
 

 

 

 

The Nature of Christian Unity: Historical 

Understandings of Churches of Christ * 
 

Douglas A. Foster 

Abilene Christian University 

Abilene, Texas 

The nineteenth-century origins of Churches of Christ are 

suffused with ideas that could easily be labeled ecumenical despite the 

communion’s twentieth-century reputation for exclusivist sectarianism. 

The Stone-Campbell Movement from which Churches of Christ 

emerged was clearly a Christian unity movement. The strategy for 

effecting unity proposed by leaders like Barton W. Stone and Thomas 

and Alexander Campbell, however, was an appeal to individual 

Christians—the faithful scattered throughout the sects—not to 

denominations. When true Christians abandoned the divisions 

represented by the mutually exclusive denominations to unite on the 

clear teachings of Scripture—those ideas on which all 

evangelical Christians already agreed—without human philosophies 

and traditions, visible unity would be the result. In every locality 

persons united to Christ would come together to form a church of 

Christ, inherently one with all other such groups. Early leaders rejected 

the Protestant invisible church idea of an existing spiritual unity 

because they believed it justified continued division between 

denominations.
1
 

Thomas Campbell articulated the idea in 809 in one of the 

classic documents of the movement, “The Declaration and Address of 

the Christian Association of Washington (PA).” 

__________ 

*This paper was presented at the meeting of the Stone- 

Campbell Dialogue in June 2004 at the Disciples Center, Indianapolis, 

Indiana. It was presented earlier to The Faith and Order Commission of 

the National Council of Churches of Christ in the USA, November 

1999. 
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 Prop. 1. The Church of Christ upon earth is 

essentially, intentionally, and constitutionally one; consisting 

of all those in every place that profess their faith in Christ and 

obedience to him in all things according to the Scriptures, and 

that manifest the same by their tempers and conduct, and of 

none else; as none else can be truly and properly called 

Christians. 

Prop. 2. That although the Church of Christ 

upon earth must necessarily exist in particular and 

distinct societies, locally separated from one another, 

yet there ought to be no schisms, no uncharitable 

divisions among them. They ought to receive each 

other as Christ Jesus hath also received them to the 

glory of God. And for this purpose, they ought all to 

walk by the same rule, to mind and speak the same 

thing; and to be perfectly joined together in the same 

mind, and in the same judgment. 

 

Prop. 9 That all that are enabled, thro’ grace, 

to make a profession [of their faith in, and obedience 

to Christ, in all things according to his word], and to 

manifest the reality of it in their tempers and conduct, 

should consider each other as the precious saints of 

God, should love each other as brethren children of 

the same family and father, temples of the same 

Spirit, members of the same body, subjects of the 

same grace, objects of the same divine love, bought 

with the same price, and joint heirs of the same 

inheritance. Whom God hath thus joined together no 

[one] should dare to put asunder.
2
 

 

In a sense, this earliest unity impulse in the Stone-Campbell 

Movement was a modification— a hybrid perhaps—of the spiritual and 

organic unity ideas. Leaders believed there were true Christians in all 

the denominations, yet they were not satisfied with the idea that unity 

was already perfect in some intangible spiritual plane. Rather, all such 

Christians must leave the sectarian/ denominational organizations that 

divided them and come together to be visibly/organically united in 

local congregations of Christians. The unity envisioned was not organic 

in the sense of mergers of denominational structures but in terms of 
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individual Christians uniting with other individual Christians in every 

place without any features that would stop them from full recognition 

of all other such Christian groups.
3
 

No structure beyond local congregations was envisioned at the 

beginning of the movement. The founding leaders believed that 

denominational structures were inherently divisive. Scripture was silent 

concerning any over-arching organization to secure and maintain unity. 

In another foundational document of the movement titled “The Last 

Will and Testament of the Springfield Presbytery,” the signers, 

including Barton W. Stone, asserted that there was neither precept nor 

example in the New Testament for such organizations as sessions, 

presbyteries, synods or assemblies. Later Stone wrote: “We have long 

been convinced that the sects, as such, can never unite. Every attempt 

has proved abortive, and must and will fail, till each sect give up its 

creed as authoritative, its name of distinction, its spirit of party, and feel 

willing to decrease that Christ may increase.” 
4
 

The platform on which unity was to be effected consisted of 

the clear teachings of scripture—particularly the New Testament. They 

drew their restitutionist plea partly from the ideas of their Presbyterian 

Puritan forbears and from Enlightenment assumptions about human 

ability and knowledge that had been “democratized” in the American 

frontier.
5
 Many advocates of restorationism in the past had seen it 

primarily as a means to separate true Christians from the corrupt visible 

church in order to restore purity. Leaders in the Stone-Campbell 

Movement, however, saw a restoration of the clear, unmistakable 

teachings of scripture as terms of Christian fellowship to be the only 

means whereby all Christians could be united.
6
  This idea became an 

essential part of the movement’s thought early in the nineteenth century 

when the religious groups around them were for the most part 

uninterested in unity.
7
 

The question of precisely what must be restored varied 

somewhat among early leaders. Thomas Campbell’s son Alexander 

emphasized getting at the details of Scripture—the facts concerning 

what God wants people to believe and practice. He called these facts 

“the ancient gospel and order of things.” In a series of articles 

published in his journal The Christian Baptist between 1824 and 1830, 

Campbell developed many of the tenets that would come to 

characterize the movement, including its congregational polity with 

elders and deacons, and worship practices such as celebration of the 

Lord’s Supper every Sunday.
8
 



90                                                 Lexington Theological Quarterly 

 

Barton Stone also emphasized scripture as the source of 

knowledge for the Christian. He insisted, however, that without the 

Spirit of Christ, precise knowledge could never effect unity. He wrote 

in 1835: 

The scriptures will never keep together in union and 

fellowship members not in the spirit of the scriptures, which spirit is 

love, peace, unity, forbearance, and cheerful obedience. This is the 

Spirit of the great Head of the body. I blush for my fellows, who hold 

up the Bible as the bond of union yet make their opinions of it tests of 

fellowship; who plead for union of all Christians; yet refuse fellowship 

with such as dissent from their notions. Vain men! Their zeal is not 

according to knowledge, nor is their spirit that of Christ. There is a day 

not far ahead that will declare it. Such antisectarian-sectarians are doing 

more mischief to the cause, and advancement of truth, the unity of 

Christians, and the salvation of the world than all the skeptics in the 

world. In fact, they create skeptics.
9
 

These perennial tendencies (head-heart/facts- Spirit) have 

maintained a strong presence and tension throughout the history of 

Churches of Christ. Yet Alexander Campbell’s rational approach has 

most often dominated. To bring about unity, therefore, many believed it 

was necessary to convince Christians in all “the sects” of the 

reasonableness of their platform of the ancient gospel and order. All 

honest people, because of their reasonable nature, would eventually 

arrive at and unite on those core truths, allowing for a wide variety of 

opinions concerning non-essential matters.
10

 Christian unity was an 

inevitable consequence of the restoration of the ancient order of things 

plainly seen in scripture. 

The fact that the movement itself suffered a painful division at 

the turn of the century and another in mid-twentieth century, led many 

to conclude that the concepts of restoration and unity cannot survive 

together; one must be subordinated to, or even obliterated by, the other. 

Some have insisted that primitivism is inherently divisive.
11

 As long as 

restoration and unity were understood as complementary, they existed 

together, at least at a rhetorical level, with little problem. However, 

when ecclesiastical realities began to dawn on people, that is, when 

they realized that denominational structures were not simply going to 

go away, the two themes began to come apart.
12

 At any rate, when the 

sects and denominations did not vanish, and when other ecumenical 

opportunities came available in the late nineteenth century, the 

movement’s traditional position was supplanted in many minds by 

ideas of federation and organizational merger. 
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As early as 1895 J. H. Garrison described his idea of an 

evolution that would begin with unity within Protestant families, 

progress to a federation of all the churches for cooperation in 

benevolence and missions, finally ending with the dropping of sectarian 

names and creeds so that all would be united in one church. For the 

Stone-Campbell Movement to participate in this process it needed to 

create structures through which representatives could speak officially 

for it. Many understood such a move as a betrayal of their original plea 

for unity. The movement was giving in to the denominational system 

and becoming what they had always fought against. Though other 

issues played important parts in the divisions of the Stone-Campbell 

Movement, the body known today as the Christian Church (Disciples 

of Christ) took the route of creating structures through which to work 

for unity in councils of churches and official dialogues. The more 

conservative parts of the movement (Churches of Christ and the 

“independent” Christian Churches) have continued to embody the 

earlier individualistic unity emphasis. 

Churches of Christ became a separate identifiable body over a 

fifty-year period following the Civil War. Because the movement then 

had no official structures beyond the congregational level, the issues 

that were the immediate cause of division had to work their way 

through every individual congregation.
13

 It was a long and painful 

process, but by the early 900s the body was regrouping and moving 

ahead in what it believed were the authentic intentions of the founders. 

The division itself significantly shaped the group’s 

understanding of the church and Christian unity. At least parts of the 

group appropriated an idea that had existed among some second-

generation leaders of the nineteenth century that the visible body 

known as Churches of Christ constituted the universal church. One of 

the most famous statements of that position was made by David Edwin 

Harrell, Jr., in his 1966 Reed Lecture at the Disciples of Christ 

Historical Society. Asked to speak on the relation of “his group” 

(Churches of Christ) to the church universal, Harrell frankly stated, 

“From my theological point of view, the group to which I belong is the 

church universal.”
14

 

A common approach among those who hold this view is to list 

New Testament scriptures that speak of Christ’s universal body under 

headings such as “Why the church of Christ is not a Denomination” or 

“Why I am a Member of the church of Christ.”
15

 In one sense their 

points are irrefutable. Christ’s universal church is not a denomination 

or a sect. The authors make it clear, however, that they are talking 
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about the visible fellowship of congregations known exclusively as 

Churches of Christ. 

In one sense their points are irrefutable. Christ’s universal 

church is not a denomination or a sect. 

From the perspective of the world, the church of Christ is a 

denomination. They see a group that is independent from other groups, 

so they assume it is merely another of the groups in the denominational 

system. It is true, of course, that the church of Christ is a separate 

people; but the church of Christ is not a division of the body of 

Christ. It is the body of Christ. Those who are uninformed may not 

understand this, and are in need of teaching and study.
16

 Those holding 

this view refuse to acknowledge the true Christian identity of any but 

those in Churches of Christ.
17

  

Yet there have always been voices expressing the view that 

Churches of Christ constitute a movement within the universal church. 

This idea is epitomized by the nineteenth century slogan “Christians 

only, but not the only Christians.” The churches formed by the efforts 

of the Campbells, Stone, and countless others, did not claim to contain 

all Christians. Rather, they wanted all Christians to drop 

denominational creeds and structures as tests of fellowship and be 

simply Christians. Those who hold this concept point out that Christ’s 

universal church is over nineteen hundred years old and encompasses 

untold millions of believers, alive and dead, who had no knowledge of 

nor connection with the American-born Churches of Christ.
18

 A journal 

published by members of Churches of Christ, Wineskins magazine, 

expresses this understanding in its statement of purpose. “Our 

background and commitment is to the Church of Christ that was born 

of the American Restoration Movement. Our goal is to move that group 

closer to the church of Christ revealed in Scripture.” 

Those who see this body as the universal church often insist 

on identifying it in writing as “church of Christ” or “churches of 

Christ” to indicate that the phrase is not a proper name but a simple 

description—this is Christ’s church. One prominent leader in the 

1950s, G. C. Brewer, chided those who insisted on that designation. 

Some unthinking brethren seem to hold that to spell church 

with a small “c” avoids making a title or proper name of the phrase 

“church of Christ.” This is laughable. When the sense is plainly a 

designation—a telling of “what” church is intended—then the phrase is 

used as a proper name, and thus the scriptures are violated [by using a 

scriptural phrase for all the saved to apply to only a portion], and to use 
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a small initial letter in a proper name is to violate the laws of grammar. 

So, brother, you are both unscriptural and ungrammatical.
19

 

Within these two broad understandings are several 

complications. The first relates to the term sect and denomination. The 

Stone-Campbell Movement began with an inherent antagonism toward 

sectarianism and denominationalism—terms early leaders used 

interchangeably to label structures that divide Christians. Followers of 

Christ are to be united. Anything dividing believers is evil. 

Those who equate Churches of Christ with the universal 

church view those who believe there are true Christians outside that 

body as sectarians. Christ’s church is not a denomination; it consists of 

all the saved. To admit that there are Christians in other groups is to 

endorse division—denominationalism and sectarianism. By definition, 

there can be no Christians outside of Christ’s church.
20

 

To those who see Churches of Christ as a body of people 

dedicated to following Christ, but not the only ones legitimately 

making that effort, the viewpoint just described appears to be the 

ultimate in sectarianism. This group agrees wholeheartedly that Christ’s 

church encompasses all the saved and that it is not a denomination. 

They insist, however, that Christ’s church is not confined to one 

visible, historically-bound body named Churches of Christ. Both sides 

condemn sectarianism, but each holds a radically different concept of 

what it is.
21

 

Another complicating factor is the group’s heritage of 

restorationism. The leaders of the Stone-Campbell Movement 

understood restoration of the New Testament church as the necessary 

step that would lead to the unity of Christians and the conversion of the 

world. For part of the movement, restoration—particularly of correct 

doctrine and form became the chief end. Some believe that the New 

Testament church was restored at some point in the past through the 

efforts of the Stone-Campbell Movement. The Churches of Christ are, 

they believe, the restored New Testament church. The job now is to be 

vigilant against any deviation from that completed restoration. “The 

church was restored and continues to maintain its distinctiveness and 

exclusiveness only by powerful and plain preaching and defense of the 

truth.”
22

 

Others are less absolute in their claims for perfect restoration. 

One idea is that though Churches of Christ have recovered correct 

doctrine and worship practices, they are still lacking in areas such as 

the evangelistic zeal and church discipline that characterized the early 

church. Another concept expressed is that while Churches of Christ 



94                                                 Lexington Theological Quarterly 

 

might not be perfect, they are closer to the ideal than anyone else.
23

 A 

leading spokesperson in the 1960s and 1970s, Batsell Barrett Baxter, 

urged members to “Take the New Testament as the blueprint or pattern 

and then come across the centuries to our own day. Then find the 

church that is most like the pattern.”
24

4 That church, of course, would 

be the Churches of Christ. 

Still other voices emphasize that while restoration is essential, 

it is a never-ending process—a quest that will always occupy sincere 

Christians both collectively and individually. For these people, the goal 

is continual study and learning, openness to the Word, self-examination 

and correction in light of the Word, and a movement toward what God 

would have us be. Because we are imperfect humans, they insist, the 

process never ends.
25

 

The matter becomes even more complicated when some 

members of Churches of Christ deny they have any historical 

connection with the Stone-Campbell Movement. “We base our 

religious beliefs and practices solely on the clear teachings of the New 

Testament,” they argue. Since all honest people in every age can read 

and understand the New Testament correctly and alike, those who have 

done so today do not owe their understandings to any historical 

movement or person. We have simply gone to the source of authority, 

the Bible, and reproduced New Testament Christianity in its original 

form. In other words, we would have produced the church just as we 

have even if there had never been a Barton W. Stone or an Alexander 

Campbell or a Stone-Campbell Movement. 

In the guest editorial [What Is Good About the Church] 

references were repeatedly made to a “Restoration Movement,” “our 

movement,” “the restoration tradition,” etc. In more than 40 years of 

preaching form [sic] the Bible this language is puzzling to me…. We 

do not have “our movement;” Jesus Christ has his Body, his Church, 

his Family. We strive to be a part of that fellowship, avoiding any 

sectarian movements or memberships.
26

 

Others insist that while our American Restoration history may 

be important, our real heritage is not in the nineteenth century but in the 

first.
27

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Churches of Christ from their earliest history have longed for 

the visible unity of all followers of Christ. The Stone-Campbell 

Movement optimistically proposed a platform of restoring the ancient 
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gospel and ancient order to achieve that visible unity. The rejection of 

that platform by many believers, shifts in understandings and even 

divisions within the movement itself, pushed many in Churches of 

Christ to emphasize the sectarian exclusivist parts of their heritage 

during much of the twentieth century. Yet the wider view was always 

there and has perhaps taken the forefront in recent years.
28

 

Even when inclined to do so, Churches of Christ have 

participated in the Ecumenical Movement only tangentially and with 

difficulty because of their radical congregational polity and the 

structures of the National and World Councils of Churches.  There is 

today, however evidence of an increasing desire to be involved in unity 

at many levels, both in the formal Ecumenical Movement (my own 

participation in the Faith and Order Commission is one example), and 

in local and national activities that bring believers together across 

denominational barriers.
29
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