LESSON #31
THE TRIUMPHS AND DEFEATS OF THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH 

The Eclipse of Liberalism and Resurgence of Evangelicalism
Introduction

The rise of theological Liberalism in the 19th c. shattered the theological consensus that emerged from the Reformation.  Classical Liberalism and later forms of Liberalism such as so-called Neo-orthodoxy and Radical Theologies came to dominate both colleges, seminaries, and church pulpits. Fundamentalists fought liberalism bitterly in the 1920s and Evangelicals opposed Neo-orthodoxy between 1930-1960, and Radical theologians from 1960-1990. Evangelicalism claims to follow the Reformation creeds and regards these new movements as departures from the Bible and Christian orthodoxy.    
I. The Decline of Liberalism 

A. Classical Liberalism

1. Its Rise—theological liberalism arose first in Germany and spread to the US through American students studying in Germany. These students returned as teachers in the American universities and seminaries, institutions that provided pastors for churches.  Liberal pastors produced liberal laymen. 
a. Kant and Hume, et al., claimed that they had “destroyed” the rational foundation for supernatural Christianity.

b. Modern biblical criticism claimed to have “destroyed” the doctrinal unity and authority of the Bible.  It is merely a human book, literature of the race. 

c. The theory of evolution appeared to have “destroyed” the uniqueness of man made in the image of God.

d. The study of Comparative Religions claimed to have “destroyed” the uniqueness of Christianity as being divinely revealed.
e. Psychology of religion was said also to have “destroyed” the case for Christianity based on religious experience. 

The Liberal credo was:

a.  Schleiermacher was basically right to say that Christianity was an analysis of Christian religious experience and thus subjective and experiential. 
b. Theology must be “scientific and empirical” (rationalistic) in placing a higher dependence upon reason rather than on faith as the pathway to knowledge.  Faith itself must be grounded upon facts directly observable by man. At the same time liberals stressed the non-rational factors in religion. 
c. Christianity should never be given up, but simply modified and revised. The old Christianity is simply to be updated. The same doctrinal topics (God, Christ, man, etc.) are to be retained but “sharpened” with better definitions.  The liberal thought he was simply stating the same old Christianity in up-to-date language. For the most part, the Liberal is not dishonestly trying to deceive the public—he really thinks he holds to all the essential and important truths of Christianity. 
d. Since Liberalism claims not to be dogmatic, it stresses the tentativeness with which all religious doctrines must be held. 

e. The great unifying tenet of all Liberals is their common method

f. The goal of liberal religion is the integration of the personality and release from inner tensions (peace of soul, of mind, etc.)

g. The means is commitment to ideals of Jesus and the essential goodness or neutrality of man.

h. Commitment to the brotherhood of man and the universal Fatherhood of God

i. The perfectibility of man and society 

j. The divinity of Christ consists of his exemplifying all the moral attributes of God in a human life. 

k. The Bible is a fallible book—it is not factually, morally, or spiritually infallible.  But it is a book of extremely valid and time-tested religious insights. 

2. Its Dissolution—WWI’s horrors exposed the shallowness of Liberalism, along with the hopelessness engendered by a major depression. These elements plus the influence of the existential theology of Soren Kierkegaard (1813-55) on Karl Barth and his followers (Neo-orthodoxy) shattered the liberal idea of human progress through the efforts of man. Liberalism simply did not ring true to human experience (e.g., the immanence of God; subjective revelation; post-millennial future by human effort).  
B. Rise and Decline of Neo-orthodoxy—also known as dialectical theology, or theology of crisis, or simply existential theology. This theology, associated with Karl Barth (1886-1968) and followers, replaced the declining liberalism between 1919 and 1950.  Barth was born in Basel, Switzerland, received a liberal theological education in Germany, became a liberal pastor in Switzerland, and became disillusioned with liberalism through man’s inhumanity to man in the course of WWI.  He began to read the Scriptures and the writings of John Calvin. His spiritual life revived. He wrote a commentary on the book of Romans interpreting it through the categories of the existentialist Soren Kierkgaard.  It had the effect of an exploding bomb on the playground of the theologians.  He likened it to climbing his church’s bell-tower in the dark, stumbling and seizing something to steady himself, got hold of the bell-rope and awakened the whole town.  He was offered a teaching position in German which he held from 1921-1935 when his opposition to the Nazis forced him to return to Basel. He taught there until 1962.  It was there that he pursued his writing which led to his massive theological work, Church Dogmatics (13 vols., 1932-67). A school of thinkers coalesced around him, some of whom were Emil Brunner (1889-1966), Reinhold Niebuhr (1893-1971), Paul Tillich (1886-1965), and Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976).  
1. Barth’s Theology

a. Barth steps back toward the supernaturalism of the Bible but not all the way back. 

b. God is “wholly other” than man—an eternal and totally transcendent holy being

c. Man is helplessly finite and sinful—some suspect these 2 are confused in Barth. Also the definition of sin is seen to be more actual sin than original sin. The story of Adam and Eve is myth, not historical. 
d. The Bible is a human book subject to biblical criticism (he retains the older liberal biblical criticism); but it is still a human record of revelation, a witness to revelation.  Yet it is not itself an inspired, objective, historical, propositional revelation.  The Bible becomes “witness” to revelation when the Spirit uses it, in a moment of crisis, to engender a personal encounter with the hidden God.  This event of “revelation” is an “encounter,” not a communication of information.
e. Divine history (= ”Salvation history”) is separate from the human history of the historian—God is uninterested in such.  

f. All human beings are already elect “in Christ” and only need to be made aware of this fact.  This leads to a doctrine of universal salvation. 

g. Faith is a “blind leap,” and rational apologetics and Christian evidences are rejected as “idolatrous.” 
2. Fellow Travelers

a. Emil Brunner (1889-1966)—accepts most of Barth’s ideas but differs on the possibility of a general revelation available to all men.  On the other hand, he denied the virgin birth of Christ.

b. Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976)—more peripheral to Barth though he shared Barth’s endorsement of Kierkegaard’s existentialism and a mistrust of Protestant liberalism.  In later years he became more radical concluding we can know little about Jesus’ person, teachings or life due to the “mythological” overlay on Jesus’ career. He “demythologized” the Bible and made religious experience and ethics more important than doctrine.
c. Reinhold Niebuhr (1893-1971)—believed liberal theology inadequate to handle human sinfulness expressed in politics, economics, and social life. He believed God’s love in the Cross gave an answer reaching beyond history yet in the here and now he also believed that redeeming love in man would bring about social answers to social needs. 
d. Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906-1945)—died in a Nazi prison for his clandestine opposition to Hitler.  He argued that while theology was irrelevant, man must act responsibly in moral, “holy worldliness” in  commitment to Christ as Lord.  This, he believed, would link the sacred and the secular in daily life.  He sharply distinguished between “cheap grace” and “costly grace”—cheap grace was assent to doctrines with no corresponding change in life. Costly grace was a call to self-sacrifice, obedience, and discipleship—to risk all for Christ’s sake. 
C. Radical Theologies

Neo-orthodoxy began to decline by the late 1950s and early 1960s, only to be replaced by more radical theologies.
1. God is Dead Theology—this is the name given to the theological views of Thomas J.J. Altizer, Paul van Buren, and William Hamilton.  It was not clear as to what was meant by “dead”—dead psychologically? (God no longer exists in practice for people); dead historically? (irrelevant to a secular world); dead ontologically? (died in the death of Christ).  These writers wanted a religionless Christianity focused on ethics.  
2. Theology of Hope—held by Juergen Moltmann (1926-) and Wolfhart Pannenberg (1928-). Moltmann stressed the future action of God in history. History is dissolved into the future and the future revolution in which Christ and his resurrection are related to Marxist social development. Pannenberg takes history more seriously as revealing God in action in Christ’s resurrection. Revelation is act or event rather than proposition. 
3. Process Theology—held by Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1955) in which God and man are evolving in an upward movement toward Christ as the “Omega Point.”  Charles Hartshorne (1897--) and John Cobb (1925--) following A.N. Whitehead argue God is not sovereign or transcendent but is developing, or becoming, along with a world that is “becoming.” God is developing, creative, and in love guiding the creation to a higher level to overcome evil and avert chaos in the new order. 
4. Liberation Theology—began with Gustavo Gutierrez (1928-) in Latin America and followed by others.  Theology has to do with the practical liberation of the oppressed.  Liberation is often conceived in Marxist terms.  Salvation is social, economic, and political liberation from all forms of oppression. Using the biblical Exodus as the paradigm, “revelation” is dealing with historical oppression and liberation by man led by the example of the liberator Christ rather than by the revealed Word of God.  Marxist methodology and a politicization of Christianity is employed. Revolution is the goal. 
Conclusion—most of these systems have been short-lived.  They have come, had a brief day, and are just as quickly gone. They are efforts by autonomous man and a this-worldly deity in a human Christ to solve the problems of man.  They fail to do justice to God, Christ, or the Bible.  They cry out the needs of man but offer little to really solve them.  Yet a resurgent evangelicalism hears their cries and offers an authoritative Bible, a transcendent God, and a Savior Christ who is both God and man. 
II. The Resurgence of Evangelicalism
A. Roots of Evangelicalism

1. Origins of Evangelicalism go back to the Reformation and the Reformation creeds.  The basic ideas of the Reformation creeds find place in Evangelicalism.
2. Evangelicalism clearly emerged in Puritan England and was strengthened by the Great Awakening and continuing Revivalism.

3. Belief centered in the Bible as the inspired and infallible rule of faith and life; the Deity of Christ, virgin birth, and second coming, etc. These became the uniting doctrinal features. 

4. Differences appeared in church government, baptism, Lord’s supper, the Holy Spirit’s role, and the relation of church and state. 
B. Conflict with Liberals

1. Liberalism’s Early Success—Liberalism arose in Germany and Britain in the 19th century but with roots earlier. 
a. In England—Darwinian evolution set aside special creation and made man simply a naturalistic biological novelty
b. In Germany—Biblical criticism and idealist philosophy made the Bible a merely human book, albeit and inspirational one. The 5 books of Moses were probably not written by Moses and depend on various sources by unknown authors which were editorially stitched together. Christ is simply a man who died a martyr’s death but who leaves us an example to follow. 
c. By 1880 such views were introduced to the laity in the pew and it became clear that theological liberalism was opposed to Reformation orthodoxy. 
d. Evangelicals vigorously objected viewing Liberalism as a kind of 5th column invasion of the believing churches. 

(i) Princeton Seminary and conservatives—

(a) A.A. Hodge (1823-1886) and B.B. Warfield (1851-1921)—wrote defending the plenary and verbal inspiration and inerrancy of the Bible’s original documents
(b) Francis L. Patton (1843-1902)—professor in the seminary and later president of Princeton University supported Hodge and Warfield.

(ii) A.T. Robertson (1863-1934)—So. Baptist Seminary prof. who wrote the definitive grammar on the Greek NT. 

(iii) Bible scholars, Bible conferences, popular prophetic conferences, and conservative literature opposed Liberalism by teaching the inerrancy of the Bible. 
(a) Bible Schools were formed—A.B. Simpson and Nyack Missionary College (1882); Moody Bible Institute (1886); Toronto Bible Institute (1894); Bible Institute of Los Angeles (1908); Prairie Bible Institute (1922). These were joined by ca. 200 more by 1945.
(b) Scofield Reference Bible (1909)—dispensational premillennialist in notes.
(c) Publication of The Fundamentals, 12 vols. (1910-1915)—paid for by wealthy oil-men and sent to seminary profs., students, pastors, and YMCA secretaries, about 3000 copies of each volume.  Contributors included James Orr, B.B. Warfield, M.G. Kyle, R.A. Torrey; C.I. Scofield and many others. 

(iv) J. Gresham Machen (1881-1937)—NT scholar at Princeton Theological Seminary published The Origin of Paul’s Religion (1921), The Virgin Birth of Christ (1930), Christianity and Liberalism (1923)—all scholarly refutations of Liberal theology.  He later was the founder of Westminster Theological Seminary in Philadelphia. 

(v) Robert Dick Wilson (1856-1930)—Princeton Seminary professor of OT criticism and archaeology—defended the Bible’s historicity. 
e. Liberalism won the allegiance of the mainline churches

(i) Fundamentalists fought and lost the debate in what they believed was error in theology and science

(a) The Scopes Trial in 1925 in Dayton, Tenn. –John T. Scopes was tried in court for teaching evolution. He was defended by Clarence Darrow (1857-1938) and prosecuted by William Jennings Bryan (1860-1925). Bryan won the case and several southern legislatures passed anti-evolutionary laws. But the evolution party still won out.
(b) Liberalism won out also in the mainline churches between 1929 and 1945 in spite of opposition by books, sermons, Bible schools, and colleges.
 (c)  J.G. Machen (1881-1937), professor of NT at Princeton Seminary was forced out of the PCUSA in 1936 over his refusal to support the church’s policy of sending out liberal missionaries.  He then helped to organize the Orthodox Presbyterian Church in 1936. Previously in 1929, he had resigned from Princeton Seminary to protest its reorganization under Liberalism and founded Westminster Theological Seminary in 1930. 
(d) J. Oliver Buswell (1895-1977), president of Wheaton College (1926-1940), prof. at Faith Theological Seminary in Wilmington, Del. (1940-1947), President of National Bible Institute and itst successor Shelton College (1941-1965).  He taught at Covenant College (1956-1964) and Covenant Theological Seminary (1956-1970) in St. Louis.  He was forced out of the PCUSA because of his involvement in Machen’s Independent Board of Foreign Missions. 
(ii) Popular Liberal preachers like Harry Emerson Fosdick made Liberalism attractive to the laity.  Cf. His sermon, “Shall the Fundamentalists Win?” Though put out by the Presbyterians, he joined the Baptists and became a popular preacher at Riverside Church in NYC.
(iii) Orthodox Evangelical Seminaries were lost to liberalism—Princeton in 1929.  Liberal teachers produced liberal pastors, and liberal pastors produced liberal laymen.    
2. Liberalism’s Decline

From 1945 to 1995 liberal denominations declined in numbers, in the sending of missionaries, and in giving.  Liberal denominations still hold critical views of the Bible and endorse political and social activism.
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