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Introduction 

 The debate between Alexander Campbell and John Baptist Purcell that took place 

between January 13th and January 21st of 1837 in the city of Cincinnati, Ohio was billed as “The 

Battle of the Giants.”1 It captivated an entire city. The published transcript of the exchange sold 

thousands of copies, leaving the nation to discuss the issues it raised and causing ordinary 

citizens to become amateur theologians. And in time, partly because of the debate, the local 

Catholic archdiocese became the preeminent religious community in the city.2 Despite such a 

significant impact on the city and the country, this debate has largely been forgotten.3 Perhaps 

this forgetting is due to a heretofore undisclosed connection between the debate and the local 

Catholic archdiocese’s greatest humiliation. 

 After exploring the dynamics of the debate, including the circumstances which led to its 

formation and the immediate ramifications, I will make the connection between the Campbell-

Purcell Debate of 1837 and this most embarrassing episode in American Catholic history (paying 

special attention to the plight of Purcell), as well as observing the long term effects of the debate 

on Cincinnati and its Christian communities. 

 

Cincinnati’s New Bishop 

 John Baptist Purcell was born in Mallow, Ireland on February 26, 1800. He emigrated to 

the United States at the age of eighteen, entering Mount St. Mary’s College in Emmitsburg, 

Maryland. He returned to Europe to study at Paris; he was ordained into the priesthood at the 

                                                
1 Roger Fortin, Faith and Action: A History of the Archdiocese of Cincinnati, 1821-1996. (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2002). 104. 
2 The reign of the Catholic Church over the city of Cincinnati can still be observed today. One historian noted Purcell’s influence in Catholicism’s 
meteoric rise, noting, “When [Purcell] came to Cincinnati he found a small city with but one church, and a diocese with a few Catholics scattered 
throughout the state. After forty three years of toil, he found the city grown to a population of nearly 300,000, with forty well organized parishes 
having schools giving Catholic education to 20,000 children, a well-equipped seminary, colleges, and charitable institutions to take care of the 
poor and sick.” See John B. Murray, “John Baptist Purcell” The New Advent Catholic Encyclopedia. 2007. 
<http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/12570a.htm> 
3 Mark Weedman noted in 1996, “in the last 20 years, scholarship has largely ignored the entire debate.” See Mark Weedman, “History as 
Authority in Alexander Campbell’s 1837 Debate with Bishop Purcell” Fides et historia. Summer 1996. 17. 



Carr 2 

Cathedral of Notre Dame in 1827. Then Purcell returned to Mount St. Mary’s in order to teach 

and became its president. In 1833, he was appointed to be the second bishop of the diocese of 

Cincinnati.4 

 Cincinnati was a young diocese facing many challenges, the greatest of which was 

financial in nature. Edward Dominic Fenwick, Cincinnati’s first bishop, realized that the weekly 

offerings were not sufficient to keep the Church functioning so he traveled to Europe in order to 

raise money for his church.5 While this move helped the diocese survive, it irked local 

Protestants who perceived the reception of “foreign generosity” as a plot by the Church to 

dismantle their country.6 This suspicion about whether or not Catholicism could show true 

allegiance to the young republic was not limited to Cincinnati, but was prevalent throughout the 

nation. As one historian reported, “native American Protestants cast apprehensive glances 

towards Rome, fearing that these immigrants were servants of an autocratic papal power which 

would overwhelm and destroy America’s democratic institutions.”7 

 Purcell, therefore, found the Catholic Church in Cincinnati embattled; Protestant/Catholic 

relations were in dire straits. This is ironic since, in the early years of the diocese, Cincinnati’s 

Protestants showed generosity to the Catholics. From selling land to the Church, to helping to 

build their buildings, and even to giving funds directly to the Church, Protestants made it 

possible for Catholicism to gain footing in the city.8 Yet when Purcell ascended to the bishopric 

of Cincinnati, the chasm between the sides was expansive. 

 In addition to combating the aforementioned Nativist prejudices, Purcell discovered that 

the diocese he had inherited was in disarray; not even the buildings were in decent shape. He 

                                                
4 William M Shea, Lion and the Lamb : Evangelicals and Catholics in America. (Cary, NC: Oxford University Press, Incorporated, 2004). 203. 
5 Wherever the phrase “the Church” appears within this paper, it is meant to reference the Roman Catholic Church. 
6 Margaret C. DePalma, Dialogue On The Frontier : Catholic and Protestant Relations, 1793-1883. (Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 
2004). 52. 
7 Humble, 119. 
8 DePalma, 52. 
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wrote in his journal that, “thousands upon thousands of Dollars have been expended on buildings 

which are ill-constructed and inconvenient, of wretched materials, half-finished, leaking, mill-

dewed roofs and walls.”9 The obstacles were daunting. How could Purcell achieve success in his 

new assignment? 

  

 Dialogue At The College of Teachers 

 Purcell embraced the challenges set before him as the new leader of the diocese. He 

sought to contextualize the Church in the community and, as historian Margaret DePalma noted, 

“adapt it to its surroundings whenever possible.”10 He attended secular societies and gatherings 

in order to establish a stronger Catholic presence in the community. One such meeting was the 

Western Literary Institute and College of Professional Teachers, a gathering of educators of the 

Western frontier “devoted to lectures on education, discussions on school subjects, and 

educational problems in general.”11 During one of the conference’s sessions, Joshua Wilson, a 

local Presbyterian minister, gave a lecture in which he recommended that the Bible be used as a 

universal school textbook in public schools. Purcell did not agree with this opinion and voiced 

his disapproval (Purcell’s opinion was shared by many Catholic clergy in that day. Among other 

reasons for Catholics to disapprove of this was the implication that the translation of the Bible to 

be used in the schools was the King James Version, a Protestant translation).12 

 Also present at this “College of the Teachers” (as it was known) was a Protestant minister 

named Alexander Campbell, there himself to give a lecture. Campbell was surprised that Purcell 

disagreed with Wilson’s thesis. The next day, Campbell delivered his own lecture in which 

theorized that “the rapid march of modern improvements” in the world was a direct result of the 
                                                
9 DePalma, 79. 
10 DePalma, 89. 
11 J.J. Haley, Debates That Made History : The Story of Alexander Campbell's Debates with John Walker, W. L. McCalla, Robert Owen, Bishop 
Purcell and Nathan L. Rice. (Joplin, Missouri: College Press, 1966). 120. 
12 Haley, 120. 
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Protestant Reformation. Once again, Purcell disagreed with this position and countered it, stating 

that the Protestant Reformation had actually been “the cause of all the contention and infidelity 

in the world.”13 

 After this second exchange, Campbell invited Purcell to attend a lecture the next week at 

the Sycamore Street Christian Church. During this discourse, Campbell had planned to deal with 

the subject of the Reformation in greater detail. Purcell attended the meeting, even though it was 

“strange unprecedented conduct for a representative of papal infallibility” to be present at such a 

gathering.14 After concluding his speech, Campbell invited Purcell to respond. Purcell chose to 

defer this invitation until the next evening. A huge crowd gathered at the Sycamore Street 

Church the next night, attracted by “the novelty of a Roman Catholic bishop occupying a 

Protestant pulpit.”15 The bulk of Purcell’s address was devoted to lambasting Martin Luther and 

the Reformation. Upon concluding his oration, Purcell declared that he no interest in 

participating in any further dialogue about the topic. Even though Purcell was finished espousing 

his thoughts on the subject, Campbell was not. The very next night, in a speech at a local 

Wesleyan Church, Campbell responded to Purcell’s assertions by unleashing several 

propositions of criticism towards the Catholic Church.16  

 

The Defender of Protestantism 

 Inspired by the propositions that Campbell presented at the Wesleyan Church, the 

Protestant leadership in Cincinnati suggested a dialogue concerning the Catholic Church.17 That 

                                                
13 Haley, 120. 
14 Haley, 120. 
15 Catholic Telegraph, October 20, 1836. 
16 Haley, 120. 
17 Debates were a very common occurrence in America during the first half of the nineteenth century. Large crowds would attend the events and 
the local newspapers would provide detailed coverage. Cincinnati was the site of several prominent debates, including a series of debates at Lane 
Seminary in 1834 concerning the slavery issue. Perhaps the most popular debates during this time were the Lincoln-Douglas Debates of 1858. 
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same week a group sent a letter to Campbell, who was still in Cincinnati, requesting that he enter 

into a public debate with Purcell. The letter read as follows:  

 To the Rev. Mr. Campbell, 

 The undersigned citizens of Cincinnati having listened, with great pleasure, to your 

 exposure and illustrations of the absurd claims and usages of the Roman Catholic Church 

 would respectfully and earnestly request you to proceed immediately to establish, before 

 this community, the six propositions announced at the close of your lecture last evening. 

 This request is made under the conviction that the present state of feeling in this city, and 

 the critical state of the country with reference to Romanism, demand this, and will fully 

 justify with such a course, and also with the expectation that it may result in much good 

 to the cause of Protestantism in the West.18  

 
Fifty-seven prominent Protestants of Cincinnati affixed their signatures to the letter.19 Regardless 

of the motivation of these citizens, whether a sincere desire for religious dialogue or a blatant 

attempt to advance an anti-Catholic platform, the debate would put the tenets of the Catholicism 

on display before the entire community. And apparently they thought Alexander Campbell was 

the perfect man to expose them. But who exactly was this man that they had tabbed to defend 

their faith? 

 Like Purcell, Campbell was a native of Ireland. He was born September 12, 1788 at 

Ballymena, County Antrim. His father, Thomas, was a Presbyterian minister and his mother was 

a French Huguenot. His grandfather, Archibald Campbell, was a Roman Catholic who had 

converted to the Church of England.20 Campbell grew up in a time of violent Protestant and 

Catholic conflict, so much so that, as one historian remarked, “by the time he was a student at the 

                                                
18 Haley, 120. 
19 Humble, 127. 
20 Eva Jean Wrather, “A Nineteenth Century Disciples-Catholic Dialogue: The Campbell-Purcell Debate of 1837,” Midstream Journal. October, 
1986. 371. 
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University of Glasgow he was ready to say ‘pox’ on all the houses of Orthodoxy, Protestant or 

Catholic”21  

 Alexander followed his father to the United States in 1809 where they took advantage of 

this country’s religious freedom by founding independent Christian churches. In order to 

establish these churches, Campbell used his writing talents prolifically to voice his disapproval 

of both Catholic and Protestant hierarchy; he preferred that churches model their leadership 

according to the biblical (New Testament) text. In 1826 Campbell wrote, “the Bible knows 

nothing about the ministry of the Catholic, Episcopal, or Presbyterial church, nor any other 

ministry save that of Moses and Christ. There is no such office as that of a pope, cardinal, dean 

chapter, archbishop, church warden, presiding elder, circuit preacher, class leader, lay presbyter, 

Presbyterian minister, Congregational or Baptist Divine mentioned from Genesis to Jude.”22 

Campbell’s faith was governed by the Scriptures alone and his goal was to spread his 

understanding of biblical Christianity throughout the United States. 

 

The Tale of the Tape 

 When the Protestants of Cincinnati asked Campbell to debate on their behalf, he was 

already a nationally known debater. Most notably, in Cincinnati in 1829, Campbell had debated 

Robert Owen, an agnostic and socialist from New Harmony, Indiana. Not only did he have 

debating experience, but Campbell also possessed the intellect needed to deconstruct the 

Catholic apologetic. The Centennial History of Cincinnati stated that he was, “a man of learning, 

keen intellect and an instructive teacher.”23 Because of his familiarity with debating techniques 

and his vast knowledge, his participation in this debate seems logical. The choice of Campbell 

                                                
21 Wrather, 372. 
22 Alexander Campbell and David Staats Burnet, The Christian Baptist. (Cincinnati: D.S. Burnet, 1835). 292.  
23 Charles Theodore Greve, The Centennial History of Cincinnati and Representative Citizens. (Cincinnati: Biographical Publishing Company, 
1904). 650. 
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was peculiar, however, as the local Protestants were skeptical of his expression of Christianity. 

He was considered to be a cult leader, championing controversial theological ideas such as water 

immersion for regeneration and rejection of creeds.24 Yet perhaps the Protestant leadership chose 

Campbell because they recognized the opportunity for victory regardless of the debate’s 

outcome: if Campbell was victorious, then Catholicism would be put down; but if Campbell was 

defeated, then his movement of primitive Christianity would be disarmed.  

 It is not clear why Campbell decided to accept the debate invitation. It may be that 

Campbell believed his increased public exposure as a result of the debate would continue to 

advertise the restoration movement he was leading. It is possible that he saw the opportunity to 

publicly oust Catholicism in the same way (and in the same city) that he dismissed agnosticism 

in his debate with Owen. Or perhaps Campbell felt obligated to participate because he could not 

refuse a match-up against an inferior opponent.  

 Campbell was twelve years Purcell’s senior, which led him to remark before the debate 

that he wished his opponent was “a full-grown man.”25 While Campbell had prior debating 

experience, Purcell had little, not withstanding a previous discussion with a Methodist minister 

in the fall of 1835.26 Purcell had only been in the city three years before the exchange with 

Campbell at the College of the Teachers. Many in the Cincinnati Protestant community were still 

unfamiliar with the new bishop, thinking him to be from the same mold as his predecessor. 

Fenwick, the previous bishop, did not enjoy engaging in conversations about Catholicism with 

the general public; but while Fenwick was much more reclusive, Purcell was a firebrand.27  

                                                
24 Richard Thomas Hughes and R. L. Roberts, The Churches of Christ. (Santa Barbara, California: Greenwood Publishing Group, 2001). 35. 
25 Sister Mary Agnes McCann, Archbishop Purcell and the Archdiocese of Cincinnati. (Doctoral Dissertation: College of the Catholic University 
of America, 1918). 25. 
26 Humble, 129. Humble notes that, ironically, both men would later debate Nathan L. Rice, a prominent Presbyterian minister from Kentucky. 
27 DePalma, 75. 
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 While Campbell acquiesced to the debate immediately, Purcell deliberated for almost two 

months before finally agreeing to the event.28 The fact that Purcell accepted the challenge is 

surprising in of itself. For decades, Catholic clergy had been discouraged from participating in 

open debates about their faith. More than fifty years earlier John Carroll, the country's first 

Catholic bishop, suggested that both clergy and laity should refrain from engaging in public 

defenses of the Catholicism.29 Despite this mandate, it seems that Purcell accepted the challenge 

because he recognized the opportunity to advance his goal of normalizing the Church in 

Cincinnati. The debate presented the possibility for the diocese to solidify its position within the 

rapidly growing city as well as to escape its perception as the simplistic, frontier church of 

Fenwick.  

 Purcell proved to be a more formidable opponent than either the Protestants or Campbell 

had anticipated. Even though he saw himself as David to Campbell’s Goliath, Purcell was 

practically a giant himself.30 Debates That Made History, a book which profiles many of 

Campbell’s debates, attests to Purcell’s skillfulness. Historian J.J. Haley noted that, “in the four 

hundred years of Protestant History, it has not found another priest of his grit and caliber . . . the 

Cincinnati Bishop has had no polemic successors, and no disciples nor imitators.”31 Haley 

continued, “in personality, culture, scholarship, argumentative ingenuity and controversial 

ability, the Catholic bishop was the greatest of Mr. Campbell’s opponents. He was weak in logic 

but powerful in rhetoric. He was strong in history.”32 Purcell’s brilliance shone for all whom he 

encountered. Years later, one Protestant minister, upon sharing a carriage ride with Purcell, 

observed that he was a scholar of the highest caliber. The minister observed that Purcell 

                                                
28 Humble, 120. 
29 Thomas W. Jodziewicz, "American Catholic Apologetical Dissonance in the Early Republic? Father John Thayer and Bishop John Carroll" The 
Catholic Historical Review. Vol. 84, No. 3. 471.  
30 Catholic Telegraph, December 22, 1836. 
31 Haley, 128. 
32 Haley, 128. 
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“understands all the departments of literature well— has read almost everything— is familiar 

with history and poetry, and science— [and] knows what is now going on in the literary, political 

and religious world.”33  

 It seems that many grossly underestimated the skill of his Campbell’s opponent. 

 

Leading Up to the Debate 

 Because of Campbell’s schedule (he would soon be leaving Cincinnati), the event was 

postponed until January of the next year. Campbell’s return trip to the city was an adventurous 

one. Because the Ohio River had frozen over, he had to be creative in his journey from his home 

in Bethany, West Virginia— traveling through Wheeling, and arriving at Cincinnati via 

Chillicothe and Columbus; he even traveled some of the distance on foot.34 Upon his arrival, 

both Campbell and Purcell agreed to publishing the transcript of their debate, with the proceeds 

going to two Cincinnati orphanages (one public and one Catholic).35 The ground rules were set 

on January 11, 1837 and the next day Campbell sent Purcell the “points at issue” which would 

drive the debate.  

 The seven propositions (essentially issues that Campbell had with the Catholic Church) 

that the contestants would argue were as follows: 

 1. The Roman Catholic Church is not now, nor ever was “catholic, apostolic, or holy; but 

 is a sect in the fair import of that word, older than any other sect now existing.” 

 2. Apostolic Succession is not a Biblical concept. 

 3. The Catholic Church is “mutable and fallible as any other sect of  philosophy  

 or religion.” 

                                                
33 Fortin, 106. 
34 Alexander Campbell and Bishop John B. Purcell, A debate on the Roman Catholic religion; held in the Sycamore-Street Meeting House, 
Cincinnati, from the 13th to the 21st of January, 1837. (St. Louis, Missouri: Christian Publishing Co., 1886). v, vi. 
35 Campbell and Purcell, vi. 
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 4. The Church is the Babylon of John in Revelation, the Antichrist, and “the Empire of 

 the ‘Youngest Horn’ of Daniel’s Sea Monster.”  

 5. Catholic doctrines such as indulgences, purgatory, and auricular  confession are 

 immoral and detrimental to society as a whole. 

 6. Christians do not need the Catholic Church to interpret Scripture for themselves. 

 7. If the Catholic Church is infallible, then it is anti-American.36  

 

While some of the propositions Campbell proposed seem to be overly impassioned polemic, they 

were actually rather consistent with contemporary criticisms of Catholicism.  

 

The Debate 

 The debate began on January 13, 1837 at 9:30 A.M. at the Sycamore Street Christian 

Church. The church was chosen not only because of its ample amount of seating, but also 

because of its close proximity to St. Xavier’s Catholic College (where Purcell was living at the 

time).37 There were five debate moderators selected to govern the debate. Each participant was 

allowed to select two moderators and one was chosen at-large. It is unclear which debater chose 

each moderator. It seems that Purcell chose John Rogers and J.W. Piatt, recent converts to 

Catholicism.38 Campbell most likely chose Thomas Biggs, a professor at Lane Theological 

Seminary. The other two moderators (one of which was chosen by Campbell) were Samuel 

Lewis, Ohio’s first superintendent of education and William Disney, a local businessman.39  

 The debate lasted eight days, with morning and evening sessions lasting about seven 

hours total. Campbell opened the proceedings with a statement and Purcell followed with his 

own. The debate continued methodically, with one of the participants spending an hour making 

                                                
36 Campbell and Purcell, vii,viii. 
37 Wrather, 368. The Sycamore Street Church, located next door to the Catholic school, later became St. Thomas Catholic Church. See Rev. John 
H. Lamott, History of the Archdiocese of Cincinnati, 1821-1921. (New York, Cincinnati: Frederick Pustet Company, Inc., 1921). 78. Also, 
Michael J. Kelly and James M. Kirwin, History of Mt. St. Mary's Seminary of the West. (Cincinnati: Keating, 1894). 324. 
38 Rev. Anthony H. Deye, Archbishop John Baptist Purcell of Cincinnati: Pre-Civil War Years. (Doctoral Dissertation: University of Notre Dame, 
1949). 172. 
39 DePalma, 92-93.  
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an argument and the other spending half-an-hour responding.40 Campbell was hampered by a 

cold and fever during the first few days of the exchange, an illness he apparently developed as a 

result of his long trip from Wheeling.41 

 In Campbell’s opening statement, he employed tools of logic while citing various 

historical events in order to reinforce his objections to Catholicism. Purcell’s opening comments 

were not nearly as scholastic and, in fact, were somewhat self-effacing. Purcell stated, “I 

expected from the reputation of my antagonist as a debater that he was going to argue so closely 

and to press me so hard that he would, to use a common expression, make minced meat of me 

and not leave one bone of me unbroken.”42 But Purcell then proceeded to launch on attack on 

Campbell, calling him a pretender to the title of “Defender of Protestantism.”  

 Throughout the debate Campbell tended to rely on historical arguments and logic, 

referencing many Catholic historians and events. For example, Campbell spent the majority of 

his opening statement tracing Catholic history through various ecumenical councils. Purcell, on 

the other hand, used his skills as a rhetorician to make powerful and persuasive points. He 

consistently employed humor in his defense as well, as he was accused of purposely making the 

audience laugh.43 When either man wandered away from the topic, which happened somewhat 

frequently during the debate, the debate moderators would attempt to keep them on track.44 The 

different approaches of the two debaters made for some awkward exchanges. As historian 

William Shea observed, “each had trouble finding the other’s wavelength. They relied on 

different sets of historians, while trying to co-opt one another’s. They were not asking common 

questions; they worked under remarkably different assumptions; they simply defended current 

                                                
40 Shea, 11. 
41 Robert Richardson, Memoirs Of Alexander Campbell, Embracing A View Of The Origin, Progress And Principles Of The Religious 
Reformation Which He Advocated. (Cincinnati: Standard Pub. Co., 1898). 426. 
42 Campbell and Purcell, 18. 
43 Purcell admitted, “I have been charged with exciting the laughter of this audience.” See Campbell and Purcell, 103. 
44 Campbell and Purcell, 9. 
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positions.”45 During the debate, Campbell addressed the differences in the way the two argued 

their points confessing, “were it a question of rhetoric rather than of logic, I confess I should 

have more to fear. He has been more accustomed than I, to the display of that art I am rather a 

matter of fact man, and logic more than rhetoric has occupied my attention.”46  

 Purcell continually provided convincing thoughts that persuaded the masses. When 

confronted by Campbell with the numerous atrocities committed by people of power within the 

Church, Purcell responded, “nothing, my friends, gives me more faith in the genuineness and 

truth of our holy religion, than when in reviewing the history of these disgraceful enormities, I 

find the church, in the very midst of scandal, enough to blacken and overthrow any earthly 

institution, still upheld and supported by the almighty hand of God . . . a few of them erred in 

morals but none of them in faith.”47 Apparently the audience related with Purcell’s more 

sensitive responses. 

 What may have been the most controversial moment of dialogue occurred on the second 

to last day of the debate. While attempting to show inconsistency within Catholic teaching on 

priestly celibacy, Campbell introduced a text from a book by the Italian Saint Alphonsus Liguori. 

Campbell claimed that Liguori testified that, among Catholic clergy, marriage was a greater sin 

than having relations with a concubine. Purcell countered that Liguori never wrote such a thing 

and asked for proof.48 Campbell gleaned the quote from a translation by a former priest in New 

York named Samuel Smith, but did not have his copy of the book with him. He was thus unable 

to provide the location of the quote and his case was severely damaged.49 After the debate, 

Campbell proved to be correct when he finally made contact with Smith and verified the 

                                                
45 Shea, 114. 
46 Campbell and Purcell, 26. 
47 Campbell and Purcell, 145. 
48 Campbell and Purcell, 320. 
49 Humble, 171. 
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existence of the quote. An acknowledgement that Campbell was ultimately correct was published 

at the end of the debate book.50 

 The debate concluded on January 21, 1837. Each participant was allotted 30 minutes in 

order to present closing arguments. Campbell went first, noting that the men could have very 

easily continued to debate for another seven days discussing only the topics brought up that very 

morning.51 Ever the academician, he continued to cite specific historical incidents and Catholic 

teachings in order to seal his case. Purcell’s closing statement, however, struck a patriotic tone. 

He desired to cement his argument that Catholicism did not conflict with the American vision, 

but actually contributed to it. Purcell concluded by reading a letter from George Washington 

written almost fifty years earlier concerning the acceptance of Catholics in the United States. 

Washington wrote supporting the legitimacy of Catholics as American citizens, saying, “I 

presume that your fellow citizens will not forget the patriotic part which you took in the 

accomplishment of their revolution, and the establishment of their government, or the important 

assistance which they received from a nation in which the Roman Catholic faith is professed.”52 

 

Who won? 

 Most people sided with their pre-established camps concerning who won the debate. The 

Catholic Telegraph, a Cincinnati Catholic publication connected to Purcell, declared, “we may 

safely assert, without any fear of contradiction, that an event more propitious for Catholicity in 

the west, could not have occurred.”53 Conversely, James Birney, a Protestant who edited The 

Philanthropist, an anti-slavery newspaper, enthusiastically declared Campbell the winner. While 

he complimented Purcell’s talents, Birney vehemently disagreed with his Catholic beliefs, 
                                                
50 Campbell and Purcell, 359. The inclusion of this postscript in the book created another controversy which Purcell addressed at length in an 
article. See Catholic Telegraph, June 1, 1837.  
51 Campbell and Purcell, 346. 
52 Campbell and Purcell, 358. 
53 Catholic Telegraph, January 19, 1837. 



Carr 14 

specifically submission to the pope. Birney wrote, “Every one present at the debate must have 

wondered at the strangeness of the scene in this country: a well-informed man, a good scholar, a 

learned man, and on other matters apparently in his good mind, insisting substantially before an 

American audience, that it was incumbent on those who had not already done so, to assign all 

their right of judging and determining for themselves in religious matters to a church, some fifty 

or more whose heads (the Popes) were acknowledged to be now, probably, suffering in penal 

fires the just recompense of lives spent in iniquity.”54 

 The consensus of documents from the era, however, is that Purcell was the clear winner. 

The Cincinnati Republican said that Campbell did not fulfill what he set out to do. The paper 

declared, “the modern Don Quixotte, who set out with a flourish of trumpets, with the vain boast 

of being able to demolish the Catholic religion” failed in his quest like the “sorry knight of La 

Mancha after his assault on the windmill.”55 The Cincinnati Whig opined that Campbell was 

“pretty well used up” by the end of the debate.56 The Cincinnati Gazette endorsed a Purcell 

victory, proclaiming, “ Protestantism gained nothing, Catholicism suffered nothing.” 57The New 

York Courier and Journal and Enquirer affirmed, “Campbell got the worst of the encounter. If 

they court a career of arms, let them abide the results.”58 The Vicksburg Sentinel declared, “when 

[Campbell] met Bishop Purcell . . . then for the first time did Mr. Campbell sink under the logical 

blows of his mailed opponent. It was a mighty conflict.” The paper continued, “Mr. Campbell 

never could have been guilty of such intellectual cowardice had he not felt confident that the 

ignorance of the public was such that they could not detect the difference between the assailant 

and the defendant between an affirmative and a negative proposition.”59 Even The Christian 

                                                
54 Philanthropist, February 3, 1837. 
55 Cincinnati Republican, January 23, 1837. 
56 Cincinnati Whig, January 21, 1837. 
57 Cincinnati Gazette, January 24, 1837. 
58 Quoted in Catholic Telegraph, March 30, 1837. 
59 Vicksburg Sentinel, March 1839. 
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Palladium, a Christian Connexion newspaper which was loosely associated with Campbell’s 

movement, sided with Purcell. The paper announced, “Alexander Campbell, a laborious architect 

of his own fame, anxiously sought the debate and now retires from the field, shorn of the many 

laurels he had won on a former occasion. His popularity has come to its zenith and must rapidly 

wane. We regret his failure in this case.”60 

 The overwhelming response in favor of Purcell even seems to have spawned its own 

conspiracy theory, suggesting that these newspapers were incapable of delivering an objective 

verdict. Bill Humble, a Campbell biographer, suggested that Campbell was doomed from the 

beginning. He wrote, “the political press of the city, which feared Irish influence and the 

Catholic vote . . . was enlisted by Rome to manufacture public opinions against Mr. Campbell. 

The sectarian denominational organs of the Protestant name and affiliation especially the Baptist, 

which disliked Campbell because it feared the success of his religious movement by the 

advancement of his personal reputation, which victory in this debate would necessarily bring.”61  

 

Nativism Within The Debate 

 Scholar John Higham defines Nativism as, “intense opposition to an internal minority on 

the ground of its foreign (i.e. ‘un-American’) connections.”62 What role did role Nativism play in 

the Campbell-Purcell Debate? It is a natural question to ask since one of the main points at issue 

in the debate was whether or not Catholicism was anti-American.63  

 Cincinnati was a center of the Nativist conflict in the early eighteenth century, especially 

as it pertained to discrimination towards Catholics. A watershed moment in this struggle was the 

appointment of Lyman Beecher in 1832 as president of the city’s Lane Theological Seminary; 
                                                
60 Quoted in Catholic Telegraph, March 30, 1837. 
61 Humble, 171. 
62 John Higham, Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American Nativism, 1860-1925. (Piscataway, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2002). 4.  
63 The issue of Nativism in the debate is discussed at length in Mark Weedman’s essay, “History as Authority in Alexander Campbell’s 1837 
Debate with Bishop Purcell.” 
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Lane Seminary was a Presbyterian institution originally funded by a pair of Baptist brothers from 

New Orleans.64 Beecher left New England for Cincinnati in order to train clergy to minister to 

the rapidly expanding territories of the western United States. Beecher wrote A Plea For The 

West in 1835, clarifying his intentions; the book was a manifesto urging the resistance of 

Catholic influence in westward expansion. Beecher believed Catholicism demanded that, “every 

Catholic is bound to believe implicitly as the church believes and that all non-Catholics are 

heretics.”65 If there was ever a time and a place for Protestants to fight Catholic expansion in the 

west, it was in Cincinnati in the 1830’s. The exchange between Campbell and Purcell at the 

College of the Teachers in 1836 seemed to present the perfect opportunity for a face-off. 

 But just because Campbell agreed to debate does not mean that he fully endorsed the 

Nativist motivation for the conflict. While it is true that Campbell presented thoughts that appear 

Nativist (most obviously, points 4, 5, and 7 of the debate’s “points at issue”) this was not 

necessarily Campbell’s objective. As noted earlier, Campbell took issue with both Catholic and 

mainstream Protestant ecclesiology. Throughout his career he debated numerous people on a 

wide spectrum of doctrinal issues, the majority of them Protestants. Mark Weedman, a 

Campbellite scholar, observed that, within Campbell’s debate with Purcell, “the most fiercely 

contested issues were theological rather than political.”66 Additionally, historian Anthony Deye 

noted that, “Campbell did not resort to the filth of lies of Maria Monk, Rebecca Reed and 

company.”67 Even though some of the debate’s propositions seemed malevolent, Campbell’s 

approach was not venomous but rather professional. And even after the debate, fearing that he 
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was misunderstood, Campbell condemned Nativism and its “fierce denunciatory and vindictive 

spirit.”68  

 But perhaps the most compelling reason to dismiss the charges of Nativism against 

Alexander Campbell was his nationality. Campbell, like Purcell, was born and raised in Ireland, 

not arriving to the United Stated until 1809 at the age of twenty; he had no inherent Nativist 

claim to make. So while the Protestants in Cincinnati might have had a Nativist agenda which 

spawned the debate, it seems that Campbell himself was concerned with arguing against Catholic 

dogma (as well as, ultimately, the theology of the mainstream Protestant denominations). 

 

A Mutual Respect 

 Despite the intensity of the debate, the combatants maintained a professional level of 

decorum during their encounters. One historian observed that, throughout the debate, “each often 

referred to the other as ‘my reverend friend’ or ‘my esteemed colleague’ although they had never 

met.”69 Scholar Eva Jean Wrather observed, “whatever the provocations, the two disputants 

consistently faced their differences with courtesy and quiet reason.”70 These pleasantries could 

have contributed to a personal relationship that developed between the two during their time 

together. At the close of the debate, both Campbell and Purcell spent the evening together 

attending a large dinner party at the house of one of the more prominent members of Cincinnati’s 

Catholic community.71 

 Campbell and Purcell maintained contact with each after the debate and publicly 

complimented each other in the years to come.72 Ira Chase, a governor of Indiana as well as 
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Protestant minister, conducted an interview with Purcell that was published five years after 

Purcell’s death in The Christian Evangelist. Purcell was excited to discuss his relationship with 

Campbell, offering, “I will gladly talk with you about my worthy friend, Mr. Campbell. From the 

very first day of our acquaintance, to the day of his death, I always entertained the kindliest 

feelings toward that gentleman. Oh! He was a most lovable character, indeed, and treated me in 

every way and on all occasions like a brother.”73  

 Concerning the theological differences between Campbell and Purcell, Purcell observed, 

“it is true, we differed in some matters- for instance, on the church government, prayers for the 

departed, confessions of sin to the priest, the celibacy of the clergy- what of it? These were all 

minor matters. In the essentials of Christianity we entirely agreed.”74  

 Purcell also spoke well of Campbell’s debating skills and integrity, recalling,  “Campbell 

was decidedly the very fairest man in debate I ever saw, as fair as you can possibly conceive. He 

never fought for the victory . . . he seemed to be always fighting for the truth. In this he differed 

from other men. He never misrepresented his case nor that of his opponent; never tried to hide a 

weak point; never quibbled . . . after the discussions were over we would meet and be just as 

friendly as if we both belonged to one and the same church.”75 

 When asked to project how Campbell would be remembered in the future, Purcell spoke 

of him glowingly. He believed, “I think it is quite within the bounds of truth to say that not 

ecclesiastical history alone, but profane history, will place him on the same pedestal with Luther 

and Calvin and Wesley, the peer of either of them.”76 Purcell also speculated that if Campbell 
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had lived in the earlier ages of Christendom, he would have been equal to Saint Chrysostom and 

Saint Jerome, and would likely have been buried in St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome.77 

 There is not nearly as much material of Campbell’s personal opinion of Purcell. We can 

see, however, that he thoroughly respected his opponent. He perhaps even acknowledging that 

the he lost the debate, later admitting, “we are always pleased and feel ourselves honored by the 

theological promotions of our opponent . . . Dr. Purcell is a bishop much nearer the papal throne 

since than before his victory at Cincinnati.”78 

 

The Local Effects of the Debate 

 While both men continued on in their careers, the results of the debate was, by far, more 

beneficial to Purcell. While the debate established Campbell as “a representative and defender of 

Protestantism,” it put Purcell on the national map.79 Catholics throughout the United States 

began to view Purcell as a hero. His perceived victory in the debate with Campbell “brought him 

into prominence throughout the whole country. He was called upon to deliver lectures and 

preach sermons in nearly every diocese in the country. He was looked upon as the representative 

bishop in the West as Archbishop [John] Hughes [of New York] was of the East.”80 Purcell was 

even able to parlay his new-found fame to gain an audience with then president-elect William 

Henry Harrison, who was both a Cincinnatian and a Protestant.81 

 But even more than the national attention that Purcell received, the aftermath of the 

debate was responsible for transforming the Catholic Church in Cincinnati. The debate gave 

Purcell instant credibility, and this respect was also applied to the diocese; Purcell’s performance 

against Campbell helped to legitimize Catholicism in the city. The New Advent Catholic 
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Encyclopedia noted that, “Purcell’s ability as a public teacher was recognized and his learning 

respected. The reputation and standing he acquired by this discussion he maintained during his 

entire administration”82  Purcell himself acknowledged his newfound respect in the city, 

remarking that, “since the great debate, the Protestants leave us quiet.”83 

 In reality, the debate awakened a sleeping giant. DePalma notes, “this event signaled the 

shift from a reactive to an active defense of the church by the Catholic hierarchy.”84 The goal of 

the Protestants was to refute the doctrine of the Catholic Church and cripple its effectiveness in 

Cincinnati. Instead, after the debate, the Roman Catholic Church in the city flourished and 

became the dominant religion in the city of Cincinnati. Perhaps the Protestants would have been 

better served to have had no debate at all. 

 

A Financial Opportunity 

 Within months of the debate, as Purcell was experiencing unprecedented popularity, the 

nation’s economy began to struggle. Murmurings could be detected the previous spring when the 

Second National Bank of the United States failed. President Andrew Jackson’s Specie Circular 

Act, requiring that purchases of federal land be made in gold or silver, most likely contributed to 

the situation as it devalued paper currency; this move forced many banks to suspend specie 

payment. By early April 1837, hundreds of business houses failed.85 By June, nearly 

$100,000,000 in investments had been lost and the effects were reaching across the country, 
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impacting both the wealthy and the poor.86 The so-called Panic of 1837 brought the United States 

to its knees.  

 At this time Ohio was one of the fastest growing states in the country. Although the 

actual economic fallout would not hit Cincinnati for a few years following the Panic, its effects 

were brutal.87 It would eventually cause land values to drop and, when combined with the failure 

of the local wheat crop, would cause the city to suffer greatly.88  The news of disaster from the 

East Coast eroded the confidence that Cincinnatians had in banks. Bank notes in Ohio lost 

between 10 and 90 percent of their value. Poorly managed banks in the state closed and many 

depositors lost their life savings. The crisis carried over to local businesses, as many 

manufacturing plants went bankrupt. Workers had their wages reduced or were laid off 

altogether. Labor organizations had no leverage with which to combat the rising unemployment 

leaving many in the city jobless and hopeless.89 

 This economic failure was especially traumatic for those many Catholic immigrants who 

had just arrived to the United States. Since the job market and banking situation was so 

precarious, financial security was elusive; they desperately needed someone with whom they 

could trust their meager savings. The one entity which provided them assurance in their new 

country was the Church. As they pursued a safe place for their deposits, Catholic immigrants 

turned to Purcell.90 He had proven himself to be trustworthy as he defended their faith in the 

debate in Campbell; he would most certainly, the immigrants believed, be faithful with their 

funds.  
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 Purcell was quite uneasy about being responsible for the deposits of individuals.91 He was 

fearful that people would assume that he was trying to seek personal financial benefit.92 After 

much deliberation, Purcell finally agreed to hold savings and the Purcell Bank was born. As the 

citizens of Cincinnati learned that Purcell would keep their money, and even offer interest on 

them, people rushed to invest with him; even the city’s non-Catholics deposited funds with 

Purcell.93 But he did not feel that he could perform the duties of a banker, so he enlisted some 

help; Purcell turned to his brother. 

 Edward Purcell was born in Ireland on March 31, 1808. He came to America in 1822, 

responding to the advice of his older brother. After struggling to find a vocation, he moved to 

Cincinnati in 1837 to study for the priesthood. On March 10, 1838, Edward was ordained by his 

brother. Within two months of his ordination, John Purcell gave his brother Edward power of 

attorney to act on his behalf in all of his financial matters.94  

 This endeavor in banking was not the best situation for Purcell and the diocese as it 

forced Purcell to keep the monies and deeds of the Church in his own name. Yet despite the 

awkwardness which accompanied the holding of parishioners’ savings, the arrangement was 

serendipitous; the new bank presented him with a unique opportunity to support his ministry. 

Throughout Purcell’s young career with the diocese in Cincinnati, he had struggled to gain 

sufficient funding for the Church (the year after the debate with Campbell, Purcell took a 

sixteen-month trip to Europe, primarily to solicit donations).95 If he had a consistent supply of 

money with which to support the work of the diocese, Purcell would be free to focus on spiritual 

matters.  
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 In the context of nineteenth-century banking, Purcell’s bank was rather stable When 

subsequent financial panics hit, Purcell’s bank survived and the public faith in the institution 

grew. It is estimated that as much as $25,000,000 was deposited into the bank between its 

inception and 1878.96 

 None of this would have transpired without the debate between Purcell and Campbell. 

The exchange between the two in January of 1837 greatly benefited Purcell, earning him public 

acclamation. When financial panic struck the nation just months later, the esteem that Purcell had 

developed among the city’s Catholics (and even some non-Catholics) led them to entrust him 

with their savings. Without these two events (the debate and the Panic of 1837) it is highly 

unlikely that the Purcell Bank becomes an actuality. The development of the bank provided a 

consistent source of funding for the diocese which allowed the Catholic Church in Cincinnati to 

expand. In short, the debate started it all. 

 There was a mutually beneficial relationship between depositors and the Church. And it 

appeared that nothing could go wrong. 

 

The Crisis of 1878 

 The middle of the nineteenth century, as John Baptist Purcell was bishop in Cincinnati, 

was a prosperous time for the Church in the city; a major part of this success could be attributed 

to the existence of the Purcell Bank. One example of this is Purcell’s vision for a new cathedral 

in Cincinnati. In 1841 Purcell laid the cornerstone for the new St. Peter in Chains Cathedral on 

Plum Street, which was completed in 1845. If not for the investments from the Purcell Bank, it 

would have been difficult to finance such a massive project.97 
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 It is inexplicable that Edward Purcell, who had no prior banking experience, kept the 

institution profitable for so many decades. The bank’s financial records were rudimentary and 

unorganized.98 As a result, there were instances when Edward would not collect all the debts 

owed to bank. He would loan out sizeable amounts of money, to both individuals and businesses, 

without enough security to cover the advance. At times, he would arbitrarily invent interest rates. 

Occasionally, when a person was unable to repay a loan, he eliminated the interest (and, at times, 

the principal) leaving the bank to absorb the debt.99 

 The mismanagement finally caught up to the Purcell brothers in October of 1878. A local 

bank owned by German Catholics, Hemann and Company, failed on loans in the amount of 

$386,000. Within a month, another German bank, Adae and Company, collapsed with losses 

totaling over $700,000. Although they had nothing to do with either of the banks, rumors linked 

(now) Archbishop Purcell and Edward Purcell to their failures. These rumors eventually led to a 

run on the Purcell Bank— a run that they were unable to handle.  

 Purcell’s bank collapsed. It was originally thought that the sum of Purcell brothers’ debts 

were manageable, totaling around $100,000. The diocese conducted an audit that revealed a 

staggering truth: the Purcell Bank owed over three thousand creditors over $3,500,000.100 It was 

predominantly Cincinnati’s poor German Catholics, who fully invested in Purcell’s bank, who 

paid the greatest price.101 CJ Schwartz, a Catholic priest who lived during Purcell’s financial 

crisis, observed, “hundreds and hundreds lost not only their savings for old age but as a result 

their health, some lost their mind, some even Faith itself.”102 

 The controversy within the controversy centered around the Purcell’s involvement in the 

bank; how knowledgeable was he concerning the mismanagement? Historian John Lamott noted 
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that, “[Purcell] freely confessed to having ‘no mind’ on financial matters, and entrusted all to the 

care of his reverend brother who had more experience in those things than himself”103 It is the 

opinion of some that Purcell, after transferring responsibility of his finances to his brother 

Edward, focused solely on the spiritual issues of the diocese and had no idea how critical the 

situation with bank had become.104 

 Many in Cincinnati, however, did not care how knowledgeable Purcell was about the 

mismanagement; rather, they were sympathetic to his plight. The Protestant community could 

have easily exploited the crisis as an opportunity to embarrass the Church but, instead, as a result 

of the amiable relationship Purcell had developed over the years with the city’s non-Catholic 

citizens, the story was downplayed. In fact, due to the respect Purcell had earned in the 

community, the controversy was hidden deep within the pages of the Cincinnati’s newspapers.105 

 In retrospect, the most critical mistake Purcell made was entrusting his brother Edward to 

run the bank. Edward Purcell had no prior banking experience, lacked sufficient training as a 

priest, and was not qualified to oversee the operations. He had a pastoral spirit which became a 

liability as people began to default on loans. As the years progressed, and the amounts of the 

investments became staggering, Edward’s Midas touch disappeared; it was just a matter of time 

until his incompetence became public. Even though Edward had a streak of successes that kept 

the bank profitable, he was not prepared to handle potential failures. Historian Michael J. Kelly 

comments that Edward “was warm-hearted to a fault, and entirely destitute of that caution which 

predominates a successful banker. Add to this his simple, confiding disposition, his faith in the 

honesty of his fellow-man, and the unscrupulous readiness of some to take advantage of these 
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qualities, and we have the elements which formed the tempest in which he was submerged.”106 

While the brothers handled the banking business with as much integrity as possible, their 

ultimate failure was due to the fact that they were poor businessmen. In the decades following 

the bank’s collapse, the Catholic hierarchy learned from the Purcells’ mistake. When selecting 

prospective bishops, the Church began to seek out priests who were successful money-

managers.107 

 The Sunday before Christmas in 1878, in response to the banking scandal, Purcell 

contacted Rome and offered to resign his archbishopric. His resignation was refused. Instead, in 

January of 1880, William Henry Elder was appointed coadjutor, apparently brought in to provide 

oversight of financial crisis.108 While Purcell maintained the title of “bishop,” Elder was now 

fully in charge of the archdiocese in Cincinnati.  

 That same month, a trustee of the church’s property brought a suit before the Hamilton 

County Common Pleas Court to sell various properties of the archdiocese in order to settle 

Purcell’s debt.109 All the liabilities of the bank were in Purcell’s name but there was confusion as 

to who held the property of the diocese. The court officially addressed the issues of the debt from 

April until June of 1882. It would take an additional year and a half until the court decided that 

the property of the church could not be sold in order to relieve the debt of the Purcell.110 

 As the trustees of Purcell’s estate began to settle with creditors, it was understood that 

investors would receive very little return from their original investments. In the end, they 

received only seven cents per dollar of their deposits.111 It took decades to settle claims of the 
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debt; Purcell’s estate finally paid the last of the creditors in 1905, almost 23 years after his 

death.112  

 

Purcell’s Passing and His Influence 

 The financial disaster was a severe blow to Purcell, not just mentally but also physically. 

Purcell suffered a paralyzing stroke on October 31, 1880. He had three more strokes in his last 

years, and the final one claimed his life. John Baptist Purcell died on Independence Day, July 4, 

1883;113 the Catholic bishop who fought Nativist prejudices throughout his years in the United 

States died on the country’s birthday. Purcell’s funeral was one the biggest the city of Cincinnati 

had ever witnessed, attended by Protestants and Catholics alike.114 

 The state of Catholicism in Cincinnati was remarkably different at the time of Purcell’s 

death than when he first arrived. When Purcell first came to the city as its second bishop, there 

was only one parish, a few Catholics, and disarray. By 1883, after forty-three years of service by 

Purcell, there were forty parishes, Catholic schools with over twenty thousand children enrolled, 

in addition to colleges, a seminary, and social services to minister to the sick and the poor.115 

While the influx of European immigrants between the 1820’s and the 1850’s provided masses of 

new parishioners, Purcell built the infrastructure that allowed them to acclimate to the city. The 

influence of John Baptist Purcell on Cincinnati cannot be denied.  

 

Concluding Thoughts 

 I return to the question that has plagued me throughout my study of this subject: who 

really won this debate. I would be inclined to admit that Purcell won, not on the basis of his 
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arguments, but that he survived the conflict with remarkable grace i.e., in today’s world, Purcell 

would have prevailed in the spin room. I believe that Campbell, a brilliant scholar and 

theologian, attempted to accomplish too much in this debate and (using a boxing analogy) tried 

to score a knock-out uppercut against Catholicism. Purcell was able to diffuse Campbell’s 

voracious attacks through wisdom and charm and secured the victory.116 Perhaps historian James 

White made the best observation on who truly triumphed in the debate stating, “the growth of the 

Catholic Church in the [Cincinnati] diocese is the best interpretation of the verdict.”117 

 In light of this, it is much easier to declare who lost the debate: those who instigated it. 

The eagerness of the Cincinnati Protestants to debate the merits of Catholicism backfired when 

they selected combatants who did not help to achieve their goals. Purcell was much more 

talented than they imagined and Campbell was more interested in seeking the reform of both 

Catholic and Protestant theology. The Protestant base desired to squelch the advancement of 

Catholicism in the city of Cincinnati and, in the end, they utterly failed; over the following 

decades, the diocese obtained a secure foothold in the community. Additionally, Campbell’s 

church did not dissolve either; being showed up by Purcell did not prove detrimental to 

Campbell’s cause. In fact, the city of Cincinnati eventually became a center of the Christian 

Churches in America.118  

 But as we observe the broader historical perspective, we discover there were other losers 

as well. The outcome of the debate contributed to the establishment of the Purcell Bank which 

eventually collapsed with the financial disaster of 1878. So, arguably, those hundreds (and 

perhaps thousands) of Cincinnatians whose savings were eradicated when the bank failed lost in 
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the debate.119 Additionally, John Baptist Purcell lost when the banking scandal obscured much of 

the good he had accomplished during his life, leaving his legacy tarnished. Historian Edmund 

Hussey observes that Purcell “was allowed to pass quickly into decent obscurity of oblivion. The 

standard histories of Cincinnati, of the State of Ohio, and of the American Catholic Church 

contain only brief and concise references to the career of this important, influential, and tragic 

figure.”120 And throughout the city where his presence dominated most of the nineteenth century, 

only a street and a Catholic high school bear his name. The story of Purcell has been buried in 

the annals of history. 

 I would also propose that history has lost as a result of this debate. As someone from the 

Campbellite tradition who was vaguely familiar with this debate before I started this study, it was 

enlightening to examine the Catholic perspective of what occurred in January of 1837 in 

Cincinnati. It is unfortunate, however, that the vast majority of research and academic reflections 

concerning the debate are from the Campbellite historians and scholars. It seems that the scandal 

was so harmful to so many Catholics that the life and ministry of Purcell have been ignored; to 

date, no historian has completed a full biography of Purcell while there are dozens about the 

Campbell. American Catholics do not embrace the historical gravity of this debate: without 

Purcell and his masterful performance against Campbell, it is likely that Catholicism in the 

American West flounders. Cincinnati was the original gateway to the West. The fact that 

Catholicism could thrive in this city, transcending Nativist skepticism for a form of public 

acceptance, empowered the Church on the American frontier. It is essential that Catholic 

historians embrace this episode and Purcell’s life for posterity’s sake. 

                                                
119 This thought experiment could be easily challenged by supposing, “if these people did not have their savings in the Purcell Bank, then they 
might have had their savings in another bank that failed.” While this point is conceded, the observation is made to show that there was a 
connection between the debate and the bank’s failure. Even though the collapse occurred more than fifty years after the fact, these investors were 
indirect casualties of the debate’s result. 
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 As a native Cincinnatian from the Campbellite tradition now attending a Catholic 

university, this debate speaks to me. But of all the compelling information I gleaned in this 

study, it was the amicable relationship between the debate’s combatants that resonates within 

me. Although there were times within the debate that the exchanges seemed venomous, they 

were never personal. Purcell and Campbell learned to respect their differences while 

acknowledging the power of their similarities. In light of the many factions in both the 

Campbellite and Roman Catholic traditions today, this kind of conversation could be beneficial 

to the catholic church. If we Protestants and Catholics could adopt the spirit of both Purcell and 

Campbell and be willing to dialogue concerning our differences with respect, we might be 

surprised to discover how similar we really are, providing all of us with the opportunity to claim 

victory in the Campbell/Purcell debate.
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