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Abstract

There continues to be ongoing discussion about segregation and white flight in northern
US cities. Numerous authors have articulated and detailed the impetuses for the dramatic
shifts of white population out of central city neighborhoods and into the suburbs. These
reasons have included outright racism, concerns over property values, residential
preferences, and neutral ethnocentrism —among a host of others. However, in this article
I will contend that these causes might be further nuanced by a case study of a small
religious community on the South Side of Chicago that departed en masse for the suburbs
in the 1960s and 1970s. The story of this religious community delineates how insular
spiritual communities can foment poor conceptions of place. That is, within these highly
socially isolated religious communities there are such weak ties to the broader
neighborhood that members are easily predisposed to mobility: when they felt their
neighborhood threatened by the arrival of African Americans they simply packed up and
reconstituted themselves in the suburbs.

INTRODUCTION

Many authors have comprehensively discussed the social changes that swept
Chicago and other rust belt cities in the aftermath of the Great Migration and the
ingrained residential patterns that resulted. However, in this paper | want to examine two
particular neighborhoods of Chicago — Englewood and Roseland (see Figure 1) —and a
common sub-community that existed in both. Within these two neighborhoods resided
six congregations belonging to a denomination called the Christian Reformed Church
(CRC). The CRC traces its ethnic roots to the Netherlands and self-identifies as
“evangelical.” These two communities played notable roles in the racial residential
succession pattern that pervaded much of the South Side of Chicago. Within a decade,
each neighborhood witnessed the departure of all CRC congregations. Left in the wake
of their departure was a sole mission chapel — not a formally organized congregation. In
this article 1 will argue that the rapid departure of these six congregations was dependent,
at least in part, on a poor conception of place that manifested in weak ties and affiliations
to the neighborhoods surrounding the churches. In other words, the typical white flight
issues of racial change and concerns over property values certainly played a role in the
rapid departure of these CRC congregations. However, a more nuanced examination of
this case study offers particular evidence about the historical importance that the concept
of place played in the process of white flight.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

The members of these CRC congregations in Englewood and Roseland
represented an insular social circle that utilized the local church instead of the local park
or square as the unifying focal point for the community. Such a construction abetted an
easy detachment and relocation to the suburbs. The story here reveals the difference
between being rooted in neighborhood and being rooted in less geographically
determined communities — suach as congregations. In essence, these CRC congregations
operated as fully functional isolated communities. However, those communities tended
to be largely spiritual — there did not exist an emphasis on community being connected to
“place.” Within the interdisciplinary field of urban studies, there has been a burgeoning
literature concerned with the notion of place and its relationship to community.

Yi-Fu Tuan (1974) wrote perhaps the classic tome on place, Topophilia: A Study
of Environmental Perception, Attitudes, and Values. Tuan created the term “topophilia”
to describe the “affective bond between people and a place or setting.” He argued that
culture and environment remain closely linked. He also asserted that man-made
environments could provide evidence about the worldviews of the people who inhabited
the area in question. One reviewer wrote: “Again, Tuan points out that the impact of
architectural space transcends that of much larger natural configuration outdoors; one is
led to muse about the aim of the builders, about the responses of clients and other
observers” (Lowenthal 1975, 423-424). In essence, places reveals much about a people
and their values — place has meaning. One geographer has noted: “It is generally
accepted that the art museums, along with universities, are established primarily to pursue
and display intellectual achievements and meanings, whereas prisons, law courts,
factories, and offices mostly create and sustain social relations. Place helps constitute
and balance this basic structure of nature, social relations and meaning ” (Sack 1997,

61). In addition, place both constrains and enables. Place has effect: “The easiest way to
understand how places work is to recognize that they all, large or small, thick or thin
function to include or exclude different elements of forces of the world” (ibid.).

Being a pervasive entity, place has a crucial role in developing social
connectedness — yet it can also be configured to have a coercive effect. In either case,
place does not remain neutral. Rather, it takes on conscious characteristics and meanings
that have importance within the urban arena. For our purposes, it would seem the CRC
congregations of Englewood and Roseland first manipulated their places in an effort to
remain exclusive. However, when such strategies became unviable, the six congregations
displayed a visceral indifference to their larger communities and mobilized.

Not only does this case study further our understanding about how communities
understand place, it also lends further insight into how religious bodies participated in
white flight. John McGreevy (1996), Gerald Gamm (1999), and Eileen McMahon (1995)
have all discussed how Catholic parish identity led some white Catholic families to
fiercely defend their neighborhoods as African Americans moved in. McGreevy
especially noted that the manner in which Catholic communities in northern US cities
defined their surroundings in religious terms had profound consequences on the emerging
residential patterns of the 1960s and 1970s. In contrast, the CRC communities within
Englewood and Roseland on the South Side of Chicago accorded their surroundings with
very little religious or spiritual significance. Thus when their place/neighborhoods
started changing, they readily mobilized for the suburbs.
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THE GREAT MIGRATION AND CHICAGO’S SOUTH SIDE

As African Americans came into Chicago during the Great Migration, Englewood
became a suitable destination because of its proximity to the Black Belt and the industrial
factories. A general population growth in Englewood during the 1930s had led to an
increase in housing conversions. At the same time, however, the housing stock in the
neighborhood began to decline in quality. During that particular decade white middle-
class families began departing for points farther out in the city and to the suburbs as well
(Santow 2000). From 1930 to 1960 the population total remained fairly stable, only
increasing from 89,000 to 97,000. However, such stasis in population totals fails to
adequately convey the tumult and radical demographic shift of those decades. During
that time period, Englewood shifted from a predominantly white population to
predominantly African American. During the 1940s the African American population of
Englewood increased five-fold (Englewood Study Area 1963, 7-9). In the years 1930,
1940, 1950, and 1960, the percentage of the population represented by African
Americans rose from 1.3 to 2.2 to 10.5 to 68.9, respectively. It should also be noted that
during the decade of the most drastic racial change, 1950 to 1960, the general population
of Englewood only increased from 94,134 to 97,595 (Local Community Fact Book 1984,
151).

In response to these changes, in 1939 a group of citizens from Englewood created
the Southtown Planning Association (SPA) in an effort to create “ingenious ways of
preventing Negros from moving into the area” (Hirsch 1983, 37). The SPA was founded
by and run realtors, bankers, and the local Chambers of Commerce. Although most
energies of the SPA were spent in crafting and enforcing restrictive covenants, at other
times the organization did demonstrate creative means for maintaining buffers between
African American settlements and the white areas of the South Side. More explicitly,
these “ingenious” methods included lobbying to create the Illinois Redevelopment Act of
1941. The SPA reaped the reward of the Act when they were allowed to create a
subsidiary organization, the Southtown Realty and Development Corporation (SRDC)
under its auspices. The new corporation had an aggressive policy to buy property from
African Americans who had bought into the community. Moreover, the Corporation
obtained “structures for demolition and rehabilitation if those alternatives were deemed
necessary to keep property out of black hands” (Ibid.). The new association also had the
authority to eradicate blight in its neighborhood. In 1946 the SPA attempted to utilize the
SRDC as it launched a “build the Negroes out of Englewood campaign” in an effort to
rehabilitate an increasingly African American corner of the community. The SPA plan
called for the relocation of African Americans to the suburb of Robbins in order to
redevelop their currently inhabited settlement in favor of middle class housing. Another
scheme of the SPA was 1947’s “Choose Your Neighbor Campaign” — an obvious
promotion of restrictive covenants. In fact, that same year the SPA allotted half of its
$30,000 budget for the enforcement of covenants (Santow 2000, 117-120).

Six years later in 1945 the acrimony continued as white students at the local high
school went on a “hate strike” to protest the new racial demographics and local
businesses “resisted black patronage in an attempt to placate their white clientele”
(Hirsch 1983, 117-120). Though the ruling of Shelley made restrictive covenants illegal,
the SPA continued to expand its activities and presence in Englewood as well. Indeed,
many local businessmen and property owners understood Englewood to be a significant
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strategic importance as white Chicago sought to defend its borders from the growing
Black Belt. One SPA activist asserted in 1950 that “if Englewood’s residential areas
remain healthy and stable, all areas of the south and west will also maintain their
integrity” (Santow 2000, 120).

Though the population levels remained fairly static, the activities of the
Corporation conspired with larger government projects to actually reduce possibilities
and further strain the local housing market. The construction of the Dan Ryan
Expressway and demolition of a number of dilapidated structures collaborated to cause a
net loss of 902 housing units between 1950 and 1960. As a result, the growing African
American population began seeking housing more actively in previously white
neighborhoods in Englewood (Bergsma 1968, 3).

Local whites, however, did not always attempt to mitigate African American
influx through associations and corporations. Instead, they sometimes displayed a violent
defensive posture in response to the in-migration of African Americans. In one case, a
rumor spread that a home within the community was simply being “shown” to an African
American couple — in fact, the African Americans were attending a union meeting.
Gaining a life of its own, the rumor *“called forth large crowds, which registered a
destructive protest against the presence of blacks ... and “outsiders’ in general” (Hirsch
1983, 89).

Estimates at the time had the Englewood crowds peaking at around 10,000
participants. In actuality, the house of the union meeting sustained little damage as police
moved in to protect the property. Instead, the targets of the violence became
unrecognized outsiders: *“‘strangers’ who entered the area to observe the white protestors
and innocent passers-by were victimized by roving gangs” (Ibid., 55). The riot lasted for
three days and any strange whites or blacks who entered the district could expect to be
assaulted. The ferocity of Englewood residents’ reaction to a rumor was indicative of the
tension that existed in many of the white communities bordering the Black Belt.

Despite the activities of whites, by the late 1950s Englewood was reported as
having pockets of both “changing” and “changed” areas. In other words, the transition to
African American had been completed on some blocks, but others were still in process.
Even with the change, the community managed to maintain the largest “out-lying
shopping area in the City of Chicago.” The neighborhood was also described as still
having good transportation to the Loop. Some light industry remained and in the
southeast corner of the community Wilson Junior College and Chicago Teachers College
still functioned. Overall though, Englewood suffered from “crowded schools and
residences, high rates of unemployment and school dropouts, and a disproportionate
number of families on Public Aid” (Study Committee of the Englewood Committee for
Community Action 1963). By the early 1960s the residents of Englewood found
themselves in a community on the precipice of slum-like deterioration. One local
minister assessed the situation: “The problem it faces is whether it is to become another

! Derke Bergsma, “A Tale of Two Churches: An Analysis and Critique of the Process of Decision
Leading to Relocation from City to Suburb,” unpublished seminar paper, University of Chicago, n.d.
Dutch Heritage Center at Trinity Christian College, Palos Heights, IL, p. 3. While his paper is ultimately a
sociological analysis that focuses on the decision-making process, Bergsma nicely delineated the history of
the CRC congregations in Englewood. Much of the narrative here about the Englewood and the churches
is based on his assessment in the paper and in an interview conducted with the author, July 24, 2002, Palos
Heights, IL.
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deteriorated and dilapidated slum, populated exclusively by Negroes and headed for mass
clearance, or whether it is headed for rebirth in which its substantial human and physical
resources will be capitalized, redeveloping and maintaining it as a productive live
community” (Ronnow 1963). The same minister went on to note that Englewood
possessed some positive capital for fomenting a rebirth: the large business district and at
least thirty Protestant churches and two Roman Catholic churches. By that time,
however, both First Christian Reformed of Englewood and Second Christian Reformed of
Englewood had departed for the suburbs.

Roughly ten years later, four CRC congregations would leave Roseland under
similar circumstances. Almost directly five miles south of Englewood, the community
would not experience the block by block advance of African Americans in Chicago until
the early 1960s. However, by 1972 all four congregations had relocated to suburbs with
names like Orland Park.

During the 1940s white residents in Roseland began to mobilize to protest the
Chicago Housing Authority’s plan to construct a public housing project that would
undoubtedly bring more African American residents to the community. As byproducts of
central business district redevelopment, the residents of Roseland viewed the housing
projects as threats to the stability of their neighborhood. Much like Englewood, these
protests in Roseland sometimes became violent. At an assembly to protest the Fernwood
Park Homes project, author Arnold Hirsch reported that the police arrested numerous
persons with Dutch last names for racial rioting (Hirsch 1983). Despite these efforts by
white residents of Roseland, African Americans continued to settle in the community.

By 1950 the overall population of Roseland was a little over 50,000 and African
Americans accounted for 18 percent of that figure (Local Community Fact Book 1984).

Hirsch also asserted that Cornelius Teninga (a conspicuously Dutch last name), a
realtor from Roseland, offered the “most articulate” argument to the Housing Committee
of the Chicago City Council. Teninga noted the people of Roseland detected a
“*disastrous financial burden’ in the forced rehousing of thousands of displaced persons
but also the ‘kindling of alarming racial tensions which will result from the wholly
unnecessary dispersal of the colored inhabitants at the center of our City ... into the
outlying areas’” (Hirsch 1983, 131).

Teninga’s efforts notwithstanding, in 1954 the Chicago Housing Authority
completed the construction of the Governor Frank O. Lowden Homes in the Roseland
area. The 128-unit housing project was largely inhabited by African Americans. In 1960
African Americans accounted for 23 percent of the total population of Roseland (Hirsch,
1983). One resident in 1964 noted that the “Hollanders who made up the greater portion
of Roseland ... are now moving to the suburbs to avoid the next population change in the
community.” He also related that “the local community improvement association has the
avowed purpose of ‘keeping the negro out’” and that in his “judgment they will be
unsuccessful” (Patterson 1964, no page).

Despite the demographic changes, Roseland continued to be the dominant retail
complex for the Far South Side? of Chicago into the 1960s. A real estate assessment

% The southeast corner of Chicago proper that included the communities of Roseland, Pullman,
South Deering, East Side, West Pullman, Riverdale, and Hegewisch. The area centered on Lake Calumet
which had become a harbor and port for national and international freight. The total population of the Far
South Side in 1960 was 164,951. For more information on the Far South Side, see James C. Downs, Jr.,
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conducted in 1963 found the shopping center to have a vacancy rate of 15 percent and the
buildings to be in “fair” to “good” condition. The stores there included Robert Hall,
Sears, Roebuck, and Gately’s Peoples (Local Community Fact Book 1990). The reality,
though, was that the 1960s represented the seminal moment in the decline of Roseland’s
business district. The South Side of Chicago began to experience erosion within its
industrial base. The effect trickled down to the retail stores. Eventually, Robert Hall,
Sears, Roebuck, and Gately’s Peoples — the four major anchors — would all close their
doors (Ibid.).

The demographic transformation and accompanying economic decline during the
1960s devastated Roseland. During the mid1960s the in-migration of African Americans
gathered such momentum that in 1970 they constituted 55% of Roseland’s population.
The growth in percentage found aid in the fact that many white families departed.
Between 1970 and 1980 the white population of Roseland dropped by almost 96% while
the African American population grew by 82%. By 1980 African Americans accounted
for 97% of a total population of over 64,000 (Local Community Fact Book 1984).

Such a rapid racial turnover had devastating consequences for the community.
Business and industry followed the whites to the suburbs. Residents of Roseland found
themselves dealing with myriad problems: “unemployment, inflation, mortgage defaults,
business failures, and gang-related problems” (Ibid., 129). In the 1970s alone, the
community experienced over 900 mortgage foreclosures. Quality of life declined as the
infant mortality rate rose to 26 per 1000 — one of the worst in the city. In 1960 the
community had been served by 58 physicians; that number dropped to 31 in 1970 and 11
in 1980 (all while the total population grew by over 5000) (lIbid.,129).

The social transitions that affected Chicago proper had particular consequences in
local neighborhoods like Englewood and Roseland. The massive influx of African
Americans and the struggle for housing had devastating consequences for communities.
The erosion of the quality of life in both Englewood and Roseland was attributable to
radical residential isolation based on race. In both communities, the local CRC
congregations were conspirators in the aforementioned racial transition that left a legacy
of deeply entrenched segregation. As the neighborhoods became increasingly African
American, the CRC families followed the trend to find an ostensible comfort and security
in the surrounding suburbs. By 1962 and 1972 a total of six CRC congregations had left
Englewood and Roseland and, subsequently, Chicago proper as well.

AN EVANGELICAL COMMUNITY ON CHICAGO’S SOUTH SIDE

The two communities in question, Englewood and Roseland, are separated by
about forty city blocks. The CRC networks within these two neighborhoods maintained
highly insular characteristics. All social life revolved around the institutions of the
church and the Christian school. In Dutch Chicago: A History of Hollanders in the
Windy City (2002), noted Dutch-American historian Robert Swierenga asserted that
“...social life was lived among family and fellow church members.” He stated that “...
the Christian Reformed churches organized a host of cultural, religious, musical, and
sporting activities for young and old alike” and that one member had noted that church

“Zones of Analysis: City of Chicago.” A report prepared for the Real Estate Research Corporation, March
1963. Church Federation of Greater Chicago, Chicago Historical Society, pp. 119-128.

22



Geographies of Religions and Belief Systems Volume 3, Issue 1

life “is one round of ceaseless activity” (Swierenga 2002, 450-451). Throughout the
Chicago area CRC communities, the church-school monopolization of social activity was
a common theme.®

Within CRC circles, almost all social activity was conducted under the auspices
of the church. Because of that isolation, the Chicago CRC communities of Roseland and
Englewood remained stable and homogeneous for over one hundred years and eighty
years, respectively. However, the social forces of the middle half of the twentieth
century would eventually overwhelm these CRC communities. Leaders would have to
make a decision regarding the maintenance of isolation and homogeneity and whether
those even existed as laudable goals by the late 1960s.

Like the other Dutch Protestant settlements in the Midwest, the Dutch Reformed
in the Chicago area arrived in the middle of the nineteenth century as a result of
economic hardship and religious persecution following the 1834 Secession from the
National Reformed Church of the Netherlands. In 1849 a group of immigrants from the
North Holland province founded an Illinois settlement called High Prairie — later to be
called Roseland — some six miles north of another Dutch settlement known as Low
Prairie — later to be renamed South Holland (Rowlands 1949).

The Dutch settlers immediately began their farms, erecting their barns and then
their homes. They produced eggs and dairy products to sell and barter with at the local
store. For the first summer, they traveled to Low Prairie for Sunday worship. However,
the six miles to services were difficult since the families had to extend their trip to avoid
paying a toll on the Sabbath at Riverdale. Thus, when the first winter came, the settlers
of High Prairie made the decision to establish their own church. Eighteen charter
members founded the Holland Reformed Church of High Prairie. The next spring (1850)
the church built a structure for the Sunday worship services (Rowlands 1949, 1-42). An
influx of immigrants from the Netherlands continued as the settlement of High Prairie
grew and by 1855 the congregation became too large for its original building. They
quickly constructed a new larger house for worship in order to accommodate the
flourishing young settlement.

Soon, however, the Dutch Roselanders experienced a dramatic transformation of
their environs. By 1880 the Pullman Company had built a series of factories just to the
west of Roseland. Eventually, the massive industry employed roughly 10,000 men.
Moreover, the entire district quickly became an industrial hub as International Harvester,
Sherwin Williams, and Illinois Central constructed factories there. Until the arrival of
Pullman, Roseland had steadfastly remained an ethnic Dutch community — some said
almost a reproduction of a village that could be found in the Netherlands. The original
inhabitants of Roseland now found themselves in close quarters with new settlers,
immigrants of Slavic origin. The value of the Dutch vegetable farms and their product
expanded immensely.

® Interestingly enough, the CRC closed social community seemed to have much in common with
Peter Muller’s later assessment of middle-income family suburbs: “The management of children is a
central ... concern, and most local social contact occurs through such family-oriented formal organizations
as the PTA, Little League, and the Scouts .... Neighboring is limited and selective.” Contemporary
Suburban America (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1981), p. 72.] It seems that replacing the PTA,
Little League, and the Scouts with the social organizations of the CRC would create an interesting analogy.
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Despite the radical changes in the populace and structure of Roseland, the Dutch
Reformed congregants remained in the community. In fact, many became extremely
wealthy from real estate as they sold parcels of land that they had bought for five dollars
per acre for up to $2000. With such incomes, the Dutch actually expanded their activities
and founded new churches of the Reformed persuasion. However, not all of the Dutch
felt so comfortable in their communities within rapidly expanding Chicago: “Hollanders
from Englewood and Roseland, who preferred rural life, moved into” northwest Indiana
(Swierenga 2002, 327).

Despite that exodus, many did stay in Chicago proper. Though they constituted
an insignificant minority within the city, they still prospered enough to have established
24 churches along with a number of Christian schools. In 1920 the Chicago Association
of Commerce computed that in the 9" Ward (which included Roseland and Englewood)
persons of Dutch birth or ancestry constituted 8.37% of the total population. However,
some scholars cast a critical eye on such a low figure and asserted that census-takers
failed to differentiate between Americans and Dutch persons whose great-grandparents
had been of Dutch birth (Ibid., 328).

In sum, the 1900 census stated that the greater Chicago area held 20,000 Dutch
and followed only Grand Rapids, Michigan in persons of that said ancestry. As in the
rest of the CRC settlements in the Midwest, the typical pattern of settlement involved
focally located churches and Christian schools. With such efforts, these ethnic
communities ensured their survival. In fact, historian Amry Vanden Bosch made the
assertion that the enduring nature of the CRC communities in particular found direct
correlation to their “attachment to the church, as well as to their strong race
consciousness” (1927, 2). For these Dutch, race meant the same as nationality. Just as
fervently, they clung to their religion. Swierenga has insisted, “they were ‘“tribal’ in their
fierce in-group loyalties, behavior of exclusiveness, and the transplanting of Old Country
institutions and the Dutch language and culture. In concert with the other Dutch
Reformed communities of the American Midwest, the Chicago Dutch conducted worship
services entirely in the tongue of the motherland until the 1920s. But above all they were
Calvinists of the old school, dating back to the Synod of Dordrecht (1618-19)” (2000,
214). They feared worldliness and attempted to create for themselves closed
communities although they could not avoid limited interaction with Jews and Catholics
(Vanden Bosch 1927, 5).

In addition, these Dutch made great efforts to control their economic activity.
They had a tendency to patronize only Dutch businesses, craftsmen, and banks. Soon
many found their niche in collecting cinders — residue from boilers and waste incinerators
(Swierenga 2000, 220). Many CRC members worked in blue-collar trades, thus the
rising power of the unions during the 1940s and 1950s inevitably became an issue. The
CRC had a history of condemning labor unions as “worldly” because of the socialistic
bent and reputation for violent tactics. In Chicago, they would only join unions when
pressured and would refuse active participation. They often rationalized membership as a
necessity for feeding their families. However, the church did not always sympathize and
membership in the Teamsters or AFL-CIO could translate to a forced resignation from
the church council. Eventually some of the CRC workers in the Chicago area found a
solution when they established locals of the Grand Rapids-based Christian Labor
Association (Ibid., 226).
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With such a predilection for isolation, CRC members had to depend on the
congregation as the primary vehicle for social interaction. Swierenga (2002) vividly
detailed how the church dominated the social life of these families. He noted that they
took the Biblical imperative to “live in the world, but not of it” very seriously. Pastors
often warned of the perils of city life. Laboring and doing business with “outsiders” had
to be begrudgingly accepted, but “social life was lived among family and fellow church
members” (226).

A study of intermarriage — a common indication of levels of assimilation —
demonstrated the insular nature of CRC social circles. Any non-Christians clearly fell
outside the pale of potential marriage partners. Even marriage to Catholics was
infrequent because of cultural taboos — Reformation Day sermons frequently enumerated
the failings of Catholicism and the CRC doctrinal standard, the Heidelberg Catechism,
referred to the “popish mass” as “idolatry” (Ecumenical Creeds and Reformed
Confessions 1988, 49).

Before marriage young CRC people in Chicago received strict admonition not to
get involved in “worldly” activities. In fact, the CRC leadership attempted to channel the
entire social life of it children “into an exclusively ethnoreligious track”(Swierenga 2000,
224). The consistent effort to remain “spiritually separate from the world” meant that
movie houses, theatres, cabarets, and dance halls were off limits. The CRC Synod of
1928 condemned theatre attendance, dancing, and card playing:

Synod instructs consistories to inquire of those who ask to be examined previous
to making public profession of their faith and partaking in the Lord’s Supper as to
their stand and conduct in the matter of worldly amusements, and, if it appears
that they are not minded to lead the life of Christian separation and consecration,
not to permit their public confession.... Synod urges consistories to deal in the
spirit of love, yet also, in the view of the strong tide of worldliness which
threatens our churches, very firmly with all cases of misdemeanor and offensive
conduct in the matter of amusements; and, where repeated admonitions by the
consistory are left unheeded, to apply discipline as the last resort (Acts of Synod
1928, 88).

Since the denomination had such strict sanctions against worldly amusements,
they created social activities for the young people that kept them isolated. Beginning in
the 1890s the denomination created Young People’s Societies. Swierenga quoted one
minister’s rationale: “We believe our young people ought to stay in their own circle and
are very glad to see our young people join our Society. In unity there is strength” (2002,
458). These societies varied from church to church, but usually included social and
religious teaching and organized weekly activities. The minister of the congregation
usually provided leadership and intentionally used the Society as a method for integrating
the younger generation into the life of the church.

The youth of the CRC had the opportunity to become involved in the Young
Calvinist League (YCL). In the early 1950s YCL morphed and created the Boys
Calvinist Cadet Club and the Girls Calvinette Club. In many ways, these two clubs
operated as religious counterparts Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts (Ibid., 467-468).
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Social programming went beyond the youngsters of the CRC. Adults also had
societies, missionary fests, and conferences. Beginning in 1937, CRC families could
even vacation together exclusively at the Cedar Lake Bible Conference and Campground.
Activities ranged from Bible studies to evening worship to inspirational speakers to lake
recreation. In the end, the church dominated social life. Swierenga quoted one female
CRC member: “Church societies were a way of life. Our three young ladies’ groups
were very large. Annual socials were great occasions — mother and daughter festivities,
socials for older ladies’ aid groups, and also home-talent programs” (lbid., 450-451). A
typical week for a CRC family in Roseland was summed up:

Before the widespread ownership of cars by our people, families would troop in a
body, in rain or shine, to church for services that lasted an hour and a half.
Monday nights were for Catechism; Tuesday nights were for Young Men’s
Society, Young Women’s Society (none of this mixed sexes Christian Endeavor
stuff such as the Reformed churches indulged in), and Consistory; Thursday
nights were for Choral Society (Tiemersma 1987, 15).

The church, however, did not claim the entirety of CRC members’ social lives.
Instead, the church and the Christian school worked in concert. Leaders of the CRC
understood the Christian school they established to be a “feeder” or “nursery” of the
church and a vital link in the CRC social chain. Though the church did not operate the
schools, the two institutions, according to Swierenga, were equal partners and very
closely associated (2002, 351). In fact, one publication clearly articulated an apology for
the Christian schools: “We have reasons to believe that the rearing of our children in the
fear of the Lord, including instruction in the Bible, leavening the whole of primary
education, largely accounts for the loyalty to our church [CRC] and its doctrines”
(“Ebenezar Christian School Semi-Centennial Celebration” 1933, no page).

These CRC members felt compelled to establish private schools because they
fervently contended that education remained the responsibility of parents, not the
government. By 1910 the CRC families had established five Christian schools in the
Chicago area. In 1918 they completed their educational system with establishment of
Chicago Christian High School in the center of the Englewood community. The local
CRC congregations did not administer or control the schools. Rather, the more informal
CRC “societies” retained all responsibility for them. In essence, these Reformed Dutch
sought a Christian education wherein the teachers articulated Christianity within every
subject and insisted that religion stood as the “chief motive in life” (Swierenga 2002,
351).

The consistory (the board of elders for the congregation) of First CRC of
Englewood summed up the importance of Christian schools: “We love to speak of the
chain consisting of three links — home, church, and school” (Ibid., 447). Though the
school did not have a formal relationship with the church, the CRC Synod of 1936 clearly
delineated a de facto relationship:

It is the duty of the consistory to use every proper means to the end that a
Christian School may be established where it does not exist, and to give
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wholehearted and unreserved moral backing to existing Christian Schools and a
measure of financial help in case of need .... If, in the judgment of Classis, a
Consistory does not support the cause of Christian Schools, Classis should
continue earnestly to admonish such a consistory publicly in its classical meetings
and privately through church visits until in truly repents (Acts of Synod 1936,
35-37).

The CRC congregations took the instructions from Synod very seriously. By
1940 the seventeen area churches had 89% of their children enrolled in Christian schools.
Swierenga noted that in many congregations the refusal to send children to Christian
schools meant social isolation at church. Another man who had grown up in the CRC
and Christian schools of Roseland asserted that membership in good standing in the
church “all but presupposed sending one’s children to Christian school” (Tiemersma
1987, 15). Moreover, some have argued that the schools as institutions:

... were the most critical link in the chain that maintained cultural and
ecclesiastical oneness in the church; they kept alive the Dutch language until the
1920s and transmitted Calvinist theology and cultural values for many
generations. The schools stood in the shadow of the churches, and this naturally
concentrated the families nearby, which strengthened community and church life
immeasurably. The Christian high schools also provided a place to find a
marriage partner within the greater Chicago Reformed communities. Christian
schooling thus kept the children within the cocoon of the church (Swierenga
2002, 448).

In almost every facet of life — work, socializing, politics, religion, ancestry,
education — the CRC remained so closed that they even demonstrated ambivalence
concerning their relationship with the more mainline Reformed Church of America(RCA)
— even though they shared a common ethnicity (Dutch) and theological orientation
(Calvinist). Such an insulated and isolated demeanor did not bode well for the CRC
Dutch who resided in Chicago proper on the eve of the some of the most radical social
rest