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INTRODUCTION

How do the churches of the National Association of Congregational Christian churches
understand themselves? In many ways they are typical of other mainline Protestant churches. A
person comfortable with the worship at a Presbyterian, Methodist, Christian or United church
would most likely be comfortable worshiping with Congregationalists. Congregational clergy
receive their training in seminaries sponsored by many denominations. When, however, it comes
to polity, church organization at the national as well as local level, Congregationalists have
distinctive ideas.

It began with English observers of the Protestant Reformation, such as Robert Browne
and Henry Barrows, who believed there was another step to be taken. This was a return to the
type of organization envisioned by Jesus Christ and reflected in the earliest New Testament
writings, especially the book of Acts and Paul’s letters. These early churches were diverse,
autonomous, lacking central authority, and required a high degree of commitment. To these
English Reformers the shape taken by the Roman Catholic Church was more that of Caesar’s
empire than of Christ’s kingdom. The newly formed Church of England, while independent of
Rome, seemed compromised by its retention of a similar structure.

At great risk to position, property, and life, the English reformers set about to “purify” the
Church of England. The more radical reformers formed unauthorized “Independent” or
“Separatist” congregations. Many fled first to Holland and then to the British colonies in North
America. As founders of a new society in America the Pilgrims and Puritans entered a new phase
with the authority of government behind rather than against them. This new position as the
established church of the New England colonies posed new challenges regarding questions of
church membership, tolerance of religious diversity, and the relationship between religious and
civil authority.

With the passage of an American Constitution embodying a “separation of church and
state,” the expansion of the frontier, and the waning of evangelical fervor, Congregationalists
gradually lost the dominance they enjoyed in colonial New England. Losses were exacerbated
when one wing, the Unitarians, split off to form their own denomination. Questions of
denominational identity and cooperation across regions came to the fore. By the end of the
nineteenth century Congregational churches had moved away from Calvinism, embraced modern
ideas about science, and, while local autonomy was still affirmed, put a national structure into
place.

The founders of the National Association of Congregational Christian Churches (1955)
reacted against what they perceived as an un-Congregational centralizing trend which would
deny basic Congregational convictions about the church. A proposed merger of the General
Council of Congregational Christian Churches and the Evangelical and Reformed Church into a
“United Church of Christ” would result in a more centralized “presbyterian” system. Proponents
saw it simply as a more efficient form of organization which would retain essential principles.



When the great majority went with the new United Church, the “Continuing
Congregationalists” were left with redefining themselves and Congregationalism (a name which
the majority, tellingly, did not retain). Many of their reflections on Congregationalism in the
twentieth century are recorded in the NACCC’s Congregationalist magazine. This book contains
a selection of those writings. They are arranged by topic, and within topics chronologically.
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CONGREGATIONAL PERIODICALS

In the 125th Anniversary issue of ApvaNce (Decem-
ber, 1941) of which Dr. William E. Gilroy was then
Editor, it is stated that the first Congregational peri-
odical to appear in the United States was THE Boston
REcorpER, founded by Nathaniel Willis in 1816. This
began a stream with many branches and contfributing
rivulets, which has gone on through the years. It was
in 1849 that a paper was first published under the pres-
ent name, THE CONGREGATIONALIST.

It is not the purpose of this article to trace the many
changes which have taken place. Suffice it to say that
some years after Dr. Gilroy’s retirement it became evi-
dent that Apvance had ceased to represent the various
shades of opinion among Congregationalists regarding
the proposed merger with the Evangelical and Re-
formed Church.

This issue of THE CONGREGATIONALIST being some-
thing of a turning-point in the history of the paper, it

seemed to the retiring Editor that the story of the pub-
lications which have carried on the tradition of the
older Congregational papers during the past eleven
years would be of interest to the readers. He has there-
fore asked Dr. Butman, one of the four who started the
stream flowing afresh, and who was the first Chairman
of the Publications Commission of the National Asso-
ciation, and the one largely responsible for resuming
the time-honored name, to write the following account.

Actually, prior to the meeting in 1951 with which
Dr. Butman's story begins, a three-day meeting of Con-
gregationalists had been held at Camp Cowasset, North
Falmouth, Massachusetts. The building shown in our
cover picture is the Camp Cowasset dining hall, over-
looking Buzzards Bay, where most of the discussions
were held. The idea of a regular publication stemmed
from the Camp Cowasset Conference.

HOW IT STARTED
Harry R. Butman, D.D.

One day in the Fall of 1951 four men sat in the study
of the parsonage in Holbrook, Massachusetts, and dis-
cussed the subject of a voice for continuing Congrega-
tionalism. These men — Rev. Malcolm K. Burton,
Prof. Norman S. McKendrick, Rev. Joseph J. Russell,
host, and the present writer — were under no illusions
about the long struggle that lay ahead for free Congre-
gationalists. All were convinced that pamphleteering
and occasional group-sponsored mailings on merger
matters were insufficient. A journal of news and opin-
ion was needed.

These four men were busy and lacked the time neces-
sary to do the task as it should be done. Three lacked
a call, but Mr. Russell, upon whose heart the problem
weighed heavily, agreed to undertake the work, al-
though he had no journalistic training, He not only
accepted the responsibility of getting out the paper, but
of raising the money. Thus the voice of ecclesiastical
freedom began to cry in the wilderness of conformity
and organization.

Tue Free LANCE was chosen as the name. It was,
incidentally, an occasion for self-mocking mirth when
the editor and this writer later agreed that while the
name THE FREE Lance had a brave swing and evoked
bright images of fearless Don Quixotes tilting with the
windmills of ecumenicity, in point of historical fact, a
free lance was a masterless man, owing allegiance to no
feudal lord. Bluntly, he was a mercenary: his services
could be bought. Rejoicing that no promergerite had
the knowledge, wit, or inclination to point out this
pejorative implication, the name was eventually
changed to THE FREE CHURCHES.

By this time the financial load was very burdensome
to Mr. Russell. The cause of THE FREE LANCE was laid
before the Continuation Committee in 1954 and it was
voted that support bte given. There is no record, how-
ever, that this offer of aid was ever utilized. With the
formation of the National Association in 1955, Mr.
Russell was made editor, and regular budgeted assist-
ance began. Individual subscriptions, one in particular,
made the load lighter. The circulation has increasingly
mounted from the 1000 of the first mailing of THE FrEE
LaNCE to the present figure of THE CONGREGATIONAL-
1sT, 26,000.

How the Old Name Was Resumed

Since this article, although factual, does not purport
to be a formal history of the rebirth of TuE CoONGRE-
GATIONALIST, an anecdote may prove of interest.

One night, while T was dining in Los Angeles with
Mr. James C. Ingebretsen, Jr., he reported that, in
accordance with my request, he had consulted with one
of the top patent firms on the West Coast concerning
the possibility of our use of the old and honored name
THE CONGREGATIONALIST which at that time was stored
in the deep freeze of desuetude. Their opinion was that
if no public use of the name had been made for five
years there was a “presumption of abandonment” and
the name was then in the public domain. The way to
claim it was simply to issue a paper of that name. The
courts would not ordinarily forbid this unless the for-
mer holders declared that they intended to resume pub-
lication.

As we talked I said, “I think we ought to take the
chance and print the next issue under the title of THE
CONGREGATIONALIST. What have we got to lose? At
the worst, the courts will only tell us to knock it off.”
Mr. Ingebretsen said, with typical California speed of
decision, “Call him up. T'll foot the bill.” So the
sleepy and confused editor of THE FreEE CHURCHES
was hauled out of bed by the midnight alarm of his
first transcontinental phone call and peremptorily or-
dered to use the new name.

With commendable Yankee caution he demurred,
rightly reasoning, as the fogs of sleep cleared from his
mind, that this was a wild-eyed way of doing things.

But I said, “Joe, I'm both the Chairman of the Ex-
ecutive Committee and of the Commission on Publica-
tions.” (We were desperately shorthanded in those
days.) “Don’t give the boss any back talk, or I'll fire
you.” I then turned the phone over to Mr. Ingebretsen,
who soothingly convinced Mr. Russell of the legality of
the move. Consultation with the printer revealed that
the issue was too far advanced for change, but it was
decided to go ahead the next month under the new
title. So we marked time for a month, saying nothing,

Continued on page 4



CONGREGATIONAL PERIODICALS Continued

for the Board of Home Missions needed only to have
run off and circulated a single mimeographed sheet
headed THE CONGREGATIONALIST and they would have
been safe for another five years.

So the March issue in 1958 came out with the fine
old name shining forth to gladden the gaze of the faith-
ful. Rev. Horace Bachelder of Oregon City sent in a
heading of the original magazine, so that the present
type is an exact facsimile of the denominational paper
of a quieter day.

In this last issue under Mr. Russell’s editorship, a
word should be said concerning his distinctive contri-

bution to the free Church cause. He was reluctant to
have anything said at all, and it was only by the flat
statement that I would not write this article unless he
promised to keep his blue pencil off it, that I am free
to speak.

But not wholly free, for he has charged me with the
burden of restraint. So I will say only this: in years to
come THE CONGREGATIONALIST will be a greater paper:
technically trained men will put out issues of improved
readability and better layouts. But these men will
build on another’s foundation, they will enter into the
labors of another. Joseph Jones Russell was the first,
the pioneer. Let his memorial be that it was he who
set the trumpet to his mouth when Zion was in danger.



The
Vicinage
Councll

A vicinage council is a neighbor-
hood gathering of Churches and con-
cerned Christians assembled in a
spirit of fellowship to ofler wisdom
and the support of love to those who
have called it. A vicinage council is
a means of expressing fellowship; it
has no ecclesiastical authority.

OI recent years the old Congre-
gational custom of the vicinage
council has been revived. This re-
vival has taken place in part because
of the practical necessity for ordina-
tion and installation in these times
when the local associations have
largely gone into the United Church
of Christ and so lost their character-
istic Congregational nature. At the
time of the merger, the old local as-
sociations had virtually become
presbyteries, exercising ecclesiastical
control over pastors and local
Churches. A second reason for the
rebirth of the vicinage council is the
resurgence of the Congregational
idea of the complete and autono-
mous local Church under the Head-

ship of Christ, linked in a free rela-

tion of affection with like Churches.

The fear of “‘standing councils”—
that is, bodies exterior to the local
Church, with organizational continu-
ity—is very old in Congregational-
ism. John Wise protested it as long
ago as 1705. The wisdom of the
protest is seen in history. Whenever
men meet as a continuing group,
small accretions of power will grad-
ually constellate about the organiza-
tion. But since Congregationalism is
not isolationism and anarchy, some
means for the practical implemen-
tation of the [ellowship of the
Churches had to be devised: this
means was the vicinage council. In
the simplest language, when a
Church had a problem or wanted
advice, it called a number of nearby
Churches into session as a vicinage
council, talked the matter over,
sought the mind of Christ, came to
a conclusion, and then dissolved. In

this brief paper I do not attempt to
deal with the detailed mechanics of
the vicinage council. These may be
found in the manuals of Barton, Bur-
ton, Ross, Bacon, Quint, Punchard,
and others. Persons who wish to call
4 vicinage council may find proper
forms of procedure in these volumes.

Vicinage councils fall into two
major divisions: those which involve
controversy, and those which do not.
The second class is much more com-
'mon, as it deals with such matters as
advice and assistance in the ordina-
tion, installation, and dismissal of a
pastor, and the gathering of a
Church. The rarer first class—that
which deals with a controversial mat-
ter—is again subdivided into two
parts: mutual councils, and ex parte
councils. A mutual council is called
by both parties to the dispute: an
ex parte council is called by one
party only. An ex parte council
ought not to be called until all effocts
to call a mutual council have been
exhausted. When an ex parte council
has assembled, the first effort of the
moderator should be to attempt to
make it a mutual council.

It is the custom for parties to the
council to agree in advance that they
sometimes will be bound by the find-
ings (technically “the result™) of the
council, but this is not necessary. A
Church or an individual is not bound
by the findings of a council unless
there has been the previous agree-
ment to accept the result. The basic
principle to remember is the com-
pleteness and autonomy of the local
Church under Christ; the local
Church, and no other place or per-
son, is the focus of power. If a
Church or an individual réfuses to
accept the [indings of a vicinage
council, no ecclesiastical penalty or
forfeiture may be imposed upon
them. A vicinage council is without
power; its influence is moral, spirit-
ual, suasive.

It is not generally realized, even
by Congregational ministers, that in
the important matter of ordination,
the function of the vicinage council
is merely to advise and assist. The
power to ordain lies with the local
Church. This is not only historic
Congregationalism, but it has been
formally stated by the Annual Meet-

Rev. Harry R. Butman, D.D.
ings in Los Angeles and Cheyenne.
A pastor is ordained by an inner act
of God which is socially ratified by
the local Church, with sister
Churches offering affectionate as-
sistance. A pastor has “‘standing”
because a local Church accepts
him as its pastor; his name on the
rolls of the National Association is
a mere record of the fact, and has
no ecclesiastical force.

It should also be borne in mind
that a vicinage council is pro re
nata, which simply means “for the
thing as it is born”, *“for the occasion
as it arises.” A vicinage council
keeps no permanent records; it is
forever dissolved at the conclusion of
its business. The result can be kept
in the records of the local Churches
involved, or with the secretary of
pastoral rclations for the National
Association. Here a strong word of
warning should be spoken. It was
from the apparently harmless wish
for orderly procedure and continuity
of records that the power of the asso-
ciation over pastors and Churches
was developed prior to the merger.
It should be clearly understood that
the findings of a vicinage council,
even though transmitted to a na-
tional office, have no touch of
ecclesiastical authority.

The purposes of this brief state-
ment are to offer a definition of the
vicinage council, and to hail its value
as a means of fellowship without loss
of local autonomy. It is a wise, flexi-
ble, ancient yet contemporary means
of implementing the great Congrega-
tional principles of autonomy and
fellowship. u
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- DEACONS,
DoDoy,

DYNHRIUS

Aryel M. Steece

With temerily do 1 address myseil
to this subject, 1 am an s.o.d. {son ol
a deaconess), son-in-law of a deacon,
son-in-law of a deaconess, brother-
in-faw of a deacon, brother-in-law
of a deaconess, uncle of a junior dea-
con, and time has yet lo disclose
whether I shall ever be the lather of
a deacon. Be that as it may, let us
turn lo some definitions.

In Greek *““diakonos™ is a servant,
a minister. Thus deacon may be de-
lined, “In Christian churches, a
cleric or layman who assists a priest
or minister, his duties varying in
dilferent communions: also a cleric
in orders next below a priest.”” Dea-
coness isdefined as*a woman chosen
or assigned lo church work.™

A dodo is a “large, heavy flight-
less bird (didus ineptus) now extinct,
related to the pigeons bul larger than
a turkey, lormerly found in Mauri-
lius.”

A dynamo is ““a machine for con-
verting mechanical energy into elec-
trical encrgy especially into direct
current by magnelo-electric induc-
tion. A dynamo may be used as a
motor."”

What about the diaconate (dea-
cons and deaconesses) in the [rec
churches? Are our deacons and dea-
conesses dodos or dynamos? Among
us deacons and deaconesses are lay
oflicers, nol minor orders of the

Atvel M. Steece is minister of First Con-
gregational Church, Benninglon, Vermont.
These remarks are from his presentation al
the workshop for deacons and deaconesses
sponsored by the Spiritual Resources Coni-
mission. 1972 Annual Mecting, NACCC,
Green Bay, Wisconsin.

i6

clergy. They are the spiritual ad-

visors Lo the ministry, the coaching

stalT for the covenanted communily.

In English Congregationalism no

distinction between men and women
was made in the diaconate. Women
were chosen deacons. [n the interest
of women’s liberation and equality
and for ease of discussion when we
speak of deacons let us be understood
as having in mind deaconesses also.
In another contemporary denomina-
lion there are now commitlees of lay
life and work. From Lhe literalure it
appears that their sphere of action
is that in which deacons are con-
cerned. Sometimes deacons are spir-
itually dead. Where there are dead
deacons there are lethargic disciples.
In many churches lacing such a situ-
ation the solution seems Lo be Lo ap-
point another committee. Perhaps
the belter course would be Lo revive
the diaconate. Let us look at the
churacteristics ol deacons and dea-
conesses who would be dynamos
rather than dodos. In acroslic form
we find:

D—Devotional spiril should be a
lactor in their lives. To be el
fective they are Lo be dedicated
men and women of prayer.

E—Evangelical enthusiasm charac-
lerizes their desire lo serve the
Church. Here we understand
evangelical to mean concern lor
the Good News of the Gospel
and the sharing ol that Good
News within the covenant com-
munity and within the geo-
graphical community.

A—Authentic persons are wanted in
the diaconate, those who know

who they ure as people and dis-
ciples. Out of their knowledge
and experience in the faith, their
authorily is earned, not ore-
empled. They are not ° %
aulocrats.

C-—Commitment to Christ is €s.cn-
tial to their ellectiveness. They
are charged by Christ with care
for the covenant community.
Through Christ are they
strengthened lo do His work in
church and community.

0O—Open and Opportune souls are
needed for service in the diacon-
ate. Opinionated opportunists
really have no place in these
tasks. Deacons should be open
lo opportlunities for spiritual
growth and service.

N—"Nucleus of Renewal” should
describe an elfective board ol
deacons and deaconesses. The
members will be men and wom-
en nourished on Scriptlure. Just
as an unconveried ministry can
hardly be expected to ellect
spiritual renewal in a church,
neither is it to be expecled
among deacons who are bibli-
cally illiterate. Il we take seri:
ously the Protestant doctrine ol
the Priesthood of all believers
deacons and deaconesses have
the privilege and responsibility
to articulate the theologi i€
biblical stance of the ck Ar
which they serve.

Sometimes churches choose
people lo Lhe diaconate loo soon
Deacons and deaconesses shoulc
have experience and spiritual ma:
turity. People should not be made
deacons merely Lo remove them from
another office where they have nol
functioned eflectively. Discussing the
list of qualities which deacons ough:
lo possess, some [ellow Congrega-
tionalists observed to me that i
didn't apply o the deacons in theil
church. Be Lhal as it may, churche
will not solve many of their curren
problems until they do find suitabl
deacons and deaconesses. Men an
women of devolional spirit, evangel
ical enthusiasm, personal authen
ticity, committed to Chrisl, open Ut
the leading of the Holy Spirit, anc
nourished on Scripture who ar
chosen to the diaconate can indee
be dynamos, channels ol spiritua
power lighting the way ol disciple
ship and our churches will be the
betler for their presence, exampl
and service.
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The Execuiive Commiitee

-~ And Its Chairmen

Louis B. Gerhardt

The Nalional Association of Congregational Chris-
tian Churches was bom in the historic Fort Shelby
Hotel, Detroit, Michigan in 1955. The Articles of Asso-
ciation, 50 necessary to the NA's permanent develop-
ment, were adopted at Wauwatosa, Wisconsin in Oc-
tober of 1956. It was at thal time that the idea of an
Execulive Commiltee was recommended by the by-
laws committee 1o the assembled delegates. This by-
laws committee felt that a twelve member board, with
limited lerms of service, elected directly by the
churches in Annual Meeting assembled, was the bes!
way of glving our world-wide fellowship the stability
and slrength to deal effectively with the necessary
day by day decision-making that is vital to the growth
and development of any viable organization. This by-
laws commitltee recommendation was unanimously
adopted by the churches gathered at Wauwatosa.

The decision has proved to be a good one. From the
very beginning the Executive Committee has been sen-
silive. strong, imaginative, patient and always laithful
to the wishes of the member churches.

Ernes! Crosby, now ol Carmel, California, was the
tirst Execulive Commiltee chairman. He rellected on
the 1956-57 year as tollows:

“We were, of course, much concerned with organi-
zational malters and a few growing pains: budgel,
committee appoiniments, necessary church visilations
both nationally and world-wide and a host of other
things.

“However, we were able lo set up some excellent
commissions which worked well in the first year and
produced some excellenl reporls,

"Perhaps my happiest recollection is that of the line
spirit which prevailed. Everyone seemed happy and
optimistic with the big decision laken and the oppor-
tunity before us to build a permanent Congregalional
structure. The numerous meelings held during the
period were well allended and it seemed easy 1o get
things done. There was some very inspirational oralory
by Raymond Waser and several others and amusing
interludes provided by that wittiest of raconteurs, Joe
Fackenthal.

“|l all seemed a bil haphazard and experimentai al
the time, but with the record of intervening history,
it looks as if the job was pretty weill done.”

Since lhat good beginning, the Execulive Commit-
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tee has always conducted ilself in an orderly, re
sirained and efficient manner.

Some of the mileslones in their years of work are a
follows:

In February, 1958, with the leadership ol Dr. Harr
Butman, we began issuing our nalional publicalio
under the ancient and honorable name, THE COMN
GREGATIONALIST.

In 1960, with Dr. George Bohman's leadership, th
Executive Commiltee implemented The Special Edt
cation Ellort (SEE), sponsored by the National Assc
ciation, to properly study the proposed Constilutio
of the UCC and the Executive Committee appointed th
first Associate Execulive Secrelary for our growin
fellowship.

In 1961, with Dr. John Alexander as chairman, th
Executive Committee sponsored the development an
adoption of the Articles of incorporation which com
pleted the legal structure of the National Associatiot
By this action it was determined that such activitic
as the Missionary Sociely, the Foundation for Thet
logical Studies, and the Building and Loan Fund, ir
slead of being independent enlities, would be divisior
of the MNatlional Association, responsible (o It
Churches of the National Association. This was a ba:t
ic, philosophical determination by lhe Nalional A:
sociation in order that we would not develop compe
ing agencies, but rather arms of one Associalic
reaching out into the world for Chrislian service. Tt
Divisions were given considerable autonomy ow
their own programs, but incorporaled as paris of or
Corporation tor the National Associalion.

In 1962, under Rev. Leonard Maunder's fine leac
ership, the Pasloral Relations ollice was located .
the national office in Milwaukee and Dr. John Claxic
was called as the first Pastoral Relalions secrelary.

Dr. Leslie Deinstadt, chairman in 1963, remembe:
lhe incorporation of the NACCC during his term. ”
was something of an historic moment when | signe
the papers.” writes Les. "l remember being seated :
Neil Swanson's desk for the event surrounded t
slall and commiltee members.”

The years 1964-68 were times of careful plannin
and the conlinued development ol a sound struclur.
organization under the ellicient leadership of Williar
Stoulfer, Dr. Erwin Britton, Robert Biack, Paul Mill
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and Edward W. Adams.

It was during Rev. Howard Bull's term in 13969 that
the comprehensive use ol liaison persons (Executive
Commiltee members) working closely with each Board
and Commission of the NA was developed, and the
institution of a Central Fund Investment program on
behalf of each Division of the Corporation was ac-
complished.

The hard working Long Range Planning Commillee
was initialed by Alexander Irvine during his term as
chairman in 1970.

Dr. Louis Gerhardt's term in 1971 featured the ap-
pointment of the Executive Finance Committee which
has become a vital part ol our growing National As-
sociation.

Ernest S. Crosby

Harry R. Bulman

-

i€

Louls B. Gerhardt

A.S.Irvine
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The year 1972, wilh the dedicated leadershup ol
Robert Morris, culminated in the delegates at Green
Bay, Wisconsin, expressing thetr faith in the {future of
the NA by adopting the challenging “Forward in Free-
dom" campaign. And since that exciting moment, wilh
the leadership of the Executive Committee chairmen
Leland Johnson and Dr. Harry Butman, the NA has
accomplished its greatest financial growth to lhis dale.

In no small way, our success as a national fellow-
ship has been due to the countless sacrificial hours
spent by Executive Committee members who have
wrestled mightily and successfully with both large
and small malters that have had an important effect
in developing the image of our free fellowship through-
out the world.

Willlam K. Stoufer

Howard E. Bull

Leiand C. Johnson

Rober! G. Morris
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Town Meeting,
Ghurch Meeting,
National Meeting

by Henry David Gray

“Peyton Place” dramatizes
the importance of the New
England Town Meeting.

And rightly so; for the alert,
and concerned citizenry of The
New England Town bequeathed
to America a type of democracy
with great stability and unusual
responsiveness to lhe needs of
persons.

The Town Meeting is the ap-
plication 1o civil affairs of the
Cdngregational Church Meet-
ing. The early record books of
Windseor, Wethersfield and Hart-
ford contain the minutes of the
body politic and the records of
the Ecclesiastical Sociely,
sometimes on facing pages!
This does not imply union of
church and state, but rather a
deliberate separation of civil
and ecclesiastical concerns.
There was one Church in each
town and assessments were
made for the support of the
Churches as essential to the
public weal. The Ecclesiastical
Society which levied taxes and
owned the properties used for
religious purposes was not a

Church, nor were all its voters
Church members. Most public
gatherings customarily took
place in the Meeting Houses of
New England.

The key fact of civil life was
government by consent of the
governed. Hartford's Rev.
Thomas Hooker enunciated
these principles and is often
called the father of The United
States Constitution. His words
are in The Declaration of Inde-
pendence, probably through the
influence of John Adams on
Thomas Jefferson, and they ring
true in The Constitution.

CHURCH MEETING

How then does a Church
Meeting differ from a Town
Meeting? A central conviction
of Congregational Churches is
the independence of each
Church in a fellowship of Chur-
ches each equal to the other,
none subject to any exterior
ecclesiastical authority. The
distinguishing characteristic of
the Church Meeting is the
solemn obligation of all coven-
anted members to seek and to

follow the leading of God. Even
the most detailed concerns,
such as, how ushers may best
greet worshippers, become
matters to be laid before the
God and Father of our Lord
Jesus Christ. The objective is
not an agreement so minimal as
to be voted unanimously, but
rather an insight born from
“waiting on the Lord” which
leads to the highest possible
agreement and action.

About 1951 The Oneonta Con-
gregational Church Meeting
was presented with a balanced
budgel achieved by radical
reduction of benevolent giving.
The chairman of the trustees
reviewed the financial state-
ment, and then reminded the
people of the debt-free dedica-
tion of the new Meeting House,
offices, chapel, small hall and
remodelled Sunday School
facilities. “Wilh the increased
costs of upkeep, and the large
contributions made to the build:
ing program, we think the bud
get before you represents all
the money we can reasonably
expect lo receive in this coming
year.” Other trustees supporiec
him. Adoption was moved anc
seconded immediately. The
moderator asked, ‘“Are you
ready to vote?" A business man
stood up near the rear of the
crowded hall. “I'm not ready tc
vote,” he said. But I'd like ¢
minute or two for prayer before
say anything. | want to know
how this budget looks in the
eyes of God.”

A spirited, high-minded dis
cussion followed the quiet
Then, by an almost unanimous
vole, the Church Meeting ap
proved abudget whict
increased the benevolencs
giving by $10,000.

Church Meetings are an awe
some experience in the Congre
gational fellowship. There is n«
‘higher authority' to which th
Meeting's decision may b
appealed, such as a presbytery
synod, bishop, patriarch
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council or pope. The Word of
the Scripture is, "where two or
three are gathered together in
my name, there am | in the
midst of them.” WHEN that
Word is taken seriously, the
Head of the Church is present
in the Church Meeting, and an
appeal from that kind of meet-
ing is unthinkable.

MEETINGS OF WIDER
CHURCH-BODIES

What about wider . Church-
bodies? Gatherings of Congre-
gationalists in state, national or
world assemblies are time-and-
space-limited bodies composed
of individual delegates from the
Churches, ‘“Messengers of the
Churches,” in New England
language. All wider bodies are
agents of the Churches to the
extent, and only to the extent,
that the Churches individually
choose to utilize them as
organs of co-operative action or
service. Wider bodies are con-
trolled by the Churches; the
Churches are under the solemn
but glorious Headship of Christ.
Our only ‘'headquarters' |is
heaven! Our sole ‘authority,’
The God and Father of our Lord
Jesus Christ!

How does God make His way
known? The Holy Spirit is God's
spokesman in the hearts of
Christ-committed  individuals.
God speaks through witnessing
persons and through His spir-
itual presence which may be
real in a Church Meeting.

THERE ARE DIFFERENCES

What is the difference be-
tween the Spirit of God speak-
ing to individual persons and
Churches, and, the Spirit of God
speaking in a wider church-
body? There are at least three
differences. First, and most
important, is the confusion
lurking behind the words
‘Church Universal.’ The outcrop
of solid stone anywhere on
earth is part of the elemental
planet. The presence of the
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Spirit of God in Christ anywhere
in the world, is part of the ele-
mental Body of Christ: This is
the Church Universal, the un-
seen company of all those who
in all generations and in all
places have been joined to the
elemental Rock which is Christ.

Second, the world fellowship
is mistaken for an organized
power-structure, in short a
governing body. A prominent
national fund-raiser once said to
me, “you will break the fellow-
ship if you give directly to the
Arcadia Church. You must keep
the fellowship by giving to the
national fund. The egquation
‘fellowship’ equals ‘centralized
organization' is a gross mis-
construction of the New Testa-
ment. Congregationalists speak
of the ‘fellowship’' in several
ways.

The ‘fellowship’ may mean
the inclusive body of those who
share the Christian faith and
recognize the Congregational
Way as the manner in which
that faith best expresses itself.
The ‘fellowship’ may mean the
totality of all the organized
bodies of the Congregational
Christian Churches. The ‘fellow-
ship' means, above all else,
the radiant personal relation-
ships which characterize the
lives of those who recognize
Jesus as Lord, who reverently
seek to follow the leading of
the Holy Spirit, who join in
common worship, whose kin-
ship in Christian service bears
fruit in mutual trust and deep
friendship, and who have
chosen, voluntarily, to share
together in the work and wor-
ship of the Congregational
Christian Churches and of wider
bodies created by them. The
‘fellowship’ is far beyond the
limits of time, place, or human
organization. It's true unity Is
born of God; where the Spirit of
Christ is, there is the ‘fellow-
ship.'

Third, the word ‘unity’ is dis-
torted when equated with a

specific ‘action program;' as
when someone says, ‘this is
whal you must do to keep the
unity of the churches." Accord-
ing to the Congregational Way
unity breathes the free air of the
willing mind, Congregational
unity, just because it is guided
of God, is open-ended, ever
seeking “yet more truth and light
... from God's Holy Word,” as
John Robinson put the matter
to the Layden Pilgrims. When
we Congregationalists say
‘unity’ there springs to mind
the Mayflower Pilgrims giving
aid and comfort to each other.
Among present day followers of
Christ overarching faith in God
is central. Congregationalists
are adventurous bands of be-
lievers bound only by their com-
mon conviction that God was in
Christ reconciling the world to
Himself. Their ‘unity’ is oneness
in the Lord.

AUTHORITY FOR
CONGREGATIONALISTS

What ‘authority’ has an elec-
ted officer in a Congregational
Church, or in a wider-body of
Congregationalists, or of Con-
gregational Churches? Like our
ministers, all our elected ser-
vants have “all the authorily
which anyone will give them”
—no less and no more. No less,
because we recognize that our
election is a prayerful recogni-
tion of God's will so far as we
understand it. No more, be-
cause any followership given
unwillingly is something less
than Christian committment.
When the Spirit of God speaks
through men and women freely
and faithfully chosen, they will
be accorded all the ‘authority’
they need to do His will in His
way. Congregational Churches
accept the will of God made
known in Christ as their sole
authority. The gathered com-
pany of Christ followers
rejoices when God’'s Spirit truly



