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In 1766 or 1767, Philip William Otterbein, a German Reformed
pastor form York, Pennsylvania, was drawn by his interests in
religious awakening to visit one of the grosse versammlungen
("great meetings") which were frequently held in Lancaster
County. He attended a meeting at the Isaac Long farm, six miles
from Lancaster. Since it was Pentecost, the .large barn was over
flowing with people. A slight, bearded man, clad in the characteris
tically simple Mennonite garb, was preaching. With unction and
apparent freedom he related the truths of the Gospel which his
own soul had apprehended through anguish and deep struggle.
At the conclusion of the message, the large and obviously clerical
Otterbein came forward to clasp Martin Boehm, the preacher, in
his arms and to exclaim, "Wir sind BrUder." 1

That event became a potent symbol, not only for the denomina
tion to which it gave a name, but also for that denomination's
ecumenical inclinations. In several ways it was an event freighted
with unitive implications. Its setting was cooperative in nature,
embracing German-speaking colonial people who gather,ed in large
numbers across denominational lines for spiritual refreshment and
fellowship.2 Its participants combined disparate theological and
sociological orientations.

Philip WilHam Otterbein (1726-1813) was born in a Reformed
parsonage family in Dillenburg, Germany. Following classical and
theological training at Herborn University, he answered the call
to do missionary work among the German Reformed immigrants
in the New World. Beginning in 1752, he served congregations in
eastern MaryLand and Pennsylvania. It was at Lancaster, Pennsyl
vania that Otterbein was led to an experience of spiritual renewal. 3

Martin Boehm (1725-1812) was a third generation Mennonite who
had grown to manhood on his father's Pennsylvania farm. Self
taught and with some facility in the English language, Boehm was
chosen at age 31 to serve as pastor of his local Mennonite congre
gation. This overwhelming and unsolicited task, in part, led to
his conversion experience. Boehm, in 1758, began to do itinerant

1 A. W. Drury, Life of Otterbein
(Dayton, Ohio: United Brethren Publish
ing House, 1893), 116-117.

2 Ibid., 138-139.
3 Francis Hollingsworth, "Notices of
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such figures as Philip J acoh Spener (1635-1705) and August
Wilhelm Hermann Francke (1663-1727) a number of scholars see
its earliest influence in Dutch and German Calvinism.10 Historians
of the German Reformed Church acknowledge the influence of
Pietism on their communion.ll A center of this emphasis in Ger
many was Herborn Univ,ersity during Otterbein's student days.12

Pietism did not condemn creeds, or elaborate liturgy, or
emphasize the sacraments. It tended to minimize these and to sub
stitute for them four factors which better served its intended
internalized appropriation of the Gospel. These factors were the
emphasis on the Christian faith as an inward personal form of
religion with the focus of attention on the conversion experience,
an outward expression of faith which manifested itself in a sancti
fication ethic of some abstemious proportions, an involvement of the
laity in the life of the church that was an outgrowth both of anti
clericalism and the view that the conversion experience made the
layman an experiential equal with his pastor, and a provision for
the eeclesiolae in ecclesia (the little churches within the church)
whose small-group spirituality would not withdraw from, but would
renew the larger body. The identification of the United Brethren
with these factors is apparent. Otterbein and Boehm preached a
Gospel of "genuine repentance, pardon of sin, and in consequence
thereof a change of heart and renovation of spirit." 13 One of Otter
bein's few extant writings is a letter to an unknown derogator
which defends the doctrine of sanctification, as a change eventual
ly wrought in man by grace.l 4 The early farmer-preacher leader
ship and the long aversion to an educated and clerically-orientated
ministry gave a lay cast to the emerging denomination. Otterbein's
use of the prayer meeting in one of his Reformed pastorates in
Pennsylvania; the classes organized in the German Reformed
Church in Baltimore, which he served 1774-1813; and the growing
numbers of small societies of converts organized as a result of his
,equestrian preaching journeys into the Maryland and Pennsylvania
hinterland, all attest to a pietistic ethos.15

The second major theological motif of the United Brethren was
their basically Arminian theology. While there seems to be no
direct connection between them and the Dutch Calvinist scholar
Jacobus Arminius (1560-1609), the United Brethren could have
adopted his concern to reject the unilateral decrees of predestina-

10 James H. Nichols, History of Chris
tianity 1650-1950 (New York: The Ronald
Press Company, 1956), 83.

11 J. I. Good, History of the Reformed
Church of Germcry, 1620-1890 (Reading,
Pennsylvania: Daniel Miller, Publisher,
1894), 308-309.

12 Ibid., 407.

13 S. S. Hough (ed.), Christian New
comer: His Life, Journal, and Achieve
ments (Dayton, Ohio: Board of Adminis
tration, Church of the United Brethren in
Christ, 1941), 13.

14 A. W. Drury, Life of Otterbein,
337·341.

l(j H. G. Spayth, Ope cit., 23·24, 47, 51.
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tioli and to revive the Christocentric emphasis in soteriology from

the Biblical covenant theology of Johann Koch (Cocceius) (1603

1669) which attained a result similar to that of Arminius.16

Otterbein was schooled in such thinking at Herborn;17 his Balti

more congregation reflected it in its Church Book in 1785; 18

and the denomination continually and openly affirmed a doctrine

of free graee and unlimited atonement that it called "Ar

mini,anism." 19

Revivalism was the third theological motif of the United Breth

ren in Christ. Not so much a theology itself as a technique

developed to induce the experience20 of conversion, revivalism so

functioned in the shaping of American Protestant patterns of

religious belief that it came to assume theological proportions.

Proof of the prevailing revivalist pattern in most United Brethren

congregations oan be seen in all quarters of the denomination's

life, e.g., in the reports of successful revivals that appeared across

the decades in the Religious Telescope.21

Non-t.heological factors likewise figured in Christian unity. So

designated beoause they originated in the environing culture rather

than in the Christian tradition itself,22 the interaction of these

factors with problems of church division and ChrisHan unity has

been of considerable interest. 23 Four non-theological factors in

fluenced United Brethren cooperation: geographical location, eth

nical beginnings, class stratification, and numerical size.

Geographically, the United Brethren were located largely in

rural areas and on the frontier. If the frontier spirit in religion

was the matrix from which the denomination emerged, it was the

rural areas in which it thrived. Statistics for the year 1906,

representing the percentage of denominational membership' living

outside the principal American cities, indicated that of the main

denominations cited, the United Brethren led all the others with

ninety-two percent. 24
The ethnologieal factor influenced the United Brethren, par

ticularly in their initial period of organization. To be sure, they
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made a rather facile transition from the German language and
thus gained no small advantage for mission and cooper,ation in
English-speaking America. Nevertheless, the folkways and folk
religion of the "Pennsylvania Dutch" country would abide in
the denomination for decades and give it a parochialism that was
only partially counter-balanced by an Anglo-Saxon constituency
in the Middle West.

The lower class from which the United Brethren were mainly
drawn also influenced their unitive potential. Don Yoder suggests
that the United Brethren preaching was a "Dutch Gospel of the
disinherited" which won converts from the "Plain Dutch" sectarians
and the poorer hill folk in the "buckwheat cake belt" of central
Penl1sylvania.25 Composed of such a constituency, the church de
veloped a modesty or diffidence which hindered its growth and
made it relatively inconspicuous among other denominations.26

Finally, the denominations numerical strength or lack of it,
affected its response to the call to Christian union. The United
Brethren literature shows that they were keenly aware of being a
small religious body, and it affected their views and efforts on
behalf of unity.27

Although the impact of these upon United Brethren ecumenicity
is difficult to assess, two emerging patterns are evident. The first
is the variant themes of ecumenical response. The second is the
shifting denominational self-image which provided the background
for their operation.

The United Brethren formulated a major and a minor theme
regarding church union. The major theme was a conviction that
they should unite with similar denominations. Affinity of the
proposed partners was considered a pre-requisite for union. This
made for conservatism in United Brethren negotiations for mergers.
The minor theme ran counter to the major one. It involved the
United Brethren disposition to cooperate with and to contemplate
organic union with denominations whose theological and non
theological views were alien to their own tradition. The major
theme remained dominant throughout the denomination's existence;
the minor one emerged as a viable option during the twentieth
century. The minor theme developed because of the influence of
the general ecumenical movement and because of a change in the
denomination's self-image.

The history of the United Brethren self-image is important.
During the initial period from 1789 to 1813, the United Brethren
conceived of themselves as little more than a voluntary society.

25 Don Yoder, Pennsylvania Spirituals
(Lancaster, Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania
Folk-Life Society, 1963), 100-101.

26 W. I. Beatty, "Denominational

Loyalty," Religious Telescope, January
30, 1901, 9.

27 Loc. cit.
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Such societies were non-denominational organizations of Christians

from different churches banded together to win the world to

Christ.28 Bound together by a "common core of pietistic beliefs,"

pronouncedly lay-oriented, and reflecting the American principle

of separation of church and state,29 the voluntary socieHes were

dedicated to evangelism and reform, and they created national

organizations with auxiliary branches across Protestant America.

The United Brethren in Christ Church was not exclusively a

voluntary society, but it did sustain affinities with these organiza

tions. In its beginnings this church was made of individuals of

v.arious ecclesiastical backgrounds who gathered together to empha

size the mission of saving souls. The fact that they called their

organized groups "societies" is suggestive. In their emphasis on

evangelism they set aside theological differences. Each preacher

w,as permitted to baptize according to his own views. Referring

to themselves as the "unsectarian preachers," they proposed no

withdrawal from their member churches.30

Here the alignment ends. Increasingly these men were expelled

or they voluntarily withdrew from the existing denominations and

they began to substitute the society for the churches which had

nourished them. Of the early leaders, only Otterbein maintained

any relationship with his parent church. Thus the plan for having

unsectarian societies to promote evangelism proved untenable, and

one of the oldest indigenous American denOluinations was about

to be born.
Betw,een 1813 and 1889 the United Brethren institutional image

shifted from the voluntary society to that of a separately org,anized

denomination. The use of the word "denomination" in ecclesiastical

circles was traceable to seventeenth century English Puritanism

where it was employed to designate parts of the whole church.31

The word had definite meaning in America where the principle

of separation of church and state made church and sect equal

before the law. In the period cited, the United Brethren were

busy developing their denominational structure. Shortly before his

.death in 1813, Otterbein ordained three of his followers and thus

'laid the foundation for a professional ministry. The first General

Conference, held in 1815, ordered the publication of a Discipline

and the brief Confession of Faith of 1789. The Religious Telescope,
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the first official paper of the growing denomination, appeared in
1834. Otterbein University opened its doors in 1847. Other colleges
and a seminary (1871) revealed a growing United Brethren con
cern for an educated laity and clergy.

This period was one of revision as well as growth. Liberals
called for the revision of the primitive Constitution adopted in
1841 and a relaxation of the rule forbidding membership in secret
societies (e.g., the Masonic Order). The ratification in 1889 of
a new C9nfession of Faith and a new Constitution and less rigid
legislation on "secrecy" indicated a growing maturity in the
denomination.32 The word "church" began to appear in the denom
inational publications. The official name, "Gemeinschaft der Verein
ingten Bruder in Christo," was adopted in 1821. The General
Conferences officially substituted "church" for "association" and
"society." The sectarian concepts of the earlier period were aban
doned.

In the half-century between 1890 and 1946, the United Brethren
in Christ manifested a catholicity of faith and pr,actice in several
areas. Several of its leaders began to champion the "social
gospel." 33 The church became more conscious of its place in the
church universal particularly through the witness of its foreign
missionaries. A concern for meaningful worship developed. 34

Sever,al factors underlay these signs of maturing churchmanship.
For one thing the denomination grew from a membership of 243,041
in 1901 to almost twice that figure in 1945. This statistical prosperity
was paralleled by the growing wealth and status of the church
members. Moreover, centripetal social forces within the nation were
developing a "common core American culture" 35 which in the na
ture of the case brought increasing maturity and unity to American
life. The United Brethren reflected rather than differed from the
national trend.

In each period of United Brethren development, there was a
change in their unitive spirit. In the day of the voluntary society,
when people from different ecclesiastical backgrounds were drawn
together to further the work of evangelism, the unity of the group
was essentially internal. The one attempt at external unity was
informal, casually entered and concluded, even though it was
premised on their major ecumenical theme. While the United
Brethren were becoming denominationally self-conscious and were
forming a church, there were only halting attempts at church union.
The times were too competitive to work for unity. The United

32 A. W. Drury, History of the Church
of the United Brethren in Christ, 494·504.

33 William Bell, Thoe Social Messaqe of
Our Lord (Dayton, Ohio: The Otterbein
Press, 1901), 86.

34 Philip O. Deever, "The Importance
of the Church," Religious Telescope,
February 17, 1945, 7.

36 Robert Lee, Op. cit., 52-60.
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Brethren followed their major theme, although the minor theme
was evident in the support given the non-denominational voluntary
societies by individual United Brethren. In the twentieth century,
under the influence of the general ecumenical movement and a
growing denominational maturity, the United Brethren reasserted
interest in Christian unity. Cooperative efforts and a number of
organic. mergers were seriously contemplated. While the major
theme held dominance, the minor theme also came into its own.
The successes and failures in the denominations efforts on behalf
of church union are recounted below.

Methodist-United Brethren Nineteenth Century Union Negotiations
During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Church

of the United Brethren in Christ was involved in a variety of
unitive relationships with various branches of American Method
ism. This was to be expected because the two groups were similar
in theology and polity. Methodist-United Brethren relationships
occurred at all levels in the nineteenth century-personal, societal,
denominational, and world confessional.

The personal dimension is seen in the affection which united
Francis Asbury with William Otterhein and Martin Boehm. In
fluential in encouraging Otterbein, whom he had never met, to
respond to a call from the Baltimore Reformed congregation,36
Asbury soon formed an enduring friendship with this man of whom
he wrote, "There are very few with whom I can find so much
unity and freedom in conversations as with him." 37 Asbury's
request that Otterbein participate in his ordination to the M,ethodist
episcopacy, and the funeral oration in which Asbury described
his friend as a man of God of retiring modesty "towering majestic
above his fellows in learning, wisdom, and grace, yet seeking to
be known only of God and the people of God" 38 testify amply
to the rich relationship enjoyed by the two m,en. Asbury likewise
was a frequent caller at the home of Martin Boehm. One of Boehm's
sons, Jacob, built a chapel on his land that became a focal point
for Pennsylvania Methodism. Another son, Henry, became a Meth
odist preacher and sometime tr,aveling companion of Bishop
Asbury. Christian Newcomer, the virtual organizer of the Church
of the United Brethren in Christ, was, a frequent visitor at
Methodist conferences and camp meetings.39

The societal dimension of Methodist-United Brethr,en relation
ships is seen in the five-year period (1809-1814) during which

45

and Letters of Francis Asbury (London
and New York: Epworth Press and Ab
ingdon Press, 1958), I. 190

38 Ibid., II, 753-754.
30 S. S. Hough (ed.), Ope cit" passim.

CHURCH UNITY MOVEMENT UNTIL 1946

36 Elmer T. Clark (ed.), The Journal
and Letters of Francis Asbury (London
and New York: Epworth Press and Ab
ingdon Press, 1958), I, 105.

87 Elmer T. Clark (ed.), The Journal

..



46 METHODIST HISTORY

letters passed between the United Brethren Conference and the
Baltimore and Philadelphia Conferences of the Methodist Episcopal
Church. These letters envisaged friendly cooperation in the mutual
use of church buildings, and acceptance of one another's services.
This attempt at a "closer and more permanent union," however,
was soon annulled by the fact that as yet the United Brethren
had no organizaIized Methodist connectional system. Moreover,
the language problem asserted itself in this stage.40

Methodist-United Br,ethren relationships at the denominational
level took several turns. The Methodist Episcopal Church and the
United Brethren exchanged fraternal delegates at their respective
General Conferences. However, United Brethren consciousness of
their own inferior numerical strength and their preference for their
o,vn more democratic polity precluded a closer relationship.41
The overture toward union in 1829 from the newly formed
Methodist Protestant Church came to nothing.42 The more serious
negotiations with the Wesleyan Methodists in 1846 and 1855 were
likewise frustrated by lack of agreement concerning the ministry,
church polity, and abolition. In addition, both groups made little
effort to hide their own unbridled denominational enthusiasm.

The United Brethren were invited to participate in the first
Methodist Ecumenical Conference in London in 1881. They sent
delegates to London and to the Second Ecumenical Conference
held in Washington, D. C. in 1891. Though accorded every courtesy,
the United Brethren declined to continue the relationship, saying
that, despite affinities with Methodism in theology and polity, they
were not in fact Methodists. Thus, at the end of the nineteenth cen
tury the Church of the United Brethren in Christ was still independ
ent of all Methodist bodies in America.

United Brethren Missions and Ecumenicity
It is said that in proclaiming the Gospel the Christian church has

experienc.ed its greatest impetus toward union. The ChrisHan
world mission is "both the precursor and progenitor of the move
ment for Christian unity." 43 Foreign missions seem to suggest
the need for oneness in order that the church may successfully
complete its mission. It is not surprising that the missionary
enterprise and the ecumenical movement have developed together
in recent times. The World Missionary Conference at Edinburgh,
Scotland in 1910, laid the foundations "for the two most representa-

40 Cf. Paul F. Douglass, Th,e Story of
German Methodism (New York: The
Methodist Book Concern, 1939), 99-100.

41 John Lawrence, "Letters From the
Editor," Religious Telescope, May 28.
1956, 148.

42 "Proceedings of the General Con
ference of the United Brethren in Christ,
1815-1873," (Original Manscript>, 26.

43 Henry P. Van Dusen, One Great
Ground of Hope (Philadelphia: the West
minster Press, 1961), 51.
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tive elnbodhnents of the eculuenical luoven1ent-the International

Missionary Council and the World Council of Churches," ·1.J the two

eculnenical bodies then1selves being united in the World Council

of Churches in 1961.

In the foreign and home mission work of the United Brethr,en

in Christ we see the theological and non-theological factors which

suggest. the relation between Christian n1issions and Christian

unity. The first foreign effort of the United Brethren in Christ was

in Sierra Leone in 1855, and it involved them, in the twentieth

century, in support of the United Christian Council and several

inter-denominational educational efforts in that country. The Ger

luan mission, begun in 1869, faltered for lack of adequate support

and was surrendered to the Methodist Episcopal Church in 1905.

In Japan, which received its first United Brethren Inissionary in

1898, the denominational representatives participated in the n1is

sionary organization and the National Christian Council which

were developed in the island empire. Ten years before the Japanese

government's Religious Organizations Law of 1940 forced the union

of all Christian bodies, the United Brethren Japan Conference was

in favor of voluntary union negotiations:Jt> The United Brethren

were included in the Kyodan (United Church of Christ in Japan)

when it was first organized in 1941.

United Brethren Inissionary work in China, centering in the

Canton area, began in 1889. Finding the spirit of church union

already in existence among other missionaries and native Chris

tians there, the United Brethren luissionaries identified themselves

with it. They collaborated in the support of various educational

and medical facilities in the Canton area. They were the first group

to vote to transfer their missionary personnel and property to the

newly formed Kwangtung Divisional Council of the Church of

Christ in China:16 . United Brethren missionaries and nationals

joined the Church of Christ in China a federated body, when it

was set up in 1927.
In the Philippines, the United Brethren gave assent to the early

comity agreem,ent which in 1901 divided the islands among the

several cooperating Protestant missionary groups. They joined the

Methodists and Presbyterians in the supporting of Union Theologi

cal Seminary in Manila. As early as 1913 'their Philippine Annual

Conference passed a resolution urging that an indigenous, united,
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Protestant Filipino Church be created;47 they offered the property,
pastor, and English speaking congregation that became the nucleus
of the United Church of Manila. In 1929 when the Presbyterians
and Congregationalists founded the United Evangelical Church of
the Philippines, the United Brethren were the third denomination
to join it. After World War II, the United Brethren followed the
United Evangelical Church into the larger body which became
known as the United Church of Christ in the Philippines. In
1945 the United Brethren became one of four Protestant denomina
tions which created the United Andean Mission in Ecuador.

United Brethren cooperation in home missions was apparent
when the church became involved in the interdenominational Home
Missions Council and the Council of Women for Home Missions.
These organizations were started in 1908; they united in 1940 to
provide fellowship and cooperation in home missions. In Puerto
Rico and Santo Domingo the United Brethren early took a co
operative stance. They were charter members of the Federation
of Evangelical Churches organized in Puerto Rico in 1905. In
addition to cooperating in publishing and educational ministries,
they became a part of the organic union known since 1931 as the
United Evangelical Church, of Puerto Rico. In 1920, along with
the Methodist Episcopal Church and the Presbyterian Church,
U. S. A., the United Brethren began work in Santo Domingo. In
New Mexico, the United Brethren Spanish American mission
received considerable support from the Interdenominational Coun
cil on Evangelical Work among Spanish speaking People in the
Southwest.

There are several conclusions to be dr!1wn from the ecumenical
stance of the United Brethren in their missionary work. First,
their cooperation was a matter of general policy, despite occasional
objection that the denomination would be "justified in a more
careful guarding of its own interests and in assertion of its own
rights." 48 Cooperation usually counter-balanced self assertion.

Second, the church's ecumenical spirit in missions was due in
no small measure to the leadership of two influential foreign
missionary secretaries-S. S. Hough (1905-1917) and S. G. Ziegler
(1921-1946). Both men worked for national churches abroad.
United Brethren missionaries in the field naturally reflected the
position of their leaders at home. H. W. Widdoes led in the creation
of the United Evangelical church in the Philippines. Philo W. Drury

4.7 Walter N. Roberts, The Filipino
Church (Dayton, Ohio: Foreign Mission
ary Society and Women's Missionary
Association, 1936), 60.

48 W. E. Synder, "Home Missions-
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June 25, 1932, 5.
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is due credit for the unitive witness in Puerto Rico.49 A. T. Howard,
missionary to Japan, "missionary bishop" (1913-1921), and later
president and professor of missions at Bonebrake Theological
Seminary, Dayton, Ohio, made an exceptional contribution. Howard
wrote a letter from Japan, lamenting that "there are too many
fences among the Good Shepherd's sheep in thIs part of the
world"; 50 he advocated United Brethren missionary cooperation.

Third,United Brethren support of indigenous churches abroad
and cooperation at home depended on external and internal factors.
The external, impetus came from the wider ecumenical movement.

~ Seven United Brethren delegates,· including S. S. Hough, came
away from Edinburgh in 1910 impressed by the emphasis on the

, "self-supporting, self-governing, and self-maintaining church...." 51

Their insights were confirmed by United Brethren cooperation in
the Foreign Missions Conference of North America and the Inter
national Missionary Council.

The internal factor which impelled the United Brethren toward
cooperation was the diminutive size of the denomination. Other
factors being equal, a small denomination has relatively little money
and few workers to send overseas. Realizing that the paucity of hu
man and financial· resources can be discouraging to missionaries,
native pastors, and lay Christians, the small denomination may be
more conscious of the curse of separation and the desirability of
Christian union than larger denominations.52 There were occasions
when the United Brethren used this factor as a catalyst in
encouraging larger, less adaptable missions to cooperate.53

Fourth, the United Brethren were not able to achieve a con
sistently unitive witness in all of their missionary ventures. The

.. principal failure 'was Sierra Leone where national sociologic,al and
historical factors, their own numerical strength and eminence,
and the lack of farsighted leadership combined to restrict United
Brethren concern for Christian cooperation abroad. The record
in Sierra Leone injects a negative element into an otherwise
commendable ecumenical witness.

Finally, the United Brethren missionary practice lifted up the
minor theme of the denominations outlook. Organic unions were, .
effected with less regard for confessional and political lines than
for the exigencies which prompted cooperation. This practice in
fluenced the church in the homeland.
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The Tripartite Union
In August, 1902 the Religious Telescope printed a letter signed

by twenty-two United Brethren laymen, pastors, and denomina
tional executives in the Dayton, Ohio area urging their bishops to
initiate' union conversations with "churches similar to ours in
polity and doctrine." 54 Of the denominations approached, only
the Methodist Protestants were interested. Prior conversations with
the Congregationalist churches caused leaders of that denomination
to declare an interest in the United Brethren proposal. A three-way
union was planned.

The plot of the Tripartite Union can be divided into three acts.
First there was an attempt at federation in ,anticipation of organic
union. Efforts to this end extended from 1903 when the initial
meetings were held to the official approval given to a plan of
federation by the three denominations in 1904-1905. Acknowledg
ing both practical and spiritual reasons for union, the joint com
missions met and declared that the statements of faith of the three
denominations were essentially similar. They proposed temporarily
a federation with the three denominations retaining their autonomy
and official names (to which they would add "in affiliation with
the General Council of the United Churches"). 55 The General
Council, composed of representatives of the three bodies would
symbolize the present federation and expedite full union in the
future. Before the end of 1905, the national assemblies of all three
denominations approved the Syllabus of Union. The United Breth
ren Ontario Conference, joined the Congregational Union of Ontario
and Quebec in anticipation of the proposed union in the United
States and for the purpose of resolving other problems.56

The second stage in the Tripartite Union proceedings began at
the meeting of the first provisional General Council in Dayton,
Ohio in February, 1906 where a concentrated effort at organic
union was launched. Here with little difficulty the council adopted
a common creed of six articles. A meeting a year later in Chicago
drew up an Act of Union which included the creed and eight
Articles of Agreement, which stipulated that the "name of the new
body shall be the United Churches, comprising the Congregational
Churches, the Church of the United Brethren in Christ, and the
Methodist Protestant Church." 57 The plan called for the voluntary
integration of existing denominational boards and agencies and
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local congregations, while the General Council would dir,ect the

missionary, educational and benevolent interests of the United

Churches. Centralization would be required only at the highest

level, as in the case of the United States Government. 58

The enthusiasm of the commissioners for the Act of Union was

not sustained by their respectiv,e denominations. In October, 1907,

the National Council of Congregational Churches failed to endorse

the document and voted to refer it back to the General Council

for further deliberation.59 The Methodist Protestant General Con

ference in 1908 considered the union "impossible for the present." 60

The 1909 United Brethren General Conference declined to consider

a project already assumed to be dead. 61 The tripartite efforts

came to naught.
Theological and non-theological factors alike figured in the defeat

of the proposed union. Both United Brethren and Congregational

voices were raised against the potential binding quality of the

Confession of Faith. Liberal Congregationalists said the creed

presupposed too close identification with the paradoxical trinita

rian and Christological statements of Christian antiquity.62 United

Brethren objectors said that Congregationalism was tainted with

the New Theology's accents on immanence and idealism,63 higher

criticism,64 and Unitarian and Universalist thought. 65 Congrega

tionalists felt that the plan did not safeguard their doctrine of the

church and their treasured local autonomy. They noted that the

United Brethren favored connectionalisln and a modified epis

copacy.
Non-theological factors which helped defeat the plan of union

were as follows. Geographically, the uneven distribution of the

major strength of each denomination occasioned a mutual unfa

miliarity. Sociologically, the general identification of the Congrega

tional churches with middle and upper class America while the

United Brethren and Methodist Protestants were more rural and

lower middle class, created difficult hurdles. The Methodist Protes

tant Church, being a sm,all denomination, was afraid that lengthy
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negotiations would leave an erosive effect on its membership.
Some United Brethren were afraid of legal complications and
litigation if they surrendered their connectionalism for local auton
omy. Taken together these factors militated strongly against union.

The third stage of the Tripartite Union was the effort of the
United Brethren and the Methodist Protestants to unite. :r~egotia

tions began in 1912. A Syllabus of Union was drawn up in April,
1913. It proposed the creation of "the United Protestant Church"
with an eight-article Confession of Faith. The Methodist Protestants
accepted administrative and connectional oversight, while the
United Brethren agreed that the new church would have "general
superintendents" instead of bishops.66

The General Conferences of the two denominations were not
enthusiastic about the Syllabus of Union. The United Brethren
approved it in 1913 on condition that it receive substantial support
in the annual conferences and the local churches.67 The 1914
special session of the Methodist Protestant General Conference
approved the Syllabus, but the approval was vitiated by the fact
that an influential minority of the delegates were conspicuously
absent. 68 The United Brethren Annual Conferences voted 27 to 5
to send the Syllabus to the people in the churches for a plebiscite.
But the bishops did not arrange for the popular vote. A stalemate
ensued until 1917 when the United Brethren General Conference
voted decisively to discontinue the negotiations.69

The proposed union failed for non-theological reasons. The Meth
odist Protestants were divided over whether to join the United
Brethren or to work for a re-united American Methodism. The
United Brethren did not favor being merged with a united
Methodism. Moreover, they were doubtful about the success of a
union with a group as badly divided as the Methodist Protestants
seemed to be. The failure of the negotiations was a defeat for the
major ecumenical theme of the United Brethren.

The T?"ilateral Union Proposal

The next serious church union negotiations entered upon by the
United Brethren came unsolicited by them. In April, 1928, in
response to an overture from the Reformed Church in the United
States, the United Brethren began to discuss the possibilities of
organic union. The fact that the United Brethren were increasingly
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emphasizing an educational approach to evangelism and adopting
mor,e tr,aditionally churchl~ways of worship, while the Reformed
Church was mounting an accelerated program of evangelism made
it appear that the era of antagonistic relations between the two
denonlinations was about to end. 70 The proposed union became
trilateral when the Evangelical Synod of North America, a denomi
nation centered in Missouri and other midwestern states, and one
which included in its make-up both Lutheran and Reformed
elements,71 accepted an invitation to join the deliberations. The

I Evangelical Church took part in negotiations for several months
and then voluntarily withdrew. The commissioners of the three
denominations unanimously adopted a Plan of Union on February
7, 1929.

This document, largely the work of George W. Richards, presi
dent of the Reformed Theological Seminary at Lancaster, Pennsyl
vania, and leading proponent of the trilateral union, declared that
the new denomination should be called "The United Church of
America." Also, it affirmed the essential unity of the three existing
confessions of faith and at the same time sought to harmonize them
into a brief and balanced doctrinal statement. 72 Richards defended
the latter on the ground that it retained the substance of the
doctrinal statements of the thr,ee denominations which were inher
ent in the Heidelberg Catechisln of 1563.73

The Plan of Union provided for a three-level denominational
structure. The regional and local segments would undergo little
change, but the General Council would supersede the existing
highest judicatories of the three denominations. The General Coun-

.. cil would function as the highest legislative body in the new
denomination. At its first session, the General Council would
approve ,a constitution. Also it would elect presiding officers who
would be known as "general superintendents." The regional classes
and the annual and district conferences of the three denominations
could be presided over by a general superintendent, but they
would· be supervised by one of their own pastors who would be
elected annually. The procedure of providing ministerial supply

. for local congregations w,as to be an amalgam of the practic.es in
vogue in each denomination, with the provision that there would
be a stationing committee which could both appoint and remove
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pastors, albeit in essential agreement with a local congregation's
desires.74

Optimism for the consummation of the proposed "United Church
of America" prevailed. Four years before the United Church of
Canada had been created out of three such disparate denominations.
All three denominations were active participants in various moves
for inter church cooperation. The three denominations were of
almost equal size. They had taken their rise in a common Teutonic
background, and they wer,e increasingly aware of the common
piety in which all participated. But the months immediately
following dispelled the optimism. The United Brethren General
Conference in May, 1929 ordered its new Commission on Church
Union to study the plan for an additional quadrennium.75 The
General Synod of the Reformed Church,76 and the General Con
ference of the E'vangelical Synod 77 resolved that same year, if
if need be, to proceed without the United Brethren. During 1930,
however, anti-union sentiment in the Reformed Church became
vocative. In December, 1930, the commissioners from the Reform,ed
Church and the Evangelical Synod ceased meeting. The trilateral
union was dead-and no prophet was on hand just then to predict
that the latter two groups would unite to form the Evangelical and
Reformed Church in 1934.

It has been suggested that the two "P's-polity and piety" 78
were the stumbling block for United Brethren participation in the
union. Theologically, their piety was essentially non-creedal, re
vivalistic, and followed an abstemious ethic with regard to the use
of tobacco and alcoholic beverages. They also objected to the sur
render of their "admirable episcopal polity" 79 and expressed fear
lest baptismal regeneration supplant "'heart-felt conversion." On
the other hand, there were Reformed Church views that "superin
tendent in the plan looks like bishop writ large." The United
Brethren were considered "Methodistic in temper, practice, and
polity." 80

Non-theological factors also contributed to the failure of the
proposed union. The hesitant procedures of the United Brethren
showed that they were not prepared for such a union. The
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preferences for union with other groups, particularly by the

Reformed (who temporarily were attracted to a Presbyterian

union), and a desire for the status quo, particularly in the larger

United Brethren and Reformed areas in Pennsylvania, held the

union efforts in check. Thus the United Brethren failed to enter

union once again. Moreover, they entered the negotiations confi

dent of their minor theme and they emerged from them in full

support of their major one.

United Brethren Participation in Non-Denominational and

Inter-Denominational Christian Cooperation

The Ecumenical Movement involves more than organic union

of church bodies. It also concerns itself with inter-communion

between Christian groups and with non-denominational and inter

denominational bodies. United Brethren gave attention to these

additional concerns.
The non-denominational type of Christi,an unity, particularly

the voluntary societies cited above, involved individual United

Brethren at various points. Of those groups committed to evan

gelism, the United Brethren tended to support the American Bible

Society and, particularly, the American Sunday School Union.

Because many of the early Sunday schools created by the United

Brethren were actually "union schools" and because the denomina

tion was slow to develop its own church school curriculum, there

was heavy reliance upon the American Sunday School Union in

the ,early days.8! Later, the United Brethren readily adopted the

Uniform Lessons and became zealous supporters of the Inter

national Sunday School Association82 and the International Council
..

of Religious Education.83 Particularly at the state and local levels,

the United Brethren gave considerable support and leadership to

Sunday school work.84

The voluntary societies committed to social amelioration received

the support of individual United Brethren. The pages of the

Religious Telescope in the mid-nineteenth century portray active

involvement of members of the denomination in the American

Peace Society, the American Temperance Society, and the Ameri

can Anti-Slavery Society.
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As the nineteenth century advanoed, it appeared that in the
face of pressing social issues, a form of union involving whole
churches instead of individual Christians would be necessary.
Therefore, the federative principle received increasing attention in
America as well as in other parts of the world. The Church of the
United Brethren in Christ gave ready assent to this concern. It
was a charter member of the Federal Council of the Churches of
Christ which was organized in America at Philadelphia in 1908.
It participated in state federations of churches more prominently
than it did at the national level. 85 United Brethren were active
in local federations.

Several adjectives can be employed in describing the United
Brethren relationship to these movements. The relationship was
peripheral in that their early rural isolation and comparatively
late denominational maturity prevented their taking greater leader
ship in these cooperative efforts. It was supportive in that the
United Brethren participated at the national, state and local levels.
It was instructive in that associations in voluntary societies and
f,ede:r,ative bodies alike helped people to see that desired goals,
unattainable if sought single-handedly, could be realized through
cooperative efforts.

The Evangelical United Breth.ren Church
The Church of the United Brethren in Christ formally united

with the Evangelical Church at Johnstown, Pennsylvania on No
vember 16, 1946. Their union was eminently successful in that it
was effected without the loss of a single pastor or congreg,ation.86

Success was attributable to a number of factors. Some were
external-the witness of the wider ecumenical movement, the fear
that the future held no place for the small denomination, the desire
to avoid wasteful competition, and a concern to unite the church
for the sake of her mission in the world.

Other factors which made the union possible were internal.
Never before had the United Brethren found a denomination that
so fitted the demands of its major ecumenical theme. Both
denominations were Amerioan born, the fathers of both were of
the same teutonic blood, both emerged out of the evangelical
revival at the turn of the nineteenth century, both emphasized the
same evangelical truths, particularly the necessity of the conver
sion experience, and both had amazingly similar doctrinal systems
and governmental policies.87 The Evangelical Church, founded by
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Jacob Albright (Albrecht) (1759-1808) along the lines shaped
by his own religious experience and Methodist relationships, had
come into being in Pennsylvania at the very time the Otterbein
Boehln fellowship was being created. It too experienced parallel
periods of denominational formation and growing maturity.
Furthermore, it had made a healthy response to the ecumenical
movelnent in the twentieth century.

Historically, the mutual Evangelical and United Brethren court
ship manifested itself in four different stages over a period of a

I century and Inore. First, there was the cross-fertilization era of
primitive beginnings when, for example, Albright experienced
conversion at the home of Adam Riegel, a United Brethren lay
preacher. Second, there was the "Social Conference" in 1817
between representatives of the two communions when unsuccess
ful negotiations toward union were held. 88 Third, for a century
there was a series of fraternal exchanges at General Conferences
and occasional services, in which there were fruitless overtures
toward union. Fourth, in 1924 the delegations of the two Churches
in attendance ,at the meeting of the Federal Council of Churches
in Atlanta, held informal conversations which led in 1933 to the
beginning of formal negotiations toward union. In the next 13
years, the commissioners prepared a plan of union which the
Evang~lical General Conference approved by a vote of 226 to 6
in 1942,89 and which its United Brethren counterpart adopted in
1945 90 by an almost identical majority-224 to 2. Subsequent votes
at the annual conferences of the two churches and in a popular
referendum among the United Brethren produced an equally over
whelming acceptance of a movement that culminated in the historic

.. session lat J ohnstown, Pennsylvania in 1946.
The pilgrimage to union, how/ever, was not smooth. Despite the

affinities enjoyed by the two churches, their different theological
emphases occasioned a certain resistance to change. The Evangeli
cal Church had adhered more closely to the doctrine of Christian
perfection than had the United Brethren. The United Brethren had
a sizable constituency which favored believer's baptism. The

~. commissioners, however, found no essential difference in the con
fession of faith of the two denominations and inserted them side
by side in the new Discipline. They likewise resolved the baptislnal
difficulty by making provision for the dedication of infants in the
new denomination. Discrepancy in the licensure and ordination of
ministers also raised problems. The Plan of Union provided that the
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United Brethren relinquish their pr,actice of licensing men at the
quarterly (local) conference level and of making appeal from
pastoral assignments. The Evangelicals were called upon to sur
render their diaconate. Further administrative adjustments in
denominational structures ,at the general level were necessary.
Evangelicals accepted the United Brethren Council of Administra
tion which at several levels of church government served as an
interim body between the regularly held conferences. United
Brethren agreed to unite all missionary enterprises under a single
board. 91

The greatest single obstacle to the union was financial. While the
depression of the 1930's had taken its toll in both churches, the
United Brethren especially faced staggering institutional debts.
Their earnest desire for union was partially typified by their heroic
reduction by 1945 of a debt of $1,988,228 on their publishing
interests and an additional obligation of $650,000 ,against Bonebrake
Theological Seminary.92 They likewise raised over $1,000,000 be
tween 1937 and 1946 in order to endow their ministerial pension
fund in a manner commensurate with that of the Evangelical
Church.93 Union for the United Brethren was costly.

Four trends can be observed in the creation of the Evangelical
United Brethren Church.

First, was the pragmatic character of the negotiations. Since
the theological differences between the two churches were not
great, major attention was given to practical problems. The two
churches were harmonized into one with as few institutional
changes as possible.

Second, was the anticipation of church renewal in connection
with the union. Whether this was anticipated through a return to
the merging denominations' common past or through the dynamics
unleashed by the uniting of the two bodies themselves, there seems
to be unquestioned evidence that new vigor emerged as a result
of union at congregational and institutional levels.94 Cherished
hopes that this new life would express itself in a denominational
social conscience that would call for a full-time secretari,at of
Christian Social Action w,ent unheeded, however. A dominantly
conservative social ethic remained entrenched. Not all was clear.
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Conclnsi,on

The eCUll1en icnl po:.::ture ns:.::urned hy the Chul'eh of the 1Jn ited

Brethren in Chr,ist nnd set forth in this pilper WflH, llsirle fly)}n

signifieant influences that played u]1on the deno111innUon [roln

wHhout, the result of a cornhinnUon or ]lon-thcologienl nnd theo'logi

cnl factors inherent in the Long'r-: Bnl'nineiden t. trhe l'urn]-fron Uer

ethos nnd clnss strntifieation so ])l'cnninenL ,in thntineident r{et.

lin1its on their unitive expressions; the P<mnsy]vnnin ])uteh (~thni(~nl

and provineinl ehaDncter of the denoJnhlntion plnyec1 :111. nel.unI

though suhsidiary ro]e in frustrating ROlne union p)'0po8nl~'1 nnd

encouraging others; and the nunlerical size oJ the denornhHll,ion

kept it hetween the Scylla of isolation if it rernninec1. n ncpnrnte

entity and the Charyhdis of ,ahsorpt.ion if ,it entered union with

larger, rnore pl'orninent dcnmninations. While their J\ r/11ininnigln

and. revivnlisrn lnndc the United Brethren feel kinship with tI

nun1bel' of other ArYlericnn denOln inntioJ1R, .it wr,ls their pieti:-ltie

orientation with it:.:: 8U hord inn1.ion of doctrine and church ordeJ° 1.0

A thir(l fuet.or ill the ]1l'OeCH~ of llnio)) wns the cOlnp'l'ehen~ivennd

delibernt.e \v,ny in which it. wnR effect.ed. Wu]] eognizllnee 'VIIS

tnkcn of nU t.he knotty questions oJ power diHt.ribu{.ion nne"! st.n If

re]nLionships nnd of the need to keep the rnnk nnd (ile or the

t.\VO ehurches infol'.1nec1 nncl involved .in the union pr()ecdl1r(~~.

Above ull, pninst.nking ,crrOl't went into the crclltion or n J)'i.l:c:'i.pl:i"I/'(~

of over 500 pnges ,in order 1.hnt the ])ropo:.::cd plH'pose lind sl,rllel.tIl'(~

of the new body lnight be nv,nilnble to nll who would vot.e upon

it. llli Such diligence drew consideruble praise 1'r01n other ehul'eh

111cn in A nleri en. {Ill

IIowever, there wnH n eonsciOllsnCRR of :incOlnpletcneSH nhout

the union. '-rhe new D'i.!w-ivli.ne ordered the crcation of n pCl'rnnncnt

Connnission on Chureh Federation nnd Union :in o)'dcl' to deepen

the dcnonlinntion's sense of fellowship with othcr e()nHnl1nion~

nnc1 to forward its ell'or1:s on behnH of gl'en tel' un ity in the ell1Irc:h. II '1

Subsequent JDvnngelienl Unitcd Brethren inrOl'Il1Hl cliseuHsion:.:: with

l'epresen1intives oJ :.::cvel'nl denoll1inntions, nnd the JorJYlnl negotin

tions with The Met.hodist Church, whieh ineidentnlly hnve brollght

thcrn into the current eight-clenonlinntion Consu ltnUon on Chureh

Union, inclicnte the new church's seriolls intention to explore thL~

possibilities of furt.her church union.
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an ultimate concern for "the consciousness of spiritual fellowship"
which shaped their ecumenism.98 John T. McNeill says that no
movement in Germany was more ecumenical in spirit or more
concerned with the church throughout the world than Pietism.99

Despite the latter's deficiency with regard to objective forms, it does
render a salutary ecumenical witness.

The Pietism so evident at Long's Barn contained three primary
elements which motivated the Church of the United Brethren in
Christ toward its unitive expressions. The first of these was a
keen sense of fraternity that actually became the "genius" of the
denomination. The Church of the United Brethren in Christ came
into being as a "union of individual hearts from various denomina
tions." 100 However, the members felt that the fraternal spirit was
not only for those in the denomination but also for "all those who
have the marks of his blood upon them." 101 Fraternity with
Christians across denominational lines was to be expected.

The second element was the ecumenical stance assumed according
to the denomination's institutional status. As long as Pietism
remained within the existing church structures which it sought
to reform, its identity and mission remained relatively clear. But
the pLetistic groups formed churches of their own; their very
elasticity made them susceptible to the strongest environmental
pressures. Consequently, they have often been uncertain of their
independent role. This was true of the United Brethren. The
hesitancy with which their institutional life came into existence
and the tentativeness with which it was held caused them to suffer
from a low-denominational self-consciousness. Because this feeling
mitigated against denominational strength in size land spirit it left
them "ecumenical" by necessity and by nature.

A fmal impetus toward church union came to the United
Brethren from their obedience to the mandates of the Christian
world mission. Pietism emphasized the involvement of each Chris
tIan in evangelism and mission. Consequently, the United Brethren
found themselves cooperating with other Christians in limited
fashion for social ,amelioration, to a greater extent in cooperative
revivalism, and, pre-eminently, in extending the Gospel overseas.
It was from the latter venture that the note of urgency for union
was most clearly trumpeted and from whence some unmistakably
clear unitive examples were drawn. Above all, it was in the
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missionary movement that the United Brethren became peculiarly
conscious of the nature and oneness of the church.

A review of these motivations, finally, brings the functioning of
the United Brethren major and minor themes into sharpest focus.
The major theme which sought union with communions emphasiz
ing a corresponding Christian discipleship and church government,
developed out of the pietistic fraternal spirit of the denomination.
The minor theme's more ,extensive circle of unitive relationships
with denominations of disparate heritage was the outgrowth of the
pietistic concern for status and mission, as well as of non-theological.
factors. Occasionally these two themes complemented each other,
but more often they competed. Even in the new denomination
they continue to struggle for control as the Evangelical United
Brethren Church reflects the major theme in its current union
negotiations. with The Methodist Church and the minor one in its
participation in the Consultation on Church Union involving eight
denominations of different heritage and structure. The tension
existing between these two viable ecumenical options is not new.
Indeed, it has been antedated repeatedly in the United Brethren
past.
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