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New Jerusalem’s Venture into “American Lutheranism” 

 

Today, we continue with the Civil War period, although we will be discussing a controversy that 

had little if anything to do with the war. 

From September 5 to 12, 1867, New Jerusalem hosted the annual convention of the 

Melanchthon Synod, of which it was a member at the time. To my knowledge, this was the only 

synodical convention ever held in Lovettsville—although the Virginia Synod had scheduled its 

1861 convention to take place here, but it didn’t happen because of the Civil War.  

The Melanchthon Synod was an expression of “American Lutheranism,” sometimes also 

called “neo-Lutheranism.” This was a modification of traditional Lutheranism, which (as A.R. 

Wentz put it), “sought to adapt Lutheranism to American soil by divesting it of its distinctive 

traits and making it conform to the average American type of religion.” The advocates of 

“American Lutheranism” were a small but highly-influential group, led by Dr. Benjamin Kurtz 

(the editor of the Lutheran Observer), Samuel Schmucker (the President of Gettysburg 

Seminary), and Samuel Sprecher (a protegee of Schmucker who was the head of Wittenberg 

College in Ohio.) 

It also was an expression of the tensions between the 18th century immigrants (largely 

Palatine Germans), and the wave of immigration which resumed about 1830 (Saxony Germans, 

other eastern Europeans, and Scandinavians) of a more conservative bent. This tension resulted 

in a growing confessionalism (strict adherence to the three basic confessions (Nicene, Apostles, 

and Athanasian) and especially the “unaltered” Augsburg Confession—which the neo-Lutherans 

were willing to modify or discard all together. It resulted in the split between the General Synod 

and the General Council in 1867, where the Synods of Pennsylvania, New York, Ohio, 

Michigan, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Illinois, and the Swedish Augustana Synod formed a new body 



that soon outnumbered the General Synod. The formation of the Philadelphia Seminary was also 

a reaction to Gettysburg’s “American Lutheranism.”  

In 1857, eight pastors of the Maryland Synod petitioned the Maryland Synod to allow 

them to withdraw and form a new synod in western Maryland. In 1859, the Melanchthon Synod 

was admitted to the General Synod, to the chagrin of the Ministerium of Pennsylvania and the 

more conservative elements. At its peak it consisted of no more than twelve to fifteen 

congregations (actually charges), including many of those churches closest to us, such as 

Middletown, Burkittsville, and Jefferson. Why in this area? It may be that western Maryland was 

relatively untouched by the new wave of immigration, which landed in urban areas in the east, as 

well as dominating the Midwest. (Example of Froehlich’s church in Pittsburgh, which affiliated 

with the Missouri Synod, and pledged to hold services in German “So Long as Grass Grows 

Green.”) 

Our histories have always shown us as joining the Melanchthon Synod in 1866. But it 

now turns out that we first joined in 1858, when the Rev. J. B. Anthony began his ministry here. 

New Jerusalem seemed to have dropped out of the Maryland Synod at the time, and I, and others, 

have wondered what if anything Reverand Anthony did here. But when I located the 

Melanchthon Synod minutes, I saw that at the 1858 Melanchthon Convention, Reverand 

Anthony and Phillip Vincel were members of the convention (along with our former pastor D.J. 

Hauer, who was still active). Reverand Anthony presented a certificate of honorable discharge 

from the South Carolina Synod and was admitted to Melanchthon, with his two congregations 

New Jerusalem and St. Paul’s. He remained active through 1859, when at the end of that year, he 

informed the Synod that he was resigning to return to the Carolinas. His resignation took effect 

of January 1, 1860, and Reverand Xenophon Richardson began here in April of 1860. 

As we have previously discussed, Richardson had been president of the Virginia Synod, 

and I assume that part of the agreement surrounding his call, was that we would go into the 

Virginia Synod, which we did. At the October 1860 Virginia Convention, New Jerusalem and St. 

Paul’s applied for admission to the Virginia Synod. There was going on at the same time 

discussion of uniting the Virginia, Maryland, and Melanchthon Synods, and Richardson was 

appointed to a committee which was to present a plan for the merger, which was to take effect at 

the next convention to be held here at Lovettsville in October 1861. It was an appropriate place 

to hold such a merger convention, since we had been a member of all three synods.  

Well, as you might guess, by October 1861, with the outbreak of the Civil War, this was 

a rather dangerous place, and the Virginia Convention was held elsewhere, it being considered 

“inexpedient” to hold it in a border county. The three-way synodical merger was also a victim of 

the war.  

Richardson and NJLC were unable to attend to Virginia Convention, held in Augusta 

County, but Richardson did send a letter inviting the Synod to hold its 1862 convention here, 



which was scheduled for Oct. 23-26, 1862. The Synod also declined that invitation—and they 

were probably glad they did, for on Oct. 26, 1862, that last day of their convention, the Union 

Army crossed the Potomac and occupied Lovettsville, on its way south following the Battle of 

Antietam. 

As we know, during the Civil War years, New Jerusalem was isolated from any synodical 

relations, and although nominally a member of the Virginia Synod, was unable to participate in 

any of its conventions. (See 4/12/15 History Minute.) 

In 1866, NJLC applied for dismissal from the Virginiaa Synod, and sought re-admission 

to the Melanchthon Synod, which was granted. We reported 548 communicants, 320 scholars, 

and 58 teachers, to the Melanchthon Synod Convention in Sept. 1866. 

The 1867 Melanchthon Convention was held here in Lovettsville. Among the actions 

taken by that convention were approving St. Paul’s joining the Harper’s Ferry charge, resolutions 

denouncing alcohol and dancing, and contributing $150 to new Luther Place Memorial Church in 

Washington, D.C. It was the custom at synod conventions to hold public services in nearly 

churches; here, according to the minutes, services were also held at the Reformed church (now 

St. James), Rehobeth Methodist, Tankerfield, Shinar, and St. Paul’s.  

At the 1868 Melanchthon Synod Convention, the president reported on a “very pleasant 

and harmonious meeting at Lovettsville a year ago.” Pastor Richardson and Peter A. Fry were 

our representatives. The burning of our sanctuary in January 1868, and the dedication of Bethel 

in November 1867, were reported at the convention. 

In 1869, the Melanchthon Synod dissolved itself, and a joint convention with the Maryland 

Synod was held at Frederick, Maryland. The former members of Melanchthon were received into 

full connection with the Maryland Synod, and, indicating the high esteem in which he was held, 

Xenophon Richardson (never before a member of the Maryland Synod), was elected its new 

President. 

*** 

Sources: Minutes of Melanchthon, Maryland, and Virginia Synods, Wentz Library, Gettysburg 

Seminary. 


