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C. C. Ooen, Broken Churches, Broken Nation: Denominational Schisms
and the Coming of the, American Civil War. Macon, Georgia: Mercer
University Press, 1985. 198 pages. $16.95
Ooen's title aptly summarizes his endeavor. He asks whether the
sundering of the three large, national, evangelical denominations caused
the division of the nation. As a first-rate historian (and as a student of
Jonathan Edwards), Ooen approaches causation warily. He appreciates
the logical and historical difficulties involved in establishing such a causal
relationship. Nevertheless, he doggedly pursues the connection in an excellent, probing anatomy of the American churches, their relation to
culture and their capacities (incapacities, I should say) for effective social
witness.
Several dimensions of this work prove important for students of
Methodist/Wesleyan history. In particular, the comparative framework,
like that of H. Shelton Smith in In His Image, but . .. : Racism in Southern
Religion, 1780-1910 (Durham, 1972), enables us to look more deeply into
the Methodist saga. The parallels with the experiences of Baptists and
Presbyterians expose the sophistry of southern denominational accounts
which for Methodism (as for the other two churches concerned) have
endeavored to ascribe the division to ecclesiastical rather than racial factors. So while Goen does not tell us anything radically new about the circumstances of Methodist split north and south, we see it quite differently
because of the framework within which he works.
Goen builds his case in interesting fashion. He relies for data primarily
on perceptions - the statements that deeply concerned Americans '" north
and south, made about the church divisions and their implications for the
nation as a whole - what sociologists would configure into a sociology of
knowledge. What contemporaries thought about these churches and their
divisions interests Goen most. The book bristles with citations from
newspapers, speeches, sermons, travelers' accounts. In a variety of ways
Goen draws connections between the oft-expressed fears that the religious
divisions were tearing apart the fiber of the nation and the secession and
war that followed.
Ooen enhances his argument by bringing to bear upon it recent
findings on American public religion and on religious institutions. He
shows that these same evangelical denominations, their revivals, the network of Protestant voluntary societies and the religious culture they
brought into being provided the fiber that bound the nation together in
the first place. The denominational divisions then indeed cut the fiber of
the nation.
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Ooen concludes with a chapter of agonIzIng reflections on the
churches' (north and south) inability to deal effectively with slavery. This
is a probing statement which students of American religion, social ethicists
and today's church activists simply must read.
Russell E. Richey
Drew University
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