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2006 Preface 
 
 It is often stated that the Moravian “motto” is “In essentials unity, in nonessentials 
liberty, in all things love.” Though sometimes this motto is misused as an excuse for 
ignoring better judgment and doing anything one wants, it is a wise caution to heed in 
dealing with our fellow human beings. 
 The motto is not exclusively Moravian, though we use it perhaps more frequently than 
any other church. John Amos Comenius, a bishop of the Moravian Church who is also 
known today as the father of modern education, penned the motto in his last literary 
work, The One Thing Needful (Unum necessarium), as advice for Christ’s Church. The 
motto can be traced even earlier to Rupert Meldenius, a pseudonym for Peter Meiderlin 
(1582-1651), an irenic Lutheran theologian who taught and died in Augsburg. Some say 
St. Augustine of Hippo first wrote the motto. 
 But exactly what are the “essentials” over which we should be in “unity”? Our Bishop 
Luke of Prague (d. 1528) gave a succinct answer by characterizing the essentials on the 
part of God as the good will of God the Father for our salvation, the saving work of God 
the Son, and the gifts of the Holy Spirit. The essentials on the part of humanity, said 
Luke, are faith, love, and hope. Note that these are all more actions and relationships 
than they are a lengthy list of beliefs. 
 The “modern” age of the 18th to 20th centuries posed questions about the essentials 
in different ways, and one noted Moravian theologian, Augustus Schultze, gave his 
answer in a brief address delivered in 1902. For more than 40 years, Augustus Schultze 
taught at Moravian Theological Seminary, and he was president of the seminary in 1914 
when he published Christian Doctrine, only the second work by a Moravian, following 
August Gottlieb Spangenberg’s Idea Fidei Fratrum, on systematic Christian doctrine. We 
certainly would not presume to make an “essential” of Schultze’s statements on the 



essentials (nor would he want us to). They may, however, be of help to us as we seek 
answers to similar questions and attitudes posed in our own day. Here then is Augustus 
Schultze’s 1902 answer to the question, “What are the essentials?” 
 

C. Daniel Crews, Archivist 
Moravian Church, Southern Province 

August 2006 
   
 

 
Essentials of the Christian Faith 

 
Doubtless, this is a timely and an important subject to think and to speak about for 

all who profess the Christian faith, nay for all who are called by the name of Christians. 
As in every department of knowledge, sentiment and activity, so above all in matters of 
the Christian religion it is necessary, at times, to go back to fundamentals and to ask 
ourselves: What does it mean that we are Christians? Such inquiry is helpful for 
clarifying our Christian principles and rightly directing our Christian endeavors. 

 
Objections 

 
But some will say: This subject is of no special interest or concern to me. In fact, 

there are some objections that may be raised against its consideration. The first is, that 
the question, What are the Essentials of the Christian Faith? need not be answered; the 
second, that it has been answered long ago; and the third, that it cannot be answered 
with satisfaction to every one. 

 
1. Need Not Be Answered 

 
There are many so-called Christians in our day who hold that the discussion of 

“theological questions” should be left to ministers and theological seminaries, as it is of 
no practical value to the Christianity of the twentieth century, which does not care what 
a man believes provided he lives rightly, which wants practice and not preaching, and 
which will not be bound by narrow-minded and antiquated articles of doctrine. The 
reply to these persons is that, if their Christianity is absolutely indifferent to the 
essentials of the Christian faith, it certainly is no Christianity at all; if it is simply averse 
to formulated systems and traditional forms of religion, it needs to inquire all the more 
eagerly, what true religion and true Christianity implies. 

 
2. Has Been Answered 

 
There are others who take the opposite ground by saying that this question has 

been answered long ago. After the fundamentals of the Christian faith have been laid by 
the Church Fathers and Synods, and the Churches have all taken their stand upon 
them for so many centuries, should we not, “leaving the principles of the doctrine of 
Christ, go on to perfection”? (Heb. 6:1.) Can we not go on building without again 
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examining the foundation walls? Must facts and doctrines be again called into question, 
that have been accepted by the fathers after the most careful search into the truth, 
because they do not suit the spirit of the age or because some scholars perhaps less 
interested in truth than in making a reputation by “new discoveries” endeavor to shake 
and to unsettle the Church and her faith? Certainly all discussion of details and 
theories can be dismissed from the forum of the practical needs of our Christian people, 
but not the question about the fundamentals as such. A great change in religious 
thought and feeling has of late years come into the Christian world and has become 
apparent in ever widening circles, loudly calling for recognition. Matters of vital 
importance to the faith and practice of the Church are frequently called into question 
both in the secular and the religious press; a critical attitude toward all traditionally 
accepted Christianity has been adopted by many of the younger ministers in the 
Protestant churches of Europe and America. Even the Sunday School must take notice 
of modern ideas in matters of Bible study. Not only professors of theology who must 
constantly meet the perplexing difficulties and doubts presented by critical research, 
but every earnest and faithful Christian student at times feels the ground giving way 
beneath him and looks for support. There is too much involved in this matter to simply 
rest our faith upon traditional teaching and upon the authority of other men, without 
wishing to see for ourselves where we stand, whether on a rock or on quicksand. 

 
3. Cannot Be Answered 

 
But, who is to give an authoritative answer as to what constitutes the Essentials of 

the Christian faith? When some Christians and some Churches lay the greatest stress 
upon doctrines, rites, and principles, which to others appear not only quite 
unimportant but even positively false, can any statement in this respect be made that 
will meet with general acceptance? Probably not, when the attempt is made to draw up 
a well defined confession of faith. But the question is not, What is indispensable to a 
complete system of Christian truth? It is rather, What is of practical value and universal 
application? What in the Christian religion is essential to know and to do, to get and to 
give? We Moravians, at least, have always proclaimed it as our motto in matters of 
religion: “In essentials unity, in non-essentials liberty, in all things charity.” We therefore 
take it for granted that there are many things generally conceded to be non-essential, 
while there are certain facts and truths so essential as to command a general 
acceptance. There always will be a difference of opinion as to the quantity, a more or 
less, that should be called essential or non-essential, but it will not be found difficult to 
agree upon the quality of the things necessary to a true Christianity. The universal need 
of the human heart and the corresponding divine gift, the experience of the individual 
Christian and the testimony of nineteen centuries of Christian history, when applied to 
present day requirements, will combine in giving a clear answer as to the vitals of the 
Christian faith. 

 
A. Non-Essentials 

 
In considering first what is non-essential, we may distinguish between principles to 

be followed and facts to be accepted or rejected, or between the method to be applied to 
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matters of religious faith and those matters themselves. The basis of acceptance in 
religious truths, the authority upon which we rest our conviction, the method of testing 
what is to be believed or not to be believed may change. It has changed, and it is not 
essential that it should continue the same in the future. 

 
1. Creed and Church Forms 

 
It is generally conceded that there is a considerable amount of superstition and self-

delusion connected with the Christian faith of some people. We evangelical Christians, 
certainly, do not regard the acceptance of many teachings of the Roman Catholic 
Church, and their belief in certain miracles, relics and signs, as necessary or even 
commendable. We want the truth of those doctrines and of those stories tested by 
criticism and an honest investigation. Why then should we be afraid or object to let in 
the light of investigation and criticism into our own beliefs. Can it be essential to insist 
upon conformity in every article of an elaborate Church Creed and to make its 
acceptance the test of true Christianity? Creeds certainly are of human origin and 
therefore subject to change. They differ or even oppose each other with regard to many 
points which are represented as of the greatest importance, such as the question of 
predestination, of the meaning of the sacraments, the definition of the Trinity, yet which 
are matters of theological speculation rather than of any practical value. And how about 
Church ritual, forms of Church government, and the like? Is it not foolish and narrow 
to make conformity to traditional ceremonies, modes of administering the rite of 
baptism and the holy communion, church-canons for ordination to the ministry, or 
anything that is enjoined merely by ecclesiastical law or custom, indispensable 
Essentials of the Christian faith? 

 
2. The Bible 

 
Again: all Protestant churches have accepted the Bible as the standard of religious 

faith and practice. But does this fact imply an unchangeable method of understanding 
and interpreting that standard? The modern way of studying the books of the Bible is 
largely historical and critical. It pays little regard to traditional authority and carries its 
investigation with regard to the origin and the value of Bible history and Bible teaching 
fearlessly forward. It is pursued by some of its prominent advocates in a presumptuous 
spirit and with destructive results. But as long as it represents an honest search after 
truth, we need not denounce it as unchristian and dangerous. Has not this new method 
inspired the writing of more books about the Bible in one decade than were formerly 
written in half a century and is not the newly awakened interest sincere, deep, and 
spiritual? True, it does not ascribe the same value to every part of the Bible and is not 
favorable to the taking out of single passages as proof texts of absolute authority for the 
support of this or that favorite doctrine of churches or individuals, and particularly as a 
basis for the vagaries of mystical fancy and eschatological dreams. It points out that the 
Holy Scriptures record not only the words and deeds of God and of holy men, but also 
the sins and the fallacies of evil men, quoting even the devil with the maxim: “All that a 
man hath will he give for his life” (Job 2:4.). If a careful study of the authorship and 
composition of the books of the Old Testament somewhat reverses the order of their 
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origin as we were accustomed to accept it, must we cling to the traditional belief at all 
hazards? Does it matter so much who wrote the Psalms, or the historical and the 
prophetic books, provided their contents are truthful, instructive, and inspiring. If the 
records of geology and the glacial age seem to be at variance with our understanding of 
some chronological references in the book of Genesis, should we stake our faith in the 
trustworthiness of the Bible upon its supposed chronology? It is one thing to hold fast 
these time-honored and cherished convictions, as long as they are not proved to be 
impossible, and another thing to make them Essentials of the Christian faith. We 
Protestant Christians are sometimes slow to acknowledge that, while the Bible is an 
inspired record of divine revelation, it is not that revelation itself, nor the only revelation 
of God which has been given. There was a revelation of divine acts and teachings long 
before there was a Bible and this revelation continues to the present day, both in 
ordinary and extraordinary manifestations of God through nature, history, and the 
inner voice of the Spirit, as well as through the Holy Scriptures. It is not an essential of 
the Christian faith to hold that the Bible is the only source of divine revelation to us. 

 
3. Christian Sentiment and Work 

 
The same principles concerning things that should not be regarded as essential to 

the Christian faith, will apply also to matters of Christian sentiment and work as well as 
to matters of intellect and belief. There are many things connected with Christianity and 
the exercise of our holy religion which we highly cherish and perhaps regard as 
indispensable for us, but which are not Essentials. There is a marked difference in 
nationalities and individuals; in custom and training; in social conditions and natural 
environments; in the estimate placed by Christians on the means of grace, the holy 
sacraments, regular church attendance and the like. There are people who are naturally 
religious, emotional or orthodox, and people who are naturally the opposite, and certain 
things may be essentials to the Christian faith of some people that are non-essentials to 
others. 

 
B. Essentials 

 
But what then is essential for all? There is, no doubt, some danger in being too 

broad and liberal, as well as in being too narrow and sectarian. King Solomon was led 
to regard the different religions of his day as equally good and thus became an idolater, 
and so in our days with many educated men and women a false charity has taken the 
place of the bigotry of the past. The Christian faith is regarded as but a part of a great 
historic evolution toward a final ideal of religion, as for instance Gibbon expressed it: 
“All religions are to the pious equally true, to the statesman equally useful, and to the 
philosopher equally false.” Under the cover of an outward acquiescence in the teachings 
of the different churches, there is not only a great amount of practical unbelief and 
agnosticism with regard to all positive Christian truth abroad in the land, but even a 
complete ignorance and indifference as to what is really genuine Christian doctrine. 
Unfortunately the term “liberal” in matters of religion is sometimes a misnomer for a 
spirit of direct hostility to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Even some of the leading 
authorities in theology, like Prof. A. Harnack of Germany, in his “Essence of 
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