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Power and powerlessness in Lutheran minority churches in Germany1 
 

During the 19th century, a number of Lutheran minority churches emerged in various parts of 
Germany.2 The reasons for this phenomenon were manifold, ranging from refusal of efforts 
toward unity among different church bodies and rejection of rationalist theology to adherence to 
specific Lutheran forms of worship and church orders. Pastors and parishioners of these 
emerging minority churches experienced powerlessness and oppression in many ways. 
Churches were confiscated, pastors suspended and, in some cases, even imprisoned. 
Attending worship services in basements, forests, and quarries was punishable by fines.3 Young 
people were not allowed to leave school after confirmation in their parish.4 Church members 
found themselves paying dues both to the state church, which they did not want to leave, and to 
the newly formed church, to which they felt tied.5 Some saw emigration, for example to the US or 
Australia, as the only way to live according to their faith.6 

Even though the formation of these churches can be described as a form of self-empowerment, 
it was undoubtedly accompanied by experiences of powerlessness in the lives of these 
Christians. 

In this context, the focus will be on the impact of the experiences, namely the abuse of power 
and feelings of powerlessness, on the subsequent history of these Lutheran minority churches. I 
would like to cite three examples that either demonstrate a particular sensitivity to issues of 
power or, conversely, reveal that painfully experienced power structures have simply been 
reproduced in the new context – or both. 

Or to use the picture of the presentation: Does the chasing cat learn anything from being hunted 
by the dog? 

 

 
1 Presentation during the 5th Nordic Conference on Theology and Practice, Aarhus University, 20.–
22.8.2025. 
2 For an overview, see Werner Klän, Die Gründungsgeschichte der SELK, 1945–1972. Auf dem Weg zu 
verbindlicher Gemeinschaft konkordienlutherischer Kirchen in Deutschland, OUH.E 27, Göttingen 2022, 
26–33. 
3 See Johannes Hund, Johann Gottfried Scheibel und die „Evangelisch-lutherische Kirche in Preußen“, in: 
Jürgen Kampmann/Werner Klän (Hg.), Preußische Union, lutherisches Bekenntnis und kirchliche 
Prägungen. Theologische Ortsbestimmungen im Ringen um Anspruch und Reichweite konfessioneller 
Bestimmtheit der Kirche, OUH.E 14, Göttingen 2014, 43–80, especially 67–74. 
4 See Volker Stolle, Lutherische Schulen von 1835 bis 1940. Das Schulwesen der Evangelisch-
Lutherischen Kirche in Preußen (Altlutheraner), OUH.E 19, Göttingen 2017, 17 and 20f. 
5 See Herbert Kemler, Gott mehr gehorchen als den Menschen. Christlicher Glaube zwischen 
Restauration und Revolution – dargestellt an der kurhessischen Renitenz, Kirchengeschichtliche 
Monographien 13, Gießen 2005, 141.  
6 See, for example, Christoph Barnbrock, Die Predigten C. F. W. Walthers im Kontext deutscher 
Auswanderergemeinden in den USA. Hintergründe – Analysen – Perspektiven, Schriften zur Praktischen 
Theologie 2, Hamburg 2003, 67–73. 



1. Dispute over church governance 
The fact that the reorganization of the Lutheran minority churches was not always accompanied 
by a new church concept in distinction to the previous state church arrangements can be 
observed in developments in Prussia. Only a few decades after the constitution of the 
“Evangelisch-Lutherische Kirche in Preußen” (Evangelical Lutheran Church in Prussia) as an 
independent church body a fierce dispute arose within its ranks concerning the church, church 
order, and church government, which ultimately led to the secession of a separate church, the 
“Evangelisch-Lutherische Immanuelsynode” (Evangelical Lutheran Immanuel Synod).7 

Among other issues, there was the question of how the “ecclesiastical duties of the 
Oberkirchenkollegium”, the board of church government, are perceived, as these have been 
interpreted in part “in analogy with restorative state constitutions.”8 

Julius Diedrich, the leader of the inner-church opposition, specifically criticized the participation 
of non-ordained members in this church governing body. The negative experiences that 
Lutherans had suffered under the Prussian king and his church administration undoubtedly 
played a role in this.9 

In contrast to a strong church government, parallel to the state government, Diedrich envisioned 
a church order based on the reality of the congregation and the authority of the local pastor.10 

The efforts of those who would later form the Immanuel Synod can thus be described as an 
attempt to organize the Lutheran Church on the foundation of Lutheran theology in a specifically 
independent manner that did not simply perpetuate the state church conditions of previous 
centuries. 

Werner Klän states: 

“Thus, Diedrich was among the first to accept the stateless form of existence as a new fact of 
(German) church history and to take seriously the trend toward the dissolution of state control 
over the church as a defining element of future denominational and ecclesiastical 
development.”11 

At the same time, it was an attempt to reorganize structures of power and prevent its 
inappropriate abuse. 

However, it should be noted that this attempt did not ultimately prevail. At the beginning of the 
20th century, the Immanuel Synod reunited with the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Prussia, 
from which it had emerged.12 “There was little room left for the impetus that the Immanuel 
Synod had originally wanted to provide,” Werner Klän observes.13 

 

 
7 See for this part Werner Klän, Die evangelisch-lutherische Immanuelsynode in Preußen. Eine 
Kirchenbildung im Gefolge der ekklesiologischen Auseinandersetzungen im deutschen Luthertum des 19. 
Jahrhunderts, EHS XXIII, Vol. 234, Frankfurt/M. u.a. 1985.  
8 Klän, Immanuelsynode (as footnote 7), 47 (translated). 
9 See Klän, Immanuelsynode (as footnote 7), 60f. 
10 See Klän, Immanuelsynode (as footnote 7), 62f. 
11 Klän, Immanuelsynode (as footnote 7), 185 (translated). 
12 See Klän, Immanuelsynode (as footnote 7), 180–183. 
13 Klän, Immanuelsynode (as footnote 7), 186 (translated). 



2. Solidarity with congregations of the “Bekennende Kirche” (Confessing Church)14 
Moving on to the dark years of the 20th century: For the “Evangelisch-Lutherische Kirche 
Altpreußens” (Evangelical Lutheran Church of Old Prussia, formerly Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in Prussia) it can be proven that in the 1930s there were various gestures of solidarity 
toward congregations of the “Bekennende Kirche” (Confessing Church) and their pastors. 
Church buildings were made available for worship services, common beliefs were emphasized, 
or events of the Confessing Church were demonstratively protected. In addition to personal 
relationships, theological affinities, and factors arising from the historical situation, parallels 
with the history of their own origins also played a role for such solidarity, shown by the 
congregations of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Old Prussia. 

Christian Neddens states: 

“Finally, it is worth noting the astonishing phenomenological similarity between the church 
struggles of the 1830s and the 1930s, which was certainly also apparent to contemporaries and 
definitely greatly increased sensitivity to the situation of the other group.”15 

The experiences of exclusion, bans on religious services, and state coercive measures in the 
history of their own church had clearly led these independent Lutheran congregations to a 
special form of mindfulness and solidarity here. This was true without denying or hastily 
overlooking theological differences. 

 

3. Getting out of the victim's role 
Stories of oppression are part of the identity-forming founding myths of those independent 
Lutheran churches that joined together in the last third of the 20th century to form the 
Independent Evangelical Lutheran Church (SELK). 

As much as this is undoubtedly part of the history of this church or churches, there has always 
been a danger of settling comfortably into the role of victim. The Prussian king, the 
circumstances of the time, or “the” state churches were then blamed for the independent 
church’s own situation, which was sometimes perceived as difficult. 

The role of victim brings with it two fundamental problems, which should be outlined here, at 
least briefly. The first is a lasting dependence on the other. I am not truly free if I fundamentally 
see myself as a victim or even only permanently distinct from others. 

SELK-Bishop Hans-Jörg Voigt once summed this up for his church, based on the reflections of 
Hannah Arendt: 

“It is precisely the desire to set oneself apart from a social majority, to see oneself as an 
opposition or even a minority, that leads to a fixation on the mistakes and omissions of the 
majority counterpart, which in its quest for freedom is now deeply unfree. In the effort to escape 
what is contemporary, it becomes apparent that it is unescapable.”16 

 
14 See for the following Christian Neddens, Unerwartete Nähe und naheliegende Weggemeinschaft, in: 
Kampmann/Klän (as footnote 3), 232–269. – See also Martin Schindehütte/Hans-Jörg Voigt, Geleitwort, in: 
Kampmann/Klän (as footnote 3), 16–18. 
15 Neddens, Nähe (as footnote 14), 268 (translated). 
16 Hans-Jörg Voigt, „Unentrinnbare Zeitgenossenschaft“. Das theologische Problem des 
generationsüberschreitenden Fortwirkens von Schuld, in: Christoph Barnbrock/Gilberto da Silva (Hg.), 



The second fundamental problem is that the role of victim has become extremely attractive in 
our time—not least in the political and social spheres.  

Matthias Lohre begins his book “Das Opfer ist der neue Held” (The Victim is the New Hero)17 with 
the observation that Donald Trump, for example, was able to build his presidency/-ies) on a 
victim myth, prompting Lohre to ask bluntly: “The most powerful person in the world – a 
victim?”18 

After all, the role of victim certainly brings with it certain advantages: “The new victims consider 
themselves powerless, but morally superior.”19 And so the victim narrative is making a “career” 
for itself: “The weak, despised victim of yesteryear has been transformed into the supreme 
moral authority. A flaw has become a virtue, an exception a mass phenomenon, an outsider the 
central figure of our time. Or, in Giglioli's words: ‘The victim is the new hero.’”20 

However, this allows the victim narrative to blur the lines between power and powerlessness. 
Those who present themselves as powerless claim moral power and are therefore not as 
powerless as they pretend to be.  

Matthias Lohre has two unspectacular ideas for how to counter this “monster” of victimhood 
that our unconscious creates:21 “We can learn to forgive ourselves. [...] We can learn to forgive 
others.”22 

In light of this, it is quite remarkable that at the end of a series of talks marking the 200th 
anniversary of the introduction of the Union in Prussia, not only the Union of Evangelical 
Churches admitted guilt, but also the SELK: 

“For its part, the SELK recognizes in this historical context its long-standing internal tendencies 
toward division, which stood in the way of bearing witness to the Gospel. It also acknowledges 
an often inappropriate harshness in its disparaging judgments of the Union and a tendency 
toward self-sufficiency that did not do justice to the ecumenical approach and aspirations of 
Lutheran theology and the Church. For this, it asks for forgiveness.”23 

And the mutual admission of guilt ends with the words: 

“Both churches, the SELK and the UEK, accept the plea for forgiveness and grant each other 
such human forgiveness under the cross of Christ.”24 

A church that has seen itself as a victim for decades and centuries is by that stepping out of its 
role as a victim, taking responsibility and gaining thus new freedom. 

 
„Die einigende Mitte“. Theologie in konfessioneller und ökumenischer Verantwortung, FS Werner Klän, 
OUH.E 20, Göttingen 2018, 384–394, 385 (translated). 
17 Matthias Lohre, Das Opfer ist der neue Held. Warum es heute Macht verleiht, sich machtlos zu geben, 
Bonn 2021 (Sonderausgabe der Verlagsausgabe Gütersloh 2020). 
18 Lohre, Opfer (as footnote 17), 8. 
19 Lohre, Opfer (as footnote 17), 10. 
20 Lohre, Opfer (as footnote 17), 14–15. 
21 Lohre, Opfer (as footnote 17), 278. 
22 Lohre, Opfer (as footnote 17), 279. 
23 Quoted according to Voigt, Zeitgenossenschaft (as footnote 16), 394 (translated). You find this letter to 
the congregations of the Independent Evangelical Lutheran Church (SELK) and of the Union of Evangelical 
Churches (UEK) here: https://www.selk.de/download/SELK-UEK-2017_Brief-an-die-Gemeinden.pdf (as of 
August 13, 2025).  
24 Quoted according to Voigt, Zeitgenossenschaft (as footnote 16), 394 (translated). 

https://www.selk.de/download/SELK-UEK-2017_Brief-an-die-Gemeinden.pdf


* 

These three examples (1.) of the struggle for power in a new church body, (2.) of solidarity among 
the oppressed, and (3.) of breaking out of the role of victim are just a few aspects that need to be 
considered under the heading of “power and powerlessness” with regard to Lutheran minority 
churches. 

Further questions could be added: To what extent are models of tolerance (“Duldung”) possible 
for those who think differently within these minority churches?( Tolerance, which in the early 
history of Lutheran minority churches was demanded in various ways from the state churches 
and its representatives).25 What power structures arise behind the scenes when power as a 
phenomenon is not adequately perceived?26 What forms of abuse of power have existed in the 
past and present in these Lutheran minority churches?27 

However, these thoughts go beyond what can be presented here today. Thank you very much for 
your attention! 

 
25 See, for example, the letter of resignation from Johann Gottfried Scheibel, quoted in Hund, Scheibel (as 
footnote 3), 66. 
26 For the Protestant Church in Germany (EKD), the suppression of hierarchies and power relations has 
been identified as a key factor that has facilitated sexual abuse of power. (Forschungsverbund ForuM 
[Hg.], Abschlussbericht. Forschung zur Aufarbeitung von sexualisierter Gewalt und anderer 
Missbrauchsformen in der Evangelischen Kirche und Diakonie in Deutschland [2024], 765–773, 
https://www.forum-studie.de/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Abschlussbericht_ForuM_21-02-2024.pdf as 
of August 13, 2025). The problem is unlikely to differ significantly in Lutheran minority churches from the 
situation described here. 
27 See, for example, Christoph Barnbrock, Muss die Kirche Abbitte für die Abbitte leisten? Überlegungen 
zur Praxis der Kirchenzucht in evangelisch-lutherischen Kirchen, LuThK 47 (2023), 3–45, also accessible 
via https://studie-selk-frauen.de/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Christoph-Barnbrock.Abbitte.pdf (as of 
August 13, 2025). 

https://www.forum-studie.de/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Abschlussbericht_ForuM_21-02-2024.pdf
https://studie-selk-frauen.de/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Christoph-Barnbrock.Abbitte.pdf
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