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The Creation of the United Lutheran Church in America (ULCA) 

 

On November 11 and 12, 1918, three Lutheran church bodies of Muhlenberg descent held their 

final, closing conventions, and on November 15, these three met in New York City to form the 

United Lutheran Church in American (ULCA). 

This was another step on the road to the formation of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 

America (ELCA). This was the second general church body to which New Jerusalem had 

belonged, not counting the Ministerium of Pennsylvania (for us, 1765 to 1820). The first was the 

General Synod (1820-1918), the founding of which we discussed a few weeks ago; the second 

was the ULCA; the third was the Lutheran Church in America (LCA), formed in 1962; and the 

fourth, from 1988 to the present—the ELCA. 

The formation of the ULCA has been called more of a “reunion” that a union, for it 

brought back together three Lutheran bodies which all grew out of the Muhlenberg tradition, but 

which had split apart during the 19th century. These were: 

1) The General Synod, which, as you will recall, was formed in 1920 at Hagerstown, 

bringing together the New York and Pennsylvania Ministeriums, the North Carolina 

Synod, and the just-formed Synod of Maryland and Virginia, of which we were an 

integral part. (It had twenty-four geographical synods in 1918.) 

2) The second split was political. Early in the Civil War, a number of synods in 

secessionist states split from the General Synod to form the “General Synod of the 

Evengelical Lutheran Church in the Confederate States,” later the “General Synod, 

South”—these were North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Virginia and Southwest 

Virginia. After the war, the Mississippi Synod joined, and then later the Holston (of 



eastern Tennessee) and the Tennessee Synods; in 1886 it changed its name to the United 

Synod of the South. (Eight geographical synods in 1918)  

3) The third split-off was doctrinal. In 1864 the Pennsylvania Ministerium left the 

General Synod and opened the Philadelphia Seminary, this in opposition to the 

“American Lutheranism” and confessional laxity of the General Synod and Gettysburg 

Seminary. The General Council was formed in 1867 at Fort Wayne, Indiana; it was more 

confessionally conservative, and reflected the influence of more recent immigrants from 

Europe. It initially consisted of thirteen synods, including NY and Pa; but more 

Midwestern than the General Synod, and more Scandinavian— although later the 

Swedish-dominated Augustana Synod withdrew. (Thirteen geographical synods in 1918.) 

In the latter part of the 19th century, a number of steps toward unity were taken among 

these three bodies, including the publication of the Common Service Book in 1888 which marked 

a return to Reformation-era liturgies an a more orthodox Lutheranism, and cooperation in foreign 

missions. 

In the second decade of the twentieth century, two events spurred the drive for unity.  

First was the 400th anniversary—the Quadricentennial—of the Reformation in 1917. A 

joint committee was created in 1914 to begin the planning for 1917; this involved most Lutheran 

bodies except the Missouri Synod—but in New York, the LCMS did work with other Lutherans. 

Part of this cooperation, centered in New York, was a publicity bureau seeking national 

recognition of the contribution of Luther and the Reformation to civilization and its importance 

for democracy and religious liberty in the United States. The impact of the 400th anniversary 

planning and celebrations has been called a “turning point” for American Lutheran. 

Second, was the entry of the United States into the “Great War”—what we now called the 

First World War. For the United States to declare war on Germany—the homeland of the 

Reformation and so many Lutheran immigrants—shook German-Americans and Lutherans 

deeply; many were regarded as “pro-German” or as potential German spies. Indeed, from 1914 

to 1917, many Lutherans and Lutheran publications were pro-German, and—not without good 

reason—they regarded the war as a British effort to destroy its commercial rival Germany.  

Inter-Lutheran cooperation increased dramatically during the war, both as a defensive 

measure against anti-German discrimination and hostility (sometimes violent), but also in 

positive measures in providing assistance to American servicemen. The Lutheran Brotherhood 

(related to the Lutheran Brotherhood which was one of the predecessor organizations of today’s 

Thrivent) was formed to assist service members, as was the Lutheran Commission for Soldiers 

and Sailors. 

Out of the war efforts, and the Reformation celebrations, came a realization that Lutherans could 

work together, – which expressed itself in the formation in 1918 of the ULCA that lasted until 



1962, when it became part of the Lutheran Church in America. In upcoming history minutes 

before the end of the year, we will discuss the LCA and the creation of the ELCA. 
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