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Introduction  
 

This is the third in a series of studies on Southern religion. The first focused on the two pre-

dominant white religious groups in the South: Southern Baptists and United Methodists. The 

second study was confined to black evangelical religion. Both of these studies were historical in 

nature and concentrated on examining the origins and basic beliefs of each group. The general 

purpose of this series is to foster a better understanding of Southern religion by studying some of 

its components. 

In truth, this third study is more dissimilar than similar to its predecessors. Part of the reason 

for this is rooted in the Restoration Movement itself. First of all, the movement is not exclusively 

ñSouthernò; it was established and grew on the frontier, from Pennsylvania to Tennessee. More 

important, it was not ñSouthernò in a cultural sense. This can be best demonstrated by the fact 

that unlike Baptists, Methodists, and Presbyterians, the Restoration Movement did not split into 

Northern and Southern wings before the Civil War. The reasons for this lack of identification 

with the Southern world view are complex. In essence, the Restoration Movement was a critique 

of American religion in general and of Southern religion in particular. The movement rejected 

both the denominationalism of American religion, and the emphasis on the emotive and on per-

sonal ñexperienceò which was characteristic of nineteenth-century Southern religion. 

Before continuing, it is really necessary to give a brief overview of the Restoration Move-

ment, which spawned three very different contemporary groups. The first is the Christian Church 

(Disciples of Christ), the most liberal of the three groups. Each of the three Restoration groups 

developed, in large part, out of the issue of extracongregational societies. The general trend over 

the last half of the nineteenth century was to create various boards and agencies to supervise spe-

cific tasks. By the turn of the century the need for a general convention was broadly recognized, 

and in 1917 the International Convention of Disciples of Christ was established. In the 1960ôs 

further discussion was underway for a major restructuring of the fellowshipôs organization, lead-

ing to the adoption of ñA Provisional Design for the Christian Churchò in 1968. The result was a 

form of church government which was democratic but which many also perceived as being fully 

ñdenominational.ò 

In this church there are three levels of church polity: general, regional, and congregational, 

each managing its own property, finances, and programs. A general assembly meets biennially, 

elects officers, and has a general office located in Indianapolis. 

Thoroughly ecumenical, the Disciples became charter members of the Federal Council of 

Churches when it was organized in 1908, and in 1950 they were among the original members of 

the National Council of Churches. They have been active in the World Council of Churches 

since its founding in 1948. 

The Disciples took with them the greater share of the Restoration Movementôs historic insti-

tutions of higher education. Bethany College in West Virginia (founded by Alexander Campbell) 

and Transylvania College in Lexington, Kentucky are the two oldest colleges in the movement. 

Butler University, Drake University and Eureka College are among the better known Disciplesô 

colleges and universities. Texas Christian University in Fort Worth, Texas is the largest and best 

known educational institution associated with the Restoration Movement. 
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The Christian Churches and Churches of Christ is the middle group within the Restoration 

Movement. This group gradually split from the Disciples over many years. The origin of this fis-

sure can be traced back to the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. While these devel-

opments are part of the intellectual history of the Restoration Movement they do not relate to its 

intellectual origins. Briefly, then, the Restoration Movement was affected by the general growth 

in influence of American religious liberalism and the disputes revolving around Darwinism and 

biblical infallibility issues which were a part of the times. Open communion and cooperation 

with non-Disciple Christians in organizations such as the National Council of Churches was also 

a source of controversy. 

While these issues were discussed for decades, it was not until 1927 that the first move to-

wards separation became concrete. In that year the conservative Disciples acknowledged that 

they were outvoted at the Convention and so formed one of their own, the North American 

Christian Convention. While still designating themselves as Disciples of Christ, in reality they 

constituted a separate group. The reorganization of the Disciples of Christ in 1968 precipitated a 

formal break. In 1971 they requested the Yearbook of American Churches to list them as a sepa-

rate religious body. 

The Christian Churches and Churches of Christ consider themselves to be a non-

denominational fellowship. There is no general organization. The North American Christian 

Convention is headquartered in Cincinnati and meets annually. It is not considered an official 

agency but rather a gathering of interested individuals for consultation and fellowship. There is 

also a National Missionary Convention, founded in 1947 with headquarters in Copeland, Kansas. 

The two most influential periodicals are the Christian Standard and the Restoration Herald, both 

published in Cincinnati, There is also a Directory of Ministry which is the principal means of 

identifying member congregations. Milligan College in eastern Tennessee is a liberal arts col-

lege, but most higher educational institutions associated with the centrist group are Bible colleg-

es. Johnson Bible College in Kimberlin Heights, Tennessee is one of the oldest of these institu-

tions, while Cincinnati Bible Seminary (1923), which also has a graduate school, would be one 

of the largest of the newer schools.  

The Churches of Christ constitute the most conservative wing of the Restoration Movement. 

The issues which prompted this group to split from the main body of Disciples were the organi-

zation of a missionary society and the use of instrumental music during church services. There 

were also sectional and social factors which help explain the rift and account for its largely 

Southern character. 

The Churches of Christ are organized along strictly congregational lines. Each congregation 

is autonomous. There is no general organization, not even a convention of ñmessengers.ò In the 

absence of organization there is a plethora of periodicals which in a literal sense function as the 

primary means of communication among this avowedly non-denominational body of Christians. 

There are over one hundred periodicals published by members of the Churches of Christ. Among 

the most influential are the Gospel Advocate  published in Nashville, Tennessee, the Firm Foun-

dation (Austin, Texas); and Restoration Quarterly (Abilene, Texas). There are seventeen colleg-

es and universities associated with the Churches of Christ, including David Lipscomb University, 

Nashville, Tennessee; Abilene Christian University (Abilene, Texas); and Pepperdine University 

in Malibu, California. 
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I have identified two motives within the Restoration Movement, a ñtruth motiveò and a ñuni-

ty motive.ò The truth motive is contained in the idea that Christian truth can be found in the 

teaching and practices of the New Testament alone. This is a radical interpretation of sola scrip-

tura, which seeks to eliminate as the basis of communion ñopinionsò contained in creeds, the 

proclamation of church councils and other ecclesiastical institutions, and theological disputation. 

The Restoration Movement in a very literal sense has sought to restore the faith and practice of 

primitive Christianity. The uniqueness of the Restoration Movement lies in the attempt to utilize 

the truth motive of primitive Christianity as a means of uniting all Christians. Confident that the 

New Testament is clear and precise about the essentials of Christian belief and practice, it would 

serve as the means of eliminating disagreement among the ñsects.ò 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 di-

vided legitimately into a variety of believing bodies which determined their own corpus of belief, 

practice, and polity. The Restoration Movement began as an explicit rejection of denominational-

ism. 

The three Restoration religious bodies have divided largely over their respective attitudes 

toward the two motives. In other words, the liberal Disciples have in large part sacrificed the 

truth motive for the unity motive. They would openly admit to being a denomination and have 

concentrated on reducing barriers between Christian bodies. James DeForest Murch, who was 

associated with the centrist Restoration group, speaks of the ñGreat Apostasy in world Protes-

tantism,ò by which he means the growth and influence of religious liberalism. He also speaks of 

the ñGreat Controversyò of which he writes: 

In 1911 [Charles Clayton] Morrison ran a series of articles advocating the reception of 

the unimmersed into the churches, thus creating the major issue of the Great Controver-

syðóopen membership.ô This and other liberal views he espoused were arrived at in his 

own thinking because of the liberal premises he had accepted.
1
 

These ñliberal premises,ò according to Murch, amounted to the substitution of the gospel of 

Christ with ñanother gospel.ò In other words, reducing barriers through open communion was 

tantamount to ignoring the teaching of the New Testament, regarding the proper immersion of 

repentant believers in baptism. From the conservative perspective, the truth motive was lost to a 

false kind of Christian unity, false because it violated the teaching of Jesus Christ. 

Similarly, the Churches of Christ have emphasized the truth motive. They have been scru-

pulous in adhering to the teaching of the New Testament as they see it. For example, they prac-

tice only a cappella singing because the New Testament does not specifically mention that in-

struments were used in church services during apostolic times. There has been a tendency, espe-

cially before more recent times, toward exclusivism which has severely limited contacts between 

the Churches of Christ and other Christian bodies. One could say that in this case the unity mo-

tive has been greatly de-emphasized if not lost. 

On a congregational level it is nearly impossible to tell the three groups apart. Individual 

churches call themselves ñChurches of Christò (e.g. Brookvalley Church of Christ) and ñChris-

tianò (e.g. First Christian Church) regardless of their affiliation with any of the three religious 

bodies. Obviously though, profound differences lie beneath the similarities of name. 

A brief statistical profile may help the reader to understand the numerical importance of the 

Restoration Movement and the geographical strengths and weaknesses of each of the three Res-

toration groups. According to the study Churches and Church Membership in the United States 
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1980
2
 the number of total adherents are as follows: The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), 

1,212,977; the Christian Churches and Churches of Christ, 1,127,925; and the Churches of Chr-

ist, 1,600,177. The three groups are roughly comparable in size, though the Churches of Christ is 

the largest. This illustrates a remarkable rate of growth in the conservative group in the twentieth 

century, although it seems that growth has slowed in recent decades. In 1906, when the Churches 

of Christ requested the United States Religious Census to list them as a separate entity, they 

numbered 159,658 members, perhaps ten or fifteen percent of the Disciplesô total. In 1971 the 

Disciplesô membership was cut almost in half by the creation of the centrist nondenominational 

fellowship. Combined, the three Restoration religious bodies constitute the largest native reli-

gious group in the United States. 

Based on the one hundred counties in the United States with the largest number of adhe-

rents, the following configuration emerges: 

Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). Of the 100 counties with the largest number of 

Disciples of Christ adherents, 10 are in Texas, followed by Illinois and North Carolina (each 

with 9); Illinois (8); Missouri (7); Kansas and Ohio (each with 6); California, Kentucky, and 

Virginia (each with 5). 

The observation that the Disciples are mostly a northern group is belied by numerical 

strength in Texas, North Carolina, Kentucky, and Virginia. The Texas statistics, however, are 

somewhat deceiving. While there are large numbers of Disciples in the larger cities such as Dal-

las, Fort Worth, and Houston, it should also be pointed out that adherents of the Churches of 

Christ outnumber Disciples in Texas by a margin of nearly three to one. The strength in North 

Carolina and Virginia is more authentic. These two states are exceptions to the sectional pat-

tern?
3
 Kentucky, which represents the old heartland of the Restoration Movement, is nearly 

evenly divided between the three Restoration bodies. It is interesting that the only eastern county 

(outside the South) is Kings County, New York. Brooklyn (i.e. Kings County) ranks nineteenth 

on the list, with adherents totaling 6,066. It is quite clear that the Restoration Movement was a 

frontier phenomenon which occurred almost exclusively west of the Appalachians. 

Christian Churches and Churches of Christ (hereafter Christian Churches). The fact that 

the division between this centrist group and the more liberal Disciples was largely ideological is 

demonstrated by the fact that the two groups thrive in basically the same parts of the country. 

Indiana has a remarkable total of twenty-four of the largest one hundred counties of Christian 

Churches adherents. In fact, the Disciples and Christian Churches share Marion County (Indian-

apolis) Indiana as the county with the largest number of adherents for each group. In Marion 

County, the Disciples number 22,874 and the Christian Church numbers 22,709 adherents. Ohio 

is second (18), and Illinois third (15); Kentucky and Virginia each have five counties; California, 

Oklahoma, and Pennsylvania each have four of the counties with the largest number of adhe-

rents. 

The Christian Churches show a high degree of compact strength in the contiguous states of 

Indiana, Ohio, and Illinois. Kentucky, and Virginia and (western) Pennsylvania, reflect the old 

heartland of the movement associated with Barton Stone and the Campbells respectively. Hamil-

ton County (Cincinnati), Ohio is the county with the third largest number of adherents of the 

Christian Churches in the United States. Cincinnati has long been a major Restoration strong-

hold, the site of frequent meetings and debates in the early nineteenth century. It is a particular 

source of strength for the Christian Churches, where they have an important Bible school and 
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publish their most important periodicals. Fulton County, Georgia ranks ninth and DeKalb Coun-

ty, Georgia ranks twelfth. Both counties are located in metro Atlanta and their appearance so 

high on the list may reflect migration patterns to large metropolitan areas outside the traditional 

geographical strongholds of the movement. 

The Churches of Christ. This, the most conservative group, demonstrates numerical 

strength in rather different parts of the country: 1. Texas has 23 of the one hundred counties with 

the largest number of adherents; 2. Tennessee (18); 3. California (11); 4. Alabama (10); 5. Ar-

kansas and Florida (6); 7. Kentucky (4); 8. Michigan, Missouri, Ohio, and Oklahoma, each with 

three of the one hundred counties.  

The list illustrates the truism that Churches of Christ strength is concentrated in Tennessee 

and Texas. California figures prominently in all three Restoration groups; Los Angeles County, 

for example, appears in the top ten of all three lists. Undoubtedly this represents migratory pat-

terns to California which apparently were especially significant in geographical areas of 

Churches of Christ strength. Northern, particularly northwestern Alabama is an area of Churches 

of Christ numerical strength which is often overlooked. Lauderdale County, whose principal city 

is Florence, Alabama, is the county with the ninth largest number of adherents, 13,620. Kentucky 

and Ohio are the original heartland of the movement while Arkansas, Missouri, and Oklahoma 

represent traditional areas of settlement linked to nineteenth-century migration patterns. The pat-

terns in Florida are less clear. The counties which show up are widely distributed throughout the 

state: Duval County (Jacksonville) in the north; Polk, Pinellas, and Hillsborough in the Tampa-

St. Petersburg-Lakeland area of central Florida; and Dade (Miami) and Broward (Fort Lauder-

dale) in the south. Perhaps the best explanation is the most general one, out-migration to the 

Sunbelt and the very fast growth in Floridaôs population. The origin of the prominence ofWayne, 

Oakland, and Genesee Counties in Michigan is clearer. This certainly is linked to the migration 

of Southern workers drawn to the automobile plants in Detroit and nearby areas.  

This project was originally intended to focus specifically on the Churches of Christ because 

they are the Restoration group with the largest presence in the South. However, since primary 

interest is on intellectual history, this narrow focus had to be largely abandoned. This is a study 

of the intellectual origins of the Restoration Movement, which concentrates on the early nine-

teenth century and on the philosophical antecedents of the eighteenth century. This period of 

time antedates the actual division in the movement, so it would be anachronistic to refer to any 

one of the three modern religious bodies. 

I have decided, therefore, to speak of the ñRestoration Movementò for several reasons. First 

of all it seems to be a term which while not universally preferred is at least acceptable to all three 

Restoration bodies; it is the closest thing to a neutral term one is likely to find. Secondly, it does 

seem to be the term most preferred by the conservative elements and so it best preserves the 

projectôs original interest in that tradition. Finally, and most practically, it avoids the very con-

fusing terminology of ñDisciples,ò ñChristiansò, and ñReformers.ò The meaning of each tends to 

vary over time and often changes with the ideology of the user. I have on occasion felt compelled 

to use all of these terms; I hope I have done so prudently. Hopefully the usage will be clear in 

their specific contexts. Above all, I have tried to avoid the use of the term ñDisciple.ò This was 

the term preferred by Alexander Campbell and many writers use it to refer to the movement as a 

whole. I have not followed this practice because I am least concerned with the more northern and 

liberal Disciples of Christ denomination and did not want to lead the reader into associating the 

subject at hand with that modern religious body. Although the study does deal with a nineteenth-
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century unitary movement and despite the fact that I have tried to maintain a certain objectivity 

in my writing and a catholicity in the choice of my sources, I have also attempted to maintain 

some sensitivity to the issues that concerned the conservatives most, especially in the last two 

chapters. Again, this is in keeping with the original intent of the study, to examine a facet of 

Southern religion. In this context the conservatives predominate. 

This is not a history of the Restoration Movement. Rather, the scope of this study is a history 

of the ideas which distinguish the movement as unique in American religious history. More spe-

cifically, it is a history of the origin of the ideas which constitute the Restoration Movement as 

an intellectual phenomenon. I have tried to eliminate all but the most crucial biographical facts. 

The reader may find Barton Stone, the Campbells, and Walter Scott moving from place to place 

for no apparent reason. I realize, with regret, that these men, and others, have been turned into 

abstractions. This was not my goal, but was rather dictated by the need to keep the study as brief 

as possible and closely focused on intellectual matters. 

The movement was influenced by many factors: the Reformation: the philosophy of John 

Locke. the Enlightenment, and the American frontier, to name the most prominent. I have tried 

to explain how all of these affected the Restoration Movement, but I would like the reader to un-

derstand that this is not a history of any of these sources of influence. For example, I make no 

pretense of offering a complete or nuanced analysis of the thought of John Locke even though I 

do spend considerable space discussing his philosophy. 

The reasons that I chose not to write a general history of the Restoration Movement are 

threefold. First and most practical, there are several works that already provide a distinguished 

general history. The history by Garrison and DeGroot, which has been updated by McAllister 

and Tucker, offers the Disciplesô point of view.
4
 Murch writes from the perspective of the Chris-

tian Church and Churches of Christ, and Earl West, a member of the Churches of Christ, has 

completed a multi-volume history of the movement. 

The general reader should be aware that the preponderance of studies have been written by 

Disciples. They have established a Disciples of Christ Historical Society and have nurtured many 

studies of high scholarly quality. The interested reader must search libraries diligently to find 

information written by more conservative writers. I have tried not to be unduly influenced by the 

more liberal Restoration tradition. The reader must decide how well I have succeeded. One of the 

techniques I have used to foster objectivity is to rely heavily on the Memoirs of Alexander 

Campbell by Robert Richardson. First published in 1868-70 in two volumes, it is an authoritative 

account of the life and thought of Alexander Campbell and the Restoration Movement as a 

whole. Though long (over 1,200 pages) and discursive, it is less ideologically charged than more 

modern studies. Moreover, the serious researcher cannot help but notice that many facts and 

anecdotes which appear over and over again in modern works are ultimately derived from Rich-

ardsonôs account. It seemed best, therefore, to go back to this widely used source. 

I have relied as much as possible on primary sources. I have attempted, therefore, to analyze 

important sources such as The Last Will and Testament of the Springfield Presbytery, the Decla-

ration and Address, and the Sermon on the Law, (Just one note on a technical matter: I have 

made an effort to allow the persons I have studied to express themselves in their own words by 

quoting them directly. In these quotes, I have preserved the original spelling and punctuation 

even when it is contrary to modern usage.) 
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On occasion I have used a contrary device. When discussing issues which have produced 

much controversy such as the missionary society, I have quoted directly from historians asso-

ciated with each of the factions and identified them as such. This was an attempt to allow those 

within the Restoration Movement to define the debate and to devise the vocabulary with which 

they define their respective positions. 

It must be admitted that the whole idea of writing an intellectual history reflects leftist predi-

lections. I am not referring to my own personal philosophy but rather to the very noticeable fact 

that conservatives do not generally spend much time discussing the intellectual origins of the 

movement. The works by Murch and Earl West are typical examples of this tendency. It is quite 

possible that I have written an intellectual history of an anti-intellectual movement, or at least of 

a movement with certain tendencies toward anti-intellectualism. These tendencies are manifest in 

a lack of historicity, an ambivalence toward philosophy, and a hostility toward education in 

fields other than ñBible-knowledge.ò  

The second reason I chose to write a history of the intellectual origins of the Restoration 

Movement is that it seemed to be one of the less explored facets of a relatively rich historiogra-

phy. As stated, many historians fail to give anything but the most cursory treatment to the history 

of Restoration ideas. One exception is W.E. Garrisonôs Alexander Campbellôs Theology pub-

lished in 1900. I must admit that this volume was revelatory for me.  

Garrison had impeccable liberal credentials. His father, of course, was J.H. Garrison, the 

long-time editor of the Christian Evangelist, who Earl West describes as one of the most influen-

tial ñprophets of liberalism.ò W.E. Garrison was himself a distinguished historian. He received a 

doctorate from the University of Chicago. In fact, Campbellôs Theology was in origin his doctor-

al dissertation. Significantly, I think, Garrison begins his work with an introduction entitled, 

ñThe Historical Method.ò Here is what he says in the very first paragraph: 

He who undertakes to estimate the intellectual achievements of the nineteenth century 

and to generalize upon the history of thought in this period, cannot fail to admit that the 

most fruitful and far-reaching general conception which this age has brought into prom-

inence is the idea of development. Based upon a metaphysics which finds the essence of 

reality to consist, not in the changeless identity of an unknowable ñsubstanceò in which 

all attributes inhere, but in the process by which functions are fulfilled, forms developed 

and new adaptations made to changing conditions, it quickly passed beyond the limits 

of speculative philosophy and found application in the fields of science, history, theolo-

gy, and every study which seeks a knowledge of nature, man or God. If the very essence 

of reality lies in development, growth and adaptation, then knowledge of any portion of 

reality is to be sought in the study of its process of development; i.e., in its history. In its 

most general application, therefore, the idea of development gives rise to what may be 

called the historical method of studying all phenomena.
5
 

To conservatives of the time in which Garrison was writing, liberalism was the great enemy 

and history was one of the tools used to undermine the authenticity and credibility of the Gospel. 

As Garrison suggests, the historical method can be used as a means of introducing the notion of 

development. In a metaphysics of development, the primitive church, for example, can become 

not the one, true and perfect order of things, but rather an example of how the church adapted 

itself to the particular environment of the first century and the Roman Empire. In other words it 
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ceases to be normative and becomes instead merely a particular and transitory manifestation of 

church. 

As a historian I tend to see history as a means of enhancing human understanding. I am not 

unaware, however, that history has been manipulated by even the well-intentioned. I must admit 

that the conservatives within the Restoration Movement have correctly identified the threat 

which the historical method proposes. The question that they raise is one of continuing relevance 

for all Christian communions: What is the relationship between the immutable truth of the Gos-

pel and the mutability of the historical human experience? The particular problem which the con-

servative Restoration Movement has confronted itself with has its origins in a very a historical 

concept of church. This is a major weakness in the movementôs intellectual edifice.  

All this brings me to the third, and in a sense the most important reason for writing an intel-

lectual history, namely that we can learn the most about American, and in particular Southern, 

religion by better understanding the intellectual bases for one of the largest religious bodies in 

the South. This is a plea less to understand the Churches of Christ as they actually exist, in say, 

middle Tennessee, than an invitation to meditate on the values and ideas which were articulated 

on the American frontier in the early nineteenth century. I am suggesting that we can learn more 

from the ideals expressed by the founding fathers of American Restorationism than from the 

failures of those ideals as they came into contact with the reality of a hostile world It is obvious 

that those ideals addressed and still address certain needs. Much can be learned by trying to un-

derstand what these needs were and continue to be. 

It is so common as to have become a veritable tradition among Restoration writers (even 

ñscholarlyò ones) to identify themselves as members of particular wings of the movement. This 

practice has its origin in the fracturing of the Restoration Movement and in the tendency to speak 

only to an audience which consists of members of oneôs own faction. I accept this practice as an 

invitation to express my evaluation of the Restoration Movement to my own readers. 

As a Catholic, an outsider, I was at first perplexed by the Restoration Movement. I remem-

ber being thoroughly confused about the three Restoration groups, especially because their 

names are so similar. I wondered what connection there was between the Churches of Christ and 

the United Church of Christ. (There isnôt any, or at least hardly any.) Once I began to learn about 

the beliefs associated with the movement, I became confused again. This time I was perplexed 

by what seemed to me to be some very Catholic ideas. I refer here to two ideas in particular: res-

ervations over denominationalism and baptism for the remission of sins. When Alexander 

Campbell wrote about baptism for the remission of sins he referred to ñactualò as well as ñfor-

malò forgiveness in baptism.
6
 He quite consciously spoke of a ñthird wayò between what he saw 

as the extremism of both Protestantism and Catholicism. While he certainly did not articulate a 

view which was identical to Catholic teaching, he did speak in terms that fell somewhere be-

tween the orthodox Protestant and Catholic points of view. There is a real basis for discussion 

here between Catholics and those within the Restoration tradition. 

Because I have not been trained in theology, I feel more comfortable discussing the less 

formally theological idea of denominationalism. In this case I feel confident that the average per-

son in the pew in both the Catholic and (conservative) Restoration tradition would share a more 

highly developed notion of the unity of church. Neither would consider ñtheir Churchò to be a 

denomination. This too could be a real basis of dialogue, between Catholics and those associated 
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with the Churches of Christ. Interestingly, I suspect that conservatives in both traditions would 

have much in common, though they would probably reject this notion, or simply ignore it. 

Beyond the commonality of belief shared by both the Churches of Christ and Catholicism, is 

a question which the Restoration Movement has raised, even if it has in fact failed to find a solu-

tion. I refer to the idea of denominationalism. The Restoration Movement has gone beyond the 

kind of unity which is embodied in Protestant ecumenism both because the Restoration concept 

of unity is more ancient and because Christian unity really was a central tenet of the movement. 

Again, this is more apparent in an abstract, intellectual sense; the reality of efforts to unify the 

Church, within the Restoration Movement, has been somewhat less distinctive and more typical 

of other Protestant groups. Nevertheless, a study of the intellectual origins of the Restoration 

Movement invites a reconsideration of the assumptions behind denominationalism. The 

Churches of Christ offer one solution for the divisions of denominationalism; Catholicism offers 

another. The two models share some similarities and many differences, but a comparative ap-

proach could be useful. 

Alexander Campbell was not the only theologian of the nineteenth century who wrestled 

with the consequences of modern philosophy. As we shall see, Campbell adopted a Lockean 

epistemology while maintaining a strict separation between the sources of knowledge of the nat-

ural and supernatural world. Gerald A. McCool suggests that the Catholic Church was very much 

aware of the same epistemological problem: 

Leo XIIIôs prescription of neo-Thomism as the system to be used in the philosophical 

and theological education of the Churchôs priests was based on the conviction that the 

Thomistic metaphysics of substance and accident could preserve the necessary distinc-

tion between grace and nature which post-Kantian metaphysics had shown itself unable 

to preserve, and that Thomisms abstractive theory of knowledge avoided the con-fusion 

between natural and supernatural knowledge of God which post-Kantian intuitive 

epistemology could not avoid.
7
 

If the goal of Campbell and of the Catholic Church in battling modern rationalism was the 

same, their concerns and solutions were different. From the Catholic perspective, the centrality 

of individual reason in theology first surfaced in the Protestant Reformation, but had been ex-

tended to Catholic theology through the philosophy of Descartes. Rationalism and skepticism 

were the inevitable result of modern philosophyôs separation from the Churches authoritative 

communication of tradition.
8
 Campbell saw the threat somewhat differently. To him rationalism 

threatened not the Churchôs authority but rather that of Scripture, which was based not on natural 

reason but on divine and supernatural revelation. 

McCool sees a real lack of historical sense in the theology of Joseph Kleutgen (1811-1883), 

one of the major thinkers associated with neo-Thomism: 

Kleutgen had no real sense of historical development. Development, for Kleutgen, took 

the form of clarification and expansion of concepts or of deductive expansion of philo-

sophical or theological principles. He showed no awareness of the role of cultural de-

velopment or of different conceptual frameworks in the history of thought. He read the 

historical sources of theology carefully and intelligently but he interpreted them in 

terms of his own conceptual framework, which was essentially the conceptual frame-

work of post-Reformation scholasticism.
9
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I find it interesting that both McCool and W. E. Garrison use the term ñdevelopmentò to dis-

cuss the influence of history on theology. This indicates, I think, a profound connection between 

history and theology in both modern Protestantism and Catholicism, rooted in a common expe-

rience of dealing with the problems of the modern world. Modern philosophy and, less abstract-

ly, the French Revolution presented both nineteenth-century Protestantism and Catholicism with 

fundamental challenges. Ideologically, the authority of both Church and Scripture was chal-

lenged by modern rationalism. On a more practical level, the privileges of the Catholic Church 

and the Protestant State churches were beginning to come to an end, victims of the liberal state. 

Of course, it was in the United States that this new religious environment was most advanced. 

Both McCool and Garrison represent liberal critiques of conservative solutions to these chal-

lenges. McCool would distinguish between Catholic Church and Roman theology, and would 

argue that Leo XIIôs ñprescription of neo-Thomismò froze the Church ideologically at a time 

when it was increasingly necessary to adapt to ever quickening change. Similarly, Garrison criti-

cized the conservative interpretation of the ñtruth motiveò as insufficiently historical. 

Where does this all leave us? I think it leaves us with some remarkable parallels. Both the 

Restoration Movement and the Catholic Church discerned a threat in modern philosophy, a phi-

losophy which was rationalistic and thoroughly secular. Both sought, therefore, to preserve the 

integrity of the sacred against the secular, while both also used reason and rational methodology 

to achieve their ends. 

What can Catholics, especially in the South, learn from the Restoration Movement? First of 

all they need to understand that the more conservative and Southern Churches of Christ chose to 

sacrifice the unity motive to the truth motive. Truth, Biblical truth, is highly prized. Secondly, 

the more conservative elements of the Restoration Movement have preserved from their nine-

teenth-century origins an aversion toward secular rationalism (while maintaining, as we shall see, 

a religious rationalism, distinguished by a rational approach to the Bible). Through a primitive 

Christianity, based on an inerrant and immutable New Testament, the conservatives have institu-

tionalized a deep suspicion toward the secular. And they have also maintained the nineteenth-

century separation between the natural and supernatural worlds. In their secular lives they are 

quite modern: they drive automobiles, wear twentieth-century dress and use electricity in their 

homes. But their spiritual lives are quite different. This does not suggest hypocrisy or a radical 

compartmentalization of the message of Christ. It is an attitude deeply enmeshed in the philo-

sophical origins of the Restoration Movement, and one which is not foreign to Catholicism. The 

Catholic Church during the Middle Ages always maintained a separation between spiritual and 

secular authority, although the Church had great difficulty restraining itself from acting upon the 

conviction that the spiritual, while separate, was also superior to the secular. And although Ca-

tholicism is somewhat less dualistic, there has always been a strong world-rejecting tendency in 

the Catholic tradition. By recognizing that the Gospel truth is revered but also that it is regarded 

as intrinsically separate from the natural world, the reader will make significant progress in un-

derstanding a dominant trait of Southern religious culture. 

 



11 

 

Chapter One 

European Origins 
 

The Restoration Movement had to confront a difficult nineteenth-century problem: how to 

defend the freedom of individual conscience championed by eighteenth-century thought and still 

devise a way to bring individuals together with a sense of the unity of the Church of Christ. The 

movement, therefore, had to contend with the implications of the Protestant Reformation, with 

óProtestant sectarianismô as it developed over the previous 250 years, and with the emphasis of 

modern philosophy on individual freedom. 

 

The Reformation 

The sixteenth-century Reformation has often been depicted as a movement which promoted 

individualism. Certainly the Reformers rejected many of the social and communal aspects of Ca-

tholicism, of which indulgences are but the most obvious example. Martin Lutherôs individual-

ism was based on his firm conviction that every person must answer for himself to God: 

 

The mass is a divine promise which can help no one, be applied , to no one, intercede 

for no one, and be communicated to no one save him only who believes with a faith of 

his own. Who can accept or apply for another the promise of God which requires faith 

of each individually?
1
 

 

The sixteenth century produced intermediate forms of individualism which were not quite 

modern. The cuius regio principleðthat each prince had the right to determine the religion of his 

realmðwas widely adopted in an attempt to end the first phase of sectarian strife in Germany. 

While challenging the medieval concept of the universality of Christendom, the cuius regio prin-

ciple recognized the integrity of only one individual, the prince, who as a sort of ósuperindivi-

dualô determined the religion of all his subjects. 

 

As the reform spread throughout Germany and to other parts of Europe, it became apparent 

that without the Catholic authority structure the reform was in danger of breaking up into thou-

sands of individual religions. To avoid anarchy and curb excessive individualism, the dogmatism 

of the. Reformation theologies was developed. Lutherôs advocacy of the individual conscience 

was therefore tempered by his theology, which centered on the ideas of justification by faith 

alone and sola scriptura. John Calvinôs theology was even more systematic and dogmatic. This 

Protestant reliance on a systematic dogmatism quickly led to disagreement among the reformers. 

By 1527 Luther and Zwingli were engaged in a polemical duel over the interpretation of the 

Lordôs Supper. The failure of the Marburg Colloquy in 1529 to reconcile these differences all but 

guaranteed the continued fissuring of the reform movement. 

 

The emphasis on theological truth also spawned an intolerance of deviation. Lutherôs violent 

denunciation of the Peasantôs Revolt in his tract, Against the Murderous and Thieving Hordes of 

Peasants, was largely motivated by his abhorrence of Thomas Muntzerôs radical theology. The 

most famous victim of Protestant intolerance, of course, was Michael Servetus. Developing an 

increasingly radical theology, Servetus was led to a denial of the Trinity. Passing through Gene-
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va he attended one of Calvinôs sermons, was recognized, and turned over by the reformer to the 

authorities. Tried and condemned as a heretic, he was burned at the stake in 1553. 

 

In Germany, the Peace of Augsburg in 1555 in effect legalized Lutheranism and granted se-

curity to the Lutheran princes and cities. But the idea of toleration was still foreign to the age. 

Not until after the end of the Thirty Years War in 1648 did the Treaty of Westphalia provide a 

modicum of toleration for differing religious ideas and practices in the Empire, outside of Haps-

burg territories. It was not until 1688 in England and not until the eighteenth or even the nine-

teenth century in most of the rest of Europe that the idea of tolerating sects outside of the state 

churches became generally acceptable. 

 

Religious toleration is a largely Protestant idea (although a form of Catholic toleration can 

be detected in Christian Humanism). It grew out of the recognition of the importance of the indi-

vidual conscience and the necessity to protect the doctrinal uniformity of the sect. It was the 

evangelicals who emphasized the individual nature of religion and the paramount importance of 

a personal relationship with God. On the other hand, the state churchesðLutheran, Anglican, 

Reformedðwere generally most concerned with promoting and defending a more rigid dogmat-

ism. Toleration was the result of the desire of the state churches to maintain doctrinal uniformity 

by excluding dissenting members while recognizing the importance of the individual Christian 

conscience, the sincerity of dissenting bodies and their right to a more or less free existence. The 

consequence of a relaxed policy of toleration was the development of modern Protestant deno-

minationalism. 

 

The Influence of John Locke 

Throughout the eighteenth century, the individuality of religious experience could be seen in 

mystical movements such as Pietism and Methodism, which promoted personal conversion, and 

the rationalistic impetus of the Enlightenment, out of which developed deism. 

 

Since the time of Descartes the principal questions in Western philosophy were: How do we 

come to know what we know? What do we know? How much can we know, and What are our 

limitations as knowers? In this context the whole thrust of philosophy (as in religion) was on the 

individual and how and what the individual knows. At the forefront of this inquiry was John 

Locke (1632-1704), whose ideas remained immensely influential throughout the century after his 

death. 

 

Lockeôs theory of knowledge redirected philosophy towards the study of man and influ-

enced the politics, ethics, and philosophy of religion. Over the course of the eighteenth century 

the inquiry which Locke had begun into the knowing processes of man did not prove the validity 

of knowledge but instead led to skepticism. But this philosophical process affected all spheres of 

thought, especially American Protestantism. It directly gave rise to the philosophy of religion of 

Alexander Campbell which had a profound effect on the development of the Restoration Move-

ment.
2
 It is to Lockeôs philosophy of religion that we must now turn. 

 

In his Letter Concerning Toleration Locke defines the church as óa voluntary society of 

men, joining themselves together of their own accord in order to [sic] the public worshipping of 
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God, in such a manner as they judge acceptable to him, and effectual to the salvation of their 

souls.ô He continues: 

 

I say, it is a free and voluntary society. ... No man by nature is bound unto any particu-

lar church or sect, but every one joins himself voluntarily to that society in which he be-

lieves he has found that profession and worship which is truly acceptable to God. The 

hopes of salvation, as it was the only cause of his entrance into that communion, so it 

can be the only reason of his stay there. For if afterwards he discover any thing either 

erroneous in the doctrine, or incongruous in the worship of that society to which he has 

joined himself, why should it not be as free for him to go out as it was to enter?
3
  

 

This is an óevangelicalô definition of church, one to which any Congregationalist or Baptist 

of Lockeôs time could accede. Moreover, it is a church organized on a largely individualistic ba-

sis. Membership consists of like-minded individuals who voluntarily join together in communion 

but who are principally concerned with their own individual salvation. There is no social or ec-

clesial structure. The acceptability of the church to God lies within the judgment of each believ-

er. If the individual deems anything erroneous in the church he simply leaves and joins another 

where he is more comfortable. This then is the recipe of modern toleration as expressed through 

denominationalism: a collection of independent churches each of which has a right to exist and 

which is recognized as a Christian body consisting of sincere believers. From these churches one 

may freely pick and choose. 

 

Directly following this discussion of a definition of church, Locke dismisses the idea of 

apostolic succession as unscriptural. This leads him to ask what things are necessary for ecclesial 

communion in the óChurch of Christô? Locke responds that only such things as are expressly de-

clared by the Holy Spirit in Scripture as necessary to salvation should be a condition of member-

ship. He continues: 

 

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 profes-

sion of Christianity, such things as the Holy Scriptures do either not mention, or at least 

not expressly command?
4
 

 

As we shall see this is an opinion which closely parallels that of Alexander Campbell and which 

became a basic principle of the Restoration Movement.
5
 

 

Recalling recent British history and the divergent religious directions acceded to by the clergy 

during the reigns of Henry VIII, Edward VI, Mary I and Elizabeth I, Locke dismisses the ability 

of clerics to determine articles of faith and modes of worship.
6
 The mechanism which Locke 

substitutes for ósystems of divinityô is revealed in the preface of another work, The Reasonable-

ness of Christianity: óThe little satisfaction and consistency that is to be found, in most of the 

systems of divinity I have met with, made me betake myself to the sole reading of the scriptures 

(to which they all appeal) for the understanding [of] the Christian Religion.ô
7
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Locke begins the Reasonableness by pointing out two extreme methods of reading Scripture. 

He then lays out his own method for reading the sacred text as a 

 

...collection of writings, designed by God, for the instruction of the illiterate bulk of mankind, in 

the way to salvation; and therefore, generally, and in necessary points, to be understood in the 

plain direct meaning of the words and phrases: such as they may be supposed to have had in the 

mouths of the speakers, who used them according to the language of that time and country 

 

wherein they lived; without such learned, artificial, and forced senses of them, as are 

sought out, and put upon them, in most of the systems of divinity, according to the no-

tions that each one has been bred up in.
8
 

 

To understand the Christian religion one must first consult Scripture, and interpret it in the 

óplain and directô meaning of the word. It is the individual believer who makes this interpreta-

tion, not the clergy or any other church authority. The question of what is to be believed is, ac-

cording to Locke, set down plainly in the Gospel:ô... it is plain, that believing on [sic] the Son is 

the believing that Jesus was the Messiah; giving credit to the miracles he did, and the profession 

he made of himself.
9
 Later on Locke adds the idea that those who believe Jesus was the Messiah 

must also believe that he rose from the dead, and also in the necessity of repentance.
10

 This in-

terpretation of what Christians are required to believe has been labelled óminimalist,ô although 

many reject the term. Nevertheless, restricting Christian belief to what is explicitly in Scripture is 

an idea which would become central to the Restoration Movement. 

 

The very idea of the óreasonableness of Christianityô brings attention to the role of reason in 

religion and leads to a brief consideration of Lockeôs theory of knowledge. 

 

John Locke is most famous as the founder of empiricism and for his theory of knowledge. In 

his most substantial work, The Essay on Human Understanding, Locke denies that ideas are in-

nate. Instead, he insists that ideas are derived from experience which he defines as sensation and 

reflection. The mind derives ideas from sensation while from reflection it becomes aware of in-

ternal operations such as thinking, willing, and desiring. Ultimately, Locke concludes that 

óknowledge then seems to me to be nothing but the perception of the connexion and agreement, 

or disagreement and repugnancy, of any of our ideas.ô (Essay 4.1.2). Although it is based upon 

empirical knowledge, the subjectivism of knowledge is apparent since it is the (individual) mind 

which perceives the agreement or disagreement of ideas which constitute knowledge. 

 

Throughout the Essay Locke struggles with the subjectivity of knowledge. His world is 

made up of particulars and he is reluctant to discuss substance, which he believes can only be 

known imperfectly: óI am certain, that I have evident knowledge, that the substance of my body 

and soul exists, though I am as certain that I have but a very obscure and confused idea of any 

substance at all.ô
11

 In the Essay he states: 

 

Whatever therefore be the secret and abstract nature of substance in general, all the 

ideas we have of particular distinct sorts of substances, are nothing but several combina-

tions of simple ideas, coexisting in such, though unknown, cause of their union, as 
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makes the whole subsist of itself. It is by such combinations of simple ideas, and noth-

ing else, that we represent particular sorts of substances to ourselves...(2.23.6) 

 

Since Locke rejects the doctrine of innate ideas, he is forced to explain the cause of simple 

ideas. Human beings are virtually incapable of experiencing substance but they can perceive var-

ious qualities of things. There are primary qualities such as extension, form, solidity, and mobili-

ty. Material things really possess these qualities. There are also secondary qualities such as color, 

sound, touch, taste, and smell. Perception of these (secondary) qualities vary from individual to 

individual. What might seem bitter and cold to one person may seem sweet and hot to another. 

Secondary qualities, therefore, do not really exist, they are sensations which affect the individual. 

The logical consequences of these assumptions were elaborated by Berkeley and Hume as will 

be seen below. 

 

Considering Lockeôs theory of knowledge, it is not surprising that he concludes that we do 

not know very much.
12

 Reason, for Locke, is the faculty which distinguishes man from the beast 

and which is a crucial tool in manôs ability to know. If knowledge is the perception of the agree-

ment or disagreement of ideas, then it is reason which helps man to know: 

 

For as reason perceives the necessary and indubitable connexion of all the ideas or 

proofs one to another, in each step of any demonstration that produces knowledge: so it 

likewise perceives the probable connexion of all the ideas or proofs one to another, in 

every step of a discourse, to which it will think assent due.
13

 

 

Locke is insistent on placing strict boundaries between reason and faith. Locke defines rea-

son asô... the discovery of the certainty or probability of such propositions or truths, which the 

mind arrives at by deduction made from such ideas, which it has got by the use of its natural fa-

culties; viz. by sensation or reflection.ô He defines faith as:ô... the assent to any proposition, not 

thus made out by the deductions of reason; but upon the credit of the proposer, as coming from 

God, in some extraordinary way of communication. This way of discovering truth to men we call 

revelation.ô (4.18.1) 

 

Locke ócontradistinguishesô between reason and faith, and he prefers to rely on reason un-

less the evidence of revelation clearly exceeds the evidence of reason and its principles. He care-

fully whittles down the criterion by which we ought to rely on faith, first by denying that no new 

simple idea can be conveyed by traditional revelation, i.e., Scripture. (4.18.3) Traditional revela-

tion conveys ideas through words which by custom revive in our minds latent ideas but not 

things of which we have had no previous idea at all. Similarly, revelation cannot exceed our in-

tuitive knowledge. Even when God immediately reveals something to us, our assurance can nev-

er be greater than our own knowledge that it is a revelation from God. Finally, faith can never 

convince us of anything which contradicts our knowledge. 

 

Locke admits the existence of things which are above reason, such as the resurrection of the 

dead, which are purely matters of faith. (4.18.7) But he immediately asserts once again the pri-

macy of reason: óWhatever God hath revealed is certainly true; no doubt can be made of it. This 

is the proper object of faith: but whether it be a divine revelation or no, reason must judge...ô 
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(4.18.10) A little later on Locke includes an even clearer statement: óReason must be our last 

judge and guide in every thing.ô (4.19.14) 

 

Removing the guiding influence of reason from revelation creates enthusiasm.
14

 Locke felt 

so strongly about the topic that he added a chapter, óOf Enthusiasm,ô in the fourth edition of the 

Essay. Immediate revelation, or enthusiasm, is a much easier way of establishing opinion than 

strict reasoning. It ó... flatters menôs laziness, ignorance, and vanity...ô risesô... from the conceits 

of a warmed or over-weening brain...,ô frees the mind from reason and reflection, and substi-

tutesô... the ungrounded fancies of manôs own brain.ô(4.19.3-7) What seems to disturb Locke 

most is that enthusiasm is a short cut to knowledge which discards experience, reflection, and 

reason for the conviction that one is sure because one is sure. (4.19.9) 

 

Since enthusiasm boasts the perception of an inner light, the question arises: is this percep-

tion a revelation from God, a fancy to do something, or the work of the devil? In other words, in 

divine revelation there is no need to prove truth since God cannot deceive, but how can it be 

known that any proposition in our mind has been infused by God? The answer, according to 

Locke, is reason. A truth is known ó...either by its own self-evidence to natural reason, or by the 

rational proofs that make it out to be so.ô (4.19.11) Since enthusiasm is the rejection of rational 

proof (since there is the belief that something is revelation simply because it is strongly believed 

to be revelation) there is no criterion for truth. 

 

For if the light, which every one thinks he has in his mind, which in this case is nothing 

but the strength of his own persuasion, be an evidence that it is from God, contrary opi-

nions have the same title to inspirations; and God will be not only the father of lights, 

but of opposite and contradictory lights, leading men contrary ways; and contradictory 

propositions will be divine truths, if an ungrounded strength of assurance be an evi-

dence, that any proposition is a divine revelation. (4.19.11) 

 

Lockeôs discussion of enthusiasm ultimately raises the question of the criterion of revelation 

and of authority since for him reason is something which is óextrinsicalô to our opinions, without 

which we cannot discern truth from falsehood. In the context of the sort of denominationalism 

which Locke advocates, without, one presumes, a single source of teaching authority for all 

Christians, how can we know if a proposition is from God or not? Locke answers the question by 

referring to the Old Testament where revelations from God (what Locke calls original revela-

tions) were proven by outward signs. He mentions, for example, Moses and the burning bush and 

the miracle of his rod turned into a serpent. Of course revelation need not always be accompa-

nied by extraordinary signs. In this case we have two rules by which we can judge if the internal 

light of private persuasion is truly revealed by God. These are reason and Scripture: óWhere rea-

son or scripture is express for any opinion or action, we may receive it as of divine authority; but 

it is not the strength of our own persuasions which can by itself give it that stamp.ô (4.19.16) 

Locke seems simply to accept Scripture as a true report of original revelation. The only evidence 

to support the claim of divine inspiration would seem to be the claims by the writers that they 

faithfully reported eyewitness accounts of the events and message of Jesus. The rationality of 

Lockeôs religion lies principally in his interpretation of Scripture, his exegesis of the Bible as an 

historical document, and in his óreasonableô approach, one which is not forced, extravagant or 

extraordinary but which seeks to sustain the plain, straightforward meaning of the text.
15
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Over the course of the eighteenth century Lockeôs philosophy had an enormous impact in 

Britain, the Continent, and the United States. The philosophy of Locke was so popular both be-

cause it was innovative and especially because Locke offered such a common sense approach. 

When confronted with paradox or inconsistency Locke never hesitated to opt for a practical if 

inconsistent solution. However, some of the philosophers who followed Locke were more con-

sistent, and consequently arrived at conclusions which Locke himself would have been reluctant 

to make. 

 

George Berkeley 

George Berkeley (1685-1753) was an Anglo-Irishman, the Anglican Bishop of Cloyne, who 

brought Lockeôs philosophy of knowledge to the logical conclusion of denying the existence of 

matter. Locke had made a distinction between primary and secondary qualities. The latter were 

nothing but powers to produce various sensations, they were not qualities actually possessed by 

an object. Berkeley applied Lockeôs arguments to primary qualities as well. He agreed that such 

secondary qualities as heat, color, and sound were subjective, but argued that such primary quali-

ties as extension, motion, and rest were equally subjective. If motion is really in the object how 

comes it that the same motion can seem slow to some and fast to others? And if things have real 

sizes and cannot have different sizes at the same time, then why does an object look larger when 

we are near it than when we are farther away? 

 

Berkeley concluded that since primary qualities cannot exist apart from secondary qualities 

and since the latter are subjective and relative to the perceiver, then objective material existence 

must be questioned. Berkeley argued that sensible objects are complex ideas and that ideas can-

not exist without the mind. Material objects, therefore, exist only through being perceived. To 

the objection that a tree, for example, would cease to exist if no one was looking at it, Berkeley 

responds that God always perceives everything. 

 

David Hume 

Although Berkeley eliminated the material world, he maintained the existence of an external 

spiritual reality and also preserved Lockeôs insistence that ideas had a cause, which Berkeley at-

tributed to God. The person who applied Lockeôs theory of knowledge to an even stricter logic 

and completed the undermining of human knowledge was David Hume (1711-1776). Born in 

Edinburgh, Hume was instrumental in making Scotland one of the centers of philosophical in-

quiry, an environment which had a direct influence on Alexander Campbell and the Restoration 

Movement. 

 

Hume was the author of a philosophical skepticism which could be summed up by quoting 

from his Treatise of Human Nature: 

 

All probable reasoning is nothing but a species of sensation. óTis not solely in poetry 

and music, we must follow our taste and sentiment, but likewise in philosophy. When I 

am convinced of any principle, ótis only an idea, which strikes more strongly upon me. 

When I give the preference to one set of arguments above another, I do nothing but de-

cide from my feeling concerning the superiority of their influence. Objects have no dis-

coverable connexion together; nor is it from any other principle but custom operating 
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upon the imagination, that we can draw any inference from the appearance of one to the 

existence of another. (Book 1. Part 3. Section 8) 

 

And a little later on ó... all our reasonings concerning causes and effects are derived from 

nothing but custom; and that belief is more properly an act of the sensitive, than of the cogitative 

part of our naturesô. 

 

According to Bertrand Russell, Humeôs philosophy represented the bankruptcy of eigh-

teenth-century reasonableness.
16

 Beginning, like Locke, by rejecting innate ideas and proceeding 

with sensible and empirical inquiry, Hume ends up by concluding that nothing can be learned by 

experience and observation. With such a conclusion it is hardly surprising that Hume formulates 

an ambiguous agnosticism about the existence of God. He would have admitted that the ultimate 

cause of order in the universe probably bears some remote analogy to intelligence but little 

more.
17

 But the whole of the Christian world from the Fall to the Day of Judgment he would 

have rejected. 

 

Deism 

Humeôs philosophy was part of a long tradition of skepticism about manôs ability to know 

complex doctrines. Catholic philosophers such as Erasmus had been able to suspend their skep-

ticism and accept the Churchôs teaching, but with the revolt of the Protestant Reformation accep-

tance of the Churchôs magisterial authority became increasingly rare. By the eighteenth century 

the traditional role of the Church had been largely replaced by reason, a triumphant scientific 

method, and most devastating of all, by a skepticism which rendered religion meaningless in the 

minds of many philosophers. 

 

The principal religious consequence of seventeenth and eighteenth-century rationalistic phi-

losophy was deism. There were many varieties of deism ranging from the acceptance of most 

Christian tenets to an attitude which approached atheism. Generally, deism rejected revelation 

for a religion of pure reason. The lengthy title of a treatise published in 1696 by the English deist 

John Toland (1670-1722) betrays deismôs rationalistic bent: Christianity not Mysterious: Or a 

treatise Shewing That there is nothing in the Gospel Contrary to Reason, Nor above it: And that 

no Christian Doctrine can be properly callôd a Mystery. 

 

The historical origins of the rise of deism in the seventeenth century can be traced to the 

Protestant rejection of tradition and the acceptance of Scripture as manôs ultimate guide to faith. 

This reliance on Scripture presented many problems of interpretation which seemed to defy solu-

tion. One of deismôs answers to this problem was to treat Scripture as simply a type of ancient 

literature filled with scientific inaccuracies and cultural oddities. Scripture was largely replaced 

with natural religion, i.e., one which was formulated by reason and experience. This approach 

was buttressed by Lockeôs theory of knowledge. 

 

The strongest element leading to deistic thought was the Scientific Revolution. The discove-

ries of Copernicus, Kepler, Galileo, and Newton annihilated Aristotelian physics. The law of 

gravity, for one, seemed to explain the very nature and operation of the universe. For the first 

time humanity was privy to Godôs plan of creation. Hence the sentiment expressed by Alexander 

Pope: 
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Nature and Natureôs laws lay hid in night, 

God said óLet Newton be!ô and all was light. 

 

This new-found confidence encouraged the notion of God as divine watchmaker, creating a 

world machine so perfectly balanced that no further adjustment need be made. God became less 

and less an immediate factor in life. 

 

Voltaire (1694-1778) was one of the most moderate and influential deists. Exiled to England 

from 1726 to 1729, he published his Lettres philosophiques in 1734. The letters popularized 

Locke and Newton on the continent and depicted England as a land of freedom, tolerance, and 

progress, all of which were notably absent, according to Voltaire, from his native France. 

 

Voltaireôs religious ideal was epitomized by the Quakers, who developed a religion of the 

heart. He lauded their simplicity, sincerity, pacifism, toleration, and lack of priests and ceremo-

ny. Of course Quakerism is the very essence of religious individualism, and deism valued highly 

the right of the individuals to think for themselves on all subjects and to communicate their 

thoughts to others for the general welfare. The deists also affirmed the oneness of humanity. In 

this regard Voltaire comments in one of his letters that people are weary of sectarian disputes 

which have made them indifferent to religion. He comments sardonically how the great refor-

mers ð Luther, Calvin, Zwingliðhave all founded sects which have divided Europe, but that 

the great English philosophers and scientists such as Newton, Locke, and Samuel Clarke, ratio-

nalists who tried to develop a rational and unifying religion, have attracted almost no followers.
18

 

 

Thomas Reid and Common Sense Philosophy 

Thomas Reid (1710-1796), the founder of the Scottish philosophy of common sense, pub-

lished his most important work, An Inquiry into the Human Mind on the Principles of Common 

Sense, in 1764. With Reid, we come closer to the world of Thomas and Alexander Campbell. 

Reid, a Presbyterian minister, was born near Aberdeen. In 1764 he was appointed professor of 

moral philosophy at Glasgow University, where both of the Campbells subsequently studied, 

succeeding Adam Smith. 

 

Reid was a convinced Berkeleyan until he realized the consequences of that philosophy after 

reading Humeôs Treatise of Human Nature. He contended that Humeôs philosophy was a system 

of skepticism and traced its origin to what he called its theory of ideas.
19

 Reid distinguished sev-

eral senses of the word, óidea.ô In popular language idea means the act of conceiving. To have an 

idea of something is to conceive it. But the word has also been given a óphilosophicalô meaning: 

not the act of the mind we call thought or conception but the object of thought. This is the defini-

tion accepted by Locke, Berkeley, and Hume, which led, Reid contends, to the destruction of 

both matter and mind in the universe. 

 

Reid attacks the theory of ideas in two ways. He argues that ideas in the philosophical sense 

of the word do not exist but are the invention of philosophers. He also appeals to common sense. 

Explicit is a rejection of Lockeôs theory that knowledge is the agreement or disagreement of 

ideas. Instead, Reid asserts, knowledge is a complex of image and belief. The image or concep-

tion of an internal object is accompanied by an intuitive belief or judgment, which is not just a 
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message sent to the mind by the senses but is also an a priori enrichment and validation of sen-

sory information proved by a strong and irresistible conviction of belief. In Reidôs words, 

 

... every operation of the senses, in its very nature, implies judgment or belief, as well as 

simple apprehension. Thus, when I feel the pain of the gout in my toe, I have not only a 

notion of pain, but a belief of its existence, and a belief of some disorder in my toe 

which occasions it; and this belief is not produced by comparing ideas, and perceiving 

their agreement and disagreements; it is included in the very nature of the sensation.
20

 

 

There is a theistic presupposition in the doctrine of common sense. According to Reid there 

are óoriginal and natural judgmentsô which are not discovered through an examination of the five 

senses. They are, therefore,  

 

a part of that furniture which nature hath given to the human understanding. They are 

the inspiration of the Almighty, no less than our notions or simple apprehensions. They 

serve to direct us in the common affairs of life, where our reasoning faculty would leave 

us in the dark. They are a part of our constitution; and all the discoveries of our reason 

are grounded upon them. They make up what is called the common sense of mankind; 

and what is manifestly contrary to any of those first principles is what we call absurd.
21

 

 

Reid maintains that there is no opposition between reason and common sense. In fact they 

are inseparable in their nature. He ascribes two offices or degrees to reason. The first is to judge 

things which are self-evident; the second to draw conclusions that are not self-evident from those 

that are. The first of these is the province of common sense. The distinction between the two de-

grees is justified both becauseô... in the greatest part of mankind no other degree of reason [i.e. 

common sense] is to be foundô and also because the two degrees of reason are sufficiently differ-

ent to be entitled to distinct names. 

 

The first is purely the gift of Heaven. And where Heaven has not given it, no education 

can supply the want. The second is learned by practice and rules, when the first is not 

wanting. A man who has common sense may be taught to reason. But if he has not that 

gift, no teaching will make him able either to judge of first principles or to reason from 

them.
22

 

 

It is common sense which enables man to judge first principles andô... in a matter of com-

mon sense, every man is no less a competent judge, than a mathematician is in a mathematical 

demonstration; and there must be a great presumption that the judgment of mankind, in such a 

matter, is the natural issue of those faculties which God has given them.ô Reidôs argument is that 

to suppose that mankind has deviated from the truth in things which are self-evident is óhighly 

unreasonable.ô
23

 

 

Reid next argues that we cannot learn of first principles through experience:
24

 

 

Thus I think it appears, that the principle we have been considering - to wit, that, from 

certain signs or indications in the effect, we may infer that there must have been intelli-

gence, wisdom, or other intellectual or moral qualities in the cause - is a principle which 
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we get neither by reasoning nor by experience; and therefore, if it be a true principle, it 

must be a first principle.
25

 

 

Applying this criterion to ónatural theology,ô Reid develops an argument which he calls the 

óArgument from Final Causes,ô concluding that ódesign and intelligence in the cause may, with 

certainty, be inferred from marks or signs of it in the effect.ô
26

 Reid cites Hume as being particu-

larly hostile to this argument, óBut says the skeptical philosopher, you can conclude nothing from 

these tokens, unless past experience has informed you that such tokens are always joined with 

understanding. Alas! Sir, it is impossible I can ever have this experience.ô
27

 

 

By restoring a source of knowledge which is beyond the capability of experience, Reid re-

stores the possibility of revealed knowledge as found in the Bible. In fact Reid restores the ne-

cessity of the existence of God, which had been undermined by skeptical thought. óIt seems, 

then, that the man who maintains that there is no force in the argument from final causes, must, if 

he will be consistent, see no evidence of the existence of any intelligent being but himself.
28

 

 

The Influence of Common Sense Philosophy in America and on Alexander Campbell 

Theodore Bozeman has suggested a summary of the principal elements of óBaconianismô as 

elaborated by the Scottish School to include: 

 

1. A spirited enthusiasm for natural science. 

2. A scrupulous empiricism, grounded upon the confident ótrust in the sensesô and in the 

reality of the outer world supplied by the Realist doctrine of ójudgment.ô 

3. A sharp accent upon the limits of scientific method and knowledge, directed to the in-

ductive control of generalizations by continuous reference to ófacts.ô Abstract concepts 

not immediately forged from observed data have no place in scientific explanation.
29

 

 

The Scottish Common Sense Philosophy infiltrated most American universities and exer-

cised a major influence on American thought around the turn of the nineteenth century. The phi-

losophy provided a rational defense of orthodoxy against the infidelity of the Enlightenment 

through a dualism which facilitated an attack on both idealism and materialism.
30

 The Scottish 

Philosophy restored realism, that we perceive an external object itself and not just an idea of the 

object, and therefore the validity of induction, which the idealism of Locke, Berkeley and Hume 

had undermined and destroyed. Furthermore, the reassertion of trust in the senses indicated a 

reaction against the emphasis on pure reason which was so dominant in the philosophy of the 

Enlightenment. By preserving the separation between the Creator and His creation the Scottish 

Philosophy was able to invoke Bacon and Newton and maintain the efficacy of scientific inquiry 

into the natural world while at the same time preserving the transcendence of God which made 

revelation necessary. This is precisely the position developed by Alexander Campbell. 

 

Alexander Campbell was deeply influenced by the Scottish Common Sense Philosphy. In 

fact, the entire Restoration Movement is intimately related to the Scottish philosophy. As Perry 

Gresham, a former president of Bethany College, has observed: 

 

The Christian Churches would do well to study the Scottish sources of rational philoso-

phy which Alexander Campbell brought with him from Glasgow. There is a strong 
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measure of Adam Smith in the political ethics of the communion. Thomas Reid exer-

cised a substantial influence over the pioneer who set the norms whereby the congrega-

tions have developed. The reasonable approach to worship and Bible study came from 

the moon [sic, probably mood] of common sense which dominated the University of 

Glasgow at the turn of the century when Thomas and Alexander Campbell were stu-

dents. The economic and social philosophy which underlies A. Campbellôs argument 

against Robert Owen on the occasion of the famous debate in 1829 is an interesting 

blend of Scottish thought adapted to the frontier in America.
31

 

 

In the beginning of a chapter on Alexander Campbellôs views on skepticism, natural theolo-

gy and socialism, Robert Richardson contrasts Campbellôs liberality with the narrow course pur-

sued by sectarian editors: óThey [i.e. sectarians] had adopted certain articles of belief as unques-

tionably true, and did not wish to have any misgivings created in regard to them. They had begun 

with certainties, and very naturally felt unwilling to end with doubts. Mr. Campbell and those 

with him, on the other hand, had begun with doubts, in order that they might end with certainties. 

Conservation was the aim of the former, but progress that of the latter.ô
32

 

 

Beneath the hyperbole of Richardsonôs judgment lies a difference rooted in historical origin. 

The ósectarians,ô originating in the sixteenth-century Reformation, revolted against the authority 

of Rome but did not reject the basic notion of orthodoxy, of right thinking, which was embodied 

in dogmatic theological creeds. In Campbellôs view these creeds were responsible for dividing 

the Church of Christ. Campbell was a post-Enlightenment thinker who had absorbed Lockeôs 

rationalism, but also Lockeôs low opinion of human knowledge. Campbell, therefore, was tho-

roughly familiar with deism, skepticism and other forms of modern philosophy and he unders-

tood well the arguments against traditional Christianity. In a series of essays arguing against the 

socialist, Robert Owen, Campbell astutely analyzed the basis of modern philosophyôs attack on 

religion: 

 

... having voluntarily extinguished the light of supernatural revelation, [Owen and his 

followers] have now candidly and honestly avowed that whether there is a god at all, a 

spirit in man that will survive his mortal body, a heaven or hell, is to them unknown and 

unknowable. This is the identical conclusion to which I knew most certainly, by all the 

knowledge of philosophy which I possess, they would be constrained to come. For, as I 

have frequently said, there is no stopping-place between Deism and Atheism; and they 

are lame philosophers who, taking philosophy for their guide, profess to hold with Her-

bert, Hume, Gibbon and Paine that there is a God, an immortal soul, a heaven or a hell. 

I give great praise to the New Harmony philosophers for their candor and their honesty 

in frankly avowing the conclusion which all the lights they have authorize them to 

maintain. I say they are good philosophers. They have reasoned well.
33

 

 

In a subsequent essay Campbell penetrates the skeptical argument even more clearly: 

 

A Problem: For the Editor of the óHarmony Gazetteô and his doubting brethren: 

 

You think that reason cannot originate the idea of an Eternal First Cause, and that no 

man could acquire such an idea by the employment of his senses and reason; and you 
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think correctly. You think also that the Bible is not supernatural revelationðnot a reve-

lation from the Deity in any sense. These things premised, gentlemen, I present my 

problem in the form of a query again: 

 

The Christian idea of an Eternal First Cause uncaused, or of a God, is now in the world 

and has been for ages immemorial. You say it could not enter into the world by reason, 

and did not enter by revelation. Now, as you are philosophers and historians, and have 

all the means of knowing, how did it come into the world?
34

 

 

Much of Campbellôs fame rested on his ability to transcend traditional argumentation and to 

answer the question he posed in a thoroughly rational way. Campbell would agree with Locke 

that the source of our knowledge of the natural world is our senses and reflection, but he would 

deny that we could know God through our senses.
35

 He preserves a dualism akin to that of the 

Scottish philosophers. Nature and religion, therefore, are related but separate; they are the 

 

...offspring of the same supreme intelligence, bear the image of one fatherðtwin sisters 

of the same divine parentage. There is an intellectual and moral universe as clearly 

bounded as the system of material nature. Man belongs to the whole three. He is animal, 

intellectual, and moral being. Sense is his guide in nature, faith in religion, reason in 

both. The Bible contemplates man primarily in his spiritual and eternal relations. It is 

the history of nature so far only as is necessary to show man his origin and destiny, for 

it contemplates natureðthe universeðonly in relation to manôs body, soul, and spirit.
36

 

 

The source of our knowledge of religion is the Bible which is, 

 

... to the intellectual and moral world of man what the sun is to the planets in our sys-

tem, the fountain and source of light and life, spiritual and eternal. There is not a spiri-

tual idea in the whole human race that is not drawn from the Bible. As soon will the 

philosopher find an independent sunbeam in nature, as the theologian a spiritual con-

ception in man, independent of THE ONE BEST BOOK.
37

 

 

Reason is not excluded from religion but Campbell disapproves of speculation. He draws a 

parallel with scientific induction, which had been rehabiliated from the attacks of skepticism by 

the Scottish Common Sense Philosophy: 

 

Speculation in philosophy has been widely discarded from approved systems. Since the 

days of Bacon, our scientific men have adopted the practical and truly scientific modeð

that is, they have stopped where human intellect found a bound over which it could not 

pass, and have been content to go no farther than material objects, analyzed, gave out 

their qualities and left the manner of their existence as beyond the bounds of created in-

tellect. We plead for the same principle in the contemplation of religious truth... So reli-

gious truth is to be deduced from the revelations which the Deity has been pleased to 

give to man.
38

 

 

As we have seen, Alexander Campbell was deeply influenced by the philosophy of John 

Locke. He accepted Lockeôs epistemology that all knowledge is derived from the senses and ref-
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lection. Like Locke, he also accepted revelation as the word of God, while he attempted to in-

terpret Scripture rationally. But Campbell rejected some of the implications of Lockeôs philoso-

phy, the skepticism of Hume and the deism of the Enlightenment. Influenced by Scottish Com-

mon Sense philosophy, he acknowledged the validity of induction but rejected the deistic notion 

that we can know God through our own senses and reason. Campbell embraced a dualism which 

separated the source of manôs knowledge of the material world from the source of his knowledge 

of God. Spiritual things are known only by divine revelation. Surely revelation operates through 

the senses, and once the idea of the Deity is suggested to the mind, reason attests, bears witness 

to, and demonstrates the existence of such a Being, but the Divine Concept originates from with-

out the human mind. Through this dualism Campbell largely accepted the methodology of eigh-

teenth-century philosophy while rejecting the results, namely deism, which had developed.
39

 

 

The sole source of revelation is the Bible. Revelation operates through the senses, but it 

opens the senses to a field which is entirely closed to natural reason.
40

 Campbell shared the En-

lightenmentôs aversion to speculation, to ómetaphysics.ô He does not deny that Scripture can be 

interpreted but he is hostile to creeds, for example, because they are deductions derived from 

theories about the facts of revelation, human attempts to discern ideas which God chose not to 

reveal to us and which the human intellect could never penetrate. Again, Campbell follows 

Locke both in his relatively low opinion of what can be known and also in the maintenance of a 

rational approach to religion which rejects óenthusiasmô and embraces the plain meaning of 

Scripture. The Bible is a book of facts, not of opinions or theories. These facts, clearly revealed 

and defined, and clearly limited to the Bible alone, constitute the bases of restoration. In turn, 

these restored Bible facts were to be the means for uniting all the sects into the one Church of 

Christ. 
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Chapter Two 

Barton Stone and the American Context 
 

The Origins of Denominationalism and its Place in American Religion 

The origins of modern denominationalism can be traced back to the emphasis on the indi-

vidual nature of salvation and to the dogmatic certainty which was characteristic of the Protestant 

Reformation. The revolt against the medieval Church was in large part motivated by the convic-

tion that Christ and his message had been constrained by human thought and institutions. The 

result was a fundamental redirection away from those medieval structures and toward a more in-

dividualistic religious context. Doctrinal differences were recognized, while at the same time 

most Reformers felt that uniformity was desirable within geographical jurisdictions. The result 

was a series of state churches which, while they preserved their evangelical nature, all consti-

tuted different facets of the one, holy, catholic church. 

 

These developments were especially advanced in England where Protestant opinion was par-

ticularly fractured. By the end of the reign of Elizabeth I the Church of England was divided 

among high church Episcopalians, Independents, and Baptists. Division became acute during the 

English Civil War which necessitated the need for Puritan unity against the king and high church 

advocates such as William Laud, Archbishop of Canterbury. The result was a system which ac-

knowledged differences of opinion regarding the outward life of the Church while maintaining a 

certain degree of ñProtestant unity,ò based on shared principles, but also based on an agreement 

to disagree. Convinced that the Church of Christ could never be represented by a single eccle-

siastical structure, it was decided that a large number of smaller subdivisions of a larger entity 

(the ñChurchò) was possible. These were identified by name or ñdenominatedò and became ñde-

nominations.ò Through these ñdenominationalò structures a high level of individual freedom was 

possible, since believers had the right to choose in which ñpartò of the Church they wished to 

participate. Since large numbers of Puritans emphasized the autonomy of the local congregation, 

a fair degree of local differences were permitted to develop. The entire system was held together 

by a highly developed notion of toleration. It is at this point in the process that Lockeôs episte-

mology and his opinion of toleration functioned as a philosophical buttress for the ñDenomina-

tional System.ò 

 

Within this ñdenominationalizingò process, the United States has occupied a unique place 

because of the special conditions which prevailed in the new republic. The first amendment to 

the Constitution specifically prohibited the establishment of a state religion. With complete free-

dom to organize, denominations quickly proliferated. Secondly, the American colonies had al-

ways been a refuge for various religious groups. In this sense they were the heirs to the religious 

situation in England which had fostered the growth of a denominational concept of church. Even 

after independence, each successive wave of immigrants brought with it its own religious organi-

zation. Very quickly the United States became home to a religious diversity which existed no-

where else in the Western world. 

 

The United States, particularly the American frontier, provided a very different context from 

that of Europe. Theological training and philosophical inquiry were less important factors in reli-
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gious thinking than the rather freewheeling competition between theologically similar religious 

groups which was taking place in the growing settlements across the mountains. 

 

Many years ago Richard Niebuhr pointed out that there were several ñsocial sources of de-

nominationalism.ò Although differences among Christian groups were always at least partly 

theological in nature, there were social causes of division as well. National psychology, social 

tradition, cultural heritage, and economic interest were all factors which influenced religious 

thought and helped to foster the growth of denominations.
1
 

 

Economic factors are probably the best known causes of religious differences. Research in 

this direction has been so prolific that it would be impossible to offer even a brief summary. Per-

haps it would suffice to say that churches of the disinherited, the poor, the uneducated, have 

tended to emphasize an emotional fervor, a certain simplicity, an anti- intellectualism, and some-

times a program of social reformation. On the other hand, middle-class churches have focused on 

a religion which was more intensely personal. For their members religion would be more a ques-

tion of personal salvation than social reformation, and in some cases the middle class might 

equate prosperity with virtue and poverty with sin. 

 

Nationalism, language, and culture have always been important factors in the Church and 

became particularly so with the establishment of Reformation national churches. In the United 

States the immigration patterns transformed this nationalist impulse into an ethnic factor. The 

immediate result was a proliferation of denominations divided by national origin. 

 

A more critical source of denominationalism was sectionalism. Early in American history 

divisions emerged between North and Southland more importantly for the development of reli-

gion, between East and West. The historical heartland of the Restoration Movement was neither 

in the North nor in the South but in the border states along a line running from Tennessee north 

to Ohio on the western side of the Appalachians. 

 

The origins of sectionalism were complex. Certainly economics was foremost among them. 

The Eastðespecially New England and the Middle Atlantic Statesðwas dominated by mer-

chants, manufacturers and shippers, while the West was peopled by small farmers. Politically, 

the division was marked by the development of political partiesðHamiltonian Federalists and 

Jeffer-sonian Republicansðand by disagreements over issues such as tariffs and war with Eng-

land. Perhaps the most obvious differences were social. The eastern urban centers were more 

class conscious and culturally European. While New York City was founding its first symphony 

orchestra and hosting premiers of Rossini operas, the people moving west were concerned with 

clearing forests, growing food, building shelters and holding on to their scalps. It is hardly sur-

prising then that there were religious differences as well between East and West. 

 

The East tended to maintain a religion which was typically European, bourgeois, nationalis-

tic, and class organized. A well-structured polity which tended to reflect the order of a class-

structured society, an emphasis on an intellectual conception of the content of faith, and an ethic 

which promoted sober middle-class values were dominant features of Eastern religion. On the 

other hand, the West developed religious attitudes which emphasized the emotional character of 

the religious experience, little patience for the intellectual structures which formal education 
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nourishes, a dedication to a democratic and highly congregational polity, and a tendency to blur 

the distinction between laity and ordained clergy. Highly individualistic, Western churches also 

developed an ethic which condemned the excesses of the frontier, especially drunkeness, gam-

bling, sexual license, and profanity. In a society which was extremely isolated by conditions on 

the frontier, the emotional side of religion often broke out in the context of large scale camp-

meetings.
2
 

 

East-West sectional differences in the South, especially religious sectional differences, were 

probably less noticeable than in the North. This was true because of the general state of religion 

in the southern colonies. Unlike the northern colonies, so many of which had been established by 

religious groups for expressly religious reasons, the southern colonies were for the most part 

founded for profit. Furthermore, the southern colonies all became royal colonies where the 

Church of England was the legally established religion. By the middle of the eighteenth century, 

most Southerners were either members of the Church of England or not members of any church 

at all.
3
 

 

The Great Awakening 

The Great Awakening was a movement which fundamentally altered the course of American 

religious history and ultimately heightened sectional differences. A radical individualism was 

securely lodged in Puritan thought, particularly in the tendency to speak of the necessity of the 

sinner coming face to face with God. Over the course of the seventeenth century the original spi-

rit declined. The conviction of the need for a personal religious experience was gradually com-

promised. The Half-Way Covenant, for example, was a device to grant church membership to 

the grandchildren of the original New England settlers, all of whom had had a personal expe-

rience of conversion. By the 1720ôs, there were signs of change, of a ñGreat Awakening.ò 

Among the early leaders of the movement were Jonathan Edwards (1703-58), a Congregational-

ist in New England and William Tennent, Sr. and his sons, especially Gilbert (1703-64), Presby-

terians active in the Middle Atlantic states. Their efforts were reinforced by the Methodist Re-

vival and in particular by the preaching tours of George Whitefield which began in 1739 and 

which were conducted throughout the colonies. 

 

The tendency to speak of a ñregenerate church membershipò and to make ñexperienceò the 

most important requirement for both laity and the ministry was powerfully propounded by the 

Great Awakening. These tendencies had a particularly traumatic effect on the Presbyterian 

Church, the most conservative of the evangelical denominations. Robert Ellis Thompson speaks 

of the conflict between the Great Awakening and traditional Presbyterianism: 

 

...the root of all the theological peculiarities of New England theology...may be traced 

to the extravagant individualism which has characterized her social and intellectual life. 

Their short-lived óimprovementsô of the Calvinistic theology were but so many attempts 

to bring Calvinism into harmony with a principle which found its final expression in 

Emersonôs ñsupremacy of the individual conscienceò over all law and all forms of insti-

tutions. In her opposition to congregational independency and her maintenance of syn-

odical authority, the Presbyterian Church held to the principle of an organic social life 

in both the race and the church.
4
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The conflict between ñEasternò and ñWesternò religion was most dramatically fought within 

Presbyterianism. The Presbyterian Church may have held firm but she became deeply divided. 

Some of those who emerged out of this conflict were Presbyterians who came to found the 

ñChristian Church.ò Ultimately they became one of two groups which were the progenitors of 

the Restoration Movement. 

 

Because of the relatively backward development of religion, the Great Awakening mani-

fested itself differently in the South, where it was much more of a missionary movement than in 

the North. The Presbyterian awakening was begun by Northerners such as Samuel Davies (1723-

1761), whose efforts in Virginia collapsed when he left to become president of Princeton in 

1759.
5
 

 

Southern Baptist revivalism owed its origin to a New Englander, Shubal Stearns (1706-

1771). Originally a Congregationalist, Stearns became a Baptist in 1751. After working as a mis-

sionary in New England, he moved to Virginia in 1754, and then to North Carolina the following 

year, where he established the Sandy Creek Church with his brother-in-law, Daniel Marshall, and 

a few followers.
6
 The Methodists arrived in the South a bit later. They had been preceded by an 

Anglican priest Devereux Jarratt (1733-1801) who had formed a large circuit which covered 

parts of southern Virginia and northern North Carolina. When the Methodists began to arrive in 

1772, Jarratt formed many ñChristian societiesò with them and cooperated with their revival ef-

forts.
7
 All of these movements, especially those of the Presbyterians and Baptists, were centered 

away from the seaboard in the piedmont areas of the southern states. This helps to explain why 

the same denominations and a similar religious expression could be found on both sides of the 

mountains. It also accounts for the ease with which these groups and their ideas moved quickly 

and easily over the Appalachians. 

 

The Awakening in the South was short-lived. Despite a brief resurgence between the years 

1785 and 1788, the last quarter of the eighteenth century saw a general decline in religious fervor 

in the South. The reasons for this decline were mostly secular. Certainly the Revolution disrupted 

life sufficiently to make a strong settled religious life very difficult. Then there were all the polit-

ical distractions surrounding the establishment of a new country and a new constitution. Follow-

ing the treaty with England, signed in 1783, there was a frantic rush for land in the West. Francis 

Asbury pondered the effects of this migration on the state of religion on the frontier: 

 

When I consider where they came from, where they are, and how they are, and how 

they are called to go farther, their being unsettled, with so many objects to take their at-

tention, with the health and good air they enjoy; and when I reflect that not one in a 

hundred came here to get religion, but rather to get plenty of good land, I think it will be 

well if some or many do not eventually lose their souls.
8
 

 

By the year 1800 the social sources of sectionalism were in place. It remained for another re-

ligious movement to further separate Eastern and Western religion. One of the principal features 

of the Great Western Revival or the second Great Awakening, was that it was thoroughly inter-

denominational. The ease with which Presbyterians, Baptists, and Methodists gathered together 

in the camp meetings betray a certain commonality of belief and a general solution to what was 

perceived as a general problem. That problem was a decline in religious zeal. The commonality 
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of belief was rooted in a pietistic evangelicalism which had been introduced into the South by the 

Great Awakening, whether in its Presbyterian, Baptist, or Methodist form.
9
 This frontier belief 

system rejected the Newtonian universe with its clock-maker God for a deity which was inti-

mately involved in every aspect of earthly existence. This was a benevolent God who loved 

people. But Godôs anger could be aroused by human predisposition to sin. The decline in reli-

gious zeal was Godôs punishment for human sin, evidence of which abounded in lack of prayer, 

materialism, blasphemy, fornication, alcoholism, and general irreligion. God could and would 

reverse this decline if people would only repent: 

 

Bretheren, what can we expect, if we live in disobedience, if we backslide in heart and 

depart from God? Will he not chastise us with the rod of blindness and barrenness? Can 

we expect any thing but a declension? Is it not owing to such conduct that our congrega-

tions from year to year complain of coldness and dead-ness. ...The truth is, we do not 

cry to him with suffient fervency and zeal: we do not plead the promises with sufficient 

faith: we are too much at our ease: we see cause for lamentation: It will not be better 

with us until we alter our conduct and reform our lives.
10

 

 

The theology of revivalism, therefore, was rooted in a pietistic evangelicalism which saw a 

more idealized past destroyed by surrender to the sinful nature of human beings. The solution 

was simple: faith, confession of sin, and repentance on an individual level. Once each individual 

completed this process, the community could entreat God to send the Spirit and revitalize man-

kind. The duty of the clergy, therefore, was to exhort the laity to repent and reform, and to lead 

the justified in fasting and prayer until the time of providential deliverance. 

 

It is one of the paradoxes of American religious history that one of the great ñEastern-typeò 

churches, the Presbyterian, played such a crucial role on the American frontier. The principal 

reason for this can be traced to European emigration patterns. The bulk of Presbyterians who 

came to the United States emigrated from Ulster beginning in 1717 and continuing in waves until 

the Revolution. By this time the seaboard had already been settled and the best land had already 

been taken. The Scotch-Irish, therefore, were at the forefront of the westward movement in 

search of land, and by means of this movement Presbyterianism became a frontier religion. 

The first occasion for a clash between the Presbyterian heritage, with its firm ecclesiastical struc-

ture, and its appreciation of right doctrine; and its American environment had been the Great 

Awakening. Very quickly, the Presbyterian Church was divided between ñOld Sideò and ñNew 

Sideò. The major issues were the authority of the presbyteries to enforce discipline, and the rela-

tive merit of an educated clergy versus one that had ñexperiencedò religion. In fact it was a duel 

between Calvinist theology and the pietism of the Great Awakening which emphasized the im-

portance of an inner light over objective doctrinal truth and ecclesiastical authority. A reconcilia-

tion was reached only in 1758, a compromise asserting the jurisdiction of the presbyteries while 

noting that candidates for the ministry were to be examined for their experimental acquaintance 

with religion no less than their learning and orthodoxy. Revivalist tendencies still persisted, 

however, even to the point that some Presbyterians began speaking of restricting church mem-

bership to regenerated adults and of treating its baptized children, in the words of one historian, 

ñ...as outside pagans, exempt even from its discipline.ò
11
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James McGready 

The Presbyterians were intimately involved in frontier revivalism. It was very nearly one 

man who brought the ideas and methods of ñNew Sideò Presbyterianism to the frontier which 

became the basic ingredients of the Great Revival. James McGready (1760-1817) was born in 

Pennsylvania of Scotch-Irish parents but moved with them to Guilford County, North Carolina in 

1778. Attracted to the ministry from his youth, he returned to Pennsylvania to study with John 

McMillan, a New Side Presbyterian minister. McGready was ñsavingly converted to Godò on a 

Sunday morning in 1786, completed his formal education, and was licensed to preach by the 

Redstone Presbytery (Pennsylvania) on August 13, 1788.
12

 With all of these New Side creden-

tials intact, McGready returned to Guilford County to begin his ministerial career. 

 

Guilford County, located in the piedmont of North Carolina, was physically not very far 

from the frontier, and with its scattered congregations, rampant materialism, and general irreli-

gion it resembled those frontier communities which were to give birth to the Great Revival. It 

was here that McGready worked out his theology of preaching the Word. In the evangelical piet-

ism of the South the role of the minister changed from the performance of ritual to evangeliza-

tion. Because of the individualistic nature of the predominant theology, individual believers were 

converted in the context of local congregations. The preacher, therefore, began this process of 

evangelization/conversion by convincing the sinner of the horror of the unconverted state. The 

first step is the recognition of the deadly force of sin: 

 

What transformed the beloved creature man, the darling of his Maker, and the governor 

of the lower world, into a child of wrath, a slave to his lusts, and a drudge to the devil? 

It was sin, that, like a deadly plague, or malignant and mortal contagion, has filled the 

earth with deceit and wickedness, bloodshed and violence, misery and woe, destruction 

and death, and has turned an early Paradise into an emblem of hell.
13

 

 

The second step is to convince the sinner of the consequences of sin, by proclaiming the 

bliss of heaven and the agony of hell; and thus break the sinner down. Barton Stone himself re-

lated the effects of McGreadyôs preaching: 

 

Such earnestness, such zeal, such powerful persuasion, enforced by the joys of heaven 

and the miseries of hell, I had never witnessed before. My mind was chained by him, 

and followed him closely in his rounds of heaven, earth, and hell with feeling indescrib-

able. His concluding remarks were addressed to the sinner to flee the wrath to come 

without delay. Never before had I comparatively felt the force of truth. Such was my 

excitement that, had I been standing, I should have probably sunk to the floor under the 

impression.
14

 

 

McGreadyôs theology was much more deeply rooted in an Augustinian view of sin and 

grace than most other revivalists. While not rigidly predestinarian, he thought that revivals oc-

curred not because people freely sought out grace but rather because there was such a gulf be-

tween human sin and divine grace. In the elemental battle between the free grace of God and sin-

ful human nature, Godôs grace was more powerful. The Revival, therefore, was a divine means 

of converting society to God.
15

 The preacher plays a key role in the reception of divine grace be-

cause he 
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must use every possible means to alarm and awaken Christless sinners from their secu-

rity, and bring them to a sense of their danger and guilt. He must use every argument to 

convince them of the horrors of an unconverted state; he must tell them the worst of 

their case ðroar the thunders of Sinai in their ears, and flash the lightenings [sic] of Je-

hovahôs vengeance in their faces.... Let them hear or not, though the world scorn and 

revile us, call us low preachers and madmen, Methodistsðdo this we must, or we will 

be the worst murderers; the blood of sinners will be required at our hands, their damna-

tion will lie at our door.
16

 

 

Once sufficiently alarmed and awakened, the sinner must plead for Godôs gracious offer of 

mercy for ñIt is the will of God that the sinner should try to foresake [sic] his sins, and as a 

guilty, condemned criminal, fall at the footstool of sovereign mercy, crying for pardon.ò
17

 

Through the Holy Spirit, the sinner is led to saving grace, the acceptance of Jesus Christ as per-

sonal savior and a new birth. ñIn that awful day, when the universe, assembled, must appear be-

fore the quick and dead, the question of bretheren, will not be, were you a Presbyterian -a Seced-

er - a Covenanter - a Baptist - or a Methodist; but did you experience a new birth? Did you ac-

cept of Christ and his salvation as set forth in the Gospel? 
18

According to McGready, the new 

birth is the ñimplantation of a living principal [sic] of grace in the soul, which before was spiri-

tually dead.ò Through regeneration the whole soul is changed and reoriented away from Satan 

and towards God and holiness.
19

 So terrible was the terror of hell and so glorious the bliss of 

heaven, that McGready for one was hardly surprised that the new birth was accompanied by the 

fainting, barking and jerking which was so characteristic of the Great Revival. 

 

Given McGreadyôs proclivity towards attacking the immorality of piedmont society and de-

nouncing the hypocrisy of the upper classes, it is hardly surprising that he occasioned a strong 

reaction to his preaching. His church at Stoney Creek was attacked; pews were overturned, the 

altar was burned and finally a death threat, written in blood, persuaded McGready to head west.
20

 

 

McGready took charge of three small congregations in Logan County, Kentucky in January 

1797. Kentucky was in the midst of a tremendous surge in population from 73,677 in 1790 to 

220,955 in 1800. Most of the people coming to Kentucky and Tennessee were from Virginia, the 

Carolinas, or other parts of the South. Even at this early stage, therefore, both Kentucky and 

Tennessee were culturally part of the South. This may help to explain why the Great Revival, 

though originating on the Western frontier, eventually became a Southern phenomenon. For two 

years, despite fasting and praying, ñfor the conversion of sinners in Logan county,ò there was no 

revival. Then in July 1799 at the Red River church a remarkable series of events began to unfold 

as the congregation became alive in spirit and zeal.
21

 A month later people at a sacramental ser-

vice at the Gasper River congregation were so overcome with emotion that many fell to the floor. 

A similar experience overcame the Muddy River congregation in late September. 

 

The Great Western Revival truly got under way the following year. In June 1800, the three 

congregations came together at the Red River Meetinghouse for a communion service. The three 

regular Presbyterian ministers of the areaðWilliam Hodge, John Rankin, and McGreadyðwere 

joined there by the McGee brothers. William McGee, a Presbyterian, had been a convert and pu-

pil of McGready in North Carolina. His brother, John, was a Methodist. The emotional enthu-
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siasm of the Methodist McGee was crucial to the great fervor of the meeting. For four days in-

creasing waves of emotion swept over the meeting, with the first manifestations of the crying and 

shouting which were to be typical of the Great Revival. A second meeting was planned for the 

last weekend in July at Gasper River. This was to be the first genuine camp meeting. Crowds 

flocked in from miles around, prepared to camp out for the duration of the service. McGready 

reflected on the significance of the event he had witnessed: 

 

the power of God seemed to shake the whole assembly. Towards the close of the ser-

mon, the cries of the distressed arose almost as loud as his [William McGeeôs] voice. - 

After the congregation was dismissed the solemnity increased, till the greater part of the 

multitude seemed engaged in the most solemn manner. No person seemed to wish to go 

home - hunger and sleep seemed to affect nobody - eternal things were the vast concern. 

Here awakening and converting work was to be found in every part of the multitude; 

and even some things strangely and wonderfully new to me.
22

 

 

The revival in Logan County set off a chain reaction in other parts of Kentucky and even-

tually in other parts of the South. The largest and most famous of all revivals was the one held at 

Cane Ridge, Kentucky in August 1801. The meeting was planned by Barton W. Stone, a Presby-

terian minister who had known McGready in North Carolina. Stone had been pastor of two small 

congregations at Concord and Cane Ridge in Bourbon County since 1798. Eager to awaken his 

congregations, Stone publicized the meeting for over a month. He was amazed when a few 

weeks later as many as twenty-five thousand people converged on his simple log meetinghouse 

to make American religious history. 

 

Barton Stone 

Barton Warren Stone was born in 1772 at Port Tobacco, Maryland, a descendant of the first 

Protestant governor of Maryland, William Stone (1648-53). Stoneôs mother was widowed only a 

few years after Bartonôs birth. She sold the family property and moved to Pittsylvania County, 

Virginia near the North Carolina border. In 1790 Stone left his home to attend the academy es-

tablished by David Caldwell in Guilford County, North Carolina. Caldwell was a New Light 

Presbyterian, a native Pennsylvanian, who had graduated from Princeton in 1761. In 1765 he was 

ordained and began his ministry with two small congregations near Greensboro, North Carolina. 

As was traditional in those days, Caldwell had established a ñlog collegeò which functioned as 

the principal educational institution in the area. Intent on pursuing a career in law, Stone was ra-

ther disturbed by the religious atmosphere which permeated Caldwellôs academy. 

 

After some debate, Stone resolved to ñget religion.ò His search came to a head when none 

other than James McGready came to preach at Caldwellôs academy. McGready preached his fire 

and brimstone and the need for the new birth, which pushed Stone into a spiritual turmoil with-

out resolution. How was one to achieve the new birth? It was a question not adequately answered 

for Stone by McGready. Stoneôs second contact with McGready was even more disastrous. 

Speaking on the theme ñWeighed in the Balances,ò McGready spawned an almost inconsolable 

hopelessness in young Stone: 

 

He went through all the legal works of the sinner, all the hiding places of the hypocrite - 

all the resting places of the deceived -he drew the character of the regenerated in the 
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deepest colors, and thundered divine anathemas against every other. Before he closed 

his discourse I had lost all hope - all feeling, and had sunk into an indescribable apa-

thy.
23

 

 

Stone was in turmoil until he heard the preaching of William Hodge at one of Caldwellôs 

churches. The topic was ñGod is loveò and after its conclusion Stone went out into the woods to 

read the Bible and pray where he felt released from his fear and apathy: 

 

I yielded and sunk [sic] at his feet a willing subject. I loved him -i adored him -1 praised 

him aloud in the silent night, in the echoing grove around. I confessed to the Lord my 

sin and folly in disbelieving his word so long and in following so long the devices of 

men. I now saw that a poor sinner was as much authorized to believe in Jesus at first, as 

at last - that now was the accepted time, and day of salvation.
24

 

 

The significance of this event lay not only in Stoneôs rejection of the popular Calvinism of 

McGready, but also in his rejection of ñthe devices of men.ò In this way Stone turned away from 

the conventional process of conversion as agonizing struggle, but he also placed himself on the 

path of discarding all human devices for a simple Bible-centered religion which was to be one of 

the principal hallmarks of the Restoration Movement. 

 

Early Movements for Christian Unity 

The thirteen years between Stoneôs decision to enter the ministry in 1791 and his final break 

with Presbyterianism in 1804 can be summarized by a series of meetings and events which influ-

enced him and propelled him towards the founding of a new religious movement. Barton Stone 

was not a particularly original thinker. He rarely expressed opinions which were not shared by a 

good many other people of his time. What he did do was cull opinions from several different 

sources and push forward with these ideas even if it meant abandoning some old structures. The 

movement which Stone helped found took ideas which were at the periphery of other denomina-

tions and placed them in the mainstream of a new religious movement. 

 

Once Stone had completed his studies, he was assigned a topic by Caldwell and asked to 

write a discourse on the Trinity. As a candidate for the ministry, Stone was examined by the 

Orange Presbytery, at that time headed by Henry Patillo. Patillo (1726-1801) had been an early 

advocate of the toleration of diverse ideas for the sake of Christian unity. While waiting for the 

next session of the Presbytery to license him to preach, Stone went off to visit his brother and 

taught at Succoth Academy in Washington, Georgia. 

 

The academy had been founded by Hope Hull, one of the early leaders of Methodism in the 

South. Hull had been an associate of James OôKelly, the founder of an earlier ñChristianò 

movement. After the Revolution, when Wesley realized the necessity of separating the Methodist 

movement in the United States from that in England, he appointed Francis Asbury as superinten-

dent. Within a few years Asbury had assumed the title of bishop and the authority to appoint 

each preacher to his circuit, without appeal. OôKelly, with the assistance of Hull and others, was 

at the forefront of an attempt to curb the power of Asbury. At the first general conference in 

1792 OôKelly proposed a resolution allowing a preacher to appeal to the Conference if he felt he 

had been treated unjustly by the bishop. The resolution was defeated and OôKelly and others 
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withdrew. Hull was eventually reconciled with Asbury, but the others went on to found the Re-

publican Methodist Church. After only a few months the group renamed itself the ñChristian 

Churchò and declared that the Bible was its only creed, that all preachers were equal, that both 

preachers and lay people were allowed to interpret Scripture, and that each congregation was 

completely independent. These ñChristiansò were concentrated in Virginia, North Carolina and 

later on the Southern frontier. Their ideas played a significant role in the development of the 

thought of Barton Stone, especially regarding Christian unity, and on the environment in which 

he worked.
25

 

 

Another early ñChristianò movement was founded by two Baptists, Elias Smith (b. 1769) 

and Abner Jones (b.1772) on the New England frontier. Both men came to reject orthodox Cal-

vinism and the whole idea of an orthodox body of doctrine. In 1801 Smith organized a church at 

Lyndon, Vermont which he simply called a ñChristian church.ò The program of this ñChristianò 

body can be summarized by the remarks made by a correspondent of the Advocate and Messen-

ger in 1827. ñWe mean to be New Testament Christians, without any sectarian name connected 

with it, without any sectarian creeds, articles, or confessions, or discipline to illuminate the 

Scriptures.... It is our design to remain free from all human laws, confederations and unscriptural 

combinations; and to stand fast in the liberty wherewith Christ has made us free.ò
26

 It is doubtful 

that these eastern ñChristiansò exerted any direct influence on the Great Revival, but at a later 

date Barton Stone did attempt for many years to reconcile this eastern group with Alexander 

Campbell, an attempt which failed because of mutual distrust. In 1931 this Christian Church 

united with the Congregational Church. Thirty years later another merger was effected creating 

the United Church of Christ. 

 

Stone and Revivalism 

Barton Stone has long been associated with the Great Western Revival. No doubt this is due 

to his pastoring at Cane Ridge, Kentucky where the largest and most famous revival took place. 

As we have seen, Stoneôs role at Cane Ridge was largely limited to traveling to Logan County to 

observe McGreadyôs work, pronouncing it good, and then advertising a similar revival to be held 

at Cane Ridge. Stoneôs attitude toward the Revival was practical; he thought that the Camp 

Meetings stirred up the spirit and heart religion and so were useful. But the emotional aspects of 

revivalism never occupied a central role in Stoneôs theology. This is not to deny the influence of 

revivalism on the thought of Stone, but it ought to be kept in mind that the Revival occupied only 

a few years in his life and work. 

 

One of the principal influences of revivalism is found in Stoneôs rejection of the Calvinistic 

pattern of conversion. As William Garrett West describes it: 

 

Stone encouraged the pattern of conversion which broke the Calvinistic scheme devel-

oped by Presbyterians in Kentucky, a scheme which asserted that man must wait until 

God was ready to strike with the sword of the Spirit. Stone cried out that God had al-

ready struck the hour of salvation and continued to strike. The revival was his proof that 

salvation could invade menôs lives without years of waiting.
27

 

 

Based on his own experience Stone felt that conversion best occurred ñ... with a Bible in 

hand, a prayer in the heart, and the Confession of Faith buried in the dust of neglect.ò
28

 Stone 
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enhanced manôs role in devising a new scheme of salvation.
29

 He rejected the Calvinist idea of 

election, that sinners can do nothing to be saved until God instills faith and repentance in them, 

because he could not understand how God could grant his grace to some and withhold it from 

others. God offers grace to all, but men and women must take the next step. 

 

The role of the Gospel is crucial in Stoneôs scheme of salvation. The sinful person is con-

verted through the testimony of the Scriptures. The Gospel must be accepted as true. This accep-

tance is based both on rational grounds and through faith, ñHe [God] deals with man as a rational 

creature. The strongest motives are presented to our understandings; but they cannot move, ex-

cite, or influence us, unless we believe: in other words, they are no motives at all, without faith.ò 

The Word is not only the foundation of faith, but produces faith. The cruelty of Calvinism, ac-

cording to Stone, was that it made God a tyrant who demanded that sinners believe the Scriptures 

but who gave the capacity to believe them only to a few. 

 

Stone rejected this construction, asserting that God gave the Gospel to the fallen, not the per-

fect, and would never command fallen creatures to believe, while denying them the capacity to 

do so. In a frontier environment which had hardened the doctrines of total depravity and predes-

tination to the point that the sinner could do nothing but wait for the grace of God to initiate con-

version, Stone asserted that no special illumination was necessary to understand the Word of 

God. Sinners could believe the testimony of Scripture before the Holy Spirit operated on them. 

 

Stone himself acknowledged some imperfection, eccentricity, even evil in the revivals, but 

for him the good greatly outweighed the evil. The greatest good was that the revivals were great 

ecumenical movements where Baptist, Methodist, and Presbyterian ministers all came to preach 

the Word of God. Moreover, they were spontaneous outbursts of fellowship: 

 

Out of the abundance of their hearts they [the people who attended the revivals] spoke 

often one to another on the subject of religion; controverted notions were not the themes 

of their conversation, but the soul-cheering doctrine of heaven, and its divine effects, as 

experienced by themselves and others. Here was unity indeed - not in opinions, but in 

spirit.
30

 

 

Revivals were crucial to the Restoration Movement not for their methodology or emotional-

ism, but because they were promoters of Christian unity and it was this spirit which gave great 

impetus to Stoneôs Christian movement. 

 

The Break With Presbyterianism 

Revivalism had another important but indirect effect on the thought of Stone and the Resto-

ration Movement. The Revival became the focal point of dispute within the Presbyterian Church. 

Within a few years a dispute arose between revivalist and anti-revivalist parties in which the lat-

ter prevailed. Faced with what was in effect an ultimatum to abandon either revivalism or the 

Presbyterian Church, revivalists such as William Hodge and James McGready chose orthodoxy 

and were marginalized within an institution which allowed no place for their method.
31

 Others, 

including Stone, felt forced to sever their ties and form new religious bodies. One of the ironies 

of the Great Revival as a movement of Christian unity was that ultimately it spawned three dis-
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tinct Presbyterian schisms: the Stoneite ñChristian Church,ò the western expansion of the Shak-

ers, and the Cumberland Presbyterian Church. 

 

Stone was deeply influenced by the liberalism of North Carolina Presbyterianism, personi-

fied by Henry Patillo, who had expressed theological ideas similar to the revivalists. Patillo em-

phasized the need for a new birth, he attacked denominationalism and urged the close coopera-

tion of Christian bodies. He held that Christians ought to be allowed to differ peaceably about 

doctrine without letting their differences divide them. Stone recalled that when Patillo had ex-

amined him on the subject of the Trinity he kept the questions very brief and indefinite, ñdoubt-

less to prevent debate on the subject in the Presbytery, and to maintain peace among its mem-

bers.ò
32

 But peace among the Presbyterians was not to last, and Stone found himself at the center 

of an acrimonious debate. A little more than three months after the Cane Ridge meeting, the offi-

cial Presbyterian Church in the form of the Washington Presbytery reacted to the growing tide of 

revivalism. The Presbytery presented formal charges against Richard McNemar, a Presbyterian 

minister and one of the most radical of the Kentucky revivalists. The general tenor of the charges 

revolved around McNemarôs Arminianism. Specifically, he was charged with declaring that Chr-

ist had died for the salvation of the entire human race without distinction, that a sinner has the 

power to believe in Christ at any time, that a sinner has as much power to act faith as to act unbe-

lief, and that faith consisted of believing that Christ was oneôs personal savior.
33

 This amounted 

to nothing less than the rejection of the doctrine of election, the importance of confessions, and 

the traditional excruciating conversion experience. It was also a rejection of traditional Presbyte-

rianism, and the Church recognized it as such. 

 

No action was taken against McNemar because no one came forward to substantiate the 

charges. Surprisingly, he was allowed to continue to preach. The final confrontation came hi 

September 1803 before the Synod of Kentucky was even one year old. The Synod chided the 

Washington Presbytery for failing to follow up on the charges made against McNemar. In a se-

ries of lopsided votes it was clear that the anti-revivalists were firmly in control. The revivalists 

withdrew from the deliberations but made a dramatic return a few days later when Robert Mar-

shall read a paper to the Synod on their behalf. 

 

The paper declared their intention to remove themselves from the jurisdiction of the Synod 

and its Presbyteries. Furthermore, they claimed the privilege of interpreting Scripture with the 

aid of the Holy Spirit, but without human doctrines, citing the Confession of Faith as particularly 

harmful. The document concluded with these words: ñ...we bid you adieu until, through the prov-

idence of God it seems good to your rev. body to adopt a more liberal plan, respecting human 

Creeds and Confessions.ò It was signed by Marshall, McNemar, John Dunlavy, Barton W. Stone, 

and John Thompson.
34

 After three days of fruitless negotiations to close the rift, the Synod sus-

pended all five men from its membership. 

 

It is clear that both sides understood that the Confession of Faith was a critical stumbling 

block on which neither could afford to compromise. Because it was so critical it would be well to 

examine at least the disputed part of the Confession and the revivalistôs objection to it. 

 

The Confession in question was the Westminster Confession. During the English Civil War 

the Long Parliament passed an act, in 1643, calling for an assembly of divines to eliminate ñfalse 
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aspersions and interpretationsò from the Church of England. In 1647 they completed their work. 

The assembly had been dominated by Presbyterians which may explain why the Scottish General 

Assembly approved the Confession within a few months. In 1690 the Scottish Parliament ap-

proved this action. In 1729 the Synod of Philadelphia, the first Presbyterian synod in the Ameri-

can colonies, adopted the Westminster Confession as ñthe Confession of our Faith.ò With a few 

revisions it remained the Confession of American Presbyterianism until the time of Stone. 

One of the parts of the Westminster Confession with which the revivalists surely disagreed was 

Chapter XII, ñOf Effectual Callingò: 

 

All those whom God hath predestinated unto life, and those only, he is pleased, in his 

appointed and accepted time, effectually to call, by his word and Spirit, out of that state 

of sin and death in which they are by nature, to grace and salvation by Jesus Christ: en-

lightening their minds, spiritually and savingly, to understand the things of God, taking 

away their heart of stone, and giving unto them an heart of flesh; renewing their wills, 

and by his almighty power determining them to that which is good; and effectually 

drawing them to Jesus Christ; yet so as they come most freely, being made willing by 

his grace. 

 

II. This effectual call is of Godôs free and special grace alone, not from anything at all 

foreseen in man, who is altogether passive therein, until, being quickened and renewed 

by the Holy Spirit, he is thereby enabled to answer this call, and to embrace the grace 

offered and conveyed in it... 

 

IV. Others, not elected, although they may be called by the ministry of the word, and 

may have some common operations of the Spirit, yet they never truly come to Christ, 

and therefore cannot be saved...
35

 

 

The revivalists objected to the stark predestination of the Confession which limited the abili-

ty ñto understand the things of God,ò presumably including the the Gospel, to the elect. Moreo-

ver, they rejected the complete passivity of the sinner whose regeneration is the result of Godôs 

free grace alone: the elect must rely completely on the Holy Spirit to enable them to answer 

Godôs call. Others can never be called, can never be saved. The emphasis on predestination, on a 

small number of the elect, on the inability of man to initiate his own regeneration was recognized 

as inimical to the revival. The Confession of Faith had to be rejected. 

 

The Springfield Presbytery 

The immediate result of the confrontation was the expulsion of the revivalists by the Synod 

of Kentucky and the formation of a new presbytery by Stone and his associates. The Springfield 

Presbytery was organized sometime after September 1803. It represented a conscious effort on 

the part of the five revivalists to demonstrate that although they had withdrawn from the Synod 

they had not renounced Presbyterianism. In January 1804 the Springfield Presbytery published 

An Abstract of an Apology for Renouncing the Jurisdiction of the Synod of Kentucky, Being a 

Compendious View of the Gospel and a Few Remarks on the Confession of Faith. As the title 

indicates, the work was divided into three parts. The first, written by Robert Marshall was an ac-

count of the events leading up to separation. The second, written by Stone, was intended to show 
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where the Confession had erred in its interpretation of Scripture. The third part, written by John 

Thompson, argued that creeds and confessions divided Christians and were therefore harmful. 

 

Within that second part, authored by Stone, is contained some of the fundamental ideas of 

the Restoration Movement. The first of these is the idea that the origin of division within the 

Church is rooted in creeds. 

 

Through the subtilty of the enemy, the Christian church has long been divided into 

many different sects and parties. Each has a creed, confession of faith, or brief statement 

of doctrines, as a bond of union among its members, or rather a separating wall between 

itself and other societies. This is generally called the standard of such a church.... The 

people have the privilege of reading the scriptures to prove the standard to be right; but 

no privilege to examine it by Scripture, and prove it to be wrong. For if any should do 

this, he forfeits his privilege in that church, and must be cast out as a heretic.
36

 

 

Creeds become dangerous and divisive when they cease to be considered human opinion and 

instead replace the word of God: 

 

It is an established maxim, that when any law, or rule of conduct is authoritatively ex-

plained, the explanation is the law; and we are necessarily bound to understand the orig-

inal according to the explanation. A creed, or confession of faith, is considered both as a 

summary of the doctrines taught in the Bible, and an explanation of them. If it were left 

in its own place, to occupy the low ground of human opinion, it might do some good. 

But the moment it is received and adopted as a standard, it assumes the place of the Bi-

ble; it is the explanation, according to which we must understand the original law, the 

word of the living God.
37

 

 

Stoneôs solution to this division is the rejection of human creeds for the divine word of God 

as contained in the Bible: 

 

Is it not better to clear away all the rubbish, of human opinion, and build the church 

immediately on the rock of ages, the sure foundation, which God has laid in 

Zion?...Thus these creeds, help to split the real church of Christ, keep asunder the truly 

pious, and prevent that union, which would otherwise take place among the real lovers 

of religion. That real Christians would be united, if human creeds were laid aside, is 

evident; because we find, that such do agree, on practical religion, when they enjoy the 

Spirit of Christ.
38

 

 

Much of Stoneôs confidence in Christian union is derived from his recent experience with 

the Great Revival. Revivals are useful because they enhance the power of the Spirit and decrease 

the influence of creeds: 

 

And wherever this revival is going on with life and power, as in Cumberland, and some 

other places, there Christians of different societies, losing sight of their creeds, confes-

sions, standards, helps, and all those speculations which enter not into the religion of 

the heart, flock together, as members of one body, knit by one spirit.
39
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The idea that creeds and confessions divide Christians, that they need to be abolished for a 

Bible-centered faith, is central to the Restoration Movement.
40

 

 

On June 28,1804, less than ten months after separation from the Synod, and only five 

months after the publication of the Apology, the Springfield Presbytery met at Cane Ridge and 

decided on its own dissolution. The Last Will and Testament of the Springfield Presbytery is a 

whimsical but serious document considered to be one of the basic charters of the Restoration 

Movement. 

 

It is probable that the Last Will and Testament was written by Richard Mc-Nemar. Accord-

ing to Robert Marshall and John Thompson, two other signatories, McNemar came to the meet-

ing with the text already prepared. No one had planned to dissolve the Presbytery but after some 

discussion it was agreed to accept the document. Presumably the members came to realize that it 

was somewhat inconsistent to decry the existence of sects while creating still another religious 

party. 

 

The Last Will and Testament reiterates some of the ideas found in previous documents. 

While it does not explicitly promote the idea of a united church, it does, in the very beginning, 

call for the dissolution of the presbytery so that it may ñ...sink into union with the Body of Christ 

at large....ò Similarly, it does not call for a general return to the primitive church, but it makes 

clear that the Bible is the ultimate Christian authority and it puts forward a rather pure Congrega-

tionalism in which each particular church has complete authority to choose its own preacher and 

to govern itself. The Presbyterian origins of the group are clearly revealed in the amount of space 

devoted to the procedure and criteria for licensing preachers, which had been a dominant issue in 

American Presbyterianism since the Great Awakening. 

 

We will, that candidates for the Gospel ministry henceforth study the Holy Scriptures 

with fervent prayer, and obtain license from God to preach the simple Gospel, with the 

Holy Ghost sent down from heaven, without any mixture of philosophy, vain deceit, 

traditions of men, or rudiments of the world. 

 

The influence of the revival is just as clear in the following section: 

 

We will, that the church of Christ resume her native right of internal government - try 

her candidates for the ministry, as to their soundness in the faith, acquaintance with ex-

perimental religion, gravity and aptness to teach; and admit no proof of their authority 

but Christ speaking in them. 

 

At the same time that the revivalists were renouncing sectarianism they adopted the name 

ñChristianò for their enterprise. The choice of the term is attributed to Rice Haggard who pub-

lished an Address on the Import of the Christian Name at this same time (1804). Haggard, it 

seems, had also been instrumental in having both the OôKelly Republican Methodists and the 

New England movement under Elias Smith and Abner Jones adopt the name ñChristian 

Church.ò
41

 But it was Barton Stone who identified the term ñChristianò with the Restoration 



40 

 

Movement, a quarter century before Alexander Campbell suggested the alternative term ñDis-

ciple.ò 

 

The Last Will and Testament was signed by the original five revivalists and David Pur-

viance, a candidate for ordination by the West Lexington Presbytery, who had been attracted to 

the movement. Of the six, John Dunlavy and Richard McNemar shortly joined the Shakers, 

while in 1812 Robert Marshall and John Thompson returned to the Presbyterian fold. Only Stone 

and Purviance remained faithful to the ideals of the Last Will and Testament. 

 

Despite these defections the Christians grew quickly. Almost all of the Presbyterian 

Churches in southwestern Ohio became Christian and with the influx of Christians from the East 

there were at least eight Christian churches in Kentucky and seven in southwestern Ohio.
42

 

 

Stoneôs Theology 

We have already seen that Barton Stoneôs theology led him in the broad direction of seeking 

the simple essentials of original Christianity. This was the basis of his opposition to supracon-

gregational organizations and to creeds. He rejected creeds because he felt that they divided 

Christians into parties, but he also rejected specific doctrines in traditional creeds as either unrea-

sonable or unrevealed. Stone rejected the orthodox doctrine of substitutionary atonement which 

held that Christôs sacrifice purchased reconciliation. This made Stone vulnerable to the charge 

that he reduced the death of Christ to a natural event and robbed it of its efficacy.
43

 Stone also 

became embroiled in a public debate over the nature of Christ. He believed that Christ was not 

God but the Son of God. This assertion led his opponents to accuse him of Arianism, a charge he 

denied.
44

 Nevertheless, Stoneôs writings on the Trinity were certainly less than fully orthodox. 

 

Stone was frequently attacked for his deviation from orthodoxy, a reaction which he had in-

vited because of his public statements on doctrine. He generally declined to counterattack and 

refused to enter into lengthy debate over doctrine, because he felt that it undermined the unity of 

the Church of Christ. He sometimes disputed specific doctrines because he felt that they under-

mined the primacy of revelation. But if Stone concluded that a doctrine was the product of the 

human mind it became something relatively unimportant and unworthy of dispute. Responding 

to a correspondent who asked why he rejected the doctrine of the Trinity, Stone replied: 

 

This query is founded on the supposition that we deny the trinity because of its myste-

riousness....No, sir, we deny the doctrine for better reasons, and the greatest of all is that 

it is not a doctrine of revelation....All of God you love and adore is his character re-

vealed; you know nothing more. His being or essence, or the mode of his existence, you 

know not....That same character in God I love and adore; his being or essence I know 

not; It is not revealed, and therefore not necessary for us to know.
45

 

 

Barton Warren Stoneôs greatest contribution to the Restoration Movement was his recogni-

tion that stress on doctrinal differences was the greatest cause of Christian disunity. Perhaps as a 

Presbyterian, in a tradition which particularly emphasized right doctrine in the guise of the 

Westminster Confession, Stone was able to perceive that while doctrine was the principal means 

of maintaining the identity of each denomination, in so doing it also tended to divide the Church 

of Christ into self-defined and mutually exclusive doctrinal groups. 
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In attempting to devise a ñtheologyò of Christian unity, Stone went to the Bible but pre-

sented his ñBible ideasò in a context of Christian love and trust without which there could be no 

true union.
46

 Stone was convinced that no creed which reduced Christianity to a few essential 

doctrines could form the basis of union. While he wanted to go back beyond creeds, beyond what 

he called the apostasy in the age of Constantine, to the Bible, he warned his own followers that 

they must not attempt to make their own interpretations of the Bible essential to salvation. This, 

he maintained, would be hardly different from union proposed on a creedal basis. He went still 

further and rejected any attempt at union through a simple amalgamation of a heterogeneous 

mass of sectarian people by means of discarding wrong doctrine. Instead, Stone suggested that 

union ought to be modelled on the unity existing between the Father and the Son, who were one 

in character, one hi operation, and one in the spirit of love. Put another way, he spoke of four 

types of union: book union, head union, water union, and fire union. He defined book union as 

unity founded on authoritative creed or confession of faith. Head union he defined as union 

founded on common opinion. Stone recognized that some enthusiasts asserted that their creed 

was the Bible alone. He saw a danger in this since different interpretations of the Bible were in-

evitable. Making any opinion, whether creedal or in the form of a personal interpretation of the 

Bible, the basis of fellowship was wrong. Water union, based on the immersion of believers into 

water, he rejected as too easily dissolved. Finally there was union of fire or of the spirit. This is 

the only true union, founded by faith not in opinions but in Jesus Christ and in obedience to his 

commands. Christian unity is the result of the activity of both God and humanity. Stone felt that 

humans could initiate union. Certainly it is necessary to pray to God to effect union, but there 

could never be unity unless there was unity in each individual; each one is to begin in himself or 

herself and correct his or her own errors. Through God and mankind true Christian unity can be 

achieved: 

 

Let every Christian begin the work of union himself. Wait upon God, and pray for the 

promise of the Spirit. Rest not till you are filled with the Spirit. Then, and not till then, 

will you love your God and Savior - then and not till then will you love the bretheren, 

who bear the image of the heavenly - then you will have the spirit of Jesus to love the 

fallen world. ...Every one in this spirit flow together and strive together to save the 

world. The secret is would this, the want of this Spirit, the Spirit of Jesus is the grand 

cause of division among Christians: consequently, this spirit restored will be the grand 

cause of union. Let us, dear bretheren, try this plan; it will injure no one. God is faithful 

who has promised - has promised to give the Holy Spirit to them that ask him. With this 

spirit, partyism will die - without it anti-partyism in profession only, will become as 

rank partyism as any other, and more intolerant.
47

 

 

Stone was a rationalist, even a Lockian. He could write that ñfaith depends not on the will, 

inclination, or disposition, but on testimony. Were I from home, and a messenger should come 

and inform me that my wife was dead, I should believe it* not because I was willing, but because 

of the testimony of the messenger.ò
48

 But Stone was also a bit of a mystic rooted in perfection-

ism. He derived from the Great Revival a deep trust in the Spirit and in individual reformation. 

Ultimately, for Stone, the unity of Christians depended on love. These revivalist tendencies were 

much less pronounced in the thought of the leaders of a second strain of American Restoration-

ism, Thomas and Alexander Campbell. 
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Chapter Three 

From Scottish Presbyterianism to American Restorationism 
 

If the founders of the Restoration movement were affected by the philosophical currents of 

their time, even more influential was their religious environment. That religious environment 

was Presbyterianism. In fact it is remarkable that each of the principal founding figures of the 

Restoration Movement, Thomas and Alexander Campbell, Barton Stone and Walter Scott were 

originally all Presbyterians. It is difficult to dismiss this fact as a mere coincidence. 

 

Lynn A. McMillon suggests that Scotland was such a fertile environment for the Restoration 

Movement because in that country ñ...more than any other place in the world there was a strong 

climate for religious groups to develop independent of any official church authority.ò
1
 This as-

sertion is apparently based on the Declaration of Indulgence issued in April 1687 by James II, 

which suspended the penal laws against Catholics and dissenters in Britain. The relative religious 

freedom which undoubtedly did exist in Scotland was therefore also to be found in England as 

well, which first of all makes Scotland less unique than McMillon suggests. It might also be sug-

gested that in the eighteenth century at least some of the North American English colonies en-

joyed even greater religious freedom than did Scotland, which would indicate, once again, that 

Scotland did not occupy such a unique place ñin the world.ò While the independence of the local 

congregation needs to be recognized, a contrary principle better explains the important connec-

tion between Presbyterianism and the Restoration Movement. 

 

If religious groups were indeed permitted to develop independent of church authority, then 

precisely the opposite would have occurred: they could and would have remained in the Presby-

terian Church. In fact, John Glas, Barton Stone and Thomas Campbell were all forced to account 

for themselves and their ideas before official church authorities. Their refusal to submit to those 

institutions is what stimulated the development of a new religious organization.  

 

So it is not so much that ñchurch authorityò was lacking as the fact that Protestantism in 

general and Presbyterianism in particular attempted to maintain a dual source of authority: Scrip-

ture, as the ultimate God-given authority for all Christians, but also an earthly authority which 

Christ handed down to his Church. In the seventeenth century, a very authority-conscious age 

indeed, and in a Presbyterian context, church authority tended to manifest itself in a creed, name-

ly the Westminster Confession. 

 

The tension implicit in this division of authority (and of course it was not viewed as divisive 

but rather as complementary) was that individuals were encouraged to read the Bible for them-

selves but were also expected to adhere to the creedal statement. In practice the system worked 

very well, but there was always the possibility that someone might not see creedal authority as 

having the proper basis in scriptural authority. 

 

Stated another way, Presbyterianism can be traced back to its Calvinist origins as embody-

ing a rather radical theology and ecclesiology which rejected sacramental Catholicism, a hierar-

chical episcopacy and medieval devotional practice for a much simpler, Bible-centered New Tes-

tament Church. This is true of most Protestantism. What distinguished Presbyterianism was the 
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rather conservative polity and organizational genius which Calvin devised, which, while differ-

ent in structure from the episcopate, was nevertheless very effective in developing and enforcing 

a rigid orthodoxy. That orthodoxy was heavily doctrinal and creedal; deviation was not tolerated 

for very long. As a result there was a tension within Presbyterianism which fostered both an in-

terest in New Testament Christianity and a fair amount of local autonomy to practice it, together 

with an orthodoxy and enforcing agent, the synod. Therefore, there was an environment which 

encouraged Restoration ideas rooted in a strict evangelical spirit, but which forced adherents of 

those more radical ideas out of the church because they conflicted with the accepted orthodoxy.
2
 

In a more relaxed congregational organization these more radical ideas might have coexisted 

with orthodoxy for a time until one was absorbed by the other. In a less evangelical context, the 

conflict between Scripture on the one hand, and creed and practice on the other may never have 

surfaced at all. But in Presbyterianism, a lively dynamic between a strict biblicism and a strong 

church organization formed a fertile environment for the development of the Restoration Move-

ment. 

 

Robert Richardson, the first biographer of Alexander Campbell, had a much less sanguine 

view of Scottish Presbyterianism: 

 

No despotism, indeed, could be more complete than that sought to be established by the 

Church of Scotland, which exercised, by means of its clerical machinery, a real inquisi-

torial authority over menôs minds and consciences...
3
 

 

The tyranny of the presbyterial system, as Richardson saw it, was responsible for the growth 

of various reform movements.
4
 These ñScotch Independentsò were a diverse group which none-

theless were precursors of the Restoration Movement and which certainly influenced the thought 

of the Campbells. 

 

How influential were dissenters such as Glas, Sandeman and the Haldanes on the Restora-

tion Movement? This is a matter of debate. Alexander Campbell himself gave indications both 

that he was and was not influenced by them. The real value of examining these men and their 

ideas is to demonstrate that the Restoration Movement had deep European roots and that a good 

many of Campbellôs most important ideas were known and had been debated for some time. In 

effect, the ideas of these eighteenth-century reformers provide the historical context for the Res-

toration Movement. 

 

John Glas 

John Glas was born on September 21,1695 at Auchtermuchty, Scotland. He attended school 

in Perth and college at St. Andrews and Edinburgh. Glasô father was a minister in the Church of 

Scotland and Glas himself was ordained and became minister of the Tealing parish in the Presby-

tery of Dundee. 

 

Glasô ministry went well until he came upon the question in the Presbyterian Catechism, 

ñHow doth Christ execute the office of a king?ò The answer in the Larger Catechism reads in 

part, ñChrist executeth the office of a king, in calling out of the world a people to himself; and 

giving them officers, laws, and censures, by which he visibly governs them;...ò
5
 The controversy 
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in which Glas was to become enmeshed revolved around the relationship between church and 

state. In the Scottish context the debate was over the covenants. 

 

Early in the Scottish Reformation confessions of faith were ratified by the king and imposed 

on all his subjects. In 1638 the National Covenant defended the reformed religion and pledged 

resistance to innovations. In 1643, at the beginning of the English Civil War, the Solemn League 

and Covenant was signed. This covenant agreed to establish a uniform religion for England, 

Scotland and Ireland. Moreover, since the Assembly which drafted the covenant was dominated 

by Presbyterians, it concluded that government by Presbytery is ñexpressly instituted or com-

mandedò in the New Testament as the proper polity of the Church. In Scotland, as illustrated in 

the excerpt above from the Larger Catechism, a strong majority of Presbyterians came to believe 

that the ñLord Jesus is the sole King and Head of the Church, and has appointed a spiritual gov-

ernment in the hands of chosen representatives.ò
6
 

 

During the first few years of his ministry Glas was moving towards a position that rejected 

the covenants and replaced them with a new idea of the nature of the Church. This view of 

church was manifested by the local congregation which was made up of believers who had expe-

rienced Godôs saving grace. As he made these ideas known, the congregation at Tealing split and 

Glas and some of the members founded an independent congregation nearby. Glasô position was 

not widely known until circumstances brought him together with John Willison, an ardent sup-

porter of the covenants, in 1726. The public debate that ensued brought Glas and his ideas to the 

attention of the Presbyterian authorities. 

 

As Glasô case was wending its way through the Presbytery of Dundee and various synods, 

he wrote The Testimony of the King of Martyrs Concerning His Kingdom in 1727. It denounced 

state religion as unscriptural. A year later the Synod of Angus and Mearns submitted twenty-six 

questions to Glas. When asked if it was warrantable to carry on reformation by national cove-

nanting, he replied: ñIt is my opinion, that the covenants commonly called the National Cove-

nant, and the Solemn League and Covenant were without warrant in Godôs word; and that all the 

true reformation that has been in these lands, was carried on by the word and Spirit of the Lord 

Jesus, by the New Testament.ò
7
 And when asked if there is no warrant for a national church un-

der the New Testament or not, he replied: ñIt is my opinion: for I can see no churches instituted 

by Christ, in the New Testament, beside the universal, but congregational churches.ò
8
 Based on 

his replies, the Synod suspended Glas from any exercise of his ministry. Subsequently ne was 

deposed from the ministry, a decision which was confirmed by the General Assembly of the 

Church of Scotland in 1730. 

 

Robert Sandeman 

Robert Sandeman possessed a more dynamic personality than Glas and became the dissemi-

nator of Glasô ideas in Scotland, England and in the North American colonies. Born in Perth, 

Scotland in 1718, Sandeman was introduced to the ideas of John Glas at an early age through his 

fatherôs membership in Glasô fellowships at Tealing and Dundee. Robertôs father planned a ca-

reer for him in the Church of Scotland, and around 1734 Robert was sent to Edinburgh to begin 

his studies. Shortly after entering the university, Sandeman met Glas and was won over to his 

teachings. By 1735 he had abandoned the idea of a career in the Church of Scotland and returned 

to Perth where he established a weaving business with his brother William. Both Robert and his 
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youngest brother Thomas married daughters of Glas and by the 1740ôs Robert was devoting him-

self fulltime to promoting the establishment and growth of congregations devoted to Glasô ideas. 

 

Sandemanôs fame rested on his response to James Herveyôs popular book Dialogues Be-

tween Theron and Aspasio published in 1755. Hervev had been a student of John Wesley and a 

member of the Oxford ñHoly Club.ò
9
 Sandeman communicated directly with Hervey for a time 

and then issued a reply in 1757 entitled Letters on Theron and Aspasio. Both Herveyôs and 

Sandemanôs books are quite lengthy and treat diverse subjects. Among them emerges one which 

is particularly relevant because it foreshadowed an important aspect of Alexander Campbellôs 

theology. 

 

The controversy over the nature of ñsaving faithò was a lively one well into the nineteenth cen-

tury. In 1888, for example, a debate began between W. H. Whit-sitt, a Baptist, and G.W. Longan, 

a Disciple, over whether or not the Disciples were an offshoot of ñSandemanianism,ò in this sub-

ject and in many other matters.
10

 This was but one chapter of the sometimes heated debate be-

tween Baptists and Disciples. 

 

Simply put, the debate between Hervey and Sandeman can be summed up by the question, 

ñDoes a miraculous change of heart precede faith, or does faith come first by a simple intellec-

tual act of accepting the Gospel as true?ò Sandeman begins his critique of Hervey by defining 

faith as the ñentrance into the Christian religion.ò He expresses surprise that Aspasio finds The-

ron in hopeful circumstances because the latter has repented his sins although he has not yet ex-

pressed his faith in Jesus Christ. Sandeman suggests that mercy, especially divine mercy, is not 

related to misery. In other words, we do not merit saving grace through our very sincere aware-

ness of our sinfulness. Saving grace is a free gift from God.
11

 The influence of Calvinôs theology 

can hardly be overlooked here. 

 

A good deal of Sandemanôs argument focuses on Lukeôs account (23:39-43) of the good 

thief, which he concedes illustrates how a change of heart won the dying thief a place in Para-

dise. Sandeman argues, however, that such a change was extraordinary since it depended on the 

death of the Savior himself which cannot reoccur. He continues: ñWe are left to conclude, then, 

that the ordinary way of attaining good hope, is by endeavouring to make our hearts beat time to 

the moving addresses of a fervent preacher.ò
12

 It is difficult to escape the conclusion that Sande-

man is attacking the ñfervent preachingò of contemporaries such as George Whitefield, whose 

preaching was such an important part of the emotional Great Awakening in America.
13

 

 

Somewhat later, immediately preceding an extensive quotation from Theron and Aspasio of 

a description of a classic conversion experience, Sandeman makes a telling critique of the psy-

chology of the ñpopular preachersò: 

 

I proceed now to take notice of another notable artifice, by which they set aside the di-

vine sovereignty. They urge the hearer to believe, that Christ is as willing to save him as 

he is able. This, at first view, seems somewhat plausible; and the hearer is led to think it 

would be impious to move any objection. But here it must be considered, that so soon as 

any man knows that Christ is willing to save him, he knows that he shall infallibly be 

saved, seeing it is simply impossible, that the divine will can be frustrated. Here the 
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preachers, who seldom fail to find some subterfuge or other, are ready to extricate 

themselves, by giving us to understand, that Christ is willing to save him, whose will is 

previously well disposed to accept of him in all his offices, so is ready to obey all his 

commandments. Thus the divine willingness to save him, which the hearer is called to 

believe, and which is displayed before him, with many high-sounding words of divine 

grace, turns out to no more account than the above-mentioned grant or deed of gift.
14

 

 

After refuting what he considers to be the pretensions of the ñpopular preachers,ò who use 

the example of the good thief to buttress their argument, Sandeman attempts his own explanation 

of saving grace: 

 

We may now proceed to take notice of the capital absurdity of the popular doctrine. It 

leads us to read the New Testament backwards. It sets before us the several effects or 

fruits of faith, or rather certain operations of its own, under the sacred names of these 

effects; and then prompts us to work our way to faith, by first attaining or feeling these 

effects. Hence it is, that we have so many treatises describing to us the previous steps 

necessary to be taken in order to conversion.
15

 

 

In attempting to reverse the ñNew Testament backwards,ò Sandeman appeals to revelation. 

He states that the first apostolic converts began by believing, or coming to the knowledge of the 

truth. This is a key point in Sandemanôs thought. He rejects conversion for what he calls ñbare 

faithò: 

 

Thence it will appear, that justification comes by bare faith. Ask a Christian, Whatôs his 

faith, the spring of all his hope? and he answers you in a word, The blood of Christ. Ask 

a proficient in the popular doctrine the same question, and he immediately begins to tell 

you a long-winded story, how grace enabled him to become a better man than he was, 

and this he calls conversion. Thus we see what a wide difference there is betwixt the 

false and true grace of God.
16

 

 

If justification comes from faith, then what is faith? At one point Sandeman responds simply 

that ñIf they hold the gospel to be true, this is faith.ò
17

 A bit later on Sandeman writes more fully 

on the subject. He asserts that faith and belief are essentially synonymous. We believe, for ex-

ample, what a person says when we are persuaded that what he or she says is true. Faith, then, is 

closely related to truth. ñWhen once a man believes a testimony, he becomes possessed of a 

truth; and that truth may be said to be his faith. Yea, we have no idea of truth, but with reference 

to its being believed.ò
18

 Sandeman continues, ñAs the whole efficacy of faith flows from the na-

ture and importance of the thing testified, he who is justified by faith, is justified by what he be-

lieves. He has peace with God; not conscious of any difference betwixt himself and others; but 

hearing that Jesus is the Christ, or that he hath fulfilled all righteousness, which now becomes to 

him a truth, so his faith.ò 

 

Just as faith is linked to truth, truth is the same truth which the Apostles believed and is 

therefore associated with the truth of the early Church: 
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Every one who believes the same truth which the apostles believed, has equally precious 

faith with them. He has unfeigned faith, and shall assuredly be saved. If any manôs faith be 

found insufficient to save him, it is owing to this, that what he believed for truth, was not the 

very same thing that the apostles believed, but some lie connected with or dressed up in the 

form of truth. So this faith can do him no good; because, however seriously and sincerely he 

believes, yet that which he believes is false, and therefore it cannot save him. There is but 

one genuine truth that can save men.
19

 

 

The saving truth which the apostles believed was that ñJesus is the Christ.ò The apostles had 

but one uniform fixed sense of these words and that sense is contained in the New Testament, 

ñ...faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God.ò
20

 We can do nothing to contribute 

to truth and so faith does not come by human endeavors.
21

 We return to the notion of ñbare 

faithò: 

 

Every one who believes that Jesus is the Christ in a different sense from the apostles, or 

who maintains any thing in connection with these words subversive of their real mean-

ing, believes a falsehood; so his faith cannot save him. In the days of the apostles many 

affirmed along with them, that Jesus is the Christ, who yet meant very differently from 

them. The far greater part of Christendom will affirm in like manner; yet we shall not 

easily find many who, when they come to explain themselves, have the same meaning 

with the apostles.
22

 

 

In this way Robert Sandeman presented a very rational idea of faith, synonymous with truth, 

revealed in the gospel-historyò and believed simply because God himself is the historian.
23

 Simi-

lar tendencies toward a ñhead religionò can be found in the theology of Alexander Campbell 

along with a proclivity to speak of ñtruthò as possessing only one possible sense. 
24

 

 

The Haldanes 

With the Haldane brothers we come still closer to the world of Thomas and Alexander 

Campbell. Robert was born in 1764 and James, his brother, in 1768. Orphaned at an early age, 

the brothers were raised by their maternal grandmother and their uncles. The boys received a 

good education and then followed in the footsteps of their uncle, Admiral Duncan, by entering 

the Royal Navy. By the time they were in their thirties, both brothers had married, given up their 

naval careers and found themselves drawn towards the ministry. 

 

Robert initiated two philanthropic missionary efforts. The first was an attempt to go as a 

missionary to India; the second to educate some children from Sierra Leone and return them to 

Africa as missionaries. With the failure of both enterprises, the brothers turned their attention 

towards home.
25

 In 1797 they became involved with John Campbell of Edinburgh in the estab-

lishment of Sunday Schools for the children of the poor. The following year they began in Edin-

burgh a society for the propagation of the faith at home. Notably unconcerned about doctrine, the 

brothers stated in their first address: 

 

It is not our desire to form or to extend the influence of any sect. Our whole intention is, 

to make known the evangelical gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ. In employing itinerants, 

schoolmasters or others, we do not consider ourselves as conferring ordination upon 
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them or appointing them to the pastoral office. We only propose, by sending them out, 

to supply the means of grace wherever we perceive a deficiency.
26

 

 

James began a career as an itinerant preacher while Robert continued to support various enter-

prises from his personal fortune. In 1799 he founded his own seminary in order to train men as 

evangelists. Around this time the brothers came into intimate contact with several men who were 

in the process of breaking their ties with the official Church of Scotland. In 1798 they invited 

Rowland Hill, an English evangelist, to tour Scotland. They leased the Edinburgh Circus in 

which Hill preached several times, sometimes to as many as ten or fifteen thousand people. 

 

One of the most influential of the Haldanesô associates was Greville Ewing. Ewing, a native of 

Edinburgh, was ordained a minister in the Church of Scotland in 1793. Early on he became a key 

participant in the missionary enterprise to India and in the home mission effort. Ewing resigned 

from the Church of Scotland in 1798 and shortly thereafter he was one of the ministers who or-

dained James Haldane. When Robert Haldane established his seminary in Edinburgh in January 

1799 he appointed Ewing its head. A few months later both Ewing and the school moved to 

Glasgow, but the arrangement did not last long. Disagreements over the financial support of the 

seminaryðaggravated, no doubt, by a growing dispute over the proper administering of bapt-

ismðled to the resignation of Ewing and the removal of the seminary back to Edinburgh. 

 

Ewing was particularly important in the development of many of the ideas associated with the 

Haldanes, and was responsible for their acceptance of the writings of Glas and Sandeman, espe-

cially regarding the simplicity of faith and the primacy of the Scriptures.
27

 The Haldanes re-

jected, however, the Sandemanian intellectual definition of faith. They adhered to a congrega-

tional form of church government, the practice of celebrating the Lordôs Supper every Sunday, 

and the baptism of believers only, by immersion. 

The controversial names Glas, Sandeman, and the Haldanes were often invoked by critics of 

Alexander Campbell in attempts to trace his ideas back to some old ñheresy.ò In response to this 

technique of criticism he responded in 1827: 

 

To call me a Sandemanian, a Haldanean, a Glasite, an Arian or a Unitarian, and to tell 

the world that the Sandemanians, Hal-daneans, etc., etc., have done so and so, and have 

been refuted by such and such a person, is too cheap a method of maintaining human 

traditions, and too weak to oppose reason and revelation. You might as well nickname 

me a Sabellian, an Anthropomor-phist, a Gnostic, a Nicolaitan, or an Anabaptist, as to 

palm upon me any of the above systems. I do most unequivocally and sincerely re-

nounce each and every one of these systems.
28

 

 

Campbell felt sincerely and probably accurately that he was not beholden to any one thinker 

for his views on the Christian religion. But no person thinks in isolation. Without labeling Tho-

mas and Alexander Campbell, it seems certain that many of the ideas attributable to the Restora-

tion Movement can be traced back to the historical context in which the Campbells lived. John 

Glas emphasized the separation of church and state, a dislike for creeds and a preference for the 

authority of Scripture to which, he believed, nothing could be added. Robert Sandeman devel-

oped a theology which emphasized the precedence of faith and tended to equate faith with truth. 

The Haldanes instituted the celebration of the Lordôs Supper each Sunday, insisted on baptism of 
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believers by immersion and were certainly less aggressive and confrontational than Sandeman in 

their approach to Christian unity. All of these men insisted on a strict Congregationalism which 

they saw as scriptural; that only deacons and elders were scripturally authorized church offices; 

and on the plurality of elders in each congregation. All of these ideas play an important role in 

the Restoration Movement. 

 

Certainly Alexander Campbell had close contact with some of these men and their ideas. 

Rowland Hill preached at Rich Hill, Campbellôs village, on one of his evangelistic tours. James 

Haldane preached there as well. During the time he studied at Glasgow, Alexander Campbell de-

veloped a very intimate relationship with Greville Ewing and was frequently to dinner or tea at 

Ewingôs home.
29

 Moreover, Glas, Sandeman, and the Haldanes established an American pres-

ence which may be considered a forerunner of the Restoration Movement. Sandeman himself 

came to New England in 1764. He had been invited by some New England Congregationalists 

who had become interested in Sandemanôs ideas after the publication of an American edition of 

Letters on Theron and Aspasio. Sandeman created as much controversy in New England as he 

had in Great Britain. By the time he died at Danbury Connecticut in 1771 he had created a good 

many opponents and a few congregations that espoused his ideas. This movement grew despite a 

split in its ranks, and one of these factions eventually affiliated itself with the movement headed 

by Alexander Campbell in 1817.
30

 

 

Restoration connections with the Haldanes are even more obvious. Walter Scott, who was to 

become the famous evangelist of the Restoration Movement, was hired to teach in a Pittsburgh 

academy founded by George Forrester who was deeply influenced by the ideas of the Hal-

danes.
31

 Scott later visited a congregation of ñScotch Baptistsò in New York City led by Henry 

Errett. Henryôs son, Isaac, later became perhaps the most influential leader of the Restoration 

Movement after the death of Alexander Campbell.
32

 Finally, Alexander Campbell himself tra-

veled to England and Scotland in 1847 and made personal contact with many of the congrega-

tions which had a close association with Glas, Sandeman and the Haldane brothers.
33

 All this 

leads to the conclusion made by Robert Richardson regarding the ñreformatory movement then 

progressing in Scotlandò,ò... a movement from which Mr. Campbell received his first impulse as 

a religious reformer, and which may be justly regarded, indeed, as the first phase of that religious 

reformation which he subsequently carried out so successfully to its legitimate issues.ò
34

 

 

To return to an earlier theme, the one trait which Glas, Sandeman, the Haldanes and the 

Campbells all had in common was Scottish Presbyterianism. But the Campbells were members 

of a particular subgroup of Scottish Presbyterianism. The Campbells came originally from Argyl 

in western Scotland. At some point they relocated to northern Ireland. Archibald Campbell, Al-

exanderôs grandfather, was born a Catholic but converted to Anglicanism some time in mid-life. 

Alexanderôs father, Thomas, was born in 1763 in County Down, Ireland. He became a Presbyte-

rian. 

 

Thomas Campbell 

In 1712 the Church of Scotland attempted to enforce the existing laws of patronage, depriv-

ing the congregations of the privilege of choosing their own pastors and instead giving that re-

sponsibility to the local landlords. Protests went unheeded and by 1733 a split was formalized 

with the formation of a new presbytery which became the nucleus of a new group known as ñSe-
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ceders.ò The Seceders spread throughout Scotland and into northern Ireland as well.
35

 Thomas 

Campbell became a member of this Secession Church. 

 

Although the separation was based on a dispute between church and state, there were some 

theological ramifications as well. W.E. Garrison has called the Secession of 1733 ña counter-

reformation of Calvinismò and has suggested that it was a movement comparable to the Wes-

leyan revival in England. Presumably he is alluding to the fact that both were movements away 

from the official church but which maintained ties to Presbyterianism and Anglicanism, respec-

tively, for some time. In actual fact they were quite different in spirit as illustrated in this story 

cited by Garrison: 

 

The difference between the two, as regards their view of the Scriptures, was exhibited in 

a conference between Whitefield and Moncrieff, one of the leaders of the Secession, 

during an evangelistic tour by the former in Scotland. In discussing a point of church 

polity, Whitefield dissented from an opinion which had been expressed. Laying his 

hand over his heart, he said with emotion, ñI do not find it here.ò Moncrieff replied, as 

he slapped the Bible that lay before him, ñBut, sir, I find it here!ò
36

 

 

These kinds of differences were maintained on the American frontier between Methodists 

and ñChristians.ò 

 

The Secession Church itself split into two parties in 1747. The issue this time was whether 

members of the Church should swear an oath to adhere to the ñreligion presently professed in 

this realm.ò The question, therefore, was whether the oath referred to Presbyterianism in general 

(including Seceders) or to the established Church of Scotland. Those who supported the oath be-

came known as Burghers, those who opposed it, Anti-burghers. Finally, in 1795 still another di-

vision developed among both Burghers and Anti-burghers over the power of civil magistrates in 

religion. Thus there were ñOld Lightsò and ñNew Lightsò in both parties. 

 

Thomas Campbell was an Old Light, Anti-Burgher, Seceder Presbyterian. In its historical 

context this was a radical position because of its vehemence in rejecting any connection between 

church and state. Another insight into the Campbellsô thought can be gleaned by the fact that 

Thomas Campbell was active in promoting union between the Burghers and Anti-Burghers. In 

fact, Campbell took his plea for reunification to both the Synod of Belfast and the General Synod 

of Scotland.
37

 We do not have to go much beyond the personal experiences of Thomas and Alex-

ander Campbell in order to understand their rejection of sectarianism and their interest in the uni-

ty of the Church of Christ. Radicalism with a strong unity motive were ñRestorationò ideas with 

strong roots in elements of Scottish Presbyterianism. 

 

The narrative history of the life of Thomas and Alexander Campbell has been told many 

times. What follows is simply a brief synopsis of events which lead to the founding of the Resto-

ration Movement in the United States. 

 

Thomas Campbell was born on February 1,1763 in County Down, Ireland. After a few years 

of schoolteaching, Thomas was drawn to the Seceder Presbyterian Church and to the ministry. 

He studied at the University of Glasgow from 1783 to 1786 and then attended the theological 
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school of the Anti-Burgher division of the Seceder Presbyterian Church. Shortly after completing 

his theological studies, he returned to Ireland and married Jane Corneigle. Their first son, Alex-

ander, was born in 1788. After teaching and preaching in the vicinity of his fatherôs home in 

Sheepbridge, Thomas Campbell became minister to a congregation in Ahorey in 1798. Ahorey 

was a small town about two miles from Rich Hill and thirty miles southwest of Belfast.
38

 

 

In April 1807 Thomas Campbell left Ireland, his wife, and seven children for America. Most 

authors cite ill health as the reason for his departure, his doctor having recommended a sea 

voyage. Disappointment over his failure to heal the breach in the Seceder Church might have 

been a contributing factor. Certainly the route from northern Ireland to America had been made 

easier by decades of migration and Thomas Campbell may have been motivated like those before 

him by the poverty of his native country and the opportunity of the New World. 

 

On May 13,1807 Thomas Campbell landed in Philadelphia and learned that the Associate 

Synod of North America was in session at that very time in the city. The Synod was in reality the 

organization of the Anti-Burghers, but since the Burghers had never organized in America it was 

in effect the organization of all Seceder Presbyterians. Campbell presented his credentials and 

was cordially welcomed into the Synod. He specifically requested and was granted assignment to 

the Presbytery of Chartiers because its jurisdiction included Washington, Pennsylvania, where 

many of his friends had relocated from Ireland. Campbell received preaching assignments in 

Pittsburgh and in points between that town and Washington beginning July 1, 1807. Within a 

few months, however, he was facing serious charges before the Synod. 

 

On October 27,1807 charges were brought against Thomas Campbell which cast doubt on 

his orthodoxy. Not long after he was admitted into the Chartiers Presbytery, Campbell was given 

the task of visiting some of the widely scattered Anti-Burgher Presbyterians up the Allegheny 

River. He was accompanied by William Wilson, a fellow minister. One of the principal purposes 

of the trip was to observe the Lordôs Supper among the scattered faithful in this remote part of 

the frontier. Here is the origin of Campbellôs difficulties in the words of Robert Richardson: 

 

...Mr. Campbellôs sympathies were strongly aroused in regard to the destitute condition 

of some in the vicinity who belonged to other branches of the Presbyterian family, and 

who had not, for a long time, had an opportunity of partaking of the Lordôs Supper, and 

he felt it his duty, in the preparation sermon, to lament the existing divisions, and to 

suggest that all his pious hearers, who felt so disposed and duly prepared, should, with-

out respect to party differences, enjoy the benefits of the communion season then provi-

dentially afforded them.
39

 

 

At the time of this trip Wilson said nothing of any disagreement with Campbell. However, 

rumors began to spread and a short time later a Reverend Anderson refused to accept an ap-

pointment by the Presbytery to assist Campbell in administering the Lordôs Supper. He offered 

as his excuse Campbellôs alleged deviation from orthodoxy. At the regular meeting of the Pres-

bytery in October 1807, a committee was formed to investigate the accusations and if necessary 

to draw up formal charges in the form of a ñLibel.ò Less than four months after beginning to 

preach in the United States, Thomas Campbell was involved in a controversy with the Seceder 

Presbyterians over questions of both doctrine and discipline. 
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It is surprising that previous writers have not commented much on why, apparently, Thomas 

Campbell evoked no accusations of heterodoxy during all the years he ministered in Ireland, and 

yet how almost immediately he stirred considerable opposition on the Pennsylvania frontier. 

Richardson has suggested that the action of the Synod was motivated by personal envy.
40

 John 

Anderson, who began the controversy by his refusal to serve with Campbell, was appointed to 

the committee created to investigate the charges. The other three members of the committee were 

all former students of Anderson. In effect, then, the principal accusers of Thomas Campbell were 

also his judges. It is entirely possible that at least part of the hostility toward Thomas Campbell 

was rooted in a personal resentment on the part of a small group of frontier ministers toward a 

newcomer with all the credentials of a European university education.
41

 

 

A more general analysis can be attempted. It is true that one of the notable influences on 

Thomas Campbell was the Independent congregation at Rich Hill, which was located just a few 

miles from his own congregation at Ahorey, Ireland. It was at Rich Hill that Campbell heard the 

preaching of Independents such as Rowland Hill, Alexander Carson, John Walker, and James 

Haldane. Some of the attitudes which Campbell would have encountered at Rich Hill were a cer-

tain liberality in allowing preachers of all opinions the use of the meeting house, an emphasis on 

the right of private judgment combined with the independence of the local congregation, and a 

hostility towards the close connection between church and state. All of these ideas came into 

play during Campbellôs confrontation with the Presbytery of Chartiers. 

 

It is plausible to suggest that one of the reasons that Campbell left Ireland for the United 

States is that he felt he would have greater freedom in America to practice some of these unor-

thodox ideas. He may have become more aggressive in openly expressing these ideas in the 

United States than he had previously. This would explain why he had not had similar difficulty 

with the synod in Ireland. Instead it is likely that Campbell was confronted with a Seceder Pres-

byterianism which was motivated by an impulse contrary to his own. It is likely that the Seced-

ers, confronted with the greater diversity of denominationalism on the frontier, instead drew in-

ward and sought to protect their identity. After all, the whole history of Secederism was marked 

by a willingness to split and split again to preserve a strict orthodoxy. In 1796, for example, the 

Associate Synod had passed an act prohibiting "occasional communion," or communion with 

other bodies of Christians. Thomas Campbell and the Chartiers Synod were travelling in opposite 

directions which was bound to lead to strain and perhaps a break. In other words the origin of the 

Restoration Movement in the United States was intertwined with the history of the Presbyterian 

Church. 

 

In 1935 William H. Hanna published a biography of Thomas Campbell. In the course of his 

research Hanna had discovered the minutes of the Chartiers Presbytery and the Seceder Synod 

and much of his book is devoted to the controversy between Campbell and the Seceder Presbyte-

rians. It remains the definitive account of this episode in CampbelPs life. What follows here is a 

brief summary of that account for the purpose of understanding the origins of some of the prin-

cipal ideas of the Restoration Movement. 

At the meeting of the Presbytery in January 1808, a Libel was produced which charged Thomas 

Campbell with seven errors. The Libel charged that the accused:
42
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1. Holds that "...a person's appropriation of Christ to himself as his own Saviour, does not 

belong to the essence of Saving Faith; but only to a high degree ofit." 

2. Asserts "...that a church has no divine warrant for holding Confessions of Faith as terms 

of communion." 

3. Asserts "...that it is the duty of ruling elders to pray and exhort publickly in vacant con-

gregations." 

4. Asserts that it is permissible to "...hear ministers that are in stated opposition to our tes-

timony." 

5. Asserts that "...Our Lord Jesus Christ was not subject to the precept as well as the penal-

ty of the law in the stead of his people or as their surety." 

6. Asserts thatò... any man is able in this life to live without sin in thought, word and 

deed.ò 

7. Has preachedò... in a congregation where any of our ministers are settled, without any 

regular call or appointment.ò 

 

Mr. Campbellôs response to the fifth and sixth charges were found to be basically accepta-

ble, his views on the others were not. The first article of the Libel dealt with ñsaving .ò Basically, 

Campbell refused to accept the idea that any sort of mystical or emotional experience resulting in 

the assurance of salvation was an essential element of saving faith. In his response to the charge 

Campbell testified: ñBut that this faith maybe in lower degrees of it where the assurance is not; 

that therefore this assurance can not be of the essence of faith: for if it were, then none that had 

true faith, could be possibly without it.ò
43

 A few sentences above Campbell testified that ñ...it is 

the right of all that hear the gospel so to believe upon the bare declaration, invitation and promise 

of God...ò There is some justification for detecting a connection between this statement and the 

idea of an intellectual ñbare faithò espoused by Robert Sandeman in the previous century. 

 

It is significant that this charge was the first listed against Thomas Campbell because it is 

anticipatory of the theological divergences which were to separate the Campbells from other re-

ligious groups on the American frontier. Actually it is not surprising that the nature of faith be-

came a source of disagreement when it is considered that Dr. Anderson, Campbellôs principal 

antagonist, wrote a book entitled The Appropriation Which is True Nature of Saving Faith. This 

same Anderson and the rest of the committee composed the Libel. They cite as part of their au-

thority the Larger Catechism, Question 72, which in part reads: ñJustifying faith is a saving 

grace, wrought in the heart of a sinner, by the Spirit and word of God; whereby he, being con-

vinced of his sin and misery, and of the disability in himself and all other creatures to recover 

him out of his lost condition, not only assenteth to the truth of the promise of the gospel, but re-

ceiveth and resteth upon Christ and his righteousness... for pardon of sin...
44

 This passage above 

all reveals that Thomas Campbell, and later the Restoration Movement, was in large part a rejec-

tion of the predominant form of frontier religion which was above all a repository of Calvinism. 

 

The second article of the Libel was more straightforward. Regarding the use of Confessions 

of Faith as terms of communion, Campbell responded that it is lawful to use them for such a pur-

pose ñinsofar as our testimony requires.ò Suspecting quite correctly that Campbell was being too 

diplomatic, he was asked what he meant when he said at Montureôs Run ñthat we have neither 

precept nor example in Scripture for Confessions of Faith and Testimonies.ò He answered ñthat 

there was no formal nor express precept to that purpose.ò
45
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Like the first, Campbell was found guilty of the second charge. Rejection of Confessions of 

Faith as terms of communion was to become one of the central ideas of American Restoration-

ism. 

 

Campbell did not dispute the third article and admitted that he held that it was the duty of 

ruling elders to pray and exhort publicly in vacant congregations. Once again he echoes an idea 

found in both Glas and Sandeman who, unlike orthodox Presbyterians, made no distinction be-

tween ruling and teaching elders.
46

 Campbellôs opinion anticipates the Restoration idea of mak-

ing little distinction between clergy and laity. 

 

The fourth article touched on another doctrine which was to become an important tenet of 

Restorationism and Campbell made no effort to hide his opinion from the Presbytery. He ans-

wered: ñI believe that in the present broken and divided state of the church, when Christians have 

not an opportunity of hearing those of their own party, it is lawful for them to hear other minis-

ters preach the gospel where the publick worship is not corrupted with matters of human inven-

tion.
47

 Campbellôs opinion that the divisions within the Church were scandalous and that the ori-

gin of the division lay mostly in humanly contrived creeds was rightly discerned by the Presby-

tery who found Campbell guilty of the charge. 

 

Finally, as to the charge that he invaded Reverend Ramseyôs parish Thomas Campbell rep-

lied: ñ...I acknowledge that I preached at Canonsburg, but not in a congregation where any of our 

ministers is settled, nor yet without a regular call, as I conceive I have appointment to preach the 

gospel and the call of some of the most regular and respectable people of that vicinity to preach 

thereof which I can produce sufficient testimonials if required.ò
48

 The Presbytery recognized that 

this response was insufficiently respectful of its authority and found Campbell guilty of the 

charge. 

 

On February 12, 1808 the Presbytery of Chartiers suspended Thomas Campbell from 

preaching. Campbell appealed to the Associate Synod of North America which functioned as the 

highest court of the American Seceders. The deliberations of the Synod were largely technical. 

Basically, the Synod found Campbell guilty of the charges, observing that his answers to them 

were ñ...so evasive, unsatisfactory and highly equivocal upon great and important articles of re-

vealed religion as to give ground to conclude that he has expressed sentiments very different 

upon these articles from the sentiments held and professed by this church; and are sufficient 

ground to infer censure.ò
49

 On the other hand, the Synod reversed the decision of the Presbytery 

to suspend Campbell, voting instead to ñrebuke and admonishò and to lift the suspension if he 

submitted. 

 

Mr. Campbell did submit and he was given preaching assignments in Philadelphia for two 

months before being sent back to his own presbytery. But all was not well. When he returned to 

western Pennsylvania he found that no appointment for him to preach had been made. It was per-

fectly clear that there was great personal animosity towards him in the presbytery and that they 

accepted him as a member only because they had been ordered to do so by the synod. Within a 

few weeks the break was complete. On September 13,1808 the minutes of the Chartiers Presby-

tery read: ñ...then in his own name and in the name of all who adhered to him, he declined the 


















































































































