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INTRODUCTION

Freemasonry is not what it used to be. One hunvedty-five years ago the topic about
Freemason lodges, secrets, oaths, and religioomseats were discussed and debated hotly.
Theologians fought tooth and nail to prove it toabeefarious anti-Christian danger (or the
opposite); preachers exhorted their congregatiotesalve these dens of iniquity, horseback- and
train-riding speakers praised its virtues or madgits members. Denominations and
congregations split into pro-and-anti-Masonic adses. An anti-Masonic political party
exhorted its members to outvote dangerous anti-Wtagons. Newspapers carried front-page
stories in bold print.

In 2007, in theGrand Rapids Presgn the day of Gerald Ford’s funeral, a lettertie t
editor mentioned that Ford had been a faithful memalh the Grand Rapids Masonic Lodge.
That may have been the only Masonic reference of #he country’s newspapers that day or
that week

If Freemasonry seems so unimportant and non-nextisyvtoday, is it worth revisiting
the lodge and its ancient debates? Several coasioles have prompted me to do so. The two
denominations under discussion here, the Reforniesldd in America (RCA) and the Christian
Reformed Church (CRC), are still very much withtaday. They are no longer lobbing verbal
bombs at each other, but have joint meetings, gt®jand pulpit exchanges, and sing from a
jointly-published hymnal. Moreover, a recently-psbed monograptivided by a Common
Heritage? contains a thorough discussion about an evertimhp of these denominations, as
well as the obstacles that still remain for sugbiming. Another look at one issue that caused the
rift in the nineteenth century seems appropriatetifermore, the CRC still holds the same
position on Freemasonry as it did in 1880—one caha@ member of both the CRC and a
“secret” lodge®

! One reason for the diminished attention to Freemgsmay be its diminishing membership in the UsiSates.
In 1964 there were 4,005,605 members; in 2001hhdtdropped to 1,774,200 (<http://www.phoenixmago
org/masonic_membership_statistics.htm>, accessdar1.62008).

2 Corwin Smidt et al.Divided by a Common Heritage: The Christian Refatr@&urch and the Reformed Church
in America at the Beginning of the New Millennjutistorical Series of the Reformed Church in Aroayino. 54
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006).

% Seel977 Acts of Syno@rand Rapids: Board of Publications of the ChaistReformed Church, 1979), 575-96.



FREEMASONRY—AN OVERVIEW

A movement that has existed from at least 1717 ¢sawuld say since biblical times or earlier)
as a world-wide phenomenon, with millions of adinésewith no central authority, is bound to

be difficult to characterize. Moreover, the World@atabase lists some 7,640 books in English,
as well as thousands of pamphlets and articles@enkasonry. A novice could begin reading the
standard seven-volunidew and Revised Encyclopedia of Freemasbgmlbert G. Mackey,

and then the one-hundred-plus years of the peab@ignosure' which disagrees with nearly all
of Mackey. Even among Masonic writers there is madisagreement about many topics, as well
as great variation of practices among the varioasdvic branches. After wading through even a
modest amount of material, the reader might wehtva repeat the words of an old television
program, “Will thereal Freemasonry please stand up?”

Let me highlight a few features of Freemasonry (haarly) all scholars agree on. Even
though there is disagreement on the origins offRes®nry, most scholars agree that it arose out
of the medieval workingmen'’s guild of masdhis. the seventeenth century the guild allowed
non-masons to join as “speculative” members. Eadlytall Masons were speculative members.
Much of the symbolism continued to be borrowed fitie masonry trade—triangle, square,
apron, and so forth. The first “Grand Lodge” wasrfded in London in 1717.

For most of its history the membership has congistelusively of males (white males in
North America). Women have been allowed sporadical they have founded their all-female
lodges. Membership to a lodge is by invitation aneblves a series of rituals as a member
advances from Apprentice to Fellow to Master. ImedRites,” a small number continue to rise
through the ranks until one achieves the thirtyetliegree.

Most of the rituals and ceremonies are based oradagted from ancient sources,
including the Bible. The best-known ritual is anl@rate drama about Hiram Abif, performed as
entry to the Master rank. Very loosely based omQleTestament, the story of Hiram relates his
role in the building of King Solomon’s temple. Befdhe completion of the building of the
Temple, he was slain by three ruffians becausetused to communicate to them the Master
Mason’s Word. Hiram was hastily buried in a shalignave marked by a sprig of acacia or
myrtle, which led to its discovery and the subsequaising of Hiram Abif from death by the
power of a Substitute Word, which, it was decresbauld be used until the Lost Word was again
found. (The raising of Hiram is a highly contesteslie. Opponents consider it to be a quasi-
resurrection and a heretical substitute for Jesssirrection; proponents say that it is a metaphor
for Hiram’s spirit of forgiveness.) The swearinge@remony to the various ranks has to be on a
sacred book, such as the Christian Bible or thelikhusoran.

* The Christian Cynosurebegan publication in 1868 by the National Chris#essociation under the leadership of
Jonathan Blanchard of anti-slavery and Wheatone@elfame. Its principal purpose was “to combaiethiks of
oath-bound secrecy,” mainly as found in Freemasdhwyas supported by various evangelical groupsbly 1950

it had a major constituency in the CRC, especiatigier the leadership of CRC ministers Benjamin Essey and
William Masselink. It ceased publication in 1983.

°A complete bibliography would also have to incl®leBrent MorrisThe Complete Idiot's Guide to Freemasonry
(New York: Alpha Books, 2006). Written by a Mastime book actually is a fairly good introduction to
Freemasonry.

® The prefix “free” is variously interpreted. Tkxford English Dictionaryafter considering various options,
chooses the interpretation that masons were freavel to and work in any city.



A Mason is to believe in God (usually called the&/Grand Architect of the
Universe)’ to become more enlightened about himself, to sexaekind, and to believe in the
immortality of the soul. A Mason is not to discumss particular religious beliefs, but to hold to
the beliefs that all men have in common. He isaé@$pecially loyal to the other brothers in the
lodge. The importance of work and creativity issofstressed, as well as the importance of
“good works,” especially for fellow Masons, but@fer humankind generally.

The lodges have always served as a place of compsnp and conviviality, usually
with lavish meals and (sometimes excessive) drikinalcohol. For other members it was a
place of education, both about masonic lore anditghtmlosophical topics. (There are enough
jokes about wives circulating in masonic literatto@raw the conclusion that for some members
the meetings served as “a night out with the bgys.”

There always has been an element of secrecy di®ladge and its activiti€sHowever,
what constitutes the secrets has been endlessyatkbn recent times the lodges have tended to
downplay their secrets. Related to the secredyeistvearing of sometimes dreadful oaths. The
one most frequently quoted by opponents is thevoiig:

All this I most solemnly, sincerely promise andeswyy with a firm and steady resolution
to perform the same, without any hesitation, nfyselder no less penalty than that of
having my body severed in two, my bowels takemftbence and burned to ashes, the
ashes scattered before the four winds of heatilahnb more remembrance might be
had of so vile and wicked a wretch as | woulddtmuld | ever, knowingly, violate this
my Master Mason’s obligation. So help me God, lke®p me steadfast in the due
performance of the same.

Again, the interpretation of the oaths is oftenated. Most Masons suggest that the oath is of
historical importance and is still valuable to stréhe importance and solemnity of the initiation
rites, but is not to be interpreted literally. Agbmists insist that the oath is to be taken litgral
and is never to be uttered by a Christian.

Freemasonry has been shaped by countless somtaslaence, but it certainly was
strongly influenced by the Enlightenment:

In the place of traditional pieties, Freemasomsughout Europe placed emphasis on
dedication to society and being social men. le@laf the word “God” they put the
Grand Architect of the Universe, and his task wealse invoked formally, and
infrequently. Originally he had been an importedty] of English and Newtonian

" Some Christian critics have considered the desigmaf God as the “Architect of the Universe” aslae to the
Enlightenment source of Masonry. This is not nemelgsso. In Christian theology and Bible commersy God
had frequently been designated as such, as iinagsdy John Calvin. However, the claim by S. Beotiié that the
designation may have been derived from Calvin & gpeculation. (Seehe Complete Idiot’'s Guide to
Freemasonry20, 212.) It is true that if God is designatedy as the Architect of the Universe, without any
acknowledgment of other names and characteristicany mention of the Trinity, then Christians dové a
legitimate criticism of masonic “theology.”

® The resistance to Masonry has often been triggeyets secrecy. For example, in the CRC the opiswsusually
carried a label, such as, “The danger of SecreieSes.”



origin, but his purpose was easily reconcilechtt tissigned the godhead by continental
Spinozism or by deism as popularized in the wggiof Voltaire®

This sentiment about the origin and impetus of Fr@sonry is echoed by van de Sande: “The
golden era of Freemasonry coincided with the higgsen of the Enlightenment, and there is a
clear relationship between the twi.”

| will provide more information about Freemasonryem discussing lodges in the
Netherlands and America. Our main issue will conaprestions about the religious content of
Freemasonry, especially the question whetherGhigstian, quasi-Christian, non-Christian, or
anti-Christian.

THE CHURCHES INVOLVED

The Netherlands Reformed Church and Freemasonry

Both the RCA and the CRC had their roots in thenbigands and its Calvinist, Reformed
churches! These Dutch churches were born out of the religimntroversy and persecution
from the Roman (Catholic) Church in the sixteerghtary. At the same time, this struggle was
political, as the Seven Provinces of the Nethedasalight to gain independence from
subjugation to Spain. Although beginning as a prrt®el minority, the Dutch church later grew
into a dominant, established church, with manyhefdttributes of a state church. The “States
General’—representatives from the seven provingasdttempted to rule as a national
government—were very intertwined in the life of ttteurch. For example, the Synod of
Dordrecht was called by the States General, anddtiernment representatives took an active
part in the deliberations. So also with the tratmstaof the Bible into Dutch: it was mandated by
and paid for by the States General.

It was also a church that underwent numerous tigggabcontroversies. The most
important among these was the dispute betweenistviand Remonstrants (“Arminians”),
which culminated in the famous Synod of Dordrecht$18-19 and the publication of the
Canons and Church Order of Dort. Officially, thefdtmed Church remained faithful to those
documents, as well as to the Belgic Confessiontla@dHeidelberg Catechism. In time, however,
the church suffered from both dead orthodoxy aedsgiritual ravages of the Enlightenment.
The eighteenth-century Enlightenment, as impontechfEngland, Germany, and France, first
entered the universities and then the church, iogatspectrum of factions (“modalities”) from
hyper-Calvinism to liberalism and modernism.

® Margaret Jacol,iving the Enlightenment: Freemasonry and Politic&€ighteenth-Century Europ@ew York:
Oxford University Press, 1991), 95. Interestinghg latest major report by the CRC does not meritien
Enlightenment, but finds the origins of Freemasdnriplatonism, Gnosticism, and mystery religioh844 Acts of
Synod 504-67, especially 529-32).

1% Anton van de Sand¥/rijmetselarij in de Lage LandefZutphen: Walburg Pers, 1995), 70. This monograph
proved very helpful for the history of Freemasoimryhe Netherlands. (Throughout this essay, trdiosia from the
Dutch are mine.)

1 A fine recent (although brief) history of the Nettands Reformed churches in English is Karel Blag
Netherlands Reformed Church, 1571-20@&ns. Allan Janssen, Historical Series of the Reéal Church in
America, no. 51 (Grand Rapidserdmans, 2006).



It may be helpful here to cite a description of Brdightenment by Hendrikus Berkhof
because, as we will see later, this descriptionatsm be applied word for word to the religious
stance of Freemasonry:

Those in the Enlightenment praise natural religidms natural religion included, first,
belief in a Sovereign Being. This certainly cobklproved in countless ways from the
wisdom and laws of the arrangement of the univéfsem this also flowed the belief in
God’s providence. Certainly the Sovereign Beinglenaverything of service for the
usefulness and happiness of humanity. It is adgoral that God commands humanity
to exercise virtue and to flee from evil. The hunsaul must also be immortal. God,
virtue, and immortality are the basic conceptthef rational belief. Jesus was greatly
esteemed, but as a teacher of natural religioraarah example of true virtue. Only a
few Ligderstood that with this religion they stabadmetrically opposed to the Christian
faith.

An additional issue troubling the churches wasftbéguent interference from the
government. This interference became severe ag#irthve return in 1813 of the legitimate
“royal” House of Orange, after the French occupatla 1816 the government published a
church orderReglementthat virtually made church government a brancthefcivil
government. Often the reaction of the faithful &edéirs was to find spiritual nourishment outside
the church in various streams of pietism and mgetirconventicles.

Pieter Stokvis provides a helpful summary of therch situation in the early 1800s:

The Secession from the Nederlandse Hervormde Isakjng in 1834, resulted from a
long smoldering conflict between traditional Calsts and enlightened Protestants.
The orthodox Calvinist movement was a complex phenon. The majority of
Seceders [orthodox] aimed at restoration of a mgttCalvinist church state; a minority
tended to favour separation between church atd.st. . Many Calvinists, like the
upper class Evangelicals of the “Reveilkring” pgied in their endeavor to reform the
church from within, but some Calvinists despamed seceded or—as they phrased it—
returned to ancestral Reformed traditidhs.

The modernist versus orthodox controversies thoseda a head in 1834. Hendrik De
Cock, a pastor in the town of Ulrum in the proviméésroningen, had taken the side of those
protesting the liberal trends in the church, andvhe suspended from his ministerial office. His
consistory, however, supported his stance, anddhgregation separated itself from the national
church on 13 October 1834. This date is usualbdcéts the beginning of the Secession
(Afscheiding. A number of other pastors and congregationssdseded soon after this date,
forming the “Christian Reformed Church in the Nethieds” (hereafter designated as the
AfscheidingChurch). It is this denomination that figures pnoemtly in the RCA Freemasonry
controversy. Others sought to reform the churcmfrathin; among these was the famous

124, Berkhof,Geschiedenis der KefNijkerk: Callenbach, 1967), 233.

13 pieter R. D. Stokvis, “The Secession of 1834 anttB&migration to the United States: Religious Asp®f
Emigration in Comparative Perspective, Breaches and Bridges: Reformed Subcultures in #théMlands,
Germany, and the United Statesl. George Harinck and Hans Krabbendam (Amster¥amtJitgeverij, 2000), 22.



Abraham Kuyper, who in 1886 also became the leaflarseparated group¢leantig. These
two groups came together in 1892 to form the Reéar@hurches in the Netherlandie(
Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederlgnd

How did Freemasonry fare in this Netherlands emwivent? The initial lodges were
closely patterned after English Freemasonry. Aiouesrtimes, however, one also finds French
influence. These influences often were determinedivether the Dutch political alliance
happened to favor the English or the French. Théaspyhe rituals, the symbolism, and the
purpose were very close to British and Americarefrasonry. The French influence and the
anti-Christian bias were strong in some Dutch Iedgben the French Revolution was brewing
in the late 1700s, and these lodges welcomed #rechrarmy entering the Netherlands.
However, sympathy for all things French soon diseaped after Napoleon conquered the
Netherlands and declared Holland a part of thedfrempire.

The first Dutch Freemasonry lodge was founded Bb63+#and was promptly banned by
the States General, with the encouragement of brauthorities. This disapproval was
occasioned partly by complaints from neighbors abowdy parties and by the general
suspicion of unseemly behavior; the ideology ofelRtasonry was also suspect. The ban was
lifted in 1737.

Several Dutch sources attempt to identify and desdfreemasonry in the Netherlands.
Again, the variations among lodges are substamaai;de Sande finds the variation among the
Dutch lodges (even though there are relatively fevan greater than elsewhét&he
ChristelijkeEncyclopediessummarizes the original purpose of Freemasonfglsvs:
“Freemasonry is willing to be religious, but it nhbe a religion in which all people take part, so
that each shares the belief of all. There are nfaittys, but only one true religion, with two
principles—love for God and for all peopl&.Another description comes from a disgruntled
correspondent whose letter had been refused bigef@med magazinBe Bazuin He then
published a pamphlet, “Tweede Open Brief,” in whighsings the praises of Freemasonry and
asserts that a Christian could certainly be a Masecause it makes a person a man of character,
gives a person freedom, encourages him to speakmdipromotes the welfare of all peofie.

Another proponent of Freemasonry asserts, “EvergliDEreemason will assure you that
all ceremonial acts in the Lodge are conductetémiame of or in honor of the Supreme
Architect of the Universe.” And the charge thatdmasonry wages war on religion is simply not
true—although it does “fight against religious ledtrwhether it be stirred up by Pius X or
[Abraham] Kuyper.*” In the same pamphlet, Jac. P. van Term take€dmn¢ra position and
begins with a definition of Freemasonry in the Nellinds that actually describes Freemasonry
historically very well. “In general Freemasonry swmts of men who mean well in regard to
humanity; who themselves do not find satisfactioneivealed religion; who rather imagine a
vague, floating concept of God; who therefore catsta religion of general, moral
principles.™®

Membership in the Dutch lodges did and does né¢dgreatly from English and
American membership. Although Freemasonry is dafigidedicated to the equality of all men,
some, as in Orwell’&nimal Farm,are more equal than others. Throughout the cesttine

van de Sande, 19.

!5 Christelijke Encyclopedievol. 5 (Kampen: Kok, 1929), 666.

®Ww. D. J. van BrouweTweede Open Brief, Betreffende de Vrijmetsela(asijolle: Tijl, 1862), 12, 13.

i; W. Zuidema and Jac. P. van Tewnijmetselari} Pro en ContraBaarn: Hollandia Drukkerij, 1910), 3, 10.
Ibid., 15.
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largest representation has come from the uppealsaiedl economic classes. In the Netherlands
wealthy merchants were always strongly represeted;as the lower aristocracy. The
Netherlands is probably unique in having a prine¢ha National Grand Master for sixty-five
years. Prince Frederik was the son of King Williswho had been welcomed back into the
Netherlands in 1813, after the French rule, andétik gave prestige to the lodges. In general,
the Dutch Masons were “tinted Orange”—that is, tiveye loyal to the princely and (later) royal
House of Orange. Thus, apart from the revolutionanglencies of some lodges during the late
1700s, the Freemasons were not radical or a geeaed to the nation.

In the 1800s the relationship to the churchesbeasummarized as follows. The Roman
Catholic Church forbade all association with Fresomay, beginning with the papal bull of Pope
Clement Xll in 1738. The relation to the Reformetb@h was more complex. After the initial
(brief) banning of Freemasonry by church and gavemt, the national church did not issue a
blanket prohibition. In practice, it was thoseeadliwith the modernistio/(ijzinnig) wing of the
church who were drawn to the lodge. At the othet @inthe theological spectrum, the pietist and
orthodox spurned Freemasonry. In 1877AfecheidingChurch declared Freemasonry
completely off-limits: “A Freemason, who remaingline lodge, cannot be a member of our
church. If he wants to become or remain a memb#reo€ongregation, he must break off all
contact with the lodge, and prove that to the fation of the consistory'® In other orthodox
Reformed groups there also was the common undeistathat Freemasonry was always non-
Christian and often anti-Christian. Preachers feagly warned against the dangers of the lodge,
and it was the duty of each church council to bdgeé members. However, discussions about
Freemasonry were relatively infrequent—until th&Q8 controversy across the ocean. We will
now turn to that continent.

The Reformed Church in America and Freemasonry

Here we again have to go back some 250 yearsde tine@ founding and development of the
RCA?° A small group of Dutch settlers came to North Aiteein 1626 and founded New
Amsterdam as a settlement under the control ofrtbcantile Dutch West Indies Company.
They founded a Reformed congregation, which, in@f€onstituted the beginning of the RCA.
The beginning of this first congregation in 162&wollowed by the founding of more
congregations in the eastern states, especially Yawand New Jersey, mostly small and
struggling congregations. There continued to bellsmd struggling congregations (until today),
but others flourished, both in number and signifca Randall Balmer suggests that “more
alarming was the steadily growing alliance betwi#enclergy and the wealthiest members of the
Dutch community, coupled with the ever-increasibgntification of Dutch religion with
affluence.®! This tendency was especially strong in New Yorkere the influence of the
Anglican Church on the Reformed was also pronountlkd denomination as a whole retained
its Dutch and Reformed heritage, but also hadde faany complications and difficulties, partly

¥Van de Sande, 161.

2 The standard guide for the early history is GeFal®e JongThe Dutch Reformed Church in the American
Colonies(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978); the various editaf Edward T. Corwin’#anual of the Reformed
Church in Americalso remain useful.

%L Randall H. Balmer, “Dutch Religion in an Englistovidl: Political Upheaval and Ethnic Conflict in thMiddle
Colonies” (Ph.D. diss., Princeton University, 1988). One could perhaps posit that the RCA hadredoo
“Americanized.”
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because it was an immigrant denomination, subgecbtintless influences and pressures from its
American surrounding€

A very significant issue for this study is the lelagting relationship to the church in the
Netherlands. By 1628 the dominant church in thenBignds was the national Reformed
Church, and it therefore seemed natural that thgregation formed in New Amsterdam should
be a Reformed congregation and come under thessijoer of Classis Amsterdam. The
problem was that this natural assumption contirffaed63 years! Virtually all the decisions for
the RCA were made in Amsterdam, nearly all the sténs were Dutch, and even when they
were not, they had to receive their theologicahtrg in the Netherlands and be ordained by
Classis Amsterdam. In the eighteenth century, nratlye RCA questioned this deference, and
the denomination was virtually torn apart by oppgsieactions to the Dutch control. The formal
relationship with Classis Amsterdam was severed/ge.

Related to the strong connection with the Dutalrch was an issue experienced by all
immigrants and immigrant churches—acculturationcutiration involves every aspect of an
immigrant’s life, from the minute to the momentoAsmajor aspect of acculturation is language,
which often becomes a burning issue in an immigecantch, sometimes lasting for several
generation$® The congregations in New York City struggled eavlih the language issue.

They lived in a cosmopolitan environment, evenguatiing English for all their communication,
often including the language of the home. Moreotresre were virtually no new immigrants
coming in, and thus no need or pressure to ret@mutch.Tercentenary of the City of New
York, 1626-1926nentions somewhat in passing how the Reformed dMi€hurch” changed to
worshiping in English:

Here it was that preaching in the English language first introduced in the Dutch
Church. During the Colonial days the services veareducted in the language of the
Netherlands, but in April 1764, a change was madesponse to the request of a large
number of those who worshipped in this church. flis¢ sermon in English was
preached by the Rev. Dr. Laidlie, a graduate efuhiversity of Edinburgh, who had
just been installed as one of the Collegiate Némi"*

This notice does not do justice to the strugglé tisaally accompanied the language
change. In Schenectady, for example, the contrgvasted for several decades, with those
wanting to retain Dutch doing so mostly out of asgeof tradition, with the result that the church
became virtually the only place where Dutch wagiu$ée initial motive for the change was to

22 A rather quaint book for general readers mightdléed the first “feminist” study of the early Diitin the East:
Mrs. John King Van Renssela@ihe Goede Vrouw of Mana-ha-ta at Home and in Spclé€i09-176(qNew York:
Scribner, 1898). The book is especially good fealaolor and the role of women.

% For an overview of the language controversy indimerches, see my “Singing God’s Song in a New Land
Congregational Song in the RCA and the CRCAiGoodly Heritage: Essays in Honor of the ReverendElton
J. Bruins at Eightyed. Jacob E. Nyenhuis, Historical Series of te@Rned Church in America, no. 56 (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 1-29. Another helpfulysiadRobin A. Leaver, “Dutch Secular and Religi@&isging in
Eighteenth-Century New York,” iAmsterdam-New YorRransatlantic Relations and Urban Identities Sii653,
ed. George Harinck and Hans Krabbendam (AmsterdfditJitgeverij, 2005), 99-115.

#Tercentenary of the City of New York: A Tributéhie Settlement of Manhatten Islagew York: Collegiate
ReformedChurch, 1926), 67.



12

keep (young) people from transferring to the Egist@hurch, and resulted in a formal
resolution:

To wit . . . that for all coming time so long &®te are twenty families in the church,
who attend Divine Service in the church of théagé, who contribute from time to
time with others their just proportion for the m@nance of Divine Service, and who
declare that they can be better instructed irDimeh than in any other tongue, so long,
either the forenoon or afternoon sermon in theahof the village shall be delivered in
the Dutch and the other in the English tongue.”

The percentages for either language changed sdieed, including a period in which one half
of the service was to be in Dutch and one halfriglish! The chapter closes as follows: “When
Domine Romeyn’s long and honored ministry termidate1804, stated Dutch preaching ended
in the church of Schenectad$?.”

Another significant issue was the rise of pietidine RCA was very much involved in
“The Great Awakening”; one of their ministers, Theaus Frelinghuysen, is often counted
among the leaders of the revivalist movement. Sg¢wyerars of revival meetings in many
congregations occurred in the late 1720s, andrifii;ence made a lasting impression on the
denomination as a whole. As Randall Balmer sumraaridn the ferment of revival, ethnic
distinctiveness and denominational identities begaokly to erode, as evangelicalism provided
the common language for their discourse. Contattsuguenots, Quakers, Moravians,
Lutheraarels, and especially Presbyterians functi@sean Americanizing force among the Jersey
Dutch.’

The concerns of language change and revivalisre et two of the issues that were
part of the more general and broader matter oflagetion or Americanizatiof’ The question
of Americanization impinges on the major topic lustessay as well, as we will see when we
survey the Freemasonry controversy in the RCAenliB70s and 1880s.

Another chapter in the history of the RCA begannvRev. Albertus C. Van Raalte and
his followers came to America in 1847. Many of gn@amigrants were associated with the
Afscheidingn the Netherlands, and their views of theologyirch government, and worship, as
well as Freemasonry, were strongly entrenched.rBe¢ilement in th&oloniein and near
Holland, Michigan, has often been told. The eadgng of the settlement were extremely
difficult, and the emerging church life precario(is. some ways the immigrants’ difficulties
mirrored those experienced by the early RCA inli6@0s.) The RCA in the East, however,
helped the fledging community in many ways, botheamally and spiritually. In 1849 the RCA
invited the immigrants to join their fellowship,athe following year the immigrant
congregations joined the RCA as a separate Clagbislland. Later, the number of immigrants
and a wider dispersion gave rise to the addingg@ttasses of lllinois, Wisconsin, and Grand
River. (I will usually refer to this sector of tiRCA as the “midwestern church.”)

% Jonathan Pearsofihree Centuries: The History of the First Reforn@uirch of Schenectady, 1680-19861. 1
of 2 vols. (Schenectady, N.Y.: First Reformed Chutk980), 126, 128.

% Balmer, 278.

" See especially John P. Luidens, “The Americaropatif the Dutch Reformed Church” (Ph.D. diss., \énsity of
Oklahoma, 1969), and Firth Haring Fabedan on the Hudson: Dutch New York and N®sseyin the Age of
Revivals(New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 206dr the denominational treatment; see Elton J.
Bruins for a fine “case study” of Third Reformedu€th in Holland, Michigan, iThe Americanization of a
Congregation 2™ ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995).
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One major controversy resulting from the Dutclmigrants joining the RCA was not
foreseen by either the midwestern or the eastes-REreemasonry. We will track this
controversy in considerable detail below, but letintroduce one aspect of that controversy
here. We need to look briefly at the oft-recurrasgertion that in the nineteenth century
Freemasonry in America was very different fromBtgopean variety. Was it? As noted earlier,
because of the amorphous nature of Freemasorisyofien very difficult to describe it clearly.
The variation of descriptions and interpretatiaesspecially true of the religious nature of
Freemasonry®

One scholarly monograph that maintains a sepatatgity for American Freemasonry is
Steven C. Bullock’®Revolutionary Brotherhogaspecially in his sixth chapter, “An Appearance
of Sanctity: Religion, 1790-1826.” His interpretatihas been borrowed by others. Let me
summarize his argument briefly.

According to Bullock early American Freemasonryded to be patriotic and deistic,
with its religious motif indebted to the Enlighteant. However, after the Revolutionary War,
one finds a shift of emphasis. One reason forghit was the decreasing emphasis on
orthodoxy and on dogmatic differences among theattas. Instead, an “ecumenical” spirit
often prevailed, which recognized different Chestbodies as fellow believers. “Many believers
judged the beliefs and moral standards sharedl I3haistian groups more important than their
disagreements over specific dogmas. . . . Churobgan to speak of themselves as
‘denominations,’ distinguished from each other byne but sharing the essence of Christianity”
(167). As more and more Christians from these dematons joined lodges, they encountered
others who were neither revolutionary nor deidiigt, fellow Christians, and, in distinction from
European Freemasonry which forbade the expressispeaific religious ideas, American
Masons began to carry their faith into the lodg®. ihany of these Masons, who also shared a
post-millennial optimism, and “expected millenna@wn rather than darkness, Masonry could
play an important role in hastening the spreadutgf | Its values and activities encouraged the
unity, morality, and benevolence necessary folatheance of Christianity and civilization”(168-
69). Lodge meetings were now often opened withifpd&christian prayers, even including the
closing “for the sake afesus CcHRISTour Lord and Saviour” (169). Thus the Americadges
left their deistic and Enlightenment basis and beearoto-Christian organizations. “Elaborating
the most common description of Masonry’s religipoasition, Baltimore brothers in 1825
toasted the fraternity as ‘the Handmaid of Religidike Martha and Mary, both devoted to the
service of the Master” (171). According to Bullotikis view became the major view in
cosmopolitan circles, although country folk did abways catch of’

Others who did not catch on were “sectarian” Clamst—those who still took their
dogmas seriously. | suppose Bullock has in mindeh©hristians who still maintained an
orthodox view of the historic Christian faith, he insists on using the word “sectarian” some
fifteen times in nine pages, to distinguish theamfrmore enlightened Christians who eagerly
joined the lodges and saw no difference between fidigh and Freemasonry. | cannot go into
detail here to critique Bullock’s interpretationthit seems to me that he is guilty of rather

% There are hundreds of books, pamphlets, andestagjainst Freemasonry written by Christian oppisnéfany
of these are extremely shrill and hostile. A ma@gponsible study is William J. Whale@hristianity and American
Freemasonry3® ed. (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1998). Hesvfibm a Roman Catholic perspective, but
includes other Christian traditions as well. He@llone paragraph to the CRC, and repeats the coramaor that
Freemasonry was one of the chief reasons for t6& $8cession (see pp. 154-55).

29 Steven C. BullockRevolutionary Brotherhoodrreemasonry and the Transformation of the Ameri8aaial
Order, 1730-184FChapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 199a)66-71.
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selective use of data in proposing a simplistitedénce between American and European
Freemasonry.

| found more nuanced interpretations in sevetaioscholars, such as Dorothy A.
Lipson in her boolEreemasonry in Federalist Connecticlit one telling passage she
summarizes Freemasonry as follows: “Their univessalvas not limited by Christianity, let
alone by particular Connecticut denominations. tigas implied that covenanted churches
were local idiosyncrasies, while Masonic moralitgsaan attribute of humanity, superior to
particular revelation®

For our analysis here, | fouktleemasonry and American Cultuog Lynn Dumenil
especially helpfuf® One citation helps to set the stage for her disons “The rituals, then,
contained a hodgepodge of religious elements—wathesdeistic influence and an extensive
borrowing from the Judeo-Christian tradition ane Bible. The result was to leave Masonry
with an ambiguously defined religious content, opereveral interpretations” (37). She then
proceeds to delineate three interpretations or pemts of Mason religiosity. The first group she
calls “universalists.” These are the “brothers” anders who hold to the more traditional view
of Freemasonry, which professes a minimalist religioutlook. One has to believe in God, the
Architect of the Universe, in the immortality ofetlsoul, and practice charity especially to the
“brothers,” but also to all mankind. The most imaoi religious beliefs are those that all men
from all religions, sects, and denominations holdhat can be discovered by reason, without
regard to specific dogmas. Dumenil quotes the LogefesFreemasommagazine of 1900:
“Masonry is the world’s religion, in that it conte the foundation of all faith and practice; for
Jew and Christian, Mohammedan and Parsee, RomaRratestant may enjoy the privileges it
affords” (49). At the same time, the universalisese not averse to seeing a link to American
Protestantism, since most Masons ascribed to éligian, and this tie gave distinction and
respectability to the lodge.

Dumenil called a second group a minority of “Ctiaisizers.” These Masons played
down the notion of universal religion and insistiedt Freemasonry was basically Christian. One
ministerial Mason argued that “Masonry’s main pego. . was to help men develop that holy
character, which we ‘attain through faith in Je€insist™ (56). Interestingly, among the chief
proponents of this position were the Brownell berth editors oAmerican Tylerwhich was
published in Grand Rapids, Michigan. They were #g@adent members of the church of Christ
and of Freemasonry, because to them the two wersatime. Moreover, some of these brothers
argued that only those who believed in the insjginadf Scripture and put their faith in Christ
could be members of the lodife.

A third group was at the opposite pole of thegielis spectrum: they criticized both
Christian dogma and the practice of Christian chesc These “freethinkers” tended “to think of

% Dorothy A. LipsonFreemasonry in Federalist Connecti¢@rinceton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1977)
120.

31 Lynn Dumenil,Freemasonry and American Culture, 1880-19B€inceton, N.J.: Princeton University Press,
1984), 37, 49, 54-56.

32 Albert G. Mackey, probably the most prolific autlio American Freemasonry, demurred: Such Chriitiag
“does not belong to the ancient system. . . .dligion comes from the ancient priesthood. . .itddanguage
citizens of every nation may converse; at its attan of all religions may kneel; to its creed dises of every faith
may subscribe”An Encyclopedia of Freemasonry and its Kindred i8mg vol. 1, rev. ed., Edward L. Hawkins
with William J. Hughan [1873; Chicago: Masonic Hist Co., 1921], 149). See also other editions atkéy.
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Masonry as a religion, not as a mere handmaidérstitutional worship.* They found the
doctrines of Christianity foolish and the squabla@desong various Christian groups absurd and
irrational. Moreover, they readily detected hypsgiin the church, and also considered the
charity of Freemasonry at least equal to that afgfian churches and their members.

Albert Pike, one of the most prominent among AnaridMasons, summarized (and
agreed with) the freethinkers’ position: “Masonaypund whose altar the Christian, the Hebrew,
the Moslem, the Brahmin, the followers of Confucamgl Zoroaster, can assemble as brethren
and unite in prayer to the one God who is abovB8adllim, must needs leave to each of its
Initiates to look for the foundation of his faithcdihope to the written scriptures of his own
religion. For itself it finds those truths define@ough, which are written by the finger of God
upon the heart of man and the pages of the boaktofe.®*

This brief survey points up the complexity of wiahstituted Freemasonry in America
in the nineteenth century. Certainly, a facile pnamcement that the American version was
completely different from European or Dutch Masocaynot be maintained. In many ways,
American Freemasonry matched that of the Netheslasthough the attempt to “Christianize”
the lodge was not found as often among the Dutta(rthe quotation from the “Tweede Open
Brief,” page 9).

This overview is important for at least two reasdrirst, those in the RCA who allowed
Freemasonry often resorted to the charge that ¢#fierRed immigrants were on the wrong track
because they confused American with European loddes charge could (and can) not be
maintained. Second, what lodge membership medRCi®y members is very difficult to discern.
When Rev. Van Cleef wrote to the Synod of ftischeiding Churclthat “our best and most
orthodox ministers and members are Masons,” anchilieE. S. Porter declared on the floor of
the General Synod that he was “a Royal Arch Maswhaadisciple of Jesus Christ,” what did
they exactly mean? What did lodge membership me#meim? Did they completely embrace
Masonry, including its deistic origins and ritual3i@l they compartmentalize their church
profession and their masonic oaths?

In trying to characterize American Freemasonhave focused nearly exclusively on its
religious dimension. Certainly for RCA lodge mensh#re association meant many other things
as well—as they did for the millions of Masons tighout the world. They experienced the
initiation rites as either impressive or silly, ynenjoyed the conviviality of the lodge, they took
part in the charitable events, perhaps they apgiextithe absence of women, and for most
lodges it was an opportunity to mix with the “besert” of people from their community.

The Christian Reformed Church and Freemasonry

The CRC story up to the 1880s is much shorter (emahearly as interesting) than that of the
Reformed Church in the Netherlands and of the R history in some ways begins with the
1834 Afscheidingn the Netherlands, since many of the early CRC bescame from that
separation and continued to identify with it. Moreg the main church that came out of the
Afscheiding(the Christian Reformed Church in the Netherlarfidsired prominently in the
Freemasonry controversy.

3 Dumenil, 62.
3 Albert Pike,Morals and DogmdCharleston, S.C.: Supreme Council of the Thiniyet Degree for the Southern
Jurisdiction of the United States, 1881), 226.
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The CRC originated as a secession from the RCA casllenged the 1850 union of the
Dutch immigrant church with the RCR Critics among the new immigrants charged that the
RCA was not sufficiently known and that the immigraongregations had not been adequately
consulted about joining the denomination. Moreottegse critics also found practices and
teachings in the RCA that could not pass theoldgmester or Reformed practice. In 1857 the
issue came to a head. At the 8 April 1857 meetimgRCA Classis of Holland received four
letters of separation, citing, among other compéitine use of eight hundred hymns in the RCA
and the practice of sharing the Lord’s table witbse who were not Reform&lSoon a new
denomination was formed which became the Chridtieformed Church’

The early years of the new denomination were exdhemiifficult. Reverend Koene Van
Den Bosch was the only ordained minister until 1868er, several other ministers also joined
but then returned to the RCA; some congregatiolh@ded the same pattern. Internal dissension
within several congregations, as well as disagre¢sreoout doctrine and church polity, further
weakened the church. Reading the early “Minuteb®fTrue Dutch Reformed Church” is not an
uplifting experience. But there was progress onestmants. The churches originally were
limited to Classis Holland, but expanded to incl@lassis lllinois in 1868. Theological training
was begun with a few students at a minister’s hdomaean official seminary was begun in 1869,
which eventually matured into both Calvin Collegel &£alvin Theological Seminary. Under the
Latin sayingLuctor et Emergphistorian Henry Beets considers the years 185d@sA8e period
of struggle, followed by a period of emergence siradbility from 1880-90 (the years during
which the Freemasonry controversy took place). rAf800 the church continued to expand,
both geographically and numerically. In 1875 theGORembership was 7,525; in 1900 it was
53,794. These figures include internal growth, meraltransferring from the RCA, and new
immigrants®

Freemasonry was not a very visible issue in thky gaars of the CRC. Since both
pastors and members came from the most consenetd/ef the Netherlands Reformed
spectrum, they had no sympathy for Masons and kdgleurch councils occasionally had to
deal with the question, but never as an issuevtbatd threaten their denomination. However, in
1867, Classis Holland took a more-or-less offipasition, with a brief, rather offhand decision:
“Also, in regard to Freemasonry it is decided df&er all attempted and fruitless efforts, those
who do join [a lodge] will be cast out of the Churé® Freemasonry became a major (and
endlessly discussed) issue only after it had beautispute in the RCA. We will now turn to
the Freemasonry controversy as it affected theetbemominations we have surveyed so far.

% For recent treatments of this separation, see RBbhSwierenga, “1857—Secession Again: Originthef
Christian Reformed Church,” lRamily Quarrels in the Dutch Reformed Churcheshim Nineteenth Century
Swierenga anélton J. Bruins, Historical Series of the Reforn@tlirch in America, no. 3gGrand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1999), 61-107, and James A. De Regssessing 1857: Overlooked Considerations Comgethe
Birth of the Christian Reformed Chur¢Holland, Mich.: Van Raalte Institute, 2006).

% Classis HollandMinutes 1848-1858Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1950), 240-43.

37 A recent essay explores another cause in greait:dearl Wm. Kennedy, “Richard Baxter: An Englibx in a
Dutch Chicken Coop?,” iA Goodly Heritage121-61.

3 The most informative study of the early historyttié CRC is still Henry Beet&e Chr. Geref. Kerk in N. A.:
Zestig Jaren van Strijd en Zegfarand Rapids: Grand Rapids Printing Co., 1918).Ehglish versionThe
Christian Reformed Church in North Amerirand Rapids: Eastern Avenue Bookstore, 1946huch inferior.
391867 Classis Holland Minutedrt. 15 (Calvin College and Seminary Archives).
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THE FREEMASONRY CONTROVERSY IN THE RCA *°

Synodical Overtures and Decisions

We will first trace the course of the Freemasormogtmoversy as it developed between the
midwestern RCA and the RCA General Synod. It isroffifficult to establish the beginning of a
historical event or development, but we can prégigmpoint the beginning of the Masonic
controversy. Thécts andProceedings of the General Synod of the RT3%8, records that “a
communication was received from the Classis of &tall in reference to Freemasonry, which
was referred to the Committee on Overtures.” Anotime on the “subject of Freemasonry” was
received from the Classis of Wiscon&irit is not really clear why these communicationseve
sent to the Synod in this particular year; pertthpsl867 CRC decision referred to above
prompted the midwestern RCA brethren to demonsthaietheir posture was as “Reformed” as
that of the CRC. But the underlying reason cernyagaes back further; one must remember that
the midwestern members came from a tradition ifl\te#herlands that was repelled by
Freemasonry, and they were shocked to discovethib@®CA generally did not share that
tradition. Worse, many RCA members actually belanigeFreemasonry lodges, and worse yet,
these members included elders and ministers.

The overtures requested two actions from Gengmad@& first, that the Synod express its
strong disapproval of Freemasonry, and, secondMhaon membership was not to be permitted
in the RCA. The Committee on Overtures respond#gkraurtly that “the uniform usage of the
Church has been to abstain from deliverance udabatract questions which are not purely
ecclesiastical, or which may involve the exerciseamsistorial discipline; they therefore
recommend the following resolutioResolvedthat this Synod do not consider it proper to
express our opinion in the case.” The resoluticssed by a vote of 89 tof9(It may be worth
noting that Synod’s response to the first pointseeather disingenuous. It is not clear why the
beliefs and practices are considered “abstracttigunss’ and it is ironic that on the very next
page ofActs and ProceedingSynod registers an impassioned protest againsethleand sin of
Intemperance.” The Michigan and Wisconsin brethmgght well have wondered why it was
appropriate to condemn one non-ecclesiastical lewilnot another.)

The two classes were not satisfied with this rasppand they sent similar overtures to
the General Synods of 1869 and 1870. The respdrgmod was also similar to that of 1868, as
the Committee “feel constrained to present subisinthe same views as those contained in
last year’s report.” The Committee (and Synod) wearen more insistent that membership in a
lodge could not be used to deny church member$ioipthis would be to establish a new and
unauthorized test of membership in the Christianr€in, and would interfere with consistorial
prerogatives.” The Committee did try to softenré@Risal to take action by noting that “our

0 Although the RCA Freemasonry controversy creatspage of writing during the 1880s, it did not attrmajor
scholarly attention in the 1900s. A thorough esgsayg published in 1983 by Elton J. Bruins, “The M@so
Controversy in Holland, Michigan, 1879-1882,"Rerspectives on the Christian Reformed Chuech,Peter De
Klerk (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1983), 53A&2omewhat different version of this essay waslished

as “1882—Secession Yet Again: The Masonic Contyein Family Quarrels in the Dutch Reformed Churches
in the Nineteenth Centurf08-35. | am indebted to Bruins’s study, and ezadvill find overlap in our essays. One
difference is that | have consulted many more smsiic the Dutch language, especially church newesgap

1 Acts andProceedings of the General Synod of the ReformenlcBtin America 1868, 376-77; hereaftekgcts and
Proceedings

*?1bid., 461, 463.
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brethren are evidently sincere and earnest in togvictions . . . , and they have done well to
state their difficulties.” Moreover, the Committagreed “that the path of prudence and safety
lies outside ohll oath-bound secret societies,” which may violage@ihristian’s conscience,

and there is no need to join a secret society iy cait benevolence, because the Church has “a
far higher capacity for the development of pradtimnevolence.**

After this initial skirmish, the situation in tmeidwestern RCA remained relatively
quiet—at least on the surfat&The CRC, however, could not leave the issue alame,
managed to keep the topic alive, especially inpdnges oDe WachterFor examplein the 8
and 22 April 1870 issues, a correspondent from\eserlands protested the presence of
Freemasons in the RCA, aBb& Wachtewas happy to print it. Another article inveighechangt
Rev. E. C. Oggel who had defended Freemasonbeifliope In his response H. De Jongh
called upon many other Christians who had testiigdinst Freemasonry and then ended by
contrasting Masonry with the Gospel: “Truth and @érist and Bile am; light and darkness—
these are and will always remain as opposing eremteus says the Lord™

The beginning of the next flare-up can again b@gimed with precision: it was
occasioned by three lectures on Freemasonry. Tistory of the First Reformed Church of
Holland (Pillar Church) allowed its sanctuary toused for a series of lectures against
Freemasonry by Edmond Ronayne on 3, 4, and 5 Riff&2 Ronayne was an ex-Mason who had
written Handbook of Freemason(py August a Dutch translation was available) &hd
Master’s Carpet or Masonry and Badlhe lectures were not “recorded” in any way, but in
January 1880 he delivered three lectures in GraapldR and one can assume that these were
substantially the same. It appears that someomeded these lectures (in shorthand?) and they
appeared in Dutch as a pampHfeRonayne focused especially on the religious elésneh
Freemasonry and made the most of the more luridcéspf the lodges. To cite just a few
sentences: “In their ceremonies Freemasonry ist&edol worship of Baal. . . . This shows that
Freemasonry is anti-Christ. One must choose whéthee a believer or a Freemason. A
believer cannot be a Freemason. . . . The Biblehtesathat the dead in Christ shall rise first.
Because Hiram was killed and arose, the Freemasdbalso arise. It is nothing but pagan
idolatry” (11). He also cites the murder of Williakorgan as if it were a proven fact: “William
Morgan wrote about Freemasonry and revealed theyoaids and other secrets. He was thrown
into prison and on September 19, 1826, he was meatd®y two Englishmen in Canada
[presumably Masons] and his body thrown in therfiyg4-15).

Reaction in Holland and surroundings was electrdyiThe local Dutch newspapers
provided extensive summaries of the lectures amdighed running commentary on the great
event. A platform had been built in the Pillar Gttuto mimic a Masonic temple and in each
lecture Ronayne demonstrated part of a MasonialriAttendance at each lecture was gratifying
to the organizers, but the third lecture was beyaxkctation, “because there was a rumor that

“3 Acts and Proceedingd870, 96-97.

*4 During this time, an interesting figure appear®nange City, lowa. Dr. A. F. H. De Lespinasse,aliwal doctor
from the Netherlands and also a committed Masorframdhinker, settled in Orange City. Here he waepted as
a valuable member of the community. See Nella Képntbr. A. F. H. De Lespinasse, the Man from He#yiun

A Century of Midwestern Dutch-American Manners Btates—and MoreAADAS Conference Lectures (Orange
City, lowa: Northwestern College, 1955), 29-35.

> “De Vrijmetselarij in de Kerk,'De Wachter24 February 1871, 3.

6 Edmond Ronayne)ver VrijmetselarijGrand Rapids: De Standaard Drukkerij, 1880). Mygtqtions are from
this pamphlet.
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on the last evening a more horrible spectacle wbaldhown and ladies would not be permitted
(the last part was later denied), on this nighilblarger crowd came from hither and yon . . .
estimated at fifteen to seventeen hundred.” Thioedummed up what was supposedly the
reaction of most listeners: “Freemasonry is too itiatig, too cowardly, too low, too ridiculous
for a person with a reasonably healthy mind to easly evening in such a manner in a lodfje.”
During the next year hardly any issue of the newspaent by without an article or letter to the
editor on Freemasonry.

But not all agreed with this evaluation@& Hollander The editor of thédolland City
Newsharrumphed, “Mr. Ed. Ronayne, of Chicag@s the oath breaker [of his Masonic oaths]
who was assisted by local coadjutors, to vent fheisonal spites, and thus assisted in
desecrating a [church] building. . . . The unmiteghtwaddle of a renegade Roman Catholic
cannot prove edifying to our masses who have f@itdht thirty years been fed by the most
profound theologians®® Other magazines and newspapers also dealt withutastion and thus
it was kept alive in church and town.

As a foil to the Michigan newspapers, it is instive to read the (eastern RC&hristian
Intelligencer Thelntelligencerdid not comment on the Freemasonry question veguintly.
However, one article was rather telling and spokeenfrankly than the official synodical
pronouncements:

We know many who are Free Masons. We prize thefmeasls and as members of the
Church of Christ. They are among the best menmwesvk not because they are Masons,
but because they are Christians. They are mosegrmctive, and liberal in promoting
the interest of the kingdom of Christ. We judgesdiary by Masons, and so judging it
we have not a word of condemnation. . . . Ounfigeand brethren in Holland have
been deceived. Without the slightest hesitatiordedare our disbelief in the
revelations which this Ronayne professed to makeMasonry is an organization for a
special purpose, for mutual help and relief. & hathing to do with a man’s religious
convictions, any more than an insurance comparysaciety for ordinary

philanthropic ends. . . . It will be useless tmgrFreemasonry before the General Synod.
That body will give council in the fullness of tegmpathy it feels, but it will refuse to
pass an act condemning the order, or even torpteaprd one word for or againsfit.

We will return to the local effect and consequerm&lonayne’s lectures later, but will
now resume the deliberation of General Synod. riserhention at the 1880 Synod seems an
echo of a decade ago: “Communications on the subjdereemasonry were received from the
Classes of Grand River, Holland, Wisconsin, ariddlk, the last mentioned coming through the
Particular Synod of Chicago, to which body it waiginally addressed. These papers were all
referred to the Committee on OverturéSThe committee first summarized the communications
with the following citations from the overtures:rdemasonry is (1) anti-Republican; (2) Anti-
Christian; and (3) anti-Reformed”; “a religioustitstion, which is not only Christless but anti-
Christian . . . that involves oaths, obligatiores;emonies and associations which are inconsistent
with the principles and fellowship of the Christi@hurch”; “we ministers and elders do not

*" De Hollander 8 July 1879, 2-3

“*8 Holland City News7 June 1879, 5.

9 “Freemasonry,” apparently written by editor JohnRérris, in theChristian Intelligencerl1 September 1879, 8.
0 Acts and Proceeding4880, 462.
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knowingly allow Free Masons to membership in ouu@hes”; “there is danger that we should
lose several esteemed members of our Churches.tdmenittee also noted that the overtures
were one-sided, and that the sources on whichwieeg based needed to be scrutinized.
Moreover, they now acknowledged (in contrast to8)8Bat the problem was not “abstract but
concrete; that it touches vital points of our faatid order and fellowship as a Church of Christ;
and that it must needs be considered with the utoiaasimspection and fidelity to all the great
interests which it involves>*

Synod then passed five resolutions, proclaimingtthey “recognize and appreciate . . .
the practical difficulties and perplexities” of thedwestern churches. The resolutions included
the most severe disapproval of Freemasonry of gmgdical pronouncement. Although stopping
short of explicit condemnation of Freemasonrydiclares that no communicant member, and
no minister of the Reformed Church in America oughtinite with or to remain in any society
or institution, whether secret or open, whose pies and practices are anti-Christian, or
contrary to the faith and practice of the churciwkoch he belongs.” But at the same time it
“advises” consistories (no doubt referring to thiewestern congregations) “to be very kind and
forbearing, and strictly constitutional in theiradi@gs with individuals on this subject, and that
they be and are hereby affectionately cautionethagsetting up any new or unauthorized tests
of communion in the Christian ChurcfThis reply certainly took the issue seriously and
Synod responded as graciously and fully as theidcou

Synod 1880 no doubt considered its language aleéunequivocal and not open to
further discussion. They underestimated, howebherférvor and tenacity of the midwestern
churches, and thi&cts and Proceedingd the next year play the by-now-familiar-overtiwee:
“Your Committee have had placed in their hands nraisoovertures] about the subject of Free
Masonry from the Classes of Grand River, Holland ¥fisconsin.” And this time General
Synod was much less conciliatory, and they no lofirgeognize and appreciate” the
midwestern difficulties. In effect the committeedsthat this is the same old stuff, and they “do
not deem it necessary to review the subject atteridhe report of the Committee of 1880 was
an exhaustive consideration of the whole mattet,extuses the necessity of again opening this
vexed question. . . . The General Synod has no pmngeclare tenets of doctrine, nor to
establish new tests of church membership.”

The three synodical resolutions were equally ¢litte Synod does not sympathize with
Free Masonry”; it cannot interfere in the “exeroidaliscipline, except only in the manner
prescribed by the Constitution”; and “Synod affenttely requests the memorialists to consider
this as an issusettled”>?

Synod 1883 had just one overture (from the CladsWisconsin) expressing satisfaction
with the previous synodical pronouncements thao8yhould not usurp “the rights and
privileges of lower judicatories,” but asking (om@re time) for Synod to make “an inquiry into
the nature, ceremonies, etc. of oath-bound secc#tees.” The Committee of Overtures judged
this request “entirely outside of the powers arefqgatives of General Synod and withal so
impracticable.” Three brief resolutions followechél'second adds a new note (presumably for

*! |bid., 534-35.

*2bid., 533-36.

%3 Acts and Proceedingd881, 733-34. It is again ironic that the verxirtepic inActsand Proceedingsoncerns
polygamy, and here Synod calls that moral issuarfauity that calls for utter and immediate eradion; it is a
foul blot on the national honor, a peril to pol#i@and social virtue, and an outrage upon the nsmatiments of all
Christendom.” Some of the midwestern brethren nadbtifudged Freemasonry to be in the same category!
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eastern members), “that out of regard to the faattnembership in Masonic and similar orders
gives offense to many Christian consciences, asthaome a fruitful source of injurious
agitation and division in the Church, they, in adamce with the law of Christian love, refrain
from connection with such societies.” In the thiedolution “General Synod would earnestly
admonish those who have severed their connectitmhour Church to return to her
communion.® This third resolution is obviously urging a returthose who had joined the
CRC, and a plea to othemstto go that route.

This part of the story comes to a close in 188¥ré& is one more overture from the
Classis of Wisconsin. The synodical committee sayseir unflagging zeal in this direction is a
shining example to us all in other departmentshoistian activity.” And the Synod concludes
with one sentence: “Having examined the deliveramdegseneral Synod on previous memorials
of a like nature [we] feel unable to add anythingher, and General Synod has no other or
further deliverances to make>”

Reactions and Outcomes in the Midwestern RCA

So far we have dealt mostly with the official redaship between the midwestern congregations
and General Synod. That relationship was crucfatparse, but we now need to look more
carefully at the congregations and the church mesls#ow did they react, what did they say
and write, what decisions did they make?

Church Newspapers

We will begin with what was written in the midwestehurches, which was voluminous. To
keep the discussion manageable, | will limit mysasifely to two sourcesbBe WachterandDe
Hope two influential Dutch-language church papers.yfWwere very much involved in writing
about the Freemasonry controversy, but their imibgehas perhaps not been sufficiently
recognized and used in scholarly discussins.

DE WACHTER

Even though the CRC separated from the RCA in 18%7gs not until 1868 that they published
a church paper to defend and perpetuate their @ads& provide more unity for the
denominationDe Wachtemappeared as a four-page paper, to be publishey etrer week,"“to
Promote the Interests of the True Dutch Reformedrh”

The raison d’étref the CRC was the alleged errors and non-Reforpnactices in the
RCA, and thus one could expect that they wouldrneto those errors periodically. Because one
of the errors was the RCA's toleration of Freemagathis subject predictably appeared,
especially at times when the division within theAR®as at its greatest. Already in the first
volume, one finds a piece that announces the &adfithe Wisconsin and Holland classes of the

> Acts and Proceedingd883, 303-4.

5 Acts and Proceedingd884, 502.

% Additional sources with much detail webe HollanderandDe Grondwettwo newspapers published in Holland.
They often contained articles of classical meetimgth verbatim reproduction of speeches. Bothsmapers are
available in microfilm at the Joint Archives of Hanid. Translations of most of these articles Biglish are
available in the private files of the Van Raaltstitute.
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RCA to find satisfaction at their General Synode BHuthor continued, “From these news items
one concludes, not without justification, that 8yeod does not dare to confront this issue, and
to uproot this sin and evil that has penetrateccthech so terribly> Again, in 1870De
Wachterpublished a letter from a person in the Nethedaithis letter had been refused by the
editor of anAfscheidingperiodical, buDe Wachtemwas happy to publish it under the title,
“Freemasons: May They Be Members of Christ's ch@itth

In the 1870s one finds articles against Freemgsappearing at various times, but the
volume increased greatly after the Ronayne lectlies lectures were summarized in detail,
with the expected critical comments. Another isssported on at length was the crisis in the
First Reformed Church in Holland (more about tretolw). By November Ronayneksandbook
on Freemasonrpad appeared in Dutch and author “v. L.” (Wilhelnvas Leeuwen?)
summarized it in great detail, both the silly ceosmes and the “atrocious, wicked, God-
dishonoring oaths.” Then he mentioned again théefattempts of the Holland and Wisconsin
classes to overture General Synod to condemn Fesemag and ended with an appeal to the
midwestern RCA brothers to level the separatind aa to come to the CRC and “to join
together as a Dutch Reformed Church that recogiibeist as her Head—which we can do very
well without the East>®

In the next issue dde Wachterwe find a translation by Rev. Gerrit E. Boer,fpssor at
the CRC Theological School, of a defense of Freemgsoriginally published in English in the
Christian Intelligencerapparently written by its edit6?.The Christian Intelligencewas hardly
known in the midwestern RCA, and thus Boer’s traish was, | suppose, a servicedde
Wachterreaders and others. However, the tenor of thel@riould hardly endear the writer to
midwestern readers, be they CRC or RCA. The awtlagms to know hundreds of Masons and
they are among the best Christians he knows, afficdieit sad that the friends and brothers in
Holland have been misled by Ronayne. Boer addedthdid not need to argue much to
persuadé®e Wachtereaders of the superficiality and errors of theck, and he was probably
right about his audience. But again, the intent teaseep stirring the pot of controverdy.

After the meeting of General Synod 1880, there avkmg article which, interestingly,
gave details of the discussion at Synod fromNbe York Timeand theMilwaukee Sentinel.
This report was one of the few in which the spesdiepecific synodical delegates were
reported—and the tone was not as measured andsittile synodicacts and Proceedings
suggest. Dr. Taylor, the reporter for the Overti@esnmittee, read the overture, and then was
the first to speak. He considered the overturenanli to all those who were Masons and also
upstanding members of the RCA and an attack onldmeof conscience. In response, Rev.
Egbert Winter from lllinois delivered a spiritedo@t in which he concluded that one could not
be a good Mason and a good Christian. Dr. E. SePaplied in “strong language, defending
Freemasonry, and that he was a Royal Arch Masoraalsciple of Jesus Christ.” Next came
Professor Wood, former president of the Board aidation. He made a “capricious, clever
speech, including many bitter taunts about ther8ge of the Reformed Church which meddled
in the private judgment of the remaining 92 percent He hoped that Synod would pound the
final nail in the casket of all this foolishnesoabFreemasonry.” Next, Rev. Lepeltak of the

" De Wachter 14 August 1868, 2.
%8 |bid., 8 April 1870, 2.

*9|bid., 6 November 1879, 3.

% |bid., 24 February 1871, 3.

%1 Ibid., 20 November 1879.
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Classis of Holland declared that Freemasonry madeckery of God’s Word, and then added
how a candidate is initiated while he is half-naKeden Professor Wood jumped up and asked
the speaker if he knew this from his own experiesrcom others who had broken their oath.
Before Rev. Lepeltak could answer, Dr. Taylor aragain and declared in great excitement that
every word spoken about Freemasonry by brotherltapeas false. Amidst all this disorder
and shouting of “Order! Order!” someone helpedRev. Lepeltak by explaining that he had
confused the third and the seventh degree. .derRobert R. Pruyn of Albany declared that
“not a single word of truth had been spoken aboeefmasonry. Most Christians were
Freemasons, and he considered that this institwtam) next to the Church, one of the greatest
forces of civilization in our country®® Again, the decision by editor G. Hemkes to pubifeh
article was a combination of supplying informatenmd inflaming the controversy.

Many authors wrote about FreemasonripemWachterbut the award for “indefatigable
effort” must go to Rev. Lammert J. Hulst, a leadpagtor in the CRC. Having served in both
RCA and CRC congregations, his final step was@oQRC in 1882, and Freemasonry was the
chief reason for his leaving the RCAOne example of his diligence and ardor can beddnn
the 1884De WachterBetween 3 March and 21 May he wrote eight agiaheostly directed
against Rev. Nicholas H. Dosker’s article@ Hope Hulst’s double-barreled approach was
aimed at Freemasonry as such and at his being eshfoym the RCA congregation of
Coldbrook. I will not attempt to summarize the @ds (which contain a fair amount of
repetition) but will call attention to the tone three often adopted. Although many of his articles
are addressed to “My honored/beloved Brother,ttme is often very unbrotherly. In one
response to Dosker, he closes with this paragrdptty! Rev. Dosker seeks to cloak the shame
[of Freemasonry] that clings to their ‘Sodom corteoy to their strengthening the hands of the
godless, to their political rather than faithfutigities. However, this cover is too transparent fo
anyone who is not caught in preconception. May &led deliver this brother from this errdf.”
Earlier, when théfscheidingChurch was deliberating its relationship to theAR8ulst
weighed in with this judgment: there is no roontémain with a good conscience in the RCA,
because “she has publicly chosen the Barabbag afdhd over Jesus. Why don't all Hollanders
do as we did? Why don't they also leave a churehlihs becomenfaithful?Do not be angry
becausgzsl speak hard truths; | am not angry, | anyour enemy, but | am an enemy of your
works.’

DE HOPE

De Hopewas the unofficial periodical in Dutch for the miestern RCA. Its coverage of the
Freemasonry controversy was less uniform thanah@e WachterWhen the early overtures
were presented to General Synod (1869, 1870), theestern RCA support expressedia
Hopewas uniformly behind the classes, and so wasigagdointment at the Synods’ decisions.
In the next foray (1879-84), the support for themas anti-Freemasonry declarations was still
very strong. For example, in 1881 the classes @&flcWfisin, Holland, and Grand River gave no

%2 |bid., 15 July 1880, 2. Reported by G. D. J. &@omplete text of these speeches, se€hhistian Intelligencer
17 June 1880: 3-4, 12.

% For Hulst's “Statement of Separation” from the RGAe Beets, 180. Hulst's opponents in the RCAidensd
him to be a schismatic troublemaker.

% De Wachter23 May 1884, 2.

% Ibid., 26 July 1883, 2.
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quarter and repeated their recital of the evilsr@emasonry and their request/demand that
Synod declare that Masons should not be permiti¢idet RCA. These overtures, and support for
these efforts, were faithfully reportedire Hope

However, one also begins to hear more nuanced sidiag example, whelbe Wachter
proposed that since the pronouncement of the RGA&{880 was completely tolerant of
Freemasonry, and that the time had come for thevestern RCA to join the CRC, Rev. Peter
Lepeltak of the RCA reacted with a “Not so fastVe though Synod had not gone far enough,
it had aé:]ereed with some of the midwestern overfuaed some of Synod’s principles were
biblical.

Later that fall a more significant fissure appeéarks noted beford)e Hopedid a great
service to the community by reporting on the vasiolassis meetings in the midwestern church.
One of the most significant was the report on ti@céber 1880 meeting of the Classis of
Holland. The Committee on Order and Discipline présd its report about Freemasonry to the
Classis. The report began in an affable tone, @sptessed four areas of agreement and joy at
the resolutions of Synod 1880, such as its deatargihat one must deal in a friendly and tolerant
manner with the Freemasonry issue. It appearedtibeg was rapprochement between Classis
and Synod. But the tone changed in the next pgoagfalowever, it grieves us greatly that
Synod has added a warning against the adding ofstipulations of membership in the
congregation. . . . The warning makes us belieae3lynod intended that the exclusions of
Freemasons would be the addition of a new tesnmbership in the Church. . . . This would
mean that Freemasons must be tolerated in the BR(ftis is indeed what the Synod
intended.) The report therefore reiterated sonte@evils of Freemasonry and asked the next
Synod to rescind the 1880 decision. Moreover, Systmiild appoint a committee whose task it
would be to prove that Freemasonry militates agahesconfession and order of the Church.

This report was accepted by Classis. Howeverhoe@ber of the committee, Rev.
Nicholas M. Steffens, a highly-respected pastor@fessor at Western Seminary, demurred
and had written a minority report. His report difd markedly from the majority report. First, he
did not believe that Synod had intended to limé é&xercise of discipline at the congregational
level. Second, Synod’s argument that one cannot dearch membership to a whole group of
people is purely biblical and Reformed. Third, ta@¢€lassis of Holland) who want to be
legalistic about barring a whole class of peopbefithe church must remember that they are
faced with a historical situation which cannot bddenly changed. In their diligence they might
do more harm than good and in effect destroy the&r€@h The Classis should therefore not take
any action against the decision of Synod 1880 asttad protest against Freemasonry in a less
confrontational manner. The churches should alsemaber that her main calling is the building
U%Of God'’s kingdom. Steffens’s minority report wast discussed but was voted down 17 to
5.

Steffens’s report was the first major statemeat ttreparted from what had become
gospel truth in the midwestern church. It is aigmi$icant that among the five votésr his
report, three other votes besides Steffens’s waselry pastors. In spite of this “opposition,” at a
subsequent meeting Classis went ahead with itstplpresent a broad anti-Freemasonry
overture to the Particular Synod of Chicago, whias to present it to the 1881 General Synod.

 De Hope 1 September 1880, 3.
%" bid., 13 October 1880, 3-4.
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Steffens predictably voted against that overturth Wis reason given as, “because it is against all
rules of Presbyterian Church Orde¥”

Later Steffens became a major defender of theeaBRCA position, especially as he
sparred with Hulst and his articlesbe Wachter Steffens had several bones to pick with Hulst.
First, of course, was Hulst’'s ongoing attacks oeeRrasonry and the refusal of the RCA to
declare Freemasonry membership at odds with chaeshbership. Second, there was Hulst's
interpretation of his parting from the Coldbrookhgoegation. Hulst compared his suspension to
that of the ministers of the 1824scheidingwho were hounded unjustly from thiervormde
Kerk Steffens disagreed strongly. Hulst was not &fiaitpastor who was driven from the RCA.
No, he was among those “who destroy congregatiodgeactice anarchy in the church.” Third,
when Hulst claimed to favor brotherly discussioithaut bitterness, Steffens had had enough:
“When one hears such words from a man who stanitie dtead of a group that heaps bitterness
upon bitterness and disgrace upon disgrace; dtdaé of a group of men who admit openly that
they do not want to grant freedom of consciendeltow-Christians; who himself has enriched
the church’s vocabulary with expressions suchraéen'@ls of the East, playing churahandering
to the area of church politics’—then one truly daes know whether to have pity or to be
outraged at such a persdii.”

Another crack in the uniform stance of the midweasichurch can be seen in an open
letter by Rev. Peter de Pree of Vriesland, Michjdarone of the strongest opponents to
Freemasonry, Rev. John Karsten of the Alto condregan Wisconsin. De Pree defended the
1880 Synod decision by proposing that this andipusvSynods had indeed testified strongly
against Freemasonry, and that brother Karsten sntbhorts should cease and desist. Then De
Pree added the rather peculiar assertion thatytimdgcal pronouncements had been very
effective: “An American minister said to me recgrttiat he knows only one RCA minister who
still is in Freemasonry. The general impression @gninisters and councils in the East seems
to be that Freemasonry is virtually over in the €hyat least among ordained men. They
ascribe this development to the actions of Syri8d.”

In another exchange, the editori¥ Hopetook aim atDe Wachterand implicitly
defended the (eastern) RCA. The editobefWachteihad called the RCA the “church of
Freemasonry.De Hopereplied: “We want to assume that that abusive téwmed from your
pen in a careless moment, or else we must counagmng the lowest of church leaders who do
not hesitate to use the nastiest and foulest meaesich your goal.”

This selection of summaries and quotations prevalpicture of the “journalism” that
carried much of the Freemasonry controversy. Fastrmbthe church members these Dutch
language sources were indispensible for understgritle identity of their churches, what they
were trying to achieve, and especially how thegtesl to both the Netherland$égescheiden
Kerkand to the eastern section of the RCA. It is obwvithat much was at stake in the
controversy, that feelings ran very high, and {kaput it mildly) their speech and writing
frequently did not mirror the injunction of Philigms 2:1-5.

Reactions in the Churches

% |bid., 13 April 1881, 4-6.
bid., 17 May 1882, 4.

0 Ibid., 27 July 1881, 3.

™ Ibid., 16 November 1881, 1.
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Even though the writing and reporting in the chypobss was very important in keeping the
members abreast of developments, even more impavere the decisions and events in the
congregations. Underlying much of the discussion tha (sometimes indirect, sometimes
obvious) question of church membership. If Gen8gadod did not meet the demands of the
midwestern overtures, would individuals and congtiegs jump the ecclesiastical ship and join
the CRC?

As a “case study” we will look at the First RefadnChurch of Holland, Michigan (Pillar
Church), both because we have full information ablo@ discussions and process at First
Church, and because it was, in some ways, the sigrgficant and prestigious congregation.
The congregation had been founded (rather infognalf Van Raalte soon after the arrival of
the first immigrants in 1847, first meeting in ag@an log church and after 1856 in the
impressive Pillar Church at the corner of Collegeedue and Ninth Street. Van Raalte served
the c%ngregation until 1867 and was succeeded bymRReelof Pieters. Van Raalte died in
1876.

Van Raalte shared the opposition to Freemasonttyeofnidwestern church as expressed
in an early meeting of the Classis of Holland. WReeemasonry was discussed, “all look upon
it as works of darkness, and thus unlawful fortau¢ch) member? During his ministry,
however, the issue did not become problematic aidd before the controversy in the
eighties. The next pastor, Rev. Roelof Pieterg] thel880, and the authority vacuum was filled
largely by elder Teunis Keppel.

The Consistory Minutes of First Church are a golrce for tracing the reactions and
developments about Freemasonry, especially aféeRtayne lectures (held at First Chur¢h).
At the first consistory meeting after the Ronayeetures, the deliberations began: “Several
members, about 10 or 12, came to the meeting. Plgrose was to consult with the consistory .
.., what must be done since we now have comadwledge and conviction about the
unrighteous works of Freemasonry, and God’s Waadles us to have no fellowship with the
unfruitful works of darkness, but rather reproventh Ephesians 5, verse 11....” On 24 July
there was a congregational meeting of the male reesnthe attendance was “numerous.” A
general discussion took place, and a committeeaywpsinted to prepare a document of
resolutions for two weeks hence. The next congregalt meeting took place on 7 August, and
the committee presented a document, with a Preamdohaining five objections against
Freemasonry, and six Resolutions. The fourth Résoluead: “Resolved, we consider it to be
the calling of our Church to declare itself agaifstemasonry, to consider the Order to be in
conflict with True Religion, deluding for any pers@nd that the Church may not admit to her
fellowship those who are members of secret sosiedied that we use our power and influence
unitedly, prayerfully, and in brotherly love to odathis goal.” The vote for acceptance of the
document was “all votes for, no votes against.”

No further minutes deal with the controversy uatier the General Synod of June 1880,
which had refused to change its earlier stance.ré&$gonse of the consistory of First Church on
16 August 1880 was curt and shocking: they dectdetito submit to the decisions of Synod.”

"2 The following section draws significantly on myagtter, “Afterward: The Freemasonry Controversy,Piliar
Church in the Van Raalte Eray Michael De Vries and Harry Boonstra (HollaMich.: Pillar Christian Reformed
Church, 2003), 125-38.

3 Classis Holland Minutes 1848-185844.

" The original minute books are held by Pillar Ctigis Reformed Church. Copies of the minutes anBrglish
translation by William and Althea Buursma are ia firivate files of the Van Raalte Institute. (I dig own
translation before the Buursma translation waslalvks.)
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On 30 August and 30 September they called congoegdtmeetings in which the synodical
decisions were dealt with, and for the first tirhe wordontbinden(literally “untie,” that is, to
separate from the denomination) was mentioned.

At the 27 February 1882 congregational meetingetéll was strong difference of
opinion and lengthy debate: “Brother Schrader hiasmi@ address and wants to prove that neither
in the OIld nor the New Testament do we find reasbaswould justify secession.” The
opposition responded in like manner: “Brother Scledele cites a large number of texts from the
Old as well as the New Testament to prove thas#oession was not only proper, but
demanded.” At this meeting tempers did indeed fldfeen Rev. Nicholas Steffens (as
representative of Classis over vacant congreggtiomhed that some of those present should not
vote, president of the consistory Teunis Keppartet “that he had no right to speak in this
meeting.” Steffens snapped, “I order the membegbstain from voting in this business.” But
vote they did, with the following result: 86 forpration, 18 to remain with the RCA, and 3
undecided. The letter sent to the Classis of Hdlkset forth the by-now-familiar reasons: “The
existence of scandalous sins in the Ref. Churdommection with Freemasonry . . . and the
refusal of several General Synods to warn agdimnsetil.”

For two years after the decision to leave the REIAt Church was an independent
congregation, even though several other separategtegations had joined the CRC. The first
consistory discussion on this independent statpsapd in the 22 April 1884 minutes, when
eight members came with a statement that presésggdral reasons that the church should no
longer be independent.” The consistory agreed aadigiably decided that they must join a
denomination that is “Reformed in confession aresByterian in church government,” and by
October they had narrowed that list to the CRCtardJnited Presbyterian Church. Again
predictably, the favored denomination was the CR(CGhree successive congregational
meetings, the congregation was asked to vote faganst joining the CRC, and the final vote
(74 Yes, 19 No, and 8 blank) made the choice d@ffici

The transition was a very smooth one. The CRC hada@y accepted several
congregations because of the Freemasonry contsoaatswas, no doubt, eager to accept the
flagship congregation, First Reformed Church ofladad. Classis Holland of the CRC, after
reading the official request of First Church andKiag Rev. Egbert Bos a few questions,”
promptly accepted First Church and its pastor iheodenomination.

This history of First Church was not necessarifyi¢gl of other congregations that left
the RCA. However, the strong feelings for and agfaom the part of some, the ambivalence on
the part of others, the harsh words, and the |atiperations occurred in all the congregations.

The separating congregations nearly all joineddR€. Beets records a meeting of
representatives of six congregations on 26 OcttB82 to discuss joining the CRC, and this
acceptance took place on 12 December. Other pastorgregations, and individual families
had already joined or followed later. Exact numlErghose who left are difficult to ascertain.
Beets considers Corwin’s estimate of one thousanfessing members as too low. However,
Beets provides no overall numbers; he admits tivaas lower than anticipated and limited to
Michigan.® There are other numbers to consider as well. R&wierenga calculates that “the
Masonic lodge controversy . . . cost the ImmigiRE¥A some 10,000 soulé®This number no

"Beets, 181-84.

8 Robert Swierenga, “Walls or Bridges?: AcculturatRrocesses in the Reformed and Christian Reformed
Churches in North America,” iMorsels in the Melting Pot: The Persistence of Dutamigrant Communities in
North Americagds. George Harinck and Hans Krabbendamsterdam: VU Uitgeverij, 2006), 37.
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doubt includes those immigrants who might havegdithe RCA, if it were not for the masonic
controversy. Both the decision of tAéscheidingChurch not to send membership papers to the
RCA, and general knowledge among the orthodox Refdrin the Netherlands about the stance
of the RCA made thousands of immigrants decideitothe CRC. Thus, although the
AfscheidingChurch did not break formal relations with the RG#e aggregate cost in numbers
was considerable.

Relation to the Netherlands “Afscheiding” Church

In the previous pages we have often touched oretadonship to and influence of the
church(es) in the Netherlands. The most long-lgstatationship was the control of Classis
Amsterdam over the early RCA (1628-1792). Thisuefice, although often resented and partly
undermined by the Americanization of the RCA, Keptormed doctrinal, liturgical, and judicial
principles alive in the American church. That iefice decreased substantially in the early part
of the nineteenth century, and there is little emick of much direct contact after that between
the RCA and the Dutch church, although some irRG& were aware of thafscheidingand

the suffering of those who left théervormde KerkFor example, Dr. Thomas DeWitt reported,
“When in Holland | received information of a risisgirit of emigration to America, and
especially among thefgescheidereseceders from the Established Church, and hadra s
interview with the Rev. Mr. Scholte, of Utrechtceatly arrived in this country. The tide of
emigration has commenced, and soon two importdoh@s from this class will be founded in
the West.*” Moreover, Van Raalte knew about the RCA, and fteRev. Anthony
Brummelkamp had written a letter “To the Believiershe United States of North America,”
which was translated by Rev. Isaac N. Wyckoff andligshed in theChristian Intelligenceiof

15 October 1846.

Renewed awareness and contacts were awakenechwiitminigration that began mid-
century. Van Raalte and his colonists were gresisted, both short and long term, by the
eastern RCA, and this immigrant connection renesgtionships across the Atlantic. However,
the renewed contacts were not with the natibteavormdeChurch, but with the
Afgescheidenenhe ones who, according to the Americans, haddditar withstand the despotic
“anti-Republican” established church and were dpesamore evangelical faith. Besides, a
settlement in the Midwest would help the falterthgme Mission effort to increase the RCA
presence in the “West.” In the Netherlands, furtrewledge about the RCA would have come
through correspondence to the old country by Vaalteand others. One direct contact was a
very significant one: Van Raalte’s trip to the N&iands and his attendance at the Synod of the
AfscheidingChurch in 1866. Although not an official delegatem the RCA, he brought
greetings and was very pleased to have the Dutaltlelsuggest a sister church relationship.
After this year, delegates from each denominationld visit the other, if funds and travel time
made it possible.

In the meantime, the fledgling CRC was generalbufeed by theAfscheidingChurch.
Nearly every year from 1857 to 1882, the CRC attechpo establish a bona fide sister
(daughter?) relationship with the Dutch, but wabkezirebuffed or given grudging
acknowledgment? (The very first issue dbe Wachtesstated wistfully, “It appears that in
Holland the eyes are beginning to open about ourcth”) Writers both in the midwestern RCA

" Acts and Proceeding4847, 134.
® Beets, 133-43.
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and in theAfscheidingChurch continued to portray the CRC in the worssgde light. Rev.
Bernardus De Beij, for example, had already diggedahe CRC while he was still in the
Netherlands (see below) and continued his denagratiter he immigrated to Chicago. One
unsurpassed sentence will provide the flavor othigque: “The CRC is the product of schism
disease, and offended feelings of honor, Diotraphgersonal animosity, misdirection,
Phariseism, that sucks out the fly and swallowsctreel, a spirit of temptation, loveless
enforcers, and creators of sect3.”

To return to theéAfscheidingChurch and the RCA. The mutual awareness between t
two denominations increased greatly in the earB0%&ecause of the Freemasonry controversy.
Freemasonry had not been a major issue il\teeheidingChurch, although in 1877 they had
decided that they would not permit Masons to biaair church, and they certainly sympathized
with the anti-Freemasonry overtures of the midwesRCA. When the General Synod rebuffed
the midwestern congregations, the Dutch church tagice and began to enter the debate, both
by writing in church papers and at their nationailals. We will highlight the main voices in
this debate.

One long discussion took place between Rev. Bdusabe Beij (Bey), aAfscheiding
pastor who had come to Chicago in 1868, and ReBeddker, another pastor in tAéscheiding
church. Both De Beij and Beuker wrote in the DypehiodicalVrije Kerk,and Beuker was
reprinted inDe Wachter De Beij had written in December 1881 and Beukeatevseveral long
responsef’ In the Freemasonry controversy, De Beij had imaiedy and wholeheartedly
chosen the eastern RCA position, while Beuker dbfdrihe position of the midwestern
churches and strongly protested the RCA synodieaistbns. Beuker especially emphasized that
the synod of a denomination is responsible forsghiatual well-being of the whole church, even
when dealing with unpopular issues. Beuker alsert##d his sources. According to De Beij,
Beuker had acquired all his information from the®Rchismatics.” Beuker responded (rightly
so0) that in earlier years the midwestern RCA manshad objected to the evils of Freemasonry
in the pages dDe Hope and he had garnered many of his arguments frene th

An even more spirited and significant debate tplaice between Rev. Steffens and
various parties in the Dutch church. Steffens heehla major voice in the debate in the
midwestern RCA, where his voice was important. f8tef came from the German branch of the
AfscheidingChurch and had studied at thischeidingSeminary in Kampen, and was still well
known in the Dutch church. He came to America ii2.8nd served the Zeeland and the
Holland First Church congregations at the heighthefFreemasonry controversy. In 1880
Steffens wrote one of his first articles againstAfscheidingChurch because they supported
those who were leaving the RCA. A certain “A. G1'the Netherlands had criticized the RCA
Synod, and Steffens protested, “I have always thotigt it would be better if our brothers in
the Netherlands did not meddle in our affairs, eeat is impossible for them to judge our
situation correctly.” Then he quoted Professor AnthBrummelkamp, honored nestor at the
Kampen Seminary, to bolster his position. Brummelgdad condemned Freemasonry, but then
warned the midwestern RCA, “What now? Do you warleave your church about this
question? Certainly not! Listen to Hosea 2—'Plesglie with your mother.®

" De Hope 19 August 1868, 3. The article appeareBénHopea few weeks after De Beij had arrived in America.
Readers for whom “Diotrephism” is not a part ofithegular vocabulary may want to consult 3 John 9.

8 Reprinted irDe Wachterfrom 13 July to 3 August 1882.

81 De Hope,22 November 1880, 1, 2.
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Two years later, however, Steffens and his oldge®sdr were no longer in accord.
Brummelkamp had written that just as he had suppdtie early leaders of tidscheiding if
he were in America now, he would support Rev. Haggtinst the persecution he endured from
the RCA hierarchy. In his response Steffens fiestlinomage to Brummelkamp as a great
leader, but then continued: “Is it fair to condeanwhole classis, which looked to God when
laboring in the Hulst case, psrsecutors-and that out of partiality for a man [Hulst] who
treasures the tradition of the Dut&Fscheidingonly apparently. . . , and really assumes a
sectarian stance. ‘Please pause for a moment,alvewt to Prof. Brummelkamp, who has been
led on the wrong path because of his predispositiaard agitators® But Brummelkamp was
not to be dissuaded. In a response to both DeadijSteffens he wrote that he is “now better
informed and retracts his error.” He charged hisfer students to do battle against the evil of
the (eastern) RCA, and even cited the words of Moadto Esther: “Who knows whether you
have not come to the kingdom for such a time a2thi

The censure from the Dutch church came from varsausces. One writer (A. V.)
claimed that the RCA was highhanded and un-Refoimédr actions. Now Steffens answered
with a frustrated response that he would voiceuesdly: “Does A. V. really think that the
Netherlands is, as it were, a court of appeal ireAoan Reformed Church questions? When will
the people in the Netherlands finally become smaough to understand that an independent
church in America, which assumes a place of honwrg Reformed Churches, will not be
treated as a child under the authority of guardtaggardians who do not at all understand the
questions that trouble u$?”

Behind these journalistic skirmishesie WachteandDe Hopelay the more important
issue of the attitude of thfscheidingChurch and its official relationship to the RCAdahe
CRC. Other authors have noted thatAliecheidingChurch simply shifted its sympathy and
support from the RCA to the CRC, but the situat\@s more complex. | will summarize the
situation in some detail to give the reader a seh#ge strong emotional and theological
sentiments and of the importance of the postuteeDutch church.

The two most significant discussions and decistonk place at the 1882 and 1883
Synods of thé\fscheidingChurch. The 1882 Synod had received several contatons from
those who had recently left the RCA, pleading tbairse. The RCA had also sent a
commel;Snication, in the form of a letter by Rev. Baul D. Van Cleef, defending the RCA
stance.

The Synod itself was divided in its reaction. Fritra very opening there were those who
wanted to break the sister-church relationship withRCA immediately, while others wanted
merely to admonish the denomination. Rfecheidingsynodical commission mandated to write
an advisory report also was split into a majoritg aninority report. The majority report
expressed hesitancy to enter into judgment on gemata sister church and assured the RCA
that it “was not driven by meddlesomeness or pttidi by Christian love that is concerned about

8 De Hope,1 February 1882, 2.

8 |_etters from De Beij and Brummelkamp reprintedia Wachter6 April 1882, 3. Brummelkamp was a pivotal
figure in this discussion. A prominent leader ia ffscheiding he also taught for many years at the seminary in
Kampen. Moreover, he was the brother-in-law of \Raalte.

#De Hope 24 May 1882, 4.

®It is not clear if this was a synodically approwdmtument composed before Van Cleef left America personal
letter. | lean to the latter, because editor Hemikebis summary of this Synod, noted that “Vanet|édecause of a
misunderstanding about the date of the Synod,@&jrbad to return to America with his family, an@tbfore wrote
his report in a letter'e Wachter21 September 1882, 3).
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others for the promotion of good works.” The nestttence, however, continued, “we are
convinced that the Lodge is grounded in a Deistgid) and it grieves us greatly that there are
many Masons among you. The letter of Rev. van (@epécially gives us great pain.” The
report continued that th&fgescheidenedid not want to break fellowship with the RCA, but
again, the letter of Van Cleef is mentioned. Theytto continue the relationship, but only if
the RCA turned from Freemasonry; in the meantineectiurch would not be able to send or
receive attestations (membership papers) withathdéu examination. The minority report
concluded more tersely: “We hesitate to do sommihave to break the relationshffs.”

These reports were followed by a long discussiomhich the “moderates” reminded
others that in Corinth St. Paul did not favor sefian but warned against it. The question
whether the church would terminate its relationshifh the RCA was rejected by a vote of 37 to
3. However, the orderly Dutch then performed aigarkéntary faux pas and “stopped the
voting.” They read the letter to be sent to thobe Wwad already left the RCA, encouraging them
to continue the good fight against Freemasonry,i¢tvis death to the Reformed church,” and
then apparently repeated the voting, which nowctegethe resolution to cut off relations with
the RCA by only 23 to 1 %1

For some reason the report on the Dutch Synod &2 ¥&s resumed iDe Wachtein
1883 (by the CRC delegate Roelof T. Kuiper). Haragaentioned the letter of Rev. Van Cleef.
It had been translated into Dutch and read onltwe bf Synod®® The most significant
paragraph was the following:

We hope that our brothers will realize that Freesnagin America is very different from
Freemasonry in Europe, and that many of our bestrarst orthodox ministers and
members are Masons. Our Synod would not be aldarty out procedures which would
lead to expelling brothers from our church whowseful in their office and appear to be
honored by God. “What God has cleansed, thou sbaltall common.” When
Freemasons adorn their confession with a godly|jlf& as other Christians, we as a
Synod cannot deny them entrance into our cheitch.

After the reading of Van Cleef’s letter the Synanhttnued to discuss the issue at great
length. Even though there still was some sympathyife RCA stance, more and more delegates
were swayed in the opposite direction. Some agased the question whether the joining with
the RCA by Van Raalte and others had not beenastyhand they recalled the “proviso” of Dr.
Wyckoff that the immigrants “would be most perfgdiiee, at any time when they found an
ecclesiastical connection opposed to their religiptosperity and enjoyment, to bid us a
fraternal adieu, and be by themselves again.” fimeo& also contested the notion that American
Freemasonry was completely different from its Eeapcounterpart. The gathering then
continued to damn the RCA with faint praise by dodimg that “they did not want to go so far
as branding the RCA as an apostate, false chundhtoacut off communion with them at this
time, especially since they still regarded thema aburch of Christ.” Some defended the RCA’s

8 De Wachter28 September 1882, 3.

¥ Ipid.

8 | have not been able to locate a copy of Van {@éetter in English; | have translated here atisecof the Dutch
version back into English.

8 De Wachter19 July 1883, 2.
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Constitution as a pure and Reformed document, thatr® held that the denomination elevated
their Constitution over the Word of G&4.

Kuiper’s final report consisted of the letter sby the 1882AfscheidingSynod to the
RCA. The letter again began with expressions ottty love and protestations that the Dutch
church had no interest in meddling in the affafrarmother denomination. However, “our heart is
not without fear, because according to Rev. Varef&detter and your most recent synodical
actions, the evil of Freemasonry is not consideesg serious or dangerous.” The
Afgescheidenewould be loath to break relations with the RCA, t‘fiyou do not stop this sin,
if you do not demonstrate in word and deed that $im is detested by you, and is no longer
tolerated in your church, then we would soon havea so.” Van Cleef’s letter is mentioned one
more time: “When Rev. Van Cleef’s letter was reads, a shudder went through our gathering.
Moreover, when the words, ‘What God has cleansen) shalt not call common,” spoken by the
Lord to Peter in relation to the heathens’ enttg ithe Kingdom of Heaven, were applied by
Rev. Van Cleef to the anti-Christian lodge we watecked. You must realize that according to
our view and our judgment of this sin, that we bardly entrust our [immigrant] members to
your care and guidance. We are responsible for siogils and we tremble at the thought that
because of us they would come under the guidanoerosters or elders who belong to the
lodge.®* Even though the Synod used strong language, ialidas is sometimes asserted,
terminate the sister church relationship with ti&AR

The most withering response to the action of thecD Synod came from Rev. Steffens.
Admitting that the Synod spent much time and energthe “RCA problem,” Steffens
continued:

We cannot give our approval to the treatment ofisguwes by a Synod in the Netherlands
.. . which acts as a sort of Upper-or-Arch Synafthat right would a Synod in another
country, and especially the Synod of the ChrisR&fiormed Church in the Netherlands,
have to meddle in our affairs? . . . Why can tpeafessed love for us not believe that the
Reformed Church in America has, not without reasamdled those who left us as
schismatics? . . . How must we understand thattioward our Church? They treat us
with the rod and give honey to those who disturb us We consider the action of the
Synod of the Christian Reformed Church in the Neitimels as a novelty of church order,
which could not be approved by any Reformed théalowho knows anything about
Reformed Church Order. . . . Unless the Lord preségnthen the road seems open that
the Chgizstian Reformed Church in the Netherlandsbecome a Christian oracle of
Delphi.

Meanwhile, what was the official reaction of thEA&Rto this barrage of criticism and
decisions? Surprisingly nonchalant. Thets and Proceedings 1883 reported the receipt of the
letter from theAfscheidingChristian Reformed Church in the Netherlands. Chenmittee on

“Report by R. T. KuipeDe Wachter26 July 1883, 1.

L |bid., 16 August 1883, 2.

%2De Hope 26 September 1883- 4. This is our final quotation from Steffenstire 1882 controversy. However, it
is interesting to listen to his reaction four yelater: “Recently | have had opportunity to findt things about
Freemasonry. | have never before seen so vividatiti-Christian intent of these people as | do.nalthough |
regret to the depth of my soul that many of outhercs have broken communion with us because of the
Freemasonry issue, | must nevertheless count tloeraat in their opposition to this evilDe Hope 26 May 1886,
1).
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Correspondence merely noted that the Dutch Syndadtuested “a deliverance of Synod on
the question of Freemasonry, and second, the aa@rtoe of friendly correspondence. In respect
to the first, your Committee do not feel called oo give any expression, since the same
subject matter is at present under consideraticanioyher committee. But your Committee
earnestly recommend a continuance of correspondeititehe Christian Reformed Church in
the Netherlands.” The final paragraph of this régbows again the chasm between the two
churches. Whereas Van Cleef’s letter had shocke®tiich Synod and may well have been the
most damaging item to sway tAéscheidingchurch, the Synod in Albany “commended the
course of Rev. Dr. Van Cleef, in the appropriaté gudlicious words addressed by him to the
Synod in the Netherlands on the subject of Freemgisthe same having been made necessary
by his knowledge of facts bearing upon the relaiohsaid Synod with that portion of our
church in the West inclining toward secession d® alscount.® (It will not surprise the reader
that Rev. Hulst had already provided a journalisticop forDe WachterHe reported that he

had read in several English newspapers that the 8@wWd had received a letter from the Dutch
church, and one delegate to the RCA Synod had otiedThat letter was a slap in the face for
our friendly hand reaching out to theni®)

The response of the RCA Synod appears to be al¢asush-off,” considering how long
and passionately th&fscheidingChurch had labored over the Freemasonry issuewonkd
have expected some counter response from the R@Aoxresponse was sent (although
apparently both churches continued to send delegatide other's Synod meetings). Moreover,
in 1885 the Dutch Synod again addressed the quedtiovas largely a brief reprise of the 1882
discussion, as well as a complaint that the RCAo8ymad not responded in any way to the
Dutch churct® But again, nothing happened—until six years afterinitial letter had been
received!

The RCAActsand Proceedingsf 1889 read: “The [Correspondence] Committee has
had referred to it a letter from ‘The Christian &afed Church in the Netherlands,” complaining
that no notice has been taken of its letters o188 of 1885, sharply criticising our body for
the allowing of Church members to join the Free dfiesand other oath bound secret societies.
The committee drafted a letter approved by Synddressing two matters—Freemasonry and
“continuance of friendly correspondence.” The fisstue, Synod said, had been resolved:
“Happily the question of Free Masonry is no longetisturbing element in our churches. The
General Synod, by Providential guidance and wisiemchas settled this matter, and peace and
harmony now reign in our once distracted church&k€ letter then continued to summarize the
RCA decisions from 1870 to 1881, and concluded waitlassurance. “You will see, therefore,
that our ministers and elders have not closed thes to this matter, nor their ears to
complaints, nor their hearts to sympathy and |Id¥eere has been no attempt to sacrifice purity
to peace, but a disposition to exercise mutualitghand forbearance for the one paramount
object—the glory of God in the salvation of men.”

Continued relationship, the second issue, waslgrdasired by the RCA: “Whatever
circumstances may have arisen in the past, wergiydeope that nothing may break the ties or
mar the fraternal feeling between two bodies seatjoallied in doctrine and in kinship®

9 Acts and Proceeding$883, 252-53.
% De Wachter21 June1883,.2

% |bid., 7 November 1885, 4.

% Acts and Proceeding4889, 837-41.
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Although CRC folks of that year would consider thissive a highly sanitized version of the
previous twenty years, apparently the Dutch chgedmed to be generally satisfied.

| have not sought to trace the details of thetieiahip between the RCA and the
Afgescheidehurch beyond this year, but it is worth noting ylear 1896. In 1892 the
AfscheidingChurch in the Netherlands had joined forces withtB86Doleantieseparation
from theHervormde KerKled by Abraham Kuyper); the name of the joint d@s was
Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederlankhe1896 Actf the new church gave notable prominence
to the RCA. Visiting delegate Rev. George S. Bishugh brought greetings from the RCA in
English. Then Rev. Balster van Ess delivered a-page speech in Dutch, stressing both the old
ties between the Dutch and the American churchdsharecent influx of immigrants from the
Dutch church. The response was delivered by Abrakayper?’ who praised the RCA for her
faithfulness to the Confessions and urged evemgénoties than before. By contrast, the CRC
was represented only by a letter from a committemplaining that in the past tiAdscheiding
Churchhad not sufficiently chastised the RCA nor giveffisient support to the CRC. The
Dutch Synod did not seem inclined to take thesegesaseriously® Thus the relationship
between the RCA and the Dutch church, althoughtigressted, was not completely severed.
During the crucial immigration years 1880-1920, kwer, by far the greater number of Dutch
immigrants from (various) Reformed denominationtghie Netherlands joined the CRC, and in
succeeding decades the bond between the CRC atthtormeerde Kerken in Nederland
became very strong, especially from the 1920sed 8v0s.

Conclusion(s)

In 2007 the CRC celebrated its sesquicentenniagntyvyears from now the RCA will celebrate
its quatro-centennial. Such landmarks are, appaigdyi, times of celebration and thanksgiving.
They can also be times of more sober assessmedtpeahaps of remembering less glorious
events. Church disagreements, squabbles, clasteschisms are among such less glorious
events, and the Freemasonry controversy is no @roephistorically interesting, perhaps
unavoidable, but not always the church at its best.

Let me make some concluding observations—somaairkinted at, others more
tangential.

Resolution?
In the letter from the 1889 RCA Synod that was gdabove, the assessment is that all is well

in the RCA and all the unrest has given way toigles peace. One significant item missing from
that description is the troubled feeling in muchihed midwestern RCA. They had lost their battle

97 Abraham Kuyper wrote at length and passionatetygimany subjects; however, his writing on Freemaswas
brief. In De Heraut (of which he was the editor) he took a mediatingifion. He found that Freemasonry in
America was less opposed to the Christian faithablded in the next sentence: “If anyone shouldfaslperson
could at the same time be a confessor of Chrisiactmhscious adherent of the principle of Freemgsadmen it
must be answered without hesitation that thimjgossible’ But then he added immediately, “That to say that
everyone who has joined Freemasonry or who doebreak with it, denies the Christ and must be exoomnicated
by the church goes much too fabd& Heraut 30 October 1892, 2). This position was very ckos¥an Raalte’s
view. See Henry E.Doskdrgvensschets van A. C. Van Ra@gkerk: Callenbach, 1893), 301, 334-35.

91896 Acta der Generale Synode van de Gereformé&den in Nederland, Art. 67, 68, 69, 132.
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with the East about Freemasonry and they had toiesce. However, ministers such as John H.
Karster?® and many members continued to be deeply troubtetidbRCA's stance, and their
sense of oneness with the denomination was grsiadliyen. In the subsequent history of the
RCA, the contrast between East and West did napgisar, and at several critical junctures the
differences loomed large. It is outside the purvathis study, but one might well want to
examine if the difference and distrust did not lgemd its roots in the Freemasonry
controversy.

Respectful RCA Synods

It seems to me that the synodical pronouncemenitéfreemasonry and the replies to the
midwestern overtures were generally more generodsespectful than the judgment in the
eastern RCA generally. Although | often disagrethhe synodical decisions, given their
situation it seems that they bent as far as thajdcdhe two expressions of impatience cited
above (the 187€hristian Intelligenceiarticle and the shouting match at the 1880 Syneagw
probably typical of many members in the East.H&tl been a member of a flourishing New
York congregation, my attitude probably would h&een something like this: “Who do these
Dutch immigrant farmers with their broken Englistdaoutmoded ideas think they are? What
right do they have to dictate to us, who have falth carried on the Reformed tradition for 250
years? Besides, we have helped those yokels imsy mays and this is how they show their
gratitude!” If | am correct in gauging the attitudemany in the East, then the various synods
showed considerable restraint and respect.

American Anti-Masonry

A major fault of the East was the seeming unwiltiegs to admit that anti-masonry had been and
was part of American life. In the 1830s there hadrban Anti-Masonic (political) Party, with
prominent leaders such as Thaddeus Stevens andm/Henry Seward. The most famous
American revivalist, Charles Finney, was an aragponent of Freemasonry, and churches of
many theological stripes militated against the @as@f the lodge. Just because there was a
hysterical fringe element in American anti-Masontsaent, does not negate the fact that there
were many reputable Christian voices who warnethagthe elitism, the false religiosity, and

the inimical influence of the Enlightenment. Agaaumber of (former) abolitionists turned

their attention to Freemasonry and found this tam@stitution that also needed to be uprooted
from American society®

% John Karsten was representative of many otheopagind church members) in the midwestern RCAhatenot
joined the CRC secession in 1857 and had a longimstidguished ministry in the RCA. He served five
congregations (the church in Alto, Wisconsin, tyiaad participated in denominational projects, saglserving as
editor ofDe Hopeand on the Council of Hope College. At the samefihe was deeply troubled and conflicted
about Freemasonry in the RCA. He spearheaded itiagwf the overtures to Synod from the Classis of
Wisconsin. Both the original Dutch and the Engliglnsions of the overtures are in his handwritirege(Karsten
file, Joint Archives of Holland). He never realigd peace over the Freemasonry outcome.

190 For a lengthy treatment of this widespread phemuméy a wide spectrum of churches, see Paul Goodma
Towards a Christian Republic: Antimasonry and tireds Transition in New England, 1826-18@%ew York:
Oxford University Press, 1988), especially 23%fe also his more recdrdr the People: American Populist
Movements from the Revolution to the 18&Dsapel Hill: University of North Carolina Pre2§08).
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Another historian connects the two states mosilued in our study—New York and
Michigan. “In Anti-masonry’s early stages, a redigs dynamic provided most of its drive. The
movement originated, after all, in western New YerBurned-Over District,” the most
preached to, proselytized, revived, and reformed ar all of Yankee Christendom. And as New
York emigrants poured into Michigan in the 1820sfiAnasonry lost little time in spreading
there.®* And there was nothing Dutch or European abouttheices. It seems disingenuous of
the East to pretend that Freemasonry was an inmscimerican institution that only an
immigrant could be opposed 1%

Fishing in Troubled Waters

The Dutch proverlvissen in troebel wataalways has the connotation of becoming involved in
someone else’s difficulties to your own advantddet proverb applies to the CRC’s
involvement in the Freemasonry controversy. The @RI@micists often affirmed that the
reason for their involvement was brotherly love andcern for the truth. One may grant that
from their perspective this may have been truetdute it is just as clear that they were fishing
in RCA troubled waters in order to gain advantadde immediate advantage would be the
gaining of more members. In trying to demonstratd the eastern RCA was sub-Christian or
non-Christian in its toleration of Freemasonry, @RC troubled the midwestern RCA members
with the expectation that many of them would jdie CRC. At times that aim was stated
forthrightly, as in this citation: “Let us join tether as a Dutch Reformed Church that recognizes
Christ as her Head—which we can do very well withtbe East.**® Just as often the hundreds
of articles inDe Wachtefrom 1868 to 1885 (including reprints from Dutchuoth newspapers)
could not help but apply this pressure betweerities.

Different Worlds

Elton Bruins has made an excellent case for a nmagmon for the RCA masonic controversy —
Americanization, or rather, the lack thereof. Mokthose opposed to Freemasonry, both in the
midwestern RCA and in the CRC were first- or seegaderation immigrants. Every study on
immigrants and immigration acknowledges that trmularation in a new country is a difficult
and usually painful process. In the case of theBbuhmigrants to the American Midwest, this
process was made more complex and difficult becatigeeir relative isolation in Dutch
communities.

M. Eugene Osterhaven also acknowledged this diffiand put it even more strongly:
“The geographical distance, however, was not a®itapt as the cultural gap between East and
West. Here were two groups, the one constitutiegoldest church tradition in the country, the
other a band of immigrants; the one speaking amguage, the other a different one; the one the
church of the Van Rensselaers, Livingstones, Rade\and Martin Van Buren, the other living

191 Ronald P. Formisand@he Birth of Mass Political Parties: Michigan, 182861 (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1971), 62-63.

102 geeFamily Quarrels 55-58. Bruins here recognizes the political alifjious opposition to American Masonry,
and the RCA's ignoring such opposition. He attrésuthis ignoring to the more advanced Americaropatif the
eastern RCA. That is true, but | would add thatsb betrayed theological insensitivity and failtseadmit the
dangerous religious ingredients of Freemasonrnhderthe RCA had become too “Americanized,” andybbinto
some aspects of the culture of its time without dhflection.

1% pe Wachter6 November 1879, 3
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primitively in log houses struggling to get a siarthe new world.*** Let me expand on
Osterhaven’s observation.

The history of the two groups was completely défdgr The eastern church could trace
its national and church history back over two hexdyears and had been shaped by the
Revolutionary War and the glorious quest for indef@ce. They had lived under more than
twenty presidents and experienced both the higtidaams of political and economic life. The
immigrants in the midwestern church looked bacla@omplex history of the Protestant
Reformation, their own war of independence fromigpaGolden Age, wars with other
European countries, and French occupation. Bothd&msMidwest had been shaped by national
history and myths, which made their inner and owtends utterly different.

Difference in language was, in some ways, the mlgious barrier between the East and
Midwest. This difference would be in evidence an&al Synod, where the midwestern
delegates were probably at a disadvantage in dismssand debates. Also, tGéristian
Intelligencerwas virtually unknown in the West abé Hopewas not read in the East, and thus
the two sectors lacked genuine communication. Maeeas all immigrants can testify, not
mastering the local language places one in aniarfposition.

Place and geography also played a major role. ®tarte between the eastern and the
western regions of the RCA made regular commurminatnd interaction difficult. Moreover, the
West was still battling the forests to make roomtheir farms, the communities were rural,
small, and simple, and roads and streets oftendsgide. New immigrants sometimes still had
to live in sod homes. The East also had rural ceggjions, but the Collegiate churches of New
York City inhabited a bustling cosmopolitan cityndther dimension of place included work,
economic level, and social standing. Many congregganthe East worked at humble jobs and
made a simple living, but others were successfthénprofessions and still others were
millionaires. Two of them became United Statesidesgs. Education also presented an
incredibly different picture. Ministers such as VRaalte had a superb education, although not
all ministers did, and church members often hadoee than rural elementary schooling. In the
East, however, college and university education e taken for granted in many families.

In surveying the Freemasonry controversy, it isictbat in church and theology the gap
was often a wide chasm. Van Raalte and others maag thought that RCA history, theology,
and practice were mirror images of the Reformedrhin the Netherlands and, even more, of
the AfscheidingChurch. The dissimilarities, however, were manye Afscheidingepresented a
very narrow slice of Reformed theology and churdcpice (even then th&fscheidingorethren
continued to quarrel about which of their particutderpretations was theally Reformed
stance). To compare theological issues would takea far afield, but let me just note two
examples of church life—the use of hymns and thaioms with other denominations. Hymns
were introduced in the RCA in 1789, while the odbw in the Netherlands (when they were still
members of thélervormdeChurch) despised the 1807 Dutch hymns, and hymgirsy was
completely banished in th&fscheidingcongregations. Second, relations with other Praigst
denominations were non-existent in the NetherlaBdwxe the Reformed Church was the
national church, there was in effect no room féveotgroups. Anabaptists, Lutherans, and
Remonstrants were tolerated, but there was nofgigni contact with those groups. The
AfscheidingChurch would have been even more loath to intevébtany other church. The
RCA, however, had developed a wide range of “ecuca&€ncontacts. Their physical proximity

104«33ints and Sinners: Secession and the ChristiiarRied Church,” itWord and World: Reformed Theology in
Americag ed. James W. Van Hoeven (Grand Rapids: Eerdm&gs), 66.
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to many denominations, involvement in revivalsnjafforts such as the American Bible
Society, and common interest in foreign missiors dapromoted friendly relations with other
Protestants. One only has to glance at any isstlee@fhristian Intelligencetto see this interest
and involvement.

Given these and other contrasts and differencegdestthe East and Midwest, it is no
wonder that misunderstanding and clashes wouldlolevin terms of Freemasonry, if the two
groups spoke in contemporary parlance, one canimaagach saying about the other, “They just
don’t get it!”

Membership

When new immigrants from the Netherlands joined@REC (mostly in Canada) after the Second
World War, they posed a question to the “estabtsI@GRC in the United States: “You do not
allow members to join the Masons, but why can fbeythe socialist labor unions that are based
on the un-Christian principle of the class struggi@eing raised in solid Kuyperian principles
of separate Christian organizations, the immigrandsnptly established Christian labor unions.)
Their question echoed the one by the Freemasomgragnts in the 1880s: how can a
Christian be a member of a sub-Christian or antis@ihn organization? The synodical
pronouncements always came with the same answamnayenot determine membership in any
other terms than that stipulated in the Constitutlo order to understand the significance of that
issue for the midwestern church, let me posedbimemporary terms: could a Christian be a
member of an organization such as the Communisy Bathe South Africamroederboncdr
the Aryan Brotherhood? Assuming that a person doesngage in any violent or illegal
activities and is not aware of or ignores the basike principles of the organization, should the
church forbid such membership? What corporate respiity does a Christian have when
joining such organizations? This question was a$leithe midwestern RCA and the synodical
answer was not satisfactory for many members.dtilisa relevant question today.

The Language of Polemics

One does not have to read much in church histepe@ally in church controversies, to discover
that polemic language was seldom “full of graced amstead “seasoned with much salt,”
sometimes with vitriol, ranging from exaggeratiorstatology. Saint Paul himself was not
devoid of such speech, and for polemicists amoaghiurch Fathers, from Roman Catholics to
Protestants and from Calvinists to Lutherans, saicuage has often been the staple of church
guarrels and arguments. The language generatdwliyréemasonry controversy was no
different.

| have quoted some expressions above; here are sitrar examples. At one point Rev.
Henry Dosker characterized those pastors loydl¢dRCA: “The loyal churches and pastors,
efficiently led by able men, began to rally frone tthock and to undo, as far as possible, the
work of demoralization*® Rev. Gerrit Hemkes responded sarcastically: “Tile mmen were
busy handing out sleeping potions, sprinkling sarttie eyes of the people, singing lullabies,
and acting in a partisan manné?®The “Brochure” about the RCA sent by the CRC ® th

195 Edwin Tanjore CorwinA Manual of the Reformed Church in America, 1628218th ed. (New York: Board of
Publication of the Reformed Church in America, 19@23.
1% pe Wachter14 July 1881, 3.
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AfscheidingChurch summarized their evaluation as follows: Gritbr yourselves if in the
Constitution the door of the church in the RCA @4 wide open, so that Arius, Pelagius,
Socinus, and Arminius can freely enter, mount thi@ip sit in the pew of the elders, and seat
themselves at the table of the Lord’s suppg€fWhen Steffens addressed those in the
midwestern RCA who were considering withdrawingrrthe RCA (and by implication
addressing the CRC), he judged that “schism is tumala unhuman, unchristian, unbiblical,
unreformed.*®®

| am not sure if contemporary church disagreemargdess vitriolic because the church
is less concerned about the importance of the TRWFHHecause she has learned to be more
civil and gracious. In the case of the RCA and@RC, | am grateful that one of their recent
efforts at reconciliation has been the joint prdducof a song book-Sing: A New Creatian
That joint effort speaks and sings words full clag.

197 Brochure op Kerkelijk GebiegHolland, Mich.: Vorst, 1869), 11.
1% Quoted inDe Wachter1 September 1881, 3.
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX A: First Reformed Church of Holland, Michgan

The controversy at First Reformed Church in 18824dily spilled over into the street. The
episode below, reprinted froRillar Church in the Van Raalte Eyghows how involved (and
polarized) the whole community was in the churcu@s®

The next episode comes close to tragi-comedy.(lassis of Holland was to hold a
special meeting on 1 March, and intended to meEtrst Church, although the
consistory had notified classis that they showltisthedule their meeting there.
Apparently word had gone out that there might berdrontation at the church and a
large number of people turned out. From here erréports on what happened next
differ substantially. The most sensational appdargof all places) New York and
Chicago newspapers, which referred to fisticuffd eeading of the Riot Act. Bruins
quotes a more sober account fromBa@aner of Truthwhich only mentioned a large
crowd and “wordy contention.” The most colorfupogt comes from Teunis Keppel
(not a very objective reporter!), who managedl&mia not only the minority (those
who wished to remain in the RCA) but also the mayfd-Holland and “persons outside
our Congregation” for whatever trouble there mayehbeen:

If it had not been for our Mayor, the people wontd have gathered outside the
fence of the church. On the morning of Marchas publicly stated by the
mayor, “There will be a Classis meeting today irstFChurch, even if the bottom
stone comes to the top. . . .” [A Dutch expressiomlar to “even if we have to
turn the world upside down.”] That expressionte Mayor was spread

around. . . . Shortly before one o’clock Mayor Rbcame from the West Side
with a large book under his arm, a pencil in oaechand a cane in the other,
walking in a dignified manner. Three consistorymmbers stood outside the
fence and | and Elder Kruidenier inside. The peaptre quiet, but wondering
what the Mayor would do. . . . The Mayor walkedama down the sidewalk and
ordered the people, who did nothing nor movedtladfsidewalk. Three
ministers stood talking a short distance fromghate. Three ministers came
closer to the entrance of the church square. TieiMayor said to old Father
Van den Berge, who stood close to the gate, théigd to get off the sidewalk.
The answer was, “I'm not moving.” The Mayor calleat twice to the Marshall,

199 Michael De Vries and Harry Boonstiijlar Church in the Van Raalte ErgHolland, Mich.: Pillar Christian
Reformed Church, 2003), 131-32. The material isinégd here as it appeared in this book, withéwglellipses, and
bracketed sentence also appearing there.
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“Arrest that man,” and the Marshall, at the ordethe Mayor really did put his
hands on the 75-year-old gray Elder, who did petk a word but stood
peacefully by the gate. After that the order cérom the Mayor that
Wykhuyzen also should be arrested. The ministersaid that this was not the
desire of Classis . . . , and Classis decideddetrat Third Church. The mayor
read the Riot Act, but we say and want to underiimothing happed that
deserves the designation riof

Describing the same incident but with a differdansis the account of Engbertus Van
der Veen (who said earlier, “Keppel was ambitituperpetuate his own name”).

Time came for the classis to meet, accordingéatimutes of the latest
session—that is, before Keppel's secession. #isige was to be held in our
historic church, but Keppel and his followers séid church was theirs. On the
morning of the day the Classis was to convenectimsistory locked the double
door with a logging chain. The leaders Van dergierd Derk te Roller, one on
each side of the doors, stood like sentinels gogrithe entrance. Other
members of the consistory, supported by a groupef faithful, stood within
calling distance. By their gestures they showedntelves ready to resist any
attempt to open the church door. Keppel, dresséikibest, walked inside the
church yard from the gate to the church door,ngpp@down, looking excitedly in
all directions, his fists clenched as if readydombat. . . . | went home, leaving
the scene with a heavy heart, saddened to seesélésh men could act in the
name of Christianity™*

APPENDIX B: Different Worlds

Eugene Osterhaven’s observation about the East&@Ahe West RCA occupying different
worlds came to be expressed in an interesting asinliretween the contents in lristian
IntelligencerandDe Wachteiduring the 1880s. The articles and the advertis¢srdemonstrate
in a graphic manner that the East and the Wediwtidn separate worlds. (However, both
communities had a strong faith in patent medicine!)

HEADLINES AND SUMMARIES FROM THECHRISTIANINTELLIGENCER
* News item about new professor of Hebrew at Hartryersity.
* Areader reporting on a class reunion of an (unmfroellege: “We had Jews and
Gentiles, Romanists, Quakers, Scotch Covenantdidels, Methodist preachers, and

specimen of almost every name that is named tondigsh Christians from one another.
It was a marvelous reunion of old friends.”

110 Teunis KeppelPe Grondwet14 March 1882, 8.
1 Engbertus van der Veen, “Life ReminiscencesPirich Immigrant Memoirs and Related Writingsd. Henry

S. Lucas, rev. ed., 2 vols. (Assen, Netherlandst @arcum, 1955; reprint, Grand Rapids: Eerdmang7),9.:505-
6.
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* In the column “Our Church”: The Reformed ChurctSahenectady reported on “Two
Centuries of Church Life.” The article described gfolished marble of the pulpit, the
gothic stone edifice, and the local worthies wherated the celebration.

* The news beyond the RCA included the commencenidfrianklin and Marshall
College, the statistics of Sunday Schools througteiworld, the gathering of the Pan-
Presbyterian Council, and news items from PresiayteMethodist, and other Protestant
denominations.

* In every issue there was a report on the stock ebark
* Most issues summarized other periodicals, sudiagazine of Art.
* In 1881 there was a long series on Michelangelo.

* Among the advertisements were the following:
Tales from the Odyssey for Boys and Girls.
Electric Corset
China and porcelain
Parker’s Ginger Tonic for blood purifier and feeabmplaints
Cure for opium habit
Oriental Cream or Magical Purifier (a woman pietiin a rather low-cut gown)
Marble, bronze, brass Memorial Tablets
Insurance ads in every issue (maigescheidenewere on principle opposed to all
insurance)
Advertisement for Auburn Seminary and Mt. Hope ieadseminary

HEADLINES AND SUMMARIES FROMDE WACHTER
» Areprint from the Dutch church papBazuin

In the small village of Baflo, Groningen, a quieremony took place: a detailed
report of a funeral, with extended summary ofrthirister’s sermon.

* The news included a long item about the openintp®fTheological School in Grand
Rapids. Professor G. E. Boer was present withihis students and four curators, and the
audience was privileged to listen to five speakers.

* Received for the Emeritus Ministers, Widows, anglans Fund: $6.80 from the Ladies
Society “Dorcas” in Grand Rapids.

* Final Agenda item for Synod: Synod should makeastten about the best way to
conduct “Holland Christian education.”

» “De Catastrophe in Nieuwkuik, 1880-1881"—in Memafythe Flood in North Brabant.
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* “Storm in Pella”™—The countryside suffered from aalitrous hail storm. Wheat, rye,
oats, and barley were destroyed. Small life-stoak killed, the trees are bare.

* Among the advertisements were the following (alDutch):
Mrs. H. Wijkhuijsen—Physician. Treats Women andl@kn lliness with the best
results; residence across from First Church ifa#al, Michigan
BoekenNieuwe Testament, Psalmen, en FormulieBoheurkalender voor 18&8An
Amsterdam
Exceptional Opportunity: Farms for Rent. In thesteen part in Sioux County, lowa
J. H. Van Vlissingen: Land Agenten en Notarisgggenten van de Amsterdamse
Stoomboot
Hollansche Kolonie in Prinsburg, Minnesota: “Tsl® land are guaranteed.”
Stump and Grub Extractor
Farmer died. Everything for sale at auction, idahg 18 cows and 12 hogs
Sloan’s Populaire Medicijnen
Beste Hollandsche Koek

APPENDIX C: Dutch Connection

Why did | use “The Dutch Connection” as part of title for my essay? There are several
reasons. First, | deliberately used a large nurabButch language sources, both from the
Netherlands and from the immigrant community. Tdesision enabled me to access sources that
had not been previously used; for example, | wae @bdescribe the history and composition of
Dutch Masonry more precisely than had been donaréeflso, it is noteworthy that the crucial
discussion between the midwestern RCA and the CRCaenducted largely in Dutch in the
church periodicals.

Second, | became aware again of the large rolieg@lay the DutctfscheidingChurch.
The great amount of attention paid to the Freemgsmontroversy by the Dutch synods is really
remarkable; page after page of tHeioceedingss devoted to the evaluation and condemnation
of Freemasonry. Equally remarkable is the imporaattached to the Dutch sister church
relationship on the part of the CRC and RCA.

Third, as | make clear in several sections, thaignants, both in the midwestern RCA
and the CRC, still had a strong umbilical relatlupgo theAfscheidingChurch—its history,
leaders, teachings, and mutual experiences. Thisge made for strong theological
deliberations and principles. At the same time lthtage also transmitted the frequent tenacity,
obstinacy, and theological nitpicking.
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