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The Natural Progression of Human Institutions 
Why You Should Keep an Eye on the Synodical Union 

 

I. Is Synod Church? 

 

 “Circuits, districts, and synods, however they may be constituted and arranged, are church.  

 Local congregations are also that church.  The current conception of synod that many seem to 

 have today, that it is a voluntary association—and nothing more—cannot be supported from the 

 NT.  By ignoring the NT understanding of the trans-congregational nature of the church we have 

 weakened the bonds of fellowship, mutual concern and support, and unity in doctrine and 

 practice which should inform and indeed define our life together as church.”1 

 

 So writes Dr. Jeff Kloha in a 2008 Concordia Journal article entitled, “The Trans-Congregational 

Church in the New Testament.”  He is wrong.  The present essay will seek to demonstrate that the synod 

is a human institution.  Furthermore, it will contend that far from weakening the bonds of fellowship 

and unity in doctrine and practice, a proper understanding of the nature of synod will strengthen both.  

A proper understanding of the nature of synod will allow its members to focus on the synodical union, 

that is, its confession, and not on the survival of the institution.  

 

Dr. Kloha begins by suggesting that there is a tendency in our tradition to ignore New Testament 

evidence.  We typically reserve the use of the term “church” to refer to the local congregation or the 

una sancta.  He thinks there is ample evidence that the New Testament uses the term to refer to a 

number of congregations in a corporate or “trans-congregational” sense. 2 

 

I will not attempt to refute the contention that the New Testament uses the term church to refer to 

more than one congregation.  I will only point out that the texts that he uses to support this contention 

are at best ambiguous with respect to the referent.  For example, he says, “The most explicit 

reference…” to the trans-congregational use of the word church is in Acts 9:31, “So the church 

throughout all Judea and Galilee and Samaria had peace…”3  Is this use of church a reference to some 

larger structure or does it simply refer to the sum of all believers in those places?  There is certainly no 

hint, in these words, of any structure binding these congregations together.  Again, he says that Paul’s 

use of the word church in his description of himself as one who “persecuted the church of God” (Acts 

15:9) “…cannot be a reference to a single congregation, nor to the una sancta…”4  I disagree with this 

assessment.  It is clear that Paul did not persecute a congregation, a district or a synod.  He persecuted 

believers.  The most appropriate reading of this text is that the body of believers suffered from Paul’s 

persecutions.  

 

In short Dr. Kloha’s arguments contain three major errors:  

 

1. He uses the subtle anachronism of imposing an understanding of a synod on New Testament 

information.  
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The fact, as presented in his article, that New Testament congregations, shared communications, 

and shared a common confession, practice and mission does not suggest anything analogous to a synod.  

These phenomena are precisely what we would expect of the church as the body of Christ and the 

mouthpiece of God to the world.  This evidence suggests nothing more than local congregations 

acknowledging the una sancta in their practice.  To suggest that this is evidence supporting some sort of 

synod is the worst of anachronistic arguments.  We are supplied with no data to support the existence 

of any kind of a structure binding congregations of the New Testament together. Therefore, the New 

Testament evidence cannot be used to support the thesis that synod is church.   

 

Furthermore, the contention that “The current conception of synod… as a voluntary organization… 

cannot be supported from the NT,” is not a valid argument.  It is based on an anachronistic imposition of 

the concept of synod on the New Testament.  Since the New Testament does not speak of synod, it 

supports no conception of synod at all.   

 

2. He ignores the first and most important information that the New Testament supplies regarding 

the church.  

 

The Greek word εκκλησια appears 114 times in the New Testament.  Most of the time, it is used to 

refer either to individual congregations, or to multiple congregations.   (There are three uses of the word 

to refer to the gathering of citizens following Paul’s challenge to the goddess Artemis in Ephesus, in Acts 

19.  This use does not seem to be factored into Kloha’s understanding of the word.)  The common 

denominator in the various appearances of εκκλησια is the people.  In the case of the church, the 

believers are always in view.  The church is comprised of believers.  This is the underlying concept of all 

its uses.  

 

The first time the word appears in the New Testament is in Matthew 16.  It is a text that should not 

have been overlooked in Kloha’s article.  Jesus says, “And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will 

build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.”  Matthew 16:18 (Emphasis added) This 

verse teaches three very important lessons.  First, God is the builder of the church.  It is not something 

created by and nurtured by men.  He builds His church by creating faith in the hearts of men.  Thus, 

again, the church is comprised of believers, not outward structures.  Second, it is the possession of God.  

It belongs to Him, because those whom He calls to faith belong to Him.  He does not own, in the same 

way, outward structures created by men. Third, it will endure.  satan and his minions can afflict, but they 

cannot stand against the church.  

  

The so-called trans-congregational church, as we may know it in the synod, does not fulfill any of 

these criteria.  1) It is not built by God, but, as outlined in its own governing documents, it consists of 

man-made structures.  2) It does not belong to Him as a structure, but only as the gathering of believers.  

3) It has no promise of enduring.  The synod may be here today and gone tomorrow, without any 

deleterious effects upon the church.  

 

3. While admittedly, he claims to present the evidence he finds in the New Testament, he seems 

unduly to ignore that which we confess to be a true exposition of the Holy Scriptures, as found 

in the confessions of the Lutheran Church.  

 

“It is also taught among us that one holy Christian church will be and remain forever. This is the 

assembly of all believers among whom the Gospel is preached in its purity and the holy sacraments are 
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administered according to the Gospel.”5   Article VII of the Augsburg Confession masterfully summarizes 

the evidence presented in the New Testament.  The church consists of believers in Christ, and it will 

remain forever.  Furthermore, the church can be recognized by the preaching of the Gospel and the 

administration of the sacraments.  This is a true exposition of the Scriptural presentation of the church. 

 

Article VIII adds an important clarification.  “Again, although the Christian church, properly speaking, 

is nothing else than the assembly of all believers and saints…”6  By saying that the church is nothing else, 

(nichts anderes), than the assembly of all believers, this article excludes, for consideration as church, any 

manmade structure imposed on the church, voluntarily or otherwise.  This seems to be a fairly clear 

refutation of the thesis that synod is church.  But there is more.  

 

The Apology of the Augsburg Confession is at pains, under pressure from Rome, to demonstrate 

how the church is visible.  That the church consists of all believers is true, but can it be recognized in the 

world, or is it merely a theological construct.  Article VII and VIII of the Apology clarify by noting the 

marks of the church.  

 

 The church is not merely an association of outward ties and rites like other civic governments, 

 however, but it is mainly an association of faith and of the Holy Spirit in men’s hearts. To make it 

 recognizable, this association has outward marks, the pure teaching of the Gospel and the 

 administration of the sacraments in harmony with the Gospel of Christ. This church alone is 

 called the body of Christ, which Christ renews, consecrates, and governs by his Spirit…7 

  

And later 

 …but we teach that this church actually exists, made up of true believers and righteous men 

 scattered throughout the world. And we add its marks, the pure teaching of the Gospel and the 

 sacraments.8
  

 

These articles grant a valuable piece of information that assists making the determination as to 

whether “Circuits, districts and synods” may be considered church.  Lutherans do not teach that the 

church is a theological construct.  We teach that the church actually exists, and that it can be recognized 

in the fulfillment of its mission, which is to distribute the gifts of God in the form of the Word and the 

Sacraments.  Allow me to note here the remarkable clarity and consistency of the Lutheran confessions.  

The marks of the church are the teaching of the Gospel and the administration of the sacraments.  These 

also happen to be precisely the terms used to outline the gift of the office of the ministry, “To obtain 

such faith God instituted the office of the ministry, that is, provided the Gospel and the sacraments.”9  

Church and ministry are perfectly aligned for the sake of the Gospel.   

 

Where does the work of the church take place?  Where can it be recognized?  It is recognized in the 

congregation.  There Pastor and people work together, as believers in that location, to be used by God 

to see to the proclamation of the Gospel and the administration of the sacraments.  
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The Claims of the Synod 

 

The synod does not proclaim the Gospel or administer the sacraments.  This work is not mentionein 

the objectives of the synod.    

 

 The Synod, under Scripture and the Lutheran Confessions, shall— 

1. Conserve and promote the unity of the true faith (Eph. 4:3–6; 1 Cor. 1:10), work through its 

official structure toward fellowship with other Christian church bodies, and provide a united 

defense against schism, sectarianism (Rom. 16:17), and heresy; 

2. Strengthen congregations and their members in giving bold witness by word and deed to 

the love and work of God, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and extend that Gospel witness 

into all the world; 

3. Recruit and train pastors, teachers, and other professional church workers and provide 

opportunity for their continuing growth; 

4. Provide opportunities through which its members may express their Christian concern, love, 

and compassion in meeting human needs; 

5. Aid congregations to develop processes of thorough Christian education and nurture and to 

establish agencies of Christian education such as elementary and secondary schools and to 

support synodical colleges, universities, and seminaries; 

6. Aid congregations by providing a variety of resources and opportunities for recognizing, 

promoting, expressing, conserving, and defending their confessional unity in the true faith; 

7. Encourage congregations to strive for uniformity in church practice, but also to develop an 

appreciation of a variety of responsible practices and customs which are in harmony with 

our common profession of faith; 

8. Provide evangelical supervision, counsel, and care for pastors, teachers, and other 

professional church workers of the Synod in the performance of their official duties; 

9. Provide protection for congregations, pastors, teachers, and other church workers in the 

performance of their official duties and the maintenance of their rights; 

10. Aid in providing for the welfare of pastors, teachers, and other church workers, and their 

families in the event of illness, disability, retirement, special need, or death.10  (Emphasis 

added) 

  

The sacraments are not mentioned at all in these objectives, and when it comes to the proclamation 

of the Gospel, section 2 clearly states that the objective of the synod is not to do the proclamation, but 

to strengthen congregations to do the proclamation.  The synod does not claim for itself the marks of 

the church.  Districts and circuits, which according to its own structure are manifestations of the synod, 

do not claim the marks of the church.   

 

Furthermore, the synod does not claim the members of the church as its own.   

 

 Membership in the Synod is held and may be acquired by congregations, ministers of religion—

 ordained and ministers of religion—commissioned, such as teachers, directors of Christian 
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 education, directors of Christian outreach, directors of family life ministry, directors of parish 

 music, deaconesses, parish assistants, and certified lay ministers of the Evangelical Lutheran 

 Church who confess and accept the confessional basis of Article II.11 

 

The members of the synod are not all believers, but the congregations and the rostered church 

workers who hold the confession of the synod.  Note that the individual members of the congregations 

are not members of the synod.  The only individual members of the synod are the rostered church 

workers.   

 

The synod claims neither the marks of the church nor the members of the church as its own.  The 

synod is not church.   

 

If synod is not church, then what is it?  In lieu of an official definition I submit the following:  The 

Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod is a manmade structure consisting of congregations and rostered 

workers, for the purpose of supporting them in the work of the proclaiming the gospel.  Synod is neither 

larger, nor above the congregations, (as Kloha is wont to say).  It is, at the same time the congregations 

themselves, and yet, below the congregations, seeking to support those who are actually accomplishing 

the proclamation of the Gospel and the administration of the Sacraments.  

 

The closest the governing documents of the synod come to stating this is in the Preamble to the 

constitution.  

  

Reason for the Forming of a Synodical Union 

1. The example of the apostolic church. Acts 15:1–31. 

2. Our Lord’s will that the diversities of gifts should be for the common profit. 1 Cor. 12:4–31.12 

 

It requires a bit of speculation to determine precisely which element of these lengthy accounts the 

framers of the LCMS constitution were referring to as a reason for forming a Synodical Union.  But in 

general we might say that congregations may become a part of a synodical union to assist in the 

governing of doctrine as in Acts 15 and to assist in marshalling resources for the proclamation of the 

Gospel and the administration of the sacraments, as in I Cor. 12.  The constitution and the bylaws then 

go on to provide the structure and mechanics of how this manmade organization is to function.   

 

Recognizing the synod as a human institution does not militate against the bonds of fellowship and 

the unity of doctrine in practice, as Kloha suggests.  The opposite is true.  If the members of the synod 

took seriously the preamble of the constitution they would note that the synod is a union.  What kind of 

a union is it?  It is a “synodical” union where congregations and church workers walk together in the 

union of a common confession.  What binds us together is not the manmade structure, or worse, the 

survival of an institution.  What binds us together is the confession of the true faith.  It is that 

confession, and that confession alone, that has the power to build both fellowship and unity in doctrine 

and practice.  
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II. The fact that synod is a human institution calls for faithful vigilance on the part of its members.  

 

I hereby submit to you my thesis on the natural progression of human institutions.  I do so as a 

method of calling you to vigilance regarding the confession of the synod.  Holding the opinion that I have 

now convinced you synod is not church, but rather a human institution, I find myself obligated to supply 

some practical application for the good of the church.   

 

The thesis, and its attending corollaries, are entirely original to me, having been developed over the 

years of watching various institutions.  In point of fact, I had in mind the federal government when I 

began developing the thesis, but quickly realized that it could be applied to the synod as well, and, 

perhaps, with more salubrious effects.  The thesis is not presented as a prognostication of doom.  

Rather, it is submitted as part of a plea to the members of the synod to hold the synod accountable to 

the Word of God.  This thesis is nothing more than a tool to heighten awareness of what may be taking 

place in the synod, because every human institution is subject to the detrimental effects of sin.  

 

I submit the thesis and its corollaries for your consideration, and comment on them below.  The 

questions I ask are examples of questions that should be asked if synod is truly a human institution.  

 

 

 

Thesis-   Every human institution will seek to make itself essential to its constituents.  

 

Corollary # 1 Human institutions will seek to make themselves essential by assuming an 

increasing number of responsibilities that had previously been accomplished by 

the constituents themselves. 

 

Corollary # 2 The attempt to remain essential by assuming more responsibilities will drive  

  administrative expenditures of human institutions to increase to the point that  

  they impede the mission.   

 

Corollary # 3 The accretion of duties and the drive for self-preservation will cause the   

   authoritative documents of every human institution to grow in length and  

   degree of detail to the point that they impede the mission.   

 

Corollary # 4 Early in their existence, human institutions will be focused on their stated 

mission, but a larger percentage of the duration of their existence will be 

focused on the survival of the institution.  

 

Corollary # 5 The drive for survival will cause every human institution to compromise its  

   original confession.   

 

Corollary # 6 Within the need of each human institution to make itself essential to its   

   constituents lay the seeds of its destruction.  

 

Comments: 

Corollary # 1:  Can you imagine a comparison of what the synod actually did in 1847 to the list of areas 

of ministry the synod concerns itself with now?  Consider also the staffing required to cover the 
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following:  local missions, schools, human care, stewardship, evangelism, church planting, revitalization, 

youth ministry, life ministries, pastoral education, ecclesiastical supervision, reconciliation, overseas 

missions, military personnel and so on.  The synod has assumed more and more responsibilities to the 

degree that it is now difficult to imagine the synod no longer doing what it does.  This corollary may also 

explain the pressure to call the synod, church.  If the synod is church, then it becomes essential because 

it is God’s creation.  

 

Corollary # 2- Synod Inc. now employs around 221 people.  If the average income figure of $70,000 were 

used this would yield an annual expenditure of $15,470,000.  Are these expenses the best way to assist 

congregations in the proclamation of the Gospel and the administration of the sacraments?  

 

Corollary # 3- The constitution and bylaws of the LCMS comprise 211 pages.  The Commission on 

Constitutional matters has thousands of pages of opinions, (the LCMS Talmud if you will), explaining the 

constitution and bylaws. The Council of President’s manual is 1006 pages long and the Circuit Visitor’s 

manual is 290 pages.  (Cf. AC XVIII.37) Death by accretion is slow and painful.  Is it possible to rethink our 

governing documents?  

 

Corollary # 4- Have we made the transition to being primarily concerned about survival?  If the survival 

of the institution is a factor that plays into the decision making of the synod where does it fit in 

comparison to assisting congregations to proclaim the Gospel and administer the sacraments?   

 

Corollary # 5- Is the survival of the institution at least part of the answer as to why we do not seem to 

have the will to deal with blatant and rampant mockeries of our confession?  I do not want to cast 

aspersions on any individual.  There is plenty of blame to go around.  But the members of the synod 

should be asking why numerous individuals who no longer hold the true confession are tolerated in the 

synod.  If the thesis, and this corollary happen to be true for the synod, then every member of the synod 

should ever have its eye on the confession and practice of synod to ensure that they remain congruent 

with the Scriptures and Confessions.  Can members be trained to loyal to the confession rather than the 

institution?  Could such training prevent the sometimes unbecoming attacks on persons and 

personalities that we now endure in place of a sincere devotion to the confession? 

 

Corollary # 6- Whether the synod continues to exist is not a primary concern of the church.  “It is also 

taught among us that one holy Christian church will be and remain forever.”  This is God’s prerogative.  

If the LCMS dissolves the church will survive.  Is the synod doomed to dissolve?  Is its continued 

existence worth a radical re-envisioning of what it truly is? 

 

 If the synod is to survive it will do so not by devotion to its survival.  It will do so by devotion to its 

confession.  This means that the price of a synod is eternal vigilance.  

 

I am painfully aware that I write as an officer of the synod.  Yet, I make no apologies for my plea that 

the members of the synod hold me, and all officers and actions of the synod, accountable to the Word 

of God.  This form of submission to the Word of God is not harmful to the synod.  On the contrary, it is 

without a doubt, the best way to strengthen the bonds of fellowship and to receive the gift of unity in 

doctrine and practice.  It also happens to be the only way that The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod 

can continue its stated objectives of assisting congregations to do the work of delivering the gifts of 

Word and Sacrament to church and world.   

 

S.D.G. 
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