CAMPBELL AND PURCELL DEBATE

(Americanism and bold free speech)

Donald R. Fox

Our freedom of speech is under attack. Maybe it’s just me who feels our bold and frank way of telling the truth has changed over the years. From my point of view, propaganda coupled with political correctness has taken the place of fair and open free speech. Misinformation and slanted half-truths seems to be the norm.  One of the greatest freedom Americans have enjoyed since the founding of our nation has been the freedom of speech. Our history will prove that in time past, we Americans had a gritty way of expressing ourselves. 

I have though about this fact for a very long time now.  As I pondered the truth of plucky Americanism and freedom of speech, one historical event kept coming to my mind. An event happened many years ago, and I doubt it could be repeated in today’s political correct generation. Two men met to discuss their religious differences.  I respect both men for their knowledge and right attitude as they embarked on a lively debate of clashing ideals and religious differences.  I will use this piece of history to illustrate the changing of our once bold and free speech here in the USA.

I have before me an old book entitled “A Debate on the Roman Catholic Religion”.  The debate was between “Alexander Campbell of Bethany, Virginia and the Right Reverend John B. Purcell, Bishop of Cincinnati, Ohio.” As to the physical location of the debate and further information the following is noted on the opening page of the book, “Held in the Sycamore-Street Meeting House, Cincinnati, from the 13th to the 21st of January, 1837. Taken down by reporters, and revised by the parties.” 

The Campbell-Purcell debate will demonstrate the unbendable and firm gritty free speech of a past American era. Observe the directness and candor of the points of issue to be discussed between these men. Can we learn lessons from it?  The propositions for this timely discussion are as follows:  

1. The Roman Catholic Institution, sometimes called the ‘Holy, Apostolic, Catholic, Church,’ is not now, nor was she ever, catholic, apostolic, or holy; but is a sect in the fair import of that word, older than any other sect now existing, not the ‘Mother and Mistress of all Churches,’ but an apostasy from the only true, holy, apostolic, and catholic church of Christ.

2. Her notion of apostolic succession is without any foundation in the Bible, in reason, or in fact; an imposition of the most injurious consequences, built upon unscriptural and anti-scriptural traditions, resting wholly upon the opinions of interested and fallible men.

3. She is not uniform in her faith, or united in her members; but mutable and fallible, as any other sect of philosophy or religion---Jewish, Turkish, or Christian---a confederation of sects with a politico-ecclesiastic head.

4. She is the “Babylon” of John, the “Man of sin” of Paul, and the Empire of the “Youngest Horn” of Daniel’s Sea Monster.

5. Her notions of purgatory, indulgences, auricular confession, remission of sins, transubstantiation, supererogation, &c., essential elements of her system, are immoral in their tendency, and injurious to the well-being of society, religion and political.

6. Notwithstanding her pretensions to have given us the Bible, and faith in it, we are perfectly independent of her for our knowledge of that book, and its evidences of a divine original.

7. The Roman Catholic religion, if infallible and unsusceptible of reformation, as alleged, is essential anti-American, being opposed to the genius of all free institutions, and positively subversive of them, opposing the general reading of the scriptures, and the diffusion of useful knowledge among the whole community, so essential to liberty and the permanency of good government.

The above propositions for debate is dated the 12th January 1837 and presented by A. Campbell. (Reference pages vii and viii, Introduction, A Debate on the Roman Catholic Religion)

You may now understand why this historical debate kept coming to my mind as I reflected on our present problems of free speech here in the USA.  Yes, we Americans were very courageous in the early days of our nation. We were not afraid of discussing deep and upsetting subjects openly and with the use of forceful bold words.  “The wicked flee when no man pursueth: but the righteous are bold as a lion. (Proverbs 28:1 KJV)  
OUR LORD JESES USED BOLD WORDS TO CONVEY HIS RIGHTEOUS ANGER TOWARD THOSE THAT OPPOSED GOD: “Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye are like unto whited sepulchres, which indeed appear beautiful outward, but are within full of dead men's bones, and of all uncleanness” (Matthew 23:27 KJV).  “O generation of vipers, how can ye, being evil, speak good things? for out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaketh.  A good man out of the good treasure of the heart bringeth forth good things: and an evil man out of the evil treasure bringeth forth evil things. “ (Matthew 12:34-35 KJV)

CONCLUSION:  With boldness the apostles of our Lord Jesus, complying with the Great Commission (Matthew 28:18-20) used strong understandable words to communicate to mankind the need to repent. “But even after that we had suffered before, and were shamefully entreated, as ye know, at Philippi, we were bold in our God to speak unto you the gospel of God with much contention.”(1 Thessalonians 2:2 KJV)  “Great is my boldness of speech toward you, great is my glorying of you: I am filled with comfort, I am exceeding joyful in all our tribulation.” (2 Corinthians 7:4 KJV) “Therefore let all the house of Israel know assuredly, that God hath made that same Jesus, whom ye have crucified, both Lord and Christ.  Now when they heard this, they were pricked in their heart, and said unto Peter and to the rest of the apostles, Men and brethren, what shall we do?  Then Peter said unto them, Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins, and ye shall receive the gift of the Holy Ghost.” (Acts 2:36-38 KJV)
NOTE:  According to some sources, by the year of 1830, there was 600,000 Roman Catholics in the USA.
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