o c trin e  
as foe princes had  at foe tim e o f  the  R e fo rm a tio n , had  he had  
chaplains at his co u rt like foe ones they  had, he  m ig h t be a d ifferent 
m an  today.”2*

It is ju s t as rem arkable that after 1900, foe A ustralian Synod 
system atically p ro m o ted  foe use o f  English. T h e  C h u rch  H era ld  
w ro te  in  1904 tha t i f  it ever go t to  the  p o in t tha t foe ch ildren  w ere 
tru ly  “unable to  u nderstand  G erm an , it w o u ld  by no  m eans herald  
foe en d  o f  the  parochial school. L u theran  C hristians n eed  and  w an t 
to  raise the  ch ild ren  for th e  k in g d o m  o f  heaven, and i f  they  have lost 
the  G erm an  language, perhaps due to  p r io r  ignorance regarding its 
preservation , th en  they  m ust establish English L u theran  schools.’’̂ 4 
In  th e  theological sem inary  o f  C o n co rd ia  C ollege, fo u n d ed  in  1895, 
h a lf  o f  the cu rricu lu m  was offered in  th e  English language by the 
year 1907. A fter an English language article featu red  in  th e  C h u rch  
H era ld  in  1912 p o in ted  o u t th a t there  w ere faithful L utherans in



L U T H E R ’S IMPACT O N  THE USA A N D  A U S T R A L I A

SDuth A ustralia w h o  did  n o t u n derstand  a single w o rd  o f  G e rm an ,^  
the  A ustralian Synod began  in  the  su m m er o f  1913 to  publish  “T h e  
A ustralian L u theran ,” a ehu rch  period ieal in  the  English language. 
T h e  first ed itio n  elaim ed that it was necessary to  be  p ru d e n t and  to  
an ticipate that m any G erm an  settlers w o u ld  adop t th e  E nglish 
language. In  o rd er to  keep th em  in  the  chu rch  o f  th e  fathers, it 
w o u ld  be necessary to  m ee t th e ir sp iritual needs in  th e ir adop ted  
language. ٢ In  N o v em b er o f  1914, after th e  o u tb reak  o f  th e  war, the 
A ustralian L u theran  expressed th e  sam e th o u g h t again, this tim e in  
a m ore scathing tone: “W e should n o t be deceived by foolish chatter,” 
it said, “ as i f  L u theran  d o c trin e  w ere reserved fo r the  O r m a n  
language and cou ld  n o t be  tau g h t in  English. O n ly  an ignoram us”—  
the rcference seems to  be to  the  pastors o f  th e  Im m anuel S y n o d -  
“w o u ld  claim  th a t”**

B u t such sen tim ents w erc m eaningless in  th e  face o f  the  
generalizing n t i - G e r m a n  propaganda o f  th e  A ustralian nationalists, 
ft was also useless for the A ustralian Synod, w h ich  had  b eg u n  to  
designate A ustralia m o re  and m ore  frequen tly  as “ o u r lan d ” even 
before 1914, to  send an official loyalty address to  th e  English 
O v ^ n o r - G e n e r a l  in  M elb o u rn e  i i^ re d ia te ly  fo llow ing the  
o u tb reak  o f  th e  war. T h e  A ustralian Synod to o  had  to  close its 
parochial schools d o w n  at the  en d  o f ل9ل7ث   it too  was subjected  to  
forced assim ilation. All the  petitions w h ich  had  b een  p resen ted  to  
the  A ustralian au thorities, particu larly  by th e  pastors from  St. Louis, 
w en t u n h eed ed . In  th e  face o f  th e  charged  em otions o f  th e  war, no  
A ustralian au th o rity  was w illing  to  recognize that the  A ustralian 
S ynod had  in itia ted  a gradual fo rm  o f  assim ilation lo n g  before 1914 
and had  categorically  re jected  th e  course o f  G erm an  nationalism  
p u rsu ed  by the Im m anuel Synod.

To sum  up, L u th er’s legacy had  led to  an am bivalent result am ong  
the G erm an  Lutherans living in  the  antipodes. O n  the  one hand  it 
l e n g th e n e d  the  G erm an  national and confessional character o fm an y  
O r m a n  L utheran  congregations, w hile also leading th em  in to  the 
cul-de-sac existence o f  a m in o rity  that was isolating itself and was 
slowly declining on  a cultural and social level (the latter aspect could  
n o t be dem onstrated  in  the fram ew ork o f  this paper). O n  the o th er 
hand, due in  part to  the  experiences o f  the A m erican  Lutherans, it also
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Opened up com m unieation  betw een  o th er G erm an  L utheran  groups 
and  their Enghsh-speaking environm ent, w hile still preserving their 
confessional· distinctiveness. It canno t be denied  that b o th  groups 
harm on ized  L u th er’s doctrine , and that b o th  groups venerated  L u ther 
as a conservative church  father. It m ust be adm itted, however, that it 
was L u thers long-lasting legacy that m ade possible the  cohesion  o f  
the Lutherans w h o  em igrated  to  S outh  Australia, their family life, and 
the  establishment o f  their congregations and schools.

IV.

In  conclusion  and in  sum m ary, it m ust first be  n o ted  that th e  First 
W orld  W ar co n stitu ted  a significant w atershed  b o th  for the 
p ercep tio n  o f  L u th er in  th e  U n ite d  States and also fo r foe L u theran  
trad ition  in  Australia. In  th e  U n ite d  States, foe gradual dissociation 
from  L uther, w h ich  w e can observe in  th e  years before 1914, tu rn e d  
in to  a criticism o f  L u th er tha t becam e striden t in  som e cases. In  
Australia, th e  G erm an  L u th eran  congregations ex p e rien ced  forced  
assim ilation. T h e  defeat o f  th e  w o rld  po w er o f  G erm an y  in  foe First 
W orldW ar in fluenced  very  negatively L u th e r’s standing  in  these tw o 
coun tries. T h u s it w o u ld  seem  at first glance, at any rate.

U p o n  closer inspection , how ever, w e can recognize th a t the  
A m erican  dressing-dow n o f  L u th er and  th e  assim ilation o f  the  
L utherans in  A ustralia led  n o t on ly  to  negative results. T h u s in  
A ustralia after foe en d  o f  th e  First W orld  War, m any L utherans 
ex p e rien ced  dram atic social and  cu ltural advancem ent, th e  L u theran  
churches and  th e  English churches en tered  in to  d ialogue fo r th e  first 
tim e, and  after the  S econd  W orld  W ar, foe reun ification  o f  all 
A ustralian L utherans to o k  place.

Even m ore notew orthy  w ere the developm ents in  the U n ited  States. 
As was em phasized above, the m ainstream  in  A m erica stripped Luther 
o f  all cultural Protestant and political attributes in  1917 and only 
acclaimed h im  as a passionate and devout biblical theologian. Looking 
back, w e can recognize that this was in  m any respects the same 
conception o f  L uther as homo religiosus w h ich  the G erm ans discovered 
during  the First W orld W ar in  the m idst o f  deafening nationalistic 
propaganda. To be sure, foe G erm ans did n o t forget the 1917 A m erican
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criticism  o f  L uther in  the following decades. A nd w h en  the “G erm an 
C hristians” and N ational Socialists again m ade L uther o u t to be the 
hero o f  the Germ ans, even as their ow n predecessor, the result was that 
in  A m erica, the line was draw n from  L uther and Frederick the Great via 
Bismarck and finally to  Hitler. H istorians saw this as the politically fatal 
line o f  tradition o f  G erm an history. A nd this declaration led in  tu rn  to 
counter-reactions from  G erm any after 33. ل94ق  However, the effect o f  
these things should n o t be overestimated, because the conception o f  
L uther as homo religiosus took  on  a greater im portance overall on  bo th  
sides o f  the Atlantic. In  Germany, as is w ell-know n, it significantly 
con ttibu ted  to a reofientation  o n  the part o f  Catholic L uther studies. In 
Am erica, the concept o f  L uther as homo religiosus offered to m any 
A m erican theologians and church historians the foundation for renewed, 
intensive personal research and the fram ew ork for the adoption o f  the 
new er G erm an L uther research, w hich  came about in  the course o f  the 
L uther renaissance. T h e  depoliticization o f  L uther that came about in  
1917 also led, 1 believe, to a new  rapprochem ent and to renew ed 
contem plation.

Meanwhile it needs to  be  exam ined  w h e th e r  th e  tim e fo r an 
alm ost exclusive focus o n  L u th er as the  devou t biblical theo lo g ian  is 
past-as necessary and  as useful as it m ay have been . L u th e rs  im pact 
inside and  outside G erm any  was n o t lim ited  to  theological issues, 
precisely because L u th e rs  im pact o n  w orld  h isto ry  w en t far beyond  
the  field o f  th eo lo g y  In  th e  sam e way, th e  tim e has com e once again 
for us to  th in k  o f  L u th er as an aw kw ard political figure b o th  fo r his 
con tem poraries and  fo r posterity.

Translated by ^ ٢/ Böhmer, with permission, from “Luthers welthistorische Wirkung 

gezeigt am Beispiel der U SA  undAustraliens im ausgehenden ول . undfrühen 20.Jahrhundert,” 

L uthergedächtnis 1817 bis 2017 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2012) 110-125.
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