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Abstract  

The West Michigan Dutch enclave of the Christian Reformed Church has made 

private, Christian education a centerpoint of its tradition. While Horace Mann was 

advocating for national common schools, forming youth into civil religious adherents, 

this group chose to be separatist. What began with one school in 1856 has now become a 

network (Christian Schools International) of nearly 500 Reformed Christian schools 

enrolling 100,000 students. When Grand Rapids Christian High School was founded as a 

spin-off from Calvin College and Seminary in 1920, there was a clear theological mission 

steeped in a Kuyperian worldview. Although there have been numerous studies of 

schools in America, none focus on the significance of mission statement (its evolution 

over time and its implementation within the educational community). This school 

developed in a city whose racialized geography allowed the community to prosper as 

white American Protestant citizens insofar as they were willing to assimilate. This school 

currently displays American capitalism and an evangelicalism which extends beyond 

strict Calvinism. Although it began as an insular site for ethnic and religious formation, 

Grand Rapids Christian High School now aims to prepare American Christians for 

success and servant-leadership in the world. 

This dissertation seeks to describe the historical, sociological, and theological 

foundations of Grand Rapids Christian Schools and to trace changes over time; to 

observe the formational practices which occur in this educational community; and to 

consider which theological and pedagogical precepts might be useful in this particular 

context. This project involves an ethnographic study at Grand Rapids Christian High 

School and a constructive theological and pedagogical response. Along with data gleaned 

from historical archives about the schoolôs founding and development, there are daily 
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observations and interviews. The goal is to explore the explicit manifestations of the 

schoolôs theological vision and the implicit practices that reinforce or undermine it. 

Potential results include heightened awareness of the schoolôs theological vision 

throughout the school community and increased connectivity between theory and praxis. 

By using the microcosm of one school, this research will highlight the place of myriad 

Christian schools in the American educational landscape. My work brings history, 

theology, and pedagogy together in order to trace the cultural forces that shape learning 

communities.  
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Introduction  

After the ballgame and speeches the canteen opened with Godôs plenty: 

choice of hamburgers or fried ham sandwiches, all donated by the butcher; 

choice of cherrynut ice cream or butterbrickle, all donated by the creamery; 

every mother brought her fanciest cake. The proceeds were for adding a third 

year to the Christian Highðhow else would we revolutionize America?1 

In 1834, a group of orthodox Calvinists left the Netherlands Reformed Church for 

reasons of piety and a desire to maintain local, congregational control over schools without 

governmental intrusion. Religious oppression and economic depression in the ensuing decade led 

some to emigrate. From 1846-1857, about 40,000 Dutch immigrants traveled to America, many 

of them settling in the Northwest Territory, seeking freedom of worship and freedom of 

education.2 Rev. Albertus C. VanRaalte led a group to the shores of Lake Michigan, and they 

established the colony of Holland in 1848. VanRaalte understood the strategic importance of 

education and considered the establishment of Christian schools a central component of his 

work. In his report to the Board of Domestic Missions of the Reformed Church in America 

(RCA) in 1853, Van Raalte asserted that ñno sacrifice should be regarded too great, to see that 

the children of the church are trained in the spirit of positive Protestantism, derived from the 

Bible.ò3  

His influence was felt in the nearby colony of Grand Rapids, where a parochial school 

was established by Second Reformed Church in January 1856 with assistance from the RCA 

Board of Education. A year later when that congregation seceded from the Reformed Church in 

America and formed the Christian Reformed Church in North America (CRC) with three other 

                                                           
1 Excerpt from ñWhy Freedom Wouldnôt Ringò by Sietze Buning (pseudonym of Stan Wiersma, Calvin 

College English professor). In Purpaleanie and other Permutations. Orange City, IA: Middleburg Press, 1978. See 

Appendix A for the entire poem. 
2 Harro Van Brummelen, Telling the Next Generation, (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1986), 

2-33.   
3 Quoted in George Stob, ñThe Christian Reformed Church and her Schoolsò Th.D. dissertation, Princeton 

Theological Seminary, 42. 
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local churches, the school went with the new denomination. From its founding, the CRC put 

emphasis on cultural separation and doctrinal purity. Covenantal community was preserved 

through church-related theological formation from baptism to adulthood. Early generations of 

CRC congregants resisted Americanization, and their private, Christian schools offered 

instruction solely in Dutch until the turn of the 20th century. Dutch language was considered an 

ñindispensable mediumò for teaching Reformed biblical literacy and preserving ethnic culture 

without the ñdiluting influencesò of American types of Christianity.4 Subsequent generations of 

families in the CRC have remained committed to Christian education. In fact, 80% of them sent 

their children to private schools in the 1970s, but now they are less interested in Dutch identity 

and more invested in assimilating to the American success story.5  

The West Michigan Dutch enclave of the Christian Reformed Church has made private, 

Christian education a centerpoint of its tradition. While Horace Mann was advocating for 

national common schools, forming youth into civil religious adherents, this group chose 

separatistism. What began with one Grand Rapids school in 1856 has now become a global 

network (Christian Schools International) of nearly 500 Reformed Christian schools, enrolling 

100,000 students. When Grand Rapids Christian High School was founded as a spin-off from 

Calvin College and Seminary in 1920, there was a clear theological mission. Over time this 

vision has shifted, swayed by cultural and economic factors. Their current Mission Statement: 

At Grand Rapids Christian Schools our mission is to prepare students to be effective 

servants of Christ in contemporary society. We work to instill a love for learning and a 

love for Christ in each child. We give our students opportunities to explore, understand, 

and delight in Godôs universe. Our students explore old and new questions through a 

Biblical perspective. Our schoolôs teachers and staff convey Godôs love and are 

committed to excellence in His name. We expect our students to be reflective, to ask 

questions, to discern what is true, and to seek wisdom. Our desire is to join the Holy 

                                                           
4 George Stob, ñThe Christian Reformed Church and her Schools,ò 74-75. 
5 Harro Van Brummelen, Telling the Next Generation, 1. 



3 

 

Spirit in the work of redeeming Godôs world through work and service.6  

 

Notice how this mission statement displays a desire to turn students outward to serve in the 

broader society. The Christian language is not explicitly Calvinist, though it does have Reformed 

echoes of Creation, Fall, and Redemption. Unlike the CRC educational vision enacted on the 19th 

century North American frontier of West Michigan, these schools now display American 

capitalism and an evangelicalism which extends beyond strict Calvinism. My project seeks to 

chronicle the historical trajectory of these schools which began as insular sites for ethnic and 

religious formation, but now serve to prepare American Christians for success and servant-

leadership in the world. My initial task was to observe the explicit manifestations of the schoolôs 

theological vision and the implicit practices that reinforce or undermine it, but also to determine 

how their mission statement has been shaped over time, by whom and to what end. Guiding 

questions include: 

To what extent is the language of the mission market driven (e.g., to mirror middle-class 

American values) or theology driven (e.g., to mirror Reformed beliefs)? Does it point 

toward a Reformed vision of shalom, or is it worded intentionally to create ecumenical 

Christian (Protestant) space?7  

 

Does the mission statement flow from the top down, from administration and school 

board to faculty and students, or from the bottom up, as an organic depiction of what is 

already happening? Do all members of the educational community understand, accept, 

and support the schoolôs mission statement? How are new members brought into the 

vision of the school? 

 

Who is part of this educational community, and how are new members invited for 

inclusion? What are the indicators of diversity (denominational, racial, socio-economic-

status)? What forms of diversity are welcomed and valued or shunned and devalued?  

 

                                                           
6 http://www.grcs.org/NetCommunity/Page.aspx?pid=1432 
7 Nicholas Wolterstorff, a distinguished member of this educational community, describes the telos of 

Christian education as shalom. He defines it as enjoyment of living before God and with one another in right, 

harmonious relationshipò and he asserts that ñShalom is both Godôs cause in the world and our human callingò ï a 

commitment to liberation and justice for all creation, and the divine possibility of present renewal. In Educating for 

Life: Reflections on Christian Teaching and Learning (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2002), 101-104. 
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This dissertation project began as a study of theological vision and educational mission, but I 

soon realized that words are imbedded in language, which is spoken by people groups who live 

in a specific time and a particular place. I did not want to perpetuate obliviousness to the nuances 

of social location or extirpation from geography.8 And so I found myself doing a mixture of 

history, sociology, ethnography, and theology in order to trace the myriad forces that shape 

Grand Rapids Christian Schools. I argue that this community began as an ethnic, religious 

enclave of immigrants, developing schools in contradistinction to Horace Mannôs public model. 

It developed in a city whose racialized geography allowed the community to prosper as white 

American Protestant citizens insofar as they were willing to assimilate. Now, this community 

faces numerous challenges, including reconciling the narratives of worldly success and Christian 

faithfulness (What must I do to inherit eternal life?9), and delineating the boundaries of 

Covenantal community (Who is my neighbor?10) in a context of declining denominational 

loyalties and the persistent specter of American racism and classism.11  

  

                                                           
8 Michael Omi and Howard Winant write about racial obliviousness, describing it as ña form of not-seeing 

that is not primarily intentional but reflexive. As such, it occurs on an experiential continuum ranging from benign 

to a subconscious or repressed protection of power.ò See Racial Formation in the United States: From the 1960s to 

the 1990s 2nd edition. (New York: Routledge, 1994): 19. To oppose race or other forms of oppression, one must 

notice and not ignore its multifaceted existence. 
9 Matthew 19:16-30; Mark 10:17-31; Luke 18:18-30 
10 Luke 10:25-37 
11 For a contemporary explanation of this shadowed history of ñintentional ignorance,ò see interview of 

ñNoam Chomsky on the Roots of American Racismò by George Yancey in New York Times, March 18, 2015. 

http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/03/18/noam-chomsky-on-the-roots-of-american-racism/?_r=0 
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Significance of the Research and Audience 

Potential results of this work include heightened awareness and deeper understanding of 

the schoolôs educational vision (past and present) throughout the school community and 

increased connectivity between theory and praxis. Careful theological reflection can fuel more 

faithful responses to Christian formation. This may include re-visioning mission and its 

implementation with community-wide participation in the process. By using the microcosm of 

one school, this research will highlight the place of Reformed Christian schools in the American 

educational landscape. The guiding questions and the methodological approach could be used by 

other learning communities. My audience includes:   

1. Christian school administrators, faculty, and church congregations that support 

Christian education, especially members of Christian Schools International. 

2. Teachers of Practical Theology and Christian Education (college, university, 

seminary) who notice the tensions between theory and praxis, who attend 

carefully to formational communities, and who equip people to do theological 

reflection and to enact creative/faithful response. 

3. People who are interested in the racial, religious and educational history of Grand 

Rapids.  

Why study the mission statements of private, Christian schools?  

 In the United States, most organizations are guided by a mission statement, meant to 

convey philosophy and purpose. Some see them as a compass or road-map, offering direction for 

solving problems. Others describe them as guiding lights, especially in times of crisis. Studies 

have shown that performance improves when institutions align structure with strategy and when 

people have a high level of commitment to them.12 But what happens when there is a lack of 

understanding or endorsement of the mission statement? And what happens when there are 

                                                           
12 See Jeffrey Abrahams, The Mission Statement Book: 301 Corporate Mission Statements from America's 

Top Companies (Berkeley, CA: Ten Speed Press, 1995); Christopher K. Bart, ñSex, lies, and mission statements,ò 

Business Horizons, November-December, 1997: 9-18; Patricia Jones and Larry Kahaner, Say it and Live it: The 50 

Corporate Mission Statements that Hit the Mark. (New York: Doubleday, 1995). 
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contradictions between stated aims and actual practices?13 Albert Boerema surveyed numerous 

educators about which issues in Christian Education they thought needed research, and he found 

that the topic which received the most focus was ñthe linkage between school mission and 

practiceò or the gap between them.14 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics, in 2011-2012 almost 25% of 

all American schools were private, and 10% of all American students attended them. 

Furthermore, 68% of private schools, enrolling 80% of private school students and employing 

72% of private school teachers, had a religious orientation or purpose.15 Educational 

organizations that offer accreditation to private schools, such as the National Association of 

Independent Schools, recognize the importance of a schoolôs mission. One of the central 

requirements for the accreditation process is that each school must have a clear statement of 

educational mission that is congruent both with its programs (e.g., admissions, development, and 

curriculum) and with accepted principles of academic scholarship (freedom of inquiry, diversity 

of viewpoints, and independent thinking). In fact, ñthe entire educational program should stem 

from the schoolôs beliefs about teaching and learning which are regularly reviewed and which 

are consistent with the mission of the school.ò16 Private, Christian schools are likely to have 

mission statements informed by a specific theological vision. As such, research regarding them 

must address their unique religious sense of identity as it pertains to the formulation of their 

                                                           
13 J. Myron Atkin, Donald Kennedy, and Cynthia Patrick, Inside Schools: A Collaborative View (New 

York: Falmer Press, 1989).   

 14 Albert J. Boerema, ñA Research Agenda for Christian Schools,ò Journal of Research on Christian 

Education 20 (2011): 31. 
15 ñCharacteristics of Private Schools in the United States: Results From the 2011-2012 Private School 

Universe Survey,ò National Center for Education Statistics 

http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2013316 Cf. Council for American Private Education, 

http://www.capenet.org/facts.html 
16 Cf. ñCriteria for Effective Independent School Accreditation Practicesò 

(www.nais.org/files/finalcriteria206.pdf) & ñModel Core Standardsò 

(http://www.nais.org/files/PDFs/Model%20Core%20Standards%201007.pdf). 

http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2013316
http://www.nais.org/files/finalcriteria206.pdf
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mission statements. By discovering how well (or how poorly) the mission statement is expressed 

and integrated into the daily practices of the school, schools can improve the likelihood of their 

accreditation, and ï more importantly ï unify members of the educational community (faculty, 

staff, students, and parents) with a shared vision for education. There have been numerous 

studies of schools in America, both public and private.17 Some focus on administrators,18 

teachers,19 or students.20 Sarah Lawrence Lightfoot studied six schools (public and private) 

seeking to capture ñtheir essential features, their generic character, the values that define their 

curricular goals and institutional structures, and their individual styles and rituals.ò What she 

found is that ñgood high schools reveal a sustained and visible ideological stance that guards 

them against powerful and shifting societal intrusions,ò and this stance is explicitly and clearly 

articulated in their statements of purpose and goals; it gives these schools order, coherence, and 

authority.21  

Methodology and Theoretical Strands  

From critical theorists, I derive the impulse to deny the human capacity to create 

disinterested knowledge, to expand what counts as knowledge, and to interrogate the power 

                                                           
17 James P. Comer, School Power: Implications of an Intervention Project (New York: Free Press, 1980); 

Otto F. Kraushaar, American Nonpublic Schools: Patters of Diversity (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

1972); Jay Mathews, Class Struggle: Whatôs Wrong (and Right) with Americaôs Best Public High Schools (New 

York: Random House, 1998); Peter McLaren, Schooling as a Ritual Performance 3rd Edition. (Lanham, MD: 

Rowman & Littlefield, 1999); Susan D. Rose, Keeping Them out of the Hands of Satan: Evangelical Schooling in 

America (New York: Routledge,1990); Theodore R. Sizer, Horaceôs School: Redesigning the American High 

School. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1992). 
18 Cynthia B. Dillard, "Leading with her life: An African American feminist (Re)interpretation of 

leadership for an urban high school principal," Educational Administration Quarterly, Vol. 31, No. 4 (1995), 539-

563 
19 Kathleen Casey, I Answer with my life: Life histories of women teachers working for social change (New 

York: Routledge, 1993).  
20 Jonathan Kozol, Savage Inequalities: Children in Americaôs Schools (New York: Crown Publishers, 

1991). 
21 Sarah Lawrence Lightfoot, The Good High School: Portraits of Character and Culture (NY: Basic 

Books, 1983), 6 and 25. 
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dynamics of social structures in order to point toward transformation.22 This approach requires 

that social critique be paired with agency for research participants in determining the way 

forward, which is why my conclusion offers questions for the GRCS community to consider, 

rather than a prescription for what must change. It also requires me to scrutinize my 

autobiography and name my positionality.23   

Positionality: A daffodil among tulips24 

I did not enter into this project as an objective scientist focused on empirical data. Quite 

to the contrary, I grew up in this community, albeit as a partial outsider (e.g., a fundamentalist 

Baptist in a Calvinist Christian school, where the faculty was 100% CRC and the student body 

was nearly 95% CRC when I attended), and I bring historical memories of my time in Grand 

Rapids to the research. When I was reading Pamela Perryôs ethnography, I was struck by the 

words of one student: ñYou cannot love yourself and hate your culture . . . itôs important to have 

some respect for that facet of who you are because you see it every time you look in the 

mirror.ò25 Those words and their sense of ambivalence echo my own. Having attended a school 

similar to GRCS in West Michigan, I recognize the powerful formative influence such 

educational institutions have on youth. Returning to this community gave me the opportunity to 

see the light and the shadows in the present that shaped me in the past, and for that, I am deeply 

                                                           
22 Yvonna Lincoln, ñI and thou: Method, voice, and roles in research with the silenced,ò In Naming 

Silenced Lives (NY: Routledge, 1993). Niobe Way suggests that ñthe belief in a blank mindða mind without biases, 

prejudices, or preunderstandingsðis a powerful trope or figure for scientific research but an untenable research 

toolò In ñStriving for engagement: Reflections from a qualitative researcher,ò Journal of Adolescent Research, Vol. 

20 (2005), 533. 
23 Catherine Marshall and Gretchen Rossman, Designing Qualitative Research, 5th edition (Thousand Oaks, 

CA: Sage Publications, 2010). 
24 The tulip is the unofficial national flower of The Netherlands. Every year, Holland (MI) hosts Tulip Time 

with 4.5 million flower bulbs, parades and events such as Dutch klompen dancing. I, on the other hand, am a self-

avowed Anglophile: my favorite place on the planet is the Lake District, where William Wordsworth memorialized 

my favorite flower, the daffodil, in his poem, ñI wandered lonely as a cloud.ò   
25 Pamela Perry, Shades of White: White Kids and Racial Identities in High School (Durham, NC: Duke 

University Press, 2002), 84. 
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grateful. My research is also informed by my subject position (Christian, white, female, and 

middle-class), my academic background (educational, literary, and theological), and my 

theoretical presuppositions (critical, feminist, and liberative).  

 During my time at Duke, I have realized ever-more-deeply that I am a practical 

theologian, which means attending carefully to contextsðpast and presentðand to the ways 

individuals are shaped by social systems and the ways communities can be places of 

transformation. Following others such as Richard Osmer, I presuppose that human beings are 

inherently ñhermeneutical,ò engaging in the process of making sense out of their experience. He 

delineates four core tasks, each with a guiding question:26 

1. The Descriptive-Empirical task : Gathering information that helps us discern patterns 

and dynamics in particular episodes (single event that emerges from the flow of everyday 

life and evokes attention/reflection), situations (broader and longer pattern of events, 

relationships, circumstances) or contexts (social and natural systems in which a situation 

unfolds); What is going on? 

2. The Interpretive Task: Drawing on theories of the arts and sciences to better understand 

and explain why these patterns and dynamics are occurring; Why is this going on? 

3. The Normative Task: Using theological concepts to interpret particular episodes, 

situations or contexts, constructing ethical norms to guide our responses, and learning 

from best practices of the Christian tradition (past and present); What ought to be going 

on? What are we to do and be as members of the Christian community in response to the 

events of our shared life and world? 

4. The Pragmatic Task: Determining strategies of action that will influence situations in 

ways that are desirable and entering into a reflective conversation with the ñtalk backò 

emerging when they are enacted; How might we respond in ways that are faithful and 

effective? 

 

My primary attention was on the first task with some consideration of the second. In the 

conclusion, I turn toward the third and the fourth, but I believe those tasks must be addressed by 

the community itself. 

 Theologians such as Mary McClintock Fulkerson have sought out just, authentic 

expressions of Christian life within particular contexts. Places of Redemption is an example of 

                                                           
26 Richard Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008). 
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theological reflection that ñarises in an organic way out of Christian life in order to address real 

life problems.ò But even as these problems are named as ñwounds,ò inquiry about them 

ñassumes an emancipatory interest . . . shaped by a logic of transformation.ò Creative, 

theological responses are non-linear and dialectical, occurring in places where past, present, and 

future converge in new, improvisatory ways. In trying to understand who the GRCS educational 

community understands itself to be and what it believes it is called to do, I have followed 

Fulkerson in my attempt to be just, ñto write about its people, about its habits and idiosyncrasies, 

its mistakes and its blindness, as well as its moments of honesty and grace.ò27 

Qualitative research methods acknowledge the complexity of interwoven variables 

(personal, political, social forces), and focus on context (the patterns of educational life and its 

narrative about the community) and its interpretation. Qualitative approaches have the capacity 

to locate places where policy and practice may not agree; for example, helping to uncover areas 

of tension between stated mission goals and the actual work of teachers in the classroom, while 

charitably pointing to what is valuable about the community.  Ethnography, as one form of 

qualitative research, tries to offer ñthick descriptionò of what is happening in the community and 

how it is understood by members of the community, but this requires sustained observation (e.g., 

the six months I spent at the school).28 I used three main sources from which to make inferences: 

historical documents (from Grand Rapids Public Library, Hekman Library at Calvin College, 

Christian Schools International archives, and documents from Grand Rapids Christian Schools), 

field notes from observations (classrooms, chapel, sporting events, meetings), and transcriptions 

                                                           
27 Mary McClintock Fulkerson, Places of Redemption: Theology for a Worldly Church (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2007), 6, 22, 209, and 233-235. For more on theological improvisation, see Samuel Wells, 

Improvisation: The Drama of Christian Ethics (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2004). 
28 Clifford Geertz, ñThick description: Toward an interpretive theory of culture,ò The Interpretation of 

Culture: Selected Essays (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 3-30. 
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of interviews (with administration, faculty, and students). The latter are especially important 

because ñwithout the accounts of the people being studied, it is very difficult to say something 

about the meanings of and ideas guiding particular behaviors and practices.ò29 Throughout the 

process of archival research, observation, and interviewing, I was attentive to the possibility of 

discovering what Angelides describes as ñcritical incidents,ò moments when participants and I 

both experience something that seems significant or surprising, that indicates an underlying 

structure or trend.30 A few of these moments are narrated in chapter four, along with my sense of 

their layered significance.   

My approach was also informed by Lightfootôs portraiture, which turns an artistic eye to 

the process of research, balancing the outsiderôs perspective and the insiderôs subjective view. It 

acknowledges the shaping hand of the researcher and makes science more aesthetic. We share a 

similar goal: ña commitment to holistic, complex, contextual descriptions of reality,ò and the 

desire to capture the culture, character, and essential features of schools with critical generosity 

in the depiction.31    

Guiding Concept and Summary of Chapters 

 My guiding concept was to describe the historical, sociological, and theological 

foundations of Grand Rapids Christian Schools; observe the formational practices which occur in 

                                                           
29 Mats Alvesson, ñMethodology for close up studies: Struggling with closeness and closure,ò Higher 

Education, Vol. 46 (2003), 172. 
30 Panayiotis Angelides, ñThe development of an efficient technique for collecting and analyzing qualitative 

data: The analysis of critical incidents,ò International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, Vol. 14, No. 3 

(2001), 429-442. 
31 Sarah Lawrence Lightfoot, The Good High School: Portraits of Character and Culture (NY: Basic 

Books, 1983). Noting that too often the focus has been on documenting what is wrong with schools, she used data 

collected over there years with stints of a few days at each school to depict each one in its uniquely good context. 

Goodness is different than effectiveness, as it includes each schoolôs history, current ethos, and vision for the future, 

and goodness includes imperfection, particularly the ways a school attends to its area of weakness. Her goal was to 

ñcapture the culture of these schools, their essential features, their generic character, the values that define their 

curricular goals and institutional structures, and their individual styles and ritualsò (6).   
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that community; and consider which theological/pedagogical precepts might be useful in that 

particular context. 

 Chapter One displays the groundwork for the American educational context. We begin 

with the mid-19th century rise of common schools and their initial alignment with liberal 

Protestantism, and the opposition to those schools from conservative Protestants and Catholics, 

who either wanted to reform internally or to secure funds to operate externally. Next, we explore 

the evangelical Protestant push to stake a claim in the Northwest Territory by populating the area 

with Christian (Protestant) teachers, schools and universities in order to combat threats of 

Barbarism and Romanism in the growing nation. Finally, we land in Michigan, a young state 

attempting to determine the boundaries for private and public schools ï and the place of religion 

in both. Central Argument: Protestant privilege and American nativism are made clear in this 

chapter, along with the aim of schools as sites of enculturation and American citizenship. 

 Chapter Two investigates the complex dynamics between Church, State, and School in 

parallel contexts: Netherlands and America. For each of these settings, we will address 

denominational splits (1834 and 1857), tensions with national government, and the development 

of private, Christian schools by Dutch Reformed immigrants in Michigan up to World War I. 

Central Argument: The tensions between rigid orthodoxy/separatism and flexible 

compromise/Americanization are embodied within the Dutch Reformed community. 

Chapter Three offers a survey of the relationship between immigration, cultural 

assimilation, and the shifting categorization of whiteness in America, for both African 

Americans moving north and for Dutch Calvinists settling in the Midwest. The topography of 

racialized geography includes homes and schools, shaped by redlining and other segregationist 
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policies. Central Argument: The American Dream is a whitewashed version of this mapping, 

which we see painted over time in Grand Rapids, from the start of the 20th century to present.  

Chapter Four begins with contemporary architectural theory and practice, the ways that 

buildings both express and reinforce values, cultivating particular angles of imagination. Schools 

are constructed spaces of formation into knowledge and power relations. After flying over all of 

the schools in one district, we will land to tour Grand Rapids Christian High School, including its 

explicit mission statement and its implicit core values, and the ways both manifest themselves 

within the educational community (buildings, people, and practices). Central Argument: 

Architectural spaces shape how we learn, how we behave, how we view ourselves in the world, 

and how we configure relations of power. Special attention is given to places of tension and 

contradiction. 

Finally, we will review what is distinctive about the Reformed approach to life and 

learning, and then move from the descriptive task (What is going on?) to the normative and 

pragmatic tasks. That is, we will begin to wonder: How can GRCS both articulate and embody 

its telos? How could/might/should members of this particular Christian community respond in 

ways that are faithful and effective? Which theological approaches and teaching methodologies 

might be useful in this context?
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Chapter One: American Educational Context  

(Northeast, Midatlantic and Northwest Territory )  

 
 

Forasmuch as the good education of children is of singular behoof and benefit 

to any Common-wealth; and wheras many parents & masters are too indulgent 

and negligent of their duty in that kinde. It is therfore ordered that the Select 

men of everie town, in the severall precincts and quarters where they dwell, 

shall have a vigilant eye over their brethren & neighbours, to see, first that 

none of them shall suffer so much barbarism in any of their families as not to 

indeavour to teach by themselves or others, their children & apprentices so 

much learning as may inable them perfectly to read the english tongue, & 

knowledge of the Capital Lawes: upon penaltie of twentie shillings for each 

neglect therin. Also that all masters of families doe once a week (at the least) 

catechize their children and servants in the grounds & principles of Religion.1 

                                                           
1 Excerpt from Massachusetts Bay School Law of 1642; The rest of the law reads as follows: ñif 

any be unable to doe so much: that then at the least they procure such children or apprentices to learn some 

short orthodox catechism without book, that they may be able to answer unto the questions that shall be 

propounded to them out of such catechism by their parents or masters or any of the Select men when they 

shall call them to a tryall of what they have learned of this kinde. And further that all parents and masters 

do breed & bring up their children & apprentices in some honest lawful calling, labour or imployment, 

either in husbandry, or some other trade profitable for themselves, and the Common-wealth if they will not 

or cannot train them up in learning to fit them for higher imployments. And if any of the Select men after 

admonition by them given to such masters of families shal finde them still negligent of their dutie in the 

particulars aforementioned, wherby children and servants become rude, stubborn & unruly; the said Select 

men with the help of two Magistrates, or the next County court for that Shire, shall take such children or 

apprentices from them & place them with some masters for years (boyes till they come to twenty one, and 

girls eighteen years of age compleat) which will more strictly look unto, and force them to submit unto 

government according to the rules of this order, if by fair means and former instructions they will not be 

drawn into it.ò full text available at http://www.constitution.org/primarysources/schoollaw1642.html 

(Accessed December 20, 2013). Throughout this chapter, the use of male-gendered language predominates 

http://www.constitution.org/primarysources/schoollaw1642.html
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From the settling of the first Europeans, America has been a religiously plural 

place where faith intersects with educational and civic goals. Throughout our history, we 

have (re-)negotiated the terms of the relationship between them. Initially, education was 

predominantly a function of family and church, but as population grew, the need for 

schools increased. Each colony, and later each state, formulated its own vision and 

implementation of education, often shaped by its religious roots. James Fraser offers a 

succinct description of Massachusetts: ñMore than the other colonies, [it] had a 

significantly structured civil society, including churches and schoolsðwhat one of its 

leading ministers, Cotton Mather, called óthe evangelical church-state.ôò2 Literacy 

mattered because each person was expected to read the Bible and to make wise and 

faithful choices within the community. In 1642, the Massachusetts Bay School Law was 

passed (see epigraph). It required parents to make sure that their children learned the 

English language, the principles of Christian religion, and the laws of the commonwealth. 

In 1647, Massachusetts passed the Old Deluder Act to thwart Satanôs tool of ignorance 

and to foster ñknowledge of the Scriptures.ò Towns of fifty or more families were 

required to set up an elementary school and to appoint teachers to instruct children in 

reading, writing, and religion. Towns with one hundred or more families were required to 

establish a grammar school.3 This community organization and financial support of 

                                                           
in quotations from primary sources. Rather than use [sic] each time it occurs, I offer here both a general 

objection and the willingness to keep the problematic language intact as historical artifact. 
2 James W. Fraser Between Church and State: Religion & Public Education in a Multicultural 

America (New York: St. Martinôs Press, 1999), 11. In Massachusetts, the Congregational Church was 

endorsed until 1832. 
3 ñIt being one chief project of that old deluder, Satan, to keep men from the knowledge of the 

Scriptures, as in former times by keeping them in an unknown tongue, so in these latter times by 

persuading from the use of tongues, that so that at least the true sense and meaning of the original might be 

clouded and corrupted with false glosses of saint-seeming deceivers; and to the end that learning may not 

be buried in the grave of our forefathers, in church and commonwealth, the Lord assisting our endeavors. It 

is therefore ordered that every township in this jurisdiction, after the Lord hath increased them to fifty 
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schools is considered by many to be the foundation of public education in the United 

States, but these schools were expected to provide religious instruction (paired with the 

formation received at home and in church) in order to bring children into the Christian 

faith of the established denomination. 

In the early nineteenth century, in Massachusetts and elsewhere, there was not a 

clear distinction between private and public schools. Many schools, including ñcharity 

schoolsò and parochial schools (affiliated with churches), received government funding. 

Carl Kaestle notes that separation of Church and State was not a clear mandate of the 

United States Constitution. Instead, ñpublic policy developed gradually and unevenly at 

the local level during the nineteenth century.ò4 If Church and State were not plainly 

divided, then the relationship between religious faith and education had to be negotiated 

in each community. Let us travel down the eastern seaboard and across to the Great 

Lakes of Michigan. We will start with the development of common schools in 

Massachusetts, guided by Horace Mann; conservative Protestant opposition to common 

schools in Pennsylvania and Massachusetts, led by Frederick Packard and Matthew Hale 

Smith; and Catholic contention in New York against Protestant privilege in public 

schools with Bishop John Hughes and Governor William Henry Seward. Then we will 

venture to Connecticut where Horace Bushnellôs vision of Christian nurture was meant to 

                                                           
households shall forthwith appoint one within their town to teach all such children as shall resort to him to 

write and read, whose wages shall be paid either by the parents or masters of such children, or by the 

inhabitants in general, by way of supply, as the major part of those that order the prudentials of the town 

shall appoint; provided those that send their children be not oppressed by paying much more than they can 

have them taught for in other towns. And it is further ordered, that when any town shall increase to the 

number of one hundred families or householders, they shall set up a grammar school, the master thereof 

being able to instruct youth so far as they may be fitted for the university, provided that if any town neglect 

the performance hereof above one year that every such town shall pay 5 pounds to the next school till they 

shall perform this order.ò http://www.constitution.org/primarysources/deluder.html (accessed 12/20/13)    
4 Carl F. Kaestle, Pillars of the Republic: Common Schools and American Society, 178-1860 (New 

York: Macmillan, 1983), 167. 

http://www.constitution.org/primarysources/deluder.html
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foster national community and combat Barbarism in the growing nation, to Ohio where 

Lyman Beecherôs fear of Catholic incursion was countered by an evangelical plea for 

well-trained Protestant teachers; and finally, we will make our way to Michigan, where 

the work of John David Pierce and John Milton Gregory as Superintendents of Education 

laid the groundwork for public and private schools in the state. 

Massachusetts: Horace Mann and Common Schools  

The movement for tax-supported state systems of ñcommon schoolsò developed 

in the 1830s, advocated by groups with varied motivations. Some argue that leaders of 

the movement were humanitarians, striving to better society through universal education, 

as a natural extension of democracy and liberalism. Others focus on the capitalists who 

wanted to insure stability in the emerging industrial order and to form trained workers 

who would accept social hierarchy and their place in the system, or on the workers 

seeking educational opportunities for their children.5 Most interesting for this chapter are 

the various stripes of Protestants who wanted to preserve religious privilege, perhaps 

even unwittingly, in the wake of expanding national territory and in the face of growing 

religious pluralism with each new wave of immigrants, many of whom were Catholic.6  

                                                           
5 See Carl F. Kaestle and Maris A. Vinovskis, Education and Social Change in Nineteenth-century 

Massachusetts. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980). They cite George H. Martin and Ellwood 

P. Cubberley (humanitarian), Frank Tracy Carlton (workers), and Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis 

(Capitalist). Houston advocates the first: ñthe genesis of the public school movement in this country was 

not to create a nation adept at the three Rôs or to create cogs for the industrial workplace. Public schools 

were created as places where a diverse nation of immigrants could come together to learn how to be 

citizens in a democracy.  Common schools were places where civic virtue was passed on to the next 

generation (ñFrom Horace Mann to the Contrarians,ò 3). Rush Welter advocates the second: ñBecause the 

Americans believed in their political and social institutions they also established a democratic educational 

system. Their object was to perpetuate the social order all of them knew so that all of their children might 

benefit from it, and education was instrumental . . . Knowledge was power to be like every other 

Americanðfree, republican, prosperous, active, moralðand education offered every man the opportunity 

to know his duty and to profit from it.ò Popular Education and Democratic Thought in America, (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1962), 116-117. See also Nord, Religion and American Education.  
6 Kaestle explains that public school leaders were often middle-class Protestants whose ideology 

centered on capitalism, republicanism and Protestantism. He suggests that American Protestantism can be 
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In the nineteenth century, Massachusetts experienced both social and economic 

change due to industrialization and urban migration; progress was a mixed blessing. 

David Tyack describes educationôs role for a nation in flux: 

Patricians, workingmen, nativists, average citizensðAmericans found in their 

traditional belief in education a way to reconcile their articles of faith with new 

social conditions. Most Americans at the time believed in progress, in a 

benevolent God, in equality of opportunity, in the mission of the United States to 

serve as a model of republican virtue to the world. Yet social evilsð

intemperance, crime, slums, ignoranceðwere all the more visible and ominous 

because of the rapid growth of cities.7  

 

There was widespread, popular agreement that common schools could ameliorate social 

evils, as they offered ñmoral education to produce obedient children, reduce crime, and 

discourage vice; citizenship training to protect republican government; literacy for 

effective economic and political participation; and cultural education for assimilation and 

unity.ò8 Many reformers, like Horace Mann, believed that education was the best means 

for individual, social, and national improvement, and he envisioned schools with a 

nondenominational Christian foundation for ethical formation. Such an education ñwould 

                                                           
summarized through ten propositions: 1.Sacredness and fragility of the republican polity 2.Importance of 

individual character in fostering social morality 3.Central role of personal industry 4.Delineation of 

respected but limited domestic role for women 5.Belief in familial and social environments as important 

sites for character building 6. Sanctity of property 7.Belief in equal and abundant economic opportunity in 

the US 8.Superiority of American Protestant culture 9.Grandeur of Americaôs destiny 10.Necessity of 

public effort to unify Americaôs population. (Pillars of the Republic, 76-77)   
7 David Tyack, Turning Points in American Educational History (Waltham, MA: Blaisdell 

Publishing, 1967), 124. For exploration of the relationship of Mannôs educational reform with the rise of 

industrialization and capitalism, see Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis, Schooling in Capitalist America: 

Educational Reform and the Contradictions of Economic Life (New York: Basic Books, 1976): ñSensing its 

productive potential, he [Mann] embraced the new capitalist order and sought through social amelioration 

and structural change to adjust the social institutions and the people of Massachusetts to its needs . . . the 

impetus behind the implementation of school reforms was not from urbanization itself, not the introduction 

of capital intensive machinery, but rather the rise of the factory as the dominant production unityò (173-74). 
8 Kaestle, Pillars of the Republic, 101. 
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impart norms of proper behavior, teach respect for property and hard work, and help to 

prevent irresponsible behavior.ò9 Well-behaved, productive citizens would be the result. 

In an era when religious affiliation shaped both individual and social sensibilities, 

Horace Mann was raised in a Congregational church in Franklin, Massachusetts under the 

tutelage of Rev. Dr. Nathaniel Emmons, a well-known exponent of "New Light" 

Calvinism.10 In Mann's own words, Reverend Emmons  

expounded all the doctrines of total depravity, election, and reprobation, and not 

only the eternity but the extremity of hell torments, unflinchingly and in their 

most terrible significance, while he rarely if ever descanted on the joys of heaven, 

and never, in my recollection, upon the essential and necessary happiness of a 

virtuous life.  

 

Although Mann was initially swept into this theological vision, he recounts his spiritual 

epiphany at age twelve (in 1808):  

I remember the day, the hour, the place and the circumstances, as well as though 

the event had happened but yesterday, when in an agony of despair, I broke the 

spell that bound me. From that day, I began to construct the theory of Christian 

ethics and doctrine respecting virtue and vice, rewards and penalties, time and 

eternity, God and his providence which, with such modifications as advancing age 

and a wider vision must impart, I still retain, and out of which my life has 

flowed.11 

 

In 1810, after his older brother Stephen drowned (on a Sunday, while skipping church), 

ñhaving not yet experienced the orthodox form of conversion, Horaceôs agonized heart 

                                                           
9 John L. Rury, Education and Social Change: Themes in the History of American Schooling 

(Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Publishers, 2002), 75. 
10 For a succinct description of religious terminology (e.g., New Divinity Calvinism as a stream of 

New Light theology of the First Great Awakening), see Raymond Culver, Horace Mann and Religion in 

Massachusetts Public Schools (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1929), 3-18. John H. Gerstner discusses 

the hyper-Calvinism of Nathaniel Emmons [1745-1840], noting that he was described as the ñboldest 

thinkerò at Princeton in part because he was willing to imagine God as the author of sin. Even in children, 

ñGod works in them to will and to do of his good pleasure; or produces those moral exercises in their hearts 

in which moral depravity properly and essentially consistsò (Emmons in Sermon XXVI: "Man's Activity 

and Dependence Illustrated and Reconciledò in The Works of Nathaniel Emmons, Vol IV, p 357 qtd in 

Jacob T. Hoogstra, Editor, American Calvinism: A Survey (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1957), 31. 

Emmons goes on to say ñMoral depravity can take place no where but in moral agents; and moral agents 

can never act but only as they are acted upon by divine operation.ò 
11 Life and Works of Horace Mann, Volume 1, 15. 
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stimulated his imaginationò regarding eternal punishment. Rather than consoling Horace 

and his family, Pastor Emmons offered a fiery sermon, asserting that the young man 

would burn in hell. At that moment, Horace ñdeliberately, with all the tremendous force 

of his will, chose to suffer with the latter, rather than make one with the selfish immortals 

who found happiness in witnessing torture.ò12 These pivotal childhood experiences 

shaped his beliefs about education, as we see in an 1856 letter to a friend:  

I feel constantly, and more and more deeply, what an unspeakable calamity a 

Calvinistic education is. What a dreadful thing it was to me! If it did not succeed 

in making me that horrible thing, a Calvinist, it did succeed in depriving me of 

that filial love for God, that tenderness, that sweetness, that intimacy, that 

desiring, nestling love, which I say it is natural the child should feel towards a 

Father who combines all excellence.13 

 

Sydney Ahlstrom notes that Rev. Emmons ñexerted a kind of involuntary reverse 

influenceò on some people, and Mann offers a famous example, because he viewed this 

Christian formation ñas a blight on his life,ò from which he rebelled, embracing a 

ñpronounced liberalò theology instead. ñDogmatic Puritanism was banished from Mannôs 

mind, and the public education system he envisioned naturally made no place for it.ò14 He 

continued his religious development over the years, eventually adopting Unitarian 

theology with a more benevolent God at its center, and broad, nonsectarian Protestantism 

for common schools.15 As we will see, his beliefs about natural human goodness also 

made him more hopeful about the education of children and less inclined to severe 

discipline (e.g., corporal punishment) than the Calvinists who espoused total depravity. 

                                                           
12 Life and Works of Horace Mann, Volume 1, 16-17 
13 Life and Works of Horace Mann, Volume 1, 479-480. 
14 Sydney Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People 2nd Edition. (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2004), 410-412 and 642. 
15 Wayne J. Urban and Jennings L. Wagoner, Jr., American Education: A History 3rd Edition. 

(New York: McGraw-Hill, 2004), 99. Unitarians who were influential in Horace Mannôs life and thought: 

Jared Sparks, Theodore Parker, William Ellery Channing, and Elizabeth, Sophia, and Mary Peabody. 
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Other than catechetical instruction in Calvinism, Mannôs schooling consisted only 

of brief and erratic periods of eight to ten weeks a year. Mann educated himself by 

reading volumes from the Franklin Town Library. He entered Brown University in 1816, 

graduated in three years as valedictorian (the title of his speech was ñThe Gradual 

Advancement of the Human Species in Dignity and Happinessò), studied law at 

Litchfield Law School, and was admitted to the bar in 1823.  In his first year of legal 

practice in Dedham, Massachusetts, Mann was invited to deliver the Independence Day 

address. The principles that he introduced in the speech, including the assertion ñthat 

education, intelligent use of the elective franchise, and religious freedom are the means 

by which American liberties are preservedò were topics he would return to throughout his 

life. John Quincy Adams, newly-elected President, was present and predicted Mann 

would have a distinguished career.16   

Along with practicing law, Mann was in state politics from 1827-1837. As 

president of the Massachusetts senate, he signed the act that created the State Board of 

Education in 1837. He left law and politics that same year to become Secretary of 

Education for Massachusetts.17 It is to his words written and spoken on behalf of 

education that we now turn.  

                                                           
16 Susan Ritchie, ñHorace Mann.ò http://www25.uua.org/uuhs/duub/articles/horacemann.html 
17 James Gordon Carter (Harvard graduate, teacher, and educational reformer who recommended 

state-supported teacher training and better textbooks; elected as Lancaster representative to the 

Massachusetts House 1834-1836 and to Senate 1837-1839) was expected to get the position, but his failed 

teacher-training school in Lancaster (and the litigation surrounding its dissolution), his demotion from the 

deaconship of the Congregational Church (due to his Unitarian theology), and State Board of Education 

member Edmund Dwightôs suggestion to Governor Edward Everett that ñthe reform of the common 

schools was too important and difficult an undertaking to be placed in the hands of a mere educatorò led the 

group to elect Mann, a prominent social figure with strong political connections and adroit rhetorical skills. 

For more on James Gordon Carter, see Keith R. Hutchison, ñJames Gordon Carter: Educational Reformer,ò 

The New England Quarterly, Vol. 16, No. 3 (September, 1943), 376-396;  Gaither, American Educational 

History Revisited (New York: Teachers College Press, 2003), 40-44; and B.A. Hinsdale, Horace Mann and 

the Common School Revival in the United States (New York: Scribner, 1937), 109-111.  

http://www25.uua.org/uuhs/duub/articles/horacemann.html
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Annual Reports of Massachusetts Board of Education 

Schools will be found to be the way that God has chosen  

for the reformation of the world.18 

As the only salaried employee of the State Board of Education, Horace Mannôs 

job was to collect information about the condition of Massachusetts schools and to 

prepare yearly overviews for wide dissemination.  In each of the first five years he held 

the position, Mann toured the fourteen counties in his state. Some of his findings include: 

a lack of support for schools; school buildings that were too small, in disrepair, poorly 

furnished, or poorly located; teachers who were poorly trained and transient (cf. First 

Annual Report); no state-wide curriculum (cf. Second Annual Report); limited, hodge-

podge collections of textbooks (cf. Third Annual Report); short school terms and 

sporadic attendance (cf. Fourth Annual Report). He argued for: compulsory attendance 

and longer school terms; a prescribed, unified curriculum; publicly-controlled and funded 

schools (cf. Seventh Annual Report); severe limits on corporal punishment (cf. Seventh 

Annual Report); and better training for teachers, including female teachers (cf. Eighth 

and Ninth Annual Reports). He accomplished: setting a longer school term (six month 

minimum); doubling financial support for schools; founding fifty high schools; increasing 

teacher salaries (by 62%); and opening three normal schools for teacher training.19 James 

Fraser asserts that during his tenure as secretary, ñMann did more to define the role and 

                                                           
18 Horace Mann in a letter to Samuel J. May, September 22, 1848. Quoted in Messerli, Horace 

Mann, 441. 
19 ñOne of Horace Mannôs favorite devices for upgrading local expenditures was to publish 

annually a ranked list of per pupil expenditures in the public schools for all the towns in the state. Local 

school committees responded in their annual reports with dutiful statements of pride or shame concerning 

their high or low rating.ò Kaestle and Vinovskis, Education and Social Change in Nineteenth-century 

Massachusetts, 124. They go on to explain that ñalthough Horace Mann tried to reduce the inequality in 

public school funding for nineteenth-century Massachusetts communities in public school expenditures by 

persuading those at the bottom to increase their support of education, there was an increase in the extent of 

inequality during his years as the secretary of the Massachusetts Board of Educationò (198); Kendall, 

ñEducation as óThe Balance Wheel of Social Machinery,ôò 21. 
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purpose of public schools (or common schools, as he called them) in the new nation than 

any other American.ò20 His annual reports ñwere devoted partly to reporting the existing 

state of things, including the progress that was made from year to year, but especially to 

the discussion of present and coming questions with a view to creating public opinion and 

guiding public action.ò21 By exploring a few of his annual reports, we will gain a clearer 

sense of his educational vision, particularly the role of moral and religious instruction in 

his educational model and his belief in American exceptionalism.  

First Annual Report (1838): 

In his first review of the educational landscape, Mann names ñapathyò as a great 

barrier to educational reform.  It arises from two places, in his estimation:  

On one side there is a portion of the community who do not attach sufficient value 

to the system to do the things necessary to its healthful and energetic working. 

They may say excellent things about it, they may have a conviction of its general 

utility; but they do not understand that the wisest conversation not embodied in 

action, that convictions too gentle and quiet to coerce performance, are little better 

than worthless. . . Opposite to this class, who tolerate, from apathy, a depression 

in the common schools, there is another class who affix so high a value upon the 

culture of their children, and understand so well the necessity of a skillful 

preparation of means for its bestowment, that they turn away from the common 

schools, in their depressed state, and seek, elsewhere, the helps of a more enlarged 

and thorough education.22   

Notice how he critiques both those who do not care enough about education to act on 

their convictions and those who care sufficiently about education, but only selfishly and 

with no concern for the wider community. Mann connects the problem to the conflict of 

having both public and private schools. He was against private education for numerous 

                                                           
20 Fraser, Between Church and State, 25. Throughout this chapter, ñpublic schoolsò and ñcommon 

schoolsò will be used interchangeably.  
21 Hinsdale, Horace Mann and the Common School Revival in the United States, 163. This book 

also gives a lengthy summary of each report: 164-180.  
22 First Annual Report (Facsimile Edition) in Annual Reports of the Board of Education, 46-8. 
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reasons. Not only was it inefficient (forcing redundancy of resources), but its 

exclusiveness was a threat to ñdemocratic cohesion and equality.ò23 Religious schools 

widened the sectarian divide and trained children ñfrom their tenderest years to wield the 

sword of polemics with fatal dexterity,ò shifting the Gospel from ña temple of peaceò into 

ñan armory of deadly weapons, for social, interminable warfare.ò24 Private schools also 

exacerbated social stratification. People who could pay more would attempt to buy a 

better education (e.g., secure better teachers by offering a higher salary), but Mann 

asserted that the upper class would be corrupted by its own social privilege and become a 

barrier (knowingly or not) to the advancement of the rest of the population, who might 

remain mired in ignorance. For him, such injustice led to ñthe fracturing of the 

democratic communityò which would ñdistort the moral life for all of its members.ò25 

Instead, common schools should offer ñan equal welcomeò to all children, ñespecially the 

children of the poor.ò26 

 It seems crucial here to note a few of the inherent contradictions of this 

educational ideology. Common schools were theoretically intended to be free and 

universally available, holding ñout the promise that the educational frontier was as open 

and promising as the land itself.ò In reality, however, they were closed to working class 

children who could not afford time away from a farm or factory, they were closed to most 

black children, and they were closed to children with ñstrangeò religious beliefs, such as 

                                                           
23 Bob P. Taylor, Horace Mannôs Troubling Legacy: The Education of Democratic Citizens 

(Lawrence, KS: University of Kansas Press, 2010), 31. Kaestle and Vinovskis have shown that the number 

of students attending private schools in Massachusetts in 1840 was only 13.8% of total school population 

and it declined to 8.4% by 1880. See Education and Social Change in Nineteenth-Century Massachusetts, 

33-37. 
24 First Annual Report (Facsimile Edition) in Annual Reports of the Board of Education, 56-7. 
25 Taylor, Horace Mannôs Troubling Legacy, 32. 
26 First Annual Report (Facsimile Edition) in Annual Reports of the Board of Education, 55. 
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Catholics.27 Mann embodies many of these contradictions. He was opposed to anti-

Catholic violence and open to Catholic teachers in public schools, but he seems largely 

unaware of the ways common schooling was rooted in Protestant privilege.28 He was an 

Abolitionist who believed ñit is as impossible for free, thorough, universal education to 

coexist with slavery as for two bodies to occupy the same space at the same time. Slavery 

would abolish education, if it should invade a free state; education would abolish slavery 

if it could invade a slave state.ò29 However, Mann ñfeared that if he took sides in the 

Boston integration issue he might ónever get another centô for school improvement.ò30  

To his credit, Mann was an advocate for the education of females, declaring that 

the ñfemale had every right to a full and complete mental development which belongs to 

the other sex. As compared with man, I believe she would reward all labors and 

expenditures for her thorough education with quite as ample returns of beauty, utility, and 

power.ò31 His Ninth Annual Report (1845) urged the employment of female teachers, in 

part because he ñthought that women were naturally suited to serve as teachers, as he 

                                                           
27 Urban and Wagoner, American Education: A History, 95, 115. 
28 In response to Rev. D Wight (April 28, 1848) about whether or not common schools could have 

Catholic teachers, Mann wrote, ñI do not see how, according to our law, a man is to be disfranchised, or 

held to be disqualified for the office of a teacher, merely because he is a Catholic. If his manners and his 

attainments are good, if his conduct is exemplary, his character pure, and he has ability to inculcate justice, 

a sacred regard to truth, the principles of piety, and those other excellences which the Constitution 

enumerates, can you reject him because you understand him to be a Catholic? . . . I could not construe our 

law and constitution to say that, because a man is a Catholic, therefore he cannot inculcate and simplify 

justice, virtues, the principles of piety, etc.ò Life and Works of Horace Mann, Volume 1, 263. On August 

11, 1834, a private school for girls (Protestant and Catholic) run by Ursiline nuns was pillaged and burned 

by a mob in Charlestown (MA) near Boston (See Messerliôs description, 191-193). Mann considered the 

act a ñhorrible outrage,ò and he was appointed to lead the legal investigation, but illness kept him from 

completing the assignment.  
29 Horace Mann, Slavery: Letters and Speeches (Boston: B.B. Mussey & Co., 1851), 46 
30 Kaestle, Pillars of the Republic, 89. For a description of Mannôs conflict with William Lloyd 

Garrison and Wendell Phillips in trying to desegregate Boston schools and Mannôs abolitionist actions, 

including housing a black student so she could attend school at West Newton, see Messerli, Horace Mann, 

445-447. 
31 Mann, ñA few thoughts on the Powers and Duties of Woman: Two Lecturesò (Syracuse: Hall, 

Mil ls & Company, 1853) quoted in Kaestle, 86. 
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believed that a maternal disposition of patience and affection helped them to work 

effectively with studentsðespecially small children,ò but he seems unconcerned with the 

wide disparity in pay between male and female teachers.32  

Seventh Annual Report (1843): 

For this report, Mann had spent months travelling across Europe to learn how 

moral character and religious instruction were imparted in their schools. He found that in 

Holland, all religious instruction is excluded from schools: ñThe Bible is not read in 

them. Children are permitted to withdraw at a certain hour, to receive a lesson in religion 

from their pastors; but this is not required. It is optional to go or remain.ò Religious 

instruction is also prohibited in Ireland, but ñseparate hours are set apart, in which all the 

children receive religious instruction from the clergymen of their respective 

denominations; the principle being to give combined literary and moral with separate 

religious instruction.ò Religious creeds are directly taught in England and Scotland, and 

students are adept at finding scripture passages, but largely incapable of connecting the 

Bible to daily ethics. Mann deplores this kind of ignorance, because it makes students 

more likely to ñbecome the passive subjects and recipients of a compulsory religion, 

however false.ò Ethical enlightenment is necessary for wise citizens, and America was 

fertile soil for moral growth.33 

 Most of Mannôs findings were favorable to America. Whereas while abroad, he 

ñfound religion to be used for political purposes, not to enthrone a Deity in the heavens, 

but a king over a state, not to secure the spontaneous performance of good works to men, 

                                                           
32 Rury, Education and Social Change, 76. 
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but the blind submission of person and property to the ruler,ò he praises the American 

common school system which ñis designed to promote the development and growth of 

the understanding, to cultivate upright and exemplary habits and manners, to quicken the 

vision of conscience in its discriminations between right and wrong, and to inculcate the 

perfect morality of the gospel.ò Unlike many European countries, America does not 

legally prescribe religious beliefs. In describing the educational statutes of Massachusetts, 

he notes that they ñprovide guaranties for the moral character of teachers . . . and the aim 

is to secure as much of religious instruction as is compatible with religious freedom.ò He 

reminds his readers that they are not ñdescendants of an ignorant horde, or pauper colony, 

driven out from the parent country in quest of food, and leaving all metropolitan art, 

intelligence, and refinement behind them,ò but rather intelligent and accomplished people 

who understood the importance of education such that they founded colonies and schools 

simultaneously.34 His rhetoric soars as he praises the nation, the land, and its founding 

inhabitants: 

Surely never were the circumstances of a nation's birth so propitious to all that is 

pure in motive, and great in achievement, and redundant in the means of universal 

happiness. Never before was a land so consecrated to knowledge and virtue. 

Never were children and children's children so dedicated to God and to humanity 

as when in those forest-solitudes that temple of the wide earth and the o'erarching 

heavens, girt round with the terrors of ocean and wilderness, afar from the pomp 

of cathedral and court, in the presence only of the conscious spirits of the 

creatures who made, and of the Creator who accepted their vows we, their 

descendants, were devoted to the cause of human freedom, to duty, to justice, to 

charity, to intelligence, to religion, by those holy men.35 

 

America is an exceptional nation, but it must remain committed to knowledge and virtue. 

Despite the grand American educational vision offered, thirty-one Boston schoolmasters 

                                                           
34 Annual Report for 1843, Life and Works of Horace Mann, Volume 3, 389-90, 402, and 413. 
35 Annual Report for 1843, Life and Works of Horace Mann, Volume 3, 414. 
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voiced their objections to the report and to the secretary who penned it in in a lengthy 

pamphlet, and thus began a battle of words in print.36 Raymond Culver suggests that 

along with concerns about pedagogy and curriculum, there was also a religious 

component to the debate, both from those outside Protestant circles (e.g., Roman 

Catholics) and those inside who were troubled by the generalized, liberal assumptions of 

Mannôs theology and educational ideology.37 We will explore these further in the next 

sections. 

Twelfth Annual Report (1848): 

Education has never yet been brought to bear with one hundredth part of its 

potential force, upon the natures of children, and, through them, upon the 

character of men, and of the race. In all the attempts to reform mankind which 

have hitherto been made, whether by changing the frame of government, by 

aggravating or softening the severity of the penal code, or by substituting a 

government-created, for a God-created religion; in all these attempts, the 

infantile and youthful mind, its amenability to influences, and the enduring and 

self-operating character of the influences it receives, have been almost wholly 

unrecognized.38 

After twelve years as Secretary of the Massachusetts Board of Education, Mann 

understood the importance of education and its role in communities, particularly in a 

nation that was striving to define and unify itself. He believed that well-educated children 

would be good citizens. He understood ñthat in a nation without a single established 

church, some new institution needed to step in to fill the void. Some force had to continue 

the process of shaping and carrying the common culture and morality if there was to be a 

unified people.ò39 In America, that institution could and should be public education. This 

would help individuals overcome ñmoral oscillationò and would connect people through 

                                                           
36 For more on the Seventh Annual Report and the resulting pamphlet war, see Taylor, Horace 

Mannôs Troubling Legacy, 42-46. 
37 Raymond Culver Horace Mann and Religion, 189-204.  
38 Twelfth Annual Report (1848) in Annual Reports on Education (1872), 705. 
39 Fraser, Between Church and State, 31. 
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shared experience. ñEducation, then, beyond all other devices of human origin, is the 

great equalizer . . . [and] the balance wheel of the social machinery.ò Mann praises ñable 

and experienced teachersò who understand ñthe errors and the excellences of childrenò 

and who have ñunanimously declaredò the following belief:  

If all the children in the community, from the age of four years to that of sixteen, 

could be brought within the reformatory and elevating influences of good schools, 

the dark host of private vices and public crimes, which now embitter domestic 

peace and stain the civilization of the age, might, in ninety-nine cases in every 

hundred, be banished from the world.  

 

And this remarkable improvement could occur ñwithout any miracle, without any 

extraordinary sacrifices, or costly effort,ò but would only require using the system of 

common schools with limited community effort and at an expense that even the poorest 

town could muster.40  

 Moral education is at the center of smooth social existence. Mann warns that ñthe 

unrestrained passions of men are not only homicidal, but suicidal; and a community 

without a conscience would soon extinguish itself.ò Morality is best found in religion, 

and human beings are meant to be religious:  

Devoid of religious principles and religious affections, the race can never fall so 

low but that it may sink still lower; animated and sanctified by them, it can never 

rise so high but that it may ascend still higher . . . Indeed, the whole frame and 

constitution of the human soul show, that if man be not a religious being, he is 

among the most deformed and monstrous of all possible existences. His 

propensities and passions need the fear of God, as a restraint from evil; and his 

sentiments and affections need the love of God, as a condition and preliminary to 

every thing worthy of the name of happiness.  

People who believe that the human race can attain happiness or avoid misery without 

religion are ignorant about human nature, but these people are not his primary audience. 

Mann asserts that the people of Massachusetts are sensitive on the subject of religion and 
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any suspicion of ñirreligious tendenciesò would lead them to renege their support. This 

awareness helps to explain why Mann repeatedly asserts his support of Christian religious 

education and why he claims everyone else agrees:  

In this age of the world, it seems to me that no student of history, or observer of 

mankind, can be hostile to the precepts and the doctrines of the Christian religion, 

or opposed to any institutions which expound and exemplify them; and no man 

who thinks, as I cannot but think, respecting the enduring elements of character, 

whether public or private, can be willing to have his name mentioned while he is 

living, or remembered when he is dead, as opposed to religious instruction, and 

Bible instruction for the young . . . [and] such is the force of the conviction to 

which my own mind is brought by these general considerations, that I could not 

avoid regarding the man, who should oppose the religious education of the young, 

as an insane man.  

 

Mann goes on to assert that a system ñwhose first and cardinal principle it is to recognize 

and protect the highest and dearest of all human interests, and of all human rightsò cannot 

be ñan irreligious, an anti-Christian, or an un-Christian one.ò41  

Mann gives the reader a brief history lesson about how governments have 

attempted ñto secure the prevalence and permanence of religion among the people,ò 

explaining that there are basically two systems. The first, which has prevailed for fifteen 

hundred years, makes regulation of religion one of the functions of government. The 

second holds that ñbelief is a matter of individual and parental concern; and, while the 

government furnishes all practicable facilities for the independent formation of that 

belief, it exercises no authority to prescribe, or coercion to enforce it.ò Government in the 

latter system facilitates the acquisition of religious truth, but does not arbitrate what 

religious truth actually is. Mann cites the Constitution of Massachusetts as an expression 

of this precept: ñAll religious sects and denominations, demeaning themselves peaceably 
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and as good citizens, shall be equally under the protection of law; and no subordination of 

one sect or denomination to another shall ever be established by law.ò42 

In laying out his description of the resultant religious education in public schools, 

he explains that it should proceed in broad ways, ñleaving it to every individual to add, 

for himself, those auxiliary arguments which may result from his own peculiar views of 

religious truth.ò43 If struggles over sectarian doctrines were allowed in the common 

school, its ñfunction as a force promoting a sense of community would be negated,ò and 

the school would become a catalyst for division within the community, rather than a 

melting pot of Americanization.44  

Mann argues that public schools are not seminaries and should be restricted from 

teaching ñthe peculiar and distinctive doctrines of any one religious denomination.ò 

Instead, schools should acknowledge their limitations and inculcate general ñChristian 

moralsò founded in the Bible. But in using the Bible, it must ñspeak for itselfò without the 

use of sectarian glosses/interpretations.45 There should be no protest to its use in this way, 

and Mann avers that  

                                                           
42 Twelfth Annual Report (1848) in Annual Reports on Education (1872), 723. 
43 Twelfth Annual Report (1848) in Annual Reports on Education (1872), 714-15. 
44 Lawrence Arthur Cremin, The American Common School: An Historic Conception (New York: 

Columbia University Bureau of Publications, 1951), 199. Compare this idea to Mannôs discussion of 

religious diversity in the 1839 edition of the Common School Journal: ñThe diversity of religious doctrines, 

prevalent in our community, would render it difficult to inculcate any religious truths . . . were it not for 

two reasons: first, that the points on which different portion of a Christian community differ among 

themselves are far less numerous than those on which they agree; and, secondly, were it not also true, that a 

belief in those points in which they all agree, constitutes the best possible preparation for each to proceed in 

adding those distinctive particulars, which did not recognize the truth that we were created to be religious 

beings, would be as though we were to form a human body forgetting to put in a heart.ò Common School 

Journal, Volume 1 (1839), 14. 
45 Twelfth Annual Report (1848) in Annual Reports on Education (1872), 729. George M. 

Thomas, Lisa R. Peck, and Channin G. De Haan describe the shifting approach to the use of the Bible from 

the 19th to the 20th century: ñBefore the turn of the [19th] century, most educators with Progressive 

sensibilities accepted American civil religion and supported the inclusion of prayer and Bible reading as 

symbols of the common religion . . . The early common school principle had been to exclude religious 

organizational authority by excluding commentary. But the twentieth century Progressive educators saw the 

Bible itself differently. They proposed retaining the study of the Bible, but as literature . . . The Bible now 
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in all my intercourse, for twelve years, whether personal or by letter, with all the 

school  officers in the State, and with tens of thousands of individuals in it, I have 

never heard an objection made to the use of the Bible in school except in one or 

two instances; and, in  those cases, the objection was put upon the ground, that 

daily familiarity with the book, in school, would tend to impair a reverence for 

it.46  

 

As we will see in the section on Catholic opposition to common schools, sola scriptura 

(Bible reading without use of commentaries or glosses and without any reference to its 

interpretation via the tradition of magisterium) is a distinctively Protestant principle, and 

the King James Bible read in common schools is a Protestant translation.47 According to 

James Fraser, the heart of the problem was ñthe public school systemôs foundersô failure 

to understand the need to respect the faith of a wide diversity of citizens.ò48 Eventually, 

many Catholics opted out of public education, while many Dutch Reformed folks never 

opted in to it, choosing their unique sectarian faith over generalized civil religion. Let us 

turn first to Protestant opposition to common schools in Philadelphia and Boston, and 

then to Catholic protests against Protestant public education and their petitions for tax 

dollars to fund parochial schools in New York. 

  

                                                           
had value as an expression of humanity. If it were to be present in the school, it had to be denuded of the 

supernatural.ò ñReforming Education, Transforming Religion, 1876-1931,ò in The Secular Revolution: 

Power, Interests, and Conflict in the Secularization of American Public Life (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2003), 382 and 386. 
46 Twelfth Annual Report (1848) in Annual Reports on Education (1872), 735. 
47 ñEven if there was no denominational catechism, [common] schools used the Protestant rather 

than the Catholic Bible. Indeed, to read the Bible without comment itself was not neutral but was a 

Protestant notion; for Catholics, the Bible required the gloss of the church to be understood.ò (Nord, 

Religion and American Education, 73). Another example was the 1869 resolution by the National Teachers 

Association to read the King James Bible devotionally, but without comment by the teachers. 
48 Fraser, Between Church and State, 47. 
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Protestant Opposition to Common Schools 

ñThe gravest obstacle to the development of an effective common school 

system throughout the United States was neither urban taxpayersô parsimony 

nor rural complacency but religious intransigence.ò49 

 

Although Horace Mann was passionate and persuasive, everyone did not support 

his vision of common schooling. Some people saw no need for improvement or reform; 

they were content with the educational status quo. There were those who wanted to 

maintain local control of education, rather than relinquishing power to state-wide or 

national institutions. There were parents who wanted to secure the right of their children 

to attend private schools. And then there were religious leaders who questioned whether 

nonsectarian education was compatible with orthodox Christianity.50 Rush Welter 

contends that this latter group presented the biggest obstacle to widespread acceptance of 

national common schooling. In 1838, Frederick A. Packard of the American Sunday 

School Union put himself in the center of a controversy about book selection in school 

libraries, engaging in a six-month battle in print with Horace Mann. In 1846, Matthew 

Hale Smith accused Mann and the Massachusetts Board of Education of running 

ñgodlessò schools. Both Packard and Smith were Protestant, though of a more 

conservative bent than Mann.51 

Since this dissertation focuses on schools founded by Dutch Reformed 

immigrants, it seems important to note that both Packard and Smith were Calvinists, and 

their objections to Horace Mann and his vision for schooling centered, at least in part, on 

theological tenets such as total depravity. Perhaps even more significant is their belief 
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that specific theological propositions cannot and should not be watered down to general 

ethical principles for moral behavior. This indicates a willingness to uphold religious 

orthodoxy above broad communal unity, even if such is seen as separatist or anti-

American. As we will see in chapter three, the tension between the forces of 

Americanization and the forces of maintaining cultural and religious purity in enclaves 

runs through the history of  the Christian Reformed Church (and its split from the 

Reformed Church in America) and Grand Rapids Christian Schools. 52  

Philadelphia: Frederick Packard and the American Sunday-School Union 

Frederick A. Packard was born in Massachusetts in 1794 to parents of Puritan 

descent; his father was a pastor. He was a lawyer and an editor of The Hampshire 

Federalist, which later became The Springfield Republican. Initially chosen as a delegate 

to the anniversary of the American Sunday-School Union, he so impressed the group that 

he was offered the position of editor of their publication. Edwin Wilbur Rice claims that 

ñmore than to any other one man the shaping of the early literature of the American 

                                                           
52 Edwin Rian explores the response of Calvinists in the public school movement in New Jersey, 

which mirror the debates between the CRC and the RCA in Michigan. Both sides were in favor of universal 

education, but some (e.g., Charles Hodge of Princeton Seminary) held that private schools were the best 

location for such formation, while others (e.g., Presbyterians John Maclean and the Reverend Robert Baird; 

Reverend Abraham Messler of the Old Raritan Church, President Theodore Frelinghuysen of Rutgers 
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against the increasing forces of worldliness. During the conflict over public funding for Catholic Schools in 

New York, Hodge wrote the following: ñThe State must do one or the other of two things. She must make 

her schools accessible to all classes of people, by excluding religion from them entirely; or she must let 

every denomination, or the people in every district, regulate the schools as they please.ò (Quoted in Boylan, 

Sunday School, 58). Hodge used the example of Catholics and fellow Calvinists in Scotland and Holland to 
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monetary support and the rise of public schools foretold a lost war. By 1870, private Calvinist schools had 

almost completely disappeared in New Jersey. Edwin H. Rian, Christianity and American Education (San 

Antonio: Naylor Co., 1949), 30-33. 
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Sunday-School Union was due to Frederick A. Packard. He personally examined most of 

the Unionôs publications and even created several himself.ò53 In March 1838, now living 

in Philadelphia, Packard began a series of five letters which appeared in successive issues 

of the New York Observer and the Boston Recorder. He wanted wider use of his 

organizationôs collection of school library texts throughout New England.54  Packard 

accused Horace Mann and the Massachusetts Board of Education of ñconspiring to drive 

the Bible and religion itself out of the public schools.ò55 The conflict began when 

Packard wrote to Mann, asking him to evaluate the merit of Abbotôs The Child at Home, 

one of the books in the library series. In Mannôs journal, an entry dated March 18, 1838, 

he writes:  

Having got the book and read it, I have today written him a long answer, 

condemning the book in toto so far as the view of a great portion of our people are 

concerned. For my own part, I should rather no District Library should ever be 

formed, than to have them, if  they must be composed of such books as that.  

 

In Mannôs letter to Packard written the same day, he explains that the book is offensive 

because it denounces people to ñeternal perdition for the most trivial neglects or acts of 

disobedience,ò because it places an ñarbitrary & mechanicalò obedience to God over love 

of God, because God is not characterized as ñamiableò or ñlovely,ò and because of its 
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Dictionary, The Higher Rock, and Life of Robert Owen.  See Edwin Wilbur Rice, The Sunday-school 
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54 Culver asserts that ñeven though it be granted that Packard was sincere in his conviction that the 
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emphasis on total depravity.56 Mannôs optimism about human nature is at stark variance 

with Calvinismôs pessimism about human depravity.  

Packard conceded in the second letter that some people may disagree with the 

theological content of some of the texts, but he is incredulous that ñfactsò such as ñthe 

existence of a God, the inspiration of the Scriptures, [and] a future state of retributionò 

should be deemed ñsectarian.ò57 Notice his use of the word ñfactsò for doctrines that have 

been long-contested within Christianity, and his contention that such doctrines are not 

sectarian, but universal. Jonathan Messerli explains that Packard included all human 

beings in his assertion that ñdoctrinal beliefs on the Trinity, Baptism, and original sin 

were crucial factors in conditioning their social behavior.ò On the other hand, Mann 

believed human actions were based on general ethical principles shared by all reasonable 

people. As such, ñbeliefs in total immersion [baptism], the divinity of Christ, or the innate 

depravity of children had little influence on how one lived as a member of a family or a 

citizen of a community.ò58 The extent to which particular tenets of religious faith impact 

education and ethics is a recurring point of contention in the work of Horace Mann and 

those who opposed it.  

In Mannôs final letter, dated July 22, 1838, he reminds Packard that the 

Massachusetts law of 1827 requiring towns of more than five-hundred families to have a 

public high school has been ñalmost unanimouslyò ratified by government officials and 

by the public. Mann garners the additional support of Samuel M. Burnside, who drafted 

                                                           
56 Quoted in Culver, Horace Mann and Religion in the Massachusetts Public Schools, 57 and 59. 
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the law. Burnsideôs letter of June 4, 1844 to Mann explains the origins of the law, the 

(intended) meaning of its language, and its widespread acceptance:  

It was not construed to mean the excluding of religious teaching in the great 

doctrines of the gospel; this had given no offence for two hundred years to the 

religious denominations making together the great body of the people; it was 

interpreted to mean, if to be operative, the exclusion of ecclesiastical systems of 

church government and discipline . . .The committee did not understand that any 

doctrines of dogmatic theology had been taught in our schools for many yearsð

they were all of the opinion that such doctrines ought to be excludedðthat our 

schools could not otherwise be sustainedðthat the school room should never 

become the battle ground of polemic combatants . . . I know the bill was 

universally understood as excluding doctrinal subjects of doctrinal theology.59 

 

Whether or not Burnside is correct that dogmatic theology was no longer being taught in 

schools is debatable. What is striking is that ñnot a word was uttered againstò formation 

in Christian moralityðwhich might tell us something about the hegemony of liberal 

Protestant Christianity in Massachusetts politics at the time.  

For Mann, ñthe great ideaò of the common school is achieved when ñthe children 

of men of all denominations attend the school together,ò but this requires compromise. 

Mann clearly outlines the differences between himself and Packard in their plans and 

their audience, as the former envisions himself serving ñevery religious denomination,ò 

while the latter represents a sectarian fragment which propagates ñpeculiar views.ò60 The 

latter was undeterred in his endeavor. Packard tried to disparage Mann at a meeting of the 

Massachusetts General Association, proposing to read publically Mannôs private 

correspondence to him, and then realizing his mistake (his breach of social etiquette? his 

lack of popular public support?), ñhe made the surprising request that the matter should 
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60 Culver, Horace Mann and Religion in the Massachusetts Public Schools, 73-4. 
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not be made known outside the assembly.ò61 Packard was partially discredited, Mann was 

widely defended, and both went on to market their widely disparate visions for religious 

education.62 

Boston: Matthew Hale Smith, The Bible, the Rod, and Religion in Common Schools 

Education without religion, is irreligious. It cannot be neutral, and in fact is 

not neutral. The effort to keep out religion from all the books and all the 

instructions, gives them of necessity an irreligious and infidel character.63 

 

Matthew Hale Smith was born in Maine and ordained a minister of the 

Universalist denomination at the age of 17. He converted to Calvinism when he was 32 

and ordained an orthodox minister in Massachusetts. He preached the sermon, ñThe Ark 

of God on a New Cartò to the Church and the Society of the Pilgrims in Boston on 

October 10, 1846. It was printed in the Boston Recorder a few days later, as was a review 

of the sermon by William B. Fowle, publisher of the Common School Journal.64 Central 

to the sermon are Smithôs following points of contention: 

An effort has been made, and that too with some success, to do three things with 

our common schools: 1. To get out of them the Bible and all religious instruction. 

2. To abolish the use of the rod, and all correction, but a little talk. 3. To make 

common schools a counterpoise to religious instruction at home and in Sabbath 

schools. The Board of Education in Massachusetts has aided in this work in two 

ways: 1. By allowing an individual, under the sanction of its authority, to 

disseminate through the land crude and destructive principles, principles believed 

to be at war with the Bible and with the best interests of the young for time and 

eternity. 2. By a library which excludes books as sectarian that inculcate truths, 

which nine-tenths of professed Christians of all names believe while it accepts 

others that inculcate the most deadly heresy ð even universal salvation. We ask 
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not that religion shall be sustained by law; but we do ask that impiety and 

irreligion shall not be supported by the state.65 

 

Rev. Smith furthers Packardôs position about school books, implying that the sensibilities 

of one-tenth of Christians (presumably the Unitarians and possibly the Catholics) should 

not outweigh the beliefs of the rest. His deeper contention is that the Massachusetts 

Board of Education (with Mann at its helm) is functioning at odds with Christianity; in 

fact, they may be enemies in a war against faith. 

 Fowleôs review of the sermon is scathing. He attacks Smithôs pessimism as idiotic 

and suggests that schools, churches, and other charitable institutions are helping to make 

the world better, not worse. He defends the members of the Massachusetts Board of 

Education as ñnot only orthodox men, but distinguished as leaders and lights among the 

evangelical sects.ò He asks ñWho but the Romanists would take the Bible away from our 

youth?ò And then he lays out the facts of the current situation in schools in order ñto 

expose the barefacednessò of Smithôs charges: 

First, then, the Board have never said a word against the use of the Bible in 

schools, but on the contrary, have required it to be used in the only schools under 

their control . . . the Bible is probably read daily in every public school in the 

State, and it is required to be read in the schools of this city. Secondly, the Board 

have always and every where strenuously urged the importance of early religious 

instruction ð and, if the preacher does not know this, he is ignorant beyond 

excuse, and if he does know it, he is wicked beyond pardon. 

 

Fowle exhorts Smith to review Mannôs Ninth Annual Report in which he may ñread his 

own condemnation,ò and he ends with a censure of the paperôs editor, who never should 

have published Smithôs sermon in the first place and who should have acted more quickly 

to expose its falsehood. For propagating such lies, Fowle makes the following 

pronouncement about what should happen to Mr. Smith: ñif we believed in the utility of 
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capital punishment, we should say, [the sermon] entitles the preacher to a ride in a cart 

that would leave him standing, as his whole sermon stands, on ð nothing.ò66  

 In Mannôs reply to Matthew Hale Smith, he defends the intentions of the Board of 

Education, who support rather than undermine the use of the Bible in schools, and he 

points to the positive results of their efforts throughout Massachusetts: 

It is well known to every person who has had the honesty to ascertain the facts on 

the subject, to be wholly untrue. The whole influence of the Board of Education, 

from the day of its organization to the present time, has been to promote and 

encourage, and, whenever they have had any power, as in the case of the Normal 

Schools, to direct the daily use of the Bible in school. 

 

He praises the efficient efforts of Board of Education in getting the Bible into schools, 

noting that his last inquiry revealed its use in all of the towns in the State, except for a 

few, and because those three towns had not responded, was likely used in them as well.67 

Smithôs reply is lengthy and directed more personally at Mann: 

1. I regard you as the representative of a system, or its head, which seeks to 

change, slowly, perhaps, but surely, the whole system of education in common 

schools ð the result of which will be to elevate the intellectual over the moral, 

and man above God. In detail and in element I conceive your notions, in this 

matter, to be crude, their fruits destructive; and the more I have seen your system 

explained, the worse, to my mind, it appears. 2. I understand you to be opposed to 

the use of the Bible in school as a school book . . . I suppose you to be willing that 

parts shall be read. But are you in favor of the whole Bible as a school book? 3. 

Are you in favor of the use of the rod as a principal means of enforcing 

obedience? That you tolerate it in deference to public sentiment, I do not dispute. 

But I am misinformed if you are not against its use, and do not, as you have 

opportunity, discountenance its use. 4. I understand you to be opposed to religious 

instruction in schools; that you rule out as far as you have power truths and 

sanctions which nine tenths of professing Christians believe essential to sound 

morals and an honest life, no less than to the salvation of the soul.68 
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He asserts that Mann has dangerously upended the proper hierarchy between God and 

human beings. Rather than acknowledging the value of the Bibleôs use in school, he 

attacks Mann for his disrespect of the Bible. Since Smith believes corporal punishment is 

commended in the Bible, he questions Mannôs discouragement of using the rod. And 

notice how their definitions of ñreligious instructionò are at play in the fourth point. For 

Smith, orthodox tenets of doctrine should be taught; For Mann, ethical principles distilled 

from the Bible, which makes known ñthe rule of life and the means of salvationò should 

be taught, limited only by legal boundaries, as he explains in his reply of November 9:  

Every one who has availed himself of the means of arriving at the truth, on this 

point, knows that I am in favor of religious instruction in our schools, to the 

extremest verge to which it can be carried without invading those rights of 

conscience which are established by the laws of God, and guarantied [sic] to us by 

the Constitution of the State.69  

 

Mann goes even further to defend his position, using a biblical allusion to demonstrate 

his fervor: ñI regard hostility to religion in our schools as the greatest crime which I could 

commit against man or against God. Had I the power, I would sooner repeat the massacre 

of Herod, than I would keep back religion from the young.ò70 They both support 

ñreligionò as a component of education, but they each mean something different in their 

use of the term.  
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 In his reply, Smith acknowledges that the Bible is used in schools, but claims it 

has been demoted from ñthe Inspired Word of Godò to ña book full of inspired maxims,ò 

and thus stripped of its ñmoral power.ò Smith goes on to excoriate those Christians who 

question the divine inspiration of the Bible, as he believes Mann to be one of them: 

If your own voluntary testimony is to be taken, you do not believe the whole Bible 

to the inspired Word of God. . . The man who rejects a part of the Bible, must, in 

my opinion, reject the whole. It claims entire inspiration. If it be not so inspired, it 

is not true . . . No plan can so effectually get the Bible, ultimately, out of Common 

Schools, as that which rejects a part as not true, and another part as fit to be read. 

 

Smith lays out an all or nothing ultimatum, asserting that only accepting parts of the 

Bible is ñnothing more than Deism, bald and blank.ò Smith then asks a useful question 

about what may or may not be legally forbidden: ñIf I may not teach native depravity in 

schools, because the Constitution forbids it, may you teach native holiness?ò Since Mann 

believed human depravity was a dangerous and damaging tenet, while innate human 

goodness was useful and positive, he might not have accepted that both positions were 

sectarian. Both seem to universalize their position. Smith suggests that districts should 

have the right to ñmake their schools as religious as they please,ò and dissenting 

individuals or groups have the right to use their tax money for separate education.71 This 

is an argument that recurs throughout American educational history, with differing levels 

of success (e.g., the charter school and homeschool movements). 
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New York: Catholic Opposition to Common Schools  

By their establishment and control of both public and private schools, 

churchmen stamped upon neighborhoods, states, and nation an 

interdenominational Protestant ideology which nurtured dreams of personal 

and social progress. By the middle of the nineteenth century,  

leading citizens assumed that Americanism and Protestantism were synonyms 

and that education and Protestantism were allies. The prevalence of this 

sentiment encouraged nativism, muted the voice of the courts  

in issues involving church-state relationships, and impelled Jews, Catholics, 

and some Protestant groups who rejected the interdenominational  

consensus to institute separate systems of parochial schools.72 

 

As common schools found a cultural foothold, there was need to delineate 

between secular education (no religion), moral education (fundamental tenets held by all 

religions), and sectarian education (specific denominational-Protestant or Catholic 

doctrines). In 1792, Bishop John Carroll of Baltimore (with jurisdiction over all Catholics 

in the United States) published a pastoral letter calling for the ñChristian education of 

youth,ò and in 1829, the First Provincial Council of Baltimore (with representative 

bishops from each of the United States dioceses present) called for the establishment of 

schools where students would be taught the principles of Catholic faith while also being 

instructed in other things.73 But the issue of parochial Catholic schools did not gain 

widespread momentum until controversy erupted in New York a decade later. To 

understand the context, we need to back up to 1805, when a group of Protestant 

philanthropists in New York City were given a charter as the Free School Society (FSS) 

by the New York state legislature to establish free schools for poor children not currently 

under the care of any religious society. The city received funds for education from a share 
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of state tax on the sale of liquor. The allotment to organizations such as the Free School 

Society (FSS) was to be proportional to the number of students who attended, and the 

money was to be used for teachersô salaries. Timothy Smith argues that ñall 

congregations except the Roman Catholic, Dutch Reformed, and Associate Reformed 

Presbyterian relied increasingly upon this nonsectarian organization to educate the 

children of their indigent families.ò74 Over the years, however, the Free School Society 

was also granted building lots, construction subsidies, and other monetary allotments; it 

effectively served as the public school system for the city and held a monopoly for over a 

decade. In 1826 when the Free School Society (FSS) was granted a new charter, it 

changed its name to the Public School Society (PSS).75   

In 1820 the Bethel Baptist Church of New York, located in a section of the city 

not yet served by the FSS, opened a school for poor children of all religious faiths in its 

basement, enrolling 686 students in its first year.76 The congregation was granted the 

usual per-student monetary distribution for teachersô salaries in 1821, ñbut also the right 

to use any surplus funds, after payment of salaries, to equip or erect buildingsða right 

previously reserved for the Free School Society alone.ò77 Bethel Baptist expanded to 

three schools by 1822. Other churches followed suit, opening schools and petitioning for 

similar tax-funded privileges. The Free School Society cartel was under siege, and it 

openly opposed such schools on the grounds that it threatened their non-sectarian 

common schools and encouraged the growth of divisive sectarian schools. Bethel Baptist 
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insisted its program was as nonsectarian as that of the FSS since they used the same 

curriculum and the same nondenominational catechism for religious instruction. In 1825, 

the Common Council of the New York state legislature passed an ordinance denying 

common school funds to any religious society.   

Timothy Smith argues that the success of the FSS depended on its ability to 

persuade people that ñnonsectarian Protestant education could be thoroughly religious.ò78 

The Society argued that its schools and their textbooks set forth ñthe fundamental truths 

of the Christian religion free from sectarian biasò and asserted that their schools could 

offer moral education based on Christian ethics, but separated from divisive dogmas.79 In 

1812, the FSS implemented a plan to suspend school on Tuesday afternoons to allow 

time for catechizing children according to the religious preferences of their parents. Fifty 

ñwomen of distinguished consideration in society and belonging to the different religious 

denominationsò volunteered to serve as instructors.80 These were eminent Protestant 

church women. There were no provisions made for the Catholic students, which added 

insult to the injury of anti-Catholic textbooks and Protestant Scripture reading practices. 

Catholics might agree on the importance of moral formation, but not that it could be 

separated from specific doctrines. What the Free School Society claimed was 

nondenominational was seen by Catholic bishops and priests as ñProtestant sectarianism 

aimed to subvert the religious faith of Catholic children.ò81 Diane Ravitch is correct in 

her assessment of FSS blindness to this critique:  
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The Society failed to recognize that its version of nonsectarianism was sectless 

Protestantism. Its failure, too, to remove voluntarily the open slurs against 

Catholicism in many of its textbooks underscored the transparency of its seeming 

religious neutrality. The Societyôs inability to surmount its narrow cultural 

horizons made it impossible for the Society to reach a compromise with the 

Catholics.82 

 

Catholics were initially split on schooling. Some believed that religious training belonged 

most properly to the realms of home and church and trusted in public schools to embrace 

all religions equally. Others (an increasing majority) understood that public education 

was always and already stacked against Catholics (especially poor immigrant Catholics) 

because of class, language, and theology. They wanted to enjoy the benefits of their tax 

dollars spent on common schools without their children being subject to discrimination. 

But instead, there was increasing nativist and anti-Catholic hostility, with riots breaking 

out in New York, Boston, and Philadelphia.83 By the time the fires were extinguished, 

Catholics were determined to educate their own children, preferably with public funding.  

 In his second annual address to the state legislature in January 1840, New York 

Governor William Henry Seward (Protestant, Whig) took up for the oppressed 

immigrants.84 Ravitch suggests that Governor Seward was convinced that ñuniversal 

education was the challenge of his age.ò85 He believed education could lower rates of 

poverty and crime, but it could also serve the public welfare by cultivating good citizens 

and bolstering social equality. According to Joseph McCadden, Governor Seward ñhad 
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learned that thousands of children (his advisers said 25,000) were receiving no education 

whatever,ò and in New York City, out of conscience, they would not avail themselves of 

the education offered by the Public School Society.86 If necessary, Governor Seward 

supported the establishment of schools where immigrant children could receive 

instruction from teachers who spoke their native language and shared their religion. The 

PSS, fueled in part by nativist sentiment and also by the economic threat of losing 

students, offered a remonstrance arguing that it was crucial for immigrants ñto become 

familiar with our language and reconciled to our institutions and habitsò as quickly as 

possible, and that their schools were the prime site for that cultural assimilation.87  

John Hughes was an Irish immigrant, the son of a poor farmer, who came to the 

United States in 1817 at the age of twenty. While Hughes was working in Maryland as a 

gardener for Mount St. Maryôs College and Theological Seminary and preparing for 

admission as a student, he met Bishop John Dubois (president of the college at the time). 

Hughes served as a priest in Philadelphia before being called to New York in 1839 to 

replace DuBois as bishop after the latter suffered a paralytic stroke. Bishop Hughes was 

in Europe raising money and recruiting priests and teachers when Governor Seward made 

his radical proposal, but he returned prepared to rally the troops and to take Seward up on 

his offer. 

After convening a meeting of the trustees of the cityôs Catholic churches, a 

petition was drafted on behalf of all eight parishes which supported a free school and 

agreed to seek public funding. The petition, requesting public aid based on financial need, 
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was submitted to the Common Councilôs Board of Assistant Alderman on February 25, 

1840. Shortly thereafter, similar petitions were submitted by the Scotch Presbyterian 

Church and the Hebrew congregation on Crosby Street in New York City. Strenuous 

opposition came from the Public School Society and numerous denominations, including 

Methodist Episcopal, Reformed Presbyterian, and Dutch Reformed churches.88 While the 

Board considered the petition, the PSS furnished Rev. Felix Varela (co-vicar-general of 

New York with Dr. John Power) with a set of textbooks for his perusal, so that they 

might remove any offensive passages. 

On April 27, 1840, the Committee on Arts and Sciences and Schools submitted 

Document No. 80, which was its response to the controversy. It asserted that Catholics 

were taxed as citizens for the support of civil government and not as Catholics for the 

support of another religion, and further explained  

Our institutions are designed not to create or perpetuate religious distinctions, but 

to place all mankind upon a common footing of equality. Any legal 

acknowledgement of any religious denomination, as a dependent upon the public 

bounty for any kind of pecuniary aid or support, would be an abandonment of the 

great constitutional principle, that the end and aim of all just government is the 

equal protection of all men in the free exercise and enjoyment of the rights 

derived from the written Constitution of the land.89 

 

The document asserted that the church and the home were the proper place of religious 

instruction and argued for common schooling free of sectarianism. As such, it directed 

the PSS to remove any books which might be offensive to Catholics or other sects. 
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Document No. 80 was adopted by the Board of Assistant Aldermen by a vote of 16-1. 

Catholics took to the presses to address the issues to a wider audience. 

On July 4, 1840, Dr. John Power (Vicar-General of the Diocese of New York) set 

up a new weekly, the Freeman's Journal, with lawyer James W. White as editor, the 

stated purpose of which was to gain access to the public school fund for Catholic children 

(the unstated purpose was to supplant the current diocesan publication, Truth-Teller, 

which was less sympathetic to the cause).90 In the journalôs second weekly publication, 

Power published an open letter to the Public School Society. "I am decidedly opposed," 

wrote the vicar-general, "to the education which is now given in our ópublic schools.ô It is 

not based, as in a Christian community it ought to be, on the Christian religion. Its 

tendency is to make deists."91 Power further excoriated the PSS textbooks for containing 

ñthe most malevolent and foul attacksò on Catholicism.92 Another contributor to the 

journal agreed that public schools were sectarian in their Protestant bias, but wrote that 

elimination of any or all religious instruction was unacceptable. 

In late October 1840, Bishop John Hughes testified in front of the Board of 

Aldermen for four hours on two successive days. In the face of outright attacks against 

Catholicism as intolerant and exclusivist, Hughes argued that the slander was based on 

misconceptions and misinformation. Some of that slander had come from PSS textbooks, 

he asserted. Along with offering bias-free instruction and excluding religious instruction 

from regular school hours, the Catholics ñagreed to submit to supervision by city 
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appointees, even by the Society, if only they were granted a share of the public funds.ò93 

After the hearing, the Board of Alderman appointed a special committee to handle the 

issue. During the intervening ten weeks, each side submitted compromise proposals 

which rehashed previous offers and were unsatisfactory to the other group: Catholics 

would not agree to any plan that did not recognize the distinctive nature of Catholic 

schools, and the PSS would not abide public funding of distinctly sectarian schools. The 

special committeeôs recommendation on January 11, 1841 was to reject the Catholic 

petition, which the Board did by a vote of 15-1. ñThe lone dissenting alderman was 

Daniel Pentz, who afterwards was a great favorite of the Irish Catholics for his stand on 

their behalf.ò94 Catholics were undeterred on their path to a statewide hearing, believing 

they had the support of the governor. 

Governor Sewardôs Secretary of State and ex-officio Superintendent of Schools, 

John C. Spencer, submitted a report on April 26, 1841 which argued the importance of 

religious instruction in American schools:  

It is believed that, in a country where the great body of our fellow-citizens 

recognize the fundamental truths of Christianity, public sentiment would be 

shocked by the attempt to exclude all instruction of a religious nature from the 

public schools; and that any plan or scheme of education, in which no reference 

whatever was had to moral principles founded on these truths, would be 

abandoned by all . . . It may be regarded as a settled axiom in all schemes of 

education intended for the youth of this country, that there must be, of necessity, a 
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very considerable amount of religious instruction.95 

 

Spencer interpreted the no-establishment clause of the federal Constitution to mean 

ñabsolute non-interventionò by the government in matters of religious instruction. Thus, 

people in each locality would have discretion on such school policies. His report affirmed 

the need for a variety of schools in the United States ñso that parents might exercise their 

right to choose one that accorded with their consciences.ò Although the Public School 

Society had achieved a great deal, Spencer ñscolded it for conceiving of itself as the only 

deserving educational organization in the metropolis.ò96  

When the New York State Legislature convened in 1842, Governor Seward and 

William Maclay, chairman of the House Committee on Schools, renewed the attack on 

the PSS ñas a private monopoly incapable of accomplishing the tremendous self-assumed 

task of public education.ò97 Seward promised to approve legislation that would vest 

control of schools in elected commissioners. The Maclay Act, as initially proposed, 

accepted Spencerôs doctrine of ñabsolute non-interventionò and allowed that each city 

ward would popularly elect a school board to make decisions about education, including 

religious issues such as Bible reading. It was later amended to provide centralized 

funding and oversight by a New York City Board of Education; this was meant to insure 

uniformity and harmony among districts. The principle of ñabsolute non-interventionò 

was replaced by an explicit proscription against sectarian instruction in public schools. 

The language in Section 14 of the Maclay Act which became law in April 1842 reads: 
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ñNo school above mentioned, or which shall be organized under this act, in which any 

religious sectarian doctrine or tenet shall be taught, inculcated, or practiced shall receive 

any portion of the school moneys to be distributed by this act.ò98 This marked the end of 

the Public School Society. However, with a shift in political power, The Maclay Act was 

amended in 1844 to prohibit the New York City Board of Education from keeping the 

Christian scriptures out of the schools. In that same year, the Third Plenary Council of 

Baltimore (with authority over all Catholics in North America) declared its goal: óEvery 

Catholic child in a Catholic school.ô From the middle of the 19th century until the mid-

1960s, well over 90% of the children in private schools were in Roman Catholic schools. 

Connecticut: Horace Bushnell and Christian Nurture 

Horace Bushnell was born in Litchfield, Connecticut in 1802, part of New 

Englandôs site of transformation for American Protestantism at the turn of the century, 

according to David Smith: ñThe older schools of Calvinism, stressing Godôs terrible 

justice and absolute sovereignty over against mankindôs total depravity, were giving way 

to teachings stressing a loving Godôs rational moral government of the universe and 

mankindôs freedom within it.ò99 Following a profound religious experience in 1831, 

Bushnell entered Yale Divinity School, where he was influenced by Nathaniel W. Taylor, 

who asserted that ñsin is in the sinningò and human beings always have power to the 

contrary.100 Daniel Walker Howe describes the origins of various elements of Bushnellôs 

Christianity: 

                                                           
98 Quotation from Section 14 of the Maclay Act, cited in McCadden, ñBishop Hughes versus The 

Public School Society of New York,ò 207. This position eventually spreads to many other states. 
99 David L. Smith. Horace Bushnell: Selected Writings on Language, Religion, and American 

Culture. American Academy of Religion, Studies in Religion No. 33. Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1984: 2  
100 For more on New England Theology and ñthe birth and growth of Taylorism, an offspring of 

the forced marriage of New England Calvinism with revivalism,ò see Nathaniel William Taylor, 1786-
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Like the Calvinists, Bushnell acknowledged the existence of original sin. Like the 

Lockeans, he emphasized the power of nurture to shape personality. Like the 

romantics, he respected the human dignity of children. He also displayed romantic 

influence by his belief in a óreligious natureô within human beings, that is, a 

potential for religious sensibility that would develop if properly cultivated.101 

 

Unlike the Revivalists of the time, for whom conversion was individualized, occurring 

after one reached the age of reason, Bushnell emphasized the influential, nurturing 

atmosphere of the Christian household, which allows children to grow up in grace, 

reading the ñliving epistlesò of their parents, who communicate faith in every detail of 

life.102 James Bratt asserts that Bushnellôs greatest impact  

might have come in the warrant he gave to the Victorian homeða more popular 

sanctuary, it turned out, than cathedral confession, and pure church combined . . . 

[and] Bushnell gave the most accurate forecast of the American Protestant future: 

a regime of brawny industrialism guarded, or glazed over, by male character and 

female virtue.103  

 

Bushnellôs vision seems to be an odd mixture of Calvinist covenantal community, 

American domination, and Victorian domesticity. 

 Bushnell took the pulpit at North Congregational Church in Hartford in 1833 and 

stayed there for his entire pastoral career, until 1859. Sydney Ahlstrom explains that ñhis 

congregation, like many others, was committed to American democratic optimism, 

repulsed by revivalism, concerned about the religious nurture of its children, and attracted 

to the social amenities and liturgical graces of Episcopalianism.ò104 Perhaps his most 

                                                           
1858, A Connecticut Liberal by Sidney Earl Mead, published in 1942 (entire text available online 

http://www.gospeltruth.net/nathanieltaylor.htm) and Sydney Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American 

People 2nd Edition. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 419-420 and 609-613. 
101 Daniel Walker Howe, ñThe Social Science of Horace Bushnell,ò The Journal of American 

History, Vol. 70, No. 2 (September, 1983): 315 
102 David L. Smith. Horace Bushnell: Selected Writings on Language, Religion, and American 

Culture. American Academy of Religion, Studies in Religion No. 33. Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1984: 14.  
103 James D. Bratt ñThe Reorientation of American Protestantism, 1835-185,ò Church History. 

March 1998. Vol. 67, Issue 1: 77-79. 
104 Sydney Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People 2nd Edition. (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2004), 610. 

http://www.gospeltruth.net/nathanieltaylor.htm
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famous book, Bushnellôs Christian Nurture began as sermons and was first published in 

1847 by the Massachusetts Sabbath School Society. It ñbecame the foundation stone for 

new approaches to religious educationò105 In that book, Bushnell described conversion as 

a gradual and lifelong process of deepening awareness: ñThe child is to grow up a 

Christian, and never know himself as being otherwise.ò106 Because Bushnell had an 

organic view of family, church, and nation, it seems natural that he would also see the 

value of schools as sites of nurture and development.   

One of Bushnellôs early biographers, Edwin Doak Mead, commends the 1840 

ñChristianity and Common Schoolsò address to the American people ñabove all others,ò 

because it clearly articulates the fundamental importance of common schooling and ñthe 

inseparableness of democracy and public education.ò Not only does Bushnell describe 

common schooling as ña great American institutionò which has its beginnings ñwith our 

history itselfò and which remains ñan integral part of the civil order,ò but also ñthe true 

schools for our American democracy, the schools which alone can make for the 

perpetuity and integrity of a really democratic society and democratic institutions.ò107 

In this address, Bushnell asserts that common schools serve as ñnurseries of the 

church,ò but they can also foster the development of ñall the nations in Christendom,ò 

filling the world ñwith an intellectual, upright, and pure-minded race of menðmen of 

                                                           
105 Sydney Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People, 611. Heated opposition to the 

book caused them to withdraw publication, but other chapters were added and the completed work was 

published in 1861. In his 1937 text, Horace Bushnell and Religious Education, A. J. Williams Myers 

summarized six principles for which Bushnell is remembered: 1. There is some kind of nurture that is of the 

Lord; 2. Organic connection between parent and child; 3. The fellowship and love of the home; 4. Growth, 

not conquest, as the true means of extending Godôs Kingdom; 5. Teaching should suit the age of the child; 

6, experience rather than doctrine is the basis of teaching. 

 106 Horace Bushnell, Christian Nurture, Reprint of the 1861 edition published by Charles Scribner. 

Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1979: 10. 
107 Edwin Doak Mead, Horace Bushnell, the Citizen (Boston, 1900), 9.  
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order, law, strength and courtesyðproduction so advanced and economy so perfected, by 

the restraints of vice and all bad indulgence, as to allow them leisure for books and the 

useful refinements of taste and friendship.ò This progress is more than mere possibility; it 

is the duty of Christians to work toward its end, and this goal requires ñsecuring the Bible 

its proper place.ò Bushnell acknowledges that ñall sectarian aims must be sacrificedò to 

keep the Bible in schools, but it is enough for the Bible to be embraced ñas a book of 

principles, containing the true standards of character and the best motives and aids to 

virtue.ò108 

For Bushnell, religion and education are inseparable: ñEducation without religion 

is education without virtue. Religion without education, or apart from it, is a cold, 

unpaternal principle, dying without propagation. . . In the highest and truest sense they 

are one. Their end is one: the illumination and discipline of mind.ò Continued support of 

estrangement between the two is especially remarkable ñwhen one considers that more 

than half the money we give for missionary purposes is expended in the maintenance of 

schools. As if the cause of Christ had an interest in the schools of India, or the North-

West Coast, and not in the schools of Connecticut!ò109 America is also a mission field, as 

we shall see with Beecherôs Plea for the West.   

                                                           
108 Horace Bushnell, ñChristianity and Common Schools,ò Connecticut Common School Journal 

(1838-1842); January 15, 1840: 2, 7. American Periodicals pg. 102. Boardman Kathan notes that ñWhen 

the public school ceased to perform the function of teaching religion [toward the end of the 19th century], a 

greater burden was placed on the Sunday school . . . it changed from a óschool for the indigentô to the 

missionary and evangelistic arm of the churches, the ónursery of the church.ô . . . The purpose of the 

Sunday school was two-fold: to teach the Bible, and to prepare children for conversion to the Christian 

faith.ò in ñHorace Bushnell and the Religious Education Movement,ò Religious Education Vol 108. No. 1 

January-February 2013: 45. 
109 Horace Bushnell, ñChristianity and Common Schools,ò Connecticut Common School Journal 

(1838-1842); January 15, 1840: 2, 7. American Periodicals pg. 102 
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 Bushnell focuses on the unifying force of public education in ñCommon Schools: 

A Discourse on the Modifications Demanded by the Roman Catholics,ò an address 

delivered at his own North Park Congregational Church in 1853. He asserts that it is the 

responsibility of Protestants to make nationalized public schools palatable to Roman 

Catholics, and it is the responsibility of Roman Catholics to join in the common venture, 

rather than demanding separate schools for themselves. He laments that even after being 

invited into American citizenship and ñadmitted to an equal footing with us, they are not 

content, but are now returning our generosity by insisting that we must excuse them and 

their children from being wholly and properly American.ò Bushnell is befuddled by their 

acceptance of national benefits, while simultaneously requesting certain immunities. He 

uses us vs. them language in his description of their recourse to foreign countries of 

origin, rather than shared American citizenship: 

They accept the common rights of the law, the common powers of voting, the 

common terms of property, a common privilege in the new lands and the mines of 

gold, but when they come to the matter of common schools, they will not be 

common with us thereðthey require of us, instead, either to give up our common 

schools, or else . . . to hand over their proportion of the public money, and let 

them use it for such kind of schools as they happen to like best; ecclesiastical 

schools, whether German, French, or Irish; any kind of schools but such as are 

American, and will make Americans of their children.110  

 

Bushnell bristles at their request to give up an institution like common schools, which is 

one of ñthe dearest privileges of our birthrightò as (Protestant) Americans. He explains 

                                                           
 110 ñCommon Schools: A Discourse on the Modifications Demanded by the Roman Catholicsò 1-

2. Hartford, Press of Case, Tiffiny and Company, 1853. Accessed via HathiTrust. Bushnell explains that 

ñThe question of how Pagans, Mohammedans, and Atheists, are to be accommodated, is, in my view, a 

different question, and one, I think, which is to be answered in a different manner. They are to be tolerated, 

or suffered, but in no case to be assisted or accommodated, by acts of public conformity. I can not agree to 

the sentiment sometimes advanced, that we are not a Christian nation, in distinction from a Pagan, 

Mohammedan or Infidel. . .  As we have never disowned God and Christ, as a point of liberty in the state, 

or to accommodate unbelievers, so we are required by no principle of American right or law to make our 

schools unchristian, to accommodate Turks and Pagans, or rejectors and infidels. ò (12-13). 
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that except for the single colony in Baltimore, our history began as Protestant 

communities, and especially in New England  

We have had the common school as a fundamental institution from the first ð in 

our view a Protestant institution ð associated with all our religious convictions, 

opinions, and the public sentiment of our Protestant society. We are still, as 

Americans, a Protestant people . . . Protestant, that is, in our civil order, and the 

political fabric of our government.111 

 

Bushnell suggests that it seems ñquite natural and right, or even a matter of courseò that 

common schools remain Protestant, with ñtheir ancient footing undisturbed,ò but sadly 

the ñPuritan common schoolsò are gone, as is the Westminster Catechism from 

classrooms. However, the nation can still have common schools which are established by 

state law, supported by taxes, and organized and overseen by public authorities for the 

children of all classes, sects and denominations. Public schools are the place where these 

children are ñbrought together and made acquainted with each other; thus to wear away 

the sense of distance, otherwise certain to become an established animosity of orders.ò 

When rich children learn to ñhonor the struggles of merit in the lowlyò and poor children 

ñlearn the force of merit,ò understanding and friendship may be the result, but Bushnell 

goes further to assert that ñno child can be said to be well trained, especially no male 

child, who has not met the people as they are, above him or below, in the seatings, plays 

and studies of the common school. Without this he can never be a fully qualified citizen.ò 

To make them palatable, these schools should be cleared of that which might cause 

religious objection, as determined by ñthe fixed rule of majorities . . . with moderation 

and impartial respect to the rights and feelings of minoritiesò in each school district. 

Ideally, the public schools will be so advanced and ñperfected in their range of culture 

                                                           
111 Bushnell, ñCommon Schools . . . Modifications Demanded by the Roman Catholicsò 3-4.  
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and mental and moral disciplineò that it will be in the best interest of all to attend them. 

There should be no exceptions made and no financial provisions offered for private or 

parochial schools. In fact, Bushnell asserts that an application for separate schools is ñan 

application for the dismemberment and reorganization of the civil order of the state . . . 

Common schools are nurseries of a free republic, private schools of factions.ò112  

Bushnell acknowledges that sometimes there has been just cause for complaint by 

Catholics, such as when Protestants have ñthrust our own forms of religious teaching on 

the children of Catholics,ò or insisting on retaining the Protestant Bible as a school book, 

even for Catholic students. He suggests compiling ña book of Scripture reading lessons, 

by agreement from both versions [Catholic and Protestant]ò and provision for religious 

instruction by clergy members ñat given hours, or on a given day.ò However, despite the 

accommodations made in most schools, Bushnell explains that Catholics, some of whom 

are still speaking in foreign languages, have been preparing an assault on the common 

school system ñcomplaining first, of the Bible as a sectarian book in the schoolsò and 

then after modifications on their behalf amount to discontinuance of religious instruction, 

they claim common schools offer ña godless scheme of education.ò He asks, rhetorically: 

ñAre we ready, as Americans to yield our institutions up in this manner, or to make them 

paymasters to a sect who will so far dismember their integrity?ò Bushnell attacks the 

Catholic desire to have separate schools as sowing seeds of ñfactionò beginning in 

childhood which will grow and worsen in adulthood: 

No bitterness is so bitter, no seed of faction so rank, no division so irreconcilable, 

as that which grows out of religious distinctions, sharpened to religious 

animosities, and softened by no terms of intercourse; the more bitter when it 

begins with childhood; and yet more bitter when it is exasperated also by 

distinctions of property and social life that correspond; and yet more bitter still, 

                                                           
112 Bushnell, ñCommon Schools . . . Modifications Demanded by the Roman Catholics,ò 5-9. 
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when it is aggravated also by distinctions of stock or nation . . . [At these schools] 

they will be instructed mainly into the foreign prejudices and superstitions of their 

fathers, and the state, which proposes to be clear of all sectarian affinities in 

religion, will pay the bills!113  

 

Divisions of religion are rooted in ñforeign prejudicesò which can only lead to division. 

He realizes that no solution will be found that could ñsilence all opposition or attack from 

the ultra-Protestant part on one side, and the ultra-Catholic on the other,ò but he remains 

willing to offer modifications that will solidify unity without destroying the system and 

its Christian foundation. Having done this, it will then become clear that those who 

exclude themselves from common schools ñare not American . . . and they should be 

made to bear the whole odium of it.ò The rest of the diverse multitudes, whom ñGod has 

thrown togetherò in this nation may, through ñgood citizenship and acts of loveò be 

ñmelted into one homogeneous people.ò Bushnell ends with the hope that God may use 

this ñferment of experienceò to ñwear us into some other and higher and more complete 

unityò and exhorts us to look with expectation ñuntil the glorious result of a perfected and 

comprehensive Christianity is made to appear, and is set up here for a sign to all 

nations.ò114 

Ohio: Lyman Beecherôs Evangelical Eye on the Northwest Territory 

ñThe religious and political destiny of our nation is to be decided in the West.  

There is the territory, and there soon will be the population, the wealth, and 

the political power. The Atlantic commerce and manufactures may confer 

always some peculiar advantages on the East. But the West is destined to be 

the great central power of the nation, and under heaven, must affect powerfully 

the cause of free institutions and the liberty of the world. . . . It is equally clear, 

that the conflict which is to decide the destiny of the West, will be a conflict of 

institutions for the education of her sons, for purposes of superstition, or 

evangelical light; of despotism, or liberty.ò115 

                                                           
113 Bushnell, ñCommon Schools . . . Modifications Demanded by the Roman Catholics,ò 7, 10, 15.  
114 Bushnell, ñCommon Schools . . . Modifications Demanded by the Roman Catholicsò 20-24. 

 115 Lyman Beecher, Plea for the West. 2nd Edition. (Cincinnati: Truman & Smith; New York: 

Leavitt, Lord, & Co. 1835), 11-12 
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 Initially, the Federal Constitution did not provide for education or funding for 

schools, but when the Congress of the Confederation met in 1787 to outline the 

organization of the Northwest Territory (what would become the states of Ohio [1803], 

Indiana [1816], Illinois [1818], Michigan [1837], and Wisconsin [1848]), Article 3 of the 

Northwest Ordinance (July 13, 1787) included a significant provision: 

Religion, morality, and knowledge being necessary to good government and the 

happiness of mankind, schools and the means of education shall forever be 

encouraged.116 

 

Protestant clergymen were influential in the common school movement in the Northwest. 

Because members of clergy were often the best educated in their communities, they 

regularly also served as schoolmasters. These religious leaders understood that civilizing 

the wild frontier required churches and schools. Donald Tewksbury explains that ñin the 

wake of the westward march of population, the religious forces of the day gathered 

strength as they laid plans to meet the óspiritual destitutionô of the new frontier 

settlements.ò117 Protestant conquest of the continent was the goal.  

Rev. Lyman Beecher ñrepresents the New England establishment responding with 

vigor to the new empire beyond the Hudson.ò118  He asserted that securing Christianity in 

the West ñis as grand an undertaking as it was to plant it in the Roman Empire, with 

                                                           
116 The entire text of the Northwest Ordinance (July 13, 1787) can be found at 

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/nworder.asp (accessed 12/22/2013). 
117 Donald G. Tewksbury, The Founding of American College and Universities before the Civil 

War (New York: Columbia University Press 1932), 68. ñ[Denominational] colleges were to serve as the 

outposts of an army of occupation of the advancing forces of religion that now arrayed themselves in 

deadly warfare against the forces of evil that were felt to be incarnate in the rude frontier population . . . 

Among the denominations that stood for an educated ministry and were very early in the field of higher 

education were the Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Episcopalians, Catholics, Lutherans, German 

Reformed, Dutch Reformed, and the Unitariansò (72-73, 89) 
118 Sydney Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People 2nd Edition. (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2004), 458-459 and 561-562.  
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unspeakably greater permanence and power.ò119 He called for ña Bible for every family, a 

school for every district, and a pastor for every thousand souls.ò On the surface, this 

seems to be an admirable exhortation, but there are various troubling undercurrents 

roiling beneath his words. One of the currents was the conflation of the mission project 

with the education project. Another current was the desire to stave off Catholic 

encroachment in the new territory. As Lloyd Jorgenson explains: 

ñWhile the missionaries were organizing entrepreneurial and Sunday schools, 

they were at the same time promoting public schools, and they saw no 

incompatibility in these various endeavors. All would contribute to the spread of 

true Christianityðand the containment of Catholicismðin the West.ò 120  

In 1832, Lyman Beecher moved his family from Litchfield (CT) to Cincinnati (OH) to 

serve as President of Lane Theological Seminary.121 Lyman Beecherôs Plea for the West, 

initially given as a sermon in various cities and published in 1832, argued that the 

ñreligious and political destiny of the nationò would be determined in the Northwest 

Territory, and the central weapon for both sides was education. Let us turn to the text as a 

case study of prevailing Protestant sentiment of American exceptionalism. 

 Beecher opens with an epigraph from the Bible: ñWho hath heard such a thing? 

Who hath seen such things? Shall the earth be made to bring forth in one day? Or shall a 

nation be born at once? For as soon as Zion travailed, she brought forth her childrenò 

(Isaiah 66:8, KJV). Following others who viewed the United States as the ñnew Israel,ò 

Beecher explains: ñI consider the text as a prediction of the rapid and universal extension 

                                                           
119 Lyman Beecher in R.H. Nichols The Growth of the Christian Church vol. 2, p. 179, 1914, qtd 

in Tewksbury, 68. 
120 Lloyd P. Jorgenson, The State and the Public School: 1825-1925. (Columbia, MO: University 

of Missouri Press, 1987), 47-48. 
121 He also founded numerous voluntary organizations dedicated to Christianity and social reform: 

American Bible Society, American Educational Society, American Sunday School Union, American Tract 

Society, and American Society for the Promotion of Temperance. 
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of civil and religious liberty, introductory to the triumphs of universal Christianity.ò He 

cites Jonathan Edwards, who was of the opinion ñthat the millennium would commence 

in America.ò Beecher then moves to an encomium for the young nation, asserting that it 

is the only nation capable of reforming itself with ñphysical effort and pecuniary and 

moral powerò such that it might ñevangelize the world.ò Despite Americaôs divine 

providential destiny ñto lead the way in the moral and political emancipation of the 

world,ò this praise is immediately paired with an exhortation: ñit is time she understood 

her high calling, and were harnessed for the work.ò122  

 If America is to secure ñcivil and religious prosperity,ò it will require ñuniversal 

education, and moral culture, by institutions commensurate to that result: the all-

pervading influence of schools, and colleges, and seminaries, and pastors, and churches.ò 

The health of the growing nation will entail ñthe nurture of schools . . . to rear it up to a 

glorious and unperverted manhood.ò123 Beecher reminds the audience that  

in all ages, religion, has been the former of manôs character and the mainspring of 

his action . . . It has been the great agitator or tranquilizer of nations, the orb or 

darkness or of light to the world, the fountain of purity or pollution, the mighty 

power of riveting or bursting the chains of men.  

 

He notes that all attempts to bring ñcolleges and schools into being without the 

intervening influence of religious education and moral principle, and habits of intellectual 

culture which spring up in alliance with evangelical institutions, have failed.ò He warns 

against allowing the pursuit of wealth ñto outrun our literary and religious institutions,ò 

as the latter will not catch up once overtaken, and ñwe will perish by our own prosperity.ò 

Thriving schools need both books and teachers, instructors who are pious and skilled, not 

                                                           
122 Beecher, Plea for the West, 9-11. 
123 Beecher, Plea for the West, 13 and 17. Why the shift from feminine to masculine pronouns? Is 

the concept that the young nation is female, but the fully grown nation will be male? 
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those teachers who floundered in the East, as some groups were sending, because they 

will fail even more miserably in the West.124 Success will demand the work of the 

pioneering people who are settling the West territory in partnership with support from 

those living in the already-established and thriving East, though Beecher is certain that in 

a short while, the West will be able to educate its own and stand on its own two feet. It is 

ironic that after cautioning against an economic focus, Beecher uses monetary images of 

speedy return on investment to incite the help of the East:  

Consider, too, how quickly and how cheaply the guarantee of a perpetual and 

boundless prosperity can be secured. The West needs but a momentary aid, when 

almost as soon as received, should it be needed, she will repay and quadruple both 

principle and interest.125 

 

Fifty pages into his discourse, Beecher warns that there is a sense of urgency to this 

project, ñfor there is a tide in human things which waits not, moments on which the 

destiny of a nation balances, when the light dust may turn the right way or the wrong.ò 

He assures his audience that ña slight effort now may secure what ages of repentance 

cannot recover when lost.ò The primary threat arises from people with ñuneducated 

mindsò which leads to ñeducated vice,ò because ñthe safety of our republic depends upon 

the intelligence, and moral principle, and patriotismò of the nation. Beecher goes on to 

warn that 

this danger from uneducated minds is augmented daily by the rapid influx of 

foreign emigrants, the greater part unacquainted with our institutions, 

unaccustomed to self-government, inaccessible to education, and easily accessible 

to prepossession, and inveterate credulity, and intrigue, and easily embodied and 

wielded by sinister design.  

                                                           
 124 Beecher, Plea for the West, 22-24, 32, and 77. ñNo opinion is more false and fatal than that 

mediocrity of talent and learning will suffice for the West. That if a minister is a good sort of a man, but 

somehow does not seem to be popular, and find employment, he had better go to the West. No- let him stay 

at home; and if among the urgent demands for ministerial labor here, he cannot find employment, let him 

conclude that he has mistaken his profession. But let him not go to the West. The men who, somehow, do 

not succeed at the East, are the very men who will succeed still less at the Westò (25-26). 
125 Beecher, Plea for the West, 39. 
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Initially, having shores wide open to immigration was not a problem, but now the ñnative 

populationò is being inundated and may soon be outnumbered.126  

 And it is here that the Catholic specter casts a shadow. Beecher asks a 

hypothetical question, wondering what it would mean if this tide of people is rolling in 

ñat the bidding of the powers of Europe hostile to free institutions, and associated in holy 

alliance to arrest and put them down?ò Beecher says that up to three-fourths of the people 

entering in these foreign waves are, because of their religion, under ñthe control of the 

potentates of Europe as if they were an army of soldiers, enlisted and officered, and 

spreading over the land.ò They represent the unholy union of European church and state 

on American soil. Although Protestant ministers neither could nor would wield influence 

over the views and votes of their adherents, Catholic clergy ñhave almost unlimited 

power over the conscience as it respects the performance of every civil or social duty.ò 

And, most disturbingly ñthe Catholic system is adverse to liberty, and the clergy to a 

great extent are dependent on foreigners opposed to the principles of our government.ò If 

they were to vote as a bloc, Catholics could ñdecide our elections, perplex our policy, 

inflame and divide the nation, [and] break the bond of our union.ò127 

 Here, Beecher pauses to clarify his position and concerns. He is not afraid of the 

Catholic denomination if it were separated from European principalities. He welcomes a 

                                                           
 126 Beecher, Plea for the West, 47-52. There is a footnote to this paragraph which reads as follows: 

ñ* Our language precludes any reference in these remarks to intelligent, virtuous, and industrious 

emigrants; nor do we fail to appreciate the many high minded and valuable citizens among this class. 

Neither are we unmindful of the rapid advance of internal improvements from the physical aid of the poor. 

But the excellence and intelligence and value of a portion, do not avert the danger to be apprehended from 

the ignorant and vicious; and the good derived from internal improvements can never be an offset for the 

moral and political evils which threaten our permanent prosperity and liberty.ò I find myself wondering if 

this caveat was offered out loud during his public orations of this material.  
127 Beecher, Plea for the West, 52, 56, 60-62. 



65 

 

battle of doctrines in the public arena, and takes the side of American Calvinism. 

Although some have denounced it as ña severe, unsocial, self-righteous, uncharitable, 

exclusive, prosecuting system dealing damnation round the land,ò Beecher spends no 

small amount of space defending the Calvinistic system, which ñhas always been on the 

side of liberty in its struggles against arbitrary powerò as it ñfought the colonial battles 

with Canadian Indians and French Catholicsò and ñlaid the foundations of the republican 

institutions of our nation.ò He includes himself in the Calvinist worldview: ñWe are not 

annoyed by scrutiny; we seek no concealment.ò Beecher is confident that a close study of 

the facts will indicate not only that Calvinism has prevailed in Americaôs history, but also 

that it will continue to do so. It offers a solid foundation for the republic.  

 If Catholics are willing to assimilate fully via ñcommon schools and republican 

institutions,ò then they are welcome. He does not want their civil or religious rights 

violated, and he asserts that they should be given the same legal protections (e.g., 

property and personal liberty) as other naturalized citizens. He condemns the burning of 

an Ursuline convent in Massachusetts (August 1834) by those who considered 

themselves Protestant patriots. For Beecher, the weapons of choice are not torches and 

violence, but ñthe overcoming influence of Christian enterprise and Christian love.ò128 

 This peaceful vision of beloved community would be possible if Catholics 

regarded themselves as one Christian denomination among many, with all entitled to 

equal rights and privileges. But alas, they believe they are ñthe only church of Christò 

outside of which no one can be saved, that heresy against that church is a capital offense, 

that the infallibility of the Pope should be enforced by civil power, and that it is to him 

                                                           
128 Beecher, Plea for the West, 68. 
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they swear their primary allegiance. It is the union of church and state ñwhich never 

existed without corrupting the church and enslaving the peopleò that Beecher fears and is 

striving to prevent. This is no weak foe. Rather, 

it is the energy of an absolute spiritual dominion in corrupt alliance with political 

despotism displaying their perverting power and acting out their own nature. It is 

the most skillful, powerful, dreadful system of corruption to those who wield it 

and of debasement and slavery to those who live under it, which ever spread 

darkness and desolation over the earth.  

 

Beecher argues that it is out of ñself-preservationò that he brings these things to light. Not 

to expose them would be ñtreasonò against the nation. Not heeding the information would 

be ñfolly.ò 129 

 He eventually returns to the topic of education, responding to the contention that 

Catholics have agreed not to interfere with the religion of their Protestant pupils. Here, 

Beecher displays an awareness of the power of context (place and practices). The ñknown 

opinions and kind attentions of instructors . . . [and] the constant familiarity with their 

example and religious instructionò cannot help but be influential, not to mention the 

Catholic prayers, ceremonies, and forms of worship in which the Protestant students 

regularly take part are sure to undermine their faith: ñyou may as well suspend the 

attraction of gravity, or intercept the connection between cause and effect, as to prevent 

the adverse action of a Catholic education on the minds of Protestant children.ò Even if 

Catholics do not deliberately desire such influence, ñfire will burn, and poisons destroy, 

independent of the malignant purpose in the application.ò Notice the educational theory 

at work here. Religious formation of this sort is caught, not taught. It is in the water of the 

Catholic schools and need not be made visible. In an inverse parallel to Catholics in 

                                                           
129 Beecher, Plea for the West, 69-71, 78, and 142. 
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common schools and an anachronistic echo of Eisnerôs null curriculum, Beecher notes 

ñthe entire absence of all Protestant books touching religion, . . . the action of everything 

Protestant is suspended, and the active, universal, constant action becomes Catholic.ò130 

And why are Protestant children in Catholic schools when Catholic parents would 

never allow the reverse? Partly because the Catholics have found ways to make their 

schools ñcheapò or free for Protestant youth. Surely this is by design, he muses. Catholics 

know that their schools are ñas wisely and powerfully adapted to do this [convert 

Protestant students] as a system of means can be; and by long experience they know and 

admit and exult in it that it produces just this effect, and call upon their European friends 

to aid them.ò131 Beecher tries to shake people out of their sleep on this subject, because  

Nothing fills the Catholics with such amazement and high hopes as the simple-

hearted credulity and recklessness of Protestants, in committing their children to 

their forming hand; and nothing certainly can be more wonderful or more fatal in 

its influence on our republican institutions.  

 

He does not underestimate the cunning and skill of the European Catholics, who send 

ñswarm upon swarmò of immigrants to America to live in ñan insulated condition, as 

strangers of another tongueò who are prejudiced against Protestants, obedient to their 

priests, and averse to direct reading of and instruction in the Bible.132 While Protestant 

children are heedlessly sent to Catholic schools, members of these Catholic enclaves 

watch over their children ñwith a vigilance that never sleeps,ò keeping them away from 

ñour republican common schoolsò and from ñProtestant worship,ò and from such 

alliances of relationship that could subvert papal influence. All of these elements make 

assimilation to American citizenship nearly impossible for Catholics. 

                                                           
130 Beecher, Plea for the West, 97-101. 
131 Beecher, Plea for the West, 104. 
132 Beecher, Plea for the West, 114 and 126-127. 
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Then Beecher turns to question his audience, asking whether a Protestant can 

ñcovenant to train up his children in the nurture and admonition of the Lord, and then 

deliver them over to a Catholic education, and not violate his vow?ò133 A similar concern 

is raised by Dutch immigrants when recalling the vows they take upon the baptism of 

children and then deciding which schools their children should attend. Though Beecher 

shares their Calvinism, he would not appreciate their selection of a sectarian, private 

school. 

 The last section of Beecherôs sermon strives to answer the question: What is to be 

done? First, there must be courtesy and charity toward immigrants, including those who 

are Catholics, but there also must be governmental limits on ñthe influx of immigrant 

paupersò and tighter regulations on who is allowed to become a citizen. Second, the 

native (Protestant) populace must educate itself, and for this a book ñcontaining the 

authentic documents of the Catholic churchò is crucial, especially making it accessible to 

ñministers and intelligent laymen of all denominations.ò Finally, what is most needed is 

education because it ñis the point on which turns our destiny, of terrestrial glory and 

power, or of shame and everlasting contempt, and short is the period of our probation.ò If 

Protestants do not provide schools for ñeffectual education of the children of the nation, it 

is perfectly certain that the Catholic powers of Europe intend to make up the deficiency,ò 

the end result of which would be ña Catholic nation.ò134  

 Fifteen years after Lyman Beecherôs ñPlea for the West,ò Horace Bushnell offers 

a clarifying corrective with his 1847 speech, ñBarbarism the First Danger.ò He begins by 

naming the problem, which in the case of westward expansion is that it ñinvolves a 

                                                           
133 Beecher, Plea for the West, 113. 
134 Beecher, Plea for the West, 175, 180, 182, and 185. 
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tendency to social declineò and a potential ñrelapse toward barbarism,ò because when 

there is transplantation, ña considerable portion of that vital force which is the organic 

and conserving power of societyò is uprooted.135  And yet ñwe are a people trying out the 

perils incident to a new settlement of the social state" with our ñreligion passing out into 

the wilds of nature with us, to fortify law, industry and good manners.ò Bushnell agrees 

with Beecher that the spread of ñRomanismò is a problem, but he acknowledges that 

there are people ñbrought up in Romanismò who manage to become socially-advanced 

and free-minded, even if they must do so ñthrough the gate of superstition.ò The threat of 

burgeoning ñRomanismò is the multiplication of those who ñhave no private judgment to 

loseò and who bow to superstition in their search for God. He asserts that human beings 

are innately religious, and if they cannot ñcome to God through intelligence,ò they will 

worship the God of their imagination.136  

For Bushnell, the American exemplar of the ñwide and terrible swayò that 

superstition has over the mind is not Catholicism, but ñthe great Mormon city and temple 

[which] rise as visible proofò in the new territories. According to Bushnell, American 

westward-migration is fueled by ñpersonal interest and adventureò rather than by religion, 

and its waves of enterprising fortune-seekers carry with it not the ñhomogeneous or well 

educated peopleò of established New England cities, but instead ñsuch hordes of 

                                                           
135 Horace Bushnell. Barbarism the First Danger: A Discourse for Home Missions. (New York: 

William Osborn, 1847), 6. His example of an ñemigrant family of the Saxon raceò already fallen to 

barbarism are the Dutch Boers in South Africa: ñthey are scarcely less wild in their habits than the 

Hottentots themselves. They subsist by pasture, roving from place to place. Lynch law and private revenge 

are the principal methods of redressing injuries. Their habits are filthy. Their women do the work. 

Education is forgotten, and the cruelties they practice in their sanguinary wars are such as resemble them to 

beasts of prey. They are now a race of nominally Christian barbariansðbarbarians under the synod of Dort, 

a standing proof that Protestants, and they too of the Saxon blood, may drop out of civilization, and take 

their place on the same level of ignorance and social brutality with the barbarous tribes of the earthò (23) 
136 Horace Bushnell. Barbarism the First Danger, 4-6, 24. 
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foreigners, as the over-populated countries of Europe are obliged to spareðmen of all 

habits, characters and religionsðand these it pours along in a promiscuous flood, to 

people the new worldò137 For Bushnell, the first and most pressing danger in the ñnew 

worldò is Barbarism:  

for if we must have a wild race of nomads roaming over the vast western 

territories of our landða race without education, law, manners or religionðwe 

need not trouble ourselves further on account of Romanism; for to such a people, 

Romanism, bad as it is, will come as a blessing. 

 

The different ñlanguages, laws, manners and religionò of these emigrants make 

misunderstanding, instability, social decline, and violence more likely. Our country must 

maintain a condition of peace in order to insure social progress: ñWar is the proper work 

only of barbariansðthe bane, therefore, of all social order and virtue.ò Therefore, it is not 

a crusade against Barbarism or Romanism that is required, but ñgenial showersò of 

righteousness and ñthe tranquility of love.ò Bushnell agrees with Beecher that Christian 

love is better than violence and that the ñstrong pillars of high Calvinismò initially held 

up our country, offering the best ñfoundation for a grand, massive character in religion,ò 

but he suggests that God now means to move toward unity with ñthe broader compass of 

a more catholic and genial spirit.ò Our nation is knit together with ñChristians of other 

names and other creedsò and so we cannot ñspend our strength upon exclusive and 

distinctive dogmas,ò but must proceed with comprehensive unity, lest we degrade into 

war with each other and eventual mutually-assured self-destruction.138   

 The way to overcome violence and ignorance is through education. Bushnell 

avers that this will be an uphill battle as ña very large portion of the westernò settlements 

                                                           
137 Horace Bushnell. Barbarism the First Danger, 17. 
138 Horace Bushnell. Barbarism the First Danger, 7, 27, and 30-31. 
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are already so far gone ñas to make a pride of ignorance,ò and even to decry education as 

an over-genteel accomplishment.ò139 Despite the challenge, Bushnell calls for public 

schools that are ñcreated and supported principally by the people for whose benefit they 

exist,ò and the provision of ña talented and educated body of Christian teachersò who will 

foray into the wilderness. This is part of the vision held by American Home Missions; 

education is ñthe first and sublimest Christian duty which the age lays upon us . . . 

Nothing but religion, a ligature binding society to God, can save it.ò Bushnellôs discourse 

against Barbarism was, in fact, published for dissemination by the American Home 

Missionary Society, which was ñhovering over Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, Wisconsin 

and Iowaò with the capacity to bring religion and civilization.140 This is the ground on 

which Dutch immigrants to the Northwest Territory would walk less than a decade later.   

Michigan: John Davis Pierce and John Milton Gregory,  

Superintendents of Public Instruction  

ñEducation is the great business of human life . . . Every human being has a 

right to a good education . . . A perfect school system must have a living soul 

and the teachers are its life and vital energy, its pervading, animating 

spirit.ò141 

 

                                                           
139 Horace Bushnell. Barbarism the First Danger, 22. Even more troubling to Bushnell is the 

realization that ña considerable portion of the new west has a social and historical connexion with slavery . 

. .[which] is an essentially barbarous institution . . . [having] the perpetual distinction of barbarism, that is 

has no law of progress . . . Slavery is a condition against nature; the curse of nature therefore is on it . . . It 

produces a condition of ease which is not the reward of laborò As he turns to what should be done, he 

exhorts the nation to get rid of slavery: ñIt aggravates every bad tendency we suffer. We cannot, as 

American Christians, be at peace with it longer. Not forgetting the moderation that belongs to every just 

cause, we must life our voices against it, and must not desist from all proper means to secure its removal, 

till the work is doneò (18 and 27). 
140 Horace Bushnell. Barbarism the First Danger, 28. 
141 Quotations from Pierceôs educational writings, found in Charles O. Hoyt and R. Clyde Ford. 

John D. Pierce, Founder of the Michigan School System; A Study of Education in the Northwest (Ypsilanti, 

MI: The Scharf tag, label & box Co, 1905), 151. The act to establish a normal school in Michigan became a 

law in 1849, but the first such school did not open until 1852 in Ypsilanti. 
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Michigan became a separate territory in 1805 and the 26th state in 1837. Its early 

development as a state included a strong focus on education. The first law relating to 

schools in Michigan was enacted in 1809. It provided for outlining school districts, 

getting numbers of children between the ages of four and eighteen in those districts, and 

levying an annual tax of $2-4 for each child. Each school district was required to write an 

annual report outlining construction and operation costs. In 1827, a law was passed in the 

Michigan territory that was similar to the Massachusetts ordinance of 1647: every 

township containing fifty families was required to support a school. In 1828, the law was 

further amended by providing for the appointment, by the governor, of a superintendent 

of common schools. The Constitution of 1835 [Michiganôs first] is notable in our nationôs 

history for its promotion of ñIntellectual, Scientifical, and Agricultural improvementò and 

its provision for the appointment of a permanent Superintendent of Public Instruction.142 

Under the leadership of a prominent New England transplant, John D. Pierce, a system of 

district libraries, township boards of school inspectors, and a primary school fund based 

upon money raised through the sale of lands was established.143  

John Davis Pierce was born in New Hampshire in 1797. The biographers Charles 

O. Hoyt and R. Clyde Ford describe Pierce as having ña deep seriousnessò and a 

                                                           
142 Lloyd Jorgenson argues that Michiganôs first state constitution of 1835 was ñdistinctly secular 

in tone.ò He points to the wording of Article I, section 5, which provided that ñNo money shall be drawn 

from the treasury for the benefit of religious societies or theological or religious seminaries.ò  He notes that 

in 1842, the Detroit Board of Education excluded the use of the Bible in public schools. After protests, the 

Board revised the exclusion in 1845, issuing a regulation permitting the reading of either the Douay or the 

King James Version without note or comment. After the state election of 1852, the tide shifted toward 

Protestant influence, and resolutions calling for Bible reading and daily prayers in the schools were 

regularly adopted at the meetings of the Michigan State Teachersô Association. Lloyd P. Jorgenson, The 

State and the Public School: 1825-1925. (Columbia, MO: University of Missouri Press, 1987), 101-103. 
143 See Michigan Manual, Chapter 1: Michigan History (2001-2002: 3-26). 

www.legislature.mi.gov. Historians also note the importance of Isaac E. Crary, who was born ñof good 

Puritan stockò in Preston, CT in 1804. He became a lawyer and moved to Marshall, MI in 1832. Crary 

headed the education committee of the stateôs inaugural constitutional convention in 1835.  

http://www.legislature.mi.gov/
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ñthoughtful, studious bent of mind,ò which ñmade him susceptible to religious 

impressions, and at the age of eighteen or so he passed through that soul experience 

which is termed óconversionô . . . The result of this conversion was to beget within him 

two ambitions, namely, to acquire more education, and finally to become a minister of 

the gospel.ò He graduated from Brown University in 1822, and he attended Princeton 

Theological Seminary, but only briefly, as relations with the seminary president soured 

after Pierce wrote an essay ñwhich betrayed an unwillingness to accept certain features of 

Calvinistic theology.ò He was ordained as a Congregationalist minister and then 

appointed by the American Home Missionary Society to work in Illinois or Michigan as a 

missionary in 1831. Pierce initially intended to settle in Chicago, ñbut on his preliminary 

trip he was so attracted to Marshall (MI), after staying there some three months, that he 

determined to return east for his family and settle there.ò144  

Pierce received the appointment as Michigan Superintendent of Public Instruction 

in 1836, a position he held for five years, and he started The Journal of Education. It was 

issued monthly and continued for two years: ñThe highest sentiment pervades every 

sentence and here [in the journal], as in no other place, does Mr. Pierce show his firm 

belief in the home and school as the two institutions which should care for the religious 

teaching of children.ò145 There are only a few brief mentions of Horace Mann in its 

pages. Pierce decided to go east to study the operation of schools. He met with John A. 

Dix, Secretary of State and Superintendent of Common Schools in New York, and he 

                                                           
144 Hoyt and Ford. John D. Pierce, 59, 61, and 74. Pierce was a Mason, and this caused concern 

within his congregation. See also Gerrit Van Schelven, ñMichigan and the Holland Immigration of 1847ò in 

Michigan History Magazine. Vol. 1. No. 2, October 1917 [Published by Michigan Historical Commission 

and the Michigan Pioneer and Historical Society] http://hdl.handle.net/2027/njp.32101066151547: 93. 
145 Hoyt and Ford. John D. Pierce, 129. 

http://hdl.handle.net/2027/njp.32101066151547
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attended the American Institute of Instruction held in Worcester, MA in 1836. Hoyt and 

Ford suggest that ñif Mr. Pierce met Horace Mann at this time and it is doubtful, it was 

surely at this meeting.ò To set the record straight, Hoyt and Ford assert: 

And as to being an imitator of Horace Mann the reverse is much more likely to 

have been the case. Mr. Pierceôs appointment to office preceded Mr. Mannôs by 

almost a year; and the report in which he outlined his proposed system of 

education for the state was issued two years before Mr. Mannôs first annual 

report. He also began the publication of the Journal of Education a year before 

the appearance of The Common School Journal in Massachusetts.146 

 

Michiganôs first superintendent of public schools coordinated the stateôs elementary 

schools, set professional qualifications for teachers, and sold public land for public 

education. Both Pierce and Mann shaped the educational frontier of the growing nation, 

but despite his deeply-held faith convictions, Pierceôs primary focus was logistical rather 

than religious.147  

A few decades later, John Milton Gregory became the Superintendent of Public 

Instruction for the State of Michigan, a position he held from 1859-1864. His views on 

the relationship between religion and education were formed at Union College, the first 

interdenominational Protestant college in the United States.148After his younger brother 

                                                           
146 The two mentions: ñIn Number 12 of Vol. 1 of the Journal in speaking of some periodicals 

devoted to the cause of education, we read: óCommon School Journal, edited by Horace Mann, and 

published at Boston. First number just issued.ô In the same number we also read: óA weekly course of 

lectures has been commenced in Boston by some of the most distinguished friends of education and chiefly 

practical instructors. Among them are the Rev. Jacob Abbot and Horace Mann, Esq., Secretary of the Board 

of Education.ôò Hoyt and Ford. John D. Pierce, 83, 127, and 149.   
147 Pierce also shaped the racialized frontier. In 1847, he was elected to the Michigan State House 

of Representatives. ñAs chairman of the committee on federal relations, Mr. Pierce was instrumental in 

passing a resolution instructing the Michigan delegation in Congress to oppose the introduction of slavery 

into the territories. . . He was always uncompromisingly opposed to slavery, and many documents and 

public addresses testify to this; but he believed some other settlement of the question other than by the 

sword was possible, and he deprecated the national policy and war.ò Hoyt and Ford. John D. Pierce, 132.  
148 Union College was ñthe product of religious cooperation between members of the Dutch 

Reformed Church and the mainstream evangelical denominations . . . Episcopalians were welcome, but 

Roman Catholics, Jews, and non-believers would have been uncomfortable in its abounding Protestant 

culture . . . From an emphasis on commonalities, the officers, faculty, and students were to create a 

harmonious, religious society whose members were free to develop their talents in order to improve 
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started Detroit Commercial College, Gregory moved to Michigan with his family and 

taught in its literary division. During this time (1853), he wrote a series of articles for a 

Baptist newspaper called Christian Union in which he argued against sectarian divisions 

within Christianity and asserted that ñprogress toward social perfection could only be 

achieved by searching for common ground in principle and avoiding divisive issues in 

practice.ò149 In the School Laws of Michigan, published in 1864 under the guidance of 

Superintendent Gregory, religion comes up in two distinct places: qualifications of 

teachers and text selections for libraries. According to the law, if ña person openly 

derides all religion, he ought not to be a teacher of youth,ò in part because such a person 

ñwould be considered a grievance by a great portion of the inhabitants of all the [school] 

districts.ò 150 District libraries are not solely for children, but also for adults who have 

finished their common school education. Books should be selected with the utmost care:  

Works imbued with party politics, and those of a sectarian character, or hostility 

to a Christian religion, should on no account be admitted; and if they are 

accidentally received they should be immediately removed éThe exclusion of 

works imbued to any perceptible extent with sectarianism, rests upon the great 

conservative principles which are at the foundation of our free institutions é It is 

said that under the above rules, heresy and error are put on the same footing with 

true religionðthat Protestant and Catholic, orthodox and unorthodox, 

                                                           
themselves andðafter they graduatedðthe wider society. What was not tolerated was óirreligionôò John F. 

Wakefield, ñThe Second Great Awakening and American Educational Reform: Insights from the 

Biography of John Milton Gregory.ò 133-154 in Life Stories: Exploring Issues in Educational History 

through Biography. Eds. Linda C. Moore and Laurel Puchner (Charlotte: Information Age, 2014), 136. 
149 Wakefield, ñThe Second Great Awakening and American Educational Reform,ò 142. 

Wakefield explains that Gregoryôs vision was ñevangelicalò in that it applied to all Protestant 

denominations and ñmillennialò in that it was meant to improve society and hasten the millennial reign of 

Jesus. Gregory joined the Michigan State Teachersô Association (MSTA) and became the first editor of The 

Michigan Journal of Education and Teachersô Magazine in 1854.  
150 ñIn judging the moral character of a candidate for teacher, if the examining officers know of 

any serious imputation or defect of principle, it is their duty to refuse to certify. . . Every person has a right 

to the enjoyment of his own religious belief without molestation; and the examining officer should content 

himself with inquiries to the moral character of the teacher, leaving him to the same liberal enjoyment of 

his religious belief that he asks for himself.ò From The school laws of Michigan: with notes and forms: to 

which are added courses of study for common and graded schools, and a list of recommended text books, 

&c. Published by authority. John M. Gregory, superintendent of public instruction. Michigan. Lansing, 

Mich.: John A. Kerr & co., 1864: 161. Italics are original. http://hdl.handle.net/2027/mdp.39015071235512 

http://hdl.handle.net/2027/mdp.39015071235512
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Universalist, Unitarian, Jew, and even Mormon, derive the same immunity! The 

fact is conceded; and it is averred that each is equally entitled to it, in a 

government whose very constitution avows the principle of a full and 

indiscriminate religious toleration.151 

 

Notice Gregoryôs desire to cultivate religious tolerance and to protect religious dissent as 

democratic values. But avoiding sectarian controversy does not mean avoiding religion 

altogether. In his 1864 annual report, Gregory wrote about the non-sectarian Christian 

character of public schools. He asserts that religion is an essential component of 

education: 

If the Christian theory of human history be a great verityðif the Divine Being is 

ruling human affairs in the interest of His own coming kingdomðthen it is absurd 

for mankind to attempt to keep His truth out of their schools, and pretend to train 

for mere human uses, natures that he has expressly fashioned for divine endsé 

Shylockôs sentence to cut away a pound of flesh next the heart without taking a 

drop of blood, was nothing to the task of the educator who is condemned to train 

the soul of a child and leave his religious nature untouched for either good or evil. 

  
He goes on to argue that as education evolves, it must become increasingly religious or it 

will fail, and he offers the example of the golden age of Greek art and eloquence paired 

with its subsequent downfall. Next, he reminds the reader that religious instruction need 

not be sectarian, because the ñsacred world may be read,ò assuring us of Godôs existence 

and power. Divine providence and governance may be taught ñwithout approaching those 

debatable grounds where sects divide.ò This instruction will offend none but ñthe atheist, 

or the heathen.ò Finally, Gregory asserts that ñthe popular feeling against religious 

instruction in public schools is neither so deep nor so general as is sometimes thought.ò 

In fact, most schools read the Bible and pray daily ñwithout opposition but with public 

approval, both of professors and non-professors of religion.ò Notice how similar this 

                                                           
151 ibid. 
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sounds to Horace Mannôs arguments for universal support of nonsectarian religion 

offered in common schools, but Gregory goes further:  

Happily in our age and land all the great lines of popular thought are converging 

Godward . . . If the Bible is a divine truth and not a mere dream, and the world be 

predestined to Christianity; if the history of the last eighteen centuries has any 

true significance in it, then the last age of the world must be religious and 

Christian, and education must conform to, if it does not lead, the general 

movement . . . I close my official work in the assured hope that Universal 

Christian Education is the coming heritage as it is the culminating glory of the 

human family.152 

This universalizing hope mirrors the Progressive Era and the Social Gospel movement, 

coming to the forefront of American Christianity at the time. 

The United States Department of Education was established in 1867. In order to 

be readmitted to the Union, southern states had to agree to offer free, public schools open 

to all, which they all did by 1870.153 As attention turned from the Civil War and 

Reconstruction, more states began passing compulsory attendance laws. Michiganôs first 

compulsory attendance law was passed in 1871, and it required youth aged eight to 

fourteen to be in school for at least 12 weeks each year, but it had little impact.154 In the 

same year, the Republican Party kicked off a national ñpublic school crusade.ò155 In 

                                                           
152 Annual Report of the Superintendent of Public Instruction of the State of Michigan: With 

Accompanying Documents, for the Year 1864, Volume 28: 48-49, 51-52, and 56. Michigan. Dept. of Public 

Instruction January 1, 1864 Hosmer & Kerr, Printers to the State ï Publisher. After leaving office in 1864, 

Gregory served as the second president of Kalamazoo College until 1867. His inaugural address ñThe Right 

and Duty of Christianity to Educateò is a comprehensive statement about the role of religion in education 

[https://archive.org/stream/rightanddutychr00collgoog/rightanddutychr00collgoog_djvu.txt]. Michiganôs 

1908 Constitution asserted that religious formation was an essential component of education: ñReligion, 

morality and knowledge being necessary to good government and the happiness of mankind, schools and 

the means of education shall forever be encouraged.ò http://www.legislature.mi.gov/documents/ 

historical/miconstitution1908.htm. Accessed June 4, 2014.  
153Neal P. McCluskey. Feds in the Classroom: How Big Government Corrupts, Cripples, and 

Compromises American Education (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2007). 
154 See 1871 Mich. Acts 251. SECTION 1 and 3. 
155Ward McAfee, ñReconstruction Revisited.ò Civil War History. Volume 42, No. 2 (June 1996): 

133-153. The Kalamazoo School Case of 1873 was a suit filed by property owners in the city who wanted 

to prevent the school board from funding the high school with tax money. Their case rested on the fact that 

Kalamazoo had established its first high school in 1858 before the Michigan legislature passed a law in 

1859 that authorized school districts of more than 200 school-age children to elect school board to govern 

https://play.google.com/store/books/author?id=Michigan.+Dept.+of+Public+Instruction
https://play.google.com/store/books/author?id=Michigan.+Dept.+of+Public+Instruction
http://www.legislature.mi.gov/documents/%20historical/miconstitution1908.htm
http://www.legislature.mi.gov/documents/%20historical/miconstitution1908.htm
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1874, the Michigan Supreme Court established the legality of levying taxes for secondary 

schools. The effect was profound: the number of high schools in Michigan increased 

from 107 in the early 1870s to 278 by 1890.  

McAfee argues that this push for public education had both racialized and anti-

Catholic roots, evident in the 1889 Bennett Law in Wisconsin, which established 

compulsory education for all youth aged seven to fourteen. McCluskey notes that what 

made the law especially problematic and contentious was its stipulations that all schools 

be approved by local boards of education, that all children attend schools within the 

boundaries of their public school district, and that all instruction be in English. German 

Catholics and Lutherans rallied for the repeal of this law, which they got in 1891. 

In 1918, a nativist association called Wayne County Civic League (WCCL) 

proposed an amendment to the state legislature of Michigan that would prohibit all 

parochial and private elementary education: ñAll children of the State of Michigan 

between the ages of five years and sixteen years, shall attend the public school in their 

respective districts until they have graduated from eighth grade.ò James Hamilton led the 

WCCL, and their slogan was ñOne Language, One Flag and One School.ò Detroitôs 

Catholic Bishop, Michael Gallagher, organized the Educational Liberty League 

(sometimes called the Diocesan School Committee) to encourage people in Wayne 

                                                           
their districts and to set up high schools funded by local taxes if citizens voted in favor of it. See Elizabeth 

Timmerman, ñThe Kalamazoo School Case: Supporting High School Education.ò Kalamazoo Public 

Library Staff.  http://www.kpl.gov/local-history/education/kalamazoo-school-case.aspx (accessed 

December 20, 2013). See also, The Michigan Search for Educational Standards, Charles R.Knauss and 

James O. Lansing: Michigan Historical Commission, 1969 H 370.9774 S796, vol. 2: 10-11, 39-44, 175-

188; ñThe Kalamazoo Case" Michigan History Magazine, vol.44: 91-100. 

http://www.kpl.gov/local-history/education/kalamazoo-school-case.aspx
http://www.catalog.kpl.gov/uhtbin/cgisirsi/x/0/0/5?searchdata1=michigan+search+for+educational+%7BTI%7D&library=BRANCHES&language=ANY&format=ANY&item_type=ANY&location=ANY&match_on=KEYWORD&item_1cat=ANY&item_2cat=ANY&sort_by=-PBYR
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County to vote against the amendment.156 United States Commissioner of Education, 

Philander P. Claxton, offered a qualified defense of private schools in 1919:  

We believe in the public school system. It is the salvation of our democracy; but 

the private schools and colleges have been the salvation of the public schools. 

These private institutions have their place in our educational system. They prevent 

it from becoming autocratic and arbitrary and encourage its growth along new 

lines.157 

Although public schools were given primacy, Claxton argued that private schools would 

keep the public system from stagnating or from becoming a totalitarian educational 

regime. A letter from Claxton was read at a meeting in Detroit just before the 1920 

Michigan election. He asserted that freedom to establish private schools and to send 

children to non-public schools ñis in thorough accord with our principles of American 

democracy and should be maintained,ò but it is the duty of the state to make sure that all 

schools which children are permitted to attend ñare substantially as good as the public 

schools,ò and ñall schools, whether public or private, should be required to give 

instruction in English.ò158  

Across the state of Michigan, various religious groups worked together to protect 

the right of private schooling, including Roman Catholics, Lutherans, Episcopalians, 

Seventh-Day Adventists, and the Dutch Reformed. Calvin College professor B.K. Kuiper 

reported that nearly $10,000 had been raised to finance the efforts of the Christian 

Reformed Church committees who were fighting the amendment. The same news article 

                                                           
156 Timothy Mark Pies. ñThe Parochial School Campaigns in Michigan, 1920-1924: The Lutheran 

and Catholic Involvement.ò The Catholic Historical Review 72, no. 2 (April 1986): 228.  
157 These words were cited in various places, including Pies, 238 and in the Grand Rapids Press 

October 9, 1920, but there was no specific citation of where and when the Commissioner of Education 

offered them. 
158 ñClaxton Letter Read at Meeting.ò Grand Rapids Press 23 October 1920, 14. On a practical 

note, Grand Rapids Superintendent of Schools, William A. Greeson noted that parochial schools in his 

jurisdiction had an average enrollment ñfrom 32 to 34 percent of the public school enrollmentò so costs 

would increase by 1/3 and overcrowding would be a likely result if those students were absorbed into 

public schools. ñHead of Public System Against Parochial Issue.ò Grand Rapids Press, October 5, 1920, 2.  
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also noted that ñpupils of practically every parochial school in Grand Rapids are 

distributing anti-amendment literatureò159 The Grand Rapids Press reported that Rev. 

Edward J. Tanis, Pastor of First Christian Reformed Church of Grand Rapids, published a 

piece in The Banner articulating his rationale against the amendment, including its 

inherent conflict with the fourteenth amendment of the United States Constitution. He 

went on to write that if the amendment passed, private schools would not close until the 

ñsupporters of these free school have been killed and the buildings burned down.ò In his 

estimation, Roman Catholic, Lutherans, and Calvinists have proven themselves willing 

and able to fight for ñliberty of conscience and religious freedom.ò160  

On November 2, 1920, Michigan voters defeated the proposal by almost two to 

one: 610,999 against and 353,817 for it.161 Quashed in the 1920 election, but undaunted 

by Public Act 302 (1921), the Wayne County Civic League reorganized as the Public 

School Defense League and secured enough signatures to have the same amendment 

placed on the ballot in 1924.162 In this attempt, the PSDL was supported by Baptist and 

Methodist clergy, and by the KKK; Americanization and anti-Catholicism make strange 

voting-booth-fellows. In November 1924, Michigan voters again rejected the compulsory 

public education referendum by a margin of almost two to one.163  

                                                           
159 ñReligious Bodies are Battling Ban on Schools.ò Grand Rapids Press, October 9, 1920, 2.  
160 ñPastor is Grave on School Issue.ò Grand Rapids Press, October 11, 1920, 19.  
161 Pies, 231. Cf. ñReligious Bodies are Battling Ban on Schools.ò Grand Rapids Press 9 October 

1920, pg. 2. Kent County voted 30, 735 against and 23, 494 in favor, ñthe biggest ever [vote] cast in Kent 

county on any question.ò ñKent Against School Issue in Huge Voteò Grand Rapids Press, November 3, 

1920, 1. 
162 Michigan Act 302 of 1921: An act to provide for the supervision of private, denominational 

and parochial schools; to provide the manner of securing funds in payment of the expense of such 

supervision; to provide the qualifications of the teachers in such schools; and to provide for the 

endorsement of the provisions hereof. http://law.justia.com/codes/michigan/2006/mcl-chap388/mcl-act-

302-of-1921.html 
163 Ross, William G. ñPierce after Seventy-Five Years: Reasons to Celebrate.ò University of 

Detroit Mercy Law Review Spring, 2001. Item 78. pgs 443-462. Cf. Timothy Mark Pies, The Parochial 

School Campaigns in Michigan 1920-1924. 
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Now what we have explored the American educational landscape from the 

Northeast, the Midatlantic, and into the Northwest Territory, let us turn our attention to 

Dutch Reformed migration into the Midwest and their development of private, Calvinist 

schools. 
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Chapter Two: Dutch Reformed Church, State, School  

(Netherlands and America) 

It is better to be free, if it is possible. I am happy that now I can say to the 

Separatist congregations in the Netherlands which now enjoy only partial 

liberty and none at all in the education of their children, ñCome here and enjoy 

this good land of liberty.ò1 

 

In chapter one, we explored the American educational context: public schools, 

private schools, westward expansion. The focus of this chapter is on the complex 

dynamics between Church, State, and School in parallel contexts: Netherlands and 

America. For each of these settings, we will address denominational splits, tensions with 

government, and the development of schools for Dutch Reformed folks. 

Netherlands: State and Church Background2 

William of Orange, also known as William the Silent, was a convert to Calvinism 

and a leader of the Dutch revolt against Spanish Catholic rule, which set off the Eighty 

Yearsô War in 1566 and eventually resulted in the formal independence of United 

Provinces of Netherlands in 1648 via the Peace of Westphalia.3 The Dutch Reformed 

Church originated during the lengthy war; its first general synod took place in 1571. For 

over two hundred years, the Dutch Reformed Church enjoyed a position of privilege 

(e.g., public officials had to be communicant members) until the Dutch Republic was 

overthrown by France in 1795. On July 18, 1796, the National Convention of the 

                                                           
1 Letter from Albertus Van Raalte to Anthony Brummelkamp dated January 30, 1847 in Hyma, 

113. 
2 A brief word on terminology: Although some use Holland, the name of a province (albeit the 

wealthiest and often the most powerful province), as a synecdoche for the country, I will use the 

Netherlands to refer to the country and/or the United Provinces. I will use Dutch to designate both the 

immigrants from Netherlands to the United States and to the native language of this people group. I am 

grateful for Prof. James Brattôs assistance in clarifying these terms. See Appendix B for a map of 

Netherlands Provinces. 
3 William of Orange was declared an outlaw by the Spanish king in 1580, and he was assassinated 

by Balthasar Gérard (also written as "Gerardts") in Delft in 1584. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outlaw
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Balthasar_G%C3%A9rard
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Delft
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Netherlands decreed the separation of Church and State ñon the basis of the principles of 

liberty, equality and fraternity.ò4 Thereafter, the Dutch Reformed Church lost its 

privileged position, including its exclusive rights to public worship and ecclesiastical 

property.  

In 1816, King William I reorganized the church and renamed it the Netherlands 

Reformed Church (Nederlands Hervormde Kerk or NHK).5 Kromminga asserts that ñthe 

government of this state-controlled Church shifted the emphasis completely from the 

maintenance of the truth of God and the gospel to the maintenance of the organization.ò6 

Hyma suggests that in its ecclesiastical constitution of 1816, it permitted NHK preachers 

and professors in state universities to ignore Calvinist creeds and canons: ñNo longer 

were they bound to adhere to the doctrines about original sin, predestination, the virgin 

birth of Christ, the divine inspiration of the Bible, and the atonement.ò7 A 19th century 

government catechism answered ñWhich religion is most suitable?ò with ñAll religions 

are equal in the eyes of the wise as long as their doctrines and morals are in agreement 

with the laws of the State.ò Van Brummelen explains that the NHK valorized ñtolerance, 

love of peace and unity, moral improvement, and the practice of virtueò over Calvinist 

dogmas; ñChristianity was reduced to a system of rational, moral rules.ò He further 

argues that these shifts were catalyzed by the influence of Enlightenment values, 

including replacing the authority of Scripture with Reason, replacing divine grace with 

                                                           
4 D.H. Kromminga, The Christian Reformed Tradition: From the Reformation to the Present 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1943), 72-73. 
5 Throughout this chapter, I will be using the Dutch acronyms for Netherlands churches and the 

English acronyms for Reformed churches in America. See Appendix C for an etymology of denominational 

names. 
6 Kromminga, The Christian Reformed Tradition, 79. 
7 Albert Hyma, Albertus C. Van Raalte and his Dutch Settlements in the United States (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1947), 17 
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ethical virtue, and replacing Calvinist total depravity with the belief that humans could 

understand and adhere to natural law, becoming virtuous citizens.8 

Netherlands: Separation of Church from State 

The concern for the strength of a foundation like that provided in Dort, for 

symbols that clearly define the orthodox faith, for a form of subscription that 

holds people to the statement of faith, and for an instrument of dogmatic 

discipline that makes it possible to deal directly and effectively with dissenters, 

or with people whose trend seems to be toward dissentðthis has been strong 

in the tradition of those who are the heirs of [1834] Dutch Secession.9 

 

In the first third of the 19th century, dissent within the Netherlands Reformed 

Church (NHK) grew, especially among the theologically conservative members. Causes 

for dissent included: the introduction of hymns (not sung Psalms), the decline in doctrinal 

adherence by laity and pastors (e.g., lack of fidelity to canons solidified by the Synod of 

Dort), and movement of government-supervised schools toward neutrality in matters of 

religion.10 As in other historical examples of revival, there was a group that wanted to 

foment reform from within the church and a group that determined secession was the 

only option. In this case, the former group was called het Réveil [the Awakening]. Their 

                                                           
8 Harro W. Van Brummelen, Telling the Next Generation: Educational Development in North 

American Calvinist Schools (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1986), 15, 17, and 19. 
9 George Stob, The Christian Reformed Church and Her Schools. Princeton Theological 

Seminary. Th.D. Dissertation, 1955: 25. French-speaking Reformed Netherlanders, mainly from the south, 

were called Walloons, and by 1560, there were a number of secret congregations. Guido de Bres wrote 

their confession of faith in 1559. It was translated into Dutch in 1562, and after a few slight alterations, 

adopted by the Synod at Antwerp in 1566, known as the Belgic Confession. (Hageman, 44). At least 

partially in response to the threat of Arminianism within the Dutch Reformed Church, the Synod of 

Dordrecht (often shortened to Dort) was held from 1618-1619. During this synod, the Heidelberg 

Catechism and the Belgic Confession were revised, and the Canons of Dordrecht were set forth as part of 

the Form of Unity standards for the Reformed Church. The Synod of Dort originated the 1637 translation 

known as the States Bible, which influenced the development of the Dutch language (Kromminga, 36). Cf. 

Henry Beets, The Christian Reformed Church in North America: Its History, Schools, Missions, Creed and 

Liturgy, distinctive principles and practices and its church government (Grand Rapids: Eastern Avenue 

Bookstore, 1923), 17. 
10 Oppewal, 9 and Beets, 21 
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primary concerns were inculcating piety and fostering the moral use of knowledge. 11 The 

Réveil included leaders such as William Bilderdijk, Guillaume Groen van Prinsterer, and 

Justinus J.L. Van der Brugghen, and its adherents were often drawn from the upper 

classes of society.  

The latter group, de Afscheiding (the Separation or Secession), called for change 

in five areas: ñthe old creeds be restored; the ecclesiastical constitution be revised; the 

Psalms and hymns found in the Bible be considered sufficient for use in churches; the 

1816 formula for the ordination of pastors be changed; that unconverted pastors turn to 

the faith of the primitive Christian church.ò12 This group objected to the weakening of 

authority given to traditional confessional standards and the increasingly centralized 

national authority given to the NHK. Many of the leaders of this group ñrejected the 

humanistic emphasis of the schools of higher learning,ò choosing instead to focus on 

doctrinal orthodoxy.13 At the University of Leiden, a group of five students formed a club 

under the leadership of Hendrik P. Scholte to consider doctrine and church polity. When 

three left to be preachers in 1832, the number dwindled to two (Anthony Brummelkamp 

and Simon van Velzen) until they met Albertus van Raalte. 

Reverend Hendrick de Cock, a pastor in the village of Ulrum (Groningen 

province), also became an Afscheiding leader. He gained popularity in the north for his 

ñpiety and increasing awareness of traditional Calvinist creeds.ò14 He was suspended for 

                                                           
11 Van Brummelen suggests that this movement was related to the European religious awakenings 

in the 1800s, with roots ñin eighteenth century Dutch pietism and in the later Genevan revival.ò (21-22, 25-

26, 29). 
12 Albert Hyma, Albertus C. Van Raalte and his Dutch Settlements in the United States (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1947), 24. 
13 Timothy M. Monsma, ñThe Educational Ideals of 1834 in the Michigan Colony.ò in DeJong, 

Peter Y. and Nelson D. Kloosterman, Eds. The Reformation of 1834: Essays in commemoration of the Act 

of Secession and Return. Orange City, IA: Pluim Publishing, 1984: 62. 
14 Van Brummelen, 23. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Secession_of_1834
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Secession_of_1834
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baptizing children of parents outside his parish, and his attacks on the use of hymns (not 

sung Psalms) also raised ire; he was stripped of his NHK pastorate in 1834. In their acts 

of secession compiled in October and November of that same year, the Afscheiding 

ñregistered their secession from the established Church, their loyalty to the Reformed 

forms of Unity, Liturgy, and Church Order, and their desire for church fellowship with all 

like-minded Christians.ò They were open to reunion if the NHK would reject ñteachings, 

laws, and ordinances which conflict with Godôs word and the Forms of Unity which 

agree with that Word.ò15 They made it clear that it was separation from government (its 

control, its secularizing influence) they sought, while continuing to desire fellowship with 

Reformed adherents. In 1834, with 144 members of his congregation, Rev. de Cock left 

the national church, founded the Netherlands Christian Reformed Church [De 

Christelijke Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland or CGKN], and within two years, the 

new denomination counted 108 congregations with six pastors. In March 1836, the 

Afscheiding pastors held their first synod in Amsterdam, with Hendrik P. Scholte 

presiding and Hendrick de Cock acting as secretary. They struggled to gain official 

recognition as a separate denomination until 1870, by which time they counted 107,000 

members with 310 congregations.16  

Netherlands: Separation of School from State 

One of the main objections for both groups (Réveil and Afscheiding) regarded 

schooling. The Education Law of 1806 encouraged the establishment of schools, 

introduced a mandatory curriculum, and instated provincial supervision.17 In fact, it took 

                                                           
15 Kromminga, The Christian Reformed Tradition, 86-87.  
16 Hyma, 23-25. Cf. Kromminga, 89-90 
17 However, the 1806 Act did not introduce mandatory schooling for all children: it was left to the 

discretion of the parents, and school attendance only became universally legally required in 1901. Michael 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Secession_of_1834
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Secession_of_1834
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the main responsibility for primary education out of the hands of voluntary, charitable, or 

religious bodies and gave the government a monopoly. Non-public schools needed 

municipal government approval, which was often denied by school inspectors who were 

clergymen from the NHK. The agent of national instruction had central authority over all 

schools, and his duty was to inculcate national character and to produce rational, useful, 

and virtuous citizens. In terms of religious content, schools were to teach students ñall 

social and Christian virtuesò in a setting that was ñgenerally Christian but 

denominationally neutral; it was to be a school with a Bible, but one where Dutch 

children of all faiths could meet on equal ground.ò18 Notice the parallels to the 

nationalistic and ethical goals of Horace Mannôs common schooling in the United States.  

On the Réveil side, Guillaume Groen van Prinsterer argued that public schoolôs 

ñso-called neutrality grows into the most pernicious partiality favouring unbelief and 

ends in proselytism for the religion of reason and nature.ò19 A general code of ethics with 

no doctrinal content was unacceptable. Religious neutrality also ran counter to Article 21 

of The Rules of Church Government established in the Synod of Dort, which enjoins 

churches to make provisions for education and stipulates that ñconsistories shall see to it 

everywhere that there are good schoolmasters who shall not only teach the children 

reading, writing, languages and free arts, but also instruct them in godliness and in the 

                                                           
Wintle, ñEducation and Welfare: empowerment and protectionò in An Economic and Social History of the 

Netherlands, 1800-1920: Demographic, Economic and Social Transition. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2000: 267-80. 
18 See Article 22 of Education Act of 1806. Cf. Wintle, 270. Wintle notes that bias against 

Catholics, who were in a large majority from 1815 to 1830, was also an element of the 1806 Education Act. 
19 Unbelief and Revolution, published lectures 8 and 9, qtd in Van Brummelen, 22. Van Prinsterer 

advocated for sectarian schools of different religions overseen by the State. Oppewal suggests that Van 

Prinsterer advocated for parental rather than governmental control of schools, but I have not found proof 

for this assertion. 
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Catechism.ò Swierenga notes that under the 1806 law, Reformed schools that were 

allowed to exist lost the right to use doctrinal criteria in hiring teachers.20  

Justinus J.L. Van der Brugghen (Réveil) favored non-public interdenominational 

schools operated by parents. He believed that schools controlled by an association of 

parents would benefit children and would reduce the threat of indoctrination faced when 

schools were run by churches or the government. In his estimation, schools could be 

interdenominational because small doctrinal differences were not insurmountable. Van 

der Brugghen tried to address the religious elements of the curriculum, but he also sought 

ña more meaningful pedagogy.ò Unlike the ñreceptacle learningò of government schools, 

Van der Brugghen believed that education should prepare children to apply knowledge, 

rather than just regurgitate rote learning. In May of 1844 in Nijmegen (Holland 

province), 116 pupils enrolled at a Christian school approved by the Dutch Minister of 

the Interior, but governed by an independent association of parents and led by Van der 

Brugghen. Although the school was begun to allow teachers and students to pray freely 

and to study Christianity in a meaningful way, enrollment included students of ñdiverse 

Protestant as well as Roman Catholic and Jewish backgrounds.ò21 We will see the move 

toward parental control of schools in the Dutch immigrant educational policy in America, 

but interdenominationalism is a much later development in the Christian schools of 

Michigan. 

In 1842 van Prinsterer and others addressed an open letter to the NHK ñdecrying 

the use of tax money for the schools they deemed ópernicious for public morals and 

                                                           
20 Robert P. Swierenga and Elton J. Bruins. Family Quarrels in the Dutch Reformed Churches in 

the Nineteenth Century. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999: 10. 
21 Van Brummelen, 11-13, 25-26. Van der Brugghen served as Prime Minister of the Netherlands 

1856-1858. 
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happiness.ôò They lobbied from 1843 to 1848 before gaining permission to start a school 

in The Hague. It was not until 1848 that such schools were given the constitutional right 

to operate freely, and by 1864, there were 267 such schools throughout the Netherlands. 

The 1848 Constitution offered the following language related to Education:  

1. The public education is an object of continuing care of the Government;  

2. The arrangement of the public education is regulated by law with respect to 

everyoneôs religious standards; 3. Sufficient public lower education is given 

everywhere in the Kingdom on account of the authorities; 4. With the exception 

of Government supervision, the provision of education is unrestrained and, 

moreover, where secondary and lower education is concerned, with the exception 

of the inquiry into the capability and morality of the teachers; all this to be 

regulated by law; 5. The King gives an annual extensive report to the States-

General on the condition of higher, secondary, and lower schools. 

  

There were three subsequent proposals for revising the Constitution offered between 

1849 and 1857 that failed. The first proposed a neutral school, the second called for a 

general religious school, but opened the possibility of local denominational schools, and 

the third opted for locally-modified moral and religious schools. The fourth proposal, 

offering general public schools with the possibility of founding private schools, came 

from Van der Brugghen in 1857. Initially, the bill proposed state subsidies for 

confessional schools, but this was removed by a subsequent amendment. After the 1857 

Education Act, known as the Schoolwetje, passed, municipal councils were given more 

responsibility regarding state primary schools, the state schools were still neutral, and 

there was no funding for confessional or denominational schools, though they could be 

started without consent of governmental authorities.22 

                                                           
22 Michael Wintle, ñEducation and Welfare: empowerment and protectionò in An Economic and 

Social History of the Netherlands, 1800-1920: Demographic, Economic and Social Transition. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2000: 272. See also, Mark Hooker, Freedom of Education: The Dutch 

Political Battle for State Funding of All Schools both Public and Private (1801-1920) and Jan Wolthuis, 

ñ1798-1863: The originsò in Lower technical education in the Netherlands 1798-1993: The rise and fall of 

a subsystem. 1999: 100. http://dissertations.ub.rug.nl/faculties/gmw/1999/j.wolthuis/ 
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Afscheiding adherents also wanted their own schools, because they objected to the 

moral ñneutralityò of public school curriculum. VanRaalte wrote that children ñwere in 

danger of losing ópositive Christianityô and asserted that ñall education must be 

permeated with the teaching of Jesus Christ.ò23 As we will see in the next section, he 

repeated this phrase when arguing against public schools in America and trying to 

cultivate private, Reformed schools in his Michigan colony. Seceders met with 

governmental resistance when they tried to organize privately owned and operated 

schools.24 In Smilde, a town in the province of Drenthe, ña school was started the day 

after it was decided to form a congregation and even before a church council had been 

installed.ò25 The school was closed by authorities a week later. In 1840, the Netherlands 

Christian Reformed Church (CGKN) synod petitioned King William II for freedom to 

educate children in harmony with the principles of the Word of God. The king appointed 

a royal commission to look at the issues, and in 1842 a decree permitted voluntary 

religious instruction after school hours, but did not change the countryôs educational 

structure, leaving governmental officials (who were members of NHK) in charge of 

overseeing schools. Teachers from the Seceder group were fined if they taught religion, 

and some were excluded from the classroom.  

In 1844, the squelching of private, Christian schools and the liberalism of national 

education standards in the Netherlands made the CGKN schools symbols ñof the unjust 

treatment accorded the Seceders by the óenlightenedô majority.ò This discrimination 

                                                           
23 Van Brummelen, 25. He repeated this phrase when arguing against public schools in America 

and trying to cultivate private, Reformed schools in his Michigan colony.  
24 George Stob, The Christian Reformed Church and Her Schools. Princeton Theological 

Seminary. Th.D. Dissertation, 1955: 31. 
25 Van Brummelen, 25. 
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brings issues of class to the forefront, an element highlighted by historians. Van 

Brummelen describes the Seceders as ñlabourers, hired hands, small farmers and 

tradesmen, led by a handful of young clergy.ò He goes on to say that ñthe rural, lower 

class Seceders were suspicious of culture and of all thought and belief other than that 

found in the traditional Calvinistic creeds.ò26 Stob agrees that the movement ñtook place 

among the lower, uncultured classes in the Netherlands, and largely among those who 

were affected by the pietist strain in Dutch religious life ... [they were] concerned with a 

return to a fixed and prescribed orthodoxy.ò27 Oppewal also concurs with the lower class 

categorization, and posits that ñthey were congenitally separatistic and anticultural.ò28 

Bratt explains that the Secession of 1834 was ña forthright protest by the lower levels of 

Dutch society against some of the fundamental social and cultural developments of the 

nineteenth century,ò including liberalism in education and religion. In fact, ñthere were 

significant correlations between social status and ecclesiastical direction. The óbig 

farmers,ô the local aristocracy, the óprogressiveô and óenlightenedô elements of society 

ridiculed the movement; the hired hands, the poorer farmers, and the small tradesmen 

(but not the destitute) composed almost its entire membership.ò The correlation between 

class and anti-Enlightenment conservatism is one of the shaping forces of VanRaalteôs 

Dutch settlement in the wilderness of Michigan, since he was one of the Afscheiding and 

                                                           
26 Van Brummelen, 25-26. 
27 Stob, 24. Kromminga agrees that although Seceders came ñfrom the humbler walks of lifeò and 

were ñnumerically and economically weak and lacking social prestige, the group developed a spiritual 

power that in course of time astounded its adversaries. The spring of that power was their common love for 

the Reformed doctrine and their loyalty to the Reformed formularies as founded on the Word of God.ò 

(Kromminga, D.H. The Christian Reformed Tradition: From the Reformation to the Present (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1943), 88. 
28 Donald Oppewal, A Reformed Christian Perspective on Education: Fifty Years of Footprints 

(Grand Rapids: Schuler Books, 2012), 10. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Secession_of_1834
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most of those who emigrated with him to the United States in 1847 were Seceders from 

the lower classes.29   

As the CHKN denomination grew rapidly, differing visions emerged, based in 

part upon Netherlands geography. Swierenga summarizes it succinctly: ñThe northern 

faction had steel in their bones, while the southern party had rubber.ò30 The northern 

element was concentrated in the provinces of Groningen, Friesland, and Drenthe, 

especially in the rural areas. This group was led primarily by Hendrick De Cock and 

Simon Van Velzen. Their priorities included a stringent defense of orthodox Dortian 

doctrine, starkly biblical liturgy, and synodical polity.31 The goal was to restore historic 

Dutch Calvinism; initially, they focused on purifying the NHK, but eventually this group 

embraced antithesis between themselves and the state church, becoming ñstricter, 

narrower, and more separatistic.ò32 They stressed the need for catechetical formation and 

                                                           
29 James D. Bratt, Dutch Calvinism in Modern America: A History of a Conservative Subculture 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984), 3, 7. Bratt is careful to admonish that ñScholars and spokesmen alike 

have long exaggerated the Secessionist part of the emigration by concentrating almost exclusively on the 

group migrations between 1846 and 1856 led by Secessionist pastors, thereby coming to think that most 

immigrants were Seceders fleeing religious oppression. Unfortunately for this view, substantial emigration 

from the Netherlands began not in the years of religious persecution (1835-40) but a decade later, during a 

severe agricultural depression brought on by the infamous potato blight . . . less than four percent of the 

pre-1880 emigrants cited religious reasons for their departure, while over ninety percent declared an 

economic motive . . . [and yet] Seceders were far more likely to leave the country than were members of 

any other religious group. Between 1831 and 1877 they composed seventeen percent of all Dutch 

emigrants, despite the fact that in the terminal year they represented no more than five percent of the total 

population . . . Between 1844 and 1857 almost ten percent of all Seceders left the Netherlands for America. 

These represented thirty-five percent of all Dutch Protestant emigrantsðproportionally more than eight 

times the number of other Dutch Protestants. During one brief period, 1846-49, they even constituted a 

strong majority (sixty-four percent) of Protestant emigrantsò (8). It is the case, however, that my research 

focuses on the group that migrated in 1847 led by a Secessionist pastor and so the contention that they 

came for freedom of religion and freedom of religious education remains plausible. Cf. Van Brummelen, 

Telling the Next Generation, 24. 
30 Robert P. Swierenga, True Brothers: The Netherlandic Origins of the Christian Reformed 

Church in North America, 1857-1880 http://www.swierenga.com/Kampen_pap.html. Accessed May 13, 

2014. See Appendix B for a map of the Netherlands and its provinces. 
31 Swierenga and Bruins, Family Quarrels in the Dutch Reformed Churches in the Nineteenth 

Century, 27 and 33. Cf. Robert P. Swierenga, True Brothers. 
32 Stob, 28. Cf. Bratt, 7. 

http://www.swierenga.com/Kampen_pap.html.%20Accessed%20May%2013,%202014.
http://www.swierenga.com/Kampen_pap.html.%20Accessed%20May%2013,%202014.
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leaned toward separate Christian schools. The southern party was rooted in the urban, 

cosmopolitan centers of Noord- and Zuid-Holland, Utrecht, Noord-Brabant, Zeeland, and 

Ost Friesland, and it was led by Albertus Van Raalte and Anthony Brummelkamp.33 They 

stressed experiential piety and defended liberty of conscience to the point that some 

charged them with Arminian leanings. This group did not revel in separation from the 

Netherlands Reformed Church (NHK), preferring a broad-minded inclusion, but they did 

increasingly tend toward free- church polity.34  

The third Seceder contingent was an outlier faction, led by Hendrik P. Scholte, 

who wanted to restore the pure form of primitive Christianity in a congregational 

structure. Although he retained some Reformed doctrine, Scholte embraced the 

premillienial teaching of John N. Darby (founder of the Plymouth Brethren). Scholte 

rejected Dortian polity, advocating independence at the congregational level, but his 

focus on the conversion experience and lived piety meant he was willing to subject 

prospective church members to close inspection and ongoing accountability to insure 

purity. Although many of the leaders of the Secession were initially part of a close-knit 

group with Scholte at the helm, relations soured in 1840 when he was charged by 

Brummelkamp, Van Raalte, and DeMoen with slandering Van Velzen; Scholte was 

ousted from the Netherlands Christian Reformed Church (CGKN) when he refused to 

apologize.35 This separation would continue after emigration, when Scholte settled in 

Iowa and chose not to align with the Reformed Church in America.  

                                                           
33 Swierenga & Bruins, Family Quarrels, 33. 
34 Bratt, 7. Cf. Robert P. Swierenga, True Brothers.  
35 Robert P. Swierenga, ñVan Raalte and Scholte: A Soured Relationship and Personal Rivalry.ò 

Swierenga asserts that Scholte moved increasingly to the margins with a non-confessional Christianity --

"no creed but the Bible" which eventually led to "ecclesiastical anarchy"--to use Van Raalte's words,ò but 

he doesnôt cite the source of Van Raalteôs words.  
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Netherlands: De Landverhuizing (The Nation Move)36  

 After leaving the national church in 1834 to found a new denomination, Dutch 

Seceders had to pay their own ministers and build their own churches. They endured 

oppression (religious, political, and economic) and were often treated as insurrectionists. 

They faced employment discrimination, were condemned in courts of law, fined, jailed 

(sometimes for failure to pay fines), had their household goods seized, and they were 

prohibited from gathering from 1834 until 1840 when King William II decided not to use 

military force to oppose them.37 A national depression during this time, caused in part by 

a potato blight and a diminished rye crop, leading to hunger and unemployment, hit this 

group particularly hard since they were often from the lower classes. Economic 

prospects, along with freedom of worship and freedom of education were all factors 

pointing toward emigration. In 1846-47, about 7000 Dutch emigrants, most of whom 

were Seceders, left for the United States of America.  

In the decade following their separation from the Netherlands Reformed Church 

(NHK), two of the leaders of the Netherlands Christian Reformed Church (CGKN), 

Anthony Brummelkamp and Albertus Van Raalte, noticed the growing number of 

emigrants to the United States. They formed an emigration society and held several 

meetings to consider carefully the possibility for and parameters of moving to the United 

States. On April 14, 1846, they produced a document outlining political and religious 

priorities, entitled Principles of the Society for the Dutch Emigration to the United States 

of North America. Article 7 of the document asserted  

                                                           
36 For broader coverage of Dutch migration, see Henry S. Lucas, Netherlanders in America: Dutch 

Immigration to the United States and Canada, 1789-1950 (Ann Arbor, 1955). 
37 Article 191 of the 1815 Constitution only offered protection to already-existing religious bodies 

and because Articles 291-294 of the Criminal Law forbade gatherings of more than 20 persons. 
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The first consideration is to make the Colony a Christian community, for which 

reason the Commission must take care in accepting suitable candidates for 

emigration and helping them to reach their destination, in order that these persons 

become a salting salt in the Colony and form a Christian majority among the 

population. For that reason only Christians will be accepted of whom we may 

expect that they will gladly submit themselves to the Word of God, in order that 

not only a Christian church government but also a Christian civil government 

shall be established. This will have as its task the execution of Godôs 

commandment, which is the basis of every state.38 

This document made their hope of founding a Christian church government and a 

Christian civil government clear. Brummelkamp and Van Raalte also wrote a pamphlet 

which went through four editions in 1846 titled Emigration: Why we Favor Emigration to 

North America and not to Java. In it, they explained that the government of the East 

Indies might prohibit the preaching of Separatist pastors and the instruction given in 

Christian schools, while in the United States, religious liberty was protected by the 

federal government. The authors also railed against the ñmanner in which the Christian 

religion was neglected or even attacked in the [Netherlands] public schools... Emigration 

became for them a flight from religious intolerance.ò39 They hoped for religious 

acceptance in America.  

In a letter dated May 25, 1846 and addressed to ñBelievers in North America,ò 

Brummelkamp and Van Raalte made an appeal to leaders of the Reformed Church in 

America (which at that time was called the Reformed Protestant Dutch Church of 

America) for assistance with emigration. Hyma explains that the emigrants wanted to be 

in relationship with ñtheir brethren in the faith who were living in that part of the United 

States once owned by the Dutch people and formerly called New Netherland,ò though 

                                                           
38 Letter translated into English and quoted in Hyma, Albertus C. Van Raalte and his Dutch 

Settlements, 44. Cf. Beets, The Christian Reformed Church in North America, 30; and Stob, The Christian 

Reformed Church and Her Schools, 40.  
39 Hyma, Albertus C. Van Raalte and his Dutch Settlements, 46 and 49-51. 
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their intent was never to remain on the East coast, but rather to settle in one of the 

Midwestern states (e.g., Iowa or Wisconsin) where they could retain their religious ideals. 

Van Raalte ñhad his eyes fixed on a Christian settlement in a suitable climate for 

Hollanders, in touch with the cultured East, near thriving cities and busy railroads. At the 

same time, he wanted his people to live somewhat apart.ò40 The stated objectives in the 

letter included: improving the social conditions of emigrants, taking ñan active part in the 

propagation of Godôs truth among the heathen,ò living in community with other Dutch 

Christians to prevent scattering, and ñto enjoy the great privilege of seeing their children 

instructed in Christian schools.ò41 They gave the letter to Roelof Sleijster, a student of 

Brummelkamp and Van Raalte, who arrived in the United States in August 1846.42 He 

delivered it to Rev. I.N. Wyckoff, pastor of the Second Reformed Church in Albany, NY, 

who translated it into English and published it in The Christian Intelligencer (weekly 

paper of the RCA) on October 15, 1846.43 Reverend Wyckoff helped found the Protestant 

Evangelical Holland Emigrant Society in Albany. A similar group was also organized in 

New York City. Emissaries from these groups met the newcomers at customs; provided 

temporary lodging; gave food, clothing, and money to the destitute; and even loaned 

                                                           
40 Hyma, Albertus C. Van Raalte and his Dutch Settlements, 54 and 87. Hyma argues that the 

primary reason for separate village communities was so they could found Christian schools. Although the 

desire for Christian education was a factor, I have not found ample substantiation for his claim. 
41 Beets, The Christian Reformed Church in North America,: 31. Cf. Stob, The Christian Reformed 

Church and Her Schools. 26, 32. 
42 Sleijster.com says he settled in Alto, Michigan. 
43 Hyma, Albertus C. Van Raalte and his Dutch Settlements, 56. Swierenga notes that Scholte also 

wrote positively about overseas emigration for Seceders, publishing it in his periodical, De Reformatie in 

May 1846, but it was Van Raalte and Brummelkampôs letter which Rev. Thomas De Witt of New York's 

Collegiate Church read shortly before visiting the Netherlands, where he met with Scholte to learn more 

about the movement.ò (Swierenga, ñRobert P. Van Raalte and Scholte: A Soured Relationship and Personal 

Rivalry.ò Paper for the 1997 meeting of the Association for the Advancement of Dutch American Studies 

(AADAS), Hope College, 13 June 1997 http://www.swierenga.com/Aadas_pap.html) 

http://www.swierenga.com/Aadas_pap.html
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several thousand dollars to purchase land.ò44 Along with garnering financial support, 

RCA General Synod of 1848 ñresolved in view of the great number of Hollanders coming 

to this country, that the students at New Brunswick Seminary should learn Dutch, to be 

able to preach to the newcomers in their own language.ò45 These acts of hospitality 

resulted in close ties between some of the original settlers and the RCA. In an address 

given in 1872, Van Raalte noted the difficulties upon arrival, which were alleviated by 

the ñloving helpò of people like Thomas DeWitt, James Forrester, and Isaac Wyckoff: 

ñTo us, they truly were as angels of God.ò46 The affiliation between the Dutch 

immigrants and the RCA became an issue a few years later when the settlement in 

Michigan debated either joining the denomination or remaining separate. 

On October 2, 1846, the Van Raalte family and 100 Dutch emigrants left for 

America aboard The Southerner. About half of the passengers aboard were part of 

VanRaalteôs group, but Brummelkamp was not among them.47 Van Raalte and his wife, 

Christina, learned English while on board, taught by Tutley Crosby, the captain of the 

ship.48 The Southerner arrived in New York on November 17.49 Upon arrival, they 

traveled from Albany to Buffalo by train and then by steamship to Detroit, Michigan. 

Although VanRaalte initially planned to settle in Wisconsin, he began to have doubts 

                                                           
44 Robert P. Swierenga, ñLocal-Cosmopolitan Theory and Immigrant Religion: The Social Bases 

of the Antebellum Dutch Reformed Schism.ò Journal of Social History 14, no. 1 (Autumn 1980): 120. 
45 Beets, The Christian Reformed Church in North America, 40. 
46 Jeanne M. Jacobson, Elton J. Bruins, and Larry J. Wagenaar. Albertus C. Van Raalte: Dutch 

Leader and American Patriot (Holland: Hope College Press, 1996), 92 
47 Although he continued to support the emigration project, he decided to stay in the Netherlands, 

and in 1854, Brummelkamp became a professor of Theology at Kampen, founded in 1854. He maintained 

active correspondence with Van Raalte. 
48 Jacobsen, et al. suggest that one mode of learning was to sing American hymns, even though 

hymns were an issue of contention in Dutch Reformed denominations. Jacobson, Bruins, and Wagenaar, 

Albertus C. Van Raalte, 96. Cf. Hyma, 74. 
49 Hyma, 59. Cf. Beets, 27. 
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while in Detroit when he met with numerous people who promoted the west coast of 

Michigan as a better settlement location.50 On December 16, 1846 he wrote ñWhat is 

important is the fertility of the soil, climate, healthful conditions for the people, room and 

variety in the prairies and woods; and especially the means of transportation via railroad 

or rivers.ò51 Michigan had more railroads than Wisconsin and was surrounded by lakes 

that provided another means of cheap transportation. West Michigan was also connected 

via waterways to the burgeoning cities of Chicago, Milwaukee, and Racine. 

Leaving his flock in Detroit, Van Raalte went to Kalamazoo where he met 

Theodore Romeyn, a Presbyterian minister, and Rev. Ova Hoyt. Hoyt impressed Van 

Raalte as "a man of influence,ò and with a cordial interest in the Holland immigration, 

convinced him first to investigate the area of western Michigan along the Grand River, 

where government land was still available in large blocks. Hoyt put him in contact with 

Judge John Kellogg of Allegan, who owned many acres in northern Allegan County and 

happened to be in Kalamazoo at the time. The judge offered to show Van Raalte potential 

sites around Ada, Ionia, and Saugatuck.52  In a letter written to Brummelkamp dated 

January 30, 1847, Van Raalte wrote:  

                                                           
50 ñBetween 1860 and 1900, more than 700,000 immigrants came to Michigan, and nearly 400,000 

of these new arrivals were born in foreign countries. In fact, the state began encouraging immigrants to 

settle in Michigan as early as 1845, when an Office of Foreign Emigration was established in New York. In 

early years, the Germans and Dutch were the most sought-after groups due to their strong religious beliefs, 

industriousness, and education. To increase immigration, the stateôs New York agent published a small 

pamphlet glorifying the virtues of the state.ò (Michigan Manual, 14) www.legislature.mi.gov; Accessed 

5/31/14. ñBy 1900, Michigan counted one-third of the Dutch-born in the USA . . . One-third of the Dutch in 

Michigan in 1900 lived in Grand Rapidsò in ñThe Western Michigan Dutchò paper presented to the 

Holland Genealogical Society by Robert P. Swierenga, December 11, 2004. 
51 Van Raalte, quoted in Hyma, Albertus C. Van Raalte and his Dutch Settlements, 68. 
52 Swierenga, ñVan Raalte and Scholte: A Soured Relationship and Personal Rivalry.ò Van 

Schelven notes that Kellogg served as a member of the State Board of Education for six years. Jacobson, et 

al include a letter from Judge Kellogg written July 22, 1850, after a visit to the settlement. He notes their 

progress and their need for a channel and roads, and he advocates for county help with both. Jacobson, 

Bruins, and Wagenaar, Albertus C. Van Raalte, 48. 

http://www.legislature.mi.gov/
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With his help I examined the region around Kalamazoo, Rabbit, Black and Grand 

rivers.  Such an exploration is by no means a simple task; on several occasions it 

made me completely exhausted. As a result I was unable to take more than a few 

steps at a time, and then I have to sit down in the snow.53  

In the same letter, he explained: ñMan weighs but God decides. I had many a bias against 

Michigan, and in my heart I had selected another region, but in many respects I have 

changed my mind about Michigan.ò54 

After two weeks of exploration in West Michigan, Van Raalte decided on Ottawa 

County. He determined who owned the land and made quick work of procuring it. Some 

was purchased from Native Americans under Chief Wakazoo; some was purchased from 

Michigan landowners living in New York; some was purchased from the state 

government in Detroit and the federal government; and some titles were secured by 

paying long overdue taxes.55 Van Raalte rented rooms for his family in the home of 

Arvilla and Reverend George N. Smith, a Congregational minister working with Ottawa 

and Ojibway Indians in the area.56 Van Raalteôs group travelled from Allegan to a log 

                                                           
53 Van Raalte, quoted in Hyma, Albertus C. Van Raalte and his Dutch Settlements in the United 

States, 85. Dosker notes that Van Raalte nearly died twice, once when trying ñto cross a wooded stream 

swollen with melted snow along a log covered with iceò that suddenly rolled, and the second time while 

exploring when his strength failed him, but ñSmith and several Indians refused to leave him behind.ò Harry 

Boonstraôs English translation of Doskerôs 1893 biography of Van Raalte, from the Heritage Hall archives 

at Calvin College, p. 75 of original, p. 29 of translation. 
54 Van Raalte, quoted in Hyma, Albertus C. Van Raalte and his Dutch Settlements in the United 

States, 75. 
55 Hyma, Albertus C. Van Raalte and his Dutch Settlements in the United States, 92. 
56 Old Wing Mission, the Smithsô home, was built for them by Isaac Fairbanks. Reverend Smith 

began missionary work in 1844. Hyma notes that Rev. George N. Smith left the area in 1849, moving with 

Indians to the Grand Traverse Bay region. ñUnfortunately the treatment given by the Dutch to the Indians 

[e.g., stealing things from their tents] was not conducive to friendly relations, and so it naturally happened 

that the Indians became morose. . . The Congregational missionary [Smith] was their trusted friend, and he 

began to feel nearly as forlorn as they did. The Hollanders, on the other hand, were no different than the 

other white settlers. They felt that the immense continent of North America should not remain a wilderness. 

If the Indians refused to cultivate the soil then the European settlers would do soò (Hyma, Albertus C. Van 

Raalte and his Dutch Settlements in the United States, 131). Smith wrote that they moved because ñthe 

Hollanders were good men, but that they would clear up the land and conditions would be unfavorable for 

the Indians and their mode of life, [and therefore] that they would better take it good naturedly and find 

another place, for the Hollanders had come to stay.ò (Jacobson, Bruins, and Wagenaar. Albertus C. Van 

Raalte, 37). 
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cabin furnished by Isaac and Ann Fairbanks on Feb 9, 1847.57 From an item written by 

Evert Zagers, a member of the group:  

When he had the first log house finished we had our wives brought from Allegan 

and five families lived in it together, namely Zagers, Notting, Lankheet, Laarman, 

and Fredriks. We lived mutually in peace and had all things in common together 

... The Lord gave us courage and caused us to hope and in this hope, to work for a 

better future.58  

In Van Raalteôs January 30, 1847 letter to Brummelkamp, he explained ñIt is better to be 

free, if it is possible. I am happy that now I can say to the Separatist congregations in the 

Netherlands which now enjoy only partial liberty and none at all in the education of their 

children, óCome here and enjoy this good land of liberty.ôò59 And the people came. 

Kromminga explains that early Seceder emigrants to the United States divided 

into two groups: ñOne went with Scholte by way of Baltimore and St. Louis to the 

prairies between the Skunk and DesMoines rivers in southeastern Iowa and started the 

prosperous settlement of Pella. The other went under VanRaalteôs guidance over New 

York and Detroit to western Michigan and settled at what is now Holland on the shores of 

Black Lake.ò60 Swierenga notes that Van Raalte departed for the United States first 

because Scholteôs infant child died and his wife became ill. Scholte expected, albeit 

mistakenly, that Van Raalte would settle in Iowa, the same region his Utrecht society had 

chosen, and a number of Scholteôs group joined Van Raalte on the earlier trek. After Van 

Raalte decided on Michigan as his settlement location, he hoped to persuade Scholte to 

join them in Holland township. In his January 30, 1847 letter to Brummelkamp, Van 

Raalte wrote of his desire to keep the Seceder emigrants together:  ñI feel the need of 

                                                           
57 ñFairbanks was a government agent for the Indians to assist them with farming and to serve asn 

an interpreter.ò Jacobson, Bruins, and Wagenaar, Albertus C. Van Raalte, 34. 
58 Zagers quoted in Hyma, Albertus C. Van Raalte and his Dutch Settlements, 111. 
59 Hyma, 113. 
60 Kromminga, 100. 
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sensible brothers near me; I hope brother Scholte will not go to Iowa; I believe that he 

cannot do better than to settle in Michigan. If Brother Scholte does not wish to be on the 

Black River, then there is opportunity on the other rivers--the Grand and Kalamazoo.ò61 

But when Scholte learned of Van Raalteôs new location, he called it ñan unlucky choiceò 

because of its isolation and its unhealthy climate. Scholte landed in Boston on the Sarah 

Sand in the spring of 1847. He chose not to join VanRaalteôs settlement in Michigan, 

instead taking 800 Dutch immigrants with him to found the Pella colony in Iowa, where, 

in contrast to Van Raalteôs colony in Holland, Michigan, the settlers remained separatist 

ecclesiastically, but quickly Americanized in commerce and in increasingly diverse 

community population. Swierenga notes that Scholte drew eighty non-Dutch Americans 

to live in Pella in the first year, and within thirteen years, half of the townôs population 

was American, thanks to the founding of the Baptist "Central University" in 1853, which 

Scholte supported financially and as a trustee. In 1858 five of the eleven stores in Pella 

were operated by Americans.  

By contrast, Ottawa County, Michigan in 1860 had only 52 non-Dutch 

households, or 12 percent, and only two or three stores were run by Americans. Van 

Raalte did not want a mixed multitude in Holland. "Americans usually do not possess that 

certain open heartiness and mutual understanding of each other, which the Dutch 

possess," Van Raalte wrote to Paulus Den Bleyker of Kalamazoo:  

An impassible chasm of language, character, and custom separates you from the 

Americans... Above all--Americans are disposed to despise Hollanders, and we 

Hollanders naturally become embittered against them because of their cold 

selfishness. They may approach us with bold flatteries, but in reality they are after 

                                                           
61 Van Raalte quoted in Swierenga, Robert P. ñVan Raalte and Scholte: A Soured Relationship and 

Personal Rivalry.ò 
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our money and influence, yes, they actually despise us. They take us for a dull, 

slow, uncultured people and boldly boast of their own superior intelligence.  

Better to "do your business among our own people," Van Raalte opined, "in a community 

that is developing internally and contains only a few Americans."62 

Another contrast between the two colonies was the wealth of its constituents. 

Beets explains that most of the people in VanRaalteôs colony were of the poorer class, 

compared to Scholteôs wealthier followers.63 Gerrit Van Schelven suggests that this has a 

great deal to do with marketing, as Scholte sent word to the Netherlands that the open 

prairie required immigrants with money.64 Van Raalte sent the opposite message: poor 

folks were welcome in Holland.65 Soon after founding his colony, Van Raalte published a 

lengthy pamphlet in the Netherlands entitled "Holland in America, or the Dutch Colony 

in the State of Michigan," which explained the rationale for his choice of settlement 

location, described the advantages of the locale over Pella, noted the economic 

opportunities in America, and suggested the best travel routes for prospective settlers. 

Most effective were the testimonials from "trustworthy men" that the forest lands of 

Michigan were healthier and better served with water supplies than the semi-arid prairies 

of Iowa.66 

                                                           
62 Swierenga, ñVan Raalte and Scholte: A Soured Relationship and Personal Rivalry.ò 
63 Beets, The Christian Reformed Church in North America, 34. 
64 Michigan History Magazine 1, no. 2, (October 1917) [includes Gerrit Van Schelven, ñMichigan 

and the Holland Immigration of 1847ò (72-96) and Gerrit J. Diekema, ñHolland Emigration to Michigan: 

Its Causes and Resultsò (97-108)] Published by Michigan Historical Commission and the Michigan Pioneer 

and Historical Society http://hdl.handle.net/2027/njp.32101066151547. 
65 Van Schelven, referenced in Swierenga, ñVan Raalte and Scholte: A Soured Relationship and 

Personal Rivalry.ò 
66 Swierenga, ñVan Raalte and Scholte: A Soured Relationship and Personal Rivalry.ò Other 

Midwestern states also have Dutch Reformed enclaves. The Wisconsin settlement was founded by Rev. P. 

Zonne and Rev. G. Baay in 1847 and 1848. Illinoisô South Holland settlement (just south of Chicago) was 

founded by John Killewinger and Hendrik DeJong in 1847, and its North Holland settlement (later called 

Roseland) in Chicago was founded by Peter DeJong in 1849.  

http://hdl.handle.net/2027/njp.32101066151547
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Rev. M.A. Ypma reached the Holland colony in June 1847, with 49 others from 

Friesland, and they founded the Vriesland colony nearby. Soon after, a company of 

people from the province of Bentheim arrived and founded Graafschap. In the same year, 

a large group from the province of Zeeland traveled to the United States on three ships, 

led by J. Steketee, Jannes Van deLuyster, and Rev. Cornelius VanderMeulen, 

establishing Zeeland settlement a few miles east of the Holland colony.67 Monsma notes 

that the Dutch settlers in Michigan had a positive attitude toward civil government and 

the political process, quickly obtaining citizenship and actively participating in 

elections.68 Beets marvels at how quickly the Michigan community grew. By 1849, there 

were 3,000 souls in those communities.69 The Michigan settlement also organized itself 

ecclesially, establishing its first classis in 1847.70 The first resolutions they passed 

included allowances for remarriage after the death of a partner within less than half a year 

and ñchurches were admonished to take in hand the organization of school districts ... At 

                                                           
67 Notice that these leaders have formal education and wealth. Most Zeeland Seceders had 

followed Scholte in the early years because Cornelius Van der Meulen had studied for the ministry in his 

parsonage and Scholte's church at Doeveren (in the province of Zeeland) was nearby. Beginning in the 

early 1840s, however, the Zeelanders had a falling out with Scholte over issues of church governance and 

other matters, and they gradually went over to Van Raalteôs group. This group of Seceders ñagreed that all 

necessary preparations for the journey to America be made with great care, and that fifty acres of land be 

reserved for a building suitable for a church and a school.ò Hyma, Albertus C. Van Raalte and his Dutch 

Settlements in the United States, 134. 
68 Monsma, Timothy M. ñThe Educational Ideals of 1834 in the Michigan Colony.ò in Peter Y. 

DeYong and Nelson D. Kloosterman, Eds. The Reformation of 1834: Essays in commemoration of the Act 

of Secession and Return (Orange City, IA: Pluim Publishing, 1984), 64. Jacobsen, et al notes that federal 

law at the time required immigrants to wait five years before applying for citizenship, but to register intent 

to become citizens at the midpoint of those five years. They quote the county clerk, Mr. Henry Griffin, who 

filled out naturalization papers for almost 450 men at the 2 year, 6 month mark. Jacobson, Bruins, and 

Wagenaar, Albertus C. Van Raalte, 52. 
69 ñDuring the summer of 1849 the church at Holland was reported to number 225 families; 

Zeeland, 175; Vriesland, 69; and Overisel, 135, while Graafschapôs congregation numbered 50 families, 

Drenthe 45, and Groningen 30. Altogether there were in 1849ð928 communicant members and a total of 

some 3,000 souls.ò (Beets, 37). 
70 ñA classis is a group of churches within a geographical area. It has the authority to deal with 

matters that concern its churches in common and its decisions are binding on the churches in its region. A 

minister and an elder (and in some cases a deacon) from each congregation are delegated to attend each 

classis meeting.ò http://www.crcna.org/welcome/christian-reformed-church-governance/classis 
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its fall session in 1848, the Classis condemned all slackness on the part of the churches in 

regard to schools, since this matter was deemed an important part of Christian 

education.ò71 Let us deal first with ecclesial matters and then with educational ones.  

America: Church Union with RCA and Split of CRC 

In America the immigrants of seceder stock found a new home in which no 

church establishment by law was allowed. They could continue their 

independent church life in full freedom. But they did so only for a couple of 

years. The desire for Christian fellowship in ecclesiastical matters drew the 

great majority into a union with the Reformed Church in America.72  

 

In 1609, Henry Hudson, an English sailor in the service of the Dutch, explored the 

river that would later bear his name. A rather vast territory was surveyed, and New 

Netherland was founded. It was bounded on the east by the present city of Hartford (CT), 

on the west by the Delaware River, on the south by the present town of New Castle (DE), 

and the northern boundary lay forty or fifty miles north of Albany (NY). In 1628, Jonas 

Michaelius arrived in New Amsterdam, ñthe first minister of the [Dutch] Reformed 

Church to set foot on these shores.ò73 Hageman asserts that the Reformed Protestant 

Dutch Church of America is the oldest Protestant church in the United States with a 

continuous ministry.74 In 1664, the English took over control of New Netherland, but the 

                                                           
71 D.H. Kromminga, The Christian Reformed Tradition: From the Reformation to the Present 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1943), 101. 
72 Kromminga, The Christian Reformed Tradition, 79. 
73 Howard G. Hageman, Lily Among the Thorns (New York: Half Moon Press, 1953), 57-58. 

Michaelius on native Americans: ñI find them entirely savage and wild, strangers to all decency, yea, 

uncivil and stupid as garden poles, proficient in all wickedness and godlessness; devilish men, who serve 

nobody but the devilò (qtd in Hageman, 60). Johannes Megapolensis saw native Americans as humans in 

need of evangelism. ñHe mastered their language, preached to them, catechized them, baptized them, and 

received them into the communion of the churchò (61). 
74 Cf. ñBrief Outline of RCA Historyò https://www.rca.org/sslpage.aspx?pid=2181 Accessed May 

13, 2014. ñIn the small colonial town of New Amsterdam, on a Sunday in 1628, about fifty people gathered 

around a crude table in a mill loft. Their celebration of the Lord's Supper marks the birthdate of the 

Reformed Church in America. The congregation they founded still continues today as the Collegiate 

Reformed Church in New York City, the oldest evangelical church in North America with a continuous 

ministry.ò 
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Dutch Reformed Church in North America (RCA) continued to grow. Beets documents 

that in 1846, there were 271 RCA churches with 104,098 souls, served by 280 

ministers.75  

 Rev. Dr. Thomas DeWitt of the Collegiate Church in New York City and Rev. Dr. 

I.N. Wyckoff of the Second Reformed Church in Albany were conduits for Dutch 

immigrants even before they arrived. DeWitt traveled to the Netherlands in 1846 and met 

with various members of the Seceder church, including those considering emigration. 

Back in the United States, he founded ñThe Netherlands Society for the Protection of 

Emigrants from Hollandò in order to garner funds to assist them. De Witt used The 

Christian Intelligencer (weekly paper of the RCA), to inform American readers about the 

Dutch Christian immigrants, including publishing a translation of Brummelkamp and 

Van Raalteôs ñAppeal to the Faithful in America.ò  

When The Southerner landed in New York, Van Raalte stayed with Rev. Wyckoff 

before departing for Michigan. The hospitality was reciprocated when Wyckoff arrived in 

the Holland colony on May 31, 1849, and visited neighboring settlements over the next 

few weeks. He was sent as a ñspecial agentò by the Board of Domestic Missions of the 

                                                           
75 Beets, 39. As part of the RCAôs mission to the Northwest Territory, they founded First 

Reformed Protestant Dutch Church of Grand Rapids (MI) in 1840. Frans Van Driele came to the United 

States with Van Raalte, moved to Grand Rapids July 5, 1848 and settled near Fulton Street and Grandville 

Avenue (area now known as Heartside). In 1849, the first Dutch-speaking congregation was founded in 

Grand Rapids on Bostwick Avenue near Lyon Street, Second Reformed, and Van Driele was the 

cofounder. By June 1850, Grand Rapids was home to 53 Dutch families (about 222 people), Samuelson, 60 

When Dutch immigrants arrived in 1846, First Reformed invited them to share their church building and 

allowed them to hold worship services in Dutch on Sunday afternoons. The new settlers formally organized 

their own congregation as Second Reformed Church in 1849 with the help of Van Raalte. They built their 

own church closer to the city center in 1854, in part because they did not want to be ñbeholdenò to the RCA 

churches of the East. Second Reformed Church experienced burgeoning growth due to an influx of 

immigrants, but in 1857, more than half of the congregation seceded to join what would become the 

Christian Reformed Church. See Daniel L. Ballast, ñA History of Central Reformed Church of Grand 

Rapids.ò The Joint Archives Quarterly. History Research Center of Hope College & Western Theological 

Seminary. Volume 16 Number 3. Fall 2006b.  Ballast goes on to explain that the remaining congregants of 

Second Reformed united with First Reformed in 1918 to form Central Reformed Church. 
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RCA in order ñto convey to them assurances of the friendly interest and sympathies of his 

denomination, to propose to them ecclesiastical union with his own Church, the 

traditional Dutch Reformed Church of the land, and to offer them whatever assistance 

was needed or desired by them.ò76 Another element of his visit was to inquire óinto the 

religious and ecclesiastical relations of this people,ò and Wyckoff acclaimed their 

religious fervor.77 Five congregations had already built churches, and ñtheir religious 

habits are very strict and devout. They do all things with prayer and praise ... The 

appearance and tone of piety is purer and higher than any thing I have ever seen, and 

seemed like the primitive Christians, and most beautiful.ò78  

Wyckoffôs report notes that he was received with joy, especially since the settlers 

felt ñthat the Dutch Church [in the East] had seemed to take almost no interest at all in 

them. With the exception of a few individual brethren, they mourned that the Dutch 

Church counted them strangers, and had no word of encouragement, no hand of help for 

them.ò His presence allayed their sense of abandonment, but apprehension and hesitancy 

toward ecclesiastical union remained, both because of the initial icy welcome from some 

RCA folks in the East and because the settlers remembered the struggles with the Dutch 

Reformed Church (NHK) they had only recently left behind. Wyckoff explained: ñthey 

have so felt to the quick the galling chain of ecclesiastical domination, and have seen 

with sorrow how exact organization, according to human rules, leads to formality on the 

one hand, and to the oppression of tender conscience on the other.ò Wyckoff did his best 

                                                           
76 Kromminga, 103. 
77 Beets, 41. 
78 Wyckoff quoted in Hyma, 196. 
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to assure them that there would be ñfraternal fellowshipò and ñChristian union,ò rather 

than ñecclesiastical domineering.ò Wyckoff guaranteed,   

It was farthest from our thoughts, to bring them to bondage to men, or to exercise 

an ecclesiastical tyranny over them. And I stated that they would be most 

perfectly free, at any time they found an ecclesiastical connection opposed to their 

religious prosperity and enjoyment, to bid us a fraternal adieu, and be by 

themselves again.79 

  

Although his offer of effortless separation may have been appealing, Kromminga notes 

that Wyckoff was cautioned by RCAôs Board of Domestic Missions against making such 

an assurance of easy departure from affiliation. 

On June 4, 1849, Wyckoff met with pastors regarding a proposed union, covering 

topics such as creeds, the difference between joining and affiliation, and about the 

particular needs of Classis Holland. Members of the colony then began a debate on the 

issue. Monsma argues that Van Raalte hoped to use the financial backing of RCA 

members from the East, drawing ñclose to a church that had already óAmericanizedô in 

order that, on the frontier, he could resist óAmericanization.ôò80 The story is rather more 

nuanced than this explanation. Van Brummelen asserts that Van Raalte intended óto 

found a kingdom of orthodox Christianity in the primeval forests of Western 

Michigan.ôò81 Eenigenburg notes that Van Raalte desired union because he had seen their 

orthodoxy when he visited New Brunswick Seminary a few years earlier. Van Raalte 

later recounted:  

                                                           
79 Wyckoff quoted in Hyma, 195 and 200. 
80 Timothy M. Monsma, ñThe Educational Ideals of 1834 in the Michigan Colony,ò in Peter Y. 

DeJong and Nelson D. Kloosterman, Eds. The Reformation of 1834: Essays in commemoration of the Act of 

Secession and Return (Orange City, IA: Pluim Publishing, 1984), 62 
81 Van Brummelen, 3 ï Heôs quoting an excerpt of a letter from Albert Hyma to Robert Fakkema 

dated February 15, 1947. Hyma explains that ñVan Raalte had not come to America to make money but to 

make Christians. He was always exhorting his people to think first of all about their spiritual welfareò 

(Hyma, 213).  
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I listened to the teachings and conversation of the Professors, saw the workings of 

their heart, and understood their love to God and their devotion to His truth. I 

blessed my God that I there found the faith of my fathersðthe historical church of 

the Netherlandsðand because I found it, and I loved it, I determined to bring the 

immigrants into intimate connection with the Dutch Reformed Church of 

America.82  

Hyma asserts that Van Raalte wanted union with the RCA because they ñhad remained 

faithful to the creed of the orthodox Calvinist Church.ò He also understood how much 

ñthe brethren in the East had done for him and for his people, but not all of his associates 

were as fully acquainted with this as he had been.ò83 As might be imagined, Van Raalteôs 

voice had conviction and power in swaying opinion. Hyma cites Jacob van Hinte, author 

of the two-volume history titled Nederlanders in Amerika, when he says it was widely 

understood that Van Raalte was the ruler of the city, the dictator of the local church, and 

the owner of the whole Classis. Dosker describes him as ñthe leading spirit, the soul of 

this settlement, who always commanded respect, always and everywhere.ò84 Van Raalte 

set himself to the task of convincing others of the wisdom in denominational affiliation. 

A few weeks after Wyckoffôs visit, twenty-four elders and clerical leaders met in 

Van Raalteôs home. They signed a statement written by Van Raalte and dated July 10, 

1849 that expressed their desire to ñlive in communionò with the RCA. Kromminga notes 

that ñthe few men of more than ordinary education which the [Holland] colony could 

boast were all supporters of the union with the Reformed Church [in America].ò85 What 

                                                           
82 Albertus Van Raalte, quoted in Elton M. Eenigenburg, ñNew York and Holland: Reformed 

Theology and the Second Dutch Immigation.ò in Word and World: Reformed Theology in America. James. 
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83 Hyma, 210. 
84 Harry Boonstraôs English translation of Doskerôs 1893 biography of Van Raalte, from the 

Heritage Hall archives at Calvin College, original page 1-2, translation p. 3. 
85 Kromminga, 107. 
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were the perceived benefits of such an alliance, in the minds of these educated men? Was 

there an aspiration to connect to the East Coastôs stable and well-developed place in the 

social order? Was this a desire for religious fellowship after years of feeling isolated both 

in the Netherlands and in the wilderness of Michigan? Swierenga notes that there were no 

signatories on the July 1849 document from the Graafschap, South Holland, Drenthe, or 

Grand Rapids congregations, and Van Raalte was the only elder from his church to sign 

the document.86 Beets argues that the union was rushed, without consistorial or 

congregational meetings until later, nor was there ñnewspaper discussion about it to 

explain the pros and cons of such an important matter.ò According to Beets, this haste 

can only be explained by the popular impression that the union was merely conditional 

and could be easily severed.87 It also seems to be an example of a decision made at the 

top, with the expectation that acceptance would trickle down to the rest of the people.88 In 

April 1850, Van Raalte attended the Particular Synod at Albany, in May 1850, General 

Synod agreed that the Classis of Holland should be received, and on June 5, 1850, Classis 

                                                           
86 Robert P. Swierenga, from True Brothers: The Netherlandic Origins of the Christian Reformed 

Church in North America, 1857-1880 http://www.swierenga.com/Kampen_pap.html. Accessed May 13, 

2014. ñBy congregation, thirteen of the twenty-four signatories were from Zeeland, seven represented 

Friesland, three were from Overisel, and one--Van Raalte himself--was from Holland. . . This fact 

concerned Van Raalte greatly, according to an eyewitness. óBrethren, this is wrong,ô Van Raalte declared, 

óI warn you. If it later proves to be a mistake, then it is our fault. If we refer this to the congregations, and it 

is a mistake, then it is also the fault of the congregations.ô It appears that Classis heeded this warning and 

did consult with the individual consistories, but no minutes survive of any congregational meetings except 

in the Vriesland church. Most likely approved of union, but a later report states that a majority of the 

Graafschap consistory opposed it.ò 
87 Beets, 42-43. 
88 Hyma, 215. Hyma notes that minor secessions occurred as early as 1852 (e.g, In 1853, Rev. R. 

Smith withdrew from Classis Holland.), and one cause was ñVanRaalteôs repeated attempted to carry 

though his own desires, regardless of much opposition. He was sometimes referred to as the Pope and his 

best friends as cardinalsò (216). When the Secession of 1857 occurred, many argued that Van Raalte had 

ñsold the church to an impure denominationò (217). 
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Holland was received under the care of the RCA General Synod and connected to the 

Particular Synod of Albany.89 

Those against the union saw parallels between the RCA and the Dutch Reformed 

Church (NHK) from which they had seceded only a few years earlier. They were 

concerned that the Reformed Church in America had changed Church Order, modified 

the Belgic Confession, and ñdropped the negative parts from the Canons of Dort.ò They 

also noted little to no preaching on/from the catechism, lack of observance of feast-days, 

baptism administered at homes or in the consistory room, rather than in congregational 

worship, and that ñcolored communicants were seated apart from the rest at the table of 

the Lord.ò90 Gijsbert Haan was one leader of the opposition. Haan arrived in Michigan 

shortly after Wyckoffôs visit in the fall of 1849, following a residence of two years in 

New York and New Jersey. Before emigrating, Haan had trained as an elder under Simon 

VanVelzen, part of the ñNorthernò school in the Netherlands, which was more 

separatistic than other seceder groups, more concerned with preservation of Reformed 

character than with maintaining fellowship. Haan reported events on the East coast of the 

United States, including an elder who had not had his children baptized so that they could 

choose their own church affiliation when they were adults (Arminian influence), 

catechetical instruction replaced by Sunday School curriculum, and many pastors and 

elders who were Masonic lodge members. Van Raalte, formed in the more 

evangelical/moderate ñSouthernò school, defended the toleration of lodge members: ñhe 

                                                           
89 Kromminga, 106. Some immigrants who arrived after 1850 refused to join the RCA, and some 

congregations left to join the Associate Reformed Church (E.g., R. Schepers and the Graafschap 
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of 1855. 



111 

 

described the secrets of the lodge as childish play, and observed that the mutual 

assistance practiced by lodge members was praiseworthy.ò91 Rev. Cornelius Van der 

Meulen, founder of Zeeland township and also in favor of affiliation with the RCA, 

seconded Van Raalte. Swierenga argues that ñthe seeds of 1857 were sown in 1834 ... 

[when] the ecumenical spirit of the south [Brummelkamp and Van Raalte] conflicted with 

the sterner Calvinism of the north [DeCock and Van Velzen].ò92 The Masonic lodge issue 

is certainly one of those seeds. Van Raalte tried to minimize the problem and pushed for 

continued fellowship; Haan pushed back with a desire to withdraw from dangerous 

influences. 

Gijsbert Haan ñinformed the people in the Classis of Holland that they had 

unwittingly joined a modernistic denomination ... [with people] who did not even believe 

in predestination.ò93 Haan remained distraught about the union of Classis Holland and 

RCA; even after he moved to Grand Rapids, he continued to foment dissent to the point 

of separation. On March 19, 1857, Rev. H.G. Klijn led a splinter group from Second 

Reformed Church of Grand Rapids where Haan was an elder out of the RCA.94 Soon 

after, other immigrants joined the movement.95 In April 1857, Rev. Klijn and Rev. Koene 

VandenBosch, pastor of the Noordeloos Reformed Church, led about 150 families in four 

congregations (Grand Rapids, Noordeloos, Graafschap, and Polkton) in seceding from 

                                                           
91 Kromminga, 108-109. Kromminga notes, however, that in September 1853, Classis Holland 

condemned Masonry. 
92 Swierenga and Bruins, Family Quarrels in the Dutch Reformed Churches, 2.  
93 Hyma, 218. Swierenga counters that ñthe character of the RCA in 1846 . . . can be summarized 

as conservative, orthodox, and Americanizedò Family Quarrels, 47 
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Grand Haven, Rev. Hulst and the majority of congregants at Fourth Reformed Church of Grand Rapids, 
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Lafayette, IN; Steamboat Rock, IA; Riddot, IL. 
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Classis Holland.96 According to the current Christian Reformed Church website, reasons 

cited for the 1857 secession included:  

¶ a perceived lack of sound doctrinal preaching by American pastors; 

¶ a perceived lack of piety and too much accommodation to American culture 

by these same pastors; 

¶ the use of hymns in worship by the Americans - the seceders insisted on 

psalm-singing only; 

¶ the practice by the American churches of "open communion," extending an 

open invitation to all believers to participate in the Lord's Supper; 

¶ the perceived lack of solidarity on the part of the Americans with the 

secessionist cause in the Netherlands.97 

 

This group was ñfearful of any association with any American religious body, and desired 

to remain free of such relations.ò98 The seceded group removed itself from the RCA and 

from all Protestant denominations with which it had been affiliated since coming to 

America in order to return to the ideals of the Netherlands Christian Reformed Church 

(CGKN). They hoped to form a union with that denomination in their mother country and 

sent letters to the Netherlands Seceder church (CGKN), pleading for recognition and 

                                                           
96 Swierenga notes that the initial group represented about 10% of the Holland Classis (Family 

Quarrels, 89). According to Beets, Klyn returned to the RCA soon after, leaving VandenBosch as the only 

pastor of the 1857 flock until 1863 when Rev. H.W. VanLeeuwen became pastor of the Grand Rapids 

Church. Rev. D.J. VanDerWerp became pastor of the Graafschap church in 1864, and Rev. W. H. Frieling 

arrived to pastor the Vriesland congregation in 1866 (Beets, 63). According to Osterhaven, Klijn was back 

in the RCA by 9 September 1857. After confessing his ñerror and guiltò for having ñoffended against 

fraternal fellowship,ò he was warmly received back into the Holland Classis. Gijsbert Haan also had a 

change of heart and was received back into the Reformed Church in Grand Rapids 10 June, 1868. (M. 

Eugene Osterhaven, ñSaints and Sinners: Secession and the Christian Reformed Church,ò in Word and 

World: Reformed Theology in America. James. W. Van Hoeven, Editor. The Historical Series of the 

Reformed Church in America. No. 16. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986: 56.) 
97 ñChristian Reformed Church Historyò http://www.crcna.org/welcome/history. Accessed May 

13, 2014. We know about the beliefs and practices of the denomination via two publications. De Wachter 

[The Guardian] was the official denominational periodical starting in February 1868. The Banner of Truth 

was started in 1866 as the official organ of the True Reformed Dutch Church, an Eastern denomination that 

broke from the RCA in 1822 and merged with the Holland Christian Reformed Church in 1890. The 

Banner was initially published by John Y. DeBaun in New Jersey. In 1887, Rev. De Baun became the first 

pastor of LaGrave Avenue CRC in Grand Rapids (MI) and brought the magazine along with him. It was 

purchased by a group of businessmen in 1903 who planned to use it ñto convey Reformed teachings in the 

English language to people in the Christian Reformed Church.ò The CRC denomination took over 

publication of what was now called The Banner in 1914. http://www.thebanner.org/about-us/history/.  

Accessed May 14, 2014. 
98 Stob, 31. 

http://www.crcna.org/welcome/history.%20Accessed%20May%2013,%202014.
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fellowship, but the Dutch Synod chose neutrality in the American dispute. They would 

not go beyond formal recognition of the new American denomination, stating in 1860 

that CGKN recognized all churches holding to Reformed doctrine and church 

government.99  

In its first decade of existence, there was little initial growth in the Christian 

Reformed Church in North America (CRC). Beets asserts that there were no new 

denominational churches organized until 1864, and after a quarter century of existence 

(~1880), there were only 39 congregations with approximately 3,500 confessing 

members.100 During this time period the majority of immigrants from the Netherlands, 

especially from the Northern provinces, joined the CRC, in part because of the Lodge 

issue. The merger with the True Reformed Dutch Church in 1890 also bolstered numbers. 

Many historians note the positive repercussions of the Calvinist revival in the 

Netherlands led by Dr. Abraham Kuyper, which soon reached American shores (more on 

that in the next chapter). Swierenga notes that in the thirty years from 1873 to 1900, the 

CRC ñgrew 800 fold,ò compared to a 100 fold increase in the RCA.101  

This growth occurred despite the logistical reality that ñwherever a Christian 

Reformed church was organized, it immediately confronted a Reformed church 

consisting of members of the very same ethnic and ecclesial origin, holding the same 

confessional standards, and practicing essentially the same forms of church government 

and worship.ò102Although there was tension and animosity between them, rooted in 

                                                           
99 Hyma, 220; Beets, 49; Zwaanstra, 5. 
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strong conviction about what it meant to be Dutch and Reformed in America, there was 

also regret surrounding the split. In 1884, synods of CRC and RCA met simultaneously in 

Grand Rapids. They sent letters of fraternal hope to one another, but nothing came of it, 

and they remain separate denominations. Swierenga asserts that RCA members were 

ñmore willing to accommodate themselves theologically, ecclesiastically, and culturally,ò 

while the CRC with its more conservative Northern roots, ñcontinued to look to the 

mother country for leadership and direction.ò He goes on to argue that ñRCA members 

acted like immigrants and CRC members acted like colonists. The CRC desired a 

transplanted community, a little Hollandò103 And in that enclaved CRC community, they 

had their own schools. In 1935, Rev. J.R. Brink explained that ñthe intensive growthò of 

the CRC was due to the Christian school.104 Calvinism views all of human life as a 

religious activity, and the Calvinist tradition places a high value on education, noting its 

                                                           
103 Swierenga, Family Quarrels, 103. Swierenga uses Robert K. Mertonôs local-cosmopolitan 

theory to explain ñalternate nodal points of reference group orientation and of social interactionò ï the 
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Brothers: The Netherlandic Origins of the Christian Reformed Church in North America, 1857-1880 
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104 Rev. J.R. Brink ñRoseland and Southò in Banner March 22, 1935, qtd in Swierenga, 350. See 

also The Banner March 26, 1937 (p. 299); October 13, 1938 (p. 938); and John L. Shaver, ñEarly History of 

our Christian School Movementò in The Banner November 17, 1944 (p. 1097). 

http://www.swierenga.com/Kampen_pap.html


115 

 

significance in doctrinal, political, economic and social realms.105 It is to the life activity 

of schooling and Christian formation that we now turn. 

America: Dutch Calvinist Education in Michigan 

From the point of view of American educational history the most important 

developments in connection with the Reformation were those arising from 

Calvinism. While the Calvinistic faith was rather grim and forbidding, viewed 

from the modern standpoint, the Calvinists everywhere had a program for 

political, economic, and social progress which has left a deep impress on the 

history of mankind.106 

 

In America, there are myriad versions of private, Christian schools. Much has 

been written about the rise of Catholic schools, starting in the 1840s, after leaders like 

Bishop Hughes in New York realized that common schools were aimed at Protestant 

formation of citizens (1840s). When Fundamentalism lost the fight against Modernism in 

The State of Tennessee v. John Thomas Scopes (1925) and the teaching of human 

evolution found its way into public school curriculum, a number of Fundamentalist 

communities started their own schools as separatist enclaves against cultural onslaught.107 

The focus of this dissertation, however, is on the unique vision of education promulgated 
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by Dutch Calvinists who settled in the Midwest and its influence across the nation. Stob 

notes that Horace Mann, a Unitarian, ñgreatly deplored the advance of Calvinism in the 

West,ò and Mann lamented that by the time of the Civil War, ñthe great West has been 

conquered, religiously speaking, from Black Hawk to John Calvin.ò108 After exploring 

their secession from the Dutch Reformed Church (NHK), we then traced their sojourn to 

the United States and their desire to set up churches and schools. Oppewal notes three 

interrelated elements of Calvinist theology in regard to education. The first is locating the 

seat of educational authority in the family, which extends beyond the biological family to 

the spiritual community, based on baptismal covenant. The second is keen awareness that 

education is never neutral and that a religious world-view can and should be woven 

throughout school fabric. The third is the assertion that the telos of education is ñnot 

evangelization for church membership, nor is it value-free information giving. Rather, its 

aim is to prepare the learner for living a Christian lifestyle in society, in all the familial, 

civic and economic areas of life ... [Calvinist] schools are the instruments of social 

transformation in all areas of life.ò109 In this section, we will look at the educational 

legacy of Albertus Van Raalte and the Reformed Church in America, and then we will 

turn to the influence of Abraham Kuyper and the rise of parent-run schools closely tied to 

the Christian Reformed Church in America.  

Albertus Van Raalte ï Educational Legacy 

Even before departing the Netherlands, ñThe Constitution for the Zeeland Society 

for the Emigration to the United Statesò (1847) outlined the importance of Christian 
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education as an obligation of parents: ñChristian parents cannot answer for it to God that 

they are without the opportunity to let their children receive instruction in accordance 

with their religious convictions; yes, every sincere heart trembles when he must swear the 

oath at the baptism of his seed, because without contradiction, they swear falsely.ò110 Part 

of the parental promise offered at baptism was the obligation ñto use every means at their 

disposal to provide their children distinctively Reformed nurture and training.ò111 

Securing Christian education in harmony with Calvinist faith was one of the reasons for 

emigration, and schools (primary, secondary, and higher) remained one of Van Raalteôs 

priorities from settlement in the Holland colony to his death.  

At the first meeting of the Classis Holland in April 1848, the matter of school 

districts (their regulation and governance) was discussed. At the second meeting in 

September 1848, by which time a school district had been established, the Classis passed 

the following resolution: ñThe schools must be promoted and cared for by the churches, 

as being an important part of the Christian calling of Godôs church on earth. All 

lukewarmness and coldness toward that cause must be condemned and rebuked.ò112 

Notice that the schools did not have to be parochial, but the expectation was that even in 

public schools, the education would be Christian. There were nearly two hundred 

students in the Holland school district at the time. At a school board meeting in the 

summer of 1848, ñthey voted to set aside $900 in tax money for the building of a school. 

There were 34 votes in favor and none against this proposition.ò But in the October 1850 

meeting, it was reported that since the September 1850 meeting, ñmembers had refused to 
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vote funds for any taxes for the support of the school, neither for the payment of rent for 

a building, nor the payment of debts ... [and] the district may lose its organization or pay 

for a lawsuit.ò113 This threat helped matters, and by the time of the February 1851 

meeting, it was decided that a school should be built. Hyma and Stob suggest that their 

poverty and ñelemental struggle for existenceò made funding a school difficult, but they 

also note that the settlers found money for a church building, which was completed in 

1848.114 Van Raalte struggled to get monetary support for erecting a school building and 

to persuade adults to send their children to school. In a letter written February 11, 1849 

from Van Raalte to his brother in law, Rev. C.G. DeMoen, he wrote about the lack of 

interest people showed in the instruction offered in the public school, remarking 

ñinstruction in the English language is neglected, partly because the people do not realize 

its value and partly because there is not enough money for it.ò115 Although limited by 

economic hardship, this seems to imply that the settlersô lack of education meant that 

they did not fully appreciate the importance of education for their children. 

When Dr. Wyckoff visited the Holland Colony in the spring of 1849, however, he 

noted that they were ñpaying as much attention as possible to schools and Christian 

education. They have a Dutch [primary] school and an English one in the city.ò In 1850, 

Rev. Dr. John Garretson, Corresponding Secretary of the RCA Board of Education and 
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Pastor of Reformed Dutch Church of Newtown (NY), made an official visit to Holland 

and helped garner support from the RCA-East for a Christian high school in Ottawa 

County, which opened in 1851. In a letter to Garretson written in 1852, Van Raalte 

offered gratitude for support and described the struggle with his own colonists:  

Now a word about our dear object, our school affairs. It relieves, dear brother, my 

mind very much that you by the goodness of the Heavenly Father did succeed so 

very well in finding benefactors whose hearts are moved with compassion for this 

people, who are willing to sacrifice their means for the education of this people. 

My heart is filled with joy and thanks, that is my anchor of hope for this people in 

the future... It is a great and difficult work to elevate an ignorant mass of people: a 

people out of the lower class filled with European prejudices. But we have not 

only to struggle with the extreme ignorance but also with the rudeness and 

hardships of emigration and new settlement ... There is more estimation of 

education than there is usual among the European emigrants. The religion among 

the people is a sure pledge of the success. One of the greatest obstacles, however, 

is the poverty, which is increased very much this year on account of a perfect 

failure of the crops. Many are obliged to send their children out for getting the 

first necessities of life.116  

Van Raalte understood the difficulty of survival, but he warned the Hollanders that 

ñEducation alone can save you from complete materialization.ò117  

In 1853, Holland Academy, which had been founded by Van Raalte, was 

separated from the public school district and placed under the supervision of the Board of 

Education of the Reformed Church in America, and in 1862, the first class enrolled at 

Hope College.118 In Van Raalteôs report to the Board of Domestic Missions of the RCA 

in 1853, he reiterates that ñthe parochial schools appear essential to us, where, in a mixed 

multitude, the district schools impart the character of a colorless Protestantism, which not 

infrequently opens the way for Catholicism ... no sacrifice should be regarded too great, 
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to see that the children of the church are trained in the spirit of positive Protestantism, 

derived from the Bible.ò In response to those who believed public schools to be 

sufficiently Christian, RCA Classis Holland responded in April 1854: ñit is the judgment 

of the assembly that the churches ought to take care that their children are taught in 

schools where they are brought under definitely Christian influence, and that 

consequently wherever there is an overwhelming influence of unbelief or superstition, it 

is emphatically a duty to establish congregational schools.ò119  

In November of 1856, Van Raalte sent a letter to RCA Classis Holland with an 

ultimatum ñeither I stay and also the school or I leave and there will be no school.ò120 At 

the consistory meeting held on December 5, 1856 Van Raalte proposed the organization 

of a parochial primary school, ñto be financed by monthly collections, a small tuition, and 

subsidy from the Board of Education of the Dutch Reformed Churchò and the proposal 

was adopted on Sunday December 22, 1856. The Bible was to be used as a textbook, 

instruction was to be given in the Catechism, and Dutch language was one of the subjects 

of study. And yet the parochial school in Holland did not last long (it closed in April 

1862), in part because of finances, in part because of low enrollment, and in part because 

of lack of perceived need (since local public schools were still Christian in essence, 

reflecting the character of the community).121  

Beets explains that this trend follows the broader pattern in the Reformed Church 

in America: support for public education, at least until college. This is expressed by the 
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Committee on Education of the RCA who reported in 1853: ñthe system of common 

schools at present prevailing in our country, and in which the Bible is read and our 

common Christianity acknowledged, is productive of incalculable good ... the 

establishment of parochial schools would essentially, if not fatally interfere with it.ò122 

For the RCA, emphasis was on acculturation, even when it required ecumenical 

acceptance of general Christianity at the expense of Reformed doctrinal particulars. In the 

estimation of the RCA, public schools were sufficiently Christian. More importantly, they 

were vehicles to Americanization. Van Schelven explains that Van Raalte wanted a 

ñhealthy Americanizationò for the people in his Michigan settlement,  

to safeguard them not only against a possible óhyphenatedô future, or against a 

lamentable though unavoidable extinction through a sluggish and humiliating 

process of absorption; but, on the contrary, to urge them on through material 

growth and education assimilation, toward an energetic identity with American 

institutions and a broad Christian citizenship.123  

 

Part of this ñassimilationò came through affiliation with the RCA, but this was a double-

edged sword as that connection also weakened his ability to form private Christian 

schools, as the denomination was in support of public schools. 

In this way, Van Raalte differed from the prevailing opinion in the RCA: ñhis 

heart was devoted to the principle of inculcating the Christian religion in all grades,ò that 

ñour Christian color might come out everywhere,ò and he was disheartened by the bland 

faith taught in public schools and the lack of support for Christian schools in his own 

community.124 In a letter to the consistory of his church written in 1856, he 
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acknowledged that he was considering a ministerial call to the Dutch immigrant 

community in Pella, Iowa. He asserted that only Christian school education in Michigan 

could ñdeliver this people and their confession from irrelevanceò and to keep it from 

ñshriveling up,ò the community ñmust cherish and promote learning.ò He opined:  

I cannot hide the fact that the failure of my efforts to provide for the education of 

the female as well as the male sex, and the absence of a response in the hearts of 

the people with reference to this general concern, which is the key to all other 

concerns, loosens my attachment to and cools my ardor for the so-called calling to 

serve this people. And if it should happen that no better results could be obtained 

in Pella, then the history of America has produced for me, in the primary goal of 

my efforts, only failure.125  

On June 29, 1862, Van Raalte wrote to Rev. and Mrs. G. Van de Wall in the Netherlands, 

frustrated by his current situation and looking for a way out (either back to the 

Netherlands or in South Africa). He lamented that ñparochial instruction lies buried hereò 

and explained  

It is impossible for me to continue my work amidst the dissension, for my labors 

are rendered fruitless by it and my heart turns sour. In the first place, the public 

school system is extinguishing the parochial schools, and now I am called to 

promote the cause of the public schools. In the second place, our congregation has 

become completely indifferent to the Holland Academy.126  

Although Van Raalte visited the Netherlands in 1866, he returned to America.127 Van 

Raalte decided to redouble his efforts to convince others of the need for Christian 

schools. In a sermon preached at First Reformed Church of Holland, he focused on 

Christian nurture:  

The teaching and admonition of God is the salt of the earth; the only thing 

through which people can be saved from folly and destruction; the only thing 
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through which a sinner can be reconciled to his Maker; through which he can live 

in peace with himself, with his calling, and attain to his eternal destiny. It is only 

because of the working of that salt that the world is sustained ... Education apart 

from that teaching and admonition of the Lord means to intensify manôs apostasy, 

to give Satan free play to corrupt minds and hearts more and more ... The school 

must be completely permeated with this salt ... Whoever regards religion only or 

exclusively as a science that stands alongside of other studies, forgets that 

education leads to God.128  

In the final decade of his life until his death in 1876, Van Raalte remained focused on 

education. Hope College was incorporated under Michigan law in 1866, the same year 

the first class graduated.129 Attempts were made to form a theological school in 1867, but 

this did not happen until 1884 (Western Theological Seminary, on the same campus as 

Hope College). Van Raalte acknowledged the help of the RCA and its eastern churches in 

supporting education in the Holland settlement: ñWe owe our culture and character next 

to God to the old Reformed Church.ò130 Stob asserts that Van Raalte had chosen to be 

dependent on the East for the sake of his Holland colony and to use education to enable 

its people to render ñservice to the American community.ò131  
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At the denominational level, in June 1868, Van Raalte helped write a document 

issued by the Council of Hope College and addressed to the General Synod of the RCA, 

urging them ñto take to heart the exhortations of Jesusò and to pay attention to Christian 

education in elementary schools, as the early church and the sixteenth and seventeenth 

century churches in Geneva, France, and Holland had done. Speaking about the current 

RCA, he asks 

Has she not here forgotten her imperative obligation in relation to the school-

going age? Has she not, during all this period, too generally dropped the reins 

from her hands and abandoned oversight, direction and control to the worldðat a 

period too during which mental and moral habits are formed, when views of men 

and things, of truth and duty, of right and wrong, are to an unalterable extent 

implanted? It is a shame that the Reformed Church should leave the whole field of 

Christian education for children to mere chance, or in general, to Providence.132 

Given his life-long endeavor to strengthen Christian education, it is no wonder that 

historians such as Henry Dosker call Van Raalte ñthe champion of educationò in his 1893 

history of the Reformed Church in America. Let us now explore the educational legacy of 

that denomination. 

Reformed Church in America ï Educational Legacy 

ñMost Americans with Protestant leanings have a very reverential regard for 

the public school. In their affections it holds a firm and prominent place ... to 

point out the shortcomings in the practice and the results of public education 

is permissible, but to attack the system as such and the foundation upon which 

it rests is not at all, or barely, tolerated. To have the courage to do so is to 

reveal oneself as un-American and by that very token undesirable, perhaps 

even dangerous to the common weal ... for they cannot erase from their hearts 

the conviction that public education is essential to the well-being of the 

republic.ò133 

 

Even before the rise of common schools in the 1840s, the Reformed Church in 

America had developed parochial schools on the East coast (e.g., Collegiate School of 
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New York founded in 1638 and Erasmus Hall School founded in 1787, which became 

part of the New York public school system in 1896).134 This Eastern network of RCA 

church-run primary school folded over the course of the nineteenth century as the 

denomination increasingly turned toward public schools as a unifying force in American 

society. Along with other mainline Protestant churches, the RCA trusted that public 

schools offered nonsectarian Christian education and inculcated American democratic 

ideas and cultural values. Because of the predominance of mainline Protestantism in most 

American communities, it was argued that public schools were virtually Christian 

schools. By the mid-twentieth century, the RCAôs institutional ties to educational bodies 

were largely restricted to three liberal arts colleges: Hope College (MI), Central College 

(IA), and Northwestern College (IA) and two seminaries: Western Theological Seminary 

(MI) and New Brunswick Theological Seminary (NJ).135 RCA General Synod went on 

record supporting common schools in 1892:  

Whereas, The common School is vitally essential to the fusing of the 

heterogeneous elements of our population into one nation, to the end, that popular 

suffrage my continue to be a sure buttress of our government, Resolved, é we 

request our fellow citizens to bear in mind the warning of the farsighted, early 

statesmen of this land, and especially the words of General [Ulysses S.] Grant, 

uttered in 1876 [sic]: óEncourage free schools and resolve that not one dollar 

appropriated to them shall be applied to the support of any sectarian school; 

resolve that any child in the land may get a Common School education, unmixed 
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with atheistic, pagan, or sectarian teachings. Keep the church and the State 

forever separate.ô136  

The words of President Grant come from his ñSeventh Annual Messageò given December 

7, 1875. In this address, Grant asserts the importance of compulsory universal education 

for citizens in order to resist ñtyranny and oppression from the educated few.ò To secure 

the institution of democracy, he recommended a constitutional amendment  

making it the duty of each of the several States to establish and forever maintain 

free public schools adequate to the education of all the children in the rudimentary 

branches within their respective limits, irrespective of sex, color, birthplace, or 

religions; forbidding the teaching in said schools of religious, atheistic, or pagan 

tenets; and prohibiting the granting of any school funds or school taxes, or any 

part thereof, either by legislative, municipal, or other authority, for the benefit or 

in aid, directly or indirectly, of any religious sect or denomination, or in aid or for 

the benefit of any other object of any nature or kind whatever.137 

Grant also wanted part of the amendment to include literacy as a precursor to voting 

ñafter the year 1890, disfranchising none, however, on grounds of illiteracy who may be 

voters at the time this amendment takes effect.ò Rev. Wormser of Amsterdam, after a 

visit to the United States in 1899, observed  

As far as I could notice, only the conservative Hollanders send their children to 

the Christian school. Those who want to get ahead and who are entering into the 

life of the nation of which they have become citizens, provide American 

instruction for their children and take care of the Dutch language at home.138  

Gerrit John Diekema was born in Holland (MI), graduated from Hope College, and 

maintained a lifelong membership in the RCA. He was an American political success 

story, serving as mayor, three terms as a state representative, and four years as a member 
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of Congress.139 Diekema viewed American public schools ñas one of the grandest 

institutions of our nation and the anchor of our safety.ò140 In 1914, while mayor of 

Holland (MI), he gave a public address titled ñThe Christian Character of our Public 

School System,ò in which he noted the beneficial Americanizing influence of public 

schools on immigrants.141 Diekema also argued that public schools could be given 

Christian character, as they were governed by local people. Mr. F. Kniphuizen, who had 

come to America in 1884 and settled in Grand Haven, took on Diekema. As a disciple of 

Abraham Kuyper, Kniphuizen was ñaware of the limitations inherent in the state-

supported and governed public school.ò142 He asserted that the school laws of Michigan 

prohibited sectarian education, and thus the Christianity of the public school system was 

ñentirely without description, discernable boundaries or clear delimitations.ò143 

Generalized or universal Christianity was not recognizable as Christianity. Despite his 

preference for public schools, it bears noting that a few years later, during the Michigan 

political fights surrounding private schools (1920-1924), former congressman Diekema 

spoke at a mass meeting against the amendment that would make Christian schools 
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illegal and public school compulsory: ñThe proposed amendment was conceived in 

bigotry and born in ignorance and the motives behind it are just those which are 

responsible for the prevailing lack of Christianity in public life.ò144 

 In the 1950s, RCA Synod went further in its support of public schools. They 

named a Committee on Educational Philosophy to study the pros and cons of Christian 

day schools and their theological bases, and the report came out strongly on the con side: 

ñIt defended public schools as integral to the democratic process, saw Christian pupils as 

salt and light, and insisted that parental baptismal vows rested on faith and did not require 

any óworksô such as Christian day schools... The [RCA] synod in 1957 adopted this 

report and distributed it to every minister.ò145 DeJong complicates this assessment when 

he writes of ambivalence within the RCA. After noting that Christian schools ñhave been 

the bulwark of Calvinistic witness among the churches,ò he explains that ñin some areas 

of the RCA there is a genuine interest in Christian schools, in other areas there is a strong 

aversion, almost a hatred for these schools. [But] There is a general feeling that the public 

schools are sufficient for the task and some Reformed men are more concerned to 

perpetuate democracy (as they say public schools do) than Christianity.ò146  

Christian Reformed Church in America ï Educational Legacy  

With a well supported church school system and a strong intellectual and 

theological tradition nourished by Calvin College and Seminary in Grand 

Rapids, Michigan, the denomination has become perhaps the countryôs most 
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solid and dignified bastion of conservative Reformed doctrine and church 

discipline.147 

 

The Christian Reformed Church is a denomination focused on Calvinist doctrine. 

Along with the Bible, its confessional position is shaped by the Heidelberg Catechism 

(1563), the Belgic Confession (1566), and the Synod of Dort (1618-19). The introductory 

paragraph of the minutes from Synod of Dortôs seventeenth session (November 30, 1618) 

reads as follows: 

In order that the Christian youth may be diligently instructed in the principles of 

religion, and be trained in piety, three modes of catechizing should be employed. 

1. In the house, by parents. 2. In the schools, by schoolmasters. 3. In the churches, 

by ministers, elders, and catechists especially appointed for the purpose.148 

All people involved in catechetical formation are bound to these doctrinal statements as 

well. Securing Christian education was a priority for many Dutch Reformed immigrants; 

in fact, it was one of the driving reasons for many of those who left the Netherlands in 

1847. Once landed, however, the exigencies of survival often took precedence. 

Furthermore, it was felt by many that the public, common schools could be satisfactorily 

Christian, especially since local communities had so much control over them (curriculum 

and administration). Despite Albertus Van Raalteôs best efforts, the seeds for parochial 

primary schools withered in the Holland colony and in the RCA more broadly, but found 

fertile soil in the Christian Reformed Church, which started a few miles away in Grand 

Rapids in 1857.  

Rev. Henry E. Dosker, an RCA minister who arrived in 1873, suggested that the 

success of the Christian school movement in the CRC could be explained by ñits 

                                                           
147 Sydney E. Ahlstron, A Religious History of the American People, 2nd Edition (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 2004), 755. 
148 Elton J. Bruins, ñThe Educational Endeavors of the Reformed Dutch Church 1628-1866.ò 

Reformed Review Winter 2005/2006. Vol. 59, No. 2:166. 
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isolationist spirit.ò He was glad Van Raalteôs vision failed, because ñif it had succeeded 

... the Americanization of the people, in the good sense, would thereby have been 

hopelessly retarded.ò149 Albert Hyma asserts that the CRC actually caught Van Raalteôs 

vision of Christian education and brought it to fruition, becoming ñthe true guardian of 

his most cherished object: the instruction of the Christian religion in the elementary 

schools.ò150 Stob connects Christian education back to Netherlands history and heritage, 

especially the influence of Abraham Kuyper on immigrants who arrived toward the end 

of the 19th century.151 Beets argues that there were four periods in the history of CRC 

primary schools, based largely on the language of instruction shifting from solely Dutch, 

English paired with Dutch, and finally the primacy of English.152 Swierenga suggests that 

there were three eras with different foci, beginning with a desire to inculcate the language 

and culture of the Dutch homeland, then schools as another catechetical arm of the CRC, 

ñto help church and parents pass on the faith,ò and finally schools run by parent-

controlled organizations ñto train Christian citizens to take their place in the American 

nation.ò153 Van Brummelen explores the intersection of religion, ethnicity, and education 

in the North American Dutch Calvinist community, considers ñhow religious and moral 

beliefs, theoretical thought, social and economic influences, and national identities 

combined to forge school programs,ò and argues that all of these elements are intertwined 

in the development of schools from the first wave of immigrants to settle in the Midwest 

                                                           
149 Dosker quoted in Stob, 53-54. 
150 Hyma, 274. Quoted, but incorrectly cited in Stob as page 247 (55). 
151 Stob, 57.  
152 1. 1857-1880: Teaching of Dutch was emphasized 2. 1880-1890: Christian character of the 

schools was emphasized, ñespecially through the pleading of men like J. Veltkamp, B.J. Bennink, H. 

Jacobsma, J.B. Hoekstra, and othersò 3. 1890-1900: English was accorded a place next to Dutch 4. 1900-

1920: English becomes the language of instruction (Beets, 140-41). See Also John L Shaver, ñEarly 

History of our Christian School Movementò in Banner November 17, 1944. 
153 Swierenga, Dutch Chicago, 362 



131 

 

in 1846 to 1977.154 In this section, we will trace the development of CRC Christian 

schools from ethnic enclaves, centered on the perpetuation of Dutch culture and 

language, to the shift toward a broader ñworld and life viewò found in Kuyperian 

theology, and then the movement toward American assimilation. 

Second Reformed Church of Grand Rapids established its own parochial school 

on January 1, 1856 with assistance from the Board of Education of the Dutch Reformed 

Church (later called the RCA). A year later, about half of Second Reformedôs 

congregation, Rev. H.G. Klijn, the churchôs minister and President of the School 

Committee, and Mr. Adrian Pleune, the schoolôs teacher, seceded to form an independent 

congregation and soon after, a new denomination. The congregation became First 

Reformed (CRC), and the school went with the new denomination.155 In 1861 the 

congregation dedicated the first school building. In 1875, a large two story brick structure 

was built on Williams Street. This building served as a school, but also eventually as the 

home for the CRCôs theological seminary. Thus began a movement to establish Christian 

schools connected to the denomination, but free from state control. Although governance 

would eventually shift to organizations of parents, the CRC has continued to exert 

ecclesiastical influence over elementary and secondary schools across the country and 

across the world, and it has retained control of Calvin College. Let us explore the 

development of the CRCôs educational system. 

                                                           
154 Van Brummelen, Telling the Next Generation. 

 155 Stob, 71.  
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Stage One: Enclaved ñlittle Dutch Schoolsò (1857 ï 1890) 

In 1870, the General Assembly (as Synod was then called) of the Christian 

Reformed Church ñwas deeply persuaded that the school is the nursery of and for the 

church, and that it must therefore be the calling of each congregation to see to it that they 

obtain a free school.ò156 F. Kniphuizen, a lay member of the CRC and a fierce advocate 

for Christian education went further: ñWe cannot conceive of a Christian church in the 

future without a Christian school ... Christian schools are the cradle and nursing place of 

Godôs church, without which, in course of time, the coming generation loses its 

character.ò157 Synod of 1873 tried to ñobligeò consistories to establish CRC schools, but 

very few congregations were willing or able to do so. By 1875, there were Christian 

schools in Grand Rapids, Grand Haven, Kalamazoo, Muskegon, and South Holland, but 

the denomination numbered 39 congregations by 1880, which means there were fewer 

than 15% of churches in compliance.158 Given the reality that many CRC children were 

in public schools, Synod advised consistories to insure provision of Reformed and Dutch 

instruction, be it in parochial or public schools. Synod of 1886 resolved to urge public 

school boards to introduce daily Bible reading and to insure the use of Christian 

textbooks in the district schools. But that same year, Synod addressed a pastoral letter to 

the churches expressing the wish that every congregation establish a Christian school of 

                                                           
156 Quoted in Stob, 95. Cf. Beets, 140. 
157 Quoted in Stob, 95. ñThis has always been and still is one of the strongest elements in Christian 

school convictionðthe belief that the very existence and well-being of the CRC depends upon the 

maintenance of the Christian school as an agency for the education of the churchôs children. It has 

frequently been said that the greater faithfulness, soundness, and vitality of the CRC, as compared with the 

RCA, is to be explained by the Christian Reformed espousal and promotion of the Christian schoolò (Stob 

95-96) 
158 Kromminga, 120. Beets, 140. 
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its own.159 Despite the exhortation, in 1889, only 14 of the 79 congregations (18%) in the 

CRC denomination had schools.160  

The goal for each congregation to have its own school was slow coming to 

fruition, in part because the focus was on the viability of the fledging community 

(internally and in relationship to the rest of the nation) and also because the public 

schools had not yet faced secularization; daily Bible reading and prayer were still 

commonly practiced.161 In 1896, Joost and an anonymous writer under the pseudonym 

Americus wrote against separate Christian schools in DeWachter. Reformed Christian 

schools were too narrow, and ñby their very nature could never become national schools, 

but would remain churchly, parochial, and sectarian.ò Broad Christianity should be taught 

in schools, with specific doctrines taught in the Church. Bennink responded that public 

schools could not be generally Christian because America was a diverse nation and 

public schools had to serve the interests of non-Christians as well.162 Despite resistance, 

Zwaanstra cites 20+ articles published in DeWachter prior to 1890 in support of separate 

Dutch Reformed schools. He notes that most argued based on similar principles, 

including desire for a Christian, Biblical, and Reformed education in order to serve the 

welfare of the children and desire to avoid moral danger and religious decline:  

the salvation of their souls should be given as much consideration as shaping and 

forming their minds ...separating the head from the heart and religion from society 

                                                           
159 (cf. DeWachter, XIX, 22.2 and 25.2-3) [Zwaanstra, 132] 
160 Jaarboekje, 1889, 28-34, 40-41; cf. Zwaanstra f.n. 9 on page 136 
161 Stob asserts that ñin some places, especially in rural communities whose population was 

predominantly or even exclusively Dutch, it was possible to have a public school which was not only 

virtually Christian but under the government of school board members who were Reformed.ò (132) 
162 Zwaanstra cites DeWachter XXVII 28.2, 37.2, 39.1, and 50.2. (145). If volume 1 was published 

February 1868 and volume 51 was published August 1918, then volume 28 should be ~1896. Schrier cites 

from Diekemaôs speech delivered on October 31, 1895, published in De Wachter, Jaargang 28, Nummer 

38, November 13, 1895. 
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was irresponsible and illegitimate ...the children should be well-grounded in 

Christian social virtues in order to equip them for life in American society.163  

Critique of public schools during this era was usually connected to doctrine, arguing that 

it was insufficiently Reformed or too ecumenical. Many argued that the neutral approach 

was in fact a negative. In 1889, Rev. Gerrit E. Boer, then editor of DeWachter, wrote 

promoting Christian schools, arguing that a general Christianity which ignored 

denominational differences was unacceptable and dangerous, more likely to nurture 

ñmodernism and unbeliefò than faith. 

In its infancy, the Christian school movement of the CRC strove to preserve 

Dutch language and culture while giving Calvinist religious instruction and fostering 

piety. The first schools were parochial ñin origin, in ownership, in administration, spirit, 

and objective ... [They were] sponsored by the church, for service to the church ... 

agencies for preserving the children for the church and for continuing through all the days 

of the week the spiritual ministry of the church.ò164 For most of the first four decades, 

Christian Reformed schools were church schools, based largely on Article 21 of the 

Dortian Church Order and Lordôs Day 38 of the Heidelberg Catechism, which uses the 

fourth commandment to connect the ministry of the gospel and schools.165 Parents were 

                                                           
163 Zwaanstra, 133. 
164 Stob, 93-94. 
165 Article 21: ñConsistories shall see to it everywhere that there are good schoolmasters who shall 

not only teach the children reading, writing, languages and free arts, but also instruct them in godliness and 

in the Catechism.ò Heidelberg Catechism, Lordôs Day 38 (http://www.heidelberg-catechism.com/en/lords-

days/38.html) 103. Question. What does God require in the fourth commandment? Answer. First, that the 

ministry of the gospel and the schools be maintained 1 and that, especially on the day of rest, I diligently 

attend the church of God 2 to hear God's Word, 3 to use the sacraments, 4 to call publicly upon the LORD, 5 

and to give Christian offerings for the poor.6 Second, that all the days of my life I rest from my evil works, 

let the LORD work in me through his Holy Spirit, and so begin in this life the eternal Sabbath. 7 

1. Deut 6:4-9; 20-25; 1 Cor 9:13, 14; 2 Tim 2:2; 3:13-17; Tit 1:5. 

2. Deut 12:5-12; Ps 40:9, 10; 68:26; Acts 2:42-47; Heb 10:23-25. 

3. Rom 10:14-17; 1 Cor 14:26-33; 1 Tim 4:13. 

4. 1 Cor 11:23, 24. 

5. Col 3:16; 1 Tim 2:1. 

6. Ps 50:14; 1 Cor 16:2; 2 Cor 8 and 9. 
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reminded of the covenant promise made at the baptism of their children, obligating them 

to offer instruction in the way of the Lord and in Reformed doctrine.  

Since many of these parents were not fluent in English, instruction in Dutch was 

crucial so that parents could monitor the books their children were reading, and so that 

the youth could understand what was being preached in churches.166 English textbooks 

were suspect because parents could not read them. More specifically, however, ñthe 

Dutch language was considered the indispensable medium for teaching that 

understanding of religion to which the True Dutch Reformed Church was committed, and 

for preserving it in generations to come against the diluting influences of American types 

of Christianity.ò There was suspicion surrounding use of the English language, as ñit was 

the vehicle through which all the evils of American life might make their way into the 

community of Christian Reformed believers.ò167 Zwaanstra notes that in some churches, 

they included a clause stating that without the consent of the entire consistory and ¾ of 

the members of the congregation, language could not be changed.168 As such, use of 

Dutch could be ñan effective barrier to unfavorable influences from the American world.ò 

Stob argues that the first generation of immigrants ñconceived of themselves as a distinct 

nationality. No serious attempt was made to identify with America.ò169 It was widely 

believed that the perpetuation of proper faith and morals must occur in Dutch, lest the 

youth ñgo off to the corrupted English speaking churches of the land, and thus be lost for 

the church.ò170 This is an example of an immigrant group who fears the loss of unique 

                                                           
7. Is 66:23; Heb 4:9-11. 

166 Zwaanstra, 136.  
167 Stob, 74-75 and 80. 
168 Banner LIII, 164; Zwaanstra, 52 
169 Zwaanstra, 24. 
170 Stob, 85-89. 
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cultural and religious identity in the American melting pot. Use of the native language, in 

this case Dutch, ñkeeps the young people in living communication with their elders and 

the whole tradition for which their elders stand. And it secures the young people against a 

too free and easy absorption of the ideas, ideals, and manners of the life of their new 

land.ò171 Religious formation requires a kind of cultural isolation, and having separate 

schools was one way to bolster the Dutch Reformed enclave, even if it occurred at the 

expense of broader learning. 

Stob laments the educational limitations of these ñlittle Dutch schools.ò Teachers 

were young and often untrained. Those with competency in Dutch language (reading and 

writing) and basic arithmetic, who could satisfy the consistory as to their character and 

orthodoxy, were considered qualified. When Adrian Pleune, the first schoolmaster in 

Grand Rapids, resigned in 1862 to take up farming, his replacement was the church 

janitor.172 Too frequently, teachers were inept at maintaining order, much less at offering 

solid instruction. In 1873, Gerrit Boer, pastor of First Christian Reformed Church in 

Grand Rapids, reported that ñthe instruction in the school is exceedingly lamentable; 

everything goes on in the greatest confusion.ò173 But as poor as the schools were in 

education, they were nonetheless seen as ñthe bulwark of protection against the evils of 

American life and against the influences of the corrupted Christianity of the American 

churcheséthe best hope for the preservation of the CRC.ò174 Van Brummelen notes that 

these schools ñbolstered the religious and ethnic cohesiveness of the Christian Reformed 

                                                           
171 Stob, 78. 
172 Stob, 73. 
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Reformed from November 10, 1873, when Boer was leading the congregation. 
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137 

 

community,ò sustaining Dutch Calvinist consciousness and social ties.175 Practical 

considerations proved another draw for parents, who wanted their children to socialize 

with ñtheir own kindò and because ñthe likelihood of marrying within the Dutch 

community was greatly enhanced by the Christian school experience.ò176 

Soon, however, tensions arose in the CRC community between those who wanted 

to remain culturally separate and those who wanted to assimilate into American culture, 

albeit in limited ways, with the latter group holding increasing sway. Some wanted 

instruction in Dutch and English. In 1885, F. Kniphuizen, called for ñinstruction that can 

satisfy in social as well as religious respect the needs of our children, both as citizens of 

America and as members of the church. An instruction that can compete in every respect 

with the usual public instruction, but which has precisely this advantage, that it stands in 

relation to and in conformity with our Reformed confession.ò177 In 1891, First Christian 

Reformed Church of Grand Rapids organized their school into two departments, Dutch 

and English. Community members were assured that Christian instruction was happening 

in both departments, and children would no longer need to transfer to public schools for 

instruction in English.178 The school of East Street Church followed suit in 1892. Thus 

began a gradual shift to having Dutch language instruction by a teacher for a few hours 

each week. 

The 1880s marked a turn in the communityôs conception of education, both 

because the second generation was more inclined toward Americanization and because 

the second wave of immigrants, influenced by Abraham Kuyper, wanted to apply 

                                                           
175 VanBrummelen, 2-3. 
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Reformed and Calvinist principles in America. There was a greater desire to be culturally 

relevant, and there was increased concern about curriculum and teaching methodology 

(e.g., introduction of graded classes). Rather than remaining an enclosed enclave, the 

school was meant to prepare students for their lives in the broader world.  Rev. R.T. 

Kuiper arrived from the Netherlands in 1870 to take up the pastorate of a CRC 

congregation in Graafschap, Michigan. In 1883, he wrote that Christian schools should be 

concerned with forming good Christians and good American citizens: ñWe want a school 

in America, in which our children will be trained and nurtured to be American citizens, in 

the English language, and in all the sciences needful for an enlightened American 

citizen.ò179 Rev. J. Noordewier wrote in 1886 of the necessity as American citizens of 

learning English: ñWhoever is unable to, feels the disadvantage of it; and whoever 

doesnôt want to, could better have remained in the fatherland.ò180 English was the 

language of this land and the language of the communityôs future. 

The realization that education must develop was paired with the realization that 

administration of the schools must expand beyond the church.181 Supervision of schools 

shifted from the church pastor to a committee of the consistory and then to a board (four 

members elected by congregation and four members chosen from the consistory). Rev. 

Gerrit Boer suggested in the July 1875 publication of De Wachter that schools should be 

an extension of the instruction for which parents were responsible.182 Parents had the 

primary responsibility for educating their children; the Christian school was an extension 

                                                           
179 Quoted in Stob, 111. 
180 Quoted in Stob, 114. 
181 Oppewal notes that the actual practices of the CRC in regard to schools have ñranged all the 

way from careful supervision, even to the point of getting her creeds stated as the creedal basis of the 

school in the constitution, to simple moral and financial support and cooperationò (16). 
182 Cf. De Wachter, 8 July, 1875. Stob, 116.  
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of the Christian home, with both supported by the church. In 1892 Synod emphasized the 

duty of all ministers and elders to support vigorously the establishment and welfare of 

Christian schools and adopted a resolution urging the organization of a society for this 

purpose. Drawing on the example of schools in the Netherlands which were controlled by 

parents, but open to the influence of the church and the inspection of the state, a Society 

for Christian Education on a Reformed Basis was officially organized. Its first convention 

was held in 1900. Soon after Alpine Avenue Christian School was shifted from church-

control to parental-ownership, and other schools followed suit.  

Stage Two: Parent-controlled ñfreeò schools to train Christian citizens to take their 

place in the American nation (1890 ï 1918) 

Zwaanstra asserts that the CRC community was ñvirtually obsessed with 

questions pertaining to its identity and taskò from 1890 to 1918. The results included 

heightened awareness about their American surroundings and becoming ñmore self-

consciously Reformed and more articulate in expressing the implications of its faith in a 

new environment.ò183 One major influence during this period came from another wave of 

Dutch immigrants, many of whom had been shaped by the ideals of Abraham Kuyper 

(1837-1920), a Netherlands political and religious leader reformer, as well as an 

educational theorist.184 Bratt and Wells aptly describe his mission: 

to renew Dutch society and culture by dint of Calvinistic critique and 

constructionsé broad and fresh cultural engagementðwindows open to the 

worldéKuyper wanted to take on the reigning mentalities of modern culture at 

the level of fundamental principle. He demanded that Christians build a 

comprehensive worldview and pit it in full battle against those of secularism, 

humanism, and naturalism.185  
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Kuyper presupposed that human beings are directed by a ñlife principle,ò and we 

naturally congregate around shared visions of reality and patterns of living. On a larger 

scale, ñevery civilization was simply the elaboration of a principle or of the conflict of 

principles.ò Kuyper argued that these principles were always and already religious, 

ñcommitments to or defiance of Godôs will.ò He envisioned a just, pluralistic culture 

where followers of various life principles would found institutions for religion and 

education, and there would be toleration of difference. He fought to insure that schools 

would be free in the classical sense, ñfree of tyranny of the state and free of the tyranny 

of the church,ò by having them run by parent-controlled societies. Kuyper expected, 

however, that Neo-Calvinism would emerge victorious from the ideological combat.186 

Kuyper founded the Free University of Amsterdam not just to produce and teach 

orthodox theology, but also to place all learning on a Reformed scriptural base. Faith and 

learning must be integrated. Kuyper believed that knowledge is value-laden: 

As truly as every plant has a root, so truly does a principle hide under every 

manifestation of life. These principles are interconnected and have their common 

root in a fundamental principle; and  from the latter is developed logically and 

systematically the whole complex of ruling ideas and conceptions that go to make 

up our life and world-viewé Now this [worldview] is not obtained by either 

Christian works or mysticism but only by going back, our hearts full of mystical 

warmth and our personal faith manifesting itself in abundant fruit, to that turning-

point in history, and in the development of humanity which was reached in the 

Reformation and this is equivalent to a return to Calvinism.187 

Notice Kuyperôs description of a deeply-entrenched root system for ideas and their 

branches in all areas of life. Long before postmodern debunking of the objectivity myth, 

Kuyper deconstructs it as a fallacy. There is no such thing as value-free knowledge. In 
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Exploration of Contemporary Developments (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2007), 36. 
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the inaugural address at the Free University of Amsterdam in 1880, Kuyper delineated 

the concept of ñsphere sovereignty,ò asserting that every area of human investigation 

operates according to laws created by God, but each has a unique inner structure and a 

rationale of its own.188 Every area of life is subject to the all-encompassing sovereignty of 

God, and no single sphere has the right to exercise lordship over the others (e.g., Church, 

State, School):  

our undertaking implies a protest against the present environment and a 

suggestion that something better is available...our fight was concentrated in the 

fight about the public school, when in that school the sovereignty of conscience, 

the sovereignty of the family sphere, the sovereignty of the pedagogical sphere, 

and the sovereignty of the spiritual sphere were threatened.  

A Christian curriculum must be broad because ñthere is not a square inch in the whole 

domain of our human life of which Christ, who is sovereign of all, does not cry, 

óMine!ôò189 As such, everything can be studied and brought under Godôs sovereign 

control. This is his ñworld and life view.ò During his visit to America in 1898, he 

exhorted the Dutch immigrants with a grand mission, ñto put the stamp of Calvinism on 

their civilization.ò190 The Christian Reformed community in West Michigan took him 

                                                           
188 ñOur human life, with its material foreground, which is visible, and its spiritual background, 

which is invisible, obviously is neither simple nor uniform, but forms an infinitely structured organism. It is 
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each of which obeys its own law of life . . . in all of these spheres the cogwheels engage one another, and it 

is precisely because of the mutual interaction of these spheres that there is an emergence of that rich, many-

sided, multi-formed human life.ò 
189Abraham Kuyper, ñSphere Sovereignty: A public address delivered at the inauguration of the 

Free University, 20 October, 1880.ò Translated by George Kamps.  
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seriously, concentrating on educating their youth, and his language of ñworld and life 

viewò still pervades their formational work. 

Van Brummelen helpfully describes two strains of Calvinism and their impact on 

Christian schools in America. Most of the first wave of Dutch Reformed settlers in 

Michigan emphasized Calvinist doctrine and personal piety. They believed their children 

should be shielded from the corruption of the American environment, and so they 

constructed a cultural enclave, with schools in which the instruction occurred solely in 

Dutch. The second wave of Dutch Reformed immigrants, influenced by Kuyper, attached 

greater importance on engaging with the world (politics, commerce, and education), both 

to analyze critically and to influence the social order.191 And it was this latter group that 

incited the growth of Christian schools. Based on the outlook that ñthe whole of life, from 

center to circumference and back from circumference to center, belongs to God,ò it 

becomes incumbent to develop presupposing 

that the child is a religious being, that the teacher is a religious being, that all truth 

in its relation to God is one, and that education should be the preparation for the 

whole of life ... [this] calls for a system of education which is Christian from the 

core outward and from top to bottom, all the way from the kindergarten to the 

university.192 

Educators who came from the Netherlands in this wave of immigration were trained and 

certified (a professional class), and committed to Christian education. Stob argues that 

                                                           
191 Van Brummelen, 3-6. Compare this to the two types of Kuyperians described by Bratt and 

Wells (23): 1. positive Calvinists: common grace, ña heritage of divine blessing that allowed people of all 

faiths and none to achieve moral and intellectual goodò 2. antithesis Calvinists (Doooyeweerdians): divide 

between the regenerate and the worldly, ñChristians ought therefore to go their own way in all things and 

stay critical of opposing systemsò; they had to moderate their claims about natural revelation to insure it 

remained below Scripture. For a description of the four most common mentalities of American Calvinists, 

see Appendix D. 
192 Vanden Bosch, ñThe School and Christian Education,ò 148. Cf. ñThe school system can be 

seen as a reflection of a religio-philosophical way of life which, far from being anticultural, is eager to 

influence the society at large and to play an active role in the molding of sociopolitical system known as 

American democracyò (Oppewal, 31). 
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this group ñdisplaced the ministers as the leaders in the Christian school movement, and 

helped to turn it from an ecclesiastically governed and conditioned movement to one 

owned and sponsored by intelligent and responsible lay members of the Christian 

community.ò193 We see this ideology in the words of P.R. Holtman, who published the 

following in the June 1892 edition of DeWachter:  

The Christian school must not be a child of the churches, or live by the grace of 

the churches, so that it would flourish or decline in the measure that spiritual life 

of the church rose and declined ... The Christian school requires a life-sphere of 

its own, with its own rationale, not as concerns principles but as concerns 

administration.194  

Notice the Kuyperian language of sphere sovereignty. Let us turn to the Kuyperian 

examples of one pastor, Rev. Klaas Kuiper, and one lay leader, Mr. B.J. Bennink. 

Rev. Klaas Kuiper arrived in America in 1891 to take up a pastorate in Grand 

Haven, Michigan. B.J. Bennink and Henry Beets call him the father of the Christian 

school movement.195 L.J. Hulst called Kuiper ña prophet in the wilderness for the cause 

of Christian education.ò196 Based on his Calvinist understanding of covenant, especially 

baptismal vows, Kuiper pushed for parental control of schools. He argued that Reformed 

parents should be focused above all things on raising Reformed Christian children. 

Insuring this would require protecting them from confessionally indifferent forms of 

Christianity readily found in America and immersing them instead in Reformed doctrine 

in Christian educational settings from primary school through college and into adulthood:  

Christian education was the most important service one could render to God. For 

carrying on mission work and works of Christian mercy, Christian education was 

required. The spirit of Christian love and compassion had to be cultivated as much 

as possible in children of Christian parents, and this could be done only through 

                                                           
193 Stob, 106. 
194 Quoted in Oppewal, 15. 
195 Calvinist, 299, 3; Banner XLVI, 672 
196 De Wachter, XXXVII, 21, 2 
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education ... In brief, Reformed education had to equip the church to recognize, 

love and carry out the task assigned it.197  

With each sphere fulfilling its task faithfully, the result would be flourishing in all areas. 

He went so far as to describe the school as the foundation upon which to build the 

church.198 Kuiper wrote the exhortation issued by CRC Synod in 1898. It stated that ña 

positive Christian education with Reformed principles is a duty for Reformed Christiansò 

and enjoined ñall ministers and elders to work for the cause of Christian education in 

every place where such is possible.ò The document gave four reasons Christian schools 

were necessary:  

1. Godôs Word demands that our children be trained in the fear and admonition of 
the Lord.  

2. The promises of the parents at the time of baptism.  

3. There may be no separation between our civic, social, or religious life, education 

and training  

4. The honor of our King demands it, since all power is given him in heaven and 

earth, also in the realm of education and all other knowledge. 199 

With the rise of secularization in public schools, it became easier to make the case that 

private Christian schools were needed for Christian Reformed families.  

Mr. B.J. Bennink came to America in 1886 and became principal of a Christian 

school in Muskegon, Michigan. Stob explains that Bennink was ñat the heart of the 

Christian school movementò for more than four decades, serving as teacher and textbook 

writer, organizer and administrator. He led ña tireless crusade for better organization and 

administration of the schools, for better teaching methods and teaching materials, and for 

competent teachers, who knew what education meant and who were committed to the 

                                                           
197 Zwaanstra,137-38 and 161, citing De Wachter XLVII, 33.3. 
198 Stob, 102. Kuiper did not forget public schools, but his focus was elsewhere: ñLet us all work 

together to make the public school as Christian as possible, but let us not be satisfied with any other 

education for our children than that which is based on Reformed principlesò (qtd in Stob 137) 
199 Schaver, ñEarly History of our Christian School Movementò CRC, Acts of Synod, 1898, 24-25, 

English Translations at Calvin College, qtd in Swierenga, 356). Cf. Beets, 142. 
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cause.ò200 He understood that by law, public schools could not be Christian, but that did 

not mean Christian schools could not be Americanized. The ñlittle Dutch schoolsò 

produced cultural isolation and a sectarian spirit. Christian schools should prepare 

students to be citizens of America, but they also had to nurture youth as members of a 

covenant community: ñThe primary consideration in education was not to teach the 

children the tremendous advantages of being citizens in America, but rather to instruct 

them in the incomprehensible benefits of being included in Godôs covenant and heirs to 

the promises of His grace.ò201 In 1896, Bennink argued that Christian education was 

more important than American Education, and no country had a future without the Cross 

of Christ, which would not be found in American public schools. For Bennink, the best 

Christian is also the best citizen.202 He pushed for ñgenuine American Christian schoolsò 

that were accredited like public schools.203 

In 1900, the CRC numbered 144 churches and nine regional Classes, but the 

number of Christian schools was only fourteen, seven of which were in Grand Rapids.204 

After 1900 the focus of CRC Christian education shifted toward ñexpanding participation 

and support, better school organization, higher salaries for teachers and generally better 

educationò as the initial battle for justifying the need for separate Christian schools had 

been won.205 In 1909 Calvin Professor B.K. Kuiper spoke to graduating CRC 

                                                           
200 Stob, 104-105. 
201 Zwaanstra, 144. 
202 De Wachter, XXVIII, 8.1 and XXVIII, 7.2 and XXVIII, 41.2, cited in Zwaanstra, 154.  If 

volume 1 was published February 1868 and volume 51 was published August 1918, then volume 28 should 

be ~1896. 
203 Stob, 127. Oppewal warns ñfailure on the part of those within the [Christian school] system to 

understand wherein its theoretical bases differ from those of public education can lead to an unwitting 

absorption into its own practices and aims of elements that are inconsistent with its own theoretical basesò 

(Oppewal, 6) 
204 Stob, 129. At the time, Grand Rapids had eleven CRC churches. 
205 Zwaanstra, 153. 
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catechumenates, but he directed his words to their parents. He began with the axiom 

ñALL education should be CHRISTIAN . . . Christian through and through; Christian 

from beginning to end; Christian in spirit, in method, and in contents.ò He then goes 

further to say that such education must also adhere to Reformed principles, and poses a 

rhetorical question: ñCan you, members of the Christian Reformed Church of Burton 

Heights, as Christian parents, with a clear conscience before God, send your children to 

the public schools of Grand Rapids? . . . To put the question is to answer it.ò206 

In 1914, the CRC revised Article 21 of the Church Order of the Christian 

Reformed Church to read ñConsistories shall see to it that there are good Christian 

schools where parents may have their children instructed according to the demands of the 

covenant.ò207 Support came through regular offering collections, established diaconal 

funds for school tuition assistance to parents in need, fundraising concerts, and bake 

sales.208 Article 41 of the CRC Church Order delineated four questions that were to be 

asked at each Classical meeting (occurred four times per year), and the third question 

asked whether the Christian schools were being cared for  and supported by the 

consistory of each church. By the 1920s, the CRC had an overwhelming majority in favor 

of Christian day schools.  

The National Union of Christian Schools (NUCS) was founded in Chicago in 

1920 to unite Christian schools connected to the Calvinist theological bent and to the 

                                                           
206 B.K. Kuiper, ñAn Address Delivered at the Graduating Exercises of the Intermediate Class of 

the Catechism School of the Christian Reformed Church of Burton Heights,ò The Banner, August 26, 1909: 

557-558. Emphasis in original. 
207 In 1965, this article became Article 71, and there was a shift of focus toward congregations: 

The consistory shall diligently encourage the members of the congregation to establish good Christian 

schools, and shall urge parents to have their children instructed in these schools according to the demands 

of the covenant.ò 
208 Swierenga, 358. 
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Christian Reformed Church more specifically.209 The goal of NUCS was to support 

Christian schools with Calvinist roots, writing and publishing textbooks, maintaining a 

magazine, holding conventions, and developing standards for teachers (training and 

salary). These schools are controlled by parent-society organizations because God holds 

parents responsible for the training of their children, neither the State nor the Church is 

qualified to give school instruction but the Home holds both religious and secular 

interests. In 1922, there were 75 Christian primary schools in fifteen states and Canada.210 

According to 1948 records, there were 125 schools with a combined enrollment of 22,570 

students and 723 teachers, the vast majority of whom are members of the CRC, making it 

ñone of the outstanding promoters of Christian education among Protestant 

denominations in America.ò211 Currently, there are over 300 schools affiliated with the 

organization, now called Christian Schools International (CSI).  

Calvin College and Grand Rapids Christian High School 

In February 1876, Rev. Gerrit E. Boer formally opened the institution from which 

Calvin College and Grand Rapids Christian High School would emerge. Classrooms for 

this CRC theological school were in the same building as the parochial grade school 

sponsored by his church, First Christian Reformed, in Grand Rapids. Development into a 

four-year college was slow. CRC Synod in 1896 and 1898 deemed a college desirable, 

and there was a synodical decision in 1900 ñto expand the literary department of the 

Theological School to an academy with a four year course of study, open also to students 

                                                           
209 In 1978, NUCS became Christian Schools International (CSI), http://www.csionline.org/home. 

Not to be confused with Association of Christian Schools International (ACSI) which serves a broader 

range of evangelical Protestant schools. 
210 Beets, 142. 
211 Edwin H. Rian, Christianity and American Education (San Antonio, Naylor Co: 1949), 208. 
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with vocational objectives other than the ministry.ò212 Calvin College became a complete 

four-year degree-granting institution in 1920. Jacob G. Vanden Bosch, who chaired the 

English Department at Calvin College 1900-1945, noted that ñthe college grew precisely 

with the Christian Reformed Churchôs Christian day-school movement, the former 

providing teachers for the latter and the two together rising along with Dutch-American 

social standing on the one hand and the secularization of the public schools on the 

other.ò213 Vanden Bosch hoped Calvin would be a place to infuse Calvinism into 

American civilization, and he warned against separation from American life. And yet 

through its various stages of development, there has been tension between cultural 

solidarity, fostered in part by sequestering students from contact with broader ideas and 

foreign patterns of living, and critical engagement with the world, both in the classroom 

and after graduation.214 

When Calvin Collegeôs President, Rev. John J. Hiemenga published his 

ñEducation Programò in The Banner (November 13, 1919), one of his stated goals was 

opening a Christian high school.215 Grand Rapids Christian High School spun off from 

Calvin and dates from September, 1920.216 Its first location was the former Calvin 

                                                           
212 Zwaanstra, 158. 
213 Bratt and Wells, 26. 
214 For a fuller description of Calvin Collegeôs development, see James D. Bratt and Ronald A. 

Wells. ñPiety and Progress: A History of Calvin College.ò in Keeping Faith: Embracing the Tensions in 

Christian Higher Education. Ed. Ronald A. Wells. 20-46. 
215 Beets, 133. 
216 Across Lake Michigan, Chicago Christian High School was founded in 1918, ñthe first parent-

owned school of its kind in Reformed circles nationwideò (Swierenga, 393). Swierenga notes that ñfrom the 

outset, school policy was to admit students who sought Christian education, regardless of their background 

. . . As a result, a rising proportion of the student body over the years were from non-Reformed homesò 

(Swierenga, 395). He goes on to argue that ñthe commitment to Christian schooling in Chicago far 

surpassed that in Grand Rapids, the other Dutch metropolis. The seventeen Chicago-area Christian 

Reformed churches in 1940 averaged 89% attendance, compared to only 70% in Grand Rapidsò (statistics 

compiled from school attendance percentages by congregation, reported in the National Union of Christian 

Schools Yearbook of 1940, qtd in Swierenga, 448). 
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Theological School building, on the corner of Madison Avenue and Franklin Street, and 

its first faculty numbered ten teachers, with F.J. Driessens as principal. By 1922, 

enrollment was up to 360 students.217 Before turning to the ethnographic findings at 

Grand Rapids Christian High School gathered between August 2012 and January 2013, a 

warning from Oppewal: 

If the Calvinistic school movement is to function best on the American scene, it 

must keep before itself a sense of its own past. If it is to retain its own identity and 

if it is not to be swallowed up, it must realize that its educational practice is rooted 

in quite different disciplines and intellectual traditions than most of the existing 

school systems in America é decisions made today without a look at the past will 

tend to be arbitrary (lacking in principle), or aimless (lacking in direction), or still 

worse, imitative (lacking in originality).218 

This warning is part of the justification for the preceding (lengthy) historical chapter, and 

it will echo into the chapter which offers constructive theological and pedagogical 

responses to the educational community of GRCHS. Writing for the Semi-Centennial of 

Calvin College, Bouma asked: ñFor what would it profit our school if it gained the 

plaudits of the educational world, and enjoyed abundantly all the advantages of 

equipment, endowment, recognition of scholastic standing, and intercollegiate fame, if in 

the transaction it lose its soul?ò219 Questions about what has been gained and lost at 

GRCHS will be explored in chapter five. 

  

                                                           
217 Beets, 138. 
218 Oppewal, 3. 
219 Bouma, 193. Allusion to Matthew 16:26 For what will it profit them if they gain the whole 

world but forfeit their life? Or what will they give in return for their life? 
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America: Dutch Reformed Immigrants and Americanization 

ñAs one examines the history of Reformed thought in America during the past 

200 years, it becomes apparent that Reformed Christians have been 

comfortable citizens of this nation ... In fact, during the nineteenth century 

Reformed thought assumed that America was a quasi-established Protestant 

country... Seldom have Reformed Christians felt out of step with the pervasive 

sway of culture. Few the prophets who have pronounced a counter-cultural 

message.ò220 

 

 If Voskuil is correct, then Reformed Christians in America have historically been 

at the center of history and not on the margins. For Dutch Reformed Christians, 

ñwhitenessò was relatively easily to establish, and there was little perceived need to 

critique a social order from which there was considerable benefit. And yet, Dutch 

immigrants faced multiple tensions: between Church and World, between Netherlands as 

Mother Country and America as new homeland, between a desire for fellowship with 

other like-minded Christians and a desire to maintain purity in doctrine and forms of 

worship. Using Kuyperian awareness of life principles, Bouma suggests that that the two 

prevailing philosophies of life in America are Puritanism and Pragmatism. The former is 

defined by ñfaith in absolute truth, absolute values, absolute norms, absolute ideals, and 

all these absolute because rooted in the will of the absolute, the living God, the Supreme 

Truth.ò Pragmatism, the latter and more prominent philosophy, is ñfound in the 

achievements of modern science, technology, commerce, industry, and finance,ò but this 

has led to the dominance of an economic worldview where ñpractical utilityò takes 

precedence over ñmoral ideals.ò Deistic moralism is ñthe bridge from the idealism of the 

Puritan to the utilitarianism of the Pragmatist,ò and most Americans confess that religion 

                                                           
220 Dennis N. Voskuil, ñPiety and Patriotism: Reformed Theology and Civil Religion,ò in Word 

and World: Reformed Theology in America. James. W. Van Hoeven, Editor. The Historical Series of the 
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is ña serviceable commodity to be used on certain occasions.ò For Calvinists who believe 

that all of life is religious, commodification of faith for its ethical utility is unacceptable 

(perhaps even inconceivable). As such, ñthe real problem is not so much to become good 

Americans (though that is part of our task), but to remain and become ever better 

Calvinists while we make the racial and psychological transition from the Dutch to the 

American nationality.ò221 Kromminga notes that first generation immigrants feared that 

Americanization ñwould open the door for Arminianizing and Methodistic tendencies.ò222 

This fear was articulated more fully by Rev. Klaas Kuiper in 1897: ñMy greatest 

objection in and against America has always been the fear that our generation will be 

estranged from the Reformed principles and fall away into superficial Methodism.ò223 

Bratt notes that Dutch Calvinists associated Methodism with its British roots, but also its 

Americanized manifestation: ñTo diehards of Dutchness, it connoted the use of organs, 

choirs, and even the English language in worship ... But all agreed on its salient features: 

doctrinal indifference, passion for óprograms,ô impulsive innovationò224 

Former President Theodore Roosevelt, speaking to the largely Irish Catholic 

Knights of Columbus at Carnegie Hall (NY) on Columbus Day 1915, asserted that,  

There is no room in this country for hyphenated Americanism. When I refer to 

hyphenated Americans, I do not refer to naturalized Americans. Some of the very 

best Americans I have ever known were naturalized Americans, Americans born 

abroad. But a hyphenated American is not an American at all é The one 

                                                           
221 Bouma, SEMI-CENTENNIAL VOLUME, 191-192, 198-199, 206. 
222 Kromminga, 134. 
223 Quoted in Stob, 79. Vander Mey believed that Methodism had become the national religion of 

America, and it was partially responsible for lack of critique of departure from faith. See De Wachter XLI, 

28.4; L.J. Hulstt argued that Methodism was a utilitarian movement in which religion is used for self-

service. See De Wachter XXIII, 14.1 and XXIII, 3.2; Van Lonkhuyzen argued that the Methodist system 

was diametrically opposed to the Reformed worldview. See DeWachter XLVI 37.2, XLVII 38.2. L 13.2, 

41.2, 50.4, 51.2 All cited in Zwaanstra, 43-45. 
224 Bratt, 59. In the explanatory footnote for this, Bratt goes on to say that other definitive elements 

of Methodism were ñArminian theology, a subjective-experiential approach, activistic moralism, and a 

pronounced concern with organizationò (248). 
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absolutely certain way of bringing this nation to ruin, of preventing all possibility 

of its continuing to be a nation at all, would be to permit it to become a tangle of 

squabbling nationalities, an intricate knot of German-Americans, Irish-Americans, 

English-Americans, French-Americans, Scandinavian-Americans or Italian-

Americans, each preserving its separate nationality, each at heart feeling more 

sympathy with Europeans of that nationality, than with the other citizens of the 

American Republic é There is no such thing as a hyphenated American who is a 

good American. The only man who is a good American is the man who is an 

American and nothing else ... I ask you to make a special effort to deal with 

Americanization, the fusing into one nation, a nation necessarily different from all 

other nations. Pay heed to the three principal essentials: (1) The need of a 

common language, with a minimum amount of illiteracy; (2) the need of a 

common civil standard, similar ideals, beliefs, and customs symbolized by the 

oath of allegiance to America, and (3) the need of a high standard of living of 

reasonable equality of opportunity and of social and industrial justice.ò225  

President Woodrow Wilson also regarded "hyphenated Americans" with suspicion, 

saying at a speech given in Kansas City, MO on September 26, 1919: "Any man who 

carries a hyphen about with him carries a dagger that he is ready to plunge into the vitals 

of this Republic whenever he gets ready. If I can catch any man with a hyphen in this 

great country I will know that I have got an enemy of the Republic."226 Bouma rightly 

perceives a distinctive group consciousness rooted in ñDutch ancestry and a Calvinistic 

outlook upon life.ò However, most Christian Reformed Dutch Americans did not want to 

be perceived as a hyphenated group that ñinsists on remaining a drop of oil on the waters 

of American life.ò227  

                                                           
225 "Roosevelt Bars the Hyphenated," New York Times. October 13, 1915. 
226 "Explains our Voting Power in the League". New York Times. September 27, 1919. 
227 Bouma, SEMI-CENTENNIAL VOLUME, 188-189. Compare to John Dewey: ñNo matter how 

loudly any one proclaims his Americanism, if he assumes that any one racial strain, any one component 

culture, no matter how early settled it was in our territory, or how effective it has proved in its own land, is 

to furnish a pattern to which all other strains and cultures are to conform, he is a traitor to an American 

nationalism. Our unity cannot be homogeneous thing like that of the separate states of Europe from which 

our population is drawn; it must be a unity created by drawing out and composing into a harmonious whole 

the best, the most characteristic, which each contributing race and people has to offer. I find that many who 

talk the loudest about the need of a supreme and unified Americanism of spirit really mean some special 

code or tradition to which they happen to be attached. They have some pet tradition which they would 

impose upon all. In thus measuring the scope of Americanism by some single element which enters into it 

they are themselves false to the spirit of America. .  . The fact is, the genuine American, the typical 

American, is himself a hyphenated character. This does not mean that he is part American and that some 
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Language was another register on which the tune of American cultural identity 

was composed, albeit in a minor key with many discordant notes. For many of the Dutch 

Reformed Christians in America, Dutch was both the language of their culture and the 

language of their faith. English represented a declension from orthodoxy on what could 

easily become a slippery slope to bland, generalized American Protestantism. There was 

suspicion surrounding use of the English language, as ñit was the vehicle through which 

all the evils of American life might make their way into the community of Christian 

Reformed believers.ò But English was also the primary language of the nation in which 

they had settled. Sooner or later, ñDutch Reformedò had to become ñAmerican 

Reformed.ò In 1886 the Mission Committee of the CRC Synod decided that ñserious 

attempts should be made to obtain preaching and catechism in the English language 

where such is necessary.ò La Grave Avenue CRC in Grand Rapids became the first 

congregation to use English in 1887.228 

In the midst of World War I nativism, language became a litmus test for loyalty to 

America. In 1918 Governor Harding of Iowa proclaimed that ñEnglish should and must 

be the only medium of instruction in public, private, denominational and other similar 

schools. Conversation in public places, on trains, and over the telephone should be in the 

                                                           
foreign ingredient is then added. It means that, as I have said, he is international and interracial in his make-

up . . . The point is to see to it that the hyphen connects instead of separates. And this means at least that 

our public schools shall teach each factor to respect every other, and shall take pains to enlighten all as to 

the great past contributions of every strain in our composite make-up . . . unless our education is 

nationalized in a way which recognizes that the peculiarity of our nationalism is its internationalism, we 

shall breed enmity and division in our frantic efforts to secure unityò John Dewey, ñNationalizing 

Education.ò in The Middle Works, 1899-1924, Volume 10 (Southern Illinois University Press, 1980): 202-

210. 
228 Stob, 80 and 91. La Grave Avenue CRC Church in Grand Rapids, Michigan. The second was 

Broadway CRC, also in Grand Rapids. CRC Churches in the Hackensack Classis already had English-

speaking congregations (Beets, 84). It wasnôt until 1934, however, that all Acts of the CRC were published 

only in English (Zwaanstra, 67). 
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English language. Let those who cannot speak or understand the English language 

conduct their religious worship in their home.ò229 Speaking in Des Moines on May 27, 

1918, former President Theodore Roosevelt agreed that English should be the language 

of America: ñThis is a nationðnot a polyglot boarding house. There is not room in the 

country for any 50-50 American, nor can there be but one loyaltyðto the Stars and 

Stripes.ò230 These words were repeated as Rooseveltôs last public statement when read to 

a group in New York on January 6, 1919:  

If he [the immigrant] tries to keep segregated with men from his own origin and 

separated from the rest of America, then he isnôt doing his part as an American ... 

We have room for but one language here and that is the English language, for we 

intend to see that the crucible turns our people out as Americans, and American 

nationality, and not as dwellers in a polyglot boarding house; and we have room 

for but one soul loyalty, and that is loyalty to the American people.231 

  

One wonders if ñsoulò is a misprint or a pun on homonyms (sole and soul). 

At the brink of American involvement with World War I (circa 1916), CRC 

Synod considered a proposal to address federal authorities in Washington with assurances 

of loyalty to the country, and prayers for peace and prosperity. They initially rejected this 

                                                           
229 New York Times, 18 June 1918, p. 12. Taken from http://www.pbs.org/speak/seatosea/ 

officialamerican/englishonly/  For similar struggle in Minnesota, see Conflict in the Classroom: Anti-
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230 ñUse Only English, Roosevelt Urges,ò The Washington Post, May 28, 1918. Christian 

Reformed churches in Iowa with German-speaking or Dutch-speaking congregations ñcould not obey the 
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proposal as a matter of international law concern ñin which field the Church has no call to 

act and to render opinions,ò but when America sent troops into the war two years later, 

ñSynod then unanimously resolved to send a message to the President of the United 

States pledging him the wholehearted support of the Church.ò232 For some, this did not 

erase national disloyalty. The Leader (a periodical of RCA-West) accused the CRC of 

unwillingness to become fully American in language or practice. Christian schools did 

not escape the spray of written shrapnel, characterized as ñmilitaristic,ò ñPrussian,ò and 

in opposition to the God-preserved nation of America.233 The Grand Rapids News 

described the Christian Reformed Church as ñun-American,ò ñparochial,ò and ñbehind 

the timesò because of their ethnic enclaves and their separate Christian schools.234 As 

such, proponents had to prove that they were dutiful citizens and not outliers. By the mid-

1910s, war-generated nativism accelerated Americanization, often to the point of 

ñuncritical devotion to America as the land of liberty and freedom.ò235 CRC advocates for 

Christian schools such as J.W. Brink, G. Hoeksema, A. Keizer and Schoolland 

emphasized that they wanted to prepare children for American citizenship with 

instruction in English and fully engage with scientific knowledge, not shying away, as 

some fundamentalist Christian schools might do.236  

In March 1917, Henry Beets published a set of editorials in The Banner 

delineating ñWhat we Dutch Calvinists really stand for and whyò based on an address he 

had given at Fountain Street Baptist Church. Both the editorials and the address were 

                                                           
232 Kromminga, 135. Cf. Bratt, 90. 
233 Bratt, 87. See also John Van der Beek, Leader, January 2 and 16, 1918 (p. 9 of each). 
234 Bratt, 87. 
235 Van Brummelen, 5. 
236 Zwaanstra, 154. 



156 

 

offered in response to allegations from Dr. Wishart of Fountain Street that they were anti-

American, guilty of treachery and sedition. Beets ñhumbly plead guiltyò to adhering to 

scriptural infallibility, as have ñall the great historical Protestant denominations,ò and to 

charges of Calvinism. In fact, he asserts that ñevery true Christian, even though 

confessionally an Arminian, is a Calvinist when he is on his knees in utter dependence on 

grace.ò He cites history to deny allegations of treachery: The Dutch have been ñas 

patriotic and America-loving as any other part of our great nation. Our people have 

proved this in the Revolutionary War and the Civil War.ò237   

In the second editorial, Beets denies harboring ñantipathy toward our Public 

Schools,ò claiming instead that they are ñindispensable for many of our nation,ò serving 

as a melting pot. He explains that CRC church ñpray for its prosperity from our pulpits, 

and have profound respect for the many serious-minded, nation-loving people 

consecrated to the work of teaching in them.ò But America is a nation with ñmore 

radically different sects of all kinds than any other people on earth,ò so it is impossible to 

have Christian public schools. Trying to do so would be ñun-American, un-republican, 

un-Christian.ò And yet Calvinists ñinsist on having religion in our schools,ò because 

parents are the ñGod-ordained educators of their offspringò more than State or Church, 

and they want ñour Christian principles to be a leaven, to leaven the whole lump of 

education, and not simply a little pepper and salt, to be sprinkled on as a condiment.ò He 

defends CRC support of private schools using Kuyperian reasoning about formation: 

We claim that the great things we stand for make up what is the highest and best 

type of Americanism. . . If it be true that the best ñChristianò makes the best 

citizenðif it be true that it makes better citizens of us if we take the Bible as our 

guide, bow before a Sovereign God, and our education be truly Christianðand 

                                                           
237 Henry Beets, ñWhat we Dutch Calvinists really stand for and why,ò The Banner, March 22, 

1917:184-186.  
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who will deny such in a Christian Church? Well, then, by the same token, it will 

make a better nation of us if we as a people thus bow and thus are trained.238 

 

The question then becomes what it means to be the best American Christian citizen. This 

will be our focus in chapter five, using Grand Rapids Christian Schools as our case study 

location. 

Vanden Bosch enjoins members of the CRC to market their Christian schools as 

democratic, practical, and honorable:   

We must make unmistakably clear that a system of schools which, while it meets 

every legitimate claim of church, state, and society, respects the religious 

convictions of parents is fundamentally in harmony with the principles at the basis 

of our democracy... We must point to our denominational colleges and academies 

which have always held places of honor in our national life... In as many ways as 

possible must we demonstrate to the practical genius of our people the 

practicability of the free Christian school.239  

As we continue to trace history, it seems more apt to describe the powerful yeast of 

American culture, especially its capitalism and materialism, both seen in the halls of 

Christian schools. There is a danger in the Americanization of CRC Christian schools. 

Oppewal warns that these educational communities must maintain a sense of history in 

order to retain identity, remembering that Calvinist educational practices are ñrooted in 

quite different disciplines and intellectual traditions than most of the existing school 

systems in America.ò Forgetting this can lead to a ñvacuum ... perfect for the unwitting 

absorption into the school of values antithetical to those in the schoolôs tradition.ò240  

                                                           
238 Henry Beets, ñWhat we Dutch Calvinists really stand for and why,ò The Banner, March 29, 

1917:200-201. 
239 VandenBosch, SEMI-CENTENNIAL VOLUME, 152, 156. 
240 Oppewal, 3 and 29. 
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Chapter Three: Whiteness in the water, washing up on the shores -   

Racialized geography of housing and schools in Grand Rapids  

ñWhile in principle (or in myth) nationality in the United States may require 

only allegiance to abstract forms, in practice citizenship has been understood 

as achieving competence in a dominant culture. Immigrants remain faced with 

the need to assimilate to sanctioned cultural norms, to acculturate to an 

óAmerican wayô in which English is the official language and medium of social 

exchange; Europe (especially England) is the parent culture; and the story of 

pilgrims, puritans, founding fathers, pioneers, emancipators, and above all, 

Columbus the Discoverer is the true story of the past . . . White, English-

speaking, and Protestant set the terms of practical if not legal identity.ò1  

 

ñSegregation in a northern community doesnôt usually arrive full blown, it [is 

a] creeping paralysis . . . Schools represent the final and crystallized fact of 

it[s] being.ò2 

 

Before we arrive on the shores of Lake Michigan, we need to address a few 

national currents. First, a brief survey of the relationship between immigration, cultural 

assimilation, and the shifting categorization of whiteness in America. Next, a quick 

review of the immigration of Reformed Christians from the Netherlands to the United 

States, especially the Midwest. Finally, some important details of the Great Migration of 

African Americans to northern cities. 

Cultural Assimilation and Whiteness 

In 1907, Henry James published a piece of travel literature titled The American 

Scene. James casts himself as both the ñinquiring strangerò and the ñinitiated nativeò who 

is trying to make sense of what he sees when he stands at the Ellis Island visitorsô 

balcony watching immigrants arrive. James describes this ñlooking inò as causing a chill 

in the heart and an indelible change in the ñspirit of any sensitive citizen . . . He has eaten 

                                                           
1 Alan Trachtenberg, ñConceivable Aliens.ò Yale Review 82 (October 1994): 52-54. 
2 Hillary Bissell, a white member of the Grand Rapids NAACP, written in a 1952 letter. (Quoted 

in Jelks, 142). 
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of the tree of knowledge, and the taste will be forever in his mouth . . . So is stamped, for 

detection, the questionably privileged person who has had an apparition, seen a ghost in 

his supposedly safe old house.ò3 The native observer realizes that his American identity is 

an ñunsettled possessionò and begins to wonder "What meaning, in the presence of such 

impressions, can continue to attach to such a term as the óAmericanô character?--what 

type, as the result of such a prodigious amalgam, such a hotch-potch of racial ingredients, 

is to be conceived as shaping itself?" At this national border, travelers from outside are 

marked as ñinconceivable aliensò by citizens on the inside, until the former become 

recognizable to the latter via assimilation. That which we call assimilation, James calls 

ñmitigationò and explains that ñthe conversion of the alien goes on . . . not by leaps and 

bounds or any form of easy magic, but under its own mystic laws and with an outward air 

of quite declining to be unduly precipitated.ò Although it is ñthe operation of an immense 

machine, identical after all with the total of American life,ò its process ñtrembles away 

into mysteries that are beyond our present notationò and makes analysis nearly 

impossible. After receiving the ñwholesale varnish of consecration that might have been 

applied, out of a bottomless receptacle, by a huge white-washing brushò the immigrant 

takes on ña tolerably neutral and colorless image.ò James, notes, however, that there are 

some categories of foreigners for whom ñonly a mechanism working with scientific force 

could have performed this feat of making them colorless,ò such as Italians, Chinamen, 

and Negroes.4 

                                                           
3 Henry James, The American Scene. 1907. 

http://www2.newpaltz.edu/~hathawar/americanscene.html. Cf. Roedinger, 5-6; f.n. #3 on page 249. 
4 David Roediger goes further in his critique: ñThe extent to which U.S. history has turned on race 

and oppression, not voluntary belonging, for huge numbers of residents who were not black can disappear 

in a search for optimism. The ways in which race broadly and deliberately structured competition for jobs 

and shaped ideas regarding who was a fit citizen or neighbor can get lost in a story that uplifts ethnics and 

premises the uplift not on addressing injustice but on Americanization.ò in Working toward Whiteness: 

http://www2.newpaltz.edu/~hathawar/americanscene.html
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 Alan Trachtenberg understands that the process of gaining political insider status 

is also a process of gaining cultural competencies, and there is nothing neutral about the 

machine at work. Although the United States wants to write its story as one of 

ñuniversalistò inclusion, rather than employing ñculturalistò principles of memberships 

used by other nations, this requires ña perpetual repudiation of the past,ò which 

ñoverlooks the history of exclusions within which the concept of citizenship slowly took 

shape.ò5 The gaping glitch in the construction of such a story ñis that it fails to explain 

why, if its basis was universalist, the new nation at once became overwhelmingly 

particularist: ñWhite, English-speaking, and Protestant set the terms of practical if not 

legal identity,ò and this was the setting for the arrival of ñinconceivable aliens.ò6  

The process of becoming American was a movement toward whiteness, an elusive 

and shifting category, which left some immigrants, especially Eastern and Southern 

Europeans, in a liminal state of ñinbetweenness.ò Approaching ñconclusiveò whiteness 

was gradual and messy, and doing so was complicated by ñthe total lack of clarity 

regarding whether the racial categories being bridged were biological or cultural.ò7 

Matthew Frye Jacobson agrees that defining whiteness and delineating its racial 

boundaries has been ña fairly untidy affair,ò yet crucial to Americaôs cultural history. He 

warns that ñto miss the fluidity of race itself in this process of becoming Caucasian is to 

reify a monolithic whitenessò and to risk erasing the ñcompeting notions of history, 

peoplehood, and collective destiny by which power has been organized and contestedò in 

                                                           
How Americaôs Immigrants became White (The Strange Journey from Ellis Island to the Suburbs). 

Cambridge, MA: Perseus Books, 2005: 33. 
5 Trachtenberg, 48 and 52. 
6 Trachtenberg, 52. 
7 Roediger, 50-52 
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America. In fact, the incredible power of race as an ideology lies ñin its ability to pass as 

a feature of the natural landscape.ò The ñpretty storyò of ñNew World magnanimityò 

offered to Northern and Western European immigrants who were easily allowed to pass 

through the Golden Door into America ñfades once one recognizes how crucial 

Europeansô racial status as ófree white personsô was to their gaining entrance in the first 

place and how profoundly dependent their racial inclusion was upon the racial exclusion 

of others.ò8 Becoming American entailed becoming white. 

Jacobson delineates three epochs of race in the United States. The first era starts 

with European settling in the New World in the early 1600s to the early 1800s. During 

this time, ñpolicies of conquest, Indian removal, slave-trading, and disenfranchisement 

relied on a logic of ócivilizationô versus óbarbarismô or ósavagery,ô or of óChristianityô 

versus óheathendom.ôò Its legal manifestation can be found in the First Naturalization 

Law of 1790, which limits naturalized citizenship to ófree white personsô and 

ñdemonstrates the republican convergence of race and ófitness for self-government.ôò9 

The second era is the period of mass European immigration from the 1840s to the 

Johnson-Reed Act of 1924.10 Whiteness fractured ñinto a hierarchy of plural and 

                                                           
8 Matthew Frye Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy 

of Race. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998: 7, 9-10, and 12.  
9 Jacobson, 30. A painful and poignant explanation of this epoch can be found in Theodore 

Rooseveltôs 1894 book, The Winning of the West: The Founding of the Trans-Alleghany Commonwealths, 

1784-1790, Volume 3, pg. 44: ñWhether the whites won the land by treaty, by armed conquest, or, as was 

actually the case, by a mixture of both, mattered comparatively little so long as the land was won. It was 

all-important that it should be won, for the benefit of civilization and in the interests of mankind. It is 

indeed a warped, perverse, and silly morality which would forbid a course of conquest that has turned 

whole continents into the seats of mighty and flourishing civilized nations.ò 

https://archive.org/stream/winningwest14roosgoog#page/n62/mode/2up cf. Jacobson, 218. 
10 The Immigration Act of 1924 limited the number of immigrants allowed entry into the United 

States through a national origins quota and was founded on racial logic borrowed from biology and 

eugenics. The quota provided immigration visas to two percent of the total number of people of each 

nationality in the United States as of the 1890 national census. It completely excluded immigrants from 

Asia. https://history.state.gov/milestones/1921-1936/immigration-act 

https://archive.org/stream/winningwest14roosgoog#page/n62/mode/2up
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scientifically determined white races,ò and this scientific vocabulary shifted from beliefs 

(heathen vs. Christian) to natural capacity.11 The third era starts in the 1920s, when 

whiteness is reconsolidated into categories of White and Black.  

One sees the roots of the third era in the work of Dr. John H. Van Evrie, a pro-

slavery New York physician and editor, who asserted that the presence of inferior races 

led to Americaôs grand success. According to Van Evrie, ñóthe happiest conjunction that 

ever occurred in human affairsô was the presence of the Negro in America, because his 

obvious inferiority had permitted the building of a social and political order built on the 

ónaturalô distinctions of race and not the artificial differences of class.ò12 In his 1853 

pamphlet, Negroes and Negro Slavery, Van Evrie combined arguments for the biological 

inequality of the blacks with a vigorous attack on all past or present forms of class 

privilege and social hierarchy within homogeneous white societies as ñartificial.ò He 

argued ñthat the Negro was so radically inferior to the Caucasian that his destiny in 

America was either brute servitude or extermination . . . [he] then relegated blacks to 

abject and perpetual servitude for one reason aloneðbecause they constituted a 

                                                           
11 Jacobson, 33. The author goes on to note that this vocabulary retained ñan inherent degree of 

righteousnessò though it was now innate. One sees this in Ellwood Cubberleyôs 1909 history book in which 

he explains the remarkable change in the character of immigration in the 1880s when numbers from 

northern Europe dropped off rather abruptly, while a ñgreat streamò came from elsewhere. ñThese southern 

and eastern Europeans are of a very different type from the north Europeans who preceded them. Illiterate, 

docile, lacking in self-reliance and initiative, and not possessing the Anglo-Teutonic conceptions of law, 

order, and government, their coming has served to dilute tremendously our national stock, and to corrupt 

our civic life.ò The task, as Cubberley sees it, is to ñbreak up these groups or settlements, to assimilate and 

amalgamate these people as a part of our American race, and to implant in their children, so far as can be 

done, the Anglo-Saxon conception of righteousness, law and order, and popular government, and to 

awaken in them a reverence for our democratic institutions and for those things in our national life which 

we as a people hold to be of abiding worth.ò Ellwood Cubberley, Changing Conceptions of Education. 

New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1909: 15-16. https://archive.org/details/changingconcepti00cubbuoft 
12 George Fredrickson, The Black Image in the White Mind: The Debate on Afro-American 

Character and Destiny, 1817-1914. New York: Harper & Row, 1971: 93. Fredrickson describes Van Evrie 

as such: ñNot in any sense a scientist himself, he was blatantly and openly an anti-Negro propagandist, 

perhaps the first professional racist in American historyò (92).  
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permanently inferior biological speciesò 13 Van Evrie responded to the 1857 Dred Scott 

decision ñwith the contention that the Supreme Court had now affirmed that the 

Declaration of Independence applied to whites only; its opinion was óin accord with the 

natural relation of the racesô and had ófixed the status of the subordinate race forever.ôò14  

Racial liminality was barely an issue for Dutch immigrants, as they were quickly 

categorized as members of the white ñEnglish-speaking race.ò15 In the 1910 Dictionary of 

Races and Peoples offered to Congress by the United States Immigration Commission, 

the Dutch are categorized as members of the Teutonic racial group, but this matters less 

than their affinity to the English in social customs. ñThey have been called the 

Englishmen of the mainlandò in part because, ñlike the English, the Dutch have been 

great colonizers.ò16 Between 1835 and 1880, about 86,800 Dutch immigrants made their 

way to America.17 In the previous chapter, I traced the causes for leaving, the trajectory 

                                                           
13 George Fredrickson, The Black Image in the White Mind: 60-63. When Van Evrie reissued the 

manuscript in 1868, he changed the title to White Supremacy and Negro Subordination. 
14 Fredrickson, 91-92, italics added. Fredrickson explains that Van Evrieôs conception of white 

equality ñwas calculated to appeal to socially insecure whites in search of a compensatory foundation for 

personal pride and status, a sense of identity which would help make the existing social and economic 

system more tolerable. . . the white skin that guaranteed that they were better than somebody not at the rock 

bottom of societyò (93-95). ñHis weekly paper, the New York Day Book, was directed in part at the 

poverty-stricken Irish immigrants, Democrats to a man, who rioted in large numbers in 1863 against being 

drafted to ófight for the niggers,ô venting their rage against a defenseless local black populationò (94). 
15 This ñidea that a language change could announce a racial transformation spoke profoundly to 

the biosocial definitions of raceò (Roediger, 52) 
16 United Sates Senate Document No. 662 (61st Congress, 3rd Session): ñReports of the United 

States Immigration Commission: Dictionary of Races or Peoplesò Presented by Mr. Dillingham, December 

5, 1910. Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1911: 51-52 
17 Robert P. Swierenga, ñDutch International Migration Statistics, 1820-1880: An Analysis of 

Linked Multinational Nominal Files,ò International Migration Review, Volume 15, No. 3 (Autumn, 1981): 

445-470. Swierenga explains, ñTo obtain an accurate estimate of the true migration flow in the period 

1835-1880, three óclassesô of migrants must be considered: 1) those bound for North America who are 

listed in Dutch village records but not in the U.S. ship manifests; 2) those Dutch immigrants listed in the 

U.S. ship manifests but not in the Dutch village records; and 3) those who are truly linked to both recordsò 

(460-461). 
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of travel, and the settling patterns of Dutch immigrants in Michigan.18 In this chapter, we 

will look at their interactions with others. 

The Great Migration  

Between 1915 and 1970, about 5.5 million African Americans moved across the 

continent. Some went West, toward California, while others went East to New York, but 

our focus will be on those in the middle, many of whom made their way to Michigan.19 

One of Isabel Wilkersonôs central arguments is that ñthe Great Migration was an 

unrecognized immigration within this country,ò because its participants displayed 

immigrant behavior, including plotting a course to places that had ñsome connection to 

their homes of origin,ò importing the ñfood and folkways of the Old Country,ò including 

their practice of religion, and simultaneously trying ñto instill in their children the values 

of the Old Country, while pressing them to succeed by the standards of the New 

World.ò20 In this, they sound much like the Dutch who traveled across an ocean and then 

                                                           
18 See Robert P. Swierenga and Harry S. Stout, ñDutch Immigration in the Nineteenth Century, 

1820-1877: A Quantitative Overview,ò Indiana Social Studies Quarterly 28 (Autumn 1975). Cf. Robert P. 

Swierenga, ñDutch International Migration Statistics, 1820-1880: An Analysis of Linked Multinational 

Nominal Filesò International Migration Review, Vol. 15, No. 3 (Autumn, 1981), pp. 445-470 

[http://www.jstor.org/stable/2545491 -Accessed: 19/11/2014 10:25] 
19 Isabel Wilkeron, The Warmth of other Suns: The Epic Story of Americaôs Great Migration. New 

York: Random House, 2010. This is a conservative estimate, according to Wilkerson. Detroitôs black 

population skyrocketed from 1.4% to 44% during this era: from 4,111 in 1900 to 5,741 in 1910 and 

660,428 in 1970. (Wilkerson, 190 and 570). ñThe migration streams were so predictable that by the end of 

the Migration, and to a lesser degree, even now, one can tell where a black northernerôs family was from 

just by the city the person grew up inða good portion of blacks in Detroit, for instance, having roots in 

Tennessee, Alabama, western Georgia, or the Florida panhandle because the historic rail lines connected 

those places during the Migration yearsò (Wilkerson, 178). Southern blacks traveled across the continent 

into ñfar-flung regions of their own country,ò defying pragmatic sociological assumptions that most people 

will only migrate short distances. The original seven laws of migration as Ravenstein set forth in 1881 are 

as follows: 1. Most migrants only proceed a short distance, and toward centers of absorption; 2. As 

migrants move toward absorption centers, they leave "gaps" that are filled up by migrants from more 

remote districts, creating migration flows that reach to "the most remote corner of the kingdom." 3. The 

process of dispersion is inverse to that of absorption; 4. Each main current of migration produces a 

compensating counter-current; 5. Migrants proceeding long distances generally go by preference to one of 

the great centers of commerce or industry; 6. The natives of towns are less migratory than those of the rural 

parts of the country; 7. Females are more migratory than males. http://www.csiss.org/classics/content/90 
20 Wilkerson, 536. 



165 

 

partway across the continent to settle in Michigan. Wilkerson notes, however that ñnearly 

every black migrant I interviewed vehemently resisted the immigrant label. They did not 

see themselves as immigrants under any circumstances.ò21 She explains that the term 

conjured up ñthe deepest pains of centuries of rejection by their own country. They had 

been forced to become immigrants in their own land just to secure their freedom.ò 

Furthermore, they resented being considered immigrants, ñbecause they knew in their 

bones that their ancestors had been there before there was a United States of America, 

and that it took their leaving the South to achieve the citizenship they deserved by their 

ancestry and labors alone.ò22 This transformed the racialized face of America, ñrecasting 

the social and political order of every city it touched,ò including Grand Rapids.23  

Also painful was the realization that while immigrants from Western Europe 

could assimilate rather easily (e.g., change of language, change of surname), black 

migrants from the south could not unmark their ethnicity or choose for themselves a more 

favored identity. ñThey would never be mistaken for Englishò when ñboarding a train, 

lining up for a foremanôs job, or waiting for a loan officer at a bank.ò They could not join 

trade unions or country clubs, and the ñexclusive cul-de-sac lace-curtain neighborhoodsò 

were closed to them, by legislation and by de facto segregation.24 And this is where we 

pick up the story of racialized geography of housing and schools in Grand Rapids, a 

Midwestern ñAll-American City,ò and a microcosm for the nation.  

                                                           
21 Wilkerson, 537-38. 
22 Wilkerson, 537-538. 
23 Wilkerson, 9-10. 
24 Wilkerson, 416-417. 
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The Roots of Midwestern Racial Prejudice 

Eugene Berwanger asserts that ña most unparalleled prejudiceò developed in the 

Old Northwest [now called the Midwest] in the 1820s. In Illinois, George Flowers was 

ñostracized by his neighbors until he terminated a contract by which he had rented land to 

two Negroes in 1825.ò When he balked on the grounds of contractual obligation, his 

neighbors explained that ñblack men had no rights that white men need respect.ò25 White 

Illinois citizens also called for measures which would prevent ñfree Negroes and 

mulattoes not born thereò from taking up residence and suggested that they should be sent 

elsewhere.26 Joseph Kitchell, an Illinois state senator, declared that their presence ñis 

productive of moral and political evil . . . [and] the natural difference between them and 

ourselves forbids the idea that they should ever be permitted to participate with us in the 

political affairs of our government.ò27 Governor James B. Ray of Indiana secured a law 

requiring ñNegroes to have proof of their freedom and to post a $500 bond for their good 

behavior and self-support.ò28 Similar laws were passed in Michigan (1827) and Iowa, and 

an Illinois law raised the bond to $1000. Midwesterners feared that their states would 

become ña dumping ground for southern free Negroes and manumitted slaves who were 

forced by the laws of the slave states to emigrateò or risk being re-enslaved.29 Despite 

attempts to limit migration to the Midwest, ñduring the 1820-1830 decade, the Negro 

population increased 102 percent in Ohio, 195 percent in Indiana, and 258 percent in 

                                                           
25 Eugene H. Berwanger. ñNorthwest of the Ohio, 1824-1860ò in The Frontier Against Slavery: 

Western Anti-Negro Prejudice and the Slavery Extension Controversy. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 

1967: 30-59. Here quote is from page 30. 
26 Berwanger, 30. 
27 In Illinois Senate Journa, quoted in Berwanger, 31. 
28 Berwanger, 31-32. 
29 Berwanger, 36. 
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Illinois, considerably outpacing growth of the white population.30  In response, these 

states adopted restrictions, excluding Negroes from the militia, denying them the right to 

give testimony in court cases involving whites, and keeping them from voting.31  

Suffrage for African Americans was a fraught issue in the antebellum Midwest. 

Opponents of enfranchisement wanted to perpetuate whiteness, codified as western-

european-ness. The Michigan constitutional convention of 1836 prohibited Negroes from 

voting because they ñbelonged to a degraded caste of mankind . . . Nature had marked the 

distinction [and] Society had recognized and sanctioned it.ò32 The 1842 Michigan Senate 

Committee declared that ñour government is formed by, for the benefit of, and to be 

controlled by the descendants of European nations.ò Negro suffrage would thus be 

ñinexpedient and impolitic,ò in part because of the inferiority of the black race.33 Despite 

this discrimination, in the 1844 presidential election, African Americans voted by 

fraudulently swearing they were eligible, ñneither party having the hardihood to offer a 

challenge on the ground of color.ò34 The Michigan Liberty party and the Michigan State 

Antislavery Society supported suffrage, and they petitioned that the word ñwhiteò be 

                                                           
30 Berwanger, 31. The white population grew by 62% in Ohio, 127% in Indiana, and 185% in 

Illinois. 
31 Berwanger, 32. In 1850 Ohio, U.S. Congressman William Sawyer expressed his opposition to 

equal suffrage, claiming, ñthe United States was designed by God in Heaven to be governed by and 

inhabited by the Anglo-Saxon race and by them alone.ò He went on to assert that the equality offered in the 

Declaration of Independence did not apply to Negroes because that race ñwas very little removed from the 

condition of dumb beasts . . . and there was nothing of civilization in their aboriginal conditionsò 

(Berwanger, 39). 
32 Berwanger, 32. Some, like John Bagg, who served as State Printer for the legistature, even 

suggested that ñdark bipedsò were ña species not equal to ourselves,ò who should not be allowed to ñcome 

into our civil, political, social, conjugal or connubial relations.ò In Day v. Owens (1858), a case regarding 

segregation on steamships, the Michigan Supreme Court found that ñthe plaintiff, by his color and his race, 

was excluded from ordinary social and familiar intercourse with white persons by the custom of the 

country, and that his admission into the cabin of said steamboat would be offensive to the other cabin 

passengers.ò Michigan Reports: Cases Decided in the Supreme Court of Michigan, Volume 5: 520. 
33 qtd in Katzman, Before the Ghetto: Black Detroit in the Nineteenth Century, 34; cf. Jacobson, 

29. 
34 Michigan, Senate, Documents, No. 15 (1845), 11. In Katzman, Before the Ghetto: Black Detroit 

in the Nineteenth Century, (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1973), 33-40. 
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expunged from the first clause of the second article of the Michigan Constitution on 

January 8, 1845.35 During the 1850 Michigan Constitutional Convention, white delegates 

argued for continued social separation of races and raised the specter of miscegenation, 

asking ñWhy not give our daughters to their sons?ò36 The electorate defeated 

enfranchisement by a vote of 32,026 to 12, 840.37 In 1855, the Michigan legislature 

enfranchised blacks in school district funding elections because the state constitution 

required that a majority of property owners support county school budgets and a few 

townships were predominantly constituted by black residents.38 Local boards of 

registration, however, still sometimes refused to enroll those they arbitrarily considered 

to be ñNegro.ò By November 1870, there was enough support to narrowly pass an 

amendment which struck down limiting suffrage to whites by a vote of 54,105 to 

                                                           
35 From the 1835 Michigan Constitution, Article II, clause 1, regarding the qualifications of 

electors: ñIn all elections, every white male citizen above the age of twenty-one years, having resided in the 

state six months next preceding any election, shall be entitled to vote at such election; and every white male 

inhabitant of the age aforesaid, who may be a resident of this state at the time of the signing of this 

constitution, shall have the right of voting as aforesaid; but no such citizen or inhabitant shall be entitled to 

vote, except in the district, county, or township in which he shall actually reside at the time of such 

election.ò In 1846, congressman Austin Blair presented a report supporting enfranchisement, in part 

because ñwe have by the scorn of the community and its oppressive laws driven the colored man in most 

instances into the most menial employments (none other being left open to him) and thus has he become a 

blacker of white manôs boots, and a sweeper of white manôs chimneys.ò Quoted In Katzman, Before the 

Ghetto: Black Detroit in the Nineteenth Century, (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1973), 33-35. This 

position cost him the next election, though he later became governor of the state, serving throughout the 

Civil War. Eric Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men: The Ideology of the Republican Party before the 

Civil War (NY: Oxford University Press, 1971): 283-284.  
36 Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, and Michigan forbade intermarriages and invalidated those that had been 

performed. (Berwanger, 36) This rhetorical question was asked by Nathan Pierce, who was one of five 

inspectors of common schools in Michigan. He was elected Supervisor of town of Sylvan, April 1834. He 

was Supervisor of Lima Township 1872-73 and 1875-76. He was Marshall of Ann Arbor Township in 1867 

and 1879. Sergeant-at-Arms of Michigan Senate in 1857.  
37 The Illinois Constitution of 1848 went even further than Michigan, mandating that the General 

Assembly ñpass such laws as will effectively prohibit free persons of color from immigrating to and 

settling in this state.ò (Jacobson, 30). In 1851, Iowa legislature prohibited free Negroes from entering the 

state. Indiana prohibited free African Americans from settling in the state or being hired for contract (Jelks, 

5). 
38 Paul Finkelman, ñWho Counted, Who Voted, and Who Could They Vote Forò Saint Louis 

University Law Journal, Vol 58 (Summer 2014): 1071-1095. 






























































































































































































































































































































