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I. INTRODUCTION 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The name "Anabaptist" has attached to it a stigma which 

has ever been odious to both Prote stants and Roman Catholics 

alike. During the Reformation and post Reformation periods 

tho se fanatic s known by various name s, such as "Anabaptists 11 

i 

( rebaptizers ), 11 Catabaptists " (perverters of, baptism ),  or "Bap

tists " (bapti zers ) were fair game for both Prote stants and Cath-
1 

olic s .  An example of the sanguinary attitude of the opposition 

was the provision in the Edict of Speyer in 1529 which out-

lawed Anabaptists everywhere . Prote stants and Roman Catholics 

were licensed to put them to death without the formality of 

trial .  Thus the se sixteenth century radicals were regarded as 

no better and perhap s worse than vile , his sing serpents . 

The attitude of the leading Reformers is illustrative of 

the complete re jection of the Anabaptist by the early Prote s 

tants. Zwingli, who wa s the first of the Reformers to clash 

head-on with the dis senters , claimed that the Anabaptists made 

re ligious profes sion a mere cloak for social and po litical aims. 

Even though some of the Anabaptist leaders in Zurich were former-

ly his close st as sociates ,  Zwingli purportedly mistrusted their 

avowed motive s. Furthermore , the Swiss reformer found the dis-

senters a nuisance which interfered with his idea of the re la-

l Albert Henry Newman, A Manual of Church Hi story, Vol. 
II ( Philade lphia: The American Baptist Puolication Society, 
1947 ) ,  P• 149 . 





introduced commended him to many of the Anabapti sts  and im

pre ssed them so forcibly that they changed their opinions and 
4 

went over to his side . "  

111 

As one might also expect , the Scotch reformer , the fiery 

John Knox , dis liked intensely the Anabaptist s . He , too , was 

purpo seful and e mployed hi s dislike as a means of diverting at

tention from himself and hi s movement . 

From this brief survey , it is evident that the Anabaptists 

were a re jected group during the s ixteenth century . The Prote s

tants hated and hounded them, as did the Roman Catho lic s . As a 

re sult , the movement , as  such, virtually disappeared . 

To the world in general the .Anabap tists have been for

gotten . The ir teachings are unknown and it is  as sumed that they 

perished with the fall of Milnster . The name itse1f i s  unknown 

to most present-day Prote stants . People who know the name s ,  

"Lutheran"  and ''Reformed , " do not recogni ze the name "Anabaptist . 11 

People who recogni ze the names of Luther ,  Calvin , and Knox , have 

no idea as to the identity of Grebel and Hubmaier . It would 

appear that the Anabaptists and their principle s have been for

gotten ,  but this doe s not mean that the se principle s are dead . 

It i s  obvious to the student of Church History that the converse 

is  true ; in fact , the se principle s are very much with us today , 

although the ir origin i s  not recognized . In keeping with thi s 

4 Ibid . , p .  189. 
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contention , it will be the purpose of this paper to point out 

that the conquered have become the conquerors ,  for Anabaptis t 

principles dominate contemporary Protes tant thought in America . 

In establishing such a position , the plan will be : (1) to deter

mine charac teristic Anabaptist  principles ; (2) to define present 

American Protestant principles ; and (3 ) to demonstrate that 

there are points of s imilarity which are peculiar to bo th ; and 

to show that these common beliefs and practices have no t come 

from Lutheran or Reformed theology , but from the Anabapti s t s  of 

the Reformation period . 
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CHAPTER II 

CHARACTERISTIC ANABAPTIS� P RI NCIPLES 

When one speaks of the principle s of the Anabap tists  he 

has opened a vast fie ld. The Anabaptists were primarily indi

vidualists  and as such he ld many radically different ideas. For 

ins tance , there were some who emphaci zed chiliasm. Me lchior 

Hoffmann and Jan Matthys are repre sentative s .  Others such a s  

Hans Denck and Ludwig He tzer were mystic s .  Some were even pan-

the i sts.  Michael Serve tus and Johanne s Campanus were antitrini-

tarians. 11In a word, Anabaptism ranged over the whole �amut of 

human pas sions and po s s ibilitie s ,  from the pure and pious en

thusiasm of Balthasar Hubmaier to the licentious and cruel fa-
5 

naticism of a Jo hn of Leiden." Mo st, however, were agreed on the 

central veri tie s of the Christian faith. The se difference s in 

outlook can be explained somewhat by the large number of  itiner

ant miss ionarie s and peripatetic preache rs .  But the very nature 

of the movement made inevitab le vast difference s  among the many 

groups. 

A discuss ion of the principles of the Anabaptis ts would 

not be significant unle ss  we first endeavor to learn who the se 

people were and what the i r  purpo se was. The origin of the Ana-

5 Charle s  Be ard, The Reformation of the Sixteenth Cen
tury in i t s  Re lation to MOdern ThOuglit anO:-KiloWledge (Tne Hfbbert 
�ctures-;-l8E33 ) (London : Williams and Norgate , 1883 ), p .  193. 
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it appears that the Miinster Kingdom was not in essence a reli

gious movement, but it was more of a political and social ex

pression--an effort to bring about a democratic life and munici

pal independence. 

In Holland a terrible persecution broke out following 

the Miinster tragedy. Anabaptist preachers were called Rot�eesten 
10 

(riotous spirits) and they and their followers were put to death 

by the thousands. nNo country was more thoroughly soaked with 

the blood of the .Anabaptist martyrs than the Netherlands, fear

ful atrocities being perpetrated against those who refused to 
11 

recant." It has been estimated that more than 30 ,000 Anabap-

tists were martyred in Holland and Friesland. In t�e Nether

lands the Anabaptists furnished ten martyrs for one from every 
12 

other Reformed sect. Persecution raged until 1579 when the 

Union of Utrecht forbade it. Actually religious freedom did 

not come until 1672 with the independence of the Netherlands. 

During the bloody persecution in Holland the more peace-

ful Anabaptist party won out. These people, who called them

selves Doopsgezinden (B�ptists) as early as 1536, were led by 

Obbe Philips. Derck Philips and Menno Simons were also in

fluential, the latter ultimately becoming the le�der. In fact; 

10 Smithson, .2.P.• cit., p. 86. 
11 Ibid., p. 91 . 
12 �., p. 91. 
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simple. There were usually small groups, for the Anabaptists had 

no great cathedrals. The early worship was largely prayer and 

instruction, but later singing played an important part. The 

emphasis upon music is indicated by the fa�t that hymnody con

stituted most of the Anabaptist literature. The earliest hymnal 

known was the Ausbund (selections), dated 1583 . These hymns 

were protests against persecution and included martyr songs, 

although they also spoke of Christ, regeneration by the Holy 

Spirit, and brotherly love. Communion was often observed in the 

worship services. Usually the ordinance was preceded by con

fession of sins and followed by exhortation. The worship, like 

the organization, was free and individualistic. 

In view of the origin and brief history of Anabaptism, 

including the form of organization and worship, it is an easy 

matter to anticipate a diversity of doctrine and principles. 

Such was indeed the case, as will be revealed by the following 

discussion of principles and characteristics which have been 

attributed to the Anabaptists of the Sixteenth Century: 

( 1 )  The individual was felt to be responsible to God in 

all things religious. Under God the Christian was accountable 

to the Church, as regards doctrine and life. This led to a 

spirit of toleration peculiar to Anabaptists. "And the Anabap

tists alone of all the religious parties in those strenuous 

times, seem to have recognized that what they claimed for them

selves they were bound to grant to others. Great differences in 
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opinion did not prevent the strictest brotherly relationship. "14 

(2) The human will was held to be free. The individual 

was thought to have absolute power of choice, as opposed to 

Augustinian theology. 

(3) The Church was thought to be composed exclusively of 

bel1evers--those who are regenerated by the Holy Spirit and are 

one with Obrist by faith. This is a reflection of the early 

Donatists. The .Anabaptist Church was to be pure because of the 

reception of believers only, but also because of the exercise of 

strict discipline. "The .Anabaptists would have nothing to do 

with a State Church and this was the main point in their sepa

rati·on from the Lutherans, Zwinglians, and Calvinists. It was 
<' 

perhaps the one conception on which all parties among them were 
15 

in absolute accord. " 

(4) The Holy Scriptures were regarded as the supreme rule 

of faith and practice. The New Testament is the sole source of 

lmowledge of all that pertains to the Christian Church. 

(5) It was believed that the individual possesses the 

God-given right to interpret Scripture for himself. However, 

the illumination of the Holy Spirit was deemed necessary for 

understanding. In regard to interpretation, the ma jority of 

14 Thomas M. Lindsay, A Histori of the Reformation, Vol. 
II (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 19'2ar;-p .  442. 

15 Ibid. , p. 443. 



.Anabaptists deviated from literalness only to become lost in 

lawless allegory. 

10 

(6 ) The State was held tQ be ordained of God, but it could 

not legislate spiritual things. The State should be obeyed in 

al l things l awful , but had no right to interfere in matters of 

conscience. The State and Church were regarded as being com-

pletely separate and functioned in different realms. 

(7) The .Anabaptists were convinced that no Christian 

should hold office in secul ar administration. They granted that 

the civil government with its use of force was an institution of 

God, but to them it was outside the Christian world. Capital 

punishment was considered unchristian, and its inflic�ion by 

civil governments was one of the reasons why a Christian could 

not become a magistrate. 

( 8 )  Oaths were strictly prohibited on the basis that 

Christ taught this in Matthew 5 :33-37 . Menno Simons, a bit of a 

liberal, felt that onl y  an oath in temporal affairs should be 

forbidden. 

(9)  The Anabaptists were al most unanimous in the ir oppo

sition to war. They refused to bear arms or to perform any 

military service. They were willing to suffer prison and even 

death in preference. This fundamental tenet is apparently contra

dicted by the instance of the Mi.inster Kingdom. But the strict 

adherence to a passive resistance by the majority of Anabaptists 

stamps the Miinster rebellion as a movement which was not repre-

sentative. 



... 

11 

( 10) The Anabaptists were not dissimilar to contemporary 

groups, such as the American Council of Christian Churches, in 

their schismatic and isolationist policies. However, the Ana

baptists sought to exclude from their fellowship only unbelievers. 

There was no desire to separate from Christians who felt as they 

concerning what was considered fundamental, but there was fre

quent difficulty in agreeing on what was fundamental. Such dis

agreement resulted in countless groups with different emphases. ., 

In an effort to maintain a distinction from worldlings, the Ana

baptists often attempted to regulate the mode of dress and even 

of speech in many instances. As might be expected, marriage with 

unbelievers was expressly forbidden. 

( 11) Many Anabaptists considered a communal arrangement 

with other brethren highly desirable. They sought to imitate 

the primitive Christian Church and have all things in common. 

The degree of communism ranged from an extreme type to mere 

cooperation. Undoubtedly , this spirit of sharing attracted many 

who had nothing to lose but everything to gain. However, there 

is no record, by even the most severe critics, of any circum

stances meriting criticism. Noyes definitely did not get his 

Oneida Community idea from the Anabaptists. 

{12) Peculiar to many .Anabaptists was the doctrine of 

the inner light. It was felt that there was a special illumi

nation given to the believer to understand Scripture. Of course, 

this led to excesses. Scripture interpretation under the guid-
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ance of the inner light became as subjective and capricious as 

it is with some Barthians today. Closely affiliated with the i

dea of the inner light were those who distinguished between the 

outer and inner word, that written in the Bible and that inscribed 

on the f leshly tables of the heart. It would be naive to observe 

that this teaching perilously undermined the authority of the 

Scriptures. Thus we have the anomaly of professed Bible-believers 

who made the Word of little effect by their subjective ideas. 

( 13) The Anabaptists refused to recognize the sacraments. 

The term "sacrament" was too popish for them. Rather they pre

ferred to speak, as do modern Baptists, of the "ordinances. " The 

number of ordinances was two: baptism and the Lord's Supper. 

A lthough these ordinances were zealously observed, they were held 

to be of little importance compared to the consecration of the 

believer's life. 

Among the Anabaptists baptism, which was limited to those 

who professed faith, was interpreted as being both a declaration 

of faith and a sign of re-birth. The mode was generally sprin

kling or pouring, but immersion ultimately came into vogue. 

The Zwinglian view of the Lord's Supper prevailed among 

the Anabaptists. The Supper was merely an act of commemoration; 

a sign of brotherhood which was designed to strengthen the faith 

of the participant. The benefit was derived not from partaking 

from the body and blood of our Lord, nor from his spiritual 

presence, but from a mere observance of the last meal of our Lord 



> 
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with his apostle s. The occasi�n was strictly sub jective. 

13 

( 14 ) In regard to Christology , it is ab solutely impossible 

to classify the Anabaptist movement as a whole . Most were ortho

dox in their view of the person and work of Christ , but many he ld 

various here tical ideas at both extreme s .  There were some who 

emphasized the humanity of Christ at the expense of his de ity . 

·Servetus is  cons idered an antitrinitarian Anabaptist  for lack of 

a more suitable pigeon-hole for him . Me lchior Hoffmann and his 

followers denied in effect the humanity of Christ. This school  

claimed that the human nature of  Christ  was not derived from 

Mary , but was a direct divine creation. 

(15) Anabaptist theology is usually thought of as be ing 

comple te ly chiliastic . This i s  no t quite true , although many 

were chiliast s . The maj ority of Anabaptists  were millenarians 

but not fanatical as were the Muns terite s. Some held the idea 

tha t the Kingdom of God is a recognizab le ideal of human soc iety. 

The conditions of the sixteenth century were no t conducive to 

such a concept as this , however. Consequently , mos t  Anabaptists 

favored the idea of a supernatural coming of the Kingdom . Many 

also taught that the soul slept af ter physical death . This  was 

not a fundamental tene t ,  however .  

The preceding i s  an attempt  at a c omprehensive li sting 

of the s ixte enth century Anabapti s t  principle s and practice s .  

As has been indicated  there were differences ·or opinion even on 

fundamental truths , but there was a degree of unanimity among 
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all the se Christians who repudiated the more conservative forms 

of Prote s tantism .  The doc .trine s proclaimed, the truths honored,  

do not s tartle us  today . There is  nothing which strike s  us as 

revolutionary about mo st of  the tene t s  of the Anabaptists.  But 

/ 
we mus t  remember that we are living in a blase and sophi sticated 

age , when there is little to shock us . However, we must not 

ob scure the f ac t  that the se radical teachings were explos ive in 

their day . The y cre ated a turmoil which caused all of We s tern 

Europe to tremb le because of their novelty ,  ye s ,  but also because 

of their truth. For the se unlet tered peasants and arti sans,  

the se men who "were numerous and stif:f'necked , poor and untaught 

• • •  who could not hold their own in debate against the leaders 
16 

of the Swi ss reform , " these  men stumble d  onto truths which the 

great reformers either did not perce ive or ignored. Charle s 

Beard , in reference to the Anabapti sts  1 insight , comments :  "But 

the se men whom the world has almo s t  forgotte n, and who m it  re 

me mbers only to blame , saw though perhap s dimly, truths and prin

ciple s  which. the men who have reaped the ir full  harve st of f ame 
17 

as leaders and benefactors of humanity contemptuously neglec ted." 

And ironically , today, the teachings of the men who were murder-

ed by the great reformers, are attaining a degree of succe s s  

which the humble Anabaptists  never antic ipated . For today some 

16 

17 

Beard, 2£• c it . , p.  179. 

�-, p .  224 • 



of their most radical teachings are an integral part of our 

American Protestant heritage, as we shall soon see. 

15 
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CHAPTER III 

CHARACTERISTIC AMERICAN PROTESTANT PRINCIPLES 

What is our .American Protestant heritage? Is it unique 

or is it shared with other nominally Protestant countries? The 

answer to the first question can be only partial and, of course, 

biased, but the reply to the second question is an easier matter. 

The American Protestant heritage does include some features of 

other Protestant nations, but it also includes some unique feat-

ures. The purpose will be to explain briefly those tenets held 

by all Protestants and to discuss in more detail those prin

ciples which are more or less confined to American Protestantism. 

It is to be understood that the following characteristics of 

Protestants in the United States are not all-descriptive. Prot

estants are first, last, and always individualists and some re-

fuse to be typed or categorized. 

All kinds of Protestants, both in the United States and 

all over the world, hold that the Bible is the guidebook of 

spiri tua.l authority. "Protestantism, as an historic movement, 

actually was born in a rediscovery of the significance of the . 
18 

Bible. " Evangelical Christians speak of "the authority of the 

Scriptures, " as did Luther and Calvin. By this they mean that 

18 Samuel McCrea Cavert, The Protestant Herita5e (New 
York: Association Press, 1947) , p-:-7. 

::..... 
I 
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the Bible contains the rule and standard of the Christian life. 

Conservatives make the claim that the Scriptures, read in faith 

and with the guidance of the Holy Spirit, provide the saving 

knowledge of God's will for us. 

There are extremists, of course, in regard to the signifi

cance of the Word of God. One group regards the Bible as the 

verbally inspired Word of God. Each word contained therein was 

given by God himself. Such a view is representative of many 

fundamentalists--0therwise known as "Bibliolaters." This group 

is especially strong in the southeast section of the United States, 

which has been significantly entitled "the Bible belt.11 

Liberal Christians look upon the Bible as the guidebook 

of spiritual authority, all right, but they are loath to attri

bute the writings directly to God. Inspiration is reduced to 

illumination or ad absurdum. To most liberals the Bible is 

valuable as a collection of high ethical and moral teachings ar

rived at by men. The Barthians seek to rescue the Word of God 

from such an emasculated state, but they don't repair all the 

damage. The Barthian weakness is that of subjectivity. Parts 

of the Bible become the Word of God only at that existential 

moment when the Spirit speaks to the reader. Unfortunately, so 

often what we have eaten, or how much sleep we have had, determine 

our receptiveness to the voice of the Spirit. 

Despite these differences of opinion, "the Protestant be

lieves that no other records or sayings or decrees or customs 



can ever be placed on a footing of equal authority with the 

Bible. For him it is the anchor that keeps the Church from 
19 

drifting away from its permanent base in Jesus Christ. " 

18 

The second·historic feature of world-wide Protestantism 

is the insistence upon what the reformers called "justification 

by faith. 11 From the early days of Luther's reforming activities, 

those who followed in his train have repudiated the necessity of 

depending upon any ecclesiastical organization or any system of 

rules to draw the individual closer to God. Man is brought into 

a right relationship with God when he looks to his Creator and 

recognizes the manifestations of his redeeming love in Jesus 

Christ. Man is justified when he sees his own need and �t the 

same time perceives that God has met the need of every individual 

by sending Jesus Christ to live, to die, and to ris e  again. The 

central meaning of justification by faith was in the Master's 

mind when he referred to the "childlike spirit. " It means that 

we are really saved--brought into a right relationship with God-

not by outward conformity to a prescribed course, but by what we 

put our trust in, by what we center our hopes on. The saving 

act is the surrender of the individual to God in Jesus Christ. 

When this transaction takes place in the heart, the person is 

justified, regarded as righteous before God. 

19 Cavert, �· cit., pp. 7 ,  8 .  
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The Protestant who is aware of his heritage always em

phasizes this aspect of man's personal relation to God. The 

assurance of divine forgiveness for his mistakes and the rap

prochement with God depend not on some good works, but they de

pend on God's sacrificial giving of himself to man and on man's 

response in simple, naive trust. 

The third great tenet of all Protestantism is that of 

the universal priesthood of believers. Protestants are con

vinced that all true Christians are ministers of God. This is, 

of course, in marked contrast to most other religions which 

claim that it is necessary to have a priest stand between man 

and qod. Protestants, however, are assured that they have a 

direct relationship with God because Jesus Christ, God himself, 

is their only priest. Christ, by his atoning death, rent the 

veil which separated man and God and made it possible for man 

to enter into a personal, direct relationship with God. Thus 

men are given a new dignity by this teaching of the universal 

priesthood of believers. 

This doctrine that all Christians are "priests " has vast 

implications. Since we all are priests before God, then we 

should all be joined together in one great fellowship. Since we 

all are priests, the ministers are not unique. They are but 

trained believers. This concept of equality of laity and clergy 

imposes a tremendous responsibility on the individual church 

member, as well as upon the minister. As a result of this em-



phasis, laymen.have always been influential in the history of 

Protestantism. 

20 

Another feature of Protestants everywhere is that they 

acknowledge the sole headship of Jesus Christ. Christ is the 

founder and the head of the Church which is composed of the mem

bers of his body. Jesus Christ is the great teacher, the per

fect man, the Son of God, and the Savior of the world. He is 

the one in whose steps we must follow. His are the teachings 

by which we must live. He is the one who gives direction and 

purpose and meaning to life. Jesus Christ, his nature, person, 

and work, is the raison d'etre for Protestantism. The Protestant 

Church is primarily an expression of his love and his redemption. 

We have just discussed four features which characterize 

Protestantism in general. Now we intend to speak of that which 

we might term our .American Protestant heritage, that is, those 

features which make Protestantism as found in the United States 

unique. In some instances the characteristics may be applied 

to other lands also, but those characteristics which follow are 

not general throughout the world. 

The chief distinguishing mark of American Protestantism 

is the spirit of separatism and division which has resulted in 

so many denominations. The foreigner is more impressed with this 

fact than any other connected with the American Church. The 

number of denominations is in a large measure an expression of 

our individualistic nature--but what an expression. In 1947 
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larly on the frontier of the early nineteenth century, offended 

the more conservative brethren. The practical difficulties of 

cooperation led to more divisions, especially among the Presby

terians. There was also a growing conviction that creedal em

phasis was salutary. As an example ,  in 1808 Andover Seminary 

was founded by the Congregationalists to counteract the influ

ence of Unitarian Harvard. The increased tendency toward states• 

rights may have be en an additional influence, coupled with the 

rene wed emphasis on sectional differences, of which slavery was 

an example. 

All the foregoing causes and many more combined to foster 

the "Era of Hard Feeling" in the churches. This period of bitter 

controversy witnessed the destruction of all former cooperative 

arrangements. The spirit of separation led to the severing of 

relations with variotts undenominational benevolent societies, 

such as the .American Bible Society and the American Board of 

Commissioners for Foreign Missions. In 1819 the Methodists 

organized for home and foreign missions. In 1822 the Dutch .Re

formed did the same. During the second quarter of the century 

the spirit of separation and conflict became even more pronounced. 

In the Presbyterian Church a controversy raged be;tween the Old 

and New School parties. The Quakers had a violent dispute over 

the relationship between the Spirit and the Bible. As a result 

in 1840 the Wilburites crone into being. At this time the issue 

of slave ry, one of the chief divisive factors, caused lasting 
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splits among several of the larger groups ,  such as the Methodists , 

Baptists, Presbyterians , and Lutherans . Thi s unfortunate spirit 

Qf controversy continued on through the Civil War and has not 

entirely abated yet ,  despite the increased interes t  in ecumeni

city .  The feeling in the churches during the first  half of the 

nineteenth century explains to a great extent our present divid

ed condi tion. 

At the same time that the churches were undergoing shat

tering experiences , there were tho se who were interes ted in 

building up distinc tive doctrinal systems apart from his toric 

Chris tianity . Ingenious individuals propounded all sorts  of 

weird ideas which took form in various cults , falling under the 

Protestant aegis for lack of a better classification. There 

were the communist cults which were , f or the mo st  part , strongly 

premillennia l  and communal in nature . Such groups were the 

Shakers , .Amana Society, and the Harmony Society , which are either 

extinct or of negligible influence today . The mental cults 

flourished in the latter quarter of the nineteenth century . 

Chris tian Science came into being about 1866 , Unity in 1889, 

and New Thought in 1894 . This group has left a tremendous im

print upon our American scene and has aided the further division 

of Protes tantism. 

The most significant movement of the last quarter of 

the nineteenth century was the holiness-healing group which 

developed in the l880 1 s  and continues until the present time . 
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"Between 1880 and 1926 at least twenty-five holine ss  and pente-

costal bodies  came into existence , mos t  numerously in the Central 

Wes t  where their chief feeders , the Me thodistic bodie s ,  were the 
23 

most  numerous . "  The holine s s  movement arose out of the growing 

wealth and liberalism of the e stabli shed churche s .  Prote stant-

ism be came an upper clas s religion, so the lower clas se s s tarted 

the ir own churche s . As might be expected the holine ss  movement 

from its  inception was other-worldly . There was a defeatist 

attitude toward the power of the gospel which re sulted in an em

phasis on instantaneous sanc tification or perfec tionism and 

healing. Characteri stic holines s  bodie s are strongly premillen

arian,  a fact consis tent with their origin. The Church of the 

Nazarene which came into existence in 1894 is  one of the larger 

of the numerous holine s s  group s .  

From thi s brief survey it i s  evident that American Protes

tantism ,  e specially during the last 150 years , has been character

ized by almost endle ss  division.  Sperry claims that this i s  a 
24 

mark of religious contemporaneity and vitality . But whether our 

endle ss  division among Prote stant churches is  beneficial or 

harmful , it is not our place to say .  The important thing for 

our purpose s is that separatism is the most startling feature of 

23 William Warren Sweet , � Story of Religion � Am
erica (New York: Harper and Brothers , 1939 ),  p .  506 . 

24 Willard L. Sperry, Religion in .America (New York: 
The Macmillan Company , 1946 ), p .  71. 
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land Isaac Backus and his forces  were not able to dislodge the 

Congregational Church-State system. The effort to dise stab li sh 

Anglicani sm in Virginia was me t with more success,  however .  Once 

more the Baptists carried the ball .  "Before the Declaration of 

Independence , however, the Baptists were alone in demanding the 
27 

separation of Church and State . "  With the close of the war the 

Me thodists and e specially the Pre sbyterians joined in the fight . 

In Virginia the dissenters were aided by such men as 

George Mason, Jame s Madison, Patrick Henry ; and Thomas Jefferson, 

all of whom favored religious liberty . In 1776 the Virginia 

Convention incorporated the principle of religious liberty in 

its law . Article sixteen stated : "That religion, or_ the duty 

which we owe our creator, and the manner of discharging i t ,  oan 

be direc ted only by reason , and by conviction, not by force or 

violence ; and therefore, all men are eq�ally entitled to the free 

exercise of religion according to the dic tate s of consc ience ; 

and that i t  i s  the duty of all to prac tice Christian forbearance , 
28 

love and charity toward each other . "  

The Baptists bomb arded the first  legislature of Virginia 

with pe titions asking that this theory of religious liberty be  

enac ted into law � Finally the 11Bill for Estab lishing Freedom , " 

wri tten by Thomas Jefferson, was passed, and on January 19 , 1786 

27 Swe e t ,  2.E. •  c it . ,  pp . 275 ,  276 . 

28 �. , P •  276 . 



29 

became law . Se ction II  of the law reads : "We the General As

semb ly of Virginia do . enac t that no man shall be compel le d  to 

frequent or suppor t any re ligious wor ship , place , or mini s try 

what soever , nor shal l be eni'orce d ,  re s trained , mole sted , or 

burdened in hi s body or goods , or shall o therwise suffer ,  on ac

count of hi s re ligious opinions or belief ; but that all - �en shall 

be free to confe ss , and by argument to maintain , . their op inions 

in matters of re ligion ,  and that the same shall in no wi se dimin-
. 29 

i sh,  enlarge , or affe c t  the ir civil capacitie s . "  

Re ligious fre edom , thus , be came reality in Virginia and 

wa s soon to spread throughout the nation , and a few years later 

be came a part of the fundamental law of the land in tne form of 

the fir s t  amendment to the Federal Cons titution . Jeffers on was 

e specially proud of his work in thi s conne ct i on but the credi t 

was no t all hi s .  For " ju s tice compel s  the admi ss ion that Jeffer-

son ' s  part in this accompl ishment was no t so great as was that 

of Jame s Madison ,  nor were the contributions of e ither or both 
30 

as important as was that of the humble people calle d  Bap tists . "  

This insistence on religious liberty , involving tolerati on 

and the separation of Church and State , i s  an integral part of 

our Prote s tant heritage . Thi s c oncept make s us different from 

29 Paul Hutchinson , The New Leviathan ( Chicago-New York : 
Wil le tt ,  C lark and Company , 1946);-p .  152 . 

30 Swe e t , ££ • c i t . , p .  279 . 
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mo st of the rest  of Prote s tantism.  Intere s tingly , the Baptists 

are s till in the van whenever Prote s tants become alarmed at the 

encroachment of the State or of Roman Catholicism.  To illus-

trate , the first president of the recently organized Prote stants 
I 

and Other Americans Uni ted for the Separation of Church and 

State was a Bapti s t  mini s ter , Dr . Edwin McNeill  Poteat , late of 

Colgate-Roche s ter Theological Seminary . 

Re ligious liberty , as  we conce ive of i t  today , includes 

the liberty of the individual , of the citizen, and of the Church. 

Religious freedom of the individual involve s :  ( l ) "freedom of 

belief and worship ; "  ( 2 ) "freedom to live and act in accord with 

such belief and worship ; 11 (3 ) "freedom of religious expre ssion, 

of evangeli sm,  of religious education ,  of organization , freedom 
31 

to withdraw and disbe lieve . "  Religious freedom for c itizens in-

volves the right to ho ld the State re sponsib le for the moral 

law and to dissent in the name of religious be lief or conscience 

from the requirements or acts of the civil government . The re

ligious freedom of the Church include s : ( 1 ) "Freedom of as semb ly , 

organization, of se lf-government , and of creedal formulation ; "  

( 2 ) 111'reedom to de termine forms of worship , to encourage members 

to act in accord with be lief or worship , to convert , to educate , 

ordain and maintain an adequate minis try, to educate children and 

31 
Hutchinson,  .2E. •  cit . ,  p .  143 . 





that s tatement by the Federal Council  and the Fore ign Missions 

Conference which was quo ted earlier , is one of the principal 
34 

glorie s of the Protes tant tradition. "  The principle stems from 

32 

the typical Protestant emphasis of individuality and re sults in 

( at least  in America ) a great many denominations . Without re

ligious liberty i t  i s  difficult to conce ive that we · would even 

have a Protes tant heritage . 

Education, too , has long been a part of our Prote s tant 

tradition . This i s  not to sugge st that Prote s tants elsewhere 

are little intere sted in learning , but the purpose is to point 

out that the gre at schools of higher learning in this country , 

for the mo s t  part � owe the ir existence to various denominations . 

For example , Harvard was e stabli shed by the Congregationali s ts 

in 1636 to meet the need for an .American educated . clergy , and Yale 

was founded in 1701 for the benefit of Connec ticut Congre gation

alists . Following the Great Awakening of the l740 1 s  many schools 

were opened , including Prince ton in 1747 , and Kings College ( Col

umbia ) in 1754 . The purpose of all the se earlier institutions 

was the training of men for the minis try . Gradually the purpose 

was broadened and the se early schools developed into universitie s 

with divinity schools . 

Early in the nine te enth century the Prote stant denomin

ations commenced to found small college s at a rapid pace for the 

34 �. ,  P • 154 . 



training of laymen as well  as cle rgymen .  The vas t  majority of 

33 

our secondary schools of today arose during the last century 

under the auspice s of church bodies . Included in this list are 

such name s as : Hobart ( 18 22 ),  Oberlin ( 1833 ),  Wake Fore s t  ( 1834 ) ,  

Duke ( 1835 ) ,  and Hope ( 1866 ) .  But Pro te s tantism has not empha

sized higher education to the exclusion of e lementary schooling . 

In this regard , Benj amin Rice Lacy Jr . remarks : "The Pro te s tant 

tradition demanded an educated c i ti zenry • • •  We can ,  therefore , 

say that public school education in America i s  largely a product 
35 

of a Protestant civili zation . " The truth of this statement should 

be obvious to all today . It is the Prote stants who control the 

pub lic schools and who se children are enrolled in the public 

schools . Roman Catholi c s  have the ir parochial schoo ls and guard 

the ir children carefully . Education i s  a part of the American 

Protestant heritage because of the nature of Prote s tanti sm.  If 

the individual believer enjoys freedom of conscience before Go� , 

i t
. 

i s  imperative that he be capab le of making decisions . His tory 

conclusive ly demonstrates  that  Prote s tants in the United State s 

have been more intere sted in education on all levels than any 

o ther people . 

The f inal feature of our heritage in this day of soc ialism 

35 Benjamin Rice Lacy Jr . ,  "A Dynamic Tradition , 11 in a 
sympo sium by the Members of the Faculty of Union Theolog ical Sem
inary in Virginia , Our Protestant Heritage ( Richmond : John Knox 
Pre s s ,  1948 ),  p .  19� 

-
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may s tamp us as behind the time s ,  but whe ther we like it  or not ,  

capitalism i s  undeniab ly part of our tradition . There i s  no 

other place in the world where capitalism and Protestanti sm have 

flouri shed as in the United State s . Thi s ,  if merely by coinci-

dence , links the two sys tems toge ther . It  is  perfectly reason

able that the two sys tems should be compatib le , however,  for both 

accentuate individuality . The strongly individualistic character 

of American Prote stantism explains to a great extent the succe s s  

of that e conomic sys tem known as capitali sm .  Lacy in another 

place in his lec ture , "A Dynamic Tradition , "  asserts : 11Whether 

Weber and Troelsch are right or not in all their contentions that 

Prote s tanti sm ,  and Calvini sm in particular , fostered capitalism,  

it  is  true that there has been a very close and intimate re lation

ship be tween the two . The se and o ther s tudents of economies  

looking out upon the European world and e spe cially upon the New 

World , discovered this phenomenon : that wherever Pro te s tantism 

bad gone , e spe cially where Calvinism had gone , there great pros

perity had been deve loped , industry ha.d flourished and mercantile 
36 

enterprises  had been pro je c ted with outstanding succe s s . " Thi s 

almost paralle l  history of capitalism and Prote stantism in A

merica i s  hardly a coincidence ; the two are almo s t . inextricably 

entwine d .  Capitalism i s  defini te ly a p�rt o f  our heri tage . 

36 
Lacy , .2.E.• cit . , P •  189 . 
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Undoub tedly the preceding definition and discuss ion of 

the American Pro te stant heritage will not please everyone . The 

tradition pre sent s many facets , all of which could no t be cover

ed for obvious reasons , but those element s which have been treat.

ed  are the e s sential one s . It  is  believed that they do give a 

fair and comple te pic ture of American Prote stantism.  
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CHAPTER IV 

THE RELATI ONSHIP BETWEEN THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY ANABAP TISTS 

AND CONTEMP ORARY AMERICAN PROTESTANTS 

It must be obvious to the careful reader that there are 

points of striking similarity between the princ iple s and charac

teri stics  of the Anabaptists and those which are peculiar to 

American Protestants . Both groups share the three tenet s  of 

Pro te stantism in general : the authority of the Scripture s ,  just

if ication by fai th ,  and the universal pri e sthood of be lievers .  

But both groups , also , have certain other mutual charac teristic s , 

namely , a spirit of separation and the ideal of re li&ious liber

ty which involve s toleration and the separation of Church and 

State . Thi s similarity immediately sugge sts  that a definite 

relationship has been e stab lished be tween the Sixteenth Century 

Anabaptists and the Twentie th Century American Pro te stants ; but 

le st  we be too . hasty , le t us examine the other principal Refor

mation partie s , the Lutheran and the Reformed,  and endeavor to 

ascertain their stand on the que stions of separatism and reli

gious liberty . For it  i s  assumed that our Prote stant heritage 

for the mo st  part stems ultimate ly from one or more of the three 

princ ipal Reformation p artie s : the .Anabaptis t ,  the Lutheran , and 

the Reforme d .  

The spirit of separatism was not part of Luther ' s  system . 

Martin Luther was a reformer , one who sought to change the Roman 
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Catholic Church from within . He did not separate from the Church 

of Rome ; he was put out by a papal bull of excommunication . 

Luther had no intention of founding a new church , as i s  indi

cated by his statement in the Augsburg Catechi sm, Article 28 , 77 : 

"It i s  no t our de s ign to wre s t  the government from the b i shops ,  

but this one thing i s  asked , name ly that they al low the Go spe l 

to be purely taught , and that they relax some few ob servance s 
37 

which cannot be kept without sin . " But when the Roman Church 

refused to make any conce s sions , and the bishops , loyal to the 

pope , defended the status quo and refused to ordain evange lical 

pastors , Luther felt there was justif ication for refusing to 

recognize b ishops . The unrelenting attitude of the Roman hier-

archy caused Luther to be content with organizing
_
evangelical 

churche s  on what he considered a Scriptural basis . 

The great German Reformer was convinced of the unity of 

the Christian Church. To withdraw from the Church was unthink-

able . To Luther , the Church is  the assembly of all believers . 

As long as the Church i s  true to the Word of God separat ion from 

it is  out of the que stion . The Augsburg Confe s sion state s in 

Article 7 :  "Also they [the evange lical churche s] teach that one 

holy Church i s  to continue forever . But the Church i s  the c ongre 

gation of saints in which the Gospel  i s  rightly taught , and the 

37 
Lars P .  Qualb en , A Hi sto)J of � Christian Church 

( New York : Thomas Ne lson and Sona , 42)" , p .  242 . 





purely preached and heard , and the sacraments administered 

according to the institution of Christ , there , it i s  not to be  
40 

doubted i s  a Church of God . " Calvin continue s with a detailed 

definition of the Church : "That the universal Church is  the 

39 

whole multitude , collected from all nations , who , though dis

persed in countrie s widely different from each 9ther , neverthe

le s s  consent to the same truth of Divine doctrine , and are united 

by the bond of the same religion; that in this universal Church 

are comprehended particular churche s ,  di stributed according to 

human nece s sity in various towns and village s ;  and that each of 

these  re spective ly i s  justly distinguished by the name and au

thority of a Church; and that individuals , who on a profes s ion 

of piety , are enrolled among churches of the same de scription , 

though they are really strangers to any particular Church, . do 

neverthele s s  in some re spect belong . to it , till they are ex-
41 

pe lled from it by a public decision . " 

As the pre ceding quotation reveals , Calvin made no al

lowance for an arbitrary withdrawal frQm the Church in order to 

form a new sect , or for any other reason. He expre s sed hi s dis

approval of schi sm in unequivocal language : "For so highly does  

the Lord e steem the communion of  his Church, that he considers 

everyone as a traitor and apostate from religion who perversely 

40 John Calvin, Institute s of the Christian Rel1�1on, · 

Vol .  II (Philadelphia : Pre sbyterian-i3oard of Chris£ian E ucation , 
1932 ) ,  IV , 1 ,  9 .  

41 Ibid . , IV, 1 ,  9 .  
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out that there were at lea st five ma j or group s of .Anab aptists . 

He adds that "the transition from one type t o  another was e asy 
47 

and frequent . "  The se de scriptions are 'strange ly remini scent of 

contemporary undenominat ional and fundamentalist groups . The re 

can be no doub t that the re is  a qefini te connection be tween the 

schi smat ic partie s of the sixteenth and the twent ie th centurie s .  

The other gre at are a of agreement be tween the Anabaptists 

and .American Prote stant s of today i s  tha t of re ligious liberty . 

A study of the wri tings and the attitude s of Luther and Calvin 

will show tha.t our pre sent concept did not originate wi th e i ther 

of the se two men . In theory Martin Luther drew a sharp dis

t inc t ion b e tween se cular and spiri tual power . In his treat i se 

0n " Secular Authority : To What Extent It Should Be Obeyed , "  he 

s tate s : "For thi s reason the se two kingdoms fi;he kingdom of God 

and of the worl4] must be sharply distingui shed , and b oth be 

permi tted to remain ; the one to produce pie ty ,  the one to bring 

about external peace and prevent evil deeds ; ne ither i s  suffi-
48 

cient in the world wi thout the other . "  The Church i s  to re c og-

ni ze the supremacy of the State in temporal affairs ; the State 

is to acknowledge the authority of the Church in spiri tual mat-

46 They are ( 1 )  The Chiliastic ; (2 ) The Soundly Bib lical ; 
(3 ) The Mystieal ; (4 ) The Panthe i stic ; ( 5 ) The Anti-trinitarian 
Anabaptists . , �. , p .  156 . 

47 Ibid . , P • 156 . 

48 Martin Luther , Works of Martin Luther , Vol .  III 
(Philade lphia : A. J .  Holman Company ,  193 1 ) ,  p .  237 . 
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ter s . Because of thi s teaching Lutherans hail Martin Luther as 

the originator of the ide a of the separation of Church and State . 

Then the same Lutheran hi s torians cast about for various expla-

nations as to why Luther failed to apply hi s theory of sepa-
49 

ration . For example , Qualben claims that Luther ' s  ide a was too 

advanced for the time . The people were not capab le of governing 

the ir own church affairs ,  and Luther ' s  faith in the mas se s was 

shaken after the Peasant War . As a consequence , Luther thought 

it  expedient to place the Church under the supervision of the 

State . Thus the control o f  the Church was ac tually plac ed in 

the hands of the e vange lic al prince s and city- councils . Schinde l 

in the translator ' s  introduc tion to Luther ' s  " Se cular Autherity , " 

sugge st s that Luther faced both a theory of the temporal power 

of the Roman Church and the fact of that powe r . In order to 

enab le Prote stanti sm to survive , Schinde l adds , Luther was forced 
50 

to ally the Church with the State . 

In theory Mart in Luther also he ld to the freedom and in

tegri ty of the individual c ons cienc e . He thought it reasonab le 

to reply to a demand to re cant at the Die t of Worms by saying , 

" I  canno t and will not re cant anything , s ince it  i s  unsafe and 
51  

dangerous to do anything against the conscience . "  Luther also 

49 Qualb en ,  £E.• c i t . ,  p .  243 . 

50 Luther , .2£• c i t . ,  P •  225 . 

51 Qualben ,  .2.E.• c it . ,  p .  237 . 
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expr e s sed a moderate view in regard to tho se who he ld re ligious 

beliefs different from himse lf .  In the tre ati se on " Se cular 

Authority "  he counse ls agains t  suppre s sing here sy by force . He 

state s , "Here sy can never be  prevented by force • • •  Here God 1 s 

Word must s trive ; if that doe s not accompli sh the end i t  wil l  

rema in unaccompli shed through secular power , though i t  f ill the 
5 2  

wor ld wi th b lood . "  Luther says i n  another s e c t ion : "Worldly 

gove rnment has laws which extend no farther than life and proper

ty and what is external upon earth . For · ove r  the soul God can 
53 

and will le t no one rule but Hims e lf . 11 Hear the same Mart in 

Luther in his "Agains t the Robb ing and Murdering Horde s of Peas

ants u :  " They fi;he peasant s) cloak .thi s  terrib le and horrib le 

s in (rebe llion against tyrants] wi th the Go spe l ,  call themselve s 

1 Chri stian bre thren, ' rece ive oaths and homage , and compe l pe ople 
54 

to hold wi th them to the se ab ominations . "  Therefore the ruler s 

are exhorted as a means of grace to go out and s laughter the poor 

downtrodden peasant s ,  who had a jus t  comp laint . The same Luther 

who emphasi zed the freedom of cons c ience and who advised toler

ation , also raged like a madman when oppo sed . Luther ' s  lack of 

toleration was further evident in hi s uncompromis ing ho stility 

to Zwingli at the Marburg conference . 

52 
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54 Martin Luther , Works of Martin Luther , Vol . IV ( Phila
de lphia : A .  J. Holman Company , 193'1) , p .  249 .  
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Calvin faile d .  He was once again inconsi s tent in the application 

of hi s the ory , for he tried to dire c t  the consc ienc e s  of others 

and he was intolerant with tho se who differed with him . Calvin 

certainly wa s no t tolerant when he bani shed Bolse c and Caste llio 

for denying prede stination , nor when he gave assent to the burn

ing of Serve tus for denying the doctrine of the Trini ty . We are 

forced to conclude that Calvin , e specially by hi s example , has 

li ttle t o  teach us in regard to re ligious liberty . 

As has alre ady been mentioned , the Anabaptists  would have 

no thing to do wi th a State Church . They repudiated the idea en

tirely in the ory and in practice . " The true Church was composed 

of be lievers only-- 1 saints . '  De spairing of bringing the Sta te 

Church to this s tandard , they proceeded to se t up a new Church 

on this mode l ,  thereby introducing schi sm into the Prote stant 
59 

ranks . 11 This c oncep t of a non- se cular church is the central 

point of Anabap t i s t  doctrine . 

In further contra s t  to the Lutheran and Reformed group s , 

the Anabap t i s t s  both pre ached and practi sed freedom of consc ience . 

"The Anabap t i s t s  regarded the State as a ne ce ssary evil , or

dained of God indeed , and therefore to be obeyed where its ob 

ligations were not in conf lict wi th consc ience • • •  They denied 

the supremacy of the State in the realm of conscience , and re -

59  W .  J .  Mc Glo thlin , "Anab apti sm , " Eneyclo,edia of Re -
ligion and E thi c s ,  Jame s Has t ings , Edi to r , Vol: I New YO'FkT'"" 
Charle s-SCribner •s Sons , 1913 ) ,  p .  410 . 
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si s ted i t s  assumption of authority here , even to death; as to 

o ther things they inculcate d obedience . The conscience wa s ab so

lute ly fre e  under God . The State had no re ligious dutie s ; it 

was needed only to prote c t  the good and puni sh the wicked . This 

doctrine involved comple te dise stabli shment ; universal toler-

ation ; freedom of wor ship , organi zatiqn , and teaching • • •  Re -

pudiate d and execrated then , thi s contention has been adop ted in 

modern t ime s with more or le s s  comple tene s s  by all c ivilized 
60 

land s . "  The logical extension of the idea of fre edom of con-

science le ads to the toleration of tho se who hold dis senting 

views . The Anab apti s t s  were ab le to take thi s step and as a re

sult they became advocates of toleration . The mo st  remarkable 

plea for liberty of cons c ience and toleration that the sixteenth 

century produced was Balthasan Hubmaier • s  " On  Here tics  and the ir 

Burners . 11 In thi s treat i s e  the great Anabaptist  leader wri te s : 

11Now i t  i s  manife s t to everyone , e ven to the b lind , that the law 

for the burning of here tic s was devi sed by the devil . The truth 
61 

i s  immortal . "  In the same ve in, - Heath quote s an Anabap tist ac-

cused of here sy as  s tating : " It i s  unchristian to shed the .b lood 

even of a murderer ; such people must be shut up and the ir con-

66 Ibid . , p .  411 .  

6 1  Albert Henry Newman, A Histo;r7 of Anti-Pedobaptism 
( Philade lphia : .American Baptist Pub lication Socie ty ,  1897 ) ,  P • 98 . 
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version sought . "  The Anabaptists  sought to win over their ene -

mie s  and tho se who differed with them by peaceful means . Philip 

Schaff pays tribute to them when he wri te s : " The only advocate s · 

of toleration in the sixteenth century were Anabapti s ts and Anti-
6,3 

trinitarians , who were themse lve s sufferers from persecution . " 

How different were the se harassed exponents of primit ive Christ

ianity from the advocate s of e stab li shed �eligion of their day . 

62 Richard Heath, Anabapt ism From i ts Rise at Zwickau 
t� its  Fall at Mlinster 1521- 1536 (London : A!exander-S:nd Shepneard , 
1895), P •  48-. 

63 Phi lip Schaff , His to;r:Y, of the Chri stian Church, Vol .  
VII ( New York : Charle s Scribner ' s Son�l898 ) ,  p .  711 . 
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the ir age . They were the modern men of the ir t ime . Some of 

the ir tene ts ,  then universally anathemat i zed and persecuted ,  have 

been adopted by all c ivili zed lands , e .  g .  universal re ligious 

toleration , others have b e en wide ly incorporated in the newer 

lands ( America and Aus tralia ) , and are making he adway in the 
66  

older s o c ie tie s , e .  g .  comp le te separation of Church and State . "  

I t  i s  hoped that this study may draw attention to the 

source of many of the tene ts  of our fai th .  I t  i s  shameful that 

we have forgotten tho se fe arle s s  pioneers , many of whom would be 

an inspiration to us today if we but knew them. Nichols quote s 

Harnack as  saying that " 'many of the se noble and reverend charac 

ters come nearer to us than the f igure s of an heroic Luther or 
6 7  

an iron Calvin . ' "  It i s  unfortunate that hi s tory has so maligned 

the Anabapti s t s  and bas sought to bury them as  relic s of a far

di s tant past . True , the .Anabap ti s ts are gone , but the ir princi

ple s in a large measure are accep ted by all of us . With thi s 

in mind it would behoove e very thinking Prote s tant to acquaint 

himse lf  with his . Anabap t i s t  prede cessors and thus come to apprec 

iate more fully hi s heri tage . Only an intelligent unders tanding 

of our American Prote s tant heritage can enable us to mould our 

de s tiny for the glory of God .  

66 McGlo thlin ,  .2£• c it . ,  pp . 411 , 412 . 

67  Nichols , .2.E.• c i t . ,  p .  19 . 
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