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This volume tells the story of a mid-nineteenth-century 
theological movement emanating from the small German 
Reformed Seminary in Mercersburg, Pennsylvania, where John 
Williamson Nevin and Philip Schaff taught. There they explored 
themes—such as the centrality of the incarnation for theology, 
the importance of the church as the body of Christ and the 
sphere of salvation, liturgical and sacramental worship, and the 
organic historical development of the church and its doctrines—
that continue to resonate today with many who seek a deeper and 
more historically informed expression of the Christian faith that 
is both evangelical and catholic. 
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1. What initially drew you to the Mercersburg Theology? 

I first encountered the writings of John W. Nevin and Phillip Schaff while I was in seminary. Especially 
important for me were John W. Nevin’s treatises The Anxious Bench and The Mystical Presence. I was intrigued 
initially because of the Mercersburg emphasis on religious objectivity as expressed in liturgy and the 
sacraments—something that stood in pretty stark contrast to the relentless emphasis on religious subjectivity 
and conversionism I had encountered as a child. 

2. How do you account for the rise of interest in the Mercersburg Theology since the 1950s? 

The conventional answer to this is that Mercersburg anticipated the ecumenical and liturgical-renewal 
movements. That’s true as far as it goes, but it’s sort of a “mainline Protestant” answer, and the reality is 
more complicated. Nevin and Schaff were formidable theologians in their context, and they are still a lot of 
fun to read. And unlike some theologians influenced by German antecedents, they are quite accessible! 
Mercersburg also provides an alternative take on the Reformed theological tradition—one that draws heavily 
on Calvin and Schleiermacher rather than on the Puritans and Reformed scholasticism. And finally, 
Mercersburg represents a decidedly non-Barthian approach that wrestles with the challenges of history in a 
rather different manner than Barth. For these reasons, I think, Mercersburg has had a rather unique capacity 
to draw together Christians from a wide variety of backgrounds. 

3. Nevin or Schaff? 

That’s a tough question! I’ve discovered over the years that while the similarities of perspective were 
profound, they sometimes came to different conclusions on some pretty significant matters. I resonate with 
a good many of Nevin’s theological formulations and with Schaff’s historical methodology and sensibility. 
In some ways, perhaps, Schaff’s work may be even more relevant and useful in charting the significance of 
Mercersburg for our contemporary social context because of the way he came to terms with the American 
experience.  

4. Where can we locate Mercersburg on the spectrum of Reformed theology? 

In their own context, the Mercersburgers framed their approach over against the predestinarian Calvinism 
of Old Princeton and the moralistic evangelicalism of New England Calvinism. Now, of course, the lines of 
demarcation are somewhat different, and Reformed Theology today seems to reflect two basic impulses. On 
the conservative side there are those who draw on the tradition of Reformed scholasticism, often combined 
with a heavy dose of Puritan piety. Moving leftward we find the powerful influence of Karl Barth. 
Mercersburg, with its corporate and liturgical sensibility, deep sacramentology and ecclesiology, and historical 
consciousness, again presents a third option. 
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5. What contributions can Mercersburg make to current theological discussion? 

While no theological movement can be brought over in toto from the past into the present, I think there are 
a number of areas where the influence of Mercersburg should figure in present-day theological discussion. 
For example, in the current context there is a wave of interest in the theme of “participation.” I argue in the 
book that today we have theological options that are participationist but not Christocentric (e.g., Radical 
Orthodoxy) and options that are Christocentric but not participationist (e.g., Karl Barth), and that both issue 
in undeveloped ecclesiologies. Mercersburg succeeded in being both participationist and Christocentric, and 
that resulted in a pretty robust ecclesiology that just might have something to teach us today. 

6. Where do you see the field of Mercersburg studies headed in coming years? 

A lot of historical-theological spadework has been done at this point. That work will continue, and will be 
facilitated by the fact that many key texts are now available in critical editions through Wipf and Stock’s 
Mercersburg Theology Study Series (it’s worth noting that in this Companion to the Mecersburg Theology 
every effort has been made to key the quotations not only to the original sources but also to these recent 
critical editions). But there is also the need to critically apply Mercersburg insights to our contemporary 
theological context. This volume is, in part, an effort to prime that pump. 

  



 

In their own nineteenth-century context, Nevin and Schaff were swimming against the stream of the 
prevailing American religious and theological culture with its revivalism, rationalism, individualism, and 
denominationalism. They worked in the tiny town of Mercersburg in south-central Pennsylvania some forty 
miles from Gettysburg, far from the urban intellectual centers of the day. Moreover, the theological seminary 
in Mercersburg was affiliated with the small immigrant German Reformed Church that lacked many of the 
financial and intellectual resources enjoyed by more established American denominations. In contrast to the 
philosophical tradition of British empiricism, especially as it was codified in the Scottish Common Sense 
Realism dominant in America for much of the nineteenth century, the Mercersburg thinkers looked to idealist 
currents of thought, and especially to the speculative idealism of Germany—ways of thinking that seemed 
alien to most Americans at that time and are certainly regarded by many as outdated today. 

Nevertheless, despite these challenges the Mercersburg thinkers “punched above their weight.” They 
interacted with many of the leading theologians of their day, not only in America but also in Britain and the 
Continent. They were also deeply engaged in a heady three-way American conversation with the new England 
Congregational Calvinists to the north and the Princeton Seminary Presbyterians to the east over the nature 
and shape of the Reformed theological tradition. In fact, Nevin and Schaff provided a substantive alternative 
to the evangelical moralism of new England and the predestinarian scholasticism of Princeton. Moreover, 
they called attention to matters that were largely ignored in the American church context—the centrality of 
the incarnation, the importance of the church as the people of God and sphere of salvation, the sacraments 
as objectively real means of grace rather than bare signs and mere mental acts of remembrance, and the 
importance of liturgical worship that proclaimed and mediated these objective realities to the faithful. To the 
extent that such issues continue to generate interest and attention, the Mercersburg theologians have 
something substantial and relevant to say. 
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“In their own day, the theologians at Mercersburg received scant attention. Over the last fifty years, with the 
assistance of insightful works like this Companion, that situation has been reversed—which has meant both 
better history and deeper theology. This particular volume is an ideal introduction to Nevin, Schaff, and 
company, even as it should also stimulate wider appropriation of these important voices from the past.” 

—Mark Noll, University of Notre Dame, author, America's God: From Jonathan Edwards to 

Abraham Lincoln 

“Evans’s Companion is a gem of exposition, carefully balancing biography, intellectual history, and 
theological evaluation. I enthusiastically recommend it and regard it as now the standard introduction to the 
Mercersburg Theology. Students get a clear sense of Mercersburg’s location in the Reformed theological 
world, and experienced scholars can benefit from its references to the latest scholarship (particularly the texts 
in Wipf & Stock’s Mercersburg Theology Study Series).” 

—David Layman, York College of Pennsylvania 

“This masterful introduction is a most welcome addition to the growing body of literature on Mercersburg 
Theology. Evans presents its key figures and themes with a perceptive eye to their relevance to both historical 
and contemporary theological concerns. Both beginners and specialists will find much to appreciate here. 

—Anne T. Thayer, Lancaster Theological Seminary 

“The Reformed Catholicism of the nineteenth century Mercersburg Theology has found in William B. Evans 
an outstanding exegete. He provides deft commentary and careful exposition as he commends its ongoing 
importance for the life of the church. If you want a single short introduction to this important and influential 
group of American and German theologians, look no further. Evans has done the job with panache.” 

—Oliver D. Crisp, Fuller Theological Seminary, and Professorial Fellow, University of St Andrews 

 

 

Praise for A Companion to the Mercersburg Theology: Evangelical Catholicism in the Mid-
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