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merica is a religious nation, but its histori- A ans, like most of its intellectuals, tend to 
be secular. As a result, American religious history has 
remained unt i l  relatively recently an intellectually un-  
derdeveloped field. The prevailing liberal and secular 
biases of most historians produced overviews of church 
history notable for anachronistic judgments and a gener- 
al tendency to miss the point of religious experience. 
The history of American religion was regularly written 
from a perspective in which the chief ends of faith were 
liberty of conscience and the transformation of the social 
order. (These comments apply particularly to what 
might be termed the textbook consensus on American 
religion; they are less true of monographic studies or of 
the myriad-and often liliopietistic-denominational 
histories. As Herbert Butterfield noted almost fifty 
years ago in  The Whig Irirerprerariori of Hisrory, whig 
biases normally crop up in broad historical overviews 
rather than in  detailed researches.) 

The struggle of historians to free the study of religion 
from progressivist and presentist tendencies has borne 
f r u i t  in recent decades. But unt i l  not long ago, even 
otherwise insightful and sophisticated surveys of Ameri- 
can experience treated religious developments in a 
manner entirely predictable and stubbornly obtuse. 

In that general view, the supreme rcligious values 
were tolerance and prophetic condemnation of collective 
social ills, while theological rigor and spiritual enthusi- 
asm were held suspect. Political activism was highly 
prized in the fornis of the crusade against slavery. the 
Social Gospel, or antiwar movements (some wars at 
least); highly suspect when directed to prohibition, 
pornography, or abortion. Orthodoxy generally was 
equated with obscurantism, doctrinal indifference with 
enlightenment. (Unitarianism, yes; pre-Vatican I I Ro- 
man Catholicism, no.) The very idea of heresy was held 
to be reactionary. Religious minorities received atten- 
tion almost solely as objects, not subjects; in  America, 
minorities were done to, usually badly. Religion reached 
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its highest expression when directed away from God and 
toward humanity. Emphasis on transcendent claims or 
the  personal encounter with God was considered escap- 
ist and, even worse, privatizing. Churches that did not 
make it  their regular practice to condemn the funda- 
mental structures of American society were guilty of 
complacency and sanctification of the status quo. The 
religious mind as traditionally understood had been 
superseded by modernity, a point established definitive- 
ly by the Scopes trial. And so on. 

That paragraph is a caricature, of course, but it  seems 
to me accurate in  the basic mindset it portrays. One can 
make a case for the values behind that mindset, but the 
point remains that those values-being variously tan- 
gential, irrelevant, or contradictory to traditional reli- 
gious faith-provide a quite inappropriate perspective 
for judging religious experience. 

I 
Faith o/ Oitr Fathers (Consortium Books [McGrath 

Publishing Company]; all volumes $9.50/$5.95)  
I. Jesus Christ. by E. Glenn Hinson. 187 pp. 

II. Refortii & Retiewa/, by John Patrick Donnelly, S.J. 

175 pp. 
111.  The Pilgrinis. by Dewey D. Wallace. Jr. 226 pp. 
I V .  Religion, Aaaketiitig & Revolurioti, by Martin E. 

V. A New Cliristiari Nariorr. by Louis B. Weeks. 134 

V I .  The Cliurrlr Goes West, by Myron J. Fogde. 223 

VI I .  Desliriy & Disappoitirtiienl, by Raymond H.  Bailey. 

VI I I. Cliatige & 'Challenge, by Jonathan A. Lindsey. 144 

Marly. 170 pp. 

PP. 

PP. 

140 pp. 
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As already indicated, things have improved consider- 
ably in recent years. A new generation of historians has 
interpreted the intellectual and social history of Ameri- 
can religion in ways that respect the integrity of the 
religious quest and treat i t  with the seriousness, sophisti- 
cation, and understanding i t  deserves. Perry Miller still 
stands as the giant figure in the rehabilitation of Ameri- 
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can religious history, but so many scholars have built on 
his work in so many diverse and extensive ways that 
their collective efforts represent by now a genuinely 
impressive intellectual accomplishment. Even the text- 
books are catching up: The sensitive and nuanced treat- 
ment of religion in Little, Brown’s recent multi- 
authored The Great Republic, for example, reflects the 
new stature of American religious history and consti- 
tutes a quantum advance over the condescending sim- 
plicities of the whig-progressive tradition. 

The materials are now at hand for new interpretive 
overviews of the American religious experience. Some 
have already been advanced, most impressively Sydney 
Ahlstrom’s A Religioirs History of the Arirericaii Peo- 
ple.  Of particular value would be studies aimed at the 
intelligent general reader, so that wider segments of the 
public might become familiar with recent scholarly 
advances. Faith of Oirr Fathers was a series apparently 
intended for just such an audience and occasion. I t  is a 
disastrous and embarassing failure. 

e might have been partially for warned 
by the advertising sheet ann uncing 

uninformed introductory note. The publishe s have 
somehow got it  into their heads that “our schools 
present American history as if religion did not exist.” 
According to the blurb, religious history is “no I taught 
in our schools’’ and is “rarely considered by historians.” 
The point of the series thus becomes that of in$orming 
the public “that we are indeed a religious people and 
that no history of America is complete without account- 
ing for the role of the faith of our fathers.” 

This peculiar argument misses the real issue. The 
problem is not that teachers and scholars have ignored 
religious history, but that they have too often failed to 
treat it adequately. The creation of an irrelevant straw 
man is not an auspicious basis on which to launch a 
scholarly enterprise. Unfortunately, the series itself does 
not improve on its advertising. 

I t  is important to note the honorable exceptions. 
Martin Marty’s volume on the  eightecnth century is, as 
one would expect, lively, frequently insightful, and 
informed in its judgments. Professor Hinson’s mis- 
named opening volume, Jesits Christ. ably traces the 
origins and early development of Christianity from the 
beginnings of the Jewish people through the sack of 
Rome in  410 A.D. (The publishers clearly decided on a 
long running start for the history of American religion.) 
Dewey Wallace, Jr.’s, The Pilgririis (also mistitled) is a 
generally competent, though poorly written, survey of 
the early colonial religious experience. The quality of 
the remaining volumes ranges from mediocre (Weeks 
and Bailey) to awful. 

A considerable amount of the blame rests with the 
editing. The scholarly apparatus is haphazard and inade- 
quate. None of the volumes has an index. Some have 
notes and bibliography; some have one or the other; 
some have neither. Several of them seem not to have 
been copyedited or proofread. Authors are ultimately 
responsilile for their own prose, but decent editing 
should protect them from public embarrassment. I t  is 

the series, W which sounds an oddly combati 1 e and 

bad enough that most of these volumes abound wi th  
countless typographical errors. I t  is unforgivable that 
some of them are marred by virtually every error 
conceivable in grammar, syntax, spelling, and punctua- 
tion. The series is a grammarian’s jungle of comma 
faults, spelling errors, misused words, syntactical blun- 
ders, run-on sentences, sentence fragments, pronouns 
without antecedents, dangling phrases, and confusions 
in verb tense. 

The better volumes rise u p  to literacy, but none of 
them is truly well written. Even Marty’s lively prose is 
weakened by irritating colloquialisms, anachronistic ref- 
erences, and instances of writing down to readers. This 
latter problem arises in different-and far more seri- 
ous-ways throughout the series. The publishers appear 
to have aimed for a level of analysis that would be 
respectable in scholarly terms and yet accessible to a 
more general audience. Too many of the volumes fall 
with a thud between the two stools. Scholars will find 
them unacceptable and the general reader is unlikely to 
be attracted to badly written narratives that veer from 
the obscure and incoherent to the superficial and 
‘vapid. 

Following Hinson’s promising introductory volume, 
John Patrick Donnelly attempts the impossible task of 
summarizing events from the fifth through the seven- 
teenth centuries in just 175 pages. There are good things 
in  the book-the brief essay on Luther, for example, is 
excellent-but the overall coverage is inevitably shallow 
and unsatisfactory. At his worst, Father Donnelly is 
reduced to empty generalizations (“The fifteenth centu- 
ry was not a glorious age in German history”) and soph- 
omoric pronouncements (“In January 1469 Isabella. 
heiress of Castile, made the most momentous decision in 
Spanish history” [she married Ferdinand of Aragon 
rather than Alfonso V of Portugal]). The abridgcment 
of events is necessarily so severe as to render much of 
the narrative meaningless, as in  the following passage on 
developments in Italy after 1350. 

Increasingly after 1350 the larger states absorbed 
their smaller neighbors. -Gian Caleazzo Visconti of 
Milan came close to consolidating all northern Italy 
before his unexpected death in 1402, whereupon 
Venice took advantage of Milanese weakness to occu- 
py territory atound the head of the Adriatic. In  1454 
the Peace of Lodi ended fifty years of struggle 
between Milan and Venice and established a balance 
of power that insured an era of peace, prosperity and 
cultural flowering. In  1494 Charles V l l l  of France 
invaded Italy to claim Naples, which he easily 
conquered, but his success drove the Italians into 
coalition with Ferdinand of Aragon. Charles barely 
extricated his army from Italy, but later Louis XI1 
and Francis I renewed French claims to Naples and 
Milan. Their invasions only squandered French re- 
sources, devastated the country. and increased Span- 
ish control of Italy. 

Of what possible use to anyone is such a paragraph? I t  
is, unfortunately, a representative sample of a sadly 
misconceived book. 
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As already indicated, the series improves considerably 
in the next two volumes by Wallace and Marty on the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Professor Wallace 
is particularly good on English and American Puritan- 
ism, while Marty, in  the most interpretive volume in the 
series, writes knowledgeably and perceptively of both 
the Great Awakening and the religious aspects of the 
American Revolution. 

Louis Weeks’s A New Christian Nation, covering the 
period from 1.790 to the Civil War, is especially disap- 
pointing because it  begins well and displays throughout 
an intelligent understanding of denominational develop- 
ments.. The discussion of Methodism as the “paradig- 
matic communion” of early nineteenth-century Ameri- 
can Christianity is particularly suggestive and useful. 
Professor Weeks, however, loses all sureness of touch in 
relating religious developments to broader social and 
political issues. His analyses of nativism, communitar- 
ianism, the temperance movement, women’s rights, and 
antislavery show little familiarity with recent scholar- 
ship and are all superficial, conventional, and lacking in 
analytical rigor. Even his grip on fundamental facts 
seems shaky: He refers incomprehensibly, for example, 
to the “Missouri Compromise of 1850.” 

Myron Fogde’s volume on the period from 1865 to 
the First World War is, quite simply, subliterate. As 
with its predecessor, i t  begins well enough: The opening 
chapter uses in  an interesting way Lyman Abbott and 
Dwight Moody to introduce the opposing liberal and 
fundamentalist perspectives of late nineteenth-century 
Protestanism. After about sixty pages, however, the 
book utterly collapses. The prose, riddled with errors 
and unintended humor, is pathetically inadequate and 
would be unacceptable at any level, including that of the 
undergraduate essay. The edi t ing-or  lack of it-is a 
disgrace. As for the substance, there are Rashes of 
insight (so far as one can make them out), but they get 
lost in  the great undigested lumps of anecdotes, quota- 
tions, and plot summaries from and about Moody, Wal- 
ter Rauschenbusch, Charles Sheldon, Billy Sunday, and 
various others. No advantage is taken of recent scholar- 
ship showing the  intriguing relationships during this 
period between ethnocultural factors, including religion, 
and political identification and behavior. A later chapter 
on religion in  the Far West is competent, but overall this 
is an incredible and embarrassing book that should never 
have been published in  its present form. 

The level of prose and understanding rises measurably 
in  Rriymond Bailey’s survey of the first half of this 
century, Destiriy atid Disappoirittiietit (with the excep- 
tion of a weak and jejune chapter on the post-1945 era 
contributed, not by Bailey himself, but by one Ira V.  
Birdw,histell, for whom no further identification is 
provided). Bailey writes snioothly, if sometimes glibly, 
and he has fresh and unstereotypical things to say 
concerning such religious issues as the debate over the 
Social Gospel. As with Professor Weeks, however, he 
stumbles badly when dealing with the larger social and 
political context. There he reproduces the standard 
progressive interpretations usually found today only in 
antiquated textbooks. Here again, the scholarship is 
dated and the judgments superficial. On such matters as 

“History seldom tells us . . . what to 
do; not infrequently . . . it will suggest 
what we ought to avoid.” 

the Ku Klux Klan, nativism, the 1928 presidential elec- 
tion, the beliefs and actions of Herbert Hoover, and the 
causes of the Great Depression we get tired clichks and 
facile moralizing. Thus we learn, typically, that i t  was 
America’s “national greed and selfishness” that caused 
the Depression, an event generated by “a depraved soci- 
ety without humane values.” That is preaching, not anal- 
ysis, and it recurs frequently enough in these pages to 
detract significantly from the book’s usefulness. 

The concluding volume, by Jonathan Lindsey, is a 
ggneral shambles. I t  is as poorly written as Fogde’s and 
stands virtually devoid of interpretive value, with the 
partial exception of an intermittently interesting chapter 
on developments in styles of worship. Solecisms abound 
(“Increased divorce rates mounted steadily”) and the 
intended meaning of literally dozens of passages remains 
obscure (“To a mind-set which received theological 
thought with a sense of absoluteness the development of 
a new dialog with a popular base was a significant oppor- 
tunity”). Where i t  is not impenetrable, it is banal. 
Lindsey avoids interpretation whenever possible, and his 
attempted summaries of contemporary theologies and 
theologians explain little and illuminate nothing. He 
tends to specify the obvious (“Personal and social salva- 
tion is a goal of the social gospel. To achieve this, the 
Kingdom of God is central”; “[Prayer] has two primary 
manifestations, private and public”). His recurring cen- 
tral image is that of the kaleidoscope (a word he regular- 
ly, if  variously, misspells), which provides him the 
excuse for a purely random pattern of organization. The 
effect is one of utter confusion. I t  is sadly appropriate 
that this volume should conclude the series. 

We have here, then, a series in which the general 
editing is abysmal and a number of the individual 
authors are not up to their assignments. The discussion 
of denominational or narrowly religious matters is 
acceptable, more often than not. But anything beyond 
those matters is treated so inadequately (the honorable 
exceptions noted earlier should again be kept in mind) 
that the history of American religion remains in a paro- 
chial box, largely irrelevant to the development of 
national culture and politics. Such perennial national 
themes as the civil religion and the sense of mission 
receive some attention, but the general level of analysis 
is so weak and so reflexively liberal that little is done to 
integrate the story of American religion into our larger 
history. 

I n  treating specifically religious matters, the authors 
usually avoid the worst excesses of whig history outlined 
earlier, but even so they often have not advanced much 
beyond the genial and bland liberalism of an earlier 
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generation. The normal approach of the authors in deal- 
ing with theological issues is admirably fair-minded, 
ecumenical, and ironic-and seldom penetrates any 
deeper than that. These volumes characteristically ap- 
plaud “tolerance” and deplore “pejudice” without indi- 
cating any understanding that the truth claims of ortho- 
dox religion might render it insufficient to, address 
doctrinal disputes simply as problems in  civil liberties, 
parochial rigidity, or generosity of spirit. 

The desire to be fair to all apparently led the publish- 
ers to instruct their authors to cover everyone and every- 
thing related to religion within their assigned time peri- 
ods. The inevitable result in  volumes that average 
substantially less than two hundred pages is both dull- 
ness and superficiality. When every faith, and every 
denomination or movement within those faiths, must 
have its moment of notice, the product is endless unana- 
lyzed lists of names and events that glaze the eye and 
stupefy the mind. The reader learns, for entirely nonthe- 
ological reasons, to deplore America’s religious plural- 
ism. Inevitably, of course, the focus is on the main- 
stream Protestants, but Catholics, Jews, Mormons, 
Christian Scientists, Schwenkfelders, etc. always receive 
an  obligatory, if  often meaningless, bow. Some authors 
handle the problem more felicitously than others, but all 
are plagued by it. One might as easily square a circle as 
write a useful book at  once brief and encyclopedic. 

ad the authors been spared the necessity H of covering the waterfront, at least they 
would have had the opportunity to probe more deeply 
into certain recurring thcmes and tensions in  American 
religious history. (There is, of course, the additional 
difficulty of attaining ariy degree of thematic unity in  a 
series involving eight separate contributors.) I n  so dbing 
they might have instructed us-at least by implica- 
tion-in the ways by which the American churches 
might recover their own morale and make their influ- 
ence more broadly felt in  the general culture. I t  is not 
the job of historians to make prescriptions, but good 
history often offers insights that shrewd leadership will 
know how to exploit. History seldom tells us specifically 
what to do; not infrequently, however, it will  suggest 
what we ought to avoid. This issue becomes particularly 
pressing as the story nears the present. The general state 
of malaise in  the, churches during this century requires 
little documentation. At any rate, the appearance of this 
series provides an occasion for brief reflection on the 
state of American religion. 

A decade ago two of our more influential scholars of 
religion, William McLoughlin and Robert Bellah, ed- 
ited a widely noticed symposium on Religiorz in Anieri- 
ca ( I  968). At a time when leadership in the civil rights 
and antiwar movements seemed to have rescued the 
churches from their accustomed position on the periph- 
ery of public attention and social significance, the over- 
all tone of the contributors was positive. As McLoughlin 
noted in his introduction, the contributors all agreed 
“that religion is still worth talking about because it  is 
playing a significant part in the social reform causes of 
the times: civil rights, peace, academic freedom, civil 
liberties, poverty, social justice in general. Here there is 

real commitment to ultimate concerns.” 
Yet that positive note was somewhat undercut by 

what McLoughlin identified as one of American reli- 
gion’s most enduring paradoxes: “...while American 
religious leaders are now, as always, deeply involved in 
social and reform movements, those same leaders con- 
stantly express the fear that they, their churches, and 
their doctrines are somehow inconsequential or irrele- 
vant to the religious needs of their constituents.” 

The paradox is far from resolved, and its note of 
perplexity speaks to us more compellingly than i t  could 
have to the activists of the Sixties. I t  still encompasses 
the essential tensions and uncertainties that define our 
religious discontents. 

One of the central tensions suggested by the paradox 
divides leaders from their constituents. There arc other 
ways of expressing that division: clergy/laity, liberals/ 
conservatives, social reformers/pietists, mainstream,’ 
evangelicals. No one of these pairings is precisely conso- 
nant with any of the others, and none of then1 alonc nor 
all of them together adequately summarize the complex 
crosscurrents within American Christianity. Nonet he- 
less they do overlap to a degree and they’d0 indicate, i f  
only in  a schematic or shorthand manner, some of the 
perpetual divisions within American religion. (Note that 
these comments apply specifically to Christianity only. 
It is overwhelmingly in Christian terms and symbols 
that religion has had its impact on American culture. 
While there is such a thing as the “Judeo-Christian 
tradition,” it constitutes too broad a frame of reference 
to fit the more specific analysis attempted here.) 

Certain characteristics are common to most parties to 
the American religious dialogue. As Professor Bailey 
notes, American religion, like American politics, tcnds 
to pragmatism rather than ideology, to piety-in-action 
rather than theological reflection. Bellah makes the 
same point when he argues, citing Seymour Martin 
Lipset, that “American religion at least since the early 
nineteenth century has been predominantly activist, 
moralistic, and social rather than contemplative, theo- 
logical, or innerly spiritual.” 

Thus i t  is not, as is often supposed, the question of 
activism that divides American churches. The issue is, 
rather, the form that activism should take. Religious 
conservatives and liberals alike-at least within Protes- 
tantism-have dreamed of building a Christian Ameri- 
ca; they have, however, entertained different visions of 
what a Christianized society would look like. 

For the conservatives (or pietists or evangelicals) the 
dominant ideal has been a society all of whose individu- 
als have been won for Christ through a personal conver- 
sion experience. The evangelical sense of ,community 
thus remains intensely individualistic, which of course 
makes its ethos quite consistent with American political 
culture. In addressing political issues, evangelicals have 
traditionally focused on matters relating to personal 
morality, as in the temperance movement or in various 
crusades against sexual license. The evangelical version 
of covenant theology has again emphasized individual 
trust in God and individual moral purity, with God 
rewarding or punishing the nation according to the 
degree to which its citizens, singly and collectively, lead 



44 I WORLDVIEW I APRIL 1979 

lives morally pleasing to him. With its primary focus on 
the Kingdom of God to come, the evangelical movement 
has by and large kept issues of social justice and collec- 
tive welfare on the margin of its attention and energy. 
Its view of the American experience has been essentially 
positive, despite frequent sightings of moral decay and 
intermittent warnings of the  fate of Sodom and 
Gomorrah. 

Religious liberals in the modern era typically have 
been suspicious of individualism in both theology and 
politics. They have tended to interpret Christian catego- 
ries of sin, repentence, and grace in collective and public 
terms rather than in individual and personal ones. (Reli- 
gious conservatives want to know about a politician’s 
personal moral life; liberals care little if  anything about 
that but care intensely about the politician’s stand on 
nuclear disarmament and the equal rights amendment.) 
Based in  a more immanent sense of the Kingdom, liber- 
alism’s covenant theology has characteristically found 
expression in  prophetic condemnation and in emphasis 
on the general welfare and on social morality publicly 
and collectively expressed. Liberals, with a bias toward 
rationalism and a suspicion of “enthusiasm,” reject 
theological formulations that “overspiritualize” the 
Gospel message; they place great emphasis on its politi- 
cal ahd social implications. Liberals, finally, are less 
likely than conservatives to indulge in  celebrations of 
America, more likely to declare it  under judgment. 

Whatever might be said concerning the relative 
strengths and weaknesses of the two traditions, the 
objective historian must be struck above all by the fact 
of their common failure. These volumes again make 
clear how little significant impact religion has had on the 
public life and culture of twentieth-century America. 
Christianity clearly continues to exert considerable 
influence over the private lives of Americans, but its 
explicit public and intellectual significance is negligible. 
In the nineteenth century religious assumptions and 
symbols still undergirded our public discourse; today 
they do not. Christianity’s influence on the nation’s 
collective life may still be traced in  various implicit, 
fragmentary, and underground manifestations, but seri- 
ous people addressing serious public questions-politi- 
cal or intellectual-generally make only perfunctory 
and ceremonial religious references. A nation’s intellec- 
tual culture is determined at any given time by what its 
ablest citizens define as important or interesting ques- 
tions. For a very long time now, promising young think- 
ers have not considered theology worthy of serious and 
sustained intetlectual attention. 

he impact of the ascendency of secularism T over religion has varied considerably 
among Christian groups. For conservative evangelicals, 
whose mentality was nonintellectual when it  was not 
anti-intellectual, the shock has been minimal. They do 
not require elaborate intellectual support for their faith; 
their theologians continue to speak to them in  categories 
that might seem solipsistic to outsiders but which 
provide all that is necessary for belief and comfort. In  a 
manner of speaking, they have not heard the news, or, if. 

they have, it has not made any difference to them. (No 
condescension is intended here; there is, after all, a point 
a t  which m y  orthodox Christian must either ignore or 
reject the message of modernity.) 

For liberals, determined to remain relevant to con- 
temporary history and culture, the confrontation with 
secularism has been far more troubling and dispiriting. 
In summary terms, liberal Christianity’s dialogue with 
modernity has resulted in a series of unilateral conces- 
sions of church to world. As someone recently observed, 
there are times when the church appears willing to enter 
into dialogue with everyone and everything except God 
and the apostolic tradition. The gradual secularization of 
theology has reflected loss of will and, most simply, 
erosion of traditional faith. Social activism has come to 
appear less the expression of faith than a substitute for 
i t .  In  Peter Berger’s telling comment, “the churches are 
increasingly reluctant to make statements of faith 
unprotected by redeeming sociopolitical significance.” 

What religious liberalism seems to have forgotten is 
that one cannot talk about God by changing the subject. 
Theology loses its integrity when reduced to psychologi- 
cal therapy or political ethics. We witness the sad irony 
of clerics who, uncertain on fundamental questions of 
doctrine to the point of agnosticism, suddenly acquire 
the most serene and specific assurance when explicating 
the meaning of biblical revelation for every political 
issue under the sun. One can almost posit among Amer- 
ican churches a law of the inverse ratio of certitude 
between theology and politics. 

“One can almost posit among 
American churches a law of the inverse 
ratio of certitude between theology and 
politics.” 

When God is spoken of directly, i t  is often in the  most 
disordered and capricious terms: theology-which one 
might expect to be the most stable of disciplines-is, 
instead, bewilderingly faddish and unfixed. Vagaries of 
mood are as common as those of definition: We fluctuate 
anticly between despair and hope, jeremiad and benedic- 
tion, myths of declension and myths of progress. 

All of which brings us, long way around, back to 
McLoughlin’s paradox and our current discontents. The 
modern historical record seems clear to those who will 
look at it dispassionately: American Protestant Chris- 
tianity has divided into two major branches, neither of 
which pjovides adequate sustenance for a livable faith. 
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(The basic division, it should be noted, has occurred as 
much within denominations as between them.) Conser- 
vative evangelicals, understandably averse to liberal 
accommodationism and loss of transcendence, maintain 
their vitality only by sealing themselves into a world that 
hears nothing from modern culture and has nothing to 
say to it in  return. Liberals maintain a necessary engage- 
ment with the world, but too often at  the sacrifice of any 
significant Christian particularity. Liberalism can help 
us better than evangelicalism to grapple with the great 
world beyond self and family, but what it has to say 
concerning life’s deepest mysteries and emotions seems 
thin and unsubstantial. 

There exist, of course, imaginable solutions to the 
dilemma, ways of defining Christianity that take the 
world seriously without capitulating to it. We sense 
instinctively that there must be approaches to faith that 
can sustain Christians in  their struggle for a more decent 
society without reducing the Christian faith to simply a 
pious version of social democracy. 

The catholic tradition of the church provides the 
resources through which such revitalization could occur, 
at  least in theory. That tradition-emtbdied in North 
America especially among Roman Catholics, Lutherans, 
Anglicans, and Eastern Orthodox-retains, at its best, 
means for affirming orthodoxy without lapsing into 
obscuratism and for loving the world but doing so on the 
church’s own terms. (The “at its best” remains a neces- 
sary qualification: Lutheranism, for example, has been 
considerably eroded at  opposite ends by liberalism and 
neofundamentalism; the Roman church, for another 
example, contains within it elements apparently deter- 
mined to reenact the very worst of the  Protestant experi- 
ence.) 

Faith of Our Fathers reveals again how little influ- 
ence the catholic tradition has exercised on the theology 
and practice of mainstream American Christianity. Our 
religious culture has been informed largely by variants 
and corruptions of Calvinism. Other traditions have 
purchased their acceptance into the national culture, 
often at the cost of their distinctive ways of compre- 
hending and living the faith. George Santayana once 
spoke of the cultural plight of “the luckless American 
who is born a conservative”; he might as easily have 
extended his sympathy to him who is born a catholic 
Christian. I n  neither case is the problem one of 
numbers; it is, rather, that of breaking through a set of 
all-pervading social and intellectual assumptions. I t  is 
difficult to be heard in a culture that can never quite 
make sense of one’s categories of meaning and of ex- 
pression. 

here are signs here and there that things T are changing. There are influences now at 
large in the churches acting to insert a catholic leaven 
into the dominant American traditions and to help cath- 
olic Christianity in America find and express its own 
voice. Pluralism has always existed as a social fact in our 
religious culture; i t  is perhaps beginning also to be 
expressed meaningfully for the first time in influential 
theological circles. 

It would, however, be both facile and premature to 
sound too optimistic a note. Historical patterns change 
slowly, and the direction of change can seldom be 
predicted confidently. The indicators of American the- 
ology and church life’are by no means all healthy. The 
mainstream churches are still dominated by a desiccated 
liberalism, while the evangelicals grow in numbers and 
enthusiasm but decline in theological seriousness. 

I n  any case, the fundamental religious problem lies 
elsewhere. The symptoms of malaise and loss of will in 
American Christianity reflect the essential crisis of faith 
that has haunted the church for at least two centuries. 
One is endlessly astonished and depressed at how 
frequently the churches address every issue but the one 
that is at  the heart of things: Can modern man commit 
his mind and life to supernatural, transcendent faith? 
The churches seem blithely to ignore the verdict of 
twentieth-century thought, that one cannot be a serious 
thinker and also a serious-or at  least orthodox-Chris- 
tian. Christian piety lives in  the fading afterglow of 
burnt-out Christian theology, which is why Christian 
life sometimes seems in less desperate shape than Chris- 
tian thought. But piety cannot continue indefinitely to 
feed only on itself, and there is no guarantee that Chris- 
tianity, catholic or otherwise, can ever again provide 
meaning and purpose for the mind of the West. There is 
surely little in  the record of the modern American 
Christian experience to indicate grounds for optimism. 

Professor Hinson’s opening volume of Faith oJ Our 
Fathers points to what might be the best, perhaps the 
only, direction possible. There he reminds us of what lay 
behind the survival and growth of the early church: an 
unshakable belief in  the resurrection of Jesus Christ 
from the dead. Christian faith must reside, in the end, 
on certain truth claims, and the truth of the resurrection 
is the claim that undergirds all else. Christianity, if i t  is 
to revive, would seem to require a return to the founda- 
tions of its fathers’ faith. It can only survive the conflict 
with modernity by confronting it  directly, not by evad- 
ing it. 

Obviously the church’s faith will continue to seem 
inaccessible to modern thought, but only a renewed faith 
can revive theology, and only renewed theological vitali- 
ty can hope to persuade modern man, even for an 
instant, to suspend his disbelief and consider the likeli- 
hood that secular and scientific worldviews do not 
exhaust the possibilities of knowing and being. 

In  the meantime there is T.S. Eliot’s outline, pre- 
sented without illusion or undue optimism, of the 
grounds on which purposeful Christian endeavor must 
finally rest. 

There is only the fight to recover what has been lost 
And found and lost again and again: and now, under 

That seem unpropitious. But perhaps neither gain nor 

For us, there is only the trying. The rest is not our 

conditions 

loss. 

business. 

It is our deepest consolation that faithfulness alone is 
required of us, not success. 


