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‘Hotdogs and hamburgers are as American as apple pie.’ Actually these are wieners/franks, 
the sandwich of Hamburg, and a strudel with excess abundance of apples—all German. Germans 
just want to fit in. Northerners drink less beer than Bavarians, more coffee or tea.  That was a 
perfect fit with the hospitable Scandinavians who welcomed any stranger out of the snow to have a 
coffee.  Swedes and Norwegian Lutherans have a seafaring heritage and relish lutefisk, a dried cod 
fish that is reconstituted with limewater and saltwater, served with while sauce and mustard.  An 
acquired taste, others claim.   
     

Lutherans didn’t evangelize often.  In Africa most Western denominations had missions in 
the early 19th century.  But then indigenous denominations became popular when Africans realized 
slavery and polygamy were biblically practiced. Missionaries left. Lutherans, however, kept growing 
and today have more Sunday attendance than in Europe and N. America combined. We’re a “black” 
church.   
     

Yet northern Europeans dominate the Lutherans of USA.  Germans came to colonial 
America, predominately in Pennsylvania.  Swedes had an early settlement in Delaware.  The big 
migrations came after 1820 to the states west of the Appalachians.  Scandinavians preferred the 
northern states; Germans, the central; few went to the South except Texas which welcomed 
Germans in the Republic days and thereafter.  Scandinavia had hard times in the late 19th century.  
More Swedes came to America than were left behind in Sweden.  Most had names ending in –son, a 
peasant, no last name, just someone’s son.  All these groups wanted to have a farm of their own, it 
seemed. (John Deere Day is said to be a quasi-Lutheran holiday because all the women cook and all 
the men show up.)  
     

Norwegians prize autonomy, Swedes are the most high-church of Lutherans; Finns prize the 
church family.  During the time of migration of Scandinavians, a controversy brewed in Sweden.  
The state church was very formal and home groups sprang up along with Methodism.  Some of the 
most beloved hymns were Swedish compositions for home and guitar (How Great Thou Art, Children 
Of The Heavenly Father, The Old Rugged Cross).  In America, the formal vs. contemporary split the new 
churches into Lutheran (formal) and Covenant (informal) churches.  About half of German-
descended Lutherans came after an 1848-50 migration to Missouri and Illinois.  They disliked Order 
of Union by the German government that decreed only one state-supported Protestant church in 
each village. That put Reformed and Dunkard Baptists in the same church as Lutherans, all quite 
different in belief.  Finland was ruled harshly by Russia 1809-1918 and many Finns took the 
opportunity to flee oppression. 
     

Today, many Lutherans worship with both traditional and contemporary worship.  Churches 
that offer both comprise 75% of the fastest growing churches in each denomination. Polity of 
LCMS and Wisconsin denominations is presbyterian (like US government is organized with 
conventions of elected delegates and votes on major issues). ELCA is part episcopal in organization 
(with bishops having authority over an area.) All Lutheran groups have a large amount of local 
control. All have a “called” ministry and LCMS extends calls to teachers, deacons, and specialized 
ministers as well.  
     



From the 1920s through the 1950s, the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod was one of the 
fastest growing denominations in USA as it promoted excellent parochial schools and family 
gatherings. It is renowned for being halfway between evangelicals and mainline Protestants and is 
semi-conservative. ELCA is more mainline and liberal; Wisconsin Synod, quite conservative. An 
example of what this means: ELCA ordains women; LCMS does not but allows women in most 
other ministries; Wisconsin has a limited role for women and they don’t usually vote. For most the 
19th century, Protestants distrusted insurance, saying it did not allow enough faith in God.  
Lutherans were slow to leave this opinion and when they finally did change (1920s), they decided to 
form their own mutuals within fraternal organizations acting as charities. These have consolidated 
into Thrivent in the 21st century. 
     

Most Lutherans are rather staid and settled.  There’s an old joke about “bars” to a Catholic 
mean places to get drunk but to a Lutheran means sliced cookies in a pan. Bowl is a Lutheran noun 
and a Catholic verb. A Lutheran salad is jell-o with things floating in it. A tenor is a potential choir 
baritone who hasn’t started shaving yet.  Carpentry, though the occupation of our Lord, is what 
Lutheran men try to get out of doing around church, even though many have pencils behind their 
ears all week.  Litany is also what Pastor hears from elderly women about their health. Leisure time 
is not normally a Lutheran phrase.  
 


