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“I WILL SHOW WONDERS IN THE HEAVEN ABOVE”:
HOW THE COMETS OF 1742 AND 1743 INFLUENCED THE ESCHATOLOGY OF EPHRATA,
AN EARLY AMERICAN BAPTIST COMMUNITY

FRANCIS X. GUMERLOCK'

I. THE EPHRATA COMMUNITY IN EARLY AMERICA

The scene is early America circa 1735. John Adams and Paul Revere were born that year, and three years earlier Ben Franklin
issued his Poor Richard’s Almanac. In matters of religion, the congregation of Jonathan Edwards in New England was
experiencing spiritual awakening through his sermons on justification. But deep in a forest in Pennsylvania, something a bit
unusual was happening. Every evening like clockwork Conrad Beissel and his German Baptist congregation, called Ephrata, were
donning themselves in white robes and gathering for midnight prayer meetings, hoping each night that the Lord would return
from heaven for them.

Over the next few years George Whitefield would be instrumental in the First Great Awakening in Georgia, and up north,
Edwards preached his famous sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.” However, in Pennsylvania, the Lord did not
return as the Ephrata community had anticipated. Nevertheless, they persevered in hope. In fact, a whole decade passed before the
community stopped its midnight watch meetings.

This article offers an explanation of why the Ephrata community discontinued its nightly vigils of waiting for Christ to return
in 1745. After briefly introducing how the Ephrata community began, this article will examine the group’s eschatological beliefs. It
will then show that significant changes in its views on last things, spurred on by the appearance of comets in 1742 and 1743, led to
the cessation of the midnight watch meetings and greater civic involvement on the part of the community.

II. A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE EPHRATA COMMUNITY

In February 1728, the German immigrant Conrad Beissel (1690-1768) resigned from his pastorate of the German Baptist
Brethren congregation in Conestogo, Pennsylvania, and sought solitude in a wilderness area some eight miles away in the
uninhabited forest near the Cocalico Creek, about 70 miles west of Philadelphia. Later that year, others from his former
congregation joined him, and over the next few years a settlement and religious community grew called Ephrata.

Ephrata advocated separation from the world, celibacy, and communalism, and was organized into three orders—solitary
brothers, solitary sisters, and married householders. The solitary brothers and sisters, who practiced celibacy, lived communally in
separately gendered quarters. The householders with their families resided nearby, contributed to the material support of the
community, and shared in its social and religious life. At its peak the Ephrata community boasted a membership of 350.

These mystical seventh-day Sabbatarians eventually became known throughout the colonies for their spirituality, printing
press, classical academy, and unique antiphonal and polyphonic music. Distinguished personalities, such as Count Zinzendorf,
visited them, along with American government officials; and Ephrata received mention in Ben Franklin’s Autobiography and
Voltaire’s Dictionnaire Philosophique.

The community continued after Beissel’s death in 1768 under the leadership of Peter Miller. By 1786, Ephrata abandoned its
communal economy, and after Miller’s death in 1796 the society rapidly declined. By 1800 the celibate orders were almost extinct.
The year 1814 marked the legal end of Ephrata, when the householders incorporated as the Seventh Day German Baptist Church.
The Seventh Day Baptists continued to use the buildings at Ephrata until 1934. From 1941 to the present, the Pennsylvania
Historical and Museum Commission has been managing the grounds of what is now the Ephrata Cloister in the town of Ephrata,
Pennsylvania. Many of the buildings have been restored, a small on-site gift shop and bookstore is operational, and tours of the
cloister and its graveyard are conducted during regular business hours.

II1. EPHRATA’S NIGHTLY WATCHES
FOR THE SECOND COMING

Around 1735, the Ephrata community began holding Nachtmetten, midnight watch meetings. Based upon an ancient belief
by some Christians that Christ would return at midnight, the brothers and sisters, regardless of the weather, would gather at that
hour in the meeting hall. Clothed in white habits, the monks would walk in single file to the hall singing hymns polyphonically.
The service, which was the only daily communal gathering for worship, was penitential. Once together, the members of the
community would confess their sins, forgive any grudges, and engage in prayer and singing.

In the beginning Beissel would preach at the night meetings, but later those duties were shared with the prior of the solitary



brothers. For the first few years the night meetings lasted for four hours, and the monks would begin their morning duties with
only the sleep they managed to get, if any, before the Nachtmetten. However, as Ephrata grew and the work duties increased, they
shortened the meetings to one or two hours, after which the solitaries returned to their convents and went back to sleep. In 1745,
however, the meetings seem to have stopped completely. Why, after ten years, did the Ephrata community no longer gather for
midnight watch meetings?

E. G. Alderfer, in The Ephrata Commune: An Early American Counterculture, explained the cessation of the midnight watch
meetings as part of the many changes that occurred in 1745 after the expulsion of Israel and Gabriel Eckerling from the
community. In 1745, a struggle for the leadership of Ephrata between Israel Eckerling and Conrad Beissel resulted in Israel being
placed under the ban. Consequently, he and a few other community members left Ephrata. After their departure Beissel initiated
economic changes that made Ephrata more self-sufficient, and changed the daily routine for the solitaries, which included
abandoning some of the work duties related to the mills that Israel had created. Ephrata also burned Israel’s writings and uprooted
the orchards he was responsible for planting. Alderfer suggests that Israel Eckerling had been the one who initiated the
Nachtmetten ritual, and that the discontinuance of these meetings was part of the Ephrata community’s conscious attempt to rid
itself of the memory of that usurper.

In all likelihood Alderfer’s conclusion is based on statements in the anonymous Chronicon Ephratense (The Ephrata
Chronicle), written in 1786 by persons associated with the community. It says that Israel appointed divine worship at midnight,
and that the solitary brothers were dissatisfied with him because of the inconvenience of the time of the meetings.

While the immediate catalyst for the termination of the night watch meetings may have been related to the conflict with
Israel Eckerling, as Alderfer suggests, there is evidence that Conrad Beissel’s theological development was also a major factor in
the cessation of the watches. The abolition of the midnight gatherings seems to have been reflective of a significant shift in the
eschatology of the Ephrata community from apocalyptic expectation in its early years, to a more “realized” eschatology as time
progressed. This development will be demonstrated through a contrast of passages from treatises of Conrad Beissel and others
from the early years of Ephrata with those written in later years, and through changes in the daily activities of Ephrata, namely,
the community’s increased attention to music.

1V. THE EARLY APOCALYPTIC ESCHATOLOGY OF
CONRAD BEISSEL AND THE EPHRATA COMMUNITY

Concerning Beissel’s early eschatology, it is known that around 1720 he shared some affinity with the views of Johannes
Kelpius, especially his “chiliast thought.” Kelpius was a follower of Johann Zimmerman, a pietist in Germany who had predicted
that Christ would return in 1694. Zimmerman believed that the church, symbolized by the woman in Rev 12, would be in the
wilderness when Christ returned, and that wilderness was America. Zimmerman and his followers, as God’s remnant church,
planned to “come out of Babylon” and immigrate to America in early 1694, but Zimmerman died unexpectedly. A group of his
followers, however, under the leadership of Johannes Kelpius left Germany for the wilderness of America. Once in the colonies,
this band of apocalyptic-minded believers settled in Germantown, Pennsylvania, and was called “The Woman in the Wilderness.”
In Germantown, the community set up telescopes on the roof of one of the buildings, from which they would gaze into the
heavens at night for signs of the imminent second coming of Christ. After Kelpius’s death in 1708, however, the members of that
assembly dispersed to different parts of the colonies.

Conrad Beissel, a pietist from Germany with Baptist sentiments, came to America in 1720 hoping to join up with Kelpius’s
community; but he arrived in Germantown to find that the “Woman in the Wilderness” had already dissolved. Around 1721,
Beissel and three others, desiring to “live the life of hermits in the wilderness” settled in the Conestogo area approximately 60
miles west of Germantown. Although a hermit, over the next few years he did some itinerant preaching in that region. In 1724
Beissel helped with the missionary enterprises of the Church of the Brethren in America, which was expanding into that area, and
later that year became pastor of the congregation. The congregation eventually split from the mother church located in
Germantown over Beissel’s growing convictions about seventh-day worship. In 1728, his congregation began observing a seventh-
day Sabbath. He also encouraged celibacy; thus the church was made up of married householders, the Brotherhood of the Angels,
and the Spiritual Virgins. In February 1732, Beissel abruptly resigned his pastorate, packed his few belongings, and took up
residence in a hut about eight miles west, near the Cocalico Creek. Later that year, members of his former congregation joined
him in the wilderness, forming what would eventually become Ephrata.

Beissel’s quest for solitude, manifested in his journeying to the American wilderness, in his escape from the “world” of
Germantown to the Conestogo frontier, and in his retreat to a hut near the Cocalico Creek, seems to have been driven in part by a
conviction that judgment was coming upon the world soon, and that the “wilderness” was the most fitting place in which to
prepare for it.

This belief is seen in Beissel’s earliest literary work, a 1728 treatise entitled Mysterion Anomias or Mystery of Lawlessness. This
tract on the subject of the Sabbath begins by establishing the abiding character of the Law upon which his seventh-day Sabbath
views were based. It continues, “[TThe Time is near at Hand, wherein God the Truth, will set on the Candlestick again, and that
whore . . . shall be destroyed . . . .” Beissel goes on to say that the end is near, and likens himself to a prophet who will not fail to
deliver the mystery of the seventh angel and seventh trumpet of Rev 10:7 committed to him, which was, in his opinion, seventh
day Sabbatarianism. The mark of the Antichrist, 666, he believed was the rejection of seventh-day worship. He wrote:



Moreover, It is admirable, that Antichrist hath exalted himself so high, in the 6th Number, until that on[e] six is encreased [sic] into Three, and these three Sixes
are very equal and alike to one another in those three Head Sects, and especially in rejecting of the Lord’s Sabbath for they are all living in the 6th Number, and
so every Sect produceth a 6, which makes together 666, Six hundred sixty six, the Number of the Beast. These 3 Sixes now multiplied by 3, make 18, but by
Addition make 9, which are the Nine Commandments, for they have rejected the 10th, the Lord’s Sabbath. And this indeed is in him a right Figure, because he
doth not belong to the 10th Number, for in the 10th Number the End findeth its beginning again; but the Ninth Number is the highest Number in Division,
wherein Babylon shall be destroyed, when she is come to her highest Degree; for she doth not reach the 10th Number, where 1 and a 0 stand together, which 1
as the Beginning, carryeth the End of all things into that great Circuit or Rest of God again, which that o in the 10th Number demonstrates as 10, and is the
eternal Rest of God.

The tract ends with a quotation from Rev 14:8-12, which speaks of the fall of Babylon, God’s fury on those who received the mark
of the beast, and the endurance of the “saints who obey God’s commandments.”

Beissel’s early writing on the Sabbath, cited above, reveals his apocalyptic beliefs. The time is at hand when Babylon will fall;
and Antichrist, represented by the three main branches of Christendom that do not believe in seventh-day worship, will be
defeated. The treatise continues teaching that in this “evening of the sixth day” before the coming of the Sabbath millennium,
believers should leave Babylon, understood as the churches of the more established Christian denominations.

One disinterested observer from Germantown, Johann Adam Gruber, wrote in 1730 that Beissel and his associates had
“prophesied against the Dunkers and Quakers.” Most likely they had warned their fellow enthusiasts that they would soon be
judged by God for nonobservance of the seventh day.

A 1729 treatise of Michael Wohlfahrt (d. 1741), an associate of Beissel, was entitled “The Naked Truth Standing against All
Painted and Disguised Lies, Deceit, and Falsehood, or, The Seventh-Day Sabbath Standing as a Mountain Immoveable Forever.”
The treatise says that those who reject seventh day worship are enemies of God, and that first-day, that is, Sunday worship, is the
mark of the beast, 666. In an obvious reference to Antichrist, the tract claims that first-day worship was instituted “that the
Scripture might be fulfilled in Daniel, Chap. 7, verse 25: He shall blaspheme the Most High, and take upon him to alter and
change times and laws.” But in these last days, says Wohlfahrt, God is making his truth of seventh day worship known again; and
blessed are they who heed. He concluded:

All ye people, tongues and nations, that hear these words, turn to the true God; worship no longer gods which are the works of man’s hands, and of human

invention; be no longer deceived; the light of God shineth very clear in these latter days wherein God maketh known his truth again, which has been many years

hidden. . . . But let me tell you, the time is very near at hand, that God will destroy the worshippers of images. . . . O happy are they that take notice of these

signs of the times.
According to this associate of Beissel, judgment day was very near at hand.
V. EPHRATA’S SHIFT TOWARDS REALIZED ESCHATOLOGY

Along with this expectation of imminent judgment in the early writings of Beissel and Wohlfahrt, there were also aspects of
realized eschatology. Both writers speak as if they themselves are God’s end-time prophets; and both believe that before the
judgment day God was actively restoring through them an end-time church that would walk in this so-called “truth” of seventh
day worship. According to Beissel, the Marriage Supper of the Lamb in the book of Revelation is related to the restoration of
seventh day worship, and it is only through the restoration of the true church, that a last-days harvest of Jewish converts would
take place. Over time these more “here and now” aspects of Beissel’s eschatology would overshadow his earlier apocalyptic
expectations; and those aspects which the community previously hoped for in the future tended to be drawn into their present.

The Chronicon Ephratense gives one indication of this shift to a more realized eschatology from events around 1737. In that
year Beissel began to prophesy in hymns during the nightly watch meetings, and the Ephrata community believed they were
experiencing a new Pentecost. The chronicler writes that the community

took a new form; for it appeared as if Joel’s prophecy would again be fulfilled, and the last temple be built up as the temple of the Holy Ghost. Prophecies

streamed forth from the Superintendent [Beissel] at all the meetings, witnesses whereof are still to be found in the hymns then composed by him.

The glories of the millennial kingdom, which had previously been Ephrata’s object of future hope, seemed to have been now
taking on present reality. From that time, what is described as “inspired” hymn writing continued to be a regular feature of the
nightly meetings.

The Chronicon Ephratense reveals another period of rather intense prophesying that occurred in the early 1740s. In 1742 and
1743 comets had appeared in the heavens, and Beissel interpreted them as having eschatological significance. He wrote a treatise
explaining their meaning, entitled Ernstliche Erweckungs-Stimm in ein Lied verfasst (Earnest Awakening Voice Composed in a
Song), but if the treatise survives, it is in private hands. Interestingly, Beissel seems to have interpreted the comets not as s



