PLYMOUTH BRETHREN

GENERAL STATEMENT

History.—Early in the nineteenth century there appeared in England and
Ireland, especially in the Anglican Church, considerable restiveneses under the
general church conditions. This was occasioned largely by dissatisfaction with the
close connection between church and state, with the stereotyped forms of worship,
and with the church organizations by which believers were separated from each
other and were gathered into so many different sects. As a result of this feeling,
& number of independent gatherings sprang up spontaneously, both in England
and Ireland, in which men and women who were desirous of a ‘‘ spiritual commun~
ion based on New Testament religious principles’’ met together for the “breaking
of bread” and for prayer. Of such gatherings, the most important, from an
historical standpoint, was one at Dublin, Ireland. Here, in the spring of 1827,
a few Christians, some of whom had already been meeting more or less regularly
for prayer, instituted the practice of ‘'breaking of bread,” though it was not until
1829 that the first permanent meeting was formed. There were also meetings of
importance at Plymouth and Bristol, England, and the fact that the meeting at
Plymouth at the first had some prominence in members and teachers eventually
gave rise to the name ‘‘Plymouth Brethren,” which has come to be their popular
designation, though it has never been adopted by the different communities, who
speak of themselves simply as ¢ Believers,”” *‘Christians,”” ‘‘8aints,”’ or
““Brethren.”

As the different meetings, or ‘‘gatherings,”’ as they were often termed, learned
of each other, it was natural that there should be more or less fellowship between
them, although no regular organization was formed. A number of men of excep-
tional ability and great personal power identified themselves with the movement,
among them John Nelson Darby; George Milller, of Bristol, whose famous
orphanages were but a development of one phase of the Brethren idea; Samuel
Prideaux Tregelles, the famous Biblical critic; Anthony Norris Groves, the mis-
sionary; and many others. These men for the most part worked along more or
less independent lines, as Miiller in his orphanages, and Groves in his mission-
ary work in Mesopotamia and India. In England the strongest influence was
exerted by Mr. Darby, who devoted t& the development of the idea which had
gained complete ascendancy over his own mind an ability and intensity of purpose
seldom if ever surpassed. He was not only instrumental in the establishment of
a number of congregations in England, but extended his work into continental
Europe, visiting Switzerland, France, and Germany, where many permanent
meetings were the result of his labors. At about the same time Mr. Miiller also
visited Stuttgart, although with less success.

In the absence of any ecclesiastical organization, and in the presence of an
intense individualism and sense of personal responsibility, divisions naturally
arose, and the congregations gathered around different leaders. This did not,
however, prevent the extension of the idea and the formation of numerous meet-
ings which exercised a powerful influence upon the religious life of the churches.
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The movement first came to America as a result of the emigration of & number
of Brethren to the United States and Canada about the middle of the nineteenth
century. Mr. Darby made several visits across the Atlantic, and a number of
congregations were formed, and since that time the meetings have multiplied
rapidly. As in England, so in the United States, divisions have arisen, but no
exact classification is recognized. Some meetings are called ‘“exclusive” and
others ‘“open,” but there is no one term that applies accurately to any single
division.

The doctrine of the invisible membership of the church under the sole author-
ity of the Scriptures and the Holy Spirit has operated to prevent the collecting
or recording of statistics of the different communities of Brethren, and the tabular
statements, while as complete as it is possible to secure, probably do not include
all the individual gatherings or the full membership.

Doctrine.—In doctrine the different bodies of Brethren are in substantial
accord. They acknowledge no creeds, but look upon the Scriptures as their only
guide. They accept the general evangelical doctrines of the Trinity, the sinless
humanity and absolute Deity of Christ, and Christ’s atonement by His sacrificial
death, and hold that the Holy Spirit is present in the believer and in the church,
and that believers are eternally secure. They look for the personal premil-
lennial coming of Christ and believe that the punishment of the unregenerate
will be eternal. The following statement, published as an answer to inquiries,
summarizes their general belief:

We believe in the absolute and perfect [verbal] inspiration of the Bible, which
we hold to be, not in name only, but in reality, the Word of God.

Having in it the perfect revelation of the mind of God, we refuse all human
oreeds as being both unnecessary and a slur upon His Word.

We, however, have no uncertain belief in the doctrines unfolded in the Scrip-
tures: The fall and absolute ruin of man; his guilty, lost, and helpless condition;
the utter worthlessness of works, law keeping, or reformation as a ground of
salvation; the amazing love of God in providing a Savior in His blessed Son;
the spotfess perfection of Christ, both in His divine nature and His true
humaniig ; atonement by the blood-shedding of Christ on the cross, by which
alone redemption has been accomplished; His resurrection as the proof of God’s
acceptance of that atonement.

We also see in Scripture the absolute necessity for new birth by the Holy
Spirit, through the Word of God, and of justification by faith alone, without the
works of the law.

We sce that the believer is warranted to have the fullest assurance of his
present and eternal salvation, and that this assurance comes not through feelings
or experiences, but by the Word of God.

We also sce that being saved by a work [Christ’s] once for all, the believer can
never be lost but is as secure as though he were in heaven already, because of
Christ’s death and resurrection.

We see, however, that Scripture guards from abuse of this doctrine by insistin
upon good works as the fruit of salvation; that the believer is to reckon himse
dead to sin and to live not only a moral life, but one of love and devotedness to
Christ and of separation from the ways and thoughts of the world.

We believe that the proper hope of God’s people is not the improvement of the
world, but the coming of Christ for His own, to raise the dead in Christ, and
change the living, and then take them all out of the world, which He will then
purge and cleanse by judgments preparatory to the millennium, when Israel
and the nations of the earth will inhabit it under His rule; but His Church will
always be in heaven. - :

We hold that rejectors of the gospel and all the wicked will “have their part
in the lake that burneth with fire and brimstone,”’ eternal punishment, and not
extinction or restoration. We therefore believe in an earnest and affectionate
presentation of the simple gospel of the grace of God.
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Organization.—The view held by the Brethren is that the Church is one and
indivisible—‘‘ Christ is the head of it, the Holy Spirit the bond of union, and
every believer a member. It was begun at Pentecost and will be completed
before the second Advent.” They acknowledge no ritual or definite ecclesiastical
organization and do not believe in human ordination of the ministry. They hold
that the personal gift is a sufficient authorization for the exercise of the privileges
of the ministry, and that this involves the priesthood of all believers under the
special guidance of the Holy Spirit. Hence they have no presiding officers in
their asscmbly meetings, but anyone who has the gift is privileged to exercise it.
Women take no part in the public ministry.

Discipline is generally regarded as ‘‘restorative in its charaeter,” and they
hold that ‘‘the solemn act of separation should be resorted to only after loving
and faithful dealing has failed to reclaim.”

Considering the various denominations as unscriptural because based upon
creeds, an ordained ministry, separate church organizations, etc., they do not
fellowship with them. They observe the ordinance of baptism, usually by -
immersion, meet every Sunday to ‘“break bread’” (which is the term they use to
designate the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper), and have meetings for prayer
and Bible study, and gospel meetings for the unconverted. They own few
church edifices, but meet in halls and private houses, some of which are the
personal property of individual Brethren.

There is no special form of admission, at least no set form of words, but the
applicant is expected to give to the assembly satisfactory evidence of new birth,
of having passed through genuine repentance, and of unfeigned faith in Christ
and in the Scriptures as the Word of God, with life corresponding thereto. Giv-
ing that evidence, he is regarded as a member of the body of Christ and is accepted
as such by the meeting at the Lord’s Supper. In some cases announcement of
the application is given, so that there may be conversation with the applicant
by individual Brethren.

Work.—All the branches are active in gospel work, contributing as meetings
and as individuals to the support of missionaries, though they have no missionary
societies and give no pledge of personal support to their missionaries, who have
gone into every part of the world. They have no distinctive missions like those
established by the different denominations but have formed communities corre-
sponding to those in England and America.

Statistics.—The Plymouth Brethren bodies are six in number. Roman numer-
als are used for the sake of distinction, but they do not imply any precedence
in chronological order or strength of membership; they simply indicate the order
in which the different bodies came fo the knowledge of the Bureau of the
Census. A summary of the principal statistics for these six bodies, in 1926 and
1916, with a similar summary for the four bodies reported in 1906, follows.
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TaBLE 5.—CHURCH EXPENDITURES AND SUNDAY ScHOOLS, BY STATES, 1926:
PLymouTs BRETHREN IV

[Separate presentation is limited to States having 3 or more shurches reporting expenditures]
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HISTORY, DOCTRINE, AND ORGANIZATION!

The body classified as Plymouth Brethren IV disclaim any designation what-
ever save those that the Scriptures apply to all believers, as Christians, brethren,
etc. To accept any specific title would imply that they are a sect, which they
deny, sects or divigions being condemnped in I Cor. i, 10-15. Nevertheless, they
do not consider that all the doctrines or practices of brethren in religious denom-
inations, from whom they have separated, are those of Christ or his Apostles.

This division among the Plymouth Brethren was due to a cleavage occurring in
1890 from doctrinal differences in England and partly reproduced in the United
States, in regard to the great subject of eternal life. These Brethren hold that,
save in the sense that they recognize the principles and commandments given in
the Scriptures as governing believers who form the house of God, they have no
doctrines peculiar to themselves. They believe that all Scripture is the written
Word of God, is profitable for teaching, and ghould be followed in its entirety by
Christians, as regulating doctrine and conduct. From it they have learned that
Christ’s death and resurrection alone suffice for salvation; that, having ascended
into heaven, He has sent down the Holy Ghost to indwell all true believers; that,
a8 thus indwelt by the Spirit, believers form the one church, or body of Christ,
of which He is the head; that, according to Thessalonians iv, the Lord is coming
personally to take His people to be with Himself.

They have meeting rooms and regular hours for coming together to partake of
the Lord’s Supper, for prayer, reading the Scriptures, and preaching. They
provide, through collections regularly made, for persons in need, for those who
preach the gospel, and for those who minister amongst them. These meetings
are scattered mostly through the Northern States. Very few are found in the
South. They are much more numerous in the British Empire.

1 This statement, which differs somewhat from that published in Part II of the Report on Religious
Bodies, 1916, was prepared from information furnished by the Gospel Book and Tract Depot, 65 Bible
Housse, Astor Place, New York City.



