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On the Threshold: One Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Churh 

 

For today, in our final History Minute of our 250th anniversary year, I would like to pull together 

some of the themes of various History Minutes, from the perspective of not just where we’ve 

been, but where we are headed. And keeping in mind Pastor Kretsinger’s admonition from our 

200th Anniversary in 1965—a very important year: “You … you people of God … You are not 

at the end of an era … You are on the threshold!” 

We have discussed how this congregation was not just a little church on the frontier, but 

we were always part of a larger, international church body: from the beginning, we were part of 

the Frederick charge of the Ministerium of Pennsylvania—whose activities were reported to the 

Fathers at Halle in Saxony, by Henry Muhlenberg and his successors. 

We were instrumental in forming the Synods of Maryland and Virginia, and the General 

Synod, in 1820. The General Synod, divided by doctrinal differences and the Civil War, reunited 

with the formation of the United Lutheran Church in America (ULCA) in 1918. With the 

additional of the Scandinavian Augustana Synod, we of the ULCA became part of the Lutheran 

Church in America (LCA) in 1962
1
, and then more Lutheran bodies joined together to form the 

4-million member Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) in 1987-88. 

As Lutherans in North America became more united among themselves, we also became 

“more Lutheran” over the past 100 years, as Pastor Kretsinger noted. This was reflected in our 

liturgy, our hymns, and our sanctuary—becoming altar-centered in 1932.  

At our All Saints Day service, I raised—but did not answer—the question (particularly as 

related to the addition of the free-standing altar/table in 1997, in the wake of the Second Vatican 

Council 1962-1965) of whether we were becoming more Catholic, or whether (as some charged), 

the Roman Catholics were becoming more Lutheran.  



While one could answer both questions with a “yes,” the real answer is that we are 

moving toward the unity of the people of God—toward that which we confess every Sunday: 

that we believe in “the holy catholic church” (Apostles’ Creed), and “one holy, catholic and 

apostolic church” (Nicene Creed)—“catholic” with a small ‘c’ meaning of course “universal.” 

Levels of unity: 

1) Unity among Lutherans, which has progressed over the years, as we have been 

discussing. 

2) Unity among the Protestant churches has also been growing. Recall that in the 

early days, the Lutheran and the German Reformed churches (what is now St. James 

UCC in this community) were at times interchangeable; families and pastors went back 

and forth. Recall also that in response to the language controversy, the Lutheran church 

as a whole lost many members who became Episcopalian, Presbyterian, or Methodist. In 

Lovettsville, some members left us for the Methodist and Presbyterian churches. And 

remember the bitter issues between the Lutherans and the Moravians in Muhlenberg’s 

day (e.g. that which gave rise to the 1747 charter for our mother church, Evangelical 

Lutheran in Frederick.) 

Thankfully, today the trend is toward unity with other church bodies—while at the same 

time maintaining our Lutheran identity. The ELCA today is in “full communion” (allowing for 

sharing of pulpit and sacraments including Holy Communion) with a number Protestant 

Churches: the UCC (Reformed), Presbyterian, and Reformed Church in America (as of 1997); 

Episcopal Church (1999); Moravian (1999); and United Methodist Church (2009). That means if 

any of us attend those churches, or their members come here, (we and they can share communion 

together. 

There are also ongoing “Bilateral Dialogues” with other denominations.  

3) Projected unity with the Orthodox. A vigorous dialogue between the Lutheran and 

Orthodox Churches—both internationally and in the United States—has been ongoing 

since 1967, with the stated objective being full communion and mutual recognition. 

Efforts to overcome the Great Schism between the Roman Catholic and Orthodox 

Churches (which goes back to 1054) were initiated at the time of Vatican II.  

4) The road to unity with the Roman Catholic Church. In the 18th and 19th 

centuries, Lutherans in American were virulently anti-Catholic. That unfortunate and un-

Christ-like tendency has been reversed in what many call the “Ecumenical Era,” which 

was launched in 1965 by Vatican II. That Council made a number of revolutionary 

changes: it defined the Church as “A People of God,” not as a hierarchal institution as in 

the past. The Decree on Ecumenism opened the door for reconciliation with the 

“separated” churches, by laying responsibility for division on both sides, and seeking 



forgiveness for the sin of dividing Christ’s church. Two important milestones since have 

been the Joint Declaration of the Doctrine of Justification in 1999 (affirming a consensus 

that justification is by faith, through God’s grace, and not by works or our own merit), 

and the just-recently issued (Oct. 30, 2015) Declaration on the Way which marks a 

pathway toward greater unity between Lutherans and Catholics, by identifying thirty-two 

important points on the subjects of Church, Ministry, and Eucharist, which are no longer 

church-dividing issues between Lutherans and Catholics. Reverend Mark Hanson, a 

former ELCA presiding bishop, stated that, “Trusting in the Holy Spirit … we can say 

confidently that Catholics and Lutherans are on the way for full communion.”  

Looking at it from the perspective of our past history—both here at New Jerusalem, and 

within the Lutheran Church collectively—we can say indeed that we are on the threshold of a 

new era, in which this congregation will truly be part of the “one holy, catholic, and apostolic 

church” in which we profess our belief.  

 

1. After having been part of the Maryland Synod for most of our existence, we were placed in the Virginia 

Synod in 1962, and we remained there until the creation of the ELCA in 1988 when we were given a 

choice of synods, and we chose to join the Metropolitan D.C. Synod – in which we still are today, as its 

oldest member congregation. 


