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INTRODUCTION

The questions, “What do we believe?” and “How do we
consistently confess what we believe?” are perennial for
any ecclesiastical body. Those inquiries relate not only
to confessions and creeds, but also polity. For those
Chrigtian denominations that bear the label, “confes-
sional,” creed and polity intersect at the point of sub-
scription.! Those ecclesiastical bodies must give careful
thought to the standard to which office-bearers must
be held accountable, the proper course of action if an
office-bearer deviates from that standard, and what
portion, if any, of that same standard, can be deemed
“optional” The history of American Presbyterianism is
the story of an ecclesiastical tradition that has grappled,
sometimes dramatically, with those questions. The con-
troversy concerning the revision of the Westminster
Confession of Faith (hereafter WCF) in the Presbyte-
rian Church in the United States of America (hereafter
PCUSA) in the late nineteenth and early twentieth-
centuries offers a compelling glimpse into the nature
of those struggles, and there was perhaps no more in-
triguing player in that drama than John DeWitt (1842
1923), the sixth professor of church history at Princeton
Theological Seminary.>

One might expect a professor of church history at an
avowedly Old School seminary to urge his fellow Pres-
byterians to maintain the integrity of the WCEF as well
as require strict fidelity in their standards for subscrip-
tion. However, DeWitt opted for an entirely different
approach. Though he initially advised against revision,
DeWitt ultimately approved of the alterations to the
WCE that arguably precipitated the doctrinal controver-
sies of the 1920s. DeWitt’s actions may seem surprising,
given his affiliation with Princeton. However, his New
School Presbyterian background, along with his stated
understanding of the function of church history, help
illuminate his actions. Before discussing his life and
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role in the revision controversy, however, some under-
standing of his context and background are necessary.

EccLEsIASTICAL CONTEXT
John DeWitt lived in consequential days for Ameri-
can Presbyterianism. In the decade prior to DeWitt’s
birth, the “tensions within the Presbyterian Church over
confessionalism, polity, voluntary societies, revivalism,
theology, and slavery were reaching a boiling point.”3
Since Presbyterianism’s founding in 1729, it had been
no stranger to conflict, but matters seemed to come to
a head in the 1830s as Presbyterianism polarized into
the Old and New Schools.# The Old School Presbyteri-
ans were concerned over the consequences of the 1801
Plan of Union, believing that the partnership with Con-
gregationalists to plant churches in the American west
had watered down Presbyterian polity and doctrine.>
Prior to the 1837 General Assembly, the Old School party
determined to act. Holding the majority in the assem-
bly that year, the Old School “voted on a measure to
abrogate the 1801 Plan of Union,” and “exscinded four
synods of churches formed under the Plan of Union.’®
The New School countered that Old School fears about
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heresy were overblown and produced the Auburn Dec-
laration to make their case. Unfortunately for the New
School, it proved the Old School concerns, because the
Auburn Declaration “allowed moderate New England
teachings that would not necessarily contradict the es-
sentials of the Westminster Confession, while it clearly
excluded the most objectionable errors alleged by the
Old School”” Attempts at the 1838 General Assembly
by the New School to reinstate themselves ended in fail-
ure, and a new assembly was born.

Between 1838 and 1869 the Old and New School as-
semblies existed parallel with one another, but took on
different characteristics. Within the New School assem-
bly, internal conflicts as well as a deteriorating partner-
ship with Congregationalists forced it to become more
self-consciously Presbyterian.? However, a series of
tracts produced with denominational imprimatur in
the 1850s revealed the New School desire to modify
doctrines such as particular redemption in an attempt
to “express the traditionalist Calvinist dogma in mod-
erate terms that allow a practical application”'® The
increasing prominence of theologian Henry B. Smith’s
(somewhat mitigated) mediating theology at Union
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Seminary signaled that the New School was “working
within a Calvinistic framework but sought to chan-
nel their theology in directions that would blend Re-
formed doctrine with present-day realities. As such,
the New School tended to avoid the seemingly harsher
teachings of Calvinism, or smooth its rough edges, to
the end of participating in the evangelization and re-
form of the expanding nation”** Meanwhile, as the
New School worked to nuance their Calvinism, the
Old School was gaining “a reputation as arguably the
strictest and most doctrinally precise denomination in
the United States”**

The American Civil War brought division to the Old
School Presbyterians, as southern Presbyterians rapidly
seceded over the 1861 General Assembly’s vote to sup-
port the United States government.'3 The New School
was not exempt from division either, as it too experi-
enced the secession of the United Synod of the Presby-
terian Church over the slavery issue.'* The reunification
of the nation after the Civil War meant that unity was in
the air in 1860s America. Though northern and south-
ern churches were still a century away from returning
to one another, there were efforts to bring the Old and
New School back together in the northern church.'>
Princeton theologian Charles Hodge argued vocifer-
ously againgt any reunion, because of what he perceived
to be the New School’s “lax principle of subscription.”*6
Henry Smith objected that the New School “understood
subscription to the Westminster Confession to entail
adoption ‘of the Reformed or Calvinigtic system”"7 In
the end, it would be Smith and not Hodge who would
prevail, and in 1869 the Old and New School assemblies
reunited.'8 It was into these ecclesiastical circumstances
that DeWitt was born.

BroGrarHY
Early Life
John DeWitt was born five years after the Old and New
School $plit, on October 10, 1842 in Harrisburg, Pennsyl-
vania.'® DeWitt’s father William Radcliffe DeWitt, was
the pastor of the Market Square Presbyterian Church.>°
The elder DeWitt sided enthusiastically with the New
School in the Schism of the 1830s, a fact that his son
would later recall with pride.*! William DeWitt person-
ally saw to his son’s education, and John DeWitt would
later attribute his knowledge of Greek and Latin to his
father’s daily instruction.?” John attended Harrisburg
Academy to prepare for college, but it seems the “pri-
vate instruction from both his mother and his father”
was substantial enough for him to enter Princeton Col-
lege in 1858 at age sixteen.?3 Unlike his contemporary
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B. B. Warfield, John DeWitt did not find an aptitude for
the sciences, but instead took a more “literary” path.24
DeWitt was graduated in 1861, and returned to Penn-
sylvania to pursue a career in law.?

Princeton Seminary and Union Seminary
Though he read law for eight months in Harrisburg,
DeWitt’s initial choice for vocation would not be a per-
manent one. At some point his thoughts turned to theo-
logical studies.?® His successor at Princeton Seminary,
Frederick Loetscher, indicated that the reasons for De-
Witt’s sudden change of vocation were not entirely clear,
but, given the fact that it was timed with his profes-
sion of faith it seems to have been the result of a reli-
gious change.*” He returned to New Jersey to attend
Princeton Theological Seminary in 1862 and entered
his course of study quite late in the year, March 10.28
DeWitt was very interested in his courses in church his-
tory with James C. Moffat, and systematic theology with
the embodiment of Princeton itself, Charles Hodge.?®
He was graduated in 1864 and licensed to preach by the
Old School Presbytery of New York.3° He also deter-
mined to study for another year at Union Seminary in
New York because he started late at Princeton and was
ill during his final term.3!

Henry B. Smith

DeWitt’s year at Union would prove to be quite influen-
tial, largely due to two of his professors, Henry Boyn-
ton Smith and William Greenough Thayer Shedd.3>
DeWitt later referred to these two “as his ‘revered’
teachers.”33 Smith himself was already a prominent
theologian in the New School Presbyterian church,
an unsurprising fa¢t given his background and edu-
cation.34 Smith §tudied in Germany and was exposed
to the “mediating theology;,” which “sought to medi-
ate between traditional Christian affirmations on the
one hand and philosophy and the $pirit of scientific
inquiry on the other, by combining a supernatural,
emphatically biblical faith with the notion of an inner
principle [the incarnation] expressing itself in organic
historical development.”35

Smith was particularly influenced by the historian
Augustus Neander, whom Smith referred to as “a vener-
able and beloved teacher” and “the most eminent church
historian of our day.’3® Neander was a major figure in
German mediating theology, but he was thought to be
somewhat vague in his own doctrinal commitments.
Mercersburg historian Philip Schaff claimed that Ne-
ander could not, for reasons that were not entirely clear,
sign the Augsburg Confession in good faith.37 He was,
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however, an individual of great “piety;” and clearly won
the admiration of his student Henry Smith.38

William G. T. Shedd
The other professor to whom DeWitt expressed his
own intellectual debt was William Greenough Thayer
Shedd, whose presence at Union Seminary was noth-
ing short of an enigma, given the fact that he was an
Old School Presbyterian and was thought to be much
more “hard-line” theologically than Henry B. Smith.39
Shedd did not study in Europe, but did train under Jo-
seph Torrey, translator of some of Neander’s works into
English.#® DeWitt would later write of Shedd that he
found through Neander’s works a firm commitment
to the reformed faith, because it “had shown its vital-
ity by its persistence” Shedd, however, seems to have
been a more critical admirer of the German historian
than DeWitt believed.4' Shedd wrote,

The historian [Neander] does not exhibit with suffi-
cient fullness, the influence which the inspired canon
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has exerted upon the unfolding of the christian life.
The process of Sacred History is regarded, too much,
as self-directed. Hence, the general undervaluation of
$trict dogmatic statements, as cramping the movement
of the free christian $pirit, the leniency towards certain
heretical tendencies, and the occasional hesitating tone
as well as vagueness of vision in respect to scientific
orthodoxy, which characterize the best complete his-
tory of the christian religion and church that has yet
been written.4*
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In terms of visible influence, William Shedd’s impact
on DeWitt would shortly manifest itself in his pulpit
rhetoric. 43 Though DeWitt was more explicit about
his appreciation for Shedd, the influence of Smith on
his historical methods would later find expression as
well. 44

Pastoral Career

John DeWitt was ordained by the Third Presbytery (New
School) of New York on June 9, 1865.45 The same month
DeWitt was called to pastor the Presbyterian Church
(New School) of Irvington, New York.4® It would not
be a particularly long pastorate, however, as he was
called to Central Congregational Church, in Boston,
Massachusetts, in 1869.47 He then moved to the very
Old School Tenth Presbyterian Church, Philadelphia,
in 1876.48 The new pastor established a reputation for
eloquent preaching, but also for his “popular Sunday
afternoon lectures in church history.”49

Having cultivated for years his natural fondness for his-
torical reading, he now sought to give to his congrega-
tion the benefits of his broad and intensive studies in
this field. He therefore made it his practice to deliver,
at his Sunday afternoon service during successive win-
ters, brief series of sermons on some of the outstand-
ing personalities and movements in the history of the
Church.5°

ZLane and McCormick

His time at Tenth was not long, however. He left in 1882
to join the faculty of the Lane Theological Seminary in
Cincinnati, Ohio.>! DeWitt’s teaching career would take
on the same ecclesiastical eclecticism as his pastoral
years. He first became Professor of Biblical and Eccle-
siastical History at Lane Theological Seminary, a New
School seminary that had been founded in 1829.5% In
1888 DeWitt was invited to become chair of Apologetics
and Missions at the Old School-affiliated McCormick
Theological Seminary in Chicago, Illinois.>3 McCor-
mick was an interesting choice, but DeWitt’s subsequent
career move was perhaps the most surprising of all.

Princeton
In 1892 John DeWitt became the sixth Chair of Church
History at Princeton Theological Seminary.>4 Here he
would teach for the next two decades.5> Like his prede-
cessors, DeWitt was not a specialist.>® Clarence Macart-
ney would later recall that DeWitt was not in possession
of what he termed the “technical research” he believed
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was consistent with teaching ecclesiastical higtory.5” Lo-
etscher would also write that DeWitt did not have “the
knowledge of a scientific and thoroughgoing specialist
in his field’>® He lacked facility in French or German
for research, and was not given to “the exploration of
sources, even in good translations, nor for the labori-
ous making of notes and excerpts from acknowledged
authorities.”>® What he did possess, Loetscher argued,
was “the knowledge of an assiduous, independent, and
thoughtful reader who kept his eye well on the salient
features of a story, on the main bearings of a discussion,
on the underlying principles of a scheme of thought,
on the outstanding achievements of a great leader, on
the abiding historical values of a given epoch, but who
cared little for the minute details of an elaborately doc-
umented learning.”®©

DeWitt taught church history at Princeton for twenty
years. DeWitt’s lectures and general classroom pres-
ence made an impression on those who heard them.
He distributed the titles of the lectures for church his-
tory to the students on large sheets of paper so they
could post them in their quarters and study the headings
frequently. He recommended the purchase of a good
general work of church history, Neander among them,
and required the presentation of two monographs for
the course.%! He also offered electives that were con-
ducted like seminars that met in his home.% DeWitt
retired from teaching in May 1912 and died in 1923.93
His legacy has proven difficult to assess in part because
he burned his le¢tures and his attempt at an autobiog-
raphy.®4 However, the event that stands out in a long
academic and pastoral career is the role DeWitt played
in the revision of the Westminster standards.

DEWITT AND CONFESSIONAL REVISION
Background
The end of the nineteenth-century was a complex time
for most American denominations, and that was cer-
tainly the case for the PCUSA. Increasing social and
economic changes in America post-Civil War presented
challenges to Christian groups that had not been en-
countered heretofore. There was a growing concern
over the number of Catholic immigrants coming into
the country, as well as the social ills that accompany
rapid urbanization.% The nation that the PCUSA ex-
isted to serve was changing rapidly, and there was a
growing perception that the church (and its confession)
needed to change with it.®® Lefferts Loetscher, the son
of DeWitt’s successor Frederick, located the beginnings
of WCF revision movement after the 1869 reunion.®”
Other reformed communions in other nations were
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revising their confessions, and so it was thought the
PCUSA should join them.%8

Re-writing the doctrinal standards for the church
seemed plausible, because the gravity of the social chal-
lenges seemed to require a greater ecumenism. With
that came a reduced emphasis on doctrinal and con-
fessional identity.%9 Hart and Muether have written of
this period as one in which “these concerns moved Pres-
byterians to conceive of the work of the church more
as social than as spiritual. It was the New School’s idea
of the church prevailing over the Old School’s. Public
morality and civic righteousness pushed aside Word
and sacrament. Practical results rather than doctrinal
standards became the measurement of churches”7° In
an atmosphere in which doctrine was increasingly seen
as an obstacle to the church’s mission, it is unsurprising
that there was a “growing consensus in the church...to
soften the harder Calvinistic edge of the confession.”7*
Beginning in 1887 articles began to appear in the New
York Evangelist on the question, and the 1888 General
Assembly received an overture from the Presbytery of
Nassau, Long Island, on the matter.”> The groundswell
for confessional revision had begun, and John DeWitt,
as a professor at McCormick and then Princeton, was
called upon to offer his counsel.
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Revision in 1890s

DeWitt’s engagement in the early stages of the contro-
versy was primarily in print. In 1889 The Presbyterian
Review published his article, “Revision of the Confes-
sion of Faith” DeWitts conclusion was that, though
he was unaware of any specific proposals for changes,
he was not in favor of revising the WCE73 His line of
reasoning, however, was somewhat uncharacteristic
for what one might expect from a professor at an Old
School seminary (then McCormick).”4

DeWitt attempted to walk a fine line between his
desire to retain (in the main) the integrity of the WCE,
while also leaving intact the freedom that ordained min-
isters had to claim exceptions. Picking up concepts from
William G. T. Shedd, DeWitt placed himself firmly in
favor of retaining the WCF because of what he termed
its “antiquity and its survival”75> However, he also cited
Henry B. Smith, who stated that Scripture, not the WCE,
is the “rule of faith and life” for Presbyterians, and that
what ministers subscribe to in the Westminster stan-
dards is the system that stands behind it, not “every
statement in the confession.”7® DeWitt was quite con-
cerned about the possibility of ipsissima verba subscrip-
tion, and did not wish to see it come to the PCUSA.77
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Interestingly (in light of his subsequent actions) he gave
several large quotations from B. B. Warfield, William
G. T. Shedd, and R. M. Patterson arguing against what
he described as “the proposal to amend the Confession
so that it shall assert, more explicitly than it now does,
the love of God to all men, the universal sufficiency
and adaptation of the atonement, and the universal in-
vitation; as though it were defective at these points.’78

The 1890 book Ought the Confession of Faith to Be
Revised? was the next round of published engagement
in which DeWitt participated on the revision question.
This work was composed of contributions from four
authors: William G. T. Shedd; B. B. Warfield; Henry
Van Dyke, who was one of the primary campaigners
for confessional revision; and DeWitt.”? Mot of their
chapters were letters sent to the New York Evangelist in
response to the others.3 Answering DeWitt’s opening
salvo in which he called upon revision advocates to
make $pecific proposals, Henry Van Dyke responded
by stating three concerns: that Chapter III of the WCF
had a “supralapsarian bias [emphasis his]” that needed
to be removed, that the confession was lacking an “ex-
plicit declaration of the infinite love of God, revealed
in the fullness of the Gospel salvation as sufficient for,
adapted to, and freely offered to all men,” and that the
fate of those who die in infancy as described in Chap-
ter X needed to be more explicit.3! DeWitt’s response to
Van Dyke was not that he disagreed with the proposed
changes per se, but that they would make the PCUSA’s
doctrinal standards “less liberal” than they were hither
thereunto.32 In contrast with his previous article, “Revi-
sion of the Confession of Faith,” DeWitt did not make
a case against the revision, but argued that the broad
subscription policy be maintained.

Revision in 1900s
For all the talk of a groundswell of support, the confes-
sional revision movement of the 1890s did not initially
effect any change. The number of presbyteries needed
to approve the proposed amendments did not meet the
necessary two-thirds majority.33 The issue would not
go away, however, and it reemerged at the 1901 General
Assembly. DeWitt had been on record as stating that
he was not in favor of this round of revision because of
the threats to Presbyterian unity, and gave a speech in
support of a motion to dismiss the revision proposal 34
The content of the speech is illuminating. In a manner
unlike his Princeton colleagues B. B. Warfield or Geer-
hardus Vos, who seemed to have understood confes-
sional revision as a kind of compromise with current
trends, DeWitt argued against revision by appealing to
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the subscription formula used in the New School Pres-
byterian church.85 He concluded his remarks by stating
“I do not accept the ipsissima verba of the Confession.
There are statements in that document with which I dis-
agree”’86 He went further to say that he believed that
he held to the “system of doctrine of which [it] is an
expression.’87 DeWitt’s speech failed to stem the tide,
and the motion to dismiss was defeated.88

Desbite his public opposition, DeWitt was called
upon to serve on the twenty-one member revision com-
mittee. The committee was convened to write a “..
brief statement of the Reformed Faith, expressed as
far as possible in untechnical terms,” to revise, either
through change in wording or by a “Declaratory State-
ment,” Chapters III, X.3, XVIL.7, XXII.3, XXV.6 of the
WCE and to write “Statements concerning the love of
God for all men, Missions and the Holy Spirit.’89 At
the 1902 General Assembly, the committee presented
its report.2° Among other things the proposed changes
included language that stated that eternal punishment is
held in harmony with the fa¢t that God “has provided
in Christ a salvation sufficient for all, adapted to all and
freely offered in the Gospel to all;” and that “...no man
is condemned except on the ground of his sin”9* New
chapters were also added on the Holy Spirit and the
love of God, the latter of which stated that salvation is
“sufficient for and adapted to the whole race of man."9>
DeWitt signed the committee’s report that was entered
into the record, but it came with an amendment that he
disagreed with the changes to Chapter XVI about the
works of the unregenerate, the notion that all infants
who die go to heaven, and Article X of the untechnical
Statement, second sentence.?3 The emendations to the
WCF were approved at the 1903 General Assembly.94

Revision Consequences
Time would tell what the impact of the confessional
revision would be. In the immediate aftermath it was
thought that the changes had allowed the church to
maintain a kind of “basic theological conservatism.”95
Even Warfield seemed to think that the changes were not
substantial. 9 However, the declaratory statements that
characterized the atonement in nearly Arminian terms
generated discussion in the Cumberland Presbyterian
Church about a reunion.®7 This reunion would even-
tually occur, and signaled further ecumenical efforts
to come, including PCUSA involvement in the Federal
Council of Churches.98 In Hart and Muether’s reading
of Presbyterian history, the confessional revision altered
the nature of doctrinal conflicts to come, because it
would become necessary for conservative Presbyterians
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to resort to defining what would be “necessary and es-
sential”?? “By doing so, they sought to italicize certain
doctrines as the Bible’s truly nonnegotiables, rather than
the Standards themselves, as containing the system of

docrine found in the Scriptures.”*°°

Understanding DeWitt’s Opposition
None of this would have been known to DeWitt at the
time. There has been some questioning in the secondary
literature as to why DeWitt, a professor at an unasham-
edly Old School seminary, would speak out against revi-
sion in the 1880s and 1890s, then serve on the committee
for revision in 1901 and 1902. James Moorhead seems to

85. Loetscher, The Broadening Church, 86; Hart and Muether, 183;
DeWitt, A Speech, in Support of the Motion to Dismiss, 11. Curiously,
DeWitt’s mentor Shedd used similar logic a decade earlier. DeWitt,
et al., Ought the Confession of Faith to be Revised?, 8.

86. DeWitt, A Speech, in Support of the Motion to Dismiss, 15.

87. DeWitt, 16. DeWitt was apparently unaware that his remarks
were being recorded. Rev. Charles A. Dickey had a stenographer copy
down DeWitt’s remarks, and they were subsequently sent to DeWitt
50 he could edit and revise them for publication. Ibid., 1.

88. DeWitt, 2.

89. William Henry Roberts, ed., Minutes of the General Assembly
of the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America: Proceed-
ings, Etc., of the 114th General Assembly (Philadelphia: Office of the
General Assembly, 1902), 87.

90. The report included a “brief statement of the Reformed Faith,
expressed as far as possible in untechnical terms,” in addition to a
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useful” Roberts, 89.
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of God in making known His truth to men for their salvation; that,
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of truth, of holiness, and of comfort.” Roberts, 95.
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lipsburg, NJ: P & R Publishing Company, 2001), 396.
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the doctrines of double predestination and limited atonement, and
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essential doctrinal accord” Longfield, 139.
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see DeWitt’s actions as a change in stance on the ques-
tion of revision from 1890 to 1902.1° It is somewhat
ambiguous as to why DeWitt initially argued against
the insertion of God’s love and the extent of the atone-
ment in 1889 and then signed his name to them in 1902.
However, it is arguably the case that DeWitt would not
have been ultimately concerned about the integrity of
the WCEF given his confidence in a broad subscription
policy. Though the full nature of the reasons for his ac-
tions remains inscrutable, some illumination in un-
derstanding his actions can be found, arguably, in his
New School sympathies and his understanding of the
function of church history.

New School Affinities
DeWitt was a very loyal New School Presbyterian,
and given the New School’s attitude toward doctrinal
particulars, his actions are somewhat unsurprising.

101. Moorhead, 299.

102. John DeWitt, The First General Assembly of the Presbyterian
Church in the United States of America (Philadelphia: Presbyterian
Board of Publication and Sabbath-School Work, 1887), 17. See also
John DeWitt, “Princeton College Administrations in the Nineteenth
Century,” The Presbyterian and Reformed Review 8, no. 32 (1897):
636, accessed February 28, 2014, http://journals.ptsem.edu; John
DeWitt, “Princeton College Administrations in the Eighteenth Cen-
tury,” The Presbyterian and Reformed Review 8, no. 31 (1897): 401,
accessed February 28, 2014, http://journals.ptsem.edu; John DeWitt,
“The Testimony of the Holy Spirit to the Bible;” The Presbyterian and
Reformed Review 6, no. 21 (1895): 79, accessed February 28, 2014,
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381, accessed February 28, 2014, http://journals.ptsem.edu.
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28, 2014, http://journals.ptsem.edu. His articles on John Calvin and
Philip Melanchthon were given on dates corresponding to the anni-
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Even apart from his writings on the revision contro-
versy, DeWitt’s works exhibit a New School slant. He
reveals a considerable degree of sympathy for revivals
and revivalism. For example, in his 1887 address The
First General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in
the United States of America he argued that the Evan-
gelical Revival was a “greater religious revolution” than
the Reformation, and that it was the means by which
Deism was refuted.’®*

DeWitt’s perspective on the value of the WCEF is
also both indicative of a New School outlook and is
highly intriguing given its timing. In “The Place of the
Wesgtminster Assembly in Modern History;,” written in
1898 (and thus in the midst of the controversy), he asks
the question as to whether Presbyterian “theology and
polity have not, by this time, exhausted themselves as
great and beneficent forces; and whether, standing at
the beginning of a new era, we would not better revise
them out of our intellectual beliefs, and contemplate
them only with historical interest”*°3 He answered in
the negative, but not because he believed the WCEF pre-
sented the system of doctrine contained in the Scrip-
tures, but because of its social implications. In DeWitts
mind, it was the Reformed faith as expressed in the
WCE that stood behind the civic freedoms enjoyed by
citizens of Great Britain and the United States.'®4 De-
Witt feared a repeat of the French Revolution with the
substantial economic and cultural forces that were at
work in nineteenth-century America, and saw the the-
ology of the WCF as the answer.'°> DeWitt seems to
have stood in the vein of New School Presbyterianism
that prioritized the social implications of Christian-
ity over its truth. Thus, trimming the Calvinistic edges
from the WCF would not seem such a leap, given the
fact that there was work to be done.

Church History and the Catholic Spirit
DeWitt’s view of the purpose of studying history would
seem to have also played a role in the confessional revi-
sion controversy. Identifying John DeWitt as a techni-
cal, academic historian would arguably be erroneous,
and it is possible that he would have agreed.’®® DeWitt
was, in the tradition of Princeton Seminary, a gener-
alist and a pastor who had found his niche, as it were,
by preaching biographical and historical sermons. It
is tempting, given his status as a teacher of church his-
tory, to locate an impetus for his actions in a technical
view of history. However, the kinds of historical writ-
ing that DeWitt produced were not necessarily of an
academic nature. Many of his biographical messages
were commemorative in terms of their purpose.'®”
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Most of his work was done with the intent of edify-
ing his audience in some way, as opposed to advanc-
ing research in his field.**8

However, DeWitt’s understanding of what church
history does for those who learn it is helpful in under-
standing his role in the revision controversy. DeWitt was
quite keen on church history’s ability to foster a “catho-
lic $pirit*®? In his 1903 address at the dedication of the
memorial for James C. Moftat, his predecessor, DeWitt
discussed the place of church history at Princeton from
Samuel Miller onward. He noted, “Hence, Church His-
tory is the least special, the most nearly encyclopeadic
of the disciplines. Certainly, whatever else may be said
of it, it should be humanizing; and its ideal, I do not
say its actual, teacher will be intellectually sensitive on
every side, and catholic in his religious sympathies”*'°
Four years later in an informal address given to the se-
nior class at Princeton Seminary entitled, “Relations of
Church History to Preaching,” DeWitt attempted to in-
still in his pupils the value of continuing to read church
history as they assumed their pastoral roles. In the midst
of that, he placed church history in the context of the
seminary curriculum as “the broadening, the cultivat-
ing, the catholicizing department of the Seminary.”***
He went on to say that the study of church history brings
to preaching a “catholic and irenic character;” so that the
preacher can present “the doctrine in a way that does
not excite opposition.”**>

In his 1883 inaugural lecture at Lane Seminary,
Church History as a Science, as a Theological Discipline,
and as a Mode of the Gospel, delivered in 1883, DeWitt
asserted that the historian examines doctrinal varia-
tions differently than a theologian. This is self-evident,
but he goes on to state that there is a kind of relativiz-
ing quality to studying the history of doctrine and even
goes so far as to say,

Theologically, we are compelled, when loyal to our vi-
sion of the truth which God has revealed, to assert that
Arminianism is not only an error, but an error at the
center of Theology, and at the center of Soteriology.
But, historically, we welcome the Arminian Wesleyan,
as a brother beloved, to our pulpits and to our meetings
for prayer. We acknowledge the validity of his ordina-
tion, and of his administration of the sacraments; and
we gladly unite with him as one of the host of the elect
in labor for the redemption of the world.*'3

He states further, “This familiar example will serve to

bring vividly before us the exact influence exerted by
the study of History upon the student of Systematic
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Theology. Its influence is to imbue the student with the
catholic spirit”*'4

There are conceptual affinities between DeWitt’s
inaugural address and the one delivered by Henry B.
Smith in 1854, “Nature and Worth of the Science of
Church History”""5 Speaking specifically of the Old/
New School divide, Smith argued that church history
allowed its student to “distinguish between the essen-
tial and the contingent.”'® He further stated that such
a student will

acquire such breadth of vision, that he will not unnec-
essarily exalt minor points of difference, even for the
sake of displaying his own orthodoxy. It is easy to gain
the notoriety of a polemic—Ilittle knowledge is needed
to that; it is easy to exalt the difference between Old
School and New, between Presbyterians and Congrega-
tionalists; but it is wiser and better to work together for
our common good, and against our common foes.'”

Standing behind both Smith and, somewhat indirectly,
John DeWitt, is the imposing figure of Augustus Nean-
der. Smith’s intellectual debt to Neander has been noted
above. When it comes to DeWitt, references to Nean-
der himself in his writings are sparse."'® However, in
his inaugural address at Lane, he referred to Neander
as “the Church’s greatest higtorian.”**® DeWitt recom-
mended students use Neander in his church history
classes, and it is known that Neander’s works were used
as textbooks at Union during DeWitt’s time there.'2°
In addition, DeWitt praised his predecessor, James C.
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Moftat, for having “dwelt with most delight in the spirit
of Neander on the Church’ internal life” in his church
history courses at Princeton Seminary, which DeWitt
would have taken.'*!

In a manner similar to DeWitt, Neander was quite
adept at the “art of the monographic treatment of great
Christian figures and presented the Chrigtian past as
a living source for the present”’?* In another striking
parallel, Neander’s work was characterized as having
“suffered from a lack of careful source criticism and was
heavily informed by edificatory and inspirational mo-
tives”'?3 It should also be noted that Neander was de-
scribed by Schaft thus: “His extended historical studies
had served to enlarge his naturally liberal mind to the
most comprehensive catholicity”*?4 1t is arguably the
case that Neander’s Christo-centric view of the church’s
history that stressed the church’s internal life, having
been modified by the more conservative Smith but still
retaining many of its features, resonated with the New
School DeWitt, who emerged from an ecclesiastical tra-
dition that accented work over doctrine and piety over
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specifics. This would seemingly have allowed DeWitt,
as a professor of church history at Old School Prince-
ton, to acquiesce to the 1903 revisions without fearing
the repercussions.

CONCLUSION

John DeWitt’s life and career corresponded with a piv-
otal moment in American Presbyterianism. The con-
fessional boundaries of the PCUSA began to erode as
the denomination sought to keep pace with the rapidly
changing United States. John DeWitt acted in accor-
dance with his fairly conservative New School convic-
tions in the revision controversy, but the long-term
effect for conservatives in the PCUSA was negative.
Within two decades the revision of the WCF would
come to fruition, “a broad and often incoherent plural-
ism.*?5 It would be another Princeton faculty member,
J. Gresham Machen, who would attempt to restore Pres-
byterian identity.'26

Above: John DeWitt, D.D., LL.D. (1842-1923), circa 1893, and
later in life. Sources: Le Roy J. Halsey, A History of The McCor-
mick Theological Seminary of the Presbyterian Church (Chicago:
Published by the Seminary, 1893), 438. John De Witt, Jonathan
Edwards: Union Meeting of the Berkshire North and South Con-
ferences, Stockbridge, Massachusetts, October Fifth, 1903. Oration.
(Stockbridge, Mass: Berkshire Conferences, 1903). Courtesy and
with permission of The Historical Center of the Presbyterian
Church in America.
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