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How the Priesthood of All Believers  
Became American
by Jonathan Strom

It is hard to overstate how ubiquitous the phrase “priesthood of all 
believers” has become in American Protestantism. In that deeply 

fractured context, it is widely embraced from the Southern Baptists 
on the Evangelical right to peace church Quakers on the left. Bill 
Hybels, the founder of  Willow Creek, the epitome of the American 
mega-church, devotes significant attention to the priesthood of all 
believers in his popular works.1 Lutherans in America, of course, 
also embrace the priesthood of all believers as part of their legacy.2 
If, alongside the slogan of sola scriptura, there is a piece of the Ref-
ormation’s legacy that continues to resonate broadly in the Prot-
estantism of the twenty-first century in North America, it is the 
common priesthood or the priesthood of all believers. While we 
might be tempted to treat this as an historical constant, that was 
far from the case. In early America, including among Lutherans, it 
was not a central feature of American Protestantism. That changed 
in the nineteenth century when it became for many a signature 
characteristic that cut across confessions and denominations. Even 
as the common priesthood remained closely associated with Luther 
and the Reformation, by the early twentieth century, Lutherans no 
longer exclusively defined it, and it took on broader cultural rele-
vance in American Protestantism. In turn, this came to affect how 
some American Lutherans understood it.

One of the difficulties of addressing the common priesthood, as 
I prefer to describe it, is the wide range of terminology associated 
with it. The formulation “priesthood of all believers” (das Priester-
tum aller Gläubigen) did not come into wide usage until the late 
nineteenth century and yet dominates most popular and scholarly 
discussions today. Luther did not, as Timothy Wengert points out, 
use that precise wording, and he never settled on uniform language 
with regard to the common priesthood that all Christians share.3 
He could refer to it as: “das eynige gemeyne priesterthum (the one, 
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common priesthood),”4 “eyn Christlich geystlich Priesterthumb 
(a Christian spiritual priesthood),”5 “de[r] gemeine priesterstand 
aller getauffter Christen (the common priesthood of all baptized 
Christians),”6 among other expressions. Each linguistic formulation 
is not without significance, of course, but individual formula-
tions cannot be read in narrow textual isolation from one another. 
Beginning with Luther, these different phrasings—often varying 
within one tract—represented a broader semantic field of meaning 
and stood for more than a bare literal construct. In seventeenth- 
century Lutheranism it became collectively known as “das geistliche 
Priesterthum (the spiritual priesthood)”; in the nineteenth century 
“das allgemeine Priesterthum (the common priesthood)” became 
the dominant turn of phrase in Protestant Germany, whereas in the 
English-speaking world it was “the universal priesthood,” sometimes 
“the general priesthood” and increasingly at the end of the nine-
teenth century, “the priesthood of all believers.” Adding to the inter-
pretative difficulty, a number of commentators refer to the “doctrine 
of the priesthood of all believers,” as if there is broad agreement what 
this phrase means theologically. But the priesthood of all believers or 
the common priesthood is less a defined doctrine than a complex of 
ideas about key biblical passages, the role of the laity in the church, 
the scope of the ordained ministry, and the nature of priesthood in 
theology and culture.7

In the following, I will make the argument that the common 
priesthood was not originally a significant part of American Prot-
estantism. Rather, after three centuries of being narrowly and often 
controversially Lutheran, it was transformed to represent a decidedly 
ecumenical version of Protestantism in Germany, and from there, 
influenced American Protestants who had close ties to Germany, 
including Charles Hodge, but most especially Philip Schaff, the Swiss 
émigré to the United States and founder of the American Society 
of Church History, whose works were enormously influential in 
shaping Protestant perceptions of the Reformation by Americans 
not only in the nineteenth but well into the twentieth century.

I will begin with some brief framing. First, in overview, how I 
see the common priesthood developing in the sixteenth through 
eighteenth centuries in Germany. Second, I will argue that the 
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common priesthood was generally not an explicit part of British 
or early American Protestantism, including the eighteenth-century 
revival movements. After this, I turn to what I see as a change in the 
nineteenth century, where earlier ideas that had been closely tied 
to Luther and Lutheran ideals merged into broader conceptions of 
Protestantism that were avidly taken up by North Americans. I will 
conclude with some observations about the ongoing career of the 
common priesthood in the twentieth century.

Early Modern Germany and the Common Priesthood

Most Protestants have at least a passing acquaintance with what 
we usually term “the priesthood of all believers.” There is a substan-
tial amount of literature devoted to Luther’s understanding of the 
common priesthood, with new dissertations and monographs con-
tinuing to appear.8 There is not much dispute that Luther began artic-
ulating a new understanding of clergy and laity beginning around 
1519 and with increasing frequency in the early 1520s, though schol-
ars continue to disagree about the meaning of common priesthood 
in Luther and the relationship between the common priesthood and 
the ordained office of ministry, especially after 1525. Major recent 
contributions include Harald Goertz’s Allgemeines Priestertum und 
ordiniertes Amt bei Luther (Common Priesthood and Ordained Office 
in Luther, 1997), Martin Krarup’s Ordination in Wittenberg (2007) and 
Timothy Wengert’s Priesthood, Pastors and Bishops (2008).9 There are 
real disagreements among scholars especially about interpreting 
Luther that cannot be resolved here, but a few observations may be 
in order. First, Luther continued to make reference to the common 
priesthood well into the 1530s and as late as 1544.10 For Luther, 
tying language of priest and priesthood to all Christians was not 
only an impulse to counter a clerical estate opposed to reform, but 
also an expression that all Christians are called to priestly functions 
in relation to neighbor and community which, however, do not 
stand in opposition to the public office of ministry.11 Second, few of 
Luther’s fellow reformers emphasize the common priesthood at all 
after 1525. Neither Philip Melanchthon nor Johannes Bugenhagen 
appear to give it much, if any, prominence.12  Themes of the common 
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priesthood do not appear explicitly in any of the Lutheran confes-
sions.13 Third, in the confessional period after Luther’s death, the 
common priesthood is cited only rarely. Perhaps the most extended 
treatment is a section on the sacerdotium commune found in David 
Chyträus’s 1569 tract, On Sacrifice.14 Tileman Heshusius mentions it 
briefly in an anti-papal context, and there is a short section in Philip 
Nicolai in 1604, though none of these appear to have resonance 
among other later Lutherans.15

The common priesthood emerged again among German Luther-
ans in the 1630s with the work of Joachim Betke, who made its 
recovery a central theme of his withering criticism of the Lutheran 
church and its clergy in his 1636 book entitled: Mensio Christianismi 
Et Ministerii Germaniae, which he further amplified a few years later 
with his Sacerdotium, Hoc Est, New-Testamentisches Königliches Priester-
thumb.16 Central to Betke’s arguments were extensive passages from 
Luther on the common priesthood. Betke wrote with passion—
his use of Luther could be somewhat haphazard—but he made an 
urgent case that the church could only be reinvigorated through the 
engagement of laity and Luther’s idea of royal priesthood. Mensio, in 
particular, found an eager audience, and over the next twelve years 
it would go through at least six editions. Pastor of a rural Branden-
burg parish in Linum, Betke is often considered a mystical spiritu-
alist, though he was not quite as radical as the company he kept.17 
The critical tone of Mensio got him hauled before the consistory 
in Berlin at least twice. Yet while unhappy, the consistory did not 
remove him from office or otherwise punish him.

Shortly thereafter Betke’s Mensio was amplified through a col-
lection of sermons by Johann Vilitz, a pastor in Quedlinburg, who 
seized on many of Betke’s insights but toned down his harsh rhet-
oric, especially criticism of the clergy and civil authorities, and 
focused on how the common priesthood could aid the clergy in 
reforming the church. His book, enititled Regale Sacerdotium (1639), 
was dependent on Betke’s Mensio but he did two things that were 
important for seventeenth-century Lutheran understandings of the 
common priesthood.18 First, Vilitz worked his way through the 
German volumes of the Jena edition of Luther and his postils to 
provide the widest possible range of passages from Luther to support 
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the common priesthood. In a period when reverence for Luther was 
at its peak, this could be quite persuasive. Second, Vilitz standardized 
relatively quickly the language of  “das geistliche Priesterthum” that 
would become the shorthand to characterize the common priest-
hood among almost all Lutherans of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, whether Pietist or Orthodox.

Vilitz did much to make das geistliche Priestertum acceptable 
among a wide range of Lutherans in the seventeenth century, but it 
was especially Philipp Jacob Spener who popularized it and made 
it central to his Pietist proposals. Although he may have sympa-
thized more with Betke than he let on in public, he reprinted  Vilitz’s 
work in 1670, and cited him explicitly in his 1675 Pia Desideria in 
support of his proposal to reinvigorate das geistliche Priesterthum.19 
In 1677, Spener published a separate tract, Das Geistliche Priester-
thum, that laid out his understanding with extensive biblical analysis 
and an appendix of authorities—most prominently Luther—that 
was nearly as long as the body of the tract itself.20 Spener used the 
common priesthood to justify the participation of laity in the life 
of the church, especially within the collegia pietatis, but also more 
generally in devotional life and with regard to other members of 
the Christian community. The most controversial aspect proved to 
be Spener’s full inclusion of women within the offices or Ämter of 
the spiritual priesthood, which he identified as the Word, prayer, and 
sacrifice.21

Opposition to the Pietist understanding of das geistliche Priestertum 
grew in the later seventeenth century, but the debate was never about 
its existence, per se, but rather about how far it ought to extend and 
whether a broad understanding undermined the ordained office of 
ministry.  Spener always imagined it as a vital adjunct to the ordained 
office, but, as Martin Greschat has noted, for Spener the relationship 
of ordained minister and laity had become more brotherly or frater-
nal, while his Orthodox opponents in contrast emphasized a more 
hierarchical father-child relationship and a higher notion of office 
that included a special Amts-Gnade or grace of office.22

The impact of the spiritual priesthood was more limited in the 
eighteenth century. Radical Pietists found Spener’s interpretation 
of the common priesthood too constrictive, and a number of them 
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developed a notion of an elite and ascetic Melchizedek Priesthood. 
For instance, Ernst Christoph Hochmann von Hohenau and Johann 
Gichtel connected it to Luther, but they were also influenced by 
English Böhmist interpretations of a Melchizedek priesthood via 
Jane Leade. In North America, Georg Conrad Beissel continued this 
notion of the Melchizedek priesthood in the Ephrata community.23

More mainstream Pietists after Spener were ambivalent as well. 
Although August Hermann Francke would occasionally mention 
it, it was not a major theme in his work. In contrast, Francke con-
centrated much more on the importance of a properly converted 
ministry to further his Pietist aims. His Halle colleague Joachim 
Lange carried on a debate with Orthodox opponents, such as Val-
entin Ernst Löscher, on the spiritual priesthood in the 1710s, but 
Lange defined it narrowly and included only a small portion of true 
Christians who were properly anointed to this spiritual priesthood, 
a strong contrast to Luther’s priesthood of all the baptized.24 Some 
early Enlightenment jurists could embrace the common priesthood, 
such as Christian Thomasius, though in part it served for Thomasius 
to limit the authority of the clergy in the early modern absolut-
ist state.25 When Johann Adam Steinmetz, who was at the heart of 
the church Pietist movement in the eighteenth century, republished 
some of Spener’s writings in the mid-eighteenth century, including 
das Geistliche Priesterthum, he remarked that each generation had to 
recover the spiritual priesthood anew, an indication that it was not 
quite forgotten but hardly as prominent as one might assume.26

Early America and the Common Priesthood

Some commentators on the common priesthood see it as a 
through-line of Protestantism since the Reformation, not only Luther 
but the Reformed and dissenting communities as well, includ-
ing early American traditions. This is, for instance, the position of 
Cyril Eastwood, a British Methodist scholar whose 1960 book, 
The Priesthood of All Believers, seeks to trace the common priest-
hood throughout Protestantism from Luther to the middle of the 
last century.27 Because Eastwood works with an ideal construction 
of the “doctrine” of the priesthood of all believers, he could infer 
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that the common priesthood is at work in specific figures who claim 
lay authority, even when there is virtually no reference to priestly 
language, much less a specific claim to something we might rec-
ognize as the common priesthood or priesthood of all believers. 
We might read Eastwood as a cultural artifact of Anglo-American 
Protestantism that assumed the place of the priesthood of all believ-
ers as central to Protestant identity since the Reformation,28 but 
many of his examples of proponents of the common priesthood are 
unconvincing.29

In contrast, I argue that there is little explicit reference to the 
common priesthood in British or American Protestantism until the 
middle of the nineteenth century. To be sure, there are occasional 
references to 1 Peter 2:9 and Revelation 1:6, and I will discuss a few 
of these briefly, but evidence suggests that early American Protes-
tants only rarely made reference to something we would recognize 
as the common priesthood. Arguments for lay authority generally 
found other bases rather than the language of a shared or common 
priesthood.

Indeed, one reason the common priesthood never really gained 
a rhetorical foothold in Britain or early America may have been 
the relatively strong phenomenon of lay involvement in Protestant 
Christianity from the seventeenth century onwards. Thomas Cart-
wright, for instance, could make the argument for the lay right to 
read and interpret scripture without any recourse to notions of the 
royal or common priesthood, contrary to Eastwood’s suggestion.30 
In contrast, when we see the revival of the common priesthood in 
German Lutheranism during the 1630s and 1640s, a significant part 
of its context was a criticism of a clerical culture within Lutheran 
communities and, correspondingly, an exceptionally weak struc-
ture of lay involvement in Lutheran churches that would not have 
characterized Puritan New England.31 Furthermore, the veneration 
of Luther as an authority meant that his wide range of statements 
on the common priesthood could take on an outsized influence in 
German Lutheranism, but would not have had the same authority 
in the Puritan tradition.32

Second, the designation of the Church of England’s ordained office 
as an explicit “priesthood” devalued this as a positive designation 
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when it came to lay or any Christians by those who were implaca-
bly opposed to the form of episcopacy and priesthood represented 
by the Church of England. It is telling that “priestcraft” became an 
all-purpose epithet that Puritans, dissenters, Quakers, and rational-
ists used to criticize the ordained ministry and clericalized culture, 
most especially the Anglican priesthood but by no means limited 
to the Anglicans.33 The charge of  “priestcraft” had a long tradition 
in British and American Protestantism that carried well into the 
nineteenth century when above all Baptists but also radical Meth-
odists like Lorenzo Dow continued to rail against it.34 “Priestcraft” 
is in some ways the rhetorical inverse of the common priesthood. It 
was not just anti-clerical, but also tainted the reappropriation of the 
word “priest” for all Christians, a move that would become central 
to the positive application of the common priesthood.

Of course, biblical passages typically used to support the common 
priesthood come up from time to time. For instance, both Cotton 
Mather and Jonathan Edwards could make reference to 1 Peter 2:9 
and the royal priesthood in a positive sense.35 Edwards, in fact, deliv-
ered an entire sermon on 1 Peter 2:9 that is probably the longest 
treatment of the common priesthood in early America. He even 
employs language of  “spiritual priesthood” in a way that might sug-
gest a German Pietist influence, though there is no strong evidence 
for this.36 But unlike among Pietists, especially in the seventeenth 
century, there is no broader resonance of this theme elsewhere 
in Edwards’ larger corpus. And in pointed contrast to Protestant 
Germany, New England laity scarcely required justification for 
their authority with regard to the ordained ministry and often did 
not fail to wield it. Edwards himself was later dismissed from his 
Northampton church because of the unhappiness of his congrega-
tion’s members.37

One might suspect the influence of the common priesthood 
through the immigration of German Pietists to North America in 
the eighteenth century, yet there does not seem to be any lasting 
influence through Lutheran or broader Protestant traditions with 
regard to the common priesthood. There are a number of occasional 
references by Johann Martin Boltzius in Ebenezer, Georgia, to the 
“spiritual priesthood,” that were typical of Lutheran Pietism.38 Yet 
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the Halle-trained Henry Melchior Muhlenberg, often hailed as the 
patriarch of American Lutheranism, made almost no reference to 
it in his journals, correspondence, or autobiography, which makes 
sense insofar as Muhlenberg sought to secure clerical authority over 
and against lay assertions of power in the church.39 Nor did Samuel 
Simon Schmucker, who in many respects revered the Pietist tradi-
tion, advocate it; his 1834 Elements of Popular Theology, that sought 
to define a distinctive American Lutheranism, does not mention 
the common or spiritual priesthood.40 This would change with 
Lutheran immigrants in the nineteenth century, particularly from 
German territories, but earlier American Lutherans, even those with 
Pietist roots, did not appear to take a strong interest in the common 
priesthood.

In the early republic, as Hartmut Lehmann argues, Luther became 
a figure of fascination for many in America.41 He was a heroic figure 
for Ralph Waldo Emerson—at least for a time—and Emerson 
included a presentation on Luther in his public lecture circuit in the 
1830s.42 Yet an examination of a wide range of books on Luther and 
the Reformation from a range of perspectives in the first half of the 
nineteenth does not reveal the common priesthood or priesthood 
of all believers to be a major theme. Most do not mention it at all, 
much less make it a major feature of  Luther’s thought or a character-
istic of the Reformation.43 No one reading these works in America 
would come away with the idea that the common priesthood was in 
any way a major theme or topic of  Luther and Reformation. This, 
however, started to shift in the mid-nineteenth century as influences 
from Germany began to influence American perspectives.

Two Strands of the Common Priesthood in  
Nineteenth-Century Germany

After relatively little innovation in the eighteenth century, at the 
beginning of the nineteenth two broad strands of thinking emerged 
in Protestant Germany with regard to the common priesthood 
that were not entirely unrelated but responded to different con-
cerns about confessional identity and the place of Protestantism in 
nineteenth- century Germany. These two strands pulled in some 
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different directions that, in turn, brought them into tension and even 
conflict, and they would have distinct influences on the American 
reception of the common priesthood.

The first strand is a legacy of the Lutheran tradition and was most 
often though not universally identified with “das geistliche Priester-
thum,” or the spiritual priesthood. It represented the Lutheran her-
itage of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, especially Pietist 
but by no means exclusively so. It became particularly important 
during the emergence of the Erweckungsbewegung or revival move-
ment in nineteenth-century Germany. In Lutheran circles, this is 
typically how it would be understood. In his history of the church 
since the Reformation, Johann Matthias Schrökh connected the 
common priesthood with the spiritual priesthood—he used both 
terms “allgemeines Priesterthum (common priesthood)” and “geistli-
ches Priesterthum (spiritual priesthood)” interchangeably—and 
strongly identified it with Spener and the Pietist heritage.44 Despite 
a renewed interest in Luther as a leading German figure in the early 
years of the nineteenth century, there does not appear to be more 
than occasional interest in Luther’s understanding of the common 
priesthood around the 1817 jubilee of the Reformation.45 In fact, 
some Lutheran theologians took the occasion to go in quite dif-
ferent directions and emphasize the distinctively priestly nature of 
the office of ministry over and against the laity. In his own, updated 
“95 Theses” from 1817, Claus Harms criticized the current Lutheran 
church, especially the influence of rationalism but also the perceived 
diminution of clerical status.46 Undoubtedly, Harms’ embrace of 
priestly language for the office of ministry betrayed some uneasi-
ness about the status of the clergy in the early nineteenth century 
with the rise of rationalism and profound political changes across 
Germany.

In the Erweckungsbewegung, the Pietist understanding of the 
common priesthood appears to take on new meaning. In Prussia, 
Ernst Wilhelm Hengstenberg (1802–1869) referred relatively fre-
quently to “das geistliche Priesterthum” as a characteristic of the 
Evangelical Church, beginning in the first issues of his journal, 
Evangelische Kirchen-Zeitung in 1827.47 A pastor in Saxony pub-
lished a new edition of Spener’s Das geistliche Priesterthum in 1830, 
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and in 1831 the Kirchen-Zeitung ran a glowing review of the new 
edition that warmly and without reservation endorsed his rather 
broad understanding of the common priesthood as a means to 
revive piety.48 In southern Germany, the revival-oriented publish-
ers of the Christen-Bote in 1833 identified one of Spener’s most 
important legacies to be das geistliche Priestertum that allowed laity 
to engage and interpret scripture, pray for others, as well as to form 
their own devotional groups—all, of course, without injuring the 
ordained office.49 The Christen-Bote continued to raise this revival 
of the Pietist understanding of the common priesthood well into 
the 1840s, arguing that it had been left insufficiently implemented.50 
This strand continues throughout the nineteenth century, but many 
in the Erweckungsbewegung became quite critical of a wide extension 
of the common priesthood, including Hengstenberg, especially as it 
was represented by the second broader strand, and their own inter-
pretation of it will become considerably more elite and restrictive.51

The second strand appears to have a different origin, born less out 
of a Pietist heritage that was self-consciously Lutheran than a new 
sense of general Protestant distinctiveness, particularly in the face 
of new challenges from those who reject Christianity altogether 
or find Catholicism a compelling alternative. One place where 
interpreters have identified this is, for instance, in Schleiermacher’s 
famous Speeches (1799) on the idealized, non-hierarchical Christian 
(that is, Protestant) community, especially the fourth speech, where 
he refers to “each person is a priest” and at the same time “each is 
a layperson.”52 Christine Helmer sees Schleiermacher propound-
ing a community that is “identical with a Protestant (and Pietist) 
understanding of the common priesthood.”53 Whether this precisely 
corresponds with Pietist and earlier Protestant understandings of 
the common priesthood is open to question, but it does reflect an 
understanding of the common priesthood that is broadly Protestant 
and less confessionally identified with Lutheranism or for that matter 
Calvinism. By highlighting the idea of everyone a priest, Schleier-
macher may also have been appealing to a Romantic reappropria-
tion of the priestly in the aesthetic realm.54 In his second edition of 
the Speeches (1806), Schleiermacher makes the contrast to Roman 
Catholicism even clearer on the question of the priesthood.55 The 
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theme of the common priesthood appears periodically in Schlei-
ermacher in the Glaubenslehre, where he writes of the “Christian 
priesthood” and the “Christian common priesthood”56 as well as in 
an 1826 sermon on 1 Peter 2:9 where he likewise emphasized that 
all belong to this priesthood.57

One of the strongest advocates for this strand of the common 
priesthood in the first half of the nineteenth century was the church 
historian August Neander.  A Jewish convert to Christianity, he cred-
ited Schleiermacher’s Speeches as particularly influential in his youthful 
conversion, though he later moved in a more traditional direction.58 
Specializing in early Christianity, Neander did not stress the Pietist 
or even the Lutheran origins of the common priesthood but rather 
developed it based on his understanding of the early church. Writing 
on Chrysostom in 1821, Neander talked about “die Grundidee des 
ursprünglichen Christenthums von dem allgemeinen Priesterthum 
aller Christen (the foundational idea of original Christianity regard-
ing the common priesthood of all Christians).”59 This remained a 
central theme of Neander’s work on the early church, particularly 
with his interpretation of Tertullian,60 that would become influential 
on North Americans because of the popularity of his translations 
into English. Philip Schaff would later remark on this broad Amer-
ican influence, noting that there were more editions of Neander’s 
main historical works in English than in German.61

Neander also applied this notion of the common priesthood, “das 
allgemeine Priesterthum,” to the contemporary Protestant church 
in Prussia in his less historical and more programmatic discussions. 
It came up in his popular presentations, for instance, in honor of the 
twenty-fifth anniversary of the Prussian Bible Society in 1839.62 He 
talked about the common priesthood as a revitalizing part of the 
church with his former students such Johann Hinrich Wichern in 
the 1840s.63 And he hoped that in the discussions of a new church 
constitution in Prussia in 1846, that the common priesthood would 
play a greater role in the polity of the church.64 This did not come 
to pass, but Neander saw the first half of the nineteenth century as 
a time when lay witness to faith could emerge and that “das allge-
meine Priesterthum” could once again, as he put it, “make its power 
operative.”65
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The common priesthood became part of broader discussions of 
Protestantism in Germany during the first half of the nineteenth 
century. One of the strongest public advocates was Christian Carl 
Josias von Bunsen, the Prussian diplomat and ardent lay theologian. 
Highly learned and with a broad humanistic education, Bunsen, too, 
had been influenced by Schleiermacher as a young man in Berlin.66 
Deeply devoted to the Protestant cause, when he became secre-
tary to the Prussian ambassador to the Vatican, he organized almost 
single-handedly the 1817 Reformation celebrations at the Prussian 
legation in Rome, including delivering the public lecture on its 
occasion.67 Later in conjunction with the legation’s chaplains, he 
developed his own revision of a Protestant liturgy for use in Rome 
that he later published. Bunsen, who became Prussian ambassador 
to the Vatican in 1823, went on to a distinguished diplomatic career, 
including as Prussian ambassador to Great Britain. He was a kind of 
Protestant patriot, devout and not narrowly confessional, and he was 
particularly invested in building ecumenical connections between 
British and German Protestants. As Samuel Keeley argues, he was 
concerned with a loss of Protestant cultural vitality in the nineteenth 
century and sought to counter that, in part, through a recovery of 
the common priesthood. We can see that in his proposal for reform 
of the liturgy published in 183368 but especially in his programmatic 
1845 book, Die Verfassung der Kirche der Zukunft, which has a long 
section devoted to the common priesthood that was not merely a 
proposal for polity but a sketch for how the common priesthood 
could renew Protestantism through greater inclusion of the laity in 
the work of the church.69 It is this second strand that would partic-
ularly influence broader American understandings of the common 
priesthood.

Philip Schaff and the Americanization of the Common Priesthood

In 1854 Philip Schaff delivered a series of lectures to audiences 
in Berlin and Frankfurt on Christianity in America in which he 
described the common priesthood as a characteristic element of 
American Protestantism. The Swiss-born Schaff had been an excep-
tionally promising student in Tübingen and Berlin, and as an emerging 
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church historian he forged a close connection to August Neander.70 
Schaff had been called to the United States as a professor at the 
small theological seminary in Mercersburg, Pennsylvania, almost as a 
missionary in the eyes of some to bring German theological rigor to 
Protestantism in America. His inaugural lecture, published in 1845 as 
the Principle of Protestantism, provoked deep criticisms among Amer-
ican Protestants for describing the Catholic origins and ongoing 
catholicity of Protestantism.71 The outrage was such that he faced a 
trial for heresy, though he was easily acquitted. Prior to arriving in 
America, Schaff knew little about Christianity in the United States 
and initially he could be dismissive of  American denominationalism 
or sectarianism. But even in this first work you can see Neander’s 
influence, including his notion of the common priesthood as central 
to Protestantism, though it was not so prominent as it would later 
become.72

Ten years later, by the time of his lectures in Germany, Schaff 
had become more appreciative of the diversity of  American Protes-
tantism, and he sought to explain his understanding to his German 
audiences. One aspect that stands out is the way that Schaff connects 
the common priesthood (das allgemeine Priestertum) to the unique 
American political circumstances. In the preface to the published 
lectures, he wrote:

Just as a full unfolding of the principle of Catholicism, in both the good form 
of authority and the bad form of tyranny, had to precede the purifying and 
emancipating struggle of the Reformation. Now America tends towards this 
consistent carrying out of the religious and political principle of Protestantism; 
that is, the practical application of the universal priesthood and kingship of 
Christians.73

Schaff explicitly tied allgemeines Priestertum here to the republican 
structure of the United States:

[It] is, in some sense, a transferring to the civil sphere the idea of the univer-
sal priesthood of Christians, which was first clearly and emphatically brought 
forward by the Reformers. With the universal priesthood comes also a corre-
sponding universal kingship; though, of course, this no more excludes a special 
kingship, or a rank of rulers, than the other, a particular ministry.  This universal 
kingship is what the American Republic aims at.74
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Schaff is the first whom I have found to make the connection 
that American Protestantism is an exemplary development of the 
common priesthood that is particularly well-suited to American 
republican ideals. Earlier, Schaff remarked several times on the 
common priesthood as a feature of true Christianity—in the Mer-
cersburg Review as well as in his book, History of the Apostolic Church, 
where, much like his teacher Neander, he made the common priest-
hood a central aspect of early Christianity.75 But this connection 
of the common priesthood to American Protestantism in the 1854 
lectures appears distinctive. He mentions it several times through-
out the book. For instance, “We need unquestionably independent 
congregations, in which the general priesthood shall be no empty 
name, but a living reality,” highlighting Congregationalists as an 
ideal, though one that lacked, in Schaff ’s view, a necessary presbyte-
rial or episcopal structure.76

It is true that there was an increasing receptivity to a notion of 
the common priesthood in the United States during the 1850s, and 
this was not solely due to Schaff. Denominational presses picked 
it up from Schaff and other sources. This goes beyond the Mercers-
burg Review and the German Reformed Messenger (later the Reformed 
Messenger) which were closely associated with Schaff, and in which 
Schaff continued to publish. It also applies to much more diverse 
denominational journals such as the Friends’ Review, a Quaker journal 
published in Philadelphia which explicitly drew on Neander’s work 
on the early church to further an understanding of the common 
priesthood. In other articles, the Friends would increasingly con-
nect it as central to the Quaker vision of a religious community 
without a professional ministry.77 Other denominational journals 
also embraced the common priesthood. The Methodist Quarterly 
Review, the best-known Wesleyan journal of nineteenth-century 
America, began discussing the common priesthood with some fre-
quency during the 1850s in response to Neander’s work on the early 
church and then later as influenced by the sessions of the 1857 Berlin 
Conference of the Evangelical Alliance, in which several speakers 
emphasized the common priesthood.78 American Methodists inter-
preted this as fully consonant with their own understanding of lay 
authority and a way of harnessing those Protestants with different 
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creeds “to combine their strength against common enemies.”79 By 
the 1860s, Methodists were discussing the common priesthood in 
more popular periodicals such as the Ladies Repository published in 
Cincinnati, and by the 1870s it was a common topic in a range of 
other Methodist periodicals such as the Christian Advocate published 
in New York or the Southern Review published in Baltimore. There, 
Schaff was given particular credit for reviving the “universal priest-
hood of believers” as a central part of Protestant identity.80 We can 
multiply this with many other examples, for instance from the break-
away Reformed Episcopal Church that explicitly emphasized that 
“all believers are a ‘royal priesthood’” in its split with the Episcopal 
Church in the early 1870s.81 Opposition to Roman Catholicism was 
an explicit part of many claims for the common priesthood at this 
time and was likely indicative of broader anti-Catholic bias among 
many American Protestants in the late nineteenth century.82

It would be wrong to suggest that Schaff was the sole source driv-
ing the understanding of the common priesthood, as there were 
multiple paths from Germany to America. In the early 1850s Charles 
Hodge, certainly no friend to the Mercersburg theologians, referred 
to the universal priesthood in the Princeton Review and preached 
on the “priesthood of believers” several times in subsequent years.83 
The ecumenical Evangelical Alliance had an effect with propagating 
the common priesthood among a range of denominations; Bunsen’s 
books, most of which were translated into English, had an indepen-
dent influence as well.84 But it is difficult to overestimate the influ-
ence of Philip Schaff on the American conception of church history 
and especially the claim that the common priesthood was a cen-
tral element of Protestantism. After leaving Mercersburg, he moved 
to New York and later held one of the most prominent chairs in 
church history in the United States at Union Seminary. He was the 
founder of the American Society of Church History in 1888, and his 
books influenced generations of students through their many edi-
tions, which continued to be printed well into the twentieth century.

In his Creeds of Christendom from 1877, Schaff argued that the 
Reformation was the “greatest event” in Christian history after its 
inception with Christ, and he identified the common priesthood as 
one of three fundamental principles of  Protestants after the Bible and 
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the doctrine of justification by faith.85 Schaff continued to reinforce 
this perspective through his active participation in the Evangelical 
Alliance.86 The common priesthood was an important theme in his 
address to the Alliance’s gathering in Copenhagen in 1884, “Discord 
and Concord,” in which he extolled Protestantism over Roman 
Catholicism for having the “unspeakable advantage of evangelical 
freedom” and “the general priesthood of believers.”87 During the 
anniversary year of Luther’s birth in 1883, Schaff further reinforced 
his contention that the common priesthood found special affinity 
in American republicanism. “The principle of the general priest-
hood of the Christian people is the true source of religious and 
civil freedom. It has never yet been fully realized in Europe but has 
its widest prospects in the virgin soil of this vast republic under the 
sunshine of liberty if we are true to our trust and avoid the dangers 
that threaten us.”88

Schaff ’s views were widely shared in the English-speaking world 
at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury. Thomas Lindsay, a Free Church Scottish historian who was 
influenced, at least in part, by Schaff, elevates the common priest-
hood even further, making it the overriding principle of the entire 
Reformation. He could declare, “the Priesthood of all believers is 
the principle of the Reformation,” and he derived other princi-
ples such as justification or sola scriptura directly from it.89 Lindsay’s 
main works on Luther and the Reformation would continue to be 
reprinted well into the twentieth century.90

If one surveys popular and scholarly works on Protestantism and 
the Reformation at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the 
twentieth century in the United States, the language of the priest-
hood of all believers or universal priesthood seems remarkably 
widespread especially in contrast to American works one hundred 
years earlier. In 1901, a Methodist minister from Albion, Michigan, 
could declare that one of his main reasons for being a Protestant 
was “the common priesthood of all believers, and the nearness of 
God to each individual soul [which] makes unnecessary and use-
less the arrogant claims of a hierarchy or priesthood which puts 
itself between the Father and his children.”91 In 1910, Isaac Halde-
man, the conservative Evangelical leader of  New York’s First Baptist 
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Church, decried Romish suppression of  “the common priesthood 
of all believers” in an oft-reprinted book that was a part of his larger 
anti-Catholic criticisms.92 Elsewhere, we see in the early twentieth 
century descendants of the Stone-Campbellites identifying their 
restorationist movement strongly with the idea the priesthood of 
all believers,93 something that another restorationist group, the U. S. 
Plymouth Brethren also did.94 The popular biography of  Luther by 
Arthur Cushman McGiffert, Martin Luther, The Man and His Work, 
first published in 1911, highlighted the common priesthood as a 
central feature of Luther. And later in the fraught celebrations of 
the 400th anniversary of the Reformation in the midst of  World 
War I, McGiffert like Schaff before him, connected the flourish-
ing “great democratic notion” of the “priesthood of all believers” 
to the context of the United States.95 More scholarly approaches 
to Luther and the Reformation by Preserved Smith also included 
reference to the commonplace nature of Luther’s “priesthood of 
all believers” in his work on the Reformation, though in a more 
nuanced way.96

Lutherans in America

American Lutherans also took up the common priesthood in 
the mid-nineteenth century, but many of these discussions centered 
on the relationship of the common priesthood to the office of 
ministry. The dispute of C. F. W Walther and J. A. A. Grabau in the 
middle decades of the century is a characteristic example of how 
inner-Lutheran debates on the common priesthood centered on 
the relationship to the office of ministry.97 Of course, for Lutheran 
immigrants from lands with state churches, the new context of the 
United States required a rethinking of traditional church govern-
ment. In this setting, Walther relied on a transference theory of 
ministerial office from the congregation which was rooted in the 
common priesthood to which Grabau strenuously objected.98  With-
out question, the common priesthood featured more and more in 
American Lutheran discussions during the second half of the nine-
teenth century, but most discussions of it remained closely tied to 
the theological understanding of the ministerial office and questions 



442 LUTH ERA N  QUA RTER LY

of governance, which were not a major part of broader Protestant 
discussions beyond Lutheran circles.

As in other epochs, a more expansive understanding of the 
common priesthood could compete with the rights and privileges 
of the clergy, but most American Lutherans retained a relatively high 
understanding of ministerial office. As Todd Nichol argues, even 
though Lutherans in America disagreed on many issues, they tended 
to avoid the extremes of the debates in Germany and landed on a 
broad consensus on the nature of ministerial office that continued 
well into the twentieth century despite disagreements on transfer-
ence or the role of laity in governance.99 In the early 1860s, Mat-
thias Loy came to advocate a relatively robust understanding of the 
common priesthood against a narrow understanding of it that was 
limited to offering only spiritual sacrifices. He particularly argued 
for its use as part of the keys and absolution and was one of the 
first to consistently use the precise wording of the “priesthood of 
all believers” in the American context.100 He articulated something 
close to a transference theory of ministerial authority. Others such 
as Charles Porterfield Krauth resisted lay involvement in the gov-
ernment of the church, but still allowed room for exercise of the 
common priesthood in a limited way.101 By the end of the century, 
American Lutherans, following larger trends among Protestants and 
discussions in Germany, began to emphasize the common priest-
hood in popular depictions of Luther, such as in Henry E. Jacobs’ 
biography of Luther.102

Almost all American Lutherans accepted the common priesthood 
to some extent, but they were not in agreement about its extent or 
interpretation. Disagreements about the transference theory con-
tinued, and some interpreted the common priesthood quite nar-
rowly in the early twentieth century.103 Yet around the same time, 
other Lutherans in America sought to expand the understanding 
of the common priesthood. In 1907, a lecture to a Luther League 
assembly in Pennsylvania emphasized the “universal priesthood of 
believers” drawing on the importance of sacrifice and prayer but 
also social action in the sense of the Inner Mission.104 The same 
year when Henry E. Jacobs published his Summary of the Christian 
Faith, he translated and appended the body of  Spener’s The Spiritual 
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Priesthood, the only such historical document in his book, which is 
difficult to interpret as anything but a call to greater lay engagement 
on the basis of the common priesthood.105 Another translation of 
Spener’s The Spiritual Priesthood appeared ten years later as a stand-
alone publication.106

Overall, Lutherans in American remained cautious interpret-
ers of the common priesthood and did not make the grand claims 
for it that we see in Schaff and Lindsay’s historical works or the 
more striking justifications for it among other radical Protestants 
such as the Quakers, who rejected the ordained ministry altogether. 
Although the common priesthood may have been quite closely 
tied to Luther and the Reformation as in Schaff or Lindsay, Amer-
ican Lutherans were not the prime drivers of interpretations of the 
common priesthood in the American public sphere. Lutherans on 
all sides remained more confessionally oriented and their interpreta-
tions tended to reflect the debates surrounding the first strand of the 
common priesthood described above,107 namely, how Luther and the 
Lutheran tradition had understood the common priesthood above 
all in relation to the ministry. Walther’s repeated use of the phrase 
“das geistliche Priesterthum” signaled this connection early on.108 
Lutherans were not entirely immune from the larger American dis-
cussions—Loy’s use of the phrase “the priesthood of all believers” 
may suggest some acculturation to broader American usage, but he 
did not quite mean by it what other non-Lutherans would later 
understand it to be. For the most part, Lutherans in America seemed 
to play a scant role in the popular American appropriation of the 
common priesthood in the second half of the nineteenth century or 
early twentieth century.

Further Developments and Concluding Thoughts

Schaff and others like him succeeded in making the priesthood 
of all believers a commonplace of Protestant identity by the early 
twentieth century in America. This was a triumph, in some respects, 
of what I have described as the second strand of thinking on the 
common priesthood from the latter half of the nineteenth century 
that can be traced back to Neander and Bunsen. It was rooted in 
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the Reformation and Luther, to be sure, but less so than the first 
strand that emerged out of seventeenth-century Lutheranism and 
Pietism, and this first strand was much more entangled with the 
appropriation of Luther’s writings and the Lutheran tradition on 
the theology of the ordained office. Helped along by Schaff, this 
second strand of the common priesthood was tied to a sense of 
Protestant cultural superiority over and against Catholicism and 
a sometimes facile identification of the common priesthood with 
American and republican ideals. This emphasis on the common 
priesthood was a remarkable shift from the views of  Luther and the 
Reformation in the early American republic, in which it played, at 
best, a negligible role.

The growing acceptance of the common priesthood as part of 
American Protestant identity in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century was not especially sophisticated. There were real 
weaknesses in Schaff ’s arguments, through which he made the 
common priesthood central to his understanding of Protestantism 
in America and a logical consequence of the Reformation. Indeed, 
the much more theological arguments raised by Lutherans about 
its importance in understanding the ministry or ecclesiology were 
not of particular interest to him. In 1909, Charles Augustus Briggs, 
who had been Schaff ’s colleague at Union Seminary and is best 
known for his very public excommunication from the Presbyterian 
Church in 1893 for his modernist views of the Bible, questioned 
whether Schaff ’s characteristic elements of Protestantism, especially 
the common priesthood, held up. Briggs, who became an Episco-
pal priest after his expulsion from the Presbyterians, argued that 
Roman Catholics and the Council of  Trent never denied the uni-
versal or royal priesthood and that their arguments had rather been 
against the misuse of the “Protestant doctrine of the priesthood of 
believers.”109 And in a book published a year after Briggs’ death in 
1914, his criticisms of Schaff are even more pointed, questioning 
whether Schaff ’s interpretation of Luther and the Reformation on 
the common priesthood were really so accurate, as well as reiterating 
his earlier argument that Protestants and Catholics agree on “the 
Biblical principle of the royal Priesthood.”110 Briggs is not neces-
sarily representative of broader Protestant positions at that point, 
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but his dissent points to the growing scholarly debate on what the 
common priesthood meant for understanding Luther and the Ref-
ormation as well as broader conceptions of Protestantism in the 
United States during the twentieth century.

Some Baptists and Evangelicals in America would take the 
common priesthood in new directions in the twentieth century. 
Malcolm Yarnell has described how E. Y. Mullins, the long-term 
leader of the Southern Baptist Seminary and considered by many to 
be the re-founder of the Southern Baptist Convention, was influ-
enced by Schaff and used the priesthood of all believers in the early 
twentieth century as a way of drawing Southern Baptists together. 
At the same time he also claimed a place for these Baptists as a main-
stream denomination in America, in part by tying the priesthood of 
all believers to ostensible American notions of religious liberty.111 
Yarnell is highly critical of Mullins’s individualistic interpretation of 
the common priesthood, but there is no doubt that it has become 
central to Baptist debates, leading Timothy George to observe wryly 
that it had displaced biblical inerrancy as the “hottest item of dis-
pute” among Southern Baptists by the 1980s.112 Some even speak 
of a specifically “Baptist doctrine of the Priesthood of All Believ-
ers.”113 And it has remained a controverted Baptist notion well into 
the twenty-first century where differing interpretations of it are at 
the center of many Baptist debates on congregational authority and 
women’s ordination.114 This conception remains tethered to Luther 
and the Reformation in most authors but often only superficially.

This appreciation is not limited to Baptists. Many non-denom-
inational Evangelicals have adopted it as well, such as Bill Hybels, 
but there are also many others from a range of traditions. Contem-
porary Quaker theologians such as Stephen Angell refer to it as a 
“bedrock” principle of Quakerism.115 Methodists draw from it on 
both sides of the Atlantic, as do many Presbyterians.116 Of course, 
there is occasional pushback. T. F. Torrance decried “the ruinous 
individualism” implicit in the phrase priesthood of all believers, a 
charge that comes up periodically among Evangelicals as well.117 
And yet as a broad concept it continues to have an impact, wit-
nessed by books with a practical theological bent that continue to 
be published year after year.118
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Lutheran discussions in America were shaped largely by the 
Lutheran confessions, the authority of Luther, and a concern for 
the ordained office. Even as they may have argued for and against a 
broader understanding of the common priesthood, their arguments 
tended to revolve around what I have described as the first strand 
and the terms set by the Lutheran tradition, rather than the broader 
Protestant arguments of the second strand. Unconstrained by the 
Lutheran confessions and tradition, other Protestants in America 
could discuss the common priesthood in quite different ways, even 
if they employed the same or similar terminology. Indeed, one of the 
ongoing misunderstandings surrounding the common priesthood 
is that there is an identifiable doctrine or even a shared conception 
of what this may have meant theologically and culturally over time. 
Instead, there are multiple discourses in which the same phrase can 
signify divergent meanings, often with implications that depend on 
the context and the socio-theological commitments of participants. 
Accordingly, the prominence of the common priesthood has waxed 
and waned since the sixteenth century.

This multiplicity of meaning points to further research. I have 
endeavored to show how the common priesthood became “Ameri-
canized” in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and earned 
a place in the larger Protestant lexicon. Its ongoing relevance in both 
Lutheran and broader Protestant circles well into the twenty-first 
century raises additional questions of how the common priesthood/
priesthood of all believers continued to shape the broader under-
standings of Protestant and even Catholic conceptions of laity and 
ministry.119 The increasing attention to the study of Luther in the 
twentieth century in the so-called “Luther renaissance” and then in 
the post-war growth of ecumenical Reformation research fueled 
new investigations of Luther’s understanding of the common priest-
hood that are still not resolved. At the same time, the priesthood of 
all believers has taken on a significance in popular religious discus-
sions that while not entirely immune from more scholarly conver-
sations has its own momentum. Why does the common priesthood 
or perhaps better the priesthood of all believers, a phrase that almost 
all associate with Luther, persist across denominational and ideolog-
ical lines, even if many advocates accept almost nothing else from 
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his theology? How have Lutherans responded as a seemingly core 
Lutheran concept is appropriated in ways that would have surprised 
and even shocked earlier Lutheran theologians? Why do some 
modern Protestants across the ideological spectrum seek to draw 
expressly on priestly language in an increasingly secular age? The 
complex legacy of the common priesthood provides a rich field for 
probing Protestant identity and reveals a complex if troublesome 
legacy. They are not questions that can be resolved on historical 
theological grounds alone but may be ones that a broad cultural 
investigation of origins, development, and reception of a Reforma-
tion slogan may help us grasp.

I wish to thank Professor Jan Stievermann and the Heidelberg Center for 
American Studies for inviting me to present an earlier version of this material 
as a lecture in May 2023. I also wish to acknowledge my Emory research 
assistant, Harrison Helms, whose superb research identified sources for this 
study in the literature of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.
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