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THE CHURCH OF THE UNITED BRETHREN IN CHRIST: 

A RELUCTANT DENOMINATION 

K. JAMES STEIN 

There may be certain advantages at a specialized conference to one's 
presenting the last paper on the last morning, but I cannot think of any. Some 
of the conference participants by that time have already left. All whose bod
ies are still present in the room have their minds already 100 miles down the 
road. The previous speakers have either touched upon or virtually utilized 
key points to be made in the address. The lecturer could in some despair feel 
it the better part of wisdom to say to the decimated audience like many a 
traveler returning fro1n abroad has confessed to U.S. customs officials, "I 
have nothing to declare." Seriously, however, I am delighted to be asked to 
speak at this significant event and gladly accept the challenge of presenting 
the final lecture. 

Yesterday at Long's Barn we United Methodists trod upon some of our 
sacred soil. Otterbein's "Wir sind Bruder" utterance as he embraced Martin 
Boehm in a haymow full of worshippers at the "Grosse Versammlung" (the 
Great Meeting) that Pentecost Sunday probably in 1767, was a pivotal state
ment. It evangelically affirmed the Gospel and it ecumenically offered rec
onciliation across denominational barriers. No wonder some in the congre-..., 

gation praised God aloud and the greater part "were bathed in tears." 1 

Still, despite this ringing unitive affirmation, nothing seems to have 
resulted immediately. We might well imagine that Otterbein and Boehm 
would have pulled out their date books and have scheduled a joint strategy 
session. While it is possible that over the next 22 years they may have met 
and encouraged each other's ministries, there is no evidence that they 
reached a formal agreement regarding union. 2 

Thus, a generation's time elapsed in the 33-year period between 1767 
and 1800, when the Church of the United Brethren in Christ would take on 
f orn1al organization through the holding of the first regular annual confer
ence exactly 200 years ago yesterday and today, not far fron1 where we are 
sitting. Maybe this sweep of time was not that unusual. Someti1nes what we 
label signal events produce little fruit and other occasions happening un-

1John Lawrence, The History of the Church qf the United Brethren in Christ (Dayton. Ohio: 
United Brethren Publishing House, 1890) I, 174. 
2J. Bruce Behney and Paul H. Eller, The History <~f the Evangelical United Brethren Church, ed. 
by Kenneth Krueger (Nashville: Abingdon, 1979) 39. 
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noticed in the hinterlands set in inotion forces that will not or cannot be con
tained. 

There were reasons why no unitive efforts were immediately under
taken by Otterbein and Boehm. The former spent a year visiting his relatives 
in Gcrn1any. Upon his return he left Pennsylvania in response to a call from 
an independent German Refonned congregation in Baltimore. If this took 
him out of physical proximity to Boehm, his involvement between 1770 and 
177 6 with the "United Ministers," a small group of pietist German 
Reformed pastors intent upon evangelizing Maryland's German-speaking 
population, diverted his attention elsewhere. Besides, the Revolutionary War 
provided a six-year interruption. 3 

It is probable, however, that Otterbein and Boehm encountered each 
other in the years following the Long's Barn event. Boehm kept at his itin
erant preaching and Otterbein continued sallying forth from his Baltimore 
parish doing evangelistic preaching and keeping close contact with the 
"Dutch Methodists" (as they were called) that he was gathering in rural 
Maryland. 

There must have been some contact, direct or indirect, or else there 
would not have been the 1789 gathering of Otterbein's and Boehm's 
preachers at the farmer's Baltimore parsonage or the 1791 meeting of 
almost the saine group at John Spangler's farm, west of York, Pennsylvania. 
Early United Brethren historians could name and give the denominational 
background of 22 different preachers by now connected with Otterbein and 
Boehm.4 Such growth in the number of preachers suggests evangelistic 
mobility and mutual support exercised by these two leaders. 

I 

However it happened, Otterbein and Boehm called together what has 
now become known as "the United Brotherhood in Christ" to meet at the 
Peter Kemp farmhouse, two miles west of Frederick, Maryland. The 13 or 
14 preachers in attendance laid the foundation for the Church of the United 
Brethren in Christ, by resolving to assemble yearly and counsel with one 
another as to how they could conduct their preaching office inore in keeping 
with God's will. 5 

1It is assumed that the disinterest and travel dangers caused by the American Revolution had 
more to do with discontinuing these efforts than did any opposition from the Reformed coetus 
or synod. J. I. Good, History of the Reformed Church in the United States, 1725-1792 (Read
ing, Pennsylvania, 1899), 595-596. 
~Behney and Eller, 56. 
'A. \V. Drury, trans. and ed., Minutes of the Annual and General Conferences of the Church of 
the Untied Brethren in Christ, I 800-1818 (Dayton, Ohio: Published for the United Brethren 
Historical Society by the United Brethren Publishing House, 1897) 9-10. 
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Evidently those preachers conferencing together exactly 200 years ago 
did not intend to create a new church. They were formulating a voluntary 
society committed primarily to rural and frontier evangelism. During the 
19th century much of American Protestantism would be affected by the vol
untary societies-associations of concerned individuals who laid theologi
cal and ecclesiastical differences aside for purely pragmatic purposes. These 
people did not represent the churches from which they came, but they did 
find a deep bond of relationship with the compatriots in their respective 
causes. In the first half of the 19th century the American Sunday School 
Union, the American Temperance Society, the American Anti-Slavery 
Society, and the American Peace Society would represent the voluntary 
society approach. The "United Brotherhood in Christ" was just such a non
denominational group bent upon an evangelistic mission. 

II 

The United Brethren reluctance to create a new church and preference 
for remaining a voluntary society is notable in several ways: because of 
objections of some of the preachers they made no reference in 1789 
and 1791 to "the numbers of members or of societies" to which they were 
ministering; 6 at their 1800 annual conference they refen-ed to themselves as 
the unpartheiische (unsectarian) preachers and declared their zeal to preach 
the Gospel "untrarr1meled by sect"; 7 at their 1801 annual conference, 
Otterbein spoke of the need to be grateful to God if one "becomes free of 
sin and a party spirit" 8 (the two may not have been identical, but they 
sounded equally serious); at the 1802 annual conference those present voted 
9-3 against recording the names of those persons who through conversion 
had been gathered into the growing United Brethren societies. 9 In 1803, 
while the recording of lay persons' names was now left to each preacher's 
discretion, it was resolved that the preachers after their sermons should con
verse with the awakened souls "as might seem proper." 10 Interestingly, it was 
not until 1857 that the Church of the United Brethren in Christ began to 
count its membership accurately. 11 Coupled with all of this was a rather 
persistent feeling among some of the preachers that the Word of God was 
all-sufficient and that any further order and discipline in the society 
was unnecessary. This senti1nent was expressed in 1809 during the unitive 
conversations with the Methodist Episcopal Church. Christian Newcon1er, 

('Lawrence, I, 266 . 
7Drury, 20. 
'Drury, 10. 
''Drury, 15. 

10Drury, I 4. 
11 Behney and Ell er, 99. 



A Reluctant Denomination 243 

who reported this, said that it nearly caused him to withdraw from the 
Society. 12 

A Society it was. The early United Brethren were reluctant to use the 
word "church." This word does appear in the minutes of the 1800 annual 
conference, which was justified as a meeting where the preachers could 
assen1ble and counsel as to how they could conduct their office according to 
the will and inind of God "that the church of God might be built up." 13 The 
1803 annual conference minutes called for the "bettering of the church of 
God." 14 The infrequent use of the word "church" in the conference minutes 
of the first 18 years reveals that the Otterbein-Boehm preachers believed 
that their labors were being done on behalf of the church in general, but that 
their focus was really upon the "united brotherhood," the voluntary society 
through whose evangelistic efforts the church in general might be rE(newed. 

It is noteworthy that on the title page of their early publications, our 
ancestors in Christ referred to themselves as "the Church of the United 
Brethren in Christ," but the word "church" was often in small letters with 
"United Brethren in Christ" in bold print and much larger lettering. 15 The 
word ''Church'' was not formally and legally included in the denomination
al name until 1890. 16 The United Brethren kept the voluntary association 
mentality alive for a long time. 

III 

There was another side to all this, however. The annual conference 
minutes of 1800 and following reveal that the United Brethren preachers 
were not free to enjoy the comparable simplicity of a voluntary society. Like 
it or not, they had to address a growing number of institutional concerns. 
They were under way to becoming another denomination-indeed, as one of 
their historians would so claim it, "the first indigenous church born in the 
United States of America." 17 

The United Brethren in Christ of two centuries ago would not have 
known of Ernst Troeltsch 's early 201

1i century distinction between church and 

1cAbram W. Sangrey, ed., Christian Newcomer: His Life and Journal (Lancaster, Pennsylvania: 
The Philip William Otterbein District, Eastern Pennsylvania Conference, The United Methodist 
Church, 1996) 193. 
11Drury, 10. 
14Drury, 13. 
1 ~An example of this is the flyleaf from Christian Newcomer's Journal, which was published in 
1834. Behney and Eller contended that the English translation of Newcomer's Journal is 44 the 
earliest extant document which has the name in full form." Behney and Eller, 99. 
1"A. \V. Drury, History of the Church of the United Brethren in Christ (Dayton, Ohio: The 
Otterbein Press, 1924) 269. 
17Joh11 Wilson Owen, A Short Histo1y of the Church of The United Brethren in Christ (Dayton, 
Ohio: General Board of Christian Education, United Brethren in Christ, 1944) 8. 
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sect that seemed to fit his European scene. 18 Only Otterbein among them 
would have understood it. For Troeltsch, studying Christianity sociologi
cally, a church was a formal institution identifiable with a geographical area 
of which it was the official religion. It offered salvation through the ministry 
of Word and sacra1nents, the latter of which contained an objective holiness. 
The church's theology was elaborate and its liturgy formal. A well-educated 
clergy was necessary to preach and teach its doctrine. Infant baptism, "the 
door to the church," was available to practically everyone. Such broad 
access meant that only a relative ethic could be expected of the people. The 
church enjoyed governmental support. There were Roman Catholic, Eastern 
Orthodox, Lutheran, Calvinist-Zwinglian, and Anglican state churches in 
Europe. 

The sect had a narrower view of religious institutions. Sectarians pre
ferred a pre-Constantinian view of the church as separate from the sur
rounding hostile society, small, disciplined, persecuted if need be, and 
marked by an absolute ethic. Among the Mennonites, Amish, and German 
Baptists (Dunkers) who represented the sectarian model, the church was 
viewed from the standpoint of "quality control." Baptism of only people 
who were believers, willing, and cognizant was a way of limiting those who 
"get in" to the fellowship. The ban (redemptive shunning) was a way of 
deciding who "stayed in." Sects were content to be led by unlettered, but 
believing preachers. They often considered the New Testament their only 
creed and their church buildings and worship reflected their emphasis on 
plainness. 

Incidentally, the Congregationalist, Baptists, and Methodists, all of 
whom originated in England, have been assessed as combiners of churchly 
and sectarian elements. 

That is what was so significant in Otterbein's churchly embrace of the 
sectarian Boehm. This evangelical moment announced that in colonial 
America those European church-sect distinctions did not matter if peoples' 
hearts were attuned spiritually. Less than a quarter century later the adoption 
of our Constitution and its Bill of Rights proclaimed that this church-sect 
difference inade no legal sense, either. All religious groups would be 
entitled to equal protection, non-support, and virtually con1plete disregard 
by our federal govern1nent. A new word was now coined for all Christian 
bodies in America. Whether "church" or "sect" in background, they were all 
labeled "denominations" to designate their being a part of the Christian 
Church as a whole. 

It was Sidney Mead who aptly defined "denon1ination," calling it 

1sT1ze Social Teaching of the Christian Churches, Olive Wyon, trans. (Louisville. Kentucky: 
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992 reprint). This work first appeared in German in 19 I 2, with 
an English translation in 1931. See II, 993. 
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... a voluntary association of like-hearted and like-minded individuals, who are 
united on the basis of common beliefs for the purpose of accomplishing tangible 
and defined objectives. 19 
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I learned this definition from my teacher, Robert Handy, at Union 
Theological Seminary in New York, who learned it from his teacher, Sidney 
Mead, at the University of Chicago. When Bob Handy shared it with us in 
class, he also qualified it, saying that denominations are not always that full 
of "like-hearted and like-minded individuals." No one need tell us United 
Methodists that! Handy also adn1itted that many Christians find their closest 
spiritual relationships with people of other denominations. For all that, 
deno1ninations have a functional aspect. They provide their adherents with 
a spiritual home and an opportunity for achieving certain missional objec
tives. 20 

Thus, all Christian groups in America came to be called "denomina
tions." The United Brethren in Christ, in seeking to meet the needs of an 
ungodly era, made the transition from an evangelical voluntary society into 
a denomination. J. Steven O'Malley has correctly assessed this movement as 
being "quite unintentional and gradual." 21 

IV 

The creation of expanded institutional structure in order to accomplish 
a group's perceived mission is part of what it means to be a denomination. 
The United Brethren typified this exactly. The preachers meeting near 
Frederick, Maryland 200 years ago unanimously chose William Otterbein 
and Martin Boehm as their superintendents. 22 After all, they were the natur
al leaders and founders of the movement now becoming a denomination. 
They were both re-elected in 1805. In 1813, when he was elected to lead the 
denomination for one year, and in 1814, when he was re-elected to a three
year term, Christian Newcomer was the first to hold the designation 
"bishop." 23 

19The Lively Experiment: The Shaping of Christianity in America (New York, Evanston, and 
London: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1963) 104. 
211Class lecture, Union Theological Seminary, New York, 1957. 
21 Pilgrimage of Faith: The Legacy of the Otterbeins (Metuchen, New Jersey: The Scarecrow 
Press, Inc., 1973) 184. 
2::The minutes of the annual conference of 1800 fail to mention the election of Otterbein and 
Boehm. Other early United Brethren historians recount it, however. A. W. Drury later excused 
George Adam Geeting, the conference secretary, for not mentioning this because it was not nec
essary to record the election of the self-evident providential leaders. History of the Church of 
the United Brethren in Christ, 185 . Drury cited reference to the 1800 election of superinten
dents from the Reminiscences of Henry Boehm, a member of the 1800 annual conference who 
said of it, "they elected bishops for the first time. William Otterbein and Martin Boehm, my 
father, were unanimously chosen." 
2~Drury, Minutes of the United Brethren Conferences, 1800-1818, 31, 34; Sangrey, 213, 301. 
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Already the ordering of ministry and sacran1ental concerns was taking 
effect. At the 1800 session two preachers were appointed "to investigate 
whether D. Aurand should baptize and administer the Lord's Supper." 2"i 

Repeated entries in these early minutes dealt with the certification of 
preachers for sacra1nental purposes, in particular. 

It should be remembered that these annual conference sessions in
cluded a period of time, usually at the beginning, when each preacher dis
cussed his Christian experience and his ministry. This self-examination and 
testimony time was considered a valuable contribution to each participant's 
and the total group's spiritual morale. 

At the 1801 annual conference the preachers 

resolved to be brief and avoid unnecessary words in preaching and in prayer, but 
if the spirit of God impels it, it is their duty to follow as God directs. 25 

Here was the perfect justification for loquaciousness! 
In 1802, considering the fact that Boehm was 77 years old and 

Otterbein one year younger, the conference voted unanimously to choose 
new leaders to replace them when they should die. That same annual con
ference heard a proposal regarding "the collection of a sum of money for 
poor preachers." George Adam Geeting, Otterbein's closest friend, was con
ference secretary until he died in 1812. He could not resist making the edi
torial co1n1nent: "Nothing, however, was done." 26 Before long salaries were 
being addressed n1ore effectively. In 1811 the annual conference voted that 
a single preacher traveling regularly shall receive $80.00 per year. 27 

The appointment of preachers to their circuits took various forms. At 
the 1801 annual conference "it was asked who are willing to take charge of 
a circuit and preach at the appointed places?" The minutes give the names 
of ten preachers, including Christian Newcomer, who "offered the1n
selves." 28 In 1803, however, a combination of methods of pastoral assign
ment were used: in Maryland the preachers were to deploy the1nselves; 
Martin Boehm and Christopher Grosh were "to place the preachers in order 
in Pennsy1vania," David Synder, Abrahain Mayer, and George Benedun1 
were to make their own arrangements, Christian Newcomer and Henry 
Crum were to try to "find an entrance for the Gospel in Western 
Pennsylvania. 29 There was growing organization in this regard, but it was not 
the Methodist Episcopal or Evangelical Association understanding of itiner
ancy. 

21Drury, Minutes of the United Brethren Cm~ferences. 1800-1818, I 0. 
''Drury, Minutes . .. , 11-12. 
2''Drury, Minutes ... , 16. 
27Drury, Minutes . .. , 26. 
:xorury, Minutes . .. , ] I. 
2'Drury, Minutes . ... 13. 
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Another evidence of a growing denominational ethos was the adoption 
of the first United Brethren Confession of Faith. Debate continues as to 
whether the sin1ple five-paragraph creed was first adopted at the 1789 meet
ing at Otterbein' s parsonage or whether this was the confession promul
gated in 181 S at the first United Brethren General Conference. At any rate, 
this sin1ple staten1ent of faith, probably authored by Otterbein, was distinc
tive in its basic Christian orthodoxy, its stress on repentance and faith, its call 
for the i1nitation of Christ that would suggest both Anabaptist and Pietist 
influences, and its latitude regarding the understanding of the sacraments. 30 

If the provision for a creedal statement provided a major step in the 
direction of United Brethren denominational identity, so likewise did the 
emergence of an ordained ministry. This came about in interesting fashion. 
The spread of the denomination across the Alleghenies resulted in Christian 
Newcomer's organization of the Miami Conference in 1810 in Ohio. That 
body took two significant steps that led to the salutary development of the 
Church of the United Brethren in Christ. The first was an action taken on 
August 26, 1813 which, deploring the lack of order in the preparation of 
preachers, resolved to write to Father Otterbein, "asking him to ordain, by 
the laying on of hands, one or more preachers, who afterward may perform 
the same for others." 3 1 Having received this communication, Otterbein on 
October 2, 1813, just weeks before his death, with the assistance of the 
Methodist Episcopal elder, William Ry land, ordained Christian Newcomer. 
Joseph Hoffman, and Frederick Shaffer as elders, giving them certificates of 
ordination in both the English and German languages. 32 Otterbein thus 
passed his ordination to his followers. They would now be led by Christian 
Newcon1er who had the distinction of having been elected bishop on May 5, 
1813, some n1onths before he was ordained elder! The choice of Newcon1er 
for his denomination's top position was a very wise one. A natural leader, he 
would lend the church his sagacity and statesmanship until death would 
claim him at age 81. 

If the Miami Conference had wisely precipitated the move toward a 
regular United Brethren ministry, it also deserves the credit for calling the 
first General Conference of the denomination. At its 1811 session protesting 
the action of the Eastern or original annual conference in the latter's adop
tion of a church discipline, the Mian1i Conference preachers called for a 
convention to ineet, co1nposed of two delegates fro1n each of 9 nan1ed dis
tricts of the deno1nination. This body should provide a constitution for the 
whole denon1ination. 

This plan was readily accepted. The first United Brethren General 
Conference rnet at Mt. Pleasant in western Pennsylvania in June 1815. It 

'".I. Steven O'Malley, "A Distinctive German-American Credo: The United Brethren 

Confession of Faith, Asbury Theological Journal. 42, No. 1 (Spring 1987) 51-64. 
' 'Drury, History qf the Church qfthe United Brethren in Christ. 303. 

''Sangrey, 219-220. 
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was a fairly stormy session, but the Confession of Faith and Discipline were 
revised, ordered printed, and submitted "for the informal acceptance of the 
church." The General Conference also determined that, beginning in 1817, 
a General Conference would be held every four years. 33 

The United Brethren General Conferences met without intelTuption 
until 1945 when merger with the former Evangelical Church was over
whelmingly approved. In the intervening years General Conference legis
lated or superintended other aspects of United Brethren denominational 
development-the publishing house, Union Biblical Seminary, and the 
Home, Frontier and Foreign Missionary Society, for example. The reports it 
heard at each of its quadrennial sessions revealed a denomination growing 
in numbers, outreach, and self-awareness. 

v 
Thus, the United Brethren in Christ evinced a rather ambiguous attitude 

toward becoming a denomination. Without being able to help it, they were 
forced to take on various institutional aspects in order to calTy out their mis
sion. At the same time they resisted this as best they could. 

As we look for the reasons for this reluctant denominationalism, we 
might do vvell to peer into the life and work of their early leaders for a pos
sible clue. Ralph Waldo Emerson said that "An institution is the lengthened 
shadow of one man." 34 If that adage is true, we might be justified in seeking 
the resultant denominational ethos in the lives of the United Brethren co
founders William Otterbein and Martin Boehm. Both in the interests of time 
and also because he is a more developed character in the United Brethren 
story, special attention should be paid to Otterbein. 

This is not to ininimize Martin Boehn1's contributions to the United 
Brotherhood. Although he had been given only a rudimentary education in 
German and was self-taught in English, Boehn1's preaching has been 
described as "unctuous, magnetic, and strikingly effective." 35 It brought 
Otterbein to his side at Long's Barn. Bishop Francis Asbury, in a sermon 
preached in Boehm's memory, said of the latter: 

... there was one prominent feature of his character, which distinguished him 
from most men;-it was goodness; you felt that he was good. 36 

11Drury, History of the Church of the United Brethren in Christ, 315-322. 
14Quoted in Justin Kaplan, General Editor, Bartlett's Familiar Quotations (Boston, Toronto, 
London: Little, Brown and Company, 1992) Sixteenth edition, 431. 
1'A. W. Drury, The L~fe of Rev. Philip William. Otterbein: Founder of the Church r~f the United 
Brethren in Christ (Dayton, OH: United Brethren Publishing House, 1893) 306. 
ir.F. Hollingsworth, "Biography," The Jvlethodist Magazine for the Year of our Lord 1823 (New 

York: Published by Nathan Bangs and T. Mason for the Methodist Episcopal Church, 1823) 
213. 
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That Boehn1 was a leader is attested by the fact that of twenty preachers 
belonging to the United Brotherhood as early as 1789, he was one of six 
who were of Mennonite background. People trusted and followed this 
gentle farn1er-preacher. 

Nevertheless, it was Otterbein who appeared to be the prominent 
United Brethren leader. With his superior European university education, his 
great intellectual and oratorical powers, and his equally warm heart he was 
the one to whom the United Brethren preachers most deferred. A survey of 
the annual conference minutes between 1800 and 1809-the last session 
Boehm attended-reveals that Otterbein gave the most sermons to the 
assembled preachers. A. W. Drury seemed justified in claiming that "the 
counsels of Otterbein were supreme in the conferences." 37 

It is interesting to read the Religious Telescope, the officia} United 
Brethren weekly, of exactly a century ago this fall. Granted that the three 
editorials that caught my eye were from the pen of the same writer, I was 
struck nevertheless . by the fact that Otterbein was listed as "Our Founder," 
with no mention of Martin Boehm at all. 

In the September 26, 1900 issue (one century ago today), the editor 
wrote: 

Our denomination is not the result of any schism growing out of differences of 
doctrine, polity, or ritual. It was the irresistible outgrowth of the new life in Christ 
which was first wrought in the soul of Otterbein , and which burned and glowed 
like divine fire in his cultured brain and heart. This inward spiritual experience 
was the very life-germ of this church which he founded. 38 

Several months later the editor averred: 

The principles and spirit of evangelical Christianity, which found their distinct 
expression in Mr. Otterbein, were communicated to the thought and life of our 
church at its very birth, and have been preserved and emphasized to this present 
hour. 39 

So what was there about Otterbein's ministry and leadership that so 
affected the United Brethren in Christ-including their reluctance to form a 
new denomination? For one thing, he was a Pietist, schooled in the Calvinist 
Pietist tradition in his native Nassau. Pietism emphasized the new birth, a 
sanctification ethic in daily living, a stress on the priesthood of all believers, 
and the ecclesiolae in ecclesia-the pro1notion of small renewal groups 
inside the church. 

Otterbein fit the Pietist mold. Christian Newcon1er recounted hearing 
Otterbein and Geeting preach near his ho1ne: "These individuals endowed 
by God, preached powerfully, and not like the Scribes, .... " They 

'
7Drury, Life of Otterbein, 276. 

18"0ne Hundred Years," The Religious Telescope, September 26, 1900, 4. 
19"0ur Founder," The ReUgious Telescope, November 26, 1900, 6. 
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insisted on the necessity of genuine repentance and conversion, on the knowledge 

of a pardon of sin, and in consequence thereof, a change of heart and a renovation 

f . . 40 
o spmt. . .. 

Otterbein stressed the doctrine of sanctification, stating it was not 
enough to believe that we have Christ's righteousness to cover us in 
justification; we must also be righteous within through sanctification. His 
class reminder was: "If there is no Christ in us, there is also no Christ for 
us." 41 

There seems to be little doubt that Pietism's last great theme-the 
refonn of the church through the small group approach-was also a pa11 of 
Otterbein's ministry. He introduced prayer meetings and classes in his 
Pennsylvania parishes, as well as in Baltimore. He gave leadership to the 
pietistic Reformed Church "United Ministers." He led the United Brethren 
in Christ as a voluntary evangelistic society. 

As a Reformed Pietist, Otterbein valued his Reformed Church and 
other Christian churches, as well. Separatism and the creation of a new 
denomination was not for him. Arthur Core put it bluntly, but accurately, in 
affirming that Otterbein "had no inclination to separate from the Reformed 
Church or to give the United Brotherhood just a methodistic character." 42 

Core saw Otterbein as a churchman with ecumenical connections. He never 
left his own Reformed Church in the United States, headed the United 
Brethren as a voluntary renewal society, and enjoyed a close friendship with 
Methodist Episcopal bishop Francis Asbury, the Rev. J. D. Krutz, Lutheran 
pastor in Baltimore, and the Rev. George Dashields, an Episcopal priest 
there. Otterbein, as a pietist, sought renewal of existing denominations. He 
endeavored, as a Gennan Reforn1ed historian put it, "to prevent a sect, 
instead of forming one." 43 

Life is tricky, however. Our principles are in constant danger of co111-
promise. Otterbein' s ordination of three of his preachers just before his 
death contributed more to the creation of a new denomination than he pos
sibly fully realized. 

Second, Otterbein appeared to trust more in the Holy Spirit's guidance 
than in institutional organization. Rayn1ond \V. Albright saw him as a 
scholar, a person deeply concerned that people have a profound relationship 
with Christ, a "religious genius of the first rank," but ad111ittedly "not one 
primarily concerned with organization and polity." He was hesitant to 

-1°Sangrey, 13. 

-1 1"The Salvation-Bringing Incarnation and Glorious Victory of Jesus Christ Over the Devil and 

Death" in Arthur C. Core, ed., Philip William Otterbein: Pastor• Ecumcnist (Dayton. OH: The 
Board of Publications of the Evangelical United Brethren Church, 1968) 87. 
4

" Core, 33. 

·
11Core, 37. This is a quotation from Henry Harbaugh, The F(l!hcrs q/ the German R£:f(m11cd 
Church in Europe and America (Lancaster: J. M. Westhaeffer. 1872) IL 64. 
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launch out into new structural forms. 44 Otterbein had exercised leadership in 
the Reformed Church and among the United Brethren, but he was reluctant 
to create a new deno1nination, organized along Methodist Episcopal lines, as 
Bishop Asbury had so frequently urged him to do. 

Asbury's high regard for Otterbein appears frequently in his Journal, 
but to Asbury, as a master administrator, Otterbein's indifference to tight, 
efficient organization inust have been difficult to endure. On August 1, 1803 
Asbury wrote in his Journal: 

There are now upwards of twenty German preachers somehow connected with Mr. 
Philip Otterbein and Martin Boehm; but they want authority and the Church wants 
discipline. 45 

In 1814, after Boehm and Otterbein had both died, Asbury judged their 
followers rather harshly: 

What are the Lutherans? What are the Reformed, the Friends, what are the 
Albrights, but deceitful apes and opposers of Methodists, what are the United 
Brethren? But yot1 may ride a circuit or let it alone, you may meet in class-or let 
it alone.46 

Asbury apparently found the more democratic and less-structured United 
Brethren way of circuit-riding and class meeting hardly expedient. 

A third dimension of Otterbein's life was his modesty. Bishop Asbury 
mentioned this in a memorial sermon he preached in 1814 for his deceased 
friend. He left this record of his remarks: 

By request, I discoursed on the character of the angel of the church in 
Philadelphia, in allusion to P. W. Otterbine-the holy, the great Otterbine .... 
Forty years have I known the retiring modesty of this man of God: towering majes
tic above his followers in learning, wisdom, and grace, yet seeking to be known 
only of God and the people of God .... 47 

Note here that Asbury misspelled his friend's name! Elsewhere Asbury stated 
that Otterbein was "one of the wisest and best of men," but when urged to 
put himself forward as a leader, "his great modesty and diffidence of him
self forbade his acceptance of so high a trust."48 In the famous document 
found in Bishop Asbury's hand-writing, presumably an interview he held 
with the aged Otterbein, with the latter admitting that he thought highly of 
John Wesley and well of the Methodists in America, Asbury putthis final 

44"Philip William Otterbein-Reformed Pietist" in Core, 58-60. 
")Elmer T. Clark, Editor-in-chief, The Journal and Letters of Francis Asbury (London and 
Nashville: Epworth Press and Abingdon Press, 1958) II, 400. 
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120. Norwood admitted taking this from The Journals and Letters of Francis Asb1,11J1, but 
stated that his version was corrected. Quite obviously in Asbury's Journal (Vol. III, 504) some 
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'
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question: "Will you give any commandment concerning your bones and the 
memoirs of your life? Your children in Christ will not suffer you to die unno
ticed." The interview concludes with this startling statement: "No answer to 
this last question." 49 How typical of Otterbein, who is said to have destroyed 
most of his papers in the last year of his life,50 to draw no attention to him
self. He was a modest man. 

VI 

As we consider what this "reluctant denominationalism" may have 
meant for the ethos of the Church of the United Brethren in Christ, several 
factors come to mind. First of all, it probably helped to determine the 
denomination's size. At the time of its merger with the Evangelical Church, 
the Church of the United Brethren in Christ numbered 441,566. 51 Significant 
as that number was, it did not place the United Brethren numerically among 
the major Protestant denominations in the United States. Their growth was 
likely hampered by their adherence for a time to a German-language min
istry, their long-standing opposition to membership in secret societies, their 
rural orientation, and their less-structured polity that was not as conducive 
to denominational extension. Bishop Joseph Yeakel could well have been 
speaking for the United Brethren or the Evangelicals only, when just a year 
ago he wrote: 

We were painfully aware that as EUBs, we could never brag about being the 
largest of anything. We could only say that we were loved, called and sent by God. 
We were conscious that our heritage was a remarkable mixture of poverty and 
wealth .. .. Our focus was on relationship and community. Attendance was more 
important than numbers, and community more important than membership. 52 

Bishop Yeakel's con1ments reveal how early on the United Brethren learned 
that there were ways to inake a virtue of smallness, however. A small-size 
denomination can have a good cohesive sense; it can also often serve as an 
"honest broker" in helping adjust difficulties and competition between 
larger denominations. On the mission field this was particularly true. 

A second related factor was the denomination's Pietism. The United 
Brethren were Pietists who put mission above structure, Christian experi
ence above sacramental life, and ethics above theology. All these factors 
n1ade for a focus on the Christian life as one begun in regeneration (the New 
Birth) and continued in sanctification's growth in grace. If it minimized the
ology, it produced Christians who took seriously their daily walk \Vith 
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Christ. Quite fittingly the bishops clai1ned in their Quadrennial Address to 
the General Conference of 1901: "There is no heresy known in our church 
and never has been in our history, unless it was an unloving heart or an 
i1npure life." 53 

The Long's Barn incident, which eventually united into one spiritual 
fainily the scholarly, polished Otterbein bearing the dignity of his Reformed 
heritage, and the hu1nble self-taught Boehm, who emerged from the back
ground of radical "plainness," exe1nplified the essence of the denomination. 
Pietis1n was the factor that bridged these differences. John H. Ness, Sr., 
father of Jack Ness, first General Secretary of the Commission on Archives 
and History of our United Methodist Church, who died just recently, wrote 
in 1934: 

These two extremes meet and embrace each other as United Brethren in Chrrst. 
That is a wonderful thought to recall and we have need to recall it often to bear in 
mind the uniqueness of our Christian fellowship. We have churches of the 
Otterbein type-people that enjoy worship in fine and stately building with well 
ordered services, with vestments and symbols hallowing the sacred approach to 
God. We also have churches of the Boehm type-people who desire and prefer 
plainness in all of their approach to God. There is a welcome place for both of 
these types in the communion of the United Brethren in Christ. The thing that 
really matters is not the outward form and order, but the attitude and heart of the 
worshipper. We have demonstrated in our denomination the fact that in religion 
there can be and must be a unity and diversity. 54 

Pietism's stress on Christian living that reached into the inner lives of their 
clergy and laity, making them experiential equals in "attitude and heart," 
coupled with the comparably small size of their denomination, provided the 
United Brethren in Christ with a heightened sense of fraternity, with a tight
knit family feeling. One United Brethren historian contended that "the 
word most commonly used to designate the followers of Otterbein was 
Genieinschaft or society." 55 Their Evangelical counterparts used the word 
"Genieinschaft" or "association" in their official denominational title until 
1922, but being cut fro1n the same pietistic cloth the United Brethren could 
deservedly lay claim to this word, as well. 

A third dimension of the United Brethren ethos, apparently already in 
Otterbein and Boehm, and surely in the denomination reluctantly coming 
into being, was modesty. Not only their small size, but also their rural and 
small-town orientation helped create this inodest feeling. Statistics for the 
year 1906, evaluating American deno1ninations according to the percentage 
of their membership living outside the principal cities in our country, 
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revealed that the United Brethren led all the others by being ninety-two per 
cent rural. 56 

United Brethren modesty was partially Pietism-induced. Stressing the 
priesthood of all believers and licensing converted lay persons to preach, 
they readily permitted persons to enter their itinerant ministry regardless of 
their educational background. Both they and others in the early and mid-
19th century realized the need for a better educated ministry. Christian 
Newcomer on August 13, 1810 recounted meeting with thirteen of his 
preachers, saying "preachers! Indeed! We are not worthy of the appella
tion." 57 Sometimes the criticism came from the outside. One 19th-century 
Wesleyan Methodist questioned whether his denomination ought to proceed 
with merger talks with the United Brethren "because of the low standard of 
ministerial qualification among the Brethren." 58 The adoption of a manda
tory study course for ministerial candidates in 185359 and the opening of 
Union Biblical Seminary in Dayton, Ohio in 1871 obviated this problem 
somewhat. 

Nor was small size and cultural challenge considered to be only a dis
advantage. When at the beginning of the 20th century the concern was 
voiced that the rural-oriented United Brethren should join in ministry to the 
large cities, one pastor wrote: 

God has not reserved this greatly needed work for the big denominations and big 
churches, where often only wealth and fashion are invited ... but for the humble 
church, the consecrated church, the church where every human being for whom 
Christ died is welcome. 60 

Edward Avis was obviously lauding and prodding his own denomination. 
Finally, the reluctant deno1ninationalism of the United Brethren even

tuated in their strong ecumenical stance. How could it be otherwise? We 
could almost say that they "were born in an ecumenical barn." Their coop
eration in a voluntary society that inoved to formal foundation exactly two 
centuries ago created a denomination that would seek cooperative action and 
even organic union with other religious bodies. 

John Schildt and Ed Schell have already told that ecu1nenical story for 
us and it need not be repeated. What we can say is thathere was a deno1ni
nation graced with leaders, sensitized by foreign and home 1nissionary 
endeavors, who caught the vision of where they and their deno1nination fit 
in the ecumenical picture. Of course, they did not speak for all United 
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Brethren, but their testi1nony was heard. For example, Bishop G. M. 
Mathews returned ho1ne fro1n the great Edinburgh Missionary Conference 
of 1910 to write: 

No one can have the touch of this convention and ever after be provincial, nan-ow, 
and selfishly radical and denominational. 61 

A beautiful tribute was paid to career missionary to Japan and later United 
Brethren inissionary bishop A. T. Howard: 

While he loved the denomination to which he belonged and in which he served, it 
was the Church which he kept ever to the fore, for he realized that great as the 
denomination might become eventually, it would never be big enough to fulfill the 
purpose which God had in mind for the Church. 62 

Another United Brethren missionary, M. R. Drury, spoke for avant-garde 
ecumenical leaders when he insisted that 

It is not so much United Brethrenism that is to be glorified as it is the Church itself 
as the God-appointed instrumentality in spreading the Gospel of salvation through 
Jesus Christ to the ends of the world. 63 

It appears that we have come full circle. The earliest United Brethren 
under Otterbein and Boehm created a voluntary association bent upon doing 
evangelistic mission. In 1800 they were reluctantly fashioning a new 
Christian denomination upon American soil. In the early 1900s their descen
dants began to realize that the deno1nination to which they belonged 
existed as a part of and for the sake of the world mission of the universal 
church. 

A. W. Drury recounted that in the last year of his life William Otterbein 
was concerned whether this evangelistic work would stand and "endure the 
fiery test." He summoned Christian Newcomer and Jacob Baulus to 
Baltimore so that he could see them once more and converse with them 
about this subject. As they talked he said, "The Lord has been pleased gra
ciously to satisfy me fully that the work will abide." 64 We celebrate that fact 
today, that after two centuries and in a much larger context, the United 
Brotherhood work, by God's grace, still abides. Beyond that it challenges 
our deepest dedication and best efforts to carry it forward into a third new 
century. 
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