
DISCOVERY

by Kenneth E. Rowe

Bishop Simpson's Centennial Prayer, 1876

National anniversaries are natural occasions for reflection
on the interrelationships between piety and patriotism. During
the celebration of our nation's centennial in 1876 no church was
more anxious to acknowledge and glad to celebrate the close
partnership in mission with the American RepUblic than the
Methodists. 1 They were one of the first churches to officially
respond to the call of Congress in 1871 for a great national
celebration. The 1872 General Conference of the Methodist
Episcopal Church established a church-wide committee to plan
an appropriate respon'se to the event at all levels of the church's
life. 2 Four years later the Bishops in theirc.entennialaddress to
the Methodist people boasted that their church was from the
beginning "almost coeval with the state."

Gladly admitting the great usefulness of other Churches, and attempting
no exact estimate of the service of Methodism, [the Bishops continued]
we yet believe that God has given to it this honoT, that by its direct and
indirect influence upon the national sentiment and character, it has been
a powerful auxiliary of the Republic, and perhaps 'the indispensable
condition of its success.3 ,

This was apparently not simply a burst of triumphalismon
the part of American Methodists, for when the prestigious

1. For a brief account of the Methodists and the Centennial see HomerL.
Calkin's liThe Methodists and the Centennial of 1876" in Methodist History,
vol. 14, no. 2 (January, 1976), pp. 93-110. See also: DonaldG. Jones; "Northern
Methodismfrom the Civil War to the Centennial Year: A Summit of Activism,"
forthcoming Jesse Lee Prize Essay to be published by the Commission on
Archives and History of the United Methodist Ghurch.

2. Methodist Episcopal Church. General Conference Journal 1872, pp.~388
390.

3. Methodist Episcopal Church. General Conference. Journal 1876, p. 408.
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national Centennial Commission selected a clergyman to bless
th'e Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia they chose
Methodism's leading Bishop- Matthew Simpson of Philadelphia~

Wednesday, May 10, 1876, was opening day for the Cen
tennial Exposition in Philadelphia. Fairmount Park was hand-

: somely fitted out for the occasion with an array of impressive
buildings, gardens, and exhibits. A throng estimat.ed as high as
100,000 began pouring through the turnstiles at 9 A.M. The
order of exercises began promptly at 10: 15 A.M. with a musical
overture by a 150-piece orchestra. Fifteen minutes later
President Grant and his party arrived at the platform erect~din
front of Memorial Hall, having been escorted'frolll·centercity by
a regiment of 4,000 troops decked out in uniforms of a colonial
militia. After the President acknowledged the greeting of the
assembly, the orchestra burst forth with the Centennial
Inauguration March compos,ed for the occasion by Richard
Wagner. The music had scarcely ceased when GeneralJosephR.
Hawley, President of the United States Centennial Commission,
introduced the sole religious leader in the official party , Bishop
Simpson. 5

Although unaccustom.ed to writing out his prayers in ad...
vance, on this occasion Bishop Simpson had alrea:dyhandecl out
to the press the text of his prayer. Eyewitness andearMTitness

1:1 accounts suggest that the Bishop did not follow closely ·the text
\1 he had distributed. 6 Fe'w would have noticed, for apart from the
1i
(! first few rows of the vast throng, almost no one heard the prayer
; ! at all. According to the New York Times reporter:,
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The venerable Bishop arose and lifting his h(indsoffered a prayer which,
unfortunately, was not audible to '9- thousandth part of the immense
throng. All that appeared was a tall, gray headed gentleman, with his

4. The stand-ard .life of Simpson is George R. Crooks, The Lijeoj13i§.hop
Matthew Simpson. New York, Harper & Brothers" 1890. Two important
recent in terpretationsare Robert D. Clark, The Life ;of Matthew Simpson,
New York, Macmillan Co., 1956 and James E. Kirby's unpublished Dre.w
doctoral dissertat.ion, "The Ecclesiastical and Social Thought of Matthew
Simpson," Drew University, 1963. See also Kirby;s "Matthew Si.mpson and the
Mission of America," Church History, yol. -36, no.3 (September, 1967) pp. 299'
307.

5. Fora full .account of the centennial see James D. McCabe, The
Illustrated H1s'toryof the Centennial Exhibition, Philadelphia, National
Publishing Co., 1876. Opening day is described in chapter VIII, pp. 267ff.

6. Zion's IJerald, vol. 53, no. 24 (June 15, 1876) p.5, col. 3.
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eyes and hands lIfted to heaven, standing apparently silent and absorbed
at the front of the stage.7

The Bishop's "Amen" was faintly echoed throughout the vast
congregation. The long silence for most observers was at last
broken by orchestra, organ and a thousand-voice choir singing
John -Greenleaf Whittier's "Centennial Hymn." The biggest
event of the centennial year was now officially open.

Although the text of Bishop Simpson's centennial prayer
was widely circulated in the secular and religious press in 1876,
it is not readily available to scholars today. A copy of the prayer
has been "discovered" in the Matthew Simpson papers in Drew
University Library. The full text of that copy is given below. It
has been collated with the text printed on the front page of the
lVe'w York Times, May 11; 1876.

More moderate than the Council of Bishops' Centennial
address ten days earlier, Bishop Simpson's prayer, however,
does set forth the familiar themes of American Messianism. He
acknowle-dges the nation as a chosen people, reveals that God
kept America hidden until the fullness of time, identifies the
prosperity of church and state as signs of God's favor, and offers
Protestant America as a model for the nations of a true
"Christian civilization."

*****
Almighty and Everlasting God, our heavenly father,

Heaven is thy throne and the earth is thy footstool. Before thy
majesty and holiness the Angels veil their faces and the spirits
of the just made perfect bow in humble adoration. Thou art the
Creator of all things, the preserver of all that exist whether they
be thrones or dominions or principalities or powers. The minute
and the vast, atoms and worlds alike attest the ubiquity of thy
presence and the omnipotence of thy sway.

Thou alone art the sovereign ruler of nations. Thou raiseth
up one and casteth down another and thou givest the kingdom of
the world to whomsoever thou wilt. The past with all its records,
is the unfolding of thy counsels and the realization of thy grand
designs. We hail thee as our rightful ruler, the King eternal,
immortal, and invisible, the only true God, blessed forever more.

We come on this glad day, 0 thou God of our fathers, into
these courts with thanksgiving and into these gates with praise.
We bless thee for thy wonderful goodness in the past, for the

7. New York Times, vol. 25, no. 7693 (May 11, 1876), p. 1, cols. 5-6.
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land veiled from the ages, from the ancient world, but revealed
in the fullness of time to thy chosen people, whom thou didst
lead by thy own right hand through the billows of the deep to a

" land of vast extent, of towering mountains and broad plains, of
unnumbered products and untold treasures.

We thank thee for the fathers of our country, men of mind
,i and of might, who endured privations and sacrifices, who braved
') multiplied dangers rather than defile' their consciences or be

untrue to their God, men who laid on the broad foundation of
.. i

:; truth and justice the grand structure of civil freedom.
We praise thee for the closing century, for the founders of

the Republic, for the immortal Washington and his grand
associates, for the wisdom with which they planned and the
firmness and heroism which, under- thy blessing, led them to

:! triumphant success. Thou wast their shield in ,hours of danger,
their pillow of cloud by day and their pillow of fire by night. May
we, their sons, walk in their footsteps and imitate their virtues.

We thank thee for social and national prosperity and
progress, for valuable discoveries and multiplied inventions, for
labor serving machinery relieving the toiling masses, for schools
free as the morning light for the millions of the rising
generation, for books and periodicals scattered like leaves of
autumn over the land, for art and science, for freedom to
worship God according to the dictates of conscience, for a
Church unfettered by the trammels of State.

Bless, we pray thee, the President of the United States and
his constitutional advisors, the Judges of the Supreme Court,

ii . the Senators and Representatives in Congress, the Governors in
; -our several Commonwealths, the officers of our Army and Navy

~ i and all who are in official position throughout our land. Guide
': them, we pray thee with counsels of wisdom, arid may they ever
," j rule in righteousness. We ask thy blessing to rest upon the

President and members of the Centennial Commission and:.~upon

; those associated with them in the various departments,' who
have labored long and earnestly amidst anxieties and difficulties

,. for the success of this enterprise.
: i May thy special blessing, °thou God of all the nations of the

earth, rest upon our national guests, our visitors from distant
lands. We welcome them to our shores and we rejoice in their

iJ presence among us, whether they represent thrones, or culture,
I '

;: or research, or whether they come to exhibit the triumphs of
genius and art in the development of industry and in the

j
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progress of civilization. Preserve thou them, we beseech thee, in
health and safety and in due time may they be welcomed by
loved ones again to their own native lands.

Let thy blessing rest richly on this Centennial Celebration.
May the lives and health of all interested be precious in thy
sight. Preside in its assemblies. Grant that this association in
effort may bind more closely together every part of our great
Republic, so that our Union may be perpetual and indissoluble.
Let its influence draw the nations of the earth into a happier
unity. Hereafter, ,we pray thee, may all disputed questions be
settled by arbitration and not by the sword, and may wars for
ever cease among the sons of men.

May the new Century be better than the past- more
radiant with the light of true philosophy, warmer with the
emanations of a world-wide sympathy. May capital, genius and
labor, be freed from all antagonism by the establishment and
.application of such principles of justice and equity as shall
-reconcile diversified interests and bind in imperishable bonds all
parts of society.

\Ve pray thy benediction especially on the women of
America, who for the first time in the history of our race take so
conspicuous a place in a national celebration. May the light of
their intelligence, purity, and enterprise shed its beams afar,
until, in distant lands, their sisters may realize the beauty and
glory of Christian freedom and elevation. We beseech thee,
Almighty Father, that our beloved Republic may be
strengthened in every element of true greatness, until her
mission is accomplished by presenting to the world an
illustration of the happiness of a free people, with a free church,
in a free State, under laws of their own enactment and under

-rulers of their own selection, acknowledging supreme allegiance
only to the King of Kings and Lord of Lords. And as thou didst
give to one of its illustrious sons first to draw experimentally the
electric spark from heaven, which has since girdled the globe in
its celestial whispers of HGlory to God in the Highest, peace on
earth and good will to men," so to the latest time may the·
mission of America, under Divine inspiration be one of affection,
brotherhood and love for all our race. And n1ay the coming
centuries be filled with the glory of our Christian civilization.

And unto Thee, our Father, through Him whose life is the
light of men, will we ascribe glory and praise, now and forever,
Amen.
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