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A HISTORY OF THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH
Who We Are!

Read in unison from John 17:20-23

“My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one: I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.”


The story of the Church as it is told in any place or time is always an account of danger and crisis. That’s just the nature of the Church in the world. The call of grace that brings the Church into existence also brings it face to face with principalities and powers that threaten to destroy it and its mission. We cannot escape this because we live in the world and we are called to be in the world - it is our God-given mandate to engage the world, in all its danger, with the truth of the Lordship of Jesus Christ. And this, Jesus warns, necessarily brings peril to the Church and to us as individual members of it.

 


But the dangers that we face are often also the very forces that strengthen the Church and give shape to our understanding of it and of the gospel we preach. Church traditions and denominations take shape as the Church encounters unfaithfulness and seeks to defend the gospel where it feels it is being threatened. That’s one reason we have so many varied expressions of the Church today - each addressing aspects of the gospel it considers to be critical to faithful ministry. Some stress the need for baptism, some for the blessing of the Holy Spirit, some the need for order, others for compassionate outreach or peace making - and so on. Each has something important to contribute to our understanding of the gospel and taken together help us appreciate the richness of the truth we share with the world. So I think it is always good for us to hear these stories; it helps us discover aspects of our faith we might otherwise gloss over or miss altogether. These are important stories and they need to be told and preserved for the sake of the Church and the gospel.


Having said that, my aim tonight is to convince you of the importance of knowing and being able to tell our own unique story as a Church; to know what crises of faithfulness brought the CECF into existence, what aspects of the gospel God laid on our hearts as a Church that we felt necessary to defend with uncompromising conviction. Knowing our story is knowing who we are and what we stand for and what our unique and faithful contribution to the kingdom of God in Canada should be. But that means we need to be faithful in telling our own story. We need to be able to tell it, and to tell it well, because we need to be faithful to the gospel handed down to us by our forebears.


I was glad when they asked me to share the story of the Christian Church Restoration movement because, like most stories worth telling, it is inspiring and informative, but also instructive for helping us understand who we are and what God would have us do. I personally became part of this unfolding story in the early 80’s when I began attending Ringwood Christian Church just outside Stouffville, Ontario. I had not been brought up in the Christian Church tradition but having ministered here now for 30 years God has taught me to appreciate that this not-so-well-known story really needs to be told.  It cannot afford to be forgotten! To forget would be tragic because it is after all God’s story – a story of his faithfulness and the faithfulness of a people who loved God and were committed to the Church. And I came to appreciate that here is a story that has made no small contribution to our understanding of the Church. It would be a shame, if not negligence on our part, to ignore it, or worse, reject it altogether.


Regretfully this has happened in the past. We have neglected our story and we have paid dearly for it. I personally am sorry for that and I am more determined than ever that we will not be guilty of such neglect again. So let me recount briefly the story of the Christian Church movement and suggest a few lessons we might glean as we desire with all our heart to be faithful representatives of the gospel within the Christian Church tradition.

I.          Brief History:
 

The Christian Church movement began shortly after the new American republic won its independence from England in 1783. At that time feelings of independence and new freedom were running high and there was a strong desire in the US to break the yoke of European authority. Religious traditions and denominations that had their roots in the Old World were coming under criticism for being too authoritative and constricting. Ten years after the US won its independence from England a number of Church leaders, independently of each other and in different parts of the country, began to react to political structures they felt had no place in the Church. Denominations had become too much a reflection of the secular structures of the world and it was an impediment to the church’s growth and unity.


The first of these reactions began to emerge in Virginia under the leadership of James O’Kelly, a Methodist Elder. Without giving too many details, suffice it to say that O’Kelly had developed deep concerns over Episcopal power in the Methodist Church; concerns that came to a head at a General Conference in 1792. At that conference a number of Methodist elders put forth their case for greater freedom on behalf of churches desiring to serve in the manner and the places they saw fit. Unfortunately nothing was resolved so the following year, O’Kelly, along with a number of other elders, withdrew from the Methodist Church to form the Republican Methodist Conference. A year after that (1794) they held a second conference at which time they determined that the only name by which they would be known was that of "Christians." From that point on this small emerging movement came to be known as the "Christian Church." It was clearly a very attractive movement because significant numbers of other Episcopal Methodists left the Church to join the newly founded Christian Conference under O’Kelly’s leadership.


At about the same time as this, but totally unconnected, some Baptist preachers in the New England states were sharing a similar desire to make the Church a gentler and less authoritative institution. Two preachers in particular, Abner Jones and Elias Smith, began to preach, contrary to Baptist sentiments, that "Christian" should be the only appropriate name for believers. Believers were never called anything else in the Bible but Christians. Jones and Smith separated from the Baptist denomination and established churches under the Christian name. Not long afterward they discovered O’Kelly’s group of “Christians only” in Virginia and joined forces to form the “Christian Connexion.”

 - there is a third prong to this story of independence and renewal and it came from a group of Kentucky Presbyterians under the leadership of Barton W. Stone. Stone was apparently a very capable leader and instrumental in organizing the Great Cane Ridge Revivals during which thousands of people were converted to Christ. Stone was deeply impressed by the display of Christian unity that emerged among the new converts who hailed from many different Church traditions. Denominational walls melted away as practical expressions of new life in Christ and love for one another became the most important signs of true conversion in the revival. A new and vibrant spirit of unity emerged that they had not witnessed before and large numbers of Presbyterian ministers began to question the validity of ecclesiastical structures that got in the way of such unity. So Stone and others began to pursue the ideal of being non-partisan Christians, "Christians only." Apart from any assistance from the Christian Connexion (O’Kelly, Jones, Smith), churches in Kentucky and Ohio withdrew from the Presbyterian Church to simply be Christians. They too eventually heard about O’Kelly’s Christian Connexion and together, under Stone’s leadership, the ever-expanding Christian Connexion developed into a significant Church renewal movement.

Other names began to appear and take front and centre in the leadership of this renewal movement. Thomas Campbell moved to New England from Northern Ireland and taught the same anti-denominationalist sentiment the Christians were teaching. He was joined by his son Alexander Campbell who, along with Barton Stone, eventually became the most influential spokespersons for the Christian Church movement. These men were all very well schooled and were prolific writers – they founded widely read newspapers, many of which were the first in the new frontier, and they wrote able articles defending the Christian Church position. They founded schools for training ministers, many of which continue to train men and women for ministry in the Christian Church tradition to this day.


To give you some indication of the spirit that fueled much of this restoration movement let me share a few quick quotes that come from a book titled “History of the Christians,” published about 1870. “History of the Christians” quotes from a book on the life of Abner Jones (a Baptist from New England) who writes in his own words;


“I drew up a determination to believe and practice just what I found required in the Bible, and no more. When, on searching the New Testament through, to my great astonishment I could not find the denomination of Baptist mentioned in the whole of it. I only found John the Baptist, or baptizer. The Disciples were first called Christians at Antioch. After this search I denied the name of a Baptist.”


In remarking about the Great Caneridge Revivals led by Barton Stone in Kentucky (1801), the author notes;


“There were many of those converts who never had and never could submit to human dogmas. Therefore when asked “of what sect they were?” the reply was, “None,” “What denomination will you join?” “None.” “What party name will you take?” “None.” “What will you do?” “We will continue as we have begun – we will be Christians, Christ is our Leader, the Bible is our only creed, and we will serve God free from the trammels of sectarianism.”


One other quote should give us some sense of the spirit of this movement. It comes from the last will and testament of Springfield Presbytery where Barton Stone served as a Presbyterian minister. It gives some insight into what motivated Stone’s move into the Christian Church. We need to remember that this was a flourishing Church at the time and Stone was a very popular preacher – it was not on its last legs, yet this was Stone’s way of bringing his work into a new and vital movement. The document reads like a last will and testament.


“We will that this body die, be dissolved, and sink into union with the body of Christ at large; for there is but one body, and one Spirit, even as we are called in one hope of our calling.”


“We will that our power of making laws for the government of the Church, and executing them by delegated authority, forever cease; that the people may have free course to the Bible, and adopt the law of the Spirit of life in Jesus Christ.”


“We will that the Church of Christ resume her native right of internal government.”


“We will that the people henceforth take the Bible as their only sure guide to heaven, and as many as are offended with other books, which stand in competition with it, may cast them into the fire if they choose; for it is better to enter into life having one book, than having many to be cast into hell.”


“We will that preachers and people cultivate a spirit of mutual forbearance, pray more and dispute less.”


As it turns out, the Christian Church movement was no flash in the pan of historical curiosity. It grew rapidly throughout the 19th century, being committed to biblical preaching, to practical outreach, and to empowering all members of the Church for ministry. It was their abiding conviction that over the ages the Church had become encrusted with an array of creeds and forms that had distorted its NT simplicity and unity. The only way to overthrow these corruptions and restore the Church to its original purity was to return to a simple trust in the Bible. And it needs to be mentioned that all of this focus on the Church was not so much for the sake of the Church as it was a desire to hasten the kingdom of God and see the reign of Christ.

 


Today the Christian Church Restoration Movement, although now divided into several different strands, continues to be a large and vibrant movement numbering in the millions in the US. We have all heard about Willow Creek Community Church in Chicago Illinois – generally acknowledged to be the largest Church in America today. But I wonder how many of us could name America's second largest church. You might guess Saddleback Community Church in Orange County, California, but you would be wrong! I discovered that the second largest church in the U.S. is a not so well known, 22,000 member congregation in Louisville, Kentucky called - Southeast Christian Church. And as you might guess, it is the flagship Church of a fellowship of over ten-thousand churches with over two million members. It is a Christian Church - evangelical, bible-based, and obviously very appealing to those that attend - but it is a Church very committed to the principles of the Christian Church Restoration Movement whose history we share.


Our Christian Church heritage brings us into that story – a story that tells us much about who we are and what we stand for. We have barely scratched the surface of what it means to be part of the Christian Church movement – how we understand the Church and what it means to be faithful to our story and to God’s particular mission for us. But we cannot afford to forget – we must remember; in fact we must be able to tell the story fluently so that we don’t invent a Church of our own making. The Christian Church has been forged on the anvil of time and testing; it is a story of courage and fidelity and it has given us something unique and important for the Church today.


Let me share with you briefly some of the Christian Church distinctives that I think we need to be proud of and to build upon as a fellowship of churches. From the very beginning the Christian Church movement avowed its commitment to the centrality of Scripture in the life of the Church – particularly in the face of humanly devised creeds and confessions. This was one of the distinctive and founding principles of the Christian Church movement, to have a deeper skepticism of human creeds and a higher confidence in the sufficiency of the Bible. It was their goal to get everyone reading the Bible as their primary book and learning to interpret it for themselves with the help of the Holy Spirit. If this could happen, they felt certain the Church would become the vibrant and unified witness Jesus prayed for in John 17. I am proud to stand on that heritage today – we need a fresh understanding of how the Bible works with authority in our churches and in our lives, not in a simplistic literalist way but as a people gathered around God’s Word eager to hear and discern his voice together.


Christian Church leaders were also committed to taking the Church seriously; that is another thing I admire about this movement. They saw the Church as part and parcel of God’s mission to the world, as that community of men and women that could show forth an alternative vision for life and loving community. They believed the Church would bear faithful witness to the gospel and to God’s kingdom only when it could experience the truth of Jesus’ prayer in John 17, that they might be one with each other as Jesus was one with the Father. Only in the visible unity of Christian love; only in the eroding of denominational and creedal walls; only in this would God be glorified and the world know that Jesus has come from God. They did not take unity lightly by spiritualizing it, or tucking it away in a theology book, or by believing they could somehow structure it politically or institutionally. They took it seriously, committing their churches to it, knowing that unity was a gift of grace that they had to take hold of – and that they would have to sacrifice for! And to that end they have become a living witness to us of our high calling to evangelize our neighborhoods through loving, grace-filled Christian communities called Church! Would that we would cultivate this same Spirit of unity within and among our churches.


Thirdly, the Christian Church movement was committed to the freedom and autonomy of each Church in fulfilling its mission for the glory of Christ. Every Church had the right to be free from authoritarian leadership that would deny the Christian’s freedom in Christ – to serve their own communities and to believe as their conscience led them to. Christian love cannot be legislated, and unanimity is no sign of love – each person’s gifts must be recognized and encouraged and used within the Church. It was not by accident that Christian Churches became the first to ordain women into the ministry – it was consistent with their understanding of freedom in Christ.


Those early Christian Church leaders, O’Kelly, Stone, Smith, Jones, Campbell, etc. discerned the times they lived in and knew how to respond. If we don’t learn anything else from the Christian Church story let’s at least learn this – that we too need to know our times, to understand the place and moment God has set for us, the opportunities and the dangers. That’s the meaning of crisis – danger with opportunity. I can’t help but think that a large part of our crisis involves knowing our story – because I believe there are lessons of courage and conviction in that story designed to lead us into God’s future!


Let’s continue to write this story together with a sharp and sensitive eye to the past so we can know what God expects of us today. We have lots to contribute – may we do so with sensitivity and courage and faithfulness to the story into which God has so wisely and sovereignly placed us. If we will do so, I believe God will continue to honor and bless our efforts for his kingdom!


Amen.

