
Horace Bushnell was born in Litchfield, Connecticut 
in 1802. Although he struggled with poor health 

throughout his adult life, he was a robust figure: a 
preacher, writer, urban planner, inventor and outdoorsman. 

He stood at the crossroads of a major theological transition in the development 
of American Protestantism. One biographer has written that through his books 
and published sermons “Bushnell [called] upon his readers to admit the failure 
of the old theology, [and] also to accept a new model for the vocation of the 
theologian.” Bushnell encouraged the use of imagination, doubt and perception 
as indispensable ingredients in a life of faith. According to theologian, Gary 
Dorrien, “Bushnell is the major theologian of nineteenth-century American liberal 
Christianity and a key figure to its history as a whole.”

When Bushnell published, God in Christ, in 1849, he received a furious response 
from clergy who felt that the text deviated in significant ways from orthodox 
Christian teaching, particularly his thinking about the Atonement, the Trinity and 
the authority of the scriptures. Bushnell said that he “dropped [these addresses] 
into the world, [to] assert their own power. If they create disturbance I hope it 
may be a salutary disturbance. If they are received and find advocates ready to 
assert them…I shall rejoice.” Years later, Washington Gladden, who would become 
a leader in the Social Gospel movement, described his reading of God in Christ 
as a life-transforming experience: “I found an emancipation proclamation which 
delivered me at once from the bondage of an immoral theology.”

Perhaps the most enduring significance of Bushnell has come through his views 
on the spiritual nurture of children. At a time when conversion was understood 
primarily as an adult experience, dramatic in nature, and leading to unwavering 
belief in established doctrines, Bushnell viewed spiritual maturation as an 
organic process beginning in childhood, and continuing across the span of a 
person’s life. The Sunday School movement, and fuller participation of children 
in the Sacrament of Holy Communion and the wider life of the church, can be 
traced to Bushnell’s influence and his seminal work, Christian Nurture. 

Horace Bushnell: Christian 
Education and Nurture

Our appreciation of Bushnell’s life and work ought not to be unqualified. He 
was a cautious opponent to slavery and opposed to the women’s suffrage 
movement. Yet he was also a lifelong tinkerer: from theology to inventions to 
the garden of his parsonage in Hartford, where he served as pastor of the North 
Congregational Church for 26 years. It seems likely that this faithful man would 
have evolved in his thinking towards a more inclusive vision of justice.

The legacy of Horace Bushnell continues in contemporary Hartford. The Bushnell 
Center for the Performing Arts is a testament to his belief in the power of human 
imagination for the common good. Bushnell Park is a place of respite, an organic 
reminder of Bushnell’s vision of faith as something alive and growing. A plaque 
on the pulpit of Immanuel Congregational Church, the descendant of North 
Congregational Church, bears witness to Bushnell as a “Pioneer in Thought, 
Leader in Citizenship, Servant of Christ and Minister of this Church.” It is a 
powerful tribute to a man whose courage brought fresh life to the church and 
prepared it for a new era of service.

Reflections: 

• Horace Bushnell did not shy from theological controversy, even though it 
threatened to undermine his health and pastoral office. How does your 
congregation strive to claim its prophetic voice?

• Have we truly embraced Christian education as spiritual formation beginning 
in childhood and continuing throughout one’s life?

• God in Christ was a source of theological liberation for Washington Gladden. Is 
there a book or article that has liberated your imagination for worship and service?
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“Horace Bushnell – Christian Education and Nurture” was written by the Rev. Edward 
Horstmann, Senior Pastor at Immanuel Congregational Church in Hartford, the 
congregation that is descended from Bushnell’s own North Congregational Church.
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