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Phillip William Otterbein . first met Martin Boehm at the grosse 
Versa11unlung (great meeting) held at Isaac Long's barn, six miles northeast 
of Lancaster, Pennsylvania on PentecostSunday, probably in thy year 1767. 

·- .'I 

Otterbein, a pastor in the German Reformed Church, was about forty-one 
years old at the time. He had been serving congregations in the American 
colonies for some fifteen years. Both from the Reformed parsonage in 
Germany, which sent him and his five brothers into the ordained ministry, 
and his studies at the Herborn Academy in his native N as·sau, Otterbein had 
drunk deeply of the moderate Calvinism expressed by his church's 
Heidelberg Catechism. He was also much influenced by the vital Pietism 
taught by the Herborn faculty under whom he had studied. Beyond that, dur
ing his first pastorate in America, he had experienced a definite personal 
assurance of God's salvation in Christ. 

Martin Boehm was only a year older than Otterbein. Born in Pennsyl
vania of Swiss-German Mennonite parents, Boehm :married in 1753 and 
began farming. Five years later he was chosen by lot to become the minis
ter of his local Mennonite congregation. His feeling of unworthiness for this 
task was confirmed by his halting and inept preaching. It was only an expe
rience of conversion and divine assurance that changed Boehm's ministry 
into a vital one. Now he looked forward to Sunday (which he had once 
dreaded). He was so well received that he began to answer calls to· do itin
erant preaching before other Mennonite congregations. He was also invited 
to preach in private homes and at other gatherings. 

Otterbein had come from his York, Pennsylvania parsonage to attend 
the "great meeting'' at Long's Barn. That entailed his crossing: ~tl\e Susque
hanna River (presumably by ferry) and riding about thirty miles one way. 
When he heard Martin Boehm, a short, stocky, lay preacher, declare a doc
trine of salvation and assurance that so matched his pietistic theology and 
personal experience, the large, clerically-dressed Otterbein waited for the 
sermon to end. Then, before the preacher could take his seat, he came for
ward and hugged Boeh1n, declaring in a loud voice that people all over the 
crowded haymow could hear, "Wir sind Briider" (we are brethren). It is 
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reported that some in the congregation praised God aloud and the greater 
part "were bathed in tears." 1 

In the Long's Barn meeting and its aftermath one finds both the unsec
tarian preachers and the uncertain beginning that helped form the ethos of 
the United Brethren in Christ in their early decades. The term "unsectarian" 
(we might prefer the word "ecumenical") describes both the laity and the 
preachers who participated in the Long's Barn event. The congregation con
tained Lutherans, German Reformed, Mennonites, and perhaps other 
Protestants. 2 As in the camp meetings that were to appear about thirty years 
later, pious, rural German-speaking folk in Pennsylvania, Maryland, and 
northern Virginia were in the habit of gathering across denominational lines 
in order to enjoy spiritual refreshment and neighborly sociability. 

Otterbein's declaration of oneness with Boehm, however, carried 
even heavier significance. He and Boehm represented two quite different 
European Protestant traditions. Boehm's Mennonite background might well 
have left him wary of any German Reformed clergymen. The German and 
Dutch Reformed in Europe had joined the Roman Catholics and Lutherans 
in persecuting the Anabaptists because of the latter's refusal to accept the 
state church idea, their insistence upon believers' baptism, and their per
ceived legalism. Martin Boehm may well have heard from his immigrant 
father the stories of Mennonites and Swiss Brethren being persecuted and 
denied their civil rights by civil authorities who represented the state-church 
traditions of Ulrich Zwingli and John Calvin. Willem Balke's study of 
Calvin's attitude toward the Anabaptists conceded that the Genevan 
Reformer shared with the Anabaptists an emphasis on sanctification in the 
Christian life, discipline, and a freedom of the church from government. 
However, he disliked them very much for making a sect of the church and 
either denying the office of government or seizing it with revolutionary tac
tics. The latter was an obvious reference to the Munster tragedy that even the 
peaceful Mennonites denounced. 3 

In Otterbein' s ecclesiastical orientation there could well have been a 
disdain for the Mennonites as being radicals who refused to participate in 
government or to do military service, but who at the same time enjoyed the 
benefits of a society that someone else had ordered or a peace for which 
others had bled and died. Herborn Academy had university status.4 

Otterbein's studies there could have tempted him to disregard the Anabaptist 

1John Lawrence, The History of the Church of the United Brethren in Christ (Dayton, OH: 
United Brethren Publishing House, 1890), I. 174. 
2A. W. Drury, History of the Church of the United Brethren in Christ (Dayton, OH: The 
Otterbein Press, 1924), 101. 
'Calvin and the Anabaptist Radicals, William J. Heynen, trans. (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1981 ), 329-330. 
''J. Bruce Behney and Paul H. Eller, The History of the Evangelical United Brethren Church, 
Kenneth W. Krueger, ed. (Nashville: Abingdon, 1979), 32. 
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penchant for only an elementary education. But you have here at the United 
Methodist archives Otterbein 's History of the Martyrs (Martyrs' Minor). If 
he read it carefully, it n1ay have given hin1 a soft spot on his heart for the 
persecuted Anabaptists. 

Denominational traditions and loyalties, however, were obviously not 
of first importance in this rural and rustic setting. What was of primary con
cern was a pietistic understanding of the Gospel addressed to people as indi
viduals. Pietism had en1erged in Europe's 17111-century Lutheran and 
Calvinist state churches. It championed the doctrine of Wiedergeburt (New 
Birth), a sanctification lifestyle befitting those who ~"vere made new persons 
in Jesus Christ, the formation of renewal cell groups within the church, and 
a greater involvement of laity in church life. Pietism seldom questioned the 
doctrine of the Protestant state churches nor did it propose sweeping liturgi
cal changes. What it did oppose was "cheap grace" and empty formalism. It 
sought to reform the church (in this case to reform the Reformation) but it 
went about doing this by seeking spiritual renewal "one person at a time." 
Its primary message of personal appropriation of God's grace in Jes us Christ 
left it free to minimize denominational differences and histories. 5 Boehm's 
sermon had described the new person created by the New Birth in Christ. 
The responsive chord it struck in Otterbein's soul caused his overt statement 
of unity. 

The uncertain beginning of the United Brethren movement, if not 
apparent at the Long's Barn ineeting, certainly followed it. One could have 
expected that the euphoria demonstrated by the heartfelt embrace of 
Otterbein and Boehm in front of a large congregation would soon result, if 
not in formal organization, at least in some close collaboration in ministry. 
It was not to be. In 1770-1771 Otterbein visited his native land. Upon his 
return he accepted a call from the independent German. Reformed congre
gation in Baltimore where he would remain until his death. Both actions 
rernoved him from physical proximity with Boehm. Moreover, Otterbein 
served as a leader of the "United Ministers," a small group of pietistically
oriented German Reformed pastors, who between 1770 and 1776 gave 
then1selves to evangelism among Maryland's German-speaking populace. 
This activity ceased, not so much fro1n the opposition of the Reformed 
coetus (or synod) as much as fro1n the disinterest and dangers" brought on 
by the An1erican Revolution. 6 Nonetheless, this involvement'· diverted 
Otterbein's attention fron1 Boeh1n. 

)Cf. Dale Brown. Understanding Pietism (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 

Company, J 978): K. James Stein. Phillipp Jakob Spener: Pietisr Patriarch (Chicago. IL: The 
Covenant Press. l 986); F. Ernest Stoeffler, The Rise of Evangelical Pietism (Leiden: E. J. Brill. 
1971 ). 

"J. I. Good, History (~f the Reformed Church in the United States. 1725-1792 (Reading, PA: 
Daniel Mi Iler. Publisher, 1899). 595-596. 
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The latter, meanwhile continued his itinerant preaching, despite his 
expulsion from the Mennonite fellowship due to his insistent revivalism. 
This happened sometime between 1775 and 1780.7 

Still, all was not quiet. Christian Newcomer (1749-1830), a Mennonite 
farmer, experienced conversion about 177 5 and began to preach several 
years later. In his brief autobiography he talked of having been acquainted 
with William Otterbein and George Adam Geeting, preachers of the German 
Reformed Church, whom he had heard near his Maryland farm home
ample proof that while Otterbein served as pastor of the Baltimore congre
gation, he continued his itinerant preaching ministry into rural Maryland. 
The classes of converts now being formed were called "Otterbein's People" 
or the "Dutch Methodists." 8 Boehm's expulsion and Newcomer's voluntary 
withdrawal from the Mennonites freed these men to associate with Otterbein 
and his Reformed colleagues. It is possible that these preachers would gather 
at "great 1neetings" from time to time in order to encourage one another in 
the ministry that they fully believed was the Lord's work. 9 

Then, a major step toward formal organization of this evangelistic 
movement occurred in 1789 when Otterbein and Boehm gathered their fol
lowers together at the farmer's Baltimore parsonage. Besides the two leaders, 
five other preachers were present, including Christian Newcomer. Two years 
later a si1nilar meeting was held at John Spangler's farm house, eight miles 
west of York, Pennsylvania. No minutes of these two meetings are extant. 
These gatherings provided opportunity for assessment of the preaching 
labors already undertaken and for mutual support in their continuing min
istries. Doubtless, Otterbein and Boehm were the leaders of the growing 
movement. 

Despite a lack of minutes for these 1789 and 1791 conferences, two 
19111-century United Brethren historians, Henry Spayth and John Lawrence, 
using prior sources, count a total of twenty preachers related to these meet
ings, either by their presence or their absence. Of this number it is known 
that ten came from the Reformed church; six were Mennonite in back
ground; one was Amish; one was Moravian; and the religious background of 
four is unknown. Of the ten from the Reforn1ed church, only three 
(Otterbein, Geeting, and Benedict Schwope) were formally ordained. 10 

Interestingly, the unsectarian dimension of the movement was illus
trated, at least, by the four Protestant denominational backgrounds repre
sented in the membership of this small preaching contingent. The uncertain 

7Behney and Eller, 43. 
~Drury, 154-155. 
0Abram W. Sangrey, ed., Christian Newcomer: His Life and Journal (Lancaster, PA: The Philip 
William Otterbein District, Eastern Pennsylvania Conference, The United Methodist Church, 
1996), 13-14. 
10Behney and Eller, 56. 
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factor was also noticeable. Because of the ''conscientious objections" raised 
by some of the participants, no record was kept of the numbers or societies 
that had emerged as a result of their ministries. 11 

There is nothing to document any gathering of the preachers associ
ated with Otterbein and Boehm in the years between 1791 and 1800, when 
their first regularly scheduled annual conference appears. It is highly likely 
that so1ne of these persons consulted with one another intermittently in those 
intervening years. Christian Newcomer recounted that between June 1-5, 
1797 there were meetings held at his home involving Abraham Dracksel and 
one of the Krum brothers, as well as himself. On June-.:3, a-sacramental ~eet
ing took place on the Antietam Creek. On Sunday, June 4, Otterbein 
preached powerfully before he and Geeting administered the Lord's 
Supper. 12 Other such references are made to the Otterbein q.nd Boehm 
preachers gathering together to do ministry. It is unthinkable that at such 
times they would not consult with and encourage one another in their 
efforts. 

Thus, it was that the first annual conference of what for a time was 
called ''The United Brotherhood in Christ" met on September 25 and 26, 
1800 at the.Peter Kemp farm house, two miles west ofFrederick, Maryland. 
Now minutes were kept,. presumably by George Adam Geeting. Noteworthy 
are the names of those present: William Otterbein, Martin Boehm, John 
.Hershey, Abraham Troxel, the twin brothers Christian and Henry Krum, 
George Pfrimmer, Henry Boehm, Christian Newcomer, Dietrich Aurand, 
Jacob Geisinger, George Adam Getting, and Adam Lehman. There is evi
dence that Jacob Baulus was also present. 

The minutes reveal that each preacher spoke of his own Christian expe
rience and then declared his intention by God's grace of laboring for God's 
glory and the benefit of all people. Interestingly, Christian Newcomer 
remembered that 

then were all the brethren present separately examined respecting their progress in 
the divine life, their success and industry in the ministry. 13 

This testimonial sharing by all those present seems to have been. a practice 
that was continued at each annual conference session. It seems to have had 
disciplinary intent as well as an opportunity for each preacher to report bat-
tles won or lost in the Lord's service. . >. 

Significant also is the non-sectarian theme that leaps fro1n the pages 
of the first United Brethren in Christ annual conference minutes. The 
preachers declared their zeal to preach the Gospel "untrammeled by sect'' 
The secretary likewise recorded that 

''Lawrence, 266. 
12Sangrey, 28-29, 53-54, 59-60. 
JJSangrey, 74. 
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yearly, a day shall be appointed when the unsectarian (unpartheiische) preachers 
shall assemble and counsel how they may conduct their office more and more 
according to the will of God, and according to the mind of God, that the church of 
God may be built up, and sinners converted, so that God in Christ might be 
honored. 14 

The contrast between the precise term "unsectarian" and church is 
striking. These preachers saw themselves not as forming or even represent
ing the church in any institutional way. They were an unsectarian movement 
whose sharing of the Gospel would edify the church by calling its present 
members to a vital relationship with Christ and bringing into membership 
those whose conversion would usher them into the new life in Christ. 

The minutes of this 1800 conference contain other interesting factors. 
One is the implication that this ministerial fellowship would now meet annu
ally. Second, is the obvious predominance of Otterbein over the gathering. 
With his classical theological education, profound faith, and great oratorical 
prowess, he did most of the conference preaching. The gentle and humble 
Boehm seemed to defer to him. Third, although the minutes fail to mention 
this, older United Brethren historians like John Lawrence and A. W. Drury 
contend, on the basis of other documentary evidence, that William Otterbein 
and Martin Boehm were elected superintendents or bishops by the annual 
conference of 1800. Drury excused the conference secretary for not record
ing this in1portant fact, since 

to the secretary, George Adam Geeting, it probably seemed an unnecessary work 
formally to elect to the office of bishop persons that were already, by the calling 
of Providence, virtual bishops. But the evidence from other sources that the con
ference did not neglect this matter of form is abundantly sufficient. 15 

A last significant feature of this first annual conference is a disciplinary 
one. The minutes report a decision that two preachers "should investigate 
whether D. Aurand should baptize and administer the Lord's Supper." 
Amazingly, Aurand was present at the session when this action was taken! 
He was eventually dropped from membership in the United Brethren con
ference due to his inability to clarify his ministerial relationship with the 
German Reformed Church. 16 

14A. W. Drury, trans. and ed. , Minutes of the Annual and General Conferences of the Church of 
the United Brethren in Christ, 1800-1818 (Dayton, OH: United Brethren Publishing House, 
1897), 9-10. 
15Drury, History of the Church of the United Brethren in Christ, 185. Drury cites the minutes of 
the first General Conference of 1815 (some of whose members had been present at the first 
annual conference of 1800), which declare that in 1800 the members created the society named 
The United Brethren in Christ, "and elected William Otterbein and Martin Boehm as superin
tendents and bishops." He also cited Henry Boehm who was present in 1800 as saying, "They 
elected bishops for the first time. William Otterbein and Martin Boehm, my father, were unan
imously chosen." 
11'Drury, History ... , 179-180. 
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Christian N ewco1ner provided additional colorful detail about the clos
ing of this first annual conference. Apparently on September 27, a sacra
n1ental meeting commenced and on Sunday the 28th Father Otterbein 
"preached with great clearness from Revelation 3:7-12. This text speaks of 
God's having set an open door before the New Testament church, which no 
one is able to shut. The text also praises the Christian community which, in 
spite of having little power, has kept God's Word and has not denied his 
name .. " 11 One can well imagine how the gifted Otterbein could apply these 
verses to this nascent movement. 

A study of the United Brethren annual conferences for the next fiye _ 
years reveals little continuation of the unsectarian theme, so prominent in 
1800. The 1801 conference was again held at Peter Kemp's Maryland farm. 
Some twenty preachers were present. Otterbein spoke of the 11~ed to be 
grateful to God if one "becomes free of sin or a party spirit." If the:·two were 
not equated, they seemed equally serious! A perusal · of the minutes through 
1806 indicates that the United Brethren in that time period never again 
referred to themselves as being unsectarian. Perhaps this was no longer nec
essary. The preachers did resolve to counsel with converts after the sermon 
to see if they were fully determined to give themselves to God. They also 
committed themselves to brevity and to eliminating unnecessary words in 
preaching and in prayer. 18 One wonders if the lay people had been com
plaining! 

The annual conference of 1802, meeting also in Frederick County, 
Maryland, saw the uncertainty issue re~urface. The resistance to solid orga
nization appears in the nine to three vote against recording the names of 
those who were being gathered into societies and class meetings. 19 The 
majority that day seemed to pref er a preaching ministry unimpeded by insti
tutional strictures. Perhaps the vote that day reflected the preaching 
Otterbein was doing at the conference. The memorable old pastor had urged 
the preachers to seek nothing other than Biblical doctrine, that nothing less 
than a new creature will be acceptable in God's sight, that the preachers 
should be ardently involved in doing the Lord's work, and that they ought to 
love each other and be willing to suffer and endure all things for Jesus' 
sake.2° .Did he imply that institutional concerns were of lesser importance? 
We do not know, but something helped to produce or continue a~~ .anti-orga-
nizational sentiment. · · \ 

Still the vote cited above was not the whole story of the 1802 annual 
conference. A proposal was made about collecting a sum of money for poor 
preachers. There is a touch of humor in the secretary's brief editorial com-

17Sangrey, 74. _ 
ixDrury, Minutes of the Uni-ted Brethren Annual and General Conferences, 11. 
19D· M' , 15 rnry, u1ute.s . . . , · -. 
~0sangrey, 98. 
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ment: "Nothing, however, was done." Inadequate clergy salaries would con
tinue. 

What does connote a definite interest in the movement's institutional 
future was the concern over their aging leaders. The last major entry in the 
minutes reads as follows: 

Further, it is laid down as a rule (vest gesetzt) that when one of our superintendents 
(or elders, eltesten) dies, namely Otterbein or Martin Boehm, who are now 
appointed to the place ( gesetzt sind), then shall another always be chosen in his 
stead. This is the wish of both, and all of the preachers present unanimously con
sent and are agreed that it be thus·2 1 

There may have been hesitancy to keep membership rolls expressed at this 
conference, but there seemed to be little doubt that this pietistic, revivalis
tic, itinerant ministry would continue and that new leaders would emerge 
when death should remove the patriarchs Otterbein and Boehm from the 
scenes. Incidentally, when this resolution was passed Boehm was 77 years 
old and Otterbein 76. 

The annual conference of 1803 met in Cumberland County, Pennsyl
vania. Fourteen preachers, including Otterbein and Boeh1n, were present. 
The tension over organization continued, despite a number of decisions to 
assign preachers to their respective fields. A revealing minute contained this 
important decision: 

At iength it was resolved that concerning the recording of the peoples' names 
everyone has the freedom to do according tq his understanding, and that they love 
one another as brethren. Further, it was resolved that the preacher after the sermon 
should converse with awakened souls as in the circumstances it might seem 

n proper.--

Now latitude seemed to prevail. Individual preference was allowed 
each preacher in the keeping of membership rolls, as well as bringing awak
ened persons to a definite commitment to Christ. and possibly to the United 
Brethren fellowship. This action explains a long-standing United Brethren 
hesitancy to consider themselves a church and to numbering their church 
members. Not until 1857 did the church of the United Brethren in Christ 
accurately count its membership. 23 

Only five preachers came to the 1804 annual conference held at David 
Synder's farm in Cumberland County, Pennsylvania. TeITible sickness per
meated the area, causing the low attendance. After resolving to n1eet in May 
1805, the conference quickly adjourned. 

The 1805 session was held at the Jacob Baulus home near Middletown, 
Maryland. Held on May 29 and 30, it was well attended. Twenty-one 
preachers, including Otterbein and Boehm, were present. Christian 

11 Drury, Minutes . .. , 16. 
22Drury, Minutes . .. , 14. 
23Behney and Eller, 99. 
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Newcon1er recorded that "Father Otterbein and Martin Boehm were elected 
Presidents." The minutes, again, inade no mention of that fact. What 
Newcomer's notation probably represents is the re-election of Otterbein and 
Boehm as bishops. It is likely that the United Brethren were already intend
ing to elect their elder statesmen on a quadrennial basis and that the hastily 
adjourned conference of 1804, which Otterbein had not attended, made such 
action impossible. 24 The word "Alteste" (oldest) in German translates into 
"elder" or "presbyter" in English. The United Brethren, however, seemed to 
use the word to connote "superintendent.'' Newcomer's original journal, 
written in German, is not longer extant. John Hildt, who translated it in~o 
English, used the word "president'' to refer to what the episcopal office 
among the United Brethren was beco1ning. Clearly, other early accounts 
refer to Otterbein and Boehm as the first United Brethren bishopS/5 What
ever nomenclature Newcomer used for Otterbein's and Boehm's leadership, 
he stood in awe of their powerful preaching. 26 This also· proved to be the last 
annual conference of the United Brethren that Otterbein would attend. 

The 1806 annual conference, the last to which we look in this brief sur
vey, was held at the Lorenz Eberhart home in Frederick County, Maryland. 
Neither Otterbein nor Boehm were present. Christian Newcomer probably 
presided, as his nan1e, along with secretary Geeting's, is appended to the 
minutes. As usual, each preacher spoke of his relationship with God and 
how it went with him in his ministerial office. A unique element at this ses-
sion was the scheduling of five '·'great meetings'' for the year 1807 .27 

What conclusions ought we to draw about these unsectarian preachers 
and uncertain beginnings that marked the emerging United Brethren in 
Christ? Parenthetically, we need to remind ourselves that the preachers who 
formed this early movement openly confessed to being un-sectarian, but 
were in no wise uncertain about the Gospel they were preaching. They were 
loyal to Christ, whose redemption they had gratefully received and whose 
cause they sacrificially served. The only uncertain aspect about the1n was 
the direction their movement should take. 

So what should we infer from a brief glance at this colorful history of 
large numbers of German-speaking gathering in haymows or out in the 
woods to hear itinerant preachers or in small groups coming to gather in 
homes for class meetings and prayer sessions? Of preachers tra,yeling on 
horseback through all kinds of weather and daring to ford swollen streams 
in order to keep preaching appointments? Of wives and children who bore 
the extra burdens of farm work, loneliness, and anxiety when their husbands 
and fathers were gone on long equestrian trips to preach and save souls? 

2~Lawrence, I., 327. 
25Behney and Eller, 98. 
16Sangrey, 134. 
21Drury, Minutes . .. , 19. 
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Pre-eminently we have to conclude that the United Brethren in Christ 
began as a preaching fell ow ship that unintentionally led to the creation of 
another Protestant denomination. J. Steven O'Malley rightfully contends 
that the transition from an evangelical fellowship united to meet the spiri
tual needs of an ungodly era into a den~mination was "quite unintentional 
and gradual." It was something that "caught these German-Americans 
unaware." 28 A survey of the minutes of the annual conferences between 1800 
and 1806 reveals growing institutional concerns: assignment of preachers to 
specific fields; authorization of new preachers and discipline of others; 
membership roll issues; preachers' salaries; choice of leaders, etc. 

We need to acknowledge that we could have stretched our survey up to 
1815. By that time the United Brethren had the beginnings of an ordained 
clergy. Just weeks before his death on November 17, 1813, Otterbein had 
reluctantly ordained three of his followers, including Christian Newcomer. 
They already had produced a simple five-article confession of faith. 29 Their 
first General Conference, held in 1815, would formalize much of this. The 
denominational structure was pretty much in place. 

A second and, to me, surprising factor about this pietistic and evange
listic movement was that it was more sacramental than I had expected. 
Because they were fusing churchly (Reformed) and sectarian (primarily 
Mennonite) traditions together, the United Brethren in Christ officially · 
stated little about the sacraments in their confession of faith. Not as an arti
cle of faith in their first confessional statement, but in an additional unnum
bered paragraph the sacraments were so , described: 

We recommend that the outward signs and ordinances, namely, baptism and 
the remembrance of the Lord in the distribution of the bread and wine, be 
observed; also the washing of feet, where the same is desired.30 

It must be acknowledged that when the Church of the United Brethren 
in Christ in 1889 revised its "Confession of Faith," it enjoined the use of the 
sacraments of baptism and the Lord's Supper, but left this "to the judgment 
and understanding of each individual." Specifically mentioned as examples 

28Pilgrimage of Faith: The Legacy of the Otterbeins (Metuchen, NJ: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 
1973), 184. 
29There is disagreement as to when the five-article Confession of Faith connected with the first 
Discipline of the United Brethren in Christ came into existence. The minutes of the annual con
ference of 1813 contain the statement: "Resolved that the Confession of Faith and the 
Evangelical Discipline of the United Brethren in Christ shall be printed.'' Drury, Minutes of the 
Annual and General Conferences of the Church, The United Brethren in Christ, 31. J. Steven 
O' Malley points to the fact that Henry Spayth and several other early United Brethren histori
ans believed that Otterbein wrote this confession for his Baltimore congregation when he went 
there in 1785 and that it was adopted by the early United Brethren preachers in their 1789 meet
ing in Otterbein's Baltimore parsonage. Cf. "A , Distinctive German-American Credo: The 
United Brethren Confession of Faith" Asbury Theological Journal, Vol. 42, No. 1 (Spring 
1987), 51-52. 
10Quoted in Drury, History of the Church of the United Brethren in Christ, 283. 
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of private judg1nent were infant baptism and footwashing. No theological 
state1nent about baptis1n and the Lord's Supper was provided in either 
United Brethren "Confession of Faith." This was quite unlike the Methodist 
Episcopal and Evangelical Association creedal statements. 31 

It was a pleasant surprise, then, in Newcomer's Journal to read the 
n1any references to baptism and to Lord's Supper services held by the early 
United Brethren. Granted that Newcomer's Journal covers his ministerial 
career between 1795 and up to a week before his death in 1830, the 130 ref
erences to sacramental meetings, the 39 Lord's Supper and 20 Lord's table 
references are probably not that frequent. Still, Newcomer recounted ho~ 
often there were sacramental meetings right after annual conf ere nee ses
sions. Love feasts or testimonial meetings were often held in conjunction 
with these sacramental services. Even more striking is the fact tha,~ at least 
85 times Newcomer recalled how .moved the people were in the adibinistra
tion of the Lord's Supper. The power of God seemed to have worked might
ily on these sacramental occasions. Newcomer described them as "a melting 
time.'' 32 At least fourteen entries described the people coming to the Lord's 
Table with "streaming eyes." 33 Heartfelt emotion in worship was experi
enced by the early United Brethren in Christ. It came not only in response 
to vital preaching and love feast testimony, but also in a keen sense of 
awareness of Christ's presence in the bread and wine. One is reminded here 
of Oscar Cullmann' s observation that the excitement of speaking in tongues 
in early Christian worship was not aroused by the service of the Word 
(preaching, Bible reading, and psalmody), but in the breaking of bread and 
in the awareness of Christ's presence and his future coming.34 

A third dimension of this early United Brethren development was the 
expressed fear that order might tend to curtail or even extinguish ardor, as 
far as their pietistic'"evangelical movement was concerned. Well-known is 
the deep friendship Bishop Francis Asbury of the Methodist Episcopal 
Church sustained with William Otterbein, even to the point of requesting 
Otterbein's participation in his consecration as bishop in the Methodist . 
Episcopal Church at the 1784 ''Christmas Conference" held in Baltimore. 

Despite this and the laudatory statements Asbury made about Otter
bein, the former was bothered that the United Brethren in Christ were not 
better organized. He wrote in his Journal on August 2, 1803: 

There are now upwards of twenty German preachers somehow connected with Mr. 
Otterbein and Mr. Boehm, but they want authority and the church wants disci,. 
pline.35 

.i
1The Discipline of the Evangelical United Brethren Church (Dayton, OH: The Otterbein Press 

and Harrisburg, PA: The Evangelical Press, 1951),43. 
12For example, on pages 42, 44, and 80. 
1·

1See pages 111, 191, 192, 198, 199, 206, 220, 225, 235, 242, 269, 291, 295, and 320 . 
.i~Early Christian Worship (London: SCM Press, Ltd., 1953), 29 . 
.i~Elmer T. Clark, Editor-in-Chief, The Journal and Lettets of Francis Asbury (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1958)., II, 400. 
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Another person who keenly felt the lack of order and organization 
an1ong the United Brethren in Christ was Newcomer himself. He had risen 
to become the third most important lyader after Otterbein and Boehm. 
Newco1ner was a tall and physically powerful man. A slight speech imped
iment denied him the oratorical success of Otterbein or Boehm, but his gen
uine sincerity, good pastoral sense, self-sacrificial nature, and obvious orga
nizational skills led his colleagues to elect him bishop in 1813. 36 

If there was an "ecumaniac" ainong the early United Brethren in Christ, 
it was Newcomer. He had Lutheran, Reformed, Mennonite, Baptist, 
Methodist, and Quaker friends. He attended Baptist conferences and ses
sions of the Lutheran synod. He frequented Methodist Episcopal camp 
meetings and conferences. The well-known con-espondence between the 
Methodist Episcopal Baltimore and Philadelphia annual conferences and the 
United Brethren in Christ was largely supported, and in some cases, even 
carried by N ewco1ner. 37 Newcomer would very much have liked to effect 
union with the "Albright Brethren" (as he called the Evangelical Associa
tion). He attended some of their conferences as well. He led the United 
Brethren delegation to the unproductive "social conference" held between 
the Evangelicals and the United Brethren in 1817. 38 

There seems to be little doubt that Newcomer would have preferred the 
more centralized authority and organization of the Methodists. In 1809, 
however, against the backdrop of discussion concerning closer union and 
fellowship with the Methodists, some United Brethren preachers voiced the 
opinion that all they needed organizationally was the Holy Spirit and that no 
discipline (presumably no written one) was necessary. Discouraged, 
Newcomer adrnitted that he nearly withdrew from the United Brethren, but 
decided to stay when the annual conference in 1809 voted to "give a 
friendly and brotherly answer" to the Methodist overture. 39 He also reported 
that at 1813 annual conference his preacher colleagues were greatly divided 
concerning "the discipline of our society." The May 6 session that year was 
turbulent, but greater unanimity transpired in the session the next day, caus
ing Newcomer to be elected bishop for the first time, albeit for just one 
year. 40 The greater and more efficient IVIethodist organization must have 
looked good to Newcomer. 

It may have been Otterbein, among others, who was reluctant to join 
the Methodists or even adapt a tighter disciplinary approach to the United 
Brethren mission. Perhaps too much has been made of the fact that while 
Otterbein in 1805 last attended the United Brethren annual conference, he 
did go to the German Refonned coetus one final time in 1806. The last was 

'
1'Drury, History of the Church of the United Brethren in Christ, 152. 

11Sangrey, 202. 
38Sangrey, 221, 233, 247. 
l<JSangrey, 175. 
40Sangrey, 213. 
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inade easy for him because the coetus met in Baltimore that year. Still some 
use that to affirm Otterbein's church1nanship. 

Three historians of the Evangelical United Brethren tradition offer 
interesting analysis of Otterbein at this point. Ray1nond W. Albright, who 
called Otterbein a ''Reformed Pietist," saw his evangelistic movement as a 
1neans, not of creating new denominations, but of renewing existing ones. 41 

Arthur C. Core comments that Francis Asbury went to his grave believing 
that the renewal among Gennan-speaking people in the middle Atlantic 
states failed, because Otterbein was not an aggressive leader and did not 
adopt Methodist polity.42 J. Steven O'Malley notes that; ·de~pite their friend~ 
ship, Otterbein steadily refused Asbury's plea that he go to the German 
Refonned coetus with a wholesale plan to reform that denomination-pre
sumably with something like a Methodist approach.43 It is appa~~nt that 
Otterbein did lack Asbury's organizing ability. More profoundly, however, 
Otterbein was a true Pietist-one who believed in the ecclesiolae in eccel
sia, in the effectiveness of renewing existing churches from the inside. The 
means by which this could be done was by preaching a warm-hearted doc
trine of the New Birth and the resultant new person in Christ. Such preach
ing and teaching would accomplish what God expected to be done. 

A final conclusion to draw at this juncture is that these early United 
Brethren preachers deserve our admiration and respect. Most of them were 
married men with families to support. Their preaching ministries were 
undertaken often at considerable financial and emotional cost. Some of them 
injured their health through their exposure to the elements. If we can and 
need no longer emulate their methods, we can still proclaim the Gospel of 
God's salvation in Jesus Christ that they preached. We can likewise imitate 
their self-sacrificial commitment to carrying that life~changing message to 
whoever would listen. Dr. Paul H. Eller, my own teacher of Evangelical 
United Brethren history, made this assessment of these pioneer preachers: 

What was this strange power which Otterbein, Boehm, and Albright had over peo
ple-? These men preached and people were impressed by the divine message they 
detected in the message of the preachers. They spoke the language which the reli
giously indifferent of the land could understand. They made Christ intelligible W 

people. Through their ministry Jesus Christ remained no longer a lovely figure of 
antiquity, but a living reality. Through their words and through their lives, p~ople 
saw Jesus as the ordering and ordaining s~rength of life and so they came to esteem 
the preachers.44 

41 "Philip William Otterbein-Reformed Pietist'' in Arthur C. Core, Philip William Otterbein: 
Pastor• Ecumenist (Dayton, OH: The Board of Publication of the Evangelical United Brethren 
Church, 1968), 52-61. 
w'Philip William Otterbein (1726-1813): Evangelical Pastor, Loyal Churchman, Active 
Ecumenist" in Core, Philip William Otterbein: Pastor• Ecumenist, 37. 
4~Pilgrimage of Faith: Legacy of the Otterbeins, 182. See Asbury's Journal March 28, 1775. 
44Paul H. Eller, These Evangelical United Brethren (Published by the author, 1950), 32. 
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If there is any conclusion for us to draw after hearing this story, it is this: 
one must never underestimate the power of the Word of God on the lips of 
men and women who genuinely believe in its life-changing quality. Sinners 
though these early United Brethren preachers were (and sinners though we 
are) God can use our ministries just as God used theirs. We all need to 
inscribe on our hearts Isaiah's majestic claim for God, which I think the 
King James Version still utters with the greatest power: 

For as the rain cometh down, and the snow from heaven, and retumeth not thith
er, but watereth the earth, and maketh it bring forth and bud, that it may give seed 
to the sower, and bread to the eater: So shall my word be that goeth forth out of 
my mouth; it shall not return unto me void, but it shall accomplish that which I 
please, and it shall prosper in the thing whereto I sent it. (55: 10-11) 

There is a post-script to be added. We are not the first generation to cel
ebrate the centenary of the first annual conference of the United Brethren in 
Christ. One hundred years ago the former Church of the United Brethren in 
Christ did just what we are doing. At that time it had 4,229 congregations, 
1897 itinerant and 516 local preachers, and a inembership of 243,841.45 The 
directive to celebrate the one hundredth anniversary came from the General 
Conference of 1897, which planned for a celebration stretching between 
September 25, 1900 and May 9, 1901, the last day of the twenty-third 
General Conference. Special days were to be set aside throughout the year 
for that purpose; a brief bibliography was suggested; topics for morning and 
evening services were recommended, as well as appropriate hymns to be 
sung. Local church history research was promoted, as well as Sunday school 
involvement to teach about the origin and growth of the denomination. 46 The 
General Conference of 1901 appropriate! y met in Frederick, Mary land, then 
a city of about ten thousand people. A new church building, Centennial 
Memorial Church, was erected to house the local congregation and also to 
entertain the General Conference. 47 

In the midst of the plans for the first centenary of the formal organiza
tion of the Church of the United Brethren in Christ, the editor of The 
Religious Telescope, the denominational newspaper, took stock of the situa
tion in an appropriate way. He wrote: 

We shall do well to remind ourselves again and again, as we stand on the thresh
old of the incoming century, that God raised us up to save souls and to spread 
scriptural holiness in this country. This is our true mission. If we are unfaithful in 
this respect, it is doubtful whether we have a legitimate place in the historic church 
of Christ. But the test of a century's experience and struggle proves that we still 
adhere to those elements which were dear to our fathers, and which are vital to the 

45W. R. Funk, ed., The Year-Book of the United Brethren in Christ (Dayton, OH: United 
Brethren Publishing House, 190 l ), 86-87. The statistics given were for the year 1900. 
46"Centenary Opening Day," The Religious Telescope, August 15, 1900, 1029. 
~ 7"Meeting of the Centennial Committee," The Religious Telescope, May 16, 1900, 612. 
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continued growth and enlarging life of our denomination in the years that are 
before us. 48 

225 

These century-old words could be appropriately applied to the life and work 
of our United Methodist Church as we face a new future. 

•
1X"One Hundred Years," The Religious Telescope, September 26, 1900, 1220. 


