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I have been asked to write an article about the German Churches in South Dakota.  The 

very first thing I would like to clarify is that our church has often been called simply “The 

German Reformed Church.”  This might leave the impression that our church is about the same 

as the Dutch Reformed Church, which it is not.  Our church is called the “Reformed (German) 

Church in the United States.” 

The Reformed (German) Church in the United States traces its origin back to Zwingle in 

north-eastern Switzerland, who began preaching the Evangelical Gospel at Eindsiedeln in 1516.  

These doctrines were developed more by Bullinger and Calvin, when they passed over into 

Germany.  There, Frederick III of the Palatinate caused the Heidelberg Catechism to be written 

by Ursinus and Olevianus, and published it at Heidelberg, January 19, 1563. 

When this church came to the United States, the first few congregations were organized 

in and around White March, Pa., according to the principles of Calvin, and adopted as standards, 

the Heidelberg Catechism and the Canons of Dort.  The first synod was held at Lancaster, Pa., 

April 27, 1793.  The church then consisted of 22 ministers and 178 congregations, and about 

15,000 members.  Its first problems were the education of ministers, and the change of language 

from German to English.  After a few conflicts the latter was solved by the gradual introduction 

of English into the services.  The former was solved by the education of young men privately by 

different ministers. 

The first theological school was founded at Carlisle, Pa., in 1825.  This was removed to 

York, Pa., in 1829 and to Mercersburg, Pa., in 1836.  A German Mission House was founded in 

1870 at Franklin, Wisc.  This was later turned into a Theological Seminary, which served the 

Western Classis.  This was later moved to Plymouth, Wisc., just outside Sheboygan. 

In 1942, the Reformed (German) Church united with the Evangelical Church.  This union 

is called “The Evangelical Reformed Church.”  They changed the Apostles’ Creed so that it is 

hardly recognizable anymore.  There are twenty congregations in Nebraska, South Dakota, North 

Dakota, Wisconsin and Iowa who did not go along with this union.  These churches are now the 

Reformed (German) Church in the United States. 

In these churches a provisional liturgy is used, which is a free service, baptism is by 

sprinkling, the mother holding the child, and the Lord’s Supper is generally celebrated by the 

communicants coming forward to and standing at the Chancel.  During worship the congregation 

usually sits during the singing of Hymns and Psalms and stands during prayer.  In government, 

the church is Presbyterian, having its courts rising in their order:  Congregation, Consistory and 

Classis.  This small group does not have a synod.  Historically this government has been more 

democratic than that of the Presbyterian Church in this country, its congregations reserving more 

rights. 

These churches use Confirmation as a Public act of Confession of Faith.  The children are 

sent to catechism class every Saturday.  At the age of fourteen to sixteen, the children attend a 

special class which is called a Confirmation Class, for five weeks, six days a week during the 

summer months.  At the end of this time they make public confession before the congregation.  

They have to recite the Heidelberg Catechism and texts from the Bible, including some Psalms.  

This really is a sort of oral briefing, after which they are blessed into the church as communicant 

members. 



These, our churches, are a small group and we do not have any theological school of our 

own.  We have a few conferences with the Protestant Reformed Church, and we appreciate it 

very greatly that they have invited us to attend their Seminary. 
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