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Our Mother Church Gets a Constitution 

 

On June 24 and June 25, 1747, Henry Melchior Muhlenberg met with the Lutherans at 

Monocacy and at Fredericktown—the first Lutheran congregation in Maryland, and our mother 

church. We were part of the Frederick charge (or circuit) until 1796, and we were also served by 

pastors from Frederick (such as Frederick Jasinsky and David Shaeffer) early in the 19th 

Century.  

 The Monocacy congregation comprised both the group around Creagertown (about ten 

miles north of Frederick city) and the group at Fredericktown. This congregation was formed in 

1738 by John Casper Stoever, but when Muhlenberg arrived in Pennsylvania in 1742, Stoever 

more or less handed over many of his congregations to Muhlenberg, who possessed greater 

organization skills. 

 When Muhlenberg arrived, the Monocacy congregation was deeply split between a 

faction organized by Lars Nyberg, and the solid Lutherans. Nyberg was a secret Moravian, a 

follower of Count Zinzendorf, who was trying to pull Lutherans into the Moravian church. This 

wasn't the only problem plaguing the Monocacy congregation: they had also been victimized by 

two imposters (this was common on the frontier, when there was a shortage of pastors and 

isolated Lutherans would welcome someone whom they thought would minister to them.) The 

first of these imposters was Carl Rudolph (the "Prince of Wurtemberg"), a notorious vagabond 

and drunkard who had narrowly escaped the gallows in Georgia; and another was an 

ecclesiastical tramp named Schmid/Schmeid, whom Muhlenberg called Empiricus Schmidt for 

his lack of training and his experimental approach.  

 The Lutherans on the Monocacy had sent appeal after appeal to the United Ministers in 

Pennsylvania—the only organized Lutheran church body in the colonies to whom they could 

appeal. (The Ministerium of Pennsylvania and Adjacent Colonies wasn't organized until a year 

later, 1748.) 



He travelled through Lancaster and preached there on Sunday, June 21, preached on 

Monday at York, Tuesday at Hanover—where Nyberg had also been causing trouble—and then 

travelled on into Maryland in a drenching rainstorm and knee-high (a horse's knees) in mud, and 

finally arrived at Monocacy at two o'clock in the morning on June 24.  

 When Muhlenberg met with the Monocacy Lutherans, he drafted a constitution for them 

in English, and explained it to them in German. It began by noting that the subscribers—subjects 

of his majesty King George II—enjoyed the free exercise of religion in this province, and they 

had used his liberty to worship God according to the Lutheran persuasion, grounded in the Old 

and New Testaments, the Augsburg Confession (Invariata Augustana Confessione), and the other 

creeds. The articles stated that the church building at Monocacy was to be used only for Lutheran 

worship, and that no minister should be admitted to preach or administer the sacraments without 

a lawful call and a certificate of his lawful Lutheran ordination. It set a procedure for the election 

of church wardens, and laid out their responsibilities, and concluded that if any warden or 

member should turn to another persuasion, or lead a notorious, sinful life, he shall not be 

accounted a member but shall be excluded.  

 This is quite different from the constitution adopted by this congregation in 1786—which 

we discussed some weeks ago—that dealt mostly with "housekeeping" matters, the duties and 

obligations of church members. The two most important features of the charter that Muhlenberg 

drew up for the Monocacy congregation were: 

1) It was clearly aimed at protecting the church against imposters and charlatans, and 

against those who would split the congregation and draw them into another church body, 

i.e. the Moravians. As he wrote to the Fathers at Halle, when the Moravians come in, they 

first tried to attract the most respected and the richest members of a congregation, and 

then they tried to take over the schoolhouse and the church building. At that time, they 

were doing the same thing with the German Reformed. (Interestedly, Muhlenberg did not 

consider the Reformed to be a problem, and in fact it was added to the charter that the 

Reformed congregation and their lawful minister could use the church building.) 

2) It was written in English—and this in 1747, almost 30 years before the War of 

Independence. Muhlenberg wrote it so that the civil and religious authorities of the 

Maryland province would understand it. The Lutherans on the Monocacy had to take 

their difficulties to the colonial authorities before, and Muhlenberg wanted to be certain 

that if they had to resort to the courts or the colonial authorities in Annapolis again, the 

congregation's charter would be clear and unambiguous in English, not requiring 

translation from the German.  

 Historian A. R. Wentz praises Muhlenberg's foresight in this—understanding that English 

was likely to be the language of the whole country, and that if the congregation were to endure, 

its fundamental document should be in that language.  

 "Muhlenberg was more far-sighted and broad-minded in this matter of language than 

many of his successors during a hundred years, for many of them vainly but stubbornly and with 

great disaster to the Lutheran Church in general resisted the steady advance of English in the 



worship of our churches," Wentz wrote. We here have been discussing that disaster over the 

language question, which almost destroyed this congregation in the 1820s. 

 Muhlenberg first presented the articles to a congregational meeting at Monocacy on 

Wednesday, June 24. The discussion was pretty contentious. Muhlenberg reported that the 

Lutheran group readily signed, but the Moravian faction disputed many of his points, and 

defended their own conduct. They refused to sign but then said they would, if Muhlenberg would 

stay there as their pastor, which he clearly could not do, and the Moravians knew it. (Muhlenberg 

did not hold the Lutherans blameless either, and in fact he told the Fathers at Halle that "I could 

see little difference between the two parties.")  

 Those who signed then held a meeting and elected their deacons and elders. (I am 

personally proud to say that at the top of the list, the first name among the deacons, is my fifth 

great-grandfather, John George Loy.) 

 The next day, Thursday, June 25, Muhlenberg went to Fredericktown, to meet with the 

congregation members there, and more signed. 

 In both places, he administered Holy Communion at the conclusion of the meeting. 

 The Moravians on the Monocacy withdrew and formed their own church, which still 

exists and thrives today, at Graceham, just a few miles east of Thurmont. Most of the Lutherans 

eventually moved to Frederick and built the flagship Lutheran congregation in Maryland, 

Evangelical Lutheran Church, which spawned a number of other congregations, including ours. 

 Surely, Evangelical in Frederick, and its offspring, were built on a strong foundation.  

 And the conflicts with the Moravians are now behind us: Since 2000, the ELCA and the 

Moravian Church in American have been in full communion, which includes joint worship and 

shared pulpit and sacraments. By the grace of God, we've come a long way. 


