The Last Freie Gemeinde

The Free Congregation of Sauk County



Why is there a freethinking congregation of
German heritage in Sauk County?

and

Why is it the last of its kind in the U.S.?



History in Germany
in the mid-19t century



Central Europe after 1815
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German Biblical Studies
in the early 19t century

THE
LIFE OF JESUS,
CRITICALLY

’ Ludwig Feuerbach
The
Essence of

Christianity
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The Holy Cloak displayed for pilgrimage
and donations in the Trier Cathedral in 1844

- Copied.fram one of - the Engravings.
‘eirgilated among the PILGRIMS.
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Johannes Ronge
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Martin Luther and the 95 Theses, 1517
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Statement issued by Leipzig
convocation of congregations in 1846

The sole basis of Christian faith was to be the Bible,
interpreted by each for himself in the light of reason and
conscience.

The primacy of the pope was rejected, along with oral
confessions, the celibacy of the clergy, the worship of
saints, indulgences, fasts, pilgrimages, anathemas,
excommunications, and the adoration of relics and
pictures.

Complete freedom of conscience was asserted along with
complete freedom in the study and interpretation of
scripture, unlimited by outside authority.



Tenets of the Freie Gemeinden

The Freie Gemeinden were congregations or
societies that wanted to free religion from
dogma and the authority of revealed truth.
They sought to base a person’s search for
meaning in reason, critical thinking, the study of
nature and world history, the inspiration of

music and the arts, and the principles of
democracy.
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The Revolution of 1848:
Death on the Ramparts
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First Kindergarten in the U.S.




Establishment of the
Freie Gemeinde

in Sauk City



Eduard Schroeter

Sduard Scfjroefer
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Schroeter’s Fundamental Principles

We call our society the United Free German Congregation. Its purpose is to unite the foes of clericalism, official
dishonesty, and hypocrisy, and to unite the friends of truth, uprightness, and honesty —all those holding the
same views, but now found scattered among all religions, churches, and sects. By such a union of our strength
we intend to erect a firm bulwark against the pernicious system of church, sect, and clerical domination. While
making our first appeal to the Germans we do not wish to be understood as excluding other nationalities;
rather we shall make it our business to enter into fraternal relations with others who are aiming at reforms
similar to our own.

All authority rests in the congregation, and in it all its members, men and women alike, shall have equal rights.
The foundation for the congregation shall be Reason, and the great teachings of Nature and History. The
purpose of the congregation shall not be the subjection of human beings to an external authority, the respect
for a person or a book, in order to secure their bliss by such unconditional obedience, but the exact opposite of
this, their mental and moral freedom, their independence and individuality in thought, will, decision, and
action. The means to this end, consequently, are not “supernatural and incomprehensible means of grace”, but
the natural and comprehensible means by which a human being influences and inspires the mind and heart of
his fellows — through speech, song, and the mutual exchange of opinions.

We do not exclude certain rites and ceremonies, so long as they are not compulsory and are sensible and
beautiful (i.e. in connection with birth, death, marriage, etc.). We have no dogmas or decrees, fixed for all
time, but only fundamental principles and general views of the world which are subject to continual
clarification. We seek to attain for ourselves an independent view of life and in accordance with it to shape our
individual lives. We do not decree a theoretical atheism that denies or disbelieves the existence of a Supreme
Being, but we acknowledge a practical atheism, by living so that we can interpret our Supreme Being as we
desire and hold our own conception of immortality. We know of no priestly office as the sole bearer of the
spirit and the truth, nor of a laity as mere empty vessels to be filled by it, as the Catholic and Protestant
churches do, to a greater or lesser extent. But we do recognize a speaker or teacher, whom the congregation is
free to select and appoint after it has satisfied itself of his [sic] vocation, qualification, and moral character.
[translated from the German]



Wisconsin congregations in 1852

Burlington, Calumet, Cedarburg, Fond du Lac,
Germantown, Hermann, Howel’s Road,
Jefferson, Koskonony, Kilbourn Road, Madison,
Manitowoc, Mayville, Mequon River,
Milwaukee, New Holstein, Oshkosh, Plymouth,
Polktown, Racine, Schleisingerville, Sheboygan,
Sheboygan Falls, Theresa, Town Rhine, Two
Rivers, Watertown, Waterville, Waukesha, West
Bend.



50t Anniversary Stiftungsfest
(Founders’ Day celebration)
Oct. 24, 1902
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Stiftungsfest

(Founders’ Day celebration)
Oct. 17, 2021
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Goethe, Schiller, Copernicus, Emerson

(New Past Press)

(New Past Press)
{New Past Press)



History in Sauk County



L

FREE. CONGREGATION
OF SAUK COUNTY

Organized in 1852 by German-

B American settlers, the Free
Congregation (Freie Gemeinde)

. dominated the cultural, eco-
nomic and intellectual life of

Sauk City well into the twentieth
century. This 1s one of two con-
gredations surviving a once
prominent free:thought movement
in Wisconsin. The present building
was erected in 1884 and contains
an outstanding free thought
library.




Park Hall
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Current Statement of Purpose

We, the members of the Free Congregation of
Sauk County, choosing not to be governed by a
fixed creed or dogma, but rather to be guided by
the principles of both our Free Thought
founders and the Unitarian Universalists, come
together as a religious community to help one
another in strengthening the spiritual, ethical,
and moral dimensions of our lives, and to be of
service to our world.



The Free Congregation
Today



Max Gaebler




Park Hall
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Pabst Mansion




Possibilities for the
Future
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The Frei-religiose Gemeinde of
Offenbach




International Association for Religious Freedom

A

IARF-Sekretariat in Frankfurt
Wachstum und Enweiterung der IARF m
VERSALISTISCHE VEREINIGUNG) i
(von 1958 bis 1967 Pfarrer in der FREI-
ein Kleines internationales Team bildete. Der Newsl
intensivierte Programm der ional

nachten eine Umstrukturierung der Arbeit notwendig: Mit Hilfe vor allem der UUA (UNITARISCH UNI-

on USA swurde erstmals ein hauptamticher Generalsekretar berufen. Mit Rev. Diether Gehrmann

RELIGIOSEN GEMEINDE OFFENBACH) 205 das |ARF-Sekretariat 1974 nach Frankfurt, wo Sich bald
1 und berichtete regelmagig aber das Vielseitig,

letter IARF WORLD ! urde ins Leben gcru!i‘
o1 wie auch (ber das neu gegrndete Sozialhilfe:Netzwerk.

Begeg|

| IARF - Gruppen, Weltkongresse, Ausblick

It Das Haup is der IARF sind die die alle vier Jahre in wechselnden Landern der Mitgliedsgruppen statiinden. Dort wird
die interkulturelle und interreligiose Gemeinschaft hautnah von Mensch zu Mensch erlebt. Als ein historischer H_t‘:he_punm fand 1984 erstmals

n der Geschichte der JARF ein Weltkongress in Japan statt, organisiert in Tokyo von der neuert buddhistischen Mitgliedsorganisation RISSHO

KOSEI-KAL Damals wie auch bei den letzten beiden Kongressen i Birmingham/UK und Washington D.C./USA war auch die FREI-RELIGIOSE

| GEMEINDE OFFENBACH mit Delegierten vertreten

Die IARF-Mitgliedsgruppen mit der wohl altesten Gesc

\antische Reformation im 15. Jahrhundert zuriickgeht. Bei ihner

| zum Thema “Religiose Freiheit und Menschenrechte” vom 27.

hichie sind die Unitarier in Ungam und Ruméinien, deren Entstehung auf die protes-
n wird die IARF/EME (IARF-EUROPE AN MIDDLE EAST) mit ihrem Treffen

bis 31. August 2020 in Budapest zu Gast sein-

"interreligious Conference
45 1ARF WORLD CONGRESS 4%

Griindung der INTERFAITH ENCOUNTER ASSOCIATION
en von einer Kleinen Gruppe von Visiondren, unter ihnen der jiidische
Religionsphilosoph Martin Buber, begrindet, Im Sommer 2001 schiosssich cine Gruppe langjhriger Aktivisten zur INTERFATTEL
ENCOUNTER ASSOCIATION (IEA) zusammen. Ihre Vision ist eine Gesellschaft, in der das , Anderssein” des/der Anderen nicht nur wleriéﬁ;g
erctanden und respektiert wird, Die IEA setzte sich als Prinzipien und Ziele: gleichberechigtes Dasein aller Religionen,

» Menschen verschiedenen Glaubens, Altersgruppen und sozialen Schichten

Der interreligiose Dialog wurde in Israel in den spaten 1950er Jahr

sondern wirklich v
Glei g der Geschlechter, Zwisch

wie Respekt quer durch religidse, sakulare und politische Spekiren.
Sie bemht sich, echte und dauerhafte Koexistenz durch interakiven Dialog 2u fordern. Sie geht davon aus, dass Religion nicht die Urs

des Problems, sondern zur Losung der Konflikte in den Regionen beitragen kann und soll.
Die IEA hat mehr als 8000 Unterstiitzer*innen aus allen Gesellschaftsschichten in ganz Israel. Zusitzlich kooperiert sie mit sieben;
schen Organisationen in den i i Im Nahen Osten spielt die IEA eine wichtige Rolle im MIl
ABRAHAMIC FORUM zusammen mit Gruppen aus Agypten, dem Iran, Jordanien, dem Libanon, den Palastinensischen Autonom
Tunesien und der Tirkei. i

Ein Teil der Projekte
Muslimische, christiiche, drusische und jidische Frauen diskutieren beim WOMEN'S INTERFAITH ENCOUNTER (WIE
aus dem Standpunkt ihrer jeweiligen Religion heraus iiber Themen,die sié betreffen und existenziell beschaftigen- L
stirken und dazu ermutigen, ihre gemeinsamen Werte und Problem zu erkennen und zu verarbeiten. i
Es werden b giose Treffen und in Kooperation mit Palistinensischen Orgs
‘,ZM, auf i m Ebene Fri ischen den beteiligten Nationen zu stifter
polischen Ansatz her kinnen fir diesen Prozess enschen aus allen Teilen des politischen S
verden. Da _.msmhen tiefe und ben}ndgpigmem,.pn unter allen Bmdllggq;




The IARF

The International Association for Religious Freedom
100 years, 70 member groups, 34 World Congresses, 30 countries

World Congresses Human rights education
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End of Presentation

Comments? Questions?



