
Taking Root in America
T h e  h is to ry  o f th e  G e rm a n  R e fo rm e d  C h u rc h  

in  P e n n s y lv a n ia  b e g in s  w ith  th e  s to ry  o f Jo h n  

P h ilip  B oehm , a  la y  sc h o o lm a s te r  fro m  W o r m s  on  

th e  R h in e , w h o  s e tt le d  n o r th  o f P h ila d e lp h ia . In  

1725 B oehm  fo rm ed  th re e  c o n g re g a tio n s  a t  F a lk -  

n e r  S w a m p , S k ip p a c k , a n d  W h ite m a r s h .  F o u r  

y e a r s  la te r  h e  w a s  o rd a in e d  b y  th e  D u tc h  a t  N e w  

Y o rk .

W h e n  th e  R ev . M ic h a e l S c h la t te r  a r r iv e d  in 

P e n n s y lv a n ia  fro m  S w itz e r la n d  in 1746, h e  fo u n d  

th o u s a n d s  p ro fe ss in g  th e  R e fo rm e d  fa ith . S e n t 

o v e r  b y  th e  D u tc h , h e  tra v e le d  c o n s ta n tly  a s  a  

m iss io n a ry  th ro u g h  P e n n s y lv a n ia , M a ry la n d , V i r ­

g in ia , N e w  Y o rk , a n d  N e w  Je rse y , a n d  b ro u g h t  

th e  G e rm a n  R e fo rm e d  in to  a n  o rg a n iz e d  w h o le . 

M o s t  o f th e  se rv ice s  w e re  h e ld  in G e rm a n , th o u g h  

som e w e re  in D u tc h  o r  F re n c h , d e p e n d in g  on  th e  

o rig in  o f th e  p eo p le  ta k in g  p a r t.

T h e  firs t G e rm a n  R e fo rm e d  c o n v e n tio n  w a s  

o rg a n iz e d  in 1747 u n d e r  S c h la t te r ’s d ire c tio n . I t  

w a s  c o n n e c te d  w ith  th e  D u tc h  R e fo rm e d  C la ss is  

o f A m ste rd a m , w h ic h  a c te d  a s  a  p re s b y te ry  a n d  

ra ise d  m o n ey  fo r  th e  A m e ric a n  c h u rc h e s . T h e s e  

c lo se  re la tio n sh ip s  w ith  th e  D u tc h  w e re  m a in ta in e d  

u n til 1793, w h e n  th e  S y n o d  o f th e  G e rm a n  R e-
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fo rm e d  C h u rc h  in  th e  U n i te d  S ta te s  o f A m e ric a , 

c o m p o se d  o f tw e n ty - tw o  m in is te rs , c o n v e n e d  in ­

d e p e n d e n t ly  a t  L a n c a s te r ,  P e n n s y lv a n ia .

T h e  G e rm a n  R e fo rm e d  p e o p le  b e c a m e  th o r ­

o u g h ly  a t ta c h e d  to  A m e r ic a n  w a y s . D u r in g  th e  

R e v o lu tio n , m a n y  o f  th e ir  p a s to r s  w e re  “ e a rn e s t  

a d v o c a te s  o f in d e p e n d e n c e .“ M ic h a e l S c h la t te r ,  

p re v io u s ly  a  c h a p la in  in th e  F re n c h  a n d  In d ia n  

W a r ,  w a s  im p riso n e d , a n d  h is  h o u se , “ S w e e t-  

l a n d ,“ a t  C h e s tn u t  H ill, lo o te d  b y  th e  B ritish . T h e  

R ev . J o h a n n e s  W ic k e l ,  a  P e n n s y lv a n ia  m in is te r , 

fo u n d  h im se lf  in  h o t w a te r  fro m  th e  b e g in n in g  o f 

th e  w a r  fo r  p re a c h in g  o n  th e  te x t :  “ B e tte r  is a 

p o o r  a n d  w ise  ch ild  th a n  a n  o ld  a n d  fo o lish  k in g  

w h o  w ill n o  m o re  b e  a d m o n is h e d .“ I t  is a lso  of 

in te re s t  th a t  B a ro n  v o n  S te u b e n , w h o  a id e d  

G e o rg e  W a s h in g to n  a t  V a l le y  F o rg e  in 1777- 

1778 , b e c a m e  a  ru lin g  e ld e r  in th e  N a s s a u  S tre e t  

G e rm a n  R e fo rm e d  C h u rc h  in N e w  Y o rk  C ity  

a f te r  th e  w a r . A  fe w  o f th e  R e fo rm e d  p a s to rs  

w e re  L o y a lis ts , fe e lin g  p e rm a n e n tly  b o u n d  to  th e  

E n g lis h  c ro w n . A f te r  In d e p e n d e n c e , th e  S y n o d  

e x c h a n g e d  g re e t in g s  w ith  P re s id e n t  W a s h in g to n ,  

w h o  o c c a s io n a lly  a t te n d e d  E n g lis h  se rv ice s  o f th e  

R e fo rm e d  c h u rc h  a t  G e rm a n to w n .

I t e a r ly  b e c a m e  a p p a r e n t  to  th e  G e rm a n  R e ­

fo rm ed  th a t  th e  n e x t  g e n e ra tio n  m u s t b e  tra in e d  

in A m e ric a  a n d  n o t  in  E u ro p e . H e n c e , F ra n k lin  

C o lle g e  w a s  e s ta b lis h e d  “ in th e  b o ro u g h  a n d  

c o u n ty  o f L a n c a s te r “ in th e  h is to ric  y e a r —  1787.
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T h e  F re n c h  a u th o r - t r a v e le r ,  C ré v e c o e u r , w ro te  

th a t  he  h a d  a c c o m p a n ie d  B e n ja m in  F ra n k lin  to  

L a n c a s te r , w h e re  th a t  v e n e ra b le  A m e ric a n  p a tr io t  

la id  th e  co lle g e  c o rn e rs to n e . M a rs h a l l  C o lle g e , 

fo u n d e d  in 1838 a t  M e rc e r s b u rg , P e n n s y lv a n ia , 

w a s  n a m e d  a f te r  th e  g re a t  C h ie f  Ju s tice , Jo h n  

M a rs h a l l .  F ra n k lin  & M a rs h a l l  C o lle g e  to d a y  

r e p re s e n ts  th e  u n io n  o f th e se  tw o  in s titu tio n s .

T h e  T h e o lo g ic a l  S e m in a ry  o f th e  R e fo rm e d  

C h u rc h  w a s  e s ta b lis h e d  in 1825 a n d  m e t su c c e s ­

s iv e ly  a t  C a rlis le , Y o rk , M e rc e rs b u rg , a n d  L a n ­

c a s te r , w h e re  it n o w  s ta n d s  o p p o s ite  F ra n k lin  & 

M a rs h a l l .  O th e r  co lleg e s  cam e in d u e  c o u rse , 

a m o n g  th em  H e id e lb e rg  (1 8 5 0 )  a t  T if f in , O h io , 

a n d  M iss io n  H o u s e  (1 8 6 2 )  a t  P ly m o u th , W i s ­

co n sin . T h e  la t te r  co m b in es  e d u c a tio n  a t  th re e  

lev e ls  —  a c a d e m y , co lleg e , a n d  se m in a ry  —  in o n e  

in s titu tio n  fo r th e  tra in in g  o f m in is te rs , e sp e c ia lly  

fo r  th o se  in th e  M id d le  W e s t .

A s  A m e ric a  m o v ed  W e s t ,  th e  G e rm a n  R e ­

fo rm ed  C h u rc h  fo llo w ed  h e r p eo p le  b y  se n d in g  

m iss io n a rie s  a m o n g  them . T h e  O ld  N o r th w e s t  

w a s  th e  firs t re g io n  to  b e  to u c h e d  in th is  m a n n e r, 

th o u g h  som e se t o u t fo r Io w a  d u r in g  th e  1 8 5 0 ’s.

T h e  tra n s -M is s is s ip p i  re g io n  w a s  filling w ith  

s e tt le rs  w h e n  o th e r  G e rm a n s  —  “ E v a n g e lic a ls ,” 

re p re s e n tin g  th e  P ru s s ia n  C h u rc h  U n io n  o f 1817 

—  b e g a n  to  com e to  O h io , In d ia n a , a n d  Illino is. 

S om e c ro sse d  th e  “ F a th e r  o f W a t e r s ” in to  M is ­

so u ri a n d  th e  T e r r i to r y  o f Io w a . In  g e ttin g  th e ir



168 THE PALIMPSEST

s ta r t  on  th e  A m e r ic a n  f ro n tie r ,  th e  E v a n g e lic a ls  

w e re  a id e d , a s  w e re  th e  G e rm a n  R e fo rm e d , b y  

th e  A m e r ic a n  H o m e  M is s io n a ry  S o c ie ty , a  C o n ­

g re g a tio n a l  a n d  P r e s b y te r ia n  o rg a n iz a tio n . B u t 

th e  firs t E v a n g e lic a l  m in is te rs  c a m e  o v e r  a s  b e n e ­

ficial ies o f E u ro p e a n  P ie tism , s e n t  b y  m is s io n a ry  

so c ie tie s  in  B a rm e n , G e rm a n y , a n d  B ase l, S w it ­

z e r la n d .

O n  O c to b e r  15, 1840 , s ix  E v a n g e lic a l  p a s to rs  

m et fo r  p r a y e r  a n d  d e lib e ra t io n  in  th e  tw o -ro o m  

lo g -c a b in  p a r s o n a g e  o f  th e  R e v . L o u is  N o lla u  a t  

th e  G ra v o is  s e t t le m e n t in  M is s o u r i  (M e h lv il le  

t o d a y ), a b o u t  tw e lv e  m iles  s o u th w e s t  o f S t. L ouis. 

T h e r e ,  a m id  re jo ic in g  a n d  th a n k s g iv in g , th e  

D e u ts c h e r  E v a n g e l is c h e r  K irc h e n u e re in  d e s  W e s ­

sons w a s  d u ly  o rg a n iz e d  a s  a  b o n d  o f  fe llo w sh ip . 

T h e  G e rm a n  E v a n g e lic a l  C h u rc h  S o c ie ty  o f  th e  

W e s t  so o n  b e c a m e  th e  ra l ly in g  p o in t fo r  p a s to rs  

a n d  p e o p le  a lik e . L a te r  it w a s  re n a m e d  th e  E v a n ­

g e lica l S y n o d  o f N o r th  A m e ric a .

T w o  m a in  s tre a m s  o f G e rm a n  im m ig ra tio n  a n d  

c h u rc h ly  in flu en ce , e a c h  h a v in g  its  o w n  rich  h is­

to rica l b a c k g ro u n d , h a v e  n o w  b e e n  in tro d u c e d  —  

th e  R e fo rm e d  a n d  th e  E v a n g e lic a l .  T h e  ro o ts  o f 

o th  go  b a c k  m o re  th a n  a  c e n tu ry  in  Io w a  h is to ry . 

S in c e  th e  tw o  b ra n c h e s  u n ite d  a t  C le v e la n d , O h io , 

in 1934, th e  la rg e r  fe llo w sh ip  o f  th re e -q u a r te r s  o f 

a  m illion  so u ls  h a s  b e e n  k n o w n  a s  th e  E v a n g e lic a l 

a n d  R e fo rm e d  C h u rc h .

F r e d e r ic k  I. K u h n s


