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PREFACE

s an undergraduate student in a survey course on the history of

the Stone-Campbell Movement, I first heard the fascinating story
of Alexander Campbell’s debate with Robert Owen on the evidences
of Christianity. This incredible event, I thought to myself, must be the
topic of numerous books and journal essays. So, with a desire to learn
more about this encounter, I began to search for all the available informa-
tion I could find on the topic. Much to my dismay, there simply was not
much information to be found. How, I wondered, could this spectacular
encounter between two incredible men of America’s antebellum era be
overlooked?

My interest in the Campbell-Owen debate grew steadily stronger as
I continued my education at the graduate level. In fact, I wrote a few
research papers and at least one seminar paper exploring the debate and
the activities that prompted it. Through my research, I soon realized that
Alexander Campbell’s defense of the Christian religion went well beyond
this singular meeting with Owen. The Millennial Harbinger, 1 discov-
ered, contained numerous accounts of debates and challenges to investi-
gate the veracity of the Christian faith. Furthermore, it appeared as though
Campbell was always ready to contend for the faith and to provide an
answer to those who questioned the reliability of the gospel message. As
a result of his enthusiasm for championing the cause of Christ, Campbell
contended with some of the most notable skeptics of his era. His persis-
tent encounters with the proponents of unbelief and the apparent success
he enjoyed in these efforts to sustain the reasonableness of Christianity
and revelation, identify Campbell as the most significant Christian apolo-
gist of America’s antebellum period.

In this investigation of Campbell’s apologetic endeavors, my intent is
to recover a part of the Campbell lore that has been sadly neglected and
overlooked. Many historians have recognized Campbell as an advocate of
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Christian unity, a Christan reformer, a preacher, the leading figure in an
important American religious movement, a debater, and an educator, and
he certainly left his mark on antebellum Christianity in each of these areas.
The significance of his role as an apologist, however, has been forgotten.
After all, it was in the role of apologist, in his debate with Robert Owen,
that Campbell was first catapulted into a position of national and interna-
tional notoriety. Throughout the remainder of his life, in his many trav-
els and speaking engagements, Campbell was repeatedly recognized as the
defender of the faith. Even in death, the monument erected over Campbell’s
grave would identify him as the “Defender of the faith once delivered to the
saints.” So, it is with this volume that I hope Campbell’s reputation as the
greatest apologist of his era will to some degree be restored.

Because the production of a volume such as this is never the task of
only one person, I would like to express my gratitude to a few of the many
who assisted me with this project. First, I want to thank Dr. Robert P.
Swierenga, my Ph.D. advisor, who directed me through my dissertation
and the completion of my degree. Dr. Swierenga is truly a scholar and a
gentleman. I’'m also thankful that Dr. C. Leonard Allen, the editor and
director of ACU Press, has deemed this study worthy of broader reader-
ship and agreed to take it on as a publication project. Dr. Allen’s editorial
suggestions have been most helpful and his assistance is greatly appreci-
ated. Additionally, I want to thank Robyn Smith, Robert Brown, and
Steven Reeves, three of my graduate assistants who were exceptionally
helpful in the completion of this project.

An additional note of appreciation must be extended to the numerous
libraries, and the staffs of these libraries, at which I have studied in prepa-
ration of this volume. Among them are the Disciples of Christ Historical
Society, Historic Bethany and the Bethany College Archives, the Western
Reserve Historical Society, the Massillon Public Library, the Stark County
Historical Society, the Tennessee Historical Society, the Filson Club, the
Cincinnati Historical Society Library, and the library of the Kent State
University. A special word of appreciation must also be extended to the
staff of the George Mark Elliot Library on the campus of Cincinnati
Christian University. James Lloyd, the director of the George Mark Elliot
Library, and Scott Lioyd, the library’s Information Services Specialist,
went above and beyond the call of duty in their efforts to acquire the
materials I needed to complete this research.

Space requirements limit me from adding many additional pages of
recognition for each and every contributor to this work, so I hope a closing
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note of appreciation to all who have added to the work in any way will be
sufficient. So I say, “Thank You,” to each person who has encouraged,
assisted, or added to this study. I owe a great deal to a great many people.

In reading this book, I hope that some might be inspired to rise up,
as Campbell did, and “contend earnestly for the faith which was once for
all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3).






INTRODUCTION: ALEXANDER CAMPBELL
AND THE MAss RELIGIOUS CULTURE OF
ANTEBELLUM AMERICA

Thc development of the European Enlightenment in the mid-sev-
enteenth century carried with it a shift in the paradigm of how
Europeans, and later Americans, viewed their universe, themselves,
and the relationship between the two. In the medieval era, prior to the
Enlightenment, mysticism and superstition were invoked as a means for
explaining the phenomena of the surrounding universe. With the advent
of the Enlightenment, however, reason and science became the standards
by which universal truths were ascertained and understood.

To many Christians, most notably the Protestants of Northern
Europe, enlightened rationalism was acknowledged as a tool by which the
myths and traditions that had been hoisted upon Christianity in an earlier
era could be further peeled away. “Just as the Lutheran Reformation had
purged the Medieval church of its corruptions, so, they argued, the age
of reason would complete the process.” By thus paring Christianity down
to its most basic beliefs and practices, the rational Christians believed they
could offer a purified religion that was commensurate with both science
and reason.!

On another level, however, the age of reason was a substantial intel-
lectual threat to Christianity. Rather than accept the traditional Christian
views of revelation, miracles, and the fallen state of humanity, some philos-
ophers of the Enlightenment emphasized universal natural laws to explain
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the world’s operations and environmentalism to account for individual
makeup.? As a substitute for traditional Christianity, these advocates of
rationalism embraced deism, which recognized God as the first mover and
creator of natural law.

In Great Britain’s early-eighteenth century, John Toland (1670-
1722), Anthony Collins (1676-1729), and Matthew Tindal (1656-
1733), among others, created a rising tide in the deist population through
their books, pamphlets, and public lectures in support of the “religion of
nature.” By the 1740s, however, the deist movement began to subside in
England as the spiritual awakening spearheaded by John Wesley (1703-
1791) and George Whitefield (1714-1770) advanced. At the time of its
demise in England, deism began a migration to France where Voltaire
(1694-1778), Montesquieu (1690-1755), and Jean-Jacques Rousseau
(1712-1778) became its leading spokesmen. The writings of these and
other French deists, along with those of their British counterparts, even-
tually made their way across the Atlantic Ocean and prompted the fur-
ther growth of deism in the English colonies of North America.

By the latter half of the eighteenth century, deism had gained a wide
hearing in America and made considerable inroads into the nation’s reli-
gious landscape. Among the more notable American deists were Benjamin
Franklin (1706-1790), Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826), Ethan Allen
(1728-1789), and Elihu Palmer (1764-1806). Thomas Paine (1737-
1809), though British rather than American, also influenced American
deism with his publication of The Age of Reason in 1794. The popularity
of Paine’s book, which went through seventeen American editions and
sold tens of thousands of copies in the mid-1790s, made it the “Bible”
of American deism and anointed its author the patron saint of American
skepticism.?

The beginning of the nineteenth century, however, brought a dra-
matic reversal for evangelical Christianity.* Deism lost much of its appeal
when the Second Great Awakening, which began around 1800, led to
a spectacular period of Christian revival. A renewed Protestant fervor
spread across the young country like a fire through dry kindling and
made an impact upon every aspect of society. Antebellum America was
truly an evangelical nation, explains Mark Noll, “not only because every
feature of life in every region of the United States was thoroughly domi-
nated by evangelical Protestants, but because so many dynamic organiza-
tions were products of evangelical conviction.” As the impact of deism
upon the American religious mind dissipated through the early years
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of the nineteenth century, the effects of traditional Christianity became
more readily observed.

Amid the revitalization and expansion of American Christianity during
the Second Great Awakening, the objections to religion continued to
resound from the mouths and pens of unbelieving rationalists. Though
severely weakened by the revivals, enlightened skeptics continued their
attack against the claims of revealed religion. By the mid 1820s, Albert
Post argues, a resurgence of frecthought developed as a “reaction against
excessive evangelical emotionalism.”® Through publications, lectures, and
“rational education,” American unbelievers, whether skeptics, infidels,
atheists, materialists, deists, freethinkers,” Unitarians, or Universalists,?
attempted to thwart the efforts of evangelical Christianity.

This study explores one aspect of the interaction between evan-
gelical Christianity and skepticism by examining Alexander Campbell’s
confrontations with some of his era’s leading spokesmen for rationalis-
tic unbelief. As a prominent evangelical and the principal leader of the
emerging Restoration Movement,” Campbell differed from many of his
contemporaries in his decision to confront the claims of skepticism. With
a determination to eradicate unbelief from the American intellectual land-
scape, Campbell boldly challenged its adherents to discuss the issues of
revealed religion, the truths of the Bible, the nature of humanity, and
the claims of Christianity. In Campbell’s mind, skepticism was untenable
as a belief system. “I have never read, nor heard a philosophic, rational,
logical argument against Christianity,” Campbell wrote, “nor have I ever
seen or heard a rational, philosophic, or logical argument in favor of any
form of skepticism or infidelity.”*® Guided by such absolute convictions,
Campbell addressed the problems he found in skepticism through public
discourses, debates with the opponents of Christianity, and numerous
published objections to the claims of “unbelievers.”

CAMPBELL AS AN ORATOR

As an orator, Campbell was highly acclaimed by his contemporaries.
His initial experience with public speaking came in 1810 when his father
urged him to address a small crowd that had gathered at the home of a
family acquaintance. According to Robert Richardson, Campbell’s long-
time associate, “this was really Alexander’s first attempt at [public] speak-
ing.” The positive response to Campbell’s lecture encouraged him to
prepare and deliver his first sermon on July 15, 1810, before his father’s
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Brush Run Church in Washington County, Pennsylvania. Inspired by the
congregation’s unanimous approval of his message and speaking abilities,
the twenty-two-year-old Campbell sought additional preaching opportu-
nities. Before the close of 1810, he preached 106 sermons.!! Throughout
the remainder of his life, Campbell’s reputation as a preacher grew and his
services were constantly in demand.*?

Though most eminently known for his expositions of Scripture,
Campbell did not confine his oratorical skills to sermons. As a popular
speaker on numerous subjects, Campbell traveled the country speaking at
lyceums, courthouses, churches, and any other location where he could
gain a hearing. The lecture circuit, as a tool for social education and the
propagation of ideas, “became one of the most socially acceptable forms
of recreation” during this period.!?* “The organization, length, and style
of the lyceum lecture closely resembled that of the religious homily,” Carl
Bode explains, making it a medium of communication to which most
Americans were already accustomed.!* Because the lyceum discourse
resembled the sermon, Campbell had no difficulty making the transition
from preacher to public speaker.

The substance of Campbell’s addresses covered a broad spectrum of
topics. He often spoke on religious themes, but also considered non-
religious issues that provided his audiences with scholarly insight into
various subjects.!® Among Campbell’s favorite topics was his plea for the
“reformation” of Christianity by making a return to the principles of
the New Testament. The theme of Christian primitivism resounded in
Campbell’s many speaking tours in America and abroad. A second pri-
ority to Campbell was challenging the claims of skepticism. Campbell’s
frequent travels into areas where freethinkers had developed a follow-
ing gave him many opportunities to refute the claims of skepticism while
defending the assertions of Christianity.

CAMPBELL AS DEBATER

In addition to his addresses against “unbelief,” Campbell engaged
those who were skeptical of Christianity in written and oral debates. To
nineteenth-century Americans, debate was a prevalent method for inves-
tigating and communicating issues of political, social, and religious dis-
agreement. During America’s antebellum period, debating societies
developed rapidly throughout the nation.!® Functioning as institutions
of education, entertainment, and mass communication, these societies
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gained a wide popularity. Alexis de Tocqueville reported that Americans
were so attracted to these “clubs” that they often “take the place of the-
aters.” Furthermore, Tocqueville said that Americans were not only
observers of debate but practitioners. “An American does not know how
to converse,” he wrote, “but he argues.”?”

The extent of debate’s appeal can be seen not only in the plentitude
of antebellum debates, but also in the vast spectator turnout for these
events. By presenting opposing arguments on an issue for the acceptance
or rejection of the populace, debate had an egalitarian attractiveness that
captivated the attention of Americans. The Lincoln-Douglas debates of
1858 illustrate the immense popularity of public debate in pre-Civil War
America. As Abraham Lincoln and Stephen A. Douglas campaigned for
an Illinois seat in the United States Senate, they participated in a series of
seven debates within the state, Crowd estimates for these debates range
from 1,200 in Jonesboro to 20,000 in Galesburg.'® The political sig-
nificance of the campaign enlarged these attendance figures, but these
forums illustrate the interest that public dispute could generate in nine-
teenth-century America. Religious debates frequently attracted audiences
in excess of one thousand people, and the published transcripts of these
contests reached additional thousands.'

Though an opponent of public debate as a young man, Campbell
eventually became an accomplished disputant.?® His initial aversion to
debate originated in his father’s dislike for controversy. “We ... humbly
advise our friends.. .. to avoid this evil practice,” Thomas Campbell wrote
in 1809. “We shall thankfully receive, and seriously consider” any written
objections to our views, he went on to explain, but “verbal controversy
we absolutely refuse.”?! In Thomas’ thought, public debate hindered the
promotion of Christian union and inspired contestants to pursue victory
as opposed to truth. Thus when John Walker, a Presbyterian minister
from Mt. Pleasant, Ohio, challenged Alexander to a debate on the sub-
ject of baptism in the spring of 1820, he resolutely declined. “Public
debates,” he said, are not “the proper method of proceeding in contend-
ing for the faith once delivered to the saints.” This opinion, Campbell’s
biographer noted, was adopted “more from deference to his father’s feel-
ings on the subject, than from his own matured convictions of expediency
or from his natural temperament.”??

In the months following Campbell’s rejection of a proposed debate
with Walker, a number of his colleagues urged him to reconsider his deci-
sion. Though he needed little encouragement to animate his desire to enter



20 DEBATING FOR GOD

the fray with Walker, Campbell had to secure his father’s approval before
he would proceed. Following a consultation with his father about the
value of publicly defending the gospel, the elder Campbell granted his
blessings and Alexander agreed to a June 19-20, 1820, debate in Mt.
Pleasant, Ohio. Campbell’s overwhelming success in this contest signifi-
cantly altered his opinion of the merit of public discussion. Though he
entered this debate reluctantly, Campbell concluded it with an invitation
for “any Pedo-baptist minister [i.e., minister who practices infant bap-
tism] of any denomination” to engage him in a future debate on the topic
of baptism.?

For nearly three years Campbell’s challenge went unanswered. In
May of 1823, however, William L. Maccalla, a Presbyterian minister from
Augusta, Kentucky, accepted Campbell’s solicitation. The Campbell-
Maccalla debate convened in Washington, Kentucky, on October 15-22,
1823. As in the contest with Walker, Campbell proved himself too for-
midable an opponent for Maccalla. Decisive victories in his initial forays
completely changed Campbell’s evaluation of public discussion. Following
the Maccalla debate, Campbell stated that he was “convinced” that public
debate “is... one of the best means of propagating the truth and of expos-
ing error in doctrine or practice.” Moreover, he explained, “we are fully
persuaded that a week’s debating is worth a year’s preaching . . . for the
purpose of disseminating truth and putting error out of countenance.”?

THE VALUE OF RELIGIOUS CONTROVERSY

Campbell’s reputation as a debater was well known after his 1829
debate with Robert Owen. Though he defended Christianity against
Owen’s objections to revealed religion, Campbell received criticism
from some who considered religious dispute of any kind to be “a great
and manifold evil to the combatants and to society.” To these people
Campbell felt it necessary to compose a defense of religious debates in
1830. “Whenever society, religious or political, falls into error,” Campbell
informed his readers, “...it is the duty of all who have any talent or ability
to Oppose error, . . . to lift up a standard against it, and to panoply them-
selves for combat.” After all, he continued, “controversy ... is only another
name for opposition to error,” and “there can be no improvement without
controversy.”?®

Furthermore, Campbell claimed that religious controversy cultivated
the ground from which democracy and scientific enlightenment grew. “It
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was the tongue and pen of controversy,” Campbell suggested, “which
developed the true solar system—Iaid the foundation for the American
Revolution—abolished the slave trade—and which has so far disenthralled
the human mind from the shackles of superstition.” “Truth and liberty,
both religious and political, are the first fruits of well directed controversy,”
he wrote, but “peace and eternal bliss will be the ‘harvest home.’”%

Campbell was well aware that controversy played an integral part in
the history of Christian apologetics. During the developing years of the
Christian religion, the New Testament authors and early Christians argued
for the validity of Jesus’ claims to be the Messiah described in the Jewish
Scriptures. Early Christian apologists such as Irenaeus and Augustine
contended with paganism and sought to explain God’s workings within
human affairs. Anselm, Aquinas, and the scholastic theologians of the later
Middle Ages debated the relationship between faith and philosophic rea-
soning. And, in the period from the Protestant Reformation to the end
of the Enlightenment, the growth of modern thought, with its empha-
sis on scientific observation and natural law, brought contentions about
the relationship between science and Christianity.”” Reflecting this tradi-
tion of Christian apologetics, Campbell maintained his belief in the neces-
sity of religious controversy. In 1857 he professed that “the true churchis a
church militant.” “Every useful citizen in Christ’s kingdom is a citizen sol-
dier,” he surmised, because “there can be no real and enduring termination
of controversy so long as there are two rival kingdoms on this earth.”?

CAMPBELL AS EDITOR

In addition to his oral forays, Campbell successfully used the printing
press as a tool for confronting the claims of his adversaries and commu-
nicating his ideas to the general public. His first encounter with journal-
ism came in 1810 when William Sample, the editor of the Washington
Reporter, a weekly newspaper in Washington, Pennsylvania, asked
Campbell to write a series of essays for the paper. Under the pseudonym
“Clarinda,” Campbell submitted ten essays that addressed the moral
lapses of his community. He went on to anonymously publish additional
essays and poems that received a wide readership in the Reporzer.?”

Not until 1823, however, after the successful distribution of both a
first and second printing of his debate with John Walker, did Campbell
recognize the press as a valuable tool for the mass communication of
his ideas. Armed with this new-found realization, Campbell purchased a
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printing press and began publishing a monthly periodical that he called
the Christian Baptist. Campbell’s Christian Baptist reached only a small
audience at its inception in 1823, but by the time of the magazine’s con-
clusion in 1830 the Campbell press had issued no less than forty-six thou-
sand volumes of his writings.*® In 1830, Campbell replaced the Christian
Baptist with the Millennial Harbinger, a periodical that he published until
his death in 1866 (though he surrendered his position as editor after the
final edition of 1864). Campbell’s magazines, along with a number of
books that he authored, did more than any of his other ventures to place
his ideas squarely in the public eye.

In the pages of both the Christian Baptist and the Millennial
Harbinger, Campbell confronted the challenges of those who scorned
the Christian religion. Desiring that his magazines might be viewed as a
level ground upon which a war of opposing ideologies might be waged,
Campbell freely opened the pages of his periodicals to the writings of his
skeptical adversaries. “We have uniformly and without a single excep-
tion,” he wrote, “given to our readers both sides of every question upon
religion, morality or expediency, that has appeared upon our pages.”® In
so doing, Campbell explained, his purpose has always been to “hear both
sides, and then judge.”®? He was convinced that the democratic, open
exchange of ideas, even amid the editorial duties of his periodicals, would
ultimately bring truth to the forefront.

Along with the essays of his opponents, Campbell invariably pub-
lished his personal reactions to their claims. As his adversaries composed
additional articles in reply to his remarks, Campbell included further
editorial comments about the newly received pieces. These exchanges,
which often occurred over a lengthy period of time, resulted in written
debates between Campbell and his competitors. Through the medium
of written debate Campbell was convinced that the truths he perceived
in Christianity could never be subdued by the challenges of its foes.
Nevertheless, as Robert Frederick West asserts, Campbell’s determina-
tion to note his opponent’s views as well as his own resulted in the publi-
cation of “many of the most effective criticisms of Alexander Campbell’s
ideas ... in his own magazines.”33

CAMPBELL’S PUBLIC LIFE

Campbell’s mastery of the communication mediums of his day made
him one of the most widely recognized religious leaders of the nineteenth
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century. “No man of the present age,” an unidentified editor wrote in
the introduction to Campbell’s Popular Lectures and Addresses, “has been
more frequently before the public, both in his addresses, debates, and
writings, than Alexander Campbell.” Furthermore, this editor opined,
“the impress of his mind he has left on the age, and will leave to future
generations.”* Through his travels, lectures, disputations, and publica-
tions, Campbell placed himself, his ideas, and his beliefs before both a
national and an international audience.

The coupling of Campbell’s emerging reputation as a Christian scholar
with his eagerness to discuss controversial issues brought him face-to-
face with the advocates of America’s resurgent skeptical movement of the
mid-1820s. What began as a series of essays in response to a letter from
an unknown deist identified only as “D.,” led to a series of conflicts with
some of Antebellum America’s most distinguished critics of Christianity.
Campbell made it his lifelong duty to both respond to the anti-Christian
rhetoric of Antebellum America’s unbelievers and to sustain the asser-
tions of Christianity and the Bible. Through his debates, writings, and
lectures, Campbell seldom missed an opportunity to challenge the beliefs
of skepticism and contend for the veracity of his Christian faith.

Campbell’s confrontations with the proponents of unbelief, begin-
ning with the readers of the New Harmony Gazette and continuing with
such notable skeptics as Robert Owen, Humphrey Marshall, Dr. Samuel
Underhill, Charles Cassedy, Jonathan Kidwell, Dolphus Skinner, and Jesse
B. Ferguson, furnish a glimpse into the struggles between the proponents
of natural religion and revealed religion. By examining Campbell’s antag-
onists and their claims, one can observe the roots of a far more secular
society that developed in the latter-nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Furthermore, Campbell’s frequent encounters with freethinkers and his
cogent arguments to sustain Christianity demonstrate that he was the
most significant Christian apologist of America’s antebellum period.






ALEXANDER CAMPBELL AND
NINETEEN-CENTURY CHRISTIAN RATIONALISM

At the youthful age of twenty-one, Alexander Campbell arranged for
his mother and siblings to join him on an ocean voyage that would
carry them from Londonderry, Ireland, to Philadelphia in the United
States. The goal of the Campbell family’s journey was a reunion with
the patriarch of their family, Thomas, who had embarked upon a trans-
Atlantic voyage nearly one-and-one-half years earlier. Prompted by his
physician’s orders as therapy for his failing health, Thomas set sail for the
shores of North America. Finding the United States much to his liking,
Thomas soon invited his family to join him in this new land and set about
procuring lodging for his family’s eventual arrival. Though Alexander
expected nothing beyond a safe voyage and a secure landing in the New
World, the events that transpired as a result of his short-lived expedition
made a far-reaching impact upon the course of his life.

On the autumn evening of October 7, 1808, just one week into their
voyage, their ship, the Hibernia, was swept into some rocks along the
coast of Scotland by a fierce and sudden gale. The anguish of this ordeal
induced Alexander to offer his life in service to God in exchange for God’s
protection in the immediate situation. When he and his family were safely
removed from the wreckage, Campbell resolved to uphold his end of
the deal by spending his life as a minister of the Christian gospel.! Little
did he know his pact with God would lead him to become a prominent
American religious leader, a reformer of Christianity, and an able defender
of a rational Christian faith and its biblical moorings.

25
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GLASGOW UINIVERSITY

Impressed upon Alexander Campbell’s mind from his earliest years
were the ideas of the Enlightenment and a rational Christian faith. His
father, Thomas Campbell (1763-1854), studied at the University of
Glasgow and was profoundly influenced by the Enlightenment philoso-
phies of Francis Bacon (1561-1626), Isaac Newton (1642-1727), and
John Locke (1632-1704). Unlike in England and the European conti-
nent, however, the adoption of the “scientific method” at Glasgow did
not stimulate the development of natural theology and a deistic world-
view. Rather, the Glasgow faculty insisted that science was the tool for
understanding nature, while revelation was the method for correctly per-
ceiving religion.? This Glasgow interpretation of science that so dramati-
cally shaped Thomas’ thought would later be passed on to Alexander,
who spent much of his early life under the tutelage of his father.

The shipwreck that prompted Alexander’s decision to embark upon
a ministerial career also afforded him the opportunity to add to the edu-
cation he had gleaned from his father’s instruction. Due to the lateness
of the season, the Campbell family was forced to spend the winter of
1808-1809 in Scotland before completing their voyage to the United
States. Taking up residency in the city of Glasgow, Alexander enrolled for
classes at the University of Glasgow in December, 1808, and concluded
his studies with the end of the academic year in June, 1809. Alexander’s
experiences at the University of Glasgow not only augmented his earlier
instruction in Enlightenment ideology, but they firmly entrenched these
ideas within his mind and thereby made a significant impact upon the
development of his philosophical thought and makeup.

From both his father’s instruction and from the University of
Glasgow’s classrooms, Alexander learned to rely upon the Enlightenment
principles of Baconian reasoning as filtered through the lens of Scottish
Common Sense Realism.? Like Francis Bacon, he was convinced that
inductive inquiry was the only reliable source for acquiring knowledge and
understanding. “The principles of investigation on which the inductive
philosophy of Lord Bacon are founded, and those adopted by the christian
philosopher, Sir Isaac Newton,” he stated in his debate with Robert Owen,
“are those which should govern us on this occasion.” To further clarify
his position to Owen, Alexander borrowed a quote from Newton (who he
referred to as the “great teacher”): “Everything is to be submitted to the
most minute observation. No conclusions are to be drawn from guesses or



Nineteenth-Century Christian Rationalism 27

conjectures. We are to keep within the certain limits of experimental truth.
We first ascertain the facts, then group them together, and after the classi-
fication and comparison of them, draw the conclusions. There are generic
heads or chapters in every department of physical or moral science. We are
never to shrink from the test of those principles.”

Campbell’s insistence that he and his opponents rely on the Baconian
“principles of investigation” was the typical approach by which an ear-
ly-nineteenth-century scholar would probe for truth. “Baconianism,”

(Courtesy of Disciples of Christ Historical Society, Nashville, Tennessee)

Figure 1 - Thomas Campbell (c.1834)

As Alexander Campbell’s father and adolescent instructor, Thomas Campbell (1763-1854) equipped his son with a
thorough knowledge of both the Bible and the principles of Enlightenment rationalism. Throughout the remainder of his
life, Alexander would rely on the knowledge he gained from his father to contend with the advocates of skepticism.
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according to Theodore Dwight Bozeman, “became a conspicuous and
generally lauded factor in American (and British) intellectual life in the
antebellum period,” and remained the “single most powerful current in
general intellectual and academic circles until after the Civil War.”® Where
Campbell was unique, however, was in his application of Bacon’s “induc-
tive (or scientific) approach” to the study of Scripture. Campbell’s use of
Baconian principles in his biblical research, Leroy Garrett contends, was
“something as new in his day in regard to Scripture as it was in Bacon’s
time in reference to general knowledge.” “Bacon thus helped Campbell
to develop an inductive approach to the Bible,” according to Garrett, “in
which one draws conclusions only in terms of what is observably evident,
rather than the traditional deductive approach of having one’s conclu-
sions already in hand and using the Bible to support them.””

Even more significant to Campbell’s development was the philo-
sophical influence of John Locke. Inspired by Locke’s reverence for the
Bible, Campbell developed a deep admiration for both the man and his
philosophy. Locke “spent the last fourteen or fifteen years of his great
and useful life,” Campbell wrote, “in reading scarcely any other book
except the sacred Scriptures.” Moreover, when asked about “the short-
est and surest way for a young gentleman to attain the true knowledge
of the Christian religion,” Locke responded, “Let him study the Holy
Scriptures, especially the New Testament.” So venerated was Locke in the
eyes of Campbell that he continually referred to Locke as the “Christian
philosopher” and described him as “the ornament of his country and
of humanity itself.”® In his abundant praise and frequent quotation of
Locke, as well as his rigid adherence to the principles of Lockean empiri-
cism, Campbell viewed himself as a descendant of the Christian rational-
ism that Locke advocated.

Under his father’s tutorship, Campbell “learned greatly to admire the
character and the works of Locke, whose Letters on Toleration seem to have
made a lasting impression upon him, and to have fixed his ideas of religious
and of civil liberty.” Furthermore, Richardson wrote, “he appears to have
thoroughly studied” Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding pre-
vious to his entry into the University of Glasgow.” Nevertheless, Campbell’s
continued exposure to Locke while a student at Glasgow undoubtedly
shaped the development of his thought and theology.

Campbell’s epistemological views came directly from Locke’s ideas as
expressed in his Essay Concerning Human Understanding. Just as Locke
claimed that a child’s mind at birth is a “white paper ... without any ideas,”
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and that the origin of human knowledge is the perception of “external,
sensible objects” and “the internal operation of our minds” upon these
objects,'® so Campbell told the readers of his Christian Baptist that “all
our simple ideas” are “the result of sensation and reflection!”!! “Locke,
Hume, and all the mental philosophers,” he stated in his debate with
Robert Owen, “agree that all our original ideas are the result of sensation
and reflection; that is, that the five senses inform us of the properties of
bodies, that our five senses are the only avenues through which ideas of
material objects can be derived to us; that we have an intellectual power
of comparing these impressions thus derived to us through the media of
senses: and this they call reflection.”*?

Campbell’s rejection of innate ideas was also the rejection of an
inborn or “natural” knowledge of God. By thus dismissing “natural reli-
gion,” Campbell affirmed that the only valid source of religious knowl-
edge is what God has revealed about himself in the Bible. “I contend that
no man, by all the senses, and powers of reason which he possesses, with
all the data before him which the material universe affords,” he explained,
“can originate or beget in his own mind the idea of a God, in the true
sense of that word.” Nature, he believed, may confirm what God has
revealed about himself, but it is not in itself a means of knowing God.
Thus, “so soon as the idea of Deity is suggested to the mind,” he contin-
ued, “every thing within us and without us, attests, bears testimony to,
and demonstrates the existence and attributes of such a being.”®? This,
Garrett contends, was a “revolutionary point of view” that reflected the
new thinking of the Enlightenment. “Theologians and philosophers from
Anselm to Thomas Aquinas to Descartes had contended that God could
be known through reason and that his existence could be proved by logic,
which was the essence of ‘natural religion,” summarily rejected by both
Locke and Campbell.”**

Campbell also embraced Lockean definitions of the words “revela-
tion,” “faith,” and “reason.” To both Locke and Campbell, “the term
revelation . . . means nothing more or less than a Divine communication
concerning spiritual and eternal things.”*® “To constitute a divine rev-
elation,” Campbell wrote, “. . . it is not only necessary that God be the
author of it, but that the things exhibited be supernatural, and beyond
the reach of our five senses.”*¢ Faith, on the other hand, “is the simple
belief of testimony, or of the truth, and never can be more nor less than
that.”17 “The value of faith,” Campbell explained, “is the importance of
the facts which the testimony presents, and the assurance afforded that
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the testimony is true.”'® Campbell further described faith as “the enno-
bling faculty of man” because it “encompasses the area of universal expe-
rience, and appropriates to its possession the acquisitions of all men in all
ages of time.”® Lastly, Campbell understood reason to refer to human
intellect or the faculty by which a person acts and reflects upon the knowl-
edge attained through revelation, tradition, and the senses.

Rebuking the “speculative” philosophers who exalt reason above rev-
clation and contend “that man is more liable to be deceived by faith
than reason,” Campbell recognized that humankind “is by an insuper-
able necessity compelled to make the first step in physical, intellectual and
moral life by faith in tradition.” An infant, he asserted, does not “experi-
ment with the asp, the adder, the basilisk, the fire, the flood, [or] the
innumerable dangers around it.” Rather, it learns to walk by faith in the
traditions of its nurse.?® Furthermore, he stated,

some philosophers have almost deified reason, and given to it
a creative and originating power. They have so eulogized the
light of reason and the light of nature, that one would imagine
reason to be a sum, rather than an eye; a revelation, rather than
the power of apprehending and enjoying it. But when accu-
rately defined, it is only a power bestowed on man, of compar-
ing things, and propositions concerning things, and of deducing
propositions for them. . .. It is not, then, a creative power. It
cannot make something out of nothing. It is to the soul what
the eye is to the body. It is not light, but the power of perceiv-
ing and using it. And as the eye without light, so reason without
tradition or revelation would be useless to man.?!

Campbell’s intention was not to dismiss the value of reason, but to put it
in proper perspective. “Intellect and reason,” in his estimation, “are ... as
necessary to faith as they are to moral excellence; for a creature destitute
of reason is alike incapable of faith, morality and religion.” “Reason” he
continued, “. . . examines the tradition and the testimony, whether it be
that of our five senses, our memory, our consciousness, or that of other
persons; faith receives that testimony, and common sense walks by it.”*?

ScoTTISH COMMON SENSE REALISM

Another important influence that shaped the thought of Campbell
during his brief stay in Glasgow was his reliance upon Common Sense
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Realism as a tool for understanding both Scripture and the world in
which he lived. Common Sense Realism developed as a reaction against
the excesses of Scottish philosopher David Hume’s (1711-1776) radical
empiricism. Like Campbell, Hume had developed his assumptions upon
the philosophical ideas of John Locke. Unlike Campbell, however, Hume
had used Locke’s ideas to question the existence of matter as anything
beyond sensory impressions. Even an individual’s very existence, he sug-
gested, is nothing more than a result of sensory impression and can only
be recognized as an unverifiable inference. Additionally, Hume argued,
the existence of God is beyond the realm of proof or disproof, thus ques-
tioning the validity of all human religion. The skepticism evoked by
Hume’s extreme empiricism gave rise to an opposing school of thought
that became known as the Common Sense Philosophy of Scotland or
Common Sense Realism.

Scottish Common Sense Philosophy was the creation of Thomas
Reid (1710-1796), a minister and professor at Glasgow University. Reid’s
Common Sense Realism was a balanced view that “rejected metaphysical
speculation, as did Locke and Hume, and yet appealed to ‘common sense’
in interpreting the world, lest doubt lead one to the point of being ridicu-
lous.” In his Inguiry into the Human Mind on the Principles of Common
Sense (1764), Reid attempted “to justify the ordinary man in believing
in what his five senses tell him about the world.”? According to Reid’s
philosophy, “all knowledge is built upon principles that are self-evident,
and every man with common sense is aware of such principles.”** Among
the self-evident principles espoused by the Common Sense philosophers
were existence outside of perception, the natural functioning of the uni-
verse, and a belief that whatever exists—including this world—must have
a cause which produced it (i.e., God).

From the Common Sense philosophers Campbell gleaned a common
sense view of Scripture for the ordinary person. Convinced that the Bible
“contains a full and perfect revelation of God and his will,”*® Campbell
frequently expressed his dislike for the commentators, teachers, and “ser-
monizers” who caused confusion among the populace by promoting their
doctrinal beliefs rather than a genuine understanding of Scripture.

If any other book in the English language had as many com-
mentaries written upon it, had as many systems based upon it, or
upon particular construction of it; if any other book were exhib-
ited in the same dislocated and distracted light, had as many
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debates about its meaning, and as many different senses attrib-
uted to its words; if any other book were read as the scriptures
are commonly read, in the same broken, disconnected and care-
less manner; with the same stock of prejudices and preconceived
opinions, there is every reason to believe that it would be as unin-
telligible and as little understood as the bible appears to be.?

Though widely misunderstood, Campbell contended, “the Bible was
made to be understood.” Furthermore, “it was addressed to all classes
of people,” and is not beyond the grasp of any class of society.”” “To
understand the meaning of what is commanded, promised, taught,
etc.,” Campbell wrote, “the same philological principles, deduced from the
nature of language, or the same laws of interpretation which are applied to
the language of other books, are to be applied to the language of the Bible”
(Campbell’s italics).?® People would be better off in their effort to under-
stand God’s Word, he concluded, if “they acknowledged no other guide,
overseer, or ruler, than plain, honest common sense.”?

AMERICA AND PRIMITIVISM

With the close of the school year, the Campbells prepared to con-
tinue their journey to America. On August 4, 1809, the Campbell family
boarded the Latonia for what proved to be a grueling fifty-five-day jour-
ney across the Atlantic Ocean. Surviving a severe storm and a leak that
required the passengers to pump water out of the ship’s hull each day, the
Latonia finally anchored in New York harbor on September 29, 1809.
The Campbells remained in New York City for a week before under-
taking a 350-mile overland journey to their new home in Washington,
Pennsylvania. Upon learning of his family’s arrival, Thomas Campbell
set out to meet them. Some three days from their destination, Thomas
and his family were reunited after a separation of nearly two-and-one-
half years.

The Campbell reunion was a joyous occasion, and for Alexander
and his father a time of unanticipated disclosure. Much to the surprise of
Alexander, Thomas told his family how he had been drummed out of the
Presbyterian Church for taking a more ecumenical approach to his dealings
with Christians outside of the Presbyterian camp. Alexander then revealed
to his father how he too could no longer wear the Presbyterian moniker
because of his conscientious objection to denominational control over
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the belief and practices of individual Christians. With an ocean between
them and no knowledge about the other’s activities, Alexander and his
father both came to the conclusion that Christianity must divorce itself
of human-developed creeds and the restraints of denominational sectari-
anism. In so doing, they believed, those who claim allegiance to Christ
can then unite around the biblical essentials of the Christian faith (while
allowing freedom in the area of non-essentials to the faith), and get about
the central task of evangelizing the world with the saving knowledge of
Jesus Christ.

In the transitional years that followed Alexander’s arrival in America,
he grew from being an obscure frontier immigrant owning little more
than a small personal library and the essentials for life, into a wealthy
entrepreneur and controversial leader of an effort to restore Christianity
to its pristine form. He initially worked for his father in America while he
continued his study of Scripture and the liberal arts. In the performance
of an errand for his father, Alexander met Margaret Brown, the daugh-
ter of a wealthy carpenter, in Buffalo, Virginia.** Campbell’s introduction
to Margaret proved fortunate in that he gained both a wife and an estate
by marrying her on March 12, 1811. When John Brown, Campbell’s
father-in-law, learned that his new son-in-law was considering a move that
would take his daughter west into Ohio, he kept him in the area by deed-
ing over to Alexander his large two-story home and the extensive land
area that surrounded it. This gift made Campbell a wealthy man, though
he used these holdings wisely to gain greater wealth through his farming
and sheep-herding enterprises.®!

Less than two months after his marriage, Alexander and his father
organized the Brush Run Church as a nondenominational Christian
congregation that met in a small wooden structure in southwestern
Pennsylvania. With Alexander as their preacher and Thomas as their only
elder, the small church of “about thirty regular members”3? sought to
establish “a distinct religious community based solely upon the Bible.”3?
The Campbells’ insistence on recapturing the primitive practices of the
New Testament church and their reliance upon a Baconian approach
to biblical interpretation induced the members of the tiny Brush Run
congregation to abandon denominational authority and to question the
doctrines and practices they had learned from the confessional groups to
which they had previously belonged.

Within a few months of the Brush Run Church’s inauguration, a
controversy developed around the proper form for Christian baptism.
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Three members of the church ignited the controversy by requesting that
they be re-baptized by immersion. In so doing, these three were rejecting
infant sprinkling as an unscriptural mode of baptism. The discussions that
ensued about this topic were incapable of convincing the three icono-
clasts that the tradition of infant sprinkling could be reconciled with bib-
lical baptism. Thomas, therefore, agreed to immerse the three, though he
and Alexander had been sprinkled as infants and had never actually wit-
nessed an immersion. At this juncture in their lives, the Campbells had
little concern about the mode by which baptism should be performed. Of
far greater significance to them was that their questions about the mode

v

(Courtesy of Disciples of Christ Historical Society, Nashville, Tennessee)

Figure 2 — Alexander Campbell (¢.1815)

By 1815, Alexander Campbell (1788-1866) had already gained a reputation for his preaching abilities and had published
numerous essays in the Washington Reporter, a local newspaper. Many of the religious convictions that would later guide
his movement and stoke his adamant opposition to skepticism had already been formulated by this time.
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of baptism not be permitted to fracture the membership of the fledgling
Brush Run congregation.®*

The question of baptism was again brought to Alexander’s attention
when his first child, Jane, was born on March 13, 1812. Campbell’s origi-
nal indifference to the subject of baptism turned into an intense study of
the topic as he questioned the scriptural authority for baptizing his infant
daughter. Convinced that the Bible gave no authority for infant baptism
or for the practice of sprinkling, Alexander refused to allow his daughter
to be sprinkled as an infant. Furthermore, he and seven others—including
his father—elected to be rebaptized by immersed on June 12, 1812.%

Campbell’s immersion “was not a simple change of views on bap-
tism,” but the release of his mind “from all its former moorings.” “I was
placed on a new eminence,” he wrote, “a new peak of the mountain of
God, from which the whole landscape of Christianity presented itself to
my mind in a new attitude and position.” With a newfound approach to
biblical interpretation, Campbell began an earnest investigation of the tra-
ditions and practices of the church. Having accepted the New Testament
as the sole source of authority for the church, Campbell now began to
question the meanings of the ideas expressed in the Bible. Did baptism
constitute infant sprinkling, as he had always been taught, or adult immer-
sion? “I must know now two things about every thing,” he wrote, “its
cause and its relations.” As a result, he delved further into the Bible in
his quest to understand the original meanings of scriptural teachings and
practices rather than the meanings that had been inculcated upon him
throughout his early life. “It became my duty,” he went on to explain,
“to set forth the causes of this change in our position to the professing
world, and also to justify them by an appeal to the oracles of God.”*¢ This
pursuit of Christian primitivism, by which Campbell believed the divided
ranks of Christendom could be united, became the hallmark of the move-
ment that developed around Campbell’s call for a “current reformation”
within Christianity. Later proponents of Campbell’s views would refer to
themselves as the “Restoration Movement” because of the Campbellian
insistence on restoring Christianity to its New Testament form.,

A NOTED CHRISTIAN LEADER

The Christian rationalism that emerged from Campbell’s experiences
combined the Enlightenment concepts of Baconian inquiry and Lockean
empiricism with the practicality of Scottish Common Sense Philosophy.
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Added to this mix were the concepts of American egalitarianism, which
gave rise to his advocacy of nondenominational individualism and local
church autonomy, and Christian primitivism, which led to his promo-
tion of such early church practices as believer’s baptism by immersion and
the weekly partaking of the Lord’s Supper. Throughout the remainder
of his life, Campbell affirmed these standards as he implemented nearly
every conceivable method of communication to advance the ideas of his
movement throughout the nation and abroad. “We little expected, some
thirty years ago,” Campbell told the readers of his Millennial Harbinger
in 1846, that these “principles . . . could have been plead with such suc-
cess, or have taken such deep hold of the consciences and of the hearts of
multitudes of all creeds and parties, of all casts and conditions of society.”
Furthermore, he pointed out, the “characteristic principles” of the “refor-
mation of the 19% century” have been spread to “some parts of Europe,
and throughout ailmost all our American States and Territories.”®” Henry
Webb estimates that the American Campbellite following—more com-
monly known as the Disciples of Christ in its early years—had grown to
350,000 by 1870 (less than sixty years after its beginning). By the turn of
the century, Disciple membership stood at 1,120,000. “This impressive
increase,” Webb contends, “could hardly be matched by any of the reli-
gious bodies of the time.”38

As Campbell’s “reformation” gained momentum and his reputation
as a debater and Christian leader grew, he was called upon time and again
to defend revealed religion from the attacks of unbelieving antagonists.
Confident that Christianity could be logically justified, Campbell became
the nation’s foremost opponent of natural religion and a leading figure
in the defense of revealed religion. Although, as Robert Frederick West
asserts, Campbell “sympathized with most of the criticism which the nat-
ural religionists raised against the established churches and their views
of revealed religion,”® he refused to berate the undefiled ideals of bibli-
cal Christianity or revelation. “Convinced that no Christian . . . need be
ashamed of his faith and of the reasonableness of his cause in the modern
world,”*® Campbell stood toe to toe with the leading skeptics of his day.
Much to their surprise, Campbell relied on the principles of Baconian
inquiry and enlightened rationalism—the very tool his unbelieving adver-
saries employed in their opposition to revealed religion—as his weapons
for battle against the enemies of Christianity, the church, and revelation.



DRAWING THE BATTLE LINES:
CAMPBELL'S EARLY OPPOSITION TO SKEPTICISM

thn Elihu Palmer, the evangelist of American deism, unexpectedly
died in 1806, the American freethought movement was left with-
out leadership or direction. Lacking the guidance of Palmer or the impact
of the caustic anti-Christian writings of Thomas Paine, skepticism fell into
a period of decline between 1806 and 1825. Dying with Palmer was his
dream of uniting freethinkers into societies that could more effectively
promote the advancement of skeptical unbelief. Though freethought itself
did not die, the hope for amalgamation did. Thus, the few lone voices
of unbelief in this period were completely overshadowed by the surging
expansion of evangelical Christianity during the Second Great Awakening.

The impetus for the revival of the freethought movement came with
the 1824 immigration of Benjamin Offen (1772-1848) to America.
Offen, a self-educated shoemaker from England, settled in New York
where he began a lengthy career as a freethought propagandist. Soon
after his arrival in the United States, Offen became one of the moving
spirits in the institutionalization of the Thomas Paine Birthday celebra-
tion.! The first celebration in America was held in January 1825, when
some forty followers of natural religion gathered in New York City to
. commemorate Paine’s contributions to American unbelief.

FIRST ENCOUNTER WITH SKEPTICISM

The resurrection of American freethought gained little attention from
Campbell until a skeptic with the pen name “D.” challenged Campbell

37
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to respond to his abandonment of the Christian faith. “Impelled by the
death-bed injunctions of a beloved mother, and the necessity I saw for
living a religious life,” D. wrote, “I seriously determined on leaving my
evil habits, while young, and endeavoring to have religion firmly seated
in my heart.” Nevertheless, he continued, “a coldness and apathy made
me insensible to both the threatenings and promises of the gospel.” Amid
his feelings of indifference, D. stumbled upon a thought that changed
his entire view of Christianity and the Bible. “The Deity,” he reasoned,
would not “have created any being and placed him in such a situation in
which it was possible for him to make himself deserving of eternal tor-
ment.” Because of this notion, he explained, “I was led strongly to doubt
the divinity of the bible.”?

With “further reflections,” D. was convinced that the “greatest degree
of happiness was the only object of creation,” and that “the Almighty
would have failed, if, as the scriptures authorize us to believe, a majority
of mankind will be forever damned.” Moreover, he exclaimed, “I thought
the Deity was the first cause of all things, . .. especially for evil, as he pos-
sessed a greater power to prevent it than the immediate cause.” If it is true
that God created evil, he mused, then “he could not punish any of his
creatures with eternal misery.”*

Campbell’s reply to D.’s skepticism took the form of six essays that he
published in the Christian Baptist.® In these articles, Campbell addressed
two primary issues: the source of D.’s contentions with Scripture, and
the problem of explaining God and the existence of evil. The final article
contained an overview of the gospel message and an exhortation for D.
to embrace the gospel as presented in the Bible.

To Campbell, the source of D.’s arguments against the Bible was itself
in opposition to his stated objection to divine revelation. “I cannot see
how your difficulties could make you a Deist,” Campbell wrote. “Your
difficulties never could have existed except for the bible.” In his essay to
the Christian Baptist, D. professed to believe that there is a God, that this
God created the world, that humans possess an eternal spirit, that there
will be an end to the present world, and that there is a future state of pun-
ishment or reward that awaits each individual. Upon what evidence are
these beliefs based, Campbell asked?

Not by the testimony of your five senses—for they give no rev-
elation of this kind; all they can tell you is that all nature con-
curs in attesting these truths. But, remember well, they do not



Drawing the Battle Lines 39

originate in your mind these truths. ... All the ideas you have by
the five senses are the mere images of sensible objects, or objects
of sense; but on subjects that are not objects of sense they give
you no information. Hence, the deaf know nothing of sounds—
Hence the blind know nothing of colors. The reason is, the other
senses give no information of any kind but what belongs to them,
consequently all the senses are limited by things material and
mundane; consequently [the senses] can give no information on
things spiritual, such as God, human spirits, heaven, &c. These
truths then, however Deists may boast, are all borrowed from the
bible. Hence there is not a rational Deist in the universe.®

Campbell further disputed D.’s rejection of Scripture by questioning
the source of his insights into the nature of God. “You doubt the divin-
ity of the bible,” he wrote, “because, as you understand it, it opposes
or clashes with your views of the Divine character.” Where, Campbell
queried, did your personal insights into the divine character originate?
Individual experiences divorced of revelation, he maintained, lead differ-
ent people to divergent understandings of the nature of God. Therefore,
“your views of the divine character independent of the divinity of the
bible, are not worth one grain of sand.””

That deists could accept the idea of a creator God, a human spirit,
heaven and hell, and other spiritual concepts, was beyond the scope of
logical feasibility to Campbell. Spiritual truths, he argued, are “truths
which no man without a revelation, either oral or written, ever knew.”
Therefore, “either Atheism, unqualified Atheism, or faith in Jesus as the
Son of God are the legitimate stopping places on the principles of sound
reason and good logic.” Anything between atheism and faith in Christ, he
claimed, is “besotted with a brutish stupidity.”®

The second issue Campbell confronted was the correlation of evil with
the existence of an omnipotent God. “Your capital difficulty,” Campbell
observed, “is ‘Whether the Deity would have created any being, and
placed him in such a situation, in which it was possible for him to make
himself deserving of eternal torment.’” Such an issue, Campbell pointed
out, is “purely theoretical” and beyond the scope of human answerability.
Man is unable to state conclusively what the deity would or would not
do with his creation. “Consequently,” he continued, it “can be of no real
importance in deciding either upon the evidences of revelation nor upon
its meaning.”®
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Not wishing to evade D.’s concern so easily, however, Campbell con-
fronted the issue that caused such turmoil for his skeptical reader. God
could have “given birth to a system which in its very nature excluded the
possibility of evil,” he proffered, but “it would have also excluded the
possibility of his being a governor.” In order for God to govern over
the hearts and lives of humanity, Campbell explained, there must exist
the possibility of both obedience and disobedience. “If a rational being
was created incapable of disobeying, he must, on that very account, be
incapable of obeying. He then acts like a mill wheel, in the motions of
which there is no choice; no virtue, no vice, no moral good, no moral
evil.” Moreover, Campbell argued, there are some things that are impos-
sible even for omnipotence. “Hills cannot be made without vallies [sic];
shadows, without substances; nor rational beings, without free agency.”
Likewise, he claimed, “it is impossible to create a being that shall be capa-
ble of obeying, and at the same time incapable of disobeying.”"! Thus a
world created without evil could recognize God as the Creator, but could
never know him as governor and could never experience the ultimate
happiness of being under God’s dominion.!?

NEW HARMONY AND THE OWENITE FREETHINKERS

The response generated by Campbell’s essays to D. inspired the
editor of the Christian Baptist to turn his attention to the freethought
resurgence that had recently started to sweep across the nation. Among
the more noteworthy groups to advance the notion of freethought was
the Owenite community of New Harmony, Indiana. Though not strictly
an organization for the promotion of unbelief, the Owenite community
at New Harmony viewed religion as a hindrance to their efforts for social
reform. Based on the communitarian social ideas of Robert Owen (1771-
1858),!* New Harmony’s settlers dreamed of creating a utopian com-
munity that would eliminate the ills and vices of humanity. To reform
their world, Owenites were convinced that they needed only to establish
a single successful community. By developing one functional association
as a model, they believed the rest of humankind would recognize the
benefits of their system and seek to copy the model. As a result, the world
would adopt the Owenite system with the hope of creating a new and
better social order.'*

The New Harmony site of Owen’s social experiment had been the
home of an earlier millennialist group that also sought the establishment of
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a utopian society on earth. Led by George Rapp (1757-1847), a group of
nearly five-hundred “Rappites” separated from the Lutheran state church
of Germany and immigrated to America. Believing their efforts would
culminate in the establishment of Christ’s millennial kingdom on earth,
the Rappites purchased a parcel of five-thousand acres in Pennsylvania
and began the Harmony Society on February 15, 1805. Unhappy with
their location in the shadow of Pittsburgh, the Rappites looked west for
a more suitable location to build their idealistic society. In 1814, they
purchased thirty-thousand acres of government-owned land along the
Wabash River in the Indiana territory. By 1815, the entire population of
the Harmony Society had relocated to the Indiana settlement they called
“New Harmony.”*®

After ten years of toil in Indiana, however, Rapp and his followers
chose to return to Pennsylvania. Their numerous viniculteralists found
the Indiana soil unconducive to their vineyards, and the western market
had few buyers for the large amounts of cloth produced by the commu-
nity. When the Rappites returned to Pennsylvania to establish their new
settlement of Economy in 1825, they sold New Harmony—buildings,
equipment, and everything—to Robert Owen, a wealthy industrialist
from New Lanark, Scotland.®

Upon his arrival in the United States from Great Britain, Owen met
with the Rappites on January 3, 1825, and signed the final agreement
for the purchase of New Harmony. He then embarked on a three-month
speaking tour to disseminate his communal theories and enlist partici-
pants in his grand experiment. Owen’s highly publicized tours gained
notoriety for the New Harmony experiment and a considerable amount
of respect for his social system. While in Washington, D.C., Owen gained
a hearing from outgoing President James Monroe, president-elect John
Quincy Adams,” and both houses of Congress. When he finally arrived at
New Harmony in April 1825, Owen found eight-hundred people desir-
ing to unite with him in building a visionary society along the shores of
the Wabash River.!3

The New Harmony communal society had its formal beginning on
April 27, 1825, when Owen presented his recruits with a constitution
by which the community would govern itself. In its initial stages, until
it could operate on its own, the community chose Owen as the leader
of the experimental association. To communicate the ideas and expected
success of the society, Owen initiated the publication of a weekly news-
paper, the New Harmony Gazette, on October 1, 1825. Frequent travels
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as an ambassador for the community, however, severely limited Owen’s
involvement in the daily operations of New Harmony. While engaged in
one of his promotional trips to Pennsylvania, Owen made a positive influ-
ence upon a group of educational leaders that he invited to join him in
his New Harmony enterprise. The celebrated “Boatload of Knowledge,”
traveling on the keelboat Philanthropist, made their way to the commu-
nity in early 1826, giving additional notoriety to the society as a center for
education and enlightened thinking.'’

On July 4, 1826, in a widely distributed Independence Day speech
entitled, “A Declaration of Mental Independence,” Owen announced the
inception of a new age in the existence of humanity. “I have calmly and
deliberately determined, upon this eventful and auspicious occasion,” he
proclaimed to his New Harmony audience, “to break asunder the remain-
ing mental bonds which for so many ages have grievously afflicted our
nature, and, by so doing, to give forever FULL FREEDOM TO THE
HUMAN MIND.” Humanity, Owen claimed, has been enslaved “to a

Figure 3 — New Harmony, Indiana (¢.1832)

When Robert Owen (1771-1847) purchased New Harmony in 1825, he envisioned the settlement in southwestern Indiana
as the site for implementing a social plan that would ultimately bring universal peace and prosperity to the entire world.
When Swiss artist Karl Bodmer (1809-1893) sketched the above image of New Harmony during an 1832-1833 visit to the
area, the Owenite experiment had already ended and Owen had returned to Great Britain.

(Courtesy of Indiana Historical Society, Indianapolis, Indiana, (2375)
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trinity of the most monstrous evils that could be combined to inflict mental
and physical evil upon his whole race.” The trinity of evil to which Owen
referred was private ownership of property, individual marriage, and reli-
gion. “This formidable Trinity, compounded of Ignorance, Superstition
and Hypocrisy,” he insisted, “is the only Demon, or Devil, that ever has,
or, most likely, ever will torment the human race.”? With the attainment
of mental liberty, Owen went on to say, “soon would rational intelligence,
real virtue, and substantial happiness, be permanently established among
men: ignorance, poverty, dependence, and vice, would be forever ban-
ished from the earth.”?

CONFRONTING NEW HARMONY

Beginning on April 2, 1827, three months after the conclusion of his
series to D., Campbell offered the readers of the Christian Baptist five
essays critiquing Robert Owen’s social system and its opposition to many
of the values considered important to Christianity. “Out of this ‘mental
independence’ has arisen the hostility to the Bible which so much char-
acterizes the New Harmony Gazette,” Campbell told his readers. “Free
agency, responsibility, marriage, and every religious institute are exiled
from the city of Mental Independence.” Therefore, “if no abler hand will
appear on the side of the Bible,” he wrote, “I shall be compelled to volun-
teer in the service.” Of interest is the fact that Campbell had no objection
to Owen’s communal system, but only to the fact that “Mr. Owen has
found it necessary to the completion of his plans to abolish every vestige
of the religion of the bible.” “I will only add,” Campbell wrote in his final
paragraph, “that it is the deistical or rather atheistical part of Mr. Owen’s
system to which I am compelled at present to object.”?

Campbell expressed a more strident opposition to the deistic philoso-
phy of New Harmony in the second installment of his series against the
Owenite system. As a result of the response he received from his corre-
spondence with D., the prevalence of unbelief, and “the bold and open
attacks of Deists on the Scriptures of Truth,” Campbell saw it as his “duty
to devote a few pages of [the Christian Baptist] to the Sceptics of the
present day.” Furthermore, he claimed, “The New Harmony Gazette,
which, in this country, is the focus of the lights of scepticism, . . . merits
a particular attention.” “We have not seen a number of that paper,” he
observed “in which there is not either a popgun or a blunderbuss dis-
charged at Revelation.”?
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Claiming “reason, argument, [and] persuasion” as the tools he would
use to defend Christianity, Campbell challenged the New Harmony deists
to a written debate. As an impetus for this debate, he proposed that his
deist opponents explain and provide evidence for their belief or disbelief
in the following questions: Is there a creator God, is there an eternal spirit
in man, and is there a future state of reward or punishment? In return for
the answers to these questions from “some enlightened Deists at New
Harmony,” Campbell promised to “reciprocate the favors.” “If there be
in this country a reasonable Deist,” he announced to his readers, “I have
not had the good fortune to become acquainted with him.”?

In the August edition of the Christian Baptist, Campbell trumpeted
the fact that his challenge had gone unanswered. “None of the Deistical
Philosophers of the city of ‘Mental Independence,’ nor any where else, as
far as I have seen, have as yet, either deigned or ventured to meet me on the
premises submitted in my last.”?® Little did he know, a brief response to his
queries from a correspondent identified as “W. R.” had already been printed
in the New Harmony Gazette of August 1, 1827. Campbell reprinted the
comments of W. R., along with his reactions, in the September edition of
the Christian Baptist. The substance of W. R.’s rejoinder to Campbell’s
questions is that he did not have enough evidence to affirm or deny the
existence of a god, the soul, or a future state of reward or punishment. “If
such existences and places do really exist,” he wrote, they “can never, from
their nature, become cognizable by the senses of man.” Thus, “we possess
no positive knowledge on any of these subjects.”?

The answer of uncertainty, Campbell countered, has been the answer
throughout the ages. “With all the improvements in philosophy for eigh-
teen centuries,” he wrote, “the world is no wiser with respect to God
than it was when Paul lived.” “The God that was unknown in Athens,
is unknown in New Harmony, and to all who have no other lights than
what philosophy affords.” So, even though the people of New Harmony
claim to be “mental independents” who are advantaged by their social
conditions, they have “voluntarily extinguished the lights of supernatu-
ral revelation” and can do no better than repeat the aged answers given
by earlier philosophers. “This is the identical conclusion to which I knew
most certainly . .. they would be constrained to come,” Campbell noted.
“For, as I have frequently said, there is no stopping place between Deism
and Atheism; and they are lame philosophers who, taking philosophy for
their guide, profess to hold with Herbert, Hume, Gibbon, and Payne
[séc], that there is a God, an immortal soul, a heaven, or a hell.”?
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Campbell’s fourth article in this series addressed the argument
that there is not enough evidence to support a belief in Christianity.
Intending to “offer a few reflections upon the adjustment of the evi-
dences to the condition of mankind in general,” Campbell proposed to
his reading audience that “the evidences of the truth of christianity might
have been easily augmented if it had pleased the founder of it.” God has
“precisely crafted” the substantiating proofs of Christianity,“to the con-
dition of man in this stage of his existence.” Had God amplified the evi-
dences of Christianity beyond their present state, he went on to posit,
“all excellency in faith would have been destroyed.” Therefore, rather
than authenticating humanity’s need to acknowledge God, an enhance-
ment of the evidences of Christianity would eliminate the very concept of
faith. Humankind would become nothing more than a mechanistic slave
to God, forced by the preponderance of the evidence to conform to the
standards established by the deity. Consequently, Campbell saw God’s
limitation on the confirmations of Christianity as essential to the preser-
vation of human free will. Without free will, he added, humanity would
be devoid of the capacity for morality and happiness.?® Thus, “a race of
beings created incapable of disobeying,” as Campbell wrote in an carlier
article to D., “are as incapable of moral good or moral evil; of virtue or

vice; of rewards or punishments; of happiness or misery, as the stones of
the field.”?

A LOVER OF JUST REASONING

As the capstone essay of this series, Campbell responded to a letter
composed by a writer identified as “A Lover of Just Reasoning.” “I wield
a young untutored pen—one in which it would be the height of pre-
sumption to undertake to vie with the masterly quill of the erudite A.
Campbell,” the author of this correspondence conceded. Nevertheless,
he proceeded to contend with the editor of the Christian Baptist on two
specific issues that were central to Campbell’s opposition to deism: the
reliability of Scripture and the question of whether God could be logically
proven to exist without the benefit of revelation.

“You deny the possibility of the existence of 2 God being known
without deriving that knowledge from the Bible,” Campbell’s opponent
began. It is “strange,” he contended, that “the all-wise Creator of the
universe” would make the most fallible kind of evidence “the only possi-
ble vehicle through which he can be known to his creatures.” Of the three



46 DEBATING FOR GOD

kinds of evidence—intuition, experience, and testimony—testimony, this
Lover of Just Reasoning argued, is the most fallible because it is based
upon the veracity of others. Scripture, he continued, “because it is to us
history, hearsay, or evidence resting on the testimony of others” resides
within this most fallible classification of evidence. A far more reliable form
of substantiation, he suggested, would be “the more durable work of
[God’s] own hand—the Book of Nature.”3?

Campbell readily agreed with his correspondent’s classification of the
three types of evidence, but claimed that Scripture is more than simply
a matter of testimony. “The Revelation is addressed to the whole man,”
he countered, and “its claims are supported by intuitive evidence, experi-
ence, and testimony.” Throughout the Bible, Campbell noted, intuitive
principles are clearly presented. To examine the experiential evidence, he
explained, one need only to encounter Christianity and decide for him-
self. “Jesus the Messiah puts it in the power of every person whom he
addresses experimentally to prove the truth of his pretensions.” Therefore,
“whether he were an impostor, or the Messenger of the Great God, is
submitted thus to be tested by our experience.”

As to whether nature or Scripture is better suited to communicate
the existence of God, Campbell wrote, we need only to ask one ques-
tion: do those who read the Bible or those who study nothing other than
nature “possess the more clear, consistent and rational view of Deity?”*!
The answer to this question, Campbell further stated, can be found in the
very pages of the New Harmony Gazeste. Citing an essay that had recently
appeared in the Gazerte as an answer to the questions Campbell himself
had set before his Owenite counterparts, Campbell noted that an author
identified only as “H.” could only claim uncertainty—as did his earlier
New Harmony colleague, W.R.—about the existence of God, the spirit
of man, and the future state.*? Thus, the students of nature, Campbell
illustrated to his reader, cannot find in nature enough evidence to sup-
port three of the central tenants of Christianity that are revealed to the
students of Scripture.

The certainty of God’s existence, the Lover of Just Reasoning further
claimed, could be more fully recognized through intuitive and experien-
tial evidences. “We can, by our senses, and reasoning faculties,” he wrote,
“be as imperatively convinced of the existence of a God, as we can by the
scriptures.” Using the cosmological argument for the existence of a deity,
the letter’s author made a case for an eternally existent being who initi-
ated the existence of all other beings. “What was not from eternity, had a
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beginning,” he stated, “and what had a beginning, must be produced by
something else.” Therefore, he reasoned, there must be an eternal being
who is the source of all beings, the origin of power, and the basis of all
knowledge. “Thus, ... our reason leads us to the knowledge of this cer-
tain and evident truth, that there is an eternal, most powerful, and most
knowing being; which, whether any one will please to call God, it mat-
ters not.”%

The problem Campbell raised to A Lover of Just Reason’s cosmologi-
cal argument is the starting point. Rather than showing “how a person
without such an idea is to originate in his own mind the whole idea of
a God,” Campbell’s correspondent began his argument with the idea of
God already implanted in his thought. Both Locke and Hume affirm
that humankind cannot create a single idea except through experience,
Campbell noted. Therefore, he asked, how can the concept of God be
formulated in a person except that God provide a revelation of himself to
humanity? “That any man could logically infer that there is a first cause,
which is the effect of no antecedent cause from any thing he ever saw
or heard outside of the bible,” wrote Campbell, “no philosopher has
yet shown.” The very concept of a being “creating or producing some-
thing out of nothing, or forming any thing essentially unlike itself,” he
explained, is contradictory to the teachings of nature. “So soon as the
bible words and ideas are proscribed,” Campbell concluded, “man is left
in total darkness, both as respects his origin and destiny, the two grandest
and most sublime points ever imagined or expressed.”*

In a separate article at the close of his final essay to the Owenite free-
thinkers, Campbell posed a different question to the philosophers of New
Harmony. How did the idea of God enter the world? “The christian idea
of an eternal first cause uncaused, or of a God, is now in the world, and
has been for ages immemorial. You say it could not enter into the world
by reason, and it d4d not enter by revelation. Now, as you are philosophers
and historians, and have all the means of knowing, how did it enter into the
world?% Although Campbell’s query was printed in the New Harmony
Gaazette with an appeal for one of their adherents to reply,? no response
to this question made its way into the pages of the Owenite periodical.

PRELUDE TO A DEBATE

Campbell’s railings against the deistic philosophers of New Harmony
garnered interest from both Owenite and Christian partisans. No less than
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seven letters—a mere sampling according to the editor—were printed in
the New Harmony Gazette as challenges to Campbell’s Christianity.?” In
addition, a Christian designated simply as “A.” informed the editor of the
Christian Baptist that Dr. Samuel Underhill, “an emissary of infidelity,
of considerable talents,” has been disseminating the deistic philosophy
of New Harmony throughout Stark County, Ohio.*® “He is going from
place to place, and great numbers ... are converted to his new doctrine,”
the correspondent reported. Furthermore, “Dr. Underhill has chal-
lenged, boldly, every one who would be willing to question his views,”
but has received little response from the Christians of the area. Because of
the imperative need for Christianity to be defended, A. told Campbell, “I
wish you would be willing to enter the list with this man.”®

Claiming Dr. Underhill as “too obscure to merit any attention from
me on the Atheism or Deism of his philosophy,” Campbell declined the
invitation from A. to journey to the area and confront the Owenite free-
thinker. He went on to say, however, that he would willingly engage
Underhill’s “great master, Mr. Robert Owen,” in a public debate on “the
whole system of his moral and religious philosophy.” “In the armor of the
bible, I feel prepared to meet the sage philosopher of New Harmony,”
Campbell wrote. “But in the mean time I will not draw a bow, save
against the king of the sceptics of the city of Mental Independence.”*
The exchange between Campbell and A. was printed in its entirety in the
New Harmony Gazette, long with a note from the editor stating, “We
expect to receive from Robert Owen a reply to Mr. Campbell’s proposi-
tion next week.”*!

By the time Campbell published his offer to debate Owen, the com-
munal experiment at New Harmony had come to an unsuccessful con-
clusion. In a speech to the citizens of New Harmony, on May 6, 1827,
Owen affirmed that “many who were here . . . were unprepared to be
members of a Community of common property and equality.” Therefore,
he continued, the “estate of Harmony” has been divided among its mem-
bers so they can form their own communities. “Already eight indepen-
dent Communities of common property and equality have been formed
upon the New-Harmony estate,” he reported, and this aside from the
town of New Harmony and the Education Society of William Maclure.*
In a subsequent address, published two days before Owen’s departure
from New Harmony, he offered the citizens of the smaller communities
surrounding the site of his grand experiment an encouraging report on
their progress.
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The difficulties attendant on the commencement of this mighty
change in the affairs of men, you are rapidly overcoming; the
unavoidable, disagreeable rough work, which the nature of the
country and of the materials, which first congregated here, ren-
dered necessary, is daily diminishing, and the industry, econ-
omy, beauty, order, and good feeling, are silently and gradually
growing up around you, and the right spirit of the system, not
derived from imagination or enthusiasm, but from a real knowl-
edge of your own nature and of your true interest, is gaining
ground among you, and soon cannot fail to become general.

Thus, he further exclaimed, “your progress and success cannot fail to
be certain.”*

On June 1, 1827, Owen left New Harmony for England. As he traveled
to New York for his exodus to Europe, he stopped in several cities to lecture
on his social system and to paint a positive portrait of the conditions at New
Harmony.** On the occasion of this departure, Arthur Bestor observes,
“New Harmony as an experiment with Owen’s system was dead.”s Owen
confirmed this death when he returned to New Harmony in April 1828,
and lamented the demise of his social system in that community. “I tried
here a new course for which I was induced to hope that fifty years of polit-
ical liberty had prepared the American population(,] . . . but experience
proved that the attempt was premature to unite a number of strangers not
previously educated for the purpose, who should carry on extensive opera-
tions for their common interest and live together as a common family,”*¢
Owen ultimately sold the lands of New Harmony at a low price and extri-
cated himself from the former community. His aggregate loss in the ven-
ture amounted to two-hundred-thousand dollars, just fifty-thousand dollars
short of the entire fortune he possessed at the outset of the experiment.*’
Nevertheless, he refused to view his social system as a failure.

After Owen’s trip to England and before his final separation from
New Harmony, he set out on a propaganda tour attempting to vindicate
his ideas and explain the problems experienced at New Harmony. While
delivering a series of lectures in New Orleans, in January 1828 (previous
to Campbell’s debate offer), Owen suggested that the clergy of that city
attempt to support in a public discussion the doctrines that they preach in
their houses of worship. At the conclusion of his lectures, Owen inserted
an advertisement in the local newspapers issuing a challenge of debate to
any of the clergy in New Orleans.
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I propose to prove, as I have already attempted to do in my lec-
tures, that all the religions of the world have been founded on
the ignorance of mankind; that they are directly opposed to the
never-changing laws of our nature; that they have been and are
the real source of vice, disunion and misery of every description;
that they are now the only real bar to the formation of a society
of virtue, of intelligence, of charity in its most extended sense,
and of sincerity and kindness among the whole human family;
and that they can be no longer maintained except through the
ignorance of the mass of the people, and the tyranny of the few
over that mass.

In the postscript of his challenge, Owen haughtily added, “If this pro-
posal should be declined, I shall conclude, as I have long most consci-
entiously been compelled to do, that the principles which I advocate are
unanswerable truths.”*

Upon obtaining a copy of Owen’s proposal to the clergy of New
Orleans, Campbell reprinted the challenge in the Christian Baptist and
agreed to meet Owen “at any time within one year from this date, at
any place equi-distant from New Harmony and Bethany.” Moreover,
he stated, “[I] will then and there undertake to show that Mr. Owen is
utterly incompetent to prove the positions he has assumed, in a public
debate before all who may please to attend.”®®

At nearly the same time, and completely unaware of Campbell’s
reply to his New Orleans challenge, Owen forwarded his own response
to Campbell’s earlier disputation offer in the Christian Baptist of April
1828. “The time is indeed come,” Owen wrote, “when religion should
be proved to be true or false.” With a desire to discover the “truth upon
these matters,” Owen suggested that he form a company of those who
are “conscientiously opposed to all religions” to discuss the issue with
Campbell and “the leading ministers of the religious sects in this west-
ern country.”*

Campbell rejected Owen’s invitation to form a committee to discuss
the issues surrounding the validity of Christianity, but reaffirmed his will-
ingness to confront Owen and raised no objection to Owen’s use of a
group to support the claims of skepticism. “I have accepted your chal-
lenge ... in the identical terms you proposed it in New Orleans,” Campbell
wrote in his rejoinder to Owen’s letter. Furthermore, he declared, “I take
the negative of every position embraced in your challenge—And now I
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stand pledged to the public, to show that you cannot establish the posi-
tions which you have so repeatedly proposed, and attempted to do.” A dis-
cussion of this nature, Campbell explained, “cannot fail to be pleasing and
profitable to all concerned, and ... cannot fail to be of some consequence
to posterity.” Therefore, he advised, we must “settle the preliminaries as
soon as possible.”®!

Campbell’s early confrontations with freethought had a dramatic
impact upon his continuing efforts to oppose the advocates of unbelief. His
essays responding to the skeptical views of D. and his articles attacking the
assertions of the citizens of New Harmony solidified the apologetic tactic
and philosophy that Campbell would use in his numerous encounters with
freethinkers throughout the remainder of his life. Moreover, his correspon-
dences with the New Harmony Gazette opened the door for Campbell’s
debate with Robert Owen, the champion of unbelief on two continents.






THE GREAT DEBATE;
CAMPBELL, OWEN, AND THE
EVIDENCES OF CHRISTIANITY

D esirous of meeting his future disputant face-to-face before departing
for some months to England, Owen detoured from his journey to
New York—from where he would sail to Europe—to make a stopover at
the home of his opponent. From Wheeling, a natural stopping place on
his excursion, Owen traveled the fifteen mile route to Campbell’s home
in Bethany. Their meeting in early July 1828 both settled the prelimi-
naries of the debate and established a mutual respect among the two
reformers. “Mr. Campbell found [Owen] to be a very affable and pleasant
gentleman,” according to his biographer, Robert Richardson.! Likewise,
Owen noted in a letter written to a friend shortly after his stay in Bethany,
“Mr. Campbell is an acute, clever, and I believe, sincere man, who will
make the most of his cause.” Nevertheless, Owen continued, “I have no
doubt that truth will ultimately prevail.”?

Though Owen’s junior by seventeen years and a figure of consider-
ably less notoriety at that time, Campbell did not fail to make a discern-
ible impression on Owen in their initial encounter. While ambling upon
the grounds of Campbell’s estate and chatting about the final arrange-
ments for their debate, Campbell’s guest caught a glimpse of the family
cemetery. “There is one advantage I have over the Christian—I am not
afraid to die,” Owen noted as they strolled beside the burial site. “Most
Christians have fear in death, but if some few items of my business were

53
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settled, I should be perfectly willing to die at any moment,” he contin-
ued. “Well,” answered Campbell, “you say you have no fear in death;
have you any hope in death?” After a solemn pause, Owen responded that
he did not. “Then you are on a level with that brute,” Campbell replied,
as he pointed to a nearby ox. “He has fed till he is satisfied, and stands in
the shade whisking off the flies, and has neither hope nor fear in death.”
Unable to reply, Owen could do no more than smile as he conceded the
correctness of his new friend’s logic.?

OWEN'’S RISE IN THE INDUSTRIAL WORLD

Like Campbell, Owen was a product of the British Empire and a stu-
dent of the European Enlightenment. Born on May 14, 1771, he was the
sixth of seven children in the poor family of a saddler and ironmonger in
Newtown, North Wales. Though he received only an elementary edu-
cation, Owen developed a “strong passion for reading” and became an
enthusiastic student of literature and philosophy.* From his studies, Carol
Kolmerten suggests, Owen drew upon the ideas of numerous individuals
to form a philosophy of his own.

From Locke he took the idea that the character of man s a tabula
rasa at birth; from Rousseau, that children collectively may be
taught any sentiments and habits because humans are basically
good and it is institutions that pervert this natural goodness;
from the Utilitarians, the importance of happiness, which can
be attained only by conduct that must promote the happiness of
the community; from William Godwin, the notion that private
property has to be eliminated in order for equality to exist; and
from Adam Smith, the premise that wealth results from labor.’

The conviction “that the character of man, is, without a single excep-
tion, always formed for him,”® became the cornerstone belief of Owen’s
social philosophy and a mantra that he would never tire of repeating.

Owen’s childhood life in Newtown ended at the age of ten, when
he departed from his parents’ home to become an apprentice draper
with James McGuffog in Stamford.” After three years as his appren-
tice and one year as his assistant, Owen left McGuffog’s company to
accept a more profitable assistant draper’s position in Manchester. By
age eighteen, however, as new inventions were revolutionizing the
methods of cotton manufacture, Owen and a partner set up a business
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of their own within that industry. When his partner left the business in
search of a better opportunity, Owen successfully sustained the operation
until a more intriguing position caught his eye. Though not yet twenty,
when the managerial position of the modern steam-powered cotton mill
of Lancashire became vacant, Owen pursued and received the job. At the
age of twenty, Owen found himselfleading some five-hundred employees in
one of the largest and best-equipped cotton mills in England.® His suc-
cess at handling the mill, coupled with a reputation for the production
of fine cotton, advanced his career as an industrialist. At the behest of
three potential colleagues, Owen left the Lancashire mill to become a
partner in the creation of a new mill. The birth of the Chorlton Twist
Company, in 1794 or 1795, was for the production of “cloths for print-
ing, and . .. muslins” as needed by the manufacturers of Manchester
and Glasgow.’

Because many of the customers for his new company were located
north of Manchester, Owen often traveled to Glasgow to seek orders for
the new mill. On one of these journeys he met Caroline Dale, the daugh-
ter of David Dale, a notable Glasgow businessman who owned the New
Lanark cotton mills. Smitten with Caroline, but uncertain as to whether
her father would permit her to marry him, the twenty-seven-year-old
Owen approached David Dale about the possibility of purchasing the
New Lanark mill. Through this tactic he gained a cordial acquaintance
with Dale and soon received the permission he sought for Caroline’s
hand in marriage. In addition to gaining a wife through his visits with
Dale, Owen and his partners agreed to purchase the New Lanark mill as a
profit-producing enterprise. Shortly after his wedding and honeymoon in
late 1799, Owen assumed the managerial position of the company.®

OWEN'’S REFORMS AND THE REJECTION OF RELIGION

On the first of January 1800, when Owen instituted himself as the
“government” of the New Lanark mill, he noted that his intent “was
not to be a mere manager of cotton mills.” “My intention...,” he wrote,
is “to introduce principles in the conduct of people . . . and to change
the conditions of the people, who ... were surrounded by circumstances
having an injurious influence upon the character of the entire population
of New Lanark.”"! Thus he commenced what he referred to as “the most
important experiment for the happiness of the human race that had yet
been instituted at any time in any part of the world.”?
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Manufacturers of the early nineteenth century often possessed a
strong hold over the lives of their employees. In isolated locations like
New Lanark, the long hours of factory work were but a minor part of
management’s control over the laborers. Employers frequently owned
the houses in which workers lived, and the stores and shops that sold pro-
visions to them. Well aware of his control over the lives of the workers at
New Lanark, Owen began “to make arrangements to supersede the evil
conditions with which the population was surrounded, by good condi-
tions.”** He improved the wages and working conditions of his employ-
ees, provided better housing, enhanced the quality of the food and other
necessities sold by the village stores and shops, made the village of New
Lanark a sanitary and pleasant place for his employees to reside, and
restricted the use of child laborers at New Lanark while providing oppor-
tunities for children to gain an education. “No experiment,” Owen was
convinced, “could be more successful in proving the truth of the principle
that the character is formed for and not by the individual.”**

Not only did Owen’s experiment at New Lanark produce improved
lives for the mill workers and their families, but it made the factory into
something of a showcase of profitability and social concerns. The prin-
ciples of his experiment, “applied to the community of New Lanark, at
first under many of the most discouraging circumstances, but persevered
in for sixteen years, effected a complete change in the general character
of the village.”'® Throughout his life, Owen would point to New Lanark
as proof for the success of his social theories. Furthermore, in 1813 he
published A New View of Society to further elucidate his beliefs on the for-
mation of human character and to promote the amalgamation of his ideas
into society at large.

In A New View of Society, Owen expressed the basic principles of his
system. “Any general character, from the best to the worst, from the most
ignorant to the most enlightened, may be given to any community, even
to the world at large, by the application of proper means.”'¢ The “proper
means” for forming the best character, Owen went on to explain, is to
train children “from their earliest infancy” in good habits, provide them
with a rational education, and prepare them for useful labor. “Such habits
and education,” he claimed, “will impress them with an active and ardent
desire to promote the happiness of every individual, and that without the
shadow of exception for sect, or party, or country, or climate.””” Using
New Lanark as a model for the success of his system, Owen argued that it
could no longer be “said that evil or injurious actions cannot be prevented,
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or that the most rational habits in the rising generation cannot be uni-
versally formed.” The experiment at New Lanark, he suggested, proves
that his system “is not hypothesis and theory.”*® Thus, he remarked,
“the members of any community may by degrees be trained to live with-
out idleness, without poverty, without crime, and without punishment;
for each of these is the effect of error in the various systems prevalent
throughout the world.”*

A central component to Owen’s plan was the construction of a build-
ing at New Lanark, which he called the New Institution, as a center for
training the village’s inhabitants in his new system. The New Institution
provided the inhabitants of New Lanark with the necessary facilities and
administrators of the proper forms of infant training, recreation, child-
hood education, evening lectures, and church, all in accordance with the
Owenite plan. The implementation of this system, he surmised, would
result in the formation of characters “that in true knowledge, and in
every good and valuable quality, will not only greatly surpass the wise and
learned of the present and preceding times, but will appear,-as they really
will be, a race of rational or superior beings.”?

The church established at the New Institution would not teach
“uncertain legends of the days of dark and gross ignorance,” according
to Owen, but “universally revealed facts, which cannot but be true.”? “A
religion of this character,” he wrote in an 1823 editorial, “must be devoid
of forms, ceremonies, and mysteries; for those constitute the errors of all
the existing systems, and of all those which have hitherto created anger,
and produced violence and bloodshed throughout society.” In the place
of religious doctrines, Owen’s religion would seek the undeniable and
consistent truths of nature. “Such religion will possess whatever is valu-
able ... and exclude whatever is erroneous,” according to Owen, “and, in
due time, a religion of this character, freed from every inconsistency, shall
be promulgated.”?

While yet a child of age ten, Owen noted in his autobiography, his
personal studies constrained him to believe “that there must be some-
thing fundamentally wrong in all religions, as they had been taught up to
that period.”” In an effort to discover “the true religion,” Owen care-
fully studied and compared the various religions of the world. “Before
my investigations were concluded,” he wrote, “I was satisfied that one
and all had emanated from the same source, and their varieties from the
same false imaginations of our early ancestors.”?* All religions, he later
commented, “contain too much error to be of any utility in the present
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advanced state of the human mind.”? As a result, Owen claimed to have
rejected Christianity and all other forms of religion.?8 His frequent ref-
erences to natural law, rationalism, and the Creator, however, indicate
that he was actually a deist who rejected all formal religious sects and
organizations.”

Owen’s animosity toward religion advanced beyond mere disagree-
ment; he ultimately sought the total annihilation of religion. “There is
no sacrifice at any period, which I could make, that would not have been
willingly and joyously made to terminate the existence of religion on
earth,” he wrote.”® “In everything I attempted for the advance and per-
manent benefit of the human race,” he explained, “I was always checked
and obstructed in my straightforward and honest progress by religion.”?
The doctrines of religion “create and perpetuate .. . a total want of mental
charity among men,” and “generate superstitions, bigotry, hypocrisy,
hatred, revenge, wars, and all their evil consequences.”® Therefore, Owen
argued, rational thought and permanent happiness can only be attained
when “the human mind shall be cleared from all religious fallacies and all
dependence upon religious forms and ceremonies.”®!

OWEN'’S SOCIAL SYSTEM IN THE NEW WORLD

Certain of the ultimate success of his plan for social reform, Owen
abandoned his normal activities by 1817 and began a crusade for the
restructuring of British society into a series of “villages of unity and co-
operation” modeled after the community he formed at New Lanark.? If
the money used for public support of the destitute would be applied to
the creation of self-supporting villages of between 500 and 1,500 resi-
dents, he insisted, his plan would be so successful that “no complaints
of any kind will be heard in society” and “evils . . . will permanently
cease.”®® Moreover, he asserted, “one of these new associations cannot
be formed without creating a general desire throughout society to estab-
lish others, and ... they will rapidly multiply.”** Historian G. D. H. Cole
contends that Owen’s social system became “the germ of Socialism and
of Co-operation.”*

With little progress having been made in Europe by 1824, however,
the news that the New Harmony settlement of the Rappites was for sale
in America left Owen wondering whether a fresh start in a new land might
be the impetus he needed to bring his system into reality. Robert Dale
Owen (1801-1877), the second of Owen’s eight children,* recounted
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in his autobiography the occasion when Richard Flower, an English agri-
culturist who had emigrated to the United States, approached his father
with information about the Rappite desire to sell New Harmony. “The
offer tempted my father,” the younger Owen recalled. “Here was a village
ready built, a territory capable of supporting tens of thousands in a coun-
try where the expression of thought was free, and where the people were
unsophisticated.” To the utter shock of Flower, who found it unfathom-
able that Owen would surrender his wealth and position in Great Britain
to move to the American west, Owen agreed to purchase New Harmony
as the site for his social system. “My father’s one ruling desire,” Robert
Dale Owen wrote, “was for a vast theatre on which to try his plans of
social reform.”” On January 3, 1825, the deal for New Harmony was
sealed, and by April 1825 Owen’s social experiment began at his newly
purchased settlement in southwestern Indiana.

Though Owen’s hopes for New Harmony came to a costly and
miserable end in April 1828, his aspirations for reforming society and
expectations for future success were largely left untarnished. During the
summer of 1828—following both the demise of New Harmony and
his agreement to debate Campbell—Owen considered an even grander
experiment for his social system. In his Memorial of Robert Owen to the
Mexican Republic, and the Government of Coahuila and Texas, published
in September 1828, Owen requested that the Republic of Mexico award
him the Provinces of Coahuila and Texas as the new proving ground for
his ideas. From his past experiments in Great Britain, he explained, he
had “ascertained the principles of the sciences by which a superior charac-
ter can be formed. .. and by which a superfluity of wealth can be created
and secured for all without injury to any.” Furthermore, his more recent
experiments in the United States have shown him “the difficulties which
the existing institutions and prejudices have created in the present adult
population to make the change from the old to the New State of society
under any of the existing laws or forms of governments.” Therefore, to
insure the success of his plan, Owen requested that the government of
Mexico provide him with “a new country,” independent of interference
from the United States or Mexico, “in which the laws and institutions
shall be formed in conformity with the principles on which the great ame-
lioration is to be achieved.”®®

From England, where he had sailed in July 1828 following his meeting
with Campbell to establish the preliminaries of their debate, Owen traveled
to Vera Cruz, Mexico. Vincente Guerrero, the newly installed president
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of Mexico, and Antonio Lopez Santa Anna, Mexico’s military leader, met
with Owen when he arrived in their country in December 1828. According
to Owen’s recounting of the incident, both Guerrero and Santa Anna were
favorable to his proposal and promised him a large tract of land upon which
his social experiment could be enacted. The dream of testing his system in
Mexico, however, came to an abrupt end before it ever began. No land
was ever offered to Owen by the Mexican government, and he soon had to
depart for Cincinnati, Ohio, where he and Campbell agreed to begin their
discussion on the second Monday of April 1829.%°

PRELIMINARIES TO THE DEBATE

The months preceding the debate were no less hectic for Campbell
than they were for his opponent. “Mr. Campbell had but little time to pre-
pare for the approaching debate,” his biographer wrote. “In addition to his
editorial duties and his immense correspondence, as well as his ministerial
and other engagements, he had on hand a new edition of the Testament
in a more portable form, demanding great attention.”®® Nevertheless,
Campbell did not regard Owen lightly. As a social philosopher and a cham-
pion of unbelief, Owen was highly acclaimed in both America and Europe,
and Campbell recognized him as a capable adversary. “When we consider
his superior opportunities from age, traveling, conversation, and extensive
reading for many years, added to the aimost entire devotion of his mind
to his peculiar views during a period as long as we have lived,” Campbell
wrote, “we should fear the result of such a discussion.” Nevertheless, he
went on to say, victory will result from “the invincible, irrefragable, and
triumphant evidences” for the Christian religion.*!

Excitement ran high in Cincinnati as the two disputants made their
way to the Queen City of the West. The week before the debate’s onset,
Cincinnati’s newly elected mayor, Isaac G. Burnet, called a meeting of
some of the city’s leading citizens to make final arrangements for the event.
Burnet appointed a committee of ten to request use of the First Presbyterian
Church, the largest facility in the city, to house the debate.2 Dr. Joshua
L. Wilson, the church’s minister and a leading figure among the Old
School Presbyterians, however, forthrightly declined their appeal.** Frances
Trollope, a British visitor to America who observed the debate, noted that
Wilson’s “refusal was greatly reprobated, and much regretted, as the curi-
osity to hear the discussion was very general, and no other edifice offered
so much accommodation.”** Application was next made to the Methodists
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for use of their largest structure to house the debate. Permission was readily
granted for the event to be held in the Old Stone Church, a building with
a seating capacity of approximately one-thousand people.

The widespread publicity that the debate received, when coupled with
the topic and the noteworthy adversaries, brought spectators to Cincinnati
from as far away as New York, Pennsylvania, Virginia, Kentucky, Indiana,
Tennessee, and Mississippi. Overflowing audiences of “more than 1,200
persons” attended each session of the debate,* and Campbell reported
that “many were forced to return to their homes in a day or two from
the difficulty of getting seats.”® Amid such a large audience, all of the
available sources report that the spectators were courteous and attentive
throughout the course of the debate.

Upon their arrivals in Cincinnati, Campbell and Owen each selected
three moderators, who then selected a seventh moderator.*” The proposi-
tions to be discussed were the five issues of Owen’s challenge to the clergy
of New Orleans:

1. That all the religions of the world have been founded on
the ignorance of mankind.

2. That they are directly opposed to the never-changing laws
of our nature.

3. That they have been, and are, the real sources of vice, dis-
union, and misery of every description.

4. That they are now the only real bar to the formation of a
society of virtue, intelligence, sincerity, and benevolence.

5. That they can be no longer maintained except through the
ignorance of the mass of the people, and the tyranny of the
few over the mass.*

Preliminary to the debate’s commencement, it was agreed that each of the
disputants would alternately speak for half an hour. Owen, having taken
the affirmative positions, would begin the discussion. Charles H. Simms,
a stenographer from Cincinnati, was employed to record the arguments
of the disputants for future publication.

THE DEBATE BEGINS

Owen’s opening remarks on Monday, April 13, 1829, inaugurated
eight days of debate that Trollope described as “a spectacle unprece-
dented . .. in any age or country,”® and which Timothy Flint referred
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to as “the combat, unparalleled in the annals of disputation.”® “Dressed
in Quaker plainness; wearing his customary, undaunted, self-possessed,
good natured face,”®! Owen imparted to the audience his reasons for
believing in environmental determinism and the events that led to the
present meeting between himself and Campbell. In rejoinder, Campbell
read a manuscript—the only document he used in the debate that had
been prepared in advance of the event—extolling the value and defensibil-
ity of Christianity. “For the present generation and the succeeding I have
been made willing to undertake to show that there is no good reason for
rejecting the testimony of the apostles and prophets,” he exclaimed, “but
all the reason which rational beings can demand for the sincere belief and
cordial reception of the christian religion.”*?

In his second speech, Owen began reading a lengthy document that
listed and described what he referred to as “the divine, unchanging laws
of human nature.” These twelve “fundamental laws of human nature”
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(see Appendix A) were an outgrowth of Owen’s doctrine of circumstance
and the basis of his argument in the debate. If properly carried out, he
believed they would “produce, in practice, all virtue in the individual and
in society, sufficient to enable man . . . to ‘work out his own salvation’
from sin or ignorance and misery, and to secure the happiness of his whole
race.”3 Using the phraseology of a Christian revival preacher, Owen fur-
ther announced that the change that “can be wrought simply by acquir-
ing a knowledge of these eternal and immutable facts” is that “you can be
born again” and receive “the regeneration which you and past generations
have been looking for.”>*

As the contest proceeded, Owen failed to address the issues raised
by Campbell, but used his time to repeat, explain, and emphasize his
twelve natural laws and their bearing on individual and social develop-
ment. “These twelve fundamental laws of human nature (divine in every
sense of the word),” he stated, “demonstrate that all the religions of the
world have been founded in ignorance, and are opposed to our nature.”*
In the course of the discussion, Owen repeated these laws no less than
twelve times, sending a wave of laughter throughout the audience each
time he revisited his listing of these “gems” of human nature. “All that
Mr. Owen said or read,” an observer of the contest wrote, “was pred-
icated upon these twelve laws.”*® Moreover, “to outline these twelve
laws,” Bill Humble contends, “is to summarize every argument made by
Owen during the course of the entire debate!”%”

Campbell reacted to Owen’s inventory of natural laws by questioning
his opponent’s approach to debate and challenging the significance of the
information he had imparted. To which of the five propositions, he asked,
are the twelve laws offered as evidence? “What may logically prove the
first position,” he explained, “cannot, ex necessitate, prove the last.”® The
rules of debate require the disputants to provide logical argumentation
upon each individual proposition. “The same matter cannot be received
in evidence of each position,” he contended, “it must apply to some one
[proposition] in particular; it cannot [be applied] to all, unless they be
identical positions.” Furthermore, argued Campbell, even ifall of Owen’s
laws were acceded to, it would still fail to offer a rational verification for
his propositions. “All this time I should have been proving or disprov-
ing some position bearing upon the great question at issue,” he stated.
“Instead of this, I must hear Mr. Owen reading upon a variety of topics
having no legitimate bearing upon the subject matter before us.”*
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During a midday intermission, the moderators discussed Campbell’s
concerns and agreed with his assessment of the debate’s proceedings.
Upon returning for the afternoon session, the chairman of the modera-
tors announced that Owen’s challenge contained five distinct propositions
that should be individually addressed. “It is therefore expected,” he con-
tinued, “that the discussion, this afternoon, will be founded on, and
confined to, this first proposition, viz.: ‘that all religions are founded in
ignorance.””® Their directive for the procedure of the contest, however,
had little impact on Owen. He continued to expound his fundamen-
tal laws of human nature as the only argument he carried in his arsenal
against religion.

Throughout the discussion, Campbell consistently appealed to a mod-
ified form of the Ontological Argument for God’s existence—a classical
Christian apologetic.%! Campbell’s philosophical defense of theism grew out
of his epistemological belief that all knowledge and understanding derives
from sensory perception and the operation of the mind upon these percep-
tions. Locke, Hume, and the metaphysical philosophers, he maintained,
“agree that all our original ideas are the result of sensation and reflection.”
Thus, “our five senses are the only avenue through which ideas of material
objects can be derived to us.” With this in mind, he asked, “how can we
have any idea, the archetype of which does not exist in nature?”

We have an idea of God, of a Creator, a being who has produced
the whole material universe by the bare exhibition of physical
creative power. This idea, we contend, can have no archetype in
nature, because we have never seen anything produced out of
nothing. But we have the idea of the existence of this creative
power. It is to be found in almost all religions. If we appeal to
traditionary or historic evidence, we shall find that all nations
had originally some ideas of the existence of a Great First Cause.
But the difficulty is—how did the idea originate? By what pro-
cess could it have been engendered? Where was the archetype in
nature to suggest . .. the remotest idea of a Creator, or any other
idea concerning spiritual things?

While admitting with Locke and Hume that the imagination “can
abstract, compound, and combine the qualities of objects already known,
and thus form new creations ad infinitum,” Campbell also noted that
the imagination “borrows all the original qualities from the other fac-
ulties of the mind, and from the external senses.” Therefore, “to form
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ideas concerning spiritual things, imagination has to travel out of her
province.” Carrying this argument further, Campbell proposed five ques-
tions that he requested his opponent attempt to answer:

1. Can man, by the exercise of his mental powers, originate
language? And even suppose he could invent names for
external sensible objects, could he also originate the terms
peculiar to religion, for which he has no types in the sen-
sible creation?

2. Must not the object or idea exist prior to the name or term
by which it is designated? For example, the term “steam-
boat,” a word invented in our ime—was not the object in
existence before this name was found in our vocabulary?

3. Must not the idea of the existence of any particular object,
be prior to the idea of any of its properties? Or can we con-
ceive of the properties of a thing, before we have an idea of
that thing’s existence?

4. How, then, do we become conscious of the idea of spirit,
our consciousness being limited to the objects of sensation,
perception, and memory; and, consequently, all our mental
operation being necessarily confined to the same objects?

5. Does not our belief, as well as our knowledge and experi-
ence depend upon our mental operations?*?

Claiming Campbell’s questions were irrelevant to the issue at hand,
Owen refused to even consider them, but continued to expound his
twelve laws of human nature. Campbell countered Owen’s assertion by
stating that the questions he had posed in his previous address were the
natural outflowing of the topic under discussion. “He proposed to prove
all religions human,” Campbell quipped, “therefore he must show that
human beings could invent them.”%?

Campbell further responded to Owen’s persistent exposition of his
twelve laws of nature by calling upon his opponent to explain “who,
or what is nature?” The skeptics claim “man is the work of nature,”
Campbell explained, thus he is bound by the “laws of nature.” Yet, these
same skeptics render nature to be nothing more than “an abstract being”
consisting of “the great whole that results from the assemblages of dif-
ferent matter, of its different combinations, and of their different motion
which the Universe presents to view.” As nothing more than a combina-
tion of matter and motion, Campbell asked, can nature truly be a creator
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or a lawgiver?®* Once again, Owen refused so much as even to attempt
an answer to Campbell’s question, but continued the delineation of his
twelve natural laws. Campbell later explained that the one who created
the matter and motion of nature is himself the “God of Nature” and the
universal lawgiver who is found in the pages of the Bible.

Aggravated by Owen’s incessant repetition of his twelve laws and
wanting to prod his opponent into a proposition-by-proposition discus-
sion, Campbell responded to Owen’s eighth address by conceding that
his natural laws have some value. “They are true in very many instances,”
he admitted, “but are false in his universal application of them.”® Owen,
he went on to say, seems to believe that “the christian scriptures must
tumble to the ground” if his twelve laws can be proven correct. “I
have very little scruple or hesitancy in admitting all his facts, save one,”
Campbell claimed, “and yet I cannot perceive how they contravene any
part of christianity.”®

While Owen remained unwilling to enter into a proposition-by-prop-
osition foray, he did, after another restatement of his twelve laws, begin
an explanation of the social reform that he believed his system would
introduce to humanity. Religion, he proclaimed, would be divested of its
rites and ceremonies in his system, and truth would make itself known in
the hearts of all men.%® In addition, Owen suggested that his social system
would render private property (which he deemed to be the source of all
sclfishness, poverty, and jealousy), human laws, wars, marriage, and gov-
ernment totally unnecessary. The enactment of this social system, he told
his audience, would inaugurate a secular millennial society that would
generate the characteristics of life that Owen considered essential for gen-
uine human happiness.

MILLENNIAL OPTIMISM

Reflecting the optimism that permeated America’s early antebel-
lum period, both Owen and Campbell were certain that the reforming
impulse of their socicty was laying the foundation for an approaching
period of millennial perfection. To Owen, the implementation of his
social scheme was the final component that would be necessary for the
creation of a secular millennium throughout the world. He was con-
vinced, however, that the world’s religions “are now the only obstacles in
the way of forming a society over the earth, of kindness, intelligence, sin-
cerity, and prosperity in the fullest sense of the term.”® Even so, Owen
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was confident that his contemporaries would reject religion and accept
his plans for universal improvement. Thus, he unwaveringly declared his
work and the other reform activities of his era as “the commencement of
a search into the real nature of existing facts which will bring about the
millennium.””® He also noted that Campbell would ultimately accept the
Owenite system and “assist in hastening [the millennium’s] arrival, for
he has a strong yearning after an improved state of society which he calls
the millennium,””!

With a similar optimism about society’s advancements, Campbell
saw his era of humanity progressively moving forward toward a golden
millennial age. He refused, however, to accede to Owen’s prophe-
cies about the future. “How comes it that Mr. Owen talks with so
much certainty about what will come to pass hereafter! No man can
speak of the future, pretending any certain knowledge, but the chris-
tian. Here the infidel’s candle goes out, and except he obtains some oil
from the lamp of revelation, he must continue in perpetual darkness.””2
Campbell also refused to believe that the final and perfect millennial
state could be inaugurated by anything other than the advancement of
the Christian religion. Owen’s belief that society could only reach its
final stage of improvement with the demise of religion was fallacious
to Campbell. “It is surely a novel species of logic,” he insisted, “to
argue, that, because we shall have better houses, and better schools,
and must have new bridges, etc., therefore the christian religion must
be false.””® To the contrary, Campbell contended, “let the Christian
religion be taught in its purity, and cordially embraced, and it will exalt
man higher, and render him incomparably more happy than Mr. Owen
has ever conceived of.””*

In addition to identifying religion as the enemy of the millen-
nium, Owen repeatedly criticized religion—with particular reference to
Christianity and the Bible—as the enemy of nature and humanity. “The
systems of religion ... are derived from the wildest vagaries of fancy; they
are but the air-built fabrics of imagination,” he claimed.”® The devil,
along with many other personalities and events recorded in the Bible, are
merely “fanciful notions” accepted only by those whose circumstances
have taught them to believe thusly.”® As a result, religion’s only real con-
tributions to society, according to Owen, are vice, human disunion, pov-
erty, insanity, ignorance, and anger. Should religion be extricated from
society, the millennium would arise out of necessity, he claimed, because
the problems of society would be abolished.
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QUESTIONING OWEN’S DOCTRINE OF DETERMINISM

Taking Owen’s doctrine of environmental determinism into consider-
ation, Campbell asked his opponent to explain how he alone managed to
escape his circumstances and recognize the rational and perfect system of
nature that he propagates as the source of human happiness and fulfillment.

Mr. Owen was himself educated in a family of Episcopalians; is he
now an Episcopalian? We sec that the circamstances of his educa-
tion could not shackle his active mind. We see that he has broken
his chains, and that his emancipated mind now walks abroad, as
if it had never known a fetter. This shows that there are some
geniuses formed to overcome all disadvantages, to grasp a whole
system, as it were by intuition; that in some minds there is a reno-
vating and regenerating power, paramount even to the influence
of circumstances, omnipotent as my friend represents them to
be. Now if this be true, in Mr. Owen’s regard, why may it not be
equally so with respect to countless other persons?””

Furthermore, Campbell solicited his adversary’s clarification of the source
of the “irrational and anti-natural” system that now prevails upon society.
If man originated in and is governed by the rational and perfect laws of
nature, as suggested by Owen, and man is unable to change the circum-
stances that have formed his character, then how did man enter into the
present system of irrationality and unnaturalness? Christianity provides
an explanation for this dilemma, Campbell explained, but the Owenite
system cannot.”

Not only does Christianity provide an answer to the problems that
Owen cannot handle, Campbell argued, but Christianity is also the foun-
tainhead of many deistic principles and beliefs. While deists tatk about
the “light of nature” and “the great God of nature,” Campbell went on
to state, they have no basis upon which to establish their philosophical
claims when they deny the validity of divine revelation. The very premises
of their system, he insisted, show that their conclusions do not logically
follow. Deists present their system as a philosophical midpoint that avoids
the extremes of atheism or Christianity, he added, but “there is no stop-
ping place between Atheism and Christianity.””?

Keenly aware of Owen’s background at New Lanark and the circum-
stances that influenced him, Campbell went on to ask if Owen’s system
was not actually a product of the Christianity that he condemns. Did
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the Owenite social system actually arise from the observations of human
nature, he inquired, or did it originate in the Christian circumstances
of Scotland? In response to his own question, Campbell alleged that “it
was the christian benevolence of Mr. Dale which prompted him [Owen]
to invent a plan for the education of the children of the poor. By insti-
tuting a system of co-operation, Mr. Dale was enabled to sustain five
hundred poor children at one time, who were collected in the manufacto-
ries, which he controlled, and were there maintained and educated by his
philanthropy. And to these circumstances, instituted by Mr. Dale, is Mr.
Owen indebted for the origination of his new views of society.”%

Owen conceded to Campbell’s “surmise that the christian reli-
gion was the foundation of this system,” but went on to suggest that it
“was not founded in the truth of the christian religion.” Upon study-
ing Christianity and various other religions, he assured the audience, he
became convinced that religion was not true and “that something else
must be true, and it is highly important to discover what it is.” This con-
viction, he explained, inspired him to embark on a search for truth that
ultimately produced the social system and the twelve natural laws that he
proceeded to elucidate yet again.®!

CAMPBELL TAKES THE OFFENSIVE

Disappointed that Owen again returned to a listing of his twelve natu-
ral laws, Campbell announced in his sixteenth response to Owen that he
would move from a defensive to an offensive posture. “I did expect to
have matters of fact plainly, rationally, and logically presented,” Campbell
explained, and “I did expect to witness a powerful display of that reason
which skeptics so much adore.” Yet the only thing Campbell professed to
have received from his adversary was “intangible verbiage.” “I see plainly
that there is nothing left for me but to proceed to avail myself of this
opportunity of presenting the true grounds and solid reasons on which we
christians build our faith.”®? The mere recognition of Owen’s arguments
as being worthy of notice, Campbell thought, was a deprivation of the
“opportunity to advance any good arguments in favor of christianity,”%?

Having little more than his oft-repeated-and-explained natural laws to
support his debate objectives, Owen concluded his twenty-second speech
by giving Campbell permission to prosecute his arguments without inter-
ruption until he satisfactorily completed his case. At that point, Owen
said, he would be prepared with a rejoinder.?* This opened the door for
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what Jesse James Haley has obsequiously described as “the historic speech
of the century, not only in duration but in illuminative and constructive
power of solid and brilliant argumentation.”® In a masterful twelve-hour
discourse—delivered over three days in two-hour speeches from 10:00
a.m. to noon and 2:00 p.m. to 4:00 p.m.—Campbell displayed a vast
knowledge of nearly every aspect of the debate’s content.?¢ At the outset
of this lecture, Campbell told the audience that he would address four
issues: the historic evidences of the Christian religion, the prophetic evi-
dences of Christianity, the arguments formed from the “genius and ten-
dency” of the Christian faith, and the faults associated with the Social
System of Robert Owen.

So impressive was Campbell’s address that even Owen conceded that
his opponent “appears to me to have done his duty manfully, and with a
zeal that would have been creditable to any of the primitive fathers of the
church.” “His learning, his industry, and some very extraordinary talents
for supporting the cause which he advocates,” Owen went on to say, “have
been conspicuous.” Most impressive to Owen, however, was Campbell’s

downright honesty and fairness in what he believes to be the
cause of truth. He says to his opponent: “I am strong in the
cause I advocate: it is from heaven; and I fear not what man
can do against it. I am ready to meet you at any time and place,
provided I may reply to you, and that our arguments shall go
together to the public, to pass its ordeal, and await its ultimate
calm decision.” Now, this is a straight-forward proceeding in the
investigation of truth which I have long sought for, but which,
until now, I have sought for in vain. The friends of truth, there-
fore, on whichever side the question it may be found, are now
more indebted to Mr. Campbell than any other christian minis-
ter of the present day.’

Nevertheless, Owen also made it clear that Campbell’s arguments
had failed to deter him from his mission to create a new society devoid of
all religion. “Christianity is not of divine origin,” he further stated, and
“its doctrines are now anything but beneficial to mankind.” Moreover, he
proclaimed Christianity “the greatest curse with which our race is at this
time afflicted” and said the weekly preaching of Christian ministers in the
nation’s churches is “the most despotic power in the world.” Yet, in the
midst of the grim circumstances that Owen accused Christianity of pro-
ducing, he steadfastly maintained that his system would yield “the most
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mighty change which the world has yet experienced.” “There is no power
on earth that can resist its progress,” he announced.3®

Exasperated by Owen’s indefensible claims and failure to tackle the
issues of the debate in a logical discussion, Campbell lashed out at his
opponent’s tactics. “We met him on his own five propositions, on which he
defied the world,” said Campbell, yet “Mr. Owen has only repeated over
and over the same dogmas” and “has in every instance refused joining
issue either upon his own propositions or mine.” Furthermore, he “has
met all sorts of argument by mere assertions, by mere declamation.” “We
did most certainly expect,” Campbell confessed, “that he would reason
and not merely asserz.”% Because of Owen’s inability to support his ideas
or offer substantive responses to the arguments presented in defense of
Christianity, Campbell acknowledged that he had been led to “entertain
some hopes that when Mr. Owen arose, he was about to concede that he

Figure 6 — Campbell-Owen Debate (1829)

When British author Frances Trollope (1780-1863) embarked upon a three-year excursion through the United States,
French artist Auguste Jean Hierveau (1794-1880) accompanied her to produce illustrations for a book she planned to
write about her journey. Among the twenty-four lithographs Hierveau contributed to Trollope’s book, Domestic Manners
of the Americans, was an India ink sketch of the Campbell-Owen debate in progress. Hierveau’s sketch portrays Robert
Owen standing behind a desk, Alexander Campbell seated to Owen’s left, and stenographer Charles Simms seated on the
stage at Owen's right and taking notes of the debate’s proceedings. Peering down from the pulpit behind the disputants
is the ghostly face of Thomas Campbell.

(Image reproduced from Frances M. Trollope, Domestic Manners of the Americans (London:

Whittaker, Treacher, and Company, 1832)
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had been mistaken; that Christianity is what it purports to be—a revela-
tion from God.”®?

Unmoved by Campbell’s allegations, however, Owen completed his
part of the debate by yet again listing and describing the twelve natural
laws. Campbell, on the other hand, brought the contest to its ultimate
conclusion by providing a visual survey of the debate’s impact. He first
sought to show the success of his arguments by calling upon “all the
persons in this assembly who believe in the christian religion or who feel
so much interest in it, as to wish to see it pervade the world,” to signify
their belief by standing up. The response was “almost universal.” He
then demonstrated the failed contentions of his antagonist by asking “all
persons doubtful of the truth of the christian religion, or who do not
believe it, and who are not friendly to its spread and prevalence over the
world,” to indicate their belief in the same manner. Only three people
rose to their feet.”! Campbell and his supporters accepted the outcome
of this mancuver as evidence of an overwhelming victory in the Christian
battle against skepticism.

AFTERMATH OF THE DEBATE

Almost immediately, the media hailed Campbell as the victor in
his debate with Owen. While the “Cincinnati papers” were silent on
the arguments of the debate, according to the editor of the Okio State
Journal, they stated “that the public voice was unanimous in awarding
the victory to Mr. Campbell.” In addition, the editor of the Cincinnati
Pandect expressed his agreement “with the general opinion expressed,
that Mr. Campbell had decidedly the advantage over his opponent and
managed the defence [sic} of the Christian cause, in an able and interest-
ing manner.” Furthermore, the Pandect editor announced, “more than
one individual previously inclined to skepticism, or confirmed in it, have,
during the discussion, had their doubts and difficulties endrely solved,
and now express a full conviction of the truth of Christianity.”*?

Noting that he was “not among those who anticipated any very ben-
eficial results from this meeting,” the editor of The Cincinnati Chronicle
and Literary Gazette reported afterward that he envisions “a result from
the controversy, more beneficial than was generally expected prior to its
commencement.” “All admit,” the editor went on to claim, “that the
talent, the skill in debate, and the weight of proof, were on the side of
Mr. Campbell.”
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With an acute, vigorous mind, quick perceptions, and rapid
powers of combination, he has sorely puzzled his antagonist, and
at the same time both delighted and instructed his audience by
his masterly defense of the truth, divine origin and inestimable
importance of christianity. That Mr. Campbell would bring for-
ward any new facts upon this subject was not to be expected, but
he has arranged, combined, and enforced those already existing,
in a manner well calculated, to carry, as we are informed it has in
several instances, conviction to the doubting and skeptical mind.

Owen’s adherents “appear to be sadly disappointed,” the editor wrote, and
“the disciples of infidelity, have either been shaken in their faith, or pro-
voked, that their cause should have been so seriously injured by misman-
agement and feebleness.”® Furthermore, the editor of the Washington
City Chronicle, when responding to a debate proposal by Robert Dale
Owen, suggested that the Owenites reserve “their ammunition for the
formidable enemy who has so signally triumphed over the founder of their
system.”® Even Timothy Flint, editor of the Western Monthly Review and
one of Owen’s choices as a debate moderator, concluded his analysis of
the contest by writing: “Campbell left on the far greater portion of the
audience an impression of him, of his talents and powers, and his victory
over his antagonist, almost as favorable, as he could have desired.”

OWEN'S RETREAT TO EUROPE

Disappointed by his failed efforts at New Harmony, his inability to
receive a land grant from Mexico, and the futility of his ideas at the public
discussion in Cincinnati, Owen chose to return to Europe in the months
that followed the debate’s termination. Before his departure, however,
Owen wrote a reply to Campbell that he hoped would rectify the abject
perception of his debate performance.” Though largely a reprinting and
more complete explanation of his addresses in the debate, Owen also
included his observations about the contest and a narrative of his dealings
with Mexico. Nevertheless, his book had little influence and added noth-
ing new to the ideas he expressed during the discussion.

With his plans set for his return to Europe, Owen had little time or
desire to participate in the publication of the debate. Consequently, he
sold his interest in the discussion to Campbell, who immediately began
the work of preparing the disputation for publication. Before departing



74 DEBATING FOR GOD

America, however, Owen made “a long visit to Bethany . .. and wrote off
or corrected several of his Speeches.”® Prior to the conclusion of 1829,
the written debate made its way through two widely distributed editions.
It would ultimately go through five editions and twenty printings, with
the last in 1957.

Upon returning to England, Owen continued to promote his social
ideas and his certainty of the positive results his plans would have on soci-
ety. Through an unrelenting barrage of publications and lectures, Owen
persisted in his call for the establishment of his cooperative communities
and the secular millennium that would follow. As his ideas gaining a hear-
ing among the working classes, Owen’s philosophy assisted the advance-
ment of the trade union movement that swept across England’s industrial
centers in the early 1830s. Among his disciples was Frederick Engels, who
eventually joined forces with Karl Marx to formulate the revolutionary
doctrines of the Communist Manifesto. As an expression of his admira-
tion for Owen, Engels [ater wrote that “every social movement, every real
advance in England on behalf of the workers links itself on to the name
of Robert Owen.””

Owen also maintained his attack on religion throughout the remain-
der of his life. Ever the foe of Christianity, Owen engaged himself'in three
additonal debates with Christans after he returned to Great Britain.
Opposed by Reverend John H. Roebuck in 1837, Reverend William
Legg in 1839, and Reverend John Brindley in 1841, Owen repeated his
oft-stated contention that religion is the source of all human misery and
that his system would remedy all social ills. Ironically, however, Owen
abandoned his total rejection of religion during the final five years of his
life. To the surprise of many, he became an active spiritualist in 1853.
Claiming to have communicated with the spirits of Benjamin Franklin,
Thomas Jefferson, the Duke of Kent, and a number of the deceased mem-
bers of his own family, Owen used his spiritual contacts to confirm “the
correctness of his plans for the new moral world.”%

Though disheartened by America’s rejection of his plans at the time
of his 1829 departure for Europe, Owen returned to the United States
in 1844 with a renewed confidence and enthusiasm about the plausibil-
ity of his social schemes. In a published address that he delivered shortly
after his arrival in New York, Owen declared that he had come “to effect
in peace the greatest revolution ever yet made in human society.”*”! Once
again, however, his “revolution” failed to sway the course that the citizens
of America had chosen to follow.
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During his stay in America Owen had the opportunity to call on
Campbell, who was in New York as he prepared for a preaching tour
of Europe. Campbell provided a description of the visit to his daugh-
ter, who published her father’s letter in the Millennial Harbinger. “The
old gentleman shows as few of the scars of time upon his face as any
man of his years that I know,” Campbell wrote. Moreover, the failure
of Owen’s “ill-digested Socialism,” he remarked, has failed to dim “his
unyielding good nature and peculiar indifference as to public opinion.”
“He never alluded to the scenes of Cincinnati,” Campbell observed,
“but with the most perfect courtesy and kind feelings inquired after
every thing interesting to me, and especially after the health and happi-
ness of your grand-father.”1%

Owen returned to Europe in 1848, maintaining a rigorous sched-
ule for the promotion of his social ideas throughout the remainder of his
life. On November 17, 1858, Owen died in the Bear Hotel of Newtown,
North Wales, next door to the house in which he had been born eighty-
nine years earlier. Noting the death of Owen, Campbell wrote:

for gentlemanly courtesy, good nature, and general candor and
straight-forwardness as a debatant, Robert Owen excelled all
other men with whom I have ever argumentatively discussed
any religious question. In our protracted discussion of the evi-
dences and claims of the Christian Gospel, and the Christian
Scriptures, he never lost his equanimity or courtesy, and well
sustained the character and candor of a gentleman and a philos-
opher. He spent some time at my residence in reading the proof
sheets of the debate while issuing from the press—and not one
discourteous or discordant word ever fell from his lips during
his sojourn, and our corrections of the proofs. In this respect he
excelled every Sectary with whom I presumed to dissent, or to
discuss any religious or moral question.!%3

THE IMPACT OF THE DEBATE ON CAMPBELL

For Campbell, the debate with Owen would significantly influence
the remainder of both his life and career. Prior to the contest, Campbell
had a rather limited reputation in which he was viewed as a suspicious
backwoods advocate of a new religious movement. After facing Owen,
however, he gained an international reputation as a respectable Christian
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leader and a stalwart defender of the Christian faith, In 1843, when
Robert J. Breckenridge, a prominent leader among the Presbyterians,
was asked to defend his denomination in a debate with Campbell, he
emphatically declared his admiration for Campbell, saying, “No Sir, T will
never be Alexander Campbell’s opponent. A man who has done what
he has to defend Christianity against infidelity .. . I will never oppose in
public debate. I esteem him too highly.”1%

Campbell’s debate with Owen also formalized his arguments against
the opponents of Christianity. Not only did he use the same refutations
of skepticism throughout the remainder of his career, but he frequently
referred to the Owen debate and the value of the contest to Christianity.
When an “occasional reader” of Campbell’s “debates and periodicals”
complained that he could not fully accept the Christian Scriptures,
Campbell observed that the letter writer must have been only an “occa-
sional” reader, “else the difficulties complained of would not at this time
beset his mind.” He went on to recommend “not an occasional, but a
thorough perusal of the ‘Owen and Campbell Debate’ on the evidences
of Christianity,” among several other books.! Furthermore, when
Campbell re-read the debate in 1852 to prepare it for a new printing, he
noted that he had not read the book since his initial reading for its first
appearance. “I must say, that I am better pleased with it than I expected
to be,” he announced to his readers. “It is yet as necessary to be read by
sceptics of all schools, free thinkers, slave thinkers, and no thinkers, and
perhaps by weak Christians, and certain other persons who cannot be
named, as it was when pronounced and first printed,”!%

Finally, Campbell’s public discussion with Owen also opened the door
for additional confrontations with the advocates of freethought. Claiming
that the debate “will prove ... that no christian has any reason to blush, or
be ashamed of the foundation of his hope, or of his religion,”'%” Campbell
confidently challenged the enemies of Christianity to bring their criticisms
into the realm of public scrutiny. “I have invited any gentleman who may
be in possession of any historic, philosophic, or logical objection to my
argument, to adduce it either orally or in writing,” he declared.’®® Thus
the opponents of the Christian faith, provoked by Campbell’s widely
acclaimed victory over Owen and his fearless defiance of the advocates of
skepticism, viewed Campbell as both the leading Christian apologist of
his day and an obstacle that must be overcome if they ever hoped to chal-
lenge the claims of Christianity.



A LETTER FROM A “PRIVATE STUDENT;
HUMPHREY MARSHALL'S RESPONSE TO THE
CAMPBELL-OWEN DEBATE

I n a single obituary notice contained in the September 1841 edition of
the Millennial Harbinger, Alexander Campbell informed his readers
of the deaths of two men “with whom I have wrestled in defence [sic]
of our common faith.” Along with an erroneous announcement of the
death of Robert Owen—who actually survived, as we have already noted,
until 1858—Campbell reported the demise of Humphrey Marshall
(1760-1841), a former Senator from the Commonwealth of Kentucky.
These “decided enemies of the Bible,” Campbell wrote, “recently
departed this life, and entered that state where the reality of the preten-
sions of Jesus of Nazareth never has been, and never will be, a matter of
doubtful disputation.”?

While the obituary printed in Campbell’s periodical incorrectly linked
Owen and Marshall in death (only Marshall had actually died), Campbell’s
fervent Christian convictions did forge a connection between the two men
in life. For after the Campbell-Owen debate was put in print, Marshall
became the first skeptic to attempt a public response to Campbell’s con-
tentions. In The Letter of a Private Student, or an Examination of the
“Evidences of Christianity” as Exhibited and Argued, at Cincinnati, April,
1829, by Rev. Alexander Campbell, in a Debate with Mr. Robert Owen
(1830), Marshall challenged Campbell’s widely heralded victory over
Owen, expressed his own arguments against the Christian religion, and
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elicited a response from Campbell in a series of essays that appeared in the
pages of the Millennial Harbinger.

MARSHALL AS A POLITICIAN AND WRITER

Though few sources about Marshall’s early life have survived, he is
known to have been born in Fauquier County, Virginia in 1760, where his
uncle, Thomas Marshall (1730-1802), dramatically influenced the future
course of his life. In his uncle’s home, and alongside his cousin John
Marshall (1755-1835), who achieved prominence as a distinguished Chief
Justice of the United States Supreme Court, Humphrey gained a rudi-
mentary education and was indoctrinated in the principles of American
nationalism and Federalism. Humphrey’s adoption of his uncle’s radical
patriotism inspired him to both enlist in the Continental Army in 1778
and to embrace the thought and character of the leading patriotic voices
of his day. Thus, the deistic notions that motivated so many of the early
revolutionists made its way into the thinking of young Humphrey. Unlike
Campbell’s other skeptical opponents, Humphrey Marshall bridged the
chasm between Revolutionary Era deism and the revived views of unbe-
lief that appeared in 1825 and the years that followed.

As compensation for his role in the national struggle for indepen-
dence, Marshall received a land grant of four-thousand acres in what later
became the Commonwealth of Kentucky. He settled in the Lexington area
in 1782, beginning a career in law and land speculation that ultimately
made him a wealthy man. So lucrative were his professional endeavors
that he sometimes boasted about his extensive land holdings and his need
to count his silver money “by the peck” because he did not have the time
to count it coin by coin.?

From the time of his settlement in Kentucky and throughout the
remaining years of his life, Marshall displayed an unwavering interest
in politics. Though an obstinate Federalist amid the overwhelmingly
Jeffersonian population of Kentucky, Marshall managed to win a variety of
elections to public offices and secure a national reputation as a politician.
In addition to serving as a delegate to the Virginia Convention for ratify-
ing the Federal Constitution, participating in the Danville Conventions
that led to Kentucky’s statehood, and serving numerous terms in the
Kentucky State Legislature, Marshall was elected to the United States’
Senate from 1795-1801.
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As a writer, Marshall was a regular contributor to the pioneer newspa-
pers of Kentucky. He was, according to his contemporary, Colonel Samuel
I. M. Majors, persistent “in the Quixotic effort to inoculate the Capital
and the State with his peculiar Federal views in politics and his infidel
views in religion.”® Upon failing to win re-election to the Kentucky State
Legislature in 1810, Marshall began his own newspaper, the American
Republic. With a coiled rattlesnake in the striking position printed on its
masthead, the Republic taunted Marshall’s political opponents for their
Jeffersonian views. Marshall wielded a “blistering tongue and a biting
pen” as he attacked his Jeffersonian enemies and their anti-Federalist
views.* Though a Federalist newspaper in the Jeffersonian-dominated
Commonwealth of Kentucky, the Republic amassed nearly eight-hundred
subscribers in its first year and flourished under Marshall’s editorship.
Within a couple years of its inception, Marshall changed the publication’s
name to the Harbinger, which he ultimately sold in 1825.°

Marshall may be best remembered for writing The History of Kentucky
(1812), the first formal and comprehensive history of the common-
wealth. Though politically biased and controversial in many of its claims,
Marshall’s History of Kentucky provides a wealth of information about
nearly every aspect of carly Kentucky. Much of it was designed to vindi-
cate his views and belittle the ideas of his enemies.

“Old Humphrey,” as he was often referred to, made his final foray
into political life in 1823, when he was again elected to the Kentucky
State Legislature. Though more popular than he had ever been as a poli-
tician, Marshall chose to retire to Glen Willis, his Frankfort estate, after
serving his one-year term in the state legislature.® After his wife’s death
in 1824 and the sale of the Harbinger in 1825, Marshall retreated from
public life, taking up his previously active pen on only a few distinct occa-
sions to publish his views on contemporary issues. One such occasion
was his 1830 publication of The Letter of & Private Student in response to
Campbell’s support of Christianity in his debate with Robert Owen.

MARSHALL THE SKEPTIC

For most of his adult life, Marshall opposed the ideas of revealed reli-
gion. “It was said of him by one of his enemies,” Marshall’s biographer
wrote, “that ‘he feared neither God, man, nor the devil.”” Not only was
he candidly outspoken in his disbelief, but Marshall was also an active and
aggressive enemy of religion. In his efforts to combat religion, Marshall



80 DEBATING FOR GOD

wrote numerous pamphlets that he published and distributed at his own
expense. “The doctrines of these [pamphlets] perhaps rankled like poison
in the breasts of a people then sincere, serene and undisturbed in their
faith,” Quisenberry commented, “and doubtless in many instances made
for him enemies of people who might otherwise have been his warm
friends.”” The most significant of Marshall’s pamphlets was his opposition
to Campbell in The Letter of a Private Student.

(Winchester, KY: Sun Publishing Company, 1892)

(Image reproduced from A. C. Quisenberry, The Life and Times of Hon. Humphrey Marshall

Figure 7 — Humphrey Marshall

When Senator Humphrey Marshall (1760-1841) supported a Federalist measure in Congress, his anti-Federalist
constituents in Kentucky pulled him from his home with the intention of “ducking” him in the nearby Kentucky River.
As the mob approached the river, Marshall requested the opportunity to “give my experience before you proceed to my
immersion.” Amused by the well-known skeptic's reference to his treatment as his baptism, the captors offered him a
moment to relay his “conversion experience.” Upon explaining his vote and reprimanding the riotous crowd for their
actions, Marshall narrowly escaped the ducking.
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Although the majority of Marshall’s remaining writings provide little
insight into his own beliefs about religion—other than to display his con-
tempt for organized religion—he aligned himself with the traditional
ideas of deism in his Letter of a Private Student. “It is time,” he argued
in this tract, “the people were taught the TRUTH, as it exists in God,
and nature; so far as the first can be known by the study of the lazter,
so far has the Creator, permitted, but no farther.”® Not contented with
that, he went on to tell Campbell 