Arthur Carl Piepkorn
This is a very rough write up of some of the events in Piepkorn’s life to give Center visitors a general overview of his life.  
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BIRTH

Born June 21, 1907 in Milwaukee, WI, to John Albert Piepkorn (born in Appleton, WI) and Bertha nee Taenzer (born in Sheboygan Falls, WI).  He had one sister, Dorothy, whom the family adopted when Piepkorn was twelve years old. She is still alive in 2005.
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL, HIGH SCHOOL, COLLEGE
Public Elementary School: four grades? 

Evangelical Lutheran Bethany School  grades six and seven. The School did not have an eighth grade so he skipped it and entered ninth grade at Concordia High School in Milwaukee.  He completed two years at Concordia College in Milwaukee graduating in 1925.

According to his sister, Dorothy, Piepkorn made the first crystal radio in Milwaukee. Electronics was one of his hobbies throughout his life. In a small diary he kept one year in College, he frequently mentions that he had repaired his “het” (super heterodyne radio) or the “het” of one of his classmates. He logged radio stations that he picked up.

College students may have been required to study Hebrew. The 1925 Yearbook states that he “made daring invasions into Assyrian,” another Semitic language.
SEMINARY, 1925-28
Concordia Seminary;

Old campus in St. Louis on Jefferson Boulevard, 1925-26.

New campus in Clayton, a St. Louis suburb:  1926-28.

Walter A. Maier, professor of Old Testament Interpretation and History at the seminary, was the founder of radio station KFUO, which began broadcasts on December 14, 1924. The transmitter and studio were located in the attic of the seminary dormitory. Piepkorn sold radios in Famous-Barr, a large department store in St. Louis, on Saturdays.
Piepkorn became very close to Maier, who received his Ph.D. from Harvard in 1929?_

GRADUATE SCHOOL

When Piepkorn graduated in 1928 he wanted to go to China as a missionary, but was too young to be ordained. Maier persuaded him to go to the University of Chicago and obtain a doctorate in Oriental languages and literature. While at the University Piepkorn discovered, on his own, what he called “the evangelical catholicity” of the Lutheran Symbolical Books, which he had only been required to skim “cursorily” while he was at the Seminary. 

THE LUTHERAN HOUR, 1930-31
Maier was also the founder of the Lutheran Hour, a project that the Lutheran Laymens League took on in commemoration of the 400th anniversary of the Augsburg Confession, the confession of faith that defines what later came to be called the Lutheran Church.  The first broadcast of the Lutheran Hour took place on October 3, 1930. 

Piepkorn interrupted his doctoral studies to spend 1930-31 in St. Louis as corresponding secretary of the Lutheran Hour. For this position he had to be ordained, and was ordained into the holy ministry on November 30, 1930. He also served as the Lutheran Hour speaker on a number of occasions. Paul L. Maier, son of Walter A. Maier, says that in Piepkorn, his father “genius in his ranks.”

The Great Depression was well underway in 1930 and at the end of its first year of broadcasting, the Lutheran Hour had to discontinued. The Hour continued on various local stations and regional networks around the country and was started up again in the fall? of 1934. 

DOCTORATE AND POST-DOCTORAL FELLOWSHIPS, 1931-33

Piepkorn returned to the University of Chicago in 1931 to complete his doctorate, which he received in 1933 in absentia. He was on two archeological expeditions to Iraq and Palestine. 

CHISHOLM, MN 1933-36

After completing his second archeological expedition to Baghdad, Iraq, in 1933, Piepkorn once again wanted to go to China as a missionary, but in the heart of the Depression missionaries were not being sent to China and universities were not hiring specialists in his field. So he informed his church that he would accept a domestic assignment. He was assigned to be the pastor of Grace Lutheran Church, a small, mission congregation in Chisholm, near the eastern end of the Mesabi Iron Range in northern Minnesota. There were nine communicant members and twenty baptized members when he arrived and approximately nine times that many when he resigned some three years later. 
In 1936 Piepkorn wrote an account of his years in Chisholm from which the following is taken:
Chisholm  “is an ore-mining community. Founded about the turn of the century is has not altogether outgrown its appearance of a boom town, for all that the population has shrunk from eight and a half to six thousand during the past decade. Nearly two-thirds of the citizenry is composed of the first and second generation of immigrants from Jugo-Slavia [sic], Czecho-Slovakia, and Italy; the remaining third is constituted mainly of Finns, with trailing Scandinavian, Irish, French, and German elements.” 
“…The nearest metropolis of any size is seventy miles  away. The nearest fellow-clergyman of my communion lives twelve mile to the northwest.  [I think he means “northeast” and is referring to Virginia] The next nearest has his home fourteen miles to the southeast [southwest? =Marble. I am guessing that Marble was served out of Grand Rapids?] If I tire of their association I must go sixty-seven miles to the northeast for the third nearest. [Ely]”
When he arrived, his ordinary [District President?]  told him there were no official reports available for 1932, but “that the 1931 census had shown fourteen communicants. Since then, however, he went on to instruct me, the mission had dwindled somewhat. As a matter of fact, there were nine bona fide communicants and twenty souls when I held my first service in the little frame building that serves as church (three years of work have multiplied both figures by nine).”   

“My parish covers some nine hundred square miles. The twelve hundred miles that I must travel each month are for the most part over roads from which the last vestige of gravel is gone before mid-summer. Under the impact of ruts, chuck-holes, billows, bumps and the ancient corduroy beneath, even the stoutest car is doomed to rapid disintegration.”

He had a Ford. During the first 24,000 miles, which he had put on the car before coming to Chisholm, the only expenses he had were for gasoline, oil, and greasing. The next 30,000, which he put on after coming to Chisholm, cost him  $611 for repairs and upkeep, and $412 for gasoline and oil. 

The main north-south road through Chisholm was what we know as Highway 73. The closest community to the north was Finnmark, a village of 60 adults 46 miles north. [Near Orr, MN]

“I have had the misfortune of a rear-end breakdown sixteen miles from the nearest garage.”

“On another occasion, when two flats and an overheated engine had halted my automotive progress, I was faced with the necessity of trundling a wheel with is flaccid tire eleven miles to the nearest tire repair shop.” 

“I have tipped over in a blinding snow-storm at night four miles from the nearest telephone.”

“In a fourth instance, likewise in winter, on a tortuous trail through a national forest enroute to a CCC camp [Civil Conservation Corps], at a point where the road had been blasted through a shelf of living rock, leaving knife-sharp points on some of the boulders, I had both front and rear casing slashed simultaneously in a skid twenty-six miles from the nearest town.” 

3 winters, each progressively worse.

Piepkorn arrived in debt and left in debt. He had to pay his own office expense, postage, ads in the paper, etc.
He had met Miriam Södergren, whose parents were Dr. Carl Johannes Södergren (1870-1949), a professor of the Augustana Lutheran School of Theology, and Agatha, nee Chester (l873-1958) Södergren.  Miriam was a Lutheran nurse in Owatonna.  Piepkorn wrote in his 1936 account: “My church does not forbid her priests to marry, but the salary that her Board for Home Missions pays to those priests does.”

Yet he added at the end of his account that he was content in Chisholm and would stay there if it was the Lord’s will that he not marry.

I do not know the details, but my guess is that he and Miriam decided to marry and that he had to resign in order to be able to afford to marry. 
LUTHERAN HOUR AGAIN, 1936-37
In the fall of 1936 Piepkorn resigned from Grace Church in Chisholm and again accepted a job with the Lutheran Hour in Clayton, MO, a suburb of St. Louis. 
MARRIAGE AND FAMILY

He and Miriam were married on December 26, 1939. They had four daughters: Mary, Faith, Felicity and Angela.
CLEVELAND, OH, 1937-40
While there he served a vacant congregation in St Louis and for awhile one in Illinois. He then went to Cleveland to fill in for a pastor who had taken a leave of absence to go to England. Later the congregation called Piepkorn to be its pastor and he served them until 1940. 
U.S. ARMY, 1940-51 

Piepkorn had joined the U.S. Army Reserves as a chaplain while still in Chisholm and in 1940 accepted a call from the Synod’s Armed Forces Commission to go on active duty on November 15. 

For awhile he at taught at the U.S. Army Chaplain School, which also served the Army Air Corps. In November 1944 he went to Germany as the Chaplain of the XXIII Corps. 

 (In an April 1962 Pastoral Conference presentation he wrote that in May of 1945  “the XXIII U.S. Army Corps, of which I was chaplain, was being held at Idar-Oberstein . . . . It was becoming apparent that the mission for which our headquarters had been tagged, a dash across Czechoslovakia to keep the German armies in the north from fleeing into the Bavarian mountains from which they planned in the event of disaster to carry on a harassing guerrilla campaign against the Allied Forces, would be unnecessary.” 77,235.  Biog file)
On June 26, 1945, he was assigned to the Personal Staff of LTG Omar Bradley, making him the Senior Chaplain of the Occupational Forces in Europe headquartered in Frankfurt, Germany.   
On July he was assigned to the Personal Staff of General Dwight D. Eisenhower, Commander of the European Theater, making him the Theater Senior Chaplain in Europe. His Chief of Staff was LTG Walter “Bedel” Smith.
After the war Piepkorn accompanied President Eisenhower on a trip to Switzerland and served as his interpreter.  He served as Commandant of Chaplain School (1948-50) and then President of the U.S. Army Chaplain Board (1950-51). 
In February of 1950 he led one of the “thousands of spontaneous services of tribute” to Walter A. Maier” that were held all across the country after his death on January 11. In the sermon he refers to “the violence of the attacks on [Maier] inside and outside the church, even in his death.” Many of these attacks came from what Paul L. Maier calls “the ultra-orthodox.” Piepkorn was to face similar attacks later in his own life. 
SEMINARY PROFESSOR, 1951-73
In 1951, he was “astonished” to be called to teach systematic theology at Concordia Seminary in Clayton, MO.  He accepted with the condition that he could remain as a teacher of the Lutheran Symbolical Books rather than switch over to Systematic Theology, as was the pattern for systematic professors. 
While at the Seminary Piepkorn wrote hundreds of monographs,  articles and essays that appeared in dozens of publications. The primary purpose of the Center is to make put these publications and many of his unpublished essays, studies and letters in a data base that can be searched. 
The take-over of the leadership of the Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod by the “ultra-orthodox” in 1969 and following led to a majority vote of the 1973 Synodical Convention to condemn the Seminary faculty majority, which included Piepkorn, for teaching false doctrine “which cannot be tolerated in the church.” The basis for this condemnation was not the Lutheran Symbolical Books, but Jacob A. O. Preus’ A Statement of Scriptural and Confessional Principles, which had been adopted by the same Convention. A majority vote of a Synodical Convention, therefore, was used to bind consciences.  This was clearly contrary to the earlier tradition of the Synod, which bound consciences only to the Sacred Scriptures as interpreted by the Lutheran Symbolical Books. 
The Seminary Board of Control, now controlled by the ultra-orthodox, involuntarily placed Piepkorn in a non-teaching position and offered him “honorable retirement,” which he refused.

Shortly afterward, on December 13, 1973, he had a heart attack and was translated to his everlasting reward. 

Fortunately, there are signs in 2004 that the “ultra-orthodox” wing of the Missouri Synod—which was a minority at the 2004 Convention—is no longer able to control the Synod. Piepkorn’s written works can be of great help in returning the Synod to its earlier traditions and in its ecumenical responsibilities.
Piepkorn’s importance for a return to the earlier traditions of the Synod is evident in the fact that personal attacks are still being made on him in an effort to discredit him--three decades after his death! (for two examples see in my articles in the Spring and Winter 2004 issues of the Lutheran Forum). If you know of or encounter other personal attacks on him, please let me know. I will not dignify them with a response, but will expose them, no matter where they occur or who makes them.  









Philip J. Secker 

For addition details about Piepkorn’s life see “Arthur Carl Piepkorn, Confessor,” Lutheran Forum, 38:3 (Una Sancta/Fall 2004), pp. 28-36.

