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This month, our devotion and synod news are replaced by an article from the 
April issue of forward in Christ. Many ask what the differences are between 
our synod (WELS) and other Lutheran church bodies in America. This article 
should help answer this question and give more information about the last 40 
years of Lutheranism in our country. 

A look at changes in US Lutheranism over the last 40 years. 

Forty years ago, in 1986, WELS was the fourth largest Lutheran church body 
in the United States, behind the Lutheran Church in America, the Lutheran 
Church–Missouri Synod, and the American Lutheran Church. 

Just two years later, in 1988, WELS had become the third largest Lutheran 
church body in the United States, followed by the Evangelical Lutheran Synod, 
WELS’ sister synod, in fourth. 

What happened? And how did that help shape Lutheranism in the United States 
today? 

Evangelical Lutheran Church in America 

The difference started with a merger in 1988. The Lutheran Church in America 
(LCA) and the American Lutheran Church (ALC), which had ordained women 
into pastoral ministry since 1970, were joined by the Association of Evangeli-
cal Lutheran Churches (AELC). This group had been formed by congregations 
that did not believe that the Bible is inerrant and infallible and, therefore, left 
the Lutheran Church–Missouri Synod (LCMS) in 1976. Those three groups 
became the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) on Jan. 1, 1988. 

Demographic decline in the ELCA began almost immediately. Deaths outnum-
bered births, and transfers out outnumbered transfers in. In the past 15 years, 
ELCA membership has declined 46 percent, from almost 5 million in 2010 to 
2.7 million in 2025. If that trajectory continues, the ELCA will be smaller than 
the LCMS by 2034. 

The ELCA began to declare fellowship with non-Lutheran denominations soon 
after its founding. In 1997, it established full communion with the United 
Church of Christ, the Presbyterian Church (USA), and the Reformed Church in 
America. That meant that the ELCA was sharing Communion with people who 
did not believe in the real presence and was sharing pastors who did not sub-
scribe to the Lutheran Confessions. In 1999, the ELCA entered into similar 
agreements with the Episcopal Church and the Moravian Church.            
                   (continued on page 2) 

Upcoming Events 

May 2: HC Cleanup - 8am 

May 3: Last Sunday School until Fall 

May 4: HC Ladies’ Aid cleaning - 10am 

May 6: VBS Planning Meeting - 6pm 

May 9: Puzzle Exchange @HC - 9am 

May 11: Little Lambs - 6pm 

May 11: SM Council Meeting - 6pm 

May 13: Last Catechism Class until Fall 

May 20: 20’s & 30’s Cookout - 5pm 

May 21: HC Council Meeting - 6:30pm 

May 24: Confirmation Sunday 

May 25: Little Lambs - 6pm 

May 27: Joint Council Planning Meeting at 
Holy Cross  

May 31: SM Fellowship after Service 

Pastor Crass Contact Info: 

(309)798-0610 - text or call 

pastorcrass@gmail.com 

Facebook: 

Holy Cross & St. Mark Lutheran 

Churches 

Website: 

holycrossandstmark.org  



2 

Holy Cross—St. Mark Newsletter: May 2026 

In 2001, ELCA congregations unhappy with that ecumenical trend left the ELCA and formed the Lutheran Congrega-
tions in Mission for Christ (LCMC). The LCMC began with 25 congregations but now is up to 1,064. Most of those 
congregations did not join the LCMS, WELS, or the Evangelical Lutheran Synod (ELS) because they wanted to retain 
the option to have female pastors. But there is some movement in our direction. In February 2026, an LCMC congrega-
tion in Wausau, Wis., voted to join the ELS. 

In 2009, the ELCA formally welcomed gay and lesbian individuals into what it calls “full participation.” The ELCA’s 
Churchwide Assembly voted that year to allow ordination of gay and lesbian clergy and to encourage same-sex marriag-
es. In the years since, the ELCA has been promoting US political causes more openly. 

In 2010, ELCA congregations unhappy with that sexuality decision left the ELCA and formed the North American Lu-
theran Church (NALC). This new synod began with 17 congregations but now is up to 532. Most of those congregations 
did not join the LCMS, WELS, or the ELS because they wanted to retain the option to have female pastors; however, 
some NALC congregations have inquired whether they could be served by WELS pastors. WELS pastors are respond-
ing by inviting members of those congregations to study Luther’s Small Catechism with them. 

Lutheran Church–Missouri Synod 

The LCMS is seeing demographic decline too, faster than WELS but not as drastic as the ELCA. Its annual statistics 
record more deaths than births and more spiritual losses than gains. Its pastoral vacancy rate is higher than that of 
WELS, and the percentage of churches closing is greater as well. Some of the synod’s historic Concordia colleges have 
closed. But mission offerings at the LCMS headquarters are strong, and Matthew Harrison, LCMS president, reports a 
solid spirit of confessional Lutheranism throughout the synod. 

One trend that marked the LCMS in the last 40 years was progress in dealing with pastors and congregations who re-
mained in the Missouri Synod but supported those who left and eventually joined the ELCA. Because those dissenting 
pastors gradually retired and were replaced by more confessional Lutheran graduates from the LCMS seminaries, the 
synod as a whole has been returning to practices like closed Communion, a practice that WELS members recognize as 
consistently Lutheran and biblical.                                                                                              

Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod 

In the 1960s and 1970s, WELS benefited numerically from individuals and whole congregations leaving the LCMS be-

cause they were distressed by those who left to form the AELC and by the LCMS congregations that sympathized with 

them. In the last 40 years, growth in WELS has come more often, humanly speaking, from an emphasis on clearly 

preaching the gospel and faithfully administering the sacraments. 

We give thanks to God for numerical blessings in 2024, when WELS had the lowest number of net spiritual losses 

(people who leave their WELS congregation without transferring to another WELS congregation) since that number has 

been tracked. In 2024, the Lord of the Church blessed WELS with just over 4,100 adult confirmations, the second high-

est total since that number has been kept. When you put those two things together, WELS’ total membership declined by 

only 2,675 members, to 327,943 (-0.8 percent). That is the smallest one-year decline in over a decade. Mission offerings 

remain strong. One possible reason: In 2024, reported in-person worship attendance, Bible study attendance, and youth 

study attendance (e.g., Sunday school) all rose—about 3 percent, 2 percent, and 1 percent, respectively. That was the 

fourth straight year those means-of-grace connections have risen. 

                        (Continued on page 3) 

St. Mark Council Update 

• In order to create better communication between the 
congregation and council, the council has decided to 
have an open forum meeting the Sunday prior to the 
next voters’ meeting in July after the service. 

• Quotes are being sought for residing the church. There 
are concerns or rot behind the current siding, especially 
on the western wall of the building. 

Holy Cross Council Update 

• After the forum on how we can better care for those 
who have drifted from regular worship attendance, 
the voters approved Pastor putting together a com-
mittee that will work to make contact and encourage 
those who we have not seen in a while. 

Dual Parish Update 

• Planning for VBS this summer will soon be underway. Please consider volunteering for this important event. 
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Who Can I Pray For? 

Below are some of our shut-ins that you can pray for, call, and even visit (please call ahead before any visits). 

• Carol Heydn - (906)788-4445 - W5744 14 Lane, Wallace, MI 49893 

• Kristin Bates - (906)280-8276 - W6450 Cty. Rd. 358, Daggett, MI 49821 

• Harold Schlenvogt - (906)753-4326 - W5209 Cty Rd 348, Stephenson, MI 49887 

• Evelyn Smith - (920)370-2361 - 1191 Pawn Dr, Green Bay WI 54313 (Menominee Health Services) 

• Elizabeth Grille - (906)792-6060 - W4728 County Rd. 338, Wallace, MI   49893 (Menominee Health Services) 

• Cheryl Bussler - (906)290-0881 - N222 Willow St, Stephenson, MI 49887 

• Jim and Carlyn Lynch - (906)241-1488 - N10438 M-35, Cedar River, MI 49887 

• Judy Hamblen - (715)923-5661 - 2006 Lake Park Dr, Room 203, Marinette, WI 54143 (The Cottages) 

• Bob and Betty Burie - (906)863-9088 - 1801 8th Ave. Apt. 420, Menominee, MI 49858 

Would you like to be included on this list? Please reach out to Pastor Crass. 

(continued from page 2)  

This is not to say we do not see large challenges within the 2024 data. For the first time since WELS has been recording 
statistics, there were fewer than one thousand weddings in WELS. In 2024, there were again under three thousand births 
to WELS members. The 3,445 youth confirmations were the lowest total since the 1930s, when tracking began includ-
ing a distinction between youth and adult confirmations. This is a result of the long decline in gross birth rate now ma-
triculating up into the middle-school-aged demographic. 

Evangelical Lutheran Synod 

While demographic trends in the ELS mirror those in the LCMS and WELS, the smaller synod is more strongly affected 

when one or two large congregations join or leave the synod for doctrinal reasons. One of the strengths of the ELS is its 

operation of Bethany Lutheran College in Mankato, Minn. 

The next 40 years 

With the growth of membership in the LCMC from congregations continuing to leave the ELCA, soon WELS could 
again be the fourth largest Lutheran church body in the United States. 

It is also possible in view of current statistical trends that in the next decade Christ would have WELS increase in over-

all numbers. However, statistical recovery is not the goal, but Christ’s prerogative. The goal is simply to give God glory 

through faithful mission efforts and zealous ministry to the one who has reconciled and commissioned us. 

 

Author: Rev. Paul Prange 

Director of the WELS Commission on 

Worship & member of St. Paul, Ixonia, 

WI 

Member Announcements 
If you have any personal or family announcements you would like made, please talk to Pastor Crass. 
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