CHAPTER 7

FROM THE CONTINENT
OF EUROPE:

THE EVANGELICAL
AND REFORMED STORY

Immigration rather than colonization is the frame of reference for understanding
the Evangelical and Reformed story in American church life. While that history
does have a colonial phase, its formative elements are derived chiefly from a
later period, when the nation was being molded by vast waves of immigration.
The role of colonial influence gains significance when considered from the
perspective of denominational development in the nineteenth century.

It was English colonization that made the Evangelical and Reformed story
possible. The German people who formed the parent bodies of this denomina-
tion were among the vast numbers of emigrants from the Continent who used
the “bridge” built between the Old World and the New by England’s colonizing
efforts. While they were already the largest group of non-English immigrants in
colonial days, their numbers in the nineteenth century had an “exodus” dimen-
sion.*

The German experience in America is, therefore, the context of Evangelical
and Reformed history. This is paralleled, of course, by the Lutherans, Roman
Catholics, and sectarian groups who comprised so large a proportion of the
German immigrant population. While social historians have treated various
aspects of this experience, it is important for the purposes of this book to calt
attention also to the special religious circumstances of the German migration. In
many respects these provide a sharp contrast with the English situation and are,
therefore, determinative of the German experience.

For most immigrants from the Continent, America was as much a land of
*Population in the English colonies is estimated at nearly three million by the time of
Independence in 1776. Natural increase was augmented by a steady flow of immigrants
from the British Isles and Germany. After 1800 the tide of immigrants swelled. It is
estimated that more than thirty-six million came from the Continent between 1820 and
1970, with Germany supplying the largest number from any single country. That figure is
nearly seven million.
tThis does not overlook the fact that among the Reformed element in the Evangelical
and Reformed Church there were also Swiss and Hungarian people. The Swiss, of course,

were from the German cantons of Switzerland. Further, there were other national groups
of the Reformed tradition—chiefly Dutch and French.
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fefuge as of opportunity. This was especially true for the Germans, who were
hteral‘ly refugees from war, poverty, and religious persecution in the early part of
the eighteenth century. In later emigrations, particularly in the nineteenth cen
tm:y, the factor of war was less significant, but poverty, due chiefly to overpopu:
lation, and religious persecution—although of lesser severity—continued to
make ‘A'merica appear a haven of freedom and opportunity.

Rel.lgous,conﬂict among the major church groups in Germany produced
turmoil and fear if not outright persecution. The intimate ties between the
chu'rches and the civil governments of the several German states exacerbated all
social and political issues, especially through the eighteenth century. Although
thg Pgace of Westphalia, in 1648, had theoretically settled the traditional
qmmosxﬁes of Lutheran, Reformed, and Catholic churches, the religious loyal-
ties of rulers continued the struggles. The religious factor undoubtedly lay be-
hind the ferocity of the armies of Louis XIV of France in the Rhineland in 1689
and again in 1701-14 in the War of the Spanish Succession. In the nineteenth
century such religious strife was replaced by subtle political oppression in con-
nection with the rising German national consciousness.

Because the German experience in America embraces two and one half
cgntunes of this nation’s history, the Evangelical and Reformed story may be
viewed in three phases: the colonial, the national, and the church union phase.
All thrge belong to the experience of the German Reformed people, while only
the national and the union phases apply to the German Evangelical people. The
Reformed group’s colonial experience set them apart from the nineteenth-
century German arrivals. At the same time the latter group, including both
Reformed and Evangelical Germans, brought a new and significant dimension
of the German experience into American church life.

THE COLONIAL PHASE: REFORMED

No Qational monument such as Plymouth Rock marks the location of the first
contingent of German Reformed immigrants settling in this land. Early groups
came in 1710 to the Carolinas, Virginia, Maryland, New Jersey, and New York.
Somg were Swiss Germans from northern Switzerland; others were known as
Pal'atmes from the upper Rhine area designated as the Rhenish-Palatinate, with
Heidelberg as the center. Pennsylvania became the chief place of settlément
after word of intolerable conditions in New York filtered back to Europe from
some of the Palatinate Reformed people who had found a better situation in
William Penn’s colony.! From that time on the flow of German immigrants
through the port of Philadelphia was almost continuous.

Who were these German Reformed people from the Palatinate? They were,
ﬁr.st qf all, refugees from intolerable living conditions in the fatherland, where
gru?dmg poverty, continually aggravated by wars, an unstable economy, and a
period of severe climactic conditions, resulted in thousands (estimated e;t more
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than 15,000) fleeing to England in 1709. There, because of the naturalization
act which enabled foreign Protestants to become English citizens, these refugee
Germans soon were the beneficiaries and sometimes victims of the colonization
fever that was touching not only enterprising business interests but the Crown as
well. In any case, the new colonies in America seemed a perfect solution to the
refugee problem faced by the English govemment.

Great numbers of these people came to America as “redemptioners,” that is,
as people who had sold their time and service for a specified number of years in
order to pay for their transportation across the ocean. Others came penniless, if
not debt-free. All were laborers, farmers, tradespeople and artisans. Their hope
for a better life lay in the promise of America’s open spaces and uncrowded
communities, where individual initiative, no matter what social class, was re-
spected and rewarded.

Of greater significance for this account was the Reformed faith of a large
portion of these Palatine emigres.? The Palatinate area of Germany was domi-
nantly Reformed, but large numbers of Lutherans lived there as well and emi-
grated with their Reformed neighbors. Lutheran and Reformed relations, so
strained and strife-filled in the Palatinate up through the middle of the seven-
teenth century, had become more peaceable in the latter half. This was due in
part to the legal recognition accorded to the Reformed faith by the Treaty of
Westphalia of 1648 but also in part to the unity produced by a common
enemy—in this case the armies of Catholic France in the wars of the last two
decades of the century. Religious differences receded in the common determi-
nation of these Palatines to escape the hopeless cycle of war, poverty, and
oppression. They took their religious convictions and practices with them to the
New World and demonstrated their common lot frequently by erecting church
buildings that served both Reformed and Lutheran congregations.

These German Reformed forebears came, then, not primarily for religious
reasons. They did not see themselves undertaking an “errand into the wilder-
ness” as did their English Reformed cousins who had settled in New England
almost one hundred years earlier. Consequently, they were not accompanied
by clergy, in contrast with the Puritans, who from the beginning were helped by
clergy to shape both the religious and civil life of the communities they estab-
lished. They came, nevertheless, as Protestant Christians who had been nur-
tured in the Reformed faith for generations. Their chief religious distinction was
that they were a people of the Heidelberg Catechism. Use of that devotional
book in their families and in their corporate worship developed in them a piety
characterized by fervent discipleship. Because of their Calvinist roots they too
were as a people “possessed by God.” This gave them a sense of security as

well as of responsibility in the building of a new life in America.

Organization of church life in many of the new German Reformed setfle-
ments proceeded slowly in the absence of pastors and of any civil authorities to
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assume that responsibility. For many, family worship serv
su.staining the faith. Equipped with the Catichism apnd thEdB?;I;hihr:; ?S'Of
tained their faith tradition until pastors were available. In this they ,exhibitedam.
stre:gltqh of hthe pietyDthey had learned in their homeland. the
Although some utch Reformed ministers served German i
adjacent states, Pennsylvania Germans had to wait for someaﬁmseetg)errgear;z 1r;
care from their own number. James I. Good cites the work of the Rev. Paul vra
Wgcq, a Dutch Reformed pastor at Neshaminy in Bucks County u;ho visitzcrj1
Skxppack and White Marsh in 1710, where he organized a cong’regation and
baptized children.® This congregation, which met in the house of a devout Duich
eld.er, later disbanded but then was reestablished in 1725. Samuel Guldin Ca
g;niéGf}?naél ministeé, ifs knosgrn to have preached and provided pastoral cére
e German Reform i
g e ed people, although he never served organized
The distinction of establishing and serving the first German Reformed
churches in Pennsylvania apparently goes to two laymen, both trained school-
tfaachers..John Philip Boehm—most remembered for his lengthy and construc-
tive service—and Conrad Templeman vielded to the religious needs of the
peoplg and began their “ministry” as lay readers. Thus, the “Church in Penn-
sylva.ma owes its origin to pious laymen.”* Apparently Templeman was never
ordalr}ed, but Boehm sought ordination after some years of pastoral service
The circumstances of this ordination had bearing upon the next sixty years o%
Germr—:m Reformed church life; they were also significant in their exhibition of
the pnncip’les of church organization that prevailed among these people.
Boehm s diligent and highly respected service as an unordained pastor be-
mmg historically significant, when on October 15, 1725 he conducted the
service of the Lord’s Supper at the request of the members of the congregation
he had organized at Falkner Swamp, a congregation continuing even now. He
was not unconcerned about ordination, for as a Reformed church membér he
recggnized that the authority to administer the sacraments came not from the
individual congregation of laypeople but from the wider church composed of
both clergy and laity. Circumstances, however, prevailed over his scruples.
Three years later Boehm sought and received ordination from the Dutch
Reformed Church through the Classis of Amsterdam, which was then responsi-
ble for the Dutch churches in America. By that action the German Reformed
churches established a relationship with the Dutch church that was to last for
sixty-five years.® The relationship was more pastoral than governmental, partly
because of the difficulties of communication at so great a distance and p’arﬂy as
a result of the less rigid and more irenic temper of the Palatinate Germans.
Unquestionably the relationship was of great benefit to the German Reformed
churches. At one point the Dutch Church in New Jersey encouraged the idea of
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making the German churches an integral part of their own Coetus.* The Ger-
mans in Pennsylvania, however, resisted the overture. The Holland churches,
nevertheless, did care for their sister German churches in America by sending
funds, maintaining procedures for regularizing the ministry, and receiving re-
ports. When delays in communication hindered their efforts, they suggested that
the German churches join the Presbyterians, but when that suggestion came to
nought, they continued to help.

Perhaps the truly significant contribution of the Reformed Church in Holland
to the German churches in America was the appeal made to the Palatinate
Consistory for a German-speaking minister, which resulted in the sending of the
Rev. Michael Schiatter to America. Schlatter, a German-Swiss minister, was
deputized by the Holland synod to “organize the ministers and congregations
into a coetus” and, in general, to supervise the German Reformed churches.®
This action proved to be providential in every respect. While individual congre-
gations had generally been well organized by Boehm after the Palatinate model,
the absence of a higher body of authority had made these churches vulnerable
to the work of the “sectaries” and “onthusiasts,” who were especially active in
the 1730s.

The arrival of Michael Schiatter in the summer of 1746 marked the beginning
of a constructive period of church formation among German Reformed people.
Within the year Schlatter had fulfilled one of his major assignments—the forma-
tinn of the Coetus of the Reformed Ministerium of Congregations in Pennsylva-
nia. Its model was that of the Dutch churches in New York, providing an
organizational structure that enabled the churches to govern themselves while
maintaining a proper ecclesiastical relationship with the church in the fatherland.

Schlatter’s role in the organization of the Coetus was not so much that of a
designer as it was of an organizer and administrator. Boehm also should receive
credit since the Coetus used the organizational constitution that he had devised
for the congregations. This was adopted in 1748. The document, the Kirchen-
Ordnung of 1748, adapted from the constitution Boehm had prepared in 1725,
sets forth an order of church life exhibiting the characteristic features of the
Reformed tradition that had developed in the upper Rhineland of Germany and
in Switzerland.

The care and discipline of the church as a spiritual community was in the
hands of the elders and deacons along with the minister. Having been elected
by the congregation, these individuals constituted the consistory, the official
body to whom the members entrusted authority and responsibility. Upon the
conscience of members and officers alike was laid the responsibility of “fraternal
correction and mutual edification.” Upon the minister was placed responsibility

for preaching
*Coetus, a Latin word for a synod, but in the Dutch systemn not having the powers thereof.
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the pure dOf:tﬁne of the Reformed Church according to the Word of
am.:l to a§m1nister the holy seals (sacraments) of the Covenant at thoe‘ God
Eomted time and place; always to adhere to the confession of faith cl); ?h ,
eformed churches and to the Heidelberg Catechism, to explai .
same. . ., to hold catechetical instruction. . . . He shall givé special att . 'the
to chyrch discipline and correct practice, together with those wh er;]tlon
;)uerzxghtt1 of t};le congregation.” o fave
n adapting this order for use in the Coetus, the R
tended thfa principles of government by ministers ande:?:;:r:dfrgl;utchheesl exi
E;ngﬁﬁzt;ggi \;cé ;};ng;gger bot;:ly oihchurches. This left undisturbed the inte?nC;
: regations that were under thei istori
lsame time the extension of this form of government tzl;}?:/ gg;ﬁ?i?oﬁi}?; :}l:e
s?;ﬁl ch;rchjis fr(?m unscrupu.lo.us religious entrepreneurs by regularizing admi:
mume:]q 5uor r:?on to the mlnlshy. Moreover, it provided desperately needed
commimei;:c:o tx}rllecsc})]?rrzgr: ensie;rtllstx) '?tr;d ffaitlh practige. Undergirding it all was
. ility of clergy and lai i i
the life of the church under Christ the Lord. It w?sl deméezgctﬁftwh(e;limﬁi‘ertlﬁg
framevyork of a community of faith under a sovereign Lord. Recognition olfn th i
soverengnty was expressed in reliance upon Word and Sacrament and ha
resl_:;_znsxbilig forffratemal correction and mutual edification.® wponfhe
e results of this organizational step for German Ref. i
easterp Pennsylvania were salutary throughout the difﬁcul(t)r;:ris Cohfu::hl"le‘?);z
turmoil engendered by the German sects and also by the disruptive cirglum-
stances of the American Revolution. Under such tumultuous conditions the
nurture of faith and the Christian life was made possible by the “church”
character of the faith experience in contrast to the individualistic exercises en-
@umged bg the sects. The Coetus period of organization provided the organiza-
tional expengnce that led to denominational formation in 1793.°
o ;o;n;;f)atx;labvely little is kr_lown of any significant theological and intellectual
ofio  these people dgnng the colonial period. In this the contrast to the
uritans in New England is pronounced. Several reasons are apparent: a less-
educated lower class, a much smaller number of clergy, and less homogeneity in
the tota! area. Penn’s colony had drawn highly diverse groups, making common
cause difficult. Whereas New England through the seventeenth and most of the
gghtﬁenth century was almost totally English, Pennsylvania drew the English
Chl,.lt(; \ Clierr?gns, arld §cots-lrish. Religious identity inevitably required a paro:
¢ 1a; style of life, with its consequent absence of intellectual ferment. The rela-
vely small. pumber of clergy had overwhelming pastoral tasks and were not
gzre: :cc:tu;ny;? (tjhke)ological dissertations. Finally, the German Reformed people
B oo Exsm : y the same theological and ecclesiological issues facing their

However, the effects of eighteenth-century Pietism in Europe were felt espe-
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cially among these Reformed people from about 1770 onward. In part this was
due to a number of new ministers artiving from Germany who had been trained
in the pietistic centers of that country. Out of this tendency in Pennsylvania
came the movement that prepared the way for the work of Philip William
Otterbein and the eventual break that established the United Brethren Church.

Concern about education, however, prevailed among all these German
people. Schoolmasters were among them, Boehm and Templeman being
prominent examples. Parish schools were regularly conducted. Still there was
not enough education. Their concermn and plight stirred the English, who were
aroused through the efforts of David Thomson, pastor of the English Reformed
Church in Amsterdam, and organized “The Society for Propagation of the
Knowledge of God among the Germans.”'® The generous response of the
English churches to this need in their colonies resulted in the establishment of
many charity schools in Pennsylvania. They were the forerunners of the public
school system. Michael Schlatter, after dissociating himself from the Coetus,
headed the charity school enterprise for a time and was called by one historian
the “first superintendent of public instruction in Pennsylvania.” !

German Reformed involvement in public affairs was limited both by the
tradition of their homeland and by the language barrier. As settlers they had
common cause with the English in their defense against Indian attacks. Pledges
of loyalty to the Crown were given without question. At the same time they were
cautious about the Crown’s exercise of authority, and when Pennsylvania was
considering a change from proprietary to Crown rule, they exercised their voting
rights and came out against the Crown. By the time of the War of Independence
they were thoroughgoing “Americans.” In keeping with the Reformed tradition
of public responsibility, they became increasingly involved in the welfare of the
colonies, both in the war itself and in expressions of concern for the emerging
new nation.'2 James 1. Good cites a ‘‘memorial of congratulation to General
Washington on his election as president.” 3

Independence for the nation created the atmosphere for the independence
of the German Reformed churches from the Reformed Church in Holland. The
difficulties of communication created continual frustration over the years but
surprisingly little dissension. Nevertheless, the problems had an inhibiting effect.
As the Coetus grew in its own self-awareness and self-confidence, reliance upon
the Holland churches was less significant. In the postwar period, as the nation
shaped its own government, the Reformed churches began to think of their
responsibilities, in which the Dutch Church could have little part.

A formal relationship was maintained on two levels with the Holland
ecclesiastical authorities: the ordination of ministers and the reporting of all
actions to the Dutch church. By 1791 the German Reformed churches were
ready to declare themselves on their own. The action to do this reflected no
hostility but simply maturity. It was voted: “That the coetus has the right at all
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;r?;:t :;) e‘:ia:;‘r:)inte ar;(d ordain those who offer themselves as candidates for th
R ut asking or waiting for permission to d °
Holland.”** It was not until 1793 D e e e ftbers |
. that the formal ties were brok .
! en.
g?tlauenng o_f tl?at year, ‘the Coetus was transformed into a synod by the aclzc?t t: ne
o constitution or “Synodal Ordnung” and of a name, The Synod o;') tzn
erman Reformgd Church in the United States of America, and the appoi N
me%] of a committee to prepare a hymnbook. ’ Pt
Ameﬁ‘é:’nﬂ;z l?r;x;r?fan Ri;ormeg churches entered the denominational stream of
ife as the eighteenth century drew to a close. Both
: ‘ ) the
laer;c;n tl:Z tr;aetlgn (\jvere egte;mg a new era. It was a time of new beginniﬁEI;1 r;l;
urden and the opportunity of self-government, of faci )
pated responsibilities. As the new chur o the nineteentt con
. ch body moved into the ni
tury, it entered what Kenneth Scott La ot ot
' . i tourette called “The Great C ”
which witnessed “‘the most extensive geographic spread of Chrisﬁanit;?:[?“ry'

;HE NATIONAL PHASE: REFORMED
ni?qe?ge:fl:?:‘égtti rt;e f:rmation of denominational Protestantism through the
in America was an exceedingly comple, i
church bodies. This was no less true fi Rotore rensle wra
or the German Reformed ]
were entering that century with a new and i D oo
. r | tested synodical izati
Their experience of the nation e st desclonment
‘ al phase* of American Protestant d
quite naturally exhibits the strains and chall e oot
: faced by all the ch
the nation developed. It was tru on i W Y e o
. . e of them as it was of others that th i
period was largely a time of regroupi i s oot e
od ping and reordering for tasks th j
beginning to loom over the horizon."? ¥ ool
‘ : rizon.”” At the same time theirs was a
glfsfcelrslr;ts i:(:;nelnc;a frfom t};]at of the Methodists, Baptists, Presbyterians ‘;enrg
icularly, to: i i i ‘
dontod e y, for whom the national period was a time of unprece-
Two circumstances of the i
\ general American religious scene of that peri
gzx::nc?cfentratgd c;:’cention in tracing the development of The Synod%int;(:
eforme urch. They are: first, the American religi
. rch : \ religious temper,
::;lcs’;ag been shaped 1n1t1a}ly by the Great Awakening of the 1g71305 and IZ1205
anc W ic dcamhe to full matgnty in the Second Awakening about 1792 to 1801;
and s conb, c U}'Ch expansion and growth resulting partly from the Awakeniné
en]:dmo:;etsr,le l(;l; cthxeﬂny;om the massive waves of immigration from 1830 to the
: ntury. The responses of the German Reformed Ch
circumstances exhibit both the essence of the fai ition i iod
_ ' th tradition it r
the way in which the sociocultural e e o
ethos of the growing nation defined limi
t e imits as
well as opportunities for that tradition. Before discussing the impact of tlhese

*The term national phase is used t i i
o e e 0 designate the period in which the American people
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circumstances, however, attention should be given to some of the internal
concemns faced by the new Synod.

It was a relatively small Synod that entered the ranks of American denomina-
tions at the turn of the century. J.H. Dubbs reported twenty-two ministers at that
time, although only thirteen were present at the organization on April 27,
1793.*% In another report it was estimated that there were one hundred
seventy-eight churches with 15,000 communicants. In addition, there were
many people of German Reformed background who counted themselves as
such but apparently were not listed as communicant members.

Critical issues confronted the fledgling Synod, not least of which was the
general spiritual malaise cited earlier. Related to that was anxiety among the
dergy, especially concerning what was called “widespread infidelity,” with
Thomas Paine as the object of many charges of destroying the “faith.” In
addition, there were internal problems facing the Synod that tended to be very
divisive. Two deserve attention at this point: the language issue and the semi-
nary issue.

All immigrant churches have found the language question troublesome if not
explosive. Ethnic identity in a foreign land requires use of the mother tongue.
But that in itself retards and often prohibits the cultural accommodation that
enables ethnic groups to participate in the life of the nation that has opened its
space to them. In the closely knit life of the immigrant churches, where ethnicity
tends to be a critical factor of religious devotion, the mother tongue is often
defended with ferocity. The question became critical for the German Reformed
churches at the beginning of the national phase of its development and at
several stages later.

Although the Synod encountered the language question as early as 1804, it
was the swelling of the immigrant tide toward the end of the second decade that

resulted in split congregations. The Synod itself used the German language

officially in its proceedings and minutes until 1825. David Dunn comments on

the consequences:
The conclusion can hardly be avoided that the tenacity with which large
sections of the German Reformed Church clung to the language of their
fathers had much to do with the slow pace at which consciousness of being
an American denomination developed. It surely had something to do with
the reluctance and opposition with which the more dyed-in-the-wool Ger-
man sections of the church met the challenges to educational and missionary
enterprise that the new century presented. The loss of congregations,
families, and individuals to English-using denominations, while it cannot be
measured in statistics, was undoubtedly very large.™®
The continual dearth of ministers had plagued German Reformed churches

from earliest days, and in the first decades of the Synod’s life this led to the

seminary issue. James L Good gives considerable detailed information about
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the personal as well as the izati
organizational issues.?” Underlying the wh
;At;airi zt}xlll)ltrl:hceor_lcems rlelating to ethnic identity and the perengial issue?)lfe a?;t;er
s in a voluntary society. It is impossibl g
Suffice it to say that the semi i rongh of cot Moo e
inary issue, although of t i :
ot v g great importance for the
, y one aspect of the struggles that th
Church experienced in becomi - o intion o rctormed
coming an American denomination. Th
ous negative result was the synodical split i o0 S e
Al plit in 1822, when a “Free Synod”
Zrt;rgg.h:nl; tp(())fs;ﬁ\;e res.ult, thoulgg much delayed by the controver:y was‘;ﬁes
‘ seminary in 1825 at Carlisle, Pennsylvani \
with many denominational seminari i v ot oo T
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knowr} as Lancaster Theological Seminary. neaster, where it came to be
tan?;l}t:ﬂ(;l;ui);\stlg, the orga?i‘zjaﬁonal structure of the Synod underwent impor:
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, of the ch
gg\:gé/eirr,] ‘:};ﬁ l;)ef r: dfevehloprlx:ental nature, reflecting simply the growfh é:)rf‘gtiz
of churches and ministers. In 1819 the S
: : nod
e:teasl;hsh area groups of churches known as classes (a term cofrespoz;t'ed :0
p Beyctaenes u; a struct_ural sense). A committee recommended that: e
pece rt:rslzdoc ct)}:lz r;ag;;lgoirox:th olf) the population of the United States many
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united by an inseparable bond of uni e s
: nion, and because our church
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cause some of the brethren ha i el
s some of the bre ve great distances to cover . . . Synod shall be
Qgﬁogzcg)r;hf rt::p(r)ecgg;rtrllendfaﬁ}c:n also required a restructuring of the Synod
nsibilities of the classes, their relationshi |
the manner of election of del ) o oot o o
egates to the same. Initi i
forr(r;?d and o.thers added as the years went by. ol cght classes were
e g;re:t;]relrgl%?:ancet ;ttt}txis ;l:oint of the discussion of the synodical organi-
ions that took place in 1822 and in 1824
made above to the formation of th i i mee i
e Free Synod over the semi i
" ati inary issue. That
Ir31/r1108cl2 21?}51,8% }::;u(r;z,ss vivsltl'lnn t?edsal.rlneﬂgeographical area as the mrgther Synog
, located chiefly west of the Allegh i |
from the Synod over the i i, e
. question of the right to ordain mini
distance and communication o o o ot
. problems were primary factors h i
impulse was the growing self-conscio e e
f the “western” ch
German Reformed tradition. Th ftions in e aolomet waod
. The traditions inherited from the coloni i
were more important to the churches in east a than o
theAnewa formed churches in Ohio. ern Pennsylvania han they were to
o aczﬁally,. separating tendencies, whether exacerbated by local circumstances
anging cultural ethos, are relatively insignificant in German Reformed
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history generally.* First of all, they simply were not congruent with the Re-
formed understanding of the church. Thus, the Free Synod returned to the
mother Synod in 1837, and the Ohio Synod (originally a classis, but then a
synod as it organized other classes in expanding westward) in 1863 became a
part of the General Synod. Howevey, it is important to note that already in the
1840s there is a countervailing tendency to separation. Bard Thompson calls
attention to a rising denominational self-consciousness as expressed in sermons
delivered at the various Synod gatherings at that time.?? One preacher declared
that “the time for . . . union with any other denomination has passed away,”
and that the Reformed Church “wants no further Reformation.” Strange
statements indeed from those who belonged to the Calvinist tradition!
Denominational identity was the chief concern of almost all Protestant
groups in that period. In one way or another religious diversity connected with
religious vitality produced the need to be identified. In the German Reformed
Church this led to the formation of the General Synod of the Reformed Church
in the United States in 1863. The occasion was the Tercentenary Celebration of
the Heidelberg Catechism, a most appropriate time from any point of view
within the Reformed tradition. For the Catechism continued to be the primary
molding agent of the Reformed expression of the Calvinist tradition among
German people. Here its unifying power was at work, a point to remember
when a scholastic tendency and a form of Heidelberg Catechism orthodoxy
later became a divisive element.

The internal issues and organizational development of the German Re-
formed Church in the period from the first synodical organization in 1793 to the
formation of the General Synod in 1863 are of considerable significance in
themselves. At the same time they do not account for the clearer self-
understanding, the increased commitment to the Reformed tradition, and the
emerging sense of “place” in the American denominational picture that were
exhibited in the years following the Civil War. That accounting requires a closer
examination of the American religious temper of the times and the experience of
growth resulting from immigration.

By the second decade of the nineteenth century the American religious
temper was all-pervasive, quickly affecting newly arrived immigrant groups.
Produced by the First and Second Great Awakenings, drawing its understand-
ing of human nature as much from the Enlightenment as from the Reformation
tradition, it had become at one and the same time the source of impressive
religious vitality and the bane of organized religious life. That temper was
characterized—and still is largely so in this twentieth century—by primary accent

*While the exceptions seem to be the United Brethren movement involving Philip William
Otterbein and the Church of God movement involving John Winebrenner, both over
revival measures, the fact is that small numbers were involved in each case.
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The moving spirits of the Mercersburg Theology were John Wiﬁiamson
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Nevin and Philip Schaff. Nevin, of Scots-Irish background, had come to Mer-
cersburg in 1840 from the Presbyterian seminary at Pittsburgh. He was followed
four years later by Schaff, a Swiss-German. Although both were of the Re-
formed tradition, neither was native to the German Reformed Church. Yet their
theological initiative and creativity found a congenial response in a church body
prepared for them by the Heidelberg Catechism. This is not to pass over the
controversy and struggle engendered by their work. That controversy was an
inevitable consequence of the clash between the American religious temper,
which had left its mark on the Reformed churches, and the church theology of
Nevin and Schaff, which exposed the real significance of the Catechism so
widely used and long cherished.
When the heat of controversy had dissipated, it was clear that the Mer-
cersburg Theology had made an impression. True, not all German Reformed
people could accept the new perspective. They were the “Old Reformed,” in
whom the American religious temper had taken firm hold. But the Mercersburg
heritage had been woven into the experience and the theological tradition of the
Reformed Church in a way that would become evident in the commitment and
“attitude toward Christian unity” so characteristic of that body in the twentieth
century.?s Nevin and Schaft had succeeded in their attempt
to recover the Reformation in its catholic dimensions, the Reformed doctrine
of the Eucharist, the stature of the Heidelberg Catechism, the liturgical basis
of Reformed worship, the sense of Reformed churchmanship. To the Amer-
ican church as a whole, they opened a vast new historical perspective.®®
The special significance of the Mercersburg Movement for gaining perspec-
" tive upon the role of the German Reformed Church tradition in the shaping of
the United Church of Christ lies in the convergence of three forces in American
church life at that time. The first is represented in the Heidelberg Catechism
ethos, which Nevin adopted and expounded. Schaff represents the second
force as he brought to bear upon the issues of the churches in America the fruits
of the “singular burst of scholarly and theological energy in nineteenth-century
Germany.”? The third force was the increased German-American conscious-
ness brought on by the massive German immigration O

the century.
Nevin's use of the Heidelberg Catechism ethos seemed to some an introduc-

tion of foreign elements, particularly a Romanizing tendency. Such charges
came from those whose religious orientation had become highly individualistic
and subjective. They reacted to Nevin's recovery of the organic nature of the
church, his Calvinist interpretation of the eucharist, and his insistence upon the
unbroken historical continuity of the church, including medieval catholicism.
Whatever excesses Nevin's theology seemed to be for some, his recovery of the
Catechism for the church was salutary in every way.
When Schaff came to America in 1844, he was alrea

f the middle decades of

dy recognized in Europe

179




as a most promising scholar. He had n
t s , ot only been trai i
German “church” theology of that time—inc]ugin e the

) vigoroys

mort i . g experiences tha A
e cosmopolitan than many of his German theological contempc:r;?izde Pgm
S—out

he al i
nir.‘eteseon t;hcaerrc?tcli1 thgr h<>:merg1ng German theological self-confidence of
mineteenth Funhg} ! is m_ade Sch‘aff an unusually acute observer of the Amt he
b Gonma e, i i tobean et of thesnicnce o
1mrg:§;é:gontwas changing the face of theuXmélrfii:rtl t;/ﬁdv\sgsthme that German
il ;e ;geli tthermany ten years later to give lectures on his America;
not simply 'of Amerisclfal, g!,zlitsqtgiiepsuzlggﬁoliq OffAmeﬁca’ o interpretatiog
larly Reformed) theology in Amgn'caria cﬁti‘c;helifg 15351?-? ooy parte
e o . is words have been
Il:ljtx:e?ac;w és tth(; wox;k of the German Church for America; not only of the
o hearty’ : #oa nsqo ot the Ge.rrf)ar.l Reformed. . . . The German church, with
Savion oot oty and diet froousewilh o pronl
' CC : of inward view, its regard for hi
g;ﬁn 1:1 t;{:);rizgetl;gology, might and should enter as a wiolesomlzsi?lgl
T ental el & énto the development of American Protestantism.?®
s oohaf ¢ of(:rlr‘:e' Ge'rmz.ar! theology’s nineteenth-century “errand” into
e e o o Am l(:‘ncan mdffndualisﬁc and subjectivistic religious life. He saw.
e sn Reformedl is of the “three _most important and fundamental features'
St ttype of Frotestanhsm. . . absolute supremacy of the Holy
ponptur ’f u,gosoverelgnty of Divine grace, and radical moral ref
is of both. com o
coomopolan and memptionl s by et ot Nevin repreens the
' as] e Protestant theological enterpri
t&;;l:crll;nl;atceieifﬁn n;]ore cha_ractenstlc generally of the eighteentho%lenturytihrggsg}
e nineteen o,n lw en national and sectarian specifics were prominent. Theirs
s ot i theo]y .m?v}:am.ent of thi's kind in America, of course, but “in its
Noncth of thea fcf)glca orizon and ‘1ts degree of interrelationship, the work of
oot and Schaf Vu‘;zglunparalleled in America and hardly matched in England
ane cerma Xm o i ehmod'e{n readers of America may discern in Schaff some
ot Same Ame nc auvinism of Bushnell and others of the neo-Puritanism
O e nineteer ceptury, the fusion of his German sense of historical develop-
oty o po merican sense of .national destiny gave greater depth and pro-
S for:(e:a s growing 'natlonal self-consciousness.
Gertran-American sl sonscousness, which st i hea, o2
. , which cherished the herita
iﬁ?:sr;réci 2}% aecr;:spte‘d re§pon51bility‘ for the newly adopted nationggf gng;gS
v an immigrants. Thxs growing self-consciousness had negative
aspects. On the negative side were the tensions of cultural and

janguage differences. On the positive side was the maintenance of identity so
essential to societal development. This can be traced, of course, in the other
German background churches, where the influence was usually felt in the same
way. In the German Reformed Church it was a significant factor in the more
intensive period of denominational formation that accompanied the westward
movement of the immigrants.

In concluding this section on the national phase of Reformed Church devel-
opment, it is necessary, then, to identify and interpret the emerging German
Reformed self-consciousness in the churches of the West and to show the
relationship to the churches of the East * Differences and tension were inevi-
table. At the same time the unifying influence of the Heidelberg Catechism
shows repeatedly.

The organizational setting of the following interpretation requires attention
first however. Between 1840 and 1870 large numbers of Germans moved into
the Midwest, chiefly via the major waterways: the Great Lakes and the Ohio and
the Mississippi rivers. A great many of these were newly arrived immigrants, but
many were of the American-bom generation of Germans from Pennsylvania,
New York, and New Jersey. The latter group settled heavily in Ohio, Indiana,
llinois, and lowa; they were the English-speaking Germans. The newer,
German-speaking groups were concentrated farther west in Wisconsin, Illinois,
Jowa, and the Dakotas, many of them forming distinct communities of German
Reformed people. The tensions between these two German Reformed groups
determined much of the organizational expansion of the denomination through
the remainder of the century and up to the post-World War I period.

Most noteworthy was the formation of so-called “German” synods. By hold-
ing to the German language, they felt some distance from the English-speaking
church groups. In 1867, incidentally, the name German was dropped from the
denominational tile—a reflection of the stronger American spirit of the churches
in the East. Ironically, eight years later the German Synod of the East was
formed in the interest of those churches, largely of immigrant membership, who
used the language. In 1867 the German Synod of the Northwest was formed at
Fort Wayne, Indiana chiefly because the Ohio Synod (English-speaking)
seemed not to understand the needs of the German Reformed settlements in

Indiana, Minois, Wisconsin, and lowa. The dividing and re-forming of synods
was for the most part a matter of difference over language. Such divisions in

*The liturgical controversy, which was an outgrowth of the Mercersburg Movement, is
being passed over here, not because it is unimportant but because it did notin itself have a
significant role in the subsequent development of the church among western immigrant
churches. The liturgical controversy tore apart many of the churches and classes in the
East See David Dunn, et al, A History of the Evangelical and Reformed Church
(Philadelphia: Christian Education Press, 1961), chapter 4.
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many cases were not motivated by hostility; they were essentially a pracra
solution to organizational problems. Smatic
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mind with respect to the synods west of Pittsburgh. First, the Ohio Synod

ell. These were not
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tended to reflect the Americanizing that had been assailed
Movement. As a result, newly arrived German immigrants were not comfortabije
there.3? Second, the new German immigrants exhibited the influence of the
dominant church theology of nineteenth-century Germany, in which there was
a resurgence of confessionalism in some sections. Reinhard Ulrich has argued
the significance of the conflict between the churches in Ohio particularly, which
were attuned to what he calls the “Old Reformed” party in the East and the
confessionalism of the churches among the new immigrants. He has called
attention, further, to the fact that the shaping influence of nineteenth-century
German theology in the churches of the West gave them a common heritage
with the Mercersburg Movement,3?

The new confessionalism was strongly oriented to the Heidelberg Catechism.
Its institutional anchor and home for many decades was the Mission House,
established by the Sheboygan Classis in 1862 in eastern Wisconsin, That
institution, modeled after similar institutions of Germany and Switzerland, later
became a college and seminary. By supplying trained ministers for genuine
mission efforts, the Mission House established the covenant theclogy of the
Heidelberg Catechism in hundreds of churches. Although its Heidelberg
Catechism covenant theology shared elements of a significant heritage with
Mercersburg, it was distinguished from the latter by its appropriation of the older
Reformed piety with its emphasis upon disciplined living as a sign of participa-
tion in the covenant and therefore the church. While this was hardly denied by
the Mercersburg proponents, their emphasis was placed upon sacramental par-
ticipation in the divine-human organism that is the church.

Extension of the Reformed Church among German immigrants in the upper
Midwest throughout the last half of the nineteenth century testifies to the vitality
of the churches for which the Mission House was the home base. As time went
on, however, that vitality disappeared, largely as a result of the singular focus
upon a mission to the German people. As German communities were steadily
acclimated to American culture, the churches narrowed their concem to a de-
fense of the Reformed faith; often that meant simply a defense of German
language and culture.

By 1914 there were four German synods in the Reformed Church, all except
one being located in the Midwest. Even as the last one was organized it was
clear that there was no good reason for separate synodical organizations. Fol-
lowing World War 1 realignments took place which tended to eliminate such

in the Mercersbu,g
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thesis that the frontier circumstances tended to reproduce in America the
nineteenth-century patterns of religious life in Germany.

It is important at this point in the discussion to outline the salient features of
Evangelical theology as it is exhibited both in the emerging denominational
structure and in the style of church life that prevailed. Observers generally have
agreed that Lutheran traditions and theological temper are more easily iden-
tified than the Calvinist in the Evangelical churches.*' This was most pro-
nounced in the order and organization of the life of the church, which, in the
tradition of Luther's teaching and in marked contrast to Calvin, is of relatively
little importance. Where Calvin saw the ordered life of the visible church as
essential to the sustenance of faith and to the proclamation of the gospel

through the example of a disciplined community of faith, Luther emphasized
d and the administration of the sacraments as

simply the preaching of the Wor
constitutive of the church. Consequently, the essential element of the church is
1742

the pastoral office. Luther “conceived the Church as a Pastorenkirche.

From the formation of the Kirchenverein, in which only pastors had full

membership, to the development of the synodical structure, the central role of

the pastor was clear among Evangelical people. The movement in this direction
was less a matter of choice than of the unconscious assumptions brought from
Germany. In most districts from which Evangelical people had come, the Lu-
theran pattern prevailed. Moreover, a residue of bitterness toward the bureau-
cratic and autheritarian consistories in Germany, which had their origin in the
Reformed system, undoubtedly inclined Evangelical pastors and laity toward
the Pastorenkirche model. The consequence was a form of church life that
accentuated worship, the sacraments, Christian nurture, and voluntary organi-
zation for Christian service, in all of which the pastoral function was the key. In
view of this it is not surprising that very early in the life of the Kirchenverein—
1848—attention was given to establishing a seminary.

Theologically, Kirchenverein pastors were inclined toward the nonconfes-
sional tradition in Germany, which had been nurtured by Pietism and
strengthened by the formation of the Church of the Prussian Union. The heri-
tage of Pietism, transmitted through the Basel and Barmen missionaries who
comprised the majority of Kirchenverein pastors, provided the zeal for the gos-
pel that invigorated the churches. Theophil W. Menzel characterized it as a
“passionate concern for building, not a Lutheran or Reformed or Evangelical
Zion, but a kingdom of God."®

“Indifference to matters of doctrine” was certainly a characteristic of the
Kirchenverein in its early years.* However, as was noted in chapter 5, religious
conditions on the frontier led the pastors to recognize the necessity of some

ression of the faith within the tradition of the Reformation. By

substantive exp
1847 there was not only a statement of the confessional traditions to be used
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within “the liberty of conscience prevailing i i ”
a catechism for instruction in thepfaith. i the Evangelical Church,” but also

The 1862 edition of the Evangelical Catechism, largely the product of An
dreas Irion, represented a dogmatic trend in the Kirchenverein and later in th-
Synod, according to Carl Schneider.* Partly a result of narrowing denomi :
tional self-consciousness and partly a reflection of some trends in Germany_na-
often reflected among the German churches in America—the dogmatic teio
dency appeared from time to time and can be traced later in the history of thé
seminary. In general, however, the theological temper of the Evangelical Synod
exhibited an American convergence of two theological trends. One has been
cited earlier, in the discussion of the work of Philip Schaff, the Mercersby
theologian who saw creeds and confessions as part of the ongoing historic;g]
process of the church’s use of revelation. Since “the actual church is a process,
e always looking and pressing for completion,” the theological task is unend:
ing yet must never allow itself to rest in what inevitably is the sectarian error of
dogmatism.* The other trend was the focus upon the inward religious experi-
ence of the individual by the work of God in the Spirit. This combination gave
tise to what became a familiar phrase in later church union efforts: “Creeds are
testimonies, not tests, of the experience of faith.”

Concern about substance of the faith expressed itself in another way. Its
focus was provision for well-trained pastoral leadership. From the beginning
days of the Kirchenverein, strong pastoral leadership showed its influence. To
the initial group there were added a few years later several pastors who had
been trained in some of the more prominent German universities. They brought
to the Evangelical churches in America not only the best of nineteenth-century
German Pietism but also an awareness of the importance of rigorous intellectual
discipline for dealing with the issues of the time. From this came the early move
to establish a seminary. In 1848, just eight years after the forming of the Kirch-
enverein, planning began. By 1850 the seminary, forerunner of the modern
Eden Theological Seminary, opened at Marthasville, west of St. Louis. The
names of Friedrich Birkner, William Binner, Andreas Irion, and Adolph Baltzer
ine ﬁbanIy fixed in the sglid foundations they gave to a seminary that later was to

umber among its uate ica’ i i
nuber am: N?ebug? s two of America’s foremost theologians, Reinhold

The synodical development of the Kirchenverein dates from 1866, when the
name Synod was adopted at a General Conference of pastors and lay dele-
gates. Thus, the German Evangelical Synod of the West moved these churches
one more step along the road of American denominational development. The
glection of a full-time president was symbolic of the centralization of responsibil-
ity so characteristic of the Evangelical Synod all through its history. Along with
the seminary, this office, filled first by Adolph Baltzer, became the primary
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unifying force for the German Evangelical churches. Although there was some
resistance years later to the full-time presidency, that did not last.

Much of the German Evangelical story tends to be focused in Missouri and
southern lllinois because of the large concentration there. But in other parts of
the country, groups of churches had grown in much the same way among the
immigrants, having pastoral leadership from the same sources and sharing
common patterns of religious life. These groups formed synods at about the
same time. In 1872 the three synods came together: the Synod of the West (two
and one half times larger than the other two put together), the Synod of the East
{western New York and Ohio), and the Synod of the Northwest (Illinois, Michi-
gan, and Indiana). Thus, the German Evangelical Synod of North America
came into being. The word German was dropped in 1927, although the Ger-
man language continued to be used widely for another generation.

In closing this discussion of the national phase of Evangelical Synod devel-
opment, brief attention should be given to the unique fruits of the pietist heritage
in this church body. Educational concerns on parish as well as synodical levels
were always in the forefront. But equally important and perhaps most distinctive
was the home mission enterprise. Extended in typical German fashion, this
included not only a vigorous program of establishing new churches but also
organized ways of meeting the special needs of the sick, the handicapped, the
orphaned, and the disadvantaged. The number of hospitals, institutions, and
other enterprises established by the churches of this Evangelical tradition pro-
portionately exceeds that of most Protestant bodies.

THE UNION PHASE: EVANGELICAL AND REFORMED
Denominational patterns of church life for both the Evangelical Synod of North
America and the Reformed Church in the United States toward the end of the
national period followed those of other American denominations. There were
few distinctions of any importance. As the twentieth century opened, a wave of
ecumenical concern enveloped the major church bodies. The result was con-
centrated attention on questions of church union as practical ways of imple-
menting the increasingly important vision of Christian unity. The discussion of
this in chapter 5 is pertinent to the following paragraphs concerning the union of
the Evangelical Synod and the Reformed Church.

Ecumenical commitment in both of these church bodies was high. In the
Mercersburg Movement the Reformed Church had gained a profound theologi-
cal vision of “evangelical catholicity and the catholic unity of the church.”*” The
Evangelical Synod had received “the choice legacy of the Kirchenverein,”
which was “its zeal for church union.”# Intensive involvement, then, in the
church union efforts of the twentieth century was inevitable. While leaders in
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both groups participated in ecumenical assemblies and conferences, official
conversations and actions of significance did not begin until after World War [,

A Reformed *“‘consensus” had been developing before the war, when Aps.
cles of Agreement were adopted by several bodies of that tradition, including
the Reformed Church in the United States, in 1907 and 1908. At a Conference
on Organic Union held after the war (1918), a Plan of Federal Union wag
proposed and was affirmed by the General Synod of the Reformed Chuych.%
George W. Richards was the moving spirit behind this. In many ways he seemed
to have inherited the mantle of Philip Schaff, who had done so much for 3
“Reformed consensus.”

Similar concerns were being expressed in the general conferences of the
Evangelical Synod, in 1925 and 1927. Here again, involvement in the great
ecumenical assemblies of that era gave new vitality to long-held church union
convictions. This was the case for Samuel Press, of the Evangelical Synod, as it
was for George Richards, of the Reformed Church. Of equal importance was
the strong response of the church bodies themselves. In 1925 the General
Conference of the Evangelical Synod specifically instructed its officers to be-
come active in “negotiations . . . looking toward organic union.”’%®

Three years later there was concrete expression of such concerns in a series
of negotiations involving the Evangelical Synod and the Reformed Church with
the United Brethren and, for a time, the Evangelical Church.* The latter group
never involved itself seriously in the meetings of these churches. The consulta-
tions, which began in 1928, resulted in a three-way plan of union that included
the United Brethren. The name proposed was ‘‘United Church in America.” By
1930 the negotiations involved only the Reformed Church and the Evangelical
Synod.

Two observations about the negotiations up to this point will throw some
light upon what appeared to be a time of confusion but also of growing maturity
in the church union enterprise. First, on the Reformed Church side there were
repeated expressions of concern about doctrinal matters, especially relating to
the difference between Reformed Church Calvinism and United Brethren Ar-
minianism. Most striking, however, was the absence of substantive discussions
about such matters.? At the same time the Reformed Church rejected a
Presbyterian overture lest it jeopardize the talks with the Evangelical Synod.
Second, on the Evangelical Synod side there were informal contacts with the
United Lutheran Church and the Moravians.®2 These never moved beyond the
informal stage. In both cases the movement of the Evangelical Synod and the

*The Evangelical Church here named represented the union in 1922 of the United
Evangelical Church (German, but not related to the Evangelical Synod) and the Evangeli-
cal Association churches, which were an offspring of the work of Jacob Albright among
the Germans in Pennsylvania in 1796, and were Methodist in polity.
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ed Church toward each other by exclusion of other interested pa.rhes

Zeﬂfgcrtr:d a deepened recognition of the shared elements of their own trz;dmons.f
That shared tradition was the European rather than thg Arpencan form of
Christian piety, which was more firmly imbedded in the historical continuity ©
Reformation thought. The possibility of the union of these two groups became a
matter of commitment as a result of that maturing recognition of a common
g i f the Reformed Church

Approval of a Plan of Union by the General Synod of the Reto! ' ‘
in 1932 was followed in 1933 by its ratification at the q}xadrer}mal Ge:}mera
Convention of the Evangelical Synod. When the day of union arrived on une
26, 1934, the Evangelical and Reformed Church was born. A scant. six yealtz
had passed since the initial conversations, but the hope tt?e.:t sucha limon wou
take place had been expressed eighty years earlier by Philip Schaff. Commen;
tators of that time called attention to the most noteworthy ‘fea?ure of the act o
union—the agreement to unite and then to create the constitutional and orgarg-
zational arrangements for implementation. Samuel McCrea Cavert, of the Fed-
eral Council of Churches, said: ““Your decision to unite and to trust to the f.uture
for the working out of the implications of the union sets a new precedent in thﬁ
history of American churches.”** The public commitment of these two.churc
bodies to a life together in trust and in obedience to Christ led then.1 on ajourney
of exploration in the difficult terrain of the insﬁtutional. orgamzahon of 'the
church. Another six years were required to design a constitution and organiza-
tion consonant with the traditions represented but also adequate for the times.
In the interim the two church bodies maintained their individual legal st.:rucFures
but at the same time proceeded to consolidation on all levels of denominational
life. '
With the adoption of a constitution in 1938 and its implementation in 1?40,
the Evangelical and Reformed Church entered the mainstream of American
church life. At that point its total confirmed membership numbere'd 655,366, a
small denomination by American standards but prepared to grow in the fpllgw-
ing decades at a comparable rate with other church bodies. The consntuﬁon
represented a blend of polities rooted in the histories of the two churches.
Ideally, this blend was designed to maintain a lively tension between autgnomy
and quthority, a tension that is of the very essence of the Refqrmed ecclesmloglc-1
cal tradition. George W. Richards characterized the Evange‘hca'l and. Refo'rr}r:gts
polity as “essentially presbyterial,” that is, a government by judicatories, with 1

*George W. Richards asserted that in 1854 Schaff entered into correspondence with Prof.

William Binner, of the seminary of the Kirchenverein, then located at Marthasville, Mis-

souri. From that correspondence the conviction grew in Schaff's mind that these two

i i k toward
German church bodies should unite. He urged his Mercersburg colleagu.es to wor
that. Cf. George W. Richards Collection, Archives, Lancaster Theological Seminary.
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“fontal source of authority in the congregation actin i
theI Coggregational and the denomin%ﬁgnal judicatggg;.(’)g"gh epresentativesin
n the same connection Richards acknowledged that the pri i
ter of the new denominational organization \%/as a concels)s;iosr‘:l)yrt:)a.::c:aiqec:l e
Reformed Church by the Evangelical Synod. That Synod was organized io Ee
Congregationalist model of most Lutheran bodies in America. Perha g
sharpest contrast between the Reformed and the Evangelical polities ;;tgz
exp.ressed by saying that in the former the connectionalism of the denominati
lay in the office and role of the elder, whereas in the latter it lay in the ofﬁceor;
the pastor. The provision for a system of judicatories—consistory (or chur:h
counc‘il), synod, and General Synod—introduced an explicit line of authori
:eachg;g from t‘ng Genera} Synod to the local church through the latter’s consit:
Igg.‘ oreover, it was a line of authority that balanced the roles of clergy and
In the six years’ work of building a denominational structure, the two groups
made concessions to one another out of a spirit of growing trust based c]:n
commitn:xent to the lordship of Christ. The concession Richards referred to, in
the previous paragraph, was one. In a revealing letter, Louis W. Goebel v{ce-
prgsxdent of the Evangelical Synod, wrote to C.W. Locher, Synod pres:ident,
gldlca;ing a concession on the part of the Reformed Church to the Evangelical
ynod:
I'had a perfectly splendid time at Akron [site of the 1932 Reformed General
Synod]. These good folk are so much like our own church that one feels
pgrfectly at home with them. . . . The Evangelical Synod cannot fail to ratify
this union if it wishes to remain true to its cardinal principles. The agreement
on the point of doctrine is certainly a concession on the part of the Reformed
Church and amounts in fact to an acceptance of our position.s
Both concessions reflected fundamental characteristics of the two churches.
tc}iaeﬂCEé] S.chrt\ieic.il]er, notingfth; “spirit of Luther” in the Evangelical Synod and
vinistic heritage of the Reformed Churc
diversity was not a hindrance to union. P aigued that such apparert
The wital significance of this union, however, is not to be found in the
doctrinal and ecclesiastical rapprochement of two antithetical bodies, but in
the mutual appropriation of the religious values common to both. That the
Evangelical Synod was. .. rooted in the...German Reformation has
never been seriously questioned. It has not always been equally clear that
the Reformed Church was congenial to the spiritual and religious message of
the German movement. lf, therefore, it can be shown that the genius of the
Reforrped Church . . . lies not in its Calvinistic predilections but in is vital
committal to the liberal heritage of German Protestantism, then it may be-
come. .. clear that the union with the Evangelical Synod was consummated
on a functional rather than an ecclesiastical basis.5

AA . )

The cogency of Schneider’s point cannot be denied. The liberal* heritage of
German Protestantism, particularly of the nineteenth-century variety, influenced
both churches. Philip Schaff has already been identified as the most influential
transmitter of that heritage from Germany to the Reformed Church and indi-
rectly as a confirmer of it in the Evangelical Synod.

Nevertheless, the observation must be qualified by calling attention to ele-
ments of the Calvinistic heritage that can be identified not only in the Reformed
Church before the union but also in the Evangelical and Reformed Church
constitution. Two may be cited: the doctrine of the church as the reality of the
kingdom of grace and the place of order and discipline in the church as witness
to God’s reign in the world. Both have their ground in the Heidelberg Cate-
chism, which was one of the three confessional documents upon which the
Evangelical and Reformed Church based its faith stance.

While there is widespread agreement that the Heidelberg Catechism was an
effectual bridge between Calvinist and Lutheran traditions, it should be remem-
bered that this refers more to its functional and devotional style than to its
content. “It emphasized not the Calvinistic-theological but the Lutheran-
experiential approach to religion.”*’ At the same time its theological conceptual
framework utilizes Calvin’s understanding of the church in relation to the doc-
trine of election.®® Bard Thompson, in discussing the question of assurance of

- election, makes the point that such assurance does not come by “‘some extraor-

dinary perception into the hidden decrees of God, . .. [but] by what Calvin
designates ‘our inward calling,’ namely our conscious awareness that the Word
of God has come alive in our hearts through the action of the Holy Spirit and
that we do indeed belong to Christ through faith.”*° That sense of inward calling
is the work of the Word and the Spirit in the church, the called community, and
results in the Christian’s affirmation of God's election:

[ believe that, from the beginning to the end of the world, and from among

the whole human race, the Son of God, by his Spirit and his Word, gathers,

protects, and preserves for himself, in the unity of the true faith, a congrega-

tion chosen for eternal life. Moreover, I believe that I am and forever will

remain a living member of it.°

The church, then, is the visible reality of the kingdom of grace, in which the
Christian experiences both calling and assurance. As such, the church’s form in
the world is not a matter of indifference; its form must express the reality of the
Christian’s calling and assurance. In the Calvinist Reformed tradition that re-
quires the ordered ministry of Word and Sacrament and the disciplined life of
the believer. In the Evangelical and Reformed Church this tradition was incor-

*The word liberal as Schneider used it must be understood in its nineteenth-century
Geman setting not in the twentieth-century American setting, It was characterized by an
interconfessional, unionistic stance in all forms of church life.
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porated in the office of elder and in the judi i
judicatories from th i
tq the General Synod, as provided in the constitution. Thic::r?;t?tgl;?on on u
with wO.rds expressing a principle dear to the hearts of Reformed o b?gan
the maintenance of truth and order. .. the Evangelical geople: For
Church . . . ordains this constitution to be its fundamental law aanr(]i dRTformed
ime t_° h,?ve authority over all its ministers, members, congregati e o the
catories. » congregations and ju.
Although well expressed in constituti
: stitutional form, it is clear from the i
(r): ;l::.su;:cﬁeedtl}r:g years that this understanding of the church was ackszpw?:c? ncg
in letter than in practice. The implicit expectati f discipli o
the local church or the s e oo oot whether in
ynod, were rarely met. The proper f the judi
system fell by the wayside. Althou ' o be s, o hcatory
. gh many reasons may be cited, it i i
true that the times were callin i : o and iy
! g for a different form of church ord i
tion. The constitution had been i o o e o
- prepared with much regard for th i
traditions; it did not reflect aware : e Aending
ditions; ness of the changes taking place i i
religious life. The implications of the 1 i o e emrercan
' ‘ . ong-developing accent upon the centrali
t;ifvteh: ::é?g e?g)en?nci in the formation of the church in American life wr;;a:z
nition in the constitution. At the same time the religi i
both churches had reflected thi i i oo bractce o
is for a long time in varying d i
George W. Richards could write, i e e o et why
) rite, in 19 iri i
pege VI Dicharc 42, about the spirit of the Evangelical and
;I}'lhe article pf thf staqding and falling Church is the experience contained in
e cgnfessxon: 1 b_ehgve that Jesus Christ is my Saviour and Lord.” When
tr’;}len have that conviction in the heart and make confession with the mouth
Wss;d ave passe.d from the bondage of ordinances and the rudiments of the;
o tre into the hbe@ of the sons of God. They are then free to work out
theirr:s;;’:{, geoctt:r;;, forms off z)orship, and ways of life which are true to
3 e spirit of the glorified Chri iti
e e e 1o the spi glorifi rist, and to the conditions of
" Tl;ef Evangelical and Reformed venture in the development of the institu-
n r:a' ormhof the' church marked another step in the German experience in
o enfc?}? ct u_rch life. It was a significant transitional step in that it was a recogni-
iy : of the .himxts of an ethnic tradition in church formation, but even more so in
tantrfegg?nmon that through that tradition there were expressions of the Protes-
behinac; th’to be prgserved and conveyed to future generations. That is what lay
behin e commitment Fo the cause of Christian unity through church union. It
was rescliaonse pf obedient faith, marked by the willingness to risk cherished
ns an practices. It represented acknowledgment of the lordship of Jesus
Christ in the church and in the world.
. dA: :hsagl?flar denominational body the Evangelical and Reformed Church
had o) ; e of only. t\fventy-three years. Its contributions to American Chris-
ty are, therefore, difficult to assess. In the union negotiations both churches
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displayed some self-consciousness about the contributions of their respective

heritages. For the Evangelical Synod this meant a concern to extend the inter-

confessional, unionistic, and liberal evangelical stance, which it had developed

from its German roots, into the mainstream of Protestant life. For the Reformed

Church it meant an opportunity to extend the witness of its Calvinist heritage, as

expressed in its order of church life and passion for evangelical catholicity, in a
new organizational form.

The concessions noted earlier resulted in some ambiguities. However, in the

process of developing the constitution, the fundamental affinities of the two
groups tended either to overcome or brush aside such ambiguities in a spirit of
commitment to unity. The words of Richards quoted above exhibit this; but in
another connection even more, when he said: “Without the Christlike spirit no
constitution will ever be effective; with that spirit one will need only a minimum
of law for the administration of the affairs of the fellowship of men and wom-
en.”¢? This last quotation is in many respects a singular example of the flowing
together of the spirit of both Calvin and Luther in a man who, in his lifetime, was
a foremost ecumenical leader. In the first half of the quotation, Calvin’s passion
for the rule of Christ shines through; in the last half, Luther's diffidence toward
administration in the church is accentuated.

That spirit seemed to be characteristic of the new denomination as it found
itself needing to be responsive to the needs of the world as it moved into times
of catastrophic war and social change. The three presidents who served during
those years—George W. Richards, Louis W. Goebel, and James E. Wagner—
‘represented styles of leadership sensitive both to the traditions and to the times.
It was characteristic of James E. Wagner to say: “The new church, to justify its
validity as a church of the Reformation tradition, had to demonstrate that it was
not only a Reformed but also a reforming church, responding to the ever-
changing needs of man and to the never-changing imperatives of the church’s

Lord.”e
Perhaps the essential character of the Evangelical and Reformed Church lay

inits commitment to “‘the liberty of conscience inherent in the Gospel” and in its
passion to respond to the mandate for unity. That character meant the eventual
surrender of its own life for the sake of the formation of the United Church of

Chist.

195




