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Introduction

The first half of the nineteenth century was in many ways a golden age for Protestant Christianity in the United States. Christian movements flourished to a degree never before seen. People experimented with their religious convictions in unique ways, from the utopian perfectionism of Shakers to the transcendentalism of Emerson. Historians refer to the period as the Second Great Awakening, as it was a religious awakening that followed the one that occurred in eighteenth-century colonial America, led by Jonathan Edwards. The two “awakenings” were divided by the American Revolution and its immediate aftermath. It is tempting to see them as one phenomenon, at least until their very different motivations are understood. Edwards’ awakening was an attempt to revive a purer form of Calvinism, while the nineteenth-century awakening was an attempt to discredit Calvinism altogether. Mixed with this anti-Calvinist fervor at the beginning of the nineteenth century was a belief in republicanism, the equality of all Christians, and a burning desire to restore the true church. This restoration would of necessity bring all Christians together. All the distinctions that had developed over time would cease to divide the one true Church of Christ. Even the divisions that developed during Edwards’ revival—Old Lights versus New Lights—would melt away. More than anything else, Christian unity was the ideal that drove the Second Great Awakening.

In 1832, two Christian movements came together in an attempt to practice this ideal Christian unity. One was led by Barton Stone, a preacher from the western regions, and the leader of Cane Ridge Revivals. The other was led by Alexander Campbell, a prolific writer and Christian leader who had caused much controversy among the Baptists. United, the “Stone–Campbell Movement” became an important part of American Christianity. The main purpose of this study is to present evidence that Stone was never a leader in the movement, and not an influence on those who moved it in the direction it went after the Civil War. Furthermore, if Stone was never a leader in the movement that bears his name, then the “Stone–Campbell Movement” is a myth of sorts, and Stone’s legacy lies elsewhere. The word “myth” is not used here in the traditional sense of a story used to explain the origins of a culture or religion. Here, we mean “myth” in a modern sense as an erroneous understanding or perception. Stone’s role in the Stone–Campbell Movement, understood as it is by most historians today, is just such an erroneous understanding or perception.

The first order of business in clearing up such a myth is to understand the unique American environment that gave birth to Christian movements like Stone’s and Campbell’s. The two decades after the American Revolution were of tremendous idealism mixed with a nagging insecurity. Everyone wanted to believe that a republican government could really work, but the evidence did not always support that belief. Many citizens of the new American republic turned to their religion to justify their new republican values. They started to see Christianity as a way to prove that republicanism worked. The added benefit of such an approach was the way it undermined the centralized authority that was an essential part of Protestantism. Thus, it is possible to say that after the revolution in America, Christianity had a French Revolution. The patriotic church-goers did not revolt according to the conservative American model, but rather, according to the radical French model. American churches tapped into a new democratic urge that changed them permanently. The effect was electrifying. It was felt even in old Europe, where France’s revolution transformed European societies.1| In America, ordained ministers functioning within strictly hierarchal denominations lost the attention of the people to itinerant preachers who roamed the cities and countryside, proposing a democratic approach to Christianity.2 Within this radical revolution in American churches, primitivism and restorationism began to flourish, based on the belief that this was the time set aside by God to bring back or restore the original church. These newly radical American Christians believed that the true church had virtually disappeared during the long centuries of apostasy. The reforms of Wycliffe and Luther had failed to restore it.3 The job before them now was to tear down these tightly structured denominations and replace them with one universal “catholic” church as it existed in the first century.

This was not a new idea. The Puritans in the seventeenth century had advocated a particular version of this primitivist-restorationist ideal. Indeed, it was not a new idea even for them. As historian Theodore Bozeman points out, most Christian views are primitivistic because they reach back to a pure beginning. The Puritans who came to America starting around 1620 were simply the next link in a chain of primitivist-restorationist ideologies that had always guided Christianity through its many phases. According to Bozeman, the Puritan’s unique contribution was their rejection of all human invention in religion. They rejected Anglican duality which taught that biblical authority prevailed in all matters of salvation, but human authority prevailed in matters of church governance.4 More than all the medieval reforms, and more than Luther himself, the Puritans fought for a sole authority of scripture as the foundation for their restoration of the true church. So the primitivist-restorationist ideal that existed within the newly democratized churches after the American Revolution rested on a Puritan foundation, even as it rejected the Puritan’s Calvinism.

Restorationism, republicanism, and anti-Calvinism inspired many new Christian groups during the early years of the new republic. This is the environment that gave birth to the Stone and Campbell’s movements at the beginning of the nineteenth century. Barton Stone’s movement was often referred to as the “Christians” or sometimes hyphenated as “Christ-ians” in order to distinguish them from other Christian groups. Alexander Campbell’s movement associated itself with the Baptists and came to be known as the “Reformers” or “Reforming Baptists.”5 In 1832, after much prodding from leaders on both sides, these two movements came together as one. Adherents called themselves the Disciples of Christ, although they never fully agreed on names and titles. With as many as 300,000 members, the Disciples of Christ/Christians were the sixth largest religious group in the United States on the eve of the Civil War.6 Often overlooked by historians who write about the Second Great Awakening, the Stone–Campbell Movement was indeed a significant part of the religious landscape of nineteenth-century America. Revealing misperceptions and “myths” about Stone’s role in the group is vital in understanding not only the tradition itself, but also in understanding the development of the three branches of the tradition in the twentieth century. The first division was in 1906 when conservative Southern-oriented congregations (Churches of Christ) split from the main body (Disciples of Christ). A later division occurred within the main body, forming a third branch (Independent Christian Churches).

Conflicts Within the Tradition Today

Jumping ahead to recent years, the churches that have developed out of this “Stone–Campbell myth” still struggle to understand their influences and identities. In February 2006 Abilene Christian University (ACU), located in West Texas (a region where the Churches of Christ thrives), held their eighty-eighth annual lectureship, which was also the centennial of the school’s founding in 1906.7 Long labeled a “progressive” university within the Churches of Christ college system, most who attended these lectureships expected ACU to do and say unorthodox things. A theme of unity and ecumenicity had been included in the lectureships for years now. Leading writers, scholars, and ministers within the tradition—loosely labeled “restoration historians”—had been using the ACU lectureships as a platform for change within the Churches of Christ as far back as the 1960s. They called for a rejection of the movement’s history of condemning other church traditions and denominations. They called for more tolerance and cooperation, especially between the three branches of the Stone–Campbell tradition. They called for more attention to be given to the group’s nineteenth-century origins. The desire was to move cautiously away from the exclusionism that had always been a part of the Churches of Christ branch, toward more cooperation with the other branches of the Stone–Campbell tradition.

Many were not prepared for the extent to which the progressives at ACU were willing to embrace change at these centennial lectureships. The thinking perhaps was that all this talk of ecumenicity and embracing of other branches of the Stone–Campbell tradition was merely a needed corrective to the excessive exclusionism of the past. There had always been calls to unity, but never one that was not predicated on other groups seeing their biblical errors and giving some ground on them. Indeed, that was the proud tradition of Churches of Christ, who were known as people of the Word, willing to argue for a correct interpretation of scriptures as their studious, “common sense” approach led them. It was a style they had inherited from Campbell himself. Many within the group were unwilling to give those things up in order to have unity with other groups.

The centennial lectureships began with an opening ceremony at ACU’s Moody Coliseum on a Sunday night. The keynote speakers were Royce Money, the president of ACU, and Don Jeanes, president of Milligan College affiliated to the Independent Christian Churches. Together they called for unity between the two churches, and asked mainline Churches of Christ to set aside their differences with the Christian Churches, and to repent of their past contentiousness. The hermeneutic issues that separated the two churches should be set aside, they claimed, in the interest of Christian unity. Issues such as the use of instrumental music in worship and the role of women in the church should be seen as matters of opinion, they implied, although without directly engaging those key issues. It was a bold yet cautious push toward unity: bold because the key note speaker position was being shared with a college president from the Christian Churches; cautious because they spoke in a way that danced around many of the points of contention between the two churches. Most of the audience applauded.

The next day at a “Restoration Unity Forum” a panel of Church of Christ and Christian Church leaders (including one woman) gave testimony to the need for unity among the two factions of the Stone–Campbell tradition. Again, as in the opening ceremonies, most people in the audience seemed to agree with the changes being discussed. Comments indicated that many saw these changes as something the churches had been working toward for a very long time. Yet, there was a fair amount of the audience that displayed uneasiness and apprehension. How willing would the mainline Churches of Christ be to give up their cherished stance on instrumental music, the role of women in the church, and other biblical issues that defined their beliefs in restorationism and anti-denominationalism? After all these years of being exclusive, could they successfully fellowship with Christian Churches? Could they all go back to their roots in the Stone–Campbell tradition and find some common ground upon which to unite? Many doubted that such a thing would be possible or even desirable. Many traditionalists felt that ACU was giving away their long-fought-for stand on biblical purity and right-headed, rational interpretation of scripture. They were selling out on the doctrinal and interpretational stances that defined the Churches of Christ and gave them their distinctive role as seekers of exact scriptural truth. Who had authorized ACU to make such a choice? Who was in charge here anyway? What was going to happen now?

All the above questions were asked at the 2006 ACU centennial lectureships. They were rarely asked publicly because the ACU agenda of unity prevailed in all the public-speaking engagements. But privately, these fearful questions were asked among many Churches of Christ members who were uncomfortable with the attempted uniting of their church with those they had always disagreed with on important issues. The fearful questions continued after the lectureships as the drive toward unity spread to other cities in West Texas such as Lubbock. Churches of Christ and Christian Churches there began to move toward some sort of historical reconciliation. Many members within the Churches of Christ were against these unity efforts, and therefore were not consulted when attempts to carry them out began. Those behind the unity efforts (and the media reporting them) simply assumed that anyone not interested in joining the unity effort was entrenched in the old exclusionism. In a newspaper article about the unity phenomenon, critics of it got barely a mention, and it was a negative one.8 Yet, many thought that the whole question of the nature of unity and the cost of unity to individual freedom should have been readdressed. Instead, the unity efforts moved forward, without further debate. Despite this, it is doubtful how successful they ultimately will be given the internal resistance to them. This stalemate between progressives and traditionalists is exacerbated by the inability or unwillingness of these churches to agree on the meaning of their nineteenth-century roots. The hope is that this study’s focus on a correct analysis of Stone and his real contributions to American Christianity will aid these churches in getting past some of the conflicts they now face. Seeing Barton Stone in a new light may change the debate over whether Christian unity is a mandate from God or a hopelessly impossible dream.

The Problem of Unity and Truth

Another purpose of this study is to understand, within the context of the Stone–Campbell tradition, the paradoxical urge to embrace unity and at the same time seek absolute truth in scripture. The Churches of Christ branch exemplifies this paradox, for how can a church embrace an absolute understanding of scripture yet be united with those who disagree with that understanding? On a basic level, it seems that one must choose either unity or truth. Trying to have both at the same time does not work. This dilemma was at the foundation of the Stone–Campbell union in 1832, where Barton Stone’s “Christ-ians” from the West joined with Campbell’s Reformed Baptists. This union of the two groups was pushed forward, even though the differences between Stone and Campbell were considerable. Therefore, this study will focus on a particular answer to this unity-truth dilemma. The answer leads us back to the central thesis: Barton Stone, although he supported the 1832 union, did not consequently become a leader in the consolidated movement that union created. His understanding of Christian unity and truth was so universal and broad compared to Campbell’s that his voice was effectively muted within the movement from the very beginning. In short, Stone was never a leader in the Stone–Campbell Movement. He was always a voice on the outside, urging all to embrace a broad Christian path. On the whole, the Stone–Campbell Movement was more interested in defining itself and distinguishing itself from other Christian churches. Stone’s universal message was ignored.

This analysis of the problem of unity and truth begins by showing the deep divide that existed between these two men. Barton Stone and Alexander Campbell, when they united their two Christian movements, were far from being in agreement on any of the key theological, philosophical, or political ideas of their time. In many ways, they were complete opposites, contradicting themselves in so many ways that it almost seems bizarre in retrospect that they ever brought together their movements in the first place. Once these differences are established, it will then be possible to move toward the understanding that Campbell was the only true influence in the movement after 1832. It is common for the “restoration historians” who study this part of American religious history to debate over the various influences that Stone and Campbell had within the movement. Some characteristics are explained as being the result of Campbell’s influence, while others are explained in lieu of Stone. By showing how these arguments wrongly assume that Stone had an influence on the movement, it is then possible to look at the history of the movement in a new light. The events at ACU in 2006 are understood differently when we see them as not being the result of a Stone versus Campbell conflict. It also helps to put Stone in a more accurate historical context, for, although he has no influence on the movement that bears his name, his unique voice does resonate in other Christian groups who embrace his broad Christian view.
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