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 The history of the Lutheran church in Latvia may be seen as a process of differentiation 
from the image of the dominantly Germanic church of the Reformation.  This process culminated 
in the formation of  the Latvian Lutheran church of independent Latvia.  The increasing 
separation of the Lutheran church from its German antecedents corresponded to the increased 
integration of the Latvian Lutheran church with the emergence of a distinct Latvian 
consciousness and identity.  During the exile after the Second World War the church became an 
even greater factor in defining and maintaining  Latvian cultural identity. 
 The increasing degree of differentiation between the German Lutheran church and the 
evolving Latvian Lutheran church can be seen in several areas of church and cultural life.  
Translation of the Bible in Latvian and the publication of Latvian language hymnals, prayer 
books and sermon collections were major factors in the development of both a separate Latvian 
Lutheran church and a Latvian national consciousness.  Systems differentiation occurred in the 
democratization of church life, specifically in the developing rights of parishes in relation to the 
German barons and in the separation of administrative authority between the German and Latvian 
churches.  The evolution of a Latvian Lutheran church may be characterized by its increasingly 
high degree of differentiation between Germanic cultural and ecclesiastical influences and the 
decreasing level of differentiation between the Latvian Lutheran church and the Latvian nation.  
   

The Lutheran Reformation in Latvia 
 

 The Lutheran 
church in Latvia has been 
an important factor in the 
emergence, development 
and  establishment of a 
Latvian national identity.   
The Lutheran reformation 
had already reached Riga 
by late 1521 and by 1524 
congregations were formed 
in Riga  to preach to native  
Latvians in their own 
language, rather than the 
dominant German 

language.1   Even in the duchy of Curland, where the course of the Reformation was slower,  
German pastors learned the Latvian language to be able to preach to the people.   In 1560, there 
was only one such Latvian preacher,  but by 1570 three native-born Latvian pastors had been 
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The Lord’s Prayer in the 16th century Rīga dialect of Latvian (with German text) from 
Sebastian Münster Cosmographia (Basel, 1550). Private colection of Rev. Dr. F.T. 
Kristbergs 

educated in German universities and were active in Curland.2  Thus the process of differentiation 

of the Latvian Lutherans from German Lutherans was one of the first expressions of the 

Reformation in Latvia.  
 The  Reformation also  produced hymnals, prayer and sermon books,  and various 
religious tracts in Latvian which were the beginnings of Latvian written literature.   
 The significance of the Reformation in [Latvian] cultural history is that it gave a strong ‘
 impulse for the creation of Latvian religious literature and the formation of Latvian 
 grammar, and also for the use of Latvian in secular writing.  The development of Latvian 
 schools was also a result of the Reformation.3  
 
 Three church publications during the seventeenth century made significant contributions 
to the development of Latvian national identity and the Latvian language: the sermons of Georg 
Mancelis in 1654, the hymnal of Christoph Furecker in 1671, and the complete translation of the 
Bible into Latvian by pastor Ernst Gluck in 1689.   Mancelis’ sermons are seen as reflecting “the 
true cultural history of Latvian life” 4   The translations of German hymns by Christoph Furecker  
“gave the form of verse convention to written Latvian poetry”5  while Gluck’s translation of the 
Bible 

became one of the most important manifestations of [Latvian] cultural history.  There can 
be no doubt that the prestige of the Bible, translated into the Latvian language, deeply 
formed the psyche of the Latvian people, particularly in dominantly Lutheran regions.  
One can also surmise that there was an indirect, if not completely direct influence of the 
Latvian translation of the Bible also on the Latvian Catholic population.6 

 
 The impact of the Lutheran church during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries on the 
Latvian people outside of the few larger cities was impeded by the association of the church and 
its pastors with the wealthy German landowners, the lack of pastors fluent in Latvian, and 
political and economic instability during this period. 7   Ludviks Adamovics, the leading historian 
of the Latvian church, describes the social differences between pastors and people during this 
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period and illustrates the degree of differentiation between the German dominated Lutheran 
church and the Latvian people: 

In general, a deep social chasm separated pastors from the congregations.  Pastors were 
dependent on their patrons or wealthy landed gentry and socially were on their side, 
while the peasants were kept down by the yoke of hereditary oppression.  Thus it was 
impossible to establish those sincere and sacred relationships which are necessary 
between a pastor and his congregation....The liturgy and content of worship services was 
not attractive.  The lack of organ music and the weak singing of the leaders, combined 
with the [congregation’s] illiteracy often made singing into a frightful chaos of sound.  
[Pastors] viewed catachetical instruction as a great burden.  The publication of civil 
punishments from the pulpit and the execution of civil corporal punishment at the church 
associated the church in the minds of the people with unpleasant memories and frightful 
images....The forced labor demanded by the landed gentry hindered the peasantry’s 
participation in church services...Visitations by pastors to the homes of peasants often 
resulted in the peasants’ flight into the woods to avoid the pastor.8   

  
However, some pastors did make significant contributions to the development of a unique 

Latvian ethnic and national identity thus increasing the differentiation between German and 
emerging Latvian culture.  Two such pastors were Johann Fischer, superintendent of the church in 
Livonia from 1674 to 1699,  and his son Jacob Benjamin Fischer (1684-1744) who together are 
considered the founders of public education in Latvia.9  The Lettische Gramatik of pastor Georg 
Friedrich Stender (1717-1796) was “not only a grammar, but was the first work of one author 
about Latvian orthography, grammar, lexicon, phraseology, semantics, translation theory, 
ethnography, folklore,  meter and style.”10 
   

The significance of the Moravian Brethren 
 

 The work of the Moravian Brethren filled a social and religious need in the Baltic region 
from 1729 to the middle of the nineteenth century and “played a decisive role in the social and 
national emancipation of the Estonians and Latvians.”11  Despite opposition from the Lutheran 
church and  restrictions on its work by the czarist regime, the Moravian Brethren emphasis on 
personal piety and on congregations independent of the patronage of the landed gentry and 
administered by the laity proved popular in a religious atmosphere stifled by rationalism and 
social structures.  In 1742 there were 13,000 to 14,000 organized members of the Church of the 
Moravian Brethren in the Baltic provinces.  With the legalization of the Moravian Brethren in 
1817 by the Russian czar, the number of members had increased to about 30,000  and by the 
middle of the nineteenth century consisted of more than 70,000 members with 270 churches.12  
For the Latvian peasant, “the Moravian communities became the ladder for improving social 
status.  For the common man at this period social emancipation, economic betterment and 
membership in a Moravian congregation were synonymous.” 13 
 Their interpretation of church life differed radically from the administrative concept of 
the German baronial-controlled Lutheran church in Latvia.  Central to the theology and church 
life of the Moravian Brethren was the role of  individual believers in the corporate worship and 
the administration of the congregation. 

The principle of autonomous congregations which determined their own religious and 
organizational life reached into the wider social realm. Through small and active faith 
groups which fostered a feeling of solidarity and community, a personally experienced 
faith which freed a person from all social ties and set him in a new, freely chosen and 
egalitarian relationship which gave self worth, the encouragement of self-initiative and 
creative activity, combined with a morally rigorous life-style were not without effect in 
the social realm.14  
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Thus the  Moravian Brethren movement established a system and societal alternative to the 
prevailing Germanic culture and was  a decisive counter-influence to the Germanizing tendency 
in the Baltic provinces.15    
 In particular, Moravian meeting-houses and the process of communal construction of 
these meeting-houses was a visible expression of their emerging national identity and  
differentiation from the concept of the German baronial-dominated Lutheran church and the 
dominating influence of German culture in general.  The meeting houses were  

erected with great personal sacrifice and effort [and] became a symbol of national self-
assertion and identity.  Here the Estonians and Latvians could, in a great communal 
volunteer effort and in complete independence from church and secular authorities,  
counter the popular generalization of the peasant as a lowly being of little intelligence.16 

 
 The Moravian Brethren differentiated themselves from the dominant German Lutheran 
church and defined their own social and theological boundaries by the simple yet demonstrative 
act of building their own houses of worship.  More than two centuries later, when  Latvian 
Lutheran exiles sought to assert their own identity and differentiate themselves from the churches 
and culture of the lands in which they settled, they followed this example from their own history: 
they built their own churches.     
 Through its emphasis on individual religious experience and the role of the laity in 
congregational leadership, the Church of the Moravian Brethren “developed a Latvian community 
and social awareness, which prepared the way for national consciousness .”17  The congregations 
of the Moravian Brethren gave Latvians their first image of national identity and “embodied the 
first popularly recognized Latvian social and national movement.”18    
 Thus the Moravian Brethren contributed in several aspects to the differ- entiation of 
Latvian and German culture.  On a primary level, they created a system differentiation by 
establishing a church separate from the German Lutheran church.   The Moravian Brethren 
movement also created a higher degree of social differentiation between Latvian peasants and 
German landed aristocracy by creating in the Latvian peasant class a greater sense of self and of 
empowerment which intensified their own awareness of their distinctiveness as a social class and 
an ethnic group.  These sectors of differentiation were the precursors of the social and 
ecclesiastical developments of the late nineteenth century and the first two decades of the 
twentieth century and resulted in the declaration of an independent Latvian state and the 
organization of an autonomous Latvian Lutheran church.  

 
National  Awakening movement, the New Current, and the 1905 Revolution 

 
 In 1856, at the University of Tartu in Estonia, Latvian students organized a discussion 
group to work for the common goal of improving conditions for the Latvian people and began the 
movement of Latvian National Awakening. This was the first attempt by Latvian intellectuals to 
define a national consciousness and resulted in a wave of literary activity and a rediscovery of 
Latvian folklore traditions.   These  nationalist efforts found no support within the Lutheran 
church in Latvia, which was still dominated by German landed gentry.  “On the one hand, the 
leaders of the nationalist movements wanted a share in the decisions and direction of church life, 
but on the other hand they were in opposition to the established church and its clergy.” 19  In 
general, the  National Awakening movement was anti-clerical, if not openly anti-Christian and 
many of its leaders were advocates of the ancient Latvian pagan naturalist religion.20 
 However opposed the Lutheran church and the leaders of the National Awakening may 
have been, it is significant to note that the Lutheran church and the Moravian Brethren did 
prepare the ground for the National Awakening movement. The Moravian Brethren had already 
given the opportunity for Latvians to exert some degree of independence and self-government in 
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the administration of their own congregations.   Furthermore, the efforts of the Lutheran church in 
creating and supporting a public educational system, together with  the heritage of the Moravian 
Brethren emphasis on literacy among its members  “guaranteed the Baltic provinces the highest 
literacy rates in the Russian Empire (excluding Finland) in the nineteenth century.” 21  Thus there 
was fertile ground for the Movement’s appeal to a Latvian consciousness and a receptive public 
for its considerable literary and journalistic production. 
 The Movement for National Awakening is a manifestation of differentiation on a cultural 
level.  The purpose of the Movement was to set clear boundaries to Latvian culture.  In collecting 
and publishing Latvian folksongs and in reclaiming Latvian folklore, the Movement, much in the 
manner of explorers claiming distant shores for their sovereigns, claimed the past for the Latvian 
nation, thus establishing the distinctiveness of Latvian national identity. 
 In the final years of the nineteenth century, a new ideological movement called “The 
New Current”  swept through Latvia.  A synthesis of various ideas popular in Europe, it 
encompassed socialism, Darwinism, atheism and internationalism and found a ready audience 
among the working classes inadequately served by the Lutheran church.22    Some attempts at 
reforms of church life resulted in the establishment of new and independent congregations in 
Jelgava, Liepaja and Riga, but most attempts at democratization of church life  were never 
implemented.23    
 The church remained under German domination.  In 1905 in the province of Kurzeme, of 
103 parishes, only 35 were served by Latvian-born pastors.  No congregation in Kurzeme had the 
right to elect their own pastor.  In the rural parishes of Vidzeme in 1892 of 104 pastors, 80 were 
Germans, 16 Latvians, and 8 Estonians.  In 75% of the parishes in Vidzeme, the pastor was 
installed by the land-owning baron.24 
 The situation of the Lutheran church in Latvia at the end of the nineteenth century 
exhibited a low degree of administrative and system separation from the German culture.  There 
was, however, a high degree of social differentiation between the German and Latvian cultures.  
An extreme level of vertical differentiation is expressed in the dismissive comments of baron 
Feitinghoff-Schell in comparing the peasants (and pastor!) to the sub-human status of animals.  
Against the wishes of the congregation in Aluksne, he appointed a pastor who knew little Latvian 
and had been the cause of protests and boycotts in his former parish.  In response to the protests 
of the congregation he asserted, “Just as my sheep don’t have to know which dog I send to herd 
them, so the peasants have no say in which pastor I appoint over them.” 25  
 The Russian Revolution of 1905 in Latvia had a national significance and was directed 
against Russification and the privileges of the German Baltic barons. 26   The Lutheran church, 
having identified itself with the German nobility, was the target of much of the revolutionary 
violence.   Parish manses were burned, worship services disrupted or prohibited,  and pastors 
driven from their parishes.27   Thirty-two pastors were executed and eight died in prison during 
the Revolution of 1905 in the Baltic provinces.28    
 The period after the  Revolution of 1905 was marked by a decline in church life 
characterized by a sharp decline in communicants and in contributions, particularly to both inner 
and foreign mission work.29  In 1905 in  Vidzeme, German barons established a commission to 
reform and democratize church life but which nevertheless maintained baronial control.  In 1907, 
the landed barons in Kurzeme affirmed their position that the peasants had no right to elect 
church pastors.30   The Revolution of 1905, which had given an impetus to the movement for 
Latvian independence,  left the Lutheran church still under German influence. 
 The theological dimensions of the high degree of social/vertical differentiation  between 
Latvian and German cultures is evident in the recollections of a Latvian pastor about the reaction 
to the inscriptions in his parish church in Jaungulbene: 

the inscription above the altar read “Ehre sei Gott in d. Hoche” [Glory to  God in the 
highest], but on the lower part of the altar was the inscription [in Latvian] “Nāciet šurp 
pie Manis visi, kas esat bēdīgi un grūtsirdīgi” [Come to me all that are weary and heavy 
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laden. (Mt.11:28)]   The people said ironically, “See how differently the German barons 
and the Latvian peasant see the church.”31   

 
For baron and peasant, the church was the reminder of their respective status.  For the former, the 
church confirmed their superiority; for the latter, the church comforted them in their lowliness.   
Language was a mark of differentiation between two visions of the church and a measure of the 
increasing level of separation between two social and ethnic groups within one church.  Almost a 
century later, the Latvian church in exile would also be confronted with conflicting visions of the 
church and the differentiations of social groups within the church.  Language would also be the 
measure of that differentiation.    
 The First World War gave rise to renewed efforts by the Lutheran church in Latvia for 
reform of church life and the end of German baronial control.   A conference of Latvian pastors in 
St. Petersburg in 1916 supported a synodical system of church government with elected 
congregational leadership.   The anti-German feelings and the desire for a Latvian controlled 
Lutheran church in Latvia were expressed in the minutes of this conference: 

The evangelical [i.e. Lutheran] church is in an undesirable state among the Latvians.  The 
leading influence in the church was and remains German.  The German spirit constantly 
attempts to exert its will on Latvian national sensibilities but, being foreign to Latvians, 
has not assimilated the Latvian spirit in itself, but rather has created and, indeed,  still 
creates conflicts...The greatest present evil in our church affairs is the repression of the 
[Latvian] national spirit.32 

 
This statement clearly differentiates the German  Lutheran church from the Lutheran church 
along  ethnic and cultural boundaries.  The “German spirit” and the “Latvian spirit” are in direct 
conflict with each other for the church.  To end the “oppression of the national spirit,” a Latvian 
Lutheran church is necessary. 
 In 1917, the provisional government in Russia granted the Latvian Lutheran church the 
right to establish its own provisional consistory to regulate church life.33   Thus on the eve of 
Latvian independence, the organizational framework for the complete system and social 
differentiation of the Latvian Lutheran church from the German Lutheran church was in place. 
 

The Latvian Lutheran church in an independent Latvia 
 

 Latvia declared its independence from Russia on November 18, 1918 and, after almost 
two years of bloody battles against the Bolshevik government and against German attempts to 
regain control of Latvia, a treaty with Russia was signed on August 11, 1920 which recognized a 
sovereign Latvian state.  The constitution of the new Latvian republic  recognized the separation 
of church and state,  but the government also recognized the role of the church in shaping the new 
nation. 

German Protestantism has made the deepest impression on our cultural development.  
The Lutheran faith has influenced our religious, moral and social views and shaped the 
development of  family and social life.  And even if the influence of the church is no 
longer as significant among our intellectuals, then nevertheless we feel that the Lutheran 
church has formed our social and moral views. 34 

 
 Thus in the first years of Latvian independence and in the beginning years of an 
autonomous Evan-gelical Lutheran Church of Latvia, there was a high degree of political, socio-
cultural and system different-iation between German culture and Latvian culture.  Within the 
boundaries of nationhood now established by independence, a low degree of differentiation (i.e. a 
high level of integration) existed between the Latvian Lutheran church and Latvian national 
identity. The Lutheran church was the largest of all faith groups in Latvia and dominated religious 
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life during the time of independence.   In 1925,   Lutherans constituted 57.2% of the population of 
around 2 million.  In 1935 Lutherans were 55.14% of the population, with other faith groups 
remaining in about the same proportions as in 1925. 
 The principal task of the Latvian Lutheran Church was to establish a Lutheran church in 
Latvia pastored by Latvians and synodicaly administered by  active congregations and their 

representatives.   Many 
pastors had been killed 
by the Bolsheviks, had 
left their parishes, or had 
died during the war.35  
To prepare new Latvian 
pastors, the Theological 
Faculty at the State 
University of Latvia 
opened in February of 
1919.36  By 1928 the 

number of Latvian Lutheran pastors had increased to 144 and to 228 by 1936.37  The result was 
that with rare exception, during the time of Latvian independence, Latvian Lutheran congre- 
gations were ministered to by Latvian pastors.  Thus the high degree of cultural differentiation 
that had characterized the relationship between pastors and congregations throughout most of the 
previous centuries of German Lutheran domination was now changed to a low level of cultural 
differentiation between Latvian pastors and Latvian congregations. 
 The German Lutherans had been given the right to organize their own  church life, which 
in 1936 consisted of 52 congregations with their own governing body and their own bishop.  With 
the election in 1922 of Karlis Irbe as bishop of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Latvia, the 
administration of the Latvian Lutheran church was completely in Latvian hands.  The process of 
system and cultural differentiation between the two churches was now complete.   
 The advances made in the democratization and autonomy of church life suffered reversals 
when president Karlis Ulmanis seized power in May of 1934 and restricted civil rights.  To 
counter the proposed synod of the Latvian Lutheran church which was to meet in late 1934, the 
government published a decree which expanded the powers of the archbishop to include “the 
right to veto any decision of the church executive board or any other church body, as well the 
right to appoint pastors to congregations, and to remove them.” 38  In keeping with the 
authoritarian principles of the government, the archbishop was also given the right “to issue 
regulations and instructions between synods which, according to the constitution of the church, 
would be within the competence of the synod and the executive board.” 39 
 This is a particular form of integration of the Latvian Lutheran church with the nation-
state.  The “leader” form of autocratic government which characterized the secular regime was 
imposed on the church resulting in a high degree of hierarchical authority vested in the person 
and office of archbishop.  It represents, in the context of the democratization of the church, a 
significant departure from the tradition of democratic and congregational principles of ecclesial 
governance practiced by the Moravians and which, to a large extent, the Latvian Lutheran church 
had adopted.     

 
     The Second World War and occupation 

 
 On June 17, 1940 Soviet troops moved into Latvia and annexed Latvia into the Soviet 
Union.   Wholesale terror directed against the entire Latvian popu-lation culminated in June 13-
14, 1941 of mass deportation of Latvians to Soviet labor camps in Siberia .  More than 35,000 
Latvians were deported and almost 1,500 were executed under the Soviet regime, among them 
many pastors and church leaders.  During the Soviet occupation, all church buildings were seized, 
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worship services were severely restricted, religious instruction removed from the school 
curriculum, and pastors driven from their churches.40 
 By late July of 1941, German troops had driven the Soviets out of Latvia and, although 
initially greeted as liberators, established the same repressive regime as in other Nazi-occupied 
areas.  The Nazi regime intended to regain the Baltic area as a German colony and to this end also 
confiscated property, terrorized the population and  deported more than 10,000 Latvians to 
Germany for forced labor.  The Lutheran church was severely restricted in its activity and the 
Theological Faculty was forced to remain closed until 1943.41 
 The Soviet offensives on the eastern front in the spring of 1944 quickly led to the Soviet 
re-invasion of Latvia.  With the German capitulation on May 8, 1945, the Soviet re-occupation of 
Latvia was complete.  The Soviets again began large-scale deportations to Siberia of the Latvian 
population.  To escape the Soviet terror, more than 150,000 Latvians left their homeland and  fled 
to Sweden or Germany.42 
 During the last months of 1944, many pastors had to decide whether to remain in Latvia 
with their congregations, or leave their churches for an unknown exile.  In his last sermon to his 
congregation in Aizkraukle in August of 1944, Rev. Arnolds Lūsis, who later became archbishop 
of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Latvia in exile, explains his reasons for leaving Latvia and 
illustrates the later claim of the church in exile to be the only truthful and free voice for the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of Latvia: 

I know that many will not understand me.  Many will never forgive me. They will call me 
a “hired hand” (Jn. 10:12), and will criticize my cowardice and shirking from suffering 
and the cross.  And nevertheless,   - I have decided to leave the congregation, because the 
Red army will be at the borders of Aizkraukle.  I will do this, so that I do not have to 
become a liar and a hypocrite. All these years I have tried to preach God’s word in it’s 
unchangeable  truth.  I have not judged anyone, because my Savior has not done so. But 
I have exposed the sins which we must all avoid, and the evils against which we must all 
fight. With the return of the communist regime, I will no longer have this opportunity.  I 
do not believe that I will be allowed to continue my work as pastor.  But, even if that 
were to be allowed, I will no longer be free.  I will not be able to say what I think. I will 
be forced to speak lies and untruths.  Standing in the pulpit, I will be forced to praise 
those who have caused unimaginable suffering for my country.  I will be forced to call 
“liberators” those who have come to put us in chains...But that would be  spiritual 
suicide, by which I would kill my conscience...I leave with great pain.43 

 
 Moments of separation such as these not only mark the separation  of a pastor from his 
congregation, but also the separation of the Evangelical Lutheran church of Latvia into two 
distinct entities.  It is a particularly tragic form of system differentiation whose consequences 
lingered after the political end of the exile.  From the perspective of the exile church, the issues 
raised in this sermon also mark the boundaries which defined both churches.  These boundaries 
were set in the contrast between freedom and captivity, truth and lies, honesty and hypocrisy. 

 
   The Evangelical Lutheran Church of Latvia in Exile 

 
 The exile of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Latvia can be seen as beginning on 
October 10, 1944 when the leader of the church, archbishop Dr. Teodors Grünbergs,(photo below 
right) under threat of arrest by the Soviets, was forced to flee Latvia to Germany.44  Many other 
pastors also were forced to leave their homeland at this time.  Of those, 14 crossed the Baltic to 
Sweden and 125 fled to Germany.  There, with archbishop Grünbergs  at the center, the church 
began its work among the Latvians in exile. 
 The Latvian Lutheran Church quickly became the focal point of the exiled Latvians in the 
displaced person camps of post-war Germany.  Through the efforts of archbishop Grünbergs, 
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Latvian refugees and prisoners of war were spared a forcible return to the Soviets, as was the case 
with some prisoners of war in Sweden, who were given back  to the Soviets and executed by 
them.45  The church was also the primary facilitator of assistance 
offered by  IRO (International Relief Organization), LWR 
(Lutheran World Relief) and the United Nations Relief and 
Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA).46  The church also 
facilitated sponsorship of Latvian refugees for emigration to 
other countries.  In addition to establishing congregations with a 
regular worship and sacramental life in the DP camps, the 
Latvian Lutheran Church assisted the Red Cross in re-uniting 
families and gathering information about the fate of lost relatives 
and friends. The Latvian Lutheran church also established 
schools in the camps, organized social activities and youth 
programs, established libraries,  and in general proved the truth 
of archbishop Grünberg’s often quoted observation that “our 
home in exile is our church.” 47 
 The processes of differentiation between Latvian exile culture and the culture of host 
countries begins in the Displaced Person camps of Germany.  The gathering and care of the 
Latvian church and community  was the primary pre-requisite for the survival of a distinct 
Latvian culture in an exile of indeterminate duration.  Seen in the context of differentiation, the 
work of the church among the refugees in the DP camps re-established the social and cultural 
boundaries of the Latvian Lutheran church and people.  By reproducing the institutions of the 
homeland, the church and the Latvian community defined their identity and created social and 
cultural cohesion within itself.  This process of gathering, defining boundaries and developing 
cohesion within the society  is the process of differentiating itself from all that is something else.  
At this early stage of the exile period there is a low degree of differentiation among the various 
sectors of Latvian society while there is a correspondingly high degree of differentiation between 
Latvian culture and the indigenous culture.  
 The threat of differentiation within elements of Latvian society was very present and real. 
Already in 1947 the re-settlement of Latvian refugees to Great Britain, Canada, Australia, South 
America, and the United States had begun and threatened to fragment Latvian society.  To 
respond to this Diaspora, the Latvian Lutheran church organized itself to serve Latvians in these 
countries.  Archbishop Grünbergs, who remained in Germany, appointed his personal 
representatives to each region: two in the United States, one each in Canada, Australia, England 
and Sweden.  The smaller Latvian exile communities in Brazil, Argentina and Venezuela each 

had one Latvian pastor, as did France and New Zealand.    
 This soon evolved into a formal structure of 
regional jurisdictions, each headed by an synodicaly 
elected Dean and an regional executive board.  In  1957, 
the 3 districts in the United States and the Canadian 
district merged to form LELDAA (The Federation of 
Latvian Evangelical Lutheran Congregations in America), 
which, in 1975 became LELBA (The Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in America), a separate synod of the 
Lutheran Church in America.  The nine deans (the leaders 
of the church in Germany, Great Britain, Sweden, and 
Australia, together with the 4 regional deans of LELBA 
and the president of LELBA), a lay representative from 
each region, and the archbishop constitute the executive 
board of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Latvia 
Abroad.48  With the death of archbishop Teodors 
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Grünbergs in 1962, prof. Dr. Kārlis Kundziņš (above left) was named successor.  In 1966 he was 
succeeded by Rev. Arnolds Lūsis, (photo left)who served until his death in 1993.  The current 
archbishop is Elmārs Ernsts Rozītis, (photo below right) )who resides in Esslingen, Germany.  

The international structure of the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
of Latvia in exile was an organizational measure designed to 
maintain a high level of 
differentiation between the 
Latvian community in any 
given country and its 
indigenous culture, and a low 
level of differentiation among 
all aspects of Latvian exile 
society. 
  The  threat to the 
long-term existence of a 
separate and distinct Latvian 
Lutheran church and Latvian 
culture became immediately 

apparent with the process of re-settlement which created 
differences of opinion between the Latvian Lutheran church 
and the Lutheran churches in host countries, particu- larly with 
the Lutheran churches in the United States and Canada.   
Although many churches did want to help sponsor and re-settle the refugees,49  most expected the 
ethnic Lutheran refugees to be absorbed into existing Lutheran congregations and discouraged the 
establishment of separate Latvian Lutheran congregations.50 
 Although the Missouri Synod was active in assisting  Latvian Lutherans, their exclusive 
communion practice and the disenfranchisement of women in Missouri Synod congregations 
were contrary to the goals of the Latvian Lutheran church as a gathering place for all Latvians.  
Many congregations refused financial assistance from the Missouri Synod and left the Synod 
rather than accede to the restrictions imposed on them.51  
 The mood of this conflict may be reflected in the oft-told and perhaps apocryphal 
anecdote: 

At an American Lutheran synod meeting, an American pastor declared that Jesus had 
spoken to him in a dream and revealed to him that the establishment of Latvian 
congregations must not be allowed.  A Latvian pastor rose to answer him and said that  
there must have been some misunderstanding, because the Lord had also appeared to him 
and had expressed His joy over the newly founded Latvian congregations.52 

 
Each side defended their interpretation of the church by appealing to revelation and each 
revelation had proposed a different interpretation of system and cultural differentiation.  
 The prevailing opinion of the churches in North America maintained that, even if the 
Latvian Lutheran church and other post-war ethnic exile churches were allowed to establish their 
own congregations, this venture would not last and they would be eventually assimilated into the 
North American Protestant mainstream. 

There is likely to be permanent opposition to the establishment of enclaves of nostalgic 
ethnic groups in new countries, and it seems most likely that the process of selection and 
resettlement will create a diaspora which will, from the start, be impossible to serve and, 
in a short time, difficult to identify.  At the moment the vitality of the Churches in Exile 
depends upon the inspiration of trusted leaders consecrated to their calling in freer days 
by laws now abrogated, upon the convenient ethnic grouping of refugees and upon 
outside help.  The former will pass away, and resettlement will break up the 
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grouping...The Refugee Commission has already decided as a principle that the 
responsibility for the spiritual care of refugees resettled lies with the churches of the 
receiving countries...In countries where confession matches confession there should be 
no insuperable difficulties.  Thus in the United States it should be easy for an Estonian 
Lutheran to become American and remain Lutheran...53 

 
 This interpretation assumes that differentiation of the Latvian ethnic church  from the 
indigenous  Lutheran churches is an administrative one based on “trusted leaders”  who will soon 
pass away.  It assumes that  “resettlement will break up” ethnic groups because in this 
interpretation the boundaries which define Latvian society and church identity - language, history, 
culture, - are completely ignored.  It asserts that there is no differentiation of lasting value among 
all Lutherans and implies that such differentiations are harmful to the larger Lutheran church 
body.  

 
 
Photo right: 
The Exectutive Board of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church 
of Latvia Abroad (with other 
clergy and lay workers) at 
their general meeting in 
Annaberg, Germany, May 
2004. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 

 
The opinion that separate ethnic churches and church bodies would be detrimental to the 
indigenous churches persisted for several decades.  As late as 1980, the prominent Lutheran 
historian and theologian George Linbeck observed that 

The mergers of the last two decades...have eliminated almost all ethnically organized 
Lutheran church bodies.  Except for small groups and individual parishes, conscious 
stress on ethnicity will in the future be a handicap rather than a help to American 
Lutheranism.54 

 
Such negative opinions of the necessity and viability of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of 
Latvia had already in 1949 prompted archbishop Grünbergs to declare, that “our enemies want to 
destroy us; our friends want to assimilate us; but we want to live.” 55 
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