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1 Introduction

This essay is the second draft of a paper written in view of  the Assembly of the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) in Stuttgart, July 20-27, 2010. The paper was induced by the news that three more Lutheran churches were to be admitted to the LWF at the Assembly and intended to present some arguments questioning such  decision. However, the admission had been granted before the paper was finished.

This essay wants to present a still very incomplete case study on  Lutherans in Myanmar in order to stimulate further investigation and reflection. It is assumed that the “Myanmar case” might not be a singular one and therefore deserves special attention because it sheds some light on consequences of the opening of new markets for religious associations in the global world.

The essay starts with some notes on the historical background of the Lutheran Christians in present Myanmar formerly known as Burma. This review illustrates the interrelationship between the material and the spiritual sphere of church planting and highlights the special situation in present Myanmar in which the suppression of civil rights and a boom in religious activities go hand in hand. The second section briefly outlines some theoretical and practical contexts of the Lutherans’ needs and problems in Myanmar which might be useful to assess the focus of the case study. 

2 Historical Background

2.1 Before 1988: Scarcity

In the year 1878, a Lutheran congregation was established in Rangoon for a group of Indian migrant workers from Tamil lands in Southern India. A German missionary, Rev. Mayr, was present at the occasion. He had been sent to Burma by the German based mission society which had successfully spread the gospel in the Indian region since the mid 19th century as the successor of a Danish-German mission, the Lutheran Leipzig Mission Society. After the Second Anglo-Burmese War of 1852, many Indians had migrated to Burma and other parts of the British Empire to earn the money for their daily rice there. The shepherds followed the flocks, checked if the baptised were still living Christian lives  in the new environment and if yes, set up a congregation. 

The congregation in Rangoon grew, established a school, had to move to another place because of the construction of a new railway station and after some time got Indian pastors being sent from India but remained under the supervision of the German mission until World War I. When the cornerstone of a new church built in Neo-Gothic style was laid on the day of the 400th jubilee of Martin Luther’s posting of his theses, a Swedish missionary was leading the ceremony. The congregation was not only supported spiritually but also financially by the church planting mission societies. 

After the First World War, a time of trials and tribulations came in sight for all Indians in Burma due to the beginning of the nationalist movement in the country which was directed against the Indian communities in Rangoon and other cities. In 1931, more than half of the major cities' population was Indian and the members of this ethnic group were regarded as main beneficiaries of the country’s wealth, depriving the Burmans of what they deserved. When the Japanese started to bomb Rangoon in 1941, a large exodus of Indians started in which tens of thousands died. Among the people who survived and came back after World War II was the father of the present pastor of the congregation. At that time, he was an engineer in the service of a British company.

The next blow for the Indian community in India and the Lutheran congregation as well came after Ne Win’s coup in March 1962. All foreigners including all foreign missionaries and church personnel had to leave the country. Furthermore, the Lutheran congregation was cut off from its sister congregations in Malaysia and India. By that the  Lutheran Bethlehem Church became a congregation not belonging to any church organisation headed by a Bishop. Alternatively, one could say that from now on it turned into  a church which established small congregations in many parts of Burma.

It has to be clearly noted that the separation of the Lutheran congregation from its Lutheran brothers and sisters and supervising bodies abroad paralleled the separation of Burma from the international community. All people and all churches in Burma were subject to this isolation, the Lutheran community, however, was affected in a particular way. All other Burmese Churches, Catholic, Anglican, Baptist, and Methodist, could maintain their structure. The Lutheran congregation - because of its small seize and the non-existence of the establishment of a church structure in the country - became much more dependent on ecumenical support both from within and from outside Burma.  Interestingly, spiritual support was much more important than financial assistance.   

As a consequence of the congregation’s history and the after-1962 development the Lutheran congregation was the only “church” in Burma after 1966 which did not have an ordained indigenous pastor and which could not obtain one according to traditional procedure. The pastoral service of the congregation was therefore taken over by a layman turned clergy. Engineer J.J. Andrews was ordained a Deacon in 1966 shortly after the last pastor, who had been sent from the Tamil Evangelical Lutheran Church (T.E.L.C.), had to leave Burma. One year later, after some deliberations with the TELC and the Swedish Mission, Deacon Andrews was ordained a pastor by the Swedish Bishop Diehl. His son, the present pastor of the church, started his professional career as an civil engineer like his father, studied theology at the theological seminary of the Anglican Church (Holy Cross) and in 1980 continued his studies in 190 at the Tamil Theological Seminary in Maurai. He was ordained by the Anglican Archbishop of Myanmar in 1987 and followed his father in 1995 as pastor and administrator of the church.

2.2 1988 and After: New Opportunities 

After the popular uprising of 1988 and the takeover of the military, the situation in Burma changed drastically in many regards. On the one side all movements trying to challenge military rule were drastically contained and suppressed. On the other hand a kind of open market policy was introduced. These changes deeply affected Burmese society including the Christian communities. 

As one of the measures to prevent further unrest, new towns were constructed outside the centre of Rangoon as it had been done before, after previous takeovers of the army. Members of the Lutheran congregation were among those people resettled. This challenged the congregation to repeat their own history: to move with the flock and  open new branches in the new satellite towns. The number of members living near to the old church decreased. In the new quarters quite new opportunities arose because of the mixed population living there and struggling to adjust to the new situation. Rev. Andrews jr. cultivated his talent by  providing medical services not just for members of his congregation but for Buddhists and Muslims as well and established contacts with leaders of different communities. At the same time, more evangelists were needed to look after the new Lutheran branches not just in Yangon but in other parts of the country as well as a result of the increased mobility after the end of the Socialist Period. All these changes resulted in turning the Lutheran Bethlehem Church from a purely Indian one to a multi-ethnic congregation comprising members of Tamil, Telugu, Karen and Burmese descent and some others. Most services are now conducted after a liturgy in Burmese language

The new economic policies affected all the various religious communities in Myanmar. They opened new channels to receive foreign aid. Bank accounts for US Dollars and Foreign Exchange Certificates (FECs) could be opened under the provision that the State received a certain percentage of the money transferred. At the same time, the half-official exchange rate could be used (officially the US Dollar : Kyat rate is still 1 : 6; the market rate climbed to 1 : 1000 and more). Many foreign churches used these new opportunities from abroad. Most of them have a charismatic background, and like in the United States, Korea and other countries around the world, are tying the Christian faith to church growth and economic prosperity. Because of these developments, the number of Christian communities in Myanmar increased dramatically after 1995.

2.3  Church Planting Business and Ethnic Diversity

Very quickly, these new ‘para-churches’ became a problem for the traditional churches both Catholic and Protestant under the umbrella of the Burmese Council of Churches (BCC; after 1989 Myanmar Council of Churches). Church planting became a new and flourishing business. Competition came in as a new element. In addition, most of the new churches or church groups arranged themselves with the government (including matters of visa and foreign currency) whereas the relationship of the “old” churches towards the authorities remained tense.

The new climate of economic and spiritual entrepreneurship was influenced by specific conditions of multi-ethnic Myanmar. From the very beginning of missionary work in the country, Christian faith was mainly adopted by members of the non-Buddhist ethnic groups living on the borders of Burma like the Karen, the Kachin and the Chin. This factor contributed to the political problems to establish a united Burmese or Myanmar nation. In the cases of the Kachin and the Karen, the political and military leadership was Christian whereas many other ethnic kinsmen regarded themselves Buddhists or Animists. The Chin Hills, in contrast were almost 100 percent Christianised. 

Already before 1988, the Chin had developed a special trend to church splitting. This trend increased and reached new dimensions up to the very day. It is estimated that from the 200 church bodies which may exist in Myanmar today, 80 % are Chin. The same applies to the 100 theological seminaries existing in the country. This phenomenon has not yet attracted academic attention.

2.4 Today : Disputed Claims

On June 20, 2010 just before the Stuttgart Assembly the online service of the Asia Lutheran News circulated the information that “Lutheran Distinctive courses” had been held in Myanmar for a second consecutive year by Rev Wolfgang Grieninger and Rev Dr Philip Tan of the Lutheran Church in Malaysia and Singapore (LCMS).
 According to the news, the courses took place at the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Myanmar (ELCM) and the seminar was supported by the Mekong Mission Forum (MMF). The Forum is an association of Asian churches and Western mission agencies founded in 2003 under the umbrella of the LWF. It is represented by a moderator and his deputy. Since 2007 these posts are held by Rev. Dr. Traugott Farnbacher, an executive secretary of the mission agency of the Bavarian Evangelical-Lutheran Church and Rev Dr Philip Tan from the LCMS. 

At the end of the article the editor states: “Three Lutheran churches in Myanmar, including MLC [Myanmar Lutheran Church] & ELCM, have applied for membership with the LWF and will be recommended for acceptance during the LWF Assembly of Stuttgart, this July 2010.” 

A note on the ELCM (Lutheran Bethlehem Church) 

This information is a bit confusing because the acronym ELCM denotes the only member of the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) until now, namely the Lutheran Bethlehem Church which was admitted to the LWF in 2000.
 On the one hand, the  ELCM mentioned in the news is headed by “Synod President Rev Dr Lal Sawi Thanga” who according to a report submitted by the then LWF’s Area Secretary for Asia/Middle East, Ginda P. Harahap on a visit to Myanmar in September 2006 leads the Lutheran Church in Myanmar (LCM).

The 2006 delegation of the LWF to Myanmar had talks with representatives of four Lutheran “churches” in Myanmar and stated: “The three Lutheran churches (non-LWF members) understood the advice given to them that LWF still needs time to learn more about the situation of the churches according to the procedures and requirements for LWF membership application. Ways to visit even part of their congregations next time were discussed.” 

Rev. Andrews, president of the ELCM was quoted to have said that the three applicants “still need more time to assess their situations before the LWF processes their membership applications.” Behind these diplomatic statements lies a rather bitter conflict between the old congregation and the new churches. It is contested which church bodies might become members of the LWF.

This contest is a rather fierce one. In an interview conducted in May 2010, Rev. Andrews deplored the pressure exerted on him by representatives of foreign mission societies and Asian church leaders to “acknowledge” the new Lutheran churches. He mentioned presents offered to him and the withdrawal of some funds by the Swedish mission after he had declared that he felt unable to do what he was asked for. He was neither convinced of the “Lutheranness” of the newcomers nor was he in a position to acknowledge anything. The Lutheran Bethlehem Church is in fact just a congregation. Before his journey to Germany, Rev. Andrews was authorised by his Church Council to withdraw from the LWF if the “newcomers” were admitted.

On the other hand, Dr. Farnbacher and other Lutherans involved in the “case” claim that Rev. Andrews had refused any contacts with the “other Lutheran churches”, whose admission to LWF Dr. Farnbacher is strongly supporting. When asked shortly before the LWF meeting in Stuttgart, he was quite confident that the admission would be successful. Interestingly, in a leaflet announcing a study tour through the Mekong countries Thailand, Cambodia and Myanmar in October 2010, organised by the MMF moderator, the names of the leaders of two of the “new churches” were mentioned as resource persons to inform about Lutherans in Myanmar, but not the pastor of the Lutheran Bethlehem Church.

3 Contexts

This section outlines five contexts which might be useful to analyse the case presented above. First, some facts and open questions will be presented which regard to the “Lutheranness” of the new “churches”. Second, the ecumenical dimension of the case will be touched. Third, some preliminary remarks on the interrelationship between the opening of the market for new religious association and the role of the LWF and its members or affiliates will be offered. Fourth, some short observations on the communication between individuals and parties involved will be brought forward. Finally the question of the Lutheran ecclesiology will be touched.

3.1 Information on the Background of the “new Lutheran churches” and Open Questions

3.1.1 Information

Here are some notes on the three “churches” admitted to the LWF in 2010 and a fourth one which was contacted in 2006 by the LWF delegation. Only little information is obtainable except from the LWF report of 2006 and few internet sources. These new communities have in common that they  were founded – or planted – after 1990 and have an ethnic background related to Western Myanmar, particularly to the Chin State and its neighbouring regions in India.
 In addition to the two groups mentioned in the above outline, the (E)LMC and the MLC, the Mara Church was admitted to the LWF. A fourth group, The  Upper Myanmar Evangelical Lutheran Church (UMELC) was mentioned by the LWF report of 2006. Here is some basic information about the four followed by some questions which cannot be answered without further investigation in archives or on the spot in Myanmar:

a) The LCM

The LWF report gives January 1, 2000 as the date of establishment. But on behalf of LCM, Rev. Thanga had already applied to the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America before 1994 to get assistance for starting a Lutheran Church in Myanmar.
 In 1995, he presented himself as the “President, Myanmar Synod of the Evangelical Lutheran Church” in a letter to a German church body. At that time he had wanted to get theological advice and money for a translation of Luther’s Small Catechism into his  native language.
 According to the Yangon telephone directory, the address of his church has not changed ever since. In the meantime, his son, Martin T(h)anga is also working in the church, which claimed to have 850 members in 8 congregations administered by 12 pastors in 2006. Ordination of pastors was conducted most likely by  the LCMS that  is reported to have ordained three MCL and one “ELCM” pastor one week after the courses  of 2009/ 2010 mentioned above.

b) The MLC

The MLC was planted in 1998 as an offspring of the above mentioned LCMS, which is one of the four Lutheran churches in Malaysia and Singapore. The LCMS is a fast growing church with an ethnic Chinese background. This church planting is interesting because the LCMS is a member of the LWF. Obviously, there was no consultation with the Lutheran member of LWF in Myanmar before the initiative was taken. President of the church is Rev. Andrew Mang Lone.

c) The Mara Evangelical Church

According to a press release, among the three churches from Myanmar that were admitted was the “Mara Evangelical Church founded in 1984 with 21573 members”.
 According to a website informing about a church carrying this name, the Mara Evangelical Church was founded in 1907 by a British Congregationalist missionary.
 The Maras (Lakhers) are a small ethnic group living on both sides of the present Myanmar-Indian border in Southern Chin State. The Mara Evangelical Church  is a member of the MCC since 1985 and of the World Council of Churches (WCC) since 2001. According to the internet directory of WCC
 it belongs to the “reformed family of churches” and “is ordered according to presbyterian principles”.  It is committed to missionary work among neighbouring ethnic groups.

d) The UMELC

According to the LWF report of 2006, it was founded on April 17, 1999 in Chin State, and was founded by Rev. Pau Za Khen Tombing who died in 2007. It operated in an area “where no foreign visitors are permitted to travel, due to the political situation.” In 2007, it was reported to have a membership of 6,480 in 62 congregations with 23 ministers and “holding on to the faith in the Lutheran traditions inherited from their founding leaders.”
 In 2008, it was visited by a delegation of the Church of the Lutheran Confession (LCL). The report stated that previous correspondence had indicated that “the independent Lutheran synod was searching for training and assistance from a confessionally sound church”.

It must be assumed that all leaders of the new communities have worked in other denominations before they turned to be “Lutheran”. This leads to further questions.

3.1.2 Questions

As mentioned in the LWF report, there are difficulties to meet at least some of their congregations because they are said to live in remote areas of the Chin Hills. The given numbers concerning  members, congregations and pastors can therefore hardly be checked. 

What is not known without further investigation is how the new Lutheran communities came into being, what was the motivation behind denominational change, how they are administered and what makes them distinctly “Lutheran”.
 It seems that the LCMS together with the Mekong Mission Forum plays a crucial role in the establishment and in the support of these new groups. Given the ethnic Chinese background of the LCMS and the Indian background of the Lutheran Bethlehem Church, ethnic and cultural factors might play a role in the contest for being acknowledged as Lutherans. A closer investigation may confirm the obvious assumption that the “human factor” is at work here too. It might add to the prestige of a bishop if he can ordain pastors in Myanmar.

The most sensitive issue in this context is the allegation of “sheep steeling” which is often at least indirectly brought forward by members of the established churches (not just in Myanmar) as a continuation of  winning of “rice Christians”. Since both the Chin country and the Mara people are supposed to be 100% Christian, it seems clear that new congregations can only come into being at the cost of other groups. 

3.2 Myanmar, Southeast Asian and Global Ecumenical Relations

The history of the Mara Church points to some interesting factors with regard to Asian ecumenism. The missionary who founded the church might be regarded as an “independent” missionary working with a small group of people of a distinct ethnicity. He is regarded as the “father of the Maras” both on the Indian and the Myanmar side of the present border within the two churches which had to separate because of the establishment of boundaries by the Europeans. As in the case of many other ethnicities, his mission work contributed to the development of a “national” Mara identity. The belief in God and Jesus Christ mattered most – and the wish to make the Maras  known to others by way of mission.
 Therefore, the Church was first named  “independent” and “Evangelical”.

However, as in the case of a nation's need for a name distinguishing one from the other, it was necessary to distinguish the church within the world of Protestant denominations. This took place  through the affiliation with the World Alliance of Reform Churches as an international parallel to the membership of the MCC which denotes  the “national” context of the church as different from the sister church in India, the Evangelical Church in Maraland. The application for membership with the LWF was preceded by a training of Mara pastors at the prestigious Gurukul Lutheran Theological College in Chennai (Madras)

Through this channel, Lutheran ideas were spread in the MEC and connections with the “Lutheran family” were established. In this context, it was regarded helpful to become a member of the LWF because that would open the possibility  for having  travels and other activities financed by Lutheran bodies in Germany and in other countries.

One  characteristic of the ecumenical situation in South and Southeast Asia is the lack of intrinsic denominational attachment due to the dominance of ethnic affiliation and missionary activities.   

With regard to this characteristic , the situation is somewhat different for the other newcomers to the Lutheran family. Here, the theological and missionary background is not as clear as in the case of the Mara Church. Those churches do not belong to the MCC partly because  an admission would  have set precedents for other established churches which might fear that competitors could appear using the name “Baptist”, “Methodist” or even “Anglican”. 

Other than the Mara Church, the Chins, Karens and other ethnic “nationalities” in Myanmar are not homogenous. They are looking for a distinctive identity and one way to achieve it are such contacts with other churches or Christian institutions, either in the region in the same manner as in the case of the Mara church, or gaining access to global church bodies.

3.3 Trademarks and Branding

Religious institutions are part of society and are therefore shaped by the structure of society. In the closed country of Burma until 1988 the space  of manoeuvre for all churches as well as  other religious institutions was limited. They had to rely on themselves and to practice solidarity as doubly marginalised groups, ethnically and  religiously. The Lutheran Bethlehem Church needed the solidarity of the Burma Council of Churches more than others because its institutional hinterland and financial support had been removed by the policies under the Burmese Way of Socialism. The congregation was the only one with a Lutheran background in the country and consisted almost entirely of members of Indian origin. 

After the introduction of an open market system in 1988, for many kinds of activities except of anything related to western liberal democracy, the situation changed with regard to the congregation’s two main features – “Lutheran” and “Indian” –. The congregation was given the chance to expand by including members of other ethnicities to a certain extent, only limited by the organisational and financial capacities of a congregation which was and is a Christian family enterprise.

On the other hand, opportunities to make use of its Christian trademark expanded, too. “Lutheran” was such a brand name and the opening of the religious market in Myanmar paved the way for this name to be used by a variety of Christian groups. The application by the Lutheran Bethlehem Church for membership in the LWF was already a reaction to the attempts of other groups to use this name for their own branding.

The LWF can be said to be the holder of the licence of the brand name “Lutheran”. Therefore,  groups of other background had to try to persuade the global agency to accept new members. This would not have been necessary if there had been a “real” Lutheran church in Myanmar headed by a  bishop. Such a structure would have made it possible to establish a Mara Lutheran Church, Upper Burma Lutheran Church, Tiddim Lutheran Church and Haka Lutheran Church etc.
 The central agency would have to care for the supervision of the branches of the Myanmar Lutheran Church. This responsibility of ensuring that the label “Lutheran” is met by the doctrinal standards  of the respective church body is now with the LWF because no Lutheran “sub-contractor” exists in Myanmar. 

These observations do not necessarily include the allegation that the use of the name “Lutheran” is connected with an aspiration of material support. But this possibility should not be excluded either. The case of the former General Secretary of the MCC, Rev. Smith,
 shows the big impact on individuals, and national and international church structures, by the fact that  big money is accessible in a still poor and not yet liberalised country.

4 Communication

Obviously, on the way to the admission of the new Lutheran “churches” to LWF, proper communication failed on different levels. Within Myanmar, there never was an attempt to establish lines of communication between the “old” Lutheran congregation and the representatives of the “new” applicants for using the trade mark. Since all church bodies in Myanmar are highly hierarchical in structure it is up to the respective leaders to find an agreement. Given the uneven situation of the Lutheran “contenders” a moderator – or better: a team of moderators – were (and still are) necessary. Such moderators must know well about the complicated situation and must be regarded neutral.

Second, there are indications that the communication between persons and bodies representing the Lutheran tradition in the region failed, as well as the interaction between the region and the headquarter in Geneva. The results are the above mentioned finger-pointing and frictions. 

5 Ecclesiological Questions

Finally, there are questions related to the ecclesiastical aspects of “Lutheranness”. The author of this essay has no up-to-date knowledge of the LWF debate in this field. Therefore, he  would like to express his hope that some guidelines for theological education of Lutheran evangelists and ministers should exist as well as regulations concerning  who can be entrusted to ordain whom.

Final Remarks

Myanmar is one of the many countries in the world which is in dire need for justice, peace, reconciliation and humanitarian aid. It is a deeply divided country and the failure of establishing communication between the “Lutheran stakeholders” in Myanmar – both inside and outside the country – is part of this big problem. As in the political field, the case presented here manifests the global dimension of the internal conflicts.

Therefore, a solution should be sought for, which neither deepens divisions nor prolongs the status quo. The implementation of a “Round Table” could be a way to achieve such solution. 
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�	 See � HYPERLINK "http://asia-lutheran.org/index.php?name=News&file=article&sid=429"��http://asia-lutheran.org/index.php?name=News&file=article&sid=429� [18.7.2010].


�	 See � HYPERLINK "http://asia-lutheran.org/index.php?name=News&file=article&sid=133"��http://asia-lutheran.org/index.php?name=News&file=article&sid=133� [18.7.2010].. 


�	See the LWF’s website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.lutheranworld.org/Directory/asi/Welcome-EN.html"��http://www.lutheranworld.org/Directory/asi/Welcome-EN.html� [18.7.2010]: The entry for Myanmar is: “Evangelical Lutheran Church in Myanmar (Lutheran Bethlehem Church)”.


�	 See � HYPERLINK "http://www.lutheranworld.org/What_We_Do/DMD/DMD-Documents/EN/DMD-Annual_Report_Asia-2006.pdf"��http://www.lutheranworld.org/What_We_Do/DMD/DMD-Documents/EN/DMD-Annual_Report_Asia-2006.pdf� [18.7.2010].


�	 With regard to the leader of  the LCM, Rev. Thanga and his son, it can be noted that “Thanga” is a common name in  ethnic groups related to the Zomi living on the Indian side of the border. Names of Chins in Myanmar do not end on an “a”. The relationship between  the Zomi and the Chin is a rather difficult and controversial one. 


�	 The letterhead was entitled “Missionary Crusader”.


�	 Author, personal files. Available on request.


�	 � HYPERLINK "http://www.africa-lutheran.org/index.php?lang=en"��http://www.africa-lutheran.org/index.php?lang=en� [4.8.2010]


�	 � HYPERLINK "http://www.marachristian.net/?page_id=14"��http://www.marachristian.net/?page_id=14� [4.8.2010]. 


�	 � HYPERLINK "http://www.oikoumene.org/member-churches/regions/asia/myanmar-burma/mara-evangelical-church.html"��http://www.oikoumene.org/member-churches/regions/asia/myanmar-burma/mara-evangelical-church.html� [4.8.2010]


�	 � HYPERLINK "http://asia-lutheran.org/index.php?name=News&file=article&sid=157"��http://asia-lutheran.org/index.php?name=News&file=article&sid=157� [4.8.2010]


�	 � HYPERLINK "http://lutheranmissions.org/news/myanmar-08-visit/"��http://lutheranmissions.org/news/myanmar-08-visit/� [4.8.2010].


�	 Both the representatives of the LCM and the MLC supposedly have a Presbyterian and Baptist respectively an Anglican background. According to a church directory, Rev. Thanga up to 2000 was head of a “Seven Day Baptist Church”. In 2001, the entry was “Evangelical Lutheran Church (Seven Day Baptist Church)”. - The UMELC stated itself to a delegation of the CLC (The Church of the Lutheran Confession) that it originated from a Baptist congregation without any church affiliation (� HYPERLINK "http://lutheranmissions.org/news/myanmar-08-visit/"��http://lutheranmissions.org/news/myanmar-08-visit/�). 
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