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Zinzendorf’s declaration: “I decree that there can be no Christianity without community”
  was a driving force in foundation of the Moravian Church in America.  The communalism of the church has been intrinsically connected to other characteristics that distinguish the Moravian Church: its missions, piety, and ecumenism.  Yet the rise and decline of Moravian communalism was also very much tied to outside circumstances of persecution and economy.  What are the characteristics of Moravian communalism, and what contributed to its rise and to its decline in America in the eighteenth century?  
Distinctives of Moravian Communalism

The distinctive characteristics of Moravian communalism may often be seen through its hymnody - an example being the following hymn familiar to all Moravians which originated in the ancient Unitas Fratrum, probably written by its first bishop, Matthew of Kunwald, in 1457:  
Join we all with one accord; praise we all our common Lord; 

for we all have heard his voice, all have made his will our choice.

Join we with the saints of old, no more strangers in the fold,

one the Shepherd who us sought, one the flock his blood has bought.

One our Master, one alone, none but Christ as Lord we own;

“brethren of his law” are we - “As I loved you, so love ye.”

Branches we in Christ, the Vine, living by his life divine;

as the Father with the Son, so, in Christ, we all are one.

One the name in which we pray, one our Savior day by day;

with one cup and with one bread thus one cov’nant way we tread.

One in spirit, one in life, one amid earth’s frequent strife,

one in faith and one in love, one in hope of heav’n above. 
 

The emphasis on unity and devotion to God and one another, foundational for Moravian commitment to community, cannot be missed in this hymn.  This early hymn represents a connection to a historical community, the followers of John Hus in the Unitas Fratrum, and to a tradition of apostolic succession which has consistently been a point of pride for Moravians.  Since undergoing a renewal under the leadership of Count Nicholas von Zinzendorf in Saxony in 1727, other distinctive characteristics of the Moravian communalism came to include its gemeine community, shared work, an emphasis on unity in diversity, piety, and the choir system.


When the first Moravians arrived in America in 1735, settling in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania in 1740 and in Bethabara (and later Salem), North Carolina in 1753
  they participated in a gemeine form of relating.  Gemeine cannot be adequately translated as either “congregation” or “community” for it indicates a fusion of the spiritual, social and economic spheres of life.  This “intertwining of faith and practical government became inextricable in 1743” when Christ was designated as Chief Elder.
 With Christ as the literal head of the gemeine, the Moravians viewed the wholeness of their life together as contributing foremost toward the missions and ministries of the church. 


With this purpose in mind, their common work became known as the General Economy, which was administered through The Brotherly Agreement.  The introduction to this agreement lays out the purpose and protocol for the Moravian communities:  The communities have

no other purpose except that the Saviour’s work...be given the hand of assistance.  The purpose of the said Economy, if one is to speak plainly, has in view, of course, that we conduct ourselves unitedly in an honorable manner and well pleasing to God, that we rear our children according to His will and guard our young people, sisters as well as brethren, until they are trained so as to be of use to Him, that we care for our poor and weak, aged and infirm and faithfully minister to the sick, that we regulate, also, our wedded state so that we may doubly care for that which belongs to the Lord.
 

Thus members devoted all their work and time, and even marital decisions, to the community and the furtherance of its outreach in exchange for the provision of lodging, food, clothing, and general care.


Within the Moravian economic system, the gemeine sought to be self-sufficient in order to most effectively resource the mission and ministries of the church.  It is obvious that the community shared work and various living quarters exclusively.  Private property, however, was never abolished per se.  August Spangenberg, bishop and theologian of the church, described the expectations thus:  “To say that believers should have no personal property, but must have everything in common would be to go too far.  But believers are to lay down their lives for one another and if it is needed not withhold property from others.”
  Gollin asserts that this distinction was primarily theoretical, since the gemeine system “in fact destroyed the very foundations for a system of private property.”
 


This all-encompassing lifestyle flowed from the experience of intense unity as an outcome of individual and corporate renewal.  This history is most decisively traced to the renewal experience of August 13, 1727 in which the disparate refugees on the estate of Count Zinzendorf experienced a “baptism of the Holy Spirit” which powerfully united the members.  This experience led to a theology which focused on unity in basic points of agreement (evangelical faith) while maintaining freedom in other areas.
  The historical ecumenical emphasis can be seen in the motto of the church, attributed to John Amos Comenius in the 17th century:  “In essential unity, in non-essentials liberty, in all things love.”
   The 1727 renewal was celebrated that day through a simple agape fellowship meal, known as a lovefeast, which became a stalwart tradition celebrating unity in diversity.  


Along with the renewal of unity within diversity came a fervent revival of personal piety.  There was a pronounced accentuation of a “religion of the heart,” influenced by the Halle pietistic movement.
 An hourly intercession began with the commitment of 24 men and 24 women to pray each day and night for one hour each.  Worship and praise, including long singstunde singing sessions were common.  Bible reading and study, along with personal moral accountability were vibrant aspects of community life for these early Moravians.


The Count suggested that the community organize itself into small “bands” based on criteria of age, sex, and marital status for purposes of sharing, prayer, accountability between corporate worship sessions. Soon these bands became known as “choirs” and developed an intense socialism, incorporating a common economic life and shared living quarters.  Through this system, they provided employment, an efficient use of buildings, caring for widowers and orphans, and socialization.  The christening ceremony at age one and a half marked the transition for children to becoming the responsibility of the community, which allowed parents to be missionaries. The choir system provided an intense “family surrogate ” - even in death the Moravians were buried according to choir (a practice which continues today).
 


It is interesting to note the role of women in the development of Moravian communalism. Due to the choir system of segregation of the sexes as well as the desire to have all leadership roles filled by both one man and one woman, women played key roles in economic and spiritual spheres “greater than in any other colonial society, including the Quakers.”
 The goal of this practice was not equality in and of itself, but “to focus on God, and that each age and gender is best served spiritually by someone of like status.”
 Further, Zinzendorf believed in the maternal person of God in the motherhood of the Holy Spirit.
 How did this embrace of the feminine in God as well as in leadership affect communal living?  Perhaps this contributed to a broad definition of family as community, opening the way for less independence and more mutual nurture.

The Rise of Moravian Communalism

What are the factors that gave impetus to the distinctive Moravian gemeine of the eighteenth century?  There are essential theological factors, such as Christocentrism, ecumenism, and a doctrine of the elect, as well as social circumstances and practices, such as persecution, a metaphor of family, pietism, and missions.


The Moravians never developed a systematic theology.  Like other Pietists, they emphasized personal experience and devotion which was, in part, in reaction to a growing Protestant intellectualism.  They did, however, maintain some basic theological tenants, the foremost of which was Christocentrism.  The Moravians saw a strategic link between the primacy of Christ and dedication to Christian community.  Spangenberg noted that the more the “brethren keep to the doctrine of Jesus and of his disciples; the more their eyes are fixed upon Jesus...; the more they give due attention to the Holy Ghost... the greater is the growth in brotherly love.”
 


The Moravian focus on the Lamb went so far as to elect Jesus Christ as their Chief Elder.
 Theologians have had varied reactions to this Christocentrism.  Barth hails Zinzendorf as “perhaps the only genuine Christocentric of the modern age.”
   In contrast, Sessler goes so far as to say that this is a Christocracy wherein the Father is subject to the Son’s will.
 In terms of communalism, the Christocentric theology of the Moravians flattens the hierarchy of the church, refocusing it on Christ while contributing to brotherly and sisterly relationships.


The Christocentric theology was directly linked to an ecumenical commitment:

If appearances are not deceptive, it was the prophetic intention of Count Zinzendorf in the founding of his remarkable ‘brotherhood,’ not to split the Confessional Churches, not to replace them by a super-Church, but, as they came together freely as loyal members of the particular Churches, to confront them typically with the unity which they had not lost and actually could not lose in Jesus Christ Himself.
 

Thus for the Moravians ecumenism presupposes and exposes unity in Christ.  Even in the ancient Unitas Fratrum, the believers did not wish to separate from the Catholic Church, and again in the renewed Moravian Church, they did not wish to separate from Lutheranism.
 


This emphasis on renewal of the existing churches and ecumenical unity sprang from the idea of the invisible church.  Spangenberg sharply noted that there is a “great difference between Living Congregations of Jesus, and the so called Christian religions.”
  The Moravians believed and lived as if the only purpose of the visible church is to point to the invisible church.
 One did not cease to be a member of one’s denomination to become a member in the Brudergemeine, instead they hoped participation would make “one a better member of one’s native or traditional denomination.”
  To establish this ecclesiola in ecclesia (ala Spener), Zinzendorf saw the Moravians as the “servant of all the churches”
 and “leaven in the dough of the established churches.”
 


It is with this rubric in mind that within the large variety of German sects in Pennsylvania, Zinzendorf’s idea for a “Church of God in the Spirit” arose.  The purpose of this group was to bind together members of every sect “by spiritual ties instead of by an externally formulated association.  In this league denominational doctrines were not to be stressed, but rather the Spirit that gave rise to these conviction.”
  Zinzendorf went so far as to relinquish his office of a Bishop of the Moravian Church, as well as his title of Count in order to connect more with the common people.  He further did such things as setting aside Saturday as a day of rest and prayer (in addition to the corporate worship and instruction on Sunday) as an attempt in camaraderie with the local Seventh Day Baptists.
   Within a few years this experiment failed, partly due to the fact that, ironically, the ecumenical philosophy was particularly Moravian, as well as being viewed by some with suspicion.  


It was difficult for the emphasis on the invisible church not to slip into an arrogant attitude of being the elect.  This attitude can be detected in Spangenberg’s comments that the Moravians, along with other renewal sects, seek to restrain “the present rapid torrent of degeneracy in doctrine and practice.”
  Along with this noble yet rather condescending goal, Gollin perceives that the Moravians were influenced by the rank and status of Zinzendorf and other titled members of the community in creating an “aristocracy of the elect.”
  Whatever the effect of the doctrines of the invisible church and of election were on those outside the Moravian fellowship, within it these doctrines further galvanized communalism.


In addition to the theological doctrines of Christocentrism, ecumenism, the invisible church, and the elect, various social circumstances and practices contributed to the rise of communalism for the Moravians.  Persecution, pietism and a strong family metaphor, and missions were all part of the social milieu.


As Lewis notes, “the infant community was surrounded by a persistent and vigilant enmity.”
  This persecution and distress began with the martyrdom of John Hus in the 15th century, the “hidden seed” of the Bohemian church through the 17th century, and the exile and refuge of the Moravians in Saxony and later in England and the New World in the 18th century.  There is hardly anything which more strongly serves to coalesce a community than need for protection, and even survival from a common enemy.   Even after Count Zinzendorf provided a refuge for the Moravians in Saxony, he himself was banned from the country for 10 years, accused of inciting a separatist movement from the Lutheran Church.  Indeed, Forell surmises that the primary reason for expanding the community of the Herrnhutters to England and the New World was to escape potential persecution from the Saxon government, which had already withdrawn protection from the Schwenkfelders.
 


In addition to being united against a common enemy, the Moravians were united for a common cause - missions.  The social circumstance of persecution had a direct relationship with the social practice of missions.  Sessler asks a salient question:   “Were these settlements the result of their missionary zeal, or were their missionary accomplishments a product of their need to form free settlements?” Sessler takes a rather cynical view of this correlation, asserting the latter.
  Even though the monumental Moravian missions movement of the 18th century is correlated to its threat of persecution, that does not necessarily indicate that persecution was the primary motivation for missions.  The group could have surely sought refuge (as they did temporarily) without such elaborate efforts as going to Greenland, the Caribbean, and India!  

In contrast to Sessler’s view, Gollin asserts that missions was the primary goal of all the social organization of the community:  “This socialization of some of the basic commercial enterprises of Herrnhut did not spring from any desire to emulate ‘the communism of love’ of the earliest Christian communities;” nor was it inspired "by a desire to flee from the snares of the sinful world, as was the case with the Amish or the Hutterites.”  Rather, the Moravians sought the financial resources and communal self-sufficiency to support their ministry goals.
 Indeed, had the sole motivation for missions been persecution, it is doubtful that in 1747 fifty of four hundred members would be engaged in missionary duty, and in 1759 that number had risen to 36% of the community.
 Thus the Moravian commitment to winning souls for the lamb was a primary motivation for a common economy.


In addition to persecution and missions, piety and “brotherly love” were catalysts for communalism.  For the Moravians, piety and ethical conduct were stressed much more thoroughly than doctrine.  The pietistic influence contributed to the fact that “there was no line of demarcation between the ‘sacred’ and the ‘secular’” within community life.
 The use of the lot in all-important decisions, including employment and marriage, is an example of this.  Another example would be the successful businessman Abraham Durninger who was said to be motivated by the “religious imperative underlying all his economic actions.”
 

Piety not only contributed to the integration of community life, but also to the intense emotional experience of it.  The touchstone renewal of the church in 1727 has already been mentioned, along with its subsequent fervor of intercession, Bible study, and  accountability.  This intensified in the Sifting Period of 1738-1752 in which the “antirational, emotional, and sensuous elements” of the Moravians were at their height. 
   Yet these excesses were not individual religious experiences as in many other Christian revivals, but rather communal ones. 


The social focus of the Moravian piety can be further seen through the importance they place on the metaphor of family.  Zinzendorf himself poses the confrontational question:   “Who directed the people to do this? Who directed them to make a religion out of the family of Christ, in direct contradiction to the Holy Scriptures?”
 Indeed, the Moravians were to focus on love for one another and God, not piety in and of itself, which would merely be hollow religion.  Zinzendorf eloquently expounds on the significance of this lifestyle:

It would be right if every one of us would base all his association with people, all love toward people, all brotherly love solely on this principle - that these others are also my Lord’s people, they are my brothers and sisters; we are the children of one Father; they all have the same blessed happiness that I have; they enjoy what I enjoy; they are just as favored as I am and just as redeemed; they are destined for the same glory to which I am called through grace.  All love and affection toward one another should derive from this fact.
 

Love for one’s brothers and sisters was derived from one’s pious devotion to the Lord.

Moravian communalism flowed directly from their ardent personal faith in God.  Theological stances such as Christ as chief elder, ecumenism, invisible saints, and the elect contributed to its development as well as the social phenomenon of persecution, missions, and pietistic revival and devotion.  With such a strong foundation, why did 18th century Moravian communalism decline within less than half a century?

The Decline of Moravian Communalism

In 1762 the Unity of the Moravian Church established a “reallocation of property, decentralization of the financial organization, and redefinition of the limits of communal responsibility for the support of missionary work” such that individuals now earned a wage, and paid the community for social services.
 By 1770 there was no communal ownership of property, however it wasn’t until 1844 that Bethlehem allowed outsiders to purchase land within the town.  The various contributors to this decline were as significant to Moravian life as were those that contributed to its growth:  secularization, second generation nominalism, economic pressures, and the loss of central authority.  


For Moravians, to pursue individual freedom at the cost of the community was considered “American,” a pejorative term referring to the creeping secularization and individualism which contradicted their German pietistic roots.
 The Americanization crept forward such that after 1770, the number of non-Moravians permitted to marry increased rapidly “and their presence accelerated the demise of religious exclusivism.”
  Another example of the secularization process was the abrogation of the lot in decision-making.  In 1782 the lot was disbanded for property decisions and many began lobbying for its disuse for marriages.  The latter was not terminated until 1818, with all uses following by 1889. This “marked the disappearance of the last remnants of theocratic government.”
 Relationships with neighboring communities such as the need for employment or employees and trade - even the Moravian evangelistic thrust - may have contributed to secularization.  Finally, during the Revolution, communications with Herrnhut broke completely for a full three years.
 All these factors aided the fate of the “Americanization” process.  


Just as potent as secularization and quite interrelated was the element of second generation nominalism.  Sommers postulates that the community of Salem illustrates “the difficulty of subordinating human ties and desires to an ideal that is received second hand.”
  This is shown in both Bethlehem and Salem by rising unemployment, decrease in choir membership, and by 1769 the abolition of the education of children in the choir system.
 While the declining rates in communion attendance and increasing rates of exclusion and expulsion from the gemeine “indicate the seriousness of the leadership’s efforts at preserving the ideal, they also hint at their increasing failure to do so in the face of rising individual discontent.”
  Even while the choir system continued in Europe a century longer than America, expression of love and devotion had shifted from God and the world beyond to family and the present world.  As some scholars conclude, there was a  “dramatic reduction in religious consciousness.”
 


Another motivation for the transition from a communal economy to family households was economic.  A large mount of debt had been accumulated from the support of so many in ministry, and the choirs had come to “represent an obstacle to the realization of the economic potential of the community as well as [individuals].”
  Further, the closed system of the Moravian community didn’t allow for outside employment, or outsiders to be employed inside. Alternative options for economic revitalization other than disbanding the communal economy could have been considered, but the economic crisis must be seen as a significant factor in the decline of communalism.


In addition to secularization, second generation nominalism, and economic pressures, the loss of central authority must be acknowledged as a salient factor in the decline of Moravian communalism.  The death of Count Zinzendorf - the initial and powerful benefactor, theologian, administrator, and ambassador for the renewed Moravian Church - in 1758 was a huge loss.  In fact, Gollin postulates that “Zinzendorf saw himself as a pious Christian lord of the old feudal regime.”
 Many scholars have noted that even though Christ was designated Chief Elder of the church, the Count in practice filled many of those responsibilities.  Bethlehem, more quickly than Herrnhut, was able to transition to more participatory and decentralized leadership, however, for Bethlehem this came at a cost of community cohesion.

Conclusion
 
The decline of American Moravian communalism in the second half of the 18th century and beyond was marked by a “decline in the willingness of the individual to contribute to the community above and beyond what he was legally required to do.”
  How did this change in perspective germinate?  For the early Moravian Church, communalism had been a foundational aspect of their religious culture.  The community organized itself around gemeine, fervent devotion to God, common mission, shared work, and the choir system.  Their theology of Christocentrism, ecumenism, invisible saints, and the elect, as well their sociology of persecution, missions, pietism, and familial love all contributed to its flourishing.  But after less than half a century, external forces of secularization, second generation nominalism, economic pressures, as well as the loss of central authority fueled the decline of communal culture.  Even though this decline may have seemed like a failure to many, the Herrnhut Diarium anticipated the possibility of such changes even in 1734:

All institutions exist for a purpose.  When that purpose can no longer be attained, or falls away altogether, the social arrangement must be abandoned.  That is how it has to be in a religious community, otherwise it becomes stale and moves only ex opere operato.

If the options are to become “stale” or to die to one form of community, I suppose a community might do well to consider the death.  At least in death is the opportunity for new life. The community might continue to sing together proclamations and hopes for community, as the Moravian Church does.  It might remember and celebrate former communions, be grateful for present forms, and look with hope to our community with the Lord and our brothers and sisters in heaven:
Christian hearts, in love united, seek alone in Jesus rest; 

has he not your love excited? Then let love inspire each breast.  

Members on our Head depending, lights reflecting him, our Sun, 

brethren his commands attending, we in him, our Lord, are one.

Come then, come, O flock of Jesus, covenant with him anew;

unto him, who conquered for us, pledge we love and service true;

and should our love’s union holy firmly linked no more remain,

wait ye at his footstool lowly, till he draw it close again.

Grant, Lord, that with thy direction, “Love each other,” we comply,

aiming with unfeigned affection thy love to exemplify;

let our mutual love be glowing, thus the world will plainly see

that we, as on one stem growing, living branches are in thee.

O that such may be our union as thine with the Father is, 

and not one of our communion e’er forsake the path of bliss;

may our light break forth with brightness, from thy light reflected shine;

thus the world will bear us witness that we, Lord, are truly thine!
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