
Catechism or Revival? 

by RAYMOND M. BOST 

THE SECOND GREAT AWAKENING in the United States helped el
evate revivalism and the stress on individual conversion to a 

position of central and continuing prominence on the religious 
scene. In the first half of the nineteenth century, the strongest Prot
estant challenge to this increasingly dominant understanding of 
Christian faith was that raised by John Williamson Nevin, first in 
The Weekly Messenger of the German Reformed Church and, subse
quently, in his pamphlet, The Anxious Bench.1 Nevin called upon 
both Lutherans and Reformed to repudiate revivalism in favor of 
a return to their Reformation heritage with its emphasis on Word 
and sacrament, a heritage that exalted sacramental grace and rested 
upon "the system of the Catechism." The initial impact of the Sec
ond Great Awakening on Lutherans in North Carolina contributed 
to the formation of the North Carolina Synod and to the creation 
of its century-long rival, the Tennessee Synod. In the latter in
stance, the most able and articulate of those Lutherans who opposed 
revivalism was not one who stressed the emotional excesses of 
camp meetings but one who, like Nevin, saw revivalism as inimical 
to sacramental grace and "the system of the Catechism." 

The first sparks from the Great Revival in Kentucky to touch 
down in North Carolina came to rest just a few miles west of the 
present-day city of Durham.2 Those sparks quickly became flames, 
and the flames spread westward. As they did so, Lutherans found 
themselves confronting a challenge to their traditional approach to 
bringing baptized Christians into a vital faith relationship with God 
through catechetical instruction. It will be our concern in this paper 
to see something of the immediate impact of the Second Great 
Awakening on North Carolina Lutherans. 

On an October morning in 1801, Pastor Paul Henkel, who lived 
near the apex of an arc of Lutheran settlement stretching from near 
present-day Greensboro to Charlotte, set out on his horse for one 
of the most easterly of North Carolina's Lutheran congregations.3 

He was going to visit his son, Philip, but his forty mile trip was 
not one prompted simply by the ties of kinship. His son had been 
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licensed for the Lutheran ministry some six weeks earlier. The elder 
Henkel was assigned the responsibility of guiding his son's theo
logical studies. He had dispatched young Philip to Friedens 
Lutheran Church to gain experience in performing a basic function 
of a Lutheran pastor, namely, providing catechetical instruction. 
Philip had had several weeks to instruct the congregation's young 
people; the father would now visit his son, conclude the instruc
tion, confirm the youth at a public service of worship, and have the 
satisfaction of admitting them to the Lord's Supper. 

In paying a visit to Friedens in the fall of 1801, Pastor Henkel dis
covered that many of the folk to whom his son was ministering 
were, as the elder Henkel put it in his diary, "deeply exercised."4 

It was not difficult to discover the cause for the anxiety among the 
people. Each day that the pastor labored at Friedens brought him 
new reports of the impact being made by two young Presbyterian 
ministers who were preaching "here and there" in the area.5 They 
had just returned from the great August revival at Cane Ridge, 
Kentucky. Brimming over with excitement, they were confident 
they had witnessed in Kentucky a new Pentecost. They urged their 
hearers at Cross Roads to anticipate the mighty works of God in 
their midst also. The fiery preaching of these sons of Cane Ridge 
began to make an impact. 

Women were driven into fear causing them to cry for mercy; others were 
aroused in their emotions causing them to express their sympathy and join in 
the shouting. The preachers took advantage of the opportunity by offering 
the assurance that this was but the beginning of the spiritual work. . . .6 

What had once been Sunday worship services expanded from 
Friday to Monday and moved from indoors to outdoors. 

During this time there was constant preaching or exhortations. . . . Anybody 
who wished could preach: men, women, young women or young men. The 
ordained preachers officiated at the beginning . . . during which time every
thing wras quiet as they mostly preached in an orderly manner. After their ser
mons came the exhortations in which no order was observed but everyone 
said what came in his mind, and many intentionally uttered the severest things 
about death, the devil, judgment, and hell.7 

The response of some was fear, of others confusion. Still others be
came pale as death or fell to the earth unconscious. Lutherans who 
lived in the vicinity of these developments were perplexed. When 
a respected pastor who spoke German visited their congregation, 
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the elder members at Friedens Lutheran Church were eager to dis
cuss with him the strange religious happenings taking place among 
English-speaking folk in the area. 

News of the revival in Alamance and Guilford counties spread 
quickly to the more westerly counties of Rowan, Iredell and Lin
coln, rousing interest and raising hopes, especially among the Pres
byterians. Clergy acquaintances in North Carolina who supported 
the new movement urged Pastor Paul Henkel to recognize that it 
was "a work of God," or, if he could not do that, to at least with
hold judgment until he had personally attended a revival meeting 
and seen, heard and evaluated for himself this manifestation of re
ligion. That Henkel agreed to do, and in February, he had his 
chance. A Presbyterian and several Methodist preachers had an
nounced that they would hold a revival near Dutchman's Creek 
southeast of the present town of Mocksville. The first week in Feb
ruary Henkel concluded a catechetical program at the Heidelberg 
congregation in the same neighborhood. Meanwhile, the revival 
near Dutchman's Creek, which was to be conducted camp-meeting 
style, had already begun. This type of meeting was still a novelty 
in what was to become Davie County and it attracted a great crowd 
of both clergy and laity. Henkel and a Moravian clergyman worked 
their way through the crowd in the woods to within a few feet of 
the platform on which the preachers were holding forth. 

At first several preached in due rotation but as the crowd could not be moved 
in this way, three or four preachers harangued at the same time with the most 
fearful expressions that they could invent until finally two young women 
rushed on the platform among the preachers, began to sink on the floor and 
to cry out with much agony and agitation.8 

The Lutheran pastor and his Moravian counterpart had a clear view 
of what was transpiring. Td their way of thinking, it was simply 
"spiritual fanticism" run wild. 

In the days that followed, Pastor Henkel toured the Lutheran 
congregations in the eastern piedmont, most of which had no res
ident pastor. He continued to believe that the best way to cultivate 
a true and lively faith was calmly and systematically to preach bib
lical truths, to instruct persons in the teaching of Holy Scriptures, 
and have them study and meditate upon those biblical truths as 
summarized in the church's confessional statements, especially the 
Augsburg Confession and Luther's Small Catechism. Recognizing 
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the widespread confusion, questioning and division created by re
cent religious developments, he tried to calm the storms of emo
tionalism. He struggled to be pastoral and, at the same time, un
wavering in setting forth a biblical understanding of baptism and 
regeneration, as he understood it. 

The first week in March, Henkel responded to a request from 
Pastor Carl August Gottlieb Storch of Rowan County that he join 
him in attending a massive camp meeting to be held just north of 
the present Moores ville in Iredell County.9 Pastor Storch main
tained cordial relations with Dr. Samuel E. McCorkle of the Pres
byterian church who provided him with reports on the Great Re
vival. Could it not be that the revivals erupting in North Carolina 
were the work of God, his tool for uniting "the minds of the people 
of different religions" and bringing about "a universal conversion 
of mankind?"10 Storch's openness to the new approach to claiming 
souls for Christ was disturbing to some of his parishioners who 
urged Henkel to accompany their pastor to the Iredell County camp 
meeting. Henkel joined Storch for this massive camp meeting, but 
each man seems only to have succeeded in confirming his earlier 
impressions of revivalism. 

Paul Henkel visited his and his son's congregations in North 
Carolina with increasing frequency in an effort to stem the reviv-
alistic tide and prevent division within the congregations. Return
ing from such a visitation in July 1802, he discovered at one of his 
own churches the largest attendance ever. The reason? Some of the 
elders had announced to their Baptist neighbors that their pastor 
would preach on baptismal regeneration! Since the weather was 
threatening, the great crowd had to squeeze its way into the church 
building. It was not unusual on the Carolina frontier for persons 
of various denominations to attend worship services whenever they 
were held, irrespective of the denominational affiliation of the pas
tor who happened to be officiating. Henkel recognized that not all 
in his audience that day were sympathetic to the views he sought 
to expound, and he tried to present his theme as "tenderly" as he 
could. Nevertheless, some of the "immersionists" in the audience 
found his sermon very upsetting. 

One of their company who carried a large club in his hand stepped up to the 
pulpit and interrupted my sermon. He ordered me to be silent. I requested him 
to keep quiet until I was through, and then he might speak as much as he 
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wished, but he continued to interrupt me until I had to stop. I left the pulpit 
and stepped before the table in order to speak with the fellow, but I was im
mediately surrounded by all his companions, men and women, and all seemed 
ready to attack me.11 

Those who were so upset at Henkel's sermon spoke English; those 
who spoke German outnumbered them three to one. But the Ger
mans were concerned that the house of God not become the scene 
of a brawl, so they accepted the leadership of their pastor and the 
elders who led them out of the building. 

Later Paul Henkel, in joining Pastor Storch and other clergy for 
a series of services at Organ Lutheran Church, Salisbury, observed, 
"We, the preachers, had different ideas about the revivals, and our 
disputations became very warm at times. . . ."I2 As the Second 
Great Awakening became domesticated in North Carolina, the 
Lutheran pastors clearly needed to maintain closer contact with 
each other and to develop a common understanding of revivalism 
and its implications for the Lutheran tradition. That concern, 
strengthened by the need to provide a regular agency for supervis
ing the scattered congregations and providing them with pastoral 
leadership, prompted Henkel to call together the Lutheran pastors 
in North Carolina to create a Lutheran synod in 1803. The Min
isterium of North Carolina which had been organized in October 
1791, was thus supplanted by a full blown synod, a synod which 
quickly expanded to include congregations in three contiguous 
states, Virginia, Tennessee and South Carolina.13 

But organizing a synod for Lutherans in the South was not Hen
kel's only response to the Great Revival. He believed in the power 
of the printed word. In 1805 he moved to New Market, Virginia, 
which was to be the base for his wide-ranging ministry for the re
mainder of his life. Before returning to North Carolina for the 
meeting of Synod in 1806, Henkel had six hundred copies of the 
Augsburg Confession printed. These he took with him, selling 
them wherever he stopped for the night or paused to conduct a ser
vice of worship. Paul Henkel also encouraged his pharmacist son, 
Solomon, in his interest in establishing a print shop. Before the end 
of 1806, the Henkel Press began issuing German language publi
cations, and produced over the years a long stream of denomina
tional convention minutes, children's books, and catechisms.14 

With the removal of Paul Henkel to Virginia, the key figure in 
shaping the response of the North Carolina Synod to the revivalism 
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of the Second Great Awakening became Pastor C. A. G. Storch of 
Rowan County. Storch's superior academic credentials and his 
kindly disposition contributed to the fact that he was on fourteen 
occasions elected president of the synod. Storch viewed revivals 
differently than Paul Henkel. To behold clergy of various denom
inations uniting in praise, preaching and prayer seemed to Storch 
an indication that the Holy Spirit was indeed ushering in a new 
age.15 

In 1810 Storch received an important ally and colleague in the 
ministerial ranks through the ordination of Gottlieb Schober of Sa
lem. A Moravian who retained his church membership in the Uni-
tas Fratrum, Schober served as a Lutheran pastor for more than two 
decades.16 Applauding the Plan of Union which had brought 
Lutherans and Reformed together in Prussia, he hoped those tra
ditions might experience a similar union in the United States. His 
ecumenical vision was even broader, however, since he would have 
been happy to see as one flock all who believed in the divinity of 
Christ and acknowledged him as the one mediator between God 
and man.17 

The North Carolina Synod was created in part to provide a fo
rum for resolving differences with regard to an appropriate re
sponse to the phenomenon of revivalism. The synod continued to 
harbor some who adhered to Lutheranism's traditional approach to 
the centrality of Word and sacrament, with catechization as a nec
essary bridge to adult church membership. But under the leader
ship of Storch and Schober, the ranks of those who preferred to 
adopt the methods of revivalism as a means of initiation into adult 
church membership were growing. Then in 1813 David, a seven
teen year old son of Paul Henkel, joined his brother Philip in serv
ing under the aegis of the North Carolina Synod. Gifted of intellect 
and firmly committed to the belief that continuation in true Luther-
anism meant continuation in its confessional heritage, young David 
soon found himself arguing that the synod over which Storch and 
Schober presided was not really Lutheran. 

It was not that the North Carolina Synod consciously repudiated 
its Lutheran heritage. The constitution of the synod declared the 
first twenty-one articles of the Augsburg Confession as "the point 
of union of our Church" to which every minister was pledged. The 
same document called on the clergy "to instruct all children of our 
members, from twelve years old and upwards, in the catechism; 
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and to confirm them . . . when they are sufficiently enlightened. " l 8 

But it seemed to David Henkel that the attempt of leaders of the 
synod to achieve closer union with other denominations through 
such measures as revivals undercut the Lutheran understanding of 
both the Augsburg Confession and the sacraments, the foundation 
on which the catechetical approach to Christian faith and commit
ment rested. Had he lived to see the day of the publication of The 
Anxious Bench by John Williamson Nevin, he surely would have 
stood with Editor Green wait of the Lutheran Standard in opposing 
Benjamin Kurtz of the Lutheran Observer and in supporting Nevin's 
understanding of the "system of the catechism."19 

David Henkel challenged the North Carolina Synod to compare 
its understanding of baptism and the Lord's Supper with the views 
of Luther and the Lutheran confessional writings. In 1820 the synod 
was persuaded to declare itself with regard to the relation of bap
tism and regeneration. It affirmed "that baptism is beneficial, and 
ought to be attended to as a command of God: but we do not believe 
that all who are baptized with water are regenerated and born again 
unto God. . . . " Henkel, on the other hand, insisted that the unique 
union of water and the Word of God in baptism is an instrument 
of the Holy Spirit, "a means of regeneration; because the word of 
God is the essence thereof."20 

With regard to the Lord's Supper, the synod said, we do not believe, nor teach, 
that the body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ is corporeally received along 
with the bread and the wine . . .; but that the true believer does spiritually re
ceive and partake of the same through faith in Jesus Christ, and all the saving 
benefits of his death and passion.21 

Henkel, on the other hand, was convinced that through eating the 
bread and drinking the wine, all communicants, not just those who 
had faith, actually received the body and blood of Christ, "incon
ceivable by human reason, and divinely mysterious."22 For his ef
forts to restore true Lutheran teaching as he understood it, the 
young preacher was challenged as one who taught that the mere rite 
of baptism was regeneration. His arguments for what he believed 
to be a Lutheran understanding of the real presence in the Holy 
Communion produced the charge that he taught a Roman Catholic 
view of that sacrament. 

Unable to reconcile their differences within their synodical or
ganization, Paul Henkel and his sons, David and Philip, led in the 
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organization of a second synod for Lutherans in the South, the Ten
nessee Synod. For the next one hundred years, Southern Lutherans 
would have a choice between a synod that sought to embrace both 
the Lutheran heritage and American revivalism, and a synod that 
unhesitatingly cast its lot with the Lutheran confessions and the 
"system of the catechism." 
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