


WELS 175 resources

• Christ Through Us and The Wisconsin Synod Lutherans (2nd edition)
• Bulletin inserts
• Interactive timeline
• Bible study
• WELS History YouTube channel
• Resources for congregational histories and archives
• Worship planning materials for a three-Sunday series in October
• Anniversary swag
• A video on WELS history (available in early 2026)



175 Years of God’s Surprising Grace to 
the Wisconsin Synod

Prof. Joel D. Otto



•Dodransbicentennial
•Dodrabicentennial
•Dequasbicentennial
•Dosquicentennial
•Demisemiseptcentennial
•Quartoseptcentennial
•Terquasquicentennial
•Septaquintaquinquecentennial





He remembers his covenant forever, the promise he 
made, for a thousand generations. (Psalm 105:8 NIV )

We have sinned, even as our ancestors did; we have done 
wrong and acted wickedly. (Psalm 106:6)

Save us, LORD our God, and gather us from the nations, 
that we may give thanks to your holy name and glory in 
your praise. (Psalm 106:47)



We have heard it with our ears, O God; our ancestors have told 
us what you did in their days, in days long ago. With your hand 
you drove out the nations and planted our ancestors; you crushed 
the peoples and made our ancestors flourish. It was not by their 
sword that they won the land, nor did their arm bring them 
victory; it was your right hand, your arm, and the light of your 
face, for you loved them.

You are my King and my God, who decrees victories for Jacob. 
Through you we push back our enemies; through your name we 
trample our foes. I put no trust in my bow, my sword does not 
bring me victory; but you give us victory over our enemies, you put 
our adversaries to shame. (Psalm 44:1-7)



My people, hear my teaching; listen to the words of my 
mouth. I will open my mouth with a parable; I will utter 
hidden things, things from of old—things we have heard 
and known, things our ancestors have told us. We will 
not hide them from their descendants; we will tell the 
next generation the praiseworthy deeds of the LORD, his 
power, and the wonders he has done. (Psalm 78:1-4)



Give thanks to the LORD, for he is good; his love endures 
forever. Let the redeemed of the LORD tell their story— 
those he redeemed from the hand of the foe, those he 
gathered from the lands, from east and west, from north 
and south. (Psalm 107:1-3) 



Anniversary Applications

• Remember God’s faithfulness to his promise that the gospel 
will be preached; by his grace, “Christ through us”

• Confession for our shortcomings; trust in God’s grace and 
forgiveness

• Appreciate God’s victories through sinful and flawed people
• Teach a new generation about God’s surprising grace to and 

through WELS for 175 years
• Give thanks for God’s enduring love to us



Amazing grace—that chose us ere the worlds were made;
amazing grace—that sent your Son to save;

amazing grace—that robed us in your righteousness
and taught our lips to sing glory and praise.

O faithful love—that shepherded through faithless years;
forgiving love—that led us to your truth;

unyielding love—that would not let us turn from you
but sent us forth to speak pardon and peace.

Kurt Eggert
Christian Worship 582:2,3



Beginnings: A “Mild” Lutheran Synod















The Lack of Quality Pastors















“A Well in Our Country”: 
Ministerial Education









We must dig a well in 
our country, in our 
synod, that will 
supply the workers.

Johannes Bading
1862 Synod Convention







































A “Turn to the Right”:
Becoming a More Confessional Synod



















On the one hand, we openly accepted all the 
confessional writings of the Lutheran Church, a fact 
which the synod pronounced virtually every year, 
yet on the other hand, we considered the 
relationship with the societies which are 
incorporated with the United Church and the Union 
to be something proper. . . . The vacillations . . . must 
have an end.

Johannes Bading
1868 Synod Convention



Questions arose over end times teaching (some 
were advocating for the false teaching of 
millennialism), the proper practice of church 
fellowship (some were fine with Reformed pastors 
preaching in Lutheran churches), and membership 
in lodges (some were allowing members to belong 
to non-Christian lodges such as the Masons).

Christ Through Us, p. 40 











Doctrinal discussions “revealed that there was 
full unity of faith. President Walther, previously 
the stern critic, was overjoyed. He included in 
his November 1 Lutheraner report the 
declaration: ‘All our reservations about . . . 
Wisconsin . . . have been put to shame.’ ” 

The Wisconsin Synod Lutherans, p. 54







Oh blessed, happy day! 
Our children and 
children’s children will 
speak of it and rejoice.

C. F. W. Walther
1872 Synodical Conference 



The orthodox Synodical Conference and its 
synods were above all to be a mission-minded 
Conference and mission-minded synods. 
Doctrinal integrity and mission work must go 
hand in hand.

The Synodical Conference: Ecumenical Endeavor, p. 59 





The Mission Spirit of WELS:
The Apache Mission



Early Growth of the Wisconsin Synod

•1850: 5 pastors, 9 congregations/preaching places
•1860: 20 pastors, 59 congregations/preaching places
•1870: 53 pastors, 103 congregations
•1880: 85 pastors, 147 congregations
•1892: 145 pastors, 239 congregations







































The Mission Spirit of WELS:
The First Overseas Missions

































God’s Surprising Grace 
in the Break with Missouri



The struggle was long, stretching over a quarter century. 
The losses in cherished fellowships were large, touching 
personally most pastors, teachers, and laypeople of the 
synod. The results could have been tragic in the extreme, 
as dire prophecies of the time from without and within 
loudly and repeatedly proclaimed. The fact that they 
were not was because the Lord of the church once again 
did all things well.

The Wisconsin Synod Lutherans, p. 203 















The “Golden Age” of WELS Growth:
By Grace Alone





















WELS Statistical Comparison

• 840 congregations in 16 states
• 233,727 communicants
• 729 pastors
• 8 overseas missionaries in 2 

countries
• 228 LES with 24,308 students 

and 800 teachers
• 9 area Lutheran high schools
• 75 seminary students and 7 

professors

• 1,190 congregations in 50 states
• 317,322 communicants
• 1,280 pastors
• 42 overseas missionaries in 9 

countries
• 376 LES with 31,087 students 

and 1,640 teachers
• 19 area Lutheran high schools
• 218 seminary students and 16 

professors

1961 1986



States with a Wisconsin Synod Presence—1961 



States with a Wisconsin Synod Presence—1965 



States with a Wisconsin Synod Presence—1973 



States with a Wisconsin Synod Presence—1983 

























It perhaps also could be that the very necessary and 
intense concentration during the late 40’s and 50’s on 
the intersynodical doctrinal struggles with the Lutheran 
Church-Missouri Synod engaged our primary efforts and 
strength. From this struggle, however, arose a very 
strong sense of confessional identity which is essential 
both to a sound, but also a vigorously lay-supported 
mission program.

Pastor Norm Berg 

















Looking back over 125 years today, we are again 
made aware of two great facts: one is the reality of 
our own weaknesses, shortcomings, transgressions, 
and opportunities for service lost; the other is the 
amazing grace and merciful kindness of the Lord, 
our Triune God, whose chief concern it is and always 
has been, that all men should be saved and come to 
the knowledge of the truth.

President Oscar J. Naumann 



Education, Leadership, Stewardship:
More Evidence of God’s Surprising Grace





It was resolved that each preacher who is a 
member of our organization take an interest in 
working especially with the youth as well as in 
conducting day schools, Bible study classes, 
mission classes, etc.

Proceedings of the 1850 Synod Convention 





Remember your leaders, who spoke the word of 
God to you. Consider the outcome of their way 
of life and imitate their faith. (Hebrews 13:7)











If we are to appreciate in its fullest 
dimensions the history of the 
Wisconsin Synod, we must recognize 
that God has graced the Wisconsin 
Synod not only with His gifts in our 
classrooms, but also with His gifts in 
our administration.

James P. Schaefer 

























God’s Surprising Grace into the Future





All are justified freely by his grace through the 
redemption that came by Christ Jesus. (Romans 3:24)

For it is by grace you have been saved, through 
faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is the 
gift of God—not by works, so that no one can 
boast. (Ephesians 2:8,9)





Stewards of the mysteries of God. As to our conservation of 
those mysteries, our record under God’s grace has been 
remarkable—flying, in fact, in the face of history. As to our 
sharing of the mysteries of God, His οἰκονομία, His plan of 
salvation for the world through Jesus Christ, we have faltered 
at times. In more recent times history will record that we 
passed through an unparalleled period of expansion measured 
by any standard available to any historian. We do not know 
what the future holds. But we do know that God holds the 
future. For us that is satis superque. 

James P. Schaefer



17Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: 
The old has gone, the new is here! 18 All this is from God, who 
reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the 
ministry of reconciliation: 19 that God was reconciling the 
world to himself in Christ, not counting people’s sins against 
them. And he has committed to us the message of 
reconciliation. 20 We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as 
though God were making his appeal through us. We implore 
you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. 21 God made him 
who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might 
become the righteousness of God. (2 Corinthians 5:17-21)













That is what I most fear—boredom. Getting sick and tired of 
our bread and butter: educating pastors and teachers and 
sharing the Gospel with those who do not have it. It is a simple 
program, uncomplicated and—compared with many 
programs—unglamorous. It is, up to now, what we have done 
best. There are many other desirable things that we can do 
together as a gathering of Christians. As we become bored with 
bread and butter, we reach for other goodies. Before you know 
it, all our priorities are mixed up and nobody knows where we 
are going.

James P. Schaefer 



Therefore, my dear brothers and sisters, stand 
firm. Let nothing move you. Always give 
yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, 
because you know that your labor in the Lord is 
not in vain. (1 Corinthians 15:58)



The work of the Church is Christ’s alone, yet he 
deigns to work through us. As WELS steps into its 
eighth generation, may his Spirit, through the 
Word, empower us for his purpose, multiply our 
humble efforts, and gather a harvest of souls into 
his eternal embrace.

WELS’ long-range strategic plan
BORAM, p. 68



Lord Jesus, your Spirit calls and gathers the whole 
Church on earth and empowers it for service. Guide 
and preserve the work we do with other 
congregations in our synod. Keep us loyal to your 
Word, and give us courage to confess your truth 
boldly. Bestow on our leaders pure hearts, clear vision, 
and patient faith. Raise up new generations of faithful 
witnesses who will join us to proclaim the gospel to 
every creature; through Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen. 









Just as the kingdom of Heaven 
is like a mustard seed, so also 
was the very small beginning 
of our Synod.

President Muehlhaeuser
1860 Synod Convention 





Not unto us but to your name be glory, Lord,
for grace so rich, so wide, so high, so free.

Abide with us till trav’ling days are over and done,
and pilgrim feet lead us home, Lord, to you.

Kurt Eggert
Christian Worship 582:4
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