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Christianity and Liberalism

Christianity and Liberalisnis the title of a famous book that | want to spabk&ut in a few minutes. It
was written by J. Gresham Machem, professor of Nestament at Princeton Seminary in the early
twentieth century. The prayer | am going to opethvug also from Dr. Machem. Let us pray.

“Almighty God, our heavenly Father, we give Theanits for the wonder of Thy grace and the gift of
Christ, our Lord and Savior. How can we ever finokes that shall not seem vain as we think of His
love for us? How can we, without shame, try to gikiee thanks for the gift of Christ, our Saviorpwh
died for us—the just for the unjust? And how carthwek, without shame, of the ill way in which we
have requited Thee for Thy Love? But, we rejoidbénknowledge that in Thy Holy Spirit we have been
united to Christ through faith. We are His forewafe pray, Thee, that thus we may be kept safe by On
stronger than we are. We pray with all our soulstfmse who have not found Christ as Savior thayth
may be led through the midst of error and doul thie clear shining of the light of faith. And when
they have sought other saviors and their soulsstiierestless, we pray that they may, through &tyri

find their rest in Thee. All that we ask is in tle@me of Christ Jesus, our Lord and Savior. Amen.”

In the last lesson there was a doleful refrain klegt coming through. | expect you noticed it bessalu

said it again and again while surveying the histafrthe Reformed faith and Christianity in various
countries of the world. We focused especially antitstory of Presbyterians and Reformed people in
those countries. The refrain that kept coming tgrowas “In the nineteenth century and early twéimtie
century, these churches fell away from historici§tanity into a kind of liberalism.” Why did that
happen? | am sure that a lot of answers could\mngbp that question. But, | want to emphasizeione

this lesson, and that is the importance of ideathé fall of 1912, Dr. Machem gave Princeton
Seminary’s open address on Christianity and culflinese are some words he spoke to the students and
faculty on that occasion:

False ideas are the greatest obstacles to theti@mtepthe Gospel. We may preach with all the
fervor of a Reformer and yet only succeed in wigranstraggler here and there if we permit the
whole collective thought of the nation or of therldado be controlled by ideas, which by the
resistless force of logic prevent Christianity fréseing regarded as anything more than a
harmless delusion. Under such circumstances, wbdtdgsires us to do is to destroy the
obstacle at its root. Many would have the semisar@nbat error by attacking it as it is taught
by its popular exponents. Instead of that, sem@sazonfuse their students with a lot of German
names unknown outside the walls of the universifiést method or procedure is based simply
upon a profound belief in the pervasiveness ofddééhat is today a matter of academic
speculation begins tomorrow to move armies andgmiin empires.

At Princeton, they did study the German theologiansl they tried to keep up with the latest critica
thought that was coming from Germany and from ofif@ces because of the importance of ideas and
the importance of being able to answer false id&asve think about liberalism and its rise in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, | would likeldothat by speaking briefly about five influential
books that are full of ideas that will significantimpact culture in the Western world. These fio®ks

did indeed begin to move armies and pull down eaespi©Of course, this movement of theological
liberalism did not begin with these five books. Thets of theological liberalism can certainly beced
back at least as far as the Enlightenment andnreseays all the way back to the Renaissance anu eve
earlier. However, these five books were very sigaift in moving many people away from historic
Christianity into a new way of looking at the Bipbtgod, and the church.
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The first of these books was call® Religion: Speeches to its Culture’s Despispublished in 1799

by Friedrich Schleiermacher. The German Schleiehmiais often called the “father of modern
theology.” He was brought up among the Moraviarsheld an evangelical, Pietistic beginning. In
college, he was very influenced by the thinkinghaf Enlightenment. He accepted a rational, critical
view of the Scriptures. He was also influenced loyanticism with its great stress on the importasfce
subjective understanding and feeling. Schleiermaeiete his famous book on religion in order tadfin
some way in which he could make Christianity seelevant again to people who had long since given
up on it—cultured-thinking, rational people in tineiversity world who despised Christianity. You see
the problem that Schleiermacher was up againstalproblem that we are up against today as v thi
of how to present the Gospel to modern, secularamists or how to present Christianity to postmodern
people. Schleiermacher was trying to find a wagregsent the Christian faith to modern, Enlightenimen
people. He said, “Christianity is not ideas, n&etts, not propositions, and not a book like theeBilb

is not in knowledge or ethics. It is not simplybaing good. Christianity—religion—is located in
religious consciousness or in the feelings, nahéhead or in outward conduct. The heart and abre
Christianity is what one feels deep within his er bwn being.” Schleiermacher put it this way: “The
consciousness of being absolutely dependent othwhithe same thing of being in relation to God.
Somewhere, somehow, a person has a feeling of depee, not being autonomous, and that means
being in relations to God, which is the heart, saatl core of religion.” You can find something gan

to this in nineteenth-century revivalistic pietyhieh in a song asks the question, “You asked melhow
know he lives™—and the answer in that song is—"hed within my heart.” It is not a wrong answer,
but something else needs to be said before that,thht, and with that. With Schleiermacher, rieligy
moved from the area of history, confessions, amhgrepositional revelation in the Bible to thiaen,
subjective feeling. This idea of religion being gabive and based on feelings had a tremendouscimpa
on people throughout the nineteenth century.

The next book that | would like to mention of thése influential books is a famous one calledgin

of Specieswhich appeared in 1859. It is the work of the lE&mhgBotanist, Charles Darwin, who
developed the modern theory of evolution. He wasmefirst person to think of this, but the modern
theory with its operational principal of naturalesgion comes from Darwin. In time, this book made
tremendous impact on “thinking people,” as theyenaalled, and still does. Some Orthodox Christians
immediately responded very negatively to Darwiro®k For instance, Charles Hodge of Princeton
Seminary wrote a book a few years later calMduat is Darwinism™e answered the question very
simply by saying, “Darwinism is Atheism.” But, nall Orthodox Christians responded that way. Even
Hodge’s son, A. A. Hodge and the Princeton profe€3oB. Warfield were much more cautious in their
treatment of evolution. They did insist, of courd®t there was a personal Creator and that trestQr
was working out everything in creation accordinddie own design. Within those parameters, there
were some Orthodox Christians who were able to sakmit-and-see attitude as far as evolution was
concerned. Many people—Orthodox Christians as agtither Christians—believed and were
convinced about Darwinism. They believed it notyass an understanding of the physical world but
also as a principle for everything. They believeat verything moves upward into a higher and more
profound level of existence. So, many people begdimd in Darwinism an explanation for almost
everything—a place that God had previously helpgaple’s minds.

The third book is calle@Essays and Rewies, which came out a year after Darwin’s book baswot as
well known.Essays and Reviewat, the time, appeared to be a much more serialkenge to
Christianity than Darwin. It is a book with a rath@armless-sounding title, but it was a liberal ifesto
by seven clergymen of the Church of England whaallst had taken German higher critical views of
the Bible and expressed those views in Englishs iieant that these essays basically said thatitihe B
is an ordinary book, just like any other book. Tisayd it has many good things in it, some not-soego
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things in it, and some bad things in it, and peapleuld read the Bible like any other book. By 1860
the Church of England was not a liberal church.139¢000 clergymen signed a protest against thi& boo
written by seven ministers in the church. Thes@Qd clergymen declared their belief in the insporat

of the Scriptures and in the doctrine of eternalipliment, which was denied in this book. The book
itself was condemned in 1864. However, those id&hsot really go away. It was just the first of mya
books that would be written undermining the autiyasf the Scriptures. Sooner or later, those books
took their toll.

The fourth book was written by a German theologiamed Albrecht Ritschl. The title of the book is
The Christian Doctrine of Justification and Recdiation, which sounds like a good title, but when you
read what Ritschl had to say, there is not muctetbéOrthodox understanding of justification or
reconciliation. Ritschl said, “Christianity is ndbctrine.” Then, he disagreed with Schleiermacheerw
he said, “Christianity is not feelings either. Giianity is ethics. It is how one lives. It is witate does,
particularly in society. Everything else is underpngs and not essential to ethical, moral contiuct.
Ritschl's book was very influential especially im&rica. America was a practical-minded country.
Well, it was supposed to be at that time. Ameridang up Ritschl’s ideas with a vengeance, andobut
that came what we call “the social gospel.” Theyuiht that the real Gospel is not a Gospel of
personal, individual salvation but of redeemingistycthrough ethics, morality, and good works. The
slogan for all of this was “The Fatherhood of God ¢he Brotherhood of Men.” This theme could be
heard from the major pulpits of America and othaurdries in the early twentieth century. Somebody
has summarized it this way: “The liberal preachanthis time can be summed up with the sentence,
‘Let me suggest that you try to be good.” This was a very powerful message, but it was a message
that was repeated over and over again. The sozsgled did some good things. Much had to be done
and still has to be done in Christianizing sociétye social gospel was not the Gospel—not all ef th
Gospel. The social gospel was the implicationhefGospel, we might say. But, in the hands, minds,
and voices of the preachers of the social gospelWalter Rauschenbusch, that was all there was. S
Ritschl's theology of ethics came through loud aledr.

The last of these five books that | want to talkatis also by a German theologian, Adolf Harndck.
its English translation, the book is calMthat is Christianity?t appeared in 1900. Harnack was a
professor at the University of Berlin. In the wintd 1899 through 1900, he gave lectures on theness
of Christianity to students at the university. Ténarere 600 students who listened to him give these
lectures. Finally, they were translated into Erdghsid published as the book calldfthat is
Christianity?Harnack tried to discover what is truly essentiaChristianity. One of the themes
throughout all of this is that Christianity has addo much that it is really not Christianity, se have
to get back to the essence or kernel. So, Harrtapped off all the husks. Almost the first thinigsgo
were the creeds, then the ecclesiastical orgaaizadnd then monastic aestheticism in order to thadl
one essential kernel or element of Christianityt dloprisingly, he came to Jesus Christ, the founéle
Christianity as He is described in the SynoptiaghRaway Harnack dropped out the Gospel of John.
There is too much theology and all sort of thingSahn that are extraneous. But, in the Synoptics—
Matthew, Mark, and Luke—there is the picture of i€hmwho is the heart of the Christian faith.
However, as Harnack studied the Synoptics, hezexlihere was a great deal there also that he could
not allow to remain. There were miracles, angedspais, and all sorts of apocalyptic elements, |saf al
that had to be stripped out. Eventually, he haohd &f core Gospel from the Synoptics, and what he
ended up with was the personality of Jesus andddishing. Harnack said, “This is the real heart of
Christianity. Jesus’ words breathe peace, joy,amthinty. He lived in the continual consciousnafss
God’s presence. His eyes rested kindly upon thdeworld. He ennobled it by His presence, and He
recognized everywhere the hand of the living Gédachbishop William Temple once remarked that
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one of the greatest mysteries in church histowhg anybody would have taken the trouble to crucify
the Christ of liberal Protestantism.

Those were five books that exerted great influemak still do. Theological liberalism, which seemed
poised in 1900, was going to suffer a very sergrtback. We call that setback World War I. Perhaps
this does tell us something about the providend&af in allowing even very evil things to accomplis
something good. With all of this moving toward adiof evolutionary, optimistic humanism, the last
thing you would expect would be that in Westerriumg—even in the heart of Western culture—in
Germany there would emerge all that happened indNar |. Liberalism in this context then appeared
weak and ineffective in the face of real evil. ppaared superficial. The war to end all wars didemal

all wars, but it did end much of evolutionary, epistic humanism, at least for a time in Westernoper
and in the Protestant world. However, the problath Wiberalism was that it failed to provide real
answers, as Tillich points out.

Paul Tillich was a product of this. He talks abaatking along the rows of dying men after the Battl
of Champaign in World War I. He said, “Much of mg@an classical philosophy broke down"—that
means his theology, because that is all that hebdralle down. He could not put this tragedy witthia
scope of what he had been taught. Another problémliveralism is that it failed to produce real
Christians. | do not say that in a triumphalistianmer as though evangelicals are always produeslg r
Christians and nobody else is. We have often fadgatoduce real Christians, too. But liberalism
produced people who were nominally Christian—Clarsby cultural definitions. So, you could have a
critic like Friedrich Nietzsche saying that he a@buabt be a Christian and move into a death-of-God
philosophy because he said, “I just do not see nnutie Christians | see. Their songs would haveeto
better songs, and they would have to look moreenedel for me to believe in their redeemer.” The
Christians he was looking at were not evangelidaistians but liberal Christians | have described i
the evolution of Christianity through the ninetdenéntury. The whole movement of liberal theology i
best summed up by H. Richard Niebuhr. | cannotediébuhr without at least mentioning that he was
a Missourian. He was born very close to Saint Loagswas his famous brother, Reinhold Niebuhr.
They were both educated at Eden Seminary in Welistares. They were very critical of the old
liberalism without fully espousing conservativedlogy. Richard Niebuhr’s critique of the old
liberalism is a classic one that you undoubtedigvikn‘Liberalism taught that a God without wrath
brought men without sin into a kingdom without jugignt through ministrations of a Christ without a
cross.” Well, | cannot add to that or improve osdtwe will let that be the last word on liberalifnom

a man who was a liberal and later was identifiedenio the category of the theology of crisis thiill
talk about in a moment.

We will move onto Orthodoxy. It was not that libksen was first and Orthodoxy was next. Orthodoxy
was always there from the very beginning. Libermaldeveloped from the Enlightenment through the
nineteenth century. The question | want to askhatwvas Orthodoxy doing during this time?
Orthodoxy was struggling mightily to stay the tifdiberalism. There is a chapter in volume twarof
Princeton history that | call “A Mighty Battle,” drthat was the fight at Princeton over these issives
could take that title and apply it to the entireipe in history because there was indeed a mightiten

Let me sum up that mighty battle by referring dyied two sermons in 1922 in America, which wilkse
the issues before us in a very graphic way. Tis¢ Was called “Shall the Fundamentalists Win?,”
preached by Harry Emerson Fosdick. He was a Baptisfor seven years he was the guest minister at
the First Presbyterian Church in New York City. §bBays something about the Presbyterians as well as
the Baptists. In this famous sermon, Fosdick rigiduhe five fundamentals: the inerrancy of Scrigfu

the virgin birth of Christ, the miracles of Chrigte blood atonement, and the bodily resurreciitrese
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are elements of Christianity that have long bediebed to be the very essence of the faith. Younoan
jettison these without jettisoning Christianity tfosdick said you could. Fosdick was one of many
liberals at this time who felt that doctrine waallg not important. (Fosdick went to Riverside Cttur
which was built for him in New York City, after tl&rst Presbyterian Church in New York City finally
removed his from the pulpit.) The liberals had oweel for dogma or doctrine. The sermon by Fosdick
was answered in another sermon by Clarence Edwaf@bkney called “Shall Unbelief Win?”
McCartney was a Princeton-trained pastor at thén Atreet Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia and a
very good friend of Gresham Machem'’s.

That brings us to the famous bo@4ristianity and Liberalismwritten the next year in 1923 by Dr.
Machem. Dr. Machem had been a New Testament pafas$rinceton since 1906. Machem knew
liberalism firsthand. He was not a conservativaingiabout something he knew nothing about. He
went to Germany. He studied with Wilhelm Herrmawhp had studied with Harnack. As Machem
studied with Herrmann at Marburg, liberal teachtagtivated him. He had come from a conservative,
evangelical home in Baltimore. He had roots inSloaithern Presbyterian Church. He was swept off of
his feet by the piety of this liberal German thegpém, and he almost moved away from his Orthodox
beliefs into liberalism. It was his mother’s pray&ack home that kept him on track. In order tohget
bearings again, he had a practice of going todasrand reading through the Gospel of Mark after he
had listened to Harnack lecture. So, he knew lisgma The title of the bookChristianity and
Liberalism,is very important because it sets forth Machemésithy and that is that it is not
fundamentalism and liberalism; it is Christianityddiberalism. Machem said there are two religions
here. Liberalism is not a variety of Christianillyis something different. It may be something reobi
something that does some good things. It teachas goeat ideas, but it is not Christianity. It slaoloe
called something else. It is a distinct religiontieely different from historic Christianity. | rég think
Machem’sChristianity and Liberalisms one of the truly great books of the twentiethtary. It is a

book that we should read as we approach the etitediventieth century because it is still releviargo
many ways.

As modernism, liberalism, and Orthodoxy clashed anthat battle was going on, something new
appeared in Switzerland. We sometimes called it@gbodoxy. Karl Barth and Emil Brunner were
teaching and preaching the Christian faith, buyiesple listened to what they said, they heard
something new. It was not liberalism. They heamntething old too, but it was not Orthodoxy. | wamt t
talk about Barth in the next few minutes. Brunrseimportant, too, but as the century moved on and a
we move into the next century, the great and ingmdmame in theology for this century will probably
be Karl Barth.

Barth was trained in the liberal tradition. In faoé was trained with the same teacher who sowedpd
Machem, Wilhelm Herrmann. Barth, having bought iallcof the liberal theology, faced a crisis eany
his ministry. He became a pastor first in the V309, serving first in Geneva. As a pastor of achu

he faced a problem that all pastors face and shaiihat am | going to preach about on Sunday
morning? What am | going to say to these people?BAarth tried to preach, he discovered that alisf
critical knowledge of the Bible was not somethihgtthe could preach—no message came through. In
the crisis of trying to discover how to preach, tBatid something that seemed quite unusual to aeflot
people. He started to preach the Bible. He wrateramentary on the book of Romans, which helped
orient him toward preaching the Bible. His commepntavhich came out in 1918, shocked the
theological world because here was a man who wasisgly taking the Bible seriously once again.
And he was not a fundamentalist or a conservatitealmember of the Swiss Reformed Church. As he
looked back over this event in his life, Barth tatgote, “As | look back at my pathway, | look lilke

man who broke in his way in a darksome church towewittingly took hold of a rope, which was, in
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fact, a rope for a church bell, and then to his sWwock, heard the bells resounding over him and far
beyond him.” People began to hear what Barth hadydecause of what had happened to him as a
young pastor in Switzerland. He had rediscoveredible. What was this shocking method that so
alarmed and captivated European theologians? ThehDioeologian, G. C. Berkouwer put it this way:
“This is what Barth began to preach: the majesty Holiness, and the sovereignty of God set over
against all human pretensions to greatness, o@nstcall deification of man or of anything in the
created world. In short, it spoke of the infinigeialitative difference between God and man.” Tleeee
echoes of Kierkegaard there that you might deBasically, it was a message of God’s sovereigty; |
God be God.

Some years later, Barth became a professor ofdggah 1921, and he faced another question: “How
do you teach theology to seminary students? Whabddeach?” By this time, he was convinced that
his old, classical, liberal, German education watswhat should be taught. Amazingly, Barth returned
to the old, Reformed Orthodoxy. He found a bookdaynrich Heppe on Reformed Orthodoxy in which
Heppe had brought together brief quotations frono&B0 of the old Orthodox—Turretin, the
Lutherans, and the whole list. Under theologicplds like election, providence, and God, there wdoul
be short snippets of Orthodox theology. Barth s&dound that volume of Heppe, and it was “out-of-
date, unattractive, almost like a table of logamith dreary to read, stiff and eccentric on almustye
page | opened.”—If you study Heppe, you will hasenge sympathy for those comments from Barth—
“Inform and content pretty accurately correspondmgvhat |, like so many others, had described to
myself decades ago as the old Orthodoxy.” Bartti, Shhad the grace not to be so slack. | read, |
studied, | reflected and found that | was rewand@t the discovery that, here at last, | was in the
atmosphere in which the road by way of Reformetsaly Scripture was a more sensible and natural
one to tread than the atmosphere now only too fantd me of the theological literature determirgd
Schleiermacher and Ritschl.” So, Barth went badk#&oBible, back to the Protestant, Orthodox
tradition. He directed many theologians and margpfeeback to the Scriptures and toward the great
tradition of the church, especially toward the itiad of the Reformation and post-Reformation,
Protestant theology and so back toward an undelisigquof the utter transcendence of God and His
grace in the incarnation and in redemption. Singpdyed, Barth’'s theology was “God is God.”

But what looked like a new Orthodoxy—a Neo-Orthoglesto some it looked like a new modernism
because Barth did not go completely back to thaédidx tradition or to the Scriptures. Cornelius Van
Til wrote the famous book about Barth callHte New Modernisnit was not one of Barth’s favorite
books but Van Til thought that he had discovereBanh not Neo-Orthodoxy but neo-modernism. How
do we understand Barth?

When | was studying at Covenant Seminary in théd3961y professors told me that Barth was a
dangerous liberal. When | went to do doctoral ®tsdit Princeton in the 1970s, my professors told me
that Barth was a dangerous conservative. In factyds almost a fundamentalist. Well, | was confused
Let me try to say, very briefly, how | think we dugo approach the study of Barth. There is grehie

in studying Barth. He is a great theologian, an@dmeadd much to our understanding of the Christian
tradition and challenge us in many ways. Bruce Mok, who is now a professor of theology at
Princeton and who did part of his work for his Masif Divinity at Covenant, has written the most
important book on Barth to come out in recent yelais calledKarl Barth’s Critically Realistic
Dialectical Theologylt was published by Oxford University Press i©39Well, even the title indicated
that it would not be easy to understand Barth bee#took three words to modify the noun “theoldgy
Bart used a dialectical method in theology. He uggabsing ideas to try to find truth in the tensibat
those ideas present, which means that Barth withgd say what appears to be contradictory. For
instance, God'’s revelation is both veiled and uledeat the same time.
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Now, | know that my time is up, but bear with me &ofew more minutes because | do not want to leave
the impression that | am urging us all to becometans. | have three quick points about some gerio
problems with Barth. The first is the nature of Bible. Barth spoke against the liberals when he, sa
“God has indeed spoken supernaturally in His Wohe Bible is the Word of God. God has spoken in
this book. God has spoken to us directly and sgerally, not merely indirectly through historiaall
conditioned cultural movements.” So far, what he saunds good. Then, against the conservatives
(like people at Princeton Seminary—Hodge, Warfialagl the others) Barth said, “Scripture is veiled i
human language™—we could accept that but not thelleoy—"so that we cannot say that this book,
these propositions, are directly the Word of God sm are inerrant and authoritative as they stafiog”’
Barthian does not say, “Listen to the Word of Gedhree Bible is written.” The Barthian says, “Listen
for the Word of God. Somewhere in all of this humess, God, through the Spirit, will bring a word to
you, but it cannot be equated with that word wiatands written in the book.”

The second evangelical concern about Barth isridenstanding of history. Did the things the Bible
says happened really happen in time, space, ataty#sOn one occasion, Barth was lecturing to some
students in Amsterdam, and he was lecturing on §8&n€he Dutch students asked him, “Was there
really a snake in the garden?” Barth’s answer Wai not important whether there was a snakeair n
What is important is what the snake said.” WellitBa&scaped the question of history there as he did
when Carl Henry, the editor @fhristianity Todayasked him a question after one of his lectures at
Princeton University. Henry asked, “If a personlddae present with a tape recorder or video caraera
the resurrection of Christ, what would he have 8&&arth’s reply was to say sarcastically, “Did you
say that you represent&thristianity Toda® It sounds more lik€hristianity Yesterday He did not

deal with the historical question, which of counsas unsatisfying to conservatives. It was why Eian
Schaeffer had to talk about “true truth.” It wasaunsatisfying to real liberals. It was why Paillich
said, “We have to ask of the historical meaninthefbiblical writings.” Was there a snake in the
garden? Schaeffer would say yes. Tillich would sayBarth would say, “It is not important.”

Finally, there was an issue of universalism. Barthéw of election is such that it is hard to segahis
view from some kind of universalism. He believedtt@hrist is the elect person, and we are elect in
Christ—that is, all mankind is elect in Christ. Gaaks chosen for us, and all are chosen in Him. fiduss
to mean either absolute universalism, which Bagthsed to directly affirm, or a kind of hesitant
admission that some may opt out of this electidmctvindicates how far Barth had wandered from
listening to the Word of God.

“The grass withers, the flower fades, but the Walr@God stands forever” (Isaiah 40:8).
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