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the state of Wisconsin was nirteen

veaars old and only elght years had past since  thes  Eounding

of the elty of Oshkosh. Ironically, the vear that saw ©Lhe

beginning pf America's bloodiest war alsc witnessszed the

founding of a congregation which, in twenty-one years, would
be the site of one of the most messy battles in  the
Wisconsin Synod involving the Blection Controversy.

After wore than a year as a traveling preacher, the
Rev. Karl waldt was called to sexrve as pastor of the newly
incorporated German Evangelical Lutheran Church of 0Oshkosh,
Wisconsin on November 11, 1861. This congregation, commonly
known as the Elghth Streel Church, grew at a steady pace.
In 1865, Pastor Waldt took a «¢all to HNekimi, a townshi:

south of Oshkosh. He was replaced by Rev. Christian Stark.
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Pastor BStark served the Eighth Street Church until he

resigned In May of 1870, Thes

congregation falthfully for eleven vears. Because of i1l
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ealth, Pastor Brenner recelved a leave of ab
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during
the summer of 1880, During +the wvacancy, Candidate of
Theology Mr. W. Streisguth served the congregation. In
August 1881, it became necessary for the pastor to resign.
Until the post could be filled, another Candidate of
Theology, Mr. C. Caroswitz, occupied the pulpit.

Enter our protagonist. As one layman recalled, "On
October 8, our dear Dowidat cane." (Wellnitz p.2) In

November of 1881, the Reverend Christoph Dowidat was



installed as pastor of the German Evangelical Lutheran
Church at Oshkosh. The following months were difficult for
.

this thirty-eight vyear old leaderx, hecause of the

gnadenwahlstreilt, or Election Controversy, which was raging

through the various Lutheran synods of our country like a
wildflire.

The origin of this controversy go back to the 1870's.
In 1873, Dr. C. F. W. Walther began a series of cssays, "The

Doctrine of the Lutheran Church Alone Gilves All Gloxry to

God, an Irrefutable Proof That Its Doctrine Alone Is  True.?®

These essays were delivered Lo the Western District
conventions of the Lutheran Church - Missouri Synod. Part
of this series included the doctxine of election. Suelflow

points out that, "Walther presented these from 1877 teo 1880
(addressing this subject earlier than called £for in his
putline), because of the extremely bitter controversy on
this doctrine during those days" (p.1l83).

The heart of this controversy lay in Tthe us of the

latin dogmatical term intulty fidei, that iz, "in view of

faith."” 1In the years following Luther and the PFormula of
Concord, Lutheran dogmaticliang used this term Lo describe
God's election. In order to defend agalnst the heresies of
Calvin and Huber, one of whom denied universal grace and the
other particular election, this term, "in view of falth,”
was utilized., Unfortunately, this term distorted the truth
of Scripture, as Fredrich explalins:

At beast, the phrasing c¢ould he stretched *to
suggest the thought that God's electing in



eternity presupposed that all the elect would be
brought to heaven on the pathway o©f falth. At
worst, an election in view of faith could be
thought of as being caused by the person's faith
that God foresaw in eternity. This reading, which
unfortunately many favored, could net but inject
some human merit into a matter that the Bible
presents as pure divine grace (p. 90-91).

Walther saw that the time to digpense with the term

intuitu fidei was long overdue. Rather than election in

view of faith, the proper Biblical explanation was given -~
election wunto falth. This '"new tMissourl'? doctrine”
(Koehlex p.l158) was arguably nelther new nor Missourian, but
it was soon the focal point of the stir in the Wisconsin
synod and particularly in the congregation at Oshkosh.

From the 8th through the 15th of June 1882, the

k™

Wisconsin and Minnesota Synods met In Joint session: to

e

discuss the doctrine of election. Pastor Dowidat attended
the meeting which was held In La Crosse, Wisconsin. An
additienal delegate was sent from the Oshkosh congregation.
Hlz name was Mr. J. Gruber, Mx . Gruber was a former
Missourl Synod member who had been a teacher at Oshkosh
since 1875. In the course of that week, these two churchmen
found themselves on opposite sides of the issue.

In the subseguent joint session that afternoon the

Wisconsin and Minnesota men stood-up to be counted

on the issue. Those objecting to the previous

doctrinal presentation on the Wisconsin side were

Pastor J. Klindworth, of Galena I1linols, a resent

acguisition from the Iowa Synod, Pastor ¢. Althoff

of Winchester, Teacher J. Gruber of 0Oghkosh, and
the Galena lay delegate (Fredrich p.93).

Pastor Dowidat, with the majority at the Synod convention,



went homs Lo s mlnovity In his own congregation.
Matters soon delteriorated at the old Eighth Strest

Church. On

]

evewitness said,

He [Dowidat] preached about election of grace.
Then the people became angry. They did not want
to hear about +the new teaching. He had only
preached 3 or 4 tines, and then he was not allowed
anymore. They drove us out and then they had a
meeting. The pastor was not allowed to preach
anymore {(Wellnitz p.2-3).

The congregation was splintering. A mwminority party
followed the pastor, while the wmajority insisted on the

teaching of intuitu fidel. In order to reconcile their

differences, a special committee was formed to look into the
matter.

Finally it was decided to leave ©to a commission
the guestion whether the new doctrine ought to be
allowed to be preached in the church ox, in other
words, whether it was such a belief as would Dbe
proper Tto Inculcate in the teachings of its
pastor. This commission consisted of the pastor
above named, Rev. Bading of Milwaukee, Prof,.
Grasebner of Milwaukee, Prof. Schwmidt of Madison

and Rev. Allwardt of Lebanon, Dodge county. The
last two were appointed by the church to represent

its side and the others were chosen by the pastor.
This commission met here on July 9th but the
feeling was such, or for some other reason not
explained, a majority of them declined to discuss
the gquestion or render a decision and the
conmmission broke up withount deoing anyihing (A
Heliglious Row" p.7).

The presence of Professor Schmidt on the scene was not
appreclated by those in the Wisconsin Synod, Both he and
Allwardt were highly outspoken against the doctyvine of
election unto faith and actively supported the position of

electlion in view of faith. guestions were ralsed about



whether or not Schmidt and Allwardt were really asked to
come up by the congregation. It was also asked whether or
not they had a right to be there since they were not members

of the Wisconsin Synod and thel:
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membershlip in the Synodical

wags alao in doubb. The sntlvre mabtber led Lo Lhe

to ssat Prof. Schmidt as a delegate at ths

[333

Gotobe
meeting of the 8Synodical Conference in Chicago.

Bading wrote to the President of the Norwegian Synod,
H. Preuss, concerning the watter alt 0Oshkosh and Prof.
Schmidt's role. President Preuss, in turn, relayed a

response from Prof. Schmidb himself.
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b. That the proceedings caused a split was on
account of the pastor who refused to deal and as a
false teacher is not f£it to be a Lutheran pastor.
0. When Bading allesged that Allwardt and I had
left the Synodical Conference, Allwardt said that
he was expelled from the Missourl Synod, whereas I
stated that I still belonged to the Norweglan
Synod and have been elected a delegate. That
makes it incumbent on me to help brethren in
faith. But I don't know whether I urged this
thought al Oshkosh (Kochler p.160).

{i

The decision to leave Lhe Wizconsin Svnod was reached
<
and a meelting was called to make it official. At  the

meeting on July 23rd, things really got out of hand. "There
was a big discussion at the meeting and things got 8o hot
that the police had to be called to forcibly eject some of
the members”™ ("A Religious Row" p.7). In the end, a tally
was taken and the congregation voted to leave the Wisconsin
Synod by a margin of 200 to 30. At the same meeting, Pastor
Dowidat was officilally dismissed as theilr pastor

-

Throughout the following week there were flare-ups and



confrontations.

During the past week the wildeslt excitement has
been raging among the wore Ilmpetuous members of
the factions. The two factions are the bitterest
enemies. PFlghts have been going on all week an
one man who 1s in a position to judge sald he wa
atraid the end was nolt vyet and that Dbloodshe
would be the result ("A Religious Row" p.7;}.

Part of the continuing problem was the dispute over the
church's property. Pastor Dowidat did not return his keys
to the church, but continued to wuse the facility for
gatherings of the minority party. Since his teaching was in
line with the doctrine of the Wisconsin Synod, he felt that
he and the minority party still represented the "regular and

Religlous Row" p.7) and were entitled

to the majority party, however, belleved that
Lhely vote had the day. They c¢lalmed Lthat the

others had no right to retain or use the church building.
Finally, legal actlion took place when the majority party

decided to sue.

The papers 1in the injunction «case are being
prepared In Welsbrod & Harshaw's office. It seems
Dowidat and his followers have held a secret
neeting and elected new trustees,...It not beling
krnown exactly who were trustees of +the Dowidat
taction, several persons have heen made
co-defendants in the injunction suit in oxder to
cover the truste 1t possible. The defendants
named in the injunctional papers are Rewv,
Christlan Dowildat, Gottfreid Horn, Gottirelid
Menzel, Fred Schultz, Aug. Schimmel, Carl
Boelter, Chris Pringel...The Injunction was served
on Rev. Dowildat and his party on Saturday night
and at the same Lime, upon Lthe advice of thelr
attorneys the majority ox anti-predestination
party got access to the church bullding Tthrough
the back way and posted a guard in the church
which remained all night so that when church time
should arrive on Sunday they could have actual
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In view of the fact that

crazy over the excitement in the German

Church on the south side, Rev. C. M.

p&sfoz of the Algoma Methodist Church pre
sermon on Sunday under the title, "Does
Make People Crazy?" (p.4}
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bit of honor could not go home without fLears™ (Wellsnlis
.2},

The minority, along with Pastor Dowldat, realized that
they would not be able to keep possession of the church
building. They arrvanged to use a local public school for
their wmeetings and church was held there the following
Sunday. Two weeks laler, on  August 13, 1882, the new
congregation was formally organized. The name of Lthe new
congregation took on speclal significance.

As a living reminder that we are saved by grace

alone, and that the congregatlion had been formed

as a confesslon agalinst any doctrine which would
in any way limit the grace of God, the newly

organized group choge the name, YGerman
Evangelical Lutheran Grace Congregation.”

(Seventy~five Years of God's Grace, p.4}

The Lord hlezsed this small zremnant in  thelr endeavor
to gelt off the ground. The Rev. Dowidat was called as
pastor of the new congregation., Mr. Gruel was called as the
teacher for a Christlan day school. He had been the second
teacher at the former congregation, but had not sided with

3

Mr. Gruber in the controversy. Within a month, land was

[

purchased, an architect was hired to draw up plans, and a
contract was signed for $4,320 to construct a new bullding.
By Octobexr 1lst the cornerstone was lald and only ten weeks
later, on December 10th, the congregation moved into its new
facility. BStarting with little more than two dozen members
in 1882, Crace congregation grew to over 800 by the turn of
the century. Pastor Dowidat continued to serve the

congregation until advancing years and difficulty with the



increased use of English prompted him to step down in 1921.
The Lord called Pastor Dowidat home four years later at the
age of elghty-two.
Meanwhille, the congregation known as the Bighth Street
Church carried on as well. Irnwediately following fthe
schism, the congregation secured the services of a Candidate
of Theology, Mr. Karl Hemminghaus, until =a permanent
replacement for Pastor Dowilidat could he found. The members
voted to join the Joint Synod of Ohio and Other States and
call a pastor from that church body. In October of 1882,

the Reverend W. C. Lenmbke was installed as Pastor Dowidat's

successer. Later, the advocates of jintuitun fidel were

Jolned by a dozen members from the north side Missourl Synod
“hurch. Rev. Daib served the Bowen Streelt congregation
where there was a similar, though smaller, resistance to the
doctrine of election,

In a 1954 conference paper, Rev. 0Otto Eckert of the
Wisconsin Synod commented on the doclrine of election.

Unsoundness 1In this doctrine works like a wviclous

leaven and leads to loose thinking, indifference

to other doctrines, lack of doctrinal discipline,

lax practice, and unionism. It is a first step on

the road to liberalism (p.76).
The subsequent history of the Eighth Street Church now
known as Peace Lutheran Church, vividly portrays such a
process.

Membership in the Ohio 8ynod cazried cave Lubtheran
into the American Lutheran Church and the Evangelical

Lutheran Church of America. Along the way, women were given



the right to vote in congregational matters in 1937. A Boy

Scout troop was establish within the congregation in the

1830%'s and 40's. Finally, in 1979 a woman vicar was
installed as an intexrn at Peace Lutheran. In an Qshkosh

Dally Northwestern article, Vicar Deborah Taylor was gquoted

as sayling that the Psalms were her favorite portion of
Scripture, "because the authors were so human and even
cursed God sometimes" (Zorr p.2).

S0, whalt has one hundred and ten vears taught us? Was

the schism at Oshkosh tumultuous? Yes., Was Tthere bhlame on

both sides? T think so. But, should 1t have happened?
Most definitel The election controversy was nolt the mere
splitting of halrs. It dealt directly with salvation. The

cost of the schism was high, but the cost of not standing up
for the truth would have been higher., Pastor Eckert put it
well when he saild:

The Fact that CGod from eternity knew how the
individuals who are ulltimately saved were going Lo
deport themselves in time is no cause for thelr
election and ultimate salvation. At this point we
:an only too easlily be misled by our reason to
draw whal appears to be a very logical conclusion
by saying that since the cause of man's damnation
does not lie in the will of the eternal God but in
man's nature and conduct, therefore thee ultﬁmaﬁe
cause of man's oalvatloﬂ and of man's election to
salvation must also 1lie nolt in an etexndi decree
of God bult in the nature and conduct of certain
individuals in time. Thus we make eternity depend
upon time and upon man himself by motivabing God's
eternal decree by something that man does or does
net do in time, and in doing so0, even in the
slightest degree, we knock the S0LA [alonel out of
the GRATIA lgracel] and destroy the ORATIA itself
(p.66-67).
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