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A. Gorfield, President:
Child of the

Restorotion Movement
'I am utterly wearíed of this everlasting
øttack on other churches that høs so long disgraced our people and is
"After

one Sunday service he noted,

productive of no good.'
By

WILLIAM C. RINGENBERG

rlahis

I

"

year marks the one hundredth anniversary

of

the élection to the presidency of the only preacher to
occupy that office: James A. Garfield. Garfield was

a fully recognized minister of the Disciples of Christ,
and likely came to the presidency with an intellectual

interest in Christianity more intense than any other
chief executive, including John Adams, Jefferson,
Lincoln, or Wilson.

As a youth near Cleveland, Ohio, Garfield's
major religious influence came from the Disciples
with which his family was affiliated. He did not
experience a typical Disciples conversion experience,

however, until March of 1850 when, attending a
series of Disciples revival meetings, he "determined
to obey the Gospel" and was "buried with Christ in
baptism and arose to walk [in] newness of life." The
entries in Garfield's diary reflect the intense change
in the young man. Before his conversion there were
very few references to religious topics. After the
experience, exposition on such subjects became a

regular feature

of the diary. A

week later, he

William C. Ringenberg is Professor of history, Taylor University,
Upland, Indiana. This article is taken from Professor
Ringenberg's fully documented paper, "The Religious Thought
and Practice of James A. Carfield," presented before the spring,
1980 meeting of the American Society of Church History.

expressed "thanks be to God for His goodness. . . ' I'll
praise my maker while I have breath by the help of

God."
The young Garfield continued to display the
enthusiasm of an ideal convert. He faithfully
attended the religious services of the local churches
and also those in the nearby Disciples of Christ
school, Western Reserve Eclectic Institute (now
Hiram College), where he was enrolled. He especially
enjoyed being present at revival services, baptismal
services, and prayer meetings. On the latter he wrote,

"I love to attend them." The young man not only

attended meetings; he also meditated deeply on the
purpose of God for his life. In June of 1852 he
prayed, "May God grant that I may so live that I
shall be prepared for the events of His providence
whatever they may be," and by the end of the year he
expressed the confidence that he could "see the hand

of God shaping circumstances and arranging

providences to govern" his future. He read carefully

in the best works of religion and literature. He
expressed particular fascination with Thomas a
Kempis' Imitation of Christ. Of the author he wrote,
"Would that my own soul were as golden."
Garfield exhibited not only the zeal but also the
narrowness of a new convert. The Presbyterians and
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the Methodists, he noted in his diary,

used

"unscriptural names" for their organizations, and
their ministers preached "historical" rather than
"gospel" sermons. It is curious that despite hrs
criticisms Garfield frequently attended the meetings
of such groups. Shortly after his conversion Garfield
visited a Presbyterian service where he "listened a
few minutes and then slept soundly until the exercises
were nearly closed. It pains my heart to see the
ignorance and bigotry that is abroad in the land. I
wish that men would let all human traditions alone
and take the Bible alone for their guide."
The Methodists were even worse since to theological

error they added the disorder of their assemblies.
After attending such a meeting Garfield noted being
' 'grieved and disgusted with this shamble
proceedings. The most excessive shouting and
roaring. My conclusion is that this religion is only
adapted to the coarser order of mind, and has more
of the animal than spiritual in it." A visit to a Dutch
Reformed Church brought the following comment:
"I endured an hour of. .sermonizing on the.
themes of original sin [and] Total Depravity that
contain neither Gospel, logic, rhetoric nor truth. . . ."
More surprising than Garfield's criticisms of
other denominations was his early belief-expressed
by many other Disciples also-that the practice of the
Christian faith and the practice of politics were
inherently incompatible. The youthful future
president stated that "it looks to me like serving two
masters to participate in the affairs of a government
which is point blank opposed to the Christian (as all
human ones must necessarily be)."

If

young Garfield was unduly critical of

Christians in other denominations and in politics, he
was also very demanding of himself. In his diary in
the early 1850's he frequently chides himself for

lacking spiritual faithfulness. For example,

he

criticized his unenthusiastic attitude while attending
church.

I

do not feel that burning interest in meeting

today that I ought. There seems to be a kind of
indifference in my case that seems wholly
inexcusable. Not that I have any disposition or
desire to abandon the cause of Christianity, and
return to the weak and beggarly elements of the
world for they have no charms for me; but I am
not enough devoted to the cause of Jesus of
Nazareth. May the Lord fill my heart with love
and keep me in the right way.

Similarly he criticized the insufficiency of his Bible
study: "I have not read enough today. I hope not to
let another Lord's Day pass without doing more and
learning more of the Holy Word." Gradually,
however, through the late 1850's Garfield became
4

increasingly less rigid, and his wide reading and
intellectual curiosity enabled him to grow beyond the
narrowness which characterized the Disciples of his
day.

It is significant that Garfield

chose

not

to

complete his education at Bethany College, the new
Disciples institute of higher education in Virginia.
Although he continued throughout his life to identify
with the denomination and had the highest respect

"Garfield exhibited not only the zeul ltut ctlso the
narrob'ness of a new convert. The Preshyterians &nd
the Methodists, he noted in his diary, used
'unscriptural names' J'or their organizations, ønd

their ministers preached 'historical' rather thsn
'gospel' sermons.

"

for the college founder, Alexander Campbell, he
thought it "best for the sake of liberalizing my
mind" to spend some time in a dif ferent
environment. For that new environment he chose
Williams College in Massachusetts, where he studied
for two years under President Mark Hopkins.
Garfield accepted his Williams College friends as
"spiritually minded Christians" while retaining a
disdain for their Calvinistic theology.
It is strange to me that any set of Christians can
hold so tenaciously to any dogma so cold and
comfortless as the Calvinistic faith and at the
same time regard the Gospel as a scheme of
benevolence and even-handed justice.
Certainly, I could never rejoice in such a
Gospel.

If the Williams experience did not convert him
to the New England theology, it did make him

increasingly tolerant of it and other theological
views. It also led him to reassess his earlier views on
the inappropriateness of Christians participating in
political and military activities; in 1859 he ran
successfully for the Ohio state senate, and in 1861 he
accepted the command of the 42nd Ohio Infantry
Regiment in the Union Army.
After graduating from Williams College in 1865
and while serving as principal, or president, of the

Eclectic Institute in Hiram, Garfield pursued a
serious investigation of the relationship between
science and Christianity. The immediate occasion for
the investigation was a nearly week-long day-andnight debate with William Denton of England on
"the development theory." The debate, which took
place a year before Charles Darwin published his
Origin ol the Species, was a major local event.
Garfield argued for the miracle of divine creation,
and he viewed Denton's effort as an attempt to
"invalidate the claims of the Bible and remove God
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from the immediate control of the universe."
Garfield prepared intensely for the debate, and
Denton acknowledged that he was the worthiest
opponent he had ever met. As a result of the debate,
Garfield gained much local recognition and
popularity, and throughout the next year he
frequently lectured on the subject of geology and
religion. Garfield's primary mission in these lectures
was to "pursue that miserable atheism to its hole."
The intense preparation for his speeches gave him a
broad understanding of the relationship between
science and Christianity, and it changed some of his
earlier views. For example, he now accepted the idea
that the earth was millions of years old.
The 1850's were not only a period when Garfield
was greatly broadening his religious and intellectual
views; they were also the period when he did most of
his preaching. Nearly three years after his conversion

and while a twenty-one-year old student at the
Western Reserve Eclectic Institute, Garfield preached
his first sermon. He was not formally ordained then
or later. Indeed very few of the early Disciples
preachers were ordained in the modern sense of that
term. A person simply became a Disciples minister if
he felt the call to preach, possessed at least fair
biblical knowledge and general speaking ability, and
could gain the confidence of the church constituency.
When Garfield attended Williams College (1854-56),
he frequently accepted preaching assignments among
the Disciples in Poestenskill, New York and other
towns near the college. After he returned from
Williams to teach at the Eclectic Institute, he became
one of the most popular Disciples preachers on the
Western Reserve. Until the Civil War interrupted
both his teaching and his preaching careers, he
preached somewhere on the Reserve nearly every
Sunday with his most frequent pulpits being in the
Disciples churches at Hiram, Solon, Aurora, Chagrin
Falls, Vy'arren, and Newburgh. In addition to
delivering the usual Sunday morning sermon he
performed baptisms, presided at weddings and
funerals, and spoke af "protracted," or revival,
meetings. Periodically Garfield notes in his diary the
conversions that followed his sermons. Perhaps his
peak as a revivalist was reached in January-February
of 1858 when at Hiram he preached twenty-seven
times in less than a month and won many converts.

V/hile Garfield in his preaching clearly identified
with the Disciples, he was less sectarian in approach
than were many of his brethren. His sermons would
include references to the unique ' 'Disciples
Reformation" and other such denominational
distinctions; he went much beyond these, however,
by also emphasizing science, philosophy, personal
ethics and morality, ancl the role of reason in
religion. Always his sermons gave a central place to

the exaltation of Christ. Garfield tended to avoid
abstract theological reasoning about the person of
Christ and instead emphasized the simple life and
teachings of the Savior.
Garfield's sermons attracted criticism from some
of the more conservative Disciples. One group
wished for him to be "more denominational." Some
were concerned that his lectures at the Hiram College
chapel were not limited to preaching Disciples
theology or even theology in general, but
included-in addition to Bible expositions-widesweeping lectures on geology, education, morality,
history, and current events. One unusually harsh
Disciples critic noted that
his religious meetings were always well attended
and were even more popular with the sinners of

the world than with the saints of the church.
There was a lack of spirituality about him that
grieved the latter, and it was noticed that the
revivals never progressed under the spell of his

preaching, but the sinners liked to hear his
short, sparkling, logical discourses which did
not unpleasantly trouble them with thoughts of
righteousness, temperance, and judgment to
come.

Partly because of such criticisms but probably
much more because of the growing breadth of his
interests and opportunities, Garfield decided in the
early 1860's to reduce the extent of his preaching
activities. While serving in the Civil War in early 1863,
Garfield expressed in a letter to a friend that, given
the state of the Disciples organization and doctrine,
he couldn't become a preacher and only a preacher
"The debate, which tot¡k place a ),ear before Chsrles
Darwin ¡tublished åi.s Origin of the Species, wa,s a
major local event, Garlield argued for the miracle o.l'
divine creqtiqtt.

"

for the rest of his life. He saw the Disciples ministry
as a field too narrow for the growth and development that he felt he needed to have. In fact, he
believed that "a person devoutly fulfilling a secular
calling while an active membel of a religious society
would have a greater freedom and freshness to speak
out the truths of philosophy, morality, and religion
than would a regular minister." Thus, the Civil War,
which changed so much in American history, helped
to accelerate the vocational change in Garfield's life
from religion and education to law and politics.

During the middle and late i850's Garfieid
repeatedly expressed his mental struggle over his
vocational future: "The law and the ministry
eucompass me on either hand," Perhaps the heart of
Garfield's problem was that while he was developing a
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preference for a legal career, his religious
background and the attitudes of many of his friends
led him to question the propriety of such a choice.
"Were it not for the religion of Christ, I should long

heard another scolding sermon. Did me no good but
rather made me angry." In his later years he grew

increasingly impatient with the conservative wing of

ago have placed my mark in that direction lthe legal

professionl, and though I did not [continue to]
regard the legal profession as incompatible to
Christianity, still I think it would be much more
difficult to cultivate and preserve' . .purity of heart
and devotedness to the cause of Christ. ." When
Garfield left for the state capitol in 1859, his mother
wept and one of his colleagues at Hiram College
lamented that his "best friends in Christ all shake
their heads when. .[his] name is lmentioned] in
connection with law and politics."
Once Garfield decided to become a politician, he
experienced an unusually rapid rise as a public figure
in the late 1850's ancl early and middle 1860's.
Certainly no other American within so short a period
was a college president, a state senator, a lawyer who

argued his first case before the Supreme Court, a
major general in a great war, and a member of
Congress.

If, after his election to Congress in 1862, Garfield
ended his formal preaching career, he did not reduce

his interest in observing preachers and offering
commentary on their sermons. On Sundays he
frequently noted in his diary the sermon which he
heard together with a specific and descriptive
adjective to recold his evaluation of it. Such
judgments as "good," "passable," "fine," or
"stupid" repeatedly appear. Garfield's close friend
and successor as president of The Vy'estern Reserve
Eclectic Institute (Hiram College), Burke Hinsdale,
usually received very high marks. In addition to
administering the college, Hinsdale was minister of
the hiram Disciples Church where Garfield
frequently attended Sunday services when he was
home from Washington.
Many ministers received rnuch less kind
evaluations than did Hinsdale. While Garfielcl in
many ways was a very generous person, he regularly

"One harsh critic noted that Gar.f'ield's 'religious
meetings were alv'n)ts well atÍended and were even
more ¡topular with the sinners oJ'the world than v'ith

tÆUo{lhlcl!.rct:..' " _..

expressed harsh criticism

"

of what he conceived to

be

poor sermons. He was displeased with narrowminded preachers who gave major emphasis to
criticizing others, After one Sunday service he
noted, "l am utterly wearied of this everlasting

attack on other churches that has so long disgraced

our people and is productive of uo good," On
another occasion he wrote: "Went to church and
6

James

such orientation who

A. Garfield

in

1872 Garfield heard preach

"the dryest sermon of the most. . 'legalistic order,"

He also disliked simplistic sermons such as one that
was "an attempt to draw a mathematical line across
the world, with Hell bound on one side and Heaven
bouncl on the other." Garfield's response was that

"the

issues

of life and death and the exact scope of

moral works cannot be mapped out like counties on a
blackboard. "
Sometimes Garfield wondered whether it was
worthwhile going to Sunday services. For example,
on one occasion he 'oattended church and listeneci to
a very stupid sermon frotl a very ot'dìnary man' . ' ' I
could have spent the day more profitably in reading,
writing, or resting." Yet he answered his own doubt

with a statement affirming the worthwhileness of
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such attendance: "I do not always go because I
prefer to for my own sake, but because I think a man
should maintain the habit partly for his own sake and

partly for the sake of others."
If Garfield was quick to criticize poor sermons, he
was equally ready to praise eloquent preaching. He
travelled quite widely, and regularly watched for an
opportunity to hear a prominent preacher. Garfield
had early experiences with and favorable impressions of
Thomas and Alexander Campbell, the early leaders

of the Disciples. He noted that Alexander Campbell
as a preacher displayed the ability to use "striking
comparisons and bold conceptions" while avoiding
"high wrought language. "
Another early model for Garfield was Mark
Hopkins, president of Williams College. Garfield
praised Hopkins' teaching in words that evolved into
the famous statement that an ideal college consisted
of Mark Hopkins on one end of a log and a student
on the other; and he viewed Hopkins' preaching with
similar admiration. Hopkins impressed him with the
idea that "every word comes up from his heart up
through his understanding, and. . .he is a good man,
He is certainly a great thinker though. . .not. . .a very
original one."
V/hen Garfield visited Salt Lake City in 1875, he

had a forty-five minute interview with Brigham

Young. The next day was Sunday, and at the request
of Garfield, the Mormon leader preached a long
sermon on the historical basis of Mormonism to a
tabernacle audience of eight thousand people. "He is
a clear and powerful reasoner," Garfield observed,
"and is manifestly an intellectual leader among his
people." A year later in Washington, D.C., Garfield

"a very interesting sermon" by James
Freeman Clarke, the Unitarian clergyman and
transcendentalist, who preached on "The Letter
Killeth But the Spirit Maketh Alive." Garfield
observed that "I have not been so much instructed by
a sermon in a long time. It was so free from cant and
hypercriticism, and was full of instruction. "
Garfield's mature years were characterized by a
heard

growing freedom of inquiry and breadth of
perspective. The former critic of government in
general and its wars in particular could now declare
that government was an ordinance of God and the
Civil War was "an act of humanity, justice, and
religion" because it was God's way of showing His

disapproval of the sin of slavery. He was not
reluctant to denounce traditional religious practices
that he no longer accepted; for example after visiting
the F'lathead Indians on a government mission in
1872 he argued that in an atternpt to bring salvation
to the Indians "most of our missionary effort has

" Instead of
to convert the Indians we

been made wrong end foremost.

immediately attempting

should, he thought, have begun with meeting their
temporal needs. "There is a Gospel of clothing, of
food, of shelter, of work that should precede the
theology of the pulpit. " He followed very closely the
developing debate on the issue of evolution, ancl
while it is clear that he was eager to examine the
subject thoroughly, it is not clear how much of the
new thought he accepted.

Garfield examined with great intellectual curiosity
the most unorthodox of views without making any

outward change in his religious affiliation and

without departing from the central core of Protestant
teachings which he had learned and accepted as a
young man. For example he examined the views of
Robert G. Ingersoll with enthusiasm and even
sincerely cultivated his friendship and then flatly
rejected his major ideas. Of Ingersoll's atheistic
views Garfield commented, "He is the victim of
intellectual prejudice against the Christian religion to
a degree that he is entirely unaware of. . , . I doubt if

[his] views will sustain. . .[himl when the shadows of
deepen into the darkness of
death." Also, after reading Ernest Renan's life of
Jesus, which rejected Jesus' supernatural nature,
Garfield noted "It is pleasant to read the views of a
strong man with whom you disagree. He is sure to
give you some valuable thoughts. "
During his early years Garfield attended a number
of spiritualist seances but more because of curiosity
than of conviction. On one occasion he attended
such a meeting in his mother's house and "had a long
conversation with what purported to be the spirit of
my father. He (or it) was pleased with the course I am
pursuing. . . .Told past events correctly, but I have
no confidence in the prophecies." A.fTer attending a
similar session in 1872, the interested but cautious
Carfield noted that "somewhere in that direction is a
great series of truth yet to be developed but what and
l.row, who knows?"

life fall heavily, and

Much of the expansion of mind that Garfield

experienced was the result of the quality and breadth

of the

materials that he read. One

of his

leading

"GarJ'i.eld expressed in a letter to a J'riend that, given
the staf.e o.f' the Disci¡tles organizution and doctrine,
he couldn't beconte a preacher and onl¡t a preacher
.f'or the rest of his

life""

biographers notes that his reading in his mature years

"is a summary of most of the books which
influenced the thought of his times. " The authors of
these books included Darwin, Huxley, Mill, Spencer,
Comte, and Gibbon. On Garfield's reading habits

while living in Washington, the Librarian of
Congress is quoted as saying that if a rare book was
absent from the library he assumed that either
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Charles Sumner or Garfield must have it. He was
always impressed with books which explored new
areas and analyzed new theories, yet he always read
critically. For example, of John W. Draper's History

of the Conflict Between Religion and Science,
Garfield in 1877 wrote: "It is a powerfully written

essay, very interesting; but Draper always impresses

me with the suspicions that his generalizations are
too broad to be altogether safe. "

Although Garfield grew beyond much

of the

narrowness of his early Disciples upbringing, he
continued his identification with that denomination
through all his years. In 1873 he wrote in his diary:
"It is due to a man's life and soul that he stand by his
past as long as he can reasonably approve it. And for
this reason as well as others I am glad to stand by the
old memories of the Disciples."
The mature Garfield identified with the
progressive Disciples in the period of struggle
between those who saw that denomination as a group
of Christian believers who should base every detail of

faith and practice upon the New Testament model,
and those who viewed the New Testament as the
primary source of religious authority but not giving
exact formulas for the details of church organization
and practice. Garfield was a member of the
progressive wing that founded The Christion
Stqndard as a vehicle for its views. In Washington
Garfield was an active member of the local Disciples
Church, seldom missing a service when he was in
town. Sometimes he spoke to the congregation, but
this practice became less frequent as his
Congressional responsibilities increased. When he
became President the attendance at the church
doubled, and this disturbed him: "It gives me a sorry
view of human nature to see a little church filled to
double its usual attendance by the accident of one of
its frequenters having been elected to high office."
Garfield continued his earlier identification with
Hiram College. To his previous roles of student,
instructor, and president, he now added that of

wide enough or pure enough to control and direct

of religion, and. .no ecclesiastical
of the nineteenth century can wisely

sacred interests

organizaton

manage the political interest of a great nation." He
especially argued aginst the efforts of some who used

governmental funds to assist Roman Catholic
schools. Similarly, the single specific reference to
religion in Garfield's presidential inaugural address is
a criticism of the degree to which the Mormon
Church was controlling the legal process in Utah.
While in most areas Garfield's perspectives
widened as he grew older, this was not true of his
attitude toward the propriety of a public role for
women. In the 1850's when listening to a lady
Methodist preacher who "screamed loud, frothed at
the mouth, pounded, etc.," he "could not help
thinking of the words of St. Paul, 'Let your women
keep silent in church for it is a shame for a woman to
speak in church.' " A few years later when he listened
to a sermon by "the Reverend (!) Antonette L.
Brown," the well-known reformer and widely
publicized minister, he commented that "there is
something about a woman's speaking in public that
unsexes her in my mind, and howmuchsoever I might
admire the talent, yet I could never think of the
female speaker as the gentle sister, the tender wife, or
the loving mother." Later in the 1870's and 1880
Garfield explained-in letters of response to
Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony-his
lack of support for women suffrage. While he
expressed sympathy "with all efforts that will elevate
women and better her [sic] condition," he did not yet
believe that suffrage would accomplish that result.

In summary, the religious thought of the mature

Garfield \ryas such that probably both

the

contemporary liberal Protestants and the modern
day Evangelicals would like to claim him. The former
note the growing scope of his religious views and his

in the new religious
nineteenth century. The
Evangelicals note his continuing orthodoxy on the
intense intellectual interest

thought

of the late

major issues and the fact that there is no clear record

"Garfield examined with great intellectual curiosity
the most unorthodox of views wíthout making any
outward change in his relìgious

affiliation."

trustee, a position he held from 1866 until his death;
he significantly influenced the institution through his

voluminous correspondence
Hinsdale.
The Disciples

with

President

of Christ, like the Baptists, placed
much emphasis upon the importance of the
separation of church and state, and some of
Garfield's strongest public statements were made
against groups which he thought violated that
principle. "No political organization," he warned, "is
8

that he subscribed to the new thought. In

the

following diary passage written in December, 1875,
Garfield came about as close as he did anywhere to
questioning the uniqueness of the revelation of God
in Christ.

Are all religions, past and present, false except
that of Christ? If so, what shall we think of the
Goodness and Mercy of God in leaving
mankind so many generations without the
truth? It is asking a good deal to require us to
believe that this alone is the final and perfect
form of religious truth, when men of all past
ages have so confidently believed they had it,
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it is now universally acknowledged that
none was final and true unless it be this. Is it
not intolerable egotism in us to suppose that we
are so exceptionally precious to God, that while
He has never seen enough good in the race to
make it worth saving until 1800 years ago, yet
then its superiority of virtue and importance led
him to make great exertions to save it? It may
not be unreasonable to suppose that each age
has had as much light as it could use, and the
future may open up religious truth on a plane
higher than that we now know of. Who shall
and

limit the methods of God?
Despite any seeming doubts Garfield affirmed a
positive faith to the end of his days. For example, in
1876 while discussing the development of his faith he
declared the following: "I recognize the fact that my
general views of religion have broadened, but I hope

that they have not weakened my faith in the central
doctrines of Christ. I care less for denominational
doctrines, but more for the spirit of Christ."
The preacher came to the V/hite House in March,
1881, but his stay was to last for only a few months.
Shot in July by a mentally unbalanced man who

considered himself a theologian, he died in
September. He was cut off at the moment when his
large abilities were at last to be put to the supreme
test as the nation's leader. Yet Garfield probably
questioned this seeming waste of himself less than
most. During his illness he retained a patient and
thankful spirit and a constant hope in God. He
wanted to live but he was not afraid to die. One of his
dearest biblical passages had long been Romans 8:3839 which declares that nothing, including death-and
by implication untimely death-can separate us from
the love of God. Garfield died as he had lived, with
faith in the ultimate goodness of his Creator.

The Rise and Fall
(And Rise and Fall
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of Marriage
"Marriage is the 'first child' begotten by a couple. Its care and nurture,
through its støges of inføncy, childhood, adolescence, ønd maturity, is as
importa nt øs thøt for øny child,"
Editor's Note: The following is the first article in a
three-part series exploring developmental stages in

unexpectedly become victims of divorce. Singles feel
apprehensive about entering this increasingly fragile

state

contract. The divorced and the remarried look for
signs that their second time around will prove more
lasting or fulfilling than the first.
No religious outlook or other world view appears
immune from the disintegration forces. Even the
conservative churches, slower to be affected by this

Waco, Texas, and serves on the Mission Journal Board of Trustees.

experiencing a rate of divorce that merely trails along
behind the national average by a few years, but is

marriage.

By HAROLD STRAUGHN

f,s millions of Americans view the future of
la. ¡¡¿¡¡i¿ge-their own or the general climate-their

of mind is nothing less than intense anguish.
Deeply committed couples wonder if they might
Harold Straughn is Director of Creative Services, Word, Inc.,

or most other cultural upheavals, now are
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heading in the same direction. So far, no statistics
from social scientists indicate any slowdown, much
less a stabilizing or a reversal of the process.

Should we then simply concede that intimate
relationships are doomed to short life spans? Where
do we find any evidence for a new war on the death
rate among marriages?
The possibility that a man and a woman can spend
their lives discovering ever deeper levels of love is not
a dream destined to die away. It is a possibility that

satisfies too many dimensions of the psyche. But if
marriage does survive and thrive, it will be because
millions of people discover certain underlying forces
that can save marriage as the deepest, most intimate
of human relationships. These forces have proven to

"Each rnarriage is an expression not only of the
personality traits oJ'the two partners, Itut ølso of the
Itasic values of the culture in which they live."
be more powerful than economics, culture, or even
morality, which seem to be no match for the
corrosion at work on human relationships in our
time.
So where do we look for the evidence that our
dreams may have a new chance of being realized? As
I look back over my own spiritual and theological
pilgrimage of the last twenty years or so, I have tried
to review the historical and psychological resources I
have tapped into. My aim was to be able to view the
past and the future of marriage, to understand the
meaning of its challenge in our time, and, most
important, to find help for myself and my wife in
our own relationship, to realize our full potential.
In the following three-part. series, I want to make
a preliminary report on what I've found.

Every marriage today is decisively dependent
upon the history of values in our culture. Each
marriage is an expression not only of the personality
traits of the two partnel's, but also of the basic
values of the culture in which they live. Most of us
who vaguely agree with the truth of this statement
still concluct our lives largely unaware of the
boundaries that have been set for us by our cultural
values. Therefore most of us are only vaguely aware
of how it looks and feels to live beyond the
boundaries.

Cultural Influences Upon Marriage

Following is a brief survey of the five most
significant cultural influences upon modern
marriage. By following a historical scheme in making
this survey, I can underscore the particular aspects of
our relationships that are most powerfully affected
by each consecutive stage of cultural development.
r0

Slage One. Dependency: Mørriage in the Age

of

Survival.

In the earliest historical period where marriage
appears as an established relationship, the
expectations and needs were of course quite basic: to
ensure the survival of the species by providing a
context for infants to grow into maturity. Few
personal attachments between the man and the
woman emerged in primitive society, whether those
of early man or of tribal societies today in remote
parts of the world. To the extent that human needs
transcended biological ones, they were directed
toward tribal cohesion rather than toward individual
intimacy.

In today's marriages, we have never outgrown
these biological needs; we have cloaked them with
other impulses that are higher on the hierarchy of
needs. The infancy period of the human race was
thousands of years in our past, but our own personal
infancies, with our own survival needs, still affect us
deeply. Our early dependency still influences our
relationships, affecting how, why, and in what ways
we depend on one another in marriage for physical,
emotional, and moral support. Dependencies play

an especially important role when they are
unacknowledged, unexamined, unwanted, and
unequally weighted toward one partner.

Few marriages today can survive as mere
biological necessities. Quite a few of them, however,
do survive as psychological dependencies. Some
dependency-based marriages are crippled so severely
that only massive amounts of professional help can
put them on a self-sustaining basis. Our culture as a
whole offers few supports for dependency marriages.
The reason is that our culture has moved on to create
new, more complex possibilities for marriage.
Stage Two. Roles: Marriage in the Age of Nation-

Building.

Throughout most of the world today, marriage
of
biological or psychological survival, Two millennia
before Christ, tribal societies gave way to settled
agricultural civilizations, which made possible the
development of city-states and the rule of law. With
these developments came a new possibility for
marriage, one which is still with us today.
When the old cohesive force of tribal ritual gave
way to the new cohesive force of the rule of law,
marriage itself became one of the institutions subject
to law. Marriage was placed in the service of civilization. People got married in order to insure the
survival not of the human race but of civilization.
Marriage took its place alongside the other
guarantors of civilization: patr iarchal religicln,
has moved at least one stage beyond the function

primogeniture kinships and kingships, a hierarchical
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military. In the new settled society there was a place
for everyone and everyone was to be in place.
Arranged marriages cemented families and even
kingdoms. Male and female work groups reinforced
the roles assigned to each sex. Apprenticeship made it
easier to learn the roles and to exist within them.
Roles were carried out in marriage, which was based
on a system of laws and contracts, carrying its own
set of obligations along with rewards and penalties.
The segregation of spaces, times, duties, and
identities into male and female roles continues today
in some Muslim societies with only a few alterations
from its earliest days. Role marriages have continued
wherever nation-building has gone, including the
American settlement of this land. In addition to the
legal definitions of roles within marriage in America
has come a psychological reinforcement of the
segregation of the sexes, using social pressure to
include or ostracize those who followed or broke the
rules.

Role marriage was a definite advance over the
impersonal and often brutal realities of primitive
social forms. But the segregation of the sexes

inevitably crumbled under one driving force: the
desire to know oneself outside of role functions, and
the desire to discover common interests that
transcend sexual differences.
Stoge Three. Friendship: Maniage in an Age

of

Community.

In the five centuries before the time of Christ,
cultures all over the world began in various ways to
converge around a new conception of reality that
gave rise to a new expression of love. The Hebrew
prophets, the Greek philosophers, as well as the
Buddha and Zoroaster emerged in this period with
the message of an experience of a changeless,
universal reality, a higher kind of life that transcends
natural desires and earthly kingdoms. To share in
this eternal life makes one a part of a universal
human community. Through this spiritual family all
members of the human race may be viewed as
brothers and sisters, including kings and servants,
citizens and foreigners, males and females.

Over the first few centuries of the Christian era,
the rise of these various expressions of universal
community affected marriage in two profoundly
elifferent ways. One was to transcend gender by
emphasizing the characteristics that males and
females have in common. The other was to deny or
submerge sexuality through the ascetic ideal. Both of
these forces served in their time to free marriage from
male and female roles, by offering separate but equal
status to men and women.
This period fiom its begilning to its clecliue irr ca.
1500 A.D. might be called the pre-adolescent period

1980

of marriage, It wäs the time for a relationship between
the sexes that enabled biological, domestic, and

in

to

the same
þe fulfilled
relationship, One's spouse could be one's best frienda radical thought in a time of strict gender roles. The
bequests to marriage in our own time from this era
communal needs

to mention here. Today's
conventional romantic marriages, with their unique
blend of friendship, affection, procreation, sexual
are too numerous

"The possibility that a msn end a woman can spend
theír lives discovering ever deeper levels of love is not
u dreqm destined to die away. It is a possibility that
satisfies too many dimensions of the psyche."

intimacy, domesticity, partnership, and spiritual
union, draw heavily from this period, It is this type
of marriage, however, which is challenged most
severely today, because the cultural basis for
friendship marriage has been under siege for several
centuries.
Stage Four. Independence: Marriøge in an Age of
Revolution.
The cultural attack on modern romantic marriage
began with the breakup of the medieval vision of

universal spiritual community. The humanist
renaissance that began in the l5th century brought
with it a new and radically different model for
marriage. Over against the medieval view of

transcendent souls wedded in fleshly union came the
assertion of individual self-consciousness.
With the renaissance came a new vision of human
society built according to a self-devised and self-

directed plan. The individual human being became
both an agent of change and an object of study, not
just a subject for contemplation. Truth about human

nature emerged from observation, not from

revelation. Truth about the opposite sex emerged
from experimentation, not from following rules.
This explosive cultural upheaval might well be
called the onset of adolescence into human history. A
new model for marriage thus emerged over the last
few centuries. Intimacy based on communication,
empathy, and shared experience made it possible for
marriage partners to seek personal growth and self-

discovery within and through their marriage
relationship. This new self-consciousness triggered a
radical drive

for equality. It

strove toward an

understanding of the opposite sex by getting inside of
and trying to articulate the other sex's point of view.
The ideal was to know as much about the opposite
sex as about one's own.
It is this model for relations between the sexes that

has been the appeal

for the disintegration

of

conventional marriage, either through divorce or

il
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through new conditions within an

important

changes in the culture.

each partner's capacity for mutual
perspective taking. Couples become more aware of

existing
relationship. Yet the marriage of independence has
also felt a slowing of its headlong acceleration by new
Støge Five. Synergy: Momiage in a Post-

Technologicøl Age.

Even as the egalitarian ideal for marriage has
challenged the supremacy of the conventional ideal,
cultural events in the last century have arisen to
present still newer possibilities for relationships.

The ideal of human progress through reason,
industry, and technology has run into profound
skepticism in our time. Our capacity to pollute the
land we have transformed, to destroy the peoples we
try to civilize, to threaten nuclear destruction of the
world we have made, has forced the emergence of yet
another model for human culture and for human
relationships.

Many persons today realize the destructive
of using one another, of experimenting
with another person, as a means of self-fulfillment.
People now see the impotence of reducing sexual
intimacy to the practice of technique. Sex as
performance, intimacy as conspicuous consumption
of experience, commitment as the human equivalent
of planned obsolescence: these unintended byproducts and side-effects of the self-centered
marriage ideal of the technological era provided for
their own downfall.
A post-technological culture is discovering that
sexual intimacy within a long-term commitment can
produce an even greater self-awareness than a Stage
Four marriage, and an even greater sense of spiritual
communion than a Stage Three marriage. The total
effect of a marriage on two people is more than the
sum of the effects on each of them" Marriage is a
synergistic relationship, capable of creating its own
reality, Marriage is the "first child" begotten by a
couple. Its care and nurture, through its stages of
infancy, childhood, adolescence, and maturity, is as
consequences

When you

12

as

that for any child.

A synergistic marriage

great leap

in

becomes possible out

of

a

their

tendencies ioward manipulation and selfdeception in their intimate communication. Couples
become more conscious of their tendencies to deny,
distort, or reinterpret traits in themselves and in
others that are threatening, confusing, or mysterious.
Couples in a synergistic marriage are moving past the
adolescent fear of rejection, responsibility, failure,

pain, and grief that are the inevitable effects of
mature adult lifelong commitments.
Conclusion
Each marriage participates to some degree in all

five of these stages, because every marriage

confronts the cultural frameworks all around us that
have produced each stage. Which stages predominate
in a given marriage depend largely on the personality
development of each partner. A person whose infant
years were difficult ones often brings into a marriage

a lot of dependency traits that have never been
resolved. Someone who experienced a troubled
childhood may still struggle with problems of roles
and laws and social pressures that were never
outgrown. A person whose pre-adolescence was
either unduly prolonged or unduly delayed may find
that the non-sexual enjoyments of that period of life
carry over as an unconscious ideal even for marriage.
If someone's adolescence was a stormy, frightening
rite of passage, the rest of that person's life may be
spent trying to recapture the youth that never was but
still is. . . an unending series of infatuations, affairs,
and broken relationships.

How does a person or a couple deal with the

effects

of

these cultural and psychological

determinants? In the second part of this series, we
will look more closely at "Dependencies, Roles, and
Friendships: Their Powers and Limits."

finish with this issue o/ Mission Journal,
why not share it with a friend?
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Portrait of a
Passion ate Writer

"The writer treks in men's brøins ønd suffers their feelings. He líves in the

mørketplace and learns to beam his messøge on mørketplace mind-waves."
By NEIL GALLAGHER

!\{'

I Li'.'r'# i?ållil If ; c au s e h e,, can, r n o r,,
preach. He is re-born, reclaimed, changed. He is
new. He must proclaim the news of newness. No
poverty intimidates him, no cheering distracts
him, no heckler destroys him. Christ blazes in
his heart, sings in his nerves, and glistens in his
eye. On bus or ball field, he lives and speaks
New Life.
Ditto with a writer. A writer writes because
(c)Neil Gallagher', 1980.

Neil Gallagher is preaching minister for the Church of Christ,
East Providence, Rhode Island.

he has a vision,

a

fever,

a

message. No

pessimism restrains him, no editor cripples him.
For bones he has nouns; for blood, verbs; for

breath, rhythm. Art is his energy. In bed or in
bath he keeps pencil and pad at hand. He "can't
not" write.
A preacher lusts for perfection. Like the
writer who said he'd crawl over glass on his
elbows to get it right; ditto with a preacher on
his knees. Prayer is primary. Delivery and
diction he drills and drills and drills. His
sermons he trims of fat and sugar. His sermons
he packs with truth and fire. Like stuffing a
13
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in a box, he stuffs Christ's words,
heaven's images, and down-home anecdotes in
his box of a man-and from pulpit the spring
explodes!
He preaches it kind and true and clear. Like
Luther, he risks his job, his friends, his life.
With every sermon.
A writer bursts his message, clear, clean and
strong, stripped of cute words, gray cliches, sexy
shock and tedious narcissism. He writes and
rewrites and re-rewrites. He submits and
resubmits. Not licking his sores saying, "Ne\ry
writers don't have a chance," and "the crass
public doesn't appreciate me," he lusts for
perfection.
Unlike a preacher, a writer, happily, faces an
editor. Preachers should have such ogres. When
a preacher doesn't perfect it by Sunday, the
brethren get the lukewarm slop anyway. No such
slop with writing. God must have loved the
reading public: for them he sent editors to
intercept garbage.
A preacher's excited, involved, and ready.
He perseveres from fire. Not filthy lucre. Not
fame. Not favoritism.
A writer writes from passion and purpose.
Without them he's vomiting words to make
dough. Ugh. Without them, he's pumping pulp.
Even if selling a novel a month, and disgorging
articles at coffee, he's still pumping pulp.
Money is instrumentally good for food and
shelter, but pumping words to rake in bread is
not writing. It's pimping.
Fire is first.
A preacher is a servant. Loving those in the
pew, he gives from the pulpit Good News, and
himself seven days a week. Proclaiming New
Life, he invites men to see themselves exposed,
described, renewed. . .and loved. Away from the
pulpit, he ministers. He counsels, baptizes,
comforts, marries, prays, and gives and gives
and gives. Seeing man as the moral image of
God, he lifts men closer to their Creator.
A writer is a servant. Good writing is art and
art is moral, exposing and cleansing the
emotions of men. Recording men's sins and
successes, the writer gives readers perspective
and hope. "A writer keeps us civilized," as
James Johnson put it.
The preacher lives in the marketplace. Away
from his tomes, he sweats beside the oil-rigger,
spring

t4

prays with the hustler, lunches with the
corporation boss, and huddles with Pappy in a
sheet-metal shack abreast the tracks. Like Jesus,
he goes everywhere because that's where men
live. Like Paul, he becomes all things to all men.

The writer, following Paul (Gallico), tries to
the
imagination." He goes everywhere. Ship or jail,
ranch or bank, ghetto or locker room, cave or
castle, he burrows in. Donning black or red,
young or old, straight or mod he treks in men's
brains and suffers their feelings. He lives in the
marketplace and learns to beam his message on
marketplace mind-waves.

"touch the human heart and capture

writer is a servant. Good writing is art and
the
emotions of men. 'A writer keeps us civilized,'
øs James Johnson put it."

"A

art ,s moral, exposing and cleansing

The preacher, respecting his hearers, does not
or oppress. He allows hearers

assault, overwhelm

the privilege and distance to evaluate: he does
not stun, shock, or scare. The preacher wants
hearers to participate in, not be overpowered by,
the message. Concerned for them, he invites
their commitment, and loving them, he eschews
trapping them in a corner.
Wanting his reader to evaluate, appraise, and
criticize his work, the writer too aims for the
mind and heart. He does not attack the reader
with sex for he knows, as Elizabeth Janeway put
it, ". . .heavy breathing destroys brain cells."
Refusing to shriek his opinions or vent his
frustrations on the reader, he sculptures a
narrative inviting full participation : intellect and
instinct, mind and spirit, will and emotion. He
wants an audience thinking-not convulsing.
"Why do you preach?" "Why do you
write?" The questions baffTe preacher and
writer. Why does a husband caress a wife, a sixyear-old Tarzan sprint through tall brush, a
four-year-old princess coo her shredded doll?
Affection, excitement, commitment demand
expression. They claim your life. Fire on the
inside hurls heat on the outside.
One more word. Would you like to know
what a preacher/writer would be like? Try
Charles Spurgeon, Peter Marshall, or C.S.
Lewis sometime: give your soul a lift and your
pen a lesson.
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God's Grace
and the Christian Mission

,e€)
By ELMER PROUT

TI here is no area of Christian endeavor that has
-or. potential for failure and imperfections
than the Christian mission, especially when we
rely on methods and slogans-products of our
own ingenuity. But God's grace can be manifest
when our trust is in him rather than in our own

resources.

Reliance on Slogans

Our attitude toward slogans particularly

reveals our weaknesses and exposes our pride.

If

Japan is any indication, missionaries are among
the best slogan-makers in the world. Personal
reports and institutional newsletters pour out an
endless stream: "Saturation evangelism

Evangelism and Christian education go hand in
hand. . .Using Paul's methods in modern Japan
. " .The church has a mission. " .The church is
mission. . .Indigenous churches are the goal. . .
We're trying to work ourselves out of a job. . .
Back to the Bible. . . . "
It may be impossible for us to get along
without slogans, but we are in serious spiritual
trouble if we come to believe that when we have
"sloganized" we have accomplished God's
work. It is most unfortunate if we proceed on
the assumption that our slogans express or
reinforce the gospel. And it is fatal if we conElmer Prout, recently retulned from years

of

Japanese rnission fieÌd, is cunently pulpit rninister

of Christ, Roseville, California.

sel'vice on the
for the Church

clude that our one-liners unquestionably strengthen
the thrust of Christian mission. It is equally fatal

when we define our mission in terms of export
phrases and use energy in defending those
phrases rather than allowing people to meet God
in his word.
Take "Back to the Bible" as an example.
This slogan has served well in the American
Restoration Movement. It expresses a basically
sound principle. But the fact remains that the
phrase was first spoken to people who had
grown up in a Christian culture. They knew
what the Bible is and had a rather complete
biblical vocabulary. Alexander Campbell and his
associates \ryere on a specific drive to call people
out of various churches into what they
understood as the unity of the body of Christ.
Fine. But if we ignore the human factors
which surround the making and use of the
slogan, we err. What meaning does our slogan
have in a culture where more than ninety-nine
per cent of the people have never seen a Bible?
Are we willing to ask ourselves what these words

(assuming

that they are translated

into

understandable Japanese) mean to Japanese
people who hear them? We use the words,
"Back to the Bible," against the background of
our training and experience. We assume that we
know what we mean by the slogan. But we dare
not make that assumption about the listeners in
Japan.

Perhaps

it is time that we stopped to ask
15
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ourselves exactly what we intend the slogan to
mean. What does it say in regard to our definition of "mission"? Are we in Japan (or any
other nation) to carry on the work of Campbell
and Stone? If that is our main concern what is its
effect in the lives of the people who become
Christians under the banner we have raised?
Have we brought them to an understanding of
Christianity that can survive and grow in the
actual situation in which Japanese Christians
must live?

of the
alike
to
move
Restoration Movement
from

"Is ít not time for

defenders and critics

famíly quøruel exchanges to a positive declaration of God's grace?"

Even more to the point, does our use of the
words, "Back to the Bible," lead us to examine
our own motives and actions in the light of
God's judgment? We use the slogan to call
Japanese believers out of "a divided Christianity
into the unity of the faith." That is, and will
continue to be, a noble ideal. Unfortunately,
however, from the time workers from American
Restoration Movement churches arrived in
Japan, from the 1880's to the present, we have
continued to be divided among ourselves. Each
segment takes shelter under the slogan but our
Japanese brothers do not see the unity we have
assured them would surely come.
Is it not time that we confess that one of the
first things the word of God does is to call
people
- us - to repentance? Shall we not also
recognize that acknowledgement of our human
weaknesses might well do more to further the
mission than any slogan we can write?
Our willingness to admit our human limitations is especially tested in those cases in which
Japanese Christians take the slogans we have
imported and press them f'arther than our view
of logic permits. One brother told me to stop
using baptismal garments because the Bible says
that the preacher went into the water in the same
condition as the convert. (His reference was to
Acts 8.) Should I have tried to argue him out of
his conclusion? Should i have agreed with him?
Or was it time for both of us to take another
look at the whole process of sloganeering? Are
Japanese slogans any less subjeet to human
weakness than American slogans?
l6

Slogans may be useful but they must never be

of a

personal
to take the place
encounter with God in his word. No matter what
country we are in, our traditional expressions do
not give us a right to control another person's
study and use of the Bible.

permitted

Reliance on Methods

Our attitudes toward the use and defense of
various "mission methods" also reveals our
unwillingness to accept the fact that we are quite
ordinary human beings. Like every other group,
members of Churches of Christ have their
discussions about methods. That is, of course,
an important aspect of mission work. Our
thought and vocabulary need careful and
constant examination and correction. No
thoughtful person wants to return to the days
when "missionary work" was an almost sacred
term
- the days when no one dared question the
missionary's motives or his preparation.
It is certainly possible that if our mission
training and research programs had been
developed sooner we might have had a better
"staying-time" record among post-World War
II workers in Japan. Churches of Christ in
America have sent more than seventy people to
Japan since 1946. Of that number only two who

came before 1970 are still here. Japanese
Christians are understandably pnzzled by the
almost constant turn-over of American workers.
Japanese and Americans began to reason that

the cause of the turn-over was a lack of
preparation. The cure, they said, was increased
training. If the training was complete the worker
would stay longer and thus be more efficient.
That generalization represents the impression
many people on both sides of the Pacific got
when they heard about the mission training
programs in our colleges and schools of
preaching. We had come back to a slogan again:
"get the method right; train the man to use the
method; results will surely follow."
It is no surprise that one experienced worker
in Japan received this message from one of his
supporting churches: "We have decided to
terminate our support of your work in Japan"
We have nothing against you personally but we
want to get the most return for our mission
dollar. Surveys have assured us that Nation X,
rather than Japan, is sure to guarantee the most
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baptisms per dollar invested."

Aside from the various other retorts that
could be made to that view of missions, the
history of Churches of Christ in Japan does not
support those assumptions. Even though
Japanese Christians say that "the really good
foreign worker will leave his bones in Japan"
(that is, he will live and die in the country), the
record raises large questions about that axiom.
Five missionaries from American Churches
of Christ have spent more than fifty years each

in

Japan. They were good people who loved
those among whom they worked, understood
the culture, and spoke the language fluently. I
knew and admired those missionaries
- what is
said here is not spoken in criticism of them or
their work. But the fact is that many of the
congregations and schools in which their efforts
centered have either ceased to exist or have
broken their connections with the Restoration
Movement. In these cases, at least, the "most
desired" qualities did not "pay off" in the way
many people had expected.

On the other hand, in the early 1900's a
worker came to Japan, stayed about a year and
returned to the United States. Both he and his
supporting churches were convinced that his
work in Japan had been a failure. But out of
that "failure" one Japanese man was led to the
Lord. That young man became one of the most
outstanding evangelists and leaders in the history
of Churches of Christ in Japan.
Niether of these stories minimizes the value
of mission research and preparation. There is no
excuse to neglect those matters. We should be

"In the Christian

missíon, to søy 'perhaps' in
plans
our
ís not a limp attempt to
to
save føce. It ís, rather, a confessíon of faith in
him with whom we 'wølk, not by sight but by
reference

faíth."
reminded, though, that even when we have done
all that we possibly can the results are still not in
our hands.
Another man arrived in Japan just after his
graduation from an American college. He
plunged into the language, pieked up all manner
of folk-ways, culture and history. A large
number of loyal and zealous Japanese coworkers gathereel arouncl him. Frclm every
indication it seemed that he would stay in Japan

indefinitely
- perhaps he would become our
sixth missionary to spend fifty years in Japan.
But as the nation continued its modernization
this man seemed to find it increasingly difficult
to fit into the emerging society. Finally he left
Japan for a new work in a completely different
part of the world.
Failure? Loss of nerve? Lack of training?
Some might say it was one or all of these. I am
convinced, however, that it is simply one more
indication that there are more factors in the
Christian mission than we want to admit that we
cannot predict, program, or control. Even
mission methods are not magic.

God's Grace in Christian Mission

But we must now move beyond the
confession of our human weqknesses to joyful
fellowship with the God of all grace.It would be
a simple matter to develop a catalogue of human
weaknesses and apparent failures. From slogans
and methods we could move on to motives,
national or racial prejudice, cases of poor
timing. . .the possibilities are endless. The catch
is that we can become addicted to public displays
of self-hate. We can become so intent to assure
the world that we know how weak and human
and limited we are that we never get around to
declaring the joy of fellowship with God. It is
possible, too, to spend so much time telling
people that we ourselves are not the answer to
their problems that we have no time left to tell
them that Jesus Christ is!
Important as it is to see our own weaknesses
and confess them it is equally important to move
our eyes from self to him who saves and uses us
by his grace. No one was ever more aware of his
sins than the Apostle Paul: "I am the least of the
apostles, because I persecuted the church of
God. .I blasphemed and persecuted and
insulted him. . .I am the foremost of sinners. " ."
(I Cor. l5:9; I Tim. 1:13, l5). There is no
attempt to cover up or gloss over personal
failure in those words.
But, by

themselves, those words of

confession have no redemptive force. Hearing
them, other moral and religious failures nod
their heads in understanding and slip further
into despair.
The good news is that Paul always moves
from his weakness into a happy announcement
t1
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God's grace. His confession and painful

memories are set firmly in the context of God's
grace: "But by the grace of God I am what I am,

and his grace toward me was not in vain. .I
thank him who has given me strength for this. . .
and the grace of our Lord overflowed for me
with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. . .
I received mercy for this reason, that in me, as
the foremost [sinner], Jesus Christ might display
his perfect patience for an example to those who
were to believe in him for eternal life" (I Cor.
15:10; I Tim. 1:12,14,16).
It makes no difference if a man is boasting
about self or weeping about self-if that is as far
as he goes, self is still the center of his attention
ond of his mission The message of self never
saved any one. But if we accept the fact that we
are all imperfect people and imperfect congregations, shall we not go on to accept the greater
fact that God has declared his intention to use
precisely that sort of material in building his
kingdom?
But we have this treasure in earthen vessels,
show that the transcendent power
belongs to God and not to us. (II Cor. 4:7)

to

We are all well aware, I think, of the shortcomings of what we refer to as "the Restoration
Movement." We would agree, too, I am sure,

that any movement must be self-critical. I
wonder, though, if self-criticism has become the
sum total of the present mission of the

Restoration Movement. If God uses earthen
in which to carry his treasure, do we dare
to imply that the Restoration Movement is the
one earthen vessel that God cannot use by the
power of his grace? Is God's grace bound to
flow only through channels which we have
identified? Is it not time for defenders and critics
of the Restoration Movement alike to move
from family quarrel exchanges to a positive
declaration of God's grace?
In the power of Gocl's grace we can accept
the risk that is involved in confronting people
with Christ and his message. In Athens (Acts 17)
Paul lost his audience because he dared to speak
of resurrection and juelgment to an elite who
believed in neither. How can a speaker deal with
the mocking laughter of such an occasion? He
ean not unless he knows that his mission is taken
up in God's grace.
vessels
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In the light of God's grace mission takes on
its true character. It is no longer seen as the
special work of a few "spiritual elites" who are
called to go great distances for the Lord.
Christian mission in the light of God's grace is
the work and privilege of every believer.
"Missiona.ry" is not a special class of Christian
it is, if we must use the term, simply another

-

name for all disciples of Jesus Christ.
Because we stand in God's grace (Rom. 5:14), we need not waste time and energy defending
our selves, our methods, or our slogans. We can
be content to leave those matters in the hands of
him who judges the hearts (I Cor. 4:3-5). When
we do that we are free to repent and learn as well
as to teach, and free to leave the results in God's
keeping, knowing that he gives the increase (I
Cor. 3:5-8).
This does not mean that we will be irresponsible or careless in any phase of the Christian
mission. But it does mean that we will not center

our hope in our ability to make or carry out
plans. After we have thought our best thoughts,
completed our most careful survey, made our
strongest pledge to give a whole life to the Lord
we have done all of that, the outcome is
-stillafter
where it was in the beginning: in God's
hands.
In the light of God's grace the question is not
"where do I serve?" but "Whom?" When that
point becomes clear to us we will not hesitate to
use Paul's "perhaps." (Cf. Philemon 15 and
also his "hope to" in verse 22.) We will under-

stand that in the Christian mission, to say
"perhaps" in reference to our plans is not a limp
attempt to save face. It is, rather, a confession
of faith in him with whom we "walk not by sight
but by faith." When that day comes, slogans,
methods, personalities
be
- everything
- will
offered freely to God. Those
things will
not be
items to be defended at all costs
they will be
- That
given to God without reservation.
means
that we trust God to use what we give him in
whatever way he sees fit. We rvill be content if
God uses what we have offered as we expected
it also means that we still will be happy if
- but
he
sets our offerings aside along with many
other schedules and desires. .sets them aside
and says, "In Christian mission, 'My grace is
sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect
in weakness' " (II Cor. l2:9).*-"---_--*Álffi\
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"At that moment, the choir stood in unison and the director announced

one

of their young men would soon be leaving -for army service. Then the musical
group sang a farewell to the slightly embørrassed boy [asJ I listened to an old
gospel hymn heard since childhood days."

By

ALLAN W. LEE

El or two and a half hours they stood in rapt

I'

attention. That Sunday afternoon worship
service in an Evangelical Christian Baptist
Church of Leningrad had drawn together people
from every corner of this northern metropolis of
four and a half million.
Located on the outskirts of the city and
twenty kilometers from the heart of this Russian
n'Venice of the North," the old Orthodox
Church is now used by this evangelical congrega-

parish has not only a senior pastor but twentyseven others who help provide a preaching
ministry.
The people seem to hunger and thirst for the
gospel. Not only were every pew and chair filled
but worshippers stood four abreast in the center
aisle from front to back. They lined the side
aisles, filled corridors throughout the building
listening over a loud speaker system which
extended outside where fifty women, huddled in

tion. Topped with two green-colored onion-

heavy wool coats and hats in forty degree
weather, sat around an amplifier to share in the
afternoon hour of praise and prayer.
Altogether, the sanctuary could seat four to five
hundred attenders with some additional hundred

Copyright 1980, Christian Standard; reprinted by permission.

listening outside"
A purple scarf covered the pulpit located at
the left of the chancel area. Central to the room

shaped towers, the building hosts six weekly
services including three Sunday worship
oeeasions" Numbering over 3,000 members, the

Allan W. Lee is Gcnclal Secretâry of'the Wolld Co¡rveution ol'
Churches of Chlist and resides in Dallas, Texas.
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was a simple table covered with a white cloth
and three bouquets of flowers. A few wall lights
here and there gave illumination to the room. A
golden chandelier on a tremendously long cord
hanging from an upper cupola also provided
light in the sanctuary. Two doric columns
topped with gold leaf supported a balcony which
overflowed with many young people, even a

worshipping soldier in uniform. Colorfully
printed words from Psalm 145:1, "I will extol
thee, my God, O King," decorated the archway
above the balcony entrance.

A preponderance of older women composed
the congregation, although I was greatly amazed
at the goodly number of young adults in the
audience, aged thirty-five and under. Following
the several anthems sung at different times in the
service, I observed with interest women sharing
their seats with those standing in the aisles.
Four preachers spoke briefly during the
afternoon service. Each seemed to express a
fervor, an enthusiasm about his message so
needed in preaching today. The listeners seemed
to hang on every word. Quietness reigned in the
sanctuary. Many nodded in agreement with the
speakers and everyone seemed moved by the
sermonic vitality expressed.
Facing the congregation sat a choir of seventy
voices, nearly all young people. They shared in
the service by singing four or five anthems and a

duet. Their high soprano voices harmonized
with the deep basses making religious melodies
ring out in the old cathedral. Above them a neon
lighted sign blazed with the words that "Christ is
Risen," which seems to be an important fact and
theme of their faith.
After a concluding choral rendition and a few
introductions of visitors and announcements, a
benediction pronounced by the short, white-

"It seemed difficult to depart øs øll of us felt ø
common bond of føith; ø fellowship that
transcends political dífferences of eøst and west
and makes of us one famíly in the Søvior."
haired senior pastor concluded the lengthy afternoon service.
People were friendly, shaking hands and
greeting us in their native tongue as we prepared
to leave. It seemed diffieult to depart as all of us
felt a common bond of faith; a fellowship that
20

transcends political differences of east and west
and makes of us one family in the Savior.
Several of us seated near the front of the
sanctuary prepared to leave by an exit near the

choir loft. At that moment, the choir stood in
unison and the director announced one of their
young men would soon be leaving for army
service. He called the lad to his side and
expressed gratitude for his participation in their

"The honored boy appeared humbled. His lips
trembled as did mine. It was e high moment
sharíng this familial church fellowship and
dßpløy of Chrístiøn concern end care."
choral group. Then the musical group sang
farewell to the slightly embarrassed boy.

a

In a strong unison voice of emotional
goodbye, I listened to an old gospel hymn heard
since childhood days. Before I knew it, I found
myself singing with the choir in English. Their
choral affirmation to the departing member
would resound in his ears for months and years
to come, as they sang:
Be not dismayed what'ere betide

God will take care of you;
Beneath his wings of love abide,
God will take care of you.
God will take care of you
Through every day, o'er allthe way.
He will take care of you
God will take care of you.

For forty years I have sung that tune. I never
realized it would bring significant meaning until
I sang it in a Leningrad church, half a world
away.
The honored boy appeared humbled. His lips

trembled as did rnine. He held back tears of
gratitude. Then the director called upon the boy
for a prayer. Immediately following, the choral
leader himself offered a prayer, said "Amen,"
and kissed the lad three times. It was a high
moment sharing this familial church fellowship
and display of Christian concern and care.
We left the church walking down a Russian
road to catch a taxi. I kept humming that old
religious melody. I knew how God had cared for
me through tempting times and difficult days.
Sueh a reminder to this young Leningrad lad
**ltilrqON
would sustain him also. , --

--
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By Bobbie Lee Holley

"Churches offering a vigorous fundømentalist theology, following Berger's
deductive model, will continue to attract and meet the needs of the multítudes,
as the evøngelicøl/charismøtic resurgence of the last decade ìndícates,"
The Hereticol Imperotive: Contemporory

an inductive approach to theology, by which he
an approach that finds in basic human
experiences "signals of transcendence" and moves
from those experiences to affirmations of

Possibilities of Religious Affirmøtion, by Peter
L. Berger. Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor Press/
Doubleday, 1979.
By LEONARD

ffeter

I

means

transcendent reality.
Though the title was no doubt chosen for its shock

ALLEN

Berger, a sociologist

of religion, is widely

known for his creative work analyzing the process of
secularization and the character of modernity, and
especially for his thesis that "cleavage between the
public and private spheres is a basic principle of

modernity." His work The Social Construction of
Reality (1966), written jointly with Thomas
Luckmann, was a ground-breaking work in the
sociology of knowledge in which he explored the
social matrices or "plausibility structures" that
inexorably shape a person's worldview.

In The Hereticøl Imperative, his most recent
book, he explores the interstices between the
sociology of religion and theology. His earlier works

had largely refrained from theology proper,
preferring instead to use the sociology of knowledge
as a theoretical tool to expose the pretensions and
inconsistencies of modern secular thought. Here,
however, he moves from "value-free" social science
to theological affirmation. He continues and expands
the argument begun inA Rumor of Angels (1960) for
Leonard Allen is a doctoral student in religion at the University
Iowa.

of

value, Berger intends "heretical" (from hairein, to
choose) less in its perjorative than in its etymological

To be sure, Berger, by his own admission, ls
it must be emphasized that he is
among those who no longer see traditional Christian
orthodoxy as a viable option. Here, however, the
"heretical imperative" is the necessity, brought
about by the impact of modernity and its undermining of traditional authority, of picking and choosing
one's beliefs from the array of options. Whereas in
premodern times heresy (choice) was a possibility, it
sense.

heretical; in fact,

has now become a necessity.

Modern consciousness, he says, results to a large
extent from a multiplication of the options that
people face, or a "movement from fate to choice." A
burgeoning technology is the most obvious cause,

seen

for example in the

case

as

of birth control.

Whereas, in all the centuries before the development

of modern birth control techniques, sexual intercourse was inevitably linked to pregnancy, now they
are separate and what was once fate has become
choice. This multiplication of options is pervasive at
all levels-technological, institutional, and cognitive.
No longer, thereforel can a person act or think in the
21
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taken-for-granted manner of a traditional, premodern society; rather, he must choose, from a
broad spectrum of possibilities, his occupation,
sexual lifestyle, social and political involvements,
and even his worldview. It is this possibility (and
necessity) of choice-and the often intense reflection
it requires-that is unprecedented in history and is a
central feature of modernity. For Berger, such
conditions create the heretical imperative'
This general discussion of modernity provides the
background against which he outlines three possible
options for auy theology that grapples seriously with
modern consciousness. First, there is the deductive

possibility, where one affirms the authority of a
religious tradition and uses it as an a priori from
which to deduce a dogmatic system. Here Barth and
the neo-orthodox movement is discussed at length. In
this model, one simply ignores the modern situation.

As Berger puts it, "for the orthodox nothing has
happened yet; the neo-orthodox acts as f nothing
had happened" (p. 97). Faith becomes simply a
given, not mediated by human reflection or
experience, not obtained by any explicit method.
Berger, however, points to the mediating structures
underlying any deductive system and to the hidden
method by which faith is reached. What one must see
here, he argues, is the subjective experience of the
individual that enables him to regain the authority of
a traditon, to perceive it again as objective reality.
Second, there is the reductive possibility, where
one reinterprets the tradition in terms of modern
secular consciousness. Bultmann and his program of
"demytholo gization" serve here as the main
example, He attempted to translate, using the tools
of existential philosophy, the "mythical" conception
of the New Testament into concepts that people
living under the conditions of modernity can accept.
In this model, one responds to modern consciousness
by rnaking it determinative. From the perspective of
enlarged perspective will mean both J'reedom
and anxiety -- the freedom to choose on a tttuch
broader scqle but also the anxiet¡t that choice entails'
And it is precisely this freedom and this anxiety that
mqny religious people cannot berr. "

"An

the sociology of knowledge, however, Berger sees
modern consciousness as only one structure of
consciousness among many-one that must not be
automatically endowed with epistemological
superiority.

Third, there is the inductive possibility, where one

grounds religion in human experience.
Schleiermacher, the so-called father of Protestant

for this model. In his
theology as a whole, he was

liberalism, is the paradigrn

radical revision
22

of

"from below to above," tltat
is, with the data obtained from human consciousness
as it reflects on the experience (Cefuh| of transcendent reality. Berger himself opts for this approach,
though his endorsement of Schleiermacher is "solely
methodological" rather than a simple return to his

concerned with theology

theology. He identifies two of those methods: (l)
"taking human experience as the starting point of
religious reflection and (2) using the methods of the
historian to uncover those human experiences that
become embodied in the various religious

traditions. "
As Berger is aware, however, problems arise for
every inductive model. For example: How can one
choose one religion over another? How does one

avoid an endless subjectivity? His answers,

it

seems

"Wheress in premodern times heresy (choice) was u
possibility, it hss now become a necessity."

to me, are far from satisfactory. Besides the implicit
antipathy to any notion of propositional revelation,
there is the more general problem of defining and
discerning the experience of the holy that for Berger
is the locus of revelation.
Berger's typology also presents a problem' Every
typology is, of course, an artificial construct for
heuristic purposes. Berger's is certainly both clever
and helpful. The three models do sharply contrast
three theological methods, but they do not exhaust
the possibilities as he asserts. The options are
oversimplified. Where for example would one place
theologians like Wolfhart Pannenberg, Hans Küng,
Karl Rahner, David Tracy, and Langdon Gilkey?
Berger would type at least the last two as reductionistic, but they do not fit so easily.
David Tracy's typology might be more accurate
and useful. He describes five basic theological
models in current use: the orthodox, represented by
classic dogmatic theology; the liberal, seen most
clearly in Schleiermacher's Glaubenslehre,' the neoorthodox, as in Karl Barth; the radical, represented
by the secular and death of God theologians; and the
revisionist model, which seeks to rectify and expand

in light of new historical,
philosophical, and social science research (see
earlier models

for Order, pp. 22-34). The theologians
listed above, and even Berger himself, could most

Blessed Rage

accurately be placed in the revisionist category'

Beyond the specific theological argument of the
book-an argument quite vulnerable to criticismthe more lasting value may be the enlarged

perspective it provides on the human phenomenon of
religion. The three-pronged typology does provide a
useful, if cursory, handle on major trends in recent

theology; but perhaps more important

is

the
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phenomenological and sociology-of-knowledge
perspective-an approach, I dare say, that will
invariably put one through a cerebral shakedown.
The disciplines of sociology and history relativize
one's outlook, present a broader array of options,
and as Berger points out, bring a shift from fate to
choice. The necessity of choice obviously means the
necessity of reflection, and reflection (happily) often
brings both the sharpening and expansion of one's
own position.

This enlarged perspective, however, will mean
both freedom and anxiety-the freedom to choose on
a much broader scale but also the anxiety that choice
entails. And it is precisely this freedom and this
anxiety that many religious people cannot bear. The
majority, it seems, want simple certainties, black and
white dichotomies, apodictic rules-as Dean Kelly's
widely quoted, controversial work, Why Conservative
Churches are Growing, indicated. Berger in fact notes
the psychological advantage of the dichotomist over
the one who says, "Now wait a minute, let's look at
the other side of this." Paul Pruyser (in his book
Between Belief and UnbelieJ) provides insight at this
point by suggesting that people are attracted to
religious groups by two basic types of needs-one for
structure, rules, authority, the other for autonomy

and self-actualization. And while both types of

needs exist paradoxically in the human personality
and are felt with varying degrees of intensity at
different levels of development, the need for
dependence, for clearly defined boundaries and

authority figures,

seems to predominate, especially in

times of cultural stress and upheaval.

On a purely sociological level, this appears to
mean that the churches offering a vigorous
fundamentalist theology (in the historical, not
perjorative sense), following Berger's deductive
model, will continue to attract and meet the needs of
the multitudes, as the evangelical/charismatic
resurgence of the last decade indicates.
In other words, a carefully nuanced, more critical

theology-especially one involving some degree of
tentativeness-has a rather limited appeal. People
making religious commitments will continue to
gravitate more toward the disjunctive syllogism than
the provisional statement, more toward the either/or
than the yes/but. They will therefore tend to identify
themselves with some authority figure or authoritarian
pattern of religion. The dependency needs, of course,
vary widely; unfortunately, however, it is through
appeal to these needs that the cults proselytize, the
sects moralize, the Pope dogmatizes, and practically
everybody anathematizes. At least maybe Berger can
help us sympathize.

The problem I experience with your words about prayer in
schools is that the idealistic picture you paint about the motives

and reasons for the Court ruling does not coincide with the
reality in our communities and schools. It has been taken all
over the place as a ruling thatforbids prayer in public schools,
not simply as a denial of government sponsorship. And, in the

Dear Forum:

Given my background and beliefs, it is difficult for me to
disagree with your points in the "Shibboleth" article (Sept.,
1980). However, I think there is yet more to be said on these
issues. Of course, it is pathetic to call for public recognition of
God and forget mercy and justice. But while we give attention
to the weighty issues, we ought not to neglect the moral basis
on which our country makes its decisions, legislatively as well
as personally.
Our legislators will base decisions on some ethical base. If
we believe that the principles and behavior that Jesus calls for
is good for people, then it is appropriate that we recommend
and persuade and even push for that as an ethical base.
Anyway, what Jesus called for is the kind of ethical stance that
most people sooner or later discover is the good ethic, Jesus

spoke about human beings,
"Christians.

of

this ruling and its impact on schools, many
communities and cities are toying around with ordinances that
forbid the assembly of religious groups in homes.
The important thing about a ruling by the Supreme Court is
not the particular case that is settled but the precedent and
direction it sets for our society. And I think this direction is
wake

"

not a sub-group

called

fully as dangerous as that of government sponsorship of

religion or of government controlled by churches.
Thanks for the opportunity to air my responses. I am a real
novice in this field, but I do not think it illegitimate to attempt
to legislate what is good for Americans, America and the world.
Of course, we, of all people must take care that we are clear
about what is good.
Charles Coulston
Redwood City, CA
Dear Forum:

My congratulations to the new captain of the journal; recent
issues of Mission Journal have been thoughtfully put together
and stimulating to read,
Concerning your issue on the Church and the South (Oct.,
1980), I would like to bring to your artention the situation of a
hundred or so mostly struggling Canadian Churches of Christ.
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The Canadian churches, originally of Scotch tsaptist parentage, once a growing
concern at least in Ontario, were decimated in the division which followed a war in
which we were not participants, the American Civil War. So it is that these churches,
part of a culture that is distinctive from both the North (i.e., northern U.S.) and the
South, are rveclcled by fellowship to chulches, educational institutions and sometimes
hymnals which are southern. American help, generously given and gratefully received,
usually comes with a drawl and its attendant culture'
But that is not my main concern here. It seems to me that you need no\N to go on
from tracing our roots, or, at least the roots of the U.S' churches, to the pressing issue
which such investigations raise. What you have done should serve to bring our people
out of Sectarianism: we, too, are the product of times and circumstances, and maybe
Providence, just like other Christian communions. This can be very freeing and, in my
opinion, permits us to realize our potential as a people of God within the broader
fellowship of his people. For some, however, it will be very threatening since right now,
unhappily, the raison d'être of many of our churches is firmly rooted in sectarianism
and exclusivism. Therefore, it seems to me that you must now go on and give our people
and churches a reason for existence and outline for us a meaningful and responsible role
which the Churches of Christ/Christian Churches can play in North American
churchlife.
Claude Cox
Dept. of Religion
Brandon University
Brandon, Manitoba
Dear Forum:

This letter is meant to be an open response to "Ms. M." upon reading her latest
account, ,,schizophrenia: A Mother Reflects." Perhaps this letter should be titled
"schizophrenia: A Son Reflects." I was diagnosed on different occasions by three
different doctors as being paranoid schizophrenic, so I took great interest in her article,
and I have some things to share.

First of all, Ms. M. states that "schizophrenia is a mental disorder characterized by
the inability of the affected individual to recognize and reconcile the difference of
reality and illusion." This is a very general description. In my own case, reality was
indeed distorted but I was aware that I was not "normal." At my mother's suggestion I
went to a psychiatrist who attended the Church of Christ. After some questioning I
observed that my problem was that I had not reconciled myself with certain biblical
doctrines. The doctor lightly brushed past that and tried to associate my problem \ryith a
sense of obligation to my father, who died in 1960. At that point I lost respect for the
diagnostic capabilities of modern psychoanalysis.
To summarize my story, which is a lot longer, let me say that for me the problem had
to do with a tremendous sense of guilt within myself which became a self-perpetuating
cycle-l could feel guilty for feeling guilty. Ultimately, it amounted to a willful avoidance
ofresponsibility for myselfand the lifestyle I was growing into and seemed created for.
In effect, I was telling God that he didn't know what he was doing, that he created
nothing but dung. My sister made me a little paperweight that says, "l'm me-l'm
wonderful cause Cod don't make junk." I was aware of smiling those "lop-sided
insincere appearing grins" deserving a smack in the mouth.
I am a male, but I can identify with M.'s daughter. I was supposed to be a beautiful
and gifted person. I felt that no one else was being true to reality, so my life inside
became like a line from a Jethro Tull song, "l'll judge you all and make damn sure that
no one judges me." After events progressed to a certain point and a school term fell
apart for me, it became obvious to me that I was running from the Lord as well as the
main-line Church of Christ, that I had not fully committed myself in mind, body and
spirit to Him and the grace of Cod. Then things began to get better.
My advice to Ms. M. would be to read a book like Competenl To Counsel by Jay
Adams. Schizophrenia is more of a retreat from reality than a "mental disorder" in
cases like mine and her daughter's. It was obvious to me that my doctors could not
perceive the difference between a spiritual problem and a physical or social problem. To
treat such people, who obviously were not cut out to be schizophrenic, as if they were
"sick" is the worst thing you can do for them.
John McCook
Oklahoma City, OK
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