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Abstract

Back in 1950 Whitney Cross wrote a work entitled The Burned-over District, in
which he described the cultural effect on western New York state of the multifarious
religious movements that happened there in the first half of the nineteenth century. But
there is at least an important sequel, or perhaps even a brand new story, involving religion
on the nineteenth-century American frontier during these developing years, which must be
known by all American social historians. It involves a movement known as
“restorationism,” and the two largest Christian denominations indigenous to America
today—the Dis&ples of Christ (including the Christian Church and Church of Christ) and
the Mormons--both grew up on that frontier and both still claim that appellation today.

Many pioneers of the period had become frustrated with all the babel of truth
claims being advocated by the various competitive denominations, and were seeking a
simple and syncretistic panacea. Others were also troubled with the inflexible Calvinistic
theology that threatened impending doom for them unless they were given a supernatural
sign of their election to salvation. Into this context a philosophy of religion called
restorationism insinuated itself, issuing a plea for a return to the doctrine and forms of the
“original New Testament Church.” For the Stone-Campbell Movement (the Disciples of
Christ) restorationism was regarded as the means to unify and bring order to a divided
Christendom, by emphasizing the basic beliefs which virtually all “the sects” had in
common, while also calling for the elimination of all creeds and structures that tended to



promote factionalism.

But as the two restoration movements developed, each one found it necessary to
define what in fact the New Testament Church was, and further, to delineate the
“essentials” which needed to be restored in “the true church.” Therefore, instead of any
significant ecumenicity resulting among the major denominations of America, the course
of time simply revealed the addition of two more sects to the rest.

This work traces the impetus for, and idealistic hopes of, restorationism on the
early nineteenth-century frontier of western Pennsylvania, western Virginia, Ohio,
Kentucky, and Tennessee—with a special focus on the Western Reserve area of Ohio
where both movements coalesced. It then describes the decline of restorationist influence,
and attempts to explain the reasons for it. This is done in two parallel ways: first, through
an overview and analysis of the two movements in general; and second, through a
biographical portrayal of the life of Sidney Rigdon, the most influential restorationist

adherent common to both movements.
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Preface

For almost three decades I have been teaching a course called Restoration History
at a college affiliated with and supported by the Christian Churches and Churches of
Christ. These churches belong to an effort in American history known as The Restoration
Movement, which has advocated the reunification of a divided Church through the
abandonment of denominational structures and creeds, and the reconstruction of the
Church on the pattern of the New Testament model and what are perceived to be its few,
clear, basic, essential doctrines. A more elaborate definition of restorationism will be
given in the introduction.

The foremost progenitors of this movement on the American frontier in the early
nineteenth century were Barton W. Stone, Thomas Campbell, Alexander Campbell
(Thomas’ son), and Walter Scott. These men, and many like them, became enamored
with the potential of this concept to reunite a divided Christendom, and poured their
lifelong energies into this endeavor. The movement multiplied rapidly throughout the

nineteenth century and evolved to become the largest religious denomination indigenous



to the United States.! Yet the church remains divided today.

Each year’s Candide-like advocacy that restorationism was the panacea for
division presented me with a dilemma. If the claims of such a movement were valid, then
why has the Stone-Campbell Movement (as it came to be known) not achieved its goal in
almost two centuries? Furthermore, why and how did it, instead, wind up becoming just
another denomination itself, and worse yet, with three main subdivisions as well?

I thought that perhaps an in-depth examination of the precepts and process of the
movement might yield a “fatal flaw” somewhere that could be identified and corrected.
Certainly the human foibles involved in institution-building ought to be exposed for what
they are, at least. But I expected that further scrutiny would reveal to us an
underestimation or oversimplification of the problems involved and the solution proposed.
1 also hoped to discover a pattern of development that might explain how a movement that
began with such impressive success lost its evangelistic momentum and degenerated into
introverted controversies.

Dr. Leroy Garrett, a Harvard Ph.D. and restorationist professor whose textbook I
have used in my class in recent years, contends that restorationism is, by its very nature,
not unitive but divisive. He may or may not be right, but his thesis must at least be

examined seriously. Therefore I decided to enter a Ph.D. program at Michigan State

‘&MMWWMEWWMY«&M&
Bros., 1931), p. xii; Alfred T. DeGroot, The Restoration Principle (St Louis: Bethany Press, 1960), p. 134,
and Richard M. Tristano, The Origins of The Restoration Movement (Atlanta: Glenmary Research Center,
1988), pp. 4-5. Fcreamba‘ahonmdfmiyumtstabstmseeMnhnB Bradley, et. al., Churches And

(Atlanta: Glenmary Research Ceater, 1992), p. 1. *Note: In
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adherents, whereas the combined L.D.S. and R.L.D.S. (the latter unlisted, but around 160,000 domestically)
totaled about 3.7 million. With Mormonism’s accelerated growth rate in this decade, I suspect that the
religious census of the year 2000 will reveal the Mormons on top.




University and, in a dissertation, investigate the phenomena of America’s two largest
indigenous restoration movements—the Disciples of Christ (The Stone-Campbell
Movement) and Mormonism--in order to determine the validity of his thesis.

While remaining a full-time professor, part-time weekend minister, and over-time
father of two very active boys, I took the academic plunge once again in 1992. In my first
doctoral class with Dr. David Bailey, who is the chairman of my committee, I became
intrigued with the life of a colorful man named Sidney Rigdon, a throughly-committed
restorationist who was undoubtedly the most influential leader common to both
movements in the early nineteenth century. I began to notice that much of his personal
spiritual journey and many of his frustrations seemed to mirror those of the two
restoration efforts in America.

So in 1996 I submitted a proposal to do a biography on him, believing that only
one recent work had been done, and that back in 1971 by F. Mark McKiernan, a member
of the Reorganized Latter-day Saints church. I soon discovered, however--to my chagrin
at first—that a new and scholarly work had been published in 1994 by Richard S. Van
Wagoner, who is, by his own description, “a fifth-generation Mormon and a rock-ribbed
skeptic.”

Nonetheless, rather than abandon my plans to do further work on a man Van
Wagoner legitimately calls “a biographer’s dream,” I saw the opportunity to expand our
perception of Rigdon in at least two other directions: (1) Sidney Rigdon from the Stone-

Campbell movement perspective, a movement in which the author is personally involved,

*Richard S. Van Wagoner, Sidney Rigdon: A Portrait of Religious Excess (Salt Lake City: Signature
Books, 1994), p. X.



(2) Sidney Rigdon and his desire for, involvement in, and contributions to, the two major
religious restoration movements of nineteenth century America—The Disciples of Christ
and the Mormons. As such my work is partially a biography, but even more so an
intellectual history involving the flow and fruition of an idea, or an impulse, that was
prominent especially on the nineteenth century frontier. The development of this idea will
be examined macrocosmically through the course of the two largest religious groups
indigenous to American history, and microcosmically as restorationism played out in the
life of one of its staunchest adherents. In a very real sense, therefore, I am trying to
weave a tapestry of two topics—restorationism as a dynamic nineteenth-century
frontier movement, and Rigdon as a reflection of that effort—into one narrative.

Much has been said about Sidney Rigdon as a leader and an apostate of both the
Disciples of Christ and the Mormons. But little has been written about him as a
contributor to, and representative of, restorationism. F. Mark McKiernan, in his
bibliographical essay laments:

Rigdon always lived in the shadows of other men, such as Adamson

Bentley, Alexander Campbell, and especially Joseph Smith. As a result,
although he appears in a great many primary materials concerning both the

Mormons and the Disciples of Christ, secondary religious writers have

tended to minimize his influence because he apostacized from their

churches.’

Mormon works have written a significant amount about Sidney Rigdon as a
Mormon. But Campbellite sources have largely ignored him in his relationship with the
Disciples of Christ on the Western Reserve. Daryl Chase, in his Master’s thesis for the

University of Chicago, observed:

F. Mark McKieman, The Voic : ‘lderness: Si
Waml(mn CommdoPrmlWl),p l7l
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It is difficult to rescue Rigdon’s early work in the “Campbellite”
movement and give him the credit for that which he justly deserves. Before
historians began to write books on the early leaders of the “restoration,”

Rigdon had aposticized. Those who knew him best either ignored his

contribution because of their hostility toward him or they credited it to his

early associates who “endured until the end.”™*

Yet even contemporary Campbellite historians begrudgingly grant him only a few
pages of passing notice. He is regarded as a sort of Benedict Amold to the true faith, and
hence they have written more about Rigdon’s activities during and after 1830, when he
defected from the movement, than before, even though he was a vital contributor in the
development of Campbell’s restoration movement on the frontier.

Biographers have scrutinized Rigdon as a troubled “seeker,” a dynamic leader, a
colleague of Joseph Smith, a religious fanatic, and a man with occasional mental problems.
But to more completely understand this complex man, one must first realize what most
Americans of the nineteenth century believed it meant to be a Christian, and further,
comprehend what restorationism was. This is vital because it was precisely this Christian
principle and movement to which he was completely dedicated all of his life.

Sidney Rigdon was a man with a vision, a quest and a mission. His
entire life, from 1793 to 1876, was a constant search for the so-called
“fullness of the gospel,” which Rigdon believed he was called by God to
expound to the world. The restoration of Christ’s true religion as revealed
in the New Testament became a compulsive, consuming passion, . . . . *

It is not my intention to give a detailed life history of Sidney Rigdon, because Mr.
Van Wagoner has done an admirable job of that, and my purpose is to discuss Rigdon as

he relates to and reflects the ideal of restorationism in his life. It is also not my desire to

“‘Daryl Chase, “Sidney Rigdon--Early Mormon™ (Master’s thesis, University of Chicago, 1931),p. 27.
McKiemnan, p. 11.



give an ecclesiastical history of either restoration movement in its entirety. That has also
been done well by others. My interest focuses on the origin and course of restorationism
on the American frontier of the last century, primarily through the lens of the life of one of
its most avid proponents.

The geographical concentration of this work will be on the Western Reserve area
of Ohio, but this author is quick to acknowledge that the appetite for restorationism at this
time was not confined to that area alone. In order to tell the story of restorationism and
Sidney Rigdon fully, I must include some discussion of other parts of the nineteenth
century American frontier, such as western Pennsylvania, western Virginia, eastern Ohio,
Kentucky, Tennessee, and the Missouri-Illinois territory. But I have chosen to focus this
study on the Western Reserve area for two reasons: (1) It was the early converging point
of the Stone-Campbell movement, as well as Mormonism; (2) It was the primary location
of Rigdon’s activities from 1820 to 1838, when he had his greatest influence on both
movements.

Rigdon was intimately involved most of his life with this philosophy of religion
known as restorationism (also called Christian Primitivism). It should be noted that this
ideal has not been confined to any specific time or place in history, but as Nathan Hatch
has asserted, “Christian restorationism has been a recurring phenomena [sic] in the history
of the Church.™

Today, evidences of the revival of restorationism can be seen throughout our

society. Jerry Falwell heads the National Committee for the Restoration of the Judeo-

ican Christianity (New Haven: Yale University




Christian Ethic. His television ministry is called “The Old-Time Gospel Hour.” Donald
Wildmon, president of the American Family Association, states “It is far more important
to preserve the integrity of the Church than to preserve the existence of the denomination
in its present state.”” A bulletin from the First Church of Christ in Coldwater, Michigan,
carries weekly on its front page the statement: “Our aim: To restore Christianity as it is
revealed in the New Testament: To build the Church of Christ without denominational
name, man-written Creed or any other barrier to Christian unity;. . . .” And in a 1992
Christianity Today article entitled “The Restoration Movement,” Garry D. Nation
proclaims, “The influence of restorationism is growing among evangelicals—perhaps more
than they realize.”

Restorationism may also be evidenced today in such movements as The Promise
Keepers, among whose leaders is Bill McCartney, the ex-head football coach at the
University of Colorado. The Promise Keepers organization, which claims that 2.6 million
men have attended its regional rallies, descended on Washington, D.C. on October 5,
1997, “by the hundred’s of thousands.” For weeks before the event, the media
questioned and probed McCartney on various theological, moral, and social positions
which the Promise Keepers might advocate. McCartney doggedly refused to enter any of
those arenas, constantly reasserting that the Promise Keepers organization has the sole
objective of getting men back to being faithful to what God’s Word would have them do

"Donald E. Wildmon, “Christ’s Church Will Survive Our Church,” The American Family
Association Journal (Tupelo, Mississippi: The American Family Association), September, 1998, p. 2.

*Garry D. Nation, “The Restoration Movement,” Christianity Todgy (Carol Stream, Illinois:
Christianity Todsy, Inc.) May 18, 1992, p. 27.

*Ellis Cose, “Promise Keepers: Here to Pray for the Nation,” Newsweek, October 13, 1997, p. 30.



as Christians, husbands, and fathers. Whether or not McCartney would cognizantly
identify himself as a restorationist, his approach is essentially the same.

The course of such movements may be predicted from what is to follow in this
work. Just as the “Jesus Movement” of the 1960's and 70's soon dissolved or mutated
into other more acceptable categories of religious and social organization, the Promise
Keepers will eventually find internal disagreement over doctrine, feel the need to define
what are correct and incorrect beliefs, and as a result, divide and subdivide (or disperse)
over these issues. For the time being, however, this organization is pressing a real “hot
button” in contemporary American culture.

This author believes that there is a psychological thirst today, in a world growing
ever more and more complex, to simplify matters, to boil them down to their basic
“essentials,” and to coalesce rather than to fragment. Frustration with multiple “truth
claims” and all the paraphernalia of denominational systematic theology have led to a loss
of interest in complicated doctrines and to a societal desire to syncretize Christianity in
this country. In January of 1997, USA Today revealed that, in contrast to about 40,000
Southern Baptist churches and 20,000 Roman Catholic parishes, there are between 75,000
and 100,000 “unaffiliated” congregations, making them the most common type of church
in the U.S.A. today. “These Churches are part of one of the biggest trends in American
religion today: they are all non-denominational, independent of any religious hierarchy or
bureaucracy,” states the article. One parishioner testified, “I consider myself a Christian
more than I’'m a Methodist or a Presbyterian.”'° Those are restorationist sentiments,

whether the speaker recognized them as such or not.

Lori Sharn, “Churches Offering Worship Without Labels,” USA Today, January 27, 1997, p. 4A.
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Henry Webb, postulating that “We are currently in the midst of a very significant
cultural change,” acknowledges the extent to which the anti-sectarian plea of
restorationism has captured our era by dubbing it “The Post-denominational Age.” He
perceptively identifies the tenor of people’s religious preferences when he recognizes that
“Religious affiliation in today’s world has much more to do with music and worship style
than it has to do with denominational beliefs or dogma;. . . .” The typical contemporary
Protestant sermon in most denominational pulpits today, he observes, “has a remarkable
uniformity about it that transcends and obliterates doctrinal differences.” My experiences
and observations concur with Webb’s. There is now a rather free evangelical flow of
church-goers from one denomination to another. Webb concludes that, “The doctrinal
and theological distinctions that once stood at the very heart of denominational identity

have largely disappeared from almost every denomination.”"!

And so I pursue my dual topics of Rigdon and Restorationism. My curiosity has
been piqued by the following questions regarding this study: Why do restoration
movements almost inevitably fail as unity efforts? Why can’t simple back-to-the-Bible
crusades agree on the basics? What causes them to end up fracturing themselves? Why
does a man of such passionate restorationist religious convictions as Sidney Rigdon, who
denies himself and his family material blessings in pursuit of spiritual priorities, wind up

frustrated, apostacizing from three different restoration movements?

"Heary E. Webb, “Writing Denominational History,” Discipliana (Nashville: The Disciples of
Christ Historic Socicty), Spring, 1998, pp. 9 & 3.



As for my comportment in this research, I have not deluded myself by thinking I
can be totally “objective,” as some claim to be. No mortal can accomplish that feat. But I
want to be fair, at least, and try to acknowledge other perspectives that are just as
convincing to their holders as mine are to me. In so doing, I may be the beneficiary of a

broader understanding and a more tolerant spirit.*

*One procedural footnote should be included here. Grammatically it is the conteation of this writer
that words like “Biblical” should be capitalized since they include the specific title of a work. A “bibliophile”™
is one who Joves books, but a “Bibliophile” would indicate one who loves the Bible. The word
“bibliography”has no implied reference to the Bible whatsoever. Also, the argument that one should not
capitalize adjectives is not consistent with practice since words like “Islamic” and “Christian™ are capitalized in
that form. Therefore unless university protocol prevents me from doing so, my practice will be to capitalize
any references with the Bible as their root.
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Introduction

Restorationism -The Concept

In May of 1984 Dr. Robert Fife, a well-known restorationist professor who at that
time was directing the Westwood Christian Foundation in Los Angeles—an academic
program which funded studies in early Christian history for credit in connection with
U.C.L.A.—began an article by relating the following occasion:

Some months ago a young woman came into my office to talk.
After a few minutes, however, I realized this was not a casual visit, for she

was greatly agitated.

“What questions must I answer in order to be baptized?” She asked.
I replied, “There is just one.”
“Oh yes? What is that?” She asked.
“Do you believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God?”
“Is that all?”
“That’s quite a bit,” I replied.

As we further conversed I learned the reason she was so disturbed.
She had been visiting the various campus ministries to ask her question,
and had received as many answers as there were ministries. She had been
given books, tracts, [and] catechisms until she was utterly confused.

She said, “I don’t want to have to wait until I have decided which
denomination is right before I give my heart to Jesus.™

'Robert O. Fife, “Evangelism or Unity--Which?”, The Lamp (Los Angeles: Westwood Christian
Foundation), May, 1984, p. 1.



While this is a simple dialogue, it illustrates well the conditions that form the
spawning grounds for restorationism in any age. Confusion, frustration, and
disenchantment with the establishment generate a reaction which, when formulated, can
become a sort of antithesis or counter-culture to the predominant organization. In
essence, that is what restorationism is—a rejection of the status quo.

In a book published as a centennial publication of the Ohio Christian Missionary
Society, Henry K. Shaw described:

. . . new American religious movement as it developed on the Ohio
frontier in the early part of the nineteenth century. It is primarily, however,

the story of a plain people seeking a practical faith to match American

ideals of democracy, freedom, and independence; a faith to provide a

common ground on which they believed all Christians could unite.?

This movement became known as “restorationism” because it sought to restore the
Christian Church to its original form, rejecting its present state of division and contention.
Whether political or cultural or religious, the philosophy of restorationism tends to
emphasize the same perspectives:
1. A disenchantment with present societal conditions (eg. morality);
2. A desire to re-establish pure unadulterated “first times;”
3. A belief that the intervening times have been or have produced a
corruption.
And in the case of Christian restorationism three additional viewpoints are common place:
4. The Bible alone is the norm or pattern for the New Testament
Church and the Church of today;
S. The Church should be united® and so division is evil,

6. Creeds and catechisms promote division, since they reinforce the
existence of sects and denominations.

Christian Board ofmnc.n 1952) fiyleat
3Jesus’ last prayer on Earth was for the unity of the His followers (see The Bible, John 17:11-21).

2



Some words of explanation and illustration should be said in order to elucidate

each category listed above.

1. Disenchantment With The Present

Restorationism in its broadest definition is almost always dissatisfied with
contemporary conditions. At the end of the Roman Republic, a time of great interest to
the founding fathers of the American Republic, writers like Sallust, Livy, and others
lamented the loss of innocence and virtue from an earlier age and denounced the present
conditions of their society. Livy sounded the theme early in his first book when he wrote:

“I invite the reader’s attention to the much more serious
consideration of the kind of lives our ancestors lived. . . . I would then
have him trace the process of our moral decline, to watch, first, the sinking
of the foundations of morality as the old teaching was allowed to lapse
[italics mine], then the rapidly increasing disintegration, then the final
collapse of the whole edifice, and the dark dawning of our modern day
when we can neither endure our vices nor face the remedies needed to cure
them.

. . .Of late years wealth has made us greedy, and self-indulgence has
brought us, through every form of sensual excess, to be, if I may so put it,
in love with death both individual and collective.*

Whether the attempt is to restore society from moral decay or the church from
moral bankruptcy, the restorationist theme is the same—the present is a corruption of a
pristine past. Girolamo Savonorola, a8 Dominican monk in Renaissance Florence, berated

Pope Julius II and his prelates with the following bitter invective in 1493:

*Titus Livius (Livy), The Early History of Rome, Bk. 1, trans. by Aubrey De Selincourt (Baltimore:
Penguin Books, 1960), p. 34.



See how in these days prelates and preachers are chained to the
carth by love of earthly things; the cure of souls is no longer their concern;
they are content with the receipt of revenue; the preachers preach for the
pleasure of princes, to be praised and magnified by them.

. .Men feed upon these vanities and rejoice in these pomps, and
say that the Church of Christ was never so flourishing, nor divine worship
so well conducted as at present. . .likewise that the first prelates were
inferior to these of our own times.

. . .The former, it is true, had fewer gold mitres and fewer chalices,
for, indeed, what few they possessed were broken up to relieve the needs
of the poor; whereas our prelates, for the sake of obtaining chalices, will
rob the poor of their sole means of support. But dost thou know what I
would tell thee? In the primitive church the chalices were of wood, the
prelates of gold; in these days the church hath chalices of gold and prelates
of wood.?

In the early years of the American Republic there was much opposition to officially
recognized, State-sponsored churches, which may be readily evidenced in such injunctions
as the Virginia Statute For Religious Freedom (1786) and the First Amendment to the
U.S. Constitution (1791). Many Americans disdained the memories of Old World
government-sponsored churches, such as the Anglican or Lutheran churches, which
sometimes employed political or social coercion in order to gain membership or
cooperation. They were also disgruntled with well-established denominations that seemed
too authoritarian in this land of new-found freedom. As Nathan Hatch has observed, “No
theme united the interest of insurgent groups between 1780 and 1830 more than an
exaggerated opposition to official Christianity.”®

As a result of the American Revolution, a new kind of church based on democratic

$Girolamo Savonorola, “A Preacher of Reform,” The Portable Renaissance Reader, ed. by James B.
Ross and Mary M. McLaughlin (New York: Viking Press, 1968), pp. 645-646.

. izati ristianity (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1989), p. 170. mefamyAmmcansmeRepubhcmelfomtoukconlmdquu
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principles emerged, allowing the common people to interpret the New Testament for
themselves. Men like Abner Jones and Elias Smith (two New England Baptists), James
O’Kelly (a Virginia Methodist), Barton W. Stone (a Kentucky Presbyterian), and Thomas
and Alexander Campbell (two Pennsylvania Scotch-Irish Presbyterians), all criticized the
established denominations as inconsistent with true Christianity and sought to restore the
priesthood of all believers in an egalitarian faith. In a sense many saw the denominations
as spiritual oppressors, the remnants of the European political oppressors who had just
been evicted. Elias Smith, who published the first American religious newspaper in 1808,
complained:
Had George the third, when he withdrew his troops from this

country, withdrawn all the principles respecting civil and religious affairs,

which are in opposition to the rights of mankind, we should have been a

much more united and happy people than we now are: but alas! they are

left among us like the Canaanites in ancient times, to be overcome by little
and little.’

2. The Desire To Go Back To Original Times

Norman Austin, in an introductory chapter about ancient Greek historiography,
included in his anthology of Greek historians the following psychological observation:

It has, in all periods, been difficult for men to analyze their present
conditions. The past has always seemed more ordered, more inevitable
even, while the present has been a confusion. It has been natural for men
to look towards the past where they thought they could find an order
which was lacking in the present.®

In a world that seems to be getting more and more complex, there is often a

"Elias Smith, “Address To The Public,” Herald of Gospel Liberty, Vol. I, No. 1 (Sept. 1, 1808), p. 1.
*Norman Austin, The Greek Historians (New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, Co., 1969), p. 51.
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psychological desire to return to our roots, to find a sense of security that seems to have
eluded us. Not only is there a need to reestablish a sense of stability and simplicity, but
also there is the hope that by returning to the prime factors of life, one may recapture its
basic essence or renew a lost perspective. Since the present state of the church was
regarded to be an aberration of its earlier ideal, the solution for many was to return to the
original pattern in an attempt to restore order, authenticity, and integrity. Frustrated
Christian restorationists felt the desire for a reestablishment of the first principles and basic
dynamics that propagated the faith. As A.T. DeGroot purported in his work The
Restoration Principle, “. . .the need of every sensitive disciple is to achieve a restoration, a
recapture of the faith of the Founder.” Today this same impulse may be evidenced by the
plea for a restoration of “traditional values” in America.

With the confusion of truth claims propagated by the plethora of existing sects and
denominations, some Christian primitivists sought to simplify matters, to see if they could
discover those precepts commonly held by all groups, and to advocate a possible
reunification based upon only the “essentials” found in the primitive church. The first
century Church was their “model,” and whether ecumenical or separatist in spirit,
restorationists shared in common the personal conviction that faithfulness compelled them
to return to the practices, doctrines, and standards of the original New Testament church.

They advocated the reform of Christianity, but the method of this
reform was not to devise anything new but rather to restore the old—
primitive Christianity. The Restoration Movement was deeply rooted in an

Enlightenment idea of the primitive as an ideal, natural, and pristine state
before “civilization” . . . had polluted Christianity.'

’A.T. DeGroot, The Restoration Principle (St Louis: Bethany Press, 1960), pp. 15-16.

Glenmary Research Ceater, 1988), p. 146,



3. The View of History As A Corruption

Restorationism is ahistorical by nature. It tends to be rather uninterested in the
intervening time between origins and the present, regarding history as a sort of corruption
of that which was once unadulterated. Martin Marty has alluded to historian David
Noble’s assertion that many of “the custodians of America’s past” were Jeremiahs,
“historians against history,” warning of present dangers and “constantly calling people
back to the innocent and the primeval.”!! Men like Locke, Paine, and Jefferson, often
argued that man’s unalienable rights were “rooted” in creation and the state of nature, but
were usurped by tyrants in the intervening period.

This perspective is also synonymous in Christian Restorationism. There is an
identification with the church of the first century that is so strong that the intervening
history is regarded as at least insignificant or aberrational, and perhaps more often as
abominable and repugnant. Restorationist historian James D. North warns, “It is too easy,
though appallingly attractive, to just skip from the apostolic period to the Restoration
Movement.” Conveniently overlooking seventeen centuries of church history, he
satirically confesses that “Some of us joke, ‘the apostle John died, and Alexander
Campbell was born’.”2

As may be noted in the earlier quote from Livy, primitivists tend to view the

intervening period of history as a time of declension and degradation. Hence they are not

“"Martin E. Marty, Righ
Press, 1970), p. 87.




in the true sense “reformers” because reformers simply want to alter what is presently
there. Christian restorationists usually believe that this degeneration has become so
perverted from the original that the idea of a reconstruction of the existing form seems less
plausible than simply beginning over again at the beginning, not with a new concept, but
with the original one. At the root of restorationism is the desire to remold that which
exists, to break it down to its essential parts and recast it again. Hence, restorationists are
usually regarded as more radical than reformers, like the Anabaptists were in comparison
to the Lutherans.

Most Christian restorationists divide history into three basic periods—the Golden
Age, the Fall, and the Restoration. They consider the Golden Age as having lasted until
the time of the emperor Constantine, who adopted Christianity as an official religion of the
Roman empire. Sometimes they even assign a specific date for the delineation, such as the
years 313 or 320 A.D. The Roman Catholic Church is then usually blamed for all kinds of
innovations, compromises, superstitions, immoralities, and political intrigues throughout
the Medieval period.

In general, these leaders expressed their primitivism in the call to

scuttle the elaborate, authoritarian structures of the ecclesiastical
establishment and to erase and transcend all the corruptions of history and
start once again at the beginning, the time of Christianity’s greatest purity.
Thepogutedstream,theybelieved, should be abandoned for the pure
sprng.

PRichard T. Hughes and C. Leoaard Allen, Illusions of I tostan
America, 1630-1875 (Chicago: TheUmvuutyofChmgoPlus,l%S),p l$7




4. The Bible As The Pattern For The True Church

In a video series entitled Qur Restoration Vision, Bill Humble, in a definition of the
Stone-Campbell Restoration Movement, expresses the “conviction that we can be the
New Testament church today.”'* The word “the” in this last statement is perhaps the
operative word here. Notice the wording preferred over the expression “a New
Testament church.” Whether Professor Humble meant to imply it or not, restoration
movements commonly believe that they are the only true church and that all others are
apostates. That which imparts to them this confidence is their belief that they can, and
perhaps have already, faithfully reestablished the original Church in form and doctrine by
using the New Testament as their guideline or model.

J.M. Powell uses the Anabaptists as an example of this approach. He claims that,
“perhaps more thoroughly than any of their contemporaries they read the Bible in order to
recover the pattern of the early church” (and hence this outlook is often referred to as
“patternism,” because the New Testament is regarded as a template for what the Church
universal should be at all times). He lists representatives of many restorationist groups
since then who were determined to reproduce the first century church “using the New
Testament as a blueprint.”** This mode has frequently led to literalism or legalism.

Author Leroy Garrett, whose religious roots are in the same tradition as Bill

Humble and J.M. Powell, has re-evaluated this position:

“Bill Humble, “The Meaning of Restoration,” part 2 of Qur Restoration Vision (a three-part video
serics narrated by Bill Humble and Don DeWelt - Joplin, Missouri: College Press, 1988).

M. Powell, Th




Primitivism thus assumes a simplistic hermeneutics that likens the

New Testament to a rule book that clearly spells out the nature of the

Church of Christ upon earth. That there have been scores of restorationist

sects, each claiming to be the true church and each insisting it has correctly

followed “the simple pattern,” makes such a view of the New Testament

W' 16

One more item is often central in the restorationist view of the Bible in order for it
to be authoritative as a plumbline. Powell campaigns, “The Christianity of the first century
cannot be reproduced without giving preeminence to the all sufficiency and alone-
sufficiency of the Holy Scriptures in matters of faith and life.” He then cuts to the heart of
the matter when he adds, “Restoration adds a recognition of the verbal, plenary
inspiration of God’s Word.”"” For those who are the most conservative and literal

restorationists, this conviction often includes a belief in Biblical “inerrancy.”

S. The Disunity of The Church As Illegitimate

Since Jesus had prayed for the unity of His Church, restorationists regard its
disunited state as being against His will, as well as the desire of the Heavenly Father, since
both share synonymous intentions for the Church. Hence, division is sinful, and
denominationalism or sectarianism is division.

Explicit is a highly developed sense of the unity of the Church of

Christ and a rejection of the idea that the Church could be divided

legitimately into a variety of believing bodies which determined their own
corpus of belief, practice, and polity. The Restoration Movement began as

Movement (Joplin: College Press, l994),p8mthercvmededmm. |
"Powell, p. 2.
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an explicit rejection of denominationalism.'®

A typical restorationist would espouse cultural uniformity over multiculturalism,
and advocate the legitimacy of “one holy catholic church” instead of religious pluralism.
There is only one objective truth, God’s truth as revealed in Scripture, and one church is
not as good as another. “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free,
there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”"

In 1838 a restorationist preacher signing himself simply “J.C.” submitted an article
to Walter Scott’s Evangelist entitled “The Primitive Church”. He initiated the work with
an idealistic laudation of the condition of the Apostolic Church:

The church of Christ in her primitive glory, was one and indivisible;
she stood before the world as the perfection of beauty and as the organ of
every divine communication to man. Her charms won the admiration of an
alienated world; . . . In peerless majesty she swayed the scepter of truth
and love over the world, that at one time bid fair to lay their spoils at their
feet and own her unrivaled authority; under her reign darkness gave place
to light, error to truth, and sin to righteousness; she became the joy of the
whole earth.®

He then proceeded to bewalil its fallen status and crippling division in the intervening
centuries:

The church has been planted in the world for its conversion and
salvation; were it not for these objects she never would have been
subjected to the storms of persecution which have beat upon her from the
beginning until now. But unfortunately for her she has been so much torm
and distracted by internal dissensions and wars, that for fifteen centuries,
she has had more than she could do to keep herself along; she, never since
the time of the Apostle, has presented a bold and united front to the world,

WTristano, p. 3.
¥The Bible (RSV), Galatians 3:28.

2] C.”, “The Primitive Church,” The Evangelist ed. by Walter Scott (Carthage, Ohio), Vol. VI, No. 2
(Feb., 1838), p. 28.
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but has been like a kingdom divided against itself.*!

George Whitefield, a dynamic preacher during the Great Awakening, who
preceded the American restoration movements, also deplored the divisions within
Christendom. Preaching from a balcony at the court house in Philadelphia, he dramatically
lifted his eyes toward Heaven and called out:

“Father Abraham, whom have you in Heaven? Any
Episcopalians?”

“No!”

“Any Presbyterians?”

“No!”

“Any Independents? Or Methodists?”
“No, No, No!”

“Whom have you there?”

“We don’t know those names here. All who are here are
Christians.”

“Oh, is this the case? Then God help us to forget party names and
to become Christians in deed and truth.”®

Samuel Davies, a Presbyterian preacher from Virginia, echoed his sentiments when
he proclaimed:

My brethren, I would now warn you against this wretched,
mischievous spirit of party . . . A Christian! a Christian! Let that be your
highest distinction; let that be the name which you labor to deserve. God
forbid that my ministry should be the occasion of diverting your attention
to anything else . . . It has . . . been the great object of my zeal to inculcate

lllbn

2Quoted in Winthrop Hudson, Religio ica: An Historical Account o
American Religious Life, ed. 3 (New York: CharluSmbnersSons.l%l)ppso-m
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upon you the grand essentials of our holy religion, and make you sincere
practical Christians. Alas! . . . unless I succeed in this, I labor to very little
purpose though I should presbyterianize the whole colony.?

6. The Rejection of Creeds and Catechisms

Restorationists have often criticized the proliferation of official creeds and
confessions of faith, not so much because there is anything wrong in stating one’s beliefs,
but because they are, after all, only interpretations of Scripture and therefore as fallible as
their human interpreters might be. “No creed but Christ; no book but the Bible,” came to
be a commonly-heard slogan of the Stone-Campbell movement. And since the Bible alone
is the true standard for all correct doctrine and practice, creeds were superfluous. They
might even be harmful, since they were used to exclude many believers who may not agree
with specific denominational interpretations.

Also creeds and catechisms were seen as means to propagate denominational
interests, and hence to inhibit the reunification of the church. “Are we not in a wilderness
of creeds?”, asked one restorationist of his Christian brethren. In 1870 a Disciples of
Christ committee delegated by the Ohio Christian Missionary Society sent fraternal
greetings to the Baptists of Ohio and included the following objective for their mission:

As a people we are seeking the restoration of the Christianity of the

New Testament, in letter and in spirit, in principle and in practice. We

clearly see to be involved in this the over-throw of denominationalism, the

repudiation of human creeds as authoritative expressions of faith or bonds
of fellowship, the annihilation of party names, and the reunion of God’s

BSamuel Davies, Sermons On Important Subjects, Vol. I (New York: N.P., 1842), pp. 217-218,
quoted in Hudson, p. 81.
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scattered people in one body, under the leadership of Jesus the Christ, . . %

Whether naive or hopefully realistic, many restorationists believed that
restorationism would prove to be a conduit for unity, because rather than combat or
compromise with a creed, this position would outflank it by making it superfluous.
Alexander Campbell once quixotically advised that all those who wish to follow Jesus’
commandments “ought to rally under Jesus and the apostles and bury all dissensions about
such unprofitable subjects as those long-vexed questions about [the] trinity, [the]
atonement, depravity, election, effectual calling, etc.” He then continued on to assert that
he would unite in worship with any sect [of Baptists, in this instance] “if their moral and
Christian behavior be compatible with the gospel, irrespective of all their speculations

upon the untaught questions of their creeds.”®

This author recognizes the endemic potential within the concept of restorationism
to be claimed by most all Christian movements, since the Bible is their authoritative book
and it hearkens back to an “original” culture and doctrine. Paul Conkin seems to agree:

The problem with the label [restorationism] is its generality.
Almost without exception, those who have launched new sects or
schismatic splinters have claimed to restore the ancient or primitive church.
All the Reformation Churches made this claim, and so have all successors
in the Protestant tradition, broadly defined.

¥Shaw, pp. 31-32.

“Robert Richardson, Memoirs of Alexander Campbell, Vol. 2 (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott, 1868);
reprinted by Religious Book Service in Germantown, Tennessee, n.d., Vol. II, p. 372 of reprint edition.

of North Carolina Press, l997)p 2.
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In the next chapter some of the “elements” of restorationism found throughout
church history are recognized—not to establish a claim that many denominations had that
concept as their raison d’ etre, because most did not--but rather to recognize that
nineteenth-century America did not invent this impulse. Nonetheless, it will later be
acknowledged that restorationism blossomed on the American frontier of that time in a

unique way.
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Chapter 1

Elements of Restorationism In Church History

Without proceeding too far down the ethereal path of Wittgensteinian linguistic
analysis, this author concedes that probably any concept defined in its broadest scope and
analyzed ad absurdum loses its distinction, and ultimately, its meaning. Taken to such
extremes probably all Christians could be regarded as restorationists. But confined to the
descriptive limits set forth in the introductory chapter, elements of restorationism may
appear in certain aspects of many religious movements without that cause or crusade
being, in essence, a restoration movement itself. The following pages attempt to describe
some strains of restorationism present in various major religious movements in church
history.

Henry Webb, in his background study of the historical roots of restorationism,
recognizes its somewhat universal appeal to Christian adherents of any era:

The need to recapture the beauty, simplicity, and effectiveness of

the dynamic church reflected in the New Testament is a conviction shared

to some extent by all generations of Christians. It is sometimes expressed

as “reformation” and more recently as “renewal.” Often, however, this

need is described with more explicit focus on the church of the first century

as “restoration.” The concept of restoring some vital reality that has been

lost or obscured is very old.!

To begin with, the Roman Catholic Church itself, the critical target of many of the

'Heary E. Webb, In Search of Christian Unity: A Histo: ¢ Restoration Movement (Cincinnati:
Stanciard Publishing Co., 1990) p. 36.




reformers and restorationists, might even allege, if it 30 desired, to exemplify that
restorationist paradigm. For example, it purports to be the New Testament Church, a
direct descendant of that church established at Pentecost and in apostolic succession to
Peter, the first Pope. “It is primitive Christianity,” wrote W. E. Garrison. “Enriched, to be
sure, by the wisdom of the ages, blessed with a fuller unfolding of divine truth, still it
thinks of itself as identical with the primitive church in faith and structure.” The term
restoration would seem to be an anathema to its very existence. The Eastern Orthodox
tradition is equally, if not moreso, insistent in its claim to this title, as well as the
distinction of being the preserver of unadulterated ordinances and correct doctrines.
However, in church history Roman Catholicism was often regarded as the Beast,
the Harlot, or the Anti-Christ of the Biblical book of Revelation, by various reformers,
many of whom were martyred for the expression of their beliefs. The Cathari, the
Albigensians, and the Waldensians were some of these earlier “heretic” groups who called
for church reform, or even more radically, restoration. The Cathari,® disenchanted with
the immoral conditions of the Medieval church, wanted to purge and “purify” the leaders
of the church, and hold them to the strict ethical standards of the New Testament. Peter
Waldo, also an ascetic who sold his possessions and used the proceeds to give the Bible to
people in the their own vernacular, warned church prelates that, “Whatever is not enjoined

in Scripture must be reject:

ana'mdBmthax.l%l).p 3.

This nomenclature was a virtual transliteration from the Greek word “katharoi,” meaning “pure
ones.”

“‘Quoted in J. M. Powell, The Caus Plead: A St ¢ Restoration Movement, (Nashville:
20th Century Christian, 1987), pp. 15-16. :



Most of the reformers of the Reformation period were not, in the full sense,
restorationists. They were usually more interested in correcting the moral abuses, politics,
or some doctrines of the existing church rather than starting afresh at some perceived
original position. Yet the very nature of the questions or problems they had with the
established church often impelled them to go back to the original source, the Bible, for
answers and models. Hence, many became advocates of some aspects of restorationism.

John Wycliffe, for example, espoused the authority of the Bible over that of a
human infallible pope. In the year 1378 he contended:

The Bible alone is the supreme organ of divine revelation; the

church’s tradition, pronouncements of the councils, papal decrees, and all

other expositions of Christian doctrine must be tested on the scriptural

touchstone. All truth is contained in the Scriptures. They are divinely

inspired in all their parts, and they alone are a sufficient guide in all matters,

religious and secular.’

John Huss, who preached many of the doctrines of Wycliffe to his disciples in
Bohemia, was burned at the stake for publicly preaching against indulgences and for
denying the authority of the pope. Only Christ, he asserted, is the head of the Church, and
the Bible is its only authoritative guide. On this Biblical basis many of his followers
rejected the doctrine of transubstantiation, Purgatory, the practice of prayers for the dead,
the veneration of relics and images and saints, and all the sacraments except baptism and
communion. As Will Durant summarized their position, “. . .they proposed to restore the

simple ritual of the Apostolic Church, and repudiated all ecclesiastical rites and robes that

’Quoted in Edwin Robertson, Wycliffe: Moming Star of The Reformation (Basingstoke, England:
Marshall, Morgan, and Scott, 1984), p. 39.
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they could not find in early Christianity.”

Martin Luther, who is usually given credit as the progenitor of the Protestant
Reformation, may be interpreted by some to have been a restorationist. However A.T.
DeGroot refutes this notion, maintaining that, “the restoration of New Testament practices
for all important phases of religion did not appeal to Luther,” and adding that Luther
desired a conservative reformation.” Allen and Hughes concur, contending that Luther
simply was not interested in the question fundamental to Christian restorationists—that is,
“What was the ancient tradition or pattern?” But then they concede:

There is a sense, to be sure, in which Luther was a restorationist.

For as he himself once put it, “the crawling maggots of man-made laws and

regulations” had “eaten into the entire world” and had “swallowed up. ..all

Holy Scripture.” Thus, Luther sought to go behind the “man-made laws

and regulations” of history to preach once again the primitive gospel of

faith and grace.

From this perspective, Luther perhaps could be called a

“gospel restorationist.”®

Alexander Campbell, a founder of the Restoration Movement in America, credited
Luther with restoring the pre-eminent authority of the Bible to Christendom. Biblical
knowledge was the monopoly of the authoritarian clergy of Rome, he believed, until
Luther translated it into German so others could read it for themselves. “The Bible was

brought out of prison, and Luther bid it March,” Campbell wrote.’

Will Durant, The Reformation, Vol. 6 of The Story of Civilization (New York; Simon and Shuster,
1957), pp. 169-170.

A.T. DeGroot, The Restoration Principle (St. Louis: Bethany Press, 1960), p. 113.

*C. Leonard Allen and Richard T. Hughes, Disc
Christ (Abilene: ACU Press, 1988), p. 121.

*Alexander Campbell, “Prefatory Remarks,” The Milleanial Harbinger (Bethany, Virginis), Vol. I,
No. 1 (January 4, 1830), p. 4.
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Luther, like any restorationist, made Scripture the ultimate authority of his
reformation. When summoned before the Diet at Worms in 1521 to recant his writings,
Luther boldly retorted, “Unless I am convicted of error by the testimony of Scripture
...(since I put no trust in the unsupported authority of Pope or of councils...) I stand
convicted by the Scriptures to which I have appealed, and my conscience is taken captive
by God’s word. . . ™"

However he was no Biblical literalist. Luther, unlike Calvin and others to follow,
did not see the Bible as God’s Word, but as the revealer of God’s Word, the Divine
Logos portrayed in John 1:1-14 Whose incarnation came to be identified with the person
of Jesus the Christ. Hence the Bible’s function for Luther was like a pair of glasses for
mankind to see and understand the Savior. If the Bible were to become an object of
veneration itself, that would be simple Biblioatry. This is not meant to imply that the Holy
Scriptures were in any way unimportant to Luther however.

Luther is often given credit for the restoration of three major doctrines lost in the
centuries of development of the Roman Catholic Church: (1) salvation by faith not works;
(2) the priesthood of all believers; (3) the individual right to interpret the Scriptures. He
felt so strongly about this that he translated the New Testament into the German
vernacular while he was in hiding at the Wartburg Castle eluding the decree of Charles V,
the Holy Roman Emperor, who had declared him to be an outlaw. In making this
| translation, Luther effectively placed the reading and interpretation of Scripture within the

scope of the common man. According to Garrison:

¥From the transcript of the trial at Worms (1521) found in Henry Bettenson, ed., Documents of the
Christian Church, Second Ed. (London: Oxford U. Press, 1963), p. 282.
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The divisive principle of Protestantism is to be found in this
combination of ideas: that all Scripture is authoritative, and that the
meaning of all Scripture is perfectly plain to any honest man who will
simply read it."

But while Luther was at the Wartburg, Andreas von Carlistadt, his senior colleague
at the University of Wittenberg and his replacement as the preacher of the Castle Church
there, led his parishoners in a radical reformation that resulted in rebellion and anarchy.
Luther was horrified and angry, returning without permission from the prince to reclaim
his pulpit and dismissing Caristadt. He therefore stopped short of the advocacy of the
democratic tendencies developed by the restoration movements later in America, which
allowed anyone to interpret Scripture authoritatively for himself. Admitting the danger
that one could prove most anything by Scripture through ignorance, he grumbled, “Now I
learn that it suffices to throw many passages together helter skelter whether they fit or not.
If this is the way to do it I certainly shall prove with Scripture that Rastrum beer is better
than Malmsey wine.”?

Nonetheless some of Luther’s legacy came into the twentieth century Lutheran
Church imitating restorationist form. A Lutheran book entitled Why A Lutheran Should
Not Attend Any Other Church gives as the first reason: “Because the Lutheran church is
the old original church.”® Restoration churches usually reserved that claim for themselves!

Desiderius Erasmus, the Dutch humanist scholar of Rotterdam, also exhibited traits

of restorationism in his caustic satire Praise of Folly. Reflecting the primitivist

"'Garrison, Religion Follows The Frontier, p. 29.
""Martin Luther, Works (Philadelphia Edition), Vol. 39, pp. 75-76; quoted in Hatch, p. 180.
13Quoted in Gasison, p. 33.
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dissatisfaction with the contemporary state of the Church, he lampooned the “labyrinth” of
theological divisions within the body
. . .from the tortuous obscurities of Realists, Nominalists, Thomists,

Albertists, Ockhamists and Scotists--and I’ve not mentioned all the sects,

only the main ones. Such is the erudition and complexity they all display

that I fancy the apostles themselves would need the help of another holy

spirit if they were obliged to join issue on these topics with our new breed

of theologian.'*

Complaining that the fulfillment of monks in his era seemed to be in their distinctions as
Cordeliers, Coletines, Minors, Minims, Bullists, Benedictines, Bernardines, Bridgetines,
Augustinians, Williamists, and Jacobines—Erasmus, in disgust, admonished his readers,
“They aren’t interested in being like Christ but in being unlike each other. . . .as if it
weren’t enough to be called Christians.”"*

Ulrich Zwingli, the Swiss reformer of Zurich, in many ways also promoted the
restoration of primitive Christianity. Through his personal study of Erasmus’ translation
of the New Testament he came to deny Christ’s presence in the Eucharist and instead
insisted upon communion as a memorial feast, a remembrance of the death of Christ.
Some of his followers, who became known as Anabaptists (“re-baptizers™) because of
their advocacy that the New Testament church did not practice infant baptism but rather
the adult immersion of believers, were probably the nearest representatives of
restorationism during the Reformation period. Seeking to restore the early purity as well
as the early doctrines of the church, many of them abandoned Christendom in favor of a

communal arrangement. Such groups as the Mennonites, Hutterites, and Shakers, “spoke

“Desiderius Erasmus, Praise of Folly trans. by Betty Radice (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1971), p. 156.
Ibid., pp. 165-166.
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as if the church had ceased to exist and needed to be literally restored.”*

These radicals were accused by many of their contemporaries of trying to divide or
even destroy the church. Those who were more benign in their evaluations charged them
with, at least, the desire to construct a new church. But A.T. DeGroot anticipated their
response when he imagined that “The ‘radicals’ would have preferred to say that they
were not building a ‘new’ church, but restoring the original one.”"’

Another reformer illustrative of some restoration themes was John Calvin, who
established his theocracy in Geneva and became one of the foremost Protestant
theologians of church history. Calvin’s [nstitutes of the Christian Religion reflects his
deep original study of the Bible and his desire to restore the order and practices of the
New Testament Church. Declaring that the Roman Catholic Church had virtually
abandoned original doctrine and worship, and was therefore apostate from the New
Testament Church, Calvin wrote “that for several ages the pure preaching of the word
disappeared.”® According to one of his biographers, Calvin regarded himself, in relation
to the Church, to be somewhat of “an architect of reconstruction.””® When he attempted
certain reforms along these lines in Lausanne, Switzerland, his efforts to remove its

medieval church practices were resented by the town council, who defended them in

The Glenmary Research Ceater, 1988), 148,
"DeGroot, The Restoration Principle. p. 113.

%John Calvin, Jnti f The Christian Religi inted as Calvin’s Institutes (Grand Rapids:
Associsted Publishers and Authors, Inc., n.d.), Book 4, Chapter 1, Section 11, p. 546.

¥Ronald S. Wallace, Calvin, Geneva, and The Reformation (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House,
1988), p. 133.
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deference to “any new-fangled fashion borrowed from the primitive church.”® Calvin’s

response was simply:
“All that we have attempted to do is to restore the native purity

from which the Christian ordinances have degenerated, and to bring every

practice of faith back to its [Biblical] fountain head.”*

The English Puritans were spiritual descendants of John Calvin and were
themselves radicals of a sort. Their desire was to purify the Church of England. Whether
remaining as protesting members in the church or becoming “Separatists”, they saw the
Anglican church as corrupt and called for its purification based upon the standards of the
New Testament Church. John Macleod in his Scottish Theology published by the Free
Church of Scotland, wrote of these English Puritans: “The goal for which they were
making was a return of the church to the apostolic pattern. This they sought to reach all
along the line not only in Faith but in Order and Discipline and Worship.”?

But as the Puritan hopes for the restoration of the Anglican Church began to fade
and imminent judgement seemed to be foreboding, a great migration to the New World
began with the hope of constructing the resurrected Church of the New Testament. This
“errand into the wilderness,” Perry Miller affirms, “had a positive sense of mission.” That
purpose was to enter into an explicit covenant with God, establish a due form of

ecclesiastical government, and become a “city upon a hill” for the eyes of the rest of the

world to witness:

®bid,, p. 114.
#Quoted in Allen and Hughes, Discovering Our Roots, p. 32.

BjJohn Macleod, Scottish Theology (N.P., Publishing Committee of The Free Church of Scotland,
1943), pp. 6-7; quoted in DeGroot, The Restoration Principic. p. 116.
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There was no doubt whatsoever about what Winthrop meant by a

due form of ecclesiastical government: he meant the pure Biblical polity set

forth in full detail by the New Testament, that method which later

generations, in the days of increasing confusion, would settle down to

calling Congregational, but which for Winthrop was no denominational

peculiarity but the very essence of organized Christianity.

To the Puritan the essence of Christianity was the essence of life. The degree to
which one preserved the integrity of the word of God and the purity of the Church
paralleled man’s happiness and success in this life, and his hope for the life to come.
Religion was not a segment of one’s life, as David Hall has recognized in his recent work,
but rather “was embedded in the fabric of everyday life. It colored how you thought about
your children and your parents. It entered into perceptions of community, and of the
world that lay beyond.”* And the Bible was not just a well written canon of books. “It
was priceless, though you found it in the marketplace; it was timeless, though a printer
may have dated an edition; it was living, though its matter was mere ink and paper.”*

Hughes and Allen have postulated that, “to a degree considerably beyond what
scholars have recognized, the New England Puritan enterprise took the form of a
restorationist crusade.”® T.D. Bozeman, in an Alexander Campbell bicentennial
lectureship in 1988, said that the Puritan protest “arose from a will to return to the norms
and ways of a primitive, sacred past.” He quoted Thomas Cartwright, for example, as

represeating this perspective when he advocated that “whatsoever is first, that is true; and

BPerry Miller, Errand Into The Wildemess (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1956), pp. 4, 5, & 11.

¥David D. Hall, Worlds
England (Cambridge: Harvard U. qus,l989)p 3

Bbid., p. 24.
*Hughes and Allen, [llusions of Innocence, p. 32.
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whatsoever is later, that is false.” In comparing the rhetoric of Alexander Campbell to
that of the Puritans he further observed:

. . .the appeal to primitive simplicity and purity was one of the most
regular cliches of Puritan discourse. . . .a distaste for complexity and for
the addition of ‘mixtures’ to the first and pure is a large common
denominator throughout the Puritan movement.

Flowing likewise from allegiance to the first was a deeply held
belief that the norms and patterns of the great age constituted an order of
fixed and changeless perfection. Preadjusted to all the circumstances and
ﬂuctuatx;gns of ordinary human history, first things were final; they defied
change.

This concern for “the restitution of true religion,” and the sole authority of
Scripture on which it is contingent, became a central feature of Puritanism. For the
Puritans the Bible was the supreme authority in matters of faith and life. John Cotton,
probably the most prominent minister of the founding generation, wrote:

No new traditions must be thrust upon us. . .[but] that which [we]

have had from the beginning. . . . True Antiquity. . .is that which fetches

its original from the beginning. . . .no other writings besides the Scripture

can plead true Antiquity. . . . All errors are aberrations from the first. [In

conclusion], live ancient lives; your obedience must be swayed by an old

rule, walk in the old ways. . . .2

The whole Puritan endeavor was to be firmly rooted and established upon a
Scriptural foundation. They insisted that everyone had the right and the need to read the
Bible and know God’s will for himself. This strict Bibliocentricity led them to establish
Harvard college, just six years after their arrival in the Massachusetts Bay colony, for the

purpose of studying the New Testament pattern for their theocracy and for their lives.

7T.D. Bozeman, “Alexander Campbell: Child of the Puritans,” found in Lectures In Honor of The
Alexander Campbell Bicentennial, 1788-1988 (Nashville: The Disciples of Christ Historical Society,
1988), pp. 6-7.

*Quoted in Allen and Hughes, Discovering Our Roots, p. 51.
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Restorationist themes may be evidenced throughout the writings of the early
Puritan authors. Hughes and Allen have avowed:

The pattern of Puritan primitivism is characterized chiefly by
an elemental belief in the power and exemplary authority of an ancient
“first time,” a time when supernatural power and presence had transformed
ordinary history into an extraordinary time full of precedential authority.
. . .Centered in this intense devotion to the first, the primitivist pattern gave
rise to an array of terms that recur throughout the vast range of Puritan
writings, terms such as primitive, ancient, pattern, model, imitation,
purity, simplicity, invention, addition, novelty, and innovation. Such terms
form a major part of the standard Puritan vocabulary and serve as signposts
to the primitivist or restorationist assumptions underlying much Puritan
belief and action.?

It could legitimately be argued that Puritanism was the earliest form of
restorationism introduced into colonial America. The Roman Catholic Church in Spanish
America and the Anglican Church in Virginia did not promulgate restorationist themes.
But a potential threat to any primitivist cause is a developing hubristic conviction that,
through the efforts of its adherents, the reanimation of the exact New Testament Church
has been established exclusively with them.

. . .the New England Puritans succumbed to just such a conceit.

They soon became convinced that they had indeed restored all of God’s

original institutions to their purest form. John Cotton wrote smugly that

the New England Churches were as close as could be to what “the Lord

Jesus [would erect] were he here himselfe in person.”*

As the years progressed however, Puritanism, like most zealous religious crusades,
lost its fervor, stagnated, and entered a period of declension. The Great Awakening
would revive its thrust once more briefly, but by the time of the American revolution, it

had begun mutating into a more complex and liberal tradition until today, most of its

®Hughes and Allen, [llusions of Innocence, pp. 28-29
*Allen and Hughes, Discovering Our Roots, p. 56.
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congregational churches have metamorphosized into the United Church of Christ.

One Puritan who followed a different path and became the progenitor of a different
tradition was the Separatist Roger Williams. Disassociating himself from Jonathan
Winthrop and the Massachusetts Bay colony because they would not disfellowship with
the Church of England, he eventually settled in Rhode Island where he tried to establish a
church based upon “the holy Scripture, the first pattern” urging his flock that God was
active in “. . .His calling of His people more and more out of the Babel of confused
worships, ministries, etc.”*!

Ironically, as Williams developed his thoughts further, he eventually mellowed and
transformed to an advocacy of religious liberty, establishing what became the first Baptist
church in America. He even permitted Quakers freedom of worship in his colony,
although he ended his career quarreling with them. Yet his spiritual quest for the true
Church of Christ remained in turmoil. While conceding, in his later years, that “I do
profess to believe that some come nearer to the first primitive churches and the institutions
and appointments of Christ Jesus than others,” he nonetheless mused wistfully, “. . .if my
soul could find rest in joining unto any of the churches professing Christ Jesus now extant,
I would readily and gladly do it. . . .”*

But Williams eventually became discouraged and ended his struggle with the
decision that no church could attain purity in this world. Not only had he withdrawn from

the Church of England and Puritanism, but eventually from all other churches as well, and

3Perry Miller, B )
Atheneum, 1962), pp. 200-201

Bbid., p. 253.
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“from everyone but his wife.”*® In fact, he came to the conclusion that Christ’s true
Church had ceased to exist since the time of the emperor Constantine and hence, no
authority remained for establishing new churches.

The New Testament pattern, he believed, demonstrated that
churches were formed only by apostles or those directly commissioned by

For Williams, therefore, restoration of the true church was a human
impossibility. Only God in the divinely appointed time could do it. When
that time came, God would commission new apostles to proclaim the
ancient gospel with power and gather apostolic congregations. With the
arrival of these new apostles there would be a new Pentecost bringing great
displays of spiritual power and mass conversions. All of Christ’s original
ordinances—baptism by immersion in rivers, the Lord’s Supper, and laying
on of hands, for example--would be reinstituted and faithfully observed.*

Still other restorationist themes were echoed in church history. Daniel Defoe, the
novelist who wrote Robinson Crusoe, courageously suggested through his character
Friday, a savage saved from the cannibals, that one could become a Christian without
benefit of the church or a clergyman simply by reading the Bible. John Wesley, founder of
the Methodist Church, wrote a letter to Dr. Coke and Francis Asbury in America in 1784,
cautioning them:

As our American brethren are now totally disentangled both from

the state, and from the English hierarchy, we dare not entangle them again,

either with the one or the other. They are now at full liberty, simply to

follow the Scriptures and the primitive church. And we judge it best that

they should stand fast in that liberty, wherewith God has so strangely made
them free ¥

*Edmond Morgan, The Puritan Dilemma: The Story of John Winthrop (Boston: Little, Brown, and
Co., 1958), p. 131.

“Allen and Hughes, Discovering Our Roots, pp. 57-59.

*John Wesley, letter to “Our Brethren in America,” London: September 10, 1784; found in John
Wesley. ed. Albert C. Outler, Library of Protestant Thought serics (New York: Oxford U. Press, 1964), p. 84.
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In 1814 Asbury, near the end of his ministry, reinforced this primitivist theme in his
valedictory address. He insisted that the Methodist Church, more than any other, had
restored the primitive order of the New Testament, and rebuffed those who doubted the
possibility of returning to former apostolic days when he stressed, “But I say that we can;
I say we must; yea, I say we have.”*

James O’Kelly, a Methodist minister who opposed Francis Asbury in his desire to
concentrate ministerial authority into his own hands, campaigned for a more democratic
type of church government. In 1793 he seceded from the mainline Methodist church and
organized the Republican Methodist Church. Proposing an effort to unify existing
denominations, a common restoration theme, he suggested:

Let the Presbyterians lay aside the book called The Confession of

Faith. Let the Baptists open a more charitable door, and receive to their

communion those of Christian life and experience. . . . Let my offended

brethren, the Methodists, lay aside their book of Discipline. . . . Again as

each church is called by a different name, suppose we dissolve those

unscriptural names and for peace’s sake call ourselves Christians.>’

The miscellaneous Baptist groups in America constitute the final significant
representatives of primitivism precursive to the era of this study. In many ways they
embodied the closest approximation to a restoration movement until the Stone-Campbell
and Mormon movements came on the scene. While such groups as the Particular Baptists,
Separate Baptists, and Landmark Baptists varied as to degree of legalism and profession

of doctrines, they nonetheless sounded many of the same restorationist themes.

“Francis Asbury, The Joumnal and Letters of Francis Asbury, ed. Elmer C. Clark, J. Manning Potts,
and Jacob S. Payton (Nashville: n.p., 1966), p. 478; quoted in Hatch, p. 82.

*Marvin S. Hill, “The Role of Christian Primitivism In The Origin and Development of The Mormon
Kingdom, 1830-1844" (Ph.D. dissertation, The University of Chicago, 1968), pp. 27-28.
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Morgan Edwards, a Particular Baptist and prominent preacher in Philadelphia,
published a work entitled The Customs of Primitive Churches in 1768. In what was
probably the first book written in America concerning the organization and practices of
the Baptist church, he detailed the importance of duplicating “the customs of primitive
churches” within their own fellowship, and stipulated that every church office or title
should have a New Testament example. He even maintained that the Lord’s Supper
should be celebrated every Sunday because the Disciples gathered together on the first day
of the week to break bread.*® This form of primitivism has been called “patternism” and is
probably responsible for more division than unity among churches.

Isaac Backus, an influential eighteenth-century Separate Baptist leader in New
England, wrote a two-volume history of the early Baptist church in America. In it he
prescribed “a return to the primitive purity and liberty of the Christian church,” and he
optimistically predicted, “a great and effectual door is now opened for terminating these
disputes, and for a return to the primitive purity and liberty of the Christian Church.””

The Landmark Baptists were among the most legalistic of all primitivists. Their
name derived from a tract by J.M. Pendleton which referred to Proverbs 22:28 wamning
the Jews, “Remove not the ancient landmark which your fathers have set.” They believed

that their organization and practice was the only one faithful to that ancient landmark—the

*Hughes andAllen, [llusions of Innocence, pp. 83-84.
®Allen and Hughes, Discovering Our Roots, p. 67.
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New Testament. ”* Since they regarded the Bible to be a sort of moral and doctrinal
blueprint from which there could be no legitimate deviation, they viewed all other
churches as apostates.

The preachers of restoration motifs were not always well tolerated. William Penn,
for example, published a little book in 1696 entitled Primitive Christianity Revived, the
purpose of which was apologetic in its attempt to demonstrate that the Quaker message
was synonymous with that of the primitive church. But Quakers who tried to proselyte in
the state of Virginia were imprisoned without bail. Virginia also persecuted the Baptists in
the early years. Rhys Isaac has labeled them “a counter culture” which was unwelcomed
by the majority.*! Their elaboration on restoration themes, such as adult immersion, was
to some an annoyance, and to others heresy. In 1768 three magistrates complained,
“These men are great disturbers of the peace; they cannot meet a man on the road, but
they must ram a text a scripture down his throat.”*

It would certainly not be the last occasion in which a restoration preacher would

be rebuffed and vilified, but more of an omen of what was to come.

anada (Grand Rapids: Eerdman’s
Pub. Co., 1992), p. 237

“'Rhys Isaac, The Transformation of Virginia, 1740-1790 (New York: W.W. Norton, 1982), p. 163.

“W.W. Bennett, Memorials of Mcthodism in Virginia (Richmond: Published by the suthor, 1871), p.
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1800-1865 (Germantown, Tennessee: Religious Book Service, 1990), p. 2.

32



Chapter 2

A Fertile Soil for Restorationism:
The New American Republic

“Greater than the tread of mighty armies is an idea whose time has come.” So said
Victor Hugo in his History of A Crime written in 1852."

With all the primitivist elements found in the propagators and protagonists of so
many Christian denominations and sects, one might wonder why a restoration movement
happened at all in early nineteenth century America. Most of the major denominations of
the Reformation had, in fact, been transplanted to America as well.

In the first place, though many denominational Christian leaders and groups
advocated some essential elements of restorationism, very few of them would qualify for
the appellation of restorationist. Most of them, with the possible exception of the
Anabaptists and their descendants, really sought the reformation of the existing church
rather than a more radical restoration to the original New Testament Church.

Secondly, by the time colonial America had come to fruition as an independent
nation, some denominations had become the official state-supported churches of various

European nations, or of colonies like Massachusetts or Virginia. Many had clergy who

'Found in John Bartlett, Familiar Quotations . , ., ed.14, ed. by Emily Morrison Beck, (Boston: Little,
Brown and Co., 1882), p. 598. One translation of Victor Hugo, History of A Crime, trans. by Huntington
Smith (New York: Thomas Crowell and Co., 1888), p. 237 reads: “An invasion of armies can be resisted, but
there is no resistance to an invasion of ideas.”
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were rather authoritarian and professionalized in their demeanors. Most of these
denominations and sects had also developed their own acceptable interpretations of
Scripture, traditions, and creeds.

In a recent work on the sermons and writings of Joseph Smith, Robert Millet
concludes, “The decision by some Americans to remove the ‘shackles’ of institutional
churches and to reject religious statements opened the door to Restorationist
Movements.”? Milton Backman reinforces this observation when he elaborates:

Like many European reformers of the sixteenth and seventeenth

centuries, many Americans of the early republic earnestly sought a

restoration of New Testament Christianity. These Americans determined

that the leaders of the Reformation had failed to restore the fulness of the
gospel and that all Christian religions had inherited from the Medieval
church incorrect doctrines and practices. Such conclusions inspired the

restorationists to seek the truth and to organize eventually new religions
which in their opinion more closely resembled the Primitive Church.?

L The Post-Revolutionary Era

transitional period between 1780 and 1830 left as indelible an imprint upon the structures
of American Christianity as it did upon those of American political life.”* The American

Revolution had proven to be the converging point of the sacred and the secular. Henry

*Robert Millet, ed., Joscph Smith: Sclected Scrmons and Writings (New York: Paulist Press, 1989),
p.9.

*Milton V. Backman, Jr., American Religions and the Rise of Mormonism (Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book Co., 1970), pp.237-238, as quoted in Millet, pp.9-10.

‘Hatch, p.6.
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May, Bernard Bailyn, and Gordon Wood have all aptly demonstrated that the ideas of the
Enlightenment brought about a revolution in the American psyche before it ever took
place as a physical event. But it is no accident of history that restorationism blossomed on

the heels of the American Revolution.

From the perspective of many who lived during and following the

Revolution, that event was the infinitely grand, cosmic battle that, now at

last in these latter days, had begun the process of making the primordium

contemporary. “Behold, all things have become new” was the common

sentiment. And so they had. *

The principle of revolution itself, with its correlative idea that “governments are
instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed,”
became ingrained into the American way of thinking. More than that, as Gordon Wood
expressed it, “Americans had in fact institutionalized and legitimized revolution.” Such a
mind set could not be confined to the political sphere alone.

Independence thus became not only political but moral.

Revolution, republicanism, and regeneration all blended in American

thinking. . . .The repeated calls of the clergy for a return to the temperance

and virtue of their ancestors made sense not only in terms of the

conventional covenant theology but also, as many ministers enjoyed noting,

in terms of the best political science of the day.’

By the time of the birth of the American Republic around a dozen major religious
groups had been exported from Europe to America. Of these, five—the

Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Baptists, Anglicans (Episcopalians), and Methodists—

‘Hughes and Allen, Illusions of lnnocence, p.20.

‘Gordon S. Wood, The Creation of the American Republic, 1776-1787 (New Yark: W. W. Norton,
1969), p.614.

"bid,, pp.117-118.
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accounted for about 75 percent of all religious adherents.® According to church historian
Henry Webb, a common estimate of historians of the era holds that only about ten percent
of the population held membership in any church.® Though church attendance was
significantly higher than that number, ' still the denominations had to struggle and
compete for members, and the last quarter of the century presented some further
problems.

Some denominations, like the Anglicans and Methodists, cut off from their
hierarchies and financial support in England, had to rebuild their structures and their
coffers. The Anglicans also suffered because much of their clergy and laity proved to be
Tories during the Revolution. Even the Quakers found scorn added to ridicule for their
pacifist stance during the struggle for independence."!

Also, whereas in earlier colonial days some churches had political backing to either
compel or pressure people to become members or pay dues for their support, now they
would have to compete for their allegiance. From the climate of the Revolution
Americans became infected with strong sentiments about natural rights, and among these
rights was the freedom to decide one’s own religious convictions and attachments. They
were persuaded that no denomination should be favored by law, nor should the law

interfere in the internal functions of the churches.

Eerdman’s Publishing Co., l992),p 153

*See Henry Webb, In Search of Christian Unity (Cincinnati: Standard Publishing Co., 1990),p. 27.
See also Winthrop Hudson, Religion In America, Third Edition (New York: Charles Schribner’s Sons, 1981),
p. 129.

¥Sec Hudson, p. 130, for explanation of reasons.

UHill, p.6.
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The Enlightenment and American Revolution had bequeathed a legacy of freedom
to the American way of thinking—-freedom from superstition, from intolerance, and from
an oppressive government. Symbiotic with that legacy grew the desire for freedom from
similar problems within the denominations, especially those which had enjoyed political
positions of privilege. This did not mean that most Christians then sought a form of
ecclesiastical anarchy. Jon Butler has offered the following distinction: “The post-
revolutionary denominations embraced authority, but not authoritarianism.”'?

Sidney Mead has observed that this desire for religious freedom did not mean that
people wanted to give up commonly shared basic Christian beliefs. Instead it meant that
they rejected the idea that any religious group should have the coercive power of the state
behind it. In other words, force would be supplanted by persuasion as the motivation for
church participation and doctrinal beliefs."

Yet many also came to view the denominations themselves as having become
encrusted with the corruptions of time. People accused the established churches of having
confusing theologies, distorted interpretations and doctrines, meaningless traditions,
exclusivist creeds, and an entrenched clerical class. Many sought for a revival of true
faith, and their search led them to reexamine the roots of Christianity. “What makes the
American religion so American,” advocates Harold Bloom, “is that the Christianizing of

the American people, in the generation after the Revolution, persuasively redefined what

"Jon Butla‘, AW
Press, 1990), p. 272.

BSidney E. Mead, T
Harper and Row, 1963), p. 63.
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Christianizing meant, by returning history to origins and to essentials.”'*

Drew McCoy, in The Elusive Republic, refers to an occasion when Thomas
Jefferson reminisced about what he called “the revolution of 1800.” He was using the
term revolution, not in the sense that a radical new political order had been created, but in
reference to “a return to first principles, . . . a restoration of original values and ideals that
had been overturned or repudiated.” He was yearning for a regeneration of the true
republican spirit of 1776."*

In a similar vein, Jefferson believed he saw what had been the degradation of
Christianity over the centuries. As a Deist Jefferson did not share the same convictions as
Christian restorationists about the deity and miracles of Jesus. In a letter to William Short
he lampooned the “pseudo-followers” of Jesus for their “falsehoods,” “charlatanisms,”
“misconstructions,” “interpolations,” and “theorizations” that would expose Jesus as an
imposter to any sound-thinking person.'¢

Yet even Jefferson recognized the damage done to Christianity by the various
interpretations and divisions within the Church, and acknowledged the potential power of
Jesus’ message to unify mankind. In 1821 he wrote to Timothy Pickering:

...when, in short, we shall have unlearned everything which has
been taught since [Jesus’] day, and got back to the pure and simple

doctrines He inculcated, we shall then be truly and worthily His disciples;
and my opinion is that if nothing had ever been added to what flowed

¥Drew McCoy, Th
W. Norton, 1980), p.18S.

“Thomas Jefferson, letter to William Short, Moaticello, August 4, 1820. Found in Thomas Jefferson:
Wiitings, Vol. 15 of The Library of America Series, ed. by Merrill D. Peterson (New York: The Library of
America, 1984), p. 1435.
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purely from His lips, the whole world would at this day have been
Christian. . . . The religion-builders have so distorted and deformed the
doctrines of Jesus, so muffled them in mysticisms, fancies and falsehoods,
have caricatured them into forms so monstrous and inconceivable, as to
shock reasonable thinkers, to revolt them against the whole, and drive them
rashly to pronounce it Founder an imposter. Had there never been a
commentator, there never would have been an infidel. . . .As the Creator
has made no two faces alike, so no two minds, and probably no two creeds.
. . .So there may be peculiarities in your creed and in mine. They are
honestly formed without doubt. I do not wish to trouble the world with
mine, nor to be troubled for them. These accounts are to be settled only
with Him who made us; and to Him we leave it, with charity for all others,
of whom, also, He is the only rightful and competent Judge. I have little
doubt that the whole of our country will soon be rallied to the unity of the
Creator, and, I hope, to the pure doctrines of Jesus also.'’

What Jefferson was expressing was not an impulse unique to him alone. Many
Americans were frustrated and befuddled with the fragmented state of Christianity in
America. A ground swell of desire for some sort of syncretism or unifying focus prepared
the theological soil for those who would come with ecumenicity in their messages.

A man named James Madison (a doctor of divinity who was nof the later-to-be
U.S. president), made the following plea in a sermon to the Protestant Episcopal Church
of Virginia in 1786:

I will then venture earnestly to recommend to all Christians
to reject every system as the fallible production of human
contrivance, which shall dictate articles of faith, and adopt the
Gospel alone as their guide. . . . The Proposition is indeed simple
andplain;itis,‘“l‘lmthoseChﬁstiansocietieswilleverbefoundto
have formed their union upon principles, the wisest and the best,
which impose the fewest restraints upon the minds of their
members, making the Scriptures alone, and not human articles or
confessions of belief, the sole rule of faith and conduct. . . . Those
things alone should be held as essentials, which our Lord and
Master, hath fully and clearly expressed, and which therefore

"Thomas Jefferson, letter to Timothy Pickering, Monticello, February 27, 1821. Found in The

Writings of Thomas Jefferson, Vol. XV, ed. Andrew A. Lipscomb (Washington D.C.: The Thomas Jefferson
Memorial Association, 1904), pp. 323-324.
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cannot require the supposed improvements and additions of men. . .
it is also the particular duty of a Christian church to frame their

mode of public worship upon a plan so liberal, so free from all
matters of theological disputation, so truly scriptural, that all who call
themselves Christians may come to the same communion . . . .'*

John Wesley displayed the same sentiments in 1841 in an expose’ on his priorities
as a Methodist:

I, and all who follow my judgment, do vehemently refuse to be
distinguished from other men, by any but the common principles of
Christianity,—the plain, old Christianity that I teach, renouncing and
detesting all other marks of distinction. . . .

But from real Christians, of whatsoever denomination they be, we
earnestly desire not to be distinguished at all, . . .Dost thou love and serve
God? It is enough. I give thee the right hand of fellowship."

One of the many ways in which the new spirit of freedom and ecumenicity
expressed itself was in a fascination with the concept of primitivism. The desire to restore
Christianity back to its basic earlier forms resulted, not only in the sabotage of coercive
authoritarian structures, but also in an obliteration of the traditional lines between clergy
and laity as a separate order of men.?

Although the power of the clergy and the old creeds still held sway
among some traditionalists, the stronger impulse was to renounce the
guidance of any external guides and to elevate an already strong reverence

for unmediated scripture. “No creed but the Bible” and “The Bible alone is
good enough for me” became the watchwords of the day.*

Quoted in Webb, pp.35-36.

John Wesley, “The Character of 8 Methodist,” found in The Works of John Wesley (Third edition),
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Bible and tract societies worked hard to put Scripture in the hands of ordinary lay
people, especially the unchurched. Barlow postulates that, by the time of Andrew
Jackson’s egalitarian age, “privately interpreted scripture rivaled or surpassed the clergy
and the traditional creeds as the preeminent religious authority of the land.”? And Nathan
Hatch argues, “In a culture that increasingly balked at vested interests, symbols of
hierarchy, and timeless authorities, a remarkable number of people awoke one morning to
find it self-evident that the priesthood of all believers meant just that--religion of, by, and
for the people.”®

Another result of the American Revolution, though perhaps less directly, was the
emergence of a millennial hope among many Christians. The American exceptionalism
that said to the world, “we shall be as a city upon a hill” and “we are the great experiment
in democracy” eventually nurtured an optimistic world view in the early nineteenth century
which matured into a common conviction that it was the place and time of the Biblically-
prophesied millennium, a thousand-year reign of peace and prosperity before Christ
returned for His flock. This view is known to history as postmillennialism because Christ
would return after the thousand years, not at the outset (premillennialism).

Contributing to this optimistic spirit were such things as the beginning of the
Industrial Revolution, the seemingly endless abundance of land and other natural
resources, and the freedom one experienced on the frontier. America was a land that was
not yet defiled by the complexities and corruptions of advanced civilizations. To many

Americans it was as if man was being allowed by God to enter Eden a second time, to

Z]bid. p.3.
DHatch, p.69.
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start afresh unencumbered by the corrosion of European civilization and the established
Church.

Drew McCoy relates that many Americans of this period had believed in “the four
stages theory” of civilization, which said that all societies proceeded from a simple, pure
condition to a civilized complexity. Like America, the nations of Western Europe had
once existed in that idyllic former state. But the demands of modern commercial society
had despoiled their virgin purity. The fourth and final stage, that of commerce,
represented civilization on the decline, and mercantilistic Europe was seen to be in that
stage. When the Federalist platform called for increased commerce with the Old Country,
many quipped that all that the United States could draw from intercourse with Europe was
“infection.”?

A parallel attitude may also be found toward European religion. Time had
corrupted the Roman Catholic Church and fractured Protestantism. While the Church
remained in this condition the Apocalypse would be postponed. When the pristine Church
would be resurrected, then Christ would return for His bride. Two recent authors have
stressed that:

Most scholars writing on this subject, however, have failed to
recognize that generally implicit in the rhetoric of American newness and

millennialism was the fundamental theme of recovery--recovery of

something primal, ancient, and old. . . .

Implicit in this conception is the notion of a fall from primal purity
and rightness, and it was history--the long duration of human time--that
embodied the disastrous aftermath of that fall. Understood in this way,
millennialism was itself a kind of recovery of sacred time.*

*Drew McCoy, see especially pp.19, 57, and 101.
®Hughes and Allen, [llusions of Innocence, p.2.
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But while the concepts of freedom and independence were now in vogue,
Americans soon came to realize that some sort of unification was also desirable, and even
necessary. Their experience during the Revolution, and their common needs as a nation
afterward, helped them see the need for cooperation with each other. Hence the Articles
of Confederation had been enacted, and not long after, the Federal Government under a
Constitution. Thus political unity was attained.

Likewise, a similar desire began to be felt for religious unity. Fawn Brodie wrote,
“Although the authority and tradition of the Christian religion were decomposing in the
New World’s freedom, there was a counter-desire to escape from disorder and chaos.”*
Errett Gates, in his research on the early nineteenth-century relationships of Baptists and
Disciples of Christ, summarized the era in the following way:

It was not difficult to convince the Christian communities of that
time of the evils of sectarianism and division. Their task so far was an easy
one. It was a beautiful vision, a glorious ideal that looked down upon
them. The realization of it was a task worthy of the most earnest effort. A
united church, of one mind and spirit, marching together to the conversion
of the world and the overthrow of infidelity--this had been the prayer of the
Master and the dream of the church in all ages, and was to be the
immediate achievement of the present generation of Christians, if the
churches would only abandon their divisive creeds and confessions, their
human systems of doctrine and discipline, and their sectarian names, and
return to the Christianity of Christ and his apostles. . . . this plan was
convincing and captivating to multitudes who saw the millennium in the not
distant future through its acceptance. There was power of appeal in it,
because there was something in it worthwhile. Then too it was easily
understood. Many preachers of mediocre talent found their greatness in its
advocacy.”
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IL. The New Frontier

Among the first settlers of the eastern Appalachian piedmont, the Scotch-Irish
were significant in numbers [see figure 1]. Back in England they had battled famine,
greedy landlords, and religious discrimination as Presbyterians. Many of them relocated in
Northern Ireland to escape the reach of the Anglican Church, but earning a living there
was a terrible burden as well, even though they came to outnumber the Roman Catholics
in several northern counties. |

During the eighteenth century many of them emigrated to the new colonies, most
of them settling in the tolerant colony of William Penn. Restless and independent, they
pushed westward to the plush farmlands in the rolling hills of western Pennsylvania. At
first the proprietors of the colony welcomed their presence there, for they were regarded
as a barrier between the settled colonial villages and the Indians.?

But soon problems arose, as they tended to settle on the best land they could find,
which also happened to be claimed by others back east. Spreading southward into the
western portions of Maryland, Virginia, and the Carolinas, they squatted on whatever
good land was available. An unkind quip was sometimes heard that Scotsmen were good
at keeping the Sabbath, and whatever else they could lay their hands on!®

But permanent settlers they weren’t, at first, gaining a reputation as a rootless

people, and moving numerous times from one area to another. As the Germans behind

®Robert A. Divine, et al., America: Past and Present, ed. S (New York: Addison Wesley Longman,
Inc., 1999), p.101.

"Thomas A. Bailey, David M. Kennedy, and Lizabeth Cohen, The American Pageant: A History of
The Republic, ed. 11 (Lexington, Mass.: D.C. Heath, 1998), p.84.
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them closed in, they proved ready to sell their stakes and relocate. “They sat lightly on the
land, ready to sell out, pack up, and move on to flee the onset of new people and closer
settlement. They were a deliberately marginal people . . . ,” noted Dennis W. Meinig.*

It has been estimated that by 1775 about 175,000 Scotch-Irish had migrated to the
colonies, making them second only to the English in numbers and comprising around 7%
of the total population.”! Yet wherever they went they retained a tendency toward
independence and were challengers of established authority, whether secular or sacred. As
Presbyterians, many had an intense faith. Yet, due to their experiences under the
oppression of the Anglican Church, they were no theocrats, but rather stubborn opponents
of established churches in America.*?

In 1763 the London government had issued a proclamation prohibiting settlement
beyond the Appalachian Mountains in order to prevent problems between the Indians and
the land speculators and settlers who were pouring into their territories.* But the treaty
that ended the American Revolution nullified that barrier and fixed the western boundary
of the United States at the Mississippi River. The first general census taken in 1790
revealed that only 200,000 people, or 5% of the total U.S. population, lived west of the
Allegheny Mountains. Yet Americans were pushing westward nonetheless. In 1790

nearly one third of the nation’s population lived in counties that had been virtually
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unpopulated before the American Revolution. Ten years later over 40% of all Americans
lived on land unsettled before 1760. From the end of the revolution to the turn of the
century the population of western Pennsylvania almost tripled, from 33,000 to 95,000, and
the years 1775 to 1790 saw the population of Kentucky mushroom to around 75,000,
while Tennessee increased to 35,000 people.*

The Northwest Ordinance of 1787, the Battle of Fallen Timbers in 1794, and the
Louisiana Purchase in 1803, all proved catalystic to westward migrations. Yet in 1810 the
new west still had only 13.3% of the total population.’®* The War of 1812 and the
depression that followed it were major interruptions in the development of western lands
and immigration slowed somewhat. The next strong surge awaited the building of the Erie
Canal in 1825.%

Regarding Ohio itself, even though migration westward was rather extensive after
the Revolution because of depressed economic conditions along the East Coast, the
settlement of Ohio was delayed until a territorial government was provided for that area
by the Ordinance of 1787. Then in 1788 the first permanent settlement was made on the
Ohio River, to be called Marietta, by settlers moving in from Kentucky. But the Ohio
country was still looked upon as a source of revenue for the Federal Government, and a
source of profit by various land speculators. Once the lands were acquired and developed

they were sold. In a study done covering the years 1800-1810, only 82 of 188 property

MStatistics provided in a study done by Nathan Hatch for The Democratization of American
Christisnity, p. 30.

*Henry F. May, The Enlightenment In America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1976), p.307.
¥Meinig, p.227.
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owners retained their land during that decade.”

According to figures quoted in Mary Agnes Smith’s thesis on the Mahoning
Association, in the year 1800 the Northwest Territory could boast a population of only
51,000 people in five states, with Cincinnati being the largest town containing only 750
people.3® Yet apparently the state of Ohio itself numbered 42,000 in 1800, and 26 years
later totaled 800,000--a growth that according to F. P. Weisenburger “is perhaps without
a parallel in the history of this or any other country.” During these same three decades
Ohio rocketed from eighteenth to fourth place among the states in the Union in
population.® By 1850, it had attained a population of almost two million people, over
30% of which was under ten years of age and almost 84% of which was under forty years
of age.*

In a 1998 article entitled “Did Religion Follow the Frontier?”, W. Clark Gilpin
takes issue with authors like William Warren Sweet, who attempted to describe “the
Americanizing of Christianity” on the basis of Frederick Jackson Turner’s 1893 “Frontier
Thesis.” He vilifies Sweet’s proteges for concluding that the American religion was a sort
of frontier creation, as if the church was only a passive recipient of the molding forces of

social evolution. In contrast, he seems to prefer the viewpoint of W. E. Garrison who saw

“R. Douglas Hurt, The Ohio Frontier: Crucible of The Old Northwest, 1720-1830 (Bloomington,
Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1996), p.176.

*Mary Agnes Smith, “A History of the Mahoning Baptist Association” (Master’s thesis, West
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frontier religion as only one phase of a continuous evolution of the Church responding to
the political, social, and economic circumstances around it.?

It is true that there are facets of the Christian Church that seem to transcend time
and culture. But there can be little doubt that the reception and success of religion is an
interplay of forces back and forth--that is, that the surrounding culture influences the
Church and that the Church, in turn, influences its community. In reference to three of the
most prominent religious movements of the early nineteenth century frontier, Hughes and
Allen have maintained:

Mormons, Baptists, and “Christians” were no mere cults, destined

to strut upon the American stage and then to die. In fact, one of the

principle reasons for their inmense, collective appeal to so many thousands

of Americans at the time was their uncanny accuracy in reflecting the myth

of first times that was so central to the American ethos. One might even

argue that Mormons and “Christians” were, in fundamental ways, creations

of that ethos.®

Whitney Cross has described the multifarious religious upheavals of the early
nineteenth century in western New York State as yielding a “burned-over district.”* Ivan
Barrett has expressed the belief that the many revivals there had significant influence in the
readying of men’s minds for the restoration of the Gospel because they sharpened interest
in the Millennium.** I would further add that another factor in this preparation was the

proliferation of doctrines among the many contenders in that area, which caused a great

“W. Clark Gilpin, “Did Religion Follow the Frontier?”, Discipliana (Nashville: The Disciples of
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deal of confusion regarding the tenets of the Christian faith. “The frontiersman cherished
simplicity,” wrote Garrison and DeGroot, “practiced direct action, and was suspicious of
experts, round about procedures, and complicated systems imposed by authority or
hallowed by tradition. He was addicted to shortcuts.”*

Most frontiersmen were permeated with this primitivistic attitude. They simply
wanted an opportunity to build a new life and live close to the soil. To these pioneers the
virgin land of the west was a panorama of the new, the fresh, and the innocent. “People
on the frontier were rugged individualists who were dependent upon their own resources.
They expected very little from their central government, and they wanted it that way.”*’

The stark simplicity of the frontier life and frontier survival bequeathed to the
pioneers a desire to boil religion back down to the basics. Centuries of creeds, catechisms,
and doctrinal developments had confused their faith, and many pioneers “hungered and
thirsted” to start over again at the beginning of the church, when the doctrines and
practices were just being incubated. In other words, they wanted to “restore” original
New Testament Christianity in regard to its pristine forms and teachings, and they resolved
to “go back to the Bible” as their only authoritative source of faith and practice.

James B. North, in his new restorationist history, stresses that:

These people were also wide open to the basics of the Restoration

Movement as it hark[en]ed back to the simple gospel message and church

structure of the New Testament. Ideologically, the frontier had already

opted for that kind of viewpoint in society, politics, and culture. Since the
Restoration Movement presented the same idea as a religious option, many

“W. E. Garrison and A. T. DeGroot, The Disciples of Christ: A History (St. Louis: Bethany Press,
1948), p.79.
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people accepted it wholeheartedly. Thus the American frontier was a
ready-made field for the message of this Restoration Movement. The

preachers got nods of agreement when they pointed negatively to the

hierarchical structures of numerous denominations—they were the religious

counterparts of the elite societies of Europe that the frontiersmen despised.

The preachers got the same agreement when they called for an elimination

of the legalism and restrictions that marked denominational control over

the lives of church members. The frontiersmen felt the same way about

social regulations in general, and the words of these preachers perfectly

matched their sociology. For these reasons, the Restoration Movement

was able to get a running start on evangelizing the frontier.*

Early on, many frontiersmen were not very interested in religion, however. They
had escaped the rigors of puritanical restraints in New England and became restless
individuals who engaged in rowdyism, drinking, swearing, and gambling. Many places on
the frontier seldom saw a minister, and great tracts of territory inhabited by as many as
20,000 to 50,000 people had no resident preacher from any denomination.*

Churches like the Episcopal Church with its hierarchy of officials and formal
liturgy had no appeal for this down-to-earth bunch. Those who were converted were
moved by a more personal, individual, emotional appeal that presented the Gospel in its
simplest forms. Great stress was placed upon religious experience through the indwelling
of the Holy Spirit. W. E. Garrison has commented that, “The emotional tone of revival
preaching fitted the mental state of people who, unaccustomed to the discipline of hard
thinking, found relief in ardent feeling.”*

The two great rising churches that represented this simple approach were the

“Ibid., pp. S - 6.
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Baptists and the Methodists. Henry May has pointed out that, while New England was
solidly Federalist in conviction, these two denominations were even more solidly
Jeffersonian. By the year 1800 Isaac Backus, the great Baptist leader, was advocating the
convergence of Jefferson’s election and the Great Revival as harbingers of the coming
millennium.*!

III. The Western Reserve

The northeast portion of what is now the state of Ohio was known in colonial days
as the Western Reserve. In 1662 King Charles II of England had granted the colony of
Connecticut a charter-right to all of the lands in the New World contained between the
41st and 42nd latitudinal parallels. Because of the limited geographical expertise of the
Europeans at this time, the western boundary was set at the Pacific ocean. However the
states of Virginia, New York, and Massachusetts, also claimed title to that territory by
virtue of royal charters from the King of England, and there were disputes over the area
throughout the eighteenth century.

In the latter part of the eighteenth century the Western Reserve acquired the
recognized boundaries of Lake Erie on the north, Pennsylvania on the east, the 41st
parallel on the south, and the counties of Sandusky and Seneca in the west. While this
section comprises only one seventh of the present state of Ohio, it was at that time

virtually an unbroken forest containing about 175,000 more acres than its mother state of
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Connecticut. The total area of the Western Reserve amounted to about 3,800,000 acres.®

Late in the Revolutionary War period the Continental Congress requested of the
states that they give up their land claims to the west of the Appalachian Mountains. This
action had been a condition established by Maryland in return for its pending ratification of
the Articles of Confederation.® In 1781 all of the states, with the exception of
Connecticut, ceded their claims to the new central government. Yet even though
Connecticut finally surrendered jurisdiction of her land claims to the west of the Western
Reserve in 1786, it still persisted in its demand to retain that estate as a “reserve” for
hardships suffered during the Revolution. Congress confirmed its right to that tesritory on
September 14, 1786.%

In 1792 a half million acres was subtracted from the Western Reserve and donated
by the state of Connecticut to certain inhabitants of New London, whose homesteads had
been burned down when the traitor Benedict Amnold entered their harbor and burned their
city. Hence this territory——now the counties of Huron and Erie—became known as “the
fire lands” of Connecticut.* As for the rest of the territory, Indians had made settlement
of this area unsafe before the Greenville Treaty in 1795. But by May of that year the
legislature of Connecticut was selling lands to various other citizens of that state and of

other states as well. On the 4th of July, in 1796, the first surveying party, headed by
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Moses Cleaveland, prepared the area for development by the Connecticut Land Company,
a group of speculators who had bought up much of the land in the Reserve. They built an
infrastructure of roads, towns, mills, inns, and sometimes model farms, in order to increase
the value of the property and lure settlers for purchase.”

By the turn of the nineteenth century there were only about one thousand people
living in the Western Reserve Territory. In 1800, Congress came to regard the Western
Reserve as being under the jurisdiction of the United States and of the Northwest
Territory. However, Connecticut would not formally cede her claim to the Federal
Government until May 30, 1801. Ohio entered the Union in 1803, and by 1832 eight
counties comprised the Western Reserve—Ashtabula, Geauga, Cuyahoga, Lorain, Huron,
Trumball, Portage, and Medina.**

As for Cleveland itself, which would become the predominant city in the Western
Reserve area, General Moses Cleaveland arrived at the mouth of the Cuyahoga River with
his scouting party on July 22, 1796. While there he surveyed and laid the foundations of
the city. The map maker christened the city after its founder but, apparently never having
seen Cleaveland’s name spelled, erroneously dubbed the site “Cleveland,” his error
remaining undetected until it was too late.”

The growth of Cleveland would be insignificant until after the War of 1812. In

1810 the total population of the mosquito-infested city was only 57 people.* John
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Melish, a visitor to Cleveland in 1811, described the city as “a paltry village, containing a
few houses only.”! Other towns, such as Painesville, Youngstown, and Hudson, rivaled it
in the early years. Even as late as 1830, Cleveland was a small village of scarcely a
thousand inhabitants, in comparison to Cincinnati which then had a population of around
25,000. But the Forest City—a nickname which Cleveland would inherit later—was on the
verge of a population boom, and by 1850 it boasted over 17,000 people.®

The Western Reserve was somewhat extraordinary in comparison with the rest of
the early nineteenth-century frontier of the time. Whereas Kentucky, Tennessee, and
much of the rest of Ohio had been settled by the descendants of backwoodsmen pouring in
from Virginia and the Carolinas, the Western Reserve was heavily populated by
Connecticut Yankees of Puritan stock. As such, their educational level tended to be
higher and their approach to religion perhaps a bit more rationalistic than their southern
counterpart revivalists. R. Douglas Hurt contends that, before the onset of the nineteenth
century, “they formed the most homogenous settlement of New Englanders in the Old
Northwest.” It seems that the deep forests of the Western Reserve did not tend to attract
large numbers of foreign immigrants until after the frontier period had ended.®

These Connecticut Yankees established a Congregationalist Church in many
townships where they settled. Several communities, such as Hudson and Oberlin, reflect

this prototype even today with their central “common” areas and their white-spired
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churches. A certain smug pride about their blue-blooded ancestry could be evidenced in
such people as P. P. Cherry, who bragged that, “The descendants of these people have no
equal in intelligence, integrity and good order generally.”® Calling the Western Reserve
“the last stand of Puritanism,” he went on to sermonize:

All that was pure, that was noble, that was of humanity and of God,
we have inherited from them, the first state to be settled by representative
Americans, children of the old colonies; of Revolutionary sires—a chosen
people—children of destiny. God-risen we have a mission to perform and
when we forget it and all that has made us great we shall sign our death
warrant and seal the doom of our children.®

The formal demeanor and rigid doctrines of the Calvinists, however, tended to
alienate these freedom-loving and independent-spirited pioneers. In the 1830's any Oberlin
College student who traveled on Sunday was expelled, and in 1837 a member of the
Oberlin church was brought to trial for drinking tea.* Three modem scholars have
summed up the conflict between the five points of Calvinism and the free-spirited pioneers
in the following way:

The idea of total depravity did not stand up well to the belief that
individuals had the inherent capacity to shape their own destinies. The
concept of unconditional election also seemed to deny that people were
fully capable of determining the course of their own lives. The Calvinistic
idea of a limited atonement in which the benefits of God’s action in Christ
were restricted to the “elect” was an affront to the equality of which the
Declaration of Independence spoke. Irresistible grace seemed offensive to
the American idea that uncontrollable power was evil. True, American
Evangelicals might continue to believe in the perseverance of the saints, but
they did so as much for their confidence in themselves as in God.”
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Some rebelled and behaved “like freed prisoners.” ® But other God-fearing
“gseekers” eventually came to seek some other way. The Baptists and Methodists arrived
on the Western Reserve in the early part of the nineteenth century and soon, as Alanson
Wilcox complained, arrived “all kinds of religious and infidel fads.”®

Revivals broke out in many parts of the territory. In Ashtabula County these
occurrences were common. Some people would hop like frogs and others would crawl on
all fours, showing their teeth and barking like dogs.™ Men like Lyman Beecher
complained to Charles Finney, the prominent revivalist preacher on the Western Reserve,
about these excesses. But criticism would not stop these revivals as long as converts were
being won to the church. Eventually, however, many people of the Reserve were
offended by these “excesses”, and the seeds of restorationism found a fertile soil from
which to germinate.

The Appalachian frontier culture of the new American republic proved to be quite
conducive to the spread of Christian primitivism. Sidney Mead has adeptly summarized
the factors promoting such acceptance and growth:

. . .the constellation of ideas prevailing during the Revolutionary
- epic in which the denominations began to take shape were: the idea of pure

and normative beginnings to which return was possible; the idea that the

intervening history was largely that of aberrations and corruptions which

was better ignored; and the idea of building anew in the American

wilderness on the true and ancient foundations. It is notable that the most

successful of the definitely Christian indigenous denominations in America,
the Disciples of Christ, grew out of the idea of a “new reformation” to be
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based, not on new insights, but on a “restoration” of the practices of the
New Testament church—on which platform, it was thought, all the diverse
groups of modern Christendom could unite as they shed the accumulated
corruptions of the church through the centuries. Typically American, this

beginning over again was not conceived as a new beginning, but as a
picking up of the lost threads of primitive Christianity.™

"'Sidney Mead, p. 111.
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Chapter 3

The Inception Of Pristine Ecumenical Restorationism On The Frontier

Neither the Stone-Campbell Movement nor the Mormons could accurately claim
to be the first restoration pioneers in America. Many advocates of primitivism, such as the
Separate or Landmark Baptists, had plowed the ground before them. But the degree to
which the Campbellites and Mormons emphasized restorationism, and their incredible
success in doing so—especially in the nineteenth century-—cannot be denied.!

The Stone-Campbell Movement began as a restoration effort within the confines of
the Presbyterian Church. There were men of the same sentiments in other denominations
as well who developed relationships with the Stone-Campbell Movement. Elias Smith and
Abner Jones were Baptists, and James O’Kelly was a Methodist, for example.

But Barton W. Stone and Thomas Campbell, who both began their work of
restorationism on the frontier in the first decade in the nineteenth century, were
Presbyterians. Both held the unification of all Christians to be their primary goal, and both
believed that restorationism was the only means to achieve that unity. Because their
ultimate concern was for unity, neither one placed an emphasis upon examining theologies
or defining doctrines. In fact, official interpretations or mandated opinions were, they

warned, the causes of division. They both agreed that unity could only be achieved

'Statistical growth numbers will be presented later in this work (see especially the end of Chapter 7).
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through restorationism, but they differed as to the direct object, or basis, of
restorationism. Campbell was very Bibliocentric, believing that unity would be achieved
by an agreement on the few fundamental “facts” of the Bible. Stone was, however, very
Pneumatocentric, contending that Christians can only be one in the Holy Spirit.
Nonetheless, the obsession of both men was for unity, and this remained in the forefront of

all their writings and activities.

Part L Barton Stone and Holy Spirit Restorationism

Barton Stone was born near the town of Port Tobacco in the state of Maryland on
Christmas eve in the year 1772. His father died when he was still a youth, and a few years
later in 1779, during the American Revolution, his mother moved the family to the back
woods of Virginia. Many of their fellow backwoodsmen were called upon to fight against
the British and the Tories, including his own brothers. Stone even relates an occasion
when General Nathaniel Green fought Lord Cornwallis at Guilford Courthouse in North
Carolina only thirty miles away from his home. They could hear the roar of the cannons,
and, in fear, took to the woods to hide some valuable horses which they needed for the
work of their farm. Recalling an impression cemented in childhood, Stone wrote:

From my earliest recollection I drank deeply into the spirit of

liberty, and was so warmed by the soul-inspiring draughts, that I could not
hear the name of British, or tories without feeling a rush of blood the whole

system.?

%78
A
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Reflections By Elder John Rogers (Cincinnati: J.A. and U.P. James, 1847), p. 3. Hereafter referred to
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Figure 2. Barton W. Stone (1772 - 1844) (Used through the courtesy and permission of
the Disciples of Christ Historical Society in Nashville, Tennessee.)
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When the soldiers returned from the war they were hailed as heros and admired.
But this proved to be a bane rather than a blessing because they brought back with them
many vices, such as swearing, sensuality, drunkenness, gambling, quarreling, and fighting.
Their influence at first demoralized, and then spread into, the society around them. The
problem was intensified because many of the Anglican priests, whose salaries had been
paid by Britain, left and returned to England. “Every man did what seemed right in his
own eyes;” moaned Stone, “wickedness abounded, the Lord’s day was converted into a
day of pleasure, and the house of worship deserted.”

In 1789 Stone went away to Guilford, North Carolina, to study law at Caldwell
Academy. While he was there, many of his roommates heard the revival preaching of
James McGready and “got religion.” This influenced Stone to become a “seeker”, and
after a period of confusion, despondency, and despair, he was converted to Christ in the
spring of 1791 by a preacher named William Hodge, whose theme of God’s love led Stone
to join the Presbyterian church. He became licensed and preached for awhile in North
Carolina, Virginia, and Tennessee.

But religious apathy and public debauchery began to discourage the preachers of
the frontier. “I seem to labor in vain,” said one depressed cleric, and another admitted
“No doubt I contribute my part to this declension of religion as well as others.™ In 1798
the general assembly of the Presbyterian church issued a general letter blaming the

corruption of public morals on the declension of religion. Complaining that “profaneness,

bid., pp. 2-4.

*Sec John Boles, The Great Revival: Beginnings of The Bible Belt (Lexington: The University of
Kentucky Press, 1972), p. 63.
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pride, luxury, injustice, intemperance, lewdness, and every species of debauchery and
loose indulgence greatly abound,” they were joined by the Methodist and Baptist churches
in denouncing the sin prevalent in society.® Christians entered into covenants with one
another to spend much time in prayer imploring the Lord to send a revival.

It was at about this time that Barton Stone, too, was preaching in despair. The
Calvinistic doctrine of the Presbyterians held that sinners could do nothing to effect their
own salvation. The only people who would be saved were God’s Elect, and He had
predetermined who they were from before the foundation of the world. The only thing
that anxious “seekers” could do was to implore God to send them a revelation confirming
that they were of the chosen. Stone’s mind struggled with the injustice of this system, and
at first he would dismiss these heretical thoughts by imputing them to be the blasphemous
suggestions of Satan. But his evangelistic desire for the universal salvation of mankind
would not let him rest. He complained:

Calvinism is among the heaviest clogs on Christianity in the

world. It is a dark mountain between heaven and earth and is amongst the

t(l;lg: discc‘mraging hindrances to sinners from seeking the kingdom of

Yet already a spiritual awakening had begun on the frontier. James McGready,
along with others like William Hodge, John Ranken, William McGee, and John McGee,
had ignited much of Kentucky in the year 1800 with revivals of unrestrained emotionalism.
Though questioned at first by many, especially Presbyterians, as to their legitimacy, the

large attendance and phenomenal results soon convinced people that it was the work of

*B.B. Tyler, Concerning The Disciples Of Christ (Cleveland: The Bethany C.E. Company, 1897), p. 17.
“Stone, Autobiography, pp. 33-34.
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God. News of the strange and wonderful occurrences spread rapidly. The faithful and the
curious anxiously awaited the announcement for the location of next revival, and then
journeyed from as far away as one hundred miles “expecting an extraordinary display of
religious fervor.””

In 1801 Stone married Elizabeth Campbell and purchased one hundred acres of
land near Cane Ridge, Kentucky, for five hundred dollars. While there he established a
ministry with two churches—one at Concord and one at Cane Ridge.

Stone had known McGready since his days at the Guilford Academy. He had
heard about the success of the revivals in Logan county and was anxious to hold one in
Bourbon county. The plans for a revival to be held at Cane Ridge were publicized for
over a month, and when the event was finally held, a thunderous crowd of thousands
covered the hillside.® The composition of the crowd varied widely, “from the Governor of
the State to prostitutes, blacks as well as whites, the blackleg and the robber as well as the
devout worshiper.”

The clamor alone was infectious. Sermons were shouted, hymns resounded
around the hillsides, and mournful wailing and ecstatic Hosannas filled the air. “The noise
was like the roar of Niagara [Falls]. The vast sea of human beings seemed to be agitated

as if by a storm.”"® James B. Finley described the scenes involving the great multitudes:

"Boles, p. 51-55..

*This suthor has seen numerous estimates ranging from 10,000 to 30,000 in attendance. See Boles,
pp. 64-65; Murch, p. 29; Garrett, p. 74; Woodbridge, Noll, and Hatch, p. 43; and Garrison and DeGroot, p.
101, for example.

*See Leroy Garrett, p. 74.

*An extract from a letter written by the son of Reverend James Finley, September 20, 1801, printed
in Boles, p. 65.
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[They were] swept down in a moment, as if a battery of a thousand

guns had been opened upon them, and then immediately followed shrieks

and shouts that rent the very heavens. . . .My heart would beat

tumultuously, my knees trembled, my lip quivered, and I felt as though I

must fall to the ground."

The emotional level of the revival was magnified by the many campfires, candles,
and lamps illuminating the dark background of night. Passions increased as they fed upon
each other until people began gyrating in strange “exercises.”

Stone described these in his autobiography. In the “falling” exercise, which was
common among all classes “from the philosopher to the clown,” a person would “fall like
a log on the floor, earth, or mud, and appear as dead.” After awhile he or she would rise
with a heavenly smile and speak of the love of God to all around.

The “jerking exercise” created spasms in the body:

When the head alone was effected, it would be jerked backward

and forward, or from side to side, so quickly that the features of the face

could not be distinguished. When the whole system was effected, I have

seen the person stand in one place, and jerk backward and forward in quick

succession, their head nearly touching the floor behind and before.'

Stone also described the “barking exercise,” which was often nothing more than
the jerking exercise forcing a grunt out of a person that sounded like the bark of a dog. In
his Autobiography, Stone portrayed an old Presbyterian preacher who went to the woods
for his private devotions and was suddenly seized with the jerks. Grabbing hold of a small

sapling to prevent a fall, he helplessly grunted repeatedly as air was forced from his mouth.

~ "James B. Finley, Autobiography of Rev, James B. Finley..., ed. W.P. Strickland (Cincinnati: Printed
st “the Methodist book concern for author,” 1859), pp. 172-173; quoted in Woodbridge, Noll, and Hatch,
p. 143.

"?Stone, Autobiography. p. 39-40.
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An observer who came upon him satirically quipped that he found him “barking up a
tree.”?
Barking was not always the result of forced air however. In lower Kentucky one
eye-witness reported:
It was common to hear people barking like a flock of spaniels on
their way to meeting. . . . There they would start up suddenly in a fit of

barking, rush out, roam around and in a short time come barking and

foaming back. Down on all fours they sometimes went, growling, snapping
their teeth, and barking just like dogs.'

Stone described the “dancing exercise” which, he said, was peculiar to professors
of religion, though there was nothing in it that would cause people to laugh. He further
explained the “laughing exercise,” the “running exercise,” and the “singing exercise.” In
the latter, the sound issued not from the mouth or even the nose, but entirely from the
breast, an emanation which yielded a mystical experience to all hearers."*

Thousands made professions of faith, and Stone was openly excited about the
results. Though he may have questioned some of the emotional excesses, he did not doubt
that the spirit of God was working in the crowd and transforming the multitudes.

That there were many eccentricities, and much fanaticism in this
excitement, was acknowledged by its warmest advocates; indeed it would

have been a wonder, if such things had not appeared, in the circumstances

of that time. Yet the good effects were seen and acknowledged in every

neighborhood, and among the different sects it silenced contention, and
promoted unity for awhile; . . . .'¢

1813), p. 256; quotedenlhmGaxMWut, Barton Wa - Fa
Unity (Nashville: TheDmplesobenstl-hstmcalSocwty 1954).P 36.

'SStone, Autobiography, pp. 40-42.
¥Ibid,, p. 42.



Stone also seemed to be impressed that Presbyterians, Baptists, and Methodists
were working fogether to gain this success. Boles claims that as many as eighteen
Presbyterian preachers were present, and that the number of Baptist and Methodist
ministers exceeded that.!” Garrett suggests that the number of preachers may have been as
high as forty, and that they worked together “with more harmony than could be
expected,” forgetting their creeds and confessions and simply preaching the gospel.'*

This leveling of denominational distinctives belonged to the very

essence of the revivals. Preaching in a revival context generally ignored

what divided Christians and focused instead on beliefs held by all

Christians—namely, that all people are sinners to whom God offers

forgiveness and that the essence of Christianity was holy living inspired by

the Holy Spirit."

Some scholars have analyzed that this kind of revivalism results from a sort of self
hypnosis. My own take on it is that heightened expectation of miracles and wonders often
yields a self-fulfilling prophesy of unrestrained emotionalism. Authors like Harold Bloom
attribute the atmosphere of emotional contagion to a deep-seeded psychosexual
excitement that so engulfs a multitude that they become “ awash in a sea of faith” as a
form of displacement or sublimation.® Sidney Mead, however, believes that the successes
of such meetings really had more to do with the spiritual frustrations of a simple frontier
people with complex, judgmental, or exclusivistic, theological doctrines and practice.

. . .revivalism tends to produce an oversimplification of all
problems both because the effective revivalist must appeal to the common

"Boles, p. 65.
“Garrett, p. 74.




people in terms they can understand and because he must reduce all the
complex of issues to a simple choice between two clear and contrasting
alternatives. Said one convert,. . . “he made salvation seem so plain, so
easy, I wanted to take it to my heart without delay.”*

But many people, and especially the Presbyterians, were disturbed by the rampant
eccentricities produced by these open-air camp meetings, and began to oppose the work.
One Presbyterian preacher addressed the people at length “in iceberg style,” denouncing
the hysteria that was overwhelming them in the guise of true faith. Barton Stone, who
was very sick and spitting up blood at the time, nonetheless attended the meeting and
pronounced that “its influence was deathly.”® In a series of lectures on Christian union
delivered in 1841 in Illinois, Stone, reminiscing nostalgically about the era of the great
revivals, lamented:

In the beginning of the present century the standard of heaven was
almost forsaken--all having enlisted under the party standards of the day.

There was a great and general revival of religion—the attention of

Christians of every name was taken—they flowed together in one spirit—

worshiped together, and loved one another as brethren. But the jealous

demon of partyism became alarmed, for fear their party would lose. This

alarm was spread, and the most blessed work I ever beheld on earth was

marred.?

Stone also came to realize and regret that, apparently, some preachers had
entertained more sinister intentions of such cooperation:

At first they were pleased to see the Methodists and Baptists so
cordially uniting with us in worship, no doubt, hoping they would become

Presbyterians. But as soon as they saw these sects drawing away disciples
after them, they raised the tocsin of alarm—the confession is in danger!—the

¥Mead, p. 123.
BStonc, Autobiography, pp. 42-43.

DBarton W. Stone, “The Union of Christians,” found in The Works of Elder B. W, Stong, ed. by Elder
James M. Mathes, Vol. 1 (Cincinnati: Moore, Wilstach, Keys & Co., 1859), p. 251.
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church is in danger! Oh Israel to your tents!

.. .The sects were roused. The Methodists and Baptists, who had

30 long lived in peace and harmony with the Presbyterians, and with one

another, now girded on their armor, and marched into the deathly field of

controversy and war. These were times of distress. The spirit of partyism

soon expelled the spirit of love and union--peace fled before discord and

strife, and religion was stifled and banished in the unhallowed struggle for

pre-eminence. Who shall be the greatest, seemed to be the spirit of the

contest—the salvation of a ruined world was no longer the burden, and the

spirit of prayer in mourning took its flight from the breasts of many

preachers and people.

There were five Presbyterian preachers—Richard McNemar, John Thompson, John
Dunlavy, Robert Marshall, and Barton Stone—who had participated in these revivals and
were suspected, probably correctly, of differing with the Philadelphia Confession of Faith,
and therefore teaching subversive doctrines. A Presbytery in Ohio summoned McNemar
and charged him with preaching anti-Calvinistic ideas, and from there his case came before
the synod at Lexington. The consequence of the hearings, although protested by all five
men, led to their separation from association with the synod. Therefore, they decided to
form their own presbytery in 1803, which they called the Springfield Presbytery. But
repeated attacks against them and misrepresentation of their positions from Presbyterian
pamphlets and pulpits prompted them to sever their relationship with the denomination.

Soon after the separation Stone gathered his supporting congregations together
and announced that he could no longer conscientiously promulgate Presbyterian doctrine.
Then, in their presence, he tore up the contract which obliged them to pay his salary in
order to release them from any persecution they might receive for supporting a persona
non grata. In less than a year he and his fellow protestors came to the conclusion that the

Springfield Presbytery itself “savored a party spirit,” and they decided to dissolve it in

¥Stone, Autobiographry, pp. 45-46.
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favor of a more ecumenical endeavor. In the place of Presbyterian they took the name
Christian because it was the name first given to Jesus’ disciples at Antioch, and because it
would be the most universal in recognition.?® Stone opined:

Party names have always produced bad effects and have exerted a

mighty influence against Christian union. As soon as a man is called a

Methodist, the Presbyterian looks at him with a jealous eye, and attaches to

him all the errors of that sect, which as a dark cloud rolled before the view

of his mind, [stands] in the way of union.

The document which nullified their association was entitled “The Last Will and
Testament of The Springfield Presbytery.” This work was, in effect, their declaration of
independence from any one denomination in particular. It gave them the freedom they
needed to proceed on a broader ecumenical basis unencumbered by tradition and creed.
Signed on June 28, 1804, the proclamation willed the death of the Presbytery and
determined that it would “sink into union with the Body of Christ at large.” It proceeded
to advocate that candidates for the ministry receive their licence to preach from God
rather than any man-made organization. It advocated a congregational form of
government responsible only to God, with the power to choose their own minister and
support him by a free will offering. Denying the legitimacy of any creed, the document
declared that the Bible was the only sure guide to Heaven and that people should spend

their time praying more and disputing less.”

Bbid., pp. 49-50. Boles (p. 63) cither misunderstands or misstates Stone’s position on this name,
calling him the “founder of the Disciples of Christ movement.” Stone always preferred the name Christian, and
the churches he founded took that name. It was Alexander Campbell who preferred the name “Disciples of
Christ” for his movement.

¥Stone, “Christian Union,” Found in The Works Of Elder B.W, Stone, p. 314.

TRobert Thompson, et. al., “The Last Will and Testament of The Springfield Presbytery,” found in
many sources, but also in Stone’s Autobiography, pp. 51-53.
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Not long after his exit from the Presbyterian church, Stone and others were
accused of attempting to start a new denomination. The very thought of such an endeavor
was repugnant to him. In an address to the churches Stone asserted:

Often it is said of us, that we are laboring to establish a party. I

deny the charge, with respect to myself, with abhorrence of the thing. Our
very profession is leveled at the destruction of partyism, as the bane of

Christianity. . . .
Partyism is a foul blot on Christianity, and among the blackest

stains on the character of its professors. An apostle calls such “carnal.”

Partyism is directly opposed to the plan of heaven, which is to gather into

one, or unite all, in Christ Jesus.?

While admitting that there were Christians present in all denominations, Stone and
his followers exhorted them to leave their various parties and unite upon the foundation of
the one apostolic church. The divisions within Christendom represented by the
denominations were “to be consigned to the rubbish heap upon which Christ died.””
Stone predicted, “The time is not far distant, when Christians of every name shall be more
solicitous for the salvation of souls, than for the promotion of a party.”*

From 1812 to 1832, Stone worked to bring about unity among churches, but
progress was slow and discouraging. For awhile, after the death of his first wife, he
moved to middle Tennessee and established the roots of what would become a
restorationist stronghold in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. But efforts to bring
about unity between New England, New York, and Southern Christian Churches were

*Stone, “An Address To The Churches,” found in The Warks of Elder B.W. Stone, pp. 157-158.
®Quoted in Allen and Hughes, Discovering Our Roots, p. 3.
Stone, “An Address To The Churches,” p. 60.
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stifled, especially in 1826 when an attempt to form a united western convention failed.!
In November of 1826 Stone initiated a periodical entitled The Christian
Messenger. Published monthly, a theme running throughout his fourteen-volume work
advocated self-effacement in deference to ministry to the poor, the hungry, widows and
orphans. Another constant motif was the abandonment of sectarianism in favor of
Christian unity. In an editorial in the first issue, he opens with a statement of purpose:

It is universally acknowledged, by the various sects of Christians,
that the religion of heaven, for centuries past, has fallen far below the
excellency and glory of primitive Christianity. The man who honestly
investigates the cause of this declension, and points the proper way of
reformation, must certainly be engaged in a work, pleasing to God, and
profitable to man. This is our design;. . .

That there are errors in the doctrines, as well as in the lives and
practices of the various religious denominations now living, I presume no
Protestant will deny. Their various, jarring creeds—their bitter strife and
uncharitable opposition to one another—their multiplied divisions and
disunion among themselves—their pride and worldly spirit—their death and
cold formality;—these are undeniable evidences of the melancholy fact. To
have these errors corrected and removed from the church, and to have
truth restored in her heavenly, captivating robes, unadorned with the tinsel
of human wisdom, are certainly the pious wishes of every honest Christian.
Therefore, unappalled at the dangerous attempt, not discouraged at the
attendgnt difficulties, we will boldly, though humbly, advance to the
work.

The thrust of Stone’s admonition was primarily ethical and spiritual, not doctrinal,

and focused on the achievement of inner piety and outward holiness. While the Stone

hristianity (Chapel Hill: University of

¥Richard Hughes in his Reviving The Ancicnt Faith (p. 108), and Conkin in his American Originals
(p. 13) both list the starting year as 1827, but two issues were published before that—one on November 25,
1826, and the other on December 25, 1826. William West, in his Barton Warren Stone, (p. 104) erroneously
lists the year as 1824, too early.

“Barton W. Stone, editorial, The Christian Mcssenger (Georgetown, Kentucky), Nov. 25, 1826, p. 1.
Reproduced by the Disciples of Christ Historical Society on microfilm, Nashville, 1958.
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movement was restorationist, it centered more on holy and righteous living than on the
forms and structures of the early church. With the slogan “Let the unity of Christians be
our polar star,” Stone often elaborated on his viewpoint regarding four different kinds of
union. There was “book union,” based upon creeds and confessions; “head union,” relying
on human opinion and interpretation; “water union,” based upon the immersion of a
believer; and “fire union,” created by the presence of the Holy Spirit. The latter was the
only permanent union possible because it was created and sustained by the direct
intervention of God.

Christians could never hope to unite on any creed, as the denominations
propounded, because they are simply human translations, and therefore opinions, inferred
from God’s Holy Word. “We must be fully persuaded, that all uninspired men are fallible,
and therefore liable to error,” wrote Stone. “I think that Luther, in a course manner, said
that every man was born with a Pope in his belly, by which I suppose he meant, that every
man deemed himself infallible.”>*

Nor can professed Christians unite in one body without they

possess the same Spirit—the Spirit of Christ. We may abandon all human

creeds and formularies as bonds of union—-we may relinquish the idea of

making opinions of truth a test of fellowship—we may take the Bible alone,

and Bible facts, without note or comment, as the only standard of faith and

practice, and of Christian union; yet without the Spirit union can never

be effected, nor continued. The attempt to unite righteousness and

unrighteousness, piety and impiety, the Spirit of Christ and the spirit of the

world, is as vain as the attempt to unite fire and water, or light and

darkness.>

According to one contemporary observer, in 1811 there were about 13,000

¥bid,, p. 2.
¥Stone, “Christian Union,” pp. 313-314.
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Christians associated with Stone’s unity movement.*® Stone was not by nature
contentious, except for the cause of Christian unity. “There are many preachers in this
world,” he complained, “who often zealously preach the doctrine of union, and they
eulogize it in high terms; yet these men, though they know and preach the truth, remain
inactive in promoting it. Like the pharisee doctors, they say and do not.”™

Stone, however, was a “doer.” In 1832 the Stone and Campbell movements met
together in Lexington, Kentucky, to consider the possibility of unification. Alexander
Campbell was not even present. He seems to have had some misgivings, or at least
questions, about some of Stone’s doctrines. He also was concerned about the formal
“structure” that such a union would entail, and so he believed the occasion to be
premature. But Stone had made his position clear years ago about the subject:

Oh, my brethren let us repent and do the first works, let us seek for
more holiness, rather than trouble ourselves and others with schemes and

plans of union. The love of God, shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy

Ghost given unto us, will more effectually unite than all the wisdom of the

world combined.*

With his ecumenical priority, Stone was willing to overlook any differences with
Campbell and concoct a spiritual union (political union was not possible since both
movements had forgone denominational structure). Effectively bypassing Campbell,
though not opposed by any protestation, “Racoon” John Smith represented the Disciples

of Christ while Barton Stone was the spokesman for the “Christians”. They met for four

*Hughes and Allen, [llusions of Innocence, p. 90.
¥Stone opening editorial, The Christian Messenger, Nov. 25, 1826, p. 17.

*Quoted in Robert Richardson, Memoirs of Alexander Campbell, Vol. I. (Reprinted in
Germantown, Tennessee: Religious Book Service, original copyright date 1897), p. 374.
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days around Christmas in Georgetown, and on New Year’s Day at Lexington, where they
addressed the crowd and then, rather spontaneously, rose up and shook hands, agreeing to
recognize each other as Christian brothers. In this informal way, unity between the two
groups was consummated.

In his jubilation over the event, Stone immediately published in the Christian
Messenger:

We are happy to announce to our brethren, and to the world, the
union of Christians in fact in our country. A Few months ago the
Reforming Baptists, (known individually by the name of Campbellites,)
[sic.] and the Christians, in Georgetown and in the neighborhood, agreed to
meet and worship together. We soon found that we were indeed in the
same spirit, on the same foundation, the New Testament, and wore the
same name, Christian. We saw no reason why we should not be the same
family. The Lord confirmed this union by his presence; for a good number
was soon added to the church. . . .

Never did we witness more love, union, and harmony, than was
manifested at these meetings. Since the last meeting we have heard of
the good effects. The spirit of union is spreading like fire in a dry stubble
[my bold].

It may be asked, is there no difference of opinion among you? We
answer, We do not know, nor are we concerned to know. We have never
asked them what were their opinions, nor have they asked us. If they have
opinions different from ours, they are welcome to have them, provided they
do not endeavor to impose them on us as articles of faith. They say the
same of us. We hear each other preach; and are mutually pleased and
edified.®

It seemed that the simple restorationist ecumenical hopes of Stone were coming to
fruition. Robert Richardson, Alexander Campbell’s biographer, evaluated the results of
the event in the following manner:

Multitudes were added to the churches throughout the state, and an
impetus was given to the cause by the union of the two people, which

»Barton W. Stone, “Union of Christians,” found in The Christian Messenger, ed. by B.W. Stone and
John T. Johnson (Georgetown, Kentucky), January, 1832, pp. 6-7.
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served to illustrate the overwhelming power which the gospel would exert

upon the world if; in like manner, all the sad divisions of Protestants could

be healed.*

History would prove that Stone was willing to compromise or sublimate many of
his beliefs for the greater good of Christian union, even to the extent that he faded into the

background of the movement, as the Campbells came to the fore.

“Richardson, vol. II, p. 387.
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Chapter 4
The Inception Of Pristine Ecumenical Restorationism On The Frontier:

Part II. Thomas Campbell and Minimalist Doctrinal Restorationism

As a restorationist Alexander Campbell has been given plenty of recognition and a
place of prominence. But, with the exception of Lester McAllister, authors have not
accorded Thomas Campbell, Alexander’s father, his rightful place of ascendency as the
ecumenical restorationist of the Disciples of Christ. If Alexander Campbell was the Lenin
of the movement, Thomas Campbell was the Karl Marx. He was the visionary who set
forth the initial and basic ideology, and then his son defined, developed, and actualized the
principles involved into 8 movement. “It may be said then that the father created the
movement and that the son gave it life, that Alexander was the popularizer and Thomas
the creative genius behind the movement.”*

Many have approached Thomas Campbell as a precursor who was eclipsed by his
more dynamic son for the leadership of the movement. Such a position is understandable,
and certainly even defensible, because Alexander was an openly voracious advocate of
restoration principles, an active debater, an avid journalist, and even a socially and
politically prominent personality. But Thomas was not only the harbinger who pointed the

direction of the movement; he provided the initial impetus for his church to develop the

"Lester G. McAllister, Thomas Campbell: Man Of The Book (St. Louis: The Bethany Press, 1954), p. 12.
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Figure 3. Thomas Campbell (1763 - 1854) (Used through the courtesy and permission of
the Disciples of Christ Historical Society in Nashville, Tennessee.)
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ecumenical plea it would advocate—though to varying degrees often alter or
de-emphasize-—-throughout its history. McAllister has argued:
It is evident from the facts that [Thomas] Campbell influenced the

“brotherhood” known as Disciples of Christ much more fundamentally than

has been commonly recognized. In organization patterns, in methods and

publications, and in institutional development, the communion may have

followed Alexander Campbell, Scott, and others but in its inner spirit and

its penetrating emphasis on the Scriptures the influence was primarily that

of the elder Campbell

Thomas did not originate in America, and there were many old-world influences
that effected his thinking. He was one of the Scotch-Irish immigrants who migrated to
America in the early nineteenth century. But he had been profoundly instilled with the
principles of the English Enlightenment before he ever made the journey.

Allen and Hughes have postulated that the roots of influence on Thomas Campbell
may be evidenced as far back as 1624, when Lord Herbert of Cherbury, deeply distressed
over the causes of the Thirty Years War (1618-1648), wrote a book entitled De Veritate
[Concerning The Truth]. At least the first three stages of that conflict were between
feuding religious groups, mainly Protestant against Catholic. Herbert came to regard the
clamor over Biblical interpretation to be the source of agitation for the conflict.?

Concerned about the disastrous results of Christian disunity, he sought a rational
panacea for this dilemma. He came to advocate that God was not the author of one book,
but two instead. The first was the Bible, but the second was the book of Nature which, as

the handiwork of the Creator, revealed His intended moral order to the world. These

*Ibid., p. 269.

*Edward, Lord Herbert of Cherbury, D¢ Veritate (London, n.p., 1635); as interpreted by Allen snd
Hughes, Discovering Our Roots, pp. 77-78.
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doctrines were clearly evident, and agreed upon by all religions in their basic teachings.
He therefore urged that men abandon their disagreements about the Bible and, instead,
adopt a religion of reason based upon God’s revelation in Nature. In doing so he would
later become recognized as the father of Deism.

The True Catholic Church is not supported on the inextricable

confusion [of] oral and written tradition to which men have given their

allegiance. Still less is it that which fights beneath any one particular

standard, . . . The only Catholic and uniform Church is the doctrine of

Common Notions which comprehends all places and all men. This Church

alone reveals Divine Universal Providence, or the wisdom of Nature.*

Thomas Campbell certainly was no Deist. But, like Herbert, he was
perplexed by religious division and sought to find a unifying factor for mankind.

Both sought a platform on which all people of reason should be able to agree. For
Herbert that answer was to be found in the obvious moral precepts of nature. For
Campbell, however, only the clear and indisputable teachings of the Bible would
suffice.

In the latter part of the same century, John Locke also came to share Herbert’s
concerns. He was similarly distressed over the causes of religious wars and persecutions,
and was greatly troubled by the obstinate intolerance of one Christian group for another.
In 1689 he was moved to write his Essays On Toleration against any kind of enforced
religious orthodoxy. In one of his essays Locke wrote, “For every church is orthodox to

itself: to others erroneous or heretical.”

*Edward, Lord Herbert of Cherbury, De Veritate, trans. Meyrick H. Carre’ (Bristol, England:
Published for the University of Bristol by J.W. Arrowsmith LTD., 1937), p. 303.

3John Locke, “A Letter Concerning Toleration,” found in Great Books Of The Western World,
Vol. 35, ed. by Robert Maynard Hutchins (Chicago: Encyclopedia Britannica, Inc., 1952), p. 6, col. 2.
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In seeking an answer for this quandary, Locke opted for what would become a
typical restorationist position—the advocacy of a return to original conditions. He
recommended to the different denominations a reduction of their doctrinal requirements
for church membership down to the basic principles upon which they could all agree.
Thomas Campbell would echo the same concept a century later. Locke proposed his idea
in the following manner:

But since men are 8o solicitous about the true church, I would only

ask them here, by the way, if it be not more agreeable to the Church of

Christ to make the conditions of her communion consist in such things, and

such things only, as the Holy Spirit has in the Holy Scriptures declared, in

express words [italics mine], to be necessary to salvation; I ask, I say,

whether this be not more agreeable to the Church of Christ than for men to

impose their own inventions and interpretations upon others as if they were

of Divine authority, and to establish by ecclesiastical laws, as absolutely

necessary to the profession of Christianity, such things as the Holy

Scriptures do either not mention, or at least not expressly command?*

To Locke, there were certain ideas in Scripture that were easily self evident to any
reasonable person. Reducing Christian requirements down to these few items, he
believed, might restore the unity which was lacking in Christendom. This theological
interpretation of requirements has been labeled by the term “minimalist” because only the
very basic doctrines of Christianity would require consent. “By eliminating human
deductions, the purity of Scripture would be restored and the causes of sectarian division
removed.”’

The Campbells admired Locke, who made reading the Bible a personal priority.

Even though he was a member of the Anglican church, he downplayed the importance of

“Tbid,, p. S, col. 1.
™Tristano, pp. 18 and 79.
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promoting any denomination:
I design to take my religion from the Scripture; and then, whether it

suits or suits not any other denomination, I am not much concerned; for I

think, at the last day it will not be inquired whether I was of the Church of

England or Geneva, but whether I sought or embraced truth in the love of

it..

In 1695, John Locke added another work entitled The Reasonableness of
Christianity, in which he maintained that Christianity is a reasonable religion. Restoration
authors have appreciated Locke’s perspective in this work:

Locke concluded that Christianity is a reasonable faith, especially in

its essentials: the Messiahship of Jesus and obedience to his clear

commands. All other biblical teachings Locke viewed as non-essential

issues which individual Christians might devoutly embrace but over which

they should never coerce, fight, or kill.?

It is interesting to note that the Puritans in America were dealing with some of the
same thoughts at this same time. Cotton Mather praised reason for its faculty to
apprehend the truth of God and stated, “Did men Act Reasonably they would Live
Religiously.” But at the same time he refuted Deism’s demand to abandon Scripture in
favor of the reasonable interpretation of nature. He retorted, “The more of Gospel there is
in our Preaching, the more of Reason there is in it. Scripture is Reason, in its highest
elevation.” And just a few years later Jonathan Russell reaffirmed this symbiont
relationship between faith and reason when he announced, “Let our principles be Rational,

those that are not Rational, are not Scriptural.”*

*See references and quote in Alexander Campbell’s Millennial Harbinger (Bethany, Virginia)
Vol. IV, No. 12 “New Series” (December, 1840), p. 548; and Vol. VII, No. 11 (November, 1836), p. 528.

*Allen and Hughes, Discovering Our Roots, pp. 78-79.

“Perry Miller, The New England Mind: From Colony To Province (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1953), pp. 420-421.
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Being Scotch-Irish, Thomas Campbell was even more directly influenced by the
Common Sense rationalism of Thomas Reid. In 1763, the same year in which Thomas
Campbell was born, Reid joined the faculty at the University of Glasgow as Professor of
Moral Philosophy. Essentially a proponent of the empirical rationalism of John Locke,
Reid’s thoughts came to represent a conservative reaction against the skepticism of David
Hume. In his work entitled An Inquiry Into The Human Mind, On The Principles Of
Common Sense published in 1764, Reid maintained that there were certain self-evident
spiritual realities which could not be called into question. Some of these were: the real
existence of the external world; the necessary causal connection of natural events; the
moral character of actions; the existence of the human soul; the Providential establishment
of natural laws; and the human mind’s ability to comprehend their particular end or
purpose.!! This innate knowledge was shared by all humans, and a rational examination of
Scripture might reveal the implications of such truths.

Thomas Campbell attended the University of Glasgow from 1783 to 1786. Reid’s
ideas appear to have been predominant at the university, even after his death in 1796, and
it seems reasonable that Campbell was influenced by them. This common sense
philosophy also infiltrated most American universities around the turn of the nineteenth
century, and exercised a major influence on American thought when Thomas Campbell

arrived in 1807.1? Alexander Hamilton, Thomas Jefferson, and James Madison, were

Brookes (University Pnrk. Pamsylvanm Penn State Umvemty Press, 1997) See also M:Alhsta p. 27.
YTristano, p. 26
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among many who were philosophical disciples of Reid."*

As has already been explained, there was a large and steady migration of Scotch-
Irish to the colonies in the eighteenth century and early nineteenth century. Thomas
Campbell was one of these. But he arrived here with no tabula rasa of religious
conceptions. He brought with him many already established ideas about the church.

The thought of the disciples was influenced in many obvious ways

by [their Scotch-Irish] ethnic roots. The legalistic emphasis of the

movement was in the tradition of Scottish Presbyterianism and German

sectarianism. The intense individualism and iconoclasm of the early

disciples leaders, their fervent confidence in the destiny of the nation, and

their practical “common sense” approach to religion were all nurtured by

their ethnic as well as their social heritage.'

Another influence on the Campbells, especially regarding their hermeneutical
approach to the Scriptures, was the inductive philosophy of Sir Francis Bacon. Thomas
and his son Alexander attempted to apply Bacon’s “scientific method” to the Bible, which
they regarded to be mainly a set of facts. Rationally and systematically examined, these
facts would then yield the great overriding principles of God for our lives. Alexander
agreed with those who credited Bacon with helping to rid the Church of unreasonable
authoritarianism:

But the greatest of all the services which Bacon rendered to natural
philosophy, was, that he perpetually enforced the necessity of laying aside

all preconceived opinions and learning to be a follower of nature. . . .

For men still leaned upon authority, and accepted as a test of truth
the appearance [italics mine] of completeness and scientific consistency.'*

BWest, p. 50.

Socicty To 1866, vol. I(anhvxlle,ThcplaofClnm}hstalcdSoaety l966),pp49-50

$Alexander Campbell, ed., “Sir Francis Bacon - Extract From The General Preface To His Works,”
The Millennial Harbinger [ Fifth Series], Vol. III, No. 5 (May, 1860), pp. 256-257.
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One other strain of influential men must be acknowledged in formulating the views
of the Campbells—the Glasites. John Glas (1695-1773) was a Scottish Presbyterian
clergyman who questioned the Scriptural basis for a nationalized Presbyterian church.
Along with others, like Robert and James Haldane, he also disdained the formalism,
sterility, and institutionalism of the established church.

As always in a state-supported church whose “livings” are at the

disposal of a landed aristocracy, there were too many ministers who were

mere place-holders and who acted on the theory that the church was

performing its function if it continued to exist, maintained its dignity,

administered the ordinances of religion, and furnished them a comfortable

income.'®

Concluding that the church should be autonomous in relation to the State, and that
it should follow no particular creed, but rather only the Bible, Glas was summoned before
his Presbytery in 1726. Finding his answers unsatisfactory, the Presbytery suspended him
in 1728 and he was officially deposed in 1730. The former date is recognized as the
official origin of the Glasite churches in Scotland.

Following his lead, the Campbells came to emphasize the Scriptures as the sole
rule of faith and practice. At least four of the practices of the old Glasite churches seem to
have been adopted by the Campbells: (1) weekly communion; (2) a plurality of elders; (3)
a distinction of the Lord’s Day from the Sabbath; (4) the use of Scriptural names such as
“Church of Christ” to designate local congregations. But a negative consequence may
have hitchhiked with this primitivistic emphasis, and that is legalism. The Glasites believed
there was only one authorized form of worship established in the book of Acts, and they

rigidly attempted to follow this pattern. Therefore, the Glasites had a propensity to divide

York: Harper and Brothers, 1931) P- 80



among themselves when they could not agree on specific interpretations of doctrine or
practice. As will be discussed later, so did the restoration movements.'’

On one occasion John Glas visited the University at Edinburg where he met Robert
Sandeman, a student at the university who would later become his son-in-law. In time
Sandeman became the principle exponent of the Glasite viewpoint, and established Glasite
congregations around Scotland. It has been estimated that there were eventually around
thirty of these Glasite churches in Britain.'*

Some Stone-Campbell denominational historians have attempted to down play the
amount of influence bequeathed to their movement because of the negative implications
that eventuated in history. W.E. Garrison criticized Glas and Sandeman--as well as the
Haldane brothers and Greville Ewing, who held similar restorationist views—by no<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>