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inetecn seventy-three, it is said, may .N long be remembered as a momentous 
turning point for American Christianity. Some are 
even talking about the possibility of a Third Great 
Awakening. Key 73 is certainly raising expectations, 
but the presuppositions underlying Key 73 may be 
more vulnerable than its promotcrs now reake. 

Key 73 might be described as a Christian blitz. It’ 
is an all-out attempt to evangelize America in 1973 
by capitalizing on the strengths of a coordinated 
thrust. Five years ago an editorial in Christianity To- 
clay entreated all evangelicals: “Somehow, Lct’s Get 
Together.” In his own words, Dr. Carl F.bH. Henry; 
then editor of the biweekly, observed: “The response 
was immediate and impressive; few editorials in a 
decade had stimulated more letters.” Three months 
later an exploratory meeting financed by the Billy 
Graham Evangelistic Association br.ought together 
forty church leaders from more than a dozcn denom- 
inations at Key Bridge Motor Hotel in Arlington, 
Virginia, on September 28, 1967. The initial rcsponse 
was followed by a long shakedown period with little 
evident progress. But .with each meeting more de- 
nominations and groups committed themselves to a 
common purpose. Eventually a strong organization 
emerged; composed of an executive committee of six- 
teen persons, along with a larger central committee 
composed of one representative from each participat- 
ing group. 
To date more than 130 denominations and associa- 

tions have committed themselves at every level, in- 
cluding virtually all the main Baptist, Methodist and 
Lutheran bodies. The only big holdouts are the 
United Presbyterians and Episcopalians, who have 
committed themselves only at the regional and local 
level. As expected, Key 73 is supported enthusiastical- 
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ly by the well-known paraecclesiastical organizations 
such as Campus Crusade, Inter-Varsity Christian 
Fellowship, Youth for Christ, the American Bible 
Society and the Billy Graham Evangelistic Associa- 
tion. Although no official action was taken at the 
spring, 1972, meeting of the nation’s Roman Catholic 
bishops, the absence of dissent and the presence of 
.warm endorsements of Key 73 ensure partial par- 
ticipation of Roman ‘Catholics. Unless catastrophc 
strikes, Key 73 will be the most broadly based effort 
in the history of American evangelism. 

Scarcely anyone claims there is something magical. 
about 1973. Yct 1973 seemed, in the minds of its con- 
ceivers, to be the year whcn the fruit would bc ready - 
for the picking. The fruit is, first-of all, the spiritual 
hunger of secular man. Enou h has been written 
about the suddcn emergence o P the Jesus movement 
among youth, the charismatic phenomenon among 
adults and the general intcrcst in the occult (watch 
those TV‘ ratings). Not only is there a renaissance of 
religious feelings, there is the more particular nos- 
talgia to return to the fundamentals of life. Granted 
the experience may be. more negative (a  reaction 
against the way things are) than positive (a  genuine 
desire for putting God at the center of one’s life), the 
end result is a renewed search for a system of mean- 
ingful beliefs and values. Who would have expected 
that in 1972 more than eighty thousand would gather 
at the Cotton Bowl in Dallas to witness to Christ 
(rather than to watch football)? Equally incongruous 
was the gathering of eleven thousand Catholic Pen- 
tecostals at Notre Dame University for their sixth 
annual conference. In a cold and artificial world 
where even the dynamic duo of sciencc and tech- 
nology cannot be trusted, there are a lot of dried 
stalks and withered vines which need watering, and 
Key 73 plans to offer nourishment. 

Secondly, Key 73 hopes to cash in on the growing 
willingness among liberals to emphasize a little 
proclamatioh along with their social action. Evidence 
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that the right time has comc is apparent ,as many 
mainlinc denominations that previously sneered at 
cvangelism arc now more open to thc idea. At the 
grass-roots level, laymen arc wondering aloud why 
thcir churches are not more activc in rccruiting new 
mcmbers. They question more impatiently when 
membership rolls continue to decline and Sunday 
School enrollmcnts decline cvcn faster (a  fact which 
evangelicals delight in and liberals try to explain 
away). It is superficial to point out that thcre is a 
widcspread backlash against a church without doc- 
trine, Scripture without authority, morality without 
standards, faith without substance.. The average 
“pew warmer” is becoming more vocal about every- 
thing from church polity to theological doctrine. 
Morc important, he and others of like mind are form- 
ing cffectivc prcssure groups. Every liberal denom- 
ination has onc or morc of these “concerned laymen 
and clerby associations, many with considerable 
financial support and political clout. We are being 
told something when the foremost cvangelical period- 
ical, Chtisticlnity Tdy, is being read b four times 

Centunj. 
Thc church sccne is only a microcosm of the larger 

conservative mood sweeping the country. Just a fcw 
years ago radicalism in America reached a peak and, 
as usua1,’thc pendulum is swinging thc other way. 
Evangelicals havc .sufficiently altered their image 
from the days of the fundamentalist-liberal contro- 
versy (most people today can cvcn distinguish evan- 

as many pcople as its counterpart, T K, Christkn 

gelicals from fundamentalists) to bc a new force 
with the charisma to attract a new following. Evan- 
gclicals arc acutely aware of thcir opportune position 
and arc? preparing to makc the most of it. 

.mise undcrlying Key 73 is the 
A l l i r a  assumption that the timc is ripe for a 

large-scalc coopcrative cff ort across denominational 
lines. From onc pcrspcctive evangelicals havc been 
building toward this moment. Out of a history of ro- 
peated church schisms, conservatives have been try- 
ing to “get thcmselvcs together,” as Carl F. H. Henry 
suggests. The National Association of Evangelicals“ 
was formed in 1942 looscly to join together thc many 
conservative denominations and groups into a coop- 
erative (not corporate) structure. In 1966 two sig- 
nificant events took place which demonstrated a IICW 
willingness on the pnrt of evangelicals to put aside 
pctty differences and work more closely together. The 
first World Congress on Evangelism in Berlin drew 
participants from 100 nations and representatives of 
76 church bodics; the Congress on thc Church’s 
Worldwide Mission at Wheaton College attracted 
‘938 dclcgatcs from 71 countrics. 

From another pcrspictivc thc message sccms to be 
thc same. Thc plan to unite a host of major liberal 
Protestant denominations under one roof ‘ ( Consulta- 
tion of Church Union) is obviously in serious trouble. 
When the General Assembly of the United Presby- 
terian Church voted this summer to withdraw from 
thc Consultation, it should havc come as no grcat 
surprise. When Eugene Carson Blake first proposed 
thc idea of a supcrchurch, some thought the cffort 
“to bc ten years too early.” Now therc is a growing 
feeling that the Plan of, Union is ten years too late. 
In one decade therc has bcen a dccidcd shift away 
from the importance of structures as a means of 
uniting Christians. People are less concerned about 
corporate unions and morc about personal relation- 
ships. Local councils of churchcs formed in ecumen- 
ical cnthusiasm are making fewer plans for massive 
worship services and combined boards and seeking 
more opportunities to work jointly on a limited basis 
to accomplish specific projccts. Key 73 will test thc 
idea that the time has come to cooperate across thco- 
logical lines and put off for a later day the asscm- 
blagc of a large corporate church. 

In short, Key 73 is predicated upon the assumption 
that we afe on the verge of another religious revival 
which can be precipitated and built upon by an all- 
out cvangelistic’ cffort. Those who are most com- 
mitted to its cause fccl confident enough to be dream- 
ing of even brighter days to comc. Explo 72 was not 
just another exercise .in mass cvangelism but was 
dcsigncd by Campus Crusadc International as a way 

“Today the NAE has 34 member denominations with 
three million members and serves approximately ten 
million persons. 

s. 
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change his lifc-stylc, he is more than willin to acccpt 
authoritativc sounding proclamations. Un i er cnough 
pressure and propaganda he can be convinced to 
givc up part of his Sunday for God, but don’t attempt 
to crowd out his football game or his bowling night. 
Likc a balloon fillcd with hot air, Kcy 73 will un- 
doubtedly inspirc people to ncw heights, but with 
the prcdictablc result that thcy soon fall back to the 
hard realities of growing uncmployment and drugs in 
the local schools. 

station toward its goal of cvangclizing thc nation 
for Christ by 1976 and thc world by 1980. With thc 
backing of top evangelical leaders, Billy Graham has 
called an International Congress on World Evan- 
gelization for 1974 with the cxprcssed purpose of 
proclaiming the Gospcl throughout thc globe within 
the currcnt generation. Kcy 73 is putting a lot on thc 
line for both the present and the futurc. 

cy 73 has isolated somc of thc symptoms K of a pcculiar rcligious cpidcmic infcct- 
ing thc country but lcaves many qucstions as to 
whether its diagnosis is fully correct. We should not 
doubt for a moment that thc swing toward conscrva- 
tism is one expression of a clecp underlying protest 
raised by secular man. If for no other reason, he has 
bcgun to doubt thc valuc of living in thc twentieth 
ccntury bccausc it has pullcd out thc old props and 
lcft him with a pile of. clecaycd woocl. Traditional 
bcliefs have cracked under the constant pounding 
of scientific reason. A scnsc of rootlcssncss and dis- 
orientation has sct in. A supcrstnicture of hcaven and 
hcll has becn torn down but nothing crccted in its 
place. 

In this wasteland cvangclical Christianity hopcs to 
scatter its particular brand of sccd. Man’s nccd for 
security and authority tcnds to ovcrridc his nccd to 
be in tune with his “age.” For this rcason alone Key 
73 is going to havc an enormous nppcal, offering 
some footholds and a lot of answers. John Smith does 
not want his life complicated further by indefinites 
(yes, the Bible is the Word of God, hi t  . . .) ancl 
paradoxes (man is both sinner and justified). He is 
much more likely to be satisfied with straight answers 
(the Bible is thc Word of Cod) and simplc truths 
(man is hopelessly lost without Christ). The Jeho- 
vah’s Witncsscs pound at his door with a book full of 
questions and answers and bccomc one of the fastest 
growing bodies in American history. Wc cannot be 
naivc enough to think that it is only in thc rural 
South that people can sec astronauts land on the 
moon and simultaneously belicvc in God “out thcre” 
(takc note, Bishop Robinson). 

Thc qucstion morc preciscly is not whether thc 
Key 73 balloon will burst in 1974 or carlicr but 
whether it will just float away. Thc judgment that 
twcntieth-century man is fed. up with an automated 
matcrial world and therefore ready to pursue a 
spiritual dimension to his life is too” simplistic. Grant- 
cd we arc no longer in awe of the progressivencss and 
irrcvcrsibility of scacdarization, modern man is still 
glued to thc TV, consumed by thc iincontrollablc 
desirc to make and spend money, and hesitant to 
commit himself substantially to anything as ncbdom 
as God. It is not getting any easier to round up ncw 
Sunday School tcachcrs. As schizoid as qodern man 
is about rcligion, hc is nobody’s fool whcn asked to 
exchange some of his worldly goods for a measure of 
spiritual peace. So long as hc is not required t& 

n the risc and fall of Amcrican rcvivnls we I seem to comc ever closer to sucking out 
the’pith of the Gospel. Christianity is swallowed up 
and rcndered useless as a-palatablc mixturc of rcli- 
gion and culture. This is always ,the dangcr of a 
blitz approach to conversion, cspecially in a decade 
whcn Jesus Christ is superstar. Billy Graham can still 
fill the house, hut whcn hc preaches thc Cross of 
Christ. (usually heard’ as the terrible judgment of 
God), the audicncc is charmed. He is thc captive of 
his own popular appeal. The evangclical criticizes 
the liberal for softening the offcnse of the Cross of 
Jesus Christ by acting as if thcrc is no hell, but thc 

, evangelical is as much to be blamcd for rcducing thc 
scandal of the Cross to damnations. The real stum- 
bling block of the Christian message is now, as it 
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always has been, the bodily suf€ering we are asked 
to bear voluntarily for the sake of our convictions. 
Jesus was speaking figuratively when he told his 
disciples to “take up your cross and follow me,” but 
in another scnse he meant nothing less. What Key 73 
may do, as have similar efforts in the past, is to in- 
crease the number of nominal Christians. What it 
should do, and thereby, so to speak, save its soul, is 
to raisc the perccntage of tnily committed Christians 
(say from 1 to 2 per cent). 

There is much that is good about the approach Key 
73 is employing to reach every unchurched family in 
North America. Thc vcnture is billed as a common 
mission without the nced of doctrinal compromise. 
Thc movement of outreach is from the individual to 
the congregation to the community to thc nation. 
Each group or church is free to plan its own activities 
separately, simultancously or cooperatively. Except 
for a “Congregational Resource Book” and a gcneral 
outline of six phases, prepackaging has been care- 
fully avoided. The American Baptist Church, for in- 
stance, has developed an extensive array of materials 
with its own particular themes and emphases. Judg- 
ing from its methodology, Key 73 is doing everything 
possible to include Christians of all stripes. 

This very strength could also be Key 73’s weakness. 
Too many people under onc roof, no matter how big 
thc house, can lead to familial conflicts. By not de- 
fining its goals more closely some participants will 
interpret Key 73 strictly as the old style of winning 
souls for Christ, while othcrs will intejcct a strong 
social accent. Distress signals are already being 

sounded. When the National Association of Evan- 
gelicals considered official endorsement of Key 73 it 
balked, because there was apprehension that the in- 
clusion of Roman Catholics and liberal Protestants 
would dilute the preaching of Jesus Christ. Undoubt- 
edly most evangelical churches will not press too 
hard to actively involve their neighboring liberal 
congregations. On the other hand, it would be fool- 
hardy to expcct liberal bodies to make a solid contri- 
bution of time and money until they know social 
concerns are not going to be passed over. 

Key 73 only heightens, without resolving, the cur- 
rent conflict between personal rcsponsibility and so- 
cial rcsponsibility. Evangclicals would have thc Kcy 
73 banner carry the motto “Only changed men 
changc society,” while liberals would prefer “A 
changed society changes men.” Deep inside, the evan- 
gelical still does not accept the assumption that sin 
is institutionalized in social groupings in a way that 
transcends the individuals who make up those 
groups. Liberals are still not convinced of the merits 
of personal evangelism and tlierefore give causc for 
evangelicals to question thcir motives. At its very 
worst, Kcy 73 would cnd up with each 
its samc old thing with a little more zea during the 
same year. 

Pessimism need not rulc thc day, however, for Key 
73 does present a unique opportunity. Key 73 could 
accomplish what the ecumenical movement-at all 
its levels-has failed to accomplish; it may succeed in 
uniting Christians of vastly different backgrounds 
for a single mission. 

YP doing 


