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INTRODUCTION

James B. Jordan

HE first volume in this annual series of symposia attempted

to analyze the fundamental problem of individualism as
it infects the Christian culture of one of the most apparently
Christian nations in the world today, the United States of
America. In our next two volumes, we probed the current
problem of statist attacks on the faith and on the Church,
which attacks are a direct result of the secular individualism of
American culture. In this fourth volume, we probe more
deeply into the religious problems which infect Western Cul-
ture as a whole and American Culture in particular. We in-
tend to continue this probing in the fifth volume (1986), which
will be on the topic of “Piety and Pietism.”

To say that the root of our problems is religious is to say a
great deal, but also to say rather little. Compared with the
heredity and environmental reductionisms popular in modern
(and in ancient) thought, a confession that human nature and
its problems are fundamentally religious is quite radical and
immeasurably important. If, however, this confession only
amounts to the notion that religious ideas underlie any given
culture, then the affirmation is far less radical. For to discuss
religion only in terms of ideas or doctrine is to reduce religion
to an ideology. For the Christian there is an equal ultimacy of
thought and practice, of saying and doing, of lip and life, of
preaching and sacramental practice. As a result, any discus-
sion of the restoration of Christian civilization may not simply
consist of how Christian doctrine differs from its challenging
counterfeits and antithetical adversaries in the areas of theol-
ogy and understanding — be it dogmatics, economics, politics,
or aesthetics; it must also include an examination of practice.

The practice of the Christian faith is most concentrated in
the activity of the Church. This is for the obvious reason that
it is in the Church that men devote themselves most rigorously
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viii CHRISTIANITY AND CIVILIZATION

to the practice of the faith. To put it another way, while men
are to serve God in all of life, it is in the special activities of
worship and charity that they are to devote attention exclusively
to God and redemptive concerns.

The so-called “Reconstructionist Movement,” to which
most of the authors in this symposium in some sense “belong,”
has to this point utterly failed to deal with this fact. I should
like to extract some statements from R. J. Rushdoony’s book
Law and Society (Vallecito, CA: Ross House, 1982) to illustrate
this. I need not remind any reader who knows me that I hold
the thought of R. J. Rushdoony in the highest regard, and
view him as one of the most important thinkers in Christendom
today. At the same time, however, I believe it is absolutely nec-
essary for us at Geneva Ministries to deal openly and forth-
rightly with this extremely important area of disagreement.
The following are extracts from pages 115-117 of Dr. Rush-
doony’s book. All italics are his.

After citing Deuteronomy 4:5-10 and 6:4-7, Rushdoony
writes, “Very plainly, God here does not establish the church
as the companion institution to the civil government. The
function God requires as the necessary concomitant to a godly law
order is feaching. According to Abramsky, at the time of the
giving of the law “The Levites were also assigned instructional
responsibilities, and it was they who bore the Ark of the Cove-
nant (Deut. 10:8; 31:9).” Moses made clear this teaching function
of the Levites: “They shall teach Jacob thy judgments, and Israel
thy law’ (Deut. 33:10). The scattering of Levites throughout
Israel, away from the sanctuary, makes clear the importance of
their teaching function over sanctuary duties. Temple duty
had dignity and prestige, but teaching was the normal activity
of the Levites.”

Rushdoony continues, “Moreover, ‘in Old Testament
times, both the excellent Hebrew schools and the synagogues
were developments of the Levitical function, as was the
church in the New Testament. The Eastern rite churches and
Rome continue the priestly and Temple approach to worship,
and hence the closeness of the eucharist to the old sacrificial
system, whereas some or most aspects of Protestantism nor-
mally have been in continuity with the teaching ministry of
the synagogue. The Protestant emphasis must thus in essence
be educational, and instruction must be<the prelude to true
worship.” In the next paragraph, Rushdoony summarizes by
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writing, “Knowledge is basic to worship.”

Making application, Rushdoony states, “Thus, we are
plainly required to have Christian schools to teach every cove-
nant child the word of the Lord and to study every area of life
and thought in terms of Christian presuppositions. It is also
our duty to ‘%each all nations’ (Matt. 28:19), and all the inhabit-
ants thereof. The Great Commission is a commission fo feach
and to baptize: it has reference to education as well as to wor-
ship, to the establishment of schools as well as churches.
Teaching is cited before baptizing. It is teaching which alone can
create a godly civil government and a faithful church.” Thus,
Rushdoony summarizes by writing, “The primacy of teaching
before church worship and national discipleship are asserted
by Scripture. The great missionary requirement of the days
ahead is Christian schools and institutions.”

Rushdoony makes the same assertion on pages 130-131:
“Thus, while worship has a very high place in God’s plan,
priority belongs to instruction. The school is more essential to
Christian society than the church, although both are neces-
sary institutions.”

There are a number of observations to be made on this.
First, Rushdoony is right to call attention to the importance of
teaching, but he errs in making it more important than wor-
ship. In fact, the reality is quite the reverse. Adam was not to
eat of the Tree of Knowledge until after he had eaten of the
Tree of Life.! An affirmation of God’s supremacy, an act of
worship, is the precondition of all true learning. “The fear of
the Lord is the first part of wisdom” (Ps. 111:10; Prov. 1:7;
9:10).

Second, given the prominence of the whole sacrificial wor-
ship system instituted at Mount Sinai, it is hardly credible to
maintain that it is not equal in importance to teaching as a
“necessary concomitant to a godly law order.”

Third, I do not see how the fact that many of the Levites
were scattered in Israel away from the sanctuary “makes clear
the importance of their teaching function over sanctuary du-
ties.” I could assert the opposite: The fact that there was only
one central sanctuary proves that it was more important than

1. See my essay, “Rebellion, Tyranny, and Dominion in the Book of
Genesis,” in Gary North, ed., Tastics of Christian Resistance. Christianity and
Civilization No. 3 (Tyler, TX: Geneva Ministries, 1983).
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the local synagogues set up in Leviticus 23:3. I should prefer,
however, to say that the weekly service of the Word in the local
synagogue was equally ultimate in importance with the daily
and festival services of the Sacrament at the central sanctuary.?

Fourth, since the New Testament repeatedly calls the
Church the Temple of God, it is no surprise that the ancient
Church drew its ideas of worship from the “priestly and Tem-
ple approach.” What in fact happened in the New Covenant
was that synogogal synaxis and templar eucharist flowed
together into one. Preaching and sacrament are equally ulti-
mate in importance. There is no need for reductionism here.

Fifth, Rushdoony is simply wrong in what he says about
Matthew 28:19-20. The fundamental command is to “disciple”
all nations, by two methods: baptizing and teaching. Notice
that baptism is mentioned first. It is those who are baptized
who are to be taught. Nothing could be clearer from the text.

Sixth, by saying that the solution to our national ills is “the
primacy of teaching,” Rushdoony not only falls from Van-
tillianism into the Greek error of the primacy of the intellect,
he is also guilty of advocating a messianic concept of educa-
tion. Since throughout his writings Rushdoony is always a
great opponent of these two errors, we are safe in taking this
statement as a grossly uncharacteristic lapse.

My point, thus, is that this belief in the primacy of
ideology and instruction is so much a part of the warp and
woof of our culture that even one of our profoundest critics
has occasionally fallen into it.

What in fact did happen at Mount Sinai? What provisions
did God set up to form His Church, and by extension all of
life? There are three, and no one aspect is primary.

2. On page 127, Rushdoony asserts that “Numbers 18:21-28 makes clear
that only one-tenth of the tithe went for worship, to the priests, whereas
nine-tenths went to the Levites, whose function was instruction essentially.
Only a handful of Levites were engaged in temple service, as against the
vast numbers whose work was instruction (Deut. 33:10). At best, the
levitical contribution to worship equalled another one-tenth of the tithe,
meaning that eight-tenths of the tithe went towards instruction.” What
Rushdoony fails to take note of is that the Levites were pastors of the local
churches (synagogues) of Israel. They were not schoolteachers. Thus, all the
tithe went to the Church. On the disposition of the tithe, see James B. Jor-
dan, The Law of the Covenant (Tyler, TX: Institute for Christian Economics,
1984), pp. 207f.
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First was the pedagogy of court-enforced boundary. God
threatened to kill anyone who got too far out of line. He estab-
lished authorities in Church and in state with real power to
enforce this. Fear is a very real factor in Christianizing a peo-
ple, for fear shapes the minds and attitudes of people. This is
obvious in child rearing. It is external confrontations that pro-
mote the development of inner restraint. Children whose par-
ents avoid confrontation and use the “nice” approach, coaxing
them into good behavior, never learn to handle frustration
and do not develop inner restraint. Thus, in terms of a Bibli-
cal view of how to transform society, the threat of the sword
(and, first, of Church discipline) is important. Reconstruction
does not come about merely through the communication of
data to the mind. That is why to each sphere of society God
commits a real boundary-enforcing power: to the parents the
rod, to the state the sword, and to the Church the power of ex-
communication.3

Second, God set up a pedagogy of liturgy. The perfor-
mance of ritual actions by our whole persons restructures our
lives. Such ritual creates a context for understanding truth
when we hear it. A minimal liturgy, a mere bare bones, pro-
vides a minimal context for understanding; and an erroneous
liturgy sidetracks understanding. Because, however, the Bib-
lical view of man is wholistic, and not merely intellectualistic,
the performance of ritual acts to God’s glory, even without
fully understanding them, is extremely important. A study of
the ritual laws in Leviticus, for example, will readily demon-
strate that God almost never in context explained the mean-
ing of these rites. The performance of such ritual generates a
psychological context for receiving teaching, just as proper
and sound teaching is the proper context of any meaningful
ritual. The lack of ritual and of whole-personed worship is one
of the greatest roadblocks to understanding present in the

3. William Kirk Kilpatrick makes this point with an illustration when he
writes, “I think there can be little doubt that civil rights legislation in this
country has had the same [pedagogic] effect. Laws granting equality of ac-
cess to blacks in the South may have been hated and grudgingly obeyed at
first. Nevertheless, in obeying the law over a long period of time certain
habits are induced which eventually alter attitudes and even bring about a
change of heart. The law has an educative function as well as a judicial
one. . ..” The Emperors New Clothes: The Naked Truth about the New Psychology
(Westchester, IL: Crossway Books, 1985), pp. 105f.
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evangelical Church of today. The discipline of liturgy in the
Church molds an army, while mere teaching at best can pro-
duce only a group of opinionated scholars.

Third, God set up a pedagogy of instruction. Rushdoony
has called attention to this, so I need say nothing more about it.

An analogy may help. The military shapes men by means
of fear (threat of real punishment), drill (ceremonial acts,
such as marching), and instruction. The fact that the Bible re-
peatedly compares the Church to an army only makes the
analogy obvious.

The perspective of the organizers of this symposium is that
the reconstruction of the Church requires the reestablishment
of all three of these pedagogies. There must be a reestablish-
ment of true government in the Church, setting the bound-
aries of her “field.” There must be a reestablishment of true
liturgical discipline around the sacrament, organizing the ac-
tions of her “wave.” And there must be a reestablishment of
sound teaching, communicating “particles” of true informa-
tion.* When these things are recovered by the Church, since
Jjudgment begins at the house of God, they will also be recov-
ered by society at large. The Church is the nursery of the
Kingdom, and there can be no reformation in state, school, or
family, until there is reformation in the Church.

Man’s problems are indeed religious, but religion is not
just theology, and man’s problem is not just bad theology. Re-
ligion is also the discipline of ritual and the restraining virtue
of court-enforced boundaries. There must be recovery in all
three areas, or there will be recovery in none. It is to that re-
covery that this symposium is dedicated.

This symposium was originally scheduled for publication
in 1984. Financial considerations caused its postponement,
but in the process, the book grew to an unmanageable size.
Being good American evangelicals, such matters as ecclesiol-
ogy and worship were “new” areas for most of us. New ideas

4. On this field-wave-particle triplex, see my essay on “The Sociology of
the Church,” in my book, The Sociology of the Church: Essays in Reconstruction
(Tyler, TX: Geneva Ministries, 1986).
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and insights kept turning up. We have to draw the line some-
where, however, and so the reader should keep in mind that
the essays in this symposium reflect “work in progress.”

As editor, I was commissioned to write up several essays
that would reflect the common research, thinking, discussion,
and experience of the community of scholars around Geneva
Ministries. Because of the growth of this project, those essays
have now been removed from this symposium and are being
published in 1986 as a separate book: The Sociology of the
Church: Essays in Christian Reconstruction, by James B. Jordan.
This should be regarded as a companion volume to this edi-
tion of Christianity and Crvilization.

Several churches and individuals have made contributions
to assist in the publication of these two volumes. We wish here
to thank Believers Fellowship: Reformed Bible Church of
Humble, Texas; Cherokee Presbyterian Church of Wood-
stock, Georgia; and Lehigh Valley Presbyterian Church of
Allentown, Pennsylvania. Their assistance in getting this ma-
terial out should not be taken to mean that they are in agree-
ment with every position advocated in this volume.

Christianity and Clvilization draws on authors from numer-
ous denominational backgrounds, not to mention religious tra-
ditions. The essays contained herein have been published in
good faith by all parties, but neither the editors nor the authors
agree on all points with each of the essays in this volume.

Part I of the symposium concerns the present mess the
American protestant church is in. My essay is designed as an
overview of the doctrine of the Church, dealing with the anti-
ecclesiastical piety of American Christianity. Lewis E. Bul-
keley, an elder in the Association of Reformation Churches,
provides a provocative discussion of Church renewal, calling
for a more realistic and Biblical assessment of the condition of
the local church. Peter J. Leithart, a doctoral candidate in
Church History at Westminster Theological Seminary, gives
an historical overview of revivalism and its effects in under-
mining the Biblical conception of the Church.

Part II deals with Church government. Using the book of
I Corinthians as a guide, Ray R. Sutton, pastor of Westmin-
ster Presbyterian Church of Tyler, Texas, discusses the nature
of Church government and the causes of schism. Gary North,
director of the Institute for Christian Economics, argues that
the local church can and should protect its integrity while



Xiv CHRISTIANITY AND CIVILIZATION

maximizing its catholicity by distinguishing between voting
and non-voting members. North goes on to apply this concept
to the social problems caused by immigration. Jim West, a
pastor in the Reformed Church in the United States, argues
that the Church needs to return to the practice of excommuni-
cating apostates and rebels, and eschew all compromising
substitutes. A '

Part III deals with worship. David Chilton, a scholar in
residence at the Institute for Christian Economics, provides a
humorous introduction to this section in the form of a dia-
logue between himself and his young son, who was amazed at
the circus-like atmosphere of worship he found at an evangeli-
cal Church his family visited a while back. Ray Sutton uses
his experiences in Dallas at an experimental hyper-informal
Church to discuss the inevitability of formality and liturgy in
worship. Sutton’s other essay in this section argues that
clergymen should wear distinctive garb, thus setting a pattern
that affirms the sanctity of every calling under God. Gary
North’s essay here deals with the Lord’s Supper as a sign of
Christ’s marriage to His bride. My contribution to this section
concerns the present abominable state of music in the
Church. And James M. Peters, a computer consultant and
student of art and symbolism living in Tyler, Texas, provides
a challenging essay on the need to “revalorize,” that is,
“reinvest with proper symbolism” the architecture of our
churches.

~ Part IV deals briefly with the outflow of the worship of the
Church. George Grant, director of The Christian Worldview,
Humble, Texas, argues that just as God feeds and clothes us
in worship, so we must be actively involved in helping the
poor in our midst. Marion Luther McFarland, pastor of the
Ogemaw Reformed Presbyterian Church of West Branch,
Michigan, argues that the mission of the Church is to
transform all of culture, but not in the way “liberation
theology” would have us do it.



I. THE CHURCH IN DISARRAY

THE CHURCH: AN OVERVIEW

James B. Jordan

MERICANS in general have virtually no understand-
ing of the Biblical doctrine of the Church. The reason
for this has largely to do with the way American culture has
developed.! Whatever the cause of this, however, it behooves
us to try and get a general overview of what the Church is, or
is supposed to be, and that is the purpose of the present essay.

A Religion or a Way of Life?

It is very common in America to be told that “Christianity
is not a religion; it is a way of life.” This catchy statement has
an attractive ring to it, but it is not true. This statement com-
mits a logical error known technically as bifurcation or false
antithesis. The fact is that Christianity is both a religion and
also a way of life.

We are also commonly told that what we need is “real
Christianity, not just ‘Churchianity.’ ” This is also a false anti-
thesis, because real “Churchianity” is Christianity, and real
Christianity is “Churchianity.” '

Why are these slogans so popular in American Christian-
ity? Why do we hear them on the lips of mass evangelists,
television preachers, evangelistic workers, and theologians
alike? The reason is that so many American Christians have a
false view of the nature of God’s Church, and American
Christians have created many substitutes for the Church.
Travelling evangelists with their soul-winning campaigns are

1. A study of the decline of ecclesial consciousness in America might be
pursued from a number of angles. The reader is directed to James B. Jor-
dan, ed., The Failure of the American Baptist Culture. Christianity & Civilization
No. 1 (Tyler, TX: Geneva Ministries, 1982); Ann Douglas, The Feminization
of American Culture (New York: Knopf, 1977); and the chapters on revivalism
in Richard Hofstadter, Anti-intellectualism in American Life (New York: Knopf,
1969).
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a substitute for the Church. Evangelistic organizations
directed at students, nurses, military personnel, etc., are a
substitute for the Church. Television ministries are a substi-
tute for the Church. Theological seminaries and Christian
“think-tanks” function outside the Church, and are often a
substitute for it.

There is one thing all these groups have in common: They
never perform the sacraments of Holy Baptism and Holy
Communion. American Christians by and large have no con-
ception of the centrality of the sacraments in the Christian
life, and Christians in America suffer accordingly. The sacra-
ments are the special, God-appointed signs of His Presence.
While no magical transformation takes place in the water of
baptism, or in the bread and wine of communion, yet God is
especially present with the sacraments. God commands all
men to live faithfully before Him, but He also commands
them to draw into His special presence weekly and offer Him
special worship. Sacramental worship is not an option; nor is
it secondary to faithful Christian living in all the rest of life.
Indeed, it is primary, because life flows from the center, and
the center of life is where God manifests His special presence
in the sacraments.

What I am getting at can be put in other words as well.
The Bible presents us with a view of the world which is bi-
polar; that is, it has two complementary aspects. Both aspects
are necessary. We call these the “special aspect” and the
“general aspect.” Some examples will help: Every day of the
week is to be generally devoted to God, but the Lord’s Day is
to be specially devoted to Him; thus, we are to rest and to
gather for special worship on the Lord’s Day.

Second, every Christian is a priest and king before God.
Each Christian is to pray to God, to consecrate himself and
his works to God. Each Christian is to act as king or queen
over the matters entrusted to his or her stewardship. But, at
the same time, there are special officers in the Church, who
engage in the special priestly work of administering the
sacraments, and who engage in the special kingly work of set-
tling disputes between Christians in Church court. Thus,
there are special officers in the Church, and also general
officers (sometimes called “laymen”).

A third example: Christians are to pray to God and wor-
ship Him daily. At the same time, however, God commands
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all to draw into His presence on the Lord’s Day for special wor-
ship, worship organized according to the patterns laid down in
Holy Scripture. Similarly, Christians fellowship with Christ at
every meal, by saying grace before eating. At the same time,
however, Christ commands our attendance at His special meal
in the weekly celebration of the Holy Communion. Christ is
generally present with us at all times; but He is specially pres-
ent on the Lord’s Day during sacramental worship.

Fourth, we are to be faithful to God in everything we do,
in all of life. Christianity is more than just Church-going.
Thus, Christianity is not just a religion, but also a way of life.
At the same time, however, there is a special kind of faithful-
ness which we are to demonstrate in the Church, an active
faithfulness which consists in throwing ourselves into public
worship, in paying tithes, in submitting to Church officers.
While we can study the Bible at any time, and gain much
from various Bible teachers, there is special power and re-
sponsibility attached to the special proclamation that takes
place on the special day in connection with the special meal.

So, we can begin to see what is meant by this bi-polar view
of the world, the special and the general. Now, which has pri-
macy, the special or the general? This question has to be an-
swered carefully, because from one point of view, both are
equally important. There is, however, an order which must be
observed.? When God created man, He made him on the
sixth day of creation week, according to Genesis 1. On the sev-
enth day, God rested. Thus, man’s first full day was the day of
God’s rest, the sabbath day. This was the special time of wor-
ship. Man was supposed to take time to affirm God’s superior-
ity, His rule, His grace, His law.

On that first special day, man was supposed to go to the
center of the garden, where there were two trees which formed
a double witness to God’s holiness and truth: “The tree of life
was also in the midst [middle] of the garden, and the tree of
the knowledge of good and evil” (Genesis 2:9). God had said
that every tree was for man eat (Genesis 1:29), but that man
was supposed to postpone eating from the tree of knowledge
until he was ready for it (Genesis 2:16, 17). God thus en-

2. This can be compared to the Trinity. The Father, the Son, and the
Holy Spirit are equally ultimate, each wholly God, equal in power and
glory. Yet, there is an order in the Trinity: Father, Son, and Spirit.
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couraged man to eat of the tree of life.

The tree of life was a sign or token that man does not have
life in himself. All life comes to man from outside. It was a
sign that man is not a self-sufficient god, but a creature, de-
pendent on God. This is the meaning of food in the Bible, and
this i§ why when we read the Bible we find time after time that
people are hungry or thirsty, and that God provides food and
drink for them.

~ The sabbath day was the day of rest and worship. Adam
and Eve were not going to work on that day. Instead, God was
going to come and meet with them (Genesis 3:8), and they
- were going to have special sacramental fellowship at the tree
of life. Of course, Adam and Eve spurned God’s offer of life,
and rebelled, eating of the forbidden tree. Thus, they were
cast out, and barred from the sacramental fruit by the flaming
sword of the cherubim (Genesis 3:22-24).

What if they had not sinned? Adam and Eve would have had
special fellowship with God on their first day, and then they
would have gone to work the next day, following the four rivers
out of Eden to the four corners of the earth, extending the princi-
ples of the central sanctuary (Genesis 1:28; 2:10-14). Periodically,
they would return to the garden for special fellowship with God.3

Life flows from the center. The river arose in Eden, and
from there went out to water the whole earth (Genesis 2:10).
Adam and Eve were to eat of the special tree on the first day,
and then eat of general trees on the other days. They were to
have special sacramental fellowship with God at the center,
and general fellowship with Him downstream from Eden.
From this we see that the special aspect of life has a certain
primacy over the general aspect.

What is the Church?

When we read the Bible, we find sometimes that the word
“Church” is used to refer to all the people of God in all that

3. Itis my guess that they would have returned weekly. As the years went
by, and men moved out from the Garden of Eden, they could have carried
with them seeds from the tree of life, and set up new garden-sanctuaries in
other places. In my opinion, the separation of annual sacramental worship
from weekly sabbath-synagogue worship, which characterized the period

-from the fall of man to resurrection of Christ, was a result of the exclusion of
man from Eden.
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they do. This is the general aspect of the Church. More often,
however, the word “Church” is used to refer to the special
aspect, the institutional Church, which is concerned with spe-
cial worship.

Biblically speaking, the Church is seen in three dimensions.
One dimension is the Church as the people of God. As the peo-
ple of God, the Church stands in contrast to the world. The
book of Ephesians focuses on this dimension of the Church, so
that after a discussion of the nature of the Church in chapters
1-3, applications are made to all of life in chapters 4-6.

The Church is the people of God in all that they do (gen-
eral aspect) and preeminently gathered for worship (special
aspect). Thus, a second dimension is the Church as a gath-
ered assembly before God’s Throne, and this stands in con-
trast to all other, cultural, activities. Thus, we speak of “going
to Church,” and by this we don’t mean going to a particular
building, but going to worship. The book of 1 Corinthians
focuses attention on the Church as a gathered assembly.

The third dimension of the Church is that it is a govern-
mental institution, and as such stands in contrast to other
governmental institutions (state and family). The books of 1
and 2 Timothy and Titus focus attention on this dimension of
the Church.*

The Church in America today is in disarray. Apart from
the evil influence of secular humanism and theological liberal-
ism (which are the same thing), the problem is due to two fac-
tors: an ambiguous attitude toward public worship, and the
development of parachurch organizations.

The Decline of Public Worship

The first factor is that the institutional Church has not
stressed the importance of “command performance worship”
and the sacraments. As a result, people are not sure why the

4. A study of the Greek New Testament term ekklesia can be confusing
until we realize that it is used for three different Hebrew concepts. The
Hebrew phrase “people of God” speaks of the Church in the broad sense of
God’s people in all that they do. The Hebrew term gahal speaks of God’s peo-
ple gathered for the purpose of worship (or gathered for any other reason).
The Hebrew term %dah denotes the governmental, organizational structure
of the Church (or any other organization). These three Old Testament ideas
lie behind the use of ekklesia in the New Testament.
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Church is important. They can hear good preaching over the
radio or television. They can read good Christian books, and
get guidance for life. Home Bible studies frequently provide
better fellowship. Often the Church seems kind of dead com-
pared to other Christian works. Thus, the institutional
Church seems relatively unimportant. We have to say that
this is the Church’s own fault, for failing to make its purpose
clear to the people.

It is important for us to see briefly how this came about.
During the Middle Ages, because of a superstitious view of
the sacrament, people stopped partaking of it. They removed
it from their children, and stopped drinking the wine.5 To-
ward the end of the Middle Ages, the Italo-papal nationaliza-
tion of the Church was pretty much complete, and the Church
was almost wholly corrupt in its ministry. Lay preachers,
monks, and other types of reformers conducted ministry out-
side the boundaries of the institutional Church, though they
always directed people to engage in formal command perfor-
mance worship on Sunday. At this time it was still understood
that public worship was as important as private worship.

With the Reformation, the preachers triumphed, and took
over the Churches. The political hold of the Italo-papal court
over the rest of Europe was broken. Since the Reformation
grew out of a preaching movement, it was natural for protes-
tants to emphasize preaching in their worship services. At the
same time, people were not used to taking communion more
than once or twice a year, if that often. Though the major Re-
formers, such as Luther, Calvin, and Bucer, greatly desired
weekly (even daily) communion, they were completely unable
to persuade the people to go along. Quarterly communion
was the most they could get.

As a result of all this, protestant people came to think of
preaching as the most important aspect of the institutional
Church. This was a mistake, because God has not given
many gifted orators to the Church. (St. Paul was ridiculed for
his lack of oratorical skill, and Moses had the same problem,;

5. It was the laity, not the clergy, who rejected the cup, out of fear of spill-
ing it. It was also the laity who stopped bringing their children for commu-
nion, for the same reason. Until the later Middle Ages, children were
welcomed at Jesus’ house for a weekly dinner with Him. All baptized chil-
dren, from infancy on, were present at the Table.
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see Exodus 4:10ff. and Acts 20:7-9; 1 Corinthians 2:1-5; 2 Cor-
inthians 10:10.) The proclamation of the gospel needs the pas-
toral context of the whole “body life” of the Church, and par-
ticularly needs the seal of the sacraments. By its exaltation of
preaching as a charismatic art, the Reformation moved in the
direction, subtly and unintentionally to be sure, of undermin-
ing the Church itself.

As time went along, this unhealthy opposition of preaching
to sacramental pastoral ministry became more pronounced.
The Puritan opposition to prayerbook worship wound up, in
practice, often pitting preaching against a more wholistic view
of the Church.® This opposition broke out into the open, in
America, during the Great Awakening. Roaming preachers
caused tremendous disruption in the normal pastoral life of
the Church. As Hofstadter has written, “In truth, the estab-
lished ministers found it difficult to cope with the challenge of
the awakeners. The regular ministers, living with their con-
gregations year in and year out under conditions devoid of
special religious excitement, were faced with the task of keep-
ing alive the spiritual awareness of their flocks under sober
everyday circumstances. Confronted by flaming evangelists of
Whitefield’s caliber, and even by such lesser tub-thumpers
and foot-stampers as Gilbert Tennent and Davenport, they
were at somewhat the same disadvantage as an aging house-
wife whose husband has taken up with a young hussy from the
front line of the chorus.””

Because this is so important, and because there is so much
mythology about how wonderful the Great Awakening and
subsequent revivals were, I want to insert here some com-
ments on George Whitefield; but since I dare not criticize him
myself, I shall let the eminent Charles Hodge do it for me:®

“It is impossible to open the journals of Whitefield without
being painfully struck on the one hand with the familiar confi-
dence with which he speaks of his own religious experience,

6. It should be noted that all the Reformers had been favorable to prayer-
book worship. The more radical Puritans departed completely from the Re-
formation at this point.

7. Hofstadter, Anti-intellectualism, p. 67,

8. Hodge was one of the greatest 19th century presbyterian theologians.
He taught at Princeton, which seminary had actually developed in part out
of the Awakenings. Thus, he had some sympathy for revivals, but he was
first and foremost a catholic churchman.
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and on the other with the carelessness with which he pronoun-
ces others to be godly or graceless, on the slightest acquain-
tance or report. Had these journals been the private record of
his feelings and opinions, this conduct would be hard to ex-
cuse; but as they were intended for the public, and actually
given to the world almost as soon as written, it constitutes a
far more serious offence. Thus he tells us, he called on a cler-
gyman, (giving the initials of his name, which, under the cir-
cumstances completely identified him,) and was kindly re-
ceived, but found ‘he had no experimental knowledge of the
new birth.” Such intimations are slipped off, as though they
were matters of indifference. On equally slight grounds he
passed judgment on whole classes of men. After his rapid
journey through New England, he published to the world his
apprehension ‘lest many, nay most that preach do not experi-
mentally know Christ.’. . . Whitefield was much in the habit
of speaking of ministers as being unconverted; so that the con-
sequence was, that in a country where ‘the preaching and con-
versation of far the bigger part of the ministers were undeni-
ably as became the gospel, such a spirit of jealousy and evil
surmising was raised by the influence and example of a young
foreigner, that perhaps there was not a single town,’ either in
Massachusetts or Connecticut, in which many of the people
were not so prejudiced against their pastors, as to be rendered
very unlikely to be benefited by them (from a Letter to White-
field from Edward Wigglesworth, in the name of the faculty of
Harvard College, 1745). This is the testimony of men who had
received Mr. Whitefield, on his first visit, with open arms.”®

Hodge also comments on the belief, new at the time, that
anyone had the right to set himself up as a gospel preacher,
over against the ministry of the Church. The perspective
which Hodge sets out here, which has been the universal cath-
olic view of the Church of all ages, is almost completely lost
today, and seems very odd to the modern reader: “Whitefield

. assumed the right, in virtue of his ordination, to preach
the gospel wherever he had an opportunity, ‘even though it
should be in a place where officers were already settled, and

9. Charles Hodge, The Constitutional History of the Presbyterian Church in the
United States of America (n. p.: American Presbyterian Press, [1851] 1983),
11:89f. A copy of this 655 page hardcover edition can be obtained for $25.00
from Trinity Book Service, Box 8376, Tyler, Texas 75711.
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the gospel was fully and faithfully preached. This, I humbly
apprehend, he adds, ‘is every gospel minister’s indisputable
privilege.” It mattered not whether the pastors who thus fully
and faithfully preached the gospel, were willing to consent to
the intrusion of the itinerant evangelist or not. ‘If pulpits
should be shut,” he says, ‘blessed be God, the fields are open,
and I can go without the camp, bearing the Redeemer’s re-
proach. This I glory in; believing if I suffer for it, I suffer for
righteousness’ sake.” If Whitefield had the right here claimed,
then of course Davenport had it, and so every fanatic and er-
rorist has it. This doctrine is entirely inconsistent with what
the Bible teaches of the nature of the pastoral relation, and
with every form of ecclesiastical government, episcopal, pres-
byterian, or congregational. Whatever plausible pretences
may be urged in its favor, it has never been acted upon with-
out producing the greatest practical evils.”10

Thus, the Great Awakening went far toward breaking
down the historic connection between the wholistic ministry
of the local Church and the preaching of the gospel.!! Subse-
quent revivals have only worked to further the disaster. Piety
came to be seen exclusively in individualistic terms — individ-
ual souls responding to the ministry of the preacher —and cor-
porate piety as the public performance of worship visibly on
the earth before the throne of God for His glory, was increas-
ingly lost from view.

The Growth of Parachurch Organizations

The second factor in the disarray of the Church today is
the growth of independent Christian organizations, called
“parachurch” organizations. Here I am talking about radio
and television ministries, evangelistic associations, and inde-
pendent theological seminaries. All of these parachurch
groups do good work, but they do it outside the context of the
Church and sacramental worship. The result is twofold. First,
an impression is created that the Church is unnecessary, or at

10. Ibid., 11:98.

11. For extended discussions of the Great Awakening, by scholars of a
Calvinistic persuasion who have some sympathy for its context, see C.
Gregg Singer, A Theological Interpretation of American History (Phillipsburg, NJ:
The Craig Press, 1964); and Rousas J. Rushdoony, This Independent Republic
(Phillipsburg, NJ: The Craig Press, 1964), -
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least secondary. Many of you reading this book were con-
verted through a ministry outside the Church. You were then
told to join a Church and get involved, but you still continued
to look for guidance primarily to the parachurch group that
converted you. Secondly, because the sacramental worship of
the Church is not of concern to the parachurch groups, they
have constructed theological systems which say absolutely
nothing about the sacraments and the importance of special
worship. All the emphasis is on evangehsm or scholarsh1p, or
whatever the particular group specializes in.

Let’s take an example. In.Revelation 3:20, Jesus says,
“Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears My
voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and dine with
him, and he with Me.” This is a clear and obvious reference to
the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. Parachurch theology, how-
ever, never notices the reference to the sacrament. Instead, this
verse is used in soul-winning as an invitation to accept Christ
as Lord and Savior. This is an entirely proper application of the
verse, but it is not the primary meaning of the verse.

Similarly, academic theologians, writing in independent
seminaries and “think tanks,” fail to see the reference to the
Church and her sacraments. Of the thirteen commentaries on
Revelation in my library, not one calls attention to the Lord’s
Supper when discussing Revelation 3:20. Two of them indi-
rectly hint at a reference to Holy Communion, but that’s all.
The rest talk about how this verse is addressed to the individ-
ual (“any one”), and how meals in the orient were times of spe-
cial fellowship. They do not notice that the meal referred to
takes place only during special worship in the Church. Indiv-
iduals partake of it, but only in Church. We live in a strange
time, when theologians ignore the Church. This is not so
strange when we realize that theologians do their work in the
context of schools, not in the context of the Church.

Now, the problems we have just discussed are sociological
factors. I am not saying that all parachurch groups should just
shut down and cease operating, or that independent theologi-
cal seminaries are per se sinful. I am saying, however, that we
need to rehabilitate the doctrine of the Church, to get back to
a proper balance between the special and the general.

Belonging to a Christian Church is not an option in the
Christian life. God commands us to draw into His presence
for special worship: command performance worship. God
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commands us to submit to some particular body of elders in a
local Church, so that we are accountable to some body of
shepherds over us. God instructs us that special fellowship
with Him at His Table is a primary source of life and blessing
for us. Yet, many Christian people are not members of any
particular Church. They attend Church, but are accountable
to nobody. Indeed, many churches maintain no roll, and ex-
ercise no government. Reformation is sorely needed.

All the same, these problems are no excuse for not becom-
ing actively involved in a local Church. The Church today is
weak, but God commands each of us to join with her and
strengthen her as best we can, for it is in the Church as
nowhere else that we will find real power for living.

A brief note on parachurch organizations: The Church
has always had specialized “parachurch” ministries. When the
Church was united, these ministries (generally monastic)
cooperated with the local churches, but were organized
differently. A study of the Levites in the Old Testament will
show that many served as pastors of local churches, but many
also served in “parachurch” orders as lawyers, musicians, and
the like. The problem for protestants is that we do not have a
unified Church. Parachurch ministries, thus, are not accoun-
table to the sacramental Church at any level. This creates ten-
sion, but that tension is no different from the tension created
by the multitude of denominations of sacramental churches.

- What are the Powers of the Church?

As the “people of God,” the power of the Church is its
ethical influence as it transforms a fallen world into the
Kingdom of God in all areas of life. As an institution, the
Church historically is said to have two powers, called the
“power of order” and the “power of jurisdiction.” Let us look
first of all at the power of order.

The power of order is the power to shepherd. It is the
Church’s kingly power. It includes such things as com-
municating the gospel, visiting the sick and those imprisoned
for the faith, comforting the afflicted, encouraging the saints,
reproving the wayward, and the like. These kinds of things
are done by all Christians, all “general officers” of the Church,
the royal priesthood. Special weight is attached to these
duties, however, when they are performed by special officers,
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the servant priesthood.

An example of this special weight is seen in James 5:14-15:
“Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the
Church, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil
in the name of the Lord. And the prayer of faith will save the
sick, and the Lord will raise him up. And if he has committed
sins, he will be forgiven.” Any Christian may visit the sick and
pray for him, but only elders are empowered to anoint with
oil. This is not medicine, for the Bible clearly distinguishes
between the ministry of physicians (such as Luke) and the
ministry of special Church officers. The Christian who tries to
go it alone, outside the Church, is cutting himself off from the
possibility of special healing at the hands of the elders.

The particular power of the Church, however, is the power
of jurisdiction. This is the priestly power, the power to judge and
to make binding decisions on how the Church is to be run.
Ordinarily this power is exercised solely by ordained elders
(called in some churches presbyters, vestrymen, priests,
pastors, etc.). The elders exercise this power jointly, acting
together as a court. This is the governmental power.

God has distributed special powers to three institutions in
life, and has given a special symbol to each. To the parents is
given the power to inflict physical pain upon the children, for
their correction. The symbol of special (priestly, judgmental)
parental power is the rod (Proverbs 13:24, etc.). To the state is
given the power to put men to death for capital crimes, and to
punish men in lesser ways for lesser crimes. The symbol of
special state power is the sword (Romans 13:4). To the
Church is given the power to admit or restrain men from the
Table of the Lord. The special symbol of that power is the
sacraments. ‘

Jesus said to Simon Peter, “And I also say to you that you
are Peter [a man of rock], and on this rock [the great rock of
the whole body of converted men] I will build My Church,
and the gates of Hades shall not prevail against it. And I will
give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you
bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven, and whatever
you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven.” The
Church is only to bind on earth what she knows has been
bound in heaven. How can she know? From studying the
Bible, and governing strictly in accords with its laws.

The power of the keys is the power of the sacraments. The sacra-
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ment of Holy Baptism places a person into the Church. Itis a
sovereign act of God. When a baby is baptized, he does not
know what is happening to himself, but God is placing him in
His Church. We are to count and treat him as a Christian
from that day forward. The Bible tells the Church whom to
baptize, and the Church binds men to God on earth in accor-
dance with the heavenly revelation of the Bible.

The other sacrament is the Holy Eucharist (Thanksgiv-
ing), also called the Lord’s Supper, or Holy Communion, in
various churches. Christ is specially present at His Supper,
and He expects us to attend weekly. Sadly, most churches no
longer have weekly communion, though this is beginning to
change today. Special blessing and curse attach to the obser-
vance of the Lord’s Supper, for Paul says that those who eat
and drink in an unworthy manner (with self-conscious,
unrepentant sin), bring judgment to themselves (1 Corin-
thians 11:29-32). People who continue in unrepentant sin are
to be excommunicated from the Table, loosed from the bonds
of the Church, and regarded as heathen (1 Corinthians
5:9-13).

This, then, is the heart of the special power of the Church.
It is the power to determine who is to be counted as a Chris-
tian, by determining membership in the Church. It is the
power to baptize, to administer communion, and to excom-
municate. God promises to honor the decisions of His ap-
pointed officers, when they act in accordance with His re-
vealed Word. Indeed, in the Old Testament, God com-
manded anyone who would not submit to the decisions of the
court to be put to death (Deuteronomy 17:12). This shows us
how seriously He takes His earthly courts. Human govern-
ment is never absolute, for there is a Last Judgment which
will right all wrongs, but human government under God is
still a very serious thing.

One of the special powers of the Church officers is to form
a court to judge in matters of dispute between Christians (1
Corinthians 6:1-8). As we have just seen, even if the court
renders what we think is the wrong decision, we are still to
submit, awaiting God’s perfect judgment at the last day.

Church government is not magical, as if only certain
special persons are empowered to perform the rites of baptism
and of the administration of the Supper. Rather, the special
power is governmental: These things may only be done under
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the oversight of elders, who are called overseers (bishops) in
Scripture. If all the elders are sick one Sunday, they can ap-
point someone else to administer the Holy Communion, for
instance. :

The government of the Church has real authority. It is not
merely administrative. The analogy used in Scripture and
throughout history is that the Church, as the Bride of Christ,
is the Mother of believers. The authority of the mother is not
as great as that of the father, but mothers have real authority
all the same. Moreover, the child who spits in the eye of his
mother will certainly have to answer to his father! Even if we
dads don’t always agree with the decisions and rulings made
by mom, we always back her up in front of the kids. That is
how God deals with Christians as well. Even if the leadership
in the Church makes a mistake, the Father will always back up
the Mother to the children, unless the Mother turns into a
Whore (as in the Book of Revelation). We'd better be pretty
sure, however, before accusing any particular body of elders
of having turned the mother into a whore. If that is what we
suspect, it is better to transfer in peace, and let God deal with
the situation in His way.

Submission to this government is not optional. The Bible
says, “Remember those who rule over you, who have spoken
the word of God to you. . . . Obey those who rule over you,
and be submissive, for they watch out for your souls, as those
who must give account. Let them do so with joy and not with
grief, for that would be unprofitable for you” (Hebrews 13:7,
17). In other words, if we want God to bless us, then for the
sake of our own Spiritual wellbeing, we need to have an atf:-
tude of cheerful and willing submaission to the elders of the Church we
are members of. Persons who refuse to come under the gov-
ernment of some specific church must not be served the Lord’s
Supper. ‘

The Church today is weak. Its officers are often weak.
Rash and rebellious men within the Church can often find
reasons to cause trouble, to revolt against the appointed
leadership. There is never any excuse for this, “for rebellion is
as the sin of witchcraft” (1 Samuel 15:23). If for some reason
we cannot in good conscience remain members of some par-
ticular church, we should leave in peace, and lawfully transfer
our membership to another church.
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The Life of the Church

We have spoken thus far of two special powers of jurisdic-
tion exercised by Church officers: the power to determine
membership, and the power to adjudicate matters brought be-
fore Church court. There is a third zone of authority en-
trusted to the special officers, which is their power to appoint
special occasions. Somebody has to decide what time
meetings are to take place, and what will go on in the
meetings. That somebody is the body of elders of the local
Church. ‘

There are three kinds of occasions or ministries conducted
by the Church, which are overseen by the elders. They are
liturgical (worship), koinonial (fellowship), and diaconal (ser-
vice). In this section, we shall be concerned with the last two,
saving our discussion of worship until the end of this essay.

Fellowship is one of the most important aspects of the
Church. Repeatedly throughout the New Testament we are
told to do things for “one another.” Getting along with one
another is one of the most important things any person can
learn, and the Church provides the best environment for learn-
ing it. There are all kinds of people in the Church, some-
thing which is not the case in the specialized parachurch
groups. There are old people and children, educated and
uneducated people, wealthy and poor people, people with
quirks and odd temperaments, and if the Church is strong
and growing, there may even be black and white people in the
same Church.

In the Church we learn practically about love, for “love
suffers long and is kind; love does not envy; love does not
parade itself, is not puffed up; does not behave rudely, does
not seek its own, is not provoked, thinks no evil; does not re-
joice in iniquity, but rejoices in the truth; bears all things,
believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things” (1 Cor-
inthians 13:4-7). Love puts up with the frailties of other peo-
ple, and builds character. Why is the Church weak today?
Perhaps it is because Christians don’t know enough about
love. Maybe we all need to learn better how to put up with
each other, instead of fighting and dividing over every thing
that comes along. '

The Bible establishes common meals and festivals as a way of
expressing fellowship. In the Old Testament, people were to



16 CHRISTIANITY AND CIVILIZATION

leave their homes three times a year and attend feasts in
Jerusalem. At the Feast of Tabernacles, they built little tents
to live in, grouped around the Temple. Similarly, the New
Testament speaks of “love feasts” in Jude 12. Christians came
together for a common meal, usually connected with the sac-
rament, as we see in 1 Corinthians 11:33. In the early Church,
the love feast, or “agape” (ah-GAH-pay) as it was called, was
a big covered dish supper or breakfast. Churches today still
have such suppers, though they usually are not called “love
feasts.”

It is important to attend all such fellowship functions in
the Church. Of course, some large churches have so many
different fellowship functions that one cannot attend them all.
But where possible, it is important to get together with other
Christians at the fellowship functions appointed by the elders.
And it is important that the poorer members of the congrega-
tion be sponsored by the Church, so that they also can attend
(Deuteronomy 14:29).

The second kind of occasion which is appointed and over-
seen by the elders is diaconal. Here we place the various
works of mercy and practical matters which the Church is
concerned with. There are two kinds of diaconal labors that
we as Church members need to throw ourselves into. One is
working on the Church property at workdays set up by the elders
(or their assistants, called deacons in many churches). There
is real Spiritual value in coming out for workdays. I, for in-
stance, am a real fumble-finger when it comes to driving
nails, or doing just about any type of handyman work. All the
same, | find it of real value to come out and do whatever work
I can when we have workdays at our Church. Similarly, your
Church may ask the men to sign up to take turns mowing the
grass, or the ladies to sign up to take meals to the sick or to
new mothers. Be sure you jump in and do your part. Don’t
think your time is too limited, or that you are too important,
and don’t try to get out of it by paying someone else to take
your part; for you will only cheat yourself. Ministering with
the hands, especially in serving the Church, is of real Spiritual
benefit.

The second kind of diaconal service is ministry to the poor
and to the sick. Traditionally, the Church has tried to remember
the poor in a special way at Christmas and at Easter. This is a
wonderful thing to help with. Churches should of course
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endeavor to help the poor during the rest of the year. There
are also other kinds of diaconal services you might be asked to
help with, such as taking a turn in a picket line at a murder
store (abortion chamber), or writing a letter to government
officials protesting new laws which tax the Church, and the
like. We don’t have time to do everything, but we should
endeavor to help with the diaconal ministries of the Church,
for there is great reward in it, as Matthew 25:31-46 makes
clear.

Worship

As important as fellowship and service are, they are in the
general area of the Church’s life. The special aspect of the
Church’s ministry is worship. Mainstream evangelicalism is
particularly weak in the area of worship, though this is begin-
ning to change. It is the job of the elders to appoint the times
and the format of formal worship.

People in our culture tend to view Church services as
something which they “attend.” They may sing a few hymns,
but for the rest they sit quietly while the pastor does all the
talking and all the praying. They don’t like it when new
hymns are picked, because they have to work at getting the
tune right. Worship is a time to sit passively and drink it in,
they think. This tendency in worship is called “quietism.”

The Bible is not quietistic in its view of worship, and in its
days of greatest strength, the Church has not been either. The
Bible commands us to praise God with musical instruments
and with the dance (Psalm 150). A good deal of effort is
needed to learn how to do this, and more effort is needed actu-
ally to do it.

We can call this “command performance worship.”
Whether the worship service is sparse and plain or rich and
ornate, the purpose of worship is not the entertainment of
man, but the entertainment of God. God is the Audience; we
are the performers in worship. We direct prayer and praise to
Him. We listen carefully when He speaks to us through His
Word, as explained by the preacher. Too often, however, a
self-centered attitude is found in the man in the pew. He
comes to Church to get something, rather than to give of him-
self to God. With that attitude, he always goes away
unsatisfied. This is because man’s highest privilege and
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greatest joy is found in the praise of God, but praising God
means throwing yourself out of yourself. It means throwing
yourself wholeheartedly into the activity of worship. It entails
effort, and we live in an age pervaded by the false notion that
worshlp should be effortless.

Active worship is not anarchic worship. The rules in 1
Corinthians 14, as well as the teaching of the rest of Scripture,
show us that worship should be “organized and liturgical,” not
“free and spontaneous.” Worship is like a dance. A bunch of
people jumping up and down and running all over a room is
not a dance. Dancing requires organization. Thus, while
~ spontaneous “share meetings” and other more “charismatic”
occasions may help people appreciate worship more fully, this
kind of thing should be kept away from public, command per-
formance worship.

Coming to worship on the Lord’s Day is not optional. God
commands us to do Him worship. Neither you nor I have
anything else to do on the Lord’s Day. The Lord’s Day is the
Christian sabbath, and we are to allow nothing to interfere
with our assembling together. (Such meetings as Sunday
School and other secondary meetings are not in the same
mandatory category, and it is possible that if you attend all
such meetings, you will have not have enough time for rest.
As a general rule, however, it is best to gather with God’s peo-
ple whenever possible.)

The consequences of spotty attendance at worship are hor-
rible. Historically, the Church has excommunicated any per-
son who did not attend worship on the Lord’s Day, and who
did not have a good excuse. This is because worship s man’s
highest privilege. To stay away for any reason other than sick-
ness or dire emergency is to spit in the face of God.

Nowadays the Church is weak, and people lapse from
Church attendance without being dealt with. God, however,
sees it all. The Bible says that we are to be involved actively in
the Church, “not forsaking the assembling of ourselves
together, as is the manner of some, but exhorting, and so
much the more as you see the Day approaching. For if we sin
willfully after we have received the knowledge of the truth,
there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, but a certain fear-
ful expectation of judgment, and fiery indignation which will
devour the adversaries” (Hebrews 10:25-27). Here we see that
the primary cause of apostasy (falling away from the faith,
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and never returning) is failure to attend worship regularly.
Similarly, the Bible says that “since we are receiving a king-
dom which cannot be shaken, let us have grace, by which we
may serve God acceptably with reverence and godly fear. For
our God is a consuming fire” (Hebrews 12:28-29). ‘

God does not take it well when we despise His invitation
to worship Him. “Again, he sent out other servants, saying
“Tell those who are invited, “See, I have prepared my dinner;
my oxen and fatted cattle are killed, and all things are ready.
Gome to the wedding [feast].” ’ But they made light of it and
went their ways. . .. But when the king heard, he was
furious. And he sent out his armies . . . and burned up their
city” (Matthew 22:4-7).

God’s worship is formal. We should approach Him in awe,
realizing that we are surrounded by angels, though we do not
see them. The Bible says that in formal Lord’s Day worship
we draw into the presence of “an innumerable company of
angels in festival array, and to the assembly of the firstborn
ones whose names are registered in heaven [that is, Christians
on the earth], and to God the Judge of all, and to the spirits of
just men made perfect [that is, the Christians in heaven]”
(Hebrews 12:22, 23, literally). We present ourselves before the
throne of the King, in the presence of all His retainers. When
we come into the King’s presence, we dress in good clothing.
We act with sobriety. We are quiet when we arrive for wor-
ship. Hopefully, we kneel or stand to address our petitions to
Him.12

The Church as a Whole Burnt Sacrifice

The Church has always limped in history, and it always
will. People look at the manifest weaknesses of God’s Bride,
and they spit on her. Yet, while God avenges His saints, He
still keeps them limping.

God told Satan in the beginning that the righteous One,
Jesus Christ, would crush his head, but that in the process,
the heel of the Lord would be bruised (Genesis 3:15). Thus,

12. Sitting for prayer, along with the complete disregard of the psalter in
worship, is one of the weirdest features of the 20th century Church. At no
other time in the entire history of the Church have people ever addressed
God sitting down during formal public worship.
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Jacob, the father of Israel’s twelve tribes, wrestled with God
and prevailed, but limped ever after (Genesis 32:31). The
limp was a sign of his victory in righteousness! The apostle
Paul, father of the gentile Church, was given a thorn in his
flesh (and since thorns grow on the ground, it was symbolically
in his foot), which kept him limping in the eyes of men (2 Cor-
inthians 12:7). Thus, in union with her Lord Jesus Christ, the
Church limps through history, in apparent weakness, so that
it is “with a scornful wonder, men see her sore oppressed, by
schisms rent asunder, by heresies distressed.” Yet her victory
is assured. How can that be? Because her enemies have had
~ their heads crushed, and thus their resistance is short-lived.

We can understand the weakness of the Church in another
light also. The Bible uses the analogy of the threshing floor to
describe history. God grabs the threshing pan of the world,
and throws all humanity into the air. The heavy, righteous
seeds fall back into the pan, while the chaff are driven away by
the wind (see Psalm 1:3,4; Luke 3:17). Note that all are tossed
up into the air. All go through the tribulations, but the Godly
survive and become stronger. Indeed, God built His Temple
on a threshing floor (2 Samuel 24:18-25; 2 Chronicles 3:1). It
is through the threshing process that God’s House is built up
in history. Since judgment begins at the House of God, pro-
ceeding from the special to the general, we can expect to see
more threshing in the Church than in the world. This ap-
parent weakness, however, is simply God’s way of building
His people. Thus, Paul could say, “when I am weak, then am
I strong” (2 Corinthians 12:10; see also Hebrews 12:3-11).

Finally, the Church is like a whole burnt sacrifice. Into her,
according to 1 Corinthians 3:10-17, God puts both good people
(gold, silver, precious stones—the building material for His
Temple) and wicked people (wood, hay, stubble —the material
to burn the sacrifice with). From time to time, the wicked
catch fire, described in James 3 as the proclamation of false
doctrine and of evil gossip and rumor. The righteous get
burned, yes, but the only effect on them is that their im-
purities are smelted away, and they are better for it. The
wicked, however, are burned up totally, being made of wood
and straw. The whole book of 1 Corinthians is addressed to a
Church on fire, on fire in the sense of suffering from the ac-
tivities of wicked men.

Yet it is God Who brings this to pass. Before the eyes of
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the world it looks as if the Church is a farce and a joke,
because of all the problems it has. Yes, that’s the way she looks
to the eye of the wicked, but in the eye of God, she is the spot-
less Bride, being prepared for the return of her Husband in
glory. Thus, as the hymn “The Church’s One Foundation”
(which we quoted above also) says:

The Church shall never perish.
Her dear Lord, to defend,
To guide, sustain, and cherish,
Is with her to the end.
Though there be those that hate her,
And false sons in her pale,
Against both foe and traitor
She ever shall prevail.
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Lewis Edwards Bulkeley

EVERAL years ago, a bright young seminary graduate

began to seek a place in the ministry. He applied to the
missions arm of a fairly large denomination, and he was ac-
cepted as a mission pastor. The board looked over his creden-
tials and qualifications, and then sought a place of service.
Soon the young pastor found himself in a small town in the
mid-south, ministering to a church of fifteen members averag-
ing age sixty.

Within the first year the pastor buried three members of
his congregation. It was a severe loss. The church had been in
existence for two decades and could hardly afford to lose any
of its precious remaining members.

During the first few years, the church gained several new
members, all by transfer and none by conversion. Even now,
the outlook is not promising. A few more years, and the entire
congregation will be gone. The pastor will be back on the
street, or back at the mission board taking responsibility for
having failed to work renewal miracles in this dying white-
elephant of a church.

A Typucal Case

The story is typical. Across America are hundreds of
small, dying congregations in search of renewal. Most of
them have been around for ten, twenty, or even thirty years.
They have seen the good times and the bad. They reached
their zeniths years ago. Perhaps they hit membership of three
of four hundred under the leadership of the founding pastor.
Then the pastor moved on to higher ground (more money,
prestige), or got in trouble with members of the board (usually
the big givers). Perhaps the pastor just moved on.

Then came the splits (check your small, dying church-
with-a-history, and you are bound to find a bad case of the

22
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splits). By tens and twenties families departed, probably over
the obnoxious character of one or more loud-mouthed mem-
bers, or over just which side of the church does the piano
belong on. Something important.

The faithful few held on. It was their church. They would
stay to the end. Others, with little or no conviction, went on
to more fertile territory, usually with lower doctrinal stand-
ards. And so it went, year after year. -

Then there was the time no one could agree on which man
to call as pastor. So the church went without one for several
years. During this period, half the remaining members went
elsewhere.

Of course, the older people stayed. They held the posi-
tions of influence (?) in the church, and, as the saying goes,
the tenacious shall inherit the property. And then there were
those folks who could not bear to see the work that they had
supported for so many years fall apart. The witness had to be
maintained.

In desperation, the leaders of the church appealed to the
national missions organization. Send us a White Knight, they
cried. Send us a young man “on fire for the Lord” who will
revive our church through his Spirit-guided, single-handed
efforts in the community. In short, send us a miracle.

The missions board did its best to meet the plea of the con-
gregation. Surely this work had to be preserved at all costs.
Let us find a committed young pastor in search of a flock and
send him out into the fields white unto harvest. This church
will be renewed, if only he will follow the right course.

So the board sent out a man. A sound man. A man with a
family and a zeal to serve the people of God. This man was
new in the ministry and still laboring under an idealistic altru-
ism. The board had judged this work to be of importance and
a work worth salvaging. If he would pursue the building of the
congregation with vigor, God would certainly bless his labors
and resurrect this church. The young man became committed
to the work. He looked at all the factors, emphasizing the
positive in his own mind as grounds for hope (there are
already some members), and suppressing the negative (they
are close to death) as unworthy of consideration in light of the
truth that God is able to do all things, to overcome all
obstacles.

Whenever doubts entered his mind in the course of pre-
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paring his family for the task ahead, this young pastor would
mentally flagellate himself for his lack of faith. The family
moved to the dying church. Throughout the months, or even
years that the pastor labored to revive the work, his attitude
began to change. He began to recognize not only the realities
of the ministry through fiery trial, but also the realities of a
congregation in limbo. Eventually he moved on, either to a
more promising work, or to a job that paid a living wage.

The scenario is familiar. The pattern is regular and, seem-
ingly, everlasting. Attempts to rejuvenate gutted churches are
endemic in both evangelical and reformed movements. The
diseased church is like the perennial counselee —always eager
for progress but never making any.

Time never seems to change either the churches or the ap-
proaches. The best the board can do is send another man.
Perhaps this one will have a better program. Perhaps he will
be more dynamic. Perhaps pigs fly.

Are There Answers?

Are there? There are for those who have ears to hear and
eyes to see. There are answers for churches, missions boards,
and mission pastors who sincerely want answers and will rec-
ognize them when they appear. For those who want to con-
tinue in the old pattern—business-as-usual —there are no
answers, only holding patterns. But for the few who have the
courage to break with some old traditions and take a new look
at church renewal and the task set before the church by the
Lord Jesus Christ, there are some simple but powerful prin-
ciples. The willingness to hear and to change must be present
in all parties—the churches, the boards, and the pastors. A
closer look at each of the three parties to this perpetual drama
reveals a provocative picture.

Shall We Renew This C’]zuroh.r"

Good question. It is one we seldom ask about any particu-
lar work. When is the last time we looked at a particular
floundering ministry and said: Should we spend our time,
personnel, money, and effort to rebuild this church? Is it
worth it?

The historic answer to these questions is an unequivocal
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“yes.” Deep in our convictions is the presumption that every
church is worth saving. It is the church of Christ. The gates of
Hell shall not prevail against it. Yet the question remains, all
the same. And it is a legitimate question. Is this church worth
saving? If this church folds, will the community of pagans out
there have lost the witness of Jesus Christ, our Lord? Will it
make a difference?

"Probably not. If the church has been around for twenty
years and cannot even support one man without help from the
national board, something is terribly, terribly wrong. This
church is not prevailing against the gates of Hell. Hell has
already passed through and is now on the other side looking
for a real opponent.

The church in trouble usually suffers from a comprehen-
sive set of maladies, each designed to counteract effectively
both witness and growth. In addition, certain external fea-
tures such as geography and history weigh heavily in retard-
ing the forward progress of this church. For true renewal to
take place, all of the problems have to be solved effectively. All
of the problems will not disappear, but they must be coun-
tered in a practical manner for practical regeneration to take
place.

Internal problems are probably the most critical. Solve the
internal problems, and the external problems become incon-
veniences. What are the internal problems? There is really
only one: the leadership of the church. The church leaders are
just that—leaders—whether by accomplishment or by
default. As the leadership, so the congregation.

Here is a reality in today’s troubled church. The leader-
ship is corrupt (I am not paid by a congregation or leadership,
so I can say it right out). And the corruption runs long and
deep. The board is composed of men who have little spiritual
awareness, pathetic knowledge of the Bible, virtually no time
commitment to the work, and carefully concealed hostility to
scriptural teachings on doctrine and holiness. As James Jor-
dan puts it, the troubled church is the “business-as-usual”
church. This leadership is annoyed by any real (read “con-
crete”) attempt to implement Reformed doctrinal standards in
the church. This leader sees the standards, as one elder put it,
“sort of like the pledge of allegiance to the flag” —something to
which you assent mechanically with critical faculties fully
disengaged.
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Minimal time commitment is another weakness. The elder
who does not have the time to minister to the members of the
congregation is an elder wrongly elected and ordained. It is
just that simple. Long and tortured discussion on this point is
fruitless.

Elders of this sort suffer from another weakness. They
believe in their divine right to office. Oh yes. It may come as a
surprise, but six out of six ruling elders from troubled
churches recently interviewed stated that were their congrega-
tions to ask them to step down from office, they would leave
their churches. The rule is: if I can’t be an elder, I won’t be a
member. A similar rule is: if I can’t make the rules, I won't
play the game; or, if you won't do it my way, I'm taking my
ball home. o

Mongy also plays a big part in the drama of the historically
troubled church. The big givers call the shots either because
they hold office (almost always) or because they have the
power to make church life uncomfortable for the plain folks.
More churches and seminary institutions have been perverted
by the pious sugar daddy than can be named in one article.
“So-and-so said he’d pull out his big bucks if we let T. Ruly
Reformed into our congregation or take him on as pastor.” A
familiar refrain.

Is this church a candidate for renewal? Is there life after
corruption? It is doubtful, at best. For it is into the situation
outlined above that the new pastor enters.

Suckering the Super-Pastor

Play-acting reaches dizzying heights when the troubled
church courts a pastoral candidate. Elder board and pulpit
committee become veritable hot beds of fervor for the faith
during interviews with ministerial prospects. Without a few
years of experience under his belt, the target pastor usually
succumbs to the earnest pleas of the committee. The situation
is reminiscent of the Massachusetts seal, where the Indian is
pictured saying, “Come over and help us.” Right. Can’t you
just picture the Indians asking the settlers to come over and
help? Just what they had been hoping and waiting for all this
time!

Committee members picture a dedicated but forlorn crew
for the candidate. Our folks are real committed. They have
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stuck with the church all this time. They are ready to go; they
are ready for a dynamic program of outreach. Have you got
the vision, that kind of a program?

Providentially, the neophyte falls for this aggressive ploy.
He begins to see himself in the role of the seller, rather than
the buyer. He is the one to be proven, the one who must meet
the qualifications. And being mostly messianic in his outlook,
he fails to take a hard look at the history and status of this con-
gregation so apparently eager to propagate the message of
Jesus Christ. It must have been the former pastors, he
reasons. And he gets plenty of help here. Members are only
too glad to catalogue the weaknesses and failings of virtually
every man that has taken their church. The candidate sup-
presses the suspicion that his ministry will soon take its place
on the same chopping block.

So he tries to measure up. He details his visions for an ex-
panded ministry. He talks about home Bible studies and
evangelistic visitation —all the things the committee wants to
hear. He wants the job.

What does the committee want?

The Mechanized Ministry

Perhaps the most devastating blow to the Protestant
church in modern America has been the gradual Romanizing
of ministerial functions. Rome teaches the doctrine of “ex
opere operato” — the sacraments operate by themselves. It is a
sort of magic. Like an antibiotic for sin.

Applied to the Protestant minister, it means that he
becomes an impersonal functionary, placed in the ministry to
marry and bury and hold hands generally. He is a lot like the
county clerk.

Ask any pastor that has been in the ministry for a few
years, and he will tell you an amazing story. He will tell you of
the many phone calls he has received from people he has
never met, people who think his job is to marry people who
call in off the street. For a fee, of course. He regularly gets re-
quests from assorted Romans, divorcees, and fornicators
looking for a quick, convenient service in a nice little church.
Some are horrified and offended to find that he doesn’t con-
sider himself a Justice-of-the-Peace, but a minister of the
Gospel. These folks just cannot understand the difference.



28 CHRISTIANITY AND CIVILIZATION

Neither do many of his church members.

Within the congregation the preacher marries and buries
and performs functions. They are his job. Night and day. He
is paid for it.

Congregations and boards of troubled churches get a lot of
mileage out of the messianic character of the modern pastor.
He is to give his absolute everything for the church—time,
money, family, future—everything, without complaint. But
just ask the typical board member to go that extra mile at his
job without overtime or other compensation. The response is
predictable.

The board expects the pastor to perform his paid func-
tions. If he does them well without intruding on their spiritual
siestas, he gets periodic praises and raises. But let him suggest
in the mildest way that the board get off its duff and get to
work, and attitudes reverse quickly. Let the pastor suggest
that the board members are to be more than decision-makers,
more than executives, and the waters are deeply stirred. Here
is a man who threatens our entire rationale for existence. This
man is dangerous. How did he get in here, anyway?

The pastor has made the fatal mistake in the chronically
troubled church. He has taken away the rock and let the light
shine in. One way or another, the problem is solved. Either
the pastor leaves after many sleepless nights and examina-
tions of his own soul, or he capitulates to the system.

His doctrinal position softens. Distinctives he once held
dear have now become negotiable. Beliefs he once envisioned
himself dying for in the face of pagan persecution have now
been effectively amputated by his nominal brethren. He has
become, for all intents and purposes, prophetically
hamstrung. He has become the lowest of all mien — the spokes-
man for God who refuses to speak.

The board wants a puppet. The board gets what they want.
Either that or they lose their pastor entirely. They did not
want renewal, at least not at such expense. They wanted to
hire renewal. They wanted to buy it with money. They
wanted a bargain.

Renewal is expensive. It comes neither cheaply nor easily. It
takes sacrifice, personal sacrifice. And these people have proven
that they are no longer willing to sacrifice to build the church.
The new pastor may not have a track record, but the troubled
church does. Who must bear scrutiny? Who is on trial here?
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The church that seeks a mechanized ministry has already
chosen mediocrity and irrelevance. The automated pastor has
already assented to the hopelessness of renewal. He has settled into a
pattern of ministry that gets the gold-plated watch and the
traces of what was once considered a pension. It is a heavy
price to pay for permanent retreat.

The Flock of Innocents

Characterizing pastors and boards is easy enough work.
But when it comes to evaluating a congregation in general, we
enter into the great myth of Innocence. In the eyes of higher
courts and even individual fellow pastors, the congregation-
at-large can do no wrong. The regular member is the pure
element of the church, for he of all parties is assumed to have
no personal interest in political sin. In the eyes of the initiated
(the ordained), the ordinary member is both ignorant and
naive. He is the Noble Christian Savage. Teaching him will
spoil his idylic spiritual lifestyle much as Christian civilization
has ruined the pure innocents of many a pagan society. Im-
merse these untainted believers in picnics and revival
meetings, but never expect them to digest spiritual meat.

The presupposed purity of the congregation is reflected in
any conflicts between members of the congregation and the
pastor. Few church courts will discipline ordinary members or
find them at fault. It must be the pastor who is causing all the
trouble. He is presumed to have a whole horde of ulterior
motives, usually attributed to an indefinable hunger for
“power.”

Pastors are always suspect. And for the pastor of the trou-
bled church, it is invariably so. Some troubled churches
change pastors regularly every two years or so. Each one is
- credited with having added to the woes that went before, and
rarely with having improved the situation. The congregation
has always been wronged. The flock has always been fleeced
by the undershepherd.

One specific weakness of the troubled congregation is
finances. Pastors are, without exception, the most underpaid
professionals today, given the time and money invested in
preparation. The typical pastor averages $10,000 to $15,000 a
year. Compared with the plumber, he is not even on the eco-
nomic horizon. He cannot even compete with the garbage
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man. On the other hand, he has invested thousands of after-
tax dollars in outgo, and tens of thousands in foregone income
to prepare for this meager fare. And rarely has the church
financed this preparation. It has been family, friends, wives,
and midnight jobs at motels that have kept the seminary stu-
dent in school. The congregation has invested nothing in the
preparation of the pastor and, frankly, invests nothing in his
future.

The troubled congregation seeking renewal knows deep in
its heart-of-hearts that the work is not really worth saving. The
prevailing attitude is just this: let us invest a minimal amount
in this marginal operation and see if it goes. If nothing impor-
tant happens, at least we keep our services going and we have
our functionary in case we need him. And how can he com-
plain? We pay him for preaching a couple of times a week.
And we hardly need to pay much, since he really doesn’t do
much. And if he gets on the ball and builds a church for us, so
much the better. Then we will be able to pay him more. We
believe in paying for performance.

But God requires more. The whole church must be working tf
the pastor is to be effective. Here is a fact. A good pastor can bring
the people in, but a poor board and congregation will drive
them right back out. The effective pastor can preach commit-
ment to the new ones and they will respond. But if the leaders
of the church do not have that commitment, the pastor is
quickly seen as a chauvinist hero. The committed ones begin
to drift away in disgust, and the would-be church builder is
left with the crumbling foundation he began with. It is too
much. The preacher either is dismissed or quits.

Why? Because the finances simply will not hold out
through another couple of years of rebuilding. Neither will the
wife and kids. After two years of building, in which the con-
gregation increased by fifty percent, one pastor was offered a
raise of fifteen dollars a week. In the meantime, inflation had
stolen 25% of his earning power. The pastor could no longer sub-
sidize the congregation.

Church congregations are notorious cheapskates. Since
the pastor is paid out of general income, the lower the giving,
the lower the salary. and the giving is not much. Most trou-
bled churches barely survive on the contributions of their
members. And it isn’t that the average member is struggling
financially. He simply has a low view of the prospects of the
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church, along with a negative view of tithing. He lives by the
non-principle of “grace-giving”—give what you are led to
give. Since, by this non-rule, one might be led to give
nothing, the giving of anything at all becomes meritorious (in
a non-meritorious sort of way, of course)

Those who are not normally privy to information about
who-gives-what might be interested to know that giving as a
percentage of annual income ranges from zero to a high of
about six percent. Few members of troubled churches give
over six percent. And those are the big givers. Two to three
percent is standard.

No wonder the pastor is poorly paid. When asked why the
church couldn’t pay the pastor more, one deacon replied, “We
just don’t have the money.” Being interpreted, this means, “we
have the money in our pockets, but we won’t put it in the
plate; therefore, we don't have it” A supreme example of
sleight-of-wallet.

On the other hand, the pastor does little to correct abuse
of the tithe. He is so economically depressed that he is
thankful for any giving at all. He has entered into the mentality
of the chronically poor, an attitude of hopelessness about his
financial future that saps his strength to conquer the problem.
Believing that it would be unspiritual to ask for more money,
he waits for other parties to promote his economic welfare be-
fore the board. He waits and waits.

Hearing no complaints (and expecting none), the board
reasons that all is well with the pastor. After all, the pastor
cannot be expected to drive a new car or wear the extensive
wardrobe of the businessman who must impress his contem-
poraries. He’s working for God. God doesn’t need His man in
fancy clothes to do the work of the ministry. Let us increase
our missions budget for Paraguay. Let us put the money
where itll do some real good.

Perhaps the above is a caricature of the troubled congrega-
tion. But it really makes no difference. The pastor and his
family are no better off if the intentions are innocent and the
income the same.

Many Reformed churches enter into covenant with their
pastors to pay them a specified annual salary. In the wording
of the covenants, the phrase “that the pastor may be without
worldly care or concern” is included when specifying the
amount of the salary. The pastor is not to have financial wor-
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ries, so he can prosecute the work of the ministry with a single
mind. In reality the pastor’s mind is often occupied with
worldly cares and concerns. Providentially, it is just the trou-
bled church in need of renewal that pays the pastor least while
placing upon him the heaviest burden.

Fighting the Historical Factor

Because of strong undercurrents of pietism in the Protes-
tant church at large, the question of “whether” in church re-
newal has rarely been asked. The church has taken a positive
but unconsidered approach to the renewal question. The cost
has been paid but not counted. Too often the bottom line is
red, and, like the demon-possessed man, the church is in
sevenfold more trouble after expensive but fruitless attempts
at regeneration. The blame is laid at the feet of the pastor, the
boards, or the congregation. And certainly persons are to
blame somewhere along the line of historical development of
the church.

But there is more. It is not a simple question of personnel
or programs. Commitment is important. Finances are impor-
tant. Leadership is crucial. All these ingredients are necessary
for the renewal process to occur. But they are not enough.
Some other practical, concrete realities in renewal must be
faced.

For instance, history. A look at the history of church devel-
opment in relation to community development is instructive.
What is the history of the community, and how does church
growth relate to it?

It ought to be axiomatic that the community began small
and grew large. When the town was small, the denominations
began their respective churches. These churches, barring
other problems, grew normally with the community. The
older downtown churches fared well, since they were the first.
Unless their internal problems overcame their outward
thrusts, they prospered with the growth of the community,
growing to tremendous sizes. They were popular. First Bap-
tist. First Methodist. First Presbyterian. Names to be reckoned
with. Names to be identified with, if you wanted to get into
the right clubs and pocketbooks.

Then came white-flight. The downtown churches went
one of three directions —they survived where they were, they
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moved, or they died. Not many other alternatives. If they
were truly prestigious, they continued to attract the crowds in
spite of the neighborhood. If their ministries were marginal,
and they stayed where they were, they died. The churches
with foresight moved to more appealing locations. They sur-
vived right along with their television services.

The small city grew into a large one. As the city grew geo-
graphically, newcomers found it more difficult to drive down-
town to church. So new churches formed and grew along with
the pattern of population growth. As the community spread
farther out, even newer churches arose to meet the needs of
the growing population. The pattern of development was
practical and obvious. So obvious that the church fathers
never planned for the inevitable.

But the inevitable came, as it always does. Property values
went up between the rotten fringe (the inner city) and the
outlying areas. Families that started the in-between churches
grew older. Their children, who once populated the Sunday
schools and teen groups, grew up. Few could afford to live in
the parents’ neighborhood, so they moved to the edges of the
city where they could afford to buy. Fewer young families
moved into the old neighborhoods to repopulate the inner
suburban churches. And unlike the highly-moneyed “First”
churches, the suburban churches either could not or would not
produce the dollars necessary to make the move outward.

As the average age of the membership rose, even the few
younger families in the area found the fellowship relatively
unattractive. They sought families in their own age group
with similar interests. Few older members of the local com-
munity could be persuaded to come into the church, since
they had made their commitments to local churches years be-
fore.

Probably the most devastating factor from demographic
considerations has been the apartment boom in suburbia.
Families do not live in apartments. Singles, childless couples,
divorcees, widows, swingers, addicts, and other assorted
nomadic types live in apartments. They are neither church-
goers, givers, nor long-term prospects. Popular apartments
can change occupants completely in less than one year.

Add to these external difficulties some organic weaknesses
in the church itself, and doom is spelled. Here is a case in
point. The young pastor begins door-to-door evangelism. His
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church is fifteen years old, and has been plagued with internal
strife and splitting for years. The membership has been re-
duced to twenty. The church is located in what has become a
commercial district. Not too many blocks away is an older
residential area. It is to the residential area that the pastor
goes, hoping to attract some families to the church. He rings a
bell and an older lady answers the door.

“Hello. My name is Pastor Eager and I'm here to invite
you to our church just four convenient blocks away.” He
smiles a fresh smile. A

“My, how nice,” she replies, “but we attend First
Anesthetized and we’re really happy where we are. How
many members did you say you have?” She is being conversa-
tional now. ‘

“We have twenty, Ma’am,” says Pastor Eager, feeling just a
little ashamed at the small number. But the lady is delighted.
A baby church. Women like babies.

“And where is your church again?”

“It’s at the corner of Blank and Dash.” Now he is a little
proud. The church has some property. “We're that nice white
church with the six acres,” he beams.

“Amazing!” She cries. “You have gotten so much property
in such a short time!”

“Oh, no Ma’am. We've been there fifteen years.”

“I see.” And she does, she really does. Red lights flash
everywhere. The facts scream out, and there’s no perfuming
over the smell of death with new programs, revivals, and
campaigns. Nobody wants to associate with a loser, and there sim-
ply is no excuse for a fifteen-year-old church having only
twenty members. No excuse at all.

Other people in the community are more aware. Word
gets around in fifteen years. So when it comes to friendship
evangelism, the folks in the church have exhausted that route
years ago.

Countless other troubled churches sit and wait across the
country. They wait for another pastor, another program,
another chance. The hope of renewal glimmers in the breasts
of the few who really care, and these continue to take tired
steps toward improving the situation. The others are about
business-as-usual. They are waiting for the rest to give it up
or become resigned, as they have become, to their interminable
private Bible studies every Sabbath morn at 11:00 A.M.
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National home missions boards dutifully work toward the
rescue of these ecclesiastical waifs every few years—more
money, new pastors, continued encouragement through these
brief periods of testing. No one wants to face the original
question: Is this church worth saving?

Reassessing Renewal

If the student of Scripture reviews his Old Testament his-
tory, he finds the story of renewal writ large. God’s chosen
people rose to heights of glory when they obeyed God. The
people were established in the land. They prospered and
thrived. But decadence was not far behind. Success bred com-
placency, and complacency, rebellion. God disciplined His
people, but He never abandoned them. He saved a remnant
for Himself and raised up a nation from them. The Lord God,
by the power of His Holy Spirit, renewed His church. He
even promised future renewal through a New Covenant (Jer.
31:31ff). God guaranteed the future success of His church.

But not all of it. Isaac multiplied and was blessed, while
Ishmael disappeared. Jacob conquered while Esau was oblit-
erated. Judah lived, Israel died. The history of Israel is the
history of a purged people, purified by the sovereign will of
God through a sovereignly ordained repentance.

Throughout the history of the covenant people, God cast
out faithless members and groups. Ishmael was a covenant
child (he had the sign), as well as Esau and all of the Northern
Kingdom. It was not nominal pagans that God rejected, but
those within the historic kingdom who broke or failed to keep
covenant.

The same is true today. The Lord God is effectively rejec-
ting those churches that fail to keep covenant, just as surely as
He rejected the practical atheists of the Older Covenant. No
church today has the right to expect that His discipline has
slackened in the least, especially in light of the greater task be-
fore the covenant community. Every church is equally liable
for the demands of the covenant, and no church can volun-
tarily excuse itself from moment-by-moment obedience to its
duties, regardless of eschatological rationale.

Abandoning the terms of the covenant means becoming
historically impotent and irrelevant. Having abandoned the
covenant, the troubled churches in need of renewal have
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abandoned the means to recovery. Only a return to explicit
obedience opens the mouth and creates the voice that the God
of covenant mercy hears. Let us not be surprised, then, that
the Lord has rejected many unfaithful local churches in our
day. He is under no obligation to renew the unfaithful.

The fundamental question remains: Shall we work toward
the renewal of this church? And the second question is like
unto it: If not, what shall we do with it, and if so, how shall we
renew it? No formula answer can be given to the first ques-
tion, but some guidelines for evaluation are possible. If the
troubled church has had a chronic performance problem, if its
leadership is uniformly incompetent, if its local fields are
black unto destruction (Rome has not been white in
centuries), then it probably needs to be razed to the ground.
Or better yet, sold to a newer congregation which has an ex-
cuse for not having filled the building.

On the other hand, if the problems are immediate, if the
leadership is committed and willing to sacrifice, willing to
change or be replaced, if the greater community is composed
of young families (without which the building of a stable local
church is impossible), then renewal is a realistic option.

Renewal by Re-Creation

The greatest hindrance to the creation of a thriving work,
all other things being equal, is demographics. Churches in older,
inaccessible areas have an uphill road even if all other areas of
weakness are dramatically improved. The church must move.
A pastor of an inner city church in its terminal stage asked
members of the congregation if, knowing the importance of its
distinctive teachings, they would be willing to travel an extra
ten or fifteen miles to attend services. They were overwhelm-
ingly unified in their unwillingness (unity at last). Why, then,
the pastor asked, should prospective members, not yet em-
bracing the doctrinal position of the church, be willing to
drive the extra miles in the other direction? If you, who know
the truth, are unwilling to go the extra miles, why should the
ignorant make the sacrifice?

A local church cannot be built on narrow strata of society.
The evangelical Arminian ideal of the teenage church is
untenable. The hopes of building a local congregation on
young singles, apartment dwellers, the childless, divorcees,
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the elderly, and other minor strands of our social fabric, are
largely illusory. To be sure, all these are a part of the church,
but they cannot and do not provide a center for long-term sta-
bility and growth. If the troubled church insists on working
primarily with these people, it must understand that it is tak-
ing on a halfway-house mission project. It cannot expect to
grow stronger.

The church looking for new life must move. It must go where
the young families have gone— the outer suburbs of the city —not
to substandard housing projects scheduled for perpetual
transiency and poverty, but to new middle-class areas. The
church must recruit young families with children. Such fami-
lies provide a growing financial base and a growing group of
covenantal children so necessary to the future development of
the church and the lawful dominion of the greater community.

But relocation is not enough. The leadership must be changed.
Men who have consistently failed to lead the church must rec-
ognize that stepping down is the only hope. It will not do to
use the leadership positions of the church as training slots.
Paul lays down for Timothy and Titus (1 Tim. 3 and Titus 1)
the actual qualifications for actual elders, not the potential
qualifications for actual elders.

The idea of resignation is not popular in troubled
churches, especially among the leaders. But it is the price that
must be paid for healthy change. Providentially, the market-
place tells the businessman when he has failed by driving him
out of business. Church leaderships fail to read the ecclesiasti-
cal handwriting. They are like the businessman who refuses
to believe he has failed, and continues to pour good money
after bad. Often the real pain of bankruptcy is necessary to
get the point across. Perhaps church leaders ought to have
their entire financial futures tied up in the success or failure of
their churches. They would quickly make room for the com-
petent.

Can the entire board resign? Where does this leave the
church? If a congregation is serious about renewal, it ought to
be able to trust its pastor to make minor decisions (and even
some major ones) during the period that new leaders are be-
ing raised up. Pastors do have their personal and financial
futures bound up in the success of the church, and usually do
everything possible to promote its success. Godly pastors (and
you must have one of these) do not intend to “take over”
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churches. On the contrary, they long for qualified men to
stand with them and share the responsibility for decision-
making and passing judgment. And I?esides, what is there,
pray tell, to take over? Hereis a pathetic shell of a church that
is barely making it on any front, and some members are
deathly afraid that the pastor will gain too much power.
Power over what? In today’s voluntary church, no one is in
submission to his brethren anyway, whether they be one or
many. So where is the power? From the standpoint of the
pastor, there is only duty and responsibility. He has a hard
time seeing great personal advantages in church leadership.
And so it was with Moses, was it not? Remember how Moses
coveted the leadership of Israel? Remember how Moses
besought God to destroy the people and raise up a new nation
from his own seed?

No, not revolution, but regeneration. Drastic? Remem-
ber, we are in the emergency room trying to save a dying
patient. Radical injuries require radical treatment. The real
question for the leadership is just this: Do you want to see this
church renewed, or do you simply want to retain your position in
the existing bureaucracy? Ask this question in the troubled
church. Take the answer with a pound of salt.

The historical failures of the troubled church can be dealt
with, too. Put new wine in new wineskins, not old ones. Dis-
mantle the former church and create a new one in a new loca-
tion. The problem of history, virtually inescapable under the
former management and in the old, worn out location, disap-
pears. The new church is a future winner, not an old loser.
Renewal by re-creation is the most radical of steps, but the
most effective. How long have you been in existence? Six
months. I see, and how big are you? We have twenty attend-
ing. Not bad for a new work. ‘

Everything changes. The new church has every reason for
smallness. It has every excuse for lack of officers, large facili-
ties, youth groups, and all other types of specialized ministries
attending the successful work. The new church may be, in the
eyes of the community, an untested commodity, but then it is
not one with a poor record. Newness is a tonic. It gives the
frustrated faithful in the new location an opportunity to get in
on the ground floor of a church that has an open horizon. Past
stigmata are not seen.

The older members of the previous church can fit easily
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into the new church. And the extra effort required to get out
to the new location will flush out the lazy and other assorted
deadwood.

The above strategies are external. Changing the composi-
tion and the structure of the troubled church is absolutely nec-
essary. But it is not enough. Were the changes merely out-
ward, the church would soon drift into its former infamy.

Wine and Grapejuice

Grapejuice needs no new skin. It is the same yesterday, to-
day, and tomorrow. It will never have the aroma, the flavor,
and the invigorating effect of wine. Grapejuice can be safely
put in old wineskins because it does not threaten to burst
them. But it is just this expanding, effecting quality that must
characterize the church seeking regeneration. Without it, the
church will be living death, all dressed up for the undertaker.

A young pastor in a derelict church sat talking with one of
the matriarchs (another problem) of his congregation. She
complained that the church did not seem to be reaching out
into the local community to evangelize the neighbors. What,
she asked, could the congregation do to bring in new mem-
bers, and what plan did the pastor have to remedy this long-
term ailment?

The pastor asked the lady to play roles with him for a mo-
ment. Suppose, said the pastor, that I am a local resident and
you are a member of this church. I call you on the phone and
ask just why I ought to attend your church. What do you say?
Well, she said, the church is nearby. But nearness, the pastor
said, was not really a factor in his choice of a church, since
many churches were nearby. Was there, perhaps, another
reason?

The woman recon31dered and then suggested that the rea-
son for attending her church was that the Bible was taught
there. Very interesting, said the pastor, but down the street 1s
a “Bible Church.” They think so much of the Bible that they’ve
even named their church after it. It seems that a number of
churches in the area claim to teach the Bible. That still does
not recommend your particular church. Is there any special
reason that I should attend your church and not another?

There is another reason, she said. “Our church is Presby-
terian.” That is a good reason for coming. The pastor replied
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that, indeed, he had noticed that fact, but in a conversation
with a local Baptist advocate, he had been tqld tha}t the Bap-
tists were right and the Presbyterians wrong in _the1r teaching
concerning baptism. Was this true, the pastor inquired?

In a fit of frustration the woman said, “Well, then, I guess
we'll just have to go after the Presbyterians.”

In a local community dominated by. Baptists this state-
ment was a death rattle. There were no Presbyterians.

Church renewal will take place only when there is doctrinal
renewal and a return to an emphasis on doctrinal distinctives.
Often it is the very refusal to emphasize and teach distinctives
that has invited rottenness and decay. If it is a matter of near-
ness, or general Bible teaching, or nominal affiliation, the
troubled church will simply take its place alongside dozens of
other churches offering no greater distinctives. As long as doc-
trine is not central, facilities, size, programs, revivals, and all
other externals become the basis for the family’s decison about
which church to attend. In these respects, the troubled church
cannot begin to compete.

Be not misled. The Baptists have built their churches on
the doctrinal distinctive of professor’s baptism by immersion
—nothing more, and nothing less. Only when competing with
one another have the Baptist churches emphasized externals,
and then only in the later stages of local dominion.

Of all conservative churches, the Reformed have been
quickest to retreat from distinctives in their attempts to capture
part of the evangelical Arminian market. They have switched
and not fought, and are now amazed to find that instead of
bringing more members into the Reformed churches, they
have opened up non-Reformed options for once-faithful
members. After all, if there really is no difference, why should
we waste our time with a struggling Arminian church when
we can attend a thriving one? Good question.

Doctrinal polarization is critical. Not only must the “healthy”
Reformed church promote it, but the troubled church must
press it with a vengeance. The five points, the application of
the law, covenant baptism, dominion post-millennialism — all
these must be proclaimed clearly and relentlessly if there is to
be hope for the troubled church. Rather than driving the
saints away, the highlighting of distinctives surfaces the com-
mitted, the ones that build churches, face struggles, and never
look back. The Reformed church needs these people in gen-
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eral, and the church striving for renewal in particular.

Cementing the Covenant

Polarization, relocation, reorganization—we are talking about
a completely new church, of course, and the essential aboli-
tion of the old. With basic changes come hopes of renewal.
Many of the necessary ingredients are present, but, like the
Rich Young Ruler, one thing is yet lacking: — the institution of
true covenant.

Never has any institution committed to conquering the
world with its ideology fallen so low in its demands upon its
members. The practical out-working of the Covenant has
been replaced by a pretistic voluntarism from start to finish. At-
tendance is voluntary, giving is voluntary, church work is vol-
untary, everything is voluntary and, thus, meritorious. The
choir wants to be thanked (“Right after the announcements,
Pastor, if possible”); the women who made that delicious
church supper want to be thanked; the tireless (and tiresome)
deacon board wants to be thanked. Thanks, all, for a wonder-
ful church. You have your reward.

Conflicts within the membership are resolved, not by
church courts operating under Covenantal law, with all par-
ties submitting to the discipline, but by the retreat of the
weaker party (to another congregation). Petty differences
become far more important than the mission of the church.
Like the political conservative, the member of the troubled
church does not have the word “subordination” in his glossary.

Nowhere is the weakness of the institution of the Cove-
nant more clearly expressed than in the membership “vows” of
the local Reformed church (non-Reformed churches are omit-
ted here, since they have no official covenant). To become a
member, one must promise to “study the peace and purity of
the church,” “be in submission to the Elders,” and “support the
worship and work of the church to the best of your ability,” all
of which may be summed up in one word: — nothing. The vows
are purposely vague to avoid specific commitments. For who
can decide, without particulars, whether one is studying the
peace and purity of the church? How does the board deter-
mine who is supporting the worship and work of the church to
the best of his ability? Church discipline is impossible without
clear guidelines, and the troubled church has seen to it that no
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guidelines are discernible. “No law, no offense.” No offense,
no discipline. Simple, but effective.

What are some non-negotiable specifics of the Covenant?
Two examples are tithing and attendance. If the norm of
member giving is three percent, God’s church is being robbed
of two-thirds-plus of its working capital. Adequate staff
salaries, promotional literature, all forms of local outreach,
building facilities: all are sacrificed when there is no compul-
sion to give. When giving is voluntary, giving becomes
meritorious, a fact clearly attested by endless memorials on
the premises—“The Minnie G. Dudley Memorial Sacrament
Table,” “The Walter L. Winsome Memorial Fellowship Hall,”
and “The Pearl B. Pious Memorial Pew.”

As Peter Drucker points out in The New Society, business
enterprise can not continue to exist without surplus (profit)
because of the high cost of growing and changing with a
dynamic market. So goes the church. Without an adequate
financial base, the church can neither prosper in the present
nor prepare for the future. God has provided the tithe for His
work. It is a Covenant obligation. And seeing the tithe as a
covenant duty removes merit. And so it should be. There is no
super-erogation in the Protestant church.

Another Covenant obligation is attendance. Israel had to
attend the feasts and had to sacrifice. Neither was voluntary.
Where there are no people, there is no church. A minimum
obligation of the Covenant should be consistent attendance.
Even the Rotary Club puts the church to shame here.

But woe to the man who demands these two basics in the
troubled church today! He is interfering with our free will!
The reactionaries have lost sight of the character of the Cove-
nant and the demands that God so clearly places upon His
people. Troubled church leaders have not learned the lesson
of the committed: —demand little, receive little; demand
much, receive much. In spheres outside the institutional
church, members will forfeit lives and fortunes for politics,
business, and sports. Each demands and receives. The world
understands that men respond to ultimate demands, and in
response achieve momentous results. Yes, the children of
darkness are wiser in their generation. Douglas Hyde’s Dedica-
tion and Leadership is adequate testimony to the strength of the
unilateral demand for performance.

The Covenant is not voluntary in any sense of the word.
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Those who are sovereignly called must visibly enter into it by
the command of God. Others are not fit to enter it. No ground
is neutral, and no decisions concerning the Covenant are au-
tonomous. Each prospective member is faced with a decision.
Submit to the Covenant or deny it. To demure is to deny.

Tithing and attendance are only two of many Covenant
obligations that must be recognized by the troubled church
longing for renewal. No less important are Sabbath-keeping,
restricted communion, and church discipline (the return to
concrete spiritual sanctions). All work together in God’s or-
dained plan for the dominion church of the Lord Jesus Christ.
No particular may be deleted without marring the whole, and
the concept of the Covenant may not be deftly abstracted
from its concrete particulars without making a mockery of the
Word of God.

Reality in Renewal

As long as the church in trouble demands so little in terms
of time and money from its members, it can continue on
almost indefinitely without making any real progress. Those
members with pessimistic outlooks can see their dreams come
true, as the church, unlike the state, withers away. It has served
them well in the limited sphere they have graciously granted
it. They have expected little from the church and have gotten
even less.

It is not the current members who will suffer for the failure
of the church, but the children and those afar off. With few
exceptions, the children of members of troubled churches
depart from the church, if not the faith itself. There really is
no continuing covenant community, just a sterile remnant
frozen in the history of the past three decades. For these ter-
minal churches it is the last remnant.

The reality of renewal is that everyone is to blame— pastors,
congregations, boards, and mission organizations. Preachers
accept intolerable situations and tolerate them. Boards are
self-satisfied searchers for the magic men who will put their
churches back on the local map. Congregations sell the work
short by refusing to invest, and missions boards . . . well,
missions boards seem content to hold the same meetings, give
the same speeches, and shift the same people from church to
church, year after year.
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The church needs more than a new face; it needs a new
heart, a new soul, a new mind, and a new strength. And it
will be hard for veteran supporters of desolate churches to ac-
cept the fact that the glory has departed. The younger mem-
bers of the church learn the ways of their elders or depart for
other congregations where the leadership is positive. The ded-
icated Christian is dynamic, not static. Without positive lead-
ership, the committed will not stay; without the committed,
the church expires. With the proper external and internal
changes the church can keep her young and prosper. Without
the necessary changes, the young see only hypocrisy in stag-
nation.

Diagnosis in the Dock

The indictment of the troubled church is merely an indict-
ment of the church in general. The problems that have be-
come acute in the decimated church are often present in germ
form in churches less suspect. Eventually the erosion of doc-
trinal standards and practices reflects itself in the worship and
work of the church. Demography and theology work together
for the ill of the church without solid biblical moorings.

History is filled with stories of successful men, written by
those men, purporting to reveal the secrets of their success.
Each thinks he has discovered his own prosperity formula.
But the physician hesitates to diagnose his own illness, and
the lawyer says that the man who represents himself has a fool
for a client. Discerning the ills of the church is, likewise, rarely
the forte of its leadership. Self-reformation by the entrenched
is a scarce commodity, and the leadership willing to take criti-
cism to heart and transmit it into action is, indeed, a diamond
in the rough. Ironically, leaderships of high quality are not
normally found in distressed works.

The church leader, not the church member, must be the
reformer. Whatever sort of board administers the affairs of the
church can change pastors. Recalcitrant members of the con-
gregation may be disciplined out. The leaders can change the
location of the church, they can even create a new one to re-
place it. But unless they themselves change or replace them-
selves with men who will commit their time, lives, and fortunes
to the work, little else of substance will be accomplished.

Pastors must wrestle with the central issue presented here:
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Shall I commit myself and my family to the restoration of this
work? Will my efforts, unlike the work of the Lord Jesus
Christ, be a sacrifice without redemption? Am I willing to pay
the price of an unequivocal stand on doctrinal issues? Will I
go so far as to uproot three tares through the pure preaching
of the Gospel to plant a single stalk of wheat?

Church members must ask themselves similar questions.
Is the church worth renewing, or have I been hanging on all
these years merely out of convenience? Am I willing to pay
the price of Wednesday night bowling to support the work and
worship of the Prayer Meeting and Bible study? Am I obli-
gated?

None of these questions has neutral answers. They are be-
ing answered now in every floundering church across the
country, regardless of affiliation. Daily the church diagnoses
itself through its policies and actions (or inactions). Each
diagnosis is in the dock. The Lord Jesus Christ will come to
reward each one according to his works.

Time is running out for the American church. Either re-
newal will come through self-motivated reformation, or the
Lord God will bring it, through persecution unknown in
American history. The golden age of the °Fifties is over, and
we are now bearing the fruit of the existential "Sixties and the
decadent "Seventies. There is no longer any time to argue
about whether the choir robes will be red or black, or whether
to have the cake sale instead of the car-wash.

Renewal is possible through transformation of doctrine,
leadership, membership, and location. It will not come
through extended prayer meetings and Youth Sundays.

The troubled church must repent of its institutional evil or
die.



REVIVALISM AND AMERICAN PROTESTANTISM

Peter J. Leithart

heavy rain was falling outside Rev. Peter Thacher’s Con-
gregationalist church in Middleborough, Massachusetts,
in mid-November, 1741. Inside, Thacher was to write later,
many of those who had braved the chilling weather to hear his
sermon were “melting.” Only a few months before, Thacher,
discouraged by the coldness of his congregation and fearful
that God had forever turned His face from them, was plan-
ning to leave the people he had served for almost thirty-three
years. In early 1741 William Tennent (1673-1745), a Presbyter-
ian revivalist, had visited Middleborough. Thacher’s heart
had been stirred by the famous evangelist's message and his
hope renewed by Tennent’s observation that “Oft-times ‘tis
darkest a little before day.” Though Tennent’s presence had
little immediate effect on the size of the Middleborough
church, Thacher noted that “from that day my people were
more inclined to hear.” A few scattered “awakenings” occurred
during the summer and early autumn, and in November a
spectacular revival began to stir. On November 23 seventy-six
were “struck.” In the few days following “above two hundred”
were converted. By December a significant moral improve-
ment was evident. The “drinking match,” apparently popular
before the revival, became a rarity. Thacher lectured twice a
week, and people filled his house after public worship for fur-
ther instruction. Almost 170 new members were added to the
church in eighteen months. Middleborough, regarded by
some as “one of the deadest places for religion in the land,”
was transformed into a “heaven on earth.”
The above episode is in no way unique. The same basic
pattern was repeated in scores of congregations and towns
throughout America during the Great Awakening. Indeed,

1. John Gillies, Historical Collection of Accounts of Revival (Edinburgh: Ban-
ner of Truth Trust, [1754] 1981), pp. 401-402.
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for more than one hundred years thereafter, the revival was
the most important phenomenon in the religious life of Amer-
ica. Countless individuals had “life-changing experiences” in
the revival setting. Churches and entire towns were trans-
formed. The major revivalists — George Whitefield, Jonathan
Edwards, Charles Grandison Finney, Dwight L. Moody, and
others—were regarded as the most important men of their
eras by many contemporaries. American politics was likewise
deeply influenced by revivalism. The correlation of the Amer-
ican War of Independence, the rise of Jacksonian democracy,
and early abolitionism with eruptions of religious enthusiasm
is hardly coincidental. Moreover, social egalitarianism, mani-
fested in the feminist and civil rights movements, was sup-
ported in its early stages by revivalism. Sentimentalism and
anti-intellectualism, phenomena which still play a major role
in American cultural life, were likewise molded in the crucible
of the revival. In short, American culture, politics, and soci-
ety, as well as American religion, are to a remarkable degree
outworkings of revivalist presuppositions.2

The critical nature of this study should not obscure the
fact that revivals, especially in the eighteenth century, made a
very positive impact. The effects of revivals have been neither
uniformly positive nor uniformly negative. Probably the most
striking illustration of the paradoxical results of revivalism is
in the area of education. Antipathy to “book learning” has
rightly been traced to early revivals.® Yet, the First Great
Awakening directly or indirectly inspired the founding of six
colleges.* Fundamentalism, which grew out of revivalism,
though often depicted as militantly anti-intellectual, has de-
veloped elaborate diagrams of the millennium that challenge
the most careful students, and fundamentalist apologetics

2. A central presupposition of this study is that the political, economic,
and social structures of a given nation are concrete manifestations of an
underlying religious faith. Philosophy follows trends of religious thought;
society, politics, and economics flow from philosophy. Ideas, religious ideas
in particular, determine action.

3. See Richard Hofstadter, Anti-intellectualism in American Life (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1963), ch. 3-5.

4. William Warren Sweet, Revivalism in America (New York: Abingdon,
[1944] 1965), p. 147. The colleges were Pennsylvania, Princeton, Columbia,
Rutgers, Brown, and Dartmouth. The Great Awakening also produced a
grassroots interest in education.



48 CHRISTIANITY AND GIVILIZATION

have relied heavily on scientific evidence to defend inerrancy.5
This ambivalent attitude toward the intellect is just one of the
many paradoxes of revivalism, all of which grow out of a basic
theological contradiction at the very core of revivalistic Chris-

tianity.

The Logic of Revivalism®

Words are tools of dominion. Christ is said, for example,
to defeat His enemies with the sword that comes out of His
mouth (Rev. 19:15). The power of words can be explained on
two levels. In a theological sense, the words of the Gospel are
empowered by the Holy Spirit. The church’s success in sub-
duing the earth through the preaching of the Gospel depends
upon the correlative working of the Holy Spirit. On another
level, words are powerful because they embody the basic faith
of a culture. A civilization’s language tells us much about the
history and character of that civilization. Thus, in order to
trace the history of an idea, it is useful to examine the lan-
guage used to express that idea. Scripture must be our final
reference point in the study of words, as it is in every other
study. One must always examine the meaning of an idea or
word in the light of its Biblical meaning.”

5. George M. Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture: The Shaping
of Twentieth-Century Evangelicalism, 1870-1925 (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1980). See also Gary North, “The Intellectual Schizophrenia of the
New Christian Right,” in James B, Jordan, ed., The Failure of the American
Baptist Culture, Christianity and Civilization No, 1 (Tyler, TX: Geneva
Ministries, 1982). North takes issue with the fundamentalist and evangelical
reliance on “neutral” science.

6. Men normally act in logical accord with their religious presupposi-
tions, The modern sneering at arguments which warn of the logical tenden-
cies of ideas is based on an unbiblical, Freudian view of man. The assertion
that “ideas have consequences” may seem a truism, but it is implicitly denied
by many. Behavior conforms to faith and the history of ideas shows a grow-
ing logical consistency with pre-theoretical assumptions (see Matthew 13).
Thus, to speak of the logic of revivalism is to predict its development. In the
following discussion, I have benefitted greatly from Sidney Mead’s ad-
mirably concise discussion of revivalism in The Lively Experiment: The Shaping
of Christianity in America (New York: Harper & Row, 1963), pp. 121-127. Ray
R. Sutton argues along much the same lines in “The Baptist Failure,” in Jor-
dan, ed. Failure, op. cit.

7. See James B. Jordan, “Groping for Absolutes in Language and
Music,” (unpublished paper, n.d.).
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‘Revive” and its various forms are used infrequently in
Scripture. Where it is used, it means to make alive again.? It
could be used to refer to regeneration, a work of the Holy
Spirit (John 3:5). Revival is therefore a necessary prelude to a
life of glorifying and enjoying God. On a cultural level, it is a
prelude to reconstruction. When revival becomes revivalism,
however, the implication is that regeneration is the sole aim of
religion. The subjective state of man, rather than the glory of
God, becomes the focus of the church, and a form of human-
ism is introduced into the heart of Christianity.

When man becomes the measure of all things, a single
faculty of man tends to dominate. Thus, subjectivistic theol-
ogy leads basically in two directions: rationalist and pietistic.
In theology, revivalistic presuppositions lead to Arminianism
or Pelagianism. The Incarnation is virtually denied for its ir-
rationality or reduced to sentimentality. Eschatology becomes
either a rationalist belief in the perfectibility of man, or a mor-
bid fascination with death. Neoplatonic preoccupation with
the other-worldly flourishes in this pietistic environment.
Ethics becomes humanitarian, rather than theonomic, and,
because ethics is concerned with man’s relationship to man, it
takes precedence over doctrinal purity. Discussions of social
ethics are cast in democratic, human rights terms. Finally, the
church may become an association little different from the
local country club, its “simple” message limited to pious gush,
and its mission sharply contracted. On the other hand, the
church may immerse itself in the surrounding culture and
adapt its message to current intellectual trends in order to re-
main relevant. The grim and confused landscape of American
Protestantism, in short, whether we gaze left or right, has
resulted from the logical extension of revivalist tendencies.

Prior to the rise of revivalistic Christianity, American re-
ligion, not only in New England, but in the Middle and
Southern Colonies as well, was overwhelmingly Puritan in
character. Puritanism was, in essence, a religious way of look-
ing at life. It was not, however, religious in the sense of being

8. “In some of the examples of ‘revive’ in [the] A[uthorized] Vlersion] it is
evident that the meaning is literally to come back to life from the dead. . . .
And, even when this is not the meaning, the word carries greater force than
it now bears to us.” James Hastings, ed., 4 Dictionary of the Bible (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1903), IV:266. “Revivalism” and “revivalist” seem
to have entered the language in the late eighteenth century.
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other-worldly, but was a development of the tough and realistic
theocentric world view of John Calvin.® Salvation was seen by
the Puritans as an act of Almighty God. Philosophically,
Puritanism maintained the medieval concept of wholeness:
The various spheres of life could be distinguished, but not
separated. Puritanism harmonized the apparently conflicting
concepts of reason and faith, piety and intellect, science and
religion, God’s sovereignty and human responsibility.

Furthermore, the Puritans, especially in New England,
strove to erect all institutions, relationships, and philosophies
on the foundation of Biblical religion. Theological doctrines
such as sovereignty, sin, salvation, and authority and specific
Old Testament laws were not abstractions, but provided the
basis for Puritan social, political, familial, as well as religious
life and thought. Puritanism was, in short, the fullest develop-
ment of the Calvinist wing of the Reformation. The unity of
the Puritan world view began to break down in the late seven-
teenth century, illustrated by the Halfway covenant, the
growing chasm between religion and civil government, a cool-
ing of theocratic zeal, and the rise of Neoplatonism.!!

9. Terrill Irwin Elniff describes Puritanism as “a spiritual view of life.”
Elniff, The Guise of Every Graceless Heart: Human Autonomy in Puritan Thought
and Experience (Vallecito, CA: Ross House Books, 1981), pp. 117-118.

10. Ibid., p. 108.

11. See C. Gregg Singer, 4 Theological Interpretation of American History
(Nutley, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed, [1964] 1978), ch. 1. A great deal of
very fine work has been done on the New England Puritans. The works of
Perry Miller, especially Orthodoxy in Massachuseits, 1630-1650 (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1933); The New England Mind: From Colony to Prov-
ince (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1962); and The New England
Mind: The Seventeenth Century (New York: Macmillan, 1939), renewed schol-
arly interest in the American Puritans. Edmund S. Morgan, one of Miller’s
students, vividly portrays Puritan social life in The Puritan Family: Religion
and Domestic Relations in Seventeenth-Century New England (New York: Harper
and Row, [1944] 1966). Morgan’s Vistble Saints: The History of a Puritan Idea

- (Ithaca: Cornell University Press [1963] 1975) is a good discussion of

Puritan ideas about church membership and their later adoption of the
Halfway Covenant. George Lee Haskins, Law and Authority in Early
Massachusetts: A Study in Tradition and Design (New York: Macmillan, 1960) is
a fine study of Puritan political and legal thought and action. R. J. Rush-
doony examines the influence of Neoplatonism on Puritanism in The Flight
Jfrom Humanity (Fairfax, VA: Thoburn Press, [1973] 1978). Three issues of the
Journal of Christian Reconstruction deal with Puritanism’s view of law, society,
and progress (Winter 1978-79; Summer 1979; and Winter 1979-80).
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This historical context goes far to explain the origins and
nature of early American revivalism. Many historians have
explained revivalism as a response to environmental, social,
and economic factors. The frontier environment was certainly
favorable to rugged individualism, but it hardly made
revivalism inevitable. Social and economic factors tended to
exaggerate religious enthusiasm. The revival of 1858 was
linked even by participants to the panic of 1857. But revivals
occurred across America, and were not confined to depressed
or lower-class regions. In essence, revivalism was an
outgrowth of a theological decline. The Great Awakening
was, in fact, not a revival of Puritanism at all. Instead, it was
an early phase in the revolutionary shift from a theocentric to
an anthropocentric world view. It was not the earliest phase of
this shift. Puritanism had been in decline for some time. But
revivals increased the rate of change, producing something
like a quantum jump from Puritanism to humanism.

Davenport has described in detail the similarities between
primitive religious rites and American revivalism. The
characteristics of primitivism include the primacy of appeals
to emotion, the controlling influence of fear, and the manipu-
lation of crowds.!? Davenport, however, sees primitivism in
evolutionary terms: Underdeveloped cultures exhibit
primitive traits. In fact, however, history and the Bible in-
dicate that “primitivism” is degeneracy, an indication of
decline. Israel did not display primitive traits as a necessary
part of its early development, but only when it had rejected
the covenant (see 2 Kings 16:1-4). Revivalism, therefore, is
the fruit of the decline of Puritanism, not of its renaissance.

It must not be thought, however, that revivalism was a
consistent system, proposed as an alternative to Puritanism
and passed as a unit from one generation to the next. Despite
its clear inner logic, it was more a tendency than a system and
was passed to succeeding generations of revivalists in a variety
of ways. First, the internal logic of revivalism’s subjectivistic
presuppositions pushed many preachers, more or less un-
consciously, to extend their assumptions to their logical limits.
Second, revivalists adapted and sometimes entirely changed
their theology and homiletics to achieve more spectacular

12, Frederick Morgan Davenport, Primitive Traits in Religious Revivals
(New York: Macmillan, 1917), pp. 17-31, 217.
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results. Jonathan Edwards’s preaching of eternal damnation,
Finney’s new measures, Moody’s pathos, and Billy Sunday’s
stimulating dramatizations all represent conscious efforts to
increase productivity, that is, to win more converts.!? Finally,
revivalists borrowed directly from their predecessors. Finney
read Edwards; Moody and Sunday read Finney. Revivalism
produced theological change, but possibly more importantly,
it created a culture in which more radical democratic and hu-
manistic ideologies could take hold. The effect of revivalism
was as much to popularize and support departures from
Puritanism as to create them.

The Great Awakening and its Aftermath!*

The first major outbreak of revivalism, known as the First
Great Awakening, occurred during the first half of the eight-

13. Joseph Tracy wrote that revivalism’s “continued regard for practical
utility led some to embrace doctrines which they judged to be convenient,
instead of doctrines which they had proved to be true; or more accurately,
perhaps, to take their own opinion of the convenience of a doctrine, for
proof of its truth.” Tracy, The Great Awakening: A History of the Revival of Relig-
ion tn the Time of Edwards and Whitefield (Boston: Tappan and Dennet, 1842),

. 414,
P The fact that revivalists adapted their theology to improve their produc-
tivity should not be construed as an indictment of their character, nor should
it cast doubt on their faith. Many, including Edwards, Whitefield, Moody,
and others were very great men and many, including Beecher and Dwight,
fought the blatant heresies of Unitarianism. Without doubt they believed
they were serving the best interests of their listeners.

14. There is no complete modern treatment of the Great Awakening.
Tracy’s above-mentioned work is the standard; it is still useful because it
relies heavily on original sources. Sweet’s book is commendable for this
same reason. Edwin Scott Gaustad, The Greai Awakening in New England
{(New York: Harper and Brothers, 1957) is useful, but, like Tracy’s,
somewhat outdated. More recent surveys of the revival include Cedric
Cowing, The Great Awakening and the American Revolution: Colonial Thought in
the Eighigenth Century (Chicago: Rand McNally, [1971] 1972) and Alan
Heimert's introduction to The Great Awakening: Documents Illustrating the Crisis
and its Consequences (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1967), coedited with Perry
Miller. Heimert's interpretive Religion and the American Mind from the Great
Auwakening to the Revolution (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1966) is a
provocative work that challenges some of the most cherished opinions of the
relationship between the revival and the War of Independence. In addition
to Heimert and Miller’s collection of documents, Richard Bushman, The
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eenth century. William Warren Sweet has identified three
phases of this revival: Presbyterian, Baptist, and Methodist.!5
In its early stages the awakening generally retained the coven-
antal structure of Puritan Calvinism. In its later stages, the
inner logic of revivalism led to the individualistic theology and
piety of the Baptists and Methodists. The pattern of develop-
ment for later revivals, thus, can be recognized even in the
rather conservative context of the Great Awakening.
Preaching was the backbone of revivalistic Christianity.
The preachers of the Great Awakening, having been educated
in a system still informed by Puritanism, graphically depicted
the justice and wrath of God in their sermons. Theodore Frel-
inghuysen (1691-1748), a Dutch Reformed revivalist in New
Jersey, berated his listeners, calling them “impure swine,
adulterers and whoremongers,” and warned of “a fire hotter
than that of Sodom and Gomorrah to all that burn in their
lusts.”16 Samuel Davies (1723-1761), a Presbyterian, asked his
congregation if they dared “go home this day with this addi-
tional guilt upon you, of disobeying a known command of the
supreme Lord of heaven and earth? . . . this day repent. If
you refuse to repent, let this conviction follow you home, and
perpetually haunt you, that you have this day . . . under pre-
tence of worshipping God, knowingly disobeyed the great
gospel-command.”!? Jonathan Edwards’s (1703-1758) famous
“Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,” with its terrifying
image of man as a spider suspended by a thin web over a hell
of flames, was not uncharacteristic.!® This is not to say that
the doctrines of salvation were ignored. For Edwards the pur-
pose of the revival was to restore the Reformation doctrine of

Great Awakening: Documents on the Revival of Religion, 1740-1745 (New York:
Atheneum, 1970) and J. M. Bumsted, The Great Awakening: The Beginnings of
Evangelical Pietism in America (Waltham, Mass.: Blaisdell, 1970) are good col-
lections of original documents. Darrett B. Rutman’s compilation, The Great
Awakening: Event and Exegesis (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1970) has the
added attraction of selections from major historians’ interpretations of the
era. Also available are numerous biographies of the leading revivalists and
several regional monographs.

15. Sweet, pp. 36-39.

16. Quoted in lbid., p. 49.

17. Quoted in Ibid., p. 69.

18. Edwards, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,” Anthology of
American Literature, ed. George M. McMichael (New York: Macmillan,
1974) 1:242-256.
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justification to its central place in Christian theology, and
George Whitefield (1714-1770), the most popular preacher of
the revival, was inclined to preach forgiveness rather than
judgment. Sometimes, moreover, the feeling that the revival-
ists sought to produce was not fear, but ecstasy.!® Neverthe-
less, the preaching was generally designed, in Edwards’
words, to “fright people away from hell.”2® Output, expressed
in terms of number of converts, was becoming the criterion by
which sermons and preachers were judged.

The revivalists’ emphasis on the results of preaching was a
significant departure from the Puritan view. The Puritans had
emphasized the reliability of a sermon’s content rather than its
effects. If men did not respond to a sermon, it was because the
Spirit had not seen fit to use that particular sermon. Further-
more, Puritan preaching was emphatically rational. It aimed
not so much to frighten as to reason men from hell. In Ed-
wards’s case, the shift was in part a result of his reading of
John Locke’s Essap Concerning Human Understanding (1690).
Locke had replaced the Scholastic compartmentalization of
the human mind with a wholistic theory. The whole being of
man is involved in the process of understanding. Following
Locke’s psychology, Edwards “used common words, but
words peculiarly rich in emotional and religious connotation

. and delivered them so solemnly as to shock people.”2! In
addition Locke’s concept of the mind as a tabula rasa opened
the way for conditioning. The openly Arminian Methodists
were more obvious in their emphasis on psychology. John
Wesley (1703-1791) recorded in his journal that many who had
cried aloud during his sermons in England could not even
remember the experience. Others remembered falling to the
ground, but could not explain why they had done so. Some
were gripped with fear, but could not describe what they
feared.?? In short, psychology replaced theology as the chief

19. Heimert, Religion, p. 4; Cowing, p. 60. Some historians have main-
tained, in fact, that Whitefield’s theology and preaching were more charac-
teristic of the revival than Edwards’s.

20. Quoted in Sweet, p. 83.

21. Cowing, p. 51; Heimert and Miller, Documents, p. xxxix. Cowing ar-
gues that Edwards wanted “to shock his auditors out of old, stale associa-
tions.”

22. Gillies, p. 315. See also R. J. Rushdoony, Revolt Against Maturity: A
Biblical Psychology of Man (Fairfax, VA: Thoburn, 1977), pp. 124-125. Wil-
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topic of debate among Christian thinkers.23

Ideas concerning the very nature of religion underwent
extensive revision in the wake of the new subjective emphasis
of preaching. On the one hand, opponents of the revival solid-
ified the rationalistic tendencies of their Puritan forefathers.
Presbyterian Jonathan Dickinson (1688-1747), for instance,
formulated in 1741 a rationalistic theology of regeneration.
“God does no more in the conversion of a sinner,” Dickinson
wrote, “than to bring him to the right exercise of those rational
powers with which he was born.” Conversion is essentially “a
spiritual Illumination” by which a man comes to “a right View
of things upon his Mind” and is enabled “to act reasonably.”24
Edwards opposed this trend, maintaining that “The heart of
true religion is holy affection.” He believed that his congrega-
tion did “not so much need to have their heads stored, as to
have their hearts touched.”®® Neither side of the debate
viewed religion as a life-wide concern, as the Puritans had.

Edwards also opposed the Arminian tendencies of the ra-
tionalists and Edwards’s followers, most notably Joseph
Bellamy (1719-1790) and Samuel Hopkins (1721-1803), strove
to maintain the Calvinistic doctrine of total inability.26 The

liam Sargant quotes Ronald Knox as saying that Wesley imposed a new pat-
tern on English Christianity by “identifying religion with a real or supposed
experience.” Sargant, Battle for the Mind (Garden City, NY: Doubleday,
1957), p. 198.

23. Heimert and Miller, Documents, p. xxxix.

24. Dickinson, Theology of the New Birt, in Richard L. Bushman, ed., Doc-
uments, p. 78. Charles Chauncy, a New England Congregationalist who ve-
hemently opposed the revival, believed that the will and the imagination
should be controlled by reason, since man is essentially a rational creature.
See Heimert and Miller, Documents, pp. xl-xli. It may be necessary here to in-
troduce a note of complexity. True, the revivalists (later called evangelicals)
stressed emotion and piety. It is self-evident that the rationalists emphasized
reason. This distinction becomes blurred when one analyzes the thinking of
later revivalists. Curious as it may seem, many nineteenth-century revivalists
were more rationalistic than pietistic, Lyman Beecher and Timothy
Dwight, for example. The religious situation in America was still more com-
plicated, for many preachers were moderates, rejecting both evangelical and
rationalist theology. In this paper, the divisions are simplified and emphasis
is placed on the fundamental divisions within Calvinist groups. Still, the
various strains of thought become confused, and confusing.

25. Quoted in Sweet, p. 30.

26. See Frank Hugh Foster, 4 Genetic History of the New England Theology
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1907); Sidney Mead, Nathaniel Wil-
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Edwardsean or Consistent Calvinists, however, were unable
to withstand the inexorable logic of revivalism. Though Ed-
wards stood against Arminianism and strove to balance the
objective and subjective elements of Christianity, in practice
he had placed man’s experience near the center of Christian
theology. His disciples retrenched, but often reacted too
strongly and leaned toward hyper-Calvinism. It was this
tendency that antagonized Timothy Dwight (1752-1817).
Dwight opposed the Hopkinsian tendency to emphasize the
work of God to the virtual nullification-of man’s agency, and
he fueled the revivals of the 1790’s, known as the Second Great
Awakening, with a “Calvinism” that minimized God’s role in
salvation.?” Dwight’s theology was systematized by Nathaniel
Taylor (1786-1858), an heir of the Liberal “Calvinists” whose
distinguishing feature was their emphasis on the rationality of
man and religion.?8 Taylor began at a point precisely opposite
that of the Edwardseans. He argued that, if man is punished
for sin, then sin must be something he has freely chosen. If he
had no choice, it is unjust for God to punish him. Salvation
and damnation became contingent on man’s decision.??
Lyman Beecher (1775-1863) was equally forthright in his
denial of Calvinism. Men are “entirely free and accountable
for all the deeds done in the body” and “none who are not op-
posed to” God will be sent to hell.3°

With Taylor and Beecher, “Calvinism” could scarcely be
distinguished from Methodist Arminianism. It must be
noted, however, that Taylor’s Calvinism was a dialectical de-
velopment from Edwards’s.3! Revivalism by its very nature

liam Taylor, 1786-1858: A Connecticut Liberal (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1942); Joseph Haroutunian, Piety Versus Moralism: The Passing of the
New England Theology (New York: Henry Holt, 1932).

27. Foster, p. 363; Mead, Taylos, pp. 47-48.

28. Heimert, Religion, p. 5; Mead, Taylor, p. 223.

29. Foster, p. 370; Mead, Taplor, p. 111. The crux of the dispute, Mead
argues, was Taylor's and Dwight’s demand that religion be rational. Mead,
Taylor, p. 223. Marsden observes that following the Awakening, “Free will
was virtually an American dogma.” Marsden, Fundamentalism, p. 99.

30. Quoted in Bernard A. Weisberger, They Gathered at the River: The Story
of the Great Revivalists and Their Impact upon Religion in America (New York: Oc-
tagon Books, [1958] 1979) p. 75.

31. Mead argues that Taylor was simply the heir of the Old Calvinist
(Puritan) rationalism which continued virtually unaffected throughout the
revival. Mead, Taylor, p. 101, It seems that Taylor’s association with the
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emphasized emotion and experience and the excesses of the
Awakening produced a countervailing rationalism in its op-
ponents. Taylor and Beecher, it is true, erred in their rational-
ism, but the Puritan balance between feelings and intellect
reason and faith had already been upset by the first revival.
The Great Awakening was the catalyst that broke down the
already unstable Puritan theological system into its constitu-
ent parts and instigated the independent development of ra-
tionalist and pietistic traditions. It later became clear that be-
neath this dialectical relationship between rationalism and
pietism was a basic agreement. Both rationalistic and pietistic
Christianity are hybrids of Biblical religion and humanism.
In other areas as well, the first Awakening marked a wa-
tershed in the decline of Puritanism. The effect of Neoplatonic
thought on Edwards was marked. In a personal journal, en-
titled Images or Shadows of Divine Things, Edwards recorded
scores of observations on the typological meaning of natural
phenomena. He distinguished between the “carnal,” “more ex-
ternal and transitory” portion of the universe which was
typical of the “more spiritual, perfect and durable part.”32
Similarly, in the Middle Colonies, Freylinghuysen and the
Tennents encouraged an “existential indifference to the things
of this world.”33 It is true that evangelical preaching and writ-
ing in the immediate prerevolutionary period informed
churchgoers of the issues confronting the colonies and that
some evangelical preachers actually fought in the war,3 but
Edwards and many of his followers downplayed the Puritan
emphasis on political and social involvement. One of the
results of the revival, as Niebuhr has intimated, was the

revivalism of Dwight and Beecher, his roots in post-Awakening New Eng-
land, and the rise of a distinctly rationalist theology only after the Awaken-
ing suggest that his thinking was not unaffected by the revival. Foster im-
plies by the very structure of his book that Hopkinsianism and Taylorism
emerged from the same revivalistic roots, and Whitney Cross traces a line
from Edwards through Taylor to Finney. Cross, The Burned-Over District: The
Social and Intellectual History of Enthustastic Religion in Western New York,
1800-1850 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1950), p. 27.

32. Edwards, Images or Shadows of Divine Things, ed. Perry Miller (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1948), p. 27.

33. Heimert and Miller, Documents, p. xxii.

34. See Nathan Q. Hatch, The Sacred Cause of Liberty (New Haven: Yale,
1979).
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church’s withdrawal from political comment.33

Antinomianism, encouraged by the concentrated fervor of
the revival atmosphere and given philosophical justification
by Neoplatonic denigration of the physical world, often ac-
companied revivals. Disorder and division followed White-
field’s trail.3¢ New England’s awakening was haunted by the
memory of Joseph Hawley who cut his throat following a re-
vival and urged others to follow his example.3” Evangelical
preachers continued to preach the terrors of the Law and the
necessity for obedience, but the content of that law was vaguely
defined. Hopkins defined holiness as “disinterested good will”
toward “Being in general.”3® Antinomianism led to legalism:
Revivalistic preachers replaced Biblical law with restrictions
of their own. Thus, the moral reformation of a city was often
illustrated by the absence of dancing and card-playing.3® Ed-
wards retained the optimistic eschatology of the Puritans,*0
but having severed it from Biblical law, he virtually denied its
social relevance.

Antinomian revivalism shifted the basis for social theory
from the theocratic and authoritarian Puritan emphasis to a
democratic one. Democracy is a logical development of indi-
vidualistic revivalism, for the concern of an individualistic
culture is with the common man.#! Edwards’s egalitarian ten-

35. H. Richard Niebuhr, The Kingdom of God in America (Chicago: Willett,
Clark & Company, 1937), p. 119.

36. Cowing, p. 63. Extravagant gestures, rending of clothes, and inde-
cent familiarity with Christ were some of the abuses that occurred during
Whitefield’s revivals.

37. Ibid., p. 48.

38. Quoted in William G. McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism: Charles Gran-
dison Finney to Billy Graham (New York: Ronald Press, 1959), p. 102;
Heimert, Religion, pp. 133-136. A

39. Philip Greven, The Protestant Temperament: Patterns of Child-Rearing,
Religious Experience, and the Self in Early America (New York: New American
Library, [1977] 1979), p. 145.

40. Heimert states that historical optimism was the Awakening’s “most
distinctive legacy.” Heimert and Miller, Documents, p. xxiii. He expands this
point in Religion and the American Mind, chapter 2, and links optimistic
eschatology with the rise of American nationalism. Niebuhr asserts that the
postmillennialism of the early nineteenth-century revivalists was the fruition
of the Great Awakening’s eschatological optimism, Niebuhr, p. 150.

41. Sweet, p. xil. Heimert states that “with the Great Awakening the ‘will
of the people’ began its steady march to eventual supremacy. . . . What was
awakened in 1740 was the spirit of American democracy.” Heimert and
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dencies were muted. In one sermon, for instance, he de-
nounced rulers who are unashamed “to grind the faces of the
poor, and screw their neighbours.” Government was implicitly
viewed as a restraint upon the rich and powerful, but as a sup-
port to the poor and humble.#2 Other evangelical preachers
were more explicit, calling for “a condition of perfect brother-
hood, as becomes beings of the same race, the offspring of one
God.”*? Hopkins, following this strain of thought, was an early
advocate of abolition.** On the other hand, the rationalists
maintained a conservative social theory. Charles Chauncy de-
fended as “unalterably right and just” that some should rule
and others obey.*> Even after the Second Great Awakening,
rationalist revivalists such as Lyman Beecher were opposing
abolitionism.*® The egalitarianism of the evangelicals justified
in part their support for American Independence and the in-
creasing assertion of women'’s rights.*’

The tendencies of the Great Awakening did not develop
fully in the eighteenth century. Theology was still in large
measure Calvinistic; an act of God was still considered neces-
sary for salvation. Despite the emotionalism and incipient
anti-intellectualism of the revival, it produced a remarkable
thirst for education among its converts. Despite their Neo-

Miller, Documents, p. ix. In Religion and the American Mind, Heimert describes
Edwardsean thought as a “radical, even democratic, social and political
ideology.” Heimert, Religion, p. viii. One must be careful, however, not to
make too much of Edwards’s democratic leanings.

42. Quoted in Heimert, Religion, p. 302.

43. Quoted in ibid., p. 307

44, Sweet, p. 154.

45. Heimert, Religion, p. 261.

46. Gilbert Barnes, The Antislavery Impulse, 1830-1844 (New York: Ap-
pleton, 1933), p. 96.

47. For the relationship between religion and the Revolution, see Archie
P. Jones, “The Christian Roots of the War for Independence,” Journal of
Christian Reconstruction, Vol. III, no. 1, pp. 33-42. See also Heimert, Religion
and the American Mind; Alice Baldwin, The New England Clergy and the American
Revolution (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1928); John Wingate
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platonic overtones, many evangelical preachers were deeply
involved in the issues of the day. The democratic impulse
affected church polity, and made inroads into political and so-
cial theory, but full egalitarianism was avoided. Absolute ethi-
cal standards were retained, though often spoken of in terms
of natural, rather than divine law. The direct results of the
Awakening were not as significant as the fact that it had cre-
ated a climate ripe for error. Certainly, Puritanism, tottering
on the edge of a precipice, had been given an impolite shove,
while the revivalists who hastened its decline paraded them-
selves as its saviors. In general, however, the first revivals re-
tained much of the older faith. By the time of Finney, senti-
mental Calvinists must have viewed the earlier revivals with
more than a hint of nostalgia.

Finney and Antebellz;m Revivalism

“Religion,” Charles Finney (1792-1875) emphatically de-
clared in 1835, “is the work of man. It is something for man to
do. it consists in obeying God. It is man’s duty.”#® A revival “is
not a miracle, or dependent on a miracle, in any sense. Itis a
purely philosophical result of the right use of the constituted
means.”® In fairness to Finney, it must be added that he was
not always consistent with his central thesis. “God induces”
men to obey and conversion is a complex event that involves
the confluence of four forces: the minister, God, the truth, and
the convert himself.3° Moreover, Finney’s comments must be

48. Charles Grandison Finney, Lectures on Revivals of Religion, ed. William
G. McLoughlin (Cambridge: Belknap Press of the Harvard University
Press, [1835] 1960), p. 1. McLoughlin’s introduction to Finney’s Lectures is a
superb summary of the revivalist’s thought. Other major works covering this
phase of revivalism are William McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism; Weisberger,
They Gathered at the River; and Cross, The Burned-Over District. Weisberger’s work
deals more extensively than the others with the revivals on the Kentucky fron-
tier. Cross’s work is important because it gives a detailed picture of the effects
of revivalism in a limited area. Charles C. Cole, The Social Ideas of the Northern
Evangelists, 1826-1860 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1954) is useful
for its portrait of the democratic social ideas that inevitably accompany
revivalism. An excellent account of the revivals of the 1840’ and 1850’ is
Timothy L. Smith, Revivalism and Social Reform.: American Protestantism on the Eve
of the Civil War (New York: Harper and Row, [1957] 1965).

49. Finney, p. 13.
~ 50. Ibid., pp. 1, 195.
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viewed in their historical context. Like Dwight, Finney de-
cried the hyper-Calvinist idea that “there is no connection of
the means with the result.”®! Still, having taken into account
these qualifications, Finney’s “anthropecentric and individu-
alistic” philosophy was openly hostile to Calvinism’s “theocen-
tric and organic” system.52 The chapter titles of Finney’s Lec-
tures on Revivalism—“How to Promote a Revival” and “How to
Preach the Gospel,” for instance—and sermon titles such as
“Sinners Bound to Change Their Own Hearts” (1831) indicate
Finney’s Arminian emphasis on method.

Finney rode a wave of religious fervor to regional and na-
tional prominence in the mid-1820’s. In Western New York,
where Finney began his preaching career, revivalism coincided
with anti-Masonic agitation and the rise of various sects such
as the Mormons. These factors, allied with distinctive social
and economic patterns, helped to produce a religious “ultra-
ism,” or extremism. Behavior of the most bizarre sort was
commonplace in this region, which has come to be known as
the “burned-over district.”5® National trends, including geo-
graphic expansion, the rise of Jacksonian democracy, increas-
ing technology, and the sense of manifest destiny combined to
characterize this period as one of “restless ferment.”>* Religi-
ous enthusiasm flourished in such an environment. Yet, his-
torians generally neglect the intellectual origins of nineteenth-
century revivalism. The social and cultural factors that con-
tributed to the rise of Finney’s revivals were to some degree
the result of earlier revivals. The sense of manifest destiny, to
take but one example, was a secularization of the postmillen-
nial eschatology of the first Awakening. Historians who at-
tribute early nineteenth-century revivalism to social and cul-
tural phenomena have, in other words, failed to trace the
roots of these causal factors. Finney and his disciples, follow-
ing the tradition begun by the first revival, represent a further
step toward the total rejection of Puritanism.

The ultimate source of Finney’s thought was practice. He
strove to articulate a theology that would be successful in con-

51. Ibid., p. 14.

52. McLoughlin, “Introduction” to Finney’s Lectures, p. ix.

53. Cross, pp. 113-114.

54. Cole, p. 11. Weisberger also attributes the Finney revivals to social
and economic factors and shows how revivalism from 1800 to 1920 closely
resembled the larger patterns of American society. Weisberger, pp. 266-274.
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verting sinners.%5 His emphasis, therefore, was psychological
rather than theological. In his Lectures Finney claimed to have
discovered certain laws of the mind, a knowledge of which
would enable ministers to promote revivals more systemati-
cally.’¢ Finney encouraged self-examination for its efficacy in
preparing the mind for the hearing of the Word. Unless each
individual prepares himself for worship, religion will become
mechanical and little “deep heart-work” will be accomplished.?
Preaching, moreover, should be practical, direct, uncontro-
versial, conversational. “A prime object” of preaching ought to
be the conveying of the impression “that sinners are expected
to repent NOW.”® Finney stressed to preachers that “The
manner of saying it is almost every thing,” and cited a case of a
young preacher whose “manner of saying some things I have
known to move the feelings of a whole congregation.”?® The
key was to bring the listener to “the moment he thinks he is
willing to do any thing.”8? Various “new measures,” including
the anxious meeting, the protracted meeting, and the anxious
bench were especially effective in bringing sinners to that mo-
ment.5?

Finney’s theology was a mass of contradictions. Revival
was a work of man, but man must be assisted by God. Man
has free choice; his sin is merely a prejudice toward evil that
can be entirely overcome. Near the end of his life, however,
Finney admitted he had “laid . . . too much stress upon the na-
tural ability of sinners to the neglect of showing them the na-
ture and extent of their dependence upon the grace of God.”$2
He came to the rationalistic conclusion that, if God com-
manded man to do something, man had the power to do it, yet
he tended to speak of conversion as an emotional experience.
Finney’s theology was unsystematic except in its thorough re-
jection of Calvinism, and his effect upon American theology
was basically to shatter the Taylorite and Beecherite preten-
sions to Calvinism. Open Arminianism was losing its stigma.

55. Cross, p. 160.

56. McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, p. 86.
57. Finney, p. 50. See ch. III.

58. Ibid., p. 206.

59. Ibid., p. 212.

60. Ibud., p. 268.

61. Ibid., ch. XIV.

62. McLoughlin, “Introduction,” p. 1.
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Finney’s preaching and theology maintained to some ex-
tent the Puritan emphasis on the justice and wrath of God
against sin. Trained as a lawyer, Finney tended to think in
rigid terms,®3 but the preachers who followed Finney were
more sentimentally inclined. Henry Ward Beecher (1813-1887),
the most popular preacher of his day, “made conscience and
fear secondary.” In one sermon, Beecher told a whimsical tale
of a man before the Judgment Throne. God condemns the
man to hell, but the man objects that he loves Him, and God,
moved by the sincerity of the man’s confession, allows him to
enter heaven.5* Formal theology was also sentimentalized. In
Hosea Ballou’s Treatise on the Atonement, human feeling became
the supreme value and in Noah Worcester’s work on the same
subject, the atonement, instead of satisfying God’s demand
for justice, had as its primary purpose a change in man’s
heart.5 The thought of Horace Bushnell (1802-1876), whose
Duscourses on Christian Nurture defended the idea that “the child
is to grow up a Christian and never know himself as being
otherwise,” was the culmination of a number of streams of re-
ligious thought. His notions provided a needed corrective to
revivalism’s exclusive concern with spectacular conversion.56
In Bushnell’s doctrine of the atonement, however, a rational-
istic deemphasis on the supernatural was set in uneasy union
with a sentimental, almost feminine Christology. Christ is a
fellow-traveler with man, at best, an example. As Ann Doug-
las observes, in Bushnell conversion was more an acceptance
of self than of God.%” While not all of these men were revival-
ists themselves, their thought was based on the same subjecti-

63. McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, p. 90.

64. Weisberger, p. 170.

65. Ann Douglas, The Feminization of American Culture (New York: Alfred
A. Knopf, 1977), pp. 124-127. In Worcester’s scheme, Douglas argues “God
is no longer acting out his own drama, but man’s.” Douglas stresses sources
for this sentimentalism other than revivalism, such as disestablishment of
the clergy and popular literature, but acknowledges that it was essentially a
rejection of Calvinism. Douglas, pp. 6-13.

66. McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, pp. 150-152. Bushnell must be classed
with the revivalists, despite his contention that the business of religion was
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vistic assumptions which revivalism encouraged. Moreover,
they were historically linked with revivalism because revival-
ism was the major theological and ecclesiastical issue among
all Protestant churches. Nearly all theological innovations of
this period arose in support of or opposition to revivalism.

The revivalism of the 1820’s and 1830’s maintained the es-
chatological optimism of the Great Awakening. In fact, the
scope of their vision broadened: The objective of the revival
was less to save individual sinners than to save the world.58
Finney believed that through the gradual spread of the Gos-
pel, the world would eventually reach a state of perfection.
Before Christ returned to establish His kingdom fully, there
would be an age of universal peace and prosperity.6® Bushnell
likewise awaited a future age of great prosperity.’? Increas-
ingly, the pietistic strain of the revivals expressed itself in a
heaven- and death-oriented eschatology, and William Miller’s
chiliasm gained some following.”! But the predominant escha-
tology before the Civil War was postmillennialism. As one
church leader put it in a letter to Finney, “I want to see our
State evangelized.” He hoped that the state of New York “in its
physical, political, moral, commercial and pecuniary resour-
ces [w]ould come over to the Lord’s side.””2

The idea that the Gospel, and hence the preacher, could
and should speak to all of life, a leftover of the theocentric
world view of Puritanism, was held by the revivalists. Finney
wrote that a minister’s education should be “exclusively theo-
logical” in the sense that all disciplines should be studied “in
connection with theology.”’8 Albert Barnes (1798-1870), a
Presbyterian, claimed that “Every subject, whether of busi-
ness or of morals, comes fairly within the province of the pul-
pit.”’* More and more, however, the churches advocating a
broad application of religious principles were those that had
strayed from orthodoxy. On their humanistic presuppositions

68. Cole, p. 77. Douglas writes that antebellum Christianity tended to be
either pre- or postmillennial. Douglas, p. 221.

69. McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, p. 105.

70. Cole, p. 232.

71. See Douglas, ch. 6; Cross, ch. 17. Miller predicted that Christ would
return to earth around 1843.

72. Quoted in Cole, p. 14.

73. Finney, p. 218.

74. Quoted in Cole, p. 237.
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and having denied the validity of Biblical Law, they were un-
able to avoid the pitfalls of antinomianism and legalism. Few
within revivalistic circles approached the antinomianism of
John Humphrey Noyes (1811-1886), but the complex mar-
riages and communism of Noyes’s Oneida experiment repre-
sent “the logical absolute of ultraist assumption.””® Finney’s
antinomianism led in the other direction, not toward license,
but toward legalism. He asserted that sanctification was sim-
ply an “increase in a spirit of conformity to the will of God”
which manifested itself in an increasing attachment to God
and increasing obedience, reverence, love, humility, delight
in fellowship and adhorrence of sin.’6 On the surface, this
seems little different from Puritanism. But Finney was also an
advocate of a form of perfectionism. Though Finney’s perfec-
tionism is difficult to define, and though it was at times viewed
as perfect obedience to the Law of God, it was generally de-
fined in terms of an experience of “the fulness of the love of
Christ.””” The vagueness of this concept is significant, for it
indicates that perfection was no longer measured by the Crea-
tor’s standard, but rather by the subjective emotional state of
the creature.

Legalism combined with passionate optimism in the social
thought of the revivalists. Revivalistic social action involves a
fundamental paradox: Revivals are aimed at individuals, but
in order to reform society, organization and cooperation must
occur. Finney himself largely followed the logic of individual-
ism. In answer to abolitionists and temperance agitators, Fin-
ney asserted that all concerns must be secondary to the pro-
motion of revivals.”® Other revivalists threw themselves into
numerous reform movements. Their subjective ethical stand-
ard led logically to legalism. Theaters, consumption of
alcohol, dancing and similar amusements were targeted for
special attack. These distractions were no doubt abused, but
their summary condemnation lacks scriptural support.’® The

75. Cross, p. 249. Noyes believed that a new age of “revivalism and so-
cialism, harmonized and working together for the Kingdom of Heaven” was
approaching. Smith, p. 162.

76. Finney, pp. 448, 450-457.

77. Smith, pp. 104-111.

78. McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, p. 107; Cross, p. 206.
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66 CHRISTIANITY AND CIVILIZATION

temperance movement in the burned-over district spread
rapidly during the early 1830’s. From 1830 to 1833, according
to the temperance reformers, 133 of 292 distilleries in one area
were closed.8® Even the temperance movement, however, was
used by many to promote revivals. According to the Rochester
Observer, temperance agitation was nothing more than,another
of revivalism’s “new measures.”8!

When Finney did grapple with contemporary issues, his
perspective was democratic. In 1835 he was elected to one of
the vice presidencies of the Ohio Antislavery Society and in
1839 submitted nine resolutions to that body concerning aboli-
tion. He began his second resolution with the assertion that
“whatever is contrary to the law of God, is not law.” The Con-
stitution of Ohio, he continued, recognized the axiom that “n
human enactment can bend the conscience, or set aside our
obligations to God.” So far, so good. In further defining that
axiom, however, Finney stated that “rights conferred by our
Creator as inalienable can never be cancelled or set aside by
human enactments.” The essence of law, Finney seems to im-
ply, is not justice, but the protection of the rights of man.?2
Social egalitarianism took another form in 1848 at Seneca
Falls, New York, where a Declaration of the Rights of Women
was formulated.®? It is highly significant that these two forms
of egalitarianism found their strongest early support in
regions that had been deeply affected by revivalism and
among men who had modified or rejected Calvinism. 84
Lyman Beecher’s writings on economics, moreover, show a
clear class consciousness and an orientation toward democ-
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Despite the radical implications of Finney's assumptions, he was inconsis-
tent in their application. He had once been a member of the New York Anti-
Slavery Society, but dropped out when the opposition to abolitionism
became violent. McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, p. 109.
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ratization. “History,” Beecher wrote, “teaches us that in all
past time the earth has been owned, and knowledge and
power have been monopolized, by the few.” Beecher was no
utopian. Freedom of opporunity alone would achieve a de-
mocratization of land.85 Nevertheless, the egalitarian nature
of his goal is noteworthy. Thus, in social, political, and eco-
nomic affairs, many revivalists, even rationalistic revivalists
like Beecher, spoke as democrats. Revivalism in the early
nineteenth century was well suited indeed to the era of Jack-
sonian Democracy.86

Less radical clergymen contended themselves with speak-
ing on vaguely defined personal and domestic matters and
preaching the “simple” gospel. By the mid-nineteenth century,
Ann Douglas comments, the Protestant minister was the only
professional who did not have to master a body of knowl-
edge.?” The anti-intellectualism and simplification of theology
that was implicit in the First Great Awakening developed
more fully in Finney. He had little use for seminary educa-
tion, claiming that young ministers graduated from seminary
“with hearts as hard as the college walls.” But his greatest com-
plaint was that seminary graduates did not know how to use
the knowledge they acquired. Their ministries were un-
productive. Despite his criticism of education, Finney was
sometimes accused of being an “intellectualist” and later
became a university president.88 On this issue, as on most
others, Finney stood midway between the rationalists and the
enthusiasts. The same could not be said of Peter Cartwright
(1785-1872), a Methodist itinerant who revelled in the fact that
“llliterate Methodist preachers set the world on fire” while
other denominations “were lighting their matches.”®® He
feared Methodism’s growing interest in education. Other de-
nominations had experimented with an educated ministry
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“and they have proved a perfect failure.” Like Finney, he criti-
cized educated ministers for their low productivity. “What has
a learned ministry done for the world?” he asked.90

After 1850 the revival was “The cutting edge of American
Christianity . . . adopted and promoted in one form or
another by major segments of all denominations.”®! The
revivals of the 1840’s and 1850’s brought the .trends of the
earlier revivals—an emphasis on ethics over doctrine, Armi-
nianism, and interdenominational fellowship —to a climax.92
In some cases, the individualistic emphasis of revivalism did
lead to a pietistic faith, but the distinguishing feature of
American Protestantism was its social consciousness.
Motivated by a vigorous postmillennial eschatology and
perfectionism, American Christians worked for reform of
labor and the elimination of the liquor traffic, slum housing,
and racial conflict.?® “Liberal” revivalists sought to bring all
laws into harmony with Biblical Law, but defined the Law of
God in terms of human rights.?* Radical abolitionism, which
had been dormant during the 1840’s, revived after 1850 under
the cooperative leadership of evangelicals and Unitarians and
pushed the nation to the brink of war.?5 It was in this charged
atmosphere that the social gospel was born.9

90. Quoted in Hofstadter, pp. 102-103.

91. Smith, p. 45.

92. Ibid., p. 80.

93. Ibid., pp. 148-151.

94, William Hosmer explicitly identified the Law of God with human
rights: “The fact that a law is constitutional amounts to nothing, unless it is
also pure; it must harmonize with the law of God, or be set at naught by all
upright men. . . . When the fundamental law of the land is proved to be a
conspiracy against human rights, law ceases to be law, and becomes a wan-
ton outrage on society.” Quoted in ibid., p. 206.

95. Ibid., p. 204. It was in part the evangelical and Unitarian demand for
an immediate solution to the slavery question and their heightened agitation
that precluded the possibility of a peaceful settlement. For a discussion of
the Unitarian background of abolitionism, see Rushdoony, The Nature of the
American System (Fairfax, VA: Thoburn, [1964] 1978), pp. 49ff. and 91ff.

96. Smith, chapters 10 and 13. C. Gregg Singer notes that the theological
systems of Taylor, Bushnell, and Finney provided the immediate back-
ground for the rise of the social gospel. Singer, p. 149. He locates the root of
the problem in the “latent Pelagian tendencies” of these theologians.
McLoughlin maintains, on the other hand, that it is futile to search for the
roots of social Christianity in revivalism. McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, p.
526.



REVIVALISM AND AMERICAN PROTESTANTISM 69

Throughout the nineteenth century a via media between ra-
tionalism and pietism was forged by the Princeton theologians.
Though often accused of rationalistic tendencies themselves,
these men recognized the validity and necessity of “religious
affection” and attempted to ground experiential religion on
the solid foundation of revelation. Archibald Alexander
(1772-1851), who had encountered revivalism early in his life,
recognized the good and bad aspects of the revival. Without a
foundation of Christian truth, one’s experience could not be
Christian. “Every thought, motive, impulse and emotion”
must “be brought to this touchstone,” the Word of God.%’
Alexander criticized historic Presbyterianism for its tendency
to divorce theology and experience and held that the subjec-
tive element of religion was not inherently inferior to the ob-
jective. Indeed, at times piety can correct wrong theology.?®
Later Princetonians maintained this same balance. Though
Charles Hodge (1797-1878) tended toward rationalism in his
Systematic Theology, he insisted that feelings and creed were
complementary.®? Hodge judged the validity of revivals by the
doctrines preached, the nature of the conversion experience,
and the change in the converts’ lifestyle.1%° Benjamin Warfield
(1851-1921), the last of the great Princeton theologians,
recognized that rationalism and mysticism were of the same
genus but, judging from his definition of religion as “depen-
dence on God,” apparently saw mysticism as the lesser evil.10!
Though the emphases of these three theologians differed as a
result of different historical circumstances, they produced a
remarkably consistent and well-balanced alternative to the ex-
isting condition of American Christianity.!02 Unfortunately,
the voices of the Princetonians tended to be as voices crying in
the wilderness. After the Civil War, most American Protestants
were listening instead to the voices of revivalist Dwight L.
Moody and his musical director, Ira Sankey.
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Revivalism from Moody to Sunday

After the Civil War a large segment of American evangeli-
calism began to retreat from its social activism. The origins of
this reversal may be partly attributed to the impact of the war
itself. The perfectionistic, postmillennial social thought and ac-
tion of antebellum revivalists was at least partly responsible for
the bloody conflict of the ’60’s and postbellum revivalists hoped
to avoid that path. The rise of Darwinism and liberal social
Christianity, moreover, produced a fundamentalist reaction. In
order to distance themselves from the social gospelers, many
fundamentalists, particularly in the early decades of the twen-
tieth century, tended to shun any social involvement.193 At a
deeper level, the retreat from social action was a manifestation
of the inner logic of revivalism. Moody and other revivalists of
this period were cutting themselves off emphatically from the
Puritan roots of American Protestantism.

Dwight Lyman Moody (1837-1899) was the most impor-
tant evangelist —some would say the most important man - of
the postwar period. According to Weisberger’s interpretation,
Moody brought revivalism into the Age of Grant, an urban,
industrial, materialistic age.!%* Moody’s revivals made use of
an impressive public relations machinery. Prior to Moody’s
arrival in a city, advertisements were displayed on broadsides
and in newspapers, and announcements were made in
churches. Moody often drew upon the resources of local busi-
nessmen, and sometimes gained the financial banking of such
nationally renowned magnates as J. P. Morgan and Cornelius
Vanderbilt II. For the London campaign alone the expenses
totalled $140,000.195 Billy Sunday (1862-1935), whose revivals
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flourished in the first two decades of the twentieth century, be-
came a millionaire, defending his success with the famous
retort that he earned only “two dollars a soul.”1%6 Post-Civil
War revivalism was, as William McLoughlin has said, big
business. %7 ‘

Moody’s techniques conformed to the postwar cultural en-
vironment. While Finney had emphasized the moral govern-
ment and the justice of God, Moody dwelt almost exclusively
on the love of God. Moody’s sentimental preaching was calcu-
lated to cause no discomfort. His sermons constantly repeated
a single simple question: “Where will you spend eternity?”108
Also like Finney, Moody believed that sermons should be
parabolic. Moody’s sermons were full of sentimental illustra-
tions designed to bring his listeners to an emotional high.
Tragic stories of infant deaths were used alongside para-
phrases of Biblical stories.1%9 By the time of Billy Sunday, re-
vivalists, reacting to a decline in respectability, were ready to
do almost anything to get results. The athletic Sunday, a for-
mer professional baseball player, preached a “muscular’
brand of Christianity. His tone was militant, often bordering
on the irreverent. In one sermon he stated that tangling with
Jesus “was no dough-faced, lick-spittle proposition” because
“Jesus was the greatest scrapper that ever lived.”!1% His defi-
ant tone and breathtaking pulpit antics brought revivalism
from the general realm of big business to the specific realm of
entertainment. 11!

Moody’s most innovative and successful tool was his use of
hymns. Finney had recognized that music could put his
listeners into a frame of mind conducive to the emotional ex-
perience of conversion, and Moody institutionalized Finney’s
insight by employing a fulltime song leader, Ira D. Sankey
(1840-1908). The sentimental lyrics and comforting tone of
Sankey’s hymns complemented the pathos of Moody’s ser-
mons. In late nineteenth-century hymns, refuge and retreat
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111. Weisberger writes that with Sunday revivalism “put on the trappings.
of vaudeville.” Weisberger, p. 219.
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were emphasized. Men were depicted as victims of sin, rather
than as rebels against God. Jesus was portrayed as passive,
and submission to Him was depicted in almost blasphemously
intimate language. Surrender, emotion, and passivity charac-
terized the Savior and His people. The church, with the
notable exception of “Onward, Christian Soldiers,”!!2 was
depicted as defensive, apparently unable to escape the dogged
pursuit of the gates of hell, waiting to be raptured from cer-
tain catastrophe.*!® This pietistic tone was coupled with a
theological simplicity in such songs as “Free from the law, oh,
happy condition.”** Sunday’s innovation in this area was
predictable: Jazz replaced traditional hymnology in early
twentieth-century revivals,115

When asked about his theology, Moody replied, “My
theology! I didn’t know I had any.”116 A survey of Moody’s
thought reveals that this assessment was not inaccurate. His
writings and sermons lack so fundamental an element as a
definition of faith.*!7 In practice, Moody’s theology was openly
Arminian. The doctrines of election and total depravity were
nonsensical. He reduced nearly 2000 years of Christian theol-
ogy to a simple formula: All men can obtain eternal life with
God simply by believing the Biblical account of Christ’s sub-
stitutionary atonement. The individual had only to decide
that he would believe. Moody’s revivals became, in Mc-
Loughlin’s appropriate phrase, “electioneering for God’s
party.”11® Despite his shortcomings, Moody held the Bible in
high esteem. Criticizing those who “get their religious food by
ecclesiastical spoon-feeding,” he exhorted his listeners to
“Take, read, feed on the whole word of God” and warned
them not to “throw this and that passage in the book aside.”

112. By the Anglican Sabine Baring-Gould, who was surely no revivalist!

113. Sandra S. Sizer, Gospel Hymns and Social Religion (Philadelphia: Tem-
ple University Press, 1978), pp. 29-41.

114. Quoted in McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, p. 237.

115. Ibid., p. 422; Billy Sunday, p. 83.

116. Quoted in Hofstadter, p. 108.

117. Findlay, p. 227.

118. McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, p. 248. Marsden includes a picture
of an undated Moody Bible Institute tract in the format of a ballot. God has
cast His vote for man’s salvation, Satan against, and man is given the
deciding vote. Marsden, p. 100.
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The Bible is God’s Word and must not be tampered with. 119
At times, moreover, Moody asserted that salvation was a work
of God.!2° At best, Moody’s theology was unsystematic. His
emphasis was not theology, but technique.

Many less popular revivalists followed Moody’s example.
B. Fay Mills, for instance, made the decision card a standard
item in the revivalist’s kit.12! Others, like Sam P. Jones, reacted
against the pietistic sentimentality of Moody’s revivalism.
Jones declared that mere belief in Christ’s death for sinners
“doesn’t amount to much” because “When you come into
heaven your entering depends upon what you've been doing
down there; there’s nothing said about the blood of Christ.”122

Sunday’s theology differed from Moody’s only in tone.
Whereas the businesslike Moody used a soft-sell method,
Sunday employed aggressive hard-sell techniques. “Don’t you
feel ashamed?” he asked apathetic churchgoers. “You are rob-
bing God when you spend time doing something that don’t
[sic] amount to anything when you might do something for
Christ.”12% Like Moody, however, his focus was on the choice
of the sinner: “You are going to live forever in heaven or you
are going to live forever in hell. There’s no other place —just
the two. It is for you to decide.”%*

At the other end of the theological spectrum, the social
gospel, which peaked during the same decades as Sunday’s
revivalism, focused on the doctrine of the kingdom and looked
forward to the utopian consummation of the kingdom of God.
The leaders of the movement held to no unified ideology; in-
stead, the movement was thoroughly oriented toward action.
Concern for the plight of the workingman and for injustice
were its unifying elements.!25 Some social gospelers, notably
Walter Rauschenbusch (1861-1918), sought to give their move-

119. Quoted in Findlay, p. 258.

120. Moody states, for example, that “You are not to try to serve God un-
til you are born of God, until you are born again, born from above . . . born
of the spirit.” Quoted in Weisberger, p. 224. See McLoughlin, Modern
Revivalism, pp. 248-249.

121. McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, p. 334.

122. Quoted in zbid., p. 291.

123. Quoted in McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, p. 187.

124. Quoted in McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, p. 409.

125. Winthrop S. Hudson, Religion in America (New York: Charles Scrib-
ner'’s Sons, 1965), pp. 310-315.
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ment a theological foundation and the doctrine of the king-
dom became the hinge of the theology of social Christianity.
In order to maintain a relevant Christian vision, the kingdom
must be a dynamic force, molding and being molded by the
society in which it exists.’?6 Man “must reconstruct [his]
moral and religious synthesis whenever it passes from one era
to another.” The Gospel is “one and immutable,” yet it also
“must be the highest expression of the moral and religious
truths” in every age.1?7

In keeping with the critical spirit of the age, social
gospelers were skeptical concerning fundamental Christian
doctrines. Christ, according to Washington Gladden
(1836-1918), could not be understood until the ancient dualism
between God and man is eradicated: “We have got rid of the
dualism which insists on putting humanity and deity into two
separate categories.” Gladden’s Christology is implictly
statist.128 Thus, the state was described in a rather mild
American Economic Association statement, to which Glad-
den contributed, as “an agency whose positive assistance is
one of the indispensable conditions of human progress.”129
Rauschenbusch was more consistent and honest, claiming ex-
plicitly that the highest expression of the kingdom of God
would be socialism. 130

By 1908 the Methodist Episcopal Church had composed
and adopted a “Social Creed” which pledged the denomina-
tion’s commitment to defend the “rights of men, women, chil-
dren, youth and the aging” and in particular enumerated the
rights to work, to own property, to bargain collectively, and to
be free of economic and social distress as moral imperatives.
This creed was later adopted by the Federal Council of
Churches.!3! Labor conditions, racial strife, women’s rights,

126. Robert T. Handy, The Social Gospel in America, 1870-1920 (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1966), pp. 3, 10.

127. Rauschenbusch, “The New Evangelism,” in Handy, p. 324.

128. Gladden, “The Incarnation,” in Handy, p. 164. See Rushdoony,
Foundations of Social Order: Studies in the Creeds and Councils of the Early Church
(Fairfax, VA: Thoburn, [1968] 1978) for a study of the social consequences
of heretical beliefs like Gladden’s.

129. Quoted in Handy, p. 179.

130. Singer, p. 160.

131. Hudson, p. 314. My copy of the Social Creed of the Churches is a
mimeographed sheet:
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poverty, and a host of other social concerns would be resolved
by legislative and administrative action. Social gospelers
stressed, it must be added, that the church and individual -
Christians bear responsibility to alleviate injustice and pov-
erty, but their assumptions were statist, as the subsequent his-
tory of liberal Christianity in American indicates. The social
gospel movement was not entirely negative in its impact. It
rightly stressed the wholeness of man and the dynamic nature
of the kingdom of God, but, because its foundations were hu-
manistic to the core, its effects on American Christianity have
been largely evil.

Fundamentalism, which originated from the revivalism of
Moody and Sunday, stood fast against the social gospel. Fun-
damentalism was distinguished theologically by its unwaver-
ing stance for inerrancy and its premillennial eschatology. So-
cially, it may be defined as a reaction to the influence of mod-
ernism and Darwinism in American life. From the outset,
therefore, it was a defensive movement.!32 Pessimistic premil-
lennialism colored the fundamentalist world view. The world
is growing worse and worse and the only hope is for an immi-
nent rapture. In such a system, the only reasonable role for
the church is to save individual souls. Reconstruction of soci-
ety is a utopian, or, worse, a liberal dream.133

Fundamentalism, however, must not be judged too hastily.
While it is true that Moody himself generally concentrated on
winning souls, he was not unaware of the social problems of
his day. He was especially concerned with the condition of the
working poor. Moody’s lieutenants, moreover, were more so-
cially active than their leader. But, in the final analysis, for

132. Marsden, p. 6. Marsden points out that fundamentalism is a “sub-
species” of revivalism. Marsden, pp. 38-39. Ernest Sandeen, The Roots of
Fundamentalism: British and American Millenarianism, 1800-1930 (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1970) views fundamentalism in continuity with an
older, more traditional millenarian movement, while Louis Gasper, The
Fundamentalist Movement, 1930-1956 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House,
[1963] 1981) explains the movement as a result of a confluence of factors, in-
cluding revivalism, anti-modernism, and millenarianism.

133. Marsden, pp. 38, 81. McLoughlin notes that the heightened tension
caused by premillennial eschatology enabled revivalists to increase their
output. Men responded more quickly to such an urgent call. Eschatology,
furthermore, became the litmus test of orthodoxy. Optimistic or kingdom-
oriented eschatologies were considered by fundamentalists to be ipso facto
modernist. McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, pp. 257-258.
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Moody the solution to all problems was the revival. Prosper-
ity and social status were virtually guaranteed when a sinner
decided to believe in Jesus.!3* Sunday’s converts, known as
trail-hitters, were more socially active than Moody’s. Revivals
were still paramount, but Sunday emphasized that the Chris-
tian life must be an active one. Consistent with his legalistic
assumptions, Sunday’s proposed reforms were directed
against dancing, card-playing, and drinking. Prohibition es-
pecially was viewed as a panacea for all of America’s prob-
lems.!3% Fundamentalism, thus, cannot simply be considered
a religion of retreat and passivity. Some fundamentalists were
active in various reform movements. From 1900 to 1930, how-
ever, they retreated rather suddenly from social involvement.
Pietism, antinomianism, and pessimism had been advancing
together since the Civil War, but after 1900 a more significant
“Great Reversal” was taking place in reaction to the growing
liberalism of mainline denominations and by 1930 all political
and social action was suspect.!36

Revivalism and American Church History

The effects of revivalism on the demographics of American
church history have been profound. Prior to the Great Awak-
ening, Congregational, Presbyterian, and Anglican churches
were most numerous. Following the revival Baptist churches
received a substantial increase in membership.137 By 1775 Bap-
tist churches, though concentrated around Rhode Island, were
nearly as numerous and as widespread as Anglican and Presby-
terian churches. Methodism, born during the first Awakening,
had gained some ground in Maryland, southern New Jersey, and
north Delaware, but even here it was not dominant.!38 Eighty

134. Marsden, pp. 43, 46; McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, pp. 170, 252.
135. McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, p. 37; Modern Revivalism, pp. 412, 439.
136. Marsden, pp. 85-91.

137. C. C. Goen, Revivalism and Separatism in New England, 1740-1800.
Strict Calvinism and Separate Baptists in the Great Awakening (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1962) traces those who separated from Calvinistic
denominations to their assimilation into Baptist churches. Gaustad
estimates that the number of Baptist churches in New England increased
from fewer than six in 1740 to 325 by 1800. Gaustad, p. 121.

138. Charles O. Paullin, Atlas of the Historical Geography of the United Stales,
ed. John K. Wright (Washington, DC: Carnegie Institute, 1932), plate 82.
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years and two revivals later, the various branches of Method-
ism constituted the largest Protestant denomination in Amer-
ica. Baptist, Presbyterian, and German and Reformed
churches were next most numerous. Baptists were by this
time entrenched in the rural South and German Lutherans
had settled mainly in the mideastern states. Congregational-
ists remained powerful in New England, but nationwide the
number of Congregational churches was less than one-third
the number of churches in the largest branch of Method-
ism.139 By the last decade of the nineteenth century, Method-
ists and Baptists had enhanced their dominant position in
American Protestantism. Baptists remained especially strong
in the South, while Methodist churches were numerous in
nearly every state east of the Mississippi River. Presbyterian
churches were relatively widespread, but their membership
did not approach that of the Methodist and Baptist churches.
Congregationalists remained virtually isolated in New
England.40 These shifts in church membership follow a signi-
ficant pattern. With each wave of revivalism, people,
resources, and power moved out of Puritan-Calvinist
churches into Arminian-revivalist churches. By the beginning
of this century, Baptist and Methodist churches, which had in
America been virtually created by revivalism, dominated
American Protestantism,

Within particular denominations as well revivals had a
pronounced impact. The First Great Awakening produced
schism in the Presbyterian Church, nearly divided the Dutch
Reformed Church, and precipitated large scale separations
from Congregationalist churches.*#! Presbyterians divided
again in 1837 over theological issues that had been exag-
gerated or produced by revivals.!*? Even in churches and
segments of denominations which reacted against Finney’s
new measures or Oberlin perfectionism, revivalistic techni-
ques were used and defended.!4? The conclusions of an Old

139. Paullin, plates 83-84; Smith, pp. 20-21. The Methodist Episcopal
Church (North), Methodism’s largest faction, had approximately 783,000
members, while the total number of Congregationalists was around
200,000. Nationally, Methodists numbered over 1.5 million.
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School Congregationalist like William Sprague (1795-1876)
indicate that even those most opposed to Finney shared many
of the revivalist’s assumptions and goals.!#* The distinctives of
nearly every protestant denomination in America can be anal-
yzed as either outgrowths of or reactions against revivalism.
Some denominations retained a Puritan flavor, but even these
were affected by revivalism.

The two extremes of early twentieth-century American
Christianity, the social gospel and the fundamentalist move-
ments, both emerged from the same revivalistic milieu. His-
torians commonly recognize the close connections between re-
vivalism and fundamentalism. Though revivalism’s links with
the social gospel movement and liberalism are less generally
known, they are no less real. The logical links between an-
thropocentric revivalism and social Christianity are fairly ob-
vious. Man is the center of both systems. In one, the emphasis
is on the many, or plurality; in the other, it is on the one, or
unity. Philosophically, all that is required to make the transi-
tion from revivalism to the social gospel is the adoption of a
more inclusive universal.!#5 In both movements, God is im-
manent, and at the service of man. In both, humanitarian
ethics and human rights social theory replace theonomic eth-
ics and theocratic sociology. In both, dogma is subordinated
to ethics. In both, man, whether individually or collectively, is
his own savior. .

A great volume of circumstantial but nonetheless compel-
ling evidence may be assembled to demonstrate historical links
between the two movements. First, the churches most influ-
enced by the social gospel were those northern churches which
had experienced Finney’s radical brand of revivalism. Southern
churches, whose traditional conservatism was strengthened by
their opposition to radical abolitionaism, were generally less
influenced both by Finney and the social gospel. Many of the
leaders of the social gospel movement—including Gladden,
Rauschenbusch, and Richard Ely (1854-1943)—spent their
early years in New York churches in the aftermath of burned-

of practically all the voluntary churches, the instrument for accomplishing
the denominations’ objective of evangelism and missions.” Mead, Lively Ex-
periment, p. 122.

144. McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, pp. 50-53.
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Ultimacy (Fairfax, VA: [1971] 1978).



REVIVALISM AND AMERICAN PROTESTANTISM 79

over district revivalism.!*6 Many social gospelers, further-
more, first looked to revivalism as a means of reform, but
later recognized that the social conscience of the revivalists
had frozen on antebellum issues.!#” There were also a number
of transitional figures between revivalism and the social
gospel that indicate historical links between the two move-
ments. Warren A. Candler (1857-1941), for example, criticized
liberalism in his 1904 book, Great Revivals and the Great Republic,
for never having produced a revival, but Candler’s vague
social thought was open to liberal interpretations. Candler’s
use of the term “brotherhood of souls” in the place of the social
gospel’s “brotherhood of man” disguised very thinly his basic
agreement with those whom he criticized.!4® Even Billy Sun-
day could in admittedly rare instances strike a liberal chord.
In one sermon he placed partial blame for crime, prostitution,
and drunkenness upon American society for permitting men
“to live in foul, unlighted rooms where from eight to ten peo-
ple live, cook, eat and sleep, working year in and year out
from fourteen to fifteen hours every day.”14?

Moody’s two Bible colleges vividly illustrate the connec-
tion between fundamentalism and modernism and their com-
mon source in revivalism. One of the schools, the Moody
Bible Institute (Chicago) became a bastion of fundamen-
talism. The other, the Northfield Schools (Massachusetts),
went modernist. Significantly, and with some justification,
both claimed to be following Moody’s example.!30

R. J. Rushdoony has suggested that the underlying in-
tellectual struggle in colonial America was not between the
Enlightenment and Christianity, but between two types of
Christianity: Arminian and Puritan.!3! Perry Miller and his
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students have forcefully demonstrated the central role that
Christianity has played in American history. America’s his-
tory simply cannot be understood apart from American theol-
ogy. Thus, as far as Rushdoony goes, he is correct. But, it
seems to me, his definition of the conflict is too narrow. In-
stead, the fundamental conflict in American intellectual his-
tory has been between revivalism and Puritanism, each of
which connotes a cluster of philosophical and social, as well as
soteriological concepts. The core of revivalism is Arminian-
ism, but, just as Puritanism has historically meant a great
deal more than Calvinism, so revivalism has meant more than
its Arminian soteriology, and revivalism is the form which Ar-
minianism has most often taken in America. In this study, I
have sought to demonstrate that the conflict between Puritan-
ism and revivalism can be used as a paradigm for understand-
ing American church history.152 The growth and decline of
denominations, the birth and death of reform movements,
and the theological history of America can all be viewed in
terms of this basic struggle. Revivalism, essentially a rebellion
against Puritanism, has been predominant in American Prot-
estantism since at Jeast 1740; until recent years Puritanism has
been all but dead. Clearly, Deism, Darwinism, German
higher criticism, Hegelianism, and Marxism have helped
shape the pattern of American Christianity. Revivalism alone
cannot explain every departure from orthodoxy. Never-
theless, even where forces other than revivalism influenced
American churches, revivalism,created a climate in which
more obnoxious forms of humanism could be accepted.

perspective, see Jordan, ed., Failure of the American Baptist Culture. Anabap-
tism and revivalism have much in common: Both are democratic, Pelagian,
legalistic, and monastic. In America, however, direct descendants of Euro-
pean Anabaptism have, until recent years, remained on the fringes of
American Christianity. Even Baptists in America have generally been
“Calvinistic” Baptists. Anabaptism in America has taken on the form of re-
vivalism. Perhaps, in the final analysis, they are simply two ways of looking
at the same phenomenon.

152. For a biblical defense of the use of paradigms, see Gary North, “The
‘Protestant Ethic’ Hypothesis,” Journal of Christian Reconstruction, Vol. III, no.
1, pp. 185-201. Paradigms, by their very nature, oversimplify the case. I am
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Subjective revivalism has led in two quite different direc-
tions, and at the moment the leftward thrust seems to be dom-
inating, largely because liberal churches have retained an op-
timistic, kingdom-oriented eschatology. Conservative
churches have discarded those doctrines of Puritanism that
made it culturally dynamic: theonomy, postmillennialism,
and predestination.!5® Fundamentalists who have recently
begun to take the dominion mandate seriously have done so
by adopting in practice a theonomic and postmillennial out-
look, while formally retaining their pietistic premillennial sys-
tems. Still, they have been unable effectively to combat liber-
alism. The combat is, in fact, purely cosmetic, because both
sides are in basic agreement.

The Christian Reconstruction movement has achieved
one of the most remarkable syntheses in the history of Chris-
tian thought, taking the best and most Biblical from both fun-
damentalists and social gospelers. Reconstructionists have
stood with fundamentalists in defense of the inerrancy of the
Bible, creation, the virgin birth, the deity of Christ, and the
resurrection. Indeed, they have “out-fundied” the fundamen-
talists by insisting that the Bible is authoritative and inerrant
on everything, not just religion. On the other hand, recon-
structionists have been critical of fundamentalism for its
pietism and its Neoplatonic dichotomy between soul and
body. Like the social gospelers, reconstructionists emphasize
the wholeness of man (God does not save souls, He saves
men) and a dynamic, but not relativistic, view of the kingdom
of God. Reconstructionist Christianity is far more than a res-
urrection of Puritanism. It is a refined Puritanism, tried in the
furnace of opposition (Ps. 66:10f.), and hence more consistent
to the basic premises of Calvinism than seventeenth-century
Puritanism. And it is the only faith that can battle secularism
and emerge triumphant.

Conclusion: Revivalism and the Local Church

Most historians of revivalism claim that the revival contin-
ues into the present day in the form of television evangelism
and Billy Graham-type crusades.!>* In a sense, this assess-

153. See Peter J. Leithart, “Calvinism as a Cultural Force,” The Counsel of
Chalcedon, (March/April 1983), pp. 8-12.
154. McLoughlin, for instance, sees a continuity between the revivalism of
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ment is accurate: Television and itinerant evangelists preach
traditional revivalistic Arminianism, make use of expensive
public relations machinery, and employ methods borrowed
from the entertainment industry. In a more profound sense,
however, revivalism today manifests itself in mainline Protes-
tant denominations. Revivalism has been institutionalized
and the result has been a de¢ facto Baptistic ecclesiology and
church government in most American churches.

The most obvious effect ‘of revivalism on local churches
has been its divisiveness. Following the First Great Awaken-
ing, for instance, many New Light Presbyterians and Con-
gregationalists separated from their churches and were later
absorbed or organized into Baptist churches.?%5 The methods
used to conduct revivals, moreover, directly undermined the
stability of the local congregation. Many of the preachers in
the first revivals were itinerants, a method of evangelism that
puts minimal emphasis on the local church. Church members
might be inclined to prefer nationally prominent revivalists to
their local pastor.156

Individual churches were affected in more subtle ways as
well. Ideas of the very nature of the church have undergone
radical revision. Arminian revivalism hastened the disestab-
lishment of state churches in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries, and these two factors combined to pro-
duce a voluntaristic view of the church.15? The church came
to be viewed as an assembly of individuals, democratically
controlled, and undemanding. That membership in a church
requires submission to authority and a permanent and serious
commitment surprises, even angers many American Chris-
tians. The medieval and Reformation idea that church mem-

Finney, Moody, and Sunday on the one hand and the evangelistic crusades
of Billy Graham on the other. McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, chapter 9.

155. See Goen, chapters 2 and 6. Significantly, the ecclesiological reasons
for separation were usually twofold: First, separates, most of them New
Lights converted in the Awakening, protested against the reception of
unregenerate men into church membership, and secondly, they despised the
use of creeds as a test of orthodoxy. Goen, pp. 36-40. See Sutton, “The Bap-
tist Failure,” pp. 175-180, for a discussion and refutation of Anabaptist ec-
clesiology. It should be noted, however, that these radical Anabaptist
tendencies were modified by the Calvinistic elements of the Awakening.
Gaustad, p. 120.

156. For the effects of itineracy, see Tracy, pp. 424 fI.
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bership is not optional and that the church is not a voluntary
body, but an organic community established by God with ties
of faith and fellowship that may be dissolved only in the most
extreme cases, is anathema. Withdrawal from a church was
once a significant and often painful decision. No longer. To-
day, Americans flit from church to church and from denomin-
ation to denomination for the most trivial reasons. One
woman was considering leaving her church because it was
getting too crowded. Clearly, there are other factors that con-
tribute to the loss of community in modern American
churches, but the individualistic emphasis of revivalism is
largely responsible for destroying the concept of the Body of
Christ.

Consistent with its revivalistic foundations, American
Protestants have come to define religion in emotional terms
and preachers that offer comfort and exude warmth are the
most popular. As a result, worship has become diluted. In
many churches, as in the revival setting, the term “worship
service” is a misnomer. The real focus of the Sunday-morning
gathering is the preacher, not corporate worship of and com-
munion with the Lord of Hosts. Moreover, form and struc-
ture in worship are considered inhibiting. This is true not
only of Pentecostal churches, but of many mainline Protestant
churches. This antipathy toward formal worship was in-
herited from the Puritans, who despised all things Roman,
but it gained strength in the chaotic atmosphere of the reviv-
als. In 1742, Judge Joshua Hempstead of New London, Con-
necticut, went to hear revivalist John Davenport preach.
Hempstead found it “Scarcely worth the hearing” because it
was “without form or comleyness. It was difficult to distin-
guish between his praying & preaching for it was all Meer
Confused medley.” At the end of the service, the congregation
sang a hymn “30 or 40 times Imediately folowing as fast as one
word could follow after another. . . .”1%8 Later revivals were
more subdued, but what they gained in orderliness, they lost
in participation.

Furthermore, the message of the church has been simpli-
fied and perverted. On the one hand, many churches preach
an exclusively individual salvation. Every sermon is a revival-
istic sermon and the sinner is assured that he can revive him-

158. Joshua Hempstead, “Diary,” in Bumsted, p. 89.
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self. The believer benefits and grows little. The simplicity of
the Gospel is emphasized. Irrelevance and unconcern for the
state of the world has become a matter of boasting. On the
other hand, there are churches which preach an entirely social
(read political) salvation, and a millennium during which all
men’s rights everywhere will be held sacred. Sin is basically in
the environment, not in the heart. Such churches bewail the
complexity of social issues, and appeal to experts for advice
and to politicians for relief of social ills.

The nature of the church, its message and mission, its
- worship and government must all be covenantal. Revivalistic
individualism, antinomianism, and pessimism must be thor-
oughly purged from American churches. The reconstruction
of the local church, like all reconstruction, must begin with
change in the hearts and minds of men. For two and a half
centuries a subtle internal humanism has been gnawing at the
foundations which support American Protestantism: We have
nurtured our greatest enemy. It is counterproductive to point
to outside forces as the cause of the church’s decline. Chris-
tians themselves are responsible. We no longer act or think
like a church; indeed, we have forgotten how a church should
think, or what its characteristics are. The mere recognition
that the churches of America themselves are responsible for
their present impotence and confusion indicates where recon-
struction of America must begin. We must first tidy our own
house, and then we will be qualified to speak with authority
on the issues which confront the modern world (Matt. 7:1-5).



II. RECONSTRUCTING CHURCH
GOVERNMENT

THE CHURCH IN AN AGE OF DEMOCRACY

Ray R. Sutton

Some like it hot,
Some like it cold,
Some like it in a pot,
Nine days old.

HAT'’S how the nursery rhyme goes. The theme is diver-
sity. Diversity is a wonderful thing, but I've often
thought about this little rhyme in relation to the Church.

Here, in the Mother of God’s people, youll find about
every kind of “critter” imaginable. This phenomenon is a testi-
mony to the grace of God. But the variety can sometimes
become a source of conflict.

Now I'm not suggesting that we come up with a scheme to
do away with variation. That would be an unBiblical response
to a very Biblical problem. Furthermore, that would be bore-
dom. And besides, you could never pull it off.

No, 'm addressing a problem that probably grows out of
the fact that the Church cuts across every kind of boundary
(rightly so) and lumps a bunch of very different people
together. After they’re assembled, the problem of “how do we
live together?” begins.

Here is where the subject of Church government arises.
Many paradigms have been suggested, but the one that seemns
to have captured the day is democracy. Democracy means
“power from the people,” which is the same as saying “power
from below.” And, there’s no question but that this political
view has carried the day. It seems we live in an age when men
do what is right in their own eyes whether they’re in or outside
the Church.

In the State, political representatives have no sense of
representing anyone or any law higher than themselves. In
the Church, regardless of the denomination, the practical
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bottom-line is that both are run by the people. For example,
the Baptists, where there is not elder rule, are self-conscious
about letting the congregation run things. The Presbyterians
have a different form of government, but when push comes to
shove, the people have their way.! Then there’s the family. In
the family, a Dr. Spock mentality prevails. The children have
their way, and manipulate parents who, out of a sense of guilt,
let them have what they want. -

The concern of this essay, however, will be with the
Church. It is my opinion that a democratic spirit has infected
the Church. And once this attitude is fully understood, it will
become clear that democracy is more than just an approach to
government. It is an entire world and life view.

Paul met this problem at Corinth where his few converts
were raised in an autonomous atmosphere which had to be
checked. Paul’s struggles with the Corinthian Church were
primarily centered around a “Greek mind-set.” Since Van Til
has referred to the Greek mind as the high water mark of all
pagan thought, the problems within the Corinthian Church
ought to be viewed as the high water mark of pagan influences
in the Church.

Even a superficial study of the Epistles to the Corinthians
tells the 20th century Christian that his problems are not
unique, and modern man’s problems should be classified in
terms of the same Greek influence. This Greek influence in
our civilization can be seen everywhere. You see it in the ar-
chitecture, philosophy, politics, and churches of our culture.
Thus, by carefully studying Paul’s correctives, we can learn
what our emphases ought to be in contemporary Church and
society.

Our approach in the present essay will be simple. First,
we consider the background of the Corinthian people. It in-
forms the reader of a rebellious and contentious history. Sec-
ond, we should examine some over-arching philosophical
ideas. Third, we will overview the book. And, finally, brief
comments will be made on the early chapters to give the
reader a feel for the problems, and more importantly, Paul’s
solutions.

1. Traditionally, Southern Presbyterian Churches try to solve congrega-
tional problems by simply removing the entire officer corps. The result: You
get two sets of officer corps and often two different Churches in one
building.
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A City of Political and Moral Rebellion

Located on an isthmus between mainland Greece and a
little island that sticks out like a hand, Corinth was called the
“eye of Greece.” Militarily, if Corinth fell, the whole nation
could have easily been conquered. This was not necessarily
true from an ideological point of view for Athens was the cen-
ter of philosophy. Yet, God in His providence forced Paul
from the city of intellectual influence, Athens, to the city of
political and moral influence, Corinth.

Corinth had a history of political rebellion. Because of
continued rebellion, and its autonomous view of government,
Rome completely destroyed the city in 146 B.c. Corinth lay
desolate for one century until Julius Caesar rebuilt the struc-
tures, and started civilization moving again. But the demo-
cratic mind-set of Plato could not be driven away simply by
removing the city of Corinth. Anarchy is too much a part of
man’s sinful nature.

The history of religion clearly shows that every religion ex-
cept the True religion believes that power comes from below
—man. This is another way of saying /ife comes from man.
But, if life originates with man, life comes from chance not
creation. To be specific, life comes from chaos. Here is the on-
tology of the religion of revolution. Life comes from chaos,
thus, “let’s blow up civilization to create a new and better
world.”

This has always been the mind of man apart from Christ.
Whether one listens to Rousseau, Marx, or liberation theol-
ogy, this is the message. “Life comes from anarchical chaos.”
In its political application, life-from-chaos thinking leads to
autonomous and rebellious behavior, such as is found in the
history of Corinth. But the life-from-chaos mentality does not
stop with politics.

Corinth quickly regained its strength after the Roman de-
struction, and by the time of Paul’s second visit the city
(500,000) was “the Vanity Fair of the Roman Empire.” They
were as morally autonomous as their politics. To “corinthian-
ize” became a term of debauchery.

Behind Corinth stood a large hill, 1800 feet, on which was
built the Acrocorinth, a temple to the goddess Aphrodite
(Venus). This temple was an expression of the religion of rev-
olution which says that life comes from moral chaos. The peo-
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ple and Aphrodite’s religion taught that purity came from de-
bauchery. Juvenal “sarcastically alluded to it as ‘perfumed
Corinth,’ ” because of all the prostitution and homosexuality.
And Chrysostom referred to the city as “the most licentious
city of all that are or ever have been.”

We saw above that the belief that life originates from
below leads to political anarchy and so it is in ethics. Some-
times this can mean activity as severe as living with prosti-
tutes, or behavior as <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>