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The Old School/New School tensions which led to the Presbyterian schism of 1837-1838
were related to and paralleled Gardiner Spring’s long career as the pastor of
the Brick Presbyterian Church in New York City.1 Samuel Miller, son and
biographer of Samuel Miller D.D., LL.D., wrote that the beginning of the
Hopkinsian controversy was “closely connected with the Rev. Gardiner
Spring’s settlement in the Brick Church.” Miller continued:
For half a century had this controversy been carried on in New
England, and it had before now shown itself in the Presbyterian
Church; but from about the date of Mr. Spring’s settlement, it
assumed among Presbyterians fresh importance and gradually . . .
divided them into the New and Old School parties.2

Rev. Dr. Gardiner Spring, c. 1830s

Spring was involved in and deeply affected by the
developing controversy. When the Old School/New
School schism occurred, to the surprise of many who
remembered his earlier advocacy of Hopkinsianism, he
chose the Old School which was critical of
Hopkinsianism, instead of the New School. Although he
opposed the division of the denomination, he took an
active role in the Old School church and served as
moderator of its 1843 General Assembly. More famously,
he fathered the “Gardiner Spring’s Resolutions” in the
1861 General Assembly which, in the early days of the
Civil War, committed the members of the Assembly to
support the Federal government. In 1869 the aged Spring
pled on the floor of the Old School General Assembly
that there be no delay in voting to reunite with the New
School.

Spring as a Hopkinsian in the Presbytery of New York
Hopkinsianism was developed by followers of Jonathan Edwards and
derived its name from Edwards’ disciple Samuel Hopkins, whose System of
Doctrines and other writings became widely influential in New England.3 In its
various forms Hopkinsianism agreed with the essential doctrines of the
Westminster Confession of Faith, including its stress upon the depravity of
humans and their utter inability to turn to God apart from God’s sovereign
grace. It modified, however, Westminster’s doctrines of the nature of human
inability, the imputation of the guilt of Adam’s first sin to his posterity, and the
atonement.4

Rev. Samuel Hopkins
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Son of leading Hopkinsian Samuel Spring,5 Spring may well have been suspect among the
anti-Hopkinsian old Calvinists in the Presbytery of New York even before they examined him
for ordination, in August of 1810. If so, he did nothing in his trial sermon to allay any anxieties
they may have felt about him. Instead, he wrote in his memoirs that he disturbed the presbytery
by boldly stating the views he “THEN entertained upon the subject of human ability.” He added,
“But for the strenuous efforts of the late Dr. [Samuel] Miller, who told the Presbytery that if they
condemned Mr. Spring for those views, they must condemn him, so far as I could learn, they
would have refused to ordain me.” Nevertheless, the records of the Presbytery of
New York show Spring taking an active role in its work. He attended its meetings regularly,
served on various committees and was elected its moderator in 1812.6 He maintained close
relations with other Hopkinsians within the Presbyterian Church and his earlier associates in the
Congregational Church, but also counted moderate and strict old Calvinists among his friends.7
However, strict old Calvinist, Ezra Stiles Ely, a fellow member of presbytery, found
Spring’s Hopkinsian leanings troubling. In 1811 he published A Contrast between Calvinism
and Hopkinsianism, which was aimed at Spring. In it he compared the doctrinal views of leading
Hopkinsian thinkers to those of Calvin, traditional Calvinists and such Calvinistic standards as
the Westminster Confession of Faith, the Larger Catechism, and the Heidelberg Catechism, with
the intention of showing that Hopkinsianism was not genuine Calvinism. He frequently cited the
writings of Gardiner Spring’s father, Samuel Spring, to illustrate the alleged errors of
Hopkinsianism.8 In 1811 Gardiner had no paper trail.9
Spring did not respond directly to Ely’s A Contrast. He wrote in his memoirs, “I had no
other way of quieting the alarm created by ‘The [sic] Contrast,” than by preaching ‘the truth as it
is in Jesus . . . .’” He continued, “I endeavored to exhibit the fundamental doctrines of grace as
the great means of bringing the benighted and lost out of darkness into God’s marvelous light.”10
Thus in keeping with the Hopkinsian tradition, he viewed doctrine in the light of the evangelistic
mission of the church.11
In his first substantive work, Essays on the Distinguishing Traits of Christian Character,
Spring made clear the Hopkinsian character of his theology, stressing the importance of the
Hopkinsian distinction between natural ability and moral inability, which Ely had attacked in A
Contrast.12 Natural ability consists in the possession of the faculties of understanding,
conscience, will and affections, which “constitute a moral agent, and make any being capable of
choosing or refusing, acting right or wrong as he pleases.” By possessing these faculties of the
mind a being “possesses all that is necessary to the exercise of holy and unholy affections.”
Moral inability, on the other hand, consists in “the total depravity of the carnal heart. It consists
in an insuperable aversion to holiness.” Inasmuch as the sinner’s aversion to holiness is total, it
is a genuine and complete inability. Yet it is also moral because it “is capable of being compared
with law; and therefore bears relation to praise and blame.” The doctrine of natural ability and
moral inability demonstrate that the sinner is responsible for his refusal to repent, and clears God
of the charge of condemning the sinner for failing to do what he lacks the ability to do. The
claim that man lacks the natural ability to obey God “is a libel on his righteousness.” But “if all
the inability of the sinner consists in his aversion to holiness . . . then God will be glorious in
sending him to hell. He ought to go there . . . .”13 The practical reason for Spring’s insistence
on the distinction between natural ability and moral inability was his belief that it facilitated
evangelism. It is difficult for a preacher to urge the unconverted to repent and believe if he
thinks they lack the ability to do so.14
Regarding imputation, old Calvinists were committed to the Westminster Confession’s
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doctrine that the first parents’ sin of eating the forbidden fruit resulted in two dire consequences:
(1) the guilt of their sin was imputed, and (2) their corrupted nature was conveyed “to all their
posterity, descending from them by ordinary generation.” Hopkinsian Timothy Dwight rejected
Westminster’s doctrine that the guilt of the first parents’ initial sin was imputed to their posterity,
reasoning “that it is impossible for the guilt of any person’s act to be transferred to any other
person . . . .” But he accepted its doctrine that their corrupted nature was conveyed to their
posterity. Thus he concluded that all become sinners and are guilty on their own account. 15
Spring’s position was essentially the same as Dwight’s. Early in his ministry several old
Calvinists in the Presbytery of New York submitted written questions to him, one of which read:
“‘Is the guilt of this first transgression imputed to or laid to the account of in law, of all mankind
descending from him by ordinary generation?’” Spring responded, “‘The guilt of this first
transgression is not transferred to his posterity, so that, if they had continued perfectly holy . . .
they would have been damned for his sin; but it is imputed, so that they are, by reason of their
connection with him as their federal head and representative, ORIGINALLY in a state of sin and
righteous condemnation.’”16
Also contested by old Calvinists and Hopkinsians, was the nature of the atonement and the
extent of its benefits. Old Calvinists held the penal substitutionary doctrine of the atonement,
according to which God’s justice was satisfied by the imputation of the guilt of sinners to Christ,
who bore the penalty of their sin in his death on the cross. Many Hopkinsians, however, adopted
the governmental doctrine of the atonement, which viewed God’s justice in relation to his rule
over the universe. Christ suffering was not an expiation of the guilt of sinners, since their guilt
could not be imputed to him, but rather a public display of God’s hatred of sin and a
manifestation of his justice. Christ’s death, therefore, made it possible for God to forgive
sinners, while at the same time upholding the authority of his law. Regarding the extent of the
atonement, strict old Calvinists held that Christ died for the elect only, whereas Hopkinsians
insisted “he died for the world, although . . . only the elect were effectively benefited.”17
Spring’s comments on the nature of the nature of the atonement during his early years in the
ministry were scant and sometimes ambiguous. His view of the extent of the atonement was,
however, clearly Hopkinsian. In a carefully crafted answer to the old Calvinist questioners from
his presbytery, he wrote that “Christ made an atonement for the sins of the whole world; but
designed the redemption or final deliverance from sin and hell of his own people . . . and none
else.” But in describing his early preaching in his memoirs, he wrote that he had stressed “the
all-sufficiency of the great atonement . . . and the unembarrassed offer of pardon and life to all
‘that have ears to hear.’”18
Despite their reservations about Hopkinsianism, moderate old Calvinists believed they
should cooperate with Hopkinsians in the work of the church. The 1817 General Assembly of
the Presbyterian Church admonished the 1816 Synod of Philadelphia for instructing its
presbyteries to “call to an account all such ministers as may be suspected to embrace any of the
opinions usually called Hopkinsian.” The Assembly also admonished the Synod for a passage in
its pastoral letter that could be “construed as expressing an opinion unfavorable to revivals of
religion . . . .” Although strict old Calvinists protested the Assembly‘s actions, an uneasy peace
existed in the denomination for more than a decade.19

Years of Controversy: 1830-1838
The Old and New Schools began forming as distinct parties in the Presbyterian Church about
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1829 or 1830. The constituents of the Old School were old Calvinists. They stood for strict
adherence to the theology of the Westminster Confession of Faith and to the Presbyterian form
of church government. Nineteenth century old Calvinism was to a large degree an extension of
the predominantly Scotch Irish, Old Side tradition of the eighteenth century. This tradition had
been strengthened by immigration from Ireland and a post Revolutionary War conservative
reaction within American Presbyterianism.20
The New School arose as a result of cooperative efforts between Presbyterians and
Congregationalists as they ministered to people streaming from the east into central and western
New York State and the Western Reserve (now northeastern Ohio).21 The Plan of Union,
approved in 1801 by the Congregational General Association of Connecticut and the
Presbyterian General Assembly, was designed to facilitate those efforts.22 The New England
heritage in the Presbyterian Church was strengthened by the resulting renewed contact with New
England Congregationalism, and the entrance of large numbers of former Congregationalists into
its membership and ministry. The New School was composed mainly of the New England
related churches of New York State; the Old School of the Scotch Irish churches of
Pennsylvania.23
Both schools, however, should be viewed in the context of larger movements in American
Protestantism in the late 1820s and the 1830s. New School Presbyterianism emerged as an
integral part of the evangelical awakening.24 Old School opposition to the New School was part
of an effort by churchly, authoritarian elements to “push back the advancing wave of a
democratic, unchurchly, and emotional sectarianism that was threatening to overwhelm them.”
Thus during the years that the Presbyterian Old School was battling the New School,
conservatives in the Episcopal, Lutheran, and Reformed churches were combating movements in
their denominations they found threatening.25
During the 1820s Presbyterianism experienced exponential growth in western New York
State where the terms of the Plan of Union were resulting in the mingling of Presbyterian and
Congregational polity and doctrinal tendencies. The Old School feared that this modified
Presbyterianism would soon dominate the entire denomination. Their fears were increased by
the success of the nondenominational American Education Society in educating ministers, and
American Home Missionary Society in developing new churches. The New School worked
through those agencies. The Old School believed that they would facilitate the New School’s
gaining control of the Presbyterian Church.26
Old School doctrinal concerns were intensified by the development of the “New Haven
Theology,” by Nathaniel W. Taylor and his associates at Yale Divinity School.27 The New
Haven theology went beyond Hopkinsianism in restating Westminster’s doctrines of original sin
and regeneration. Taylor modified the doctrine of original sin, declaring in a sermon he
preached in 1828 that the depravity of man is not to be attributed to his nature, but “‘is man’s
own act, consisting of some object, rather than God, as his chief good . . . .’” He also modified
the doctrine of regeneration insisting that it, too, is man’s own act, which takes place when a
person chooses God as his chief good, rather than the world. Taylor did give a nod to traditional
Calvinism by affirming, “‘such is their nature, that they will sin and only sin in all the
appropriate circumstances of their being,” and that men cannot choose God as their chief good
without the intervention of the Holy Spirit.28 Gardiner Spring and other Hopkinsians, as well as
the old Calvinists, believed that Taylor had distorted essential doctrines of Calvinism.29
In 1829 Albert Barnes preached his famous “The Way of Salvation” sermon. Barnes’
theology as expressed in that sermon was in line with Hopkinsian theology which was tolerated
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by moderate old Calvinists. Strict old Calvinists, however, believed that Barnes had been
influenced by Nathaniel Taylor’s doctrinal innovations, which caused them to view his theology
with alarm.30 Barnes was charged with heresy. His orthodoxy was contested in the Presbytery
of Philadelphia and the Synod of Philadelphia. To the dismay of the old Calvinists, he was
acquitted by the 1836 General Assembly.31
Subscription to the Westminster Confession was a key issue in this time of conflict about
doctrine. The New School followed the tradition of New England which required candidates for
the ministry to accept only those doctrines in the Westminster Confession that “are essential and
necessary” to the system. They contended that the demand for strict subscription substituted the
authority of a human instrument for that of the word of God, and that Presbyterians had
historically permitted a broad interpretation of subscription. The Old School, on the other hand,
insisted that none of Westminster’s doctrines should be questioned. They charged that by
ordaining ministers who “accept our standards merely for the substance of doctrine” New School
presbyteries were “concealing and conniving at error . . . .” Moderate old Calvinists Archibald
Alexander and Charles Hodge accepted strict subscription to Westminster for themselves as
professors at Princeton Theological Seminary, but opposed requiring it of the entire church.32
Old School fears about doctrine brought concerns about polity to the fore. Old Schoolers
charged that lax enforcement of Presbyterian polity in New School judicatories made it
impossible to obtain “a plain and sufficient sentence” against ministers charged with error.
Further, they were distressed by the widespread disarray in the denomination caused by the
intermingling of Congregational with Presbyterian forms of church government.33
By the 1830s not only the New School, but much of the Old School, believed that revivals
were an essential means of advancing the work of the church. Troubling to many, however,
were the “new measures” which Presbyterian evangelist Charles G. Finney had introduced in his
revivals in the 1820s. The new measures included such things as preachers castigating their
hearers, praying for the “unconverted” by name in the services, inviting those seeking salvation
to come forward to the “anxious bench,” hastily admitting converts to church membership,
denouncing “cold” ministers, and permitting women to exhort and lead in prayer in
“promiscuous assemblies“ (i.e., which included both men and women).34
The Old School “Testimony and Memorial” of 1837 charged that the new measures were
not only disorderly, but had filled many churches with “rash, ignorant and unconverted
persons . . . .” Moderate old Calvinist Samuel Miller asserted that the linking of the new
measures to the doctrine that sinners could convert themselves “‘appears to be adapted to destroy
souls wholesale!’”35 The New School was not of one mind about the new measures. A number
of New School ministers used them in their churches, while others opposed them. Lyman
Beecher, however, represented those New Schoolers who had reservations about the new
measures, but had decided to tolerate them, at least as used by Finney, on the ground that,
hopefully, they would do more good than harm.36
Some interpreters insist that slavery was a primary cause of the Presbyterian schism because
the emergence of the abolitionist movement in the 1830s coincided with the increasing hostilities
between the Old and New schools. This view is challenged by scholars who contend that the
controversy was not about slavery, but about doctrinal differences which had been troubling
Presbyterians for decades.37
James H. Moorhead, however, suggests viewing the slavery issue from another angle.
While he agrees that the struggle over slavery as such was not a major factor, he argues that it
must be seen against the background of conservatives’ fears in a time of rapid economic and
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social change that the very foundations of American society were being undermined. Sharing
these fears, Old School leaders linked the disorders in the Presbyterian Church with “‘the wide
spread and ever restless spirit of radicalism, manifest in both church and state . . . .’” Moorhead
reasons that inasmuch as fear of and anger directed against the abolitionists increased the ferment
afflicting American society, the conflict over slavery contributed to the anxieties experienced by
Old School Presbyterians and thus played a role in the disruption of the denomination.38
The controversy culminated in May of 183739 when the Old School dominated General
Assembly abrogated the Plan of Union and next ruled that synods and presbyteries formed under
the Plan were no longer part of the Presbyterian Church. The latter provision resulted in the
exscinding of 4 synods and 28 presbyteries, with their 509 ministers and 60,000 communicants.
Further, the 1837 Assembly recommended that the American Home Missionary Society and the
American Education Society should no longer operate in any of the denomination’s churches.
When the commissioners from the exscinded presbyteries were refused enrollment at the 1838
General Assembly they, with other New School ministers present, withdrew to form their own
General Assembly. There were now two Protestant bodies claiming to be the Presbyterian
Church in the United States of America.40

Spring and the Controversy
The years of controversy were difficult for Spring who often found himself on middle
ground regarding the issues troubling the church. Regarding doctrine, he was a member of the
1831 General Assembly’s committee on the Albert Barnes case which proposed resolutions
recognizing “unguarded and objectionable passages” in Barnes’ “The Way of Salvation” sermon,
but rejecting judicial action against him, in the light of the explanations he had given of these
passages.”41 Spring opposed the continuing efforts of the Old School to depose Barnes from the
ministry.42
While the theological views of many New School ministers were close to his own, Spring
believed that “the errors of the New Haven theology had begun to infect the Presbyterian Church
. . . .” He dated the beginning of Nathaniel W. Taylor‘s “novel and unscriptural” speculations,
with his 1829 review of Spring’s “A Dissertation on the Means of Regeneration”. Taylor had
used his lengthy “Review of Spring on the Means of Regeneration,” to introduce his own
unusual doctrine of regeneration. The essence of Taylor’s doctrine was that the Holy Spirit
suspends the principle of selfishness in the mind so that the person, moved by morally neutral
self-love, can choose God instead of the world as his chief good.43 Spring was appalled because
he believed that regeneration takes place not as a result of human choice, but by the Holy Spirit’s
transformation of the soul from a state of sin to a state of holiness. He charged that Taylor
agreed with the fourth and fifth century heretic Pelagius in making “depraved man the author of
his own salvation . . . .”44
Taylor’s doctrine of human depravity also troubled Spring. In 1833 Spring published A
Dissertation on Native Depravity, in which he attacked the New Haven view of the moral and
spiritual state of infants. He stated that the New Haven theologians taught that the newborn
“‘have no moral corruption of nature or propensity to evil,’” and that the purpose of his work
was to oppose those false views by showing that “’INFANTS ARE SINNERS.’” He used
Scripture, theology, and his observation of infants to make his case in this long, and sometimes
confusing, discourse.45 In a scathing rebuttal Taylor argued that Spring’s views were closer to
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those of New Haven than to those of the Presbyterian Old School, and implied that Spring’s
attack on the New Haven theology was motivated by a desire to deflect suspicion from his own
theology.46 Spring, however, viewed Taylor’s denial of the depravity of the newborn as
additional evidence of the Pelagian character of his theology. Taylor may have believed that
there was little difference between New Haven’s theology and Spring’s. Spring believed there
was a world of difference between the two.
Throughout his ministry Spring opposed requiring ministers to strictly subscribe to the
teachings of the Westminster Confession. In his memoirs he wrote: “I only ask that they
[ministers] ‘sincerely receive and adopt the Confession of Faith of the Presbyterian Church, as
containing the system of doctrine contained in the Holy Scriptures . . . . Few, in this age of
inquiry, believe every word of it.”47
Although Spring opposed Charles G. Finney‘s new measures, he invited Finney to preach in
the Brick Church, in July of 1828 when he was visiting in the city. He was startled by Finney’s
assertion in his sermon, “The Prayer of Faith,” that “there is such a thing as the effectual fervent
prayer of a righteous man . . . and that it is always answered by the specified blessing prayed
for.”48 An entire chapter entitled “Fanaticism in Revivals” is included in Spring’s memoirs. In
it he charged that the new measures were being used by Satan to corrupt genuine revivals in
order to discredit them in the minds of good men. He linked the new measures to the heretical
theology that teaches revivals “are got up by man’s device, and not brought down by the Spirit of
God. . . .” The “principal advocate of these new measures and these Pelagian errors,” he
charged, “was the Rev. Charles G. Finney.”49
Regarding polity, in 1831 Spring experienced the New School’s growing political power
after having been nominated to serve as moderator of the General Assembly. He was defeated
by Nathan S. S. Beman, who became the first New School moderator. While Spring and Beman
were awaiting the vote, Beman, who had spent the winter in the south, remarked to Spring that
he had been told “an effort would be made to make him Moderator; and, that there were ‘eight
votes he had lost, from the absence of members from Virginia.’” Old Calvinist Ashbel Green
questioned the appropriateness of such politicking.50
Spring claimed, in this same 1831 Assembly, that the Plan of Union did not authorize
presbyteries sending committee men to sit in the General Assembly.51 Although he agreed with
the Old School in opposing deviations from Presbyterian polity, he did not share their degree of
anxiety about the issue. His name is absent from the list of Old School protestors in the 1831
Assembly against irregularities in polity in the Plan of Union synods. Further, he opposed taking
strong action against churches and ministers that erred in polity.52
Spring followed the Old School line by transferring his and the Brick Church’s support from
the American Home Missionary Society to the Presbyterian Board of Domestic Missions. He
continued to approve of the work of the American Home Missionary Society, but supported the
Presbyterian Board because it operated under the standards of the Presbyterian Church, thereby
providing a strong bulwark “against the incursions of error from the New Haven school.”53
Spring’s stance in the Old School/New School struggle was typified by a resolution that he,
unsuccessfully, attempted to present at the April 1837 meeting of the Presbytery of New York
opposing sending delegates to an Old School called pre-Assembly convention. His resolution
acknowledged errors in doctrine and irregularities in polity in the church, but opposed the
proposed convention on the ground that its intent appeared to be:
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to mature measures to be brought before the next General Assembly, that shall result in
the deposition of ministers, whose theological views, though at variance with the
standards of the church, are not of such variance as to exclude them from the sacred
office. Or, should this be found impracticable, Presbytery have reason to believe that the
Convention will propose a division of the church. The Presbytery are free to confess,
they are not prepared for either part of this alternative.
His resolution concluded that Presbytery resolve:
1. That it is inexpedient to appoint Commissioners to the proposed Convention.
2. That it is expedient to concur in the recommendation inviting the churches to a day of
fasting and prayer to Almighty God for wisdom from above in the present crisis . . . .54
Even after the Draconian actions of the 1837 General Assembly, Spring hoped that the
unity of the church could be preserved. At the meeting of the Synod of New York the following
October, “A series of resolutions were introduced by Dr. Spring which he supposed would
harmonize the Presbyterian Church in its present disturbed condition.” Spring’s resolutions were
indefinitely postponed.55
At its October 1838 meeting the Presbytery of New York addressed the issue of whether to
adhere to the Old School or the New School General Assembly. Spring made the following
motion at that meeting:
1. Resolved. That this Presbytery approve of the course of its Commissioners to the
General Assembly of 1838, in their continuing to sit in that body, as it was regularly
organized in the 7th Presbyterian Church in the city of Philadelphia, on the 7th day of
May, last . . . .” The motion passed by a vote of 22 to 6.
“Revolved 2. That this Presbytery (without expressing any opinion on the measures
adopted by the General Assembly of 1837) continues to adhere to the Presbyterian
Church in the United States of America, represented by the General Assembly of 1837 &
by its successor in 1838, of which latter Assembly the Rev. William S. Plummer was
moderator.
The implied disapproval of the 1837 General Assembly’s actions in the parenthetical
words was unacceptable to many commissioners. An amendment to delete them passed with 17
aye votes. Spring and 6 other commissioners voted nay; there were 3 abstentions. Spring’s 2nd
resolution, now excluding the parenthetical words, was passed, also by a vote of 17 to 7. Three
commissioners, including Spring, abstained.56
Spring’s explanation to Presbytery of his abstention was described in an article in the
New York Observer: “Dr. Spring preferred his resolution as he introduced it. He thought it
important to retain the words stricken out, and was not prepared to adopt the resolution as
amended, although very decided in his determination to abide by it.”57 Thus Spring committed
to the Old School, but not without strongly implying that he disapproved of the drastic actions of
the 1837 General Assembly.
Having chosen the Old School, Spring entered fully into its life. He served on several
boards of the Old School General Assembly and was elected its moderator in 1843. Among his
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fellow ministers in the Old School church, he valued especially the moderate Old Calvinist
professors at Princeton Seminary.58
Despite his differences with the ultra old Calvinists, the Old School was in at least two
ways a natural fit for Spring. First, his committing to the Old School denomination permitted
him to stay with his presbytery. Second, as a man of the east by inheritance, physical location,
and in his social and political conservatism, he would have been predisposed toward the Old
School in this struggle which was, in part, a contest between the established east and the newer
west.59
Spring continued to believe, however, that the Draconian actions of the Old School
dominated 1837 and 1838 General Assemblies had been unwarranted. He expressed his views
on the subject in an address he delivered in 1856 at the closing of the old Brick Church building
on Beekman Street. He said, “The great schism in the Presbyterian Church in the United States,
which issued in the excision of so many churches in Western New York, was one in which this
church took no part, and which it endeavored to prevent.” He acknowledged there were errors in
doctrine and polity, but said:
It was our judgment there was a constitutional remedy for them and that it ought to have
been adopted. We had no confidence in the men who were leaders of the New School
party, and believed their aims were to secure exclusive power; but we could not believe
that the mass of their followers were not true to our standards, and could never be
persuaded that such a wholesale excision, without any previous trial, was consistent with
sound Presbyterianism.
He next explained why he and the Brick Church had chosen the Old School:
We were crowded to the wall, and called on to decide whether our allotment should be
cast with the New School who, had abandoned themselves to leaders with whom we had
no sort of sympathy, or with the Old School, with whom our doctrinal views and views of
church order were in unison, while we disapproved of their exscinding acts.60
“We were crowded to the wall” surely expressed Spring’s feelings since his desire had been
to remain in an undivided church, not to have to choose between the New and Old Schools. His
lack of sympathy for leaders of the New School doubtless was deeply rooted, especially in light
of his defeat for the post of moderator of the 1831 General Assembly by the political
maneuvering of New School candidate, Nathan S.S. Beman.61 Initially puzzling, however, is his
statement “our doctrinal views and views of church order were in unison with the Old School.”
His views of church order were in unison with those of the Old School, but at the time of the
schism his theological views as an Hopkinsian would have been closer to those of the New
School than of the Old.62 Yet his abhorrence of the New Haven theology made the difference
between Hopkinsianism and old Calvinism seem small to him. He later wrote: “If I must choose
between old Calvinism and New Haven theology, give me old Calvinism. Old -fashioned
Calvinists and old-fashioned Hopkinsians are not far apart; the more closely they are united in
opposing modern errors, the better.”63
A striking thing about this address - delivered in 1856 when relations between the Old and
New Schools were still strained - was Spring’s strongly expressed hope that the two
denominations would be reunited:
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There are hundreds of as good men and sound Presbyterians in the excinded (sic)
churches as are to be found among ourselves; and when time, that great healer, shall have
purged them of the unhallowed leaven, and fostered a more fraternal spirit in both these
branches of the great Presbyterian family in this land, we doubt not they will once more
become united and harmonious.64
A decade later, when reunion was being seriously considered, Spring wrote that reunion
should not take place as long as there were “any serious elements of strife” between the Old and
New Schools. He added that would occur in “a few years at most . . . [when] the principle actors
in this separation will have passed away . . . [and] a more conciliatory generation will occupy the
place of their fathers.”65
Three years later the Presbytery of New York sent Spring, now 84 and almost
blind, as a commissioner to the 1869 Old School General Assembly.66 He addressed the
Assembly during the debate on the subject of reunion with the New School, insisting that any
delay in the reunion of the two assemblies would be “‘flying in the face of the prayers of God‘s
people.’” He added, “’If you postpone this union another year . . . I shall probably not see it, but
shall die a member of a divided church.’” Both Assemblies did, however, vote to reunite, and
Spring officiated with the two moderators at the joint communion service which was held in the
Brick Church, on Friday, May 28, 1869.67
Thus while Spring inadvertently played a role in initiating the controversy that led to the
division of the denomination when he entered the Presbyterian ministry, he was able to play a
role in its reunion after the end of his active career.
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