LESSON #32
THE TRIUMPHS AND DEFEATS OF THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH

The Eclipse of Liberalism and the Resurgence of Evangelicalism (cont’d)

C. Resurgence of Evangelicalism

Evangelicalism is a mosaic of groups in general agreement on basic Biblical truths but diverse regarding certain differing beliefs thought to be important enough to maintain but not to overthrow the basics held in common.  

1. Fundamentalism

The historical origin of this term is lost in past church history.  It was clearly used of orthodoxy in the 19th century but brought to prominence in the 20th century by the publication of The Fundamentals. The term intends to refer to orthodoxy of belief in opposition to Liberalism.  These booklets defended 5 cardinal “fundamental” convictions thought to be essential to orthodox Christian belief—

a. the inerrancy of the Biblical autographs

b. the virgin birth and deity of Christ

c. the substitutionary atonement 

d. the bodily resurrection of Christ

e. the miracles of Jesus

The “Fundamentalists” were simply Bible believing Christians who were concerned to defend historic Christianity against the onslaughts of Liberalism (cf. Machen’s book, Christianity and Liberalism).  Machen didn’t like the term “fundamentalist” since he saw no need to call the historic Christian faith a new “ism.” Along with scholarly defenses, there were more popular lay arguments made against Liberalism. Popular preachers entered the fray, some of whom became vitriolic and mean-spirited in the debate, causing many to turn away support.  The Liberals appealed to the “lack of love” by their opponents while they identified themselves with “broad-mindedness,” “tolerance,” and “love.”  

Because of excesses of some fundamentalist proponents, the term “fundamentalist” came to have a pejorative sense akin to “snake handling,” “bitterness,”  “lovelessness,” “fighting fundys.”  This caused a quest for an alternate term. The alternate term now in general use is “evangelical.” 

2. The Evangelical Center

The word “evangelical” was used by the Reformers to refer to the good news of the gospel of salvation by grace through faith as opposed to a gospel of sacramentalism and works.  Orthodox protestants used the term this way to distinguish themselves from Roman Catholicism. It is now being used to refer to those holding to the basic core of Christianity such as the true deity and saviorship of Jesus Christ irrespective of some divergent beliefs on other matters. 

a. The mainstream

Following WWII a new spirit of intellectual inquiry arose as returning GIs entered colleges and seminaries.  The previously existing Bible schools sought accreditation and expansions into the liberal arts resulting in Bible Colleges and full-fledged liberal arts colleges.  New seminaries were established.  

(i) The Evangelical Theological Society began in 1949—inerrancy of the Bible was its single doctrinal requirement for membership. Carl Henry and Kenneth Kantzer maintained the same concept in lectures and books. 

(ii) Christianity Today edited by Carl Henry, a former newspaper reporter, began publishing in 1956 with 40,000 paid subscribers. By 1967 it had 150,000 subscribers.  Cf. also Henry’s  Uneasy Conscience of Modern Fundamentalism (1947) and his 6 volume God’s Revelation and Authority (1976-83).

(iii) Scholarly works and more popular literature were published to nurture like-minded evangelicals—Edward J. Young on the OT; Carl Henry on theology; Cornelius van Til on apologetics; Gordon Clark on philosophy; 

(iv) Evangelical publishing houses and over 3000 evangelical bookstores belonging to the Christian Booksellers Association (1950) served a growing self-conscious evangelical church. 

(v) Evangelical magazines and journals were produced—Moody Monthly (300,000 subscribers); United Evangelical Action.  For scholars, Bibliotheca Sacra; Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society; Perspectives on Science and Christian Faith (the Journal of the American Scientific Affiliation); and Fides et Historia of the Conference on Faith and History.  

(vi) Evangelicals produced new translations of the Bible—the New American Standard Version, the New International Version, Ken Taylor’s paraphrase the Living Bible, the New King James, and now the English Standard Version. 

(vii) New evangelical seminaries were founded—Gordon-Conwell Seminary, Fuller Seminary, Trinity Seminary, Reformed Seminary, Covenant Seminary, Denver Seminary, et al. Older evangelical seminaries expanded—Westminster Seminary (1929), Dallas Seminary (1924), Northern Baptist (1913), Eastern Baptist. 

(viii) Mass evangelism was successfully pursued—Billy Graham; Luis Palau.  Radio, TV, and Movies were employed 

(ix) Congresses and conferences on evangelism were held—the World Congress on Evangelism (1966); the Lausanne Conference (1974); the Consultation on World Evangelization in Thailand (1980); the evangelistic “crusades” held by Graham and Palau. 

(x) The formation of the National Association of Evangelicals (NAE) in 1942 seeks to represent evangelicals in the halls of government in Washington (over 15 million in 1990). 

b. Liberal Evangelicalism—many younger evangelicals are raising questions concerning the verbal inspiration and inerrancy of the Bible and believe that liberal biblical criticism can be used profitably in the study of Scripture. E.g., the Wenham conference on inspiration at Gordon College in 1966 first raised the issue; Cf. Jack Rogers, Biblical Authority (1977) who sought to show “errors” in the Bible and the response by Harold Lindsell in his 2 books, Battle for the Bible (1976) and The Bible in the Balance (1979). 

Some seminary faculty members, though affirming the Bible is inerrant for faith and life, nevertheless argued that it was possible for the Bible to err in matters of history, geography, and numbers. This is the position of Fuller Theological Seminary which dropped its inerrancy statement in its catalog of 1972. It represents a large constituency somewhat to the left of the evangelical mainstream.  It remains to be seen where subsequent departures will lead.   

3. Varieties of Expression

a. The Jesus People—this is a movement that came out of a counter-culture of drugs, free love, anti-intellectualism, and scrubby dress. Many entered communes, stressed love, earnestly studied their Bibles, and aggressively witnessed for Christ. It was strongest on the west coast (Calif.). But we had some at Nyack College. A rally at Morgantown, Pa., drew a crowd of 30,000. The enthusiasm is refreshing but they need Biblical instruction.

b. Pentecostal, Charismatic, Third Wave Groups—Pentecostal groups since 1901 have ministered to the urban and rural poor and the lower middle class.  They maintain the necessity of the baptism of the Holy Spirit, the evidence of which is speaking in tongues.  The more recent Charismatics and Third Wave people stress “signs and wonders,” gifts of prophecy, and healing gifts rather than “tongues.” The charismatic movement has been active in Roman Catholic and mainline protestant denominations since the 1960s. The Third Wave movement emerged in the 1980s and is found primarily in independent churches and organizations. 

c. Holiness Churches—these churches have stressed the need for a second work of grace consisting of “entire sanctification” which enables one to attain perfection. Its roots can be found in John Wesley but in the U.S. the teaching goes back also to the teaching of Asa Mahan (1799-1889) and Charles G. Finney (1792-1875) which was then propagated by Phoebe Palmer (1807-74).  This second work is advocated by the Nazarene churches. It is also advocated by the Wesleyan churches, and the Salvation Army.

d. Parachurch Organizations—the list here is almost endless.  These are groups outside the denominations that were formed to promote various aspects of Christian work since WWII.  These groups cooperate with most of the denominations in pursuing the evangelistic great commission. Some are—Intervarsity Christian Fellowship; Student Foreign Missions Fellowship; Campus Crusade; Francis Schaeffer’s L’Abri; Youth For Christ; Young Life; Officers’ Christian Fellowship; Navigators; Gideons; Christian Businessmen’s Organization; Promise Keepers; World Vision; Samaritan’s Purse; Teen Challenge; Efforts at social action (Ron Sider; Jim Wallis); etc., etc.

4. Effect on Mainline Churches—evangelical organizations have emerged in mainline churches to call them back to evangelical doctrine and life. E.g., The Presbyterian Lay Committee (1965); Presbyterians United for Biblical Concern (1966); The Good News group (United Methodist Church); The Lutherans Alert; The Fellowship of Witness (Episcopal church); the Renewal Fellowship (United Church of Canada). 


Some evangelicals, despairing of reform, have formed new churches—e.g., the Presbyterian Church of America (PCA) [yea!] separated from the Southern Presbyterian Church of the United States in 1973 over liberal ecumenism and departure from orthodoxy. Missouri Synod Lutherans’ Concordia Seminary faculty struggled over the inerrancy of the Bible. The liberal faculty left in 1974 to form a new seminary.  The majority of church members remained in the church and reasserted Biblical authority.  Evangelicals in the Southern Baptist convention got control of the presidency and major committees in the 1980s and forced many of the more liberal people off the church boards and out of its seminaries (a 15 million membership). 

5. Evangelicals and Catholics—since Vatican Council II (1961-65) a more open attitude toward Protestants has appeared. Though Catholics are unwilling to call Protestants a “church,” they do call them “separated brethren” instead of “heretics” and “schismatics.” This new attitude has enabled Catholics and Protestants to work together on some important issues upon which they are agreed—opposition to homosexuality and abortion, promoting moral values in the culture, promoting greater religious freedom. Cf. “Evangelicals and Catholics Together” (1994) drawn up by Charles Colson and Richard Neuhaus which supports chastity, family values, parental choices in education, opposition to abortion and sexual immorality—ethical goals held in common.


Nevertheless, many doctrinal sticking points remain—purgatory, papal infallibility, role of Mary, the relation of tradition to Scripture, the real presence of Christ in the Mass, etc. 

6. Post-modern Evangelicalism—many believe we are undergoing a major cultural and worldview shift begun in the aftermath of the Vietnam War.  There has come a social and political discontent with traditional values which has led to a rejection of a universal worldview.  This has been characterized as “Post-Modernism.”  It questions and even denies universal objective truth.  It rejects any unified, all-encompassing, and rationally valid explanation for truth. Cf. Jean-Francois Lyotard (1924-1998); Jacques Derrida (1930-2004); Michel Foucault (1926-84); Richard Rorty (1931-2007). These thinkers have abandoned the quest for a unified worldview—there is no center, only differing perspectives.  


Evangelical postmodernists cannot follow fully the views of their secular post-modern counterparts in their denial of ultimate truth.  But while they affirm the central tenets of the faith, they remain doubtful about certain accepted interpretations of the truth handed down by the traditional church.  They doubt one can fully get outside one’s own cultural milieu (cultural relativism).  They believe statements about God and faith are socially constructed and are wary of the assumption that divine truth can be captured in finite propositional systems.  They believe that the Gospel is not just to be intellectually affirmed, but embodied. 

7. Post-Evangelical Evangelicalism—a growing number of post-modern evangelicals have become disenchanted with their own heritage.  Many believe that American evangelicalism has departed from the teachings of Jesus and so have withdrawn either formally or in spirit from the evangelical mainstream.  Though they retain their evangelical convictions regarding Christ, they reject what they regard as the cultural accretions of American evangelicalism—e.g., proof texting which ignores complexities of moral and cultural issues; claims of theological certainty on matters not central to the Gospel; the evangelical tendency to dismiss as unbelievers those with whom one differs theologically; 


These post-evangelicals are also suspicious of systematic theology.  Though they do not reject theology, they prefer to view theology as an open-ended conversation about God.  They are disturbed also about evangelicals’ tendency to dismiss those with whom they disagree as unbelievers beyond the confines of salvation, e.g., Roman Catholics and Eastern Orthodox.  

III. Christianity and Islam: The Challenge of the Future

Increasingly voices are being raised that an ever larger proportion of the world’s population is siding with either Christianity or Islam and that these 2 religions have had “a long and disastrous record of conflict and mutual incomprehension” (Jenkins quoted in Woodbridge etc.). The current “war on terrorism” is more realistically a clash of civilizations, a war on Islam and a war on the West. Can two billion Christians and one billion Muslims coexist?

A. Crusaders? 


The bloody Crusades of the Middle Ages left a bitterness that continues in the Middle East until today. Moreover, the losses of WWI caused more than 90% of Muslims to live under Western rule—a disgrace unparalleled in their previous history. 

B. Oil? 


The discovery of oil, first in Persia (1908), then Saudi Arabia, and in addition the Gulf States, gave the Middle East enormous political clout.  Discovery of oil in Saudi Arabia in 1938 catapulted the desert nation into a global power broker by the 1970s.  This new wealth was used to establish mosques, madrassas, universities, and journalism efforts all over the Islamic world, in support of the extremist Wahhabist sect of Islam.

C. Israel?

The establishment of the modern state of Israel in 1948 was viewed by Muslims as an invasion, filching territory which had belonged to Islam for over a millennium. This has led to more than half a century of bloodshed between Jews and Muslims. The area will remain a powder-keg for the foreseeable future. 

D. American Imperialism?

The Iranian Revolution of 1979 was an act, so the Iranian Ayatollahs believed, of defiance against a perceived imperialism of America.  Ayatollah Khomeini taught that America was the “Great Satan.” The indignity of the hostage crisis was not too great for the Great Satan. Iran’s support for terrorism against Israel and the US has continued in subsequent years. 

E. Demographics?

Christianity and Islam by 2050 are projected to represent more than 60% of the world’s population.  Ten of the world’s 25 largest states in 2050 could be profoundly divided between Islam and Christianity.  This could lead to serious interfaith conflict (cf. Nigeria today). What are the possibilities for Christian “crusades” and Muslim “jihads” armed with nuclear warheads and anthrax? 

F. Muslim Missions?

The 10/40 geographic window singled out for greater Christian evangelism effort embraces basically the Middle East and Muslim lands. It also has the greatest potential for religious violence between Muslims and Christians.  Converting Muslims is viewed as a crime (and a Western provocation), the presence of Christian missionaries a religious and political menace, and Western values a threat to Muslim identity and way of life—e.g., feminism, alcohol, open sexuality, and immodest dress, etc.  For a Muslim to abandon his or her faith is indeed apostasy, but also political and cultural treason—a violation punishable by death under Islamic law.   

G. Tensions within Islam?

Sharia law is interpreted in vastly different ways in Islam.  Moderates interpret the law more loosely, while the militants take a rigid literal stance. Militants believe the Qur’an justifies jihad (“holy war”), while moderates declare that terrorism is a blatant violation of the Qur’an and historic Islamic teaching

Conclusion  

Only time will tell whether Christians and Muslims can peacefully coexist.  It is certainly wise to remember that Christianity arose amidst a plurality of competing religious alternatives, survived and even triumphed over them—Judaism, mystery cults, philosophical Hellenism, Roman persecution.  The Christian gospel changed the world then; it certainly can do so again. 
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