Quotes on Missouri Synod Polity from Wilhelm M. Oesch
An Unexpected Plea -- Since 1977:  Addenda to the Formula of Concord, trans. J. Valentinus Andreae, ed. with introduction by Eugene F. Klug (Ft. Wayne:  Concordia Theological Seminary Press, 1983)

At the end of his 1977 book Anatomy of an Explosion, Professor Kurt Marquart wrote:  “The author . . . must confess however that for his understanding of the biblical, Lutheran doctrine of the church he is indebted well-nigh totally to those two ‘patriarchs’ of contemporary orthodox Lutheranism, the late Professor Hermann Sasse, D. Theol., D.D., and Professor emeritus William Oesch, D. D.”he works of Professor Sasse may be better known to American Lutherans than those of Professor Oesch (1896-1982), who taught at Oberursel, Germany for the Independent Evangelical Lutheran Church.Unexpected Plea, Professor Oesch wrote the following (all emphases below are his):

“The proper purpose of the voluntary formation of composite church bodies is not that of providing administrative expertise but to facilitate the unadulterated transmission of the Christian proclamation.  And transmission is unadulterated if carried on in the climate of the liberty with which Christ has made His Church free.  Thus, while no organized composite church forms are prescribed, they are nevertheless under direct control of Holy Scripture, which brings them that liberty.  To leave the church’s outward forms to urgings of the Holy Spirit, unspecified by any clear Word, is to surrender to the Stahl-Hoefling organismic Romanticism; and to make administrative efficiency the chief aim of organization secularizes the church in a basically not dissimilar manner.  Both have now been introduced into the conservative Lutheran synods in America and both encraoch upon the church’s liberty by diminishing control of administration by the constituting congregations and passing it over to men in office.  This is a violation of Holy Scripture’s basic evangelical teaching which declares all believers equally to be prophetic priests and kings and confers on the holy ministry only the public exercise of that same office and nothing more” (44-45).

“The division of the large synod into districts with their own administrative heads or presidents facilitates this [maintaining orthodoxy in a large number of congregations], as long as the synod is not regarded as a federation of districts, but as the all-inclusive body to which districts are totally responsible” (47-48).

“It was inevitable that the Old Evil Foe would rapidly exploit the free structural form of this church [Missouri Synod, especially after its transition to using English] for his own purposes.  For this form was a direct outcome from the doctrine itself, namely that of the universal priesthood of all believers.  This was Luther’s and Missouri’s ecclesiastical starting point, which produced autonomous congregations with ministries that were not domineering but supportive.  If now, the emphasis on the pure doctrine drawn from Scripture and the Confessions dropped into the background, overwhelmed by all these other interests, then it could easily happen that this genuinely evangelical structure got on a slippery slide which sidetracked it into a false Americanization.  This meant the increasing apparently self-evident but actually false, secularizing democratization in place of the stipulated controlling authority of the Confessions.  This danger was all the more imminent when the rest of Lutheranism was already leading the way and the church officials and clergy wanted to remain popular by riding the new wave -- especially when at the same time the church body needed large sums of money to carry out its projects.

“It is furthermore a historical fact that Missouri’s construction of a genuinely Lutheran church structure in the new continent was so surprisingly successful that pride and complacency were, humanly speaking, all too natural a consequence . . .What Satan aimed at, and partly achieved, was to level down the spiritual concept of ‘congregation of God’ to the secular, worldly, political plane -- a thorough alienation of the church from its nature, which is esssentially spiritual, hence invisible, and recognizable only by its external MARKS, the Means of Grace around which its members gather . . . .” (60-62).

The 1981 CTCR report on the Ministry “no longer recognizes the local congregation as the original and only external form of the church established by God Himself through the means of His divinely given outward MARKS (Ap. VII, 5).  It does this by allowing to the parish pastorate only “primacy” among the various forms of the church’s ministry, instead of recognizing its character as the only full apostolic succession divinely ordained (excepting of course the unique features of the apostolic office, chiefly verbal inspiration with its absolute authority over the church of all time).  As the office of Christian pastor presupposes Christ’s flock, such downgrading carries over to the congregation, which now is only the ‘primary’ form among the external forms of the church, instead of being the only form established by Christ Himself in the New Testament through the apostles . . . Accordingly to this very day the congregation is the only external form where the command of Christ to teach all that He commanded, baptizing and administering the Lord’s Supper and the Office of the Keys is actually carried out and therefore the only form to which a believer can and must belong to be under the full sway of the Gospel and himself to do what it commands.  This means that only the congregation is directly and fully identified and authenticated by the public Means of Grace in use, functioning in their aspect as public, God-given MARKS, to be the entity which Scripture calls Church, possessing all its powers and privileges in full (Ap. VII/VIII; Tract. 65-67).  Thus these God-given, public NOTAE, pure in themselves, are the power of God for salvation, acting on all the external forms and relationships of the church, giving them their unique shape; for they are the same identical Means of Grace which shape the internal faith of the heart -- a double function.  As such they are the external controlling norm (norma normans) which generates the controlled Confessions (norma normata), by which the church identifies itself through the specifics of its faith before the world.  

“However throughout history, to this very day, we find a variety of Christian organizational forms claiming the name of church.  By what authority is this done and how is it derived?  All Christian congregations together are a unit (John 17:20f.), spiritually the one body under the One Head, Christ, invisible until Judgment Day, but under the pure MARKS visible in characteristic external forms (though many do not keep the MARKS pure and therefore err in confession and form).  This unity they are to express in mutual edification, admonition, and general helpfulness.  For this there was soon felt a need of organizational channels.  This is not the place to enter into discussion of the many disastrous missteps the church took throughout history in trying to find organizational forms for carrying out this apostolic command; we proceed at once to a form which is fully sanctioned by the pure MARKS.  Since the welfare of all congregations under the Office of the Keys (in the wider sense) is the concern of all believers by virtue of their spiritual unity in Christ, and since each congregation has the right and duty to extend Christ’s call into its own ministry or into mission work, this right may also be exercised by an association of congregations joined together for that purpose.  This voluntary association of congregations (ecclesia composita) then is the church that has the right to create offices from time to time . . . for the common good.  Such ministries are specialized, limited parts or branches of the one, full congregational ministry, called to serve as synodical or district presidents, theological professors, editors of religious literature, etc.  Though organizationally speaking they form a superordinated synodical super-structure, whose word, within the limits of their call must be obeyed as Christ’s own, nevertheless Scirpturally speaking according to the MARKS they are auxiliary offices serving the interests of the divinely ordained congregations and their pastorates.  According to the divine MARKS then, the composite church body or synod is not a divine institution but derives its character as church from the churchly quality of the divinely ordained constituent congregations.  Besides the superordinated auxiliary there is also a subordinated auxiliary within congregations, such as school teachers and deaconesses, responsible to the local minister but again spiritually equal, as is also the lay membership by virtue of its universal priesthood.  This is the liberty and dignity with which Christ has made His church free, stamped upon and realized within the external form of the church by God’s divinely efficacious external MARKS.  Thus they regulate all external forms of the church from the local congregation to all forms of church fellowship.  “Failure to recognize the distinction made by the MARKS between the congregational ministry and the ministry of the synodical superstructure results in the clergy becoming the dominating factor in the church, constituting a virtual bureaucracy, as in the European model, even when this is not constitutionally acknowledged.  Thus a human authority arises in rivalry with Christ, who wants to be the only Lord and Master also in the glorious liberty of the external church under His holy MARKS.  “What is at stake?  Nothing less than that the pure voice of God continue to be heard in the church on earth . . . .” (76-78).

On the Missouri Synod struggle which came to a head in the 1970s:  “By over-emphasis on ‘practical’ churchmanship, on growth in numbers, on financial stability, theological thinking became superficial” (81).  

