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“Reformed” in General and “German Reformed” in Particular

The “theology of the Reformed tradition” is an ambiguous phrase. Here in Pennsylvania
“Reformed” is often misunderstood. Some people use the word to refer to any heritage derived
from the “Protestant Reformation.” But that is way too broad. Reformed people are not, for
example, Lutherans. Others use the phrase to point to the “German Reformed” legacy so strong
here in Pennsylvania. But that is too narrow. Technically, “Reformed” refers to something in
between; not too big and not too small. When historians say “Reformed” they mean a family of
traditions descended from the Swiss Reformation, most notably spearheaded by John Calvin and
Ulrich Zwingli. This theological family had many divergent streams, but they did share some
important common themes that distinguished them from Lutherans, Mennonites, and Anglicans.
In the United Church of Christ, “Reformed” characterizes not only the German Reformed
stream, but also the Congregationalist side, and some dimensions of the Evangelical Synod
heritage. Other “Reformed” denominations include the various Dutch Reformed and
Presbyterian Churches (of which there are legion) and, to some extent, the Disciples of Christ.

In spite of many differences, Reformed people share several distinctives. First, Reformed
people have always emphasized the sovereignty of an awesomely powerful God. God’s glory is
overwhelming, both terrifying and fascinating, like standing at the brink of Niagara Falls or the
Grand Canyon. You want to approach the edge to behold the awesome and thrilling vista, but the
prospect is also intimidating, and you back off. That experience of awe, which includes delight,
humility, gratitude, and dependence is the baseline of Reformed piety.

But God doesn’t just sit around in heaven and radiate glory. God is active and purposeful

in nature and in history, working out God’s goals in all spheres of life. God cares about politics,



economics, family life, and even the use of leisure time. God’s will and God’s concern are not
absent from any aspect of life. Reformed people can distinguish church and state but can never
bifurcate faith and politics. That is why Reformed people have been in the forefront of
movements for economic and political justice and for cultural and societal flourishing, from
representative democracy, to abolition, to fair wages for all workers, to educational reform, to
women’s rights, and to civil rights. That theme of God working out Gods’ redemptive purposes
has remained a constant. That conviction continues to play itself out in our current efforts to
engage the pressing issues of our era, from LGBTQ rights to economic equity. Of course,
Reformed people often ferociously disagree about what exactly God’s justice-driving purposes
are, and what political programs (if any) most closely approximate them.

Secondly, like almost all Protestants, Reformed people believe that we are forgiven and
accepted by God simply because of God’s loving mercy. “Justification” is not due to our moral
worthiness or our spiritual progress. God loves us as we are, warts and all. Like other Protestants,
Reformed folks were convinced that we are all sinners, all have fallen short, and even the
seemingly good people still harbor sinful thoughts and desires. If God requires righteousness in
order for an individual to be saved, everyone is in deep trouble. That is a powerful prophylactic
against self-righteousness.

But Reformed people are not content to just be forgiven. We tend to emphasize the fact
that if God justifies someone, God will also sanctify them, giving them the motivation and
energy to delight in doing God’s will. We don’t follow God’s lead in order to win brownie points
or earn a ticket to heaven. Rather, we obey God’s law of love and righteousness because we
adore it, because doing God’s will is the most joyful and satisfying thing imaginable. This

growth in delight in God is called “sanctification.”



Reformed folks have often associated this with what has been called the “third use of the
God’s Law.” The first two uses of the Law were emphasized by Lutherans. They claimed that
things like the Ten Commandments were primarily revealed in order to scare the hell out of
sinners, and maybe frighten them into being moderately less criminal. The second use was to set
a moral standard so high that everyone must realize that they had failed to make the grade and
needed to turn to the cross for forgiveness. For example, who can truly love their enemies? But
Reformed people added a third use: God’s law should be a source of delight for those who are
growing in discipleship. Obedience is not an onerous burden. God’s law is like a musical score
that a musician thrills at playing. The good musician welcomes the composer’s notes on the page
and does not experience them as an imposition on their creativity.

Many of these themes would come to fruition in Congregationalism, a powerful English-
speaking branch of the Reformed tradition. The Congregationalists were (and still are) the
spiritual descendants of the seventeenth century New England Puritans who had aspired to
construct all the political and economic structures of the New England colonies according to
biblical principles of equity and justice. They made provisions for higher education, promoted
universal literacy, and made provisions for widows and orphans. They regulated interest rates
according to biblical principles. They did get a little extreme and ransacked the Bible for such
things as instruction about urban planning. For example, all the pretty town squares in New
England with Congregational churches in the middle were based on the model of the
encampments of the Israelites as the journeyed in the wilderness. The Puritans even insisted that
sports should be biblical, condemning any sport not mentioned in the Bible. Foot racing and
fencing were legitimate, but leapfrog was definitely out. In an extreme drive to legislate

morality, some communities even outlawed ill-will.



Now we are going to switch gears to another branch of the Reformed tradition. The
German Reformed heritage was significantly different from other strands of the Reformed
tradition, and that difference still lives on. In the UCC it still often distinguishes the decedents of
the Congregationalist from their German Reformed relatives. In part this distinctiveness was due
to its German rather than Swiss, Dutch, or English origins. The German Reformed legacy had
arisen in a region of western Germany that had been subjected to rival Lutheran, Zwinglian,
Calvinist, and lingering Catholic influences. While celebrating the Lord’s Supper around 1560, a
Lutheran and a Zwinglian minister in Heidelberg slugged each other while co-celebrating the
Eucharist, fighting over the words of consecration. The various religious factions were on the
verge of killing each other. That destructive conflict of spiritualities motivated many of the
ecclesial and political leaders of the territory to search for a theology that was broadly orthodox,
congruent with the ecumenical creeds, tolerant of differing opinions about nonessential matters
of faith and practice, avoidant of speculation about unknowable mysteries, and passionate about
Christian unity. This irenic ethos diverged from the finicky doctrinal focus of many of the
English and Dutch Reformed traditions.

The central theme of the English Reformed tradition that inspired Presbyterians and
Congregationalist had been that the purpose of human life was to “glorify God and enjoy Him
forever,” as was proclaimed in the Westminster Catechism. The German Reformed folks
migrated away from the centrality of God’s awesome power and righteousness. Instead, the
Heidelberg Catechism begins with the question: “What is my only comfort in life and in death?”
The spotlight moved to God’s loving concern for God’s creatures. The Germans refrained from

speculating about the details of how God accomplished God’s care. Unlike the English, Scots,



and Dutch they did not spin theories about predestination, but rather proclaimed that Christians
should just trust that all will be well, for everything is in God’s hands.

The Germans also cherished a sense of familial community more than some of the other
strand of the Reformed tradition. Of course they would; they were refugees, immigrants, fleeing
from the wars of Louis XIV that had a pronounced religious dimension. And they settled in
scattered farms, cut off from their homeland and from one another. They wanted a sense of
family, a sense of belonging, a sense of comfort. Consequently, gathering around the Eucharistic
table, communing with their relatives back in the Rhineland, with their ancestors, and with Jesus
Christ became a central feature of their piety. All forms of the Reformed heritage foregrounded
community, but it made a big difference if community was described with familial images or
with task-oriented vocabulary about exhorting one another to accomplish God’s purposes in a
New World.

The uniqueness of the German Reformed heritage in America was not merely
attributable to its rootage in Germany. It was also a response to the idiosyncrasies of early
nineteenth century America. This most evident in the “Mercersburg” movement of the nineteenth
century that arose in the institution that was the ancestor of Lancaster Theological Seminary.
During this era the revivalists of the Second Great Awakening were striving to trigger conversion
experiences, often by using very sensationalistic and coercive strategies. They would first imbue
their audiences with a crushing fear of damnation and then promise them relief from guilt. For
the revivalist the typical introduction to the Christian life was the “born again” experience which
was a datable episode in an individual’s life. This spirit was reflected, often in more moderate
forms, in the revivalist wings of the German Reformed, Congregational, and Presbyterian

churches.



The Mercersburg theologians were appalled at revivalism’s glamorization of the
individual’s dramatic and sudden spiritual transformation, its denigration of the nurturing power
of the church’s worship and catechesis, and its reduction of the church to a voluntary society of
reborn individuals. In opposition to this, the Mercersburg theologians redirected attention away
from the drama of the individual’s alleged rebirth to the gradual communication of Christ’s
sanctified life to humanity through the church.

For the Mercersburg theologians the essence of the Good News is God’s spiritual
empowerment of humanity rather than the rectification of sin. Consequently, for theologians like
John Nevin and Philip Schaff intimate spiritual communion with Christ through the church
became the centerpiece of Christian faith. The older Reformed theology in America was
dominated by legal concepts and metaphors, particularly the notion of obedience to the will of
God as the transcendent source of law and order. But Schaff and Nevin shifted attention away
from the judgment and power of God to God’s perfecting of human nature. Their theology was
motivated by hopes and yearnings that differed from those typical of more traditional Calvinists.
For them the good news of Christianity is that human beings, and all creatures, can participate in
God’s very life and thereby experience reconciliation, harmony, and unity. The situation from
which Christ saves us is not so much God’s punitive justice as it is isolation from God and
neighbor. Jesus as God’s enactment of solidarity with humanity heals the wound of purely
individuated existence and removes the impediments that inhibit the development of a cosmic
community.

For most contemporary British and Dutch Calvinists, God was the transcendent Other

who should be adored and obeyed. The God/human relationship was likened to that of a dutiful



child to an overwhelming parent. For the Mercersburg folks, however, the God/human
relationship was more like that of intimate lovers to one another.

This concentration on the Incarnation as an on-going and life-giving potency animating
the church had significant consequences for faith and practice. The Mercersburg theologians
maintained that the typical way to become a Christian was to be immersed in the life of the
church, particularly the celebration of the Eucharist through which believers received Christ’s
glorified life. To their contemporaries, this “high-churchism” looked Roman Catholic. The
Mercersburg theologians like Schaff and Nevin resisted the more virulent forms of anti-
Catholicism and reconceived the Catholic heritage as the soil from which Protestantism had
emerged. This was a radical idea in an era when the hostility to Irish Catholic immigrants was at
its height, who were condemned as drunken, rowdy, criminal, potato-eating idol worshipers who
took jobs away from “real Americans” and poisoned the blood stream.

The Mercersburg theologians and more traditional Calvinists also differed on the nature
of faith. For the older theologians faith began as cognitive assent to propositions about
supernatural realities. During the nineteenth century most Reformed theologians were attempting
to prove the truth of Christianity from the fulfillment of prophecy, the testimony of biblical
miracles, the authenticity of the biblical texts, the trustworthiness of the biblical authors, and,
eventually, the evidence of archaeology. But the Mercersburg theologians challenged this
understanding of faith. Faith occurs in a dimension of the human spirit prior to both cognition
and volition. For them, the believer’s incorporation into the life of Christ was a self-validating
experience. The biblical witness needed no further justification than the testimony of the

mystical union with Christ.



The Mercersburg heritage was still going strong at the beginning of the twentieth century.
The key theologian in its preservation of was Emanuel Gerhart (1817—-1904). He likened his
preservationist role to that of John Calvin in the early years of the Reformed tradition, and even
borrowed the title of his major tome from Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion. (Gerhart
was not known for his humility.) He died after experiencing a head injury while climbing up the
steps of the Lark Building at the Seminary, but only after he had finished delivering a lecture and
attending a baccalaureate service.

Gerhart pushed the Mercersburg theology in a more cosmic direction. For Gerhart, the
Incarnation revealed that the basic dynamic in the whole universe is the reconciliation of the
infinite God with finite creatures. The original differentiation at Creation of the finite and the
Infinite, however, implied a separation that could be painful, just as the separation of a child
from its mother can be painful. Therefore, God desired to overcome this alienation by embracing
finitude, sharing its limitations, and thereby sanctifying it. The life of God, incarnated in Christ,
spreads throughout the world through the life of the church, sanctifying humanity in general and
ultimately nature itself. The organic process is slow, but it will triumphantly culminate in a
glorious new heaven and a new earth.

Reformed theology in America, of all stripes, was never static. It adapted to the new
cultural and intellectual challenges spawned during the second half of the nineteenth century.
Most importantly, by the 1890’s a movement called the “Social Gospel” had arisen, encouraging
a deeper concern for the social and economic well-being of humanity. This concern was not alien
to the spirit of American Reformed believers. The Congregationalist has always wanted to
restructure society according to biblical principles. And the German Reformed had always

stressed the love of neighbor as a consequence of the communication of Christ’s compassionate



life to the faithful community. It made sense that genuine love for the neighbor necessarily
required attention to the neighbor’s earthly, material needs. While the early German Reformed
churches had mostly enacted this love for the neighbor through deeds of philanthropy, by the
later nineteenth century the understanding of altruism expanded to include political reform
projects. This more political orientation was fueled by the obvious disparity of wealth and
poverty generated by the technological, industrial, and transportation revolution of the 1890’s.
The conviction grew that the dynamics that produced hunger, poverty, and powerlessness had
been created by human beings and could therefore be corrected by human beings. Many pastors
championed the labor movement and various programs of economic reform, particularly those
designed to alleviate poverty in urban and rural areas.

A theological movement very different from the Social Gospel arose in the early
twentieth century. A new theological spirit, arising in Germany and known as “Neo-Orthodoxy,”
swept through the Reformed churches. Because the German Reformed Church in the United
States was culturally oriented toward Germany, the influence of this “Neo-Orthodoxy” in
America was first felt in the Evangelical and Reformed denomination.

Many German Reformed and Congregational people were attracted to Neo-Orthodoxy
because of their disillusionment with liberalism’s optimistic view of human nature and its belief
in the inevitability of human moral and spiritual progress. The horrors of World War I, the
continued rise of militarism, the spread of authoritarianism, the lethal resurgence of racism, and
the devastating global depression debunked convictions about the innate goodness of humanity
and the progress of human culture. Young American theologians in Germany were shocked that
their “liberal” professors in Berlin proclaimed that God was at work in German nationalist

culture and therefore enthusiastically endorsed the Kaiser’s war effort. Like Karl Barth, they
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concluded that if liberal theology could lead to the justification of poison gas, trench warfare,
and the destruction of civilian populations, then there must be something seriously wrong with it.
Liberalism’s optimism about the progress of human culture could easily translate into a self-
serving (and lethal) conviction that God was uniquely at work in one’s own particular culture.
The UCC’s suspicion of Christian nationalism did not start in 2017; it is in our DNA.

Because of this dissatisfaction with liberal optimism, Neo-Orthodox theologians and
pastors began to stress the intransigence of human sinfulness and the need for God’s redemptive
intervention through Jesus Christ. The doctrines of original sin and justification by grace were

back in the limelight.

Even during the period of the 1930’s to the 1950’s Neo-Orthodoxy was not the exclusive
factor in Reformed theological circles. Two major developments fueled a deeper concern for
social justice. The first was the creation of the United Church of Christ in 1957. The union of the
Evangelical and Reformed Church and the Congregational and Christian Church brought with it
an infusion of the passion for social transformation that had been characteristic of the
Congregational churches. The Congregationalists retained the spirit of direct political action and
the hope of forging a nation based on Christian ideals of justice. Their heritage retained the
memory of the colonial days when they enjoyed political and cultural hegemony. By the 1970°’s
this trend would generate interest in various theologies of liberation, all of which insisted that
theological reflection must be done from the perspective of oppressed and marginalized groups.
This trend toward political theologies was further propelled by the pervasive passion for the
burgeoning Civil Rights Movement and the widespread reaction against the Viet Nam war. Odd

as it may seem, the UCC’s recent commitment to justice for minoritized populations is indirectly
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tracible back (through many permutations) to the Puritan Congregationalist longing for righteous
commonwealths.

The second development that affected Reformed theology was the explosion of cultural
diversity in the United States that had become evident by the 1960°s. Both the Congregational
and German Reformed streams had been sensitized to the cultural variability of Christianity
through their historic global missions, particularly to Japan, the Pacific islands, Central America,
and the Middle East. Ever since the nineteenth century the encounter with Japanese Christianity
had fostered the recognition that Christianity in the West was saturated with European cultural
values and concerns that were not essential features of the faith. As a result, the conviction arose
that Reformed theology should be enriched by contact with non-Western cultures. Maybe
dancing and drumming in church were not such bad ideas.

A multitude of cultural dynamics helped nurture a deeper appreciation of Christian
diversity. These included the liberalization of immigration laws, geographic mobility, rapid but
unevenly distributed technological change, and the globalization of the economy. These social
forces weakened traditional denominational loyalties and encouraged inter-faith relationships
and associations. As a result, a vigorous diversity of theological opinions proliferated in a
multitude of denominations and congregations. In many ways this latitudinarianism was an
expansion of the ecumenical spirit of the Mercersburg tradition.

Most Reformed denominations responded to this welter of religious options by becoming
more theologically pluralistic. More contextual theologies, stressing the ways that Christianity
had assumed different forms in different regions of the world, began to be further emphasized in
hymnals, liturgies, and seminary curricula. The number of liberation theologies, all

foregrounding the perspectives of specific marginalized populations, increased dramatically.
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But many crucial themes have remained constant. The Reformed heritage has always
focused on God’s reconciling love enacted in the Incarnation. It has always had a crazy hope that
the entire cosmos will be brought to fruition. It has always been committed to the nurturing
power of the church and its sacramental worship. It has always honored a specific Christian
tradition while it has practiced an ever-expansive ecumenism. It has always looked for guidance
in Christian history while it has been open to the new winds of the Spirit. It has always insisted
that that God’s love for humanity must be reflected in Christian involvement in the social and
political spheres. This combination of ingredients is unusual; it is like fusion cuisine, mixing
German sausage with Indian curry and down-home collared greens, and making it work. Each of
these ingredients is found elsewhere, in other theological traditions, but not altogether in this

spicy combination. It is the secret of the Reformed special sauce.



