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PREFACE

Learning about the National Asscciation of Congregational Christian Churches is not easy. No
comprehensive history has been written. Only a few of the founders remain active. No seminary offers a
course tailored to it. Months or vears of participation, informal contacts, and overhearing the scuttlebutt
are usually required. The "Congregational History and Polity" course is designed to accelerate the
learning curve by immersing the student in modem Congregationalism's traditions and practices, as well
as in the more comprehensive Congregational story.

We see this as essential for seminarians seeking a firm foundation in the community they are
preparing to serve. Equally important is educating the many ministers who come to Congregationalism
from other traditions. Church members seeking a better understanding of their faith may also appreciate a
package that brings widely scattered materials together.

The first volume, for instance, of Readings in the History and Polity of the National Association
of Congregational Christian Churches collects Congregational reflections of the nature of the church(es)
as recorded in the Congregationalist magazine. The articles collected are neither comprehensive nor
definitive; we are not even certain to what extent they are representative. What can, however, be said is
that the authors are men and women active in the Association whose views the magazine's editors deemed
worthy of distribution.

At the very least the readings collected inform the reader of the parameters of discussion within
the NACCC. They will additionally provide an introduction to leaders of the Congregational way and
hopefully some insight into this movement's peculiar contribution to the Body of Christ.

This project is in its early stages. We would appreciate your suggestions and notice of our errors

and omissions.

Rev. Dr. Arlin T. Larson, editor
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INTRODUCTION

Though of paramount importance to the sixteenth century founders of Congregationalism,
and to the twentieth century founders of the National Association of Congregational Christian
Churches, polity concerns have never constituted the sole focus of Congregationalism.
Congregationalists have been deeply involved in the full range of American intellectual, cultural,
social, and political life. The Supplementary Readings will engage you in this wider scope of
concerns. Most are excerpted from longer works, hoping to give the flavor of the authors’ style
and letting them define the issues in their own terms. Perhaps you will want to follow up with the
complete version of some. The Congregational Library in Boston is available to help you find
documents that are no longer in print.

These authors expressed concerns and views in ways considered exemplary or definitive
by their contemporaries. It behooves us to pay attention. To understand earlier sections of the
path we are now on. To gain insight into contemporary situations. Perhaps even to be wakened to
issues and modes of understanding to which our ancestors were better attuned than we. Are
certain actual events the will and action of God & others not? When, for example, Edward
Johnson marvels at the “Wonder-working Providence of Zion’s Savior,” which he sees at work
in the Puritan migration, it makes our contemporary sense of God’s working seems vague &
indefinite. As mainline Protestantism is challenged by Pentecostalism and evangelicalism, the
early Congregationalists’ focus on conversion and church membership again becomes relevant.
Urbanism, multiculturalism, immigration? We have still not resolved the issues attended to by
Josiah Strong and Washington Gladden.

Some works may feel vaguely alien, even objectionable, from a twentieth century
perspective. It could be literary style. The use of “f” for “s” and “v” for “u” (and vice versa), the
“thee’s” and “thou’s” of the seventeenth and eighteen centuries. Or it may be more substantive.
Jonathon Edward’s “angry God.” William Ellery Channing’s debunking of traditional doctrines.
Josiah Strong’s celebration of (and challenge to) the “Anglo-Saxon” race. The point, however, is
not so much to judge as to understand the depth and scope of Congregational faith, and to
appreciate its enormous creativity. Hopefully to let our minds be expanded by our forebearers
and join the dialogue with them in contemporary circumstances.
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