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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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WHY THE CONGREGATIONAL CHURCHES
SHOULD LIVE

The Rev. Russell J. Clinchy, D.D.
Forest Hills, New York

The interesting report in the CHrisTIAN CENTURY for
August 13th, describing the meeting of the International
Congregational Council at Hartford, contains statements
by several speakers which need comment from those who
are dedicated to the continuation of the Congregational
order of church life.

I write as one who transferred from the Presbyterian
to the Congregational ministry in 1923, but not because
I denied the validity of the Christian witness of Presby-
terianism. No one could do that. I did so because I sought
a greater measure of freedom for my mind and spirit which
I believed could better be found in the Congregational
Way of freedom from ecclesiastical authority. The ex-
perience of these years brought such opportunity and con-
tent, as I know it has for hundreds of others who made the
spiritual pilgrimage, that I believe I must continue in it
and help to keep its witness alive in the world in fellow-
ship with those who will also continue to feel the same
way.

The report stated that the addresses presented at that
meeting contained these statements: that autonomous
churches, associated freely for fellowship but uncontrolled
by any ecclesiastical direction, are inadequate to meet the
need of the world or to make ethical decisions; that Con-
gregationalists face directly the possibility that they
should die so that the greater Church may live; that free-
dom to obey Christ may, in certain times and places, mean
presbyterial or episcopal forms of church government;
that the leaders of the Congregational Churches are now
engaged in a struggle to bring into being a United Church
of Christ despite the rear-guard attacks of a small group
of purists and literalists.

These statements, and others like them, looking toward
the gradual creation of a United Protestant Church are
made by men of the highest personal integrity and Chris-
tian conscience. I honor the devotion with which they
hold their views. However, | happen to be one, among
many others, who disagrees with the thesis upon which
these statements are founded, and especially to the plans
they propose for the disappearance of the Congregational
witness of the fellowship of individual members and in-
dividual churches, and the replacement of this witness by
the creation of an ecclesiastical organization of a United
Church.

Other Churches Do Not Plan To Die

I disagree, first of all, because I see no need for the
advocacy of the death of the Congregational order of
church life, or of a transfer of it into one of the other
church orders, when there is not the slightest suggestion
that either of those should also perish, and when there is
no indication that either of them intends to do so.

On the first Sunday of July, I attended the great and
spectacular service of worship of the Lambeth Conference
in St. Paul's Cathedral in London. This was the gather-
ing of 313 bishops from all the churches of the Episcopal
(Anglican) communion across the world under the invita-
tion of the mother church, the Church of England. [t was
a tremendous and moving expression of devotion, majesty
and power. While there [ did not hear the bells of the
Cathedral tolling for the death of the episcopal order of

church life. I hope no one ever will.

Last May, two of the branches of the Presbyterian
Churches of America joined their corporate bodies into
a new United Presbyterian Church, with the confidence
that the third branch would soon enter that union to
complete Presbyterian unity and power. The report of
that event was not phrased as an announcement to be
published among the death notices.

During the same month, the General Assembly of the
Church of Scotland, to my mind the greatest member of
the Presbyterian family, refused to ratify a report suggest-
ing union with the Church of England which would in-
clude the acceptance of the place and rule of bishops in
the Presbyterian order. I know many of the Scottish
ministry and lay people personally and I am sure that
they do not desire the dissolution of that Church which
has infused into the life of Scotland so much of its in-
tegrity and character. Who is there who would desire the
end of Preshyterian history and witness?

In the light of this reality, why should the leaders of the
third valid order, the Congregational, implore its members
to desire and work for the death of its vital and creative
witness, or to submerge it into the continued pattern of
one of the other two. Any individual member or church
may transfer from one to another of the orders freely.
But why should they demand that the other members of
their order be forced to follow them through compulsion?

The Distinctive Witness of Congregationalism

But the great reason why the concept of the Con-
gregational Way should not die or be absorbed into the
organization of an entirely different system rests in the
positive declaration of its merit and its creative spirit.

Its genius lies not in a claim to be an ecclesiastical
legislature and judicatory which can encompass all
minerity expressions of the spirit of God, with power to
maintain and develop this organization until it rolls on-
ward to the day when'it has become all-embracing enough
to make all Christians submit to its direction and authority
under The One Great Church of Christ. There is one
branch of Christianity which makes such a claim, and it
is enough.

The Congregational Way is the opposite of that. It
takes Christ’s words that where two or three are gathered
together in His name, He is to be found in the midst of
them, to be a valid definition of a Church of Christ. Here
will be found what may be best defined by the concept
of the presence of “The Inner Light’’ which is a mystical
appreciation — the light which proceeds from the presence
of Christ, a Christ Who surmounts all names and creeds
and organizations. Each group, therefore, is a church,
and, in the sense that truth is that which is ultimate, is a
“true church.”

But to be a ““true” church in that sense, no one church
can possess power which would allow it to extend its
authority, or the authority of a group of churches, over
another. It is amenable to no ecclesiastical judicatory.

To such disciples Christ gave one rule— “And this is
my commandment, that ye love one another,” not alone
in the inadequate definition of that word as it is used in
our modern language, but in the depth of all that Christ



poured into the concept. Because they are brought to-
gether in that bond of love, the members have been im-
plored by the Apostle to be “kind one to another, tender-
hearted, forgiving one another, even as God for Christ’s
sake has forgiven us.”

These words are the charter for service to each other and
to all the needs of mankind, but the motivation and the
action of such service must always flow from the freedom
of the spirit under the concept of the admonition, “freely
ye have received, freely give”.

Diversity of mind and spirit and interpretation is the
cardinal principle of freedom, and so in this fellowship of
the Congregational Way there will be found those who
would define themselves as fundamentalists, orthodox,
unitarian, universalist, evangelical and liberal. This is
inevitable for there is no organization in the fellowship
which may claim power to refuse ordination or installa-
tion to any minister, or membership in a church to any
seeker, because one may classify himself in any one of
these categories. That was decided once and for all in
Congregationalism in 1854 by the failure of the attempt
of the ministry of Connecticut to excommunicate Horace
Bushnell for what they called his “heresy”. Those who
now seek truth in their time, as Horace Bushnell did in
his, now may find in the Congregational Fellowship a
spiritual home.

There are no universal creeds, forms of worship, or
manuals of discipline, for diversities of spirit are not only
expected but welcomed as the necessary ingredient of the
manifestation of the creative spirit of God within the life
of man.

Participation in worship and service is extended joy-
fully to members of all other Christian, and non-Christian
expressions of faith in God, even as our participation in
theirs is anticipated as a similar blessing. Beyond and
above our characteristic forms and expressions and inter-
pretations, the sacramental altars present to all freely the
inexpressible meanings of man’s longing for “the means
of grace and the hope of glory”. Surely this is the
picture we see as we think of the meaning of The Church
Universal.

The same principle holds true regarding social relations,
and was recognized as a fundamental Congregational
principle by the Board of Review in 1954. It is that
among Congregationalists will be found liberals and
conservatives—and many variations of these—in the
areas of social and political thinking. Each individual
will choose his or her area of thought and action, and
may become members of commissions or councils or

fellowships to study the problems in these areas. But no
one of these groups, no matter whether they be of the
left, the center, or the right position, may presume to
equate its particular premises or conclusions with Con-
gregationalism, or to speak in its name. Only upon this
basis can there be freedom of personal conviction and
absence of conformity.

Diversity is a psychological fact as well as a religious
one. There can no more be “One Church” than there
can be “One School” of Art, or Literature, or Philosophy,
or Science. The very idea that artists or writers or
philosophers or scientists could possibly be gathered into
one school of thought and expression is so preposterous
that it can only be met with a smile. And surely that is
most true of religion. In Congregationalism this is ac-
cepted as a psychological and a religious understanding.

This is not the basis for a waterized, lowest-common-
denominator expression of the Christian faith and prac-
tice. Bushnell preached the truth as God gave him to see
the truth, and by so doing opened windows upon vast
new horizons which so many of us now see and live by.
But he expected others to have the same fervor to seek
the truth, and to give the same devotion to whatever
they might find. His travail made it possible for each
Congregationalist to form his own statement of faith and
to practice his religion in freedom; conscious that if “all
bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and malice
be put away from us” we shall be able to live together as
heirs of God and joint-heirs with Christ.

All this is the reason why many of us—and the
number is constantly growing—are resolved that this
vital expression of Christian experience shall continue
to live as part of the whole Christian experience.

The freedom for each Congregational church and
member to make a decision either to enter the United
Church of Christ or to continue in the present fellowship
still remains a valid prerogative unimpaired by any
action yet taken by the General Council.

Those of us whose churches are now members of the
National Association welcome a decision of churches to
join with us. We understand completely that each Con-
gregational church now has the right and the privilege
of deciding to become a member of any other denomina-
tion, including the United Church of Christ, but we also
know that the same right extends to those who wish to
remain Congregational. To them the doors of the con-
tinuing Congregational fellowship are open. The spirit
of the Pilgrims, the Puritans, and the Independents is
still alive. It will continue to live in the world.



THE

CONSTITUTIONAL
QUESTION

Some Tests

From the New Testament

Dr. Henry David Gray, Hartford, Connecticut

Constitution {Webster's Unabridged)

1. An authoritative ordinance, regulation, or enactment; especially
. . . one affecting ecclesiastical doctrines or discipline.

2. The fundamental organic law or principles of government . . .
embodied in written documents; also, a written instrument em-
bodying such organic law, and laying down fundamental rules and
principles for the conduct of affairs.

Soon we shall be asked to consider a “constitution’ for
the “United Church of Christ”. BEFORE that document
is presented to us we do well to consider prayerfully and
thoughtfully the basic principles of Church life in the New
Testament. Our Congregational forefathers believed they
were “completing the Reformation’” when they applied to
Church “polity’ the principles which they found in the
New Testament. And if it be said that “We do not live
in the first century,” let us add that neither did our Con-
gregational forefathers live in the first century. Further-
more, the revelation of God in our Lord Jesus Christ is
normative for men of all centuries who sincerely call them-
selves Christians.

What then are the tests from the New Testament?

Face to Face

First and above all else, the New Testament calls us to
worship and serve God as He makes Himself known in
Jesus Christ. Test any proposed constitution by this
norm. Does it follow the Scriptures by putting aside any-
thing and everything which presumes to tell men what to
believe? Does it trust wholly to God's making Himself
known to men directly and personally? Does it put bar-
riers between men and their Maker, in creed or in aught
else? Does it call men to repent and believe the gospel
face to face with God, each responsible to Him and to Him
alone? Does it ask us to serve an organization or does it
invite us to serve God?

Institution or Inspiration?

Second, the New Testament bears witness to the presence
and power of the Holy Spirit in the lives of persons and
Churches. Does the constitution lay claim to institutional
authority, or does it trust in the presence and power of
the Holy Spirit in persons and Churches individually?
Does it indicate that individual persons and Churches can-
not be trusted to find and follow the leading of God’s
Spirit? (For example, does it set up standard procedures

which would give authority concerning worship, the
ministry, education, or any part of the Church’'s work to
committees, boards, or other bodies outside the particular
Church?) Doesit put its trust in organizational efficiency,
size, and power, or does it show trust in the Spirt-
awakened zeal and love of the responsible Christian man
in the responsible fellowship of the particular Church?

In a word, is the prime principle of the constitution trust
in organization or trust in God?

The New Testament Church

Third, the New Testament portrays the Church as the
covenanted fellowship of those who dare to be followers
of Jesus Christ, gathered into particular Churches in each
community, believing themselves to be one in fellowship
with all people who shared their common allegiance to
Christ as Lord.

In the New Testament the word “Church” always
means either the particular Church in a given community,
or else the universal fellowship of all Christ’s followers
past, present, and future.

Does the constitution use the word “Church” in the
way in which the word is used in the New Testament? Or
are we told that the New Testament usage is not suitable
for our day? Does the constitution accept the Secriptural
principle that “Where two or three are gathered together
in my name, there am [ in the midst of them"? Or does
it “recognize” a “Church” only by organizational rules
by claim of churchly authority?

Is the constitution as inclusive as the gospel? Is it
widely inclusive enough to welcome our Quaker brethren
as fellow-Christians? Or does it set up sacramental stand-
ards which would exclude them?

Peace and Purity

Fourth, the New Testament calls men to repentance and
faith. Jesus said to a forgiven person, “Go and sin no
more”. Paul urged the Corinthians to guard the peace
and purity of life in their Church. Does the constitution
provide “national” standards for Church membership?
Or does it completely omit all reference to Church mem-
bership, thereby clearly recognizing that Church member-
ship is a personal relationship to God and a covenant
relationship to a particular Church? Does the constitu-
tion provide any judicial system? {whether optional or
required is not of significance in relation to Biblical
principle). Does the constitution provide any means by



which responsibility for the peace and purity of the partic-
ular Church can be passed off to any other body? Or does
it prohibit such reference to “‘higher bodies™ in recognition
of the inescapable responsibility to God Himself which
is central in Seripture and in Congregational usage?

Advice and Counsel or .. .?

Fifth, the New Testament portrays the counselling to-
gether of Churches to seek the mind of Christ and give
advice in time of need. Does the constitution provide for
mere “‘congregations” which shall support the program of
denomination as a whole, on the pretext that the denomi-
nation is THE CauUrcH? Or does it provide for Churches
which shall meet together for advice and counsel? Does
the constitution provide for control over the Churches by the
General Synod, Conferences, or other bodies? Does the
constitution indicate that “counsel” really means “re-
quirements”? Or does it explicitly declare that “counsel”
has as much weight as it has worth, no less and no more?

“Congregation” or Church?

Sixth, the New Testament provides many examples of a sis-
terly relationship between Churches, but no instance of
the authority of one Church (even Jerusalem) over other
Churches. Does the constitution provide for a name true
to the New Testament principle of sisterly relationship of
Churches? Or does it indicate an idea like that which
obtains in some church bodies wherein the ‘‘congregation”
is simply a “‘unit’’ of the national organization?

Committee-Controlled or God-Directed?

Seventh, the New Testament tells us that Churches, indi-
vidually, ordained leaders, and that the members them-
selves took part in the “laying on of hands”. Does the
constitution claim for the General Synod, Conference or
any other body any authority to ordain, license, call dis-
miss, install, recognize, or otherwise oversee the pastor-
Church relationship? Or does it faithfully follow the New
Testament principle that this precious relationship is the
inalienable choice of a pastor and a people acting under
the direct guidance of God, sought in prayer and exercised
only in response to His leading? Does the constitution
suggest a distrust of the principle of Spirit-directed pastor-
Church relationships, claiming that the guidance of the
committee (General Synod, Conference or other body} is
more to be depended upon than the guidance of God in
Church meeting?

Wider Bodies As Agencies

Eighth, the New Testament Churches appear to have been
gathered in each particular community by spontaneous
groups or by selfless leaders, and the subsequent associa-
tion of the Churches with each other appears to have
taken place in the same way. Does the constitution recog-
nize the wider bodies of Christian fellowship which the
Churches have created as agencies for wider work as the
Churches commission them to do, or does it undertake to
organize the Churches geographically?

The Word Made Flesh

Ninth, the New Testament proclaims the Word made flesh
as the Word of God which shall redeem the world. Does
the constitution acknowledge the Living Word as the ulti-
mate authority, the Word made flesh today by the inward
illumination of the Spirit of God at work in the heart of
each individual Christian, and in the meeting of each indi-
vidual Church of Christ? Or does it indicate that our
confidence is to be put in a super-church?

[

Lay Ministry
Tenth, the New Testament bears ample testimony to the
ministry of those who were not ordained. Is the matter of lay
ministry in the Churches recognized as-an inevitable con-
sequence of New Testament Christianity? Or does the
constitution tend to limit the ministry to the “clergy’’?

Faith, Freedom, Fellowship OR . .. ?

Finally, the New Testament sets forth principles of faith,
life, and work; it is the record of what God did through
men responsive to His call. Is the constitution a simple,
straightforward statement of Christian principles which
calls us to unite in diversity, to adventure for Christ? Or
does it cramp and confine the free Spirit of God in Christ's
Churches?



ARE WE STILL PROTESTANTS?

Dr. John Joseph Stoudt, Norristown, Pennsylvania

Must the institutional church stand between man and
God or can man approach his God directly?

The proposals lately made by church leaders for the
creation of a “Reformed and Catholic” church which,
they suggest, should be fashioned by organic union of
Protestant groups, put into sharp focus an old question:
are we still Protestant?

The difference between the Roman and Protestant
forms of Christianity lies in the question whether the
organization or the experience comes first. Romans
assert that the Church — with capital “C” — mediates
the experience while Protestants believe that given the
experience the church follows. Romans assert that their
church, directly deriving from the keys which the Lord
gave to Peter, mediates grace through its sacramental
and institutional life and that there can be no grace
without this church. Protestants, both Lutheran and
Calvinist, assert that we first experience grace, become
conscious of having been justified by faith, and that
from this experience, when shared, the fellowship of
Christians comes. Thus Romans assert the essentiality
of the organic institution while Protestants believe —
or, at least, once believed — that the church is a volun-
tary society of those who are conscious of having ex-
perienced grace.

This distinction has deep implications in the fields
of ethics, doctrine and the devotional life as well as in
the practical implications of our religious faith.

Furthermore, under the pervasive impact of Ritsch-
lian theology — and no one theologian seems to have
had greater practical influence on modern American re-
ligious thought — our leaders seem to have become
convinced that there can be no Christian faith apart
from conscious connection with the organic institution.
The key passage in Ritschl is this: “We are able to
know and understand God, sin, conversion, eternal life,
in the Christian sense, only so far as we consciously
and intentionally reckon ourselves members of the com-
munity which Christ has founded.” While this pas-
sage, when taken in its context, is still Protestant in
spirit, it has none the less opened the floodgates for a
new spirit to emerge, one which is very much in evi-
dence — that spirit which would reduce Christian life
to ecclesiastical politics. For when we “consciously and
intentionally’ reckon ourselves part of the community
which Christ has founded, and when this is set up as

the criterion for our full membership in Christ's Body,
then, sadly, we have reduced the Christian religion to
churchmanship. Instead of a gathering of believers
we have created an association of ecumenical engineers.

So, in all seriousness we have to raise the old ques-
tion again: are we still Protestant? We must pose to
the leaders of the great American denrominations which
still think they are Protestant because they are not
within the Roman fellowship, whether they are, in
spirit, in the tradition of the Reformers? Do they still
think that the individual believer knows God’s grace
first, and then, with others like him, forms a fellowship
of those who have shared God’s grace? Or, do they
believe, in consequence of Ritschlian theology, that
there can be no grace except that which comes through
and from an institutional church? Or, to put it simply,
must the institutional church stand between man and
God or can man approach his God directly? This is
the issue which separates Roman from Protestant.

Perhaps we stand on the threshold of a new refor-
mation? Perhaps we have come to see the emergence
of the great monolithic, centralized religious corpora-
tion for which policies are determined by a Board of
Directors who then hand them down to the local clergy
to peddle to the man in the pew? Perhaps the great
protest has died?

But there are still some Christians in this land for
whom no ecclesiastical Board of Directors can speak.
There are those lonely souls who know from first hand
experience that their Redeemer lives.

These Christians do not oppose the increase of the
area where the love of God is known, nor do they
oppose the ecumenical movement. But they do believe,
and that with fervency, that God comes to man without
benefit of clergy, that no top-heavy institution of busy
ecclesiastics can stand between them and the gracious,
saving love of God.

Are we still Protestant? Church leaders may have
followed the logic of John Henry Newman without
following him back to the bosom of Rome; but there
are still those who do believe that the fellowship of
believers is founded on the one rock — the Jesus Christ
of their hearts.

(Reprinted by permission. from THE MINISTERS' QUAR-
TERLY, Summer, 1961.)



Ihe Congregational churches are
those planted on this continent by
the Pilgrims who landed at Ply-

mouth Rock in 1620 and those
gathered by their spiritual de-
scendents.

In 1931 these churches were

merged in fellowship with a branch
of the Christian Churches; hence,
Congregational Christian. In the
middle 1950's many of the Congre-
gational Christian churches merged
with the Evangelical and Reforined
Church to form the United Church
of Christ. Some three hundred
churches declined to enter this
newly-formed denomination and
thereupon formed the National As-

WHAT IS A

THE COMMISSION ON THE MINISTRY

sociation of Congregational Chris-
tian Churches.

The preponderance of the theo-
logical thrust of the Congregational
churches has been, through the
ycars, in the direction of liberal
theology. However, the theological
position of any given individual
Church depends on the proclivities
of that Church. To say the least,
there is no unanimitly in theological
position among these churches.

Congregational Christian
churches are entirely independent
and autonomous churches that are
yet bound together in fellowship.
The individual Church adopts its
own covenant and a creed if it so

CONGREGATIONAL

CHURCH?
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wishes. Again, the preponderant
thrust has been in the direction of
devising a covenant but not a
creedal statement. Each Church
calls its own Minister or Pastor and
selects its own benevolences which
each supports to whatever extent
the individual Churches wish.

The Congregational Churches of
the United States, by delegates in
National Council assembled, in
Kansas Cily in {913 adopted a
statement of faith that is known as
the Kansas City Statement of 1913.
It reads:

“We believe in God, the Father,
infinite in wisdom, goodness, and
love; and in Jesus Christ, His Son,
our Lord and Saviour, who for us
and our salvation lived and died
and rose again and liveth evermore;
and in the Holy Spirit, who taketh
the things of Christ and revealeth
them to us, renewing comforting,
and inspiring the souls of men. We
are united in striving to know the
will of God as ¢ aug}g in n.the. aHoly
?Scnptures and intou:! purpdié
‘walk in th the v;vays o( !I‘,p;‘d‘ m}d i
“known' or fo-be made: l%nown -fo'us.
We hold it to be the mission of the
Church of Christ to proclaim the
gospel to all mankind, exalting the
worship of the one true God, and
laboring for the progress of knowl-
edgc the, promotion of justice, the
reign of peace, and the rcahzatlon
of human brotherhooc{ pependmg,

\9'5»!}
to lead us into all, tpﬂh*‘we E}j‘k
and pray for the traqs{q it r'y.;gf

acquainted ‘;\ﬁt
its requnremanl

for memberslup, he then requests
membership in the Church, address-
ing this request to the proper officer
of the Church, usually the Pastor.



Congregationalism

Continued from page 7

on civil behavior. Most of our deci-
sions, for instance, should be made
by consensus rather than voting. We
must emphasize our common bonds
and heritage rather than differences
of the moment. Diversity of theolog-
ical perspective should be accepted as
a positive condition, rather than the
opportunity [or one view to prevail
over another.

The Congregational Way in its
contemporary garb has acquired a
new and unpredicted role in religion
and society. It has become one of the
few institutions in our society that is
conciliatory in perspective, rather
than adversarial.
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The Congregational Way should
recognize that a church based on love
rather than ecclesiastical authority
must spread its word more by poetry
than by television. Our faith is sub-
lle, personal, not collective or pho-
togenic. While we reject historical
determinism in its various guises, we
must acknowledge, if not accept,
much of the world we live in. We can-
not commission another May/flower
and escape to a New World, desirable
as that may seem al times.

L I I B

Was the merger controversy an ar-
cane bit of historical trivia? Or, was
it really a conflict over the most fun-
damental issues? I have concluded
that the latter position is correct. [t
was a debate over fundamentals.
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We Congregationalists are the loyal
remnant, the keepers of the covenant.
* * * We have re-discovered the
basis of our faith and the basis of our
worldview. We should prepare our-

selves now for the challenge of tak-

ing our message and our example to
others.

We are surrounded by hostile
forces emanating from the secular
world. We cannol keep up with
fashion, indeed a church shoukd not
be fashionable: We seek order, un-
derstanding, and love in a world in
which disorder, misunderstanding,
and hate are the prime motivating
forces.

We must not base our goals as a
covenant community on a utopian
assessment of human nature. Sin and

“"Each of us has a mission . . .

evil have always been, and will always
be, present in history. In large part,
our presence is our message. Our na-
tional Congregational conclave seeks
to make decisions in a way that heals
rather than wounds. We accept that
the integrity of our culture and the
processes by which its values are
transmitted from one generation lo
the next are more important than any

momentary policy objective right-
eously obtaiped.

The Congregational Way is boldly
committed to an enlightenment inter-
pretation of history. We reject the
idea that “*history marches’ of its
own volition or that we are merely
human props in a global morality
play. Our fates have not been pre-
determined by a mechanistic and
amoral theory of history. For us,
history is ours to make largely as we
will. We are responsible today, at this
very meeting, for the future of our
Way and its culture.

John Winthrop, in a sermon de-
livered aboard the Arbella before
disembarking on Massachusetts soil
in 1630, spoke to our condition to-
day: “‘For we must consider that we
shall be a city upon a hill. The eyes
of all people are upon us, so if we
shall deal falsely with our God in His
work we have undertaken, and so
cause Him to withdraw His present
help from us, we shall be made a
story and a byword through the
world.”’

The beauty of the Congregational
Way is that for each generalion a
precious opportunity is offered. We
are all citizens of the *‘city upon the
hill.”" Whether this city will flourish
or wither will be decided by this
generation in a thousand places and
in a thousand ways. Each of us has
a mission and responsibility to prove
to others that free men and women
can make a better society on earth
bound together by love and concilia-
tion. Let us, therefore, get on with
our task without tarrying for any.



A _Message to the Churches

A statement concerning our tradi-
tion and our beliefls:

The bed-rock principles of
Congregationalism are the
autonomy of the local church,
the right of private judgment in
matters of Bible and belief, and
the fellowship of the churches,

Congregational polity adheres
to the historic covenant of
Salem, 1629, that our churches
be gathered communities in
which persons voluntarily join in
[ellowship to support one
another in their purpose to walk
in the ways of the Lord. Because
Congregationalism is an open [el-
lowship allowing for diversity of
interpretation of Scripture and
doctrine we cherish the affection
which binds together persons of
differing viewpoints within the
ways of mutual tolerance and
respect.

The undersigned former Modera-
tors of the NACCC, meeting in
Sun City, Ariz., February 14-17,
1985, unanimously recommend to
our churches the above statement
expressing our Congregational prin-
ciples and purpose.

We recognize that apart from the
above statement there is diversity
of theological belief on the part of
the ministry and laity within our
churches. This has been evident
throughout our history, yet we con-

é';“? On February 14-18, thirteen

former moderators of the National
Assoclation ol Congregational
Christian Churches met in Sun
City. Ariz. to discuss the long
range problems, needs, and possi-
ble plans for the Association.
Regrets and suggestions were
received from all who were unable
lo altend. The group met as an ad
hoc sub-committee of the Execu-
tive Committee which is concerned
about the NACCC in the year
2000 and alter. In preparation,
each board, commission, commit-
tee, and stafl member had been

j| 2sked to think about the needs
over the long range. Dr. Appel-
quist and Mr, Frentz attended as
consultants and Dr. Boring was
also there as a lormer moderator.
Discussions were lengthy and
vigorous. A full report was given
to the early March meeting of the
Executive Committee.

Herewith is printed a concluding
statement for the churches which
reflects some of the general think-
ing which the group desired to
present at once for careful reading.
Hopefully, it may be a challenge
to all who read it.

Dr. George V. Bohman,
chairman
Dr. John Alexander

to continue our traditional emphas’
on a learned and dedicated minis-
try. Therefore, all necessary steps
should be taken to recruit the
highest quality young people for
this calling and encourage them to
obtain the best possible under-
graduate and theological training.

We urge our member churches
to be thoughtful and circumspect in
their choice of ministerial leadership
in order {hat they may preserve
our high reputation for integrity.
Though we look to ministers and
lay officers for leadership, we re-
mind the churches that the seat of
authority lies with the congregation
in meeting assembled, acting in the
spirit of Christ.

We urge our pastors and
churches to inform and instruct
their members (especially new
members) on the principles and
responsibilities of the Christian
faith, the obligations of church
membership and the history and
usages of the Congregational Way.

We believe the time is near
when the N.A. needs to consider a
professional and dynamic public
relations program which will broad-
cast to our own churches and to
the public at large, the nature of
our free, positive, committed and
unique fellowship.

We further believe it to be
necessary to consider larger financ-

tinue to be one fellowship. Our diversity has sometimes
been our strength and often our weakness, but we pray
and trust that a spirit of mutual tolerance and Christian
affection will always keep us in the unity of the spirit
and bonds of peace.

We believe that the principles cited above must
continually be emphasized and thereby the Good News
of Jesus and His Way may be proclaimed in our
churches through a positive program of Christian
allegiance and service.

We urge all churches and their pastors to inspire
and motivate their people to significant Christian life
with dignified and meaningful worship services, to
develop thoughtful and mature Christian education pro-
grams, to promote a loving, open, understanding fel-
lowship among the members and to urge individual im-
plementation of personal faith by service to others in
the spirit of Christ.

We are convinced that the Congregational Christian
Churches have a promising future that could see
substantial growth in numbers and influence by the end
of this century. In order to achieve this growth and
realize our full potential, we feel it extremely important

4—THE CONGHREGATIONALIST

ing, additional stalfing and a more adequate building in
Oak Creek in order to properly serve our present
churches and those we hope will unite with our
fellowship in the next decade and a half.

We realfirm our obligation and commitment to
deepen and extend our fellowship, our goodwill and
our desire for essential Christian unity on both national
and international levels.

The Congregational Way was first walked in Amer-
ica by the Pilgrims, and we are the custodians of the
Pilgrim heritage. Yet while we cherish that heritage, we
do not worship a noble past. Congregationalism is a liv-
ing and growing thing, like a tree with deep roots, a
strong trunk, and branches that bud, blossom, and bear
fruit. Qur prayer is that Congregationalism, planted by
the rivers of the living water of the Spirit, may bring
forth good fruit in this season, and through all the long
tomorrows.

Signed: John Alexander, Richard Bower,

Harry Butman, George Bohman, Marian Luenberger,
Howard Conn, Raymoiid Waser, Helen Jo Berkaw,
Norman Ream, Walter Boring, Erwin Britton,

Donald Brownell, Paul Miller
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by George V. Bohman

The Editor's request for a brief statement
which would answer the perennial questions,
“Why am | a Congregationalist?’ and “What does
it mean to me?" arrived as | was perusing drafts of
the dialog being prepared for the annual meeting
by Robert Morris and Harry Butman and just as our
church's by-laws committee began to explore
possible changes in our covenant. These sent me
agaln to the major Congregational histories and
documents.

Now, as | type a final draft of my statement, |
read the thrilling product of Butman's early morn-
ing pen that appears in the spring Congregation-
alist. Let me turn our attention inward to what |
believe is the very heart of the answer to the
questions. In an earlier article, | noted that the
teaders of continuing Congregationalism stopped
short of an answer to the query, “Why should an
individual member, not involved in
denominational structure, find it worthwhile to be
a Congregationalist?”” In their writings, our
leaders seem content to emphasize the free,
autonomous church itself.

Because each member of a church is asked
to accept a covenant as the basis of fellowship,

The Congregationalist, JulylAugust 1977

the covenant is usually a brief, non-credal com-
mitment of members to work together as a
Christian church. lIdeally, Atkins and Fagley
thought the covenant pledged “‘cooperation and
fellowship" for a “'definite purpose, not because
of peculiarities of belief."" However, they
recognized that some churches have at times in-
cluded various amounts of theology and doctrine.
More recently, Arthur Rouner, Jr. stressed the non-
credal basis of the covenant, calling it a com-
mitment to fellowship which implied an
“agreement between man and God" not unlike the
Old Testament concept. Historians point out that
a reason for brief, non-credal statements during
the first century of our churches might be that
most ministers and members substantially con-
curred in long, Calvinist creeds. However, the
Salem covenant, written probably in 1629 but cer-
tainly by 1636, by which the members “bynd our-
selves in the presence of God, to walke together
in all his waies, according as he is pleased lo
reveale pimself unto us in his Blessed word of
truth,” when read with Pastor Robinson’'s earlier
injunction to the departing Pilgrims that “if Ged
should reveal anything to us by any other in-
strument of his (than Christ), to be ready to receive
it ... {and that) the Lord had more truth and light to
break forth out of his holy word," suggest strongly
that both Puritans and Separatists reserved large
areas for continuing, independent pursuit of truth
by their covenanted flocks.

If we accept Williston Walker's judgment that
the covenant still in use by First Church,
Plymouth is essentlally the wording adopted at
Scrooby and Leyden, then from its earliest years
Robinson's church subscribed to a most open
covenant. After careful consideration, the church
at Royal Oak in January, 1977 adopted the
Piymouth covenant as the wording best adapted
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to this century. It reads:
We, the Lord's free people, have joined
ourselves into a church estate, in the
fellowship of this gospell, to walke in all
his wayes, made known, or to be made
known, according to our best endeavours,
whatsoever it should cost us, the Lord
assisting us.
Thus, apparently from the beginning, Congrega-
tionalism encouraged the fullest and freest
philosophical and scientific investigations of
ideas related to religion. The members were
bound together in the seeking of truth. Although
we know that ministers and deacons further ex-
plored the theological views and religious ex-
perience of new members, the covenant promise
offered little basis for accusations of heresy.

It is no wonder, then, that as early as 1749,
Jonathan Mayhew of Boston declared', “We have
not only aright to think for ourselves in matters of
religion, but to act for ourselves also." Perhaps
noting constraints appearing during the Great
Awakening, Mayhew continued, "While we are
asserting our own liberty and Christian rights, let
us be consistent and uniform, and not attempt to
encroach upon the rights of others.” Clearly, as
Atkins and Fagiey wrote, non-Calvinist British
thought has permeated such leaders as Mayhew.
Earlier, the Mathers had turned their curiosity to
scientific investigations. Despite the restrictions
which some churches wrote into their basic
documents during the trinitarian-unitarian con-
troversy of the early nineteenth century, among
the remaining Congregationalists ‘nere appeared
spokesmen for open covenants as attention
turned to new scientific thought in biology, ar-
chaeology, and later in psychology, physics, and
chemistry. An educated ministry, which
Congregationalsim sought, looked to all sources to
shed new light upon the nature of the universe, God,
and man.

Nevertheless, numerous Congregational
churches still include in their by-laws various ar-
chaic credal provisions. Given the individual's
right of interpretation, some documents are no
more confining than the Kansas City statement of

1913 but their existence in a position or promi-

nence in by-laws, however labelled, is at best to be
viewed as an example of social lag, literally unen-
forceable. If we are in fact opposed to creeds, ex-
cept as historical curiosa along the path of
religious growth, we ought to be courageous
enough to remove them from any place that
suggests they represent an obligation or com-
mitment of members. Morris declared that in the
fifties and sixties we “missed the boat' by failing
to underline the untenable commitments of
theolegical and doctrinal constraints in the Con-
stitution of the United Church of Christ. Some of
us tried but were put off with mollifying words like
“testimony.”

In 1960, a candid lawyer for the UCC admitted
that only those members of the United Church
who were involved in the denominational struc-
ture might be aware of the new semi-presbyterian
restraints upon their freedom. By remaining Con-
gregational, we have protected the full autonomy

of the churches bul many have failed to realize the
real fruits of free polity. For some, the cause lies
in the persistence of credal limitations in by-laws
and for others in the influence of ministers who
preach and act dogmatic concepts of theology
and doctrine with the sufferance of the mem-
bership.

What else ought a member expeclt of his own
church?

Our history gives substantial emphasis to
religious education. Often, however, in practice
this becomes didactic teaching of a combination
of ancient dogma, and even superstition, dimty
understood either in the pulpit or classroom. The
fault lies not in whether the individual’'s own
beliefs at the time may be called liberal, orthodox,
moderate, or conservative but in the failure to en-
courage the search for relevant information and
an open, inquiring mind for the search. How
deeply are anti-seeking attitudes held by some
Congregationalists? We hope it Is a small minority
but witness the unreasoned consternation in let-
ters to The Congregationalist on William Edelen’s
efforts to provoke our thinking about religion in
terms of scientific concepls widely known and
discussed in universities and theological schools
for much of the past century. The least that such
data demands is reasoned analysis and extensive
reading before it is rejected. How can our mem-
bers and our young people who seek a religious
philosophy be called "“"Congregational” without
being challenged to seek and understand "ail his
wayes, made known, or to be made known''?

What is each church's responsibility? How
can it help its people be “seekers"? Let me
suggest a few goals,; then /et us hear how your
church is putting them into practice:

(1) To stimulate the individual's attitude of
“seeking."

(2) To provide a climate of tolerance for
each other's views in our pilgrimage to
new ideas.

(3) To provide resources of libraries and
materials for religious education that are
provocative.

(4) To provide pastors, educational
leaders, fand youth leaders who are
philesaphicaily and inteliectually com-
mitted to guide and stimulate the

“seeking."”
Arthur Wakefield Slaten wrote, “We belong to
the believers of the world . . . We belong also to

the doubters of the world, who have dared to
question and criticize, and evaluate, and seek
truth for themselves, who have been destroyers of
old syslems whose ancient good time has made
uncouth. We belong to the builders of the future
... May we be faithful in our day and generation.”

Will not the truly commitied Congregational-
ist, in the best tradition of the past four centuries,
use all his powers and resources, all the sources
of knowtedge and understanding, to seek the truth
from day to day, relentlessly, all his life, though
truth may change and be added to so that it will
always seem to elude any final “knowing?"” He
will find his joy, not in a secure, dogmatic faith but
ina‘seeking" faith. :



Local Autonomy in a Time of Centralization
A Look at the Cohgregationalists Who Didn't Merge

By Robert L. Wilson

Dr. Wilson, research professor of church and soci-
ety at Duke University divinity school, completed
this year an independently-financed study of the
NACCC. His article, reprinted with perntission
from Christian Century Magazine, is based on that
study.

In November 1955 a group of Con-
gregationalists opposed to the forthcoming
merger with the Evangelical ahd Reéformed
Church met in Detroit. Out of that session came
the National Association of Congregational
Christian Churches. Theodore A. Gill, then a
Christian Century associate editor, attended the
meeting and was not impressed with those who
insisted on remaining Congregationalists. He
wrote that the people who met in Detroit had
come for a conglomeration of reasons, most of
which were nontheological, and that their pro-
fessed fear of an authoritarian church was the
result of their not understanding the nature of
the church {“"Movement or Machination?,” The
Christian Century, November 23, 1955, pp.
1358-1360). The 1950s were years of ecumenical
optimism. Any group that opposed what Mr.
Gill perceived as the “coming great church”
could expect little sympathy.

Almost one-third of a century has passed
since that Detroit meeting. It has been a period
in which several Protestant denominations have
merged, and centralized church structures have
been created. Mergers have been accomplished
among Lutherans, among Presbyterians, be-
tween the Evangelical and Reformed Church
and Congregational Christian Churches, and
between the Evangelical United Brethren and
the Methodists. The Presbyterian Church in the
U.S. has created large regional synods; some
United Methodist annual conferences have
merged, thereby forming fewer but larger
judicatories. Several denominations have cen-
tralized their national agencies.

The group of congregations which refused to
become part of the United Church of Christ has
continued as the National Association of Con-
gregational Christian Churches, a denomination
that has resisted the trend toward centraliza-
tion. This church’s experience can provide in-
formation on two questions of importance.
What are the characteristics of a denomination
which refuses to develop a centralized structure

16

in a period when much of Protestantism has
been doing so? What are the prospects for a
church based on local autonomy? A study by the
J. M. Ormond Center of Duke University di-
vinity school provided information on these is-
sues.

I

In almost a quarter-century of existence, the
National Association of Congregational Chris-
tian Churches has taken on certain distinctive
features. The early years were occupied with the
task of becoming established as a denomina-
tion. This period was colored by the memories
of the bitter merger controversy which resulted
in the founding of what is now a viable associa-
tion of churches. Its characteristics include:

1. Numerical strength. The National Associa-
tion is still a relatively small denomination with
a total membership of approximately 90,000 per-
sons in some 380 congregations located in 39
states. A large number of the congregations are
located in three regions: New England, the
midwest (particularly Michigan, Illinois, Wis-
consin and Indiana) and California. The rest are
scattered throughout the country. The associa-
tion is about the size of a typical regional
judicatory of a mainline denomination (i.e., a
synod or annual conference), but it has a
nationwide distribution.

2. Menmbership growth. The churches of the
National Association have tended to maintain a
stable membership—a not insignificant accom-
plishment in the light of the declines in some
denominations during the past decade. There
has been some expansion as new congregations
have been organized and established congrega-
tions have become newly affiliated with the as-
sociation. Further growth may come by the
addition of other established churches. De-
nominational leaders report an increase in the
number of inquiries from interested congrega-
tions.

3. Local autonomy. A fundamental principle
of the denomination is the absolute autonomy
of the local church. Congregations are com-
pletely independent. A local church may call
anyone it desires as its pastor, contribute (or not
contribute) any amount of money to denomina-
tional causes, remain a member of the National
Association or withdraw at any time. This com-
plete congregational autonomy is probably the

The Congregatiomalist, August 1978



group’s most significant characteristic. It would
not be incorrect to say that the members’ adher-
ence to their local autonomy is what holds the
denomination together.

4. Pluralism. Churches affiliated with this de-
nomination represent a variety of theological
perspectives. One person correctly stated that
within this communion are congregations rang-
ing from “ultra-conservative to extremely lib-
eral.” The National Association might correctly
be categorized as a kind of ecumenical move-
ment, at least from a theological point of view.

Some local churches are affiliated with both
the National Association and the Unitarian
Universalist Association. Others are members
of both the National Association and the Con-
servative Congregational Christian Conference.
Some 30 pastors also hold full standing in the
United Church of Christ and a like number in
the Conservative Congregational Christian de-
nomination.

This high degree of pluralism is accompanied
by an equally high degree of acceptance of per-
sons who hold differing viewpoints. Without
this level of acceptance, it is doubtful that the
denomination could function.

The pluralism places the difficult responsibil-
ity for the development of a meaningful theol-
ogy on the minister and laypeople in each local
church. There is no churchwide authority to
provide the accepted statement of faith to which
people can simply subscribe.

For a theologically diverse group, this de-
nomination has been remarkably free from con-
troversy over doctrine. The necessity of getting
the church established and the real concern that
it might fail may have tended to minimize
theological differences. As the denomination
becomes more secure, the possibility of such
theological conflict should not be ruled out.

5. Lay-clergy parity. In probably no other
church in America do laypersons and clergy
more equally share control. The representative
of the local congregation to the denomination’s
annual meeting may be either a minister or
layperson. This is a church in which laypeople
are trusted to participate in making decisions in
every area of the church’s life—a task which
they fulfill both enthusiastically and responsi-
bly.
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What are the prospects for the National As-
sociation of Congregational Churches? In its
first quarter of a century it has made the transi-
tion from being a group of local churches which
refused to enter into the United Church of
Christ to becoming a firmly established de-
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nomination. [t has demonstrated that a church
which adheres to local autonomy can prosper
even in a period of centralization.

The denomination does pay a price for its
local autonomy. It cannot as a total church take
positions and make statements on the issues of
the day. (Many members would consider this
inability an asset.) It cannot suggest an amount
which might be considered appropriate for local
congregations to contribute to benevolences or
for the support of the National Association. That
decision is left to the local church.

The fear of a centralized authority makes the
task of the executive staff difficult. Its role has
been compared to “performing on a high wire
without a net.” Symbolic of the fear of cen-
tralized authority is the fact that at the annual
meeting the national staff members are given
badges labeled ""visitor.”

The denomination’s size is both an asset and
a handicap. It is small enough to enable the
leaders to know each other well. Thus a genuine
fellowship exists among Congregationalists.
However, the size of the membership also
makes it impractical for the National Associa-
tion to produce church school literature for all
age groups. The clergy are trained in seminaries
affiliated with other denominations, and a
four-person professional staff based in Oak
Creek (Milwaukee), Wisconsin, must provide
the whole range of necessary services to a
widely dispersed church.

As an organization, the National Association
has its share of tensions, disagreements and
conflicts. Among its members probably will be
found the usual proportion of saints and sin-
ners. Nevertheless it offers the individual and
the local church the maximum degree of free-
dom in matters both of faith and of polity. In a
time when the trend has been toward cen-
tralized ecclesiastical structures, the National
Association has affirmed the viability of the
local congregation as the fundamental church
unit. It has demonstrated that clergy and laity
can share decision-making and that pluralism
does not have to result in destructive conflict. It
is providing a way by which people wcrship,
witness to and work for their faith. a

Dark Night

A cat is a neal package.
It lies in a lap
Fitted together like a three-dimensional
jig-sawed egg,
All smooth curves and flowing
insertions,
Hand me the cal:
My contentmient needs stroking.
Dorothy Gjessing
Underhill, Vermont
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ANNUAL MEETING

Congregationalism In the March of History

(Editor's Note: The following article
has been extrapolated from the text of
The Congregational Lecture delivered by
Dr. Moe during the 1984 annual meeting.
The asterisks indicate omissions from the
original text. The lecture in its entirety,
will be reprinted by the National Associa-
tion and will be available from that of-
fice in the future.)

By Dr. Ronald C. Moe

“"Thus out of small beginnings
greater things have grown by His
hand Who made all things out of
nothing, and gives being to all things
that are; and as one small candle may
light a thousand, so the light en-
kindled here has shone (o many, yea,
in a sense, to our whole nation; let
the glorious name of Jehovah have
all praise.’'— William Bradford in
The History of Plymouth Colony,
chapter 11.

Preparation for my remarks today
actually began some thirty years ago
under somewhat unusual circum-
stances. I was part of a high school
Pilgrim Fellowship group in a pros-
perous suburban church in Southern
Calilornia. As a group, our Fellow-
ship took rather more seriously our
Sunday evening ping-pong tourna-
ment than weighty theological and
social issues. One evening, however,
our venerable minister deigned (o
‘enter our midst and decided to dis-
cuss a serious topic. The topic that
had stirred him to descend from his
office to be among us was, believe it
or not, the proposed merger of the
Congregational Churches and the
Evangelical and Reformed Church.

* * * The more he spoke the
more disturbed [ became.

After much in the way of back-
ground commentary he uttered a
phrase that has haunted me ever
since. He said: *‘The Congregational

Dr. Ronald Moe is a member of the ex-
eculive cammiltee of the NACCC. He is
employed at the Congressional Research
Service, Library of Congress.
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“‘People may form their own socie-
ties . . "

Churches must be prepared to sacri-
fice some of their beliefs and institu-
tions because they are out of step
with the march of history."" -

* * * | suggest for your consid-
eration that there are presently 3 basic
theories of history (or world views) in

competlition for acceptance.
L S

~ Organic Theory of History:

The organic theory of history links
the past with the future. The past is
supposed to influence, if not domi-
nate, the actions of the future. The
present and future is viewed as an un-
broken continuation of the past.
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Enlightenment Theory of History:

The enlightenment theory of his-
tory is largely a product of 17th and
[8th century Europe that first bore
fruit in America. Indeed, as we shall
discuss more fully in a moment, it
was our forebears, the Pilgrims, who
first applied the abstractions of the
enlightenment world view to practical
effect in writing when signing the
Mayflower Compact in 1620.

The lundamental assumption of
the enlightenment theory is that in

large measure, individuals, peoples,
and nations, are responsible for their
own fate. History is to be understood
and appreciated but it is not to be the
principal guide for current affairs.
People may form their own societies,
they may begin anew. Reason shall be
followed as well as faith. God does
not rule earth through the voices of

leaders, either anointed or elected.
® & &k & &

Determinative Theory of History:

The contribution of Karl Marx in
the mid-19th century was to provide
a theory of history in opposition to
the then dominant enlightenment
theory.

Marx argued, as did others, that
history has been largely predeter-
mined. History is marching inex-
tricably toward its utopian end when
the fundamental nature of man will
change: man will cease to be selfish.
The role of the leader and political
elites, therefore, is to hasten the
march of history, not fight the in-
evitable.
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The appeal of deterministic history
to contemporary religious leaders has
been profound. Religious leaders can
secularize their millennial yearnings.
A utopian dream on earth can replace
the concept of heaven, or life after
death. Justification is provided for
uncivil acts, even violence, because
the end for which the action is taken
is deemed ‘‘good.”” The concept of a
voluntary compact by which the peo-
ple commit themselves to a process of
decision-making is viewed as a his-
torical trap. If the end has been
predetermined, resistance to the in-
evitable can be rightly characterized
as “‘reactionary’’ and thus outside the
realm of behavior immune from re-
pression.

It can be argued that the ecumen-
ical movement is, in its essence, based
on a deterministic theory of history.

4 ¢ %2 = #

My interest and concern today are

not so much with Congregationalism



as a polity as with Congregationalism
as a cultural movement. We sit here
today as heirs of a movement that is
now four centuries old. [n days of
old, this movement and its beliefs
were capable of inspiring men and
women to risk their fortunes and even
their very lives in its behalf. Yet,
thirty years ago when the Congrega-
tional Way was under siege, there
were few who came to its defense.
Those few, however, did keep the
flame alive and now we must begin
to reconstruct our cultural heritage to
ensure that we know who we are and
where we are going. We are a culture,
as that term is generally understood,
for we have customary beliefs, social
forms, and material traits. As fol-
lowers of the Congregational Way,
we are different.

All societal organizations, if they
last long enough, will travel many by-
ways. They will undergo changes and
chaltenges. But every group, if it is
to withstand the viccissitudes visited
by events, must have a core of
reasonably consistent values. Con-
gregationalism has lived now four
centuries and while it has had its
rebels and theological digressions,
certain core values have stood the test
of time. If we are to understand
ourselves as a Christian fellowship,
we should periodically articulate our
beliefs. I will briefly outline three
core values, and [ am sure that there
are others, that seem (0 me to be the
link we have to our past and our
beacon tothe future. The Congrega-
tional Way, as you will see, is both
subtle and sophisticated.

1. We believe in the individual per-
son as being of supreme moral worth.

This concept is not a platitude.
While it may seem an almost self-
evident truth to us as Congrega-
tionalists, it is a concept that is ac-
cepted by relatively few in the world
today, either in the political or
religious realm. We believe in the in-
dependent decider. We believe in the
sanctity of the individual’s relation-
ship to God. No institution, not even
a church, stands between us as in-
dividuals and God. If we sin, no in-
stitution can absolve us. We must
face our God on our own. We do, of
course, have much to help us and
guide us. We have the Bible, we have
the accumulated wisdom of the ages,
we have prayer, and we have each

other. Finally, we have God’s grace.
We are not alone, but we are discrete
individuals.

Those of us who believe in the
supreme moral worth of the in-
dividual are a beleaguered minority.
Certainly those churches which are
organic in nature do not place great
emphasis on the individual. And
churches that are deterministic in
their world-view tend to emphasize
“‘community’” or ‘‘society’’ rather
than the individual, indeed the needs
of the individual are considered

subordinate to the nceds of the com-
munity or state.

““In large part our presence is our mes-
sage.”’

2. We are a covenant people.

The idea of a covenant is central
to the Old Testament. It is, in prob-
ably over-simple terms, a contract
between God and man. The Old Test-
ament is often referred to as the Old
Covenant and the New Testament as
the New Covenant.

During the 17th century, the con-
cept of a covenant or ‘‘compact,’’ the
word sometimes used, look on a new
political meaning. Political theorists
speculated that man must have once
lived at some point in a state of
nature without societal bonds. * * *

In any case, at some time, accord-
ing to the theorists, men must have
come together to agree to a compact,
thereby creating society. Such a com-
pact at once gave freedom and pro-
vided bounds to that freedom. * * *

Congregationalism, from its incep-
tion, was based on the covenant con-
cept. The first covenants applied to
the local churches, but later, as we
shall see, the covenant conceplt had
political implications as well. Con-
gregationalists, looking to the Scrip-
tures, harkened to the Book of Mat-
thew wherein Christ says: ‘‘For where
two or three are gathered in my
name, there am [ in the midst of
them.”* From this notion of the
church as people, it followed that if
these people covenanted together, be-
fore God, they could agree to form
a complete church and provide for its
faith and order.

Such an idea has profound polit-
ical consequences for at its root is the
assumption that all Christians are
equal before God.

The Pilgram Fathers, before land-
ing at Plymouth, met together and
signed the Mayflower Compact, cre-
ating by covenant a “‘body politick”’
based on the consent of the governed.
This Compact, signed ‘‘in the pres-
ence of God,"" was an extraordinary
event in human history. The Pilgrims
were not only creating their ‘‘body
politick’” and assuming responsibil-
ity for their fate, they were specifi-
cally rejecting the organic theory of
history then prevailing in England.
This was the first instance in modern
history when a political society was
started de novo, from nothing, based
on democratic principles.

¥ % * % »

3. Congregationalism is based on
love, not ecclesiastical authority.

The prime source of authority
within the Congregational tradition
is the Bible as interpreted by men and
women of reason. We covenant to-
gether as seeckers, not holders, of
truth, Each of us agrees in signing the
covenant to honor one another’s in-
terpretation of the Bible and the
historical wisdom of the ages. Each
of us, as believers in the enlighten-
ment interpretation of history, take
individual and collective responsibil-
ity for our lives. Freedom becomes a
necessary prerequisite, therefore, for
religious growth and maturity.

Congregationalism is a church uni-
versal bound together by love rather
than ecclesiastical authority. For the
Congregational Way to function as
a culture, we must place a high value

Continued on page 8
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It is a great honor for me to be here as a Con-
gregational lecturer. Although my whole life in the
ministry has been given to trying to work out and
recover the genius of the Congregational Way in
modern American church life, this is the first time
[ have been asked to give ““THE"" Congregational
lecture. Thank you for this opportunity and
privilege.

Thank you for the honor of being with the
National Association of Congregationalists—even
back to back with an important constitutional
meeting. Boston is my place of birth, and Massa-
chusetts is my home. Long ago, in a little town up
the road from Jonathan Edwards’ Northampton,
my whole life began as a minister. It was the
Williamsburgers who made the Pioneer Valley and
the Berkshire Hills my home, and that town the
birthplace of three of my five children. In Boston,
another was born, my charismatic Lizzie. And
together, we all went west in 1962—still following
the Puritans” “’Errand Into the Wilderness.”

And 1 have tried to live it out in Middle
America, in the heartland, ever since, and build
there, the “"beloved community.”” Trying to build
into the heart of an eager people, the genius of our
““Congregational Way.”

Though 60 this spring, [ am my father’s son,
and to set the record straight, as Congregational

(Editor’s Note: The Rev. Dr. Arthur A. Rouner, Ir.
was Congregational lecturer at this year's National
Association Annual Meeting. Because of its vitality and
fmpact, his speech is offered here for the benefit of those
of us unable to attend the meeting.)

“The Congregational Way
As a Call to Pilgrimage
For the American Church”

lectures go, and that history not be rewritten, [ tell
you that my father, who paid dearly in the Con-
gregational fellowship for his defense of free Con-
%regationalism in the courts of Brooklyn and in the

ongregational denomination of that day, came to
his conviction in his own study, and in his own
conscience. The ““dominie”” of Brooklyn was never
anything but his own man, and God’s man. And
the heritage He gave me, I prize, and have tried,
in all the years of my ministry, to live. :

[ offer this lecture as a reflection on: “The Con-
gregational Way as a call to pilgrimage for the
American church.”

Perhaps a presumptuous fitle: nevertheless, |
ask you to hear me. The American church, I be-
lieve, is in a time of profound transition. The old
ties are not holding. The old rules do not apply.
The old assumptions can no longer be made. Vast
changes have come about within the lifetime of
many of us here. Much has changed, [ expect, in
every valley and every town with a Congregational
steeple since [ began as a young minister in
Williamsburg, Massachusetts over 30 years ago.

In 1962, when I left my second church, the Eliot
Church, in Newton, Massachusetts, to go west
with my little family to Edina, Minnesota, we were
a nation idealistic, ready to lead the world, to bat-
tle evil, to transform society into Isaiah’s vision of
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the Peaceable Kingdom. A torch had passed to "‘a
new generation of Americans’'—and we all wanted
to ““ask not what our country could do for us, but
what we could do for our country.”

And then came Dallas and the dashed dreams.
Overnight something deep changed in the Ameri-
can spirt. A terrible abortion took place. A strange
war shaped our soul. And soon we were at war
with each other. And we were angry, and we lost
patience. And churches began to go under. The
debate was too intense. The young ministers were
too caught up in ideology and not enough in
theology. And they forgot many things—especially
Jesus. They made Him only an angry revolutionary,
and we were lost.

And the old and the conservative left the
churches in dismay. And the young were not at-
tracted. And the church lost, and lost, and lost.
Money and people. And, in the 70s it turned in-
ward—to its own pain and personal sorrow and
separation, and then to support groups, and
counseling, and “letting it all hang out,” and
venting anger, and then trying to love, but forget-
ting about prayer, and about evangelism. Time
magazine, under the title “THOSE MAINLINE
BLUES, "’ has documented the 20% loss of the
United Church of Christ’s membership, and the
25% loss of the Presbyterian Church, and even
more, of the Episcopal Church in those years. We
have seen a hemorrhaging of membership in the

very churches that gave Amenca her roots and her

foundation.

It took television preachers and talk show
evangelists to challenge us finally, to think about
growth again, and mission again. But in the mean-
time, we found, almost overnight, that it all was
up for grabs. As one Lutheran thec)logian put it,

“the whole place was coming loose.’’, And a few

years ago a fascinating study by Martin Marty of -

Minnesota Christians, called “’Faith and Ferment,”
written up in Newsweek magazine, revealed that
Catholics no longer necessarily go to Catholic
churches, nor Lutherans to Lutheran churches. The
old authorities do not hold. The prayer books do
not bind. The liturgy is no longer law. The ethnic
tie is no longer vital. Christians in Minnesota think
of themselves as sinners, but not under judgment,
as Christians who can put together their own
understanding of how they’ll see the faith, and
work the faith, and, as Christians, who will go to
any church or no church as they please, thank you
very much—bishops and popes, pastors and priests
to the contrary notwithstanding. It is suddenly the
day of “‘do-it-yourself religion.” “’Pick and choose
religion.”’

Part of the reason appears to be a new search
for personal faith, in America, that has led some
into tragic cult experiences, and others into new
attempts at Bible study, and prayer, and even life
in worship. They look for something personal, a
humane spirit, for worship that is real, that touches
the heart. In short, any religion they embrace must
be personal, and it must ““work.”’ [t must make a
difference. We may indeed, be in the early stages,
as Billy Graham suggested, of a second “Great
Awakening.”"

People want to be loved, to find worship real,
to find a way they can serve. Their expectations are
high. And, if their expectations are not met in their
own tradition, now they will go elsewhere.

In the meantime, the Catholic Church has felt
the winds of the spirit. Good Pope John years ago
opened the windows of his church to the new
winds blowing. No one knew how profoundly that

. church would change. Overnight it seemed, the

Latin language was gone from the Mass. The Bible
came back. Priests needed to relate. A more
humane way was brewing. The church began to
debate ““Holy Spirit versus Holy Church.”” The
Spirit was everywhere being rediscovered. The
Pentecostal movement having begun in the Azuza
St. Chapel at the turn of the century had blossomed
into the Four Square Gospel Church and the charis-
matic movement.

For some of us, it became clear in the middle
1950s that our own heritage of Congregationalism
was a Spirit tradition. Our roots were in a high doc-
trine of the Holy Spirit—an idea not really under-
stood in the 1950s by either those who promoted

or opposed the Congregational merger. But there

it was—upheld by the English Congregationalists:
the Holy Spirit, the only basis for the idea of the
covenant, and of the direct leading of the Holy
Spirit in local autonomy and independent church-
manship. The whole source of our freedom and our
form was clearly in the Spirit. .

"l‘he genius of the - Congregational way of
church life in America, was and is the direct leading
of the Holy Spirit. And if we are open to see, we
will discover that in obedience comes freedom.
Freedom to love, {o experiment, to heal, to express
charismatic gifts. The Spirit, though feared by
some, is our greatest hope for usefulness and ser-
vice to-people and to the church itself far beyond
our doors.

(To be continued)

NOTE: Dr. Rouner’s lecture will be concluded in the
December-January Congregationalist.




Congregationalism’s Search for Identity

The problem that confuses late 20th Century
Congregationalism in America, and perhaps in
the world is Congregationalism'’s Search for Identity. 1
offer this judgment from the perspective of a once
young radical Congregational minister who is no
longer young. Yet, I find myself still out of step
with the mainstream of my denominational heri-
tage, still viewed as a genial but ungentle critic,
and still feeling like an uncomfortable and some-
times unaccepted thirker and practitioner of the
Congregational way of church life and ministry.

[ have often said I grew up in Justice Stein-
brink’s courtroom in Brooklyn, where my father,
the minuster of the Cadman Memorial Church in
Brooklynbrought suit against the General Council
of the Congregational Churches, to prevent the
United Church of Christ from happening, and to
preserve the vision and spirit of free Congrega-
tionalism. The court case succeeded and the deci-
sion favored the freedom of local autonomy in the
churches, but three years later was overturned by
the Appellate Court. My father lost many friends
for his stand. His name, in some ways, made my
name difficult to bear. But he was my hero, this
courageous man in ministry.

Lditor's note: The Congregational lecture defivered at
the 1989 annual meeting of the National Association by
Dr. Arthur A. Rouner, Jr. concludes in this issue of The
Congregationalist.

The Congregational Way As
A Call To Pilgrimage For

The American Church
(Continued from Oct.-Nov. issue)

Yet, neither he, nor Douglas Horton of the
other side, nor their compatriots, ever really un-
derstood the genius of Congregationalism. They
cherished its freedom — particularly the freedom to
think and believe as he or she pleased. It was on
the basis of freedom and rights that they fought
each other, and fashioned the new United Church
of Christ and this smaller, renegade body, the Na-
tional Association of Congregational Christian
Churches.

All the while, of course, “The times, they were
achangin”.” Other streams were rushing in Amer-
ica that washed away some of the basic assump-
tions of the fashioners of the new Congregational-
ism in America.

The “Ecumenical One Great Church” they
either worked for or fought against rapidly
becaime irrelevant, as racial tensions mounted and
the Vietnam War divided us, and young Ameri-
cans took to the streets. The drug culture and the
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They saw. Congregational dtstmctwes.
as a vague love of the free sptrzt and
willingness to fellowshrp with "
anyorne. i
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search for self of the 70s was no more a congenial
ideal for them, than had been the ecumenism and
social action ideals which had been the battle-
ground in the late 1940s and 50s for a Congrega-
tionalism trying to find its way as an ecumenical
pointman for the American church.

Congregational leaders seemed, at least, not
to understand the groping of the heart in America
that longed to serve, that wanted to change the
world, that wanted more than anything else a liv-
ing Lord Who could be touched and known.

Fundamentalism and Evangelicalism under-
stood it, appealed to it, and have successfully built
great congregations and international television
ministries based upon it.

United Church leaders talked glibly of “giving
members away” denominationally to achieve the
greater whole, the Blake—Pike one huge denomi-
nation vision. They saw Congregational distinc-
tives as a vague love of the free spirit and willing-
ness to fellowship with anyone. Laudable aims, of
course. |

Their peculiar temptation was always the
siren cry of liberal thought that said “tolerance is
what counts, accept everything, make accommo-
dation wherever you can, make bridges to other
great world religions, don’t judge anyone or any-
thing,” even assuming that the birth and life and
death and resurrection of Jesus was “the Christ

event” that never really needed to have happened.

It is Christ among the two or three
gathered in His Name that makes the
gathered commumty to be the true
church.

So the new morality was okay, its sexual style
was okay, even its willingness to use death as a
means of curing the patient as in abortion and eu-
thanasia was okay. And some present day United
Church leaders dream of fashioning the future
distinctiveness of that larger house of American
Congregationalism as the liberal church form in
America, even to embracing a basically Unitarian,
Universalist theological stance.

The U.C.C. is tempted to be for everything
that comes down the pike—every new thing—in
sex, in ethics, in morality, in human policy. Even
while a war of the spirit rages within its life as the
fellowship of charismatic Christians of the U.C.C.
and the People for Biblical Witness of the U.C.C.
lift their voices in protest.

Almost a dozen years ago, the U.C.C.’s presi-
dent, Avery Post, confessed that “the U.C.C. set
out to have a faith crisis, but never had it.” They
needed to deal with the faith issues. Indeed, they
were afraid. For it would have made them look at
Jesus and at their own early history as a people of
the Spirit. The easy thing was to hold to ideologies
of protest against government and social conser-
vatism and not face the inner issues of faith that
could be so unsettling.

Our own National Association Group of Con-
gregationalists, while generally sharing the liberal
theological stance of the U.C.C., had historically
invested its fears in the arena of social concern.
Out of fear of the controversy that comes when the
church speaks out and acts out the Gospel claims
on society, we have tended to lift up a high indi-
vidualism, saying Congregationalism calls its peo-
ple to act socially and politically only as
individuals.

The conservative Congregational conference
also eschews social concern, but out of both a po-
litical conservatism and a theological conservatism.

What all three American Congregational tra- -
ditions miss is the great historical identity, the
Congregational way has, with Americaitself, with
its essence in freedom, with the spirit of quest, and
of journey, and most literally of pilgrimage both as
nation and as people of God, which the Congre-
gational way, through the 17th century Pilgrims
and their Puritan followers, gave both to
America’s church life and to its corporate civil life.

This gift of the pilgrims to America came from
their biblical discovery that it is Jesus through the
Holy Spirit Who creates and gives life to the
church. It is Christ among the two or three gath-
ered in His Name that makes the gathered com-
munity to be the true church. It isn’t the presence
of priests or popes that does it, but Christ. And itis
the two or three, the congregation, not the indi-
vidual, who are the focus of church life an pilgrim-
age. The significance then, is journeying together,
hand in hand, in covenant agreement, following
Christ. Open-ended, searching, taking people
where they are, and leading them into love, and
growth, under Jesus’ Lordship.

Our churches have a chance to give |
back to Americq its Pilgrim forms of
worship.
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Quite the opposite movement from the au-
thoritarian, liturgical churches who demand as-
sent to a creed, the following of a Prayer Book and
Canon law, and submission to a dominance of
clergy ordained in a supposed physical “apostolic
succession,” back through Popes, to the Apostle
Peter. It is precisely the sense of groping search for
meaning and faith, in an American people con-
fused and lost in the final stages of the New
Morality and its vacuous tolerance, and its lack of
definition and standards, and its corrupt and
hollow emphasis on the self, that creates the evan-
gelical opportunity for classical Congregational-
ism in these latter days of the 20th century. ; -

The Congregational way of church life, of pil-
grimage, of following the leading of the Spirit—
together, as brothers and sisters; is exactly that
way of being a Christian that [ believe “has come to
the Kingdom for just such a time as this.” This is
the day of “do-it-yourself” religion. The old way
and the old denominational loyalties are not
holding. Secular, unchurched Americans are
looking for a new, more open, more humane,
more loving way of being a Christian, and of
finding fellowship with other Christians.

The hand held out in comradeship, the open
arms of love, the invitation to journey with Jesus
and His brothers and sisters, the sense of search,
the call to growth, the call to be free from obedi-
ence to people in order to be free to obey Christ, is
the exhilarating style of faith life among the
churches of the Pilgrims. Their identity is in the
pilgrim-puritan seriousness about the Bible as
Book of Life, in their commitment to open-ended
pilgrimage led by the Spirit, in a fellowship of free-
dom and love that the free way of covenant life
makes possible, and in the deep sense of concern
for the whole community, and the obligation to
serve the community and help to give order and
life to the community as the Pilgrims and Puritans
did with the colony, the commonwealth, and
finally —in Revolutionary days—with the country.

The simple meetinghouse, the loving com-
munity, the biblical faith —articulated in sermon—
relating to every aspect of individual life and com-
munity and national life, and service and mission
to the world, all become identifying marks of the

modemn Pilgrim people of the Congregational Way.

Our churches have a chance to give back to

America its Pilgrim forms of worship, its free

spirit, its quality of love, its Biblical center, its con-

cern for socicty, its passion for people, and its
commitmenl to mission—beginning with the
town and the nation.

II
Freedom to Search for Faith

A Congregationalism that understands itself
offers all people a freedom to search for faith and
to be a pilgrim. Having looked at Congregational-
ism’s search for identity, look for a moment at
what our churches have a chance to be in our
communities.

Individual congregations in America today
live by their identity: by how they are perceived by
the community, by the sense the community has
of whether they love or not, whether they wel-
come strangers ot not, whether they help the com-
munity or not, whether they offer hope or not,
and help, and a chance to make a new start in life,
and have a renewed sense of God's love for them,
and purpose for them, and destiny for them.

The American people are terribly put off by
churches and by Christians. Their offense is at us,
and not at Jesus. It is at rigid, stuffy, formal and
forbidding churches that seem not to have either
life in them nor the milk of human kindness. They
are offended at the sense of self-righteousness and
judgment they feel from fundamental theology
and from authoritarian, liturgical, legalistic eccles-
iasticism. And yet, they want to know Jesus. They
are intrigued by Him, fascinated by Him. They
want to know the Bible. They want Jesus” love,
and the love of the Christian community. They
want someone to take them in in spite of their
family failures, their adulteries, their sorrows,
their sickness, their lostness. And they are looking
for churches that will do that.

The American people are terribly put!
off by churches and by Christians. '~ |

The television evangelists were, at least, ap-
pealing because they offered acceptance and even
love, without asking anything of people —except
financial contributions. But in the end, sincere
seeking people want to give more. And, of course,
the televangelists have let them down.

The searching American has had enough of

_creeds, and rule books, and church law. And

enough of hypocrisy and immorality. He and she
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want a real Christ, and real Christians, and real
company of Christian comrades. The American is
looking hard at the minister in the local church and
atthe people. Will they hurt him, or help him? Will
they reject him, or accept him?

If that church will take him where he is, and
allow him to grow, and come to know Jesus, and
become a serving, excited, committed person of
faith, he is very interested, very curious, and very
ready. Ready to consider Christ and the church:
particularly this open, welcoming kind of church.

Congregationalists have always been the
community churches in America, the churches
that wanted to serve the community and the
whole world. “We are as a city set upon a hill,”
Winslow wrote of the early Puritans, “with the
eyes of the world upon us.” The Great Experiment
—in this land. That's why the church [ serve is on
our Crosstown Highway. Why a number of us
have gone to Africa ten times now, in an effort to
raise over a million dollars to fight World Hunger.
If they can recover their sense of Biblical faith, and
the loving Christ, and their own Pilgrim spirit and
heritage, many, many Americans will flock to our
fellowship and join this Congregational enter-
prise. The unchurched, the former Christians, the
people ready to join again are longing—according
to Dr. Gallup’s polls and the Faith and Ferment
study in Minnesota —for a new, Pilgrim way of be-
ing a Christian. What an opportunity for us 1990's
Congregationalists!

The searching American has had
enough of creeds, and rule books, and
church law.

I
The Way of the People’s Ministry

Finally and very briefly Congregationalism is,
peculiarly, the way of the people’s ministry. Don't
forget that. Honor that. It is the way where “the
priesthood of all believers” is worked out seriously
in church life. The church is the “congregation,”
the people. The people, in “Church Meeting” are
the authority in decision making. The minister
joins the local church and is simply one of the
people.

Congregational Churches call the people to be
ministers. No one from outside will step in to
rescue them or do it for them. The people minister
love to each other, and to all comers. The people

call the professional minister. The people teach,
even preach. There is nothing in historic Congre-
gational churchmanship that lay members cannot
do—if their fellow members in Church Meeting
set them aside to do it. Even the sacraments they
may, under certain circumstances, administer.

To have a ministry, they don’t have to go
through headquarters. The immediate need can
be met right here in the congregation.

The church is the “congregation,” the
people. ' '

I have said that in the church I serve a group of
lay people have gone to Africa to learn about
world hunger. They have come home to raise
often $100,000 at Eastertime each year to help save
an African tribe. Eight times they’'ve done that.
The husband of one of the women in the group
decided the first year he didn’t want to wait, or to
just give money. So he has gathered 30 men to
feed 300 - 500 hungry people in our own city one
night each month.

Two other ministries go out to reach and touch
inmates of our federal and state penitentiaries. All
conducted by lay people. All the counselors and
leaders in our ministry to hundreds of junior high
and senior high young people are lay people.

The grief support groups and blended family
support groups, and job transition and women'’s
support groups are led by lay people. [ believe the
freedom of the Congregational Way makes that
possible, and invites the people into ministry.

Conclusion

[ believe the American Church, like the Amer-
ican people, is in turmoil. Partly perhaps because
the Spirit is moving with such power in the land.
Sométhing new is being formed. The land is
awakening to its deep need for God — for His pres-
ence in their personal lives and in all their institu-
tions’ lives. They, will be looking, I believe, for in-
formal, open, welcoming, exciting, loving, mov-
ing, church structures that will give them a chan-
nel, some form, for their new search for God. I
believe they long to be Pilgrims. And [ believe—
humbly I hope—that we are the Pilgrim people—
offering an old way in a new day —for which they
are searching.

[ still believe we could join in a partnership
across the country to be churches of the people,
offering that Pilgrim way.




y remarks come from

the wilderness. In part

it is because they repre-
sent a minority view. It is also, how-
cver, literally true. Congregational-
ists hercin the Southwest are few and
far between, as is just about everyth-
ing elsc. Driving across West Texas
" you understand why the nation looks
to us as its garbage dump for every-
thing from sewer sludge from New
York City to nuclear waste from
many places. El Paso, where I live, is,
forinstance, five hundred miles from
the next major city in Texas, with little
but sand, cactus, and creosote in be-
fween.

I will preface my remarks by say-
ing that we Congregationalists save
ourselves much grief by lacking ma-
chinery for taking up controversial
issues. While other denominations
rend themselves over abortion,
multi-culturalism, incrrancy, ordina-
tion of homosexual clergy, and other
issues limited only by places for ac-
tivists to hang their hats, we lcave
such concerns to local churches or,
even better, don't contend with them

Portland Seen From the

Wilderness

Sees Many Major Accomplishments at

CCCNA Meeting

by the Rev. Dr. Arlin T. Larson

Congregational Church of Hope, El Paso, Texas

at all. Qur national meetings are
therefore relatively harmonious,
stirred up this year only by dcbates
over “Chair” vs. “Chairman” vs.
Chairperson, NACCC vs. CCCNA,
and “sister” vs. “other.” | was on the
losing side on all counts but frankly
couldn’t see that much was at stake.

I would venture that consensus
Congregational opinion falls right in
the center of mainline Protestantism;
we, however, arrive there without
the divisiveness. I must at the same
time, however, issue a caveat. While
we would not want to politicize our-
selves as some denominations have,
we should also acknowledge that we
benefit from their struggles. It is pri-
marily others who wrestle with the
great and not so great questions of
our age in the light of Christian faith.
We avoid divisiveness; we also miss
opportunitics for cultural creativity
and contribution.

That is my real concern. Not the
particular issues mentioned. Nor our
structure which discourages involve-
ment. | am concerned with the Na-
tional Association of Congregational

{ "R
The author cites another first-rate Bible
Lecturer in the person of the Rev. Dr.
Burton Throckmorton, fr., Bangor
Theological Seminary, who probed the
thinking and actions of the Apostle
Paul, speculating on what influenced
his life and “how his ccslatic
expericnces were divorced from his
accomplishments.”

Christian Churches as a movement
forthe kingdom of God. We oftensay
that the local church is our be-all and
end-all. To avoid, however, the self-
centeredness characteristic of our hu-
man race we must keep the larger
goal in mind--the kingdom of God in
which all things are subject to God's
rule.




Here is the question. It isa genuine
question; I really don’t know. In what
ways are our local churches, our As-
sociation, and affiliated organiza-
tions reaching out to make the king-
dom of God a reality? Put in a differ-
ent way—in what ways are our local
churches, Association, and affiliated
organizations engaged with our cul-
ture with a view to transforming it?

Historically our contributions to
American culture are manifold. From
the very institutions of democracy to
the growth of higher education to the
abolition of slavery and numerous
other intellectual and social move-
ments. | attend Congregational An-
nual Meetings as much for inspira-
tion and direction as I do for fellow-
ship.

Perhaps perfect fellowship is after
all the ultimate goal, fellowship with
others as well as with God. And per-
haps the local church can be an inti-
mation of the fellowship of the King-
dom. In this belief, as in much of our
practice, we are much like other de-
nominations. As the ecumenical cam-
pus minister at the University of
Texas at El Paso I recently attended
the New Mexico Annual Conference
of United Methodist Church. As
many differences as we have with the
Methodists’ episcopal system, as a
practical matter their annual meeting
was extremely similar to ours.

Our difference is not so much the
emphasis on local churches as it is the
responsibility we place on local
churches and voluntary associations
for our larger mission. Again here is
the question: in what ways are our
churches engaged with our culture
with a view to transforming it? In our
opening worship the Rev. Lee
Karker got us thinking in the right
direction by speaking of Pilgrimage,
not of Pilgrims as icons of the past,
but as people called by God to chart
new territory. In the Congregational
Lecturethe Rev. Dr. David Gray like-
wise called us out of ourselves by
challenging us to proclaim our mes-
sage of freedom more actively in the
ecumenical arena.

[ will not comment on the Annual
Mceting as a whole, which | thought
was excellent, but on areas of liveli-
ness and movement which stood out
to me:

First, was the decision to send The
Congregationalist to every inter-
ested member of NA churches. This
will not only generate more support
for our magazine but also increase
interest in Congregationalism as an
idea.

Second, was an excellent promo-
tional effort by Don Colhour of
the American Pilgrim Chorus,
which takes the Pilgrim story in word
and song to many places in our coun-
try as well as around the world. |
became enthused with the idea of the
Chorus two years ago in Secattle and
hope it might become a musical focal
point for our churches.

The Communication Commis-
sion’s announcement of new efforts
toencourage publications by Congre-
gational authors was also encourag-
ing. Not much was done with this at
the meetings in Portland, but the idea
is crucial if we want to be a denomi-
nation of “learned clergy.”

Establishing a Family Life in the
Church Commission seems like a
good step given the many indications
of crisis in the American family. With
such an emphasis on fellowship and
community, the “family of Ged,” our
churches should have a contribution
to make.

The efforts of Henry Salley in ex-
offender rchabilitation which won
him the Charles Rush award for mi-
nority ministry were exciting to hear
about, if even briefly. This is another
area of great need, one in which at
least one Congregationalist is making
a special contribution, '

Another first-rate Bible Lecturer
and the annual presentation of the
Washington Cladden Society also, to
me at least, contributed to a sense of
Congregational engagement. (But
why isnt the Washington Gladden
Society more active and better sup-
ported?)

Our enhanced relationship with
Piedmont College also has many

possibilities, especially if it can tran-
scend the intense local needs fell my
most small liberal arts colleges. Per-
haps Piedmont can become a focal
point of our efforts in education,
scholarship, and training.

[ saw these encouraging signs of
movement, but not ncarly as many as
there should have been. We must
learn to think of ourselves not so
much as a fellowship of local
churches as a movement roofed in the
fellowship of local churches. There
should be many cfforts by local
churches, by voluntary societies sup-
ported by Congregationalists, and by
our Divisions and Commissions.
Where are we active in the arts? in
education? in issues of justice? in in-
ternational relations? in contempo-
rary intellectual issues? |

Many denominations have na-
tional structures to conduct their out-
reach. We rely on our churches sepa-
rately. Maybe we are more actively
engaged than is apparent. If so, we
need to share the news and support
each other.

P.S.: lam troubled by the way we treat
our national staff, which strikes me as
somewhat demeaning. After attending
several Annual Mectings, [ have con-
cluded that presenting the Execulive
Secretary and the Associates as hire-
lings who must “report” is the rule
rather than the exception. They are not
accorded leadership roles even though
as a practical matter they are often the
nexus of our common life, especially for
small and isolated churches such as my
own. It behooves us to show more re-
spect for the mern and women we choose
to serve and represent us, and, there-
fore, for ourselves as Congregational-
ists.

The Rev. Dr. Arlin T. Larson is pastor of
the Congregational Church of Hope, Di-
rector of the ecumenical Campus Minis-
try of the University of Texas at El Paso,
and a truslee of the American Pilgrim
Chorus.




Back To The Future

First in a Series of Back To The Future articles
ceiebratfng our heritage, contemporary role and
vision as Congregationalists in the Fortieth :
Anniversary year of the National Association of
Corigregational Christian Churches and the 375th
Anniversary of the landing on Plymouth Rock. -

Denomination or Association?

Editor’s Note: The question of
“denomination” versus “assoctation”
puzzles many of us. Dr. Hall at-
ternpts clarification in the following
article, his main point being that
entanglement in semantics does not
waive our social responsibilities, as
Congregationalists.

—JBP

he 1865 Statement of Polity

reads, “The Congregational

Church derives its power
and authority directly from Christ
and is not subject to any ecclesiasti-
cal government exterior or superior
toitself.”! And we read further that
a Congregational church is bound to
observe the duties of mutual respect
and charity which are included in
the communion of churches. The
twin foci of our way are the auton-
omy of the local church and the ex-
pression of fellowship.

What Matters is How We Serve Society

by the Rev. Dr. Lloyd M. Hall, Jr.
Minister, Plymouth Congregational Church, Racine, Wis.

The National Council of the Con-
gregational Churches, established
in 1871, was the first structured
national expression of the Congre-
gational Way. With the early merg-
ers and the creation of the General
Council in 1931 the groundwork
had been laid for a new expression
of Congregationalism., There was,
from that moment on, a tendency
toward consolidation and centrali-
zation.

Association an Entity

So it was not out of the blue that
“Congregationalism B” emerged:
that the Association is an entity unto
itsell and has the power and author-
ity to make decisions for itself as a
church would make those decisions.
The issue remains whether or not the
association is an entity like a church.
I don't think that's clear among us.
Can we claim that our associations
are “churches” of a different order,

the delegates being gathered and
bound by covenant?

In the study of Polity and Practice,
which was prepared at the behest of
the Executive Committee of the Gen-
eral Council, this statement was
made: “These bodies,” referring to
our fellowship assemblies, “are con-
stituted by delegates from the
Churches and represent the
Churches. The delegates are not
merely individual Christians seek-
ing personal objectives or expressing
personal opinion, but responsible
representatives of the Churches.”?
We are present as representatives of
our churches.

The National Association of Con-
gregational Christian Churches is
not an ecclesiastical organization.
We have designed Articles of Asso-
ciation which provide an adminis-
trative mechanism to do the things
that those who own the Association
(the churches) want done. The Rev.
Dr. A. Vaughan Abercrombie

Continued on next page =¥




writes of the autonomy of the
churches “to which the conferences
and conventions belong."3 We are
not people who belong to a national
(regional, state) association. In
meeting, we are delegates of the
churches to whom Lhe association
belongs!

The Rev. Dr. Henry David
Gray writes: “Congregationalists
reject all authority save that of the
Word of God, the living personal
Word, known in the teachings, the
work, and the life of Jesus Christ.
No man can serve two masters. This
is as true of Churches as it is of
individual Christians."t He places
that in the context of the associa-
tional, denominational relation-
ship. Can the church (“local church”
isredundant since there is no other)
be responsive to Christ and respon-
sive to a denominational structure?
Our polity answer is, “no.” There is
one Master, only one, to whom we
can be responsive. We cannot serve
both.

Not So Good On Fellowship

Tothe extentthat there are weak-
nesses of our way they are weak-
nesses of application. We're good on
autonomy but not so good on fellow-
ship. We don’t really share among
our churches in a caring, loving,
supportive, sometimes cajoling
way. We haven’t been there for one
another and we have pretended that
coming to a meeting is our fellow-
ship. We need to share seriously on
the issues that we face together. We
have neglected, unlike our prede-
cessors, the issues of social respon-
sibility. We need to raise up the
issues and discuss with one an-
other. We need to decide, as a de-
nomination (and I use the word in-
tentionally because “denomination”
doesn't mean structure but is a “tag”
by which we—the churches, not the
NACCC5—can be identifed) if we
are going to be about imposing be-
haviors, imposing words—or about
winning hearts; and how.

“With us,” says Dr. Gray, “church-

manship and discipleship are iden-
tical."6 Discipleship is not about pol-
ity or structures. Discipleship is
about doing the work of Christ. We
need to consult with one another
without the power plays. This is one
of our blessings. We can talk to one
another about the things of Christ.
“Brotherly love, cooperation, mu-
tual council, and devout dedicatlion
to the God and father of our Lord
Jesus Christ, produced the incred-
ible missionary, educational, socie-
tal, and religious work of the Con-
gregational Churches”? We can
again let those rise from our
churches and, true to our heri-
tage, be the dynamic yeast in a
too often failing socicty. M
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To Be or Not to Be?

Religious Mainstream is Denominational
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o be or not to be a denomination is a question many Congregationalists

have been asking themselves lately. What must be realized, however,

is that this question is by no means a new one. It has been raised before,

and Congregationalists’ responses have been critical in terms of the

success or failure of Congregationalism in adapting to changing circum-
stances and in relating to the mainstream of American culture.

Denominationalism as we know it is a relatively recent phenomenon.

Throughout most of the nearly two millennia of Christian history denomina-

tionalism as currently understood has been completely unknown. From the

time of Constantine, when Chris-

tianity became the ofTicial religion

of the Roman Empire, Christians

have identified themselves either Th .
as members of the established e delay in

church, which included the vast udopﬁng a
majority of the people, or as dis- genuine sense Of

senters, consisting of minority
sectarian groups who were gener- deno m inﬂ inﬂﬂl
ally persecuted, rather than toler- R
ated, by the majority. consciousness was

In the sixteenth century, the
Reformation did little to alter COS"’IY for

this pattern of church life except c°ng rega tionalisl‘S.
to increase the variety of estab-
lished, state-supported churches,
for the majority of Protestants
continued to embrace the concept
of religious establishments. Following the schism in Western Christendom,
in southern Europe one was either a member of the established Roman
Catholic Church or one was a dissenter, while in northern Europe one was
either a member of the local Protestant establishment (be it Lutheran,
Reformed, or Anglican) or one was a dissenter.

The Congregationalist Puritans who settled in North America and domi-
nated the culture of colonial New England replicated the traditional pattern
of religious establishments. They set up their churches as the religious
bodies to be officially recognized by the state and to be financially supported
by public taxation. In the early years religious groups other than Congrega-
tionalists were persecuted as dissenters, and in later years, when those
outside the establishment were begrudgingly tolerated rather than perse-
cuted, non-Congregationalists continued to be considered dissenters. These




Congregational establishments of
religion persisted in New England
even after the American Revolution
and lasted well into Lthe nineteenth
century. The last Congregational
establishment to be toppled was
that of Massachusetts in 1833.

Meanwhile, the North American
colonies and later independent
states were on the whole becoming
religiously pluralistic societies. The
middle colonies especially had relig-
ious diversity almost from the begin-
ning so that no single group was able
successfully to maintain a religious
establishment. And in the south,
where the Anglican Church had been
nominally established, the presence
of large numbers of dissenters
(mostly Presbyterians, Baptists, and
Methodists) made it difficult to sus-
tain religious establishments, which
soon gave way to the principle of
official religious freedom and tolera-
tion for all groups.

These policies of religious free-
dom and toleration created a mi-
lieu in which all religious groups
existed on a par with one another
and were free to compete with
each other on equal terms. These
conditions of freedom and equal-
ily for all religious bodies opened
the door to what is known as mod-
ern denominationalism, in which
there is no established church
and each religious group sees it-
seifasone denomination of Chris-
tians among others.

In New England this new de-
nominational consciousness was
slow to take hold. Following dis-
establishment the dissenters, espe-
cially the Baptists and Methodists,
were happy to regard themselves as
denominations fairly and legally vy-
ing for their share of the religious
market. But the Congregationalists
(along with the Unitarians of East-
ern Massachusetts) continued for
the most part to regard themselves
as a kind of privileged estab-
lishment, the legitimate and re-
spectable ecclesiastical heirs of the
revered founders of New England.

The result of this attitude among

Congregationalists was that they
were reluctant to view themselves
as equals among other religious
groups, and so they saw little need
to stoop to the level of competing
with “inferiors.” Clinging to the nos-
talgia of eslablished privilege, Con-
gregationalists were slow to develop
a sense of denominational con-
sciousness. Their failure to embrace
a strong sense of denominational
identity retarded their ability to
compete successfully with other re-
ligious groups as Americans moved
west. And it really was not unti] the
Albany Convention of 1852, when
the Plan of Union with the Presby-
terians was officially abrogated,
that Congregationalists began to
develop a national sense of denomi-
national consciousness.

This delay in adopting a genuine
sense of denominational conscious-
ness was costly for Congregational-
ists. While New England Congrega-
tionalists languished in an anachro-
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The ecclesiastical
climate of
confemporary
American religious
culture is that of
denominationalism.

nistic sense of ecclesiastical elitism,
America was turning increasingly
Baptist and Methodist, two groups
whose sense of denominational
identity and religious competilivé-
ness was especially strong. From
being the largest religious group in
America at the time of inde-
pendence from England, Congrega-
tionalists shrank back to a decided
minority status as they were nu-
merically outstripped by several
other religious groups. Had Congre-
gationalists not finally acquired a

healthy sense of denominational
consciousness and eventually set
out to proselytize the West, they
might have all but disappeared
from the religious map of America.

And today there are those who
would have Congregationalists once
again eschew consciousness as a de-
nomination. But this time, rather
than choosing to think of them-
selves as a kind of quasi-estab-
lishment instead of a denomination,
Congregationalists are asked to
think of themselves as an associa-
tion instead of a denomination. But
the ecclesiastical climate of contem-
porary American religious culture is
that of denominationalism. There
are no establishments anymore.
The mainstream of American relig-
ion consists of denominations.
Groups who refuse to be recognized
as parts of the denominational
structure of the American religious
landseape in effect remove them-
selves from the mainstream of

American religion altogether..

Such groups are viewed as outsid-

ers and are categorized as sects

regardless of whether or not they
call themselves associations.
From establishment to denomi-
nation to sect is not the sequence
of historical development that
should appeal to modern Congre-
gationalists. But it will become re-
ality if Congregationalists sepa-

‘rate themselves from the main-

stream of American denomina-

tional life. Congregationalists

were once reluctant to call them-

selves a denomination, and they
paid a considerable price for that re-
luctance. Today Congregationalists
are beingcalled to disassociate them-
selves from the denominational
structure of American religious cul-
ture, and if they do so they will once
again pay a considerable price.

“Ta be or not to be a denomina-
tion?” is a question that Congrega-
tionalists must answer in the af-
firmative if they wish to continue as
respected members of a religicus
culture to which they have already
contributed so much. M



