
HISTORY MINUTE 

presented by Edward Spannaus 

Fourth Sunday of Advent, December 21, 2014 

 

 

 

Henry Melchior Muhlenberg, Patriarch of American Lutheranism 

 

If John Caspar Stover—who we discussed a few weeks ago—was the missionary of the early 

Lutheran Church in American, Henry Melchior Muhlenberg was its organizer, who created an 

independent and self-reliant Lutheran Church in our nation.  

Muhlenberg arrived in Pennsylvania in 1742, in answer to a request from a group of 

congregations in southeast Pennsylvania. He had studied at Gottingen University, and taught at 

the famed Orphanage in Halle, part of the Halle Institutions founded by August Hermann 

Francke. He had mastered many languages, and was an accomplished musician and organist. 

 Once here, he travelled constantly during the colonial period, ministering to Lutherans in 

Pennsylvania, New Jersey and New York, Delaware, and Maryland. Our parent church, 

Evangelical Lutheran Frederick, had been founded by John Caspar Stoever in 1738. In 1747, 

Henry Muhlenberg visited them and wrote them a constitution for the congregation, which was 

at that time was partly in the Monocacy settlement, near Creagerstown, and partly in Frederick 

Town. 

In 1748, Muhlenberg organized the Ministerium of Pennsylvania, the first Lutheran 

synodical body in North America. Since our founding in 1765, New Jerusalem has always been 

affiliated with the Pennsylvania Ministerium and its successor bodies. 

The Muhlenberg family, through the generations, made great contributions to our nation. 

His three sons were all sent to Halle, in Saxony, to be educated, and all three became 

ministers. In addition, two of his sons-in-law were prominent ministers.  



His eldest son Peter became a leader of the American Revolution in the Shenandoah 

Valley, recruiting the 8th Virginia Regiment of the Continental Army, and rising to the rank of 

Major General in George Washington's officer corps.  

Frederick was a member of the Continental Congress, Speaker of the Pennsylvania 

Assembly, was Vice-President of the Supreme Executive Council of Pennsylvania—while 

Benjamin Franklin was the President—and he was President of the Constitutional Convention in 

Pennsylvania.  

oth Frederick and Peter were elected to the First Congress of the United States in 1788. 

Frederick Muhlenberg was the first Speaker of the House of Representatives. He served four 

terms in Congress; Peter served three, and was also elected to the U.S. Senate. 

Henry Muhlenberg, Jr. was the first president of Franklin College (now Franklin & 

Marshall) in Lancaster, and was also pastor of Trinity Lutheran in Lancaster for three decades. 

He was a leading botanist in the early United States, and was consulted for the Lewis and Clark 

expedition. 

In 1942, on the 200th anniversary of Henry Melchior Muhlenberg's arrival in America, 

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt declared: "Clergymen, soldiers, scholars, and statesmen, 

the Muhlenbergs have represented the best in our national life since the early days of the 

Republic." 


