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CHAPI'ER I 

THE CHURCH IN AMERICA 

Introduction 

"The question of our age is the Church, her nature, 

her mission, her functions, her powers, her officers, her 

me mbers. 111 It is difficult for a child of the twentieth 

century , struggling under the immense bibliography of the 

modern Ecumenical Movement, to understand how the question 

of the church could have been the question of any previous 

age. Even so, the above was the reflection of John B. 

Adger as he took the chair of Church History and Church 

Polity at Columbia Theological Seminary in 1859, and the 

statement was not without warrant. 2 

The question of the church is perennial, and the circum

stances in America in the mid-nineteenth century provoked 

considerable discussion in the area of "'ecclesiology'-- in 

the new technical use of terms. 113 The crucial questions 

are familiar in the life of the church in the mid-twentieth 

1 J[ohn] B. Adger, "Inaugural Discourse on Church History 
and Church Polity," Southern Presbyterian Review, XII (1859-
1860), 163. 

2 See Poole's Index to Periodical Literature, 1802-1907. 
Poole I s entries under the heading 11 chu~ch11 take up sixteen 
columns as compared with fifteen fc;,r 11 Ame~ica11 and 11 American 11 

combined. 

311our Idea, 11 The Presbyterial Critic and Monthly Review, 
I (January, 1855), 3. The oxford English Dictionary finds the 
first use of the term in the British Critic, XXI (1837), 220. 
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centurya What is the essential nature of the church? How 

does baptism relate to church membership? How can unity be 

achieved that both transcends and preserves the denominational 

heritage? How are non-Roman Catholic Western Christians to 

regard the Roman Catholic church? What is the church's mission 

to the society in which she lives? These and related questions 

a century ago arose out of the unique American situation. 

American Evangelicalism 

Robert Baird, in his monumental Religion in America, 

notes that among the vast majority of Christians in America, 

"on the fundamental doctrine of JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH, there 

is but one opinion. 114 American religion, especially after 

the Great Awakening of the eighteenth century, was thoroughly 

evangelical in character, giving to American Christians a 

5 common core of saving knowledge and experience. Since, as 

Baird points out, the doctrine ot justification by faith nec

essarily involves the other great doctrines of the Christian 

faith, such as the fall of man, the deity of Christ, and the 

atonement, the term evangelical carries with it the connotation 

of orthodoxy. The evangelical churches are tor Baird the 

orthodox Protestant churches, "whose religion is the Bible, 

4Robert Baird, Religion in America (New Yorks Harper and 
Brothers, 1856), p. 665. 

5 
Leonard J. Trinterud, The Forming of an American 

Tradition (Philadelphia1 Westminster Presa, 1949), p. 197. 
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t .he whole Bible, and nothing but the Bible. 11 They are 

united in their opposition to "the errors of Rome and the 

heresy that denies the deity and atonement of Christ. 117 

The extent of doctrinal agreement was considerable. 

Philip Schaff on his return to the Old country in 1854 in

formed his continental peers, "The religious character of 

North America, viewed as a whole, is predominantly of the 

Reformed or Calvinistic stamp. 118 As Winthrop s. Hudson 

notes, the evangelicalism of the Great Awakening was not a 

revolt against Calvinism7 it presupposed the understanding 

of the Christian faith as set forth in the Reformed confes

sions. He adds that evangelicalism's stress upon personal 

religious experience, if a revolt against anything, was "a 

revolt against the notion that the Christian life involved 

little more than observing the outward formalities of 

religion. 119 The American Sunday School Union, seeking for 

someone to set forth the great doctrines of the Gospel as 

held in common by all evangelical Christians, chose none 

other than the pillar of Presbyterian orthodoxy, Charles 

6aaird, p. 541. 

7 Ibid., p. 539. 

8philip Schaff, America, edited by Perry Miller (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts 1 Harvard University Press, 1961), p. 93. Also 
Baird, p. 582. 

9winthrop s. Hudson, Religion in America (New Yorks 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1965), p. 78. 



4 

Hodge. 1° From this renowned Calvinist issued The Way of 

Life, which Baird reports was received with great satisfac-
11 tion throughout the land. 

This oneness in doctrine was regarded as the foundation 

of the unity-in-diversity of the American church. It was 

almost universally held that the differences among the 

evangelical denominations were on matters non-essential to 

the common core of Christian doctrine. Baird traced the 

differences to the fact that emigrants nat\ir.ally looked to 

Old country formularies and, in addition, that provincial 

peculiarities within the United States, differences between 

East and West, and between North and south, contributed to 

some divergencies. 12 Samuels. Schmucker of the Lutheran 

Seminary at Gettysburg noted that each evangelical denomi

nation must "prefer its own peculiarities, 11 but went on to 

say that it would be a "dangerous error11 to hold the peculi

arities "equal in importance with the great fundamentals of 
13 

our holy religion held in common by all. 11 In a similar 

vein, Samuel Miller of Princeton Seminary wrote, "it would 

10 
Charles Hodge, The wav of Life (Philadelphiaa American 

Sunday School Union, 1841). 

llsaird, pp. 534-535. 

12Ibid., pp. 577-579. 

1 3cited in Hudson, p. 151. 
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never occur to us to place the peculiarities of our creed 

among the fundamentals of our common Christianity. 1114 

Accordingly, the denominations in America were not re

garded as sects. Smauel Miller, in fact, argued that "in 

countries where there is no established religion, there can 

be no sectaries or dissenters, in the technical sense of 
15 

those words." The different bodies of professing Christians 

were branches of the one visible church in America. 16 Though 

to European eyes the American denominations might present a 

bewildering array, yet "when viewed in relation to the great 

doctrines which are universally conceded by Protestants to 

be fundamental and necessary to salvation, then they all form 

17 but one body, recognizing Christ as their common head." 

Action and Reaction 

Unity in doctrine led to a recognition of the essential 

oneness of the church, and this in turn fonered a spirit of 

cooperation among the various branches of the church in 

America. Hudson aptly refers to the phenomenon as a 11 func-

l8 tional catholicity." This "unity in action .. was especially 

14Ibid. 
15 Samuel Miller, Letters to Presbyterian1(Philadelphia1 

Anthony Finley, 1833), p. 297. 

16Baird, p. 536. 

1 7Baird, p. 439. 

18eudson, p. 82. 

see also Miller, p. 297. 
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characteristic of the "Second Evangelical Awakening" in the 

first quarter of the nineteenth century. Hudson estimates 

that church membership in 1800 amounted to one-fifteeth of 

the population. By 1835 this had increased to one-eighth, 

attendance at Sunday services being three times the member

ship, and the constituency (those nominally related to the 
19 

church) being twice the number in attendance. This large 

increase was evidence of the impact of the church's unified 

thrust. 

The cooperation is best illustrated by the proliferation 

of voluntary societies for religious concerns. Charles I. 

Foster lists 158 of these societies in America in the first 

half of the nineteenth century (as compared with 26 British 

societies in the same period), and he notes that his list is 

by no means exhaustive. 20 The underlying thesis was that it 

was not necessary for work to be done through ecclesiastical 

organization for it to be truly the work of the church. 21 

19 Ibid., pp. 129-130. The "constituency" would thus 
total three-fourths of the popmlationl 

20charles I. Foster, An Errand of Mercy. The Evan
gelical United Front, 1790-1837 (Chapel Hilla The University 
of North Carolina Press, 1960), pp. 275-280. Often the 
societies were formed for rather specific and narrow goals, 
for example, The Philadelphia Society for the Encouragement 
of Faithful Domestics. Hudson cites a contemporary lament, 
"Matters have come to such a pass that a peacable man can 
hardly venture to eat or drink, to go to bed or get up, to 
correct his children or kiss his wife" without the guidance 
of some society. Hudson, p. 150. 

21see Absolam Peters, A Plea for Voluntary societies 
(New Yorks Johns. Taylor, 1837). 
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Through the societies the various evangelical branches ex

pressed their unity. 

The question soon arose, however, whether this kind of 

cooperation, through extra-ecclesiastical agencies, was con

ducive to order and the best interests of Christ's church. 

As important aspects of the church's mission were increas

ingly being undertaken by the autonomous societies, the 

church as an institution seemed increasingly anachronistic 

22 and irrelevant. 

As the implications of corporate action began to be 

understood, an antithetical pattern developed. on the one 

hand, the "Christian" movement sought visible unity by 

abandoning the denominations. On the other, greate~ atten

tion was given to the outward structure of the church and the 

value of denominations so long as differences exist in con

fession and church polity. 

With regard to this latter emphasis, historians generally 

group several phenomena under the heading "resurgence of 
23 

churchliness," or a similar head. The characterisitcs of 

22Lefferts A. Loetscher, "The Problem of Christian Unity 
in Early Nineteenth-Century America," Church History, XXXII 
(March 1963), 7-8. 

23For example, Robert Ellis Thompson, A History of the 
Presb erian Churches in the United States (New Yorka The 
c istian Literature co., 1 95, p. 125. H.SMelton Smith, 
Robert T. Handy and Lefferts A. Loetacher, American 
Christianit. An Historical :Inter etation with Re resenta
tive DOcuments~ 1820-1960 New Yorks Charles Scribners Son■, 
1963), :II, 66- 4. 
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this emphasis were (1) A reaction against revivalism1 

(2) An emphasis on the creed as defining the church: (3) An 

emphasis on the institutional side of the church: (4) An 

emphasis on official ecclesiastical action as the means of 
24 

carrying out the mission of the church. The historical, 

sacramental, or confessional character of the church was 
25 

stressed, with varying emphases, among High Church 

Episcopalians, Old school Presbyterians, adherents of the 

Mercersburg theology in the Reformed church, and the 
26 

Lutherans of the middlewest. The movement is sometimes 

described as a "churchly and orthodox reaction against 
27 revivalism and unionism," and sometimes characterized as 

24 Smith, Handy and Loetscher, II, 70-72. 

25 The qualification "with varying emphases" is important. 
The Old School Presbyterians, for example, were themselves 
accused of "one of the greatest high-churchisms this side of 
Rome" in holding the idea that no work is done by the church 
except through ecclesiastical action. At the same time, they 
were outspoken against manifestations of "churchliness" in 
the period. James Henley Thornwell, for example, charac
terized the time as "days of ecclesiastical extravagance," 
and the Presb erial Critic and Monthl Review stated that 
"through this question of the church the most fundamental 
of heresies of ten years past have obtruded themselves upon 
the world." James Henley Thornwell, collected Writings, 
edited by John B. Adger (Riabmond, va.1 Presbyterian Commit
tee of Publication, 1871-1873), :rv, 17. "Our :Idea, 11 pp. 2-3. 

26 With respect to the latter see Th(eodore] Engelder, 
editor.Walther and the Church (St. Louisa Concordia Publishing 
House, 1938) and Waldemar Burgdorf streufert, "The Doctrine 
of the Church and Ministry according to Dr. Walther, in 
Relation to the Romanizing Tendencies within the Lutheran 
Church (1840-1860) 11 (Unpublished Master's ~hesis, Concordia 
Seminary, 1942). 

27smith, Handy and Loetscher, :II, 9. 
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a 11 self-conscious and often bitter denominationalism." 28 

To quote an appropriate line of Samuel Miller addressed to a 

similar paradox, "this will not appear strange to those who 

are acquainted with the human heart, or who have witnessed 

29 analogous scenes in later times." 

Presbyterians in America 

The Presbyterian church is a microcosm of the nine-

30 teenth century religious world in America. Almost all of 

the tensions of the period are reflected in her life. An 

actual separation of the Old and New Schools was forced in 

1837-1838. 31 Three issues were involved. (1) The degree 

28Maurice w. Armstrong, and others, editors, The 
Presbyterian Enterprise (Philadelphia1 The Westminster Press, 
1956), p. 146. 

29 Miller, p. 10. 

30Philip Schaff wrote of the Presbyterian church in 
America, "It is without question one of the most numerous, 
respectable, worthy, intelligent, and influential denomina
tions, and has a particularly strong hold on the solid middle 
class, 11 p. 118. 

31For documents and editorial comment on the division, 
see Maurice w. Armstrong, Lefferts A. Loetscher and Charles 
A. Anderson, The Presb erian Enter rises Sources of American 
Presbyterian History Philadelphias Westminster Press, 1956. 
For a contemporary analysis from the New School side, see 
E. H. Gillett, History of the Presbyterian Church in the 
United States of America (Revised edition, Philadelphia: 
Presbyterian Board of Publication, [1873]), II, 503-552. For 
the Old School viewpoint see Charlee Hodge, The Constitu
tional History of the Presbyterian Church in the United States 
of America (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of Publication, 
l85l), pp. 9~61. For an excellent analysis of the New School 
as a whole see George M. Marsden, "The New School Presby
terian Minda A Study of Theology in Mid-Nineteenth Century 
America" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Yale University, 
1966.) 
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of theological latitude allowable under the Westminster 

Confession and the Adopting Act of 17291 (2) The consti

tutional legality of the admission of congregationalists to 

Presbyterian courts as was being done in virtue of the Plan 

of Union of 1801. The division was forced by an Old School 

majority at the General Assembly of 1837 rescinding the Plan 

of Union, thus cutting off the New School synods at a stroke. 

(3) A question of ecclesiastical policy was involved, that 

is, if the mission of the church shoald be delegated to 

voluntary societies not under the jurisdiction of the 

church. 32 

Samuel Miller pointed out in his Letters to Presby

terians in 1833 that the Presbyterian Church in America was 

established by ministers from Scotland and Ireland, on the 

one hand, and some who had been congregationalists in south 

Britain or in New England, on the other, and there was ten-

sion in the church on account of it. 

has written, 

As a later historian 

The Scotch and the Scotch-Irish element held to 
a more authoritarian ideal of strong church con
tours and of a rigi4 theology. The New England 

32Ernest Trice Thompson, Presbyterians in the south, 
1607-1861 (Richmonda John Knox Presa, 1963), I, 350-351. 
see also William Warren sweet, The Presb~erians in 
Religion on the American Prontier, 1783-840 (New Yorks 
Harper and Brothers, 1936) II, 99-125. 
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Puritan element held a more dynamic view of 
theology and a more decentralized conception of 
church government. 33 

To what extent slavery entered into the division has 

been a matter of debate. Bruce c. Staiger argues that "the 

alignment of forces and course of events leading to the 

break" shows that the issue of illavery was the deciding 

factor. The opposition to the New School, he says, came from 

t ijree sourcess those sincerely concerned with maintaining 

the purity of the Reformed faith, those alarmed by radicalism 

in the New School, and "those whose fortunes were directly 

or indirectly affected by the agitation of the slavery ques

tion." From "the alignment of forces" and the course of 

events, he concludea that the issue of slavery was the deci-

34 
sive factor. Elwyn A. Smith, on the other hand, says, 

"The slavery-abolition issue did not cause the schism1 but 

the south played a role of the utmost significance by giving 

35 the Old School the victory." The proper balance would seem 

to be found in the analysis of Ernest Trice Thompsons 

33smith, Handy and Loetacher, II, 88-89. 

34Bruce c. Staiger, "Abolitionism and the Presbyterian 
Schism of 1837-38, 11 The Mississippi Valley Historical Review, 
XXXVI (September 1949), 413-414. see also Edmund A. Moore, 
"Robert J. Breckinridge and the Slavery Aspect of the Presby
terian Schism of 1837,N Church History, IV (December 1935), 
282-294. 

35 Elwyn A. Smith, NThe Role of the South in the Presby-
terian Schism of 1837-38,N Church Histo;y, XXIX (March 
1960), 60. 
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It cannot be maintained that they [the southern 
commissioners] supported drastic measures against 
the New School synods solely because of the 
latter's antislavery sentiments--their theological 
conservatism would range them on the side of the 
Old School once the issue had become clear. But to 
diminish or eliminate the threat of antislavery 
legislatimn in the Assembly was greatly to be de
sired, and the excision of the offending New 
School syn~gs would be a long step in that 
direction. 

In the view of Charles I. Foster, the division did not 

center on either slavery or the new theology, but rather on 

11 the deeper issue of the nature of the church." 37 The issue 

was edclesiological in that it concerned the church's respon

sibility as •n institution ordained by God to carry on the 

-work of missions, and by a watc~ul exercise of discipline 

with respect to the church's confession to insure the purity 

of the Gospel as it was preached. It should be noted, however, 

that this concern for the church as the proper agency for 

evangelism, and for the purity of the church's witness, 

arose in response to what was already considered a threat in 

the area of theology. 

The question of the church was not resolved by division 

of the church into two schools. Although the Old School 

branch of the church committed the work of miaaiona to 

36Ernest Trice Thompson, I, 397. 

37 Poster, p. 270. 



13 

boards under the control of the General Assembly, 38 this 

reform was not radical enough for some, especially in the 

South. 39 It was argued that the church must have a positive 

sanction in the word of God for everything that she does, and 

has no authority to commit the work of missions to any 

agency, such as a board, since this has no warrant in 

40 scripture. 

The question of the nature of the church was at the 

center oft~ debates within the Old School, in the mid

forties with respect to the validity of Roman Catholic 

baptism, and in the late-fifties over the relationship of 

baptized children to the church. Discussion was further 

stimulated by treatises on the church produced by those 

38 Later the New School found it expedient to have the 
work of missions done under the control of the General 
Assembly. A Church Extension Committee was appointed in 1852 
for the work of home missions, and a permanent committee, to 
be located in New York, was appointed by the 1861 General 
Assembly. Gillett, II, 556, 559-562. 

39Notably, Robert J. Breckinridge and James Henley 
Thornwell, supported by Robert L. Dabney, Benjamin M. Palmer, 
and John B. Adger. The major voices raised in opposition to 
this theory were those of Thomas Smyth, of Charleston, s.c., 
and Charles Hodge. 

40 For a brief, but adequate, treatment of the operation 
of this 11 Puritan11 principle, see Ernest Trice Thompson's 
chapter on 11Jure Divino Presbyterianism, 11 I, 510-529. His 
judgment that the emerging point of view in the southern 
branch of the Presbyterian church, characterized by the above 
concept of jure divino Prewbyterianism, and also by the 
purely 11 spirituil" mission of the church, was based on "a 
legalistic interpretation of the Bible as the inerrant word 
of God11 is leas satisfactory. I, 535-536. It does not 
account for Charles Hodge's sharp disagreement with Thornwell 
on both of these points while sharing his view of Scripture. 
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associated with the orlord Movement within the Anglican 

church in England, and by the attempts to unite evangelicals 

in the United States, particularly after the Civil War. 

The significance of the events in the mid-nineteenth 

century for the history of the Presbyterian Church did not 

escape the notice of those who witnessed them. Charles 

Hodge in his retrospect of the history of the Biblical 

Repertory and Princeton Review {his "ball and chain for 

forty years1141 ) observes, "The period from 1835 to 1869 is 
42 

one of the most important in our ecclesiastical history." 

This study focuses on the doctrine of the church as pre

sented by theologians and leading ministers of the Presby

ter~an Church from the division of 1837 to the reunion of 

the northern branches of the Old and New Schools in 1870. 

There is considerable unity in the principle with re

spect to the essential nature of the church, a unity which 

the theological leaders see as grounded in evangelical 

theo&ogy. However, even with the evangelical principle, 

perhaps because of it, some differences appear with respect 

to the church. The main purpose of the writer of this paper 

is to investigate the roots of those differences. One major 

41The Biblical Reperto~ and Princeton Review, XXXVII 
{1865), 657. Hereafter cite as The Princeton Review. 

42[charles Hodge], "Retrospect of the History of the 
Princeton Review," The Princeton Review, Index Volume, 1825-
1868 {1871), p. 38. 
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problem discovered is a too great reliance on the distinction 

between the visible church and the invisible church. 

on the other hand, the above distinction did not stand 

in the way of a search for the unity of the church. The 

writer investigates the contributions made in this period 

in dealing with the problem of church unity, in spite of the 

differences. 

That there are differences, even among those so closely 

aligned in theology as the Old School, should not be a start

ling revelation: unity in principle does not necessarily 

guarantee uniformity in the analytic and synthetic work of 

systematic theology. Besides, there may be some truth in 

Charles Hodge's lament that "everything that involves the 

nature of the church pertains to one of the most difficult 

43 departments of theology." 

43[charles Hodge], "Schaf[f]'s Protestantism, 11 The 
Princeton Review, XVII (October 1845), 626. 



CHAP!'ER II 

THE NATURE OF THE CHURCH 

The Radical Principle 

The intimate relationship between soteriology and 

ecclesiology is given due emphasis in the period under dis

cussion.1 It is a commonplace that an 11 evangelical 11 under

standing of s alvation, especially of the means through which 

salvation is applied, leads to a corresponding "evangelical" 

understanding of the church. In Charles Hodge's words, 11 The 

nature of the church ••• is determined by the nature of 
2 the gospel." 

The principle on which ecclesiology is seen to turn is 

the answer given to the question, What unites us to Christ? 

11 Is it a personal act of faith in him as the son of God? or 

is it union with an external body having his merits and 

1see, for example, [Charles Hodge], "Idea of the Church," 
The Princeton Review, XXV (April and July 1853), 3391 Stuart 
Ro~inson, The Church of God as an Essential Element of the 
Gospel (Philadelphia1 Joseph M. Wilson, 1858), p. 40r Robert 
Lewis Dabney, Syllabus and Notes of the course of Systematic 
and Polemic Theology Taught in Union Theological Seminary, 
Virginia (5th edition, Richmond, Va.1 Presbyterian Committee 
of Publication, n.d.), p. 726. 

2[Hodge], XXV, 347. Similarly, Thornwell says the 
Church is "the embodiment of the gospel." James Henley 
Thornwell, The Collected Writin sot James Henle TbDrnwell, 
edited by John B. Adger Richmond, Va.1 Presbyterian Committee 
of Publication, 1871-1873), X, 45. 
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grace in custody. 113 The answer of Presbyterians in this 

period is that persons are united to Christ by the Holy 

Spirit through faith and so made members of the church. 4 

A distinction is made between the church in its essence, as 

the mystical body of Christ, that is, those united to Christ 

through faith, and the form in which the church is manifest 

~o the world. 5 This distinction, for the most part, is 

assumed in the discussion as part of the heritage of the 

Reformation of the sixteenth centuryr it is theological 

ground that has already been possessed. 6 Charles Hodge, 

however, does devote considerable space to understanding the 

true idea of the church, and its visibility. 7 

3charles Hodge, 11 What is the Church?" (Unpublished 
manuscript, Speer Library, Princeton Theological Seminary, 
Princeton, New Jersey), p. 7. 

4 
Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapidsa 

William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, n.d.), I, 1341 
Charles Hodge, A Commentary on the Epistle to the Ephesians 
(New Yorks Robert Carter and Brothers, 1857), p. 87: 
Thornwell, IV, 20-21, 139, 350, 5911 Henry Broynton] Smith, 
System. of Christian Theology, edited by Williams. Karr 
(New York: A. c. Armstrong and Son, 1884), p. 591. 

5 Thornwell, IV, 20-21. Smith, pp. 591-593: Robert 
Lewis Dabney, Discussionss Evan elical and Theolo ical 
{Londons Banner of Truth Trust, 196 , II, 434. 

6Hodge, Discussions in Church Polity {New Yorks Charles 
Scribner's sons, 1878), p. 137. 

7 
Charles Hodge [1797-1878] began his teaching ministry 

at the theological seminary in Princeton in 1832, under an 
appointment by the General Assembly as professor of Biblical 
and Oriental literature. In 1840 he was transferred to the 
chair of didactic theology, and in 1845 began lectures on the 
church. Much of his thought in this area appeared in the 
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The True Idea of the Church 

The church in its essential nature is not a visible 

organized community, but a spiritual body consisting exclu

sively of true believers. 8 This is the fundamental propo-
9 

sition which Charles Hodge seeks to prove. He be~ins his 

Biblical Repertory and Princeton Review, which he founded in 
1825 and edited until 1868. 

It was Hodge's desire to complete his Systematic 
Theology with a fourth volume on Ecclesiology. Speer Library, 
Princeton Theological Seminary, holds a manuscript with one 
chapter, "What is the Church?" completed. The Rev. William 
Durant obtained permission from Hodge to publish a collection 
of his articles on the church, which had appeared both sepa
rately and in connection with his annual review of the 
General Assembly in The Princeton Review. The result is the 
valuable Discussions in Church Polity. 

The first extensive article by Hodge on the church 
appeared in 1846. The occasion was the publication of The 
Unity of the Church by Henry Edward Manning (Londons John 
Murray, 1842), but the article actually addressed itself to 
the theses advanced in A Treatise on the Church of Christ by 
William Palmer (Londons J. G. & F. Rivington, 1839), which 
had been previosly reviewed in The Princeton Review by John 
Miller. 

Palmer and Manning were representatives of the Oxford 
Movement in the Anglican church during this period. The 
ecclesiology of that movement was, in the mind of Hodge, 
virtually identical with the ecclesiology of the Roman Catho
lic church, and they are together the subject of his criticism 
in his articles on the church in The Princeton Review in the 
mid-fifties. 

In his Systematic Theology, Hodge treats aspects of the 
church under the Office of Christ as Teacher, I, 129-150, 
the Kingly Office of Christ, II, 596-609, and Baptism, III, 
543-611. 

8Hodge, Systematic Thecbliggy, I, 137. 

9 "The dividing line between the two great contending 
parties in the church universal, is precisely this--Is tne 
church in its essential idea an external body held together 
by external bonds, so that membership in the church depends 
on submission to a hierarchy? or is it a spiritual body 



19 

most comprehensive essay on the nature of the church with an 

appeal to the Apostles' creed. There, he says, in the 

symbol accepted by all Christians, the church is declared to 

be "the communion of saints," a conception which does not 

include the idea of any external organization. To under

stand the true idea of the church, onehhas only to ascertain 

to whom the word "saints" refers, and what is the nature of 

their ~communion," that is, the essential bond that unites 

them. 10 

Although in the Old Testament the nation of Israel is 

a whole was "sanctified," that is, separated from the other 

nations and consecrated to God, and so was "holy" externally, 

in the New Testament, Hodge argues, the terms hagios and 

hagiazein are applied only to the true people of God. 

"Saints" are those persons who have been justified and in

wardly renewed. Hodge concludess 

When, therefore, it is said that the Church con
sists of saints, the meaning is not that it con
sists of all who are externally consecrated to 

owing its existence and unity to the indwel~ing of the Spirit, 
so that those who have the Sfirit of God are aubers of the 
church or body of Christ." LCharles Hodgel "Presbyterian
ism," The Princeton Review, XXXII {July 1860), 549. 

10reodge], "Idea of the Church," The Princeton Review, 
XXV, 24~-250. For some reason the second part of this 
important article was not reprinted in Church Polity. 
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God, irrespective of their moral character, but 
that it consists of true Christians or sincere 
believers.11 

The communion which the saints enjoy has its foundation 

in their union with Christ, made effectual by the indwelling 

of the Holy Spirit. The church is the body of those united 

to Christ, which body is "animated" by the Holy Spirit. The 

bond of their union being thus spiritual and internal, the 

church is not essentially a visible society, 12 though 

visibility is an attribute of the church, as Hodge points 

out elsewhere.13 Since, in the evangelical system, faith is 

the means of union with Christ, it follows that none but be

lievers belong to the church, and that all believers belong 

to the church in virtue of their faith alone.14 uThe Church, 

therefore, in its true idea or essential nature, is not a 

11Ibid., XXV, 251. Hodge, accordingly, renders coetus 
sanctor~s "body of believers," "company of faithful men," 

company of believers." XXV, 265-270, 343. See also [Charles 
Hodge], "The Visibility of the Church," The Princeton 
Review, XXV (October 1853), 671. 

12[Hd>dge], "Idea of the Church," The Princeton Review, 
XXV, 250. see also Hodge, .Systematic Theology, I, 134, "the 
Church as such, or in its essential nature, is not an exter
nal organization." Hodge consistently thinks of the church 
in its radical idea, even where he fails to qualify his 
definition with "essentially" or "as .auch." This should be 
kept in mind when Hodge says a choice must be made between 
the church as "an external, visible society," or "a spiritual 
body." [Hodge], "Idea of the Church," The Princeton Review, 
XXV, 264. 

13 Infra, pp. 31-32. 

14[Hodge], "The Idea or the Charch, 11 The Princeton 
Review, XXV, 343. 
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visible society, but the company of faithful men--the 
15 

coetus sanctorum, or the communion of saints." 

To support his argument, Hodge appeals first to the use 

of ekklesia in the New Testament. Relying on the derivation 

of ekklesia from ekkaleo, Hodge argues that its basic import 

in the New Testament is the idea of a distinct class of 

people called out of the world by the gospel. 

In all the various applications, therefore, of 
the word ekklesia in the New Testament, we find 
it uniformly used as a collective term for the 
kletoi or ekletoi, that is, for those who obey 
the gospel call, and who are thus selected and 
separated, as a distinct class from the rest of 
the world.16 

The church is the assembly of the effectually called, 

of those who not only receive but who obey the call to repen

tance and faith. The church is composed of penitent 

believers.17 

Robert Lewis Dabney18 argues much the same way. The 

New Testament meaning of ekklesia is "out-called." It 

!B!Hid. 

16 ] Ibid., XXV, 254. See also Charles Hodge, "Theories 
of the Church," The Princeton Rev ew, XVIII (January 1846), 
140. 

17[Hodge], "Theories of the Church, 11 The Princeton 
Review, XVIII, 140. 

1 8Robert Lewis Dabney [1820-1898] was professor at 
Union Theological Seminary, Richmond, Virginia from 1853-
1883, first in the chair of ecclesiastical history and 
polity, moving in 1859 to the department of systematic 
theology. He was called from this latter position to an 
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stands for "the spiritual and invisible company of true 

believers" called by "the grace which converts." The church, 

accordingly, is "the company of the converted. 1119 

Hodge secondly appeals to the fact that the epistles 

addressed to churches in the New Testament are addressed to 

believers, saints, the children of God. These terms are 

thus equivalents for the church, and the conclusion is 

drawn that the church consists only of believers. 20 These 

terms may not be toned down by making faith 11 mere external 

consecration, 11 or sonship "merely adoption to external 

privileges. 1121 They must be understood in their full 

redemptive import. 

A third line of evidence that Hodge adduces from 

Scripture concerns the various descriptions of the church in 

the New Testament as the temple of God, the family of God, 

the flock of Christ, the bride of Christ, the body of Christ. 

"These descriptions of the Church, 11 he says, "are inappli

cable to any external society as such •••• The only Church 

appointment as professor of mental and moral philosophy in 
the University of Texas until his retirement in 1894. 

19oabney, Discussions, II, 434-435. 

20[Hodge], 11The Idea of the Church, 11 The Princeton 
Review, XXV, 258. 

21 Ibid., XXV, 259. 
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of which these things are true, is the communion of saints, 

the body of true Christians. 1122 

In answer to the objection that the apostles address as 

the church the whole company in any given place, among whom 

were hypocrites, Hodge replies that persons are addressed 

according to their profession, and the mere fact of their 

being so addressed does not prove that they are in actual 

possession of the reality. If they profess belief, they are 

addressed as believers1 if they profess to belong to the 

church, they are addressed as church members. But the term 

ekklesia in the New Testament does not designate a body of 

professors, sincere and insincere, "though all are 

addressed as belonging to the Church, what is said of the 

Church had no application to those who were not really its 

members. 1123 

In addition to his analysis of biblical usage, Hodge 

argues that the attributes of the church as given in Scrip

ture, along with the promises and prerogatives that are 

given to her, determine the conception of the essential 

22 Ibid., XXV, 264. 

23Ibid., XXV, 261. See also his comments on Eph. 2111-
22. "The church of which this is said is not the nominal, 
external, visible church as such, but the true people of God. 
As, however, the Scriptures always speak of men according to 
their profession, calling those who profess faith, believers, 
and those who confess Christ, Christiana, so they ■peak of 
the visible church as the true church, and predicate of the 
former what is true only of the latter." Commen11ary on 
Ephesians, p. 124. 
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nature of the church. The attributes that he especially 

appeals to are the holiness and the unity of the church. 

Since holiness is a necessary attribute of the church, 

and this holiness is that of regenerated men, really 

separated from the world and consecrated to God, "no external 

society, composed of 'all sorts of men! can be the holy 

catholic church. 1124 For any particular denomination to 

claim to be the holy, catholic church would be a patent 

contradiction. Neither the Roman, nor the Greek, nor the 

Anglican, nor the Presbyterian church may be identified as 

the coetus sanctorum, because "no one of these societies is 

holy, they are all more or less corrupt and worldly. 1125 

With respect to the unity of the church Hodge notes that 

the church is one in a threefold senses (1) In faith and 

communion1 (2) In embracing all the people of God7 {3) In 
26 being the same church in all ages. Although true believ-

ers are one in all three senses, this unity cannot be pre

dicated of any "external society calling itself the Church of 

God. 1127 That is, no denomination of Christians can make an 

24[Hodge], "Idea of the Church," 
XXV, 266. 

The Princeton Review, 

25Ibid., XXV, 265. 

26Ibid., XXV, 270. 

27:tbid., XXV, 272. 
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exclusive claim to be the church of God upon earth. 28 The 

reason Hodge gives is that there are children of God outside 

of any denomination making such a claim. Though it may not 

be possible in every particular case to distinguish infallibly 

between true and false profession, yet as a class the children 

of God are known, and are distinguished from, the children of 

the world. In view of their fruits as believers it is impos

sible to "unchurch• those outside of a particular communion, 

and refuse to recognize them as belonging to Christ. They 

have the fruits of the Spirit, and where the Spirit is, there 

is the church. 29 

To say there is no piety and no salvation out of 
the papal or prelatic Church, is very much like 
doing despite unto the Spirit of God1 it is to 
say of multitudes of true Christians, what the 
Pharisees said of our Lord1 "They cast out devils 
by Beelzebub, the chief of devils. 11 30 

The church cannot be limited to any visible society 

because the Spirit is not limited to external church organi

zations. The only church that is one, holy, catholic, and 

apostolic is "the communion of saints, the company of faith

ful men, the mystical body of Christ, whose only essential 

28compare Samuel Miller, Presbyterianism the Truly Prim
itive and A stolical Constitution of the Church of Christ 
Philadelphia, Presbyterian Board of Publication, 1835, p. 6. 

"No particular denomination of! Christians is now entitled to 
be called, by way of eminence, the Catholic, or universal 
Church." 

XXV, 
29raodge], Idea of the Church," 
21i. 

lOibid. 

The Princeton Review, 
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bond of union is the indwelling of the Holy Ghoat. 1131 Since 

these attributes do not belong to any external society as 

such, no such society can be the church. 32 

The promises made to the church of the continued pres

ence of Christ, the teaching and guidance of the Holy Spirit, 

protection and prosperity, holiness and salvation are not 

made to any external society as such, but rather to true 

believers. 33 so also, the prerogatives of teaching and 

exercising discipline belong to the company of believersr 

they are prerogatives of an external body "only on the as

sumption of their being, and only as far as they are what 

they profess to be, the true children of God. 1134 

At this point in his essay Hodge introduces without 

definition the distinction between the visible and invisible 

church. The "power of the keys," he says, "cannot belong to 

the visible Church as such. It can belong to her only so far 
35 

as she is the organ of the Church invisible." It is to the 

latter that ·· all the · attributes, the promises and preroga

tives of the true church belong. 

31~., XXV, 278. 
32

Ibid. 

33Ibid., XXV, 279-283. See also [Charled Hodge], •The 
Church-.!'1:ts Perpetuity," The Princeton Review, XXVIII (October 
1856), 689-715. 

34rHodge], "Idea of the Church," 
XXV, 28,. 

35~., XXV, 289. 

The Princeton Review, 
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According to an earlier explanation, this~ church 

is in one aspect a visible, in another an invisible, hody. 36 

It is visible because believers profess their faith. How

ever, unbelievers, unknown to men, also make outward pro

fession, and seem to belong to the church, hut in fact do 

not. Hence the distinction between the real and the nominal, 

or the invisible and visible church. 37 "All true believers 

are members of the true Church, and all professors of the 

true faith are members of the visible Church. 1138 

The same distinction is made by the other major theo

logians in the Presbyterian church in this period, though 

none give the matter the extensive treatment that Hodge does. 

Dabney defines the church as the "aggregate" of Christ's re

deemed people, "the hidden company of the regenerate," 

36[Hodge], "Theories of the Church," The Princeton 
Review, XVIII, 141. 

37Ihid., XVIII, 141-142. The reason for the choice of 
the term "invisible" is not discussed here. Often Hodge con
trasts "true" with "visible" or ''apparent" rather than "in
visible" and "visible." rHodgel, "Idea of the Church," The 
Princeton Review, XXV, 35lr [Hodge], "Theories of the Church," 
The Princeton Review, XVIII, 145, 1471 [Hodge], The Princeton 
Review, XXVIII, 689. 

38[Hodge], "Theories of the Church," The Princeton 
Review, XVIII, 145. In another place the distinction is be
tween those who are members of the church in the sight of God 
(the invisible church) and those who are members in the sight 
of men (the visible church). [Charles Hodge], "The Church 
Membership of Infants," The Princeton Review, XXX (April 
1858), 350. 
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wholly visible to God, and partially discernable by man. 39 

Henry Boynton Smith40 argues that since vital union with 

Christ is essentially spiritual, and therefore invisible, so 

the true church is invisible. To the invisible church alone 

belong the attributes of catholicity, infallibility, and 

sanctity. 41 Thomas Smyth, pastor of Second Presbyterian 

Church, Charleston, south Carolina, throughout this period, 

defines the invisible church as "the whole body of God's 

redeemed people," and explains that it is called "invisible .. 

because its union with Christ is a spiritual union, and the 

faith and love of its true members are invisible to men and 

infallibly discerned by God alone. "In this sense, the 

church has no visible or formal existence on earth, but is 

an object of faith, being composed of all Christ's faithful 

42 members, wherever they are found." 

39oabney, Discussions, II, 435-437. 

40Henry Boynton Smith r1a15-1877] was the roost prominent 
New School theologian in thls period. Appointed to teach 
church history at Union Theological Seminary, New York, in 
1850, he held that post for three years, transferring then 
to the department of systematic theology until his retire
ment in 1874. 

41smith, pp. 591-593. See also Dabney, Syllabus of 
Systematic Theology, p. 736. 

42Thomas Smyth, An Bcclesiastical catechism of the 
Presb erian Church for the use of Pamilies Bible-Classes, 
and Private Members (3r editionr New Yorks Leavitt & Trow, 
1843), reprinted in Complete works, edited by J. Wm. Plinn 
(Columbia, S. c., 1908), IV, 447. 
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43 
James Henley Thornwell relates ecclesiology to the 

decree of election of which the church is the realization, 

a perspective not entirely absent from Hodge, and yet not 

made central as might be expected of a Calvinist. Thornwell 

defines the church as "the whole body of the elect considered 

as united to Christ their head." At any particular time, 

the church consists of the elect who have been effectually 

called, that is, renewed by and made partakers of the Holy 

Spirit, and exercising true faith. The church, accordingly, 

is "the communion of saints, the congregation of the faithful, 

the assembly of those who worship God in the Spirit, rejoice 

in Christ Jesus, and have no confidence in the flesh. 1144 

Archibald Alexander Hodge45 also views the church from 

the point of view of election. Though seen in part as it is 

actually gathered, the collective body comprising all the 

43James Henley Thornwell r1al2-1862]. A native South 
Carolinian, Thornwell was ordalned to the Presbyterian min
istry in 1835. He was professor of sacred literature and 
evidences of Christianity at South Carolina College, 1841-
1851, and president of that institution, 1852-1855. He re
signed the latter position to become professor of theology in 
the Presbyterian Theological Seminary, Columbia, s. c., his 
service there being terminated by his death. 

44Thornwell, IV, 350-351. 

45Archibald Alexander Hodge r1823-1886], the eldest son 
of Charles Hodge, entered the minlstry as a missionary to 
India in 1847, but was forced to return to this country three 
years later for reasons of health. He was appointed to the 
chair of systematic theology at Western Theological Seminary, 
~legheny, Pa., in 1864, remaining there until his call to 
Princeton Seminary in 1877, where he also taught systematic 
theology until his death. 
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elect of all nations and generations is called the church 

"invisible" for two reasons: (1) Because the part visible on 

earth at any one time is small in comparison with the body as 

a whole, and (2) "because even in the sections of this body 

46 visible to us its outlines are very uncertain." The term 

"invisible" is not used in an absolute sense. 

Thus the consensus of Presbyterian theology in this 

period is that the church is essentially a spiritual body, 

composed of all those united to Christ by the Holy Spirit in 

effectual calling, in pursuance of the decree of election. 

The question that naturally arises is how to relate this 

idea of the church as an essentially spiritual body to the 

consideration, which may not be by-passed, that the church 

is also "a social body, called out of the world, and consti

tuted by the authority of Jesus Christ. 1147 It was this 

question that gave American Presbyterians the greatest 

difficulty. 

The Visibility of the Church 

The basic proposition that the church is essentially a 

spiritual body is not equivalent to a denial of the visibility 

of the church. According to Hodge, the term "invisible" when 

46A[rchibald] A(lexander] Hodge, The Confession of Faith, 
(Londona . Banner of Truth Trust, 1961), p. 312. 

47Miller, p. 44. 
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applied to the church has reference only to the fact that 

the condition of membership is something inward: it does not 

mean that those who have this condition are invisible or un

knowable.48 True faith will manifest itself outwardly i~ 

49 confession and good works. As believers associate to-

gether for worship and discipline, having officers and 

government, they appear before the world as a visible body.
50 

51 
Hence, the true church on earth is always visible. 

One of the most helpful attempts at a clear definition 

of the visibility of the church is found in Archibald 

Alexander Hodge. The true church, he says, is always 

visible in part, with greater or lesser clarity. The 

"universal visible Church11 is not a different church from 

the "invisible Church11 comprising all the elect of all 

nations and ages. "It is the same body, as its successive 

generations pass in their order and are imperfectly dis-
52 

criminated from the rest of mankind by the eye of man." 

48
[Hodge], "The Visibility of the Church, 11 The Prince

ton Review, XXV, 681. Hodge sometimes, by not qualifying his 
statements, gives another impression, as when he says, "we do 
not know who is a true believerr and therefore we cannot tell 
who is a member of the Church or body of Christ. 11 Hodge, 
Church Polity, p. 206. 

49Thornwell, IV, 351. [Hodge], "Theories of the Church, 11 

The Princeton Review, XVIII, _141. 

50[Hodge], "Theories of the Church, 11 The Princeton Re
view, XVIII, 141. 

Sl[Hodge], "The Visibility of the Church," The Prince
ton Review, XXV, 671. 

52 A. A. Hodge, p. 312. 
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Particular churches throughout the world are one visible 

church for they are all "visible parts of the true spiritual 

or invisible Church, which, being 'the body of Christ,' can 
53 

never be divided." 

Charles Hodge also holds that the church is always 

visible, but emphasizes that since the church is the company 

of believers, it is visible only in the sense in which be

lievers are visible. 54 The church is "only a company of 

Christians," and anything not essential to the individual 

55 Christian cannot be made essential to the church. 'What 

is not essential to the true Church, the spiritual body of 

Christ, or to salvation, cannot be essential to the visible 
56 Church." The visibility of the church is not the visi-

bility of external organization. The true church is visible 

"not as an organization, not as an external society, but as 

the living body of Christ1 as a set of men distinguished 
57 

from others as true Christians." Where true believers 

531bid., p. 313: 
54 

[Charles Hodge], "The Visibility of the Church," The 
Princeton Review, XXV, 671. 

55[charles Hodge], The Princeton Review, XXVIII, 693. 

56[charles Hodge], "Is the Church of Rome a Part of the 
Visible Church," The Princeton Review, XVIII (April 1846), 
330. 

57[Charles Hodge], "The Visibility of the Church, 11 The 
Princeton Review, XXV, 67~. 
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confess their faith, and live holy lives, there the church 

is visible. 58 

Hodge thus distinguishes between "the visible Church, 

considered as an organized body," and the true church as 

visible in professing believers "apart from any outward 
59 

organization, and in the midst of all organizations." The 

relationship is as follows, Believers, and thus the church, 

exist apart from external organization. However, it is 

their duty to organize, inasmuch as man is by nature a 

social being. Under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, be~ 

lievers form themselves into societies, uniting for worship 

and the celebration of Christian ordinances, and the sub-
60 

jecting themselves to a common ecclesiastical government. 

Organization does not make them a church, however, but being 

61 members of the church they associate for these purposes. 

The criterion for admission to the church as a visible 

organization is not infallible evidence of regeneration, but 

a 11 credible profession of faith." The visible church is thus 

made up of all those who make such profession, though some 

may thus gain admittance to the organization who do not 

58Ibid. 

59Ibid., XXV, 673~ [Charles Hodge], The Princeton Review, 
XXVIII, 698. 

60charles Hodge, Church Polity, pp. 63, 91. Hodge re
jects, however, "mutual covenants" as the ground of church 
authority. p. 92. 

61 Ibid., p. 206. see also pp. 31-32. 
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belong to the spiritual body. 62 The organization is not to 

be identified, therefore, with the body of believers. 

Associated with true believers are those whose profession of 

faith is insincere, whose union with believers is merely 

external. The mixed group, the external organization, 

though Hodge does not hesitate to call it "the visible 

church," is not the same thing as the true church as visible. 

The latter is composed of believers onlyr the external (or 

visible) church is composed of all those who profess the true 

religion, including hypocrites. 

The true Church is visible in the external Church 
just as the soul is visible in the body. That is, 
as by the means of the body we know that the soul 
is there, so by means of the exjernal Church, we 
know where the true Church is. 6 

When Hodge says that the external society is not the 

church, he means that "the two are not identical, commensu

rate, and conterminous, so that he who is a member of the 

one is a member of the other ••• .. 64 The church is in the 

society, though the society itself is denied to be the church 

65 any further than it consists of true believers. As a 

62[charles Hodge], "Theories of the Church," The 
Princeton Review, XVIII, 141-142. 

63[charles Hodge], "The Visibility of the Church," The 
Princeton Review, XXV, 673. 

64Ibid., XXV, 674. 

65Ibid., XXV, 680. 
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matter of fact, the visible church has often been composed 
66 largely of unregenerate men. 

The prerogatives of the church, the authority to teach 

and the right to exercise discipline, do not belong to the 

visible church as such, but to the church as the communion 

of saints. They belong to the external body of professors 

on the assumption of their being what they profess to be. 

The "power of the keys" belongs to the visible church "only 
67 

so far as she is the organ of the Church invisible." 

The word "church," according to Hodge, is used in 

senses which cannot be embraced under one definition. It 

may be used for the whole number of the elect, or for the 

true people of God, or for all those who profess the true 

religion, that is, the essential doctrines of the Gospel 

necessary to salvation, together with their children. 

Organization noes not e nter into the definition of any of 

these perspectives, but only when the word 11 church11 is used 

for a denomination, that is, 11 an organized society pro

fessing the true religion, united for the purpose of wor

ship and discipline, and subject to the same form of 

66charles Hodge, Church Polity, p. 288. See also pp. 
58, 246. 

67[charles Hodge], "Idea of the Church, 11 The Princeton 
Review, XXV, 287-2891 Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology 
I, 134, 137-138. 
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government and to some common tribunal." Although the 

ministry is of divine appointment, and necessary to the 

edification and extension of the church, it is not essen

tial to the being of a church so "that there is no church 
69 

where there is no ministry." Likewise, the sacraments are 

of divine appointment, and perpetual obligation, "but to 

make them essential to the church is to make them essential 
70 

to salvation, which is contrary to Scripture." The only 

essential mark of a true church is the profession of the 

true religion, Hodge argues, and claims the support of the 

Westminster Confession. 71 The traditional "marks," the pure 

preaching of the Word of God, the right administration of 

the sacraments, and the just exercise of discipline, pro-

72 vide "a description of a pure and orderly church." 

Dabney's treatment is similar to that of Charles Hodge. 

God has ordained visible organized societies for the gather

ing of the spiritual company. By accommodation these soci

eties are called 11 churches. 11 Together they constitute the 

68[charles Hodge], "Is the Church of Rome a Part of the 
Visible Church? 11 The Princeton Review, XVIII, 327-3281 
Charles Hodge, systematic Theology, III, 547. 

69[charles Hodge], "Is the Church of Rome a Part of the 
Visible Church?" The Princeton Review, XVIII, 330. 

70 Ibid., XVIII, 332. 

71charles Hodge, Church Polity, p.138. 

72[charles Hodge], "Is the Church of Rome a Part of the 
Visible Church?" The Princeton Review, XVIII, 323. 
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visible catholic church. The name church is given in Scrip

ture to "a visible body, consisting of all those throughout 

the world, who make a c~edible profession of the true reli

gion, together with their children." To the visible church 

catholic God has given the ministry, the sacraments, and 

other ordinances, and "some measure of his sanctifying 

Spirit." outside of this church there is no ordinary possi

bility of salvation. 73 

Dabney uses an analogy similar to that used by Hodge to 

describe the relationship between the true churc~ and the 

external society. As the soul, which is the true man, in

habits the body, so the true church inhabits the visible 

society and makes it "the rude and imperfect instrument of 

its corporate functions." The word "church" may be applied 

to "the aggregate of those societies which the Church 

universal and spiritual now on earth inhabits," in a way 

similar to speaking of -a corpse as a dead~, though with

out the spirit it is but a "clod." The visible must resemble 

the invisible so far as possible, but it cannot possess the 

qualities of the invisible "for reasons similar to those 

73oabney, Syllabus of Systematic Theology, pp. 726-727. 
This agrees with the Westminster Confession. But see Dis
cussions, II, 437 where the phrase is used with reference 
to the invisible church, a slip that Charles Hodge also 
makes. [Charles Hodge], "Idea of the Church," The Princeton 
Review, XXV, 274. 
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which forbia the shell to be the kernel, the body to be the 
74 

intelligent spirit within it. 11 

In some respects Thornwell's thought parallels that of 

Charles Hodge on the visibility of the church. The invisible 

church becomes manifest as the whole multitude of the elect 

are regenerated, united to Christ, and incorporated into 

him. "The body of professors is. to be accepted as the 

Church of Christ, because the truly faithful are in it." The 

Gospel is never preached without effect, so that profession 

of faith as the result of the preaching of the Word entitles 

any society to the name of a church, since such a society 

cannot be destitute of true believers. Those who profess 

faith without really possessing it are not properly members 

of the church, being merely tares among the wheat, passing 

75 for saints until it is manifest that they are not. 

Thornwell differs from Charles Hodge, however, in defin

ing the visible church as "the society or congregation of 

those who profess the true religion1 among whom the Gospel 
76 

is faithfully preached and the sacraments duly administered~' 

Hodge's statement that where the Spirit is, there is the 

church, needs to be qualified. It is true that there is no 

church without the Spirit:- but, on the other hand, "something 

74oabney, Discussions, II, 434. 

75Thornwell, . IV, 351. 

761bid. -
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beside the indwelling of the Holy Ghost is necessary to con

vert a collection of believers into a Church." A dozen men 

may meet regularly for prayer, and the Holy Spirit may be 

present, but this does not make them a church. "A society 

that claims to be the Church must show something more than 

the possession of the Spirit." It must also have the order 

appointed by Christ. The essentials of the visible church 

institute are the ministry and the ordinances of Christ. 

Churches are to be regarded as true churches of Christ 11 as 

long as the Word, in its essential doctrines, is really 
77 

preached, and the sacraments truly administered. 11 

A similar line of argument appears in the Presbyterial 

Critic and Monthly Review, edited by Stuart Robinson and 

Thomas E. Peck, both prominent men in the southern portion 

of the Presbyterian Churchs 

The Church is not the people of God simply as such: 
it is an organization of the people of God. Apart 
from the consideration of this organization, the 
people who believe in Christ may be distinguished 
religiously, but not ecclesiastically. Indeed, in 
a loose and general sense, they may, prior to this 
organization, be called a churchr but this use of 
the term is loose and inaccurate. In strictness 
of speech, their ecclesiastical character ensues 
when they are brought into ,g organized relation to 
each other, and not before. 

77Ibid., IV, 261-262, 293. 

7811The Issues stated," The Presbyterial Critic and 
Monthly Review, I (1885), 81. See also John Mitchell Mason 
who argues that 11 church of God" in both the Old and New 
Testaments signifies 11 that great visible society which God 
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Though making a distinction between the church "in its 

essential elements and the mode of its external manifesta

tion,1179 Thornwell is not satisfied that the relation be

tween the two has been adequately defined. He charges that 

all the Reformed theologians have evaded the question of the 

precise nature of the visible church, and asks, "Is it or is 

it not specifically a different thing from the communion of 

saints?" Commenting on the distinction between the profes

sion of faith as the indispensable condition of membership 

in the visible church, and the possession of faith as that 

of the invisible, Thornwell notes that on such a basis there 

is no correspondence between the two churches. "The one is 

not an imperfect exhibition of the other, but a different 

though related institute. Where the specific difference is 

not the same there can be no identification of species." 

The church as visible is more than the invisible church 

has set apart for himself." The church, accordingly, is to 
be defined as "the aggregate body of those who profess the 
true religions all making up but ONE society, of which the 
Bible is the statute bookr Jesus Christ the head7 and a 
covenant relation the uniting bond." The Writings of the 
Late John M. Mason, edited by Ebenezer Mason (New York: 
Published bt the editor, 1832), IV, 15, 24. 

Mason Ll770-1829] was an Associate Reformed minister 
until 1822 when he transferred to the Presbyterian Church in 
the United states of America. The work from which the above 
quotation was taken was re-issued separately by the Presby
terian Board of Publication in 1843 as Essays on the Church 
of God, and widely cited with approval in the period under 
discussion, even by Charles Hodge, from whom one would be led 
to expect some criticism. Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, 
III, 546. 

79Thornwell, IV, 21. 
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become apparent. Otherwise, he asks, "Upon what principle 

[do] the official acts of an unconverted minister become 

valid?"BO 

Thornwell does not offer a complete solution. In con

trast to Charles Hodge, he denies that the outward order is 

simply the product of the inward life. "Spiritual impulses 

do not generate the Church1 they only correspond to it. 11 

The outward order is authoritatively established as the con

dition for the healthful development of the internal life. 

"Neither springs from the other1 they coexist according to a 

pre-established harmony." Accordingly, for a society to be 

regarded as the church it is not enough to appeal to the 

possession of the Spirit1 the ministry and ordinances of 
81 Christ are necessary as well. 

There is a corresponding emphasis in Thornwell on the 

institutional side of the church. He sees the effect of the 

division into multiple sects, the abuse of the principle of 

private judgment, as bringing the church down to the level of 

a voluntary society. Thus the church is regarded as merely 

an association for religious purposes, analogous to temper

ance societies, or other associations for benevolent pur

poses. On the contrary, he says, the church must be vener

ated as the institute of God. It is not an "accidental 

society" owing its existence to a "voluntary compact." "It 

BOibid., II, 43-44. 

Slibid., IV, 261-262. 
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is a society which has grown out of the facts of redemp-

ti .,82 on. Accordingly, the church as a teacher must be heard 

with respect. "Her testimony is a venerable presumption in 

favour of the Divine authority of all that she proposes," 

thoug h, of course, she must teach only as she has been 

taught in scripture. 83 

The attributes of the visible church are a matter of 

great concern, as the professing church seeks to realize 

the invisible. The two ought to coincide. Thornwell 

applies this principle in this context not to the holiness 

of the church, as might be expected, but to the unity of the 

church. A church which in principle "cannot realize a 

visible unity, and thus aim to coincide with the invisible 

Church, is self-condemned." The relationship is so close 

that it is inconsistent to predicate unity of the one and 
84 

not be equally concerned with lack of unity in the other. 
85 

Robert Jefferson Breckinridge also places emphasis on 

the church as a visible institution in the world. The church, 

82 
Ibid., I, 44-45. 

83Ibid. 

84Ibid., IV, 135-136. 

85Robert Jefferson Breckinridge [1800-1871] was or
dained to the ministry of the Presbyt~rian church in 1832, 
having been previous to his theological training a lawyer and 
a member of the Kentucky legislature. He was tor several 
years (1832-1845) pastor of second Presbyterian Church, 
Baltimore, where he engaged in a lively opposition to the 
Roman Catholic Church, as may be seen in the pages of the 
Baltimore Literary and Religious Magazine (later the Spirit 
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86 
he notes, is the personal kingdom of Christ. Membership 

depends on union and communion with the Head and Redeemer of 

the Kingdom. The Kingdom has a form, however, and since 
87 

Pentecost the form is that of "the Gospel Church State." 

Messianic Kingdom, New Creation, and Church of God are names 

of the same reality viewed from the aspects of the dominion 

of Christ, the work of the Holy Spirit, and the gathered mem-

b t . l 88 ers, respec ive y. 

The Church visible -of Christ, is the Kingdom of 
God in this world, created through the communion 
of saints ••• possessed of a peculiar and 
divinely appointed organization, separate from 
the world, and so a divine institution among 
men.1189 

The distinctive thing about Breckinridge's ecclesiology 

is his attempt to define the visible church in such a way as 

90 
not to include hypocrites within the definition. The 

of the XIX Century) of which he was the editor. Breckinridge 
eventually became professor of theology in the Presbyterian 
Seminary at Danville, Kentucky (1853-1869). His principal 
literary legacy is the two-volume work, The Knowledge of God, 
Objectively Considered (New York: Robert Carter and Brothers, 
1859) and The Knowled e of God Sub ectivel considered (New 
York: Robert carter and Brothers, 1860. 

86Breckinridge, II, 186. 

87 rbid., II, 386. see also I, 83, 92, 411. 

S8Ibid., II, 418. 

89Ibid., II, 413. 

90This is also the concern of John Murray, Christian 
Baptism (Philadelphiaa Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing 
Company, n. d.), p. 42. 
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visible church, loosely speaking, may be described as "all 

living men who profess the name of Christ," but it is more 

truly "all living men who are his true followers. 11 He 

points out that "it is not the same thing to be visibly a 

member of some organization or denomination of Christians, 

and to be a member of Christ visibly by being a true member 
91 

of his visible body." 

Properly speaking, the visible Church can be 
nothing else but that portion of the true and 
eternal Kingdom of God, which is apparent on 
earths and we might as truly speak of another 
head of the Kingdom than Christ ••• as o~2 other members of it than the elect of God. 

Breckinridge recognizes that hypocrites will gain ad

mission to the church as visible. However, such "false 

brethren," are not of the essence of the church1 they are 

"mere intruders into the visible Church, and ought to be 
II 

cast out of it. Since these "intruders" are not always 

recognized for what they are, only God knows infallibly to 
93 

what extent the church is visible on earth. 

The divine institution of the church is based on the 

fellowship of believers in union with Christ. The church is 

made visible through the sacraments, which separate and 

94 organize the people of God. Appealing to circumcision and 

91 
Breckinridge, II, 400-401, 406. 

92Ibid., II, 406. 

9 3Ibid., II, 190, 400, 406. 

94Ibid., II, 383. 
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the passover as Old Testament parallels to baptism and the 

Lord's supper, Breckinridge concludes,"nothing is more dis

tinct than the gradual organization of a visible Church, by 

means of outward ordinances ••• and outwardly preclusive 
95 

of all who were not God's people in covenant." 

Stuart Robinson, Breckinridge's colleague in the sem

inary at Danville as Professor of Church Government and 

Pastoral Theology, 1856-1857, also emphasizes the insti

tutional side of the church. God's purpose, Robinson 

argues, is not to save men merely as individuals, but as a 

mediatorial body, a kingdom, a church. Through successive 

covenants, God separates his people from the world in reali

zation of his purpose of redemption. As the result of 

Christ's redemptive accomplishment, he founds a community, 

96 which he organizes and rules. A true definition of the 

church must include three elements: the internal call of 

the Spirit, the external call of the word, and the organic 

97 structure of the institution. This leads to a familiar 

duality: 

Inasmuch as they are called by an external 
klesis of the word, [the people of God] are 
gathered in successive generations to consti
tute the external ekklesia on earth. In as 

95Ibid., II, 383. 

96Robinson, pp. 38-45 
97 

Ibid., p. 73. 
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far a s they are c a lled also by the internal 
klesis of the Spirit, they are gathered to con
stitute the invisible ekklesia, the fijgl and 
complete actual of the eternal ideal. 

Somewhat in contrast to Breckinridge , Robinson states 

that the visible church is not only a manifestation of the 

ideal church, but is an institute for the calling and train-
99 

ing of the elect people of God. Through the visible body 

the Mediator carries on his administration and works by his 

Spirit. The visible church by definition, includes those 

who are only externally called by the wora. 100 Robinson's 

only attempt to relieve the tension is a rather vague state

ment that the process of calling and training the elect 
101 

"creates the visible Church in the image of the invisible." 

Thus, although there is some difficulty in agreeing on 

the d efinition of the visible church, and the relationship 

of the institute having the word and sacraments to the 

spiritual and mystical body of Christ, these Presbyterians 

all acknowledge that there is a discrepancy between the 

church as God knows it, and the church as it appears to the 

eyes of man. Indeed, it is just this anomaly that precipi

tates their differences in definition. Given this 

98 
41. Ibid., p. 

99Ibid. , p. 50. 

lOOibid., p. 52. 

lOlibid., p. 41. 
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unavoidable discrepancy, to what extent is the church as a 

visible institution responsible for excluding those who do 

not actually be1ong to the body of Christ? 

The Criterion for Church Membership 

All those who make "a credible profession" are to be 

received into the visible church, for those who make such a 
102 

profession are presumably the people of Christ. By 

"credible profession" is meant "a profession of the true 

religion sufficiently intelligent and sufficiently corrobo

rated by the daily life of the professor to be credited as 
103 

genuine." It involves "a competent knowledge of the 

funnamental doctrines of Christianity, a declaration of 

personal faith in Christ and consecration to his servicer 

104 and a temper of mind and habit consistent therewith. 11
• 

Charles Hodge devotes several pages to this subject in 
105 

his Systematic Theology. The attempt to make the visible 

church consist exclusively of true believers, he says, is 

not only bound to fail, since it is not the purpose of God, 

but it will be productive of evil. The criterion by which 

the church accepts persons into her membership is not such 

l02A. A H d 3 313 • o ge, pp. , • see Dabney, Syllabus o~ 
Systematic Theology, p. 726. 

l0 3A. A. Hodge, p. 313. 

l04Ibid., p. 3. 

105charles Hodge, systematic Theology, III, 541-548, 
569-579. 



48 

evidence of regeneration the constrains belief, so that the 

church, in effect passes judgment on whether the person is 

truly born of God. It is rather a profession of faith which 

may be believed, "one against which no decisive, tangible 
106 

evidence can be adduced." 

Hodge does point out that the profession is a profes-

. f h 1 1 i ~aith.lO? sion of true faith, not o istorica or specu at ve 

In other words, the person making such profession is pro

fessing to be a believer, 108 and this is taken as "credible 

evidence" that ne is a true Christian. 109 Still, it is not 

the prerogative of the church to 11 judge11 the condition of 

the heart. 110 The church is to refuse those who deny the 

faith, or those whose manner of life is inconsistent with 

the biblical lists of offences which exclude from the king-

dom of heaven. Beyond this the church cannot go. "The gates 

of the kingdom of God are not to be opened or shut at the 
111 discretion of weak, fallible men." 

l06Ibid., III, 546, 575. 

107Ibid., III, 563, 574. 

l08[charles Hodge], "Idea of the Church, " The Princeton 
Review, XXV, 377. 

109charles Hodge, Church Polity, p. 219. 

llOSystematic Theology, III, 575. 

lllibid., III, 576-577. 



CHAPTER III 

THE RELATION OF CHILDREN TO THE CHURCH 

According to the confessional standards of the Presby

t e rian church, the visible church consists of all those that 

profess the true relig ion, and of their children. 1 The 

Common doctrine in the period under discussion is that the 

children of believing pa rents, in virtue of the covenant 

promise, are born within the visible church, and are there

fore to be baptized. 2 Baptism, on this view, does not con

stitute such children members of the visible church, but is 

r a ther the public and orderly recognition of their member-

ship . "It is the divinely appointed mode of recognizing 

1[ westminster Assembly of Divines] , The Confession of 
Faith, The Larger and Shorter Catechisms with the Scripture 
Proofs at Large, together with the Sum of Saving Know-
ledge ••• Covenants, National and Solemn Leaguer Acknowledg
ment of Sins and Engagement to Dutiesr Directories for Publick 
and Family worship7 Form of Church Government, etc •• . •• 
(Edinburgh: The Publications Committee of the Free Presby
terian Church of Scotland), p. 107. The reference is to the 
Confession of Faith, XXV, ii. 

2John M[itchell] Mason, "Church of God," The Writings 
of John M. Mason, edited by Ebenezer Mason (~ew York: By the 
Editor, 1832), IV, 85-871 Samuel Miller, Infant Baptism 
Scriptural and Reasonab~e (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board 
of Publication, 1835), pp. 49, 581 Charles Hodge, Discussions 
in Church Polity (New York: Charles Scribner's sons, 1878), 
p. 2461 Robert Lewis Dabney, Syllabus and Notes of the Course 
of systematic and Polemic Theology Taught in Union Theological 
Seminary, Virginia (5th edition1 Richmonds Presbyterian 
Committee of Publication, n.d.), p. 347. 
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them as members of the Church, and of claiming for them a 

part in its promises and privileges. 113 

An exception to this view that membership in the 

visible church is the ground of infant baptism is found in 

Henry Boynton Smith. Although not arguing the point, Smith 

states that by baptism children of believing parents are 

received into and made members of the visible church. The 

covenant is the ground of their baptism, and baptism makes 

them members of the church visible, though not necessarily 

of the invisible church. 4 

There is some difference of opinion as to the meaning 
5 of their membership. Lyman Atwater notes "great diver-

sities" within the Presbyterian church in both theory and 

practice. These stem, he says, from the difficulty that 

Presbyterian theology has in defining the precise ecclesi

astical status of children, a difficulty that is rooted in 

the Reformed doctrine of the sacraments. The Baptists and 

the Romanists (including "Reomanizing Protestants") are said 

not to have this difficulty. It is a problem for 

3 [Charles Hodge], "The Church Membership of Infants," 
The Princeton Review, X)9C (April 1858), 372. 

4 Henry B[oynton] Smith, Syst~m of Christian Theology, 
edited by Williams. Karr (New Yorks A. c. Armstrong and 
Son; 1884), p. 595. 

5see Lewis Bevens Schenck, The Presbyterian Doctrine of 
Children in the Covenant. An Historical Study of the sig
nificance of Infant Ba tism in the Presb erian Church in 
America (New Havens Yale University Press, 1940. Schenck 
discusses the divergences in light of the threat which 
revivalism posed to the historic Reformed doctrine. 
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Presbyterians because they try to steer between the "insane 

rationalistic view" on the one hand, and "ritualism or some 

6 vague mysticism" on the other. Sacramental theory and the 

doctrine of the church are inseparable at this point. 

The Standards of the Presbyterian Church 

According to the doctrinal standards of the Presby

terian church, faith is the internal means by which the 

Holy Spirit unites the elect to Christ. Grace is offered 

and conveyed to the elect in effectual calling, including 

"the grace of faith," which is the work of the Holy Spirit, 

"ordinarily wrought by the ministry of the Word. 11 This 

faith is increased and strengthened by the Word, the sacra-

ments, and prayer. Thus does Christ make effectual to the 

gathering and perfecting of his people the ministry, oracles, 

7 and ordinances of God. 

The sacraments, accordingly, are understood as "signs 

and seals of the covenant of grace," their purpose being "to 

represent Christ and his benefits~ and to confirm our inter

est in him," as well as to put a visible difference between 

the church and the world. Their efficacy depends upon the 

work of the Holy Spirit, and the word of institution, which 

6 [Lyman Atwater], "The Children of the Church, and Seal-
ing Ordinances," The Princeton Review, XXIX (January 1857), 4-5. 

7shorter Catechism, O. 307 Confession of Faith, XIV, 17 
XXV I iii. 



52 
8 

contains "a promise of benefit to worthy receivers." The 

"benefit," on the most consistent understanding, is the 

nourishment and strengthening of faith already existing. 

The statement of the Shorter Catechism that in the sacra-

ments "Christ and the benefits of the new covenant are 

represented, sealed, and applied to believers," should 
9 

probably also be understood this way. But this benefit 

would not be possible were there not 11 a spiritual relation, 

or sacramental union, between the sign and the thing sig

nified.1110 No attempt is made, however, to define this 

union. The Larger Catechism, for example, simply puts the 

parts of a sacrament side by side. "The parts of a Sacra

ment are twos the one, an outward and sensible sign used 

according to Christ's own appointrnentr the other, an inward 
11 

and spiritual grace thereby signified." 

Baptism is not only for solemn admission into the 

visible church, but is to be to the person baptized "a sign 

and seal of the covenant of grace, of his ingrafting into 

Christ, of regeneration, or remission of sins, and of his 

8confession of Faith, XXVII, i, 111, emphasis added. 

9shorter Catechism, Q. 92~ · See William Cunningham, 
"Zwingle, and the Doctrine of the Sacraments," The Reformers 
and the Theology of the Reformation (London, Banner of Truth 
Trust, 1967), pp. 272-282, especially his quotations from 
Samuel Rutherford and George Gillespie. 

10confession of Paith, XXVXI, 11. 

11targer Catechism, Q. 163. 
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giving up unto God, through Jesus Christ, to walk in new

ness of life. 1112 By the "right use" of baptism, 

the grace promised is not only offered, but 
really exhibited and conferred, by the Holy 
Ghost, to such (whether of age or infants) as 
that grace belongeth unto, according to the 
counsr¼ of God's own will, in his appointed 
time. 

What is the grace promised? Is it union with Christ, 

or confirmation of this union? If it must be one or the 

other, it seems most consistent with Reformed theology to 

regard it as the latter, being conveyed through the sacra-

14 ment as an efficacious seal. This benefit, the confir-

mation of the covenant belssings, is not "tied" to the 

moment of administration, b1.1t is conferred through the 

sacrament in God's own appointed time, to those to whom the 

promises belong according to the counsel of his will.
15 

The Westminster doctrinal standards do not elaborate on 

infant baptism, either as to its ground, or as the spiritual 

12 Confession of Faith, XXVIII, iii. 

13 ~., XXVII, vi. 

14The Larger Catechism's "parts of a Sacrament" might be 
argued against this interpreta~ion, and the "grace promised" 
identified with the "inward and spiritual grace thereby sig
nified." The Confession of Faith in the immediately pre
ceding paragraph states that grace and salvation are not so 
inseparably annexed unto [Baptism], a~ that no person can be 
regenerated, or saved, without it." This implies that "grace 
and salvation," which involve rege~eration, are in some . sense 
annexed to Baptism. 

15confession of Faith, XXVII, vi. 
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status of the baptized child. The Confession of Paith sim

ply states that the infants of at least one believing parent 

16 are to be baptized. The Larger Catechism adds that such 

children are 11 in that respect within the covenant," and on 

17 that account are to be baptized. 

The Directory for the Publick Worship of God, drawn up 
18 

by the Westminster Assembly, on the other hand, treats the 

subject at length and thus provides the most definitive 

statement of that Assembly concerning the status of children 

within the covenant and the significance of their baptism. 

In the baptismal service, baptism is defined, in words almost 

ident.ical to those of the Confession of Faith which followed 

two years later, as "a seal of the covenant of grace, of our 

ingrafting into Christ, and of our union with him, of re

mission of sins, regeneration, adoption, and life eternal." 

The instruction given by the minister before the baptism of 

the child (the Directory only deals with infant baptism) is 

to include the significance of the water (representing the 

blood of Christ and the sanctifying virtue of the Holy Spirit) 

and of the action of sprinkling or washing (representing 

cleansing by the blood of Christ, and dying and rising with 

16rbid., XXVIII iv , . 
17 

Larger Catechism, Q. 95, emphasis added. 

18Approved and established by both the Parliament of the 
Kingdom of Scotland and the General Assembly of the Kirk of 
Scotland in 1645. 
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him). This is followed by instruction concerning the ground 

of infant baptism, in which the minister informs the 

congregations 

That the promise is made to believers and their 
seedr and that the seed and posterity of the 
faithful, born within the church, have, by their 
birth, interest in the covenant, and right to 
the seal of it, and to the outward privileges of 
the church, under the gospel, no less than the 
children of Abraham in the time of the Old Testa
mentr the covenant of grace, for substance, being 
the samer and the grace of God, and the consola
tion of believers, more plentiful than befores 

That the Son of God admitted little children into 
his presence, embracing and blessing them, saying 
For of such is the kingdom of Gods 

That children, by baptism, are solemnly received 
into the bosom of the visible church, distin
guished from the world, and them that are with
out, and united with believersr and that all who 
are baptized in the name of Christ, do renounce, 
and by their baptism are bound to fight against 
the devil, the world, and the fleshs 

That they are Christians, and federally holy 19 before baptism, and therefore are they baptized. 

The inward grace is not tied to the moment of adminis

trationr "the fruit and power thereof reacheth to the whole 

course of our life." Accordingly, all present are admonished 

to "look back to their baptism," to repent of their sins 

against the covenant, and to "improve and make right use of 

their baptism. 1120 

19westminster Directory for Worship, pp. 382-383. 

20Larger Catechism, a. 167s "How is our Baptism to be 
improved by us?il 
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The parent is then exhorted "to consider the great 

mercy of God to him and his child7 to bring up the child in 

the knowledge of the grounds of the Christian religion, and 

in the nurture and admonition of the Lord. • • 

In both of the prayers of the service, that is, imme

diately preceding and following the act of baptizing, the 

emphasis falls, so far as the effect of baptism is concerned, 

on its character as a seal. Before baptism, the Lord is 

asked to "join the inward baptism of his Spirit with the 

outward baptism of water," and to make the baptism "a seal 

of adoption, remission of sin, regeneration, and eternal 

life, and all other promises of the covenant of grace." 

After baptism the supplication is, if the child lives to 

years of discretion, 

that the Lord would so teach him by his word and 
Spirit, and make his baptism effectual to him, 
and so uphold him by his divine power and grace, 
that by faith he may prevail against the devil, 
the world, and the flesh, till in the

22
nd he 

obtain a full and final victory ••• 

A dYnamic, life-long relationship between faith and baptism 

is thus envisioned. 

The ecclesiastical status of the baptized child is also 

reflected on in the prayer after baptism. The Lord is to be 

21westminster Directory for Worship, p. 383. 

22Ibid., pp. 383-384. 
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thanked "for he daily bringeth some into the bosom of his 

church, to be partakers of his inestimable benefits, pur

chased by the blood of his dear Son, for the continuance and 

increase of his church. 11 The child has now been entered 

into the household of faith, and the Lord is asked to take 

him "into his fatherly tuition and defence, and remember him 

with the favour that he sheweth to his people. 1123 

In 1729 the Presbyterian Church in America, of which 

the supreme judicatory at that time was the Synod of Phila

delphia,24 adopted the Westminster Confession of Faith, 

Larger Catechism and Shorter Catechism as the church's doctri

nal standards. The Westminster Assembly's formularies for 

worship, government, and discipline were recommended for 
25 

use "as near as circumstances will allow." An American 

Government and Discipline and Directory for Worship were 

adopted in 1788 and incorporated into the church's Consti

tution.26 The section on discipline was subsequently revised 

23
Ibid., p. 384. 

24 The General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the 
United States of America was formed in 1789. 

25william E. Moore, editor, The Presbyterian Digests A 
Compend of the Acts and Deliverances of the General Assembly 
of the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America 
(Philadelphias Presbyterian Board of Publication, 1873), 
pp. 45-46. 

261bid., pp. 51-52. The Constitution of the Presby
terian Church in the United States of America, containing the 
Confession of Faith, the Catechisms, the Government and Disci
pline, and the Directory for the Worship of God, Ratified and 
adopted by the Synod of New-York and Philadelphia, held at 
Philadelphia May the 16th 1788 and continued until the 28th 
of the same month (Philadelphias Thomas Bradford, 1789. 
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and emerges as the Book of Discipline in the Constitution as 

adopted by the General Assembly in 1821. Only a few minor 

changes appear with respect to the standards of government 

and worship. 27 

The differences between the American Directory for Wor

ship and the Westminster Directory for Worship are striking. 

The section on the administration-- of baptism is much briefer 

in the American Directory, and this is due not simply to a 

reduction of the wordiness of the Westminster Directory, but 

to a significant reduction in content. Whereas the West

minster Directory gives a full definition of what baptism 

seals, the American revision simply states that baptism is 

11 a seal of the righteousness of faith." The revision does 

not define the significance of the water and of the action. 

It omits the exhortation to all present to "look back to 

their baptism. 11 Prayer is to be offered before and after 

baptism, but there is no suggestion as to what the content 

of these prayers should be. Thus the official instruction 

given by the Presbyterian church is considerably reduced. 

27The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church in the 
United States of America, containing the Confession of Faith 
and Catechisms, and the Directory of the Worship of Gods to
gether with the Plan of Government and Discipline, as rati
fied by the General Assembly at their sessions in May, l82lr 
and amended in 1833 (Philadelphia1 Presbyterian Board of 
Publication, n.d.). References to the American Form of 
Government, Directory for worship, and Book of Discipline 
are to this edition of the Constitution. 
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This is especially true with regard to the relationship 

of children to the church, and the significance of their 

baptism. This may be seen not only in the omission of the 

content of the prayers, but in the instruction to be given 

before baptism when compared to the Westminster Directory 
28 

for Worship. In the American Directory the minister is to 

inform those present that 

the seed of the faithful have no less a right to 
this ordinance, under the gospel, than the seed 
of Abraham to circumcision, under the Old Testa
ment1 that Christ commanded all nations to be 
baptized1 that he blessed little children, de
claring that of such is the kingdom of heaven1 
that children are fed;gally holy, and therefore 
ought to be baptized. 

The paragraph in the old service that makes clear that 

children by their baptism are received into the visible 

church, distinguished from the world, and united with 

believers, finds no echo in the new. 

The exhortation to parents, however, is more detailed 

in the revision, requiring 

that they teach the child to read the word of 
God7 that they instruct it in the principles 
of our holy religion, as contained in the 
Scriptures of the Old and New Testarnentr an 
excellent summary of which we have in the Con
fession of Faith of this Church, and in the 

28 
Supra, p. ss. 

29American Directory for Worship, VII, iv. 
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Larger and Shorter Catechisms of the Westmin
ster Assembly, which are to be recommended to 
them, as adopted by this church, ~or their 
direction and assistance in the discharge of 
this important duty1 that they pray with and 
for it1 that they set an example of piety and 
godliness before it1 and endeavor, by all the 
means of God's appointment, to bring up their 
child 6n the nurture and admonition of the 
Lord. 3 

The focus of the service shifts subtly from the child 

to the parent. A later chapter, on the admission to sealing 

ordinances, speaks of "children, born within the pale of the 
31 

visible Church, and dedicated to God in baptism." Besides 

the weaker expression "within the ~le of the visible Church" 

(the Westminster Directory has "born within the church" and 

"received into the bosom of the visible church"), the empha

sis falls on what the ~rent does in presenting his child, 

rather than on what God does through this ordinance. 32 

Even with these weaknesses, however, the revised 

Directory for Worship, and the Book of Discipline clearly 

consider baptized children as members of the church (though 

their precise status is not made clear), and the Presby-
. 33 

terian church resisted a further weakening of that position. 

JOibid. 

Jl~., IX, i. 

32compare Dabney's statement that "infant baptism is a 
sacrament to the parent as much as to t~e child,u p. 780. 

33For a full discussion see Schenck, pp. 90~103. 
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Baptized children are "under the inspection and government 

of the Church." They are to be taught the catechism, the 

Apostles• creed, and the Lord's prayer. Further, "they are 

to be taught to pray, to abhor sin, to fear God, and to obey 

the Lord Jesus Christ." When they come to years of dis

cretion, they are to be examined as to their knowledge and 
34 

piety, and admitted to the Lord's Supper. 

The Nature of the Sacraments 

The lack of a definitive statement in the official doc

uments of the American Presbyterian church on the relation

ship of infant baptism to church membership is complicated 

by a difference in the understanding of the nature of the 

sacraments as defined in the Confession and Catechisms of the 

church. Thornwell and Dabney adhere very closely to the 

sacraments as signs and seals which confirm faiths Charles 

Hodge emphasizes that they are not only signs and seals, but 

"means of grace." 

Thornwell presents the sacraments as having the same 

grounds and object of faith as does the Word. There is thus 

"a double preaching of the same Gospel." In the sacraments, 

34American Directory for Worahip, IX, 1. See also the 
American Book of Discipline, I, vi. "All baptized persons 
are members of the church, are under ~ts care, and subject to 
its government and disciplines and when they have arrived at 
the years of discretion, they are bound to perlorm all the 
duties of church members.w 
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the promises of God take visible form, being addressed to our 

senses on account of our weakness. Their purpose is for 

confirmation, either of "the Word just as a witness estab

lishes a fact," or of "our faith in the truth and reality of 
35 

the Divine promises." The relationship between sign and 

thing signified is given as followsa 

The certainty of the material phenomena, which is 
a matter of daily experience, is made the pledge 
of an equal certainty in the analogous spiritual 
things. It is in this way • •• that the sacra
ments are seals of the covenant. They not only 
represent its blessings, are not only an authorized 
proclamation of its promises addressed to the eye, 
but contain, at the same time, a solemn assurance 
that to those who rightly apprehend the signs the 
spiritual good shall be as certain as the natural 
consequences by which it is illustrated--that the 
connection between faith and salvation is as in
dissoluble as between washing gnd external purity, 
eating and physical strength. 3 

The sacraments are thus "only a symbolical method of 

37 preaching." 

For Dabney also, the sacraments symbolize and seal the 

same truths that are expressed verbally in revelation. They 

are "a kind of acted instead of spoken word." They present 

the truth of the Word, which the Holy Spirit . makes the 

35James Henley Thornwell, The Collected Writings of 
James Henley Thornwell, edited by John B. Adger (Richmond, 
Vas Presbyterian Committee of Publication, 1871-~873), III, 
300-301, 329. 

36rbid., III, 301. 

37Ibid., IV, 120. 
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occasion of sanctification. The uniform means of sancti

fication is thus the Word, "the means ••• in all other 
38 

means." The sacraments accordingly, should be reduced to 

their "Scriptural simplicity." Dabney finds that simplicity 

in their sphragistic (from the Greek, sphragis, "seal") 

nature. "A sacrament is God's pledge of some covenanted 
39 

grace to the true participant." The covenanted grace is 

the nourishment and strengthening of faithr the whole bene

fit depends on "intelligent, believing and penitent recep-

ti .,40 on. This is set in opposition to the "Papal view" 

which makes the sacraments "actually confer and work, in-
41 

stead of signing and sealing, the appropriate graces." 

"To signify and to promise a thing is different from doing 

it. Where the effect is present, the sign and pledge 
42 

thereof is superseded." Baptism, specifically, is effec-

tive "through the Holy Spirit strengthening our devotion, 

faith and 
43 

assurance." 

38 
Dabney, 666. p. 

39Ibid., p. 727. 

40ibid., p. 731. 

41 Ibid., p. 728. 

42Ibid., p. 728. 

43Robert Lewis Dabney, Discussions, Evangelical and 
Theological (Londona Banner of Truth Trust, 1967), I, 436. 
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Charles Hodge, in his systematic Theology, discusses 

the sacraments under "The Means of Grace, 11 which he defines 

as "those institutions which God has ordained to be the 

ordinary channels of grace, i.e., of the supernatural influ-
44 

ences of the Holy Spirit to the souls of men." The word 

grace in this connection means 11 1st. An unmerited gift, such 

as the remission of sin. 2d. The supernatural influence of 

the Holy Spirit. 3d. The subjective effects of that influ-

45 ence on the soul." Hodge appeals to the Westminster 

standards, which, he says, enumerate the Word, the Sacra-
46 

ments, and prayer as "means of grace." 

The design of the sacraments is distinctly threefolda 

"They were appointed to signify, and to instruct: to seal, 

and thus to confirm and strengthenr and to convey or apply, 

and thus to sanctify, those who by faith receive them. 1147 

Not only are the sacraments means of strengthening faith, but 

44 Charles Hodge, s1stematic Theology (Grand Rapidsa 
William B. Eerdmans Pub ishing Co., n.d.), III, 466. 
Neither Thornwell nor Dabney use the expression "means of 
grace." Dabney speaks of the means of sanctific~tion, 11 that 
is, "God's truth, His ordinances, and His providence." 
Dabney, Syllabus of systematic Theology, p. 665. 

45Hodge, systematic Theology, III, 499. 

46Actually the Westminster standards do not refer to 
"means of grace" but to "means of salvation," that is, "the 
9utward and ord~nary mea~s by which Christ c9mmunicates .to 
us the benefits of his redemption." These are his ordi
nances, especially the Word (prima~ily the ministry or 
preaching of the Word), the Sacraments, and prayer. Shorter 
Catechism, O. 88. 

47Hodge, Systematic Theology, III, 487. 
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they are channels for conveying that which they signify. 

"A promise is made to those who rightly receive the sacra

ments that they shall thereby and therein be made partakers 

of the blessings of which the sacraments are the divinely 

48 appointed signs and seals." 

Baptism is treated under this three-fold design. 

Charles Hodge's own expression is, that it is "not only a 
49 

sign and sealr it is also a means of grace." It is a 

means of grace "because in it the blessings which it sig

nifies are conveyed, and the promises of which it is the 

seal, are assured or fulfilled to those who are baptized, 
50 

provided they believe." 

This view of the sacraments also finds expression in 

A. A. Hodge. The sacraments are "means and channels of 

grace." As seals of a divine promise "they do actually con

vey the grace they signify to those for whom that grace is 

intended." Baptism is a seal of the blessings of the cove

nant, which are conveyed in God's good time. It not only 

signifies, but really and truly conveys grace to the elect. 

The efficacy of the sacrament results from the moral power 

48Ibid., III, 499. 

49Ibid., III, 589. 

SOibid. See also Breckinridge, "What follows to the 
worthy recipient [of baptism] is fello~ship with the death 
and resurrection Qf Christr salvation through grace, by the 
washing and regeneration and renewing of the Holy Ghost. 11 

II, 547-548. 



66 

of the truth represented, the legal form of a seal, and "the 

personal presence and sovereignly gracious operation of the 

Holy Spirit, who uses the sacrament as his instrument and 

medium." The benefits conveyed through baptism are not 

peculiar to it1 they be:bong to the believer "before or with

out baptism, and are often renewed to him afterwards. 1151 

The Means of Regeneration 

In the attempt to relate the doctrine of baptism to the 

church membership of children, the theologians center the 

discussion on the moment of regeneration. Charles Hodge 

notes that in the common theological usage of the day 

"regeneration" means "that supernatural change effected by 

the Spirit of God by which a soul 1s made spiritually 
52 alive." Although the term can be used in a wider sense 

for the progressive renewal of the whole nature in the image 
53 

of God, the uniform usage in this period is for the change 
54 

from death to life that is "instantaneous" in its idea. 

The American Directory for Worship includes in its in

struction before baptism a clause not in the old services 

51A[rchibald] A[lexander] Hodge, The Confession of Faith 
(Londona .. Banner of Tx;uth Trust, 1961), pp. 333, 351. 
A[rchibald] A[lexander] Hodge, Outlines of Theology (revised 
edition1 Londqna Thomas Nelson & Sons, 1886), p. 626~ 

52 Charles Hodge, systematic TheolQgy, III, 591. 

53Breckinridge, II, 144-145, 148. 

54 Smith, p. 556. 
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"that we are, by nature, sinful, guilty, and polluted, and 

have need of cleansing by the blood of Christ, and by the 

santifying influences of the Spirit of God. 1155 But, as 

noted above, this service contains no statement on the sig

nificance of the water and washing of baptism, as did the 

Westminster Directory. As a result, one might conclude that 

baptism has more to do with teaching us that we~ re

generation, than it does with sealing that work of the 

Spirit to those who believe the promise made in baptism. 

Children of believing parents are in need of regener

ation, and it is widely held that it is possible for them to 
56 

be regenerated in infancy. They are "fully capable of 

present regeneration, and of receiving from the Holy Ghost 

the "habit" or state of soul of which faith is the expres

sion.1157 Breckinridge argues that all descending from the 

first Adam inherit a depraved nature1 surely the second Adam 

can heal that nature prior to and independent of our per

sonal consciousness. 58 "Adam's sin cannot be more effectual 

to pollute, than Christ's righteousness to cleanse . . . . 

55American Directory for Worship, Vii, iv. 

56A. A. Hodge, Outlines of TheolQgy, pp. 424, 6221 
Smith, p. 557 1 Dabney, Syllabus of Systematic Theology, p. 
729. 

57A. A. Hodge, outlines of TheolQgy, p. 624. 

58 The Knowlege of God, II, 557. 

59Ibid., II, 155. 

" 
59 
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Besides, he asks, how much is known of the period of our 

lives beyond which our memory will not take us? 

I am not able to percieve, in the actual state 
of knowledge attainable by us concerning out 
earliest mental and spiritual exercises, upon 
what ground it is that we can question the 
applicability to an infant soul, of any part of 
the glorious work which

6
bs allowed to be appli

cable to an adult soul. 

When and how regeneration takes place is "in the hands 

of Goa. 1161 The sovereignty of the working of the Holy 

Spirit, a characteristic emphasis of Reformed theology, thus 

finds expression here. But there are two distinct approach

es to the question of "baptismal regeneration," corresponding 

in part to the difference in sacramental theology noted in 

the previous section. 

One group of theologians and ministers rejects "baptis

mal regeneration" as the doctrine which teaches that the 

spiritual change is uniformly wrought by the Holy Spirit at 

the moment of administration. The definitions of "bap

tismal regeneration" to indicate what is being rejected show 

a uniform polemical . interests "The inward grace of regener-
. 62 

ation always accompanies the outward sign of baptism." Re-

generation is bestowed upon all the recipients of baptism 

60
rbid., II, 154. 

61 
Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, III, 590. 

62Miller, p. 102. Emphasis original. 
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at the hands of a duly authorized minister at the time of its 
63 

administration." "Whenever and wherever this ordinance is 

properly administered [God] changes the heart of the subject 

by his Holy Spirit. 1164 

The Reformed view, on the other hand, is said to teach 

that "baptism does not uniformly convey the benefits which 

it signifies, and ••• its efficacy is not limited to the 

time of its administration. 1165 Regeneration may accompany 
66 

baptism, and this "doubtless often occurs." The objection 

to "baptismal regeneration" is an objection to the idea that 

the grace of regeneration is always conveyed at the moment 

of the administration of baptism. 

c. A. Stillmann expresses the opinion of another group 

when he argues against "baptismal regeneration" on the 

grounds that "this ordinance cannot exert any spiritual in

fluence upon the ignorant and unconscious babe. 1167 This 

63 
[Lyman Atwater], "The Children of the Covenant and 

Their 'Part in the Lord, 111 The Princeton Review XXXV 
October 1863), 632. 

64[John c. Rankin], "A Practical View of Infant Baptism, 11 
The Princeton Review, XXX~II (October 1861), 687. 

65charles Hodge, Chu~ch Polity, p. 198. 

66 [Charles Hodge], The Princeton Review, XXX, 3797 
Charles .Hodge, Systematic Theology, III, 5907 Miller, p. 437 
Smith, p. 595. 

67c. A. Stillman, "The Benefits of Infant Baptism," 
Southern Presbyterian Review, XVII (Sept~mber 1866), 16Q-161. 
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group emphasizes that all the "means of grace" presuppose an 
. . 

intelligent reception. If infants are saved, they must be 

regenerated "without the use of means," "without any apparent 

instrumentality. 1168 

Even those who admit the possibility that baptism is 

accompanied by regeneration argue from "experience" that in 

the majority of cases, "so far as we can judge," it does not 

happen. 69 The great majority of those baptized in infancy 

give decisive evidence to the contrary in the later course of 

70 their lives. Since in the Reformed "system of doctrine" 

there is no falling from grace, the conclusion is that those 

who are baptized, and yet finally lost, were never regener

ated by the Spirit of God. Charles Hodge states simply, 

"It is impossible for a man to be a Calvinist and believe 

71 
the doctrine of baptismal regeneration." 

Both groups thus finally argue the same points Baptism 

is not appointed as the ordinary means of conveying grace in 

the first instance. 72 The truth is the "great instrument" of 

68A. A. Hodge, The Confession of Faith, p. 174r Smith, 
p. 565. 

69 
Miller, p. 43. 

70charles Hodge, systematic Theology, III, 603r [Charles 
Hodge], The Princeton Review, XXX, 387. 

71[charles Hodge], The Princeton Review, XXX, 383. Also 
[Rankin], XXXIII, 687, 688r [Atwater], The Princeton Review, 
XXXIII, 632-633. 

72A. A. Hodge, outlines of Theology, p. 628r Dabney, 
Syllabus of systematic Theology, p. 740r Charles Hodge, 
Systematic Theology, III, 582. 
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the Holy Spirit, the 11 chief occasional cause of regeneration 

73 in the ordinary course of divine providence. 11 The sacra-

ments, in the estimation of Charles Hodge, "hold a place 

much below that of the truth as the instrument of regenera-
74 

tion and conversion." 

Accordingly, it is through the training of baptized 

children that the Holy Spirit is expected to accomplish the 

work of regeneration. 75 God has established a connection 

between the faithful fulfillment of parental responsibility 

and the salvation of the child, so that we may expect that 

they will become truly the children of God through the 

76 
appointed means of instruction and example. This is "the 

appointed, the natural, the normal and ordinary means by 

which the children of believers are made turly the children 

of God. 1177 P.arents are to look for the "saving conversion" 

in this way. They should expect of their baptized children 

that the Holy Spirit 11 by his renewing and sanctifying energy" 

73 A. A. Hodge, Outlines of Theology, p. 628: Smith, 
p. 569. 

74charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, III, 583. 

75[Atwater], The Princeton Review, XXIX; · 21. 

76charles Hodge, "Bushnell on Christian Nurture," The 
Princeton Review, XIX (October 1847), 504, 509. 

77Ibid., XIX, 510~ 
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will often silently "intermingle with and vitalize this 

Christian nurture. 1178 

The advantage of baptism is that it secures this 

Christian education for the child. "In the baptism of the 

child there is a guarantee for parental faithfulness not 
79 

elsewhere to be found." By baptism, 

children are brought into a situation in which all 
the means of gracer all the privileges pertaining 
to Christ's covenant farnily1 in a word, all that is 
comprehended under the broad and precious import of 
the term Christian Educ~tion is secured to them in 
the most ample manner." 0 

Parents who rightly use this ordinance, that is "who heartily 

and truly dedicate their children to God in baptism, faith

fully comply with the covenant in their training, and 

fina lly believe God's promise therein," secure the certainty 

of the salvation of their children. 81 Stillmann admits, 
82 however, that such faith and fidelity are rare. 

78[Atwater], The Princeton Review, XXXIII, 636-6371 
The Princeton Review, XXIX, 27. Dabney, Syllabus of System
atic Theology, p. 7801 A Georgia Pastor, 11The Church a 
Spiritual Power," Southern Presbyterian Review, XII (1859-
1860), 480. 

7911Temporalities vs Spiritualities," The Presbyterial 
Crttic and Monthly Review, I (1855), 120, 

SOMiller, p. 43. 

Blstillmann, XVII, 152. 

82Ibid., XVII, 153. 
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The Church Membership of Baptized Children 

In light of these difficulties in sacramental theology, 

and preoccupation with the "moment" of regeneration, it is 

not surprising that differences should emerge with respect 

to the ecclesiastical status of baptized children, eape

cially since the instruction of the official baptismal ser

vice is not only much less definitive than the Westminster 

Directory, but shifts the emphasis from the child to the 

parent. ~hese Presbyterians are agreed that baptized 

children are in some sense members of the church, but the 

meaning of that membership is not understood alike by all. 

On the one hand, there are those who stress that child

ren of Christian parents are prospective heirs of the cove

nant of grace, with emphasis on the future reference to such 

an extent that the children are regarded as unregenerate 

until their personal profession of faith and repentance. 

This view came into the open with the revision of the~ 

of Discipline. The Old School General Assembly of 1857 

appointed a committee to make the revision. Thornwell was 

chairman and Breckinridge and Charles Hodge were among those 

who served on the committee. 

The report of this committee to the General Assembly of 

1859 met with heated opposition. The question concerned the 

discipline of non-professors, that is, those baptized in in

fancy who grow up unconverted. The old Book of Discipline 
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read, "All baptized persons are members of the Church, are 

under its care, and subject to its government and disci

pline." No distinction is made within the membership. The 

new Book of Discipline proposes: "All baptized persons, 

being members of the Church, are under its government and 

training." An additional clause makes a distinction in the 

membership: "Only those, however, who have made a profession 

of faith in Christ are proper subjects of judicial 

prosecution." 83 

Hodge reports that the committee itself had been 

divided, some preferring the clear language of the Old Book, 

others holding that such children were under the fostering 

care of the church, but not subject to its government or 

discipline. The proposal was a compromise: though all mem

bers are subject to the government of the church, only those 
I 

who have made actual profession of faith may be subjects of 
84 

judicial process. 

Thornwell is the chief spokesman for the new proposal. 

Although the question dealt technically with baptized non

professors of age, in the defence of the proposal the idea 

is extended toall the baptized children, as such. These are 

under the government and training of the church, but 11 no 

government is to be exercised over them except that which 

83[charles Hodge], "The Revised Book of Discipline," 
The Princeton Review,~ (October 1858), 692-721. 

84charles Hodge, Church Polity, p. 216. 
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85 looks to their conversion." The thing always to be aimed 

at with reference to baptized children is their conversion. 

"They are brought into the Church as a school in which they 

are to be trained for Christ, and they are kept as pupils 

until they have learned the lesson. 1186 This is virtually to 

regard them as unconverted until their personal profession 

87 of faith. They are unbelievers brought nigh by baptism. 

The visible church thus in its very nature includes un

believers. This part of the church is not related to the 

idea of the church in the same way as that part who them

selves profess the true religion. 

The Church of God, as a visible external institute, 
is made up of two classes of members •••• One 
class consists of true believers, or those who pro
fess to be suchr the other of their children who 
are to be trained for God ••• 11 88 

The difference in discipline is grounded in the difference 

that profession of faith makes. "The two classes • •• are 

not equally related to the idea of the Church. The class 6f 

85Thornwell, IV, 329-330. 

86 Ibid., IV, 330. 

87 1 Ibid., IV, 331. Benjamin Morgan Palmer inc udes a 
letter dated August 4, 1859, from Thornwell to his eldest 
son Gillespie, then age fifteen, in which Thornwell expressed 
his desire for the salvation of Gillespie and his two 
brothers. The Life and Letters of James Henle; Thornwell 
(Richmond1 Whittet and Shepperson, 1875), p. 4. See also 
the letter to Gillespie dated June 19, 1861, pp. 491-492. 

88Ibid., IV, 333. 
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professors pertains to its essence1 that of non-professors 

is an accidental result of the mode of organization. 1189 

The justification for this mode of organization is 

found in the decree of election which runs generally through 

the line of the faithfu1. 90 All children of believing par

ents are thus incorporated into the church because many are 

hereafter to be of the church. They are heirs apparent of 

the kingdom. In the meantime they are regarded as "of the 

world and in the Church," to be trained as "heirs of prom

ises which they have not yet embraced," to be "induced and 

89 Ibid., IV, 339. Thornwell's "two classes" is remi-
niscentofthe ecclesiology that led to the expedient of the 
"Half-way Covenant" in the mid-seventeenth century. The 
basis of church membership among the Congregationalists of 
New England was a covenant with the local congregation in 
which one professed to be qualified to receive the Lord's 
Supper. The arrangement was intended to make the visible, 
communing church coincide more closely with the invisible. 

The children of "covenanted" parents were baptized, and 
regarded as church members. However, inasmuch as the basis 
of their membership was different from that of their parents, 
the nature of church membership was also different. Many of 
those baptized in infancy did not enter the church covenant 
when they came to maturity. As long as such persons were 
free from scandal, this was not regarded as grounds for dis
cipline, a further similarity to Thornwell. They were still 
regarded as church members, though not in the full sense of 
belonging to the body of Christ. 

The question arose whether or not this peculiar status 
(baptized, but non-communicant or non-regenerate) entitled t 
them to have their children baptized. The affirmative 
answer of the Synod of Massachusetts in 1662 allowed the prac
tice which became known as the "Half-way Covenant," widely 
accepted until the time of Jona~han Edwards. Charies Hodge, 
Systematic Theology, .III, 567-569. For a full treatment see 
Peter Y. De Jong, The Covenant Idea in New England Theology, 
1620-1847 (Grand Rapides William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1945). 

90Ibid., IV, 340. 
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persuaded by every lawful influence to accept the grace 

which has been signified and freely offered in their 

baptism. 1191 

Charles Hodge says of this position that it is intel

ligible only "if a personal and voluntary confession of 

faith is the indispensable condition of church membership. 1192 

If, as Thornwell admits, children are members of the church, 

they must be subject to its discipline. Dabney concurs with 

Hodge in this particular criticism. "The membership of bap

tized persons, if once granted, is forever inconsistent with 

93 
their formal exemption from discipline." 

However, Dabney appears to assume that baptized child

ren are unconverted until they make personal confession of 

94 faith and repentance. This, he says, argues for rather 

than against their being subject to discipline. Since they 

are enrolled in the school of Christ, the church must have 
95 

some power to enforce attendance upon her teaching ministry. 

Not only does the church instruct in the truth, but in godly 

living. Accordingly, "the church must be armed with some 

instrument by which she may either incite them to that decent 

9lrbid., IV, 340. 

92charles ·Hodge, Church Polity, p. 216. 

93Dabney, Discussions, II, 321. 

94 
Ibid., II, 319-320. 

95Ibid., II, 387-388. 
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and orderly living, in advance of conversion, which is most 

favorable to their own change of heart" or else "rid herself 

96 of the scandal by lopping them off. 11 

Training again is the instrument of conversion, but 

here the assumption is that the child is not regenerate. 

The church 11 constrain[s] them to live Christian lives, in 

order that thereby they may come unto the Christian graces 

~n the heart." Were the church only faithful in this re

spect "how much more uniformly would the good conduct and 

church-going habits of her unconverted members prove to them 
98 

the blessed stepping-stone to a real interest in Christl" 

In contrast to the above, there are those who stress 

the unity of the membership of the visible church. They 

argue that the Westminster definition of the visible church 

does not allow for a radical difference in the treatment of 

its members. Baptism implies faithr the entire membership, 

being baptized, is to be regarded as the body of believers. 

Baptized children are to be regarded as believers through the 

faith of their parents, having been represented in baptism 
99 

by those who have a warrant to believe for them. They are 

96
Ibid., II, 390. 

97oabney, Syllabus of Systematic Theology, 796. 
98 

Ibid., 392. 

99 
A. w. Miller, "The Relation of Baptized Children to the 

Discipline of the Chu,;ch," Southern Presbr;erian Review, 
XVIII (July 1867), so. See also the artic e by Georgia 
Pastor, XII, 480-481. 
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thus presumably one with their parents in their relation 
100 

to God, "having in their parents professed Christ." 

The assumption and expectation are that this represent

ative faith. will "ripen into a personal faith" through faith-
101 

fulness1o the covenant by all concerned. The things 

sealed in baptism presumably will be bestowed and accepted, 
102 

and the renewed life will appear in due time. This pro-

spective reference, however, must not be interpreted as 

giving the child a guasi church status until the time of his 
103 

own personal profession of faith and repentance. Theim-

port of baptism goes beyond that of mere dedication of the 

child to God by the parent, as a pledge of Christian in

struction and training. Baptized children have presump-
104 

tively and in appearance put on Christ." "Baptism ••• 

is a sign and seal of nothing else than of justifying and 

sanctifying grace, ingrafting into Christ, and union to his 

body.
11105 

Because baptism bears this significance, it is 

100 [Atwater], The Princeton Review, XXXIII, 634. 

lOlA. A. Hodge, Confession of Faith, p. 481. 

102[Atwater], The Princeton Review, XXIX, 24. 

l0 3Ibid., XXIX, 5. In addition it is sometimes argued 
that infants may have fa~th. Breckinridge, II, 558-560. A. 
A. Hodge, in this connection quotes Calvins . "The seed of 
both repentance and faith lies hid in them by _the secret 
operation of the Spirit." Outlines of Theology, pp. 624-625. 

l04[Atwater], The Princeton Review, XXIX, 634. 

105:rbid., XXIX, 7. 
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also the badge of union to Christ's "phenomenal body, the 

visible Church. 11106 Children who are as yet incapable of 

personal profession of faith, are nonetheless visibly mem

bers of Christ's church. They are to be treated by the 

church as holy until they prove themselves otherwise. 

"Membership in the visible Church is founded on a presumptive 

membership in the invisible Church, until its subjects, by 

t i .. 107 ac s ncompatible therewith, prove the contrary ••• 

Those who, in the judgment of charity, belong to the number 

that Christ has purchased, are the visible church. 

It is therefore inconsistent for church members to 

treat covenant children as outsiders. It contradicts the 

nature and significance of their baptism, as well as the 

nature of the visible church. There is indeed a prospective 

reference for children as through the training given them 

the Holy Spirit will accomplish his work. Nevertheless, this 

training is to take the form of teaching baptized children 

"to believe, feel, act, and live as becomes those who are 
108 

the Lord's." 

Since He has promised to be their God, it is in 
training them as if they were his1 as if it were 
alone congruous with their position to walk as 
his children in faith, love, hope and all holy 
obedience, that we are to look for that inworking 

lOGibid. 

lO?Ibid., XXIX, 22. Emphasis original. 

lOSibid., XXIX, 23. 
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Spirit, and outworking holiness, commensurate 
with their years, which shall seal ts~m as sons 
and daughters of the Lord Almighty. 1 

Whereas those who hold the doctrine of "baptismal. re

generation" expect too much from the sacrament, Atwater 

acknowledges that Presbyterians frequently expect too little 

--"we practically regard out children as the children of the 

devil still. 1111° Faith ought to say, they belong to God, 

though not limiting God as to "time, place, or manner of 

their conversion. 11111 

To our faith, the presumption should be that they 
are the Lord's, and that as they come to maturity 
they will develop a life of piety. Instead of 
waiting ••• for a period of definite conviction 
and conversion, we should rather look for, and 
endeavor to call out, from the commencement of 
moral action, tf~ motions and exercises of the 
renewed heart. 

The church is thus to consider baptized children "as 
113 

ingrafted members of the family of Christ." They are 

presumed to be the Lord's, unless by their conduct they show 
114 

that they reject God's covenant. 

109 
~., XXIX, 16-17. 

llO[Rankin], X>OCII, 688. 

lllibid. 

112~., .XXXIII, 693. 

113 · · 
[Atwater], 56. 

114-
[Rankin], XXXIII, 694. 
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A variation of the above view appears in an article by 
115 

Charles Hodge addressed particularly to this question. 

In this article, Hodge makes a distinction between the idea 

of the church and the idea of church membership. The church, 

that is, the body of Christ, consists of the regenerate. 

But it does not follow that the church is not bound to re

gard and treat as church members some who may be actually 
116 unregenerate. The invisible church is the church as it 

exists in the eyes of Godr the visible church is the church 

as it appears to men, being constituted of those who have 

the right to be regarded as church members. The distinction 

is drawn between being a member of the church in the sight of 

God, and having the right to be regarded and treated as a 
117 

member of the church in the sight of man. 

This duality, however, almost becomes a dichotomy in 

Hodge's treatment of baptized children. 

When ••• we assert the church membership of 
infants of believing parents we do not assert 
their regeneration, or that they are true mem
bers of Christ's body1 we only assert that they 
belong to the class of persons whom we are bound 
to regaff

8
and treat as members of Christ's 

Church. 

115[charles Hodge], "The Church 
The Princeton Review, xxx, . 347-389. 
included in Church Polity. 

116Ibid., XXX, 349. 

117Ibid., XXX, 350-351. 

llSibid., XXX, 351. 

Membership of Infants," 
This article was not 
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The most natural interpretation of this statement, on the 

basis of Hodge's general position, would lead one to be

lieve that he was arguing for their treatment as actual 

members of the body of Christ, though such status, as in the 

case also of professing adults, is not infallibly known. 

But in arguing against the Baptist assumption that since 

children cannot give evidence of union with Christ, they 

cannot be treated as church members, Hodge seems to grant 

the assumption of their unregenerate condition. His reply 

is~ that infants may be regenerate, which he does hold, 

but that "we are required to treat as members of the Church, 
119 

many who are not regenerated." The question is not 

whether children are actual subjects of grace, but whether 

they belong to the class that are to be treated as church 

members. "By Church membership ••• is meant nothing more 

than membership in that class of persons whom the Church is 

bound to regard and treat as included in the covenant of 
120 

grace." 

Lyman Atwater, in an earlier issue of the Princeton 

Review, had grounded the treatment of baptized children on 

the presumption of membership in the invisible church, that 

is, as possessing what their baptism signified and sealed. 

E. v. Gerhart, in an article in the Mercersburg Review, 

119Ibid., XXX, 352. 

120~., XXX, 366-367. 
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rightly took this to be a presumption that the child was 

united to Christ, but challenged Atwater on the means by 

which this is accomplished. The dilemma that Gerhart posed 

was that children of believing parents are presumably mem

bers of the invisible church either by virtue of baptism, or 

by virtue of natural birth. If it is the latter, then the 

Princeton Review, besides teaching a novel and unconfessional 

doctrine for Presbyterians, gives no answer to the question 
121 of the significance of baptism. 

It is in reaction to this pressure that Hodge presents 

the invisible church from the aspect of eternity, a legiti

mate aspect, of course, but one that is far less frequently 

discussed by Hodge.
122 

"Membership in the invisible Church 

is~ 'vital union with Christ, or regeneration by the Holy 

121 E. v. Gerhart, "The Efficacy of Baptism," The 
Mercersburg Review, X (January 1858), 1-44, esp. 40-41. 
Gerhart argues that the Westminster standards teach that 
baptism conveys that which it signifies at the time of ad
ministration because of the objective union between the 
parts of the sacrament. However, in a clause by clause 
exposition of XXVIII, vi of the Confession of Faith, Gerhart 
fails to comment on the critical phrase in this regards 11 in 
His appointed time." Gerhart has a laudable concern for the 
objective character of the sacrament. But in a later 
article attempting to relate the objective and subjective 
factors in baptism his conclusion is that "baptism renders 
salvation possible," so that in the final illnalysis the effi
cacy of baptism dep~nds on the subject who must "improve" 
the grace conferred, which grace "disposes" him to resolye 
to follow Christ, but does not re~ove the ~anger of failure. 
This involves a view of grace explicitly rejected by the 
Westminster standards. "Holy Baptism. The Doctrine of the 
Reformed Church," The Mercersburg Review, XV (April 1868), 
180-228, esp. 21~-223. 

122 See above, p. 35. 
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Ghost. 1 • the invisible Church 'consists of the whole 

body of the elect, that have been, are, or shall be gathered 

into one. 111123 It consists of millions of those who as yet 

are unconverted. Consequently presumptive membership in the 

invisible church is no presumption of union with Christ. 124 

Hodge interprets Atwater as having said that baptized child

ren are 11 to be regarded and treated as of the number of the 

elect until they give undeniable evidence to the contrary, 

125 or refuse to be so considered." It is difficult to see 

how this could ever be applied. 

The fact that this is not typical of Hodge should be 
126 

stressed. In his Systematic Theology the notion of "pre-

sumptive election" does not appear. Both aspects of the 

123[charles Hodge], "The .Church Membership of Infants," 
The Princeton Review, XXX, 375n. 

124Ibid. 
125

Ibid. 

126schenck seems to regard it as typical, pp. 136-137. 
Compare John Murray, Christian Baptism (PhiladelphiasPresby
terian and Reformed Publishing Co., n.d.), pp. 58-59. Hodge 
develops the idea, however, in a lengthy footnote to this 
article, written with evident heats "Here is another example 
of a learned man forgetting the lessons taught him by his 
mother. Membership in the invisible Church is not •vital 
union with Christ, or regeneration by the Holy Ghos~.• Dr. 
Gerhart was taught in his infancy, (so long since that it has 
slipped his memory,) that the invisible Church •consists of 
the whole number of the elect ••• - .• 11 p. 375n, emphasis
oritinal. 

The idea of "presumptive election•i is repeated in an 
article by A. w. Miller ten years late~ in the southern 
Presbyterian Review, but otherwise does not find much 
expression. XVIII, 68. 
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invisible church are presented in balances "The true or 

invisible Church as a whole consists of the elect •••• the 

true or invisible Church on earth consists of all true 

believers.
11127 

With regard to the church status of child

ren, the year following the article in question he writesa 

"While the true Church, or body of Christ, the Israel~ 

pneuma, consists of the true people of God, yet by divine 

ordinance the children of believers are to be regarded and 

treated as within its pale, and consecrated to God in Bap-

t
. 11 12a 
ism. There is still some tension because of the stress 

on the prospective reference of baptism. Baptized children 

are within the covenant "in the sense that God promises to 

give them in his own good time, all the benefits of redemp

tion, provided thay do not willingly renounce their baptismal 

129 engagements." 

127 Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, III, 545. 

128charles Hodge, Church Polity, p. 102. 

129charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, III, 555. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE QUESTION OF THE ROMAN CATHOLIC CHURCH 

Reformed ecclesiology from the beginning has been 

shaped by the controversy with Rome. Discussion of the 

church as a visible institute must take into account the 

concrete phenomenon of the Roman Catholic church. Although 

1 not pressed to do so in the colonial period, the American 

Presbyterian church was eventually forced to declare whether 

or not it considered the church of Rome a true church, a 

branch of the visible church catholic. 2 

1Leonard J. Trinterud, A Bibliography 
Presb erianism durin the Colonial Period 
The Presbyterian Historical Society, 1968 
ate treatise which by its title evidences 
against Rome. 

of American 
(Philadelphias 
records no separ-

a specific polemic 

2The Westminster Confession of Faith makes no explicit 
judgment in this regard. Teaching that particular churches 
are 11 more, or less pure" according to the way in which the 
Gospel is taught and received, the ordinances of Christ ad
ministered, and the worship of God conducted, the Confession 
acknowledges that "the purest Churches under heaven are sub
ject both to mixture and errorr and some have so degenerated, 
as to become no Churches of Christ, but synagogues of Satan." 
rwestminster Assembly of Divines], The Confession of Faith ••• 
tEdinburghs The Publications Committee of the Free Presby
terian Church of Scotland, 1967), XXV, v. The Roman Catholic 
church as such is notgl.ven as an example, though the Con
fession does reject Roman Cathoiic errors as a papal body. 
In the next section the Pope is said to be the Antichrist, 
the man of sin, the son of perdition, and it is denied that 
he is in any sense the head of the church, or ha• jurisdic
tion over the civil magistrate. Ibid, XXV, vi, XXIII, iv. 
Errors rejected with explicit reference to Rome are termed 
popishs "the popish sacrifice of the mass," "popish monas
tical vows," Ibid., XXIX, ii: XXII, vii. 
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The Official Position of the Presbyterian Church 

The first official declaration of the American Presby

terian church on the status of the Roman Catholic church was 

made by the General Assembly of 1835. That assembly received 

an overture from the Presbytery of Baltimore requesting a 

declaration on the corruptions of the Roman Catholic church 

and the duty of Presbyterians in that regard. 3 The follow

ing resolution was subsequently adopted by the assembly, 

3Minutes of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian 
Church in the United States of America from A.D. 1821 to A.D. 
1835 Inclusive (Philadelphia, Presbyterian Board of Publi
cation, n.d.), p. 475. 

The overture coincides with the beginning of the immi
gration of Roman Catholics to the United States on a vast 
scale. The advent of two million Irishmen helped make the 
Roman Catholic church the largest religious body in the 
United States by the mid-century mark. Edwin Scott Gaustad, 
A Religious History of America (New Yorks Harper & Row, 
1966), pp. 202, 209. 

In reaction, the country entered a period of "nativism," 
the combination of sociological, political, and religious 
factors in one package labeled "Americanism. 11 The Roman 
Catholic immigrants were not only "foreigners," their church 
was regarded as undemocratic and anti-American. The ulti
made political expression of nativism may be seen in the 
Know-Nothing or American party, organized in 1854 (but de
funct by 1860). Ibid., pp. 213-214. 

Although the"c:oritroversy reviewed in the following 
pages was argued as a problem in systematic theology, one 
cannot ignore the soci9-political impetus. At least some 
Presbyterians tended to identify Protestantism with Ameri
canism. See, for example, the contrast of "the American 
Roman Catholic Creed" and "Articles of the J:Unerican Protes
tant Faith," in the ~nsign~d article "American Romanism and 
American Protestantism," Presbyterian Quarterly Review, I 
(1852-1853), 375-405. 
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It is the deliberate and decided judgment of this 
Assembly, that the Roman Catholic Church has essen
tially apostatized from the religion of our Lord 
and Saviour Jesus Christ, and theiefore cannot be 
recognized as a Christian Church. 

It was further resolved to resist the extension of 

11 Romanism, 11 using both the pulpit and the press, and to 

endeavor by all means to bring Roman Catholics to a know

ledge of the truth. For Christian parents to place their 

children in Roman Catholic educational institutions was 

5 deemed 11 utterly inconsistent. 11 

In the divided church, the General Assemblies of both 

the Old and New School renewed the resolve to resist the 

encroachments of Rome. The Old School in 1841 urged its 

ministers 11 boldly, though temperately, to explain and de

fend the doctrines and principles of the Reformation, and to 

point out and expose the errors and superstitions of 
6 

Popery. 11 The Old School General Assembly made arrangements 

to be addressed during its sessions on the controversy with 

4 
~-, p. 490. 

5Ibid. The Old School General Assembly of 1849 said 
that forProtestant parents, whether church members or not to 
put their children in Roman Catholic schools, is to take a 
course of action fraught with great danger for their child
ren, and utterly inconsistent with e~ery principle of Protes
tantism. Church members do so in violation of their bap
tismal vows. Samuel J. Baird, editor, A Collection of the 
Acts and Deliverances and Testimonies of the Su reme Judi
catory of the Presbyterian Church ••• Revised editionr 
Philadelphias Presbyterian Board of Publication, 1858), p. 561. 

6 
Baird, pp. 560-561. 
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Rome, a practice which was continued until the Assembly in 

1852 declined to appoint someone to preach on this subject 

7 
the following year. The New School in 1847 expressed its 

sympathy for the efforts made to spread the principles of 

the Protestant Reformation, and recommended its churches 

"to guard well the rising generation against the insidious 

approaches of the Man of Sin. 118 Those so engaged are in

structed "to avoid all denunciation, and to speak the truth 

9 in love. 11 

The declaration of the apostasy of the Roman Catholic 

church in 1835 led logically to the consideration of the 

validity of Roman Catholic baptism.10 The General Assembly 

7Ibid. 

8Minutes of the General Assembl of the Presb erian 
Church in the United States of America New School, I, 
1836-1858 (Philadelphia, Presbyterian Board of Publication 
and Sabbath-School Work, 1894), 189-190. 

9 Ibid. The intemperateness of the controversy is noted 
by Philip Schaff in his report to the Continent, being summed 
up as rabies theologorurn. "The popular Protestantism of 
North America sees in Roman~sm the bodily Antichristr the Man 
of Sin ••• T the Synagogue of Satan7 the Beast of the 
Apocalypser the Babylonian whore7 an enemy of all freedom of 
thought and faith1 a fearful power of persecution and of 
tyranny over the consciencer a spiritual tyranny, which, if 
it rule, must also lead to political despotism." He is un
able to say, however, whether the Protestant or Roman press 
is more guilty of injustice, deception, misrepresentation, 
and passion. Philip Schaff, America, edited by Perry Miller 
{Cambridge, Mass., The Belkap Press of the Harvard University 
Press, 1961), pp. 194-195. 

10The matte~ was presented to the Old School General 
Assembly in 1845, with the result as given below. The ques
tion was raised in the New School General Assembly in 1853. 
A committee was appointed to report to the next General 
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of 1790 had affirmed the principle "that as long as any 

denomination of Christians is acknoiedged by us as a Church 

of Christ, we ought to hold the ordinances dispensed by it 

as valid. 1111 This principle was applied in 1814 to the 

question of Unitarian baptism, with the following results 

It is the deliberate and unanimous opinion of this 
Assembly that those who renounce the fundamental 
doctrine of the Trinity, and deny that Jesus Christ 
is the same in substance, equal in power and glory 
with the Father, cannot be recognized as Ministers 
of the Gospel1 and that their ministrations are 
wholly invalid.12 

The Old School General Assembly of 1845 was asked by 

the Presbytery of Ohio to answer the question "Is baptism 

in the Church of Rome valid?" The Assembly responded by 

rejecting the validity of such baptism by a vote of 173 to 

8.
13 

The declaration of 1835 is said to render this decision 

Assembly, at which the question was debated and indef
initly p::,stponed. For the respective arguments within the 
New School, see Infra, , pp. 94, 102. 

11Baird, p. 102. This principle was given in course of 
answering a question of baptism administered by an unworthy 
individual. 

12 
Ibid., p. 103. Baptism in the denomination known as 

"Disciples" or "Cambellites" was deemed invalid by the Old 
~chool Gen~ral ~ssembly of ~864, and by the Southern Presby
terian General Assembly of 1870. William E. Moore, editor, 
The Presbyterian Digest (Philadelphia, Presbyterian Board of 
Publication, 1873), pp. ~48-349, 660. A Digest of the Acts 
and .Proceedin s of the General Assernbl of the Presb erian 
Church in the United States, 1861-1965 Atlanta, Georgia1 
Office of the General Assembly, 1966), pp. 20-23. 

13 
Baird, p. 103. 
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"indispensable on the ground of consistency." The reasoning 

is as follows, 

Since baptism is an ordinance established by 
Christ in his Church, ••• and is to be aqmin- 
istered only by a Minister of Christ, duly called 
and ordained ••• it follows that no rite ad
ministered by one who is not himself a duly or
dained Minister of the true Church of God visible 
can be regarded as an ordinance of Christ, ••• 14 

Roman Catholic priests, the assembly continues, are 

not ministers of Christ, but "agents of the papal hierarchy, 

which is not a Church of Christ, but the Man of sin, apostate 

from the truth, the enemy of righteousness and of God. 1115 

The invalidity of Roman Catholic baptism thus rests 

ultimately on the position that the Roman Catholic body is 

not a true Church. "Though once a branch of the visible 

Church, [she] has long since become utterly corrupt, and 

hopelessly apostate. 1116 The apostasy is connected with "the 

contumacious adherence of Rome to her corruptions, as shown 

in the decisions of the Council of Trent." This adherence 

"cuts her off from the visible Church of Christ, as heret

ical and unsound. 1117 

14Ibid. 

15Ibid. 

16Ibid. 

17 
Ibid., p. 103. The "legitimacy" of the Reformed 

ministry is thus assured. 'fhough "fea~fully corrupt" the 
Romish communion was the only visi~le Church when the Pro
testant Reformers left it. Being duly ordained, however, 
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She thus perverts the truth of God1 she rejects 
the doctrine of justification by faith1 she sub
stitutes human merit for the righteousness of 
Christ1 and self-inflicted punishment for gospel 
repentances She proclaims her so-called baptism 
to be regeneration, and the reception of the con
secrated wafer in the eucharist, to be the receiv
ing of Christ himself, the source and fountain of 
grace, and with him all the grace he can impart. 
Is this the truth? Is reliance on this system 
true re!~gion? Can, then, the papal body be a 
Church? 

Since the visible church is defined in the Westminster 

standards as consisting of those who profess the true re

ligion, and since the doctrine and practices o~ Rome are not 

the religion of Christ, "the papal body is not a Church of 

Christ at all." Her ministers thus have no connection with 

the visible church, and consequently no power to administer 

baptism. 19 

It is not denied that there are pious individuals 

within the Roman communion1 their virtues, however, do not 

purify the body. 20 The declaration concluded, 

they were "fully authorized by the word of God, to ordain 
successors in the ministry1 and so to extend and perpetuate 
the Reformed Churches, as true Churches of Christ. 11 Ibid. 
This implies a "higher" view of 11 succession 11 than is gener
ally common to ?resbyt~rianism. 

18
Ibid., p. 104. 

19Ibid. 

20rbid., p. 105. 
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As we do not recognize her as a portion of the 
visible Church of Christ, we cannot, consistently, 
view her priesthood as other than usurpers of the 
sacred functions of the ministry, her ordinances 
as unscr;ptural, and her baptism as totally 
invalid. 

Although the New School indefinitely postponed the 

question in 1854, it should not be thought that the above 

views were peculiar to the Old School branch of the Presby

terian church. The majority report of the New School com

mittee appointed top;esent an answer to the 1854 General 

Assembly22 also appeals to the 1835 decision, and to the 

Confession, which is said to teach that the Roman Church 

has become a synagogue of Satan. 23 All the ministers of the 

Pope are ministers of Antichrist, and not ministers of the 

Gospel. The position argued, though not adopted, is in 

substance the same as the declaration of the Old School. 

The Presbyterian Church in the United States (the 

Southern Presbyterian church) in 1871 adopted a lengthy re

port on the question of valid baptism. Roman Catholic bap

tism was rejected on the grounds of the apostasy of that 

21~. 

22The committee was composed of Edwin F. Hatfield, 
Samuel H. Cox, and Henry Boynton Smith. Sm;th stood in a 
minority against the other twor his views are presented in 
the following section. 

23 
The Presbyterian Quarterly Review, II (1853-54), 

318-320. 

■ 
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body, and its corruption of the sacrament of baptism. The 

Presbyterian Church in the United States of America, follow

ing the union of the Old and New Schools, in answer to the 

question presented to the General Assembly in 1875, "Should 

a convert from Romanism, applying for admission into the 

Presbyterian Church, be again baptized?" left the decision 

to the judgment of each church session, "guided by the prin

ciples governing the subject of baptism, as laid down in the 

Standards of our Church1125 Thus, the decision of 1845 was 

mitigated somewhat. 

24This position was reaffirmed in 1884, 1909, and 1914. 
In 1949 it was decided that candidates for Presbyterian 
church membership from the Roman Catholic church be received 
on confession of faith, and if such candidates are satisfied 
with their baptism, it may be deemed valid at the discretion 
of the church Session. This decision was reaffirmed in 1958. 
Digest, 1861-1965, pp. 23-24. In 1969 Roman Catholic baptism 
was declared valid. Supplementary Index to Digest of Pro
ceedings of the General Assembly, 1966-1969 {Atlanta, Gas 
Office of the General Assembly, 1969), p. 2. 

25Digest of the Acts and Deliverances of the General 
Assembl of the Presb erian Church in the United States of 
America Philadelphias The Office of the General Assemb y, 
1938), I, 51. The Assembly declined to make a new deliver
ance on the subject in 1878. In 1885 the above position was 
challenged on the grounds that Roman catholic baptism is 
valid, and therefore a church session cannot require re
baptism, but the deliverance of 1875 was sustained. Ibid., 
51-52. 
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The Defense of the Roman Catholic Church 

Eight commissioners to the General Assembly of 1845 

dissented from the action on Roman Catholic baptism on the 

ground that the decision "involves a denial that any part of 
26 

the Church Catholic remains in the apostasy." They argued 

that the Assembly's position is not in line with the 

historical practice of the Reformed churches. In the 

opinion of the dissenters "the question of rebaptism of con

verts from Romanism should be decided by the church Sessions 

called upon to receive them. " where the circumstances pe-
27 

culiar to each individual case may be weighed. 

Charles Hodge, sharply dissenting from the Assembly's 

position in his annual review of the proceedings of that 

body, attacks the rejection of Roman Catholic baptism as 

being "in direct conflict· with our standards, and with the 

word of God. 1128 Hodge emphasizes that Roman Catholic bap

tism has been declared not merely irregular, but invalid, 

that is, it does not avail for the ~r..pose for which it was 

instituteds it does not make the person baptized a pro

fessing Christian, nor does it signify and seal to the true 

26Minutes of the General Assembly [old School], 1845, 
p. 36. 

27Ibid., p. 37. 

28[charles Hodge], "The General Assembly. 
tism, 11 The Princeton Review, XVII (July 1845), 

Romish Bap-
470. 
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29 believer the benefits of the covenant of grace. Inasmuch 

as the declaration evidences a disposition to contract the 

limits of the Church, the Assembly itself is guilty of 11 a 
30 momentary outbreak of Popery. 11 

Hodge rightly notes that the Assembly's decision ulti

mately resolves itself into the question whether or not the 

Roman Catholic church is a part of the visible church cath

olic. But since the Assembly had said that even if Rome 

could be considered a church she does not administer 

Christian Baptism because of her "perverted meaning" and 

"superstitious rites. 1131 Hodge undertakes to answer this 

objection at the outset. 
32 

Appealing to the Westminster Shorter Catechism, Hodge 

argues that there are three essential elements in Christian 

29Ibid., XVII, 453. 

30~., XVII, 452. 

31Baird I p. 104. 
32shorter Catechism, Q. 94. Hodge notes that to define 

baptism, in the words of the General Assembly, as a washing 
with water by a minister duly ordained, "is to give a new 
definition essentially different from the old one." Hodge, 
Church Polity, p. 200. He does not at this time d~ny that 
the proposition is incorrect, but argues that it is not the 
position of the confessional standards, and must be proved 
rather than assumed. Baptism by one not duly ordained is 
irregular, Hodge admits~ but whether or not it is valid is 
another question. Lay baptism, he says, may not be rejected 
as invalid without argument. ~-, pp •. 199-200 •. 

Hodge's mature position in his Systematic Theology is 
that the administration of the sacraments by persons not 
called and ordained to the ministry is disorderly in a 
settled state of the church, but not necessarily invalid. 
III, 525. 
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baptism: 
, 

(1) a washing with water, (2) in the name of the 

Trinity, (3) to signify and seal the benefits of the cove

nant of grace. The objection that Roman Catholic baptism is 

invalid because oil is mixed with water is dismissed as 

"trivial." As to the Trinity, "there is not a Church on 

earth which teaches more accurately, thoroughly or minutely 

. . . than the church of Rome. 1133 With respect to the third 

essential element, the great difference between the Roman 

and Protestant church to the efficacy rather than to the 

design of the sacrament.
34 

The error of "absolute neces

sity and uniform efficacy," though serious, does not invali

date the nature of the sacrament. Roman Catholic baptism 

thus fulfills the conditions for valid baptism according to 

35 the definition given in the Westminster standards. 

Hodge's argument that the Roman Catholic church is a 

true part of the visible church is two-fold. He first appeals 

to the fact that there are true believers within that com

munion, a fact that cannot be denied without "great sin" 

against the body of Christ. 36 The General Assembly had not 

33 
[Hodge], XVII, 450. 

34
Ibid., XVIr; ·451. 

35 · Thornwell argued in response to Hodge, that~ of 
the above essentials are retained in Roman Catholic baptism. 
James Henley Thornwell, The Collected Writings o~ James 
Henley Thornwell, edited by John B. Adger (Richmond, Va.a 
Presbyterian Committee of Publication, 1a1i-73), III, 283-328. 

36 · 
Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapidsa 

William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, n.d.), III, 822. 
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denied the presence of such believers, but had argued that 

they were not members of the visible church. On Hodges 

principles, this is a contradictions believers who confess 

their faith~ the visible church. Faith is an evidence 

of the Spirit, and where the Spirit is, there is the church. 37 

Hodge is obliged to go beyond this, however, in defend

ing the Roman Catholic church as a body as a branch of the 

visible church. The only mark essential to the being of the 

visible church is the Word, that is profession of the true 

religion.
38 

"What is not essential to the true church, the 

spiritual body of Christ, or to salvation, cannot be essen-
39 

tial to the visible church." Any number of men, collec-

tively considered, who have this essential mark, profession 

of the true religion, must be regarded as a branch of the 

40 visible church. The fact that there are true believers 

in such a society is "God's own testimony that such society 

41 is still a pa'rt of the visible Church." 

37[Hodge], The Princeton Review, XVII, 463, 465. 
38 · 

Charles Hodge, Discussions in Church Polity (New 
Yorks Charles Scribner~s sons, 1878), pp. 45, 138, ~23. 

39[charles Hodge], "Is the Church o'f Rome a Part of the 
Visible .. Church?" The Princeton Review, XVIII (April 1846), 
330. This arti_c;:le is more carefully argue<:) t~t the one 
the previous year, but the substance is the same. 

40[Hodge], The Princeton Review, XVII, 461. 
41

[Hodge], The Princeton Review, XVIII, 335-336. 
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The traditional marks by which the church is recog-

nized as "a society in which the pure word of God is preached, 

the sacraments duly administered, and discipline properly 

exercised by legitimate officers," are taken by Hodge to be 

42 a description of "a pure and orderly Church." They are 

not the essential definition of the church as visible. The 

Word alone is the mark of a true church, in distinction from 

a pure church.
43 

The only question open to debate with re

spect to the ecclesiastical status of the Roman Catholic 

church is whether or not as a society she professes the true 
44 religion. 

What is profession of the true religion? Hodge's 

principle that nothing that is not essential to salvation 

may be made essential to the definition of the church, 

visible or invisible, makes the answer to this question 

difficult, if not impossible. The content of a saving 

42Ib1·d., XVIII 323 I • 

43 
Hodge relies on Turretin for support in making this 

distinction. Turretin gives three senses in which Rome may 
be called a Christian Churchs (1) With reference to the 
People of God, the elect, still therer (2) With reference to 
the external form, "vestiges" of the Church in a dispersed 
state, as well as the word and the sacraments "especially 
baptism, which as to its substance is there retained in its 
integrity"r (3) With reference to the evangelical truths 
that disting~i~h her from a company of pagans or infidels. 
From thi,s, Hodge concludes that when Turret in denies that 
Rome is a true church, he means by verus a pure church. Ibid., 
XVII, 324-325. The section referred to is Institutio 
Theologiae Elencticae, Tom. III, Loe. XVIII, quaest. XIV, iii. 

44
Ibid., XVII, 338. 
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profession is "the minimum of truth that can save the soul," 

so that the question, What is a true Church? becomes in 

· 45 reality, How little truth may avail to salvation? But 

since "the Scriptures do not warrant us in fixing the mini

mum of divine truth by which the Spirit may save the soul, 1146 

there would seem to be no way to fix the minimum of truth by 

which a church may be regarded as a church. 

In any case, there should be no question whether the 

church of Rome professes the true religion. The 0 essential 

47 doctrines of the gospel" are certainly there. 

They retain the doctrine of the Incarnation, which 
we know from the infallible word of God, is a life
giving doctrine. They retain the whole of the 
atonement far more fully and accurately than multi
tudes of professedly orthodox Protestants. They 
hold a much higher doctrine as to the necessity of 
divine influence, than prevails among many whom we 
recognize as Christians. They believe in the for
giveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, 
and in eternal life and judgment. These doctrines 
are in their creeds, and however they may be per
verted and overlaiiA still as general propositions 
they are affirmed. 

45 
[Hodge], The Princeton Review, XVII,:,462; . 

46· 
[Hodge], The Princeton Review, xv±ii, 340. 

47 ·· 
Ibid. Evidences Scripture believed to be the word of 

God, as interpreted according to the Fathers1 the three 
general creeds of the church received. The same argument 
appears in The Princeton Review, V (1833), 230-231. 

48[Hodge], The Princeton Review, XVIII, 463-464. 
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Hodge goes on to point out that it is "truth presented 

in general propositions, and not with subtle distinctions, 

that saves the sou1. 1149 His conclusion, in sums 

Since as a society she still retains the profession 
of saving doctrines, and as in point of fact, by 
those doctrines men are born unto God and nurtured 
for heaven, we dare not deny that she is still a 
part of the visible Church. We consider such a 
denial a direct contradiction g0 the Bible, and of 
the facts of God's providence. 

The arguments of Henry Boynton Smith, when the question 

came before the New School in 1853-1854, bear a close resem

blance to those of Hodge. Baptism is valid "when adminis

tered as to form, matter, and intent, in accordance with its 

original institution. 1151 It is not a papal institution, nor 

do Roman Catholic priests simply derive all their authority 

from the Pope. Moreover, "on the Protestant view of what is 

essential to the being of a church, we cannot deny to the 

Roman Catholic communion the name of a church. 1152 Besides, 

there is the presumptive argument from the practice of the 

Reformed churches up until now, to which Hodge also 

appealed. 

49 Ibid., XVIII, 464. 

50[Hodge], The Princeton Review, XVIII, 341. 

51The Presbyterian Quarterly Review (1853-1854), II, 
321. 

52Ibid., II, 322. 
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This is not to say that there is not a vigourous crit

ique of the Roman catholic church on the part of those 

Presbyterians who defend her right to be considered a branch 

of the visible Church. The Index of Hodge's Systematic Theo-

53 
~ indicates a continuous polemic. But a distinction is 

made between "the Popish heirarchy and its corruptions, 11 to 

which the epiteths 11 antichrist 11 and "synagogue of Satan" 

are applicable, and the people considered as a community 

professing the essential doctrines of the Gospel, and 

54 11 groaning 11 under the 11 Romish system." 

Hodge sought biblical and historical support for this 

distinction. "As of old the prophets denounced the Hebrew 

community under the figure of an adulterous woman, and al

most in the same breath addressed them as the beloved of 

God, his chosen people, compared to the wife of one's youthr 

53Reviewing Philip Schaff's Principle of Protestantism, 
translated by John w. Nevin, 1845, edited by Bard Thompson 
and George H. Bricker (Philadelphias United Church Press, 
1964) in the thick of the Old School debate, Hodge sees in 
Romanism a greater threat than in Rationalism, against which 
Schaff is sounding the alarm. "In itself considered ••• 
and in reference to the state of the church in America, we 
consider Romanism immeasurably more dangerous than infidelity." 
The Princeton Review, XVII (October 1845), 630. 

Even so, he writes in the Presbyterian, August 10, 1872, 
"It [the Roman Catholic church] is unspeakably better than no 
~hurqh at all. And, therefore, when the choice is between 
that church and none, it is wise and right to encourage the 
establishment of churches under the control of Catholic 
priests •••• The principle cannot be carried out that no 
church is to be encouraged which teaches error. 11 A[ rchibald] 
A[lexander] Hodge~ The Life of Charles Hodge (N~w Yorks 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1880, p. 342. _ 

54[charles Hodge], The Princeton Review, XVII, 4701 
[Charles _Hodge], The Princeton Review, XVII, 3361 Charles 
Hodge, Systematic Theology, III, 822. 
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55 so it may be here." Calvin's familiar statement is 

offered: "Since then we are not willing to concede the 

title church unconditionally to the papists, we do not 

thereby deny that there are churches among them, but only 

contend for the true and legitimate constitution of the 

church, with which communion is required in sacraments and 

doctrine. 1156 The people of God are commanded to come out of 

Rome, as they are every church which professes error, or 

imposes "terms of communion which hurt an enlightened con

science.1157 However, by coming out, they do not thereby 

58 
assert that the body which is left is no longer a church. 

This view of the Roman Catholic church is also implicit 

in the answer of the Presbyterian Church in the United States 

of America to the Encyclical of Pius IX prior to the First 

Vatican Council inviting all Protestants to return to the 

"one only fold." Charles Hodge was selected to write the 

reply of the Presbyterian church, and his letter was signed 

by the moderators of both General Assemblies (the reunion 

waiting only to be consummated). 59 

55 
[Charles Hodge], The Princeton Review, XVIII, 322. 

56 -
[Charles Hodge), The Princeton Review, XVII, 466. 

57 -· 
[Charles Hodge], The Princeton Review, XV.III, 343. 

58Ibid. 

59[charles Hodge), "To Pius IX, Bishop of Rome," The 
Presbyterian (September +1, 1869), pp. 4-5. A. A. HQdg.;-
identifies Charles Hodge as the author of this reply. Life 
of Charles Hodge, p. 341. 
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The reply emphasized the "Catholic faith" of the Apos

tles' Creed and first six Ecumenical Councils. As the 

Presbyterian church holds these doctrines the charge of 

heresy cannot be made good against her. Nor can the charge 

of schism. The Presbyterian church recognises all who pro

fess the true religion as members of the visible church on 

earth, and earnestly desires "to maintain Christian com

munion with them" provided that unscriptural terms are not 

imposed. The implication is that the Roman Catholic church 

holds, at least in her official standards, the Catholic 

faithi the cause of separation is Rome's making "errors and 

abuses" conditions of membership. "So long as the profession 

of such doctrines and submission to such usages are required, 

it is obvious that there is an impassable gulf between us and 

60 
the church by which such demands are made." 

The final paragraph states that though fellowship must 

be withdrawn from the Roman Catholic church in order to be 

faithful to the Bible, still all who love, worship, trust, 

and serve Christ as God and Saviour are recognized as 

Christian brethren. "And we hope to be united in heaven with 
61 

all who unite with us .on earth" in giving glory to Christ. 

The tone of this letter is in rather striking contrast to the 

declaration adopted a quarter of a century earlier, and 

vindicates the then unpopular position taken by Hodge. 

60[charles Hodge], The Presbyterian, p. 5. 

61Ibid. 
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The Argument for Rejection 

In view of the overwhelming vote of the Old School 

General Assembly to reject Roman Catholic baptism, it is not 

surprising that those ·who defended the Roman catholic church 

as a true church met heated opposition. "How utterly worth

less and vicious any theory of the Church, whether Pre

latical or Presbyterial, that leads logically to the recog

nition of the Church of Rome as a true Church of Christ. 1162 

Not that all of the opposition is on such a level, able 

theological support of the Assembly's position is found in 

James Henley Thornwell. 

Thornwell, in his speech on the floor of the General 

Assembly, argued that "Protestants who believe the Romish 

Church to have saving truth put their own interpretations 

on these creeds instead of that of Rome inself. 1163 The 

Council of Trent, he says, extinguished the last spark of 

grace. "I have no enmity to Rome, but I. wish a complete 

62 
The Danville Quarterly Review, I. (1861), 72. 

63
As reported in The Presbyterian (May 31, 1845), p. 84. 

Of his speech, Thornwell wrote to his wifes "For two days 
and a half, we have been discussing the question, whether 
Roman Catholic baptism is valid or not? I. made a speech 
today,~ hours long, which was listened to with breathless 
attention, and, from what I. can gather, 1t likely to settle 
the question." B(enjamin] M[o~ganl Palmer, The Life and 
Letters of James Henley Thornwell (Richmonda Whittet & 
Shepperson, 1875), p. 286. 
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separation from the mother of harlots and mistress of 

aborninations. 1164 

Writing later in response to Hodge's review of the 

General Assembly, 65 Thornwell rejects the idea that Rome 

retains any of the essential elements of baptism. The use of 

water and oil as a mixture vitiates the sacramentr "the oil 

destroys the fitness of the water for the purpose of ablu

tion.1166 To baptize in the name of the Trinity is to acknow

ledge the redemption which proceeds from the Triune God. 

The relation which baptism is understood to have to redemption 

cannot be separated from the question of baptism into the 
67 

Triune Name. Since the design of the sacrament is to con-

fer grace ex opere operato, the design of baptism as admin

istered by the Roman Catholic church differes essentially 

from the design in the Presbyterian Church. In Rome the 

64 
The Presbyterian (May 31, 1845), pp. 84-85. 

65Thornwell, III, 283-412. The article, "The Validity 
of the Baptism of the Church of Rome," first appeared in the 
Watchman and Observer, 1846, and was ~eprinted in the South
ern Presbyterian Review, V (July, October 1851, January. 
1852). The statement in the Prefactory Note to their in
clusion in Collected Writings that "no reply appeared from 
the other side" (p. 279) could be m;sleading. Hodge shows 
awareness of Thornwell's criticism in his 1846 article in 
The Princeton Review, though the series in the Watchman and 
Observer was not yet complete. To the present writer it does 
not appear that any new argument appeared subsequently to 
Hodge's writing. 

66Thornwell, III, 292-293. 

67~., III, 298. 
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sacraments are laws of grace, corresponding to "a mechanical 

theory of salvation. 1168 

The real question, as Thornwell sees it, is whether in 

baptism the Roman Catholic church requires a profession in-

69 consistent with salvation. It is his opinion that "no man 

who truly believes and cordially embraces the Papal theory 

of salvation can, consistently with the Scriptures, be a 

child of God. 1170 The question is not "whether Rome teaches 

truth enough to save the soul, but whether she teaches 
71 

error enough to damn the soul." Rome teaches salvation by 

works, 11 because she resolves our justifying righteousness 

into personal holiness, damns the doctrine of imputation, 

audaciously proclaims the figment of human merit ••• and 

makes Christ only the remote and ultimate cause of pardon 

72 and acceptance. 11 The Roman creed, teaching truth and 
73 

error in combination, is incompatible with salvation. 

By Romish baptism, those baptized are made Romanists. 74 

They profess the Roman Catholic creed. Since that creed is 

68~-, III, 305-306. 

69~-

?Oibid., III, 411. 

71~., III, 337. 

72Ibid., III, 361. 

73Ibid., III, 338. 

74Ibid., III, 332-336. 
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not a saving creed, baptism does not make the person a pro

fessing Christian (other than in the loose sense of being 

part of an institution that traces its doctrine back to 

Christ) • 75 [ ] "They only can be Christians, in the strict 

and proper sense, who profess to receive under the name of 
76 

Christianity nothing that subverts the economy of grace." 

Thornwell admits, with Hodge, and with the General 

Assembly, that there are true believers within the Roman 

Catholic communion. But he denies that they are made 

Christians by the creed that is professed by the Roman 

Catholic church as a body. Such believers are,!!! Rome, but 

they are not of Rome: they are "in nominal connection with 

77 the Church without believing its creed." 

What is their ecclesiastical status? Thornwell con

cedes that wherever the true church is, there is the Spirit, 

but hot the reverse. Where the Spirit is, there is union 

with Christ, and membership in the invisible church. "But 

it is an act of the believer subsequent to his conversion, 

and founded upon it, to seek a corresponding membership in 
78 that visible congregation to which the ordinances are given." 

They are thus truly united to Christ, but not to the body of 

believers as a visible institution on earth. 

75Ibid., III, 330-331. 

76~., III, 330. 

77Ibid., III, 330. 

78Ibid., III, 343. 



CHAPTER V 

THE UNITY OF THE CHURCH 

The Ideal Unity of the Church 

The unity of the church is frequently set forth in this 

period by the leaders. ·.of theological discussion as a truth 

clearly taught in Scripture, and following necessarily from 

the idea of the church as the body of Christ. uNo truth of 

God's word is more distinctly stated than that which affirms, 

that the Church is ONE. 111 Unity is 11 in the very nature of 
2 

things" an essential attribute of the Church. There is one 

fold, one kingdom, one family, one mystical body in which 

3 Christ dwells by his Spirit. 11The Church is one, as there 

is and can be but one body of Christ. 114 11All are incorpo

rated into [Christ], and must therefore constitute one 

5 organized whole, which is the Holy Catholic Church." 

1 G., "The Unity of the Church," The Baltimore Literary 
and Religious Magazine, VII (June 1841), 257. 

2[samuel Miller], "Christian Union," The Princeton Re
~, VIII (January 1836), 12. 

3charles Hodge, Discussions in Church Polity (New Yorks 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1878), pp. 22-23, 89. See also G., 
258-259. 

4 Hodge, Church Polity, p. 21. See also, James Henley 
Thornwell, The Collected Writings of James Henley Thornwell, 
edited by John B. Adger (Richmond, Va.a Presbyterian Commi.t
tee of Publication, 1871-1873), IV, 135, and Catholicus, 
11Unity of the Church," The Baltimore Literary and Religious 
Magazine, VI (January 1840), 39. 

5Thornwell, IV, 135. 
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Closely related to the above is an emphasis on the 

unity created by the Holy Spirit as the "vital bond11 between 

Christ and his body the church, an emphasis found especially 

in Charles Hodge. 6 "Christ dwells by this Spirit in all his 

7 members, and thus unites them in one living whole." The 

Holy Spirit is thus both "the real and efficacious bond of 

union between us and Christ, 118 and "the essential or vital 

bond of unity in the Church. 119 The Spirit teaches the 

people of God the same saving truth, gives to them the same 

inward experience of grace, and works in them love and 

f 10 a fection toward each other. 

The unity of the church, however, is not a "mere invisi-
11 

ble, ideal unity." It is the will of Christ that his 

12 church on earth should be one. There is considerable 

agreement that the unity of the church is not only an 

6see also G., VII, 259, and [John William Yeomans], 
"The Unity of the Church," The Princeton Review, XX 
(January 1848), 117. 

7 
Hodge, Church Polity, pp. 22-23. 

8 
Charles Hodge, "The Unity of the Church based on Per-

sonal Union with Christ," History, Essays, orations, and 
Other Documents of the Sixth General Conference of the 
Evangelical Alliance, Held in New York, October 2-12, 1873 
(New Yorks Harper and Brothers, 1874), pp. 113-114. 

9Hodge, Church Polity, p. 42. 

10
~ •• pp. 22, 91-92. 

11 G., VII, 258. 

11:charles Hodge], "To Pius IX, Bishop o'f Rome, .. 
Presbyterian, September 11, 1869, p. 4. 

The -
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attribute of the church as invisible, but also as visible. 

The relationship is deemed to be so close "that it is unwar

rantable to predicate unity of the one and the want of unity 

of the other. 1113 The unity of the church implies external 

unity as well as mystical union. 14 In his prayer for the 

unity of the church recorded in John 17, Christ treats the 

inward and outward aspects of the union as one and insep

arable. 11 He challenges attention to a unity, which, having 

been inwardly created, shall be outwardly expressed7 
15 He demands a visible unity." 

• • • 

Charles Hodge and others argue that from one· point of 

view the church on earth is one. Though divided organi

zationally, yet in the "highest and truest sense" the 
16 

visible unity of the Church remains. "The external or 

Visible Church is so far one, that wherever its branches are 

scattered, all acknowledge the same head, ~nd profess the 
17 

same faith, as to essentials. 11 In the truths necessary to 

salvation, "the whole coetus sanctorum, or body of believers 

are one. 1118 True believers recognize each other as such, 

13Thornwell, IV, 135. 

14[John A. DeBaun], "A Plea and a Plan for Presbyterian 
Unity," The Princeton Review, XXXVII (January 1865), 53. 

15 
[Yeomans], XX, 118. 

16Hodge, Church Polity, p. 22. See also [Yeomans], XX, 
114~ J. G. Shepperson, "The Unity of the Church," :!2!!! 
Southern Presbyterian Review, VII (1853-54), 543. 

17catholicus, VI, 39. 
18 

Hodge, Church Polity, pp. 21-22. 
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unite in the service of their Lord, and make joint profes

sion before the world. 19 Moreover, the church in her .£2!:,

porate distinguishing characteriatics--evangelical truth, 

the sacraments, a duly ordained ministry--will be found to 
20 

be one. 

The discussion shows a recognition that the visible 

unity of the church is ideally more than a unity of faith 

and communion. "The appearance of unity must correspond 

with the reality. 1121 The "strenuous assertions" that the 

church is visibly one really betrays the faultr a building 

"fitly framed together" does not need notices posted all 

22 over it pointing out its unity. 

The true idea of the church, if perfectly realized, 

would unite all Christians in one ecclesiastical body. 23 

Charles Hodge notes that the unity is "not merely a fellow

ship in the Spirit, but a union of subjection, so that one 

24 part is subject to a larger, and a larger to the whole." 

Appeal is made to the apostolic age, at which time the whole 

body of professors were united in one body.
25 

19 ~-, p. 22. 
20 G., VII, 260. 

21[Yeomans], XX, 118-119. 
22 ~-, xx, 119. 

23aodge, Church Polity, p. 253. 

24Ibid., p. 125. 

25
Ibid. 
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The church in the apostolic age, was thus visibly 
ONE. Not only one as her spiritual, living members 
were in union with Christ, and, in him, united with 
one anotherr but also as a visible association, 
whose united voice was heard in their profession, 
whose administrations were subjected to the eye of 
all, and the efficiency of which was felt in every 
land. Everywhere do the inspired writers of the 
New Testamen26contemplate the apostolic church as 
visibly one. 

The unity of the apostolic church was visible and . 
"organical, 11 that is, "to her representative Synod, Assembly, 

or Council, her ministry and members were, in their respec

tive places, amenable." The church in succeeding ages has 

striven for this unity, as may be seen in her provincial, 

national, and oecumenical councils. 28 So at the present 

time, the ideal is not federation, much less cooperation in 

extra-ecclesiastical voluntary societies, but "the ultimate, 

visible form of this unity is to be sought in one supreme 

29 representative Synod, Assembly or Council: The responsi-

bility of the Synod would be 

to declare the Church's faith, order, and forms of 
worship ••• to provide for all that is of general 
interest in her profession and relations, leaving 

26 G., VII, 262. 

2 7 ..!!:?!,g. 

28Hodge, Church Polity, p. 125. 

29 G., VII, 260. 
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the more incidental things of locality to b!
0
dis

posed of according to local circumstances." 

The ideal of "Catholic organic unity" is not to be con-

31 
sidered as mere "visionary speculation." Though some re-

gard the consummation as eschatological, it is not only "the 

prophetic hope," but also "the instinct of [the church's] 
32 

deepest life even while militant here on earth." Charles 

Hodge writes, 

The fact that the visible Church has never fully 
reached its ideal form is no proof either that 
the ideal is false or that the actual is not 33 
bound to strive to be conformed to the ideal." 

It is further argued that the Presbyterian form of 

church government, with its representative assem.blies, is 

fully equipped to give the unity of the church its visible 

expression.
34 

The Presbyterian principle is capable of 

being extended finally to "embody the whole Church on earth 
35 

in one grand parliament." If this is to be realized, 

30~. 

31.ill,g., VII, 261. 

32 
Henry Bhoynton] Smith, "Christian Union and Ecclesias-

tical Reunion, Faith and Philosophy (New Yorks Scribner, 
Armstrong and Company, 1877), p. 266. 

33Hodge, "The Unity of the Church Based on Personal 
Union with Christ, 11 p. 142. 

3 4Hodge, Church Polity, p. 931 Thornwell, IV, 136. 

35Thornwell, IV, 137. 
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however, one author writes, "the friends of Presbyterianism 
36 

must cease to be panders of schism." 

Though the above is the prevailing view of the unity 

of the church, there are those, especially in the South 

toward the close of this period, who deny that such organic 

unity is the idea1. 37 Dabney, for example, says, 

As the invisible Church is one and catholic, the 
visible will strive towards the same unity. But 
as the bond of union in the invisible Church is a 
common faith and love, and no outward organism, 
so the unity of the visible Church will evince 
itself in ties of affection and brotherhood rather 
than in external conformity. 38 

The separate existence of denominational churches "does 

not mar the catholicity of the visible church as one whole, 

but is the inevitable and designed result" of the geographi

cal, political, and linguistic separation of the human race. 

Denominations are the result "Partly of the excusable limi

tations of the human understanding, and partly of the sinful 

prejudices of the heart. 1139 Dabney argues that the parallel 

36 G., VII, 261. 

37see, for example, Shepperson, cited abover B. w. 
Mosely, "Christian Unity," Southern Presbyterian Review, 
XX (1869} 492-5071 Robert Lewis Dabney, "What is Christian 
Union?" Discussionsa Evangelical and Theological (Londona 
Banner of Truth Trust, 1967), II, 430-446. This article 
was first printed in 1870. 

38 Dabney, II, 434. 

39.ill,9., II, 437 7 emphasis added. 
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existence and development of denominations is the apostolic 

conception of the structure of catholic Christianity, the 

designed development of apostolic institutions. The causes 

are unavoidable, and beyond the power of man to cure. 40 

Denominations are thus not in principle schisrnaticr they 

exist not simply as the result of imperfection, but accord

ing to apostolic design. 

The Divided State of the Church 

For the most part, however, the Presbyterian theologians 

of this period regard the unity of the church as seriously 

marred by the divided state of the church. 

All separate organization on inadequate grounds, 
and all diversity of opinion affecting important 
doctrines, and all want of Christian love and 
especially a sectarian, unchurching spirit, are 
opposed to the unity of the Church, and eith!f 
mar or destroy it according to their nature. 

They attempt to present the division in its most serious 

light--"whatever breaks in upon this unity tends to the 

destruction of the mystical body of Christ. 1142 Everything 

that tends to divide the body of Christ, or to interfere 

4o~., II, 438-439. 

12. 
41Hodge, Church Polity, p. 44. Compare [Miller], VII, 

42G., VII, 258. 
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with entire harmony among the members of his body, is sin-

43 ful, and ought to be avoided." 

If the divisions are to be healed, these Presbyterians 

argue, causes of the divisions must be understood. The 

relative independency that arises from geographical, politi

cal, and linguistic separation do not violate the unity of 

the church. 44 In the ideal expression of the unity of the 

church. according to Presbyterian principles, the su~eme 

Synod would be truly catholic, representative of the church 

in all nations. The divisions that mar the unity of the 
45 

church have their root in human imperfection and sin. 

Henry Boynton Smith, in his analysis of the divided 

state of the church, sees two principles at work throughout 

church history which divide the churchs ecclesiastical 

domination, on the one hand, and extreme individualism, on 

the other. Whereas the former, in enforcing conformity to 

external rules in matters non-essential, degenerates into 

spiritual despotism, the latter "sets up the individual will, 

often under the name of conscience, in opposition to the 
46 

general will and the historic order." 

43
[Miller], VII, 371 see also p. 19. 

44Hodge, Church Polity, p.44. 

45Ibid., pp. 253, 46. 

46smith, p. 268. 
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Schism, so far as the institutional side of the church 

is concerned, is separation without adequate cause. 47 Charles 

Hodge twice appealed to this principle when the Presbyterian 

Church was in danger of being divided. As the Old School-

New School conflict drew to a head in the thirties, Hodge 

wrote, "The division of a church of Jesus Christ is a very 

serious thingr expressly forbidden in the Word of God, and 

only to be justified by the most obvious necessity."48 

Again, in 1861 he held that the command to be one remains in 

force, that separate organization is the exception and must 

be justified.49 What will justify such a course of action? 

Adequate cause is provided, Hodge argues, when terms 

of communion are imposed with which many Christians cannot 

50 in good conscience comply. "It is often the duty of men to 

separate from a true church. • • when we are required 

either to profess or to do anything contrary to [God's3 

word, as the condition of our continued union with it. 1151 

Separation is then 11 a duty which we owe to God and to the 

47Hodge, Church Polity, p. 412. 

48[charles Hodge], 11The Act and Testimony, .. The 
Princeton Review, VI, (October 1834), 520. 

49[charles Hodge], "The Church and the country," The 
Princeton Review, XXXIII (April 1861), 323. 

SOcatholicus, VI, 42. 

51[charles Hodge and J. Addison Alexander], "General 
Assembly of the [Free] Church of Scotland," The Princeton 
Review, XVI, (January 1844), 116. See also Church Polity, 
p. 412. 
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real unity of the church, whenever unscriptural terms of 

52 
communion are enjoined." The charge of schism is to be 

referred to those who impose unscriptural terms of com

munion. 

Those who separate from such a body on account of 
unchristian rites or unsound doctrines entertained 
by her, are guilty of no schism, and are charge
able with no act inconsistent with their keeping 
the unity of the spirit. The crime of rending the 
body of Christ is chargeable to those who adopt 
unchristian rites and ceremonies, or estab!¼sh an 
unsound creed, and require all to conform. 

Those who withdraw from an external society whose un

scriptural terms of communion hurt the conscience, are not 

schismatics, 11 provided this be done without excommunicating 

or denouncing those who are really the people of God. 1154 

Division without just cause, however, is schism, being "a 

breach of Christian fellowship and subjection, enjoined by 

55 
Christ on his people." The crucial factor in a justi-

fiable separation is the coercion of conscience, rather than 

the presence of diverse opinions. Charles Hodge argued in 

the thirties that as long as the confession of the church is 

sound, separation is not warranted, even though a majority 

of the body may be corrupt. The ecclesiastical connect~on 

52
[charles Hodge], "Schaf[f]'s Protestantism," !.!'.!!! 

Princeton Review, XVII (October 1845), 631. 

53catholicus, VI, 42. 

54Hodge, Church Polity, p. 52, emphasis added. 

55~., p. 412. 



121 

does not approve the errors, but provides opportunity of 

56 witness against them. Breaking the unity of the church 

is not justified unless one is "required to profess or to 

do something which the Bible condemns as false or wrong," or 

"prohibited from professing or doing what the Bible 
57 commands." 

There is general agreement among those contributing to 

the discussion that separation is justifiable "where funda

mental articles of the Christian faith are not only impugned, 

but the renunciation of the truth and the adoption of the 

58 opposite heresy are imposed, . as terms of fellowship." 

Separation is also just "where the associated circumstances 

are such, that a continuance of communion would imply either 

a departure from the faith, or a sanction of the error. 1159 

If those in error in the church are "so powerful as to defy 

the ordinary exercise of discipline," in the interest of the 

purity of the fellowship "the voice must be obeyed which 

says--Come out from among them, my people, and be ye separ-
60 

ate, saith the Lord." 

56[Hodge], The Princeton Review, VI, 520. 
57 

Hodge, Church Polity, p. 412. This principle in 
Hodge applies only to existing bodies,~ to the question 
of reunion. 

58 G., VII, 403. 

59~-

60~-
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It does not escape notice, however, that the principle 

of conscientious separation had been greatly abused on the 

American scene. 

The ecclesiastical disorders of the Christian 
world are inveterate and painful. They are no
where more so than in our own country. They 
spring not from the true liberty of thought and 
speech wherewith Christ makes his people freer but 
from the vague and inconsiderate presumption that 
diversity of theological opinion must work a cor
responding diversity of ecclesiastical order, and 
show itself in external disintegration. Schism be
somes the condition of enjoying one's own opinions. 
A peculiar opinion on almost any religious subject 
is deemed more importgrt than Christian union, and 
incompatible with it. 

This is not to say that the form of Christian doctrine 
62 is unimportantr it is, and must be guarded. The problem 

in the American situation is that 

separations are rcade, and expressly for the main
tenance of ••• erratic dogmasr the separate 
bodies assume a distinct form of existence. Thus 
their distinct existence is not for the susten
tation of the common faith, or the general prin
ciples of order--for these are common to the true 

61 
[Yeomans], XX, 122. 

62 ~-, XX, 122-123. See, .al:so G., VXI, 266-267. The 
fact that the church has felt it necessary to express her 
faith in a creed is not schismatic. Corporate action is 
impossible without well understood terms of agreement. 
Those who oppose creeds "have themselves some other term of 
communion, than the simple acknowledgement of the divine 
authority of the word of God. Either expressly, or by well 
understood implication, they have their leading inter
pretations of the Scriptures as their bond on union and 
term of fellowship." ~., VII, 406. 
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church of God~ but for the maintg~ance and pro
pagation of the sectional error. 

Though the principle on which the ~rotestant Reformers 

acted is valid, it has been abused. "Mere party dis

tinctions are seldom animated by much of sound and impor

tant principle. 1164 "In the unhallowed business of schism, 

an unblessed ambition of restless indivisuals has had a 

prominent place. 1165 

Alongside the principle of the necessity of separation 

when conscience is violated in essential matters, one finds 

the expediency of separation when significant differences 

appear. Where such differences exist on the important doc

trines of grace, separation is advisable, a peaceful se~ 

aration being better than continual discord. 66 

True Christians often conscientiously differ so 
much in matters of doctrine and order as to ren
der their harmonious action in the same ecclesi
astical organization impossible. Under such 67 
circumstances it is better that they separate." 

Diversity of opinion is an evidence of imperfection, the 

resultant divisions are evil as they show a lack of perfect 

63 
G., VII, 263. 

64
Ibid., VII, 65. 

65~., VII, 404. 

66[DeBaun], XXXVII, 54. 

67Hodge, "The Unity of the Church based on Personal 
Union with Christ," p. 143. 
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unity in faith. 68 But they are the less of two evils. 

"When men differ, it is better to avow their diversity of 

opinion or faith, than to pretend to agree, or to force 

69 
discordant elements in a formal uncongenial union.• 

The division of the church into denominations is un

avoidable, and "to be regarded as incident to iltiperfect 

70 knowledge and imperfect sanctification." The churcb is 

one in affection, but not with that "full confidence and 

cordiality necessary for harmonious action in the same ex

ternal society. 1171 The divisions are to be deplored, "yet 

the evil is not to be magnified above its just dimensions. 

So long as unity of faith, of love, and of obedience is pre

served, the unity of the Church is as to its essential prin

ciple safe. 1172 Schism, given the existence of denominations, 

is the refusal to hold fellowship with other evangelical 

churches. 73 

68Hodge, Church Polit~, p. 44. 

69~-, p. 95. 

70Ibid., p. 44. 

71~., p. 253. 

72~., p. 44. 

38. 
73~., pp. 88, 44, 134. See alsos [Miller], VJ:II, 



125 

Denominational ism 

Where serious disagreement, the result of human im

perfection, prevents harmonious action in the same organi

zation, the division of the church into denominations is 

regarded as inevitable. It is but a step to justify them 

as a relative good. 11 0n the supposition that this im

perfection continues to exist, this separation of Christians 

into different bodies is not an evil, but attended with 
74 

much benefit. 11 The competition between denominations is 

beneficial, providing mutual checks and being a stimulus to 

the discovery of truth. 75 11 Who can doubt that the Bible is 

more studied than it would otherwise be when rival denomi

nations search its pages day and night, to find support for 
76 

their respective creeds and claims." 

The defense of denominationalism is climaxed by the 

idea of a 11 peculiar mission" given to each branch of the 

church, in distinction from the mission given to the church 

as a whole. This finds expression especially in the New 

School in the fifties. 77 

74 
Catholicus, VI, 41. See also Hodge, "The Unity of 

the Church based on Personal Union with Christ," p. 1431 
[Miller], VII, 19. 

75Albert Barnes, "Our Position," Presbyterian Quarterly 
Review," I {1852-1853), 290-291. 

76[Miller], VII, 20. 

77Barnes, I, 290-291. Robert w. Patterson, "The Posi
tion and Mission of our Church," Presbyterian Quarterly 
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Each denomination is working out some problem 
in the Christian life, developing some portion 
of truth. Each has its part to perform, its 
peculiar work to do for the kingdom of Christ, 
which it, in the present dondition of ;gings, 
is better fitted to do than any other. 

This is sometimes presented as the eschatological form of 

the churchs in the millennium there will be greater, but 

not universal, external uniformity. 79 

Much is thus made of the argument that though the ideal 

unity of the church is marred by the division into denomi

nations, it is not wholly broken by their existence, unless 

accompanied by an 11 unchurching spirit. 11 Denominationalism 

and sectarianism are to be distinguished. Denominations 

are not inconsistent with the unity of the church. 80 

A denominational spirit is not necessarily sec
tarian •••• It may be strong in its attach
ments, earnest in its preferences, clear in its 
convictions, zealous for the interest of its own 
branch of the church1 yet it will be generous, 
and liberal, respectful of the convictions of 

Review, IX (1860-1861), 107. "Exclusivism,N Presbyterian 
Quarterly Review, VI (1857-1858), 9. 

78J. Few Smith, "Denominationalism not Sectarianism," 
American Theological Review, II (1869), 314. For the New 
School's conception of its mission see George M. Marsden, 
"The New School Presbyterian Minds A Study of Theology in 
Mid-Nineteenth Century AmericaN (Unpublished Ph.D. disser
tation, Yale University, 1966)~ 

79 . [Miller], VII, 31. "Bxclusivism,• Preabyterian 
Quarterly Review, v, 566. 

80[Miller], VII, 37r NBxcluaivism," Presbyterian 
Quarterly Review, v, 567-5761 J. Few Smith, XX, 323r 
Moseley, XX, 497. 
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others, and truly and supremely zealous for the 
triumph of Christianity1 and ready to sacrifice 
its own preferences or personal gains whenever 
the cause of the Redeemer Ian be effectually ad
vanced by such sacrifice. 8 

When the denominational spirit becomes sectarian, that 

is, exclusive and isolating, so that one is wholly absorbed 

in his own branch of the church, and cloaes his eyes to the 

82 good in others, then the sin of schism is committed. 

The Realization of the Ideal 

Charles Hodge looks at the unity of the church in 

light of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. The inward 

unity which the Holy Spirit gives to the people of Christ 

83 
is the source of all legitimate forms of outward unto~. 

The visible church should be one in faith, communion, wor

ship, organization, "just so far, and no farther than the 

indwelling Spirit is productive of such union. 84 There is 

general agreement among Hodge's contemporaries, external 

union is the expression of internal unity. Spiritual union 

will create external unity, but the reverse is not true. 85 

81 J. Few Smith, II, 318. 

82 
J. Few Smith, II, 322-3231 11Exclusivism, 11 Presby-

terian Quarterly Review, VI, 19. 

83[charles Hodge], "Principles of Church Union, and the 
Reunion of the Old and New-school Presbyterians,w ~ 
Princeton Review XXXVII (April 1865), 274. 

84 
Hodge, Church Polity, p. 253. 

85 
Henry B[oynton] Smith, p. 2741 [Miller], VIII, 16, 

37-38. 



128 

Practically this m~ans that the first condition of ex

t ernal union is unity in tho truth which th0 Holy Spirit has 

give n. Truth is placod abov~ outward poace and harmony. 

Bv ery attempt to roconcilo difforoncos among pro
fossing Christians which involvos thP. r~linquish
m0nt of truthr or a compromise with important 
corr uption, ithPr in doctrine or worshipr or 
giving countonancP to what is d 0 PmPd an injurious 
dpparturo from what Christ has comma§ged, is, un
doubtodly, criminal and mischievous. 

Both Henry Boynton Smith and Charles Hodge emphasize 

that tho PXt~rnal unity of the Church must be a confe ssional 

unity. Smith s e ~s in the rationalism of Renan and Strauss 

th"" b Pginnings of a conflict in which "the whol e of histori

cal Christianity, the Bible, the Church, and all the doc-
87 

trine s of our confessions of faith are at stake." In 

this situation, "to call upon us to strike down our symbols 

is like calling on an army to strike down its flag in the 

88 face of a foe ." Hodge recognizes that it is difficult to 

say how minut~ the confession must be for an extended 

organization of Christians, but whatever the confession, 

Hodge insists, it must be "sincerely adopted and enforced 

86[Miller], VIII, 15. see also G., VII, 122. 
87 

Henry B[oynton] Smith, p. 274. 
88 

Henry B[oynton] Smith, System of Christian Th•oiogy. 
8 dit• d by Williams. Karr (N-w Yorks A. c. Armstrong and 
Son, 1884), p. 593. 
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so far as everything essential to their integrity is 

89 concerned. 11 

With the widespread recognition of this condition for 

unity, the logical place to begin healing the divisions of 

the church is among those "whose view as to doctrine, wor

ship and discipline, are such as to admit of their harmoni-
90 

ous cooperation." Where the grounds of separation are 

inadequate and unscriptural, denominations are bound to 

91 unite as one outward, visible church. 

The hope that all Reformed and Presbyterian denomina

tions in the United States92 might be united in one body is 

expressed by Samuel Miller, writing in the Princeton Review 

for 1836.
93 

His statement came at a time when the Presby

terian churches in America were showing an opposite tendency. 

toward fragmentation. The Associate Reformed Church, begun 

in 1782 as an only partly successful union of the Reformed 

Presb~erians and Associate Presbyterians in America (both 

groups are of Scotch descent), proved unable to maintain 

89Hodge, Church Polity, p. 97. Hodge noted as a 
practical matter that "differences as to doctrine do not 
form such inseparable barriers to Church union as diversity 
of opinion respecting ecclesiastical government.N Ibid., 
p. 96. 

90
xbid., p. 2541 see also p. 96. 

91 
~., p. 2541 see also pp. 95-96. 

92 . 
For the relative size of the churches concerned, see 

the appended statistical table. 

93
[Miller], VIII, 17. 
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organic connection between its three synods. The Western 

Synod became independent in 1820, and the Synod of the 

Carolinas {eventually the Associate Reformed Presbyterian 

Church of the South) followed suit in 1822, leaving the 

Associate Reformed Synod of New York to carry on alone. In 

the meantime, a portion of the Associate Reformed Church 

was absorbed in 1821 by the Presbyterian Church in the 

United States of America. 

The Reformed Presbyterian Church, the outgrowth of the 

labors of the Reformed Presbyterian ministers who refused 

to Join the Associate Reformed Synod at its formation in 

1782, divided in 1833 on the issue of allegiance to the 

Constitution of the United States, and were distinguished as 

the Synod of the Reformed Presbyterian Church (the "Old 

Light 11 body which continued the policy of non-participation 

in the civil government) .. and the General Synod of the 

Reformed Presbyterian Church (those who were said to have 

seen "New Light 11 on the meaning of the church's position, ao 

that participation without compromise was a possibility). 

The Presbyterian Church in the United States ot America 

was not without divisive incidents in this century. Aa the 

result of a controversy over the qualifications of frontier 

ministers, the Cumberland Presbyterian Church was formed as 

a separate body in 1810. Even while Samuel Miller wrote, a 

mojor schism between the Old Scllool and New School of the 

Presbyterian church was in the air. The following year it 
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became a reality as the Old School's body gained control of 

the Gene!!al Assembly and forced, by the "Excinding Acts" of 

1837, the formation of the New School as a separate denomi.

nation. 

The formation of the Evangelical Alliance in London in 

· 1846 caused some ripples among the Presbyterians in this 

country with respect to union. Although neither the Old 

nor the New School saw fit to send delegates to London, both 

bo 94 dies expressed their approbation of the endeavor. The 

Old School General Assembly of 1847 bade the proposed es

tablishment of an American branch of the Alliance "God

speed in their legitimate efforts, 11 but raised the question 

of whether or not combined effort should be sought in the 

first place among denominations holding the same doctrine 

and church polity. 95 

The Old School, accordingly, proposed a conference with 

the Associate Reformed Presbyterian Church, the Reformed 

Presbyterian Church, and the Associate Presbyterian Church, 

as well as the Reformed Dutch Protestant Church and the 

94 
Minutes of the General Assembl of the Pre• erian 

Church in the United States of America New School Phila
delphia, Presbyterian Board of Publication and Sabbath 
School Work, 1894), I, 174. Samuel J. Baird, editor,~ 
Collection of the Acts and Deliverances and Testimonies of 
the Supreme Judicatory of the Presbyterian Church (Revised 
editionr Philadelphia, Presbyterian Board ot Publication, 
1858), p. 543. 

95 Baird, p. 544. 
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96 

German Reformed Church. The unity to be sought is not 

that of II amalgamation, 11 but rather a unity "consistent with 

denominational distinction. 1197 

The proposed Convention met, and its report was pre

sented to the Old School General Assembly of 1849. The 

report is a convenient exposition of the principles of 

church union that were commonly received in this period. 

The argument may be summarized as followsa 

Christ prayed that the church may be one. Those who 

love Christ should therefore actively seek the union of all 

Christians. Of course, a spiritual union already exists 

among all true believers, as they all belong to the one body 

of which Christ is head, and all have one Spirit. However, 

because of imperfect knowledge and sanctification, this 

unity is obscured. The church is divided into many organi

zations which even oppose one another. In order that the 

unity of the church may be made manifest, the effort must be 

directed at bringing the different branches "into the unity 

of the faith. 11 

This is an II imperative duty. 11 Since the church .!.! one 
. . 

body, it should be so organized as to exhibit that unity. 

Christians, accordingJ.y, must "aim at bringing about a union 

96
Ibid. The New School General Assembly was not in

cluded.-

97~. 

98Ibid., p. 545. 
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of all the different portions of the household of faith 

upon a scriptural basis. 1198 

The resulutions which the Convention offered, however, 

did go beyond the promotion of fraternal affection and co-

o t . 99 
pera ion. Although the Committee was continued, no 

further report was ever presented. 

In the fifties successful church union crowned the 

efforts of the Associate churches of Scotch descent. The 

Associate Reformed General Synod was formed by the reunion 

of the Synods of New York and the Synod of the West. The 

same year, a correspondence was begun with the Associate 

Synod with a view toward organic union. This union was 

consummated in 1858 with the formation of the United 

100 Presbyterian Church of North America. The following year 

a communication was received from the General Synod of the 

Reformed Presbyterian Church looking toward eventual union. 

Discussions were continued throughout the sixties, but 

101 failed to produce a union. 

The General Synod of the Reformed Presbyterian Church 

made its own contribution to Presbyterian reunion in calling 

98Ibid., p. 545. 

99,illg., p. 546. 
100 

Digest of the Principal Acts and Deliverances of the 
General Assembl of the United Presb erian Charch of North 
America, 1859-1902. Pittsburgh, United Presbyterian Board 
of Publication, 1903), pp. 313-320. 

lOlibid., pp. 238-239. 
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for a convention "for prayer and conference in regard to the 

terms of union and communion among the various branches of 

the Presbyterian family. 11102 The Philadelphia Presbyterian 

Union Convention accordingly met in November of 1867 with 

delegates present from both the Old and New School General 

Assemblies, the United Presbyterian Church, the Reformed 

Presbyterian Church, General Synod, the Cumberland Presby

terian Church, and the Dutch Reformed Church.103 

The idea of federation represented in a convention was 

rejected as such a body would have nothing properly eccle

siastical to do. "The delegates of the different churches 

might meet and talk together, and pass excellent resolutions, 

and express a good degree of confidence in one another. And 

how long could they keep this up?11104 Past experience indi

cated not long. The convention therefore drew up a basis 

for the organic union of the Presbyterian churches. 

Although the organic union of all Presbyterian churches 

in the United States did not materialize, the convention 

did provide an added impetus to the attempt, already in pro

gress, to reunite the Old and New Schools of the Presby

terian church. Both Schools had lost their southern 

102[Henry Boynton SmithJ, "The Philadelphia Presby
terian Union convention," Al{lerican Presbyterian and Theo
logical Review, XXI (Jan~ary 1868), 106. 

103~. 

104 
Ibid., XXI, 105. 
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constituency, the New School in 1858, the Old School in 

1861, and had begun a friendly correspondence with each 

other in 1862. Discussions toward reunion began in earnest 

in 1866, but were somewhat slowed by the question of con

fessional subscription, as the Old School regarded the 

other body as latitudinarian. 

Hnery Boynton Smith in response to this Old School 

attitude argued that the New School was now closer to the 

confessional standards than at the time of the division. 105 

He seized upon the moment of this Convention to demonstrate 

the sense in which the New School subscribed to the con

fession by adding to the Convention's proposed basis for 

union (that the Westminster Confession of Faith be received 

and adopted as containing the System of Doctrine taught in 

Holy Scripture) the clauses "it being understood that this 

Confession is received in its proper historical, that is, 

the Calvinistic or Reformed, 
106 

sense." 

When the New School supported Smith by voting 46 to 2 
107 

for his amendment he regarded his demonstration success-

ful. "So far as the form and terms of the doctrinal basis 

are concerned, it seems to us that the Philadelphia 

105
Henry B[oynton] Smith, pp. 282, 287. 

106[Henry Boynton Smith], American Presbyterian and 
Theological Review, XXI, 109, 114. 

107Lewis F. Stearns, Henry Boynton Smith (Boston and 
New Yorks Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1892), p. 301. 
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Convention has settled the question as between the Old and 

New School. 11108 

Charles Hodge, who was present at the convention and 

initially impressed with the New School 1 s willingness to 

support the Smith amendment, on further reflection indicated 

that he still had misgivings about reunion. The question, 

he said, was not the orthodoxy of the New School ministers, 

which he granted, but rather what the New School . tolerates 

as being legitimate under the form of subscription.109 He 

believed that a basic contradiction was involved in the 

basis for unions 

Three-fourths of our Presbyteries have twice 
decided that they cannot consent to the union 
if they are bound legally or in honor to be as 
liberal in the interpretation of the standards 
as their New School brethren have hitherto been. 
And the latter have as clearly declared that 
they can consent to the union only on the con
dition that the united church is to be as toler
ant as themselves.llO 

Hodge did not see that either side was giving up its his

toric position, though he did express the opinion that some 

108[Henry Boynton Smith], American Presbyterian and 
Theological Review, XXI, 116. 

109 
[Charles Hodge], Presbyterian Reunion,• The Prince-

ton Review, XL (January 1868), 57, 60, 761 [C~led Hodge], 
"The Protest and Answer, 11 The Princeton Review, XL, (July 
1868), 475. 

110[charles Hodge 1, "The New Basis o~ Union, 14 ~ 
Princeton Review, XLI {Juiy 1869), 465. 
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Old School men would vote for the union because they be-

1 
111 

ieved the time had come for a more tolerant principle. 

The reunion became a reality in 1870, and the date has 

become standard as marking a new era in the history of the 

Presbyterian Church in the United States of America. 

111 Ibid., XLI, 466. 



CHAPI'ER VI 

CONCLUSION 

The doctrine of the church receives two distinct empha

ses in American Presbyterian theology in the mid-nineteenth 

century. The difference has less to do with the controversy 

between the Old and New Schools than it does with disagree

ment within the Old School. As the New School eventually 

rejected the Plan of Union with the Congregationalists, and 

modified its position with respect to voluntary societies, 

the differences between New School and II Princeton" ecclesi

ology became minimal, though an important difference with 

respect to confessional subscription remained. At the same 

time, there were several clashes in this area of theology 

within the Old School, especially between the two leading 

theologians of that branch of the church, Charles Hodge 

and James Henley Thornwell. 

The disagreement was not over the validity of the 

classic distinction between the ±nvisible and visible churchr 

the problem lay in the definition of the visibility o~ the 

church. Hodge, reacting to the ecclesiology of the O~ord 

Movement in the Church of England, regarded visibility as 

an attribute of the church only in the sense in which be

lievers are visible. There is a corresponding stress in 

Hodge on the Church as a spiritual organism, composed or 

believers in union with Christ. Distinguishing between a 
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true church and a pure church, Hodge regarded the Word, that 

is profession of the essential doctrines of the gospel, as 

the only mark of the former. 

Thornwell, sensing a weakness in this view, stressed 

the church as a visible institution having the ministry and 

the sacraments. He regarded visibility as an attribute of 

the church in the sense of having the order appointed by 

Christ. Both emphases appear to be necessary, and the one 

need not negate the other. 

The tension with respect to the nature of the church is 

reflected in the debate over the relation of baptized child

ren to the church, a question that is bound up with the 

significance of infant baptism. Whereas the Westminster 

Directory for Public Worship of 1645 dealt adequately with 

this question, the revised directory adopted by the Presby

terian Church in the u. s. A. did not, thus making it 

easier for divergences to appear. 

According to classic Reformed theology, the sacraments 

as signs represent Christ and his saving benefits, as seals 

they confirm the promises of God and thereby strengthen the 

faith which the Holy Spirit works through the ministry of 

the Word. In the period under discussion, this is inter

preted by some, for example, Dabney and Thornwell, to mean 

that the whole benefit of baptism depends on a conscious, 

intelligent reception on the part of the person baptized. 

Though infants are to be baptized, they are not capable of 
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such believing reception, and are regarded as unregenerate 

until their personal faith and repentance are evident. The 

Visible church thus contains prospective heirs of salvation 

as well as those who make a credible profession of the true 

religion a nd are presumably in actual union with Christ. 

On the other hand, there are those, including both 

Charles and Archibald Alexander Hodge, who deny that such 

a radica l division of the membership of the visible church 

is leg itima te. They argue that the sacraments, in addition 

to being signs and seals, are "means of grace" which convey 

the s piritual blessings which they signify and seal. Regen

eration b y the Holy Spirit at the moment of the administra

tion o f baptism is not absolutely rejected, though it is 

denied that regeneration uniformly takes place. The sig

nificance of baptism is union with Christ, and those who 

are baptized are to be treated as members of Christ. Bap

tized children belong to the visible church which in its 

entirety is to be regarded as the body of believers. 

When the Mercersburg Review wondered why the Princeton 

Review stopped short of baptismal regeneration, Charles 

Hodge heatedly responded that baptized infants are to be 

regarded as members of the invisible church in the sense or 

the company of the elect, which includes many that are not 

yet actually united to Christ. "Presumptive election" is an 

inherently unsatisfactory solution, however, because there 

is no practical way to treat a person as elect and yet not 
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united to Christ. Since it only occurs in this one place 

in Hodge, it should not be regarded as a definitive position. 

The question of the validity of Roman Catholic baptism 

also involved the issue of the visibility of the church. The 

General Assembly of 1835 declared that the Roman Catholic 

church had essentially apostatized from the faith and could 

not be regarded as a Christian church. Following on this 

decision, the Old School Assembly of 1845 by an overwhelming 

vote declared Roman Catholic baptism to be invalid, because 

such baptism was not administered by a duly ordained minister 

of the visible church. 

Charles Hodge defended the validity of Roman Catholic 

baptism, and the right of the Roman Catholic church to be 

regarded as a part of the visible church catholic on the 

grounds that it retains the one essential mark of the church-

the Word, that is, the essential doctrines of the gospel. 

He seemed to shift ground, however, when he appealed to the 

presence of true believers within the Roman Catholic church 

as evidence that Rome is a part of the visible church, and 

yet attempted to dissociate the people ~rom the hierarchy. 

Thornwell admitted that there are believers withi.n the 

jurisdiction of Rome, but he denied that they are united to 

the church as a visible institute on earth. The character

istic emphases noted in connection with the issue or the 

visibility of the church thus appear also in this controversy. 
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On the unity of the church, there was condiderable 

agreement that the ideal unity of the church is visible as 

well as spiritual. The true idea of the church, if perfectly 

realized, would unite all Christians in one ecclesiastical 

body. Both Hodge and Thornwell argued that the Presbyterian 

form of church government, with its representative assemblies, 

is equipped to give the unity of the church its visible 

expression on a national, and even international, scale. 

The attitude of Presbyterians toward the divided state 

of the church varied, however, though the multiplication of 

denominations in America met general condemnation. Hodge 

argued that division is necessary when terms of communion 

are imposed which violate the conscience, and may· be expedi

ent when significant differences in doctrine render harmoni

ous action impossible. In the latter case, division is the 

lesser of two evils. There were ·those, especially in the 

New School, who defended denominations as a positive good, 

each denomination fulfilling its 11 peculiar mission" in the 

world. 

After the Civil War, Presbyterians sought a greater 

expression of visible unity. Cooperation in the voluntary 

societies, unity-in-action, had left much to be desired as an 

expression of church unity. Now a unity-in-truth was called 

for, beginning with the Presbyterian and Reformed bodies in 

America, which could lead beyond cooperation to organic union. 



APPENDIX 

Presbyterian Churches in America, 18591 

Minis
ters 

Associate Reformed Synod of 
New York. • • • • • • • • • 16 

Associate Reformed Presbyterian 
Church, South. • • • • • • • 68 

Associate Synod of North Amer-
ic&. • • • • • • • • • • • • 11 

Cumberland Presbyterian Church 927 
Free Presbyterian Church 43 
Presbyterian Church in the USA 

Old School ••••••••• 2578 
Presbyterian Church in the USA 

New School ••••••••• 1558 
Reformed Presbyterian Church 

General Synod. • • • • • • • 54 
Reformed Presbyterian Church 

Synod. • • • • • • • • • • • 63 
United Presbrte5ian Church of 

North America • • • • • • • 408 
United Synod of the Presbyter-

ian Church3 ••••••••• 118 

Church- Communi-
es cants 

14 

32 
1188 

3491 

1543 

83 

70 

634 

187 

1,631 

778 
84,249 

279,600 

137,989 

5,821 

55,547 

12,125 

1The statistics are from Joseph M. Wilson, The Presby
terian Historical Almanac, and Annual Remembrancer of the 
Church for 1860 (Philadelphia, Joseph M. Wilson, 1860). p. 289 
Wilson made use of statistics published by the representa
tive bodies in 1859 for this table. His Almanac was published 
annually, 1859-1868. 

2constituted in 1858 as the result of a union between 
the Associate Reformed Church and the Associate Synod ot 
North America. 

3 
Withdrew from the northern portion of the New School 

Presbyterian church in 1857 over the issue of slavery. The 
United Synod (of the South) was formed the following year. 
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