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By John Peterson, Lutheran Archives Center at Phil-
adelphia. 

Editor’s note—With the passing of Bob Wiederaenders last Octo-
ber, John Peterson suggested features on some of the early 
figures in the Lutheran Historical Conference. The following is 
taken from a piece submitted by John to the Luther Seminary 
web site in 2011 upon the passing of Dr. Fevold. Similar submis-
sions on other noted figures are welcome. 

The Rev. Dr. Eugene L. Fevold, professor of church 
history at Luther Seminary for 32 years, died Oct. 
29, 2011. He was a highly respected research 
scholar and teacher, concerned for the use and col-
lection of primary resources in the study of church 
history, and conscious of his responsibility to the 
church as well as to the students and the Seminary 
as a theological professor. Particularly for those with 
a special interest in American church history, he 
was an excellent mentor and an enjoyable teacher. 
He retired in 1988 as professor emeritus. 

Born in 1918 in Minnewauken, N. D., he was a graduate of St. Olaf College, Luther 
Theological Seminary and the University of Chicago Divnity School. He was a member 
of the Religion Department faculty at Concordia College in Moorhead from 1947-1956, 
and was a pastor in West Fargo, N.D., for four years during that same period. He spent 
a year in Norway from 1954-55 as a Fulbright scholar. He was ordained in 1948. He 
married Dorothea Asper in 1949. She died in 2000. He is survived by their children, 
Constance, Karen, Carol and David, as well as many grandchildren, great-
grandchildren, nieces and nephews. 

Fevold came to Luther Seminary in 1956 as a guest professor of church history. At that 
time, Luther's student body was growing rapidly each year, approaching 500. Addition-
al faculty was needed. Further, the one American historian on the faculty at that time, 
Dr. E. Clifford Nelson, was on leave from teaching as director for probably the most 
outstanding Lutheran event in America in the post WWII era, the Third Assembly of the 
Lutheran World Federation, held in the Twin Cities in the summer of 1957. Nelson was 
capably assisted in this project by one of his early outstanding history students, Luther 
Seminary President Emeritus, Dr. Lloyd Svendsbye. Fevold took most of the teaching 
load in American church history during this period. 

The constantly expanding student body at Luther demanded additional permanent fac-
ulty and Fevold was named professor of church history in 1958. It can be said that he, 
as well as the other faculty members, were seen as "teachers of the church" as well as 
the seminary, for at that time, faculty members at Luther were elected to professor-

- continued on page 3 

Dr. Eugene L. Fevold, ca. 1965. 
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BOOK REVIEW: Lutheran and Hmong History 
By Kathryn M. Galchutt, Concordia 
College, New York. 

 

Open Doors: The Story of Luther-
ans Resettling Refugees. By Rich-
ard W. Solberg. St. Louis, Missouri: 
Concordia Publishing House, 1992. 
239 pp. 

 

A People’s History of The Hmong. 
By Paul Hillmer. St. Paul, Minneso-
ta: Minnesota Historical Society, 
2010. 327 pp. 

 

Lutherans are not often mentioned 
in Hollywood movies, but even Clint 
Eastwood’s Gran Torino, a story 
about a Korean war vet and his 
Hmong neighbors, refers to Luther-
ans in a scene which explains why 
so many Hmong settled in the Mid-
west. Yet the history of Lutherans 
and their connections to Hmong 
Americans is a subject that has not 
been fully explored. However, there 
are two books which could serve as 
a starting point for the development 
of this history.  

 

Richard Solberg’s Open Doors was 
written to examine the first fifty 
years of American Lutheran in-
volvement with refugees. Solberg 
tells a pan-Lutheran story, based 
on archival research from the ELCA 
Archives in Chicago. Open Doors 
begins with an explanation of how 
American Lutheran refugee work 
emerged in response to the crises 
surrounding World War II. As this 
work started, it was primarily fo-
cused on assisting European Lu-
theran refugees. But by 1960, 
Vernon Bergstrom, the director of 
the Lutheran Resettlement Service 
noted that “Lutherans in the United 
States have successfully resettled 
fellow Lutherans, to the extent that 
the ‘Lutheran family’ is now pretty 
well in order. We ought now to ex-
amine our responsibility to resettle 
non-Lutherans in need of such as-
sistance” (p. 74). This broadening 

vision led to Lutheran 
involvement with refu-
gees from around the 
world.  

 

One of the largest and 
most substantial Luther-
an efforts to resettle 
refugees came about 
due to the United 
States’s failed military 
involvement in South-
east Asia. Solberg’s 
book includes over two 
chapters of material on 
this subject. To assist 
former wartime allies, 
the U. S. State Depart-
ment contacted several 
agencies, including the 
Lutheran Immigration 
and Refugee Services, 
to assist refugees from 
Vietnam, Cambodia, 
and Laos, including the 
Hmong. It was Lutheran 
and Catholic social ser-
vice agencies that were 
most involved with the resettlement 
of the Hmong, which helps to ex-
plain why St. Paul and Minneapolis, 
Minn., became the “virtual capital of 
the Hmong refugees” (p. 149). 

 

Paul Hillmer, a history professor at 
Concordia University, St. Paul and 
director of the Hmong Oral History 
Project, based his book, A People’s 
History of The Hmong, on over two 
hundred oral history interviews. 
Much of Hillmer’s book covers the 
history of the Hmong in Southeast 
Asia. However, the last chapter 
describes Hmong resettlement in 
the United States and other West-
ern countries such as France and 
Australia. 

 

In discussing Hmong resettlement 
in the United States and some of 
the contemporary issues facing 
Hmong Americans, Hillmer’s last 
chapter occasionally refers to both 
Lutheran Social Services and Cath-

olic Charities. He notes that “many 
Hmong still recall with gratitude the 
kindness shown them by members 
of their sponsoring congregations” 
(p. 245). He also describes the vari-
ety of reasons that some Hmong 
chose to convert to Christianity (p. 
245, 282). Yet more could be done 
to give the larger context for the 
connections between Lutherans as 
well as other sponsoring groups 
and the Hmong. 

 

Solberg’s book describes the 
broader history of Lutherans and 
refugees and Hillmer’s book de-
scribes the broader history of the 
Hmong. Yet there is space for a 
more specific work which would 
examine in more detail how these 
histories intersect. Lutheran and 
Hmong history is a potentially rich 
area for future scholarship.  



 

NEW MEMBERS 
Institutional: 
 
Concordia Publishing House Library 
3558 S. Jefferson Ave. 
St. Louis MO 63118 
 
Individual: 
 
Dr. Trenton R. Ferro 
632 Freedom Way 
Shorewood IL 60404 
Professor Emeritus, Indiana University 
of Pennsylvania; 
Adjunct Professor, Northern Illinois Uni-
versity 
 

Dr. H. Ashley Hall 
Dept. of Theology, DHHC 131 
Creighton University 
2500 California Plaza 
Omaha, NE 68178 
h.hall@creighton.edu 
 

Karl Wyneken 
6289 N Colonial 
Fresno CA 93704 
He is archivist for the LCMS California-
Nevada-Hawaii District. 

EUGENE L. FEVOLD cont’d 
ships by the General Convention of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church. Fevold 
understood his responsibility to the 
church and took it seriously. With his 
death, there are now only two church-
elected faculty members remaining on 
Luther Seminary's emeritus list. 

In addition to teaching, a major book 
project was in the works. In 1954, Fe-
vold and Nelson were asked by the 
ELC to prepare a comprehensive histo-
ry of the church. Fevold was the expert 
on the 19th century while Dr. Nelson 
focused chiefly on the 20th century. 
The two-volume project, The Lutheran 
Church Among Norwegian Ameri-
cans—A History of the Evangelical Lu-
theran Church, appeared in 1960, just 
as the merger creating The American 
Lutheran Church was moving toward 
completion. An outstanding work in 
denominational and immigration church 
history, it has been an inspiration for 
many similar volumes over the years. 
Fevold himself was responsible for one 
of these, The Lutheran Free Church: A 
Fellowship of American Lutheran Con-
gregations, 1897-1963 (1969). He 
wrote one of the sections in the still 
standard history of American Lutheran-
ism, The Lutherans in North America 
(1975). He also wrote a variety of arti-

cles on church and immigration history, 
and the seminary, published in various 
periodicals, books and collections of 
conference papers. 

Major teaching responsibilities contin-
ued to fall on Fevold as Nelson was 
named dean of Luther Seminary in 
1961 and then moved to the faculty of 
St. Olaf College in 1966. Help arrived 
in 1967 when Dr. Paul Sonnack joined 
the faculty, and again in 1982 when, as 
a result of the Luther-Northwestern 
merger, Dr. Dorris A. Flesner joined 
Fevold in teaching American church 
history. 
 
Not so well known, but highly im-
portant, was Fevold's interest in collect-
ing primary resources on congregation-
al history. These sources were need for 
the ELC history of 1960. Shortly after 
World War II, Fevold and some associ-
ates obtained a microfilm camera, visit-
ed many historically important Norwe-
gian-American congregations and 
filmed their records. This was the be-
ginning of what came to be an exten-
sive congregation record microfilming 
program in the ALC under the compe-
tent direction of archivist Robert C. 
Wiederaenders. 

Fevold and Nelson were good friends 
and coworkers for many decades. 
Their perspectives on the role of histor-
ical interpretation were not exactly the 
same, however. There was a reason 
why Fevold was the 19th century au-
thority on the Norwegians while Nelson 
focused on the more recent period. 
Nelson was well known as a risk taker 
in historical interpretation, desiring to 
put even the most recent past into an 
interpretive framework. He hoped to 
help shape a future direction for the 
church, particularly in the area of Lu-
theran unity, a prospect that many oth-
ers, including Dr. Fevold, had cher-
ished for decades. 

Fevold, in contrast, was more tradition-
al in his approach to interpretation. He 
felt, along with other historians, that 
one should evaluate current events for 
a generation in order to discover what 
the ultimate outcomes would be before 
setting them concretely in an interpre-
tive framework.  

Those of us who were privileged to 
know and to learn from the fine Ameri-
can church historians at Luther like 
Fevold—as well as Nelson, Sonnack 
and Flesner—over the past several 
decades are grateful for them and their 
varied insights and expertise.  
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LHC MINI-GRANT 
A new mini-grant, funded by the Lutheran 
Historical Conference, has been created to 
support projects and activities that promote 
the documentation and preservation of the 
resources dealing with Lutheranism in 
North America. Preference may be given 
to those who have not previously received 
a mini-grant award and only members of 
the LHC are eligible to apply. This is a 
competitive grant process and the board 
will determine the number of yearly awards 
based upon the quality of the applications. 
Mini-grant awards will not exceed $1,000. 
Application procedures and deadlines can 
be viewed at luthhist.org. 



 

Joel Thoreson, Editor 
Newsletter 
Lutheran Historical Conference 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America 
8765 W. Higgins Rd. 
Chicago, IL 60631 

FOR THE NEXT NEWSLETTER  Deadline: September 30, 2013 

NEEDED:  
YOUR NEWS! 

BOOK  
REVIEWS 

Those interested in contributing 
book reviews or wishing to sug-
gest a book, please contact Da-
vid Settje at  
David.Settje@CUChicago.edu.  

 

Each review should be between 
500 and 750 words long, be sent 
as a MS Word document or in a 
compatible format, and specifically 
evaluate the book and 
its Lutheran content/context.  

Have You Renewed 
Your Membership? 
 

If the mailing label on your newsle er 
shows an expira on date (Exp:) of “12” or 
less, please renew now for 2013. Send a 
check for $35.00, payable to the “Lutheran 
Historical Conference” to 

 

Richard O. Johnson 

P.O. Box 235 

Grass Valley, CA 95945 

This newsletter is intended as a clearing-
house of information for archivists, histori-
ans and librarians. It needs you to provide 
material for it.  

 

Please send material for publication to the 
editor. Items of interest include notice of 
research in progress, new appointments, 
publications, meetings and celebrations 
planned or held, bibliographical materials, 
and anything of general interest to LHC 
members. 

 
The LHC Newsletter is issued three times a 
year: Winter, Summer, and Fall.  

 

Please send items to 
 Joel.Thoreson@elca.org.  

 


