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Abstract

In the late nineteenth century, when massive imatiigmn, labor exploitation, poverty,
and government corruption plagued industrial citreAmerica, Utopian reformers
imagined ways to make a more perfect world. Amdmgrt were Utopian clergy who
called for perfection in moral and ethical relagsoin 1891, a utopian-minded Unitarian
minister arrived in Pittsburgh, where he employsddelf and his church in bringing
“moral enthusiasm” to the city. Expansive, earnast energetic, his accomplishments
were many. Nonetheless his dream of “unselfishaadsrotherhood” was less
attainable than was practical reform achieved thinadata collection and expert analysis.
In this way, Charles Eliot St. John exemplifies liberal minister with Utopian ideals
who had to settle for Social Gospel outcomes. dbiscluded that the latter was more
possible, in light of the self-serving reality afrhan nature.



Charles Elliott St. John: Moral Enthusiasm andSbeial Question, 1892-1900

Utopian aspirations inspired the imaginationsatéinineteenth century reformers
as intractable disparities in wealth and poveriglened the alarm of observers in the
educated middle-class. Clergy responses to thernel&ed crises of mass immigration,
labor exploitation, and urban dysfunction were rdutethe extent that clergy no longer
held the social clout of their pre-Civil War courtarts. This essay explores the response
of a theologically liberal Unitarian minister whound among the coal mines, steel mills,
and corrupt city officials of Pittsburgh a fieldmeed of utopian remedies. His approach
on two fronts—labor unrest and water filtration—sbtuted an expansive religious
prescription that was utopian in its articulatidmot in its effect, extending beyond his
small congregation to engage the city of Pittsbungt the Unitarian denomination.

For much of the nineteenth century, Pittsburghreftea cultural climate that was
inhospitable to Unitarians-'When Charles Eliot St. John arrived in 1891, he waare
that strict Calvinist Scotch-Irish Presbyteriand daminated the religious life of the city,
giving “little charity for such as differed fromem in religious belief* He knew that the
hopeful Unitarian congregation begun in 1820 l@sdrhover transient ministerial
leadership, as well as lack of constituency, asttigrated at the close of the Civil War.
Hailing from Northampton, Massachusetts, this highlltured New England son came
to what had been described by an earlier Unitanamster as the “nastiest place in
creation” to revive the lost churchThere was, he believed, “not another place in the

United States with such a challenge to a man’s paiffe



For St. John, reviving the church was merely tlee@lto start. Beginning with
thirty persons meeting in a rented hall, St. Jalonsappealed to the American Unitarian
Association (AUA), the Boston-based associatiomember congregations begun in
1825, for funds to build the new church. He wrdtétat is the chief thing at stake in
Pittsburgh? Is it the moral culture of the sevdatyilies and one minister who now
constitute the only Unitarian church in all thigien? If so, they will be content to work
out their own salvation in true congregationaliskliess and isolation. The magnificent
achievements that will result here, if the denortiamelays its strong and loving hand
upon this city, are the things actually at stak€hurch members pledged $3000, but
more was needed. St. John mounted a grueling égmfmasecure pledges from
established Unitarian churches in cities rangingifiChicago, lllinois to Washington,
D.C., to Brooklyn, New York to Northampton, Massasétts. At one point, he was
writing fifteen letters a day to appeal for supgorbuild a church at PittsburghWith
$7000 promised, a lot was purchased and the dediadh building was constructed at
a total cost of $20,000 in the heart of the citytsversity district. Soon it attracted
scientists, engineers, educators, and manageted-ela rising upwardly mobile segment
in Pittsburgh’s post-Civil War population. Here aathe highly educated upper middle-
class congregants usually drawn to the Unitariarodenation’ ThePittsburgh Times
took note of it in self-congratulatory terms as &ent in the religious history of
Pittsburgh” comparable to the World Parliament efiffons coming to Chicago that
same year. It was the “hour of Channing,” notedvihiger, come to “one of the chief

strongholds of orthodoxy” and it was here to $tay.



For St. John, the method of his mission was “t@gnen moral enthusiasm... It
is because we have found that Unitarian beliefthdofor all who nobly and deeply
accept them that we work for Unitarianistifi this regard, he was drawing on the
splintered trajectory of Unitarian thought thaimktely led to practical Christian aims as
the honored place to find common ground. Drawinghvee centuries of opposition to
the Calvinist doctrines of human depravity, electiand predestination, those in the
liberal wing of Congregationalism identified therves as Unitarian finally when
William Ellery Channing’s famous 1819 sermon, “Wmian Christianity,” legitimized
what many already quietly believed. God was on#yert loving parent rather than a
vindictive judge—whose ways were demonstrated sugethe human messenger sent by
God. This view of God corresponded with the coneitthat human beings were by
nature good and had the potential to improve thais. Then, in 1838, Ralph Waldo
Emerson’s “Divinity School Address” promoted thartscendental notion of divinity in
nature and the human soul, which offended thosehefia more “traditional” Unitarian
belief in God™ Thus was born fifty years of controversy betweeditionalists and
radicals within Unitarianism, reconciled finally the 1894 revised Preamble to
Constitution of the National Conference that indigdl to join who were “in sympathy
with our spirit and practical aims?

Building on the principle of practical Christianres, St. John embraced “the
world” as the proper arena of work. The distingiunghmark of the progressive church,
St. John declared, is that it “understands thatitd is the important thing... In the
daily intercourse of man with man lies the broadestere for the church’s activitie¥*”

Not surprisingly, this “daily intercourse of mantiwiman” soon presented itself in the



form of labor unrest. In December 1891, St. Jokenaded the Friday night mass meeting
of the striking printers of the city and reportadibin his sermon. ThBittsburgh
Dispatchannounced, “One Clergyman Takes the Present Bxigtike as his Text™®
He had been impressed with the strikers’ eloquedtesrnest speeches—calling for
liberty of speech, freedom for self-culture, arfdiashare of the comforts of life. What
he questioned was the lack of a “certain note oa8runderstanding of life” and a
“recognition of labor as the broadest opportunttiife.” He was disappointed that he
heard no words celebrating labor as “a noble oppdst for self-culture.” Self-culture
was for decades the cultivation of that which woeidarge one’s inner spirit. Among
Unitarians, self-culture served to counteract thé/i@ist doctrine of innate human
depravity. “What a failure to understand the trigndy of labor!” St. John lamented.

St. John’s sympathy toward labors was mixed. HBeethat he attended the
printers’ strike was remarkable in itself, yet &dmiration for their values fell short of an
appreciation for the hardships of their lives. Elggiivocations found further expression
in his response to the strike at Homestead. Itter o the editor of thPittsburgh Press
on July 8, 1892, he condemned the strikers at Hmad®n two grounds: (1) they had
begun a battle they could not win, yet would dgstnany lives as valuable as their own;
and (2) they had committed a moral wrong in talpngsession of property belonging to
others and had shed the blood of men who were goiaghat property upon orders of
the owners. Having said this, he allowed that iy mat have been “just” for the
employers to reduce the wages of these men. Fuhtbexgreed with “righteous public

opinion” that “when profits decrease, the rich dddaear a very large proportion of the



diminution...before they touch the miserably smalbes on which all workingmen have
to live.”**

Several other area clergymen preached on the,@sisummarized in thHeress
The Rev. David McAllister (Eighth Street Reformem$byterian) denounced the
laborers’ abuse of the Pinkerton men after thaireswler as “barbarous.” He warned, “I
think God is dealing with our people for nationigiss This year calamity after calamity

15 Others shared his view.

has befallen the land [because] the law has besfedat.
The Rev. DeWitt Benham (Point Breeze Presbytet@nted the laborers’ defiance of
constituted authorities in the discharge of théirgations. “Mob rule is to be deplored.”
Again, the Rev. J.W. Sproud (Central Reformed Batesian in Allegheny) stressed the
supremacy of law. “When law is violated with imptyniall is lost.” Other clergy were
more sympathetic to the laborers. Rev. W.S. Sta(Bbady Avenue Baptist) argued
that, while property had been destroyed and bl@etideen shed, the “broader rights of
common brotherhood have been ignored.” It was d¢tehim that “both sides have done
wrong.” In a veiled criticism of Andrew Carnegtbe Rev. Father Suehr (St. Peter and
Paul’s in Larimer) asserted that “giving a greabamnt of money to build a big library
upon which the name of the donor is carved in stem®t charity as God sees it.” The
Rev. J.D. Sands (Seventh United Presbyterian) detélabor’s right to “protect itself
against greed.” He lamented the actions of themeh at Homestead on the grounds
that they were “liable to prejudice the minds c# tommunity against even just claims.”
Finally, the Rev. Father Bullion (Fourth Avenue idic in Homestead) called for all

parties to submit to arbitration. “My friends,ghnust not continue. ... Above all, let us

have peace'®



Intriguingly, thePressprinted the entire sermon of the Rev. W. T. Gadlgw
(First Baptist Church of Homestead) as “the motgrasting discourse delivered from the
pulpit” on the “all-absorbing question now befohe people of this sectiort” Galloway
took as his text Matt. iii, v. 5: “l will be switigainst those that oppress the poor,” and
spoke of capital having become increasingly “dotial, tyrannical, and oppressive.” To
those concerned with law breakers, he denounceawsthat allowed manufacturers to
become millionaires and at the same time defrauttevs of their wages. People like St.
John, who argued that workers could leave and wizdgwhere, were “shortsighted
conservatives,” in that “capitalists combine to é&whe [workers’] wages wherever they
go.” In a forceful indictment against the compamwners, Galloway declared, “We do
not have government of the people, by the peoplefar the people. The fact is this:
We have government of the money kings, by the mé&meys, and for the money kings.”
The remedy lay in changing the legislature. Withpdric emphasis, he advocated, “By
the sound power of the ballot, and the heroic etx@cwf righteous laws, we may in time
drive from our land the trust thieves [and] the timgipled sharks, whose great mouths
are wide open to swallow the filthy lucre that $alom the hands of the heartless
vampires who are sucking the blood of the poor.”

ThePressassured readers that Galloway spoke “in a cleducancise manner
throughout.” He was “a very pleasant manneredlgeran.” The next week, a “Press
Reader” wrote to praise Galloway and criticizeJstin, asserting that “no intelligent
man will deny the fact that monopoly is today these of America, and so long as there
is absolutely no protection for a poor man, riotd dloodshed will surely be

necessary™® Testimony before the Congressional Investigafleenmittee lent support



to Galloway’s view when a labor leader charged thatdifficulty stemmed from a
“gigantic conspiracy on the part of the compangitband abet in depriving the workers
of their just rights.” The McKinley Bill had “reded tariffs on the item upon which [the
workers’] compensation was based, namely billetd; raised tariffs on other articles
such as beams and structural irbh.3uch a measure would indeed have led to increased
importation of billets, thereby decreasing the neghanufacture them at Homestead.

In the swirl of these charges and counter chagesiohn appears to have given
the matter more thought, reasoning out and defgrasviews in an August letter to the
Christian Union He observed that “labor unions have done gooddaghieved many
necessary victories in the past,” but they “shawdd learn the lesson of moderation and
justice.” He acknowledged cautiously that if ther watween capital and labor was to
continue indefinitely, of course labor unions mewsist as the working man’s army. “We
all wish to see laborers paid as much as possiBle.the other hand, he believed that
labor unions were mismanaged and had become “aaa¢odhe best interests of
laborers and employers alike.” Further, he opinetie popular economic wisdom of the
day, “There is such a thing as forcing wages ugefabkan the general business condition
of the world will allow.” He concluded, “the troublwith labor unions is that they never
will believe that an employer speaks the truth, gr&y aim, not at fairness, but at all they
can forcibly grasp, just or unjust™

In the end he called all parties to a moral resdlis it not a fact that this problem
has no solution save the Christian one? Nothingawdil except the introduction of
unselfishness and brotherhood as the basis ofijaktnent.” While showing some

sympathy for laborers—advocating that cuts notalzert from workers’ “miserable



wages” and acknowledging the need for unions—heth@tess maintained that owners
had the right to defend their works in whatever Wagy saw fit. It was an outrage for the
strikers at Homestead to attack the Pinkertonponged out. His ambivalence reflected
perhaps the awkward dilemma of his occupation, allyeclergy were dependent, ever
since the end of the Standing Order, upon congagatsupport. Several Westinghouse
managers were members of his church. Henry Clak Frould contribute two
subscriptions toward the construction of the chimgiding, and Andrew Carnegie
would eventually donate a pipe organ, albeit étedohn left the congregation.

St. John, it appears, had no religious or ethigarepl with citizens of wealth,
even during the years of economic depression. dmidliof dollars were being spent on
libraries, he pointed out; in like manner, what wagsded to build more Unitarian
churches was “one ardent Unitarian millionaifé!n regard to labor, his call for “the
Christian solution” was directed toward all partiegolved, yet in the end, gave little real
ground to the dire realities that lay behind undemands. Meanwhile, with no apparent
sense of irony, the women of the church took tbkety to each other’'s homes month
after month to sew clothes for the Charity HospitaHomestead, and St. John chaired
the Board of Directors of the Kingsley Settlemewuse, which ministered to the
children of Pittsburgh’s rapidly growing hordesimimigrant poor. Women at the church
also volunteered their time at the Kingsley Hoggeng sewing lessons and such.
Meanwhile, Kate Everest, who headed the House hbe@@member of the Unitarian
Church, where she gave a series of benefit lecatrébge church to raise money for the

House.
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St. John’s aging contemporary, Edward Everett HaNew England-based
Unitarian minister (and coincidentally an uncle/siouto his wife, Martha Elizabeth
Everett St. John), had produced in 1888 a utoptselrentitled How They Lived at
Hampton The book gained little following. It was, in aogse, one of many utopian
novels authored by clergy or sons of clergy, as@jitproach to the economic disparities
of an industrial economy is strangely predictivelef words of Charles St. John. At the
Hampton Mills, Mr. Thankful Nourse, the capitalistthe story, agrees to a scheme by
which profits will be shared fairly with the worlgerHaving gone this far, however,
Hale’s narrator argues against communistic schemeésinionism. What's more, each of
the seventeen chapters concludes with an expdigitrrder that the ultimate good for

22 Such language is not

society is found in “the moral principles of therSkian spirit.
far removed from St. John’s call for a “Christiasiution” to the conflict between owners
and laborers. Hale’s narrator describes his chenrsctThey had done their best, on the
whole, to carry out the Christian law of love.atlfy community of brethren would trust
first the kingdom of God and His righteousnesstlddllittle things of time, for which
petty men are selfishly anxious, will certainlydmded to the endeavor of the
community.” In denouncing child labor, Hale’s narrator argfeesa “Christian state,”
which “cares for its people, and does not careepixfor them, for its things** In his
study of Hale’s novel, George Mariz shows that sacbsolution is the common pattern
for clerical utopians, who wrote of an ethical aiive, not an economic ofe.

Mariz suggests that late nineteenth-century cleutzpian novels were anchored

in a conception of society that pre-dated the Gidr, when clergy were “the foundation

stones of society?® As newer groups replaced them, they became morgimatized.
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Through their novels, these clerical writers oftestinging criticism of the new order.
Not given to writing novels, it seems from the ende that Charles St. John revived that
pre-Civil War clerical status by reclaiming a plaeghe main currents of society and
living out by action and exhortation the liberdigimus call to “moral enthusiasni”On
the question of labor, St. John’s moral enthusiappealed for a state of ethical
perfection, not economic. Like Hale and other niaris of his station, he expressed
sympathy toward workers, but was nonetheless futyofinions and rejected socialistic
remedies. It would be left to other Unitarian swsm#s to proclaim socialism as “the
religion of Jesus?®

St. John’s mission to convey moral enthusiasm wartangibly manifested in
his leadership role in the birth of the Pittsbujkic Club, which led a campaign to
learn about and promote water filtration. It wasdraing clear that Pittsburgh’s polluted
drinking water was responsible for high rates @tddrom typhoid fever, yet powerful
city officials refused to accept this argumé&hin 1893, a Joint Commission made up of
the Engineers’ Society of Western PennsylvaniaAilegheny County Medical Society,
the Chamber of Commerce Committee on Water Supplythe Iron City Microscopical
Society launched a study of the problem of watdlupon. Their report, issued in 1894,
showed that Pittsburgh water was not up to progedsrd and was in fact
“pernicious.”® St. John worked with James Otis Handy, one ofdheEmost chemists in
the country and director of the chemical and metgital investigations of the Pittsburgh
Testing Laboratory, to educate the community abioeitmerits of sand filtration. Not
incidentally, Handy was a member of the Unitaridu€h. From St. John’s podium,

Handy explained, “Our water is in fact quite purleemically speaking. But it contains
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small amounts of organic matter which could contgius.®! Handy's lengthy
presentation described the mechanism by which wateatd be filtered through a
cylindrical filtration system, layered inside wikones and pebbles, beginning with
larger stones at the bottom and decreasing inrsigach succeeding layer, culminating at
the top with four feet of Allegheny River bottormsi?

Soon an ad hoc group calling itself the Citizdresague, made up mostly of First
Unitarian Church members meeting in the churchopacbntributed their own money for
the purpose of designing and constructing an expgrial model water filtration
mechanisn?® The resulting filter, measuring 6'6” in height a@@” in diameter, was set
up on a corner of the church lawn. It soon dematesdr“great bacterial efficiency” as
Handy reported, and water from the filter was @tefree of charge to any in the city
who wished to get it? In the water filtration project, St. John’s utapispirit found
practical application through scientific developmén light of its success, in June of
1896, the League voted to install a similar fiiethe Kingsley Settlement House, where
St. John and several church members served asteefsrand/or Board members. Kate
Everest, a Ph.D. social worker who headed the Kaygdouse in its early years, had
been active in the filtration campaign since thstfineeting of the Civic Club.

St. John believed the chief obstacle to achiefiiteged water in Pittsburgh was
corruption in the city’s government. His sermorDaficember 8, 1895, which was fully
guoted in théispatch,leveled accusations at city officials for misagprating funds
and at contractors for enlarging their profits loy fulfilling the specifications of Public
Works contracts® Reports from a reliable source, said St. Johnyetdhat citizens and

businesses had to pay bribes in order to getrizatrnent from the city. The root of these
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evils, he declared, was the fact that “the cityuled by a ring under an energetic leader,
who is, in reality, the dictator of Pittsburgh. Nalinance, however good, can pass
through the Councils without the consent of thahrta

“That man” was Christopher Lyman Magee, Pittsbusgiity boss from 1882 to
1899. Magee had a close working relationship witieighbor, William Flinn, a
contractor who also won seats as Representativ&anator in the Pennsylvania General
Assembly. Magee and Flinn had succeeded in chgrigencity charter at the state
legislature to take the power of appointment awagnfCity Council and give it to
Department heads. They also arranged for publici@sao be held in banks and
financial markets, which won them instant suppaT Pittsburgh’s business
community. In this way, they acquired the poweaward thousands of jobs and develop
their political machine. With no-bid contractindirfa’s firm of Booth and Flinn, Ltd.
was awarded the lion’s share of Public Works Depant contracts. Working in concert,
Flinn and Magee arranged for the new zoo to be huthe end of one of Magee’s trolley
lines; likewise, the Mount Washington trolley tuhbailt at the west end of the city
made housing development possible on the hilltépseoSouth Hills owned by Flinif.

In regard to the proposed water filtration projedly officials refused to accept
the validity of the scientific analysis connectiihg water to the incidence of typhoid
fever>® They remained unmoved even after a contingenhgs$ipians and scientists
spoke in 1895 before the Allegheny Water Committe¢he necessity of counteracting
disease from contaminated water. Allen Hazen, vanmérly directed a Massachusetts
water experiment, visited Pittsburgh and declaredvater supply the worst of any city in

the country. Despite this show of evidence, Edviggelow, the Director of Public
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Works, argued that impugning the quality of thg’sitvater would discourage
investment in the city. At year’s end, 1895, thet¥®v& ommittee defeated a resolution
calling for a vote to authorize a $500,000 bondest®r water filtration. Hazen surmised
that certain interests stood to profit from a pegdr-though less effective—method of
water filtration. Sand filtration was unpatenteui a&ould be constructed by anyone.
There was a report in fact that Handy’'s employeid lbeen persecuted because of
Handy’s advocacy of sand filtratidfi. This was perhaps the point of St. John’s complain
about businesses needing to pay bribes. Presasthieas this may also account for why
Miss Everest was relieved of her position at thegsiey House after she was quoted in
the paper speaking in favor of filtration.

It would not be until 1899 and 1904 that votersrapgpd two bond issues to bring
filtered water to Pittsburgh. Even after that, camgion was delayed due to political
infighting between Republican Party factions. Wiltnation completed finally in 1907,
the rates of death from typhoid fever dropped pigmiisly, from over 120 per 100,000
population to under 40 the next year, and finatlwd to two. A report published in 1909
accused city officials of causing 1,538 needlesgidefrom typhoid fever due to
unnecessary deldy.

It was not as unlikely as one might think thati¢hfas creedless and
individualistic as Unitarianism inspired St. Johwuision of practical Christianity. With
little consensus on the sources and nature of @lingaelation, Unitarians in the
nineteenth century found agreement in the conwndfiat practical religious aims
modeled the teachings of Jesus. Indeed, at keyspioitheir development, this tenet

constituted the only glue that enabled Unitarianstand together as a religious
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movement. Then, the labor upheavals of the 183D /tetarians, along with other
religious groups, to embrace with greater urgenlegitbecame known as the Social
Gospel ideal.

A leading Social Gospel pioneer was the Unitariamister and scholar, Francis
Greenwood Peabody. His bodlesus Christ and the Social Questiendescribed as “a
milestone of the Social Gospel Movement and a majarence on liberal religion in the
early twentieth century*”® Peabody was “convinced that theology could engage
problems of the contemporary world” and in his teag, pressed “the theological
importance of the social question.” The social ¢joedor Peabody was “an economic
question,” issuing from “a sense of wrori§.3t. John began his studies at Harvard
Divinity School in the same year that Peabody jdities faculty. Peabody’s popular
course, the Practical Ethics of Social Reform, wsedse-study approach to engage
students in an examination of charity, temperalat®r, prisons, and divoréé Peabody
would surely have had an influence on St. Johnaav&td. In Peabody, as in St. John, the
lessons of self-culture became ethical in naturemdadter of self-sacrifice and service to
others.*® [relate to Tholuck in Germany?]

St. John left the Pittsburgh church, its memberslow at 165, in 1900 to accept a
position as Secretary of the American Unitariano&sation in Boston. Here was visible
recognition at the national level of his standinghe denomination. Thgoston Journal
reported, “Mr. St. John went to Pittsburgh eighdrgeago. His Pittsburgh church was
weak and unknown, but he made it a center of melitious and secular influencé®”

St. John had indeed overcome great odds in Pigbunpressing congregants and the

community alike with his exhortation toward Unitamireform. It seems he really did
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believe that Unitarian moral enthusiasm “stimuldtesan nature to be pure and
great.®’ In the end, however, his accomplishments wereerfimited and practical. He
had strengthened and made permanent a liberallchruone of the “chief strongholds of
orthodoxy” and had brought liberal religion to beaon the social and political wrongs
of the city. Still, while recognizing that laborex®re grossly underpaid, he offered little
understanding of the realities that would driventite attack a force of armed Pinkerton
guards determined to break a strike. He more eaddyessed the issue of water
filtration. Perhaps he knew that the bottled watarsumed by most Pittsburgh residents
was not affordable to poor immigrants, half of whtivacame sickened with typhoid
fever within the first two years of arriving in tiety.”*® More likely, he and others saw
that filtered water would be a health benefit tergvhousehold in the city, irrespective of
income level or education.

Utopian clergy and Social Gospel clergy found aahonperative in the role of
government to resolve questions of societal ingestihey perceived arenas of wrong
and envisioned in religious terms ways for makimgds right. This paper asks: Is it
possible to draw a distinction between them? Theéo believed idealistically in
“unselfishness and brotherhood as the basis afglistment;” the latter utilized chemical
and metallurgical investigations to urge policyorefi. As for the proper arena of
ministry, both approaches assumed, in St. Johnidsydhat “the world is the important
thing.” As for strategy, | suggest, the differetetween Utopian-minded clergy and
Social Gospel clergy was akin to the differenceveen what one might imagine and
what one could actually accompli$hSt. John appealed for new Unitarian churches in

cities across the country. “Our religion, all quing with its truth, its hope, its
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confidence, could bless the natiofi ie argued. Here he articulated the high scopésof h
utopian aspiration. Unitarian moral enthusiasnonify there was more of it, would save
the metropolis. The problem for him, as for any wi® held such an expansive vision,
was that the “daily intercourse of man with marghe called it, involved company
owners, union leaders, and corrupt city officialsomvere driven, as any right-thinking
Calvinist would have reminded him, by self-servergls, potentially intersecting with
one’s own. In that light, Social Gospel outcomesvpiled while Utopian ideals remained

out of reach.
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