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The Formation of the Evangelical Lutheran Synod of Maryland and Virginia 

 

On the morning of Oct. 11, 1820, at the Lutheran Church in Winchester, the new Synod of 

Maryland and Virginia was created, and our congregation was an integral part of it. There were 

11 ministers present and seven lay delegates. Three of the eleven ministers had been, or would 

be, pastors here. These were John Martin Sackman, who served here from 1810 to 1830, and 

whom we’ve discussed previously. Also Dr. David Schaeffer from Frederick, who served us 

briefly around 1808, and Abraham Reck, who would serve here after Reverend Sackman, and 

who at the time was the pastor at Winchester and thus the host of the Synod meeting. We also 

had one of the seven lay delegates, who was Frederick Kiefer, identified as being from Loudoun 

County, Virginia, the same way Reverend Sackman was identified. (We didn’t assume the name 

“New Jerusalem” until around 1832 when Reverend Daniel Hauer began his ministry here.) 

Where were we before the formation of the Maryland-Virginia Synod? From our 

beginning as a congregation, we had been affiliated with the Ministerium of Pennsylvania, 

established in 1748 by Henry Muhlenberg—about which we will probably hear more in a few 

minutes, from Pastor Prinz. Our parent church, Evangelical Lutheran in Frederick, actually 

predated the Ministerium: as we have noted in past History Minutes, Evangelical (then the 

Monocacy congregation) was founded in 1738 by John Caspar Stoever Jr.—and, as some of our 

historians think, his father John Caspar Stoever, Sr. may have visited the Lutherans here in the 

German Settlement as early as 1732. Henry Muhlenberg visited the Frederick and Monocacy 

congregations in 1747 to give them a constitution and to straighten out the mess involving the 

Moravians; that was a little more than a year before he organized the Ministerium of 

Pennsylvania.  

Our early pastors (who were riding circuit from Frederick and Middletown, Maryland) all 

attended and participated in the annual meetings of the Pennsylvania Mininsterium—actually, it 



was called the “Ministerium of Pennsylvania and adjacent states” to reflect its actual reach—

these included our Pastors Schwerdfeger, John Andrew Krug, John George Graeber, William 

Jasinksy, David Schaeffer, and John Martin Sackman. They reported to the Ministerium, and 

sometimes (as we’ve seen), our congregation reported them to the Ministerium over some 

problem or another.  

As the colonies, and then the new nation, expanded, and the frontier moved westward, so 

did the church. Regional special conferences, and then new synods, were formed as ministers 

and their congregations felt the need for more frequent contact with each other than was possible 

in just one large synod. The Ministerium of New York was established in 1786. A special 

conference was formed in Virginia in 1793 (mostly in the Valley); the Maryland churches 

because of their proximity to Pennsylvania, did not need to form a special conference. By 1817, 

the Pennsylvania Ministerium covered everything between New York and North Carolina. 

Lutherans in the latter state had formed a separate synod in 1803, and the Ohio Synod was 

created in 1818. 

Now, the period from the end of the Revolution, up to 1817, has been called a period of 

“deterioration” of the Lutheran church. This was characterized by doctrinal laxity, denomination 

indifferentism (e.g., the “union” movement where many Pennsylvania Lutherans wanted to 

merge with the German Reformed; New York Lutherans saw little difference between 

themselves and Episcopalians; North Carolina Lutherans hoped for unity with both the 

Episcopalians and Moravians). Now, Christian unity is not a bad thing—we pray for it all the 

time—but not when it is at the expense of fundamental principles. Other afflictions were 

rationalism (think the French Revolution and Enlightenment) and deism at the expense of the 

Trinitarian confessional basis for our church (the Nicene, Apostles, and Athanasian creeds, and 

the Augsburg confession), which practically disappeared among some Lutherans in the early 19
th

 

century. Even the Ministerium of Pennsylvania struck out all references to the Lutheran 

confessions in 1792. It was even worse in New York under the influence of a misguided 

rationalism. 

Two important events in restoring some unity and cohesiveness to American Lutherans, 

within weeks of each other, were the formation of the Maryland-Virginia Synod, and less than 

two weeks later in Hagerstown, the creation of the General Synod, intended as a national body to 

bring together the new synods which were springing up. The timing was not a coincidence, but 

was orchestrated: within the new Marylandl-Virginia Synod were some of the strongest 

advocates of forming the General Synod, and the new synod’s consent was needed to allow the 

formation of the General Synod to proceed. 

If there was a “ground zero” for the General Synod, it was our mother church in 

Frederick, under the leadership of David Schaeffer, which had organized a spectacular 

celebration for the 300th Anniversary of the Reformation, inaugurated by four rounds shot from 

cannons on each side of the four sides of the town. Indeed, it was the tercentenary of the 



Reformation, in 1817, which gave great impetus to both the creation of the Maryland-Virginia 

Synod and the General Synod, by virtue of its putting a renewed focus on what made us 

Lutherans: our distinctive principles and our confessional grounding. Both the founding of the 

Maryland-Virginia Synod and creation of the General Synod were a reaction against the 

spreading unionism and the blotting out of denominational lines. (An unfortunate feature of 

being Lutheran in that day was a virulent anti-Roman Catholicism, which we are thankfully 

overcoming today.) 

The first regular convention of the General Synod, in 1821, was held at Frederick. One of 

the first steps of the new Maryland-Virginia Synod was a proposal for a new theological 

seminary; the proposal was then adopted by General Synod, culminating in the creation of 

Gettysburg Seminary in 1826. With our own seminary, we were no longer dependent on other 

denominations’ seminaries for training. Beside theological education, regional synods and the 

General Synod coordinated benevolences (charity work) and missions work among local 

congregations and synods.  

(And despite a liturgical laxity at that time, Dr. Schaeffer used the 1748 Muhlenberg 

liturgy—much as we are using it today—in Frederick, and no doubt when he was here as well.)  

In 1829, the Maryland-Virginia Synod divided into two synods: the Virginia Synod 

encompassing much of the Shenandoah Valley, and the Maryland Synod, which included some 

of the northernmost congregations in the Valley, plus Lovettsville. With the exception of our 

excursion into “American Lutheranism” and the Melanchthon Synod in 1858, and then a brief 

entry into the Virginia Synod in the early 1860s, and then back into the Melanchthon Synod until 

it dissolved itself in 1869, New Jerusalem remained in the Maryland Synod from 1829 until 

1962. 

The General Synod assured the independence of the Lutheran church in America—that it would 

not merge into the Episcopalian or Reformed churches—and it gave the Lutheran church a 

national character and identity, even though a number of synods did not participate in it.  

As A.R. Wentz put it, the formation of the General Synod “was the logical outcome of the 

process of organization begun by Muhlenberg in 1748.” And, although it has not always been a 

smooth process, it was a major step in a direct line toward the creation of what we know as the 

ELCA today.  

And just as the Reformation’s 300th anniversary provoked thinking about our Lutheran heritage, 

and soul-searching as to what are the essential elements of being Lutheran, we will again face 

and pray over those questions, as we move toward the 500th anniversary two years from now, in 

2017. 
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