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J.P. KOEHLER:
HIS HERMENEUTIC AND THE WAUWATOSA THEOLOGY

The purpose of this paper iz to provide a brief sum-
mary and analysis of the style of interpretation and
 “theo1ogy of John Philipp Koehler. The spark for writing thié
paper 1s‘£&unﬂyinuthe'centr@versy over the plage of J.P. |
Koehler and the Wauwatosa Theology in the history and shaping
of the Wiseonsin Synoed. The opinions regerding Koehler secem
to fall into two ecamps: 1) those asserting that Koehler and
his Wauwatosa Theology were a breath of fresh ailr and a spark
of new life in the Wisconsin Synod, which met an untimely
death at the hands of the powers that then were in the
Protes®tant Controversy in 1930; 2) those who assert the
full continuity of the Wisconsin Synod with its past and
ineist that what the Wisconsin Synod 1s practicing and
teaching at present is none other than that same Wauwatosa
Theologye

It would seem easiest at first to dismlss the thoughte
of the Synod®s detractors as propaganda or purely subjective,
except for some very curious queations which remain. - For
example, there 1s a great silence even today about Koehler
and his hermeneutic. There seems to be a hegitancy 1in the
Synod to publish his bocks, which are acclaimed outside
our cireleas. Koehler®s death in 1951 went almost unnoticed

in synodical publications, even though he had been an



vemiﬁ@nt teaeh@r‘in sur'midst ?or over 40 yearsgg This is

f fVe?y ouriem@, if’it i@ the theology of Weuwatosa that we
a:m fouawmg m this mm, The other fact that drew my
i  attentiam W&S ﬁha% both the Sym@ﬁ and Syﬁ@dic&l Conference
were palarig@d in their opinions of Koshler. From this

fac’. a p@r&on wauld have te 1eave open the po@ﬁibility

th&t p@rhap@ an‘®p§@@ing faetiem had wo n ' eut and that

v hand, it 13 ﬁiffieult to b@lieve that the work of such an
i?f‘influeﬁtial, Gh?igtlﬁn teach@r would be completely lost.

/“ ‘t[; in e?der to gain a sclearer view of Koehler's role inm
i'formlng our theoleglcal p@gitisn, it seems best to set oup

on an &nalysis of his theology and especlially of his her-

~all of his work)., In doing 80, we will begin as Koehler
. would have, by analyzing EKoehler's person, his charaeterb
and cirecumstances, to gailn an insight into his thought

patterns and what he ig trying to say. After drawing a

briefvpietnre of Koehler, we will look at some of the out-
standing features of his hermeneutics and the Wauwatosa
Theclcgy, and conclude by reexemining the two eurrent
opinions of Ke@hl@f“g work pr@viouSly mentioned. We hope
e find a solution sém@wh@re between the two options.
R@garding ny methods of research in writing this vy
paper, I proceded malnly by reading Koehler®'s own writings,
many of which are translated in Falth-Life, thanks to the

efforts of the Protes®tant Conference, This proved to be g

 Kﬁ@h1er s @@rk h@d b@@n nipped in the bud. On the other E

"ffmeneuties (since this was his Semlnary course, and pervaded‘



viable method, even for'gaining a pleture of Koehler per-
~ Eonally. sinece glimpses of his personality show tnrough
plainly. Finally, I tried to reinforce my impressions by
interviews and conversations with people acqueinted with
Koehler, |

One of Koehler'®s first principles of interpretation is
‘“the good intention of undergtanding the thoughts expressed
according to the meaning intended by the author."l To do
80 it 1is ﬁaéesgary to understand his situation and his
mindset:

Koehler was born in 1859 in Manitowoc, Wiseconsin., He
wag educated in a German-English parochial school, at
Northwestern College, and at Concordia Seminary in St.
Iouis., At 8t. Louls he became abqualnted with the dogmatic
methed of the Milssouri Theology and with men like Walther,
Pleper, Stoeckhardte-s method and men he would later write

about, ‘He returned to Wisconsin and vicared for A, Hoenecke
| in Milwaukee and for his father in Hustisford. He served
a8 pagtor in Two Rivers for six years and was called to
Northwestern College in 1888 to teach religion, history,
Latin and German. From 1900 to 1930 he taught at the Wan-
%atosa 3eminary in chureh history, New Tegtament, hermen-
eutics, liturgies, and mugsic., He was 8dminary president
from 1920 until he left in 1930, He lived in retirement
following the Protes®tant Controversy until his death
in 1951,

It 1s quite obvious from his years of service, from
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the wide variety of subjeots he taught, and from his 1it-
erary output (a church history, a history of the Synod,
commentaries on Galatians, Epheslans, and John, nonographe
length essays in the Quarterly) that J.P. Koehler was a
very talented man, educated in many flelds. Pastor Carl
Bolle, a student and personal friend of Koehler, shared
with me that Koehler was én extremely well read man in all
fields, not just theology, but literature, art, music,

higtory, ete. 2 Izigh Jordahl spoke of Koehler as multi-

talented, an “"original thinker,” having very much the “nature

of an artiat.“3 ‘

Az a result of his gifts and talents, and perhapas in
spite of them, Koehler was rather intolerant of students
who didn®t understand him and was qu;te autheritarian in
his teaching style. He asserted strongly the conclusions
he hed arrived at and the facts of which he was totally
convineed. Thig attitude shows through guite clearly in

his writings, especially in his History of the Wisconsin

8ynod, in his candor to share personal obgervations énd
opinions. Jordahl characterized Koehler ag a "“prims donnsa,”
which 1s very much in the nature of such an artistic and
talented person. Bolle drew my attention to Koehler's
unusual classroom attire of a riding suite=he appears
wearing 1t in many a graduation photograph.,

Koehler wasn®t very popular with the students at Wau-
watosa, because he required a great deal of work from them,

He deplored “ecopy work" and diectation in class, and he



; 1iﬁsiétéa 6ﬁ“$tuden€ homework and pure exegesis to arrive

-  ;at'@gp®int;  He @#@n d@@cfiﬁ@a the ﬁnfaéorable gtudent

k‘feéctien'tavhi@ teaching @tyl@q@ﬁh@hégﬁééﬁﬁg were used to
th@'cldfétyle of dictatiocn and rebelled at studying texts
- and deliVérlng @a$ayse$

e *; In}eahtxagt to this cla@sroom imagé of Koehler, in his
}w;th@blogyfandd@alings with other Christians, he gavesann
'11mpréasiénj$rv“epenm@@s,“ of enjoying the “great freedon

}‘6fifhe'déspé1;” and not enjoying the “hyperoritiecal attitude"

’} '€6fi§hé'M1ssour1 Synod end the 17th century dagmatlciaﬁse5iv,~~

,wheh he wréﬁa%gabout doctrinal controversies, he opposed
‘the ﬁolemiégai”ma defensive “orthodox" position.® In this
fconnection; he relates a wonderful llttle story in his 1ife
 , as a young minister of putting a poor Presbyterian lady
eh the defeﬁsivé‘and reaily destroyihg the Joy of the Gogpel
»f thé§ sha§éd“by'prob1ng into doctrinal matters.’
|   iTheré did exist some definite, personal friction on
}the wéQWatoga faculty b@tﬁeen Koehler andﬁ?ieper, and also
between quhl@r and the Missouri theologians. The friction
between Kééhlér and Pleper was caused by their very strong
peréonalltiesa John Brenner remarked concerning the two men
that Keehler Wéa “moderately difficult to get along with,*"
and Pleper was "very difficult to get along with.” Jordahl
deseribed Keehler®s relations with Missouri in this ways

Iet*s put it this way--the Missourlans never

trusted him. They never sald he was a heretle,

but they never trusted him because his style of

doing things wes so radically different from

thelrs....They always regarded Koehler as dub-

lously sound. Later on, Pieper ralsed the ch@rge
that he was gullty of [{istorische Ansechauung.,




There\gizE§{§;§ much controversy about Koehler®s methods

among his oﬁn faculty, though Missourl often took ilssue

with his historical-gremmatical method. The same attitude

. 18 witnessed today in the LCR, which espouses old line

Missouri theolegy-~they condemn historical-grammatical as

i j ~ the next step to historical=critical.

| | %V The final observation to be made about Koehler can be easily
seen in Jjust a littde reading from his works. Koehler had
& marvelous ability to make observationsnabout human nature,
history, language, ete, He was extremely talented in an-
alyzing a situation, an attl?ude. in seeing behind the
gcenes ervreading between.thé lines. Jaroslav Pelikan
describes Koshler's abilities in these words:

Viewing the history of the Church within the
context of the histery of culture, he brought

to chursh history a rare éombihation of seru-
pPulous scholarship and evangelleal ingight....

In this writers opinlon, Koehler®s Lehrbuch is
perhaps the outstanding work of ite kind to

come out of American Lutheranism, regardless

of synod., It is almost uncanny in its penetration
into the way such things as the establishment

of the canen, the ereation of the epliscopaey, the
cultivation of the liturgy, the zeal for purity
of doctrine , and the Christian ethical conecern
have beeome tools of legalilstie perversion,

With this there i3 combined a wholegsome regard
for the good, the beautiful, and the true
wherewver:they have appeared in the history of

the Chmureh.? '

We now turn to Koehler®s method of doing theology and
interpretation, which has been ldentifled with the Wauwatosa
Theolegy. Ieigh Jordahl deseribes the Wauwatosa Theology

in this way: "The Wauwatosa Theology, as it has bsen called,
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developed under the leadership of Prof. J.P. Koehler,
whoge work was mainly in the direction of historical and
exegetical emphasls over agalnst the then dominant stress
on dogmatic theology,“lo Koehler degseribes it in this
way

So the present writer, in bringing to a conclusion

his history of the Wisecomsin Synod, is reminded

of the two theoleogical issuss for which the

Wigeonsin faculty stood over against others. They

were not the heart and eore of the CGodpel, on

which we had no monopoly, but they coneerned the

problem of exegetlical ex%itness in theological

work to the last détail, . _
Prom this exéctness flow the unique elements of Koehler's
hermeneuties., 'Koehler's main tenets were that correst,
historiecal exegesls has been pushed out of the Lutheran
Chureh in faver of dommatieg, and that the only way for
a church body to remeln alive ls through objleetive and
exhaustive Sceripture study by all its pastors and members,

If any theme stands out in Koehler®s writings on

Seripture study, it is hia stress on putting dogmaties in
1ts correct place, as a servant of exegesis, He spends
much time discussing the perlod of orthedoxy in which deg-
matlics was exalted and exegesis neglected. The reverence
for this age of dogmaties was brought to America by the
014 Lutherans and found its home in the Missourl Synod.
Koehler describes the decline of exegesls in this way:

The dominance of dogmatlics in the centuries

preceding the electien controversy actually

put the historical study of Seriptures larsgely

out of business....And even where Scripture

study was practiced, it bowed under the guard-

tanship of Dame Dogmatics and her compilations

80 that the flow of life from the fauntal?ﬁ of
Seriptures was dlsturbed or even stymied,
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oo He saw dogaatios as a kind of false security, l.e., we im-

agine:that te s&stem&tize Seripture truths means to possess
: them, when actually we muﬂt work to possess the truths by
intense Seripture study.lj Even when Koehler came to the
Wauwatosa Seminary, he saw that exegesis was on the deelilne.

In his History of the Wisconsin Synod he notes how history

' ahd"éxeg%a;a,w%re belng shortchanged in board reports and in
’u‘the ﬁiﬁdé 6f:studentso He diegrams the correst course of
study in which exegesis occuples the center prosition, while
history énd dogmatles ocoupy lesser, though parallel, roles.
Exegesis 1s the basis for all study, dogmatics or histbry.lu

A good example of Koehler®'s break with the dogmaticians
and his return to exegesis,is his theory that wioTis in the
New Testament is always subjective faith, trust (fides qua
creditur). While we can~find instences where fides guae
does seem to fit well, we see Koehler's point--he was fighting
an attitude which wanted to read dogmatiecs into all of Serip-
ture, which wanted to shift the emphasis from personal
Tédth to the body of doctrine which we hold. Koehler h
spells out his argument in his essay on the "Analogy of Faith.““;
and uses the concept in his Galatians commentary. Concerning
the "analogy," Synodical Conference men had argued with
Ohio Synod men at a confernece using "“the analogy of faith"
from Ro 12:6 as evidence, ’The Synodical Conference argued
that the analogy was the totality of Seripture doctrineé,
and Ohlo saw 1t as the totality of Scripture which allewed
you to reasonably synthesize doctrines which were contra~

dictory. Koehler looks exegetically and historically at
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‘Ro 1216 and at the technical term "analogy of faith" and
conaludes'that they are not really related: The meaning
of “analogy of faith” as a compendium of doctrines comes
from the theologians of the Middle Ages, and the passage
1tseldf enly spéak@ about prophesying “according to the ProO=
portion of your faith,* your personal trust in the Savior,
This 18 a prime exemple of Koehler ecasting off the dogmatic
1nterpretation_of & passage and, by pure exegesis, arriving
at the true meaning.

In hls Seminary course outline on “"Hermeneutiocs,"
Koehler detalls further the effects of dogmatics on exew:
gesis--1t leads to traditionalism in a church body and
finally to the death of all theologieal thinking., He deg-
eribes the process by which a truth is first discovered -
and then passed down from teacher to pupil:

The pupll swears by the words of his master. What

in the latter®s case was spirit and life becomes for

the former law and rule....Because men no longer

have gpirit in themselves, they desire to draw on

the‘pa@ﬁ. That 1s not a conservative attitude,

‘but traditian&liema.eeThey no longer think through

the doetrines of Scripture again and agalin to

have them as their intellectual possession, If they

did, the mind in this way would remain versatile

and capable of applying firm and settled truth

to the changing forms of life so that the truth

of the Gospel would rule and in this way preserve

the inherited treasure.lé

Some of the ternms mentioned in my interviews to describe
Koehler®s exegesis included "openness, " “freedom,” “feeling
for historieal context," working with the "large concepts
of Seripture.” Koehlep deplored the reduction of the Serip-

tures to proof passages, and he clung to those "large concepts®

TN R ST RS 2 e o e
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‘Nfandﬁﬁéturaiyiﬁteépretatién of'Scfibtﬁre; Théé étbitude

was very evident in his uge of the doectrine of imspiration
in interpretation: “Thig statement (on inspiration) is
therefore not a theorem out of which we develop the hermen-
eutical rules according to laws with logical stringeney, but
1t proclaims a gospel fact whiéh we grasp by means of faith
and which then ereates the faith-baged activity of our exeo
getical worlk,%L? Hence he did:nottsee the New Testament
quotation of an 0ld Testament passage as being its authore
itative exegesis, but rather “these men guote the 0l1d Tegt-
ament 6nly to adorn their words and to give them force to im-
press the word of Seripture,“le Koehler was congstantly on.
guard against reading too much inte a passage--he asgsumed
that the New Testament writers were uging quoetes as peobple
ﬁaturally do, te 1llustrate and lmpress a point, and no
8peclal interpretation was necesgary.

Another unusual feature of Koehler®’s exegesis is hig
insistence on "reading between the lines" and seeing the
circumstances behind a eertein statement. This wag Koehler'g
prineiple in évery matter of interpretation., For correet
interpretation it ie neeessary to pro ject yourself into
the other's manner of thinking: “Falrness demands that
We seek Co understand our opponent not as his words ecan
or even nust be understoed, but as he wante them to be
underastood, " 19 This insistence on delving into the hig-
torical and literary settings combined with his freedom

from traditienal doctrinal formulations earned Koehler
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the accus&ti@ﬁhbf‘hlstérical oritieism from the Migsouri
Synocd. This insistence on complete falrnegs to what the
appﬁneﬁt ia a@ying is what caused Koehler the problems over
th@ Beitz Paper, He dialiked the paper, yet insisted on
hearing Beltz out and understanding what Beitz had to Bay,

His insistence on seelng the background of the Book of Job

‘@8 an inspired papable caused him opposition in both the
,Ml@gouri’and‘Wisconsin Synods, though Hoenecke defended Koehler®s

" right to that 1nterpr@tationezo

The result of this attitude toward the words of bther®s
was a véry ireniec attitude toward doctrinal debates. He had
geen how ugly these things had become due to the overstress
on dogmatics and the intellectual formulations and inter-
pretations of the words of others. He couldn't agree with
Judging an igsgue on the basis of the "bare words."” These
words come from Christian people who have specific thoughts
and intentions behind their words. He saw in doetrinal
discussions how the whole emphasis of a church body for
"right faith” changed from "faith“ to "right." This is
part of the "Gesetzlich Wesen" he saw in our midst. He
apeaks of the tone of doetrinal controversy in America in
his history of the Synodieal Conference:

Thus the trumpet blast of these fighting factions

gave forth a very harsh polemical-dogmatical

tone so that the controversy could not come to a

satisfactory conclusion which might have united

the contenders in the handelasp of true Luther-

eanlsm., At the same time al%lkinds of seeds were

sown for later dlssensions.

It is most obvious that to Koehler dogmaticg and polemics
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“;‘@héulé %@fﬁét agide in eontroversy, so that exegesis of

"'Saripﬁuﬁéiﬁan $ﬁnVin@@ and the Gogpel can win over the
‘éppénﬁﬁtg, ‘Eﬁegﬁﬁiﬁ and the Seripture working plainly and
bgimply with the falth of The believer are the keys to
Koehler®s method of imterpretatlion.

. Finelly, we need only consult his “Observations on
:??ééchiﬁg”’ér,hia ¢6 nelusions in his hiabary of the Synod-
ical Cbnférﬁnﬁa to see Hochler®s great love:of Seripture
sﬁnﬁy; ’It is tempting to reproduce the entire page from
"Gbgervations,” but an illustration will suffice., Koehler
deacriﬁes no'easy approach whereby we see passages only es
111uatrating this or that doctrine, but he speaks of studying
the textg‘year after year esonstantly correcting, gfowing,
dizcovering new aspscts of the text.22

~ After thls brief investigation into the theology and
hzrmenenticg of J.P. Koehler, I would refer the reader to
the bibliography to read more fully from Koehler®s writings.

When & person sees Koehler®s themes repeated, explained and

applied, they fit together much better than in any enalysis

at the h

ands of another.

But we should now reexamine the two oplnions regarding
Koehler which were reported at the ouﬁget. The first
oplnion was enunciated well by ILeigh Jordahl in our inter-
view:

I think that if the Wisconslin Synod had taken hold

of Koehler®s theology and method, we might have the

interesting phenoménon, which doesn’t exist in Amer-
locan Lutheranism, of & congervative, confessional
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group which 1s also alive theologioally and dolng
~higtoriecal, Bibliocal work. We don®t have that

siltuation today. We have ILutherans who have bought

rather uneritically into the historical-critical

method, by you have dggmatieg %%d Lutherans who

don®t ask the right questions.
The gecond opinion is enﬁnciated in most of the Wisconsin
Synod views of Wauwatosa Theology and Koehler's departure. Sut
It doesn't séem that we are continuing completely in his
Efobtsteésg perhaﬁs we needn!t be, pefhaps we should be,
What might have been the result had Koehler stayed on a few
more yeayrs? FPerhaps our atfitude toward the Missouri Synod
would be different today. Our poslition on unionism came to
ué via the Missourli Synod and its Brief Statement, but
Koehler enjoyed the Chicago Theses and considered the Brief
Statement an‘overstatemént. Perhaps his irenic tone in
controversy would have been more compelling to other groups.
Carl Bolle theorized that Wé would not be so "hypercritical.”
When one examines the Quarterly from Koehler's administration,
1t 1s difficult to find as many artiecles critieal of other
groups as we find in our publications today. Perhaps in
classes here at the Seminary 0ld Testament passages wouldn®t
be exeglized mechanleally by thelr use in New Testament
quotatlions. Perhaps scholarship would be met with Joy and
not with suspicions of lurking humanism. As you can see, we
have found some very familiar cords sounding 1in Koehler®s
theology and this was one of his intents--that orthodoxy
never conelder itself only a keeper of .truths, but always the
one who keeps on rediscovering and rethinking them again and

again,
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, The Hauwatoga Theology hagn®t lived on .among us as
'fully ag 1t might have, but there is neo doﬁEt that 1t is
st111 here. The historical«érammatical method is taught
explieitly. But in ite transference from generation to
generation, has 1t lost some of its 1life? Do we skim the |
Scripture because we know itg chief doctrinal polints without
diacavering each of those from God's Word for ourselves?
&re«we-apt tordraw logical conclusions from a person’s bare
words without understanding what he means to say by them?

John Philipp Koehler was one of the mosgt original and '
probing thinkers to exist in our midst in the Wisconsin
Synod., His influence, though elouded by the Protes®'tant
Controversy, ig felt in our midst and should become more
vivid for us. It is only ﬁy each of us appropriating
Sceripture truths to ourselves that a conservative body will
conserve a living faith and theology. As Koehler said of
constant, diligent Seripture study: "I do not make a demand,

but I pose a precious priviledge."24
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