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Lutherans and the AME Church: the Story of Daniel Alexander Payne 

 

Our ELCA Presiding Bishop Elizabeth Eaton has asked all ELCA congregations to make this 

Sunday a day of repentance and mourning. So I thought it might be appropriate—and Pastor Joel 

agreed—to use today's history minute to discuss some of the Lutheran church's ties to the AME 

church.  

 We already have noted that two of the pastors at Mother Emanuel AME church in 

Charleston, S.C.—who were murdered on June 17—were graduates of the Lutheran Southern 

Theological Seminary. And that the shooter, Dylann Roof, and his family were members of an 

ELCA congregation. I suspect the ties may go even deeper, as there have been a number of 

Lutheran ministers named Roof in South Carolina. 

 But today, I want to focus of the story of Daniel Alexander Payne, one of the leaders of 

the AME church in the 19th century. When we were at Gettysburg a few weeks ago, we were 

shown the plaque honoring Dr. Payne, and the new Seminary Ridge Museum also prominently 

displays a mural showing Daniel Payne being welcomed to Gettysburg Seminary in 1835. 



 The way that came about was this: 

 Daniel Alexander Payne was born free in Charleston, S.C. in 1811. Charleston, as you 

probably know from the past days' news coverage, had a thriving AME community—the largest 

in the South. The AME church itself dates itself to 1792, when blacks worshiping in a Methodist 

church in Philadelphia were forced, in the middle of a prayer, to leave the altar rail and move to 

the back of the church. (The Methodist Episcopal Church at that time was 40 percent black.) In 

1822, in retaliation for a threatened slave revolt led by AME leader Denmark Vesey, the 

Charleston AME church (now known as "Mother Emanuel AME") was burned to the ground, 

and blacks were not allowed to worship in their own churches. (The Lutheran South Carolina 

Synod allowed slaves to be baptized and to attend communion, but they could only attend their 

master's church.) 

 Payne's family attended a white Methodist church, and at age 15 (1826) he entered an 

educational program for black youth called the "Minors' Moralist Society." He had an insatiable 

appetite for knowledge and books, and studied Greek, Latin, French, English, astronomy, botany 

and zoology—all this while working as a shoemaker, tailor, and carpenter! It was through his 

interest in zoology that he met Dr. John Bachman, a world-renowned naturalist, who was also the 

leader of the Lutheran Church in South Carolina. A staunch defender of slavery on claimed 

Biblical authority, Bachman ironically brought more blacks into the Lutheran Church than 

anyone else in his time, North or South—but on a segregated basis. He was personally very 

gracious to Daniel Payne, who asked him to identify a strange-looking caterpillar that a student 

had brought into a class he was teaching; Payne had opened a school for black children in 1829. 

 But then in 1835, South Carolina made it illegal for blacks to teach other blacks. Seeing 

no future there, Payne left South Carolina for New York City, carrying with him a letter of 

introduction to Lutheran clergy in Philadelphia and New York written by Dr. Bachman. He 

visited clergymen of many denominations—Methodist, Congregational, Episcopal—who all 

urged him to go to Africa as part of the colonization movement (Liberia). His last stop was at the 

home of Reverand William. D. Stroebel in New York, where he presented the letter from Dr. 

Bachman. Stroebel informed Payne that a group of Gettysburg seminarians had created a Society 

of Inquiry on Missions, who wished to support a pious young man of color in his theological 

education. "You are the very man whom they want," Stroeble told Payne. Payne insisted he 

wanted to be a teacher, not a preacher, but Stroeber told him that the seminary education would 

benefit him in either case. Payne spent a couple of days studying Samuel Schmucker's theology 

textbook, was satisfied, and decided to accept the offer from Gettysburg. He also told Stroebel he 

didn't want to become a Lutheran.  

 When he got to Gettysburg and met Dr. Schmucker, Payne asked Schmucker outright if 

their plan was to send him to Africa; Schmucker replied that, "The members of that Society are 

not colonizationists, but abolitionists, and they desire you to be trained to labor for the 

intellectual, moral, religious, and social improvement of the free people of color in the United 



States." This fully satisfied Payne. While at Gettysburg, he was not only an excellent student, but 

he engaged in various extra-curricular activities such as starting a Sunday school for "colored" 

children, and coducting revival meetings. It was during this time that he believed he had gotten a 

call "from on high" to become a minister. 

 Due to an eye injury which for a time prevented him from reading, Payne had to leave the 

Seminary after two years. He consulted with Dr. Schmucker, who told him, "We should be glad 

to have you operate as a minister of the gospel in the Lutheran Church, but I think you can find a 

greater field of usefulness in the A. M. E. Church; therefore I advise you to join that body of 

professing Christians." (This has become a subject of some controversy in later years, as to 

whether this was a "lost opportunity" for the Lutheran Church to begin an outreach program to 

blacks.) 

 Payne left for Philadelphia, the seat of the AME church, but changed his mind when he 

encountered a deep hostility in the AME church toward an educated clergy. So he turned back to 

the Lutherans, and was enrolled and licensed by the (militantly abolitionist) Frankean Synod in 

upstate New York, in an area to which many slaves fleeing the South had come. But finding that 

there was "no work" for him among Lutherans, he went to serve a Presbyterian congregation for 

a period of time. He was ordained by the Frankean Synod in 1839, becoming the first (or second, 

some say) black minister to be regularly ordained in the Lutheran Church in America. But there 

was still no work for him in the Lutheran Church.  

 In 1840, Payne relocated to Philadelphia, where he started a school that he called a 

seminary. In 1841, with Schmucker's blessing, he decided to go back to the AME Church, which 

he formally did in 1843, continuing his work there for 50 years, until his death in 1893, 

becoming its most influential leader of the 19th century.  

 He led the fight for an educated ministry in the AME, and in 1852, he was ordained a 

bishop in that church, a position he held for the rest of his life. He introduced choral singing and 

instrumental music in the AME church, and he initiated AME's purchase of Wilberforce 

University in Ohio, serving as its president for thirteen years. 

 Payne maintained a strong attachment to the Lutherans all his life, and was a subscriber 

to the Lutheran Observer for more than 30 years. 

 One of his colleagues from the Frankean Synod, Dr. H.L. Dox, wrote of the Lutheran 

Church's loss of Daniel Payne: "He left it not because he did not love it. He left it because it had 

no place for him," and because he did not feel he had the right to expect cooperation in any 

movement he might make to bring blacks into the Lutheran church. 

 The story of Daniel Payne can be an inspiration, but it is also an admonition. With a few 

notable exceptions, the Lutheran Church was too often a defender of slavery—or, as with our 

Maryland Synod in the 1840s and '50s, declined to take a stand on the grounds that the issue of 



slavery and abolition were not proper synodical business. And even after the Civil War, the 

Lutheran Church was very slow in undertaking outreach toward Black Americans—too slow to 

practice what we profess to believe: that we are all created in God's image. 

 I would add that for the past few years, the United Methodist Church has been in full 

communion with the AME Church. And the ELCA is in full communion with the United 

Methodist Church. The AME and ELCA churches are not yet in full communion, but are in the 

status of "bilateral dialogue" partners—the same status in which the ELCA relates to the 

Orthodox and Roman Catholic Churches. 


