PARDEE BUTLER
EVANGELIST AND
SOCIAL REFORMER

By Calvin P. Habig®

Pardee Butler

Nineteen eighty-cight marks the one-
hundredth anniversary of the death of
Pardee Butler, an early pioneer of
evangelistic efforts in the state of Kansas.
Butler has been called by Robert Fife “a
classic example of the nineteenth century
Protestant social reformer.”! And that he
was. Butler was usually found in the middle
of the heat produced by the debate over the
vital social issues of the last century, And vet
none excelled Butler in evangelistic and
church-planting fervor. Butler saw both
social reform and evangelism as complemen-
tary prongs in the battle for restoring
persons to God. Social action was not
opposed to, or in addition to Christian
evangelism, but integrally linked with the
proclamation of Jesus as Lord of all of
human life.

Pardee Butler was born March 9, 1816, in
Marcelles, New York, but was raised and
educated in Wadsworth, Ohio. Although
described as ‘“slow of speech'? Pardee
participated in the debates held at the local
lyceum. He learned more than mere

10

debating skills in these experiences, for he
later stated that he “‘took his first lessons at
the hands of mobs by being pelted with eggs
for delivering temperance lectures. ™3

After moving to Wadsworth, the Butler
family had joined the local Baptist church,
But in 1828 the Butlers and three other
families joined together to form a church
corresponding with their new understand-
ing of the New Testament church that they
had received from reading Alexander
Campbell's Christian Baptist. Although the
Butler family was a leader in the local
church, young Pardee staunchly refused 1o
be immersed. Together with an older uncle,
Aaron Pardee, Butler had been “turned off™
by the argumentativeness within the
churches and widespread mysticism. When
Alexander Campbell came to Wadsworth in
late 1833 for an area annual mecting, the two
approached the well known editor and they
discussed difficulties they had with
Christianity. Although not initially
convinced by Campbell's views, Butler
followed Campbell to area meetings
listening to him speak and returned home
to read and investigate Campbell’s
arguments. After almost two yvears of study,
both Butler and his uncle were immersed in
a stream near town. Butler's daughter, Rosct-
ta Hastings, records that as he entered the
stream Butler solemly declared, “Lord I
believe! Help thou my unbelief.”'4

Soon Pardee Butler was teaching school
in the areas surrounding Wadsworth and
preaching in area churches. He never
received a college education, but during
these early years, diligently studied the
writings of Campbell, church history, and
began to commit the New Testament to
memory. Growing up on the Western
Reserve, a hotbed both of abolitionist fer-
vor and QI" the Christian Churches, Butler
was used to finding the “causes which each
advocated...joined in the pulpit.”* During



these years he was heavily influenced by
“Tudge™ Brown, the superintendent of the
Sunday School at the church in Wadswaorth
and an uncle of the abolitionist, “lohn
Brown of Ossowatomie,”’ Butler assimilated
much of “Judge’ Brown's fimmness against
slavery and for temperance into his own
beliefs and work.

In 1839 the Butler family, sheep herders
by profession, moved from Wadsworth o
the Sandusky Plains of Ohio. The extreme-
Iy unhealthful environment of this marshy
prairie in northwestern Ohio caused the
death of both of his parents, wore his wile
ouwt with malaria, killed two of his children
by scarlet fever, and damaged his own
health, particularly his voice s0 that he was
forced 1o discontinue preaching. The family
moved to his wife's hometown of Sullivan,
but 2 change of climate did not improye his
health. For several vears Butler went
through extreme depression believing that
cvervthing important o him In tempaoral
terms had been taken away,

Discouraged, Butler sold his farm in Cihio
and in 1850 moved 1o lowa, There he
bought land and determined o farm the
land. In time, however, his health im-
proved and he began preaching again, first
as a district evangelist in the east-central part
of Iowa and then as a district cvangelist in
Schuyler and Brown counties in [linois.
Although Butler saw his years of preaching
in [linois as “the golden days of my life,”
the strain of preaching in [linois wrhile his
Family remained on the farm in [owea was (oo
much. And so in the spring of 1855, Pardes
Butler joined the rush of humanity secking
hind in Kansas.

The Kansas-Mebraska Bill of 1854 had
repealed the Missouri Compromize which
had prohibited slavery in territory lying
north of thirty-six degrees and  thiny
minutes north latitude. The Kansas-Mebraska
Bill esrablished the principle thar the people
of Kansas and Nebraska should determine
whether their territories were to be free or
slave states, Thousands of setlers on both
sides of the issue fAocked into Kansas. The
Butler family was among those “Free-
Sollers” who wanted to voie o keep Kansas
free of slavery. But Butler throughourt his life
siressed that slavery was not the primary
reason for coming oo Kansas.

Instead, he was called primarily by the op-

portunity of reuniting his family on cheap,
fertile land where there were 4 number of
Disciples who needed wo be organized into
churches:
It wam certain that castern Kansas, in the mamer of
femilivy of sodl, and in all the elements of agroulnrsl
woeglth, wild be a destreable location. It was
certain that castern Kansss would be early secded
fromm Missourd: and mono State was (hene a larger
percentage of the people known as Disciples. |
wonald, therefore, be among my bretheen. . In any
case, there was a fair prospect of gaining in Kansas
a position of pecuniary mdependence.©

Butler came to Kansas for personal, not
political reasons, but soon realized that in
the agitated state of the territory, he either
would acquiesce 1o the pro-slavery forces
and live in peace, or he would stand up for
his beliefs and live with the consequences.

Butler staked out 2 160-acre claim on the
banks of Stranger Creek, twelve miles west
of Atchison. He found he was surrounded
by Disciples, but there was not one Disciples
church In the entire Kansas tercitocy.
Therefore, in the month of June 1853, he
called for 3 meeting of all DMsciples in the
area. Disciples of all sorts came 1o the
meeting at which Butler preached, and the
following month the first Christian Church
ithe Mount Pleasant Church) was estab-
lished in the erritory.

Three months after establishing his claim,
Pardee Butler was ready to return east and
bring his family back to Kansas with him. He
traveled to Atchison o carch the steamboat
heading east. Fear of claim jumpers made
him eager to bring his family back as s0on
a5 possible.

While awaiting the steamboat in Atchison
{2 rabidly pro-slavery toon), Butler was
apprehended by a mob who threatened o
hang him as an abolitionist unless he signed
a ser of resolutions condemning all local
free-soilers as being agents of the abolitionist
New England Emigrant Aid Society. A "trial”’
was held on the banks of the Missouwri River
which lasted several hours. At last, rather
than hanging him, the mob set him adrift on
the Missouri River on @ raft of two roen
logs nailed together, with a flagpole ar one
end Mving 2 banner declaring that Butler was
an agent for the Underground Railroad.
Umable to swim and adrift on the river,
Butler eventually made his way to shore and
seapght help. His “rafting” soon became a na-
tionally known case, It was said that “this
humble preacher...became, at once, the

11



representative of millions of men, The story
of his wrongs was old in every newspaper
ini the land and was discussed around the
fireplaces of a million homes.””

Butler returned to Kansas with his family
and continued o develop his claim. In April
1856, on a subsequent trip to Atchizon, he
wis again mobbed and this dme he was
tarred and cottoned (for lack of feathers).
When an account of his treatment was
printed on the front-page of a Lawrence
newspaper on the same day pro-slavery
forces attacked and sacked the city, Bugler
became a marked man. He lived in hiding
for several months, keeping constantly on
the move, He spent much of this dme
traveling around the stare organizing the
new Bepublican Party in the state. Such
threats were even made upon other
Disciples because of their association with
Pardee Butler that area Disciples meerings
were  discontinued  until more  peaceful
rimes,

In 1858, the Kansas Missionary Society
was formed and Pardee Butler was hired as
the state evangelist. But coniroversy arose
when Butler wrote to Isaac Errett asking if
the ACMS (American Christlan Missionary
Society) would be interested in financially
supplementing the work in Kansas., Errett
thought such aid was possible, but only if
Butler would refrain from all anti-slavery
teachings and activities. Butler refused, say-
ing that the Disciple brethren in Kansas, who
were on both sides of the issue, had not put
any such restrictions on him, He insisted on
being free o each what he saw to be ethical
Christian truth alongside evangelistic Chris-
tian truth: “This matter of slavery is a Bible

question—a question of justice berween
man and man — of mercy and humanity,''®
The debare continued to grow until a rival
arose, This was the Christian Missionary
Society. Finally after the Ciwil War when the
issue of slavery was moot, the ACMS no
Ionger found Butler objectionable and he
was supported by that group 25 3 missionary
o Kansas on a part-time basis.

The churches in Kansas grew and
prospered from the work of Butler and men
like: him. From their beginnings in the woood-
ed bottoms of Butler’s neighbor's land with
Butler preaching the first sermon, the
Disciples had grown and associated into
many congregations throughout the state,
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Beginning in 1835, they had grown o 26
churches with 900 members by 1860; 77
churches with 3 020 members in 1865; and
by 189, two years after Budler's dearh,
Dhisciples numbered 29 427

Butler served as state evangelist, president
of the Kansas State Missionary Soclety, and
wias 4 contributing cditor 1o early Kansas
Maciples” newspapers. His Importance o
the organizational meetings during the early
years in Kansas is seen when it is observed
that during those ycars when Butler was
traveling in other parts of the nation raising
money, no general convention or mis-
sionary patherings were held.

Beginning in 1870, Pardee Butler began
the ethical crusade that would Last the rest
of his life, Butler saw the liquor raffic as a
moral threat o the nation and worked
incessantly against it. In the fight against the
alcohol rade in Kansas, he worote:

Kansas led the naticn in the abolisom of Armerican
slavery; Kanmas ought a second time to lead the na-
ricn in & universal amnesty (peohibicion) soe thar iheee
shall be nothing o handier that we shall preach the
pospel o the devotees of the mother of Babykon,
amd 1o the millions of godiess, Christless heathen
that are thrown upon our hands, thos making them
pood Chrstians that they may be good Amencans.

Butler fought first for a Prohibition
amendment to the state constitution and
then for enforcement legislation, After his
death in 1EBE, it was written, “Pardee Butler
as much or more than any one man, made
the Prohibition movement in Kansas the
marvelous success it is.""'®

Pardee Butler is well known for his social
and political involvernent. He stressed that
in a democracy, the Christiin has the right
tor (angd must) push for what he believes to
b juese, Fair and humane laws and policies.
The individual Christian, whether he be
farmer, preacher, magistrate, or president,
“must still act as one who must give account
to heaven’s eternal King,''"!

The Christian must be free o advocate
wihiat he sees 1o be the Christian course of
action to any given problem. The Christian
cannot release himself  from the obligations
growing out of 3 commaon humanity; and
that it is consequently the duty of the Chris-
tian preacher to thunder against wrong and
oppression wherever or In whomsocver
found.™" 12

The decisions of government will be
made “by political e, enacted by a



poditical body, composed of men nominated
in a poditical caucus, and clecred ina political
election.”™'* Therefore, it is vital for the
Christian 0 be involved in all areas of
political life, Butler was active in primary
caucuses, elections, oral and writben
debares, all in an attempt to sway the
pelitical forces toward what he saw to be the
Christian solution to the problems of the
day. Although Pardee Butler never ran for
or held public office, he was the leading
vote-getter of Horace Greeley's electoral
candidates in Kansas in the 1872 presiden-
tial elections. Urged to run for public office
throughout his life, he considered the office
of “*a Christian preacher the highest office
on earth, '

Although strong minded, Pardee Butler
was a peaceful man who consistently refus-
ed to carry fire-arms. He was a humanitarian
who struggled consistently to improve the
It of those who were hurting. But mast of
all, he was a man of God who believed that
the church had a profound responsibility
both 1o see thar fts members acted in ways
that were consistent with what the church
taught, and to fight for the cause of right and
justice in a hostile socicty 0 that the gospel
might have freer access,

In 1904, the Centennial Convention of the
Disciples of Christ heard a roll call of the
fathers of the Disciples movement, The
eleventh chapter of Hebrews was “expand-
ed" to read:

By faith, Pardee Butler became 2 sojowrnser in Uhe
land of Bleeding Kansas, dwelling in dug ours, along
weith Johin OCBane, John Boggs and ], H. Bauserman,
wha through faith subdued slivery, wrought
rightecusmess and prohibiion, escaping the edge of
the sworcl. These, with others, were roaared, noc
accepring deliveranoe, that they might obtain the
vicbory of the Gospel and establish an unssctasian,
Undlenmminational Mew Testamen Chusch of Chriss
in the free and virgin sodl of the grear plains of the
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STEVENSON.  (Cont'd from page 2
vention” became the “General Mindster and
President”” of the Christian Church.

Government pressure during World War
I1 took the form of action by Selective Ser-
vice requiring miniseerial candidages to be
pre-registered in seminary if undergraduane,
and in seminaries if gradoate. Otherwise
they would be subject 1o draft for milicary
service. This at once increased the percent-
age of college graduates who went On Lo
seminary and also delayed ordination uniil
seminary had been completed. Naturally,
oo, the church moved in generally and
regionally to oversee ministerial candidacy,
cducation, placement and ordination. And
it moved woward the practice of other
denominations to license ministers for a
period before ordaining them. Ordinarion,
when it came, was no longer the action of
a single congregation.

Thuz Disciple ministry changed and
developed, not only from the start-lines in
1804 and 1809, bur also from before World
War 11, and all of this is a part of history.
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*Dwight E. Stevenson is Dean Emerinues and Professor

Pmeritus of Homelltkcs, Lexingon Theological
Seminary

13



iscipliana

MSCIPLES OF CHAIST MISTORICAL SOCIETY

Spring, 1987, Vol. 47, No. 1

i
r|_:
|
i

The plantation mansion on the
Southern Christian Institute campus.



