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The history of the Christian Church is a vast and intricate tapestry woven through centuries of faith,
conflict, and evolution. Philip Schaff, a theologian and church historian of the 19th century, played a pivotal
role in documenting and interpreting this extensive history. His contributions not only enriched the
understanding of Christian doctrine and practice but also provided a framework for future theological
discourse. This article delves into the life, works, and impact of Philip Schaff on the study of the history of
the Christian Church.



Early Life and Education

Philip Schaff was born on January 1, 1819, in the town of Sankt Gallen, Switzerland. Raised in a Reformed
Christian household, Schaff developed a strong appreciation for theology from an early age. His educational
journey began at the University of Z�rich, where he pursued classical studies and theology. He later attended
the University of Berlin, where he was influenced by prominent scholars such as Friedrich Schleiermacher and
August Neander.

Upon completing his education, Schaff graduated with a degree in theology in 1840. He was deeply committed
to the study of church history and sought to understand the development of Christian thought across
different eras and cultures. This commitment would shape his future contributions to the field.

Schaff's Migration to America

In 1843, Schaff emigrated to the United States, where he took up a position as a professor of theology at the
German Reformed Church in Mercersburg, Pennsylvania. His move to America was influenced by a desire to
contribute to the theological landscape of a growing nation that was experiencing a religious awakening.

During his time in Mercersburg, Schaff became involved in a theological movement known as the Mercersburg
Theology. This movement emphasized the unity of the church and the importance of sacraments, contrasting
with the prevailing revivalist ethos of the time. Schaff's work laid the groundwork for a more ecumenical
approach to Christianity, which would later inform his historical writings.

Major Works and Contributions

Philip Schaff authored several significant works that focused on the history of the Christian Church. His most
notable contributions include:

1. History of the Christian Church

Schaff's magnum opus, "History of the Christian Church," was published in seven volumes between 1858 and
1863. This monumental work is considered one of the most comprehensive surveys of church history written in
the 19th century.

The volumes cover the history of Christianity from its inception to the Reformation, examining key figures,
theological developments, and ecclesiastical events. Schaff's approach is characterized by:

- A comprehensive narrative: Schaff meticulously documents the evolution of Christian thought, tracing its
roots through various historical contexts.
- Ecumenical perspective: He emphasized the unity of the church across different denominations and traditions,
promoting a sense of shared heritage among Christians.
- Scholarly rigor: Schaff's work is well-researched and draws on a wide range of primary sources, making it a
valuable resource for scholars and theologians alike.

2. Creeds of Christendom

In addition to his historical writings, Schaff edited "The Creeds of Christendom," a crucial anthology that
compiles the major creeds and confessions of faith in Christianity. Published in 1877, this work serves as an
essential reference for understanding the doctrinal foundations of various Christian traditions.



Schaff's compilation includes creeds from:

- The early church: Such as the Nicene Creed and the Apostles' Creed.
- The Reformation: Including the Augsburg Confession and the Westminster Confession of Faith.
- The modern era: Featuring statements from contemporary denominations.

This work underscores Schaff's commitment to preserving the theological heritage of Christianity and provides
insights into the doctrinal development over the centuries.

3. Theological and Ecumenical Advocacy

Schaff was not only a historian but also an advocate for ecumenism. He believed in the importance of dialogue
among Christian denominations and worked towards fostering understanding and unity. His involvement in
various church organizations and councils reflected his desire to bridge divides within the Christian community.

Schaff’s ecumenical efforts culminated in his participation in the World’s Parliament of Religions in 1893,
where he represented the Reformed tradition. His advocacy for unity was not only a theological stance but
also a practical response to the fragmentation that characterized American Christianity in the 19th century.

Impact on Church History and Theology

Philip Schaff's contributions to the history of the Christian Church had a lasting impact on both historical
scholarship and contemporary theology. His works continue to be referenced and studied by theologians,
historians, and students of religion.

1. Influencing Future Scholars

Schaff’s rigorous approach to church history set a standard for future historians. His emphasis on thorough
research and ecumenical understanding influenced a generation of scholars who sought to continue his legacy.
Notable historians, such as William H. Crawshaw and Jaroslav Pelikan, drew inspiration from Schaff's
methodologies and perspectives.

2. Shaping Ecumenical Dialogues

Schaff's commitment to ecumenism paved the way for subsequent efforts aimed at fostering unity among
Christian denominations. His belief in the shared heritage of Christianity continues to resonate in contemporary
discussions about inter-denominational cooperation and dialogue.

One of the key outcomes of Schaff’s influence is the establishment of organizations dedicated to promoting
ecumenical understanding, such as the World Council of Churches.

3. Enduring Legacy

Philip Schaff passed away on October 20, 1893, but his legacy endures through his writings and the principles
he championed. His works remain essential reading for anyone seeking to understand the complexities of Christian
history and doctrine.

In summary, Philip Schaff's life and work represent a significant chapter in the history of the Christian Church.



His dedication to scholarship, ecumenism, and the preservation of Christian heritage has left an indelible mark on
the field of church history. As we continue to explore the evolution of Christianity, Schaff's contributions
serve as both a foundation and a source of inspiration for future generations.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Philip Schaff and what was his contribution to church history?
Philip Schaff was a Swiss-American theologian and church historian known for his comprehensive work 'History
of the Christian Church', which spans eight volumes and explores the development of Christianity from its
beginnings to the modern era.

What time period does Philip Schaff's 'History of the Christian Church'
cover?
Philip Schaff's 'History of the Christian Church' covers the history of Christianity from the Apostolic Age
through the Reformation and into the early 19th century, providing insights into various theological,
political, and cultural developments.

How did Philip Schaff approach the study of church history?
Philip Schaff approached church history with a focus on both theological and historical contexts, emphasizing
the importance of understanding the historical circumstances surrounding the development of Christian
doctrines and practices.

What impact did Schaff's work have on future church historians?
Philip Schaff's work had a significant impact on future church historians by establishing a comprehensive
framework for the study of Christian history, influencing both theological scholarship and historical
methodology in the field.

In what ways did Schaff's background influence his writings?
Schaff's background as a Swiss Reformed theologian and his exposure to various Christian traditions
influenced his writings by fostering a broad ecumenical perspective and a deep appreciation for the diversity
within Christianity.

What is the legacy of Philip Schaff's 'History of the Christian Church'
today?
Philip Schaff's 'History of the Christian Church' remains a foundational text in church history studies, widely
used in seminaries and academic institutions, and continues to be referenced for its thoroughness and scholarly
rigor.
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