
One of the issues faced by this nation’s Presbyterian 
Church has been a reoccurring and almost  ceaseless 
shortage of minist ers. It seems that, “Th e harvest  is 
great, but the laborers are few (Matt. 9:37),” has been a 
refrain for each generation of Presbyterians. One sem-
inary professor who joined in the chorus was George 
Howe. Dr. Howe may be an unfamiliar name to many 
readers of this article but to South Carolinians he is best  
known for his meticulously researched two volume his-
tory of the Presbyterian Church in South Carolina.1 A 
survey of the publications produced by him shows that 
his interest s included not only Presbyterian hist ory, but 
race and slavery, theological education, women, preach-
ing, and Old Test ament st udies including the genuine-
ness of the Pentateuch. In order to acquaint the reader 
with the hist ory of the minist erial shortage problem and 
Dr. Howe’s concerned involvement with the issue, this 
article will present a survey of the shortage of minist ers 
in the hist ory of American Presbyterianism up to the 
time of Dr. Howe’s discourse in 1836, some reference to 
the shortage aft er his discourse, a brief biography of his 
long life, and a transcription of his discourse, An Ap-
peal to the Young Men of the Presbyterian Church in the 
Synod of South Carolina and Georgia.

Th e earliest  extant records of American Presbyteri-
anism illust rate the perpetual problem of minist erial 
shortages. In May 1709, the year following the death of 
the missionary and father of American Presbyterian-
ism, Francis Makemie,2 a letter from the presbytery was 
sent to Sir Edmund Harrison, London, seeking “200 lb 
p Annu: … for the Encouragement of Minist ers in these 
parts.”3 Th e letter comments further that the funds were 
needed to fi nance the addition of two or three minis-
ters to the seven clergy that const ituted the minist ers 
of the Presbytery. Th e solicitation articulated the hope 
that seven or eight new congregations could be est ab-
lished with some fi nancial assist ance (Klett, 1709, 73). 

Th e seriousness of the situation was such that, “the De-
sires of sundry places [are] crying unto us for Minis-
ters to deal forth the word of Life unto them” (Klett, 
1709, 73). By 1718, the year aft er the fi rst  synod was 
founded, there were twenty-three minist ers and three 
“Probationers,” but desp ite the increase in the number 
of clergy there were “st ill many Vacancies” (Klett, 1718, 
90). Whether Harrison contributed to this need is not 
related in the minutes, but the Synod continued to grow 
by adding new churches desp ite a limited number of 
clergy to serve its congregations. Notwithst anding the 
shortage of preachers, the synod reminded its congrega-
tions that all minist ers needed to be thoroughly exam-
ined when entering a presbytery and those coming from 
“the north of Ireland,” no matter how well “certifi ed,” 
could not be made exceptions to the rule. Th ese foreign 
minist ers could not be inst alled past ors in a church un-
til they preached before presbytery, served a six month 
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probationary period within that presbytery, and then 
been fi nally approved by that presbytery (Klett, 1735, 
132). Th e desire to faithfully maintain the purity and 
peace of the Presbyterian Church grew out of the syn-
od’s general diffi  culties with some of the foreign clergy 
who had transferred to the colonies. One particular case 
illust rating the problem was that of Samuel Hemphill, 
who immigrated to the colonies from the Presbytery 
of Straban, Ireland and became the subject  of the fi rst  
heresy trial in American Presbyterian hist ory. He was 
admitted to the synod and “recommended to the Re-
gards and Assist ance of which so ever of our Presbry’s 
his Abode shall be fi xed among” (Klett, 1734, 121). But 
by 1735, Hemphill was found to be in error, and his de-
viation was exacerbated by his contemptuous and dis-
resp ect ful behavior towards the Synod of Philadelphia. 
Th e judicatory “found him unqualifi ed for any future 
Exercise of his Minist ry within our Bounds.”4 Th e short-
age of minist ers for Colonial Presbyterian congregations 
was at least  partially due to the denomination’s just  con-
cern to have educated minist ers who were committed 
to the West minst er Standards; more minist ers could be 
found if the academic and theological st andards were 
reduced, but the concern for the sp iritual well being of 
the congregants trumped diluted st andards. Th e ten-
sion between fi lling the vacant pulpits and maintain-
ing educational rigor would continue to contribute to 
the shortage of clergy.5

When the Synod of New York, the New Side, met in 
“Elisabeth-Town … New-Jersie” in September of 1745, 
its commissioners came from the Presbyteries of New 
York, New Brunswick, and New-Cast le (Klett, 1745, 263). 
Th eir separation from the Synod of Philadelphia was a 
result of diff erences over the Great Awakening, support 

of minist erial education at the Tennents’ “Log College,” 
and contributing to these two issues was the defi nition 
of subscription to the West minst er Confession of Faith. 
As the short exist ence of the Synod of New York—sep-
arated from the Synod of Philadelphia, 1745–1758—de-
veloped, it dealt with petitions for supplies, a charlatan 
minist er, itinerant preachers, and a severe minist erial 
shortage in both North and South Carolinas, and to a 
lesser degree in some other colonies (Klett, 1751, 277; 
1752, 281; 1755, 297, 310). By the time the New Side Synod 
of New York came to its end in 1758, it st ill faced minis-
terial shortages. Th e minutes comment that:

Th e great Number of Vacancies in the Bounds of this 
Synod is owing—partly to the new settlements lately 
made in various Parts of this Continent—partly to the 
Death of Sundry Minist ers belonging, to this Synod—
But principally to the Small Number of Youth educated 
for the minist ry, so vast ly disp roportionate to the Nu-
merous vacancies: and unless Some eff ect ual Measures 
can be taken for the Education of proper Persons for the 
sacred Charact er, the Churches of Christ  in these Parts 
must  continue in the most  dest itute Circumst ances, 
wandering Shepardless & forlorn, thro this Wilderness, 
Th ousands perishing for lack of Knowledge, the Chil-
dren of God hungry & unfed, & the rising Age grow-
ing up in a State little better than that of Heathenism, 
with Regard to the publick Minist rations of the Gosp el 
(Klett, 1758, 328; italics added for emphasis).

Th e minutes go on to mention that the best  ap-
proach to alleviating the need for minist erial training 
was the maturing and growing College of New Jersey. 
Th e presbyters hoped that the Princeton successor to 
the Tennents’ college in Neshaminy, though st ill a young 
inst itution, would provide “a suffi  cient Supply when 
brought to maturity.”6 Desp ite the eff orts of the New 
Side Presbyterians to alleviate its minist erial shortage 
by est ablishing its college in the hamlet of Princeton, 
its eff orts to centralize and inst itutionalize its educa-
tional program were only partially successful because 
the shortage of minist ers continued.

Th e Old Side, the Synod of Philadelphia, having 
been relieved of its New Side infl uences, continued 
its parallel minist ry in the colonies as it also st ruggled 
with a scarcity of qualifi ed past ors. Finding past ors 
was particularly diffi  cult for the “back Inhabitants” of 
North Carolina and Virginia, which was evidenced by 
their repeated request s for supplies to serve their ru-
ral and sometimes isolated congregations.7 In the case 
of Virginia, the year was only partially served by two 
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rian Church in America,” Mid America Journal of Th eology 9 (Spring 
1993): 53–56; David W. Hall’s, Th e Pract ice of Confessional Subscription 
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was chartered in 1746 and its fi rst  class of six men was graduated in 
1748.
 . Klett, 1755, 243; See also: 1744, 197; 1747, 216; 1753, 238; 
1756, 249; 1757, 255.
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missionaries who were to each minist er eight weeks in 
the remote areas (Klett, 1749, 221). Th e Old Side’s con-
cern for an educated clergy led them to pursue its own 
educational program at the same time that the New Side 
was progressing towards the founding of Princeton Col-
lege. Early on, the Synod of Philadelphia sought the as-
sist ance of Yale as expressed in a letter to its president, 
Th omas Clap (Klett, 1746, 211–214; yes, Yale). Th e Synod 
of Philadelphia related to Clap how the Tennents had 
“set up a school,” the Log College, where some “were 
educated and aft erwards admitted to the Minist ry with-
out suffi  cient Qualifi cations.” Th e Old Side expressed 
its continued desire to est ablish a college even though 
it had previously failed in its eff orts (Ibid., 211). Th e ap-
peal to Yale for assist ance did not bring any concrete 
assist ance from the New Haven college, and once again, 
the road to minist erial education found a dead-end and 
a new route was needed for the Old Side.

Past oral shortages continued and a committee of the 
Old Side met to consider a program to educate young 
men for the purpose of supplying the increasing number 
of vacancies in the churches. Th e committee proposed 
that its synod had to be behind the eff orts if success 
was to follow, so the Synod of Philadelphia agreed to 
the four point plan that had been recommended by 
the committee. First ly, the school had to be open to all 
people so that their children could be educated “gra-
tis” in the languages, philosophy and divinity; secondly, 
the congregations must  be asked to contribute annually 
to the school; thirdly, the funds must  then be used to 
support a mast er and a tutor and any remaining funds 
should be used to buy books and other “necessaries” 
for the benefi t of the school; and fi nally, the trust ees 
must  audit the school fi nances and oversee the school 
mast er (Klett, 1744, 197, 198). Th e school, which goes 
unnamed in the minutes, had a report delivered to the 
synod meeting the following year (Klett, 1745, 200). By 
1748, the synod had to pay the debts of the school and 
assess the congregations for the funds as well as charge 
the st udents for their education (Klett, 1748, 217, 219). 
Th e fi nancial debts of the school meant that the Synod 
of Philadelphia oft en had to supplement the school or 
allow the mast er to charge additional fees to his st u-
dents (Klett, 1749, 221). By 1753, the committee resp on-
sible for overseeing and examining the school reported 
that they were “well pleased with the profi ciency of the 
Scholars & Care of the Mast er” (Klett, 1753, 237). Th e 
school st ruggled through the years the Sides were sep-
arated, but it also enjoyed some cooperation with Ger-
man schools, and taught some “Dutch children in the 
English Tongue gratis” (Klett, 1757, 257). Unfortunately, 

the full nature of the Old Side educational program is 
not clearly presented in the minutes (Klett, 1756, 252; 
1757, 255, 256, 258; 1758, 261). Desp ite teaming with the 
German schools, the funds for paying the Old Side 
school’s mast er came up short again in 1757, but the 
synod agreed to continue the school into the next aca-
demic year (Klett, 1757, 258; 1758, 261).

One diffi  culty faced by present day Presbyterians as 
they try to underst and the minist erial shortage prob-
lem in the colonial Presbyterian Church is grasp ing 
the immense obst acles facing the church as it tried to 
provide qualifi ed minist ers. Just  as the sheep of these 
congregations lived hard lives, the Presbyterian Church 
st ruggled to sp read the Gosp el in a massive, host ile, 
and topographically diverse colonial situation. Many 
churches were located in remote areas, separated by 
great dist ances, at the mercy of the elements, animals, 
and Indians. Financial remunerations for the minist ers 
were oft en minimal, if at all, and if there was any salary, 
it was sometimes late-in-coming.8 Some past ors served 
more than one congregation, sometimes three or more, 
and this multiple service involved considerable danger 
and travel. Th e minist er would ride to his congregations 
on a horse, or in some cases walk from one pulpit to 
the next; the course was arduous and the dangers very 
oft en wore-down the best  of men. One minist er’s wife, 
whose husband was away, was cooking in her log cabin 
when she heard the family cow’s bell ringing faintly as 
the animal wandered into the surrounding woods. Th e 
mother had to remove her pot from the fi re, tie her tod-
dler to the bed post  so the child would not be harmed 
by falling into the fi re during the bovine retrieval, and 
go out and fi nd her cow as quickly as possible in order 
to save the source of dairy goods for her household.9 
Colonial minist ry was not only hazardous for the hus-
band but the wife and children as well, and one might 
wonder how many minist ers abandoned rural churches 
because their wives had simply had enough. One needs 
only to wander through old church cemeteries to see 
how young some of the minist ers were that are buried in 
their grounds. Th ese diffi  culties contributed not only to 

 . A survey of the minutes of the General Assembly, as well as a 
scan of the minutes of many presbyteries and synods will fi nd min-
ist ers making appeals for back-wages. Th e judicatories oft en would 
remind the congregation or congregations that called the minist er of 
the duty to fulfi ll the fi nancial asp ect s of a call. Whether the remind-
ers from the courts achieved their ends was not always recorded. It 
may be in some cases that the beleaguered minist er had exhaust ed 
his options for back wages and he just  gave up.
 . One can imagine that if a mother tied a child to a bed post  today 
to protect  the child, she would be criticized for child abuse and the 
local municipality might be knocking on the door in short order.
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arduous minist ries, but they made central, inst itutional 
education nearly impossible, and many minist ers were 
tutored or mentored with varying degrees of success.

Th e reunion of the Old and New Sides in 1758 
brought the resources of both denominations together 
for an united educational program. Half of the Old 
Side’s twenty-two minist ers were present at the reunion, 
while the New Side had thirty-one of its seventy-two 
past ors in attendance.10 One of the fi rst  act ions of the 
reunited church was to ordain John Griffi  th as an excep-
tional case because he lacked “School Learning usualy 
requir’d” for minist ry, but his ability to sp eak Welsh was 
benefi cial for a much needed minist ry with the Pres-
byterian “Welch” people (Klett, 1758, 344, 345). For the 
ensuing years the Synod of New York and Philadelphia 
repeatedly had to appoint supplies to various churches 
in Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, New York, 
Pennsylvania, Georgia, and New Jersey (Klett, 1759, 349; 
1760, 356, 360; 1761, 369, 371; etc). Th e st ates that most  
oft en request ed either supplies and/or called minist ers 
were Virginia, North Carolina, and South Carolina, 
which may have been due to the dist ance between cit-
ies and the rural dist ribution of most  of the population 
in these st ates in the eighteenth century.

Shortages continued and in 1767 the Carolinas and 
Virginia came before the Synod of New York and Phila-
delphia for help. Seven congregations in the area of what 
is now Charlotte, North Carolina, approached its synod 
with the proposal that any one or all of the minist ers, 
“Spencer, Lewis, McWhorter, and James Caldwell,” who 
would accept a call to any one of the congregations for 
half-time duties and half pay could serve the other half 
of the time supplying the remaining churches for the 
balance of the remuneration. Each of these four men 
was “interrogated” concerning their interest  in the call 
and “each of them returned a Negative answer” (Klett, 
1767, 439). Presbyterians faced a considerable short-
age because supplies were also sought for “Orange and 

Culpepper Counties, the South Branch of Potomack in 
Virginia, and from the long Canes, Cathys Settlmt., In-
dian Creek and Duncans Creek in North Carolina.” But 
these were not the only congregations in need because 
more request s for supplies came from “Williamsburg, 
& Places adjacent. Hanover & Cub Creek in Virginia, 
Newburn, Edenton, Fourth Creek, upper Hico, Haw 
River, Goshen, in the forks of Catawba, Th e South 
Fork of Catawba, Th e Forks of Yadkin & Salisbury in 
N. Carolina … Little River in South Carolina, and Briar 
Creek in Georgia” (Klett, 1767, 439). Th e Synod of New 
York and Philadelphia faced further diffi  culties because 
its eff orts were complicated by the diff erent language 
groups the Presbyterians encountered in their work; 
minist ers were needed to shepherd congregations that 
sp oke Dutch, German, Welsh, and in southeast ern 
North Carolina, Gallic.

Zooming-in from the greater Presbyterian Church in 
the colonies to the particular situation in South Caro-
lina, the fi rst  meeting of the Presbytery of South Caro-
lina convened at the Waxhaws Church, April 12, 1785.11 
Two minist ers and three probationers were received by 
transfer from Orange Presbytery (Klett, 1787, 618). Later 
that year, the new presbytery ordained and inst alled 
three minist ers to calls within its bounds, but it also 
lessened its ranks due to having to exercise discipline 
against  one minist er that was “cut off ” from presbytery 
“for contumacy” (Ibid.). Th e report of the South Caro-
lina Presbytery to the General Assembly of 1789 showed 
eleven minist ers and three probationers serving forty-
four churches.12 By 1796 the Presbytery of South Caro-
lina was able to report that it had nineteen minist ers and 
fi ve probationers, but its limited churches and fi nances 
contributed to its inability to send commissioners to the 
general assembly meetings (Minutes, 1789–1820, 1796, 
112, 107). Th e next year South Carolina Presbytery had 
twenty minist ers serving thirty-one churches and fi f-
teen vacant pulpits (Ibid., 1797, 120). By 1802, South 
Carolina Presbytery had grown enough that the single 
st ate presbytery was divided into two (Ibid., 1798, 137, 
159; 1799, 166, 186; 1800, 210; 1802, 243).

In many areas, educated past oral oversight of the 
churches continued to be a problem for the exist ing 
churches and the missionary eff orts of the denomina-
tion. In one case, the minist er David Rice proposed in 
a letter to the General Assembly a reduct ion in the edu-
cational requirements for Presbyterian minist ers. Rice 
labored in Transylvania Presbytery in Kentucky, which 
had many rural churches much like South Carolina. 
Th ough the General Assembly sympathized with Rice’s 
plight in Kentucky, it went on to say that:

 . Klett, Synod of Philadelphia minutes, 1758, 259; Synod of New 
York and Philadelphia minutes, 1758, 339–340.
 . “South Carolina Presbytery” and “Presbytery of South Carolina” are 
used interchangeably in this article because the ecclesiast ical records do 
the same.  For the purpose of this article the st atist ics will be taken from 
the South Carolina Presbytery numbers cited in the general assembly 
minutes.  A helpful resource for st udying South Carolina Presbyterian-
ism is a sp ecial issue of the South Carolina Hist orical Magazine, vol. 90, 
combining issues 1 and 2, 1989, titled, “Guide to Presbyterian Ecclesiast i-
cal Names and Places in South Carolina 1685-1985,” by Joseph B. Martin, 
III. Th e sect ion on South Carolina Presbytery is on page 183.
 . Minutes of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the 
United States of America From its Organization A.D. 1789 to A.D. 1820 
Inclusive (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of Publication, [1847]) 20.
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… were our opinion on this subject  diff erent from what 
it is, we cannot lawfully and conscientiously depart from 
our present st andards, till they be changed in an orderly 
manner, by the consent of a majority of the Presbyter-
ies which compose the body of the General Assembly 
(Minutes, 1789–1820, 1804, 300).

And further that:

If men are sincerely desirous of promoting the glory of 
God, let them fi rst  best ow the necessary pains and time 
to acquire the requisite qualifi cations for feeding and 
leading the fl ock of Christ ; let them be regularly initi-
ated into the priest hood, and not hast en to off er unhal-
lowed fi re on God’s altar. If they are sincerely desirous of 
doing good, then do it in that sp here in which they ap-
pear dest ined by providence to move (Ibid., 300, 301).

As the supreme judicatory affi  rmed the importance 
of a well educated clergy, it went on to allow for “as-
sist ants” like the “helps or catechist s of the primitive 
church” (Minutes, 1789–1820, 301). Th ese aides to min-
ist ers, counseled the General Assembly, had to be under 
proper rest rict ions, fully supervised, and their teaching 
had to be limited to the young. Th e General Assembly 
advised its presbytery that great caution must  be used 
if a presbytery fi nds itself needing such minimally edu-
cated help because youthful zeal may lead to pride and 
error (Ibid.). Th e Presbyterian Church found itself oft en 
short on clergy, but at least  till 1804, the denomination 
held to its st andards and required qualifi ed minist ers 
to be well educated minist ers with the caveat that they 
could use catechist s for training the young.

Ashbel Green, who had been encouraged by corre-
sp ondence with Samuel Miller concerning the minist e-
rial shortage and the need for clergy education, st ated 
in a letter to the 1805 meeting of the General Assembly 
that, “Give us minist ers,” was the cry of the mission-
ary fi elds and the many vacancies in the denomina-
tion, and that empty pulpits were not only a problem 
for the rural small congregations but the larger ur-
ban churches as well.13 Expressing the sentiments of 
some in the church, he commented further that, “if 
the number of our clergy were doubled, it would not 
exceed the demand which exist s for their labours, pro-
vided they should be well furnished for their work.”14 
Green’s analysis of the situation deduced two particu-
lar problems that had to be resolved. Th e fi rst  problem 
involved adequate fi nancial remuneration for the min-
ist ry, that is, “they who preach the gosp el should live of 
the gosp el.” Th e second diffi  culty was the need for the 

presbyteries to be more vigilant in seeking young men 
to enter the minist ry and then provide them with an 
education (Minutes, 1789–1820, 1805, 342, 343). With 
regard to the education of these youth, Green called 
for the funds to be supplied through the congrega-
tions, presbyteries, the young men’s own eff orts, and 
the gift s of wealthy Christ ians (Ibid., 343). But where 
David Rice had called for a relaxation of the educa-
tional requirements, Green reaffi  rmed the continued 
importance of well educated minist ers, called for bet-
ter oversight of candidates, and encouraged more lib-
eral giving of funds to support the educational needs 
of young minist erial st udents. Th is letter from Green 
may have been an early infl uence on the presbyters 
and st imulated their thinking about est ablishing a 
denominational seminary, which would be fulfi lled 
in 1812 when the Th eological Seminary at Princeton 
was founded.

As the nation progressed through the fi rst  decade of 
the nineteenth century, the work of the Presbyterians 
in South Carolina continued to reduce its minist erial 
shortage. Th e First  and Second South Carolina pres-
byteries reported a total of twenty-fi ve minist ers and 
fi ft y-four churches in their bounds in 1808, eighteen 
minist ers and forty-eight churches in 1810, and by the 
following year these two presbyteries were united into 
the South Carolina Presbytery with nine minist ers and 
twenty-fi ve churches.15 Th e Synod of South Carolina 
and Georgia was formed in 1913 and it included the 
presbyteries of South Carolina, Hopewell, and Harmony 
(Minutes, 1789–1820, 1813, 527). Th e following year the 
South Carolina Presbytery reported ten minist ers and 
twenty-fi ve churches, and then the st atist ics for the next 
year gave a more dismal minist er-to-church ratio of nine 
minist ers and twenty-seven churches (Minutes, 1789–
1820, 1814, 575). From 1815 through 1820, the ratio of 
minist ers to churches was about one third.16

Th e pattern of minist erial shortage continued for the 

 . Minutes, 1789–1820, 1805, 341–343; Green’s letter occupies most  
of page 341 and all of pages 342 and 343; the Samuel Miller infl u-
ence is mentioned by R. A. Harrison in his, Princetonians 1776–1783: 
A Biographical Dict ionary (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1981) 409.
 . Minutes, 1789–1820, 1805, 341; “well furnished,” that is, qualifi ed 
and well educated.
 . Minutes, 1789–1820, 1808, 410; 1810, 460; 1811, 488; the number 
of South Carolina presbyteries has varied. Th e variation in the judi-
catories refl ect s the variation in the eff ect iveness of the Presbyterians 
in the st ate as well as their work in the face of growing Baptist  and 
Methodist  eff orts.
 . Minutes, 1789–1820, 1815, 603; 1816, 635; there was no report to 
the General Assembly in 1817, 668; 1818, 696; 1819, 719; 1820, 743.
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years leading up to Dr. Howe’s delivery of his Appeal in 
1836. Th e average ratio of minist ers to churches in South 
Carolina Presbytery was thirteen minist ers for thirty-
two churches if the year 1835 is excluded because of the 
failure of the synod to send-up its reports to the Assem-
bly. Only twelve minist ers served thirty-fi ve churches in 
1828, which was the worst  report, while the 1822 st atist ics 
gave the best  fi gures for the period with fi ft een minist ers 
serving twenty-fi ve congregations.17 During the same 
fi ft een year period, the General Assembly continued its 
pract ice of maintaining high educational requirements 
for its minist ers when in 1826 it approved a change to 
the Form of Government, 14:6, which would raise the 
minimum period of minist erial divinity training from 
two to three years. When the committee handling the 
revision presented its report it said that:

It is believed by the committee, that since the forma-
tion of the const itution of the Presbyterian church in 
the year 1788, a change has taken place in the st ate of 
the church and society in our country at large, which 
may render proper a change in the period during which 
candidates for the gosp el minist ry should be required to 
st udy, previously to their licensure to preach the gosp el. 
Candidates for the gosp el minist ry now are in general 
younger than such candidates for the gosp el minist ry 
were 30 years ago; there are more facilities for education; 
and the diff usion of knowledge and increase of men-
tal improvement, seem to demand a corresp ondent in-
crease of minist erial furniture, in those who preach the 
gosp el. For these reasons the committee submit that in 
their apprehension the article of the const itution which 
direct s, that the period of two years of previous st udy 
shall be indisp ensable to license, may advantageously 
be increased to the period of three years, except in ex-
traordinary cases (Minutes, 1821–1835, 1826, 190).

Since this change involved a const itutional document, 
it had to be sent down to the presbyteries for approval. 
When the votes from the presbyteries were counted 

the following year the change was defeated (Minutes, 
1821–1835, 1827, 218). So, desp ite the continued eff orts to 
provide a well educated clergy, the fairly tight vote—37 
against  and 30 for—indicates that there were st ill divi-
sions over how much education was suffi  cient.

Th is brings the survey of the hist ory of the minis-
terial shortage problem in the Presbyterian Church to 
the time of George Howe’s discourse before the Synod 
of South Carolina and Georgia, but in the interest  of 
showing where the issue st ood following the Civil War, 
two additional items will be considered. Th e fi rst  item 
is an article titled, “Are there too many Minist ers?,” by 
Charles Hodge, and the second item is a consideration 
of the minist erial shortage problem at the 1865 General 
Assembly of what became the Presbyterian Church in 
the United States. Th e 1865 meeting of the PCUS General 
Assembly is particularly relevant because George Howe 
was its moderator and his experience as a seminary pro-
fessor and presbyter could identify with the plight of the 
southern Presbyterians following the end of the war.

In 1862, in resp onse to ideas fl oating around in the 
General Assembly meeting, Charles Hodge published 
an article in the Biblical Repertory and Princeton Re-
view, titled, “Are there too many Minist ers?”18 Th is 
might seem an odd quest ion, which is exact ly how Dr. 
Hodge approached it when he commented, “Until re-
cently this quest ion would have sounded st rangely in 
the ears of Presbyterians” (Hodge, 133). He commented 
further, “Since when has the harvest  ceased to be great, 
and the labourers few” (Ibid.)? He observed that those 
in the PCUSA who said there were too many minis-
ters had a sadly mist aken notion of the uniqueness of 
the church and its minist ry. Th e church is not the mili-
tary—just  because the military st ops recruiting because 
it has enough soldiers does not mean the church st ops 
because it thinks it has too many minist ers (Hodge, 
134). Complaining that there are too many minist ers 
is essentially accusing the Holy Spirit of incompetence 
and denies divine providence. Th e church does not 
call minist ers, the Holy Spirit calls minist ers, and so if 
there are too many minist ers, the third person of the 
Trinity is in error (Hodge, 135, 137). Hodge goes on to 
admit that those who say there are too many minist ers 
are correct  when they say that some clergy should not 
have been ordained because they did not have the gift s 
needed. Hodge adds further that the church did not 
do an adequate job of assessing their gift s and calling, 
but the errors of presbyteries do not negate the duty of 
the courts to discern those who are called and see that 
they have opportunity to serve (Hodge, 137–138). Th ree-
hundred minist ers were without call in the PCUSA in 

 . Minutes of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church 
in the United States of America from A.D. 1821 to A.D. 1835 Inclusive 
(Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of Education, n.d.), 1821, 4 (13 
minist ers, 30 churches); 1822, 65 (15 minist ers, 25 churches); 1823, 
95 (14, 31); 1824, 127 (15, 34); 1825, 160 (16, 34); 1826, 193 (15, 35); 1827, 
223 (15, 35); 1828, 250 (12, 35); 1829, 277 (11, 32) [the act ual number 
of minist ers list ed in 1829 was “1,” but it is believed that this was 
an error since the 1828 number was 12 and the 1830 count was 11]; 
1830, 311 (11, 29); 1831, 348 (13, 29); 1832, 384 (13, 29); 1833, 417 (15, 
32); 1834, 460 (14, 35); 1835, 492 (no report).
 . Charles Hodge, “Are there too many Minist ers?” Biblical Rep-
ertory and Princeton Review 34 (January): 133–146.
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1862, and this seeded the idea of there being too many 
clergy, but Hodge notes that the lack of a call could be 
due to many vacant pulpits being unable to fi nancially 
support a minist er. Th e Princetonian contended that 
it is the church’s duty to see that those without a call 
be given the opportunity to exercise their God-given 
gift s (Hodge, 138–139). To support his case he turned 
to the General Assembly minutes of 1861 and found 
that there were nine hundred seventeen more churches 
than minist ers in the denomination, which led him to 
the obvious conclusion that it is prepost erous to think 
there could be too many minist ers (Hodge, 140). What 
is more, he turned to the greater minist ry of the Pres-
byterian Church and the work of world missions and 
noted that those minist ers without-call could be given 
calls, but once again the problem of adequate support 
and the need for the generosity of the church limited 
putting all those minist ers to work (Hodge, 141). Dr. 
Hodge may not be known for his compassion for the 
poor, but in this article he contends that the Presbyte-
rian Church could have put some of those minist ers 
to work by having them preach to the economically 
deprived and that the denomination should help fund 
such minist ries (Hodge, 142–143). Th e fi nal pages re-
iterate the accusation that the reason it appears there 
are too many minist ers is because the church does an 
inadequate job of fi nding calls for its minist ers, which 
is then aggravated by the limited funds available to the 
denomination for the poor and missionary eff orts due 
to the st inginess of the church’s members (Hodge, 142–
146). Dr. Hodge’s concluding comment sums it up:

Let those who feel for unemployed minist ers not raise 
the st andard of rebellion against  God, nor reject  the 
proff ered gift s of the Spirit, nor st rive to impede the 
progress of the church, but devote their energy to en-
able her to carry into eff ect  the ordinance of Christ , 
that they who preach the gosp el shall live by the gosp el. 
Th en, should we have too many minist ers, the proper 
remedy will be the deposition of those who refuse to 
work, and not arrest ing the increase of faithful labour-
ers (Hodge, 146).

Th ough George Howe was on the opposite side of 
the Blue-Gray line at this time, one would think that he 
would agree with his Princeton colleague’s assessment 
of the absurdity of there being too many minist ers, as 
a matter of fact , he would have been glad to have been 
in a situation requiring the writing of a similar article 
in 1836 inst ead of having to plead for minist ers for the 
Synod of South Carolina and Georgia.

With the end of the Civil War, the Southern Presby-
terian Church, formerly the Presbyterian Church in the 
Confederate States of America, met in Macon, Georgia. 
Th e 1865 meeting was moderated by George Howe and 
there were several signifi cant items docketed. Th e com-
missioners needed to change the denomination’s name, 
which was resolved by a subst antial vote in favor of the 
“Presbyterian Church in the United States,” but more im-
portantly for the present st udy, there was an appeal for 
minist ers. Th e report of one committee st ated that there 
is an “increasing need of minist ers of the Gosp el to en-
ter upon the labors of our vast  fi eld.” Due to the war, the 
shortage was particularly severe because of the dead and 
critically wounded men lost  in the confl ict , which prior 
to the war had been in training for the minist ry. Th is was 
further complicated by the economic and social chaos in 
the Confederate st ates at some points during the confl ict , 
which made it impossible for seminary classes to be con-
duct ed regularly and in consist ent locations. Essentially, 
there was a four year void in the hist ory of minist erial 
preparation for the Presbyterians of the South.19 Th e re-
port continued by noting that the severe post -war poverty 
of the masses made it nearly impossible for candidates 
to raise funds for their education (Minutes P.C.U.S., 367). 
Desp ite the severe minist erial shortage, the General As-
sembly reminded its members that the:

Presbyteries should relax none of their vigilance in se-
lect ing those upon whom the charities of the church are 
to be best owed. Let them be very careful on this par-
ticular point. Th e experience of the past  shows the ne-
cessity for double vigilance here. One unworthy subject  
receiving aid from the funds of the church may do an 
injury to the cause that scores of worthy recipients will 
not be able to repair (Minutes P.C.U.S., 367).

Th e fi nal paragraph of the report called for the rais-
ing up of minist erial candidates, and it encouraged the 
churches to, “Pray ye the Lord of the Harvest , that He 
would send forth laborers into His harvest ” (Ibid.). To 
reinforce this call for laborers, the judicatory appointed 
the last  Th ursday in February to be “observed in sp e-
cial prayer,” and the Sabbath before that day would be 
“a day of sp ecial inst ruct ion from the pulpit on the sub-
ject ” (Minutes P.C.U.S., 368). Th e continued diffi  culty 
raising candidates for the minist ry was exacerbated by 
the casualties, dest ruct ion, and fi nancial vacuum caused 
by the War Between the States.
 . Minutes of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in 
the United States: with an Appendix, vol. 1 (August a: Printed at the 
Const itutionalist  Job Offi  ce, 1865) 366.
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 . John L Girardeau, “Eulogy on Professor George Howe, D.D., 
LL.D.,” in Memorial Volume of the Semi-Centennial of the Th eologi-
cal Seminary at Columbia, South Carolina (Columbia: Printed at the 
Presbyterian Publishing House, 1884), 390; Girardeau’s eulogy (cov-
ering pages 387–420), along with E. C. Scott’s, Minist erial Direct ory 
of the Presbyterian Church, U.S. 1861–1941 (n.p: Published by Order 
of the General Assembly, 1942), were used for this brief biography.

Concluding Thoughts
“Th e Harvest  is great, but the laborers are few,” is the 
verse that opened this article and it is the text that is 
most  oft en used to encourage young men to consider 
the minist ry. It is also the verse that on the one hand, 
gave the New Side encouragement to reduce Presbyte-
rian minist erial education requirements so more labor-
ers could be found quickly, but on the other hand, the 
Old Side believed it signifi cant that the laborers be thor-
oughly educated and qualifi ed bearers of the Gosp el.

It is intriguing that educationally well trained min-
ist ers are not universally accepted by the church since 
society places so much emphasis on an education appro-
priate for the task in other vocations. How many would 
st ep into an airliner if they knew that the crew had a 
total of a few hundred hours fl ight experience? Would 

who are not educated adequately for the minist erial 
task. Yes, “Th e Harvest  is great, but the laborers are 
few,” refl ect s the probably perpetual truth of the situa-
tion facing the church from generation to generation, 
but this need for minist ers does not necessitate placing 
eternal souls in the hands of those who are inadequately 
educated. A minist er must  have knowledge of the Bible 
and the West minst er Standards to be appropriately pre-
pared for the Presbyterian minist ry—the complexities 
and massiveness of the Word of God is syst ematized, 
organized, and explained by the West minst er Confession 
of Faith and the associated catechisms. When the Old 
Side and the New Side were divided into two Presby-
terian churches they both continued to suff er from a 
shortage of minist ers, so the New Side’s ridding itself of 
the Old Side st ringency did not alleviate its minist erial 

one trust  a cardiac surgeon for quadruple bypass whose 
medical training consist ed of a college biology degree 
and some experience as a hosp ital orderly? Would par-
ents knowingly send their children to a school that was 
taught by a teacher who was dismissed from college in 
the second year due to poor grades? Th e answer to all 
three quest ions is, hopefully, a resounding “no,” but well 
meaning Christ ians and clergy are willing to place the 
souls of their families and fl ocks in the hands of those 

shortage; the Old Side st ruggled to est ablish an educa-
tional program while maintaining tough academic re-
quirements, but it too continued to have a minist erial 
shortage. It may be that Matthew 9:37 is st ating a perpet-
ual fact , that is, the harvest  will always be so great that 
no mater how many laborers there are they will never 
be suffi  cient to reap the abundant harvest . Th ough such 
a thought might be discouraging, it would seem that it 
should rather be viewed with hope, because the work of 
each new minist er’s preaching is assured of God’s calling 
out his own to enjoy the benefi ts of his grace.

A Brief Biography of George Howe
George was born in Dedham, Massachusetts, on No-
vember 6, 1802, to William and Mary (Gould) Howe.20 
His education began with private st udies involving both 

Columbia Seminary circa 1910: the main building, side dorm and offi  ces. From a post card in the author’s possession.
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a local tutor and what is described today as “home 
schooling.” At a young age, he pursued the st udy of 
Latin as a result of his curiosity being raised as he read 
the ancient Roman sentences in Cotton Mather’s, Mag-
nalia Christ i Americana. When he moved to Holmes-
burg, near Philadelphia, at the age of twelve, he st udied 
with Mr. Scofi eld and continued as his st udent when he 
moved to Philadelphia. Howe professed faith in Christ  
while attending the First  Presbyterian Church of the 
Northern Liberties in Philadelphia, where he heard the 
preaching of the Word by Dr. James Patterson. Howe’s 
education continued in Philadelphia with Dr. Joshua 
Bates, who prepared him to continue his education at 
Middlebury College, Vermont. Th e adept scholar was 
graduated from Middlebury with fi rst  honors in 1822. 
Andover Th eological Seminary was his choice for divin-
ity education and he completed the three-year course 
of st udies in 1825. Due to his profi ciency at academics, 
Howe continued to st udy at Andover for about a year 
and a half as an Abbott Scholar (Girardeau, 391–393).

In 1827, he accepted an appointment to be the Phil-
lips Professor of Sacred Th eology at Dartmouth Col-
lege. He was only twenty-four years of age when he 
was honored with the appointment, and aft er a period 
of consideration, he accepted the position and was or-
dained to the minist ry as a requirement for both the 
teaching position and to serve as the past or of the Con-
gregational Church on the Dartmouth campus. Aft er 
only a few years st ruggling to do what he believed was 

only an adequate job for both callings, he resigned with 
some frust ration caused by both his combined labors 
and health problems caused by the severe winters at 
Dartmouth.

He left  Dartmouth, returned to Massachusetts, and 
then sailed to South Carolina, where he would live the 
remainder of his life. He lived for a brief time in Charles-
ton following his entry into the st ate through this port 
city. During his Low-Country st ay, he was approached 
about becoming the past or of the First  Scots Presby-
terian Church in Charlest on. At about the same time 
of the past oral call, the Synod of South Carolina and 
Georgia met in August a. Th e Rev. Th omas Golding, who 
was teaching some theological st udents in Columbia, 
had written to his synod request ing the appointment 
of a teacher of Hebrew and Greek. Th e Revs. Joseph C. 
Stiles and Aaron Fost er, who had been classmates with 
Howe at Andover, recommended his appointment to 
the position. Turning down the call from First  Scots, 
he accepted the teaching position as the Professor of 
Biblical Literature and began his duties in Columbia in 
January, 1831 (Girardeau, 392). He continued in that po-
sition, supplied pulpits, preached funeral sermons and 
eulogies, and advised st udents until his death on April 
15, 1883 aft er fi ft y-two years at Columbia Seminary. Dr. 
Howe is buried in the church yard of the First  Presby-
terian Church, Columbia, where it is commented on 
his grave marker that he was, “Th rough more than fi ft y 
years a faithful minist er of the Gosp el.” ■

Th e old main building at Columbia Seminary, as it is today with the old side dorm and offi  ce building torn down, 
now the Robert Mills House Museum. Detail from a photograph by Barry Waugh.


