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"Tt has pleased our Heavenly Father to call Professor John
Schaller, Director of our Theological Seminary at Wauwatosa, to
his eternal reward." With these words Professor Herman Meyer
announced to the Synod the sudden passing of John Schaller in the

February 22, 1920 edition of The Northwestern  Lutheran.

Schaller's passing was indeed sudden: seemingly in perfect health
on February 5th, by the evening of the 7th he was dead, having
contracted an influenza virus soon after visiting a sick student.

Schaller's funeral was attended by a veritable "Who's Who"
of contemporary orthodox Lutheranism. Professor J.P. Koehler
preached at a small, private service at the Schaller home; later
at the funeral itself at Grace Church in downtown Milwaukee
Professor August Pieper preached. In attendance were the
presidents of both Concordia seminaries, the presidents of both
the Wisconsin Synod and the Missouri Synod, along with various
synodical officials and former members and students of Schaller.

Professor Meyer begins the last paragraph of his public
obituary with the simple statement: "We have lost much.” This
paper will seek to identify just how much our Synod lost when our
Lord called Professor Schaller home seemingly before his time.
We will look at Schaller's life and work in three parts: first, a
chronological history of the man; secondly, a characterization of
Schaller as a Christian, a teacher, and a theologian; thirdly, a
review of his work as it has survived to this day in written

form.

I. History of John Schaller

John Schaller was born in St.Louls, Missouri on December



10th, 1859. He was given no middle name. His father, Johann
Michael Gottlieb Schaller (known simply as "Gottlieb"”), was an
original "Loehe" man who joined the Missouri Synod, eventually
becoming professor of logic at Concordia, &St.Louis and a close
friend of C.F.W. Walther. J.P. Koehler describes old Professor

Schaller as '"loveable" (History of the Wisconsin Synod 235) and

notes that John acquired many of his father's traits.

John attended Northwestern College and Concordia Seminary,
St.Louils, graduating in 1881. He seems to have kept a low
profile during his school days, fitting with the "reserved
nature” that Koehler mentions (ibid). He vicared for one year in
Alexandria, Virginia, where he met the girl who became his wife:
Emma Mumm. How they met is interesting. John was quite a
tobacco aficionado, and Emma's father (actually, stepfather) was
the local tobacconist. One thing led to another, and soon young
Emma and John were wed (from Morton Schoreder's interview with
Emma Schaller [John's daughter] in 1988).

Upon graduation he was called to Little Rock, Arkansas,
where he served as pastor for four years before accepting a call
to serve the congregation at Cape Girardeau, Missouri. In 1889
John was called to be professor in the theological department of
Dr. Martin Luther College in New Ulm, Minnesota.

1892 saw the Federation of Lutheran synods become a reality,
and along with it came a restructuring of the educational system.
DMLC was to become the Federation's primary teacher training
school, and John was called to be its president. In essence, he
was the sole authority figure for the entire college. In

addition to his teaching and administrative duties, he performed



clerical and secretarial work that today would be delegated to
others (see Appendix A).

In 1908 John was called to replace the recently deceased
Adolf Hoenecke as director of the Lutheran Seminary in Wauwatosa,
Wisconsin, where he would join the esteemed professors August
Pieper and J.P. Koehler. Concerning Pieper's and Koehler's
attitude toward Schaller, Koehler writes:

When Schaller, through the influence of Gausewitz [president

of the Federation at this time and later of the Synodical

Conference], was called as Seminary director, after hostile

demonstrations by some antagonists against the two incumbent

teachers, the latter welcomed this solution of the situa-—
tion, because they recognized in the new colleague a true
son of their old loveable teacher at St. Louis; and so there
was a good beginning for their harmonious working together

(235) .

And concerning Schaller's place among Koehler and Pieper,
Schaller's grandson Loren writes in a personal letter addressed
to the author, "I do know for a fact Schaller was originally
called as a buffer between Pieper and Koehler -—- those
‘temperamental titans.' What they didn't expect was that he
became their accepted equal and leader.”

And so was created the triumvirate that would champion the
cause of the "Wauwatosa Theology." One might search long and

hard to find a precise definition for what the Wauwatosa Theology

was and find nothing better than The Lutheran Cyclopedia's

definition: "[The Wauwatosa Theology] emphasized history and
exegesis over against dogmatics" (810). And yet it is not quite
that simple. Dogmatics was not taught less in the Schaller years
as opposed to the Hoenecke years, but rather with a different

approach. J.P. Koehler was no fan of Hoenecke's style of



systematic theology and sought more of a "back to basics"
approach which put less emphasis on what churchmen of generations
past said about Scripture and more emphasis on Scripture itself.
As Leigh Jordahl says in his preface to Koehler's History of the

Wisconsin Synod,

American Lutheranism needed to get beyond the grammar and
syntax level. The Wauwatosa Theology was to make an effort
to return to the fundamental genesis of Luther's theology in
order to recapture Luther's insights and apply them to the
new historical situation. This would compel the Wauwatosa
men to study the Scriptures directly and thus to elevate
exegesis and history in the effort to return to the primary
sources of Christian faith-life (xvili).

Of course, the theology itself would be nothing new; 1t was the
approach to formulating the theology that was changed. And John
Schaller played no small role in the development and
implementation of that change.

In his paper The Wauwatosa Theology —— The Men and Their

Message, Martin Westerhaus points out it was quite a challenge
for Schaller to assume the teaching of dogmatics at the Seminary.
Not only was he replacing the incomparable Adolf Hoenecke, but he
himself had not had much reason to dig deeply into dogmatics
since his school days (IV 4). Yet Schaller put his nose to the
grindstone and made himself into a dogmatician (see Appendix B).

How well he succeeded can be judged in part from comments made by

August Pieper in the Quartalschrift following Schaller's death:
"Thanks to his eminent intellectual gifts and exceptional
diligence he succeeded to such an extent that he was fully at
home in his assigned field, and could draw from the fullness of
his learning and became an interesting and fruitful teacher for

his students" (v.17 98). [Note: This translation is transcribed



from Martin Westerhaus' paper. This author is not sure of the
identity of the translator.] b ps Aebtuen ©

Schaller's goal was to produce an English dogmatics text 1in
keeping with the Wauwatosa Theology. He was only able to

complete the first volume, Biblical Christology, before his

death. As Loren Schaller says in his introduction to that book,
"As the years went by it became even clearer to Schaller that our

Lutheran Church would be more and more dependent upon the medium

of the English language....He also began conducting some of his
classes 1in English. And so it was only natural that he should
commence work on an English Dogmatics" (12). Schaller's writing

expertise was hardly limited to the field of dogmatics, however.

His Pastorale Praxis was Intended to be a textbook for the

teaching of pastoral theology and served so well that it was used

as the pattern for WLS's current P.T. textbook, The Shepherd

Under Christ. John also wrote about a dozen papers during his
directorship on various topics. We will consider Schaller's
writings later in this paper.

To evaluate Schaller's importance to the Seminary, one needs
only to look at the strife and ill-will among the faculty members
that became evident in the years immediately following Schaller's
death. While it 1is nothing more than speculation, there are
those who claim that had Schaller lived another ten vyears, the
Protest'ant Controversy could have been settled in a timely
manner or perhaps even avoided altogether.

II. John Schaller —-— The Man

One of Schaller's most defining characteristics was that he

was a "modern" theologian, as comfortable working in English as



he was 1in German (see Appendix A). No doubt having spent
significant amounts of time in such far-flung places as Virginia
and Arkansas helped his English skills (compare the 1life and
ministry of Koehler, spent almost entirely in Wisconsin). Even a
cursory reading of Biblical Christology provides evidence of
Schaller's mastery of the English language. It seems that
John would decide to use either English or German in his personal
correspondence depending on the preference of the recipient. It
made little difference to him.

We have been given an interesting picture of John's 1life
during his DMLC years by his daughter Ruth. As the president and

de facto secretary, admissions officer, and purchasing agent,

Schaller was understandably very busy. Yet he always had time
for his family. He would be at school every morning before 8:00

AM but would return home for breakfast and morning devotion with

his family. In fact, he made a point of eating almost all of
his meals with his family. According to Ruth, "He wasn't just a
scholar who didn't have time for his family” (Schroeder
interview) .

The Schaller family enjoyed their life on the DMLC hill. In
fact, Ruth relates that nobody in the family wanted John to
accept the call to the Seminary when it came 1in 1908. That

Schaller, a devoted family man, took the call anyway speaks

o

y
ighly of his dedication to his Lord and his synod. And as far

&

as hi

(%)

family goes, perhaps it's just as well that they left New
Ulm. Says Ruth about life as New Ulm's "first family," "We were

terribly snooty. I didn't think we were at the time" (Schroeder



interview) .

John's personal interests were varied. He enjoyed playing
the piano -- so much so that he taught all of his children to
play. He enjoyed fishing -- a trait passed down to several
generations of his descendants. He did not hunt, however. He
loved watching birds, and according to Ruth many Schaller family
hours were spent bird-watching.

Schaller's picture which hangs on the Seminary walls, which

appears 1in Koehler's History of the Wisconsin Synod, and which

appeared in The Northwestern Lutheran following his death belies

the way he really looked in person. He was very informal, both
in his mannerisms and his dress. He was not the austere scholar

shown in his picture as much as he was a quiet, good—natured man

who enjoyed a glass of beer as much as the next man. August
Pieper went so far as to call higp"die Seele, das Herz" (the
heart and soul) of the Seminary (Biblical Christology 13). In

his research for the introduction to Biblical Christology, the

only person Loren Schaller could find who remembered John
Schaller as a Seminary professor was Dr. Elmer Kiessling, who
spoke of John's "impressive scholarship and quiet strength” (14).
One of the results of John's devotion to his paternal duties
was that his five sons (Adalbert, Herbert, Winfred, Egbert, and
Gilbert) all became ministers. Each of these sons was a story
unto himself: Adalbert was a quiet and self-assured scholar,
Herbert was a gentle pastor who apparently inherited his father's
heart, Winfred was a rather brash young man who was always well
aware of his gifts, and Egbert and Gilbert were childhood rascals

who made good. Of the five, only Herbert spent his entire



ministry 1in the Wisconsin Synod. This writer's own mother has
fond recollections of Herbert (her grandfather) as a warm-
hearted, self-effacing man who took an active interest in his
grandchildren.

IITI. John Schaller's Enduring Legacy

It is possible to get a sense of who a person was by hearing
stories about that person. It is much easier, however, to let a
person's own words speak for themselves. I have chosen several
excerpts of John Schaller's writings which I feel show him to
have been well-read, dinsightful, and still relevant today, in
many--cases.

If any one of Schaller's writings stand out as a

masterpiece, it is his Biblical Christology. The book itself is

the best practical example we have of the Wauwatosa Theology
being applied to dogmatics. Jordahl talks about it in his

introduction to Koehler's History of the Wisconsin Synod:

The book presents doctrinal theses in logical sequence,
supports each with relevant proof passages and further
discussion of the particular thesis follows. The plan
follows the traditional method. However, Schaller, while
not an exegete [as opposed to Koehler, I presume — SJS],
employed caution in his use of proof passages and tried
not to tear them out of context. In this respect his work
is more impressive than that, for instance, of Concordia's
Franz Pieper or that of the Norwegians' Elling Hove. In
his polemics too Schaller is cautious and evidences a
desire to understand contrary views (xvii).

As this 1is not a dogmatics paper, most of Biblical

Christologu's contents do not directly apply to it. But the

preface to the work lets Schaller in his own words give the
background of the book: "The publication of this brief treatise

on Christology was prompted primarily by the urgent need of



textbooks setting forth Christian doctrine from the Lutheran
point of view in the American language" (15). The book's format
has already been discussed in this paper.

Along with his Pastorale Praxis, Biblical Christology was

designed to be a Seminary texthbook, which of course 1is
understandable, given Schaller's position at the Seminary. Not
all of his writings were designed for Seminary work, however.
During his DMLC days Schaller wrote his Kurze Bibelkunde,
designed to be a brief reference tool for those seeking the
historical background of the Bible. The English edition, now

available under the title The Book of Books, was printed for the

first time four years after Schaller's death, though he himself
had worked on the translation. In the preface Schaller describes
the rationale behind the book: "No one who recognizes the urgent
need for more andbetter Bible~study among our people will deny
that those who are to be the leaders in this desirable endeavour
should have at hand, in compact form, what every reader of the
Bible should know concerning its history as a book"” (xiii). The
layout of the book 1is simple. Each book of the Bible 1is
outlined, biographical notes about the Biblical writers are
given, and historical background 1is given for the events
contained 1in each book. There are also historical notes about
the Apocrypha, early Church fathers, variant readings, and
various translations.

Besides his books, Schaller was a prolific writer when It

came to conference papers and contributions to the Theologishe
Quartalschrift. We will look at one example of each.

Schaller presented a paper entitled "The Need of Christian

9



Education by Means of Parochial Schools" to a Synodical
Conference assembly in Bay City, Michigan in 1900. Though nearly
a century old, many of this paper's insights can be applied
directly to our church body today. Christian education would
naturally have been a primary concern of Schaller's while he was
serving as president of the Federation's teacher-~training
college.

Concerning  parental involvement 1Iin their children's
education, Schaller says, "When a Christian congregation has
established a parochial school, this must not be taken as an
indication that parents are thereby relieved from their duty
toward their children” (5)}. Concerning the effectiveness (or
lack thereof) of public schools, Schaller writes:

Thoughtful men who still consider the public school the

pillar of safety of our Union, are compelled to admit that

all results of the system have been negative, as far as

true education is concerned. Hence you will hear them

advancing some scheme or the other to get some religion, if

ever so little, into the state school. They point to the
fact, that religious differences are gradually being
eliminated; that denominational boundary lines are Kept up
with Iincreasing difficulty; that sectarian dislike is
giving place to what they are pleased to call "a spirit of
universal brotherhood”....Observing that the education of

American youth is woefully deficient, they advance morality

as the cure” (9-10).

These same words certainly could have been written about the
present—-day debates concerning school prayer and the teaching of
creationism 1Iin the public schools. Schaller comes to a
conclusion which few +today would argue with: "There 1is no
institution outside of the parochial school in which Christian

parents may find real and satisfactory assistance toward the

education of their children" (21).

10



In 1914 Schaller wrote an essay for the Quartalschrift

entitled "Der Besitz der Wahrheit" (The Possession of the Truth).
Rev. Henry Nitz translated this essay into English in 1962. The
quotations which follow are taken from that translation.

In this paper Schaller applies Biblical truth to modern
relativist philosophy. Schaller refers to those who refuse to
accept Scripture as divine truth because of the internal
squabbling among Christians:

"One must grant the unbelievers apparently good grounds for
their judgment. The nature of the knowledge of the truth
and its proof as it is found in the hearts of Christians is
hidden from them. They hear only the presumptive voice of
so-called theological science and take this talk for the
expression of Christian conviction. However, modern
theology is completely saturated with the view that every
presentation of Christian truth reflects the subjective
interpretation of the individual, and therefore cannot
claim objective validity. Holy Scripture has been aban-
doned as fountain of the truth" (2).

Schaller makes his point without the polemics one might expect
from a Pieper.

Schaller warns against placing too much emphasis on the
Lutheran confessions:

...A clear comprehension of the rich contents of the book
[the Book of Concord] is gained only by means of a conscious
effort to prove the arguments of the Symbols by the Word
of God and thus truly appropriate them. One can expect of
a Lutheran pastor - who upon entering his ministry 1is
pledged to the Book of Concord — that next to the Bible he
knows no other book better than this one. Would it be
impossible occasionally to find among us a pastor who as
representative of the Lutheran confession would base his
possession of the truth on the fact that he owns a copy of
the Book of Concord, who believes what the Church believes
without knowing what she confesses as her faith? But even
a thorough knowledge of our Symbolical Books does not yet
guarantee the possession of the truth. The doctrinal
controversy carried on publicly among us [Lutherans in
general] 1s not waged by men unacquainted with the Book
of Concord (12).

Schaller goes on to point out that a dogmatician has no

11



possession of the truth merely because of his Iintellectual
processes, but only because of Scripture.

Schaller's loss was indeed a blow to the Synod, compounded
by the untimely death of his colleague Herman Meyer a few months
later. But Schaller left a lasting impression on our Seminary,
our training of pastors and teachers, and our church body as a
whole. It has been a distinct pleasure of mine to research this
man, my great-great—-grandfather, and to find in him a fine
example of a Christian, a pastor, and a family man. I can only
echo the words of my own grandfather, Loren Schaller, as he talks
about John, his grandfather: "One gets the distict feeling that

those of us who never Knew him are the poorer for it" (Biblical

Christology 14).
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APPENDIX A

Perhaps the most interesting part of my research for this paper
was the discovery (quite by accident) of a copying book
containing some fifty copies of letters sent by John Schaller
during the 1895/1896 school year in his capacity as president of
DMILC. With MLC's permission, this copying book will be turned
over to our synod's Archives.

The first letter included here is a letter to a Miss Herta
Weshke, who evidently requested information concerning DMLC's
academic offerings.

The second page contains two letters, one in English and one in
German script, that Schaller sent in his business dealings for
the college.

The third page is a personal letter to Dr. Eugene Notz, professor
at the Seminary from 1878 to 1903.

The fourth page is evidently a reply to a father who expressed
concern about the difficulty of a particular test.

I apologize for the poor quality of these copies. 19th century
copying books do not readily translate to today's photostatic
copving machines. As aforesaid, the originals will (hopefully)

become property of the Synodical Archives.
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APPENDIX B

This page and the following page contain copies of the Greek text
that John Schaller used for his entire teaching ministry at the

Seminary. Of particular interest are the notations, some in
Greek, some in German, some in English. '
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