SKETCHES OF FAITH AND LIFE IN THE 175-YEAR HISTORY OF THE LUTHERAN CHURCH—MISSOURI SYNOD
J OHAN N KI LIAN Johann (in German)/Jan (in Wendish) Kilian

Pioneer Pastor to the Wends

BORN: MARCH 22, 1811 Ddhlen, Kingdom of Saxony
DIED: SEPTEMBER 12, 1884 Serbin, Texas

AN KILIAN BELONGED TO THE WENDS, a Slavic people living among

the Germans in Saxony and Prussia. They had their own language and cul-

ture, but, by Kilian’s time, they also employed German and went to German
schools and universities. So Kilian became a Lutheran pastor after a thoroughly
German theological education. For his entire ministry he used both languages,
but it was especially among the Wends that he carried out his work. He published
translations of the Large Catechism and the Augsburg Confession in Wendish

and wrote hymns in that language as well.

Like many of those who founded The
Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, his
experience with the state churches of
Germany convinced him that Lutheran-
ism in its homeland had lost its way and
that the official churches were at best
indifferent (and often plainly hostile) to
authentic Lutheranism. So after almost
20 years of ministry in Germany, he
accepted a call from a flock of about 550
Wendish Lutherans to be their pastor as
they left their homeland to practice their
faith and settle in Texas.

The voyage was a difficult one. From
Germany they went to England where
some in their group contracted cholera.
This meant quarantining in Ireland
before they could begin crossing the
Atlantic in October 1854. By the time
they arrived in Galveston in December,
73 of them had died. By way of Houston,
they made their way inland to New Ulm
where some earlier Wendish immi-
grants had settled. Then they purchased
almost 4400 acres for a settlement that
they called Serbin, located about 50
miles east of Austin. The first years were
very difficult. Sickness, poor harvests
and drought all took their toll. But the
congregation did manage quickly to
build a two-room building that served as
church, school and parsonage.

For almost 30 years, Kilian provided
spiritual leadership. That meant thou-
sands of sermons and homilies, count-
less visits, absolving penitents, dealing
with recalcitrants, settling quarrels,
leading worship and traveling widely to
preach the Gospel. As one might expect,
he taught school for several years; as
one might not expect, he also served the
community as a homeopathic physician!

Acquainted with CEW. Walther in the
old country, Kilian quickly contacted
him upon arriving in the United States
and shortly thereafter became the first
Missouri Synod pastor in Texas. For the
next 14 years, he was the only synodical
pastor in Texas.

Kilian was married to Marie née
Groeschel. Though several of their
children died in infancy, one son grew
up to follow his father into the ministry
and succeeded him as pastor in Serbin
in 1883. Jan Kilian served as assistant
pastor until his death a year later.

For more information about the
175th anniversary of the LCMS,

visit Icms.org/175.
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