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John Martin Sackman (1810-1830) and the Language Controversy 

 

John Martin Sackman was our first nearly full-time pastor (he was based here, but also served 

other congregations), and served Lovettsville for two decades, from 1810 to 1830. It was not a 

happy time, and when Sackman resigned in 1830, the congregation was falling apart, with many 

young people leaving, and the number of communicants in steep decline. The issue was 

language: many members, especially the youth, wanted services in English—but Sackman was 

of the old school, insisting on maintaining exclusive use of the German language. 

This was not unusual. These decades were a rough time for the Lutheran church, with a 

shortage of pastors, and bitter disputes over the language issue. In Philadelphia, English-

speaking members of St. Michael's, led by General Peter Muhlenberg (who, having been a leader 

in the American Revolution, wanted Lutherans to become fully American), demanded English 

services, and when this was refused, they withdrew and founded a new church. The controversy 

spilled over into the courts, and some came to blows over it.  

The German-language advocates—strongest in Pennsylvania—said the Lutheran church 

could not exist without the German language, that English was the language of the Episcopal and 

Presbyterian churches, and it was too shallow to express Lutheran doctrine and devotion. It was 

said that when children of German parents began speaking English, they became frivolous and 

indifferent to religion. (Ironic, considering Martin Luther's struggle against the exclusive use of 

Latin in the church, and his insisting on worshiping in a language that people could understand.) 

The overall effect of this stubborn adherence to the German language was to drive many 

Lutherans out and into the Episcopal, Presbyterian, and Methodist churches. (I don't know about 

Mount Olivet's date of origin, but Rehobeth Methodist Church dates itself to 1818—certainly in 

the relevant time frame.) 

John Martin Sackman became the pastor here in 1810, following two relatively brief 

pastorates that followed the departure of John George Graeber after complaints by the 

congregation about Graeber to the Ministerium of Pennsylvania. The next two pastors were 



Frederick Jasinsky, and David Schaeffer—both from Frederick, and both about whom we will 

hear more about at a later date.  

Sackman was born and baptized in 1765 in New Hanover, Pennsylania—one of the 

"united congregations" that originally called Henry Muhlenberg in the 1740s. Although he was 

clearly well-educated, his "day job" was as a tobacco dealer ("tobacconist") in Philadelphia. He 

moved here with his family in sometime between 1805 and 1810, and served as a school-teacher. 

In 1810, the Loudoun congregation (that's us) presented petitions from two congregations at the 

synod convention, asking that Sackman be licensed to preach. At the convention, he was 

examined by a committee—as was the practice at the time—which found that he possessed "a 

fair and good knowledge of saving truth" and he was granted a license. In 1811, Sackman 

reported to the Ministerium that he was responsible for two congregations, 167 communicants, 

and one "German school" (not a Sunday School, but essentially a parochial school). He was 

again examined, and the examining committee found that he was a "useful man," and that his 

sermon was full of "common sense." His license was renewed (which was not automatic, since 

four others were not renewed that year). 

In 1812, Sackman was also licensed to preach in Greencastle, Pennsylvania—a good trek 

from here. In 1813, he was approved to serve as a "traveling preacher" to visit the congregations 

in and around Meadville, Pennsylvania, and $30 was allocated for his travels. The next year it 

was reported that Sackman had been unable carry out his travels due to illness, and so the $30 

budgeted for him was instead paid to the widow of our earlier pastor John Andrew Krug—a nice 

touch.  

 In 1816, Sackman passed his examination and was ordained as a deacon.  

 But things were not going well. Looking at the statistics, we see a decline in the number 

of communicants, both as reported to the synod, and as recorded in our church register. Those 

reported to the synod probably included other congregations, but if we look at our church 

register, we see 75 communicants in June of 1811, and a steady decline thereafter. In 1820, it's 

down to fifty, and by 1828 it is twelve, then thirty-six in 1829, and then nineteen in 1830—when 

Sackman resigns. 

Pastor Daniel Hauer, in his sketch of this congregation written at the time of the 

dedication of the rebuilt stone church in 1839-40, noted that following the short tenures of two 

part-time pastors from Frederick—Jasinsky and Schaeffer— "Rev'd John Martin Sackman was 

called to the pastoral care of the church. He continued his labours here until 1830, during which 

year he resigned. In consequence of the German language becoming extinct, the congregation 

declined very much during Mr. S. Ministry. In 1830 Rev'd A. Reck was called and continued 

about fifteen months, during which time the church was strengthened by the addition of thirty-

five members. He was succeeded by Blumenthal, who displeased the congregation and was 

accordingly dismissed." 



Another account reports: "Many young people left the church during his [Sackman's] 

pastorate on account of German preaching. Finally the pastor resigned in 1830, giving away to 

English preaching." ("The Pennsylvania Germans in Loudoun County, Virginia," The 

Pennsylvania German, March 1980, p. 131) 

In the "Historical Sketch" written for our 185th anniversary in 1950, probably researched 

and written by our then-pastor William A. Wade, it is reported that in the early 1830s, the use of 

the German language was discontinued in this and many other congregations. He said that 

interest and attendance had decreased considerably, and the pastor resigned on account of 

German being discontinued. "Some feeling developed between pastor and congregation on 

account of the language question."  

After his resignation, Sackman moved to Preble County in southwestern Ohio, an area to 

which many families from Frederick County and this area moved (including my Loy ancestors 

from Frederick County, Maryland.) His daughter married a Hickman and moved there as well; 

Potterfields were also found there at the time. In retrospect, we can say that Sackman was a good 

man and a good preacher; he was well-respected within the synod, but he was a victim of 

changing times.  

With the inclusion of the English language alongside German, this congregation was 

quickly rebuilt. Abraham Reck—very prominent in the new Virginia-Maryland synod—had 

eighty-eight communicants already in 1831. And when Daniel J. Hauer came here in 1832, he 

steadily built up the congregation so that we had over 200 communicants by the fall of 1835. 
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