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That Christ Might be All in All:  

The Career, Historiography, and Ecumenical Hope of Philip Schaff 

 

Introduction 

 Philip Schaff was one of the greatest Christian scholars of the nineteenth century.  Born 

in Switzerland and educated in Germany, Schaff would wind up spending his entire career in 

America.  He labored for half a century as one of the preeminent scholars of his time as an 

accomplished historian, biblical scholar, and theologian.  But in all of his accomplishments, one 

thing reigned supreme in his mind and heart: an unquenchable love for Jesus Christ and his 

Church.  The purpose of the following paper is to provide an analysis of the life and work of this 

great man and to demonstrate that, through all of his labors, the two controlling features in the 

life and thought of Philip Schaff were his idea of historical development and his unceasing hope 

in, and desire for, the dawning of a day of unity and peace in the Christian Church.  We will 

proceed by first looking briefly at Schaff’s life and career.  After this is done an analysis of his 

doctrine of historical development and his idea of “evangelical catholicism” will be provided. 

 

The Career of Philip Schaff 

Philip Schaff was born on January 1, 1819 in Chur, Switzerland, the capital city of the 

canton of the Grisons.  His Father died when he was very young and he was left in an orphanage 

by his mother shortly thereafter.  From his earliest days, Philip demonstrated that he had a very 

gifted intellect and an encyclopedic mind.  In 1835, at age sixteen, he underwent somewhat of a 

conversion experience and devoted himself to divine service.1  He went to Germany in 1837 to 
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begin his university studies at Tübingen, where he stayed until 1839.  After two years at 

Tübingen he went on to study at Halle until 1840, and after that at Berlin, completing his 

university training in 1841, at the age of twenty-two.  The heaviest influence upon him during his 

university years was Professor of Church History at the university of Berlin, Augustus Neander, 

who planted in his mind the seeds of his doctrine of historical development and “evangelical 

Catholicism,” from which Philip would never stray throughout his long career.2 

After completing his university training he served at Berlin as a Privatdocent until 

receiving a call in 1843 to become the Professor of Biblical Literature and Church History at the 

seminary of the German Reformed Church in America at Mercersburg, Pennsylvania.  He was 

hesitant to take the position at first, but eventually decided that it was a good opportunity to bring 

his ideas to the New World, where he could be used as a vessel for the advancement of the 

kingdom of God.  He was ordained in April, 1844, and arrived on American soil in July of the 

same year.3  In his inaugural address at Mercersburg he would claim that, “In no turn of my life 

have I ever held myself more passive than in this removal to America; in none, at the same time, 

have I endeavored more conscientiously and steadily to surrender myself entirely to the guidance 

of the Lord.”4 

                                                                                                                                                             
1 Gary K. Pranger, Philip Schaff: Portrait of an Immigrant Theologian.  (New York: 

Peter Lang, 1997), 18. 
 

 
2 Ibid. 42-44. 

 
3 George Shriver, Philip Schaff: Christian Scholar and Ecumenical Prophet (Macon, GA: 

Mercer University, 1987, 2003), 13-17. 
 
4 Philip Schaff, The Principle of Protestantism (Edited by Bard Thompson and George 

Bricker.  Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2004), 53. 
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Schaff taught at Mercersburg from 1844 until 1865, and worked closely with Professor of 

Theology John Williamson Nevin until the latter’s retirement from the Seminary in 1850.  The 

two men will always be remembered together as the formulators of what came to be known as 

the Mercersburg Theology, which was a reaction to the sectarianism and unhistorical religion of 

nineteenth century America.  Even though Nevin was a gifted theologian and an excellent 

counterpart for Schaff in his early years at the seminary, the change from Berlin to Mercersburg 

must have yet been a bit shocking for the young and eager cosmopolitan scholar.  As David Lotz 

points out: 

[W]ithin less than six months, Schaff had moved from the famed and flourishing 
university in Prussia’s capital city to a struggling, relatively obscure seminary in a remote 
village in the foothills of the Appalachians.  He could scarcely have anticipated that 
within six years he and Nevin would achieve notoriety as the advocates of a distinctive 
“Mercersburg Theology.”5 
 
Interestingly, Schaff was brought up on heresy charges twice during his first two years at 

Mercersburg.  First, for ideas contained in his inaugural address on The Principle of 

Protestantism, in which he was deemed by certain men in the denomination—led by Rev. Joseph 

Berg—as a “Romanizer” and a “Puseyite” because of his sympathetic views toward the 

Medieval Church and his assertion that Protestantism was a development out of, rather than a 

revolt from, Medieval Catholicism.6  The second charge for heresy was due to Schaff’s 

understanding of the intermediate state of those who never heard the message of Christ.  He held 

it as a possibility that they could be presented with the Gospel and given an opportunity to repent 

and accept the mercy offered them in Christ after death.  He was exonerated from both charges 

                                                 
 
5 David W. Lotz, Philip Schaff and the Idea of Church History (In Henry W. Bowden 

edited, A Century of Church History: The Legacy of Philip Schaff.  Southern Illinois University, 
1988), 6. 

 
6 Shriver, Philip Schaff, 25. 
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by a vast majority, with the only stipulation being that he was not to teach his private opinions 

about the intermediate state in the classroom.7 

 Schaff wrote a total of 55 books and edited or contributed to 27 other major works 

throughout his career, not to mention the publication of various articles, sermons, and tracts.8  

This prolific literary career was begun in the quaint village of Mercersburg.  He published his 

inaugural address, The Principle of Protestantism, in 1845, and a year later he produced a 

smaller work titled What is Church History? A Vindication of the Idea of Historical 

Development, both of which lay out in detail his understanding of the Church’s historical 

development, which would remain Schaff’s chief historiographical principle and would greatly 

condition his research and writing throughout his career.   

During his Mercersburg years Schaff also published the German edition of his History of 

the Apostolic Church in 1851 (the English translation appeared in 1854), the introduction of 

which contained yet another detailed exposition of his beloved doctrine of historical 

development.  The History of the Apostolic Church was the first volume of his History of the 

Christian Church which, in seven volumes, would span from the days of Jesus and the Apostles 

through the period of the German and Swiss Reformations.9  He also played a key role in the 

production of a new liturgy for the German Reformed Church in America from 1847-1863, for 

which he put together the hymn book and composed the communion service himself.  In 1861 he 

wrote On Slavery and the Bible, which concluded decidedly against the institution of slavery, 

                                                 
 

7 Ibid. 26-27. 
 

8 Pranger, Philip Schaff, 11. 
 

9 Shriver, Philip Schaff, 35. 
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and the following year he published A Catechism for Sunday Schools and Families.10  He also 

published two works in Christology in the 1860’s: The Moral Character of Christ (1861); and 

The Person of Christ (1865).  The latter was one of his most popular works in terms of total 

sales.11 

Increasingly disillusioned by the isolation of rural Pennsylvania and the lack of adequate 

materials for his work, Schaff resigned from Mercersburg in 1865.  He moved to New York City, 

where he served as secretary of the New York Sabbath Committee for five years while 

continuing his historical research and writing.12  But it was only a matter of time before Schaff 

was back in the classroom. In 1870 he accepted a call to Union Theological Seminary in New 

York City to be the Professor of Theological Encyclopedia and Christian Symbolism.  He taught 

at Union until his death in 1893, and took a variety of positions during his years there.  He would 

eventually become Professor of Hebrew in 1873, Professor of Biblical Literature in 1874, and 

finally Professor of Church History in 1887.13  Due to his incredible versatility as a scholar as 

well as his tremendous skill and encyclopedic knowledge of virtually every theological 

discipline, Philip Schaff was a seminary’s dream. 

  On top of being the preeminent nineteenth century church historian to labor on 

American soil, Schaff was also an accomplished and highly regarded biblical scholar.  Thus, he 

was employed as editor of many projects in this field.  He was the chief editor of the Lange 

Commentary Series (1880), A Popular Commentary on the New Testament (1883), The 

                                                 
 
10 Ibid.  37-44. 

 
11 Ibid. 52-53. 

 
12 Pranger, Philip Schaff, 164-167 

 
13 Shriver, Philip Schaff, 68. 
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International Revision Commentary on the New Testament (1884), and Wilmore’s New 

Analytical Reference Bible (1891).14  He was also placed as head of The American Committee 

for the Revision of the English Bible in 1871,15 which is a remarkable tribute to the respect he 

earned in the world of American scholarship, since English was not even his native tongue.  In 

relation to his role as head of this committee, Schaff produced A Companion to the Greek 

Testament and the English Revision (1883) and The Documentary History of the American 

Committee on Bible Revision (1885).16  

Schaff completed his three volume work, Creeds of Christendom, in 1877, which offers a 

comparative study of the Christian Creeds and Confessions of all major traditions up until his 

day and was a landmark in this field of historical scholarship.  During the 1880’s he also wrote a 

Dictionary of the Bible (1880); Christ and Christianity (1885); The Teaching of the Twelve 

Apostles (1885), and edited two other major projects: the Schaff-Hertzog Encyclopedia (1884); 

and the 38 volume Ante-Nicene, Nicene, and Post Nicene Fathers (1886-1890), the latter of 

which to this day is the primary source of early Christian writings in English.17    

The most distinguishing mark of Philip Schaff’s life and career was his tireless labor for 

the unity of the Church.  Everything he did, wrote, and said was permeated with his desire to see 

a reunion of Christendom and the dawning of the day of what he called “evangelical 

catholicism.”  According to Klaus Penzel, “The key to his career is that he used scholarly and 

practical means for evangelical ends and his liberal evangelicalism for the accomplishment of 

                                                 
 

14 Ibid. 50. 
 

15 Pranger, Philip Schaff, 182 
 

16 Shriver, Philip Schaff, 72. 
 

17 Ibid. 86. 
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ecumenical goals.”18  Thus, on top of his many other scholarly efforts, Schaff also played a large 

role in the “Evangelical Alliance”—which was a conservative ecumenical effort of the mid-

nineteenth century—from 1866 until the end of his life.19  He thought that this alliance may have 

been the beginning signs of the reunion of Christendom for which he continually hoped. 

One of the final landmark moments of Schaff’s long and illustrious career was the 

founding of the American Society of Church History in 1888.20  He served as president of the 

Society until his death in 1893.  Even this was motivated by his ecumenical desires, as it was his 

vision that the society would bring together Christian scholars from all backgrounds and 

encourage dialogue free from denominational concerns, biases, and prejudice.  According to 

Schaff, “The best way to liberalize the mind and to destroy prejudice and bigotry is to travel in 

foreign lands and to come in personal contact with Christians of all denominations.  The study of 

Church History in all its branches has the same effect, and is one of the most effectual means of 

promoting Christian union.”21 

Philip Schaff was so beloved and respected throughout his career that he was given four 

honorary doctorates: from Berlin, Amherst, Saint Andrews, and the University of the City of 

New York.22  The last effort of his life was to give an address on “The Reunion of Christendom” 

at the unprecedented 1893 World’s Parliament of Religions in Chicago.  Though he was very ill 
                                                 
 

18 Klaus Penzel, Philip Schaff: A Centennial Appraisal. (Church History.  Vol. 59, 1990, 
207-221), 220) 
 

19 Ibid. 53-54. 
 

20 Ibid. 94. 
 

21 This is from a letter written by Schaff to the American Society of Church History to be 
read at its annual meeting in 1892, which he could not attend due to physical weakness.  Quoted 
in Shriver, Philip Schaff, 98. 
 

22 Ibid. 101.   
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and advised to do otherwise by his friends, family, and doctors—who said that a trip to Chicago 

would be the death of him—Philip was determined to read his paper.  He attended the 

Parliament, but did not have the strength to give the address himself, so the paper was read by a 

friend.23  This ecumenical address, quite appropriately, was his final word to the world.   

Philip died on October 20, 1893.  It seems appropriate to end this biographical section 

with the closing remarks of George Shriver’s splendid biography: “Philip Schaff had sparkling 

eyes, a grand sense of humor, a big heart, and love enough for the world.  He was a visionary, a 

prophet, a man of hope, a Christian scholar.  Perhaps that is really all that should be said for now 

of one who was, after all, a truly great man.”24 

 

Schaff’s Idea of Historical Development 

 Philip Schaff was, above all, a theological historian.  That is, he interpreted all of history, 

and especially the history of the Christian Church, as the grand stage of God’s eternal purpose 

for his creation in Christ.  Thus, Schaff’s philosophy of history was simply the putting into a 

historiographical setting the main tenets of the Mercersburg Theology.  For Schaff—as for his 

colleague at Mercersburg John Williamson Nevin—the incarnation of the Son of God is the 

central event of human history, for in this great event God introduced his own nature into 

humanity, thus bringing forth in space and time the power of the New Creation.  Schaff sums up 

his understanding of the central place of Christ in human history thus: 

The life and character of Jesus Christ is truly the holy of holies in the history of the 
world.  Eighteen hundred years have passed away since he appeared, in the fullness of 
time, on this earth to redeem a fallen race from sin and death, and to open a never-ceasing 
fountain of righteousness and life.  The ages before him anxiously awaited his coming, as 

                                                 
 

23 Ibid. 102-103. 
 

24 Ibid. 108. 
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the fulfillment of the desire of all nations; the ages after him proclaim his glory, and ever 
extend his dominion… He is the author of the new creation; the Way, the Truth, and the 
Life; the Prophet, Priest, and King of regenerate humanity.  He is Immanuel, God with 
us; the eternal Word become flesh; very God and very man in one person, the Saviour of 
the world.25 

 The doctrine of Christ’s organic union with humanity through the incarnation and his 

mystical union with the Church as the result of his death and resurrection is the central feature of 

the Mercersburg Theology.  For both Schaff and Nevin, the Christian Church is the sphere in 

which Christ’s divine-human life flows over into the world:  

The specific character of Christianity… consists in this, that it is the full reconciliation 
and enduring life union of man with God, centering in the person of Jesus Christ.  The 
life of Christ, which is neither simply divine nor simply human, but divine-human, flows 
over by the different means of grace to believers, so that, as far as their new nature 
reaches, they do not live themselves, but Christ lives in them (comp. Gal. 2:20).26 
 
Therefore, as there is such a real union between Christ and his Church, the Church is 

viewed as—in the fullest possible sense—the Body of Christ, and its history is to be interpreted 

as the history of a growing, developing organism.  For Schaff, the development of the Church is 

akin to that of a human being from the womb to maturity.  A man, in all stages, no matter how 

different he may come to look, is always animated by one and the same life and remains the 

same man throughout his days, pressing more and more toward maturity and his ultimate end.27  

Similarly, in Schaff’s thought, all historical development in the Church “consists in an 

apprehension always more and more profound of the life and doctrine of Christ and his 

                                                 
 
 
25 Philip Schaff, The Person of Christ: The Miracle of History (New York: Charles 

Scribner, 1866.  Michigan Historical Reprint Series), 3-4. 
 
26 Philip Schaff, What is Church History: A Vindication of the Idea of Historical 

Development (Reformed and Catholic: Selected Historical and Theological Writings of Philip 
Schaff.  Edited by Charles Yrigoyen Jr. and George M. Bricker.  Pittsburgh: Pickwick, 1979), 52.  
 

27 Ibid. 100. 
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apostles—an appropriation, more full and transforming always of their distinctive spirit, both as 

to its contents and its form.”28 

Thus, Schaff conceived of history a bit differently than most Christian historians have.  

Rather than simply placing Christ at the center and viewing all of history as a straight line 

stretching through the three grand events of creation, cross, and consumation, Schaff viewed 

human history primarily as the progressive unfolding of the divine-human life of Christ within 

space and time through the mediating body of the Church.  For him, Jesus Christ is the central 

figure of history, but not merely because of what he said or what he did.  Schaff went further 

than this by claiming that Christ’s life—conceived objectively in his person and subjectively in 

the iterpretation, experience, and growth of the Church—is the foundational principle and 

driving force of all history.  The incarnation, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ are not just 

events that happened at one point in time, with all subsequent history simply waiting for the 

consummation.  On the contrary, by his incarnation, death, and resurrection Christ introduced a 

new power into human history which is now pushing it forward toward completion through a 

continuous process of development in the Church.   

Accordingly, the history of the world and the history of the church are intimately tied 

together in Schaff’s system; for according to him, “Church and History altogether, since the 

introduction of Christianity, are so closely united, that respect and love towards the first, may be 

said to be essentially the same with a proper sense of what is comprised in the other.”29  The 

Church, and not only Christ, is at the center of human history, because the two are not to be 

seperated (though they can and should be distinguished), since the Church is the sphere in which 

                                                 
 

28 Schaff, The Principle of Protestantism, 76. 
 

29 Schaff, What is Church History?, 25. 
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the life of Christ is actualized.  Therefore, Schaff could say that all history since Christ is church 

history: 

All history since Christ, finds its central movement in the development of the divine 
principle of life, which he has introduced into human nature, and which is destined 
gradually to take all up into its own element, as revealed in his person.  In this view it 
becomes Church History.30 
 

 Consequently, for Schaff—educated in nineteenth century Germany and heavily 

influence by the Hegellian dialectical triad of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis—the history of the 

Church is interpreted as the continual movement forward through various struggles, due to the 

divine principle of life given to her by the one to whom she is united, toward the eschatological 

merging of the actual with the ideal.  According to him, “the development of the Church is 

carried forward, by means of dialectic opposites and extremes”31 toward her ultimate destination 

of unity and purity, being conformed to the image of her resurrected Lord.  Hence, the historical 

development of the Church is the continued realization in space and time of that which she has 

fully possessed from the beginning: the life of Jesus Christ.   

As an accomplished biblical scholar and one who was devoted to the Reformation 

principle of sola Scriptura throughout his life, Schaff did not falter in his attempt to find 

Scriptural support for his organic understanding of the Church’s historical development.  Some 

key texts for him in this regard were: 1. the example of Christ himself, who had his own 

historical development as a real human being in the world (Luke 2:52; Hebrews 5:8); 2. the Vine 

and branches analogy employed by Jesus to describe the relationship between himself and his 

disciples (John 15:1-11); 3. the parables of the mustard seed (Matthew 8:31-32) and the leven 

(Matthew 8:33), both of which describe the advancement of the kingdom of God in the world; 4. 
                                                 

 
30 Ibid. 56. 

 
31 Ibid. 109. 
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the teaching of the book of Ephesians, in which the idea of the Church’s union with Christ is 

communicated in very realistic language, primarily in 1:22-23, 2:11-22, and 4:12-16.  The latter 

passage is key here, as it describes the growth of the Body into the Head, which is Christ 

himself.32 

 Schaff’s understanding of historical development was something of a synthesis of the two 

antithetical schools of pre-enlightenment orthodox historiography and post-enlightenment 

rationalist historiography.  The former of these asserted—whether in its Protestant or Roman 

Catholic forms—that Christian truth has never changed throughout history.  People have either 

been obedient to it or disobedient, but the truth has always existed in the world in an 

unchanged—and unchangeable—objective form.  The latter theory came to contend that the 

history of Christian doctrine is a wasteland of chaos, contradiction, and confusion, and that there 

really is no such thing as “objective Christian truth.”  Schaff however, in true dialectical fashion, 

brought these two opposing theories together into one grand historiographical system.33  He 

concluded that there is no reason to veer off into either of these extremes, for he drew a 

distinction between “truth as objectively present in Christ and in the scriptures, and truth as 

subjectively present in the consciousness of the church.”34  This distinction led him to affirm 

that: 

Christianity in itself and objectively considered is complete in Christ, in whom dwells the 
fullness of the Godhead bodily, and who is the same yesterday, to-day, and forever; and 
also in his word, which is exhibited in the holy scriptures of the New Testament, in a 
pure, original, perfect, and absolutely normative form, for all times.  Subjective 
Christianity, on the contrary, or the life of the God-man in his Church, is a process, a 
development, which begins small, and grows always larger till it comes at last to full 

                                                 
 
32 Ibid. 103-104. 
 
33 Lotz, Philip Schaff and the Idea of Church History, 12. 
 
34 Schaff, What is Church History?, 97. 
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manhood in Christ; that is, till the believing human world may have appropriated to itself, 
both outwardly and inwardly, the entire fullness of objective Christianity, or the life of 
Christ.35 
Thus, according to Schaff objective divine truth is ever more being realized in history by 

the subjective experience and interpretation of the historical Church. The Church is continually 

progressing outwardly toward the actualization of the ideal of its changeless inner-life, which is 

objectively the same from the beginning—having its roots in Christ and flowing from him to the 

Apostles and the Holy Scriptures—but which takes different outward form through history as a 

result of the Church’s subjective apprehension and interpretation of this objective reality. 

Not surprisingly, this understanding of historical development had vast implications for 

how Schaff interpreted historical data.  Since the Church is an organic, historical body, then it 

must be united through history and its development can be tranced.  Thus, the continued 

advancement and development of the one Church catholic throughout all of its various stages is 

the predominant theme in all of Schaff’s historical writing.  The Apostolic church carried in it 

the seed which produced the Ante-Nicene church; the Ante-Nicene church developed into the 

Post-Nicene church, the Post-Nicene church developed into the Medieval church, the Medieval 

church developed into the Reformation church, and the Reformation church developed into the 

Modern church.  But through all of these stages, the essential unity of the one Church is never 

broken, for she is bound together by the life of Christ as he is communicated to her through 

Word and Sacrament. 

Thus, the doctrine of development was essential to Schaff’s historical defence of the 

Protestant Reformation.  He interpreted the Reformation as a stage of progress upon and 

development out of the Medieval church.  The Reformers retained all that was essential in the 

                                                 
 

 
35 Ibid. 97. 



 14

previous ages of the Church but marked an advancement in their insistence on the supreme 

authority of Scripture and the doctrine of Justification by Faith.36  It is interesting to contrast this 

idea with the historiography of John Henry Cardinal Newman, who published his Essay on the 

Development of Christian Doctrine in the same year that Schaff’s Principle of Protestantism 

appeared in print.  Both men utilized a strikingly similar theory of development in their defence 

of two contradictory opinions about the Reformation.  Newman could see no other conclusion 

when analyzing the history of the Church than the idea which is incapsulated in his famous 

dictum: “to be deep in history is to cease to be Protestant.”  But Schaff could not admit the logic 

(or, as he would intepret it, the illogic) of Newman’s conclusion.  He saw the theory of historical 

development as founded upon fundamentally Protestant principles: 

Protestantism is the principle of movement, of progress in the history of the Church; 
progress, not such as may go beyond the Bible and Christianity, but such as consists in an 
ever-extending knowledge of the Bible itself, and an ever-deepening appropriation of 
Christianity as the power of a divine life, which is destined to make all things new.37 
 

Therefore, Schaff would claim that Newman’s theory “forms a concession in favour of Protestant 

science, and involves, to the same extent, a departure from the strict sense of the Romanist 

Principle.”38 

 For Schaff, the doctrine of historical development was an ideal defense for the validity of 

the Protestant Reformation.  And it was because of this doctrine that he was led to conclude that 

“The Reformation is the legitimate offspring, the greatest act of the Catholic Church.”39  Hence 

the conclusion of Klaus Penzel seems to be accurate: 
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One should therefore single out as perhaps Schaff’s greatest achievement at Mercersburg 
that here his historical learning, rooted as it was in the romantic-idealistic philosophy of 
history, helped to prove Newman’s famous dictum to be no longer applicable even to 
American Protestants: “To be deep in history is to cease being Protestant.”40 
  
But far from simply providing him with a polemic against Roman claims to exclusivity, 

Schaff’s theory of development also served as a source of hope that the Protestant churches and 

the Roman church may one day be reunited.  Since the Church is an organic whole throughout 

history, it follows that it is also an organic whole in the present and that it will continue thus into 

the future, no matter how many schisms and heresies may scar its outward appearance.   

According to Schaff, no particular denomination—whether Protestant, Roman Catholic, or 

Eastern Orthodox—can boast of being the full realization of the one true catholic Church.  The 

catholic Church reaches across denominational boundaries because Christ is not confined to 

secondary doctrinal and confessional distinctives.  And so, Schaff looked forward to the day 

when all the various traditions within Christendom would converge and be reunited in the 

dawning of a glorious age of “evangelical catholicism,” an idea which Penzel calls “the grand 

synthesis of Roman Catholicism with Protestantism.”41 

 This hope for a future evangelical catholicism permeates Schaff’s historical writing.  In 

few places is this more vivid than his treatment of the life, work, and thought of St. Augustine 

contained in his Nicene and Post-Nicene Christianity, where he states: 

Such a personage as Augustine, still holding a mediating place between the two great 
divisions of Christendom, revered alike by both, and of equal influence with both, is 
furthermore a welcome pledge of the elevating prospect of a future reconciliation of 
Catholicism and Protestantism in a higher unity, conserving all the truths, losing all the 
errors, forgiving all the sins, forgetting all the enmities of both… We believe in and hope 
for one holy catholic apostolic church, one communion of saints, one fold, and one 

                                                                                                                                                             
39 Schaff, Principle of Protestantism, 73. 
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Shepherd. The more the different churches become truly Christian, or draw nearer to 
Christ, and the more they give real effect to His kingdom, the nearer will they come to 
one another. For Christ is the common head and vital centre of all believers, and the 
divine harmony of all discordant human sects and creeds. In Christ, says Pascal, one of 
the greatest and noblest disciples of Augustine, In Christ all contradictions are solved.42 
 
Another place in his historical writings where this idea of an evangelical catholicism 

comes through is in his comparative study of the various Christian Creeds and Confessions 

contained in his magisterial work, The Creeds of Christendom.  Throughout the first volume of 

this work Schaff continually seeks to bring forth the common features among the various 

confessional traditions of the Church.  He was convinced in the oneness and catholicity of the 

universal Church to such an extent that even when analyzing the confessional documents of 

bodies which have effectively consigned each other to eternal perdition, he would not allow them 

to have their way and destroy the unity of the Church (though he does not deny serious 

differences).  In one section he states, after providing a lengthy comparison of the similarities 

and differences between Lutheran and Reformed Protestantism (both of which took very harsh 

stands against each other in their confessional documents) that: 

Both churches have accomplished, and are still accomplishing, a great and noble work.  
Let them wish each other God’s speed, and stimulate each other to greater zeal.  A noble 
rivalry is far better than sectarian envy and jealousy… 

The time for ecclesiastical amalgamation, or organic union, has not yet come, but 
Christian recognition and union in essentials is quite consistent with denominational 
distinctions in non-essentials, and should be cultivated by all who love our common Lord 
and Saviour, and desire the triumph of his kingdom.43 

                                                 
 
42 Schaff, Nicene and Post-Nicene Christianity (History of the Christian Church, Volume 

3.  Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1867, 2002), 1028. 
 
43 Philip Schaff, Creeds of Christendom, Volume 1 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1931, 1983, 

1998), 219. 
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 Thus, Philip Schaff had real theological and historiographical reasons for his tireless 

ecumenical labors which formed the distinguishing feature of his life and career.  His 

understanding of the significance of the incarnation and of Christ’s union with his Church by 

virtue thereof conditioned his view of the Church as the one, unified Body of Christ.  This idea, 

combined with his tremendous grasp of all the different stages of the Church’s history, led to his 

doctrine of historical development, which held that the one catholic Church has developed, and is 

developing, throughout history and progressing through various stages toward its ultimate 

destiny in the convergence of the actual into the ideal; the conformity of the Body with the Head.  

And this understanding of the Church through history brought Schaff to see the Church of his 

own day also as one organic whole, united in Christ despite all of the various schisms and 

heresies which threaten her unity.  This gave him great hope and confidence for the future 

dawning of an age of evangelical catholicism.   

Conclusion                                                                                                                               

 Philip Schaff’s life reached across three countries and two continents.  His illustrious 

academic career spanned over half a century.  He accomplished many astounding scholarly feats, 

including the production of a variety of works in the fields of biblical scholarship, theology, 

liturgy, and church history.  He was placed at the head of various important scholarly and 

ecumenical committees and played an important role in many others, and he labored vigorously 

for the advancement of the kingdom of God in his day.  The main feature of his life and thought 

was the centrality of Jesus Christ and the historical development of the Church as the sphere of 

the New Creation which Christ introduced into humanity through his incarnation, death, and 

resurrection.  He saw the Church as fundamentally an organic whole, which proceeds through 

history in a continual process of advancement toward its ultimate destiny of charity, unity, and 
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peace in Christ.  This idea led him to inveterately hope for the eventual union of the Church and 

the dawning of a day of evangelical catholicism.  Whether we agree with his principles or not, 

we cannot help but admire his hope, his passion, and his tireless zeal for the unity of Christ’s 

one, holy, catholic, apostolic Church.  Christian unity was his dream.  And it was this dream 

which drove Philip Schaff to become the greatest church historian to labor on American soil in 

the nineteenth century.   
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