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The Mainline’s Slippery Slope

An Introduction

“So, what is the Mainline?” Anyone who has taught a course on American religious history has heard this question numerous times, and usually more than once during the course of a semester. On the surface, this seems to be an easy question to answer. The Mainline is made up of the “Seven Sisters” of American Protestantism:1 the Congregational Church (now a part of the United Church of Christ), the Episcopal Church, the Evangelical Lutheran Church, the Presbyterian Church (USA), the United Methodist Church, the American Baptist Convention, and the Disciples of Christ. The name itself derives from the formation of the Federal Council of Churches in Philadelphia in 1908, where the influence of the Pennsylvania Railroad helped give birth to the term.2 As a group, these denominations represent a diverse Reformation Era heritage, have traditionally exhibited differing theological and liturgical emphasis and preferences, and, since the nineteenth century have been the dominant cultural representatives of how and where the majority of American Christians, the largest faith tradition in the United States, worships.

And yet, there is more to the question than the textbook answer will satisfy, a deeper concept and reality that students sense intuitively. For the majority of Americans in the twenty-first century, the Seven Sisters no longer reflect where they worship. After all, missing in the textbook definition are Roman Catholics as well as Protestant denominations such as the Southern Baptist Convention and Assemblies of God. According to the 77th Annual Yearbook of American and Canadian Churches in 2009, the Seven Sisters had a total membership of around 21.2 million (with the largest denomination being the United Methodist Church at 7.9 million members). By comparison, the Roman Catholic Church claimed a membership of 67.1 million; making it the largest church in the nation. The Southern Baptist Convention, the second largest denomination in the survey, had a membership of 16.2 million.3 Simply put, the Seven Sisters, from a numerical standpoint, are no longer the majority denominations, and thus no longer the face of American Christianity.

How did this happen? The simple answer is Mainline decline, a topic that has received a good deal of scholarly attention. The thrust of most critiques is that the Seven Sisters, beginning in the early- to mid-twentieth century, began sacrificing doctrinal and theological orthodoxy in order to be more “appealing” and “relevant” to a changing and emerging “modern” American society and culture. In short, they stopped trying to shape culture via orthodox Christianity, and instead began to be shaped by it, liberalizing doctrine and theology in order to appear more welcoming. Christians in America, so the classic thesis goes, then began flocking to denominations and churches that were more orthodox or “conservative,” prompting not just a short-term shift but a demographic one as well. Not only did these denominations attract more members but those members also tended to be younger and more apt to have larger families than those who remained in the Seven Sisters.4

The decline thesis is compelling. It surely captures many aspects of the dilemma in which the Seven Sisters find themselves as the twenty-first century begins, and it may even hold a warning for the larger denominations and congregations of the present. However, the theory raises as many questions as it answers. One of the problems with it is the use (while not wholly inappropriate) of political terms such as “liberal” and “conservative” to describe individual actors as well as entire denominations. If the Mainline is “liberal,” and Roman Catholics are “conservative” theologically, then it would stand to reason that Methodists (for example) would be supporters of the Democratic Party, while Catholics would be the backbone of the Republican Party. And yet, what we find is a good deal of theological diversity within denominations, and thus a good deal of political diversity as well. Taking the above two denominations as examples, Hillary Clinton and George W. Bush are both United Methodists, while John Kerry and Bobby Jindal are both Roman Catholics. If anything, the inclusion of political terms obscures more than it illuminates, taking the focus off of other factors (ranging from congregational and pastoral preference, family membership traditions—which are compounded by cross-denominational marriage–and congregational availability/location), which are at least as important, if not more so, than denominational pronouncements and stances.5

Having offered this critique, this book is not just another chronicle of Mainline decline, though that is, to be sure, an issue discussed in the pages that follow. Rather, it is an attempt to capture the history of the Mainline. The Seven Sisters were not the first nor are they likely to be the last “Mainline” in America’s religious history. The Mainline is best viewed not as a single, solitary collection of denominations but as the most culturally influential and demographically representative group of denominations at a given historical moment. Such an understanding allows for continuity as well as change within that membership, and it also invites studies of American Christianity that avoid being saddled with debates over political terminology within doctrinal (both denominational and foundational) disputes, while respecting the diversity that theological discussion has produced. Understanding the history of the Mainline opens the door for a greater appreciation of the role of religion in American life and for new lines of study into its future.

If this historical insight is both evident from the record and even desirable as a tool of inquiry, then why has it been largely neglected? Even at the height of their power, some questioned the Seven Sisters’ exclusiveness, arguing that other branches of Christendom, particularly Roman Catholics and Greek Orthodox Christians, needed to be included.6 So, why are the Seven Sisters still widely counted as the Mainline if they no longer have the numbers (or clout) to back it up? There are several possible answers to these important questions, some of which will be explored in this book. But the crux of the answer centers on the concept of being a majority (or dominant cultural force), perceptions attached to that status, the coveted and comfortable place it became for its members, and what it means to lose that position, all of which is made more complex by the question of who gets to make such a categorization to begin with.

From an academic perspective, majority status is something of a doubleedged sword. On the one hand, if a denomination is seen as part of the Mainline, there is little need (unless a scandal erupts) to spend time researching and writing about it because it is assumed that “everyone” already knows about or is a part of the denomination. If work is done, it is likely to focus on particular figures that helped form or influenced the denomination, or its rise to majority status, or even on important congregations within the denomination. In the American context, according to the historian Martin Marty, this has caused academics to slight Protestantism.7 And while works of this type can all be important, insightful, and useful, they do not often get at what it means to be part of the Mainline. Perhaps the closest we have come to a study of the Mainline is David Sehat’s recent work The Myth of American Religious Freedom. Sehat never engages the Mainline as the Mainline (indeed, he never invokes the term), though he does a fine job of discussing the interactions of religion, politics and the law in American life and culture.8

The other edge of majority status flows from the idea that the majority is of little interest, because it is the majority. Many academics, always on the lookout for new scholarship trends, have gravitated to studying groups or denominations on the margins of the Mainline. This includes works on New Religious Movements (NMRs), established denominations that are not part of the Mainline, and popular religious devotions, as well as sensational sects and cults. Like those who study the rise of Mainline denominations, these scholars are making important contributions to our knowledge about religion in America, including offering key insights as to why some people opt out of mainstream religious culture and expression. And yet, by not focusing on the majority, there is a failure to engage how most Americans have experienced and do experience religious life. Thus, readers will look largely in vain for discussion of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, the Unitarians or their Universalist co-denominationalists, Christian Science, or “sects” of any kind in these pages.9 Our focus here will be on the majority.

Because there is value in majority status, those who have once been a part of it are reluctant to give it up. Here then, is the reason why the Seven Sisters work so hard to remain considered as the Mainline, despite more than three decades of talking about Mainline decline and despite denominational membership figures that argue for a reconfiguration or reconceptualization.10 Part of this is tradition; after all, they were once the Mainline, and some continue to lay claim to this position via nationally known leaders or by their prominence in certain areas of the country. That tradition also affords them a certain “bank of goodwill” in the larger public (including among journalists) memory.11 They are, after all, the denominations from which people have “always” sought answers. And part of the Seven Sisters’ appeal as the Mainline comes from their continued dominance of local, state, and national pandenominational groups, boards, and organizations that can speak officially to the press on an issue for all member denominations and congregations, no matter how controversial the issue or statement may be. This is a function usually reserved for the majority, and provides an easy way to “know” what Christians think.

The problem is that these organizations are vestiges of a different time, when the Seven Sisters were the Mainline. To say that the National Council of Churches (the successor to the Federal Council of Churches) speaks for all Christians historically, or even for all members of the Seven Sisters today, simply does not hold up to scrutiny. Roman Catholics, for example, were not a part of the organization because they were largely not welcome due to Protestant anti-Catholicism in its early years. Furthermore, many of these institutions simply lack the power or authority they did a century ago. This marginalization is part and parcel with the decline thesis, but it illustrates a disjunct, or rift, between denominational and institutional bureaucracies and many in the pews, as well as the growth of both pluralism and secularism in wider American society.

Rather than clinging to this past, as many within the Seven Sisters do, it is useful to begin to conceptualize a new Mainline. More than those outside the majority and even more than the decline thesis, looking for and at the majority can tell us a great deal about American religion. What we will find in making such a journey is that the Mainline has always been a part of the American experience. It has reflected in very real ways not only historic events, but the very face of the nation. Its history, its story, is a rich treasure just waiting to be found and appreciated.

If the past is to be our guide in discovering who the Mainline is today, then we must be prepared to embrace not only the flow of history, which shows a decided continuity within the Mainline in America, but the complex nature of Mainline Christianity in both the past and the present. In some ways, there has been more than one Mainline. In the colonial period, it was comprised of churches tied to their colonies and then states. After the Revolution, these denominations were joined by more evangelical denominations to form the Seven Sisters. By the mid- to late-twentieth century, this incarnation of the Mainline began to decline, forcing our discussion of a possible third reconfiguration of the group of churches that best reflects American Christianity.

As a collection of denominations, the Mainline has always been reflective of the America of their time and place. The story is full of saints and sinners, shortsighted pronouncements and visionary statements, not to mention doctrinal debates, theological discussions, and political shenanigans, all played out by those clinging to the cross of Christ. If not a uniquely American story, as an important part of the nation’s history, it is no longer one that either can or should be ignored.


1
The Genesis of the Mainline

In 2007, to celebrate the 400th anniversary of the founding of Jamestown in Virginia, Queen Elizabeth II of the United Kingdom journeyed to the United States.1 As the visiting monarch toured the re-created settlement, few commentators noted that the Britain’s head of state was also the head of the Church of England, and so that the visit also marked a commemoration of the arrival of that branch of Protestant Christianity to the New World. Indeed, in some ways, Jamestown represents not just the first permanent English settlement in North America but the origin of the Mainline itself, a time during which people belonged to official churches, and those denominations shaped not only their members but also their communities and nations.

In American religious history, the story of the Mainline begins with the Church crisis that culminated in the Protestant Reformation. In looking back at the Reformation era and how it affected the discovery of the Americas and founding of the United States, the origins of the Mainline are in evidence. It is out of this period that the Mainline emerged, not quite into the power and glory of the Seven Sisters but surely with the promise of much to come. Still, the Mainline’s creation took centuries to accomplish. Like Rome, it was not built in a day. And it is with Rome, or at least Roman Catholicism, that the story begins.

Colonial Origins

In some respects, Western Europe on the verge of the Reformation was basking in the glow of a golden age of Christendom. True, this Christendom was already not united, having witnessed a much earlier splintering between Western (Catholic) and Eastern (Orthodox) rites in 1054, as well as the more recent Avignon Schism (1309–78), which had found the papal seat of power transferred from Rome to France and then back again. True as well that it still faced a dangerous religious, political, economic, and military foe in the form of Islam. The Muslim conquest of Constantinople and the last vestiges of the Byzantine Empire was completed in 1453, and the threat of a Muslim invasion and occupation of Western Europe would not end until the 1570s.2 But on the surface, the church was as strong and influential in faith and politics as it had been since the fall of the Roman Empire. It provided stability to much of Europe in the wake of imperial collapse, and these other factors seemed to matter very little to most of the faithful. This was the age of grand cathedral construction and of ever-expanding papal authority, which included appointing monarchs. The church seemed poised to grow on this secure foundation and to bring with it a new age of prosperity and piety.3

But that was the surface. In reality, this Catholic Christendom was on the verge of fragmentation, and that fragmentation helped to prompt the discovery and colonization of the Americas. There were two causes of the Reformation that are germane to the origins of the Mainline. The first is the theological and doctrinal debate within the Roman Catholic Church that culminated in the Protestant Reformation. The other was the growth, or strengthening, of nationalism within Europe. These two causes fed upon one another and were further inflamed by the printing revolution, which allowed the rapid dissemination of treatises, tracts, and books, and thus the diffusion of ideas and knowledge to an increasing number of people. Brought together, these factors helped create the modern world.

The mixture of faith and nationalistic influences can be clearly seen in two of the most significant men of the period: Christopher Columbus and Martin Luther. Both men and their achievements benefited from the state of flux in which Europe found itself, including the emerging debate over the proper role of church and state in the lives of both the nations and people of Europe. And, while neither man seemed destined for greatness at birth, both altered the course of history.

As an Italian, or perhaps more accurately a Genoan, Columbus grew up in the shadow of the papacy, which by the mid-1400s was as much a political as it was a religious institution. Since the fall of the Roman Empire, the papacy and the Catholic Church had filled much of the leadership void left by the vanished imperial bureaucracy, in addition to administering to the spiritual needs of millions of Europeans. Far from a dark period, these Middle Ages saw the church protect much of what is now Western Civilization. It did this by preserving ancient texts in libraries, founding colleges and universities, and sending out missionaries to spread the faith to “barbarians” across Europe.4 Additionally, various popes ordered armies into the field, most notably during the Crusades, in an attempt to defend, enlarge, and recapture areas that had once been part of Christendom.5

This is the world that nurtured and shaped Christopher Columbus. It is because of the knowledge the church protected that he first started to believe it possible, from both a geographic and a historic sense, to sail west into the Atlantic Ocean to arrive in the Far East. And too, the church had been so active in “foreign affairs” that he believed his plan carried much spiritual (as well as economic) potential. Indeed, he saw these forces as intertwined—the money to be made from a more direct route to the markets and goods of Asia would produce European wealth to launch a new Crusade to free the Holy Land from Muslim control once and for all.6

Ironically enough, this goal is the reason the Italian Christopher Columbus ended up sailing for Spain. The Italian merchants and sailors, his peers, largely ignored his ideas because they were already part of the dominant trade route (along with corresponding product price markup) that brought Asian goods overland through Muslim occupied lands to Mediterranean ports dominated by Italian city-states for their transport into Europe. They had no intention of disrupting the arrangements they knew for something untried. The Portuguese, to whom Columbus also pitched his idea, dismissed it for other reasons. While not supporters of the Mediterranean trade route, they refused to finance Columbus because they had already done something about it. Portugal had circumnavigated Africa in order to reach Asia. While primarily done as a means to cut out the middle man, the Portuguese African venture had helped spark a naval/sailing revolution in Western Europe and created some of the first modern European overseas colonies. It was all done under the banner of the Portuguese monarchy’s devotion to reestablishing contact with older Christian kingdoms, in this case, that of the mythic Prester John.7

These rejections eventually brought Columbus to the Spanish Court. For all the eventual problems he had with the Spanish government, at the time it was a match made in heaven. Newly united (via the marriage of Ferdinand and Isabella) and freed (the last of the Muslim Moors having been pushed out in 1492, after nearly eight hundred years presence on the Iberian Peninsula), the Spanish were receptive to Columbus’s presentation that promised them wealth from a faster trade route to Asia, power within Europe because of it, and the possibility that both could then be harnessed to free the Holy Land. It was for these reasons that Columbus got to sail the ocean blue in 1492.8

Of course, Columbus did not land in Asia proper or off the coast of India as he first supposed. Instead, he “discovered” the Americas and pioneered the possibilities of what this New World could offer the Old, and vice versa. Part of the eventual Columbian exchange was religion, with Catholic missionaries very much a part of the Spanish effort to colonize the New World, and the faith being given (along with gold and glory) as reason for the effort. We need not debate the sincerity of that religious belief, juxtaposed with brutal warfare, enslavement, and decimation by disease of Native Americans when considering its significance for colonization and the conquest of what the Catholic Spaniards deemed a pagan native population. That it was given as a reason is important enough when it comes to appreciating the origins of the Mainline.9

For his part, Columbus demonstrated both tendencies and worldviews. A devout Catholic, he believed that his faith was the one true way of knowing God. On one hand, this meant it was something to be shared and spread to unbelievers. On the other, if the cross of Christ was rejected, any resulting conflict or decimation by disease was not the fault of Europeans but rather of the “pagans” they had encountered who had spurned the true faith and the resulting outcome was the judgment of God. No matter how he looked at it, and no matter what we make of it, religious belief played a key role in the motivation of Columbus and of the long-term results of his transatlantic voyage.

If Columbus opened the door to religion playing a role in the European movement to the New World, then Martin Luther’s actions both broadened and exploited this breach. While the German monk and professor of New Testament was neither the first (he was proceeded by John Wycliff and John Huss) nor the only one to seek reform of the church’s administration (Erasmus was his contemporary) and uses of theology to justify some of its projects (the sale of indulgences, for example, was funding construction of St. Peter’s Basilica at the Vatican in Rome), he is often credited with being the Father of the Reformation because his actions in 1517 were a tipping point in moving the reform debate from discussion to action. His success depended on the aid and support of local German nobility (most notably Frederic the Wise) and was copied, replicated, and transferred all across Western and portions of Central Europe.10

The Protestants (so called because of their protests about some of the Roman Church’s practices) who broke with Catholicism over issues of reform and theology were a diverse bunch from their emergence, in terms of their own theology and their nationalities. Some of these newly minted dissenters objected to the Italian domination of the papacy and the Vatican as institutions, others sought to use the vernacular language in the publication of the Bible (making the Holy Scriptures more accessible to the common people of Europe), while still others protested a wide variety of doctrinal innovations, traditions, and decisions advocated by the papacy (seeing them as nonessential to the faith). The two most important Protestant traditions for the future of the American Mainline were Luther’s Lutheranism, which took hold in many of the German states and principalities as well as in Scandinavia (the forebearer of the Seven Sisters’ Evangelical Lutheran Church), and John Calvin’s Reformed (or Calvinism) Protestantism, which took root in portions of Switzerland, France (where it was particularly strong within the nobility), Holland, and eventually to portions of England and Scotland as well.11

While these two types of Protestantism differed in their stress on many points of doctrine (Calvinism came to emphasize the predestination of souls and the fear of the Lord, while Lutheranism emphasized the priesthood of all believers and justification by faith, and both held divergent views on the Eucharist), they shared a common belief in church influence on the state, but not the other way around. Luther believed the local ruler to be the supreme religious and political authority, while Calvin asserted the state should not interfere in the affairs of the church as well as concern that the papacy was a danger to the souls of those who worshiped in Catholic parishes and cathedrals.12 Both men were also heavily reliant on the emerging print culture to spread their ideas and win converts to their cause. Indeed, Luther’s revolt was predicated on the idea that people could read the Bible (and his tracts) for themselves and had no need for priests, bishops, or popes to interpose themselves between the individual and God.13

The conflict between Protestants and Catholics was not confined to debates or books. Indeed, Luther’s Ninety-five Theses were more debate points posted on the cathedral door of a college town than they were detailed indictments of the church.14 The moment Luther took his stand on faith alone, there was no hope of reconciliation between him and Rome. Thanks in large part to linkage between church and state (which had saved Luther’s life when German princes’ offered him protection after his excommunication), warfare and bloodshed were very much a part of the Reformation and the eventual Catholic Counter-Reformation. Both sides waged holy war against the other to take and retake spiritual and physical territory for much of the rest of the 1500s.15 These wars of religion took a toll on the populations of many Western European countries and prompted new ways of thinking about the role of faith in the lives of both individuals and nations by the time the conflicts subsided.

As it happened, the merging of religion and nationalism furthered the cause of European colonization in the New World by helping spur intense competition in a variety of ways between nation states. Europeans, even as they fought over the Reformation, were in competition for economic resources and trade. Nations were attempting to become the most dominant power in Europe and saw colonies as the best means to achieve that goal quickly. And they were also in competition over propagating their brand of Christianity. The leading imperial powers in what was to become the United States all wrestled with faith and nationalism in different ways.

For the Spanish, there was little doubt that they were the Catholic power in the wake of Columbus’s discovery and Luther’s Reformation. Benefiting from finding and conquering the two richest and strongest Native American tribal empires (the Aztecs of Mexico and the Incas of Peru), the Spanish were overnight awash in a sea of wealth. Rather than funding a crusade to liberate the Holy Land, however, the Spanish opted to use their riches to build up the Roman Church and their own power. This often meant fighting Protestant (and at times other Catholic) nations in both the Old and New Worlds.16 It also meant actively seeking to convert Native Americans by Catholic missionaries and by the sword. The empire the Spanish constructed heavily meshed the church with the state, and vice versa, with the church hierarchy handpicked by the Spanish Crown, and the institutional church used to help administer the far-flung colonial holdings.17

But the Spanish were not alone as a colonial power for very long, nor was their model the only one crafted by European Christians in the New World. The Portuguese quickly recognized their mistake in not backing Columbus and soon landed in Brazil with the full blessing of the papacy, which arbitrated and divided the Americas between Spain and Portugal in order to avert a conflict between the two powers. By the mid-1500s, the French joined them in the Americas as well. France, however, had been delayed by the Reformation. Like Germany, the French countryside was literally a battleground during the wars of religion that occurred after Luther’s stand against the Roman hierarchy. With perhaps a third or more of the population becoming Protestant, it is little wonder that unlike Spain and Portugal (which Protestantism barely touched) and Germany (where, because of the fragmented nature of Germanic society, the faith of an area or principality largely depended upon where the local nobility opted to worship), in France a form of religious toleration, or at least coexistence, developed ahead of colonization.18

Codified as the Edict of Nantes in 1598, the concept of religious toleration had important and lasting affects in America, even as it proved to be short lived in France itself. The doctrine was crafted as a means to end the religious violence in the nation, the highpoint of which had been the massacre of Protestants on St. Bartholomew’s Day in 1572, which had much to do with royal marriages and alliances. To bring peace to his country, the Protestant nobleman Henri of Navarre (soon to be Henry IV) agreed to convert to Catholicism in order to be crowned king (reportedly saying that Paris was worth attending Mass), and the edict was a means to allow Protestants to worship freely. Henri was eventually slain by a zealous Catholic who, perhaps correctly, doubted the conversion. But his death did not reopen the religious conflict. Rather, France came to embrace colonization as a means to rid itself of Protestant Christians.19

The French colonial agenda soon ran into problems. Many of the first voyages landed French Protestant colonists in the midst of Spanish territorial claims in the Caribbean and Florida, which the Spanish dealt with by massacring men, women, and children. When the French government moved its focus farther north, to what is today Canada, it escaped Spanish retaliation but found no easy path to wealth and dwindling numbers of willing colonists. In part this was because of past debacles and in part because of new conditions in France. The Catholic-controlled government initiated a new program of banishing Protestant ministers, thus cutting off the spiritual heads of Protestant congregations, and sending the remaining devout either into exile, back into the Roman Church, or opting out of organized religion altogether. With good economic conditions at home, there was also a lack of interest in leaving France. As a result, French colonies became small in size, Catholic in their religion, and based on good relations with Native American tribes. This development allowed the French to tap into the abundant fish and fur resources of North America, creating a transatlantic trade that brought them wealth in Europe without putting too much pressure on the Native Americans for land.20

So, where were the Protestant nations in this colonial scramble? While both Holland and Sweden established colonies in what became the United States, both stakeholds were small and eventually consumed by the nation that became the Protestant colonial power, Great Britain. And while the British were late in establishing colonies (Jamestown in Virginia was not founded until 1607), not only was it Britain’s thirteen colonies that became the United States but the British experience with the Reformation that best explains its late entry into the Americas and the creation of the Mainline in the United States.21

The Reformation and the battle over it in England can be discerned from simply looking at the travails of the ruling Tudor family. Henry VIII had become king in 1509 upon the death of his older brother (and after Henry had spent time contemplating joining the priesthood). The crown came complete with a wife, his brother’s widow, Catherine of Aragon (the daughter of Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain). When Luther and the Reformation burst onto the scene, Henry wrote a defense of the Catholic Church that won praise from Pope Leo X. But Henry’s determination to produce a male heir to the throne, convinced as he was that his daughter Mary would be controlled by a foreign prince and thus make England a vassal state to a foreign power, eventually prompted him to use the Protestant crisis to achieve a divorce. This was the final blow to Rome’s supremacy in the British Isles (which had come under increasing attack since the late 1300s, when the Oxford theologian John Wycliffe had worked on behalf of King Edward III to determine the proper relationship between church and state). Wycliffe went on to challenge the growth of wealth within the institutional church as well as the growth of shrines. In 1382, he translated the Vulgate Bible from Latin into English, helping unleash the Lollard movement of itinerant preachers as well as a firestorm of controversy before his death in 1384; Henry and his advisers established in 1534, by the Act of Supremacy, the Church of England.22

Henry’s decision, expedited by the pregnancy of his mistress, officially removed the church in England from the See of Rome, placing it under the Crown’s control. The king himself vacillated between what he knew (Catholicism), what he needed (a church that would allow a divorce or an annulment, making his daughter Mary a bastard and the soon-to-arrive Elizabeth legitimate), and what many of his advisors strove for—a Protestant church similar to those in Lutheran Germany.23 His children truly dealt with the legacy of his decision. Edward, the eventual male heir, was a devout Protestant who died young and before his Protestant reforms had much chance to take root. Mary, not surprisingly, was an equally devout Catholic who, upon assuming the throne after Edward’s death, attempted to eradicate the Protestantism she blamed for the disruption of her happy family life. While finding success in arresting, imprisoning, and even executing many leading Protestants, Mary had no children and so was followed on the throne by her sister, Elizabeth. The new queen, a Protestant, sought to defuse the religious struggle, vowing not to make “windows into the souls of men,” while also crafting a Protestant national church as an arm of the state. Moving forward, England would be the Protestant power.24

Elizabeth I also launched England into colonization in the Americas. Combined with the new church, the nation was now set to leave its mark on the development of the American Mainline. The Anglican Church, as the Church of England was eventually called globally, became the official church in many colonies, especially in Virginia where it was the religious establishment, with local taxes paid to support its existence. The denomination quickly became a bastion of the elite and the backbone of the eventual Southern planter aristocracy in the Americas. The church sought conformity, as dissenters from the Anglican fold not only had to contribute to it financially, but they could also face persecution. If there was a problem for the Church of England in colonial America, it was that it never developed an institutional hierarchy or framework provided by bishops and the bureaucracy of the episcopate that would allow it to adapt quickly to local challenges. It was, in other words, a shallow sort of establishment (even if the faith of those in the churches was often strong), with no bishop in America, and most of its clergy with more ties to England than the colonies and municipalities in which they resided.25

Despite the Anglican Church’s official status, there was room for dissent within Christian England, which allowed for a good deal of diversity to exist on both sides of the British Atlantic. Perhaps the best known, and the ones with the largest impact on the future United States, were the Puritans. So named because they felt the Church of England remained too attached to the form and function of Roman Catholicism, the Puritans sought to purify the church on more Reformed Protestant lines.26 Their failure to convince Elizabeth of this need and their disappointment in King James (formerly the king of Scotland, who took the throne of England upon Elizabeth’s death), who despite being raised as a Presbyterian (the Scottish variant of Calvinism), quickly warmed to the notion of running his own church, led many Puritans to go to America. Others remained, eventually helping spur the English Civil War, in which Charles I (James’s ill-fated son and successor) was killed, and a republic, headed by the Puritan Oliver Cromwell, was proclaimed.27

The Puritans who left for the New World (which differentiated them already from those who remained in England) came in two main varieties, each showcasing the complexity of their theology. The first were what might be called “orthodox” Puritans. This group believed they were creating a righteous example (through their own adherence to proper doctrine) for England, Protestant Europe, and all Christendom to follow. John Winthrop, who helped found Massachusetts, called what they were doing establishing a “city on a hill” when talking about the Puritan mission to the New World, where they could put their theories freely into practice. Their experiment was not a theocracy but a holy republic, a place where church and state functioned together toward a common end on shared principles, but not with a common leadership. Ministers were barred from holding public office, though church membership was initially a requirement to vote. So powerful was this vision that entire Puritan congregations uprooted themselves to come to America to help establish what became “New England.”28 The second group, the Separatists (whom most Americans know as the Pilgrims) did not share the optimism of the larger orthodox strain of Puritanism. They believed that Europe, England, and the church (whether the Church of England or the Church of Rome) were corrupt and beyond redemption. This feeling was reinforced by many of the Separatists’ sojourn in Protestant Holland, which, while officially Reformed, was too tolerant for the dissenting Englishmen and women’s religious tastes and social sensibilities.29

While these two groups of Puritans were different, they shared a sincere belief in sin and its consequences, and the assurance that Christ and his church were the only means of salvation and grace in the world. While their sincerity would later give rise to the stereotype of being “kill joys,” they were, as a group, far from joyless. Rather, they worried about things that might lead to sin because of the eternal consequences attached to it. As such, they put their church, what became the Congregational denomination in America, at the center of life. Indeed, the church was often literally the center of Puritan towns, and served as a moral guide for its members and the wider community. The Puritan system was replicated throughout England’s northernmost colonies, in places such as New Hampshire and Connecticut.30

All Puritans believed they had entered into a covenant with God. Like ancient Israel, they were to be God’s people, and he was to be their God. This relationship strongly personalized God for the Puritans, but it also meant that there were many conditions that the Puritans had to meet to keep the covenant in place. Their church and colonies were crafted to try both to meet those goals and to mirror the covenant itself.31 They expected God’s blessing if they lived up to the covenant and God’s punishment if they failed.

Covenant theology and the congregational way met with mixed results. Acceptance of it by the Puritans required adherence to both the ecclesiastical and temporal leadership, with membership being predicated on a conversion experience and public testimony to God’s saving power. But Puritans also wrestled with whether they could, in fact, be sure of their salvation. Was their conversion real, or had they been tricked by Satan? For the first generation of Puritans, there was as much angst as there was joy in conversion, prompting in part what the historian Edmund Morgan has labeled the “Puritan dilemma,” as they wrestled with being saints living in an ungodly world. Conceived as it was in the midst of a vibrant intellectual Calvinism, covenant theology when applied to colonization shows how complex Puritan thought was. While the Great Migration in the 1630s had been a bonding event, as the founding generation passed from the scene there was a good deal of worry over the fate of the holy experiment in New England.32

Hence, the second and third generations of Puritans in America devoted time and energy into crafting, debating, defending, and expanding the so-called Half-Way Covenant, which allowed those whose parents had been confirmed as church members to become partial members as well, without having had to have a conversion experience of their own. This compromise, though not accepted by everyone, was thought to be crucial to the survival of the New England experiment, even as it caused much debate within the church (including between such heavyweights as the Mather family and Solomon Stoddard) and opened the door to the eventual ending of Congregationalism as the founding Puritans had known it.33 After all, wrestling with the concept of salvation was seemingly a hallmark of Puritanism, and thus of church membership and the privileges that went with it both in this world and the next. Under the Half-Way Covenant this struggle was removed from the equation.34

As dissenters, the Puritans might be expected to be upholders of religious toleration. This, however, was not the case. The sincerity of their beliefs led them to insist that those who objected to their views were not only wrong but probable agents of Satan. Protestantism in general, with Luther’s argument of the priesthood of all believers and the notion that Christians could read and interpret scripture for themselves, contributed to this stance. But so too did Puritanism in particular, because it attempted to create a holy republic in both the New and Old Worlds. These factors led to dissent and splintering of this branch of Protestantism in America rather quickly.35

Probably the best-known story in this vein is that of Anne Hutchinson, who began instructing fellow Puritans in her home following church services. Often her teachings pointed out mistakes Hutchinson believed the minister was making in interpreting scripture. Eventually brought before authorities, Hutchinson largely held her own with her critics. While it is popular today to hold her up as a feminist icon, Hutchinson posed a threat to Puritan theology not because she was a woman but rather because she was attacking the basis of how Puritans believed God instructed his people. In her view, one needed to just wait upon the Holy Spirit to talk to one directly; there was no need for adherence to institutional forms per se. The Puritans believed that by banishing her, as they did in 1638, they were protecting God’s holy experiment and defending the church as an institution. When she was later killed by Native Americans, the Puritans of Massachusetts ascribed it to divine justice.36

More importantly, the hard line the Puritans took led to the founding of more colonies. Dissenters fleeing from Massachusetts helped bring about the Baptist denomination, as well as craft a colony that allowed for true religious toleration. Of course it was not just any dissenter but rather one of the most devout of the Puritan faithful, Roger Williams, who helped nurture the Baptists and who gave birth to Rhode Island. Indeed, Williams was the ultimate dissenter in some regards. As one who believed firmly in the concept of congregational independence, he could not accept the mingling of church and state in Massachusetts, seeing no role for the state in enforcing congregational conformity nor in church attendance. He worried that his fellow Puritans had not made a clean enough break with their Anglican roots, and he could not he see how the Crown had some sort of divine right to the lands of the Native Americans. As he could not keep his views to himself, it is little wonder that he was eventually expelled from Massachusetts (though unlike Hutchinson, he maintained friendships with those who disagreed with him, most notably with John Winthrop).37

Rhode Island’s example was utilized by other new colonies created in the wake of the Restoration of the monarchy in England, following Oliver Cromwell’s death in 1658. Looking to pay off debts, King Charles II (the son of the executed Charles I) granted William Penn the right to found the Province (later the state of) Pennsylvania. A devout member of the Society of Friends (Quakers), and like many converts of whatever faith quite assertive, Penn quickly made his proprietary holding a safe haven for all manner of religious dissenters, a practice that was followed in nearby New Jersey and Delaware.38 In doing so, Charles II was merely following in the footsteps of his grandfather and father. In 1625 George Calvert was made the First Lord Baltimore by James I (as compensation for years of devoted service upon his resignation from a royal post because of his Catholicism). In the early 1630s, Calvert presented a plan to Charles I for a new colony north of Virginia. In 1632 Charles I approved the colony, giving it to Cecil, the Second Lord Baltimore. As Catholics, the Calvert family made their colony Maryland a place of religious toleration, in large part because they could not find enough of their co-religionists to settle there.39 To his brother James, the Duke of York (who would eventually be revealed as a secret Catholic), Charles II granted New York, which also followed a policy of religious toleration (perhaps out of immediate necessity, as it incorporated New Holland and New Sweden into itself). All three of these colonial benefactors practiced toleration, in part because it helped attract more colonists, making their holdings more profitable, and also because of their own religious backgrounds.40

Looking back at this colonial period, several popular narratives are shown to be based only in part on actual history. The first is the notion that religious toleration was an overriding goal for the English colonies. It was not. Most English Christians limited themselves to tolerating other Christians (in a broad sense), without neglecting doctrinal differences, most often limiting themselves only to tolerating other Protestants. Furthermore, tolerance, even of a grudging kind, is not the same thing as acceptance. While other variants of the faith might have been allowed, this did not stop most colonies from having an official, established church.

The other popular notion is to see the future United States as simply a “Puritan nation.” When discussion turns to colonial religion, especially when it focuses on the Salem witchcraft trials (a common enough practice among Christians on both sides of the Reformation divide and on both sides of the Atlantic), not only are the Puritans blasted for their moralism but also for their intolerance, both of which are oversimplifications dealing more with stereotypes than with the Puritans themselves.41 But this also masks a larger problem, assuming that one denomination defined the United States. Without taking anything away from the important role of the Puritans, it is more useful for our purposes to focus on the immense religious diversity of the colonies and what that came to mean for future generations of Americans.

Of Awakenings and Revolution

Where is the colonial Mainline, if there was such a thing? By far the largest and most dominant Protestant denominations in Britain’s thirteen colonies were the Anglicans and the Puritans (the modern Episcopal and Congregational/United Church of Christ denominations). However, there were dissenters to this establishment. And it was the emerging evangelical movement that would help forge the Seven Sisters and which provides a core to the wide variety of theological and doctrinal differences, shaping them into a more coherent whole.42

These evangelicals, who sought to balance the Protestant intellectual tradition with emotional outreach designed to win converts, emerged in large part as a reaction to events emanating from Europe. The Enlightenment quickly swept across the Continent, moving the focus from faith to reason. This challenged the underpinnings of old European thinking, much as the Reformation had taken issue with the religious and political foundations a generation before. But the Enlightenment movement, with its focus on reason, was multifaceted. While in France it took an antiestablishment bent, helping create both social contract theory in politics and fostering anticlericalism, it was not inherently anti-religious. Calvinists were very important in the coming and shaping of the Enlightenment in the British Empire.43 In Scotland, they helped produce Common Sense Philosophy, which was applied to areas such as politics and religion. In England, the Enlightenment helped clarify the notion of natural laws, giving the world Sir Isaac Newton in science and mathematics, John Locke in politics—both of whom wrote extensively on matters of faith, and Deism in religion.44

Deism made inroads in Christianity during the Enlightenment because of the philosophical attractiveness of natural law and belief in human knowledge: That God had given humans reason, that God had created laws to govern human affairs, and that in deducing these laws, mankind would make the world a better place were assumptions that seemed to blend new and old ways of thinking in a compatible manner. But Deism took these starting points one step farther. Deists said that God was like a clockmaker, who created the world with laws, and then walked away from human history, only to return when the clock stopped at the end of time. The Bible was full of stories and myths to guide mankind, but talk of miracles and divine intervention were allegorical (or perhaps even errors) not historical. Christianity was the epitome of religion because it allowed humans to recognize God’s plan (or Providence) via the teachings of Jesus—not Christ’s death or resurrection, which was to Deists allegorical and spiritual, not something that actually happened—and appreciation for God’s natural laws. In following their version of the faith, Deists strove for a rational understanding of religion’s role in the world as history progressed.45

This variant of Christianity found a ready home in the Church of England, partly because the denomination required its clergy to be college educated, and thus exposed to new knowledge and teaching. But it also came at a time when Puritanism was well on the decline on both sides of the Atlantic. Indeed, some of America’s leading Deists were Puritan converts to Anglicanism. Deism filled an intellectual void, quickly spread throughout the Church of England, and was soon filtering its way into the American colonies as well.46

Deism was not orthodox Christianity by any stretch of the imagination. In England, much of the counterattack against Deism centered on the Methodist movement, spawned by John and Charles Wesley and their friend George Whitfield in the 1730s. Rejecting Deism in terms of its theology and its ramifications (which tended to reinforce the status quo), this band of preachers-in-training took their cue from the New Testament, spending much time studying scripture, singing and writing hymns, and preaching. In evangelizing to the great mass of society about their need to be saved from their sins, these revivalists went beyond the reach of the Anglican Church’s hierarchy, into the streets and fields and directly to the people. Their revivals were not without opposition. Some recoiled at hearing their pastimes (heavy drinking, card-playing) being labeled as sins. Anglican bishops, worried about activities beyond their control, often condemned the revivals as well. Despite these opponents, the revivals were exceedingly popular and successful, and marked the onset of the evangelical movement. They were the heart of what became known as the Great Awakening.47

The Awakening’s revivals were not confined to England, Wales, Scotland, or even portions of Ireland. They quickly spread across the Atlantic, bringing people back into churches.48 Georgia, the final colony England established in North America, was founded on evangelical lines, although they were eventually abandoned as a basis of governance. The Wesleys and Whitfield spent time in Georgia, with Whitfield launching a revival that carried him up and down the Atlantic coastline. Indeed, he almost single-handedly changed the way people viewed what the church could be, in large part because of the connections he was able to make with his audiences.49 His work inspired many, from the future Founding Father Benjamin Franklin (a Deist of Puritan stock who, if not converted, was compelled by what he heard and witnessed to become more active in philanthropy in Philadelphia) to Jonathan Edwards. This descendant of Puritan ministers on both sides of his family tree, including his maternal grandfather, Solomon Stoddard, Edwards was the greatest colonial divine of his generation. A powerful preacher in his own right, Edwards delivered one of the best-known sermons in American History: “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.” In it, Edwards called to his congregation to repent of their sins, or face hell, noting that it was not only God’s grace that could save them but also that grace keeping them from immediate damnation, a stark repudiation of Deism’s worldview.50

Edwards, in many respects, showcases how New England and most of British North America reacted to both the Enlightenment and the changes that were overtaking the empire. As the region had expanded in the late 1600s, it had also been transformed from Winthrop’s city on a hill into a major economic and business center. The resulting societal stress of this transition made it open to the Great Awakening’s revivals, because people now were more aware of the problems that needed confronting. And since many Puritans and their descendants believed New England to have been in decline since the deaths of the founders, their jeremiads (calls to the people to come back to God’s covenant), neatly culminated in the revivals of the Great Awakening and in the person of Edwards.51

When it came to theology, the Great Awakening marked a meeting of traditions. Arminianism, which embraced the idea that sinners were damned because they refused salvation, and Calvinism, which held to the belief in predestination of the saved, were both present.52 But the real demarcation was over the ways individuals understood the revivals that became the hallmark of the time. Some (often referred to as Old Lights) decried the revivals because they upset the status quo, often happened outside the established churches and their structures, seemed to be based more on emotion than on intellect, and could not be controlled. At the other end of the spectrum were the New Lights who embraced revivalism as a gift from God and the rebirth of faith in the face of the Enlightenment. The New Lights, however, were split as the revivals ran their course in the 1730s and 1740s between those who accepted revivals for what they were (a momentary opportunity to reach the unsaved and unchurched) and those who believed the revivals were the new norm and the basis to transform society.53

Despite this debate, the Great Awakening not only saved orthodox Christianity from the clutches of Deism in the English-speaking world but also became a cultural touchstone for the generation who grew up in its wake. For many in England, it became an inspiration for launching reforms. In America, it was something virtually all the colonies were a part of, a common event that unified them.54 And there were other events at work, which would unify the original colonies even more.

By the 1760s the English Atlantic world had taken part in the Great Awakening, but England was reaching the apex of its first empire. Its holdings were global in scope. It was surpassing the Spanish and had finally defeated the French, pushing their ancient foes out of North America altogether. But within this newfound strength there were also the seeds of the empire’s destruction. Its supremacy meant external threats were now gone (at least for the moment), causing some in America to wonder why the colonies should be junior members of an empire that was seemingly sustained by American resources. In attempting to accommodate new citizens of the empire (the former French colonists in Canada primarily), England began making concessions, ranging from halting further westward expansion so to keep the Native American fur trade going to agreeing to allow a Catholic bishop to administer to the spiritual needs of colonists in Quebec. Neither decision was popular among the Protestant English majority living in the colonies. And then there were the taxes Britain needed to fund the acquisition and administration of the empire, taxes that were then passed on to the colonists, prompting resistance in defense of the notion of “no taxation without representation.” A revolution was soon in the works.55

To be clear, religion was not the main force in the coming of the American Revolution. While there was worry about institutional Catholicism, most American pastors were struggling to get or keep their membership numbers up as the enthusiasm of the Great Awakening receded.56 If there was a religious worry, it may have been more focused on the creation of an official Anglican establishment via the work of the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel (SPG), which sought to foster the state church in all the colonies, than it was about Roman Catholics.57 While there is no direct link between evangelicals and patriot thought, the evangelical movement did add to the mix of ideas, and many evangelicals became Revolutionaries—but of course, so to did many Puritans and Anglicans.58 And yet, religious faith, “provided essential moral and political principles to the revolutionaries” according to the historian Thomas Kidd.59

Perhaps the evangelical patriotism is best illustrated by John Witherspoon. A Scottish Presbyterian who came to New Jersey to take the presidency of the College of New Jersey (now Princeton University), Witherspoon mixed Enlightenment views with Calvinistic theology. His influence was vast, including nearly convincing a young James Madison to enter the ministry, and his politics were revolutionary. A signer of the Declaration of Independence, Witherspoon both preached and lectured on the patriot cause. After the war he helped create the Presbyterian Church’s denominational structure in the United States, opting for this duty rather than attending the Constitutional Convention.60

Just as the Revolutionary War proved to be the inception of the United States, it also showcased future religious trends. The British strategy in many ways reflected not only colonial sectionalism but also religious beliefs. It was thought that Anglicans would not break with England; even the Methodists proved to be somewhat ambiguous on the topic of independence, with John Wesley opposing it. Massachusetts, it was believed by many in London, was the real problem. This bastion of Puritanism had never really been loyal to the Crown, and if it could be isolated, an example could be made of it. Indeed, Reformed theology in general was seen as a problem, with King George III supposedly calling the conflict “the Presbyterian war.” On the American side of things, the war was seen by the patriots as a moral imperative, with God being on the side of the new nation, but not discussed in such overtly denominational terms.61

The duration of the conflict, with fighting lasting from 1775 until 1783, was a test of faith for many Americans. Some who were sure in 1775 that God had called them to revolt began to wonder as the war continued if they were enacting God’s plan or not. If the war tested their faith, it also gave the nation an appreciation for the religious diversity in the colonies-turned-states and the ramifications it might have on politics. The Declaration of Independence made implicit, if somewhat vague, calls to a higher authority when it came to rights. Just as important was the movement toward the disestablishment of churches from state government, unleashing the power of democratic competition between denominations that became the bedrock of American religious experience and was critical for the ultimate creation of the Mainline.

Nowhere was the disestablished future either highlighted or more of a struggle than in Virginia. Home to many of the leading Revolutionaries, the state was also the centerpiece of Anglicanism, both of the devout and deistic varieties, in the new United States. It was also home to a growing number of evangelicals, who had for years run afoul of the Anglican establishment. It was Thomas Jefferson who proposed disestablishment, with the support of Witherspoon’s old student James Madison. What they ran up against was the widely held belief that Christianity should be honored as an institution by the state. But after the failure of Patrick Henry’s general establishment plan (a compromise that would have allowed taxpayers to direct which church received their taxes), the Jefferson-Madison argument that Christianity in its diversity could stand on its own, carried the day.62

The religious diversity and tension created by and over the Great Awakening and Revolutionary War were exhibited in the Founding Fathers. Despite coming from a Puritan heritage, Benjamin Franklin was most likely a Deist. Likewise, the primary author of the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson, though raised an Anglican, also embraced Deism. But Jefferson also worked for disestablishment in Virginia (hardly the purview of Deists alone) and was far from being a “strict separationist” when it came to matters of church and state. Though often counted among the Deists, it is perhaps safer to say that George Washington was a disinterested Anglican who sought to have religion play a wider role in the life of the nation. Similarly, James Madison was an Anglican (his cousin (also a James) was one of the founders of the Episcopal Church) who flirted with Presbyterianism in college while becoming a friend to Virginia’s Baptists when he supported Jefferson’s disestablishment plan.63

Other Founders brought different religious views to the table. John Adams was a Yankee Puritan who married a minister’s daughter. While he likely slipped into Unitarianism later in life, his cousin Samuel never lost the Puritan zeal of the founders of Massachusetts. Both branches of the Adams family utilized religion to push for and justify the War of Independence.64 Likewise, the Virginians Patrick Henry and John Marshall along with John Jay of New York were evangelically influenced Anglicans.65 New Jersey’s John Witherspoon also fell into the evangelical camp,66 while Alexander Hamilton (a devout Anglican who found a home in New York) hoped to see the new nation become a Christian republic.67

Though it is difficult to know for certain how profound were these Founding Fathers’ piety, and that like today, religious beliefs or affiliations can change over the years, it is equally clear that this founding generation respected religious belief and believed that faith had an important role to play in the life of the new United States. While some sought to construct a “wall of separation” between church and state, it was also their thought that such a wall would allow both institutions to flourish on their own without overt control or support of the other. What the Founders achieved was the creation of a new nation and a new dynamic in the history of Christianity: toleration that promoted diversity.68 And this is the concept enshrined in the Constitution.69 Its formula put in place the key ingredients for making the Mainline of the Seven Sisters. All that remained was for a second revival to give the Mainline life. 


2
Building the New Jerusalem
The High Tide of the Seven Sisters

“Late in the afternoon of a chilly day in February . . .” With these words Harriet Beecher Stowe began one of the most popular, controversial, and important works in American literature: Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Written in response to the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 and published in book form in 1852, Stowe’s work is generally credited with helping to shift Northern public opinion from apathy to generally antislavery in nature, and thus adding to the other forces that brought on the Civil War.1 But the book is much more than just a piece of abolitionist propaganda, for it marks the ascent of evangelical Protestantism in the United States and the corresponding arrival of the Seven Sisters as a virtual establishment in the young nation.2

The European roots and colonial founding gave American Christians all the necessary ingredients to create the Mainline of the Seven Sisters. The established denominations, the Episcopal and Congregational churches, with their cultural impact, were in place. The ending of state-sponsored churches (even if the states themselves retained a largely religious-based interest in the legal promotion of morality) over the first half of the nineteenth century not only unleashed the competitive nature of American denominationalism but corresponded to the rise of the democratic impulse, which saw the creation of new denominations and the reorganization of old ones. The Seven Sisters emerged out of this milieu, overcoming war and dramatic societal changes, and creating a virtual establishment that lasted well into the twentieth century.

Awakening and War

Even as the nation was recovering from the Revolution, it was pushing forward, or more precisely, westward. Between 1790 and 1860 the United States moved from thirteen states clinging to the Atlantic coastline to controlling what modern Americans would view as the “lower 48.” This westward expansion was met with a good deal of excitement as well as fear over the future, not only on behalf of the prosperity of the country but also for the nation’s soul. As pioneers moved from the East, would God go with them—as westward expansion was couched in the religious notion of manifest destiny—or would they become cut off from organized religion and civilization, descending into some sort of lawless (and pagan) state of nature? The Episcopalians and Congregationalists were unready to deal with this potential problem, or at least they were unsure of how to act. The pillars of colonial Christendom were struggling to find their place in the new America as disestablishment hit them the hardest. The Episcopal Church was tainted by its English roots despite its new, official name as the Protestant Episcopal Church in the United States of America, and the Congregational Church was mired in a divisive doctrinal debate related to a proposed merger with the Presbyterian Church. For these reasons, many people believed the religious faith of the nation was at low ebb in the years after the Revolution.3

The nation now faced some real problems. The diversification of the American economy, which comprised commercial agriculture in the Midwest, cash crops in the South, and industrialization in the Northeast—corresponding to regionalism—and the South’s reliance on slave labor, were all soon causing a political crisis that ended in civil war. While slavery was hardly the only issue discussed, it soon became the most important. Religious debate over it and calls for other reforms only exacerbated tensions in the nation.4

Likewise, the nation’s Protestant Christians faced another challenge as well, which also affected the future Mainline. During the mid-1800s, the nation welcomed the first wave of large-scale immigration from Europe since the Revolution. Prompted by war, famine, and political disruption, and tied to both cheap land in the West and a growing industrial capability in the Northeast, these immigrants, primarily from Ireland and Germany, were largely Roman Catholic. To many native-born Americans, such an influx brought with it societal strain and challenge, and also religious tension. The Reformation divide between Protestants and Catholics was still very much alive, and the early nineteenth century witnessed a wave of anti-Catholicism, which included riots and bloodshed.5 These events helped bolster both Catholic and Protestant identity, each largely independent of the other.

Not surprisingly, America’s churches unleashed another wave of revivals along with reforms in response to these tensions. While not quite as transatlantic as the first, the Second Great Awakening was in many respects even more impressive in its scope and religious accomplishments for the country. Here was the emergence of evangelical Protestantism as a force, not just a movement. This was the time of the Baptists, Methodists, and Presbyterians, a period of evangelical dominance that would last for more than a century. Together with the Congregationalists and Episcopalians, with whom they shared a related Reformation Era heritage, these denominations created the Mainline.6

But that was in the long term. In the short term, the Second Great Awakening met a fundamental need for many Americans. People were yearning for a revival in the years after the Revolution. The pioneers wanted churches, welcomed preachers, and feared national religious decline, just like their fellow citizens back East. If the fear of decline was commonplace that does not mean it was not based in reality. The evangelical denominations were in the best position to address these fears, both real and imagined.7

Because they were not part of the old establishment, the evangelical denominations had the most to gain from disestablishment after the Revolution. They had few overt ties to old ways or old governments, and appeared as fresh and new as the country itself. In many ways Baptists, Methodists, and Presbyterians were in the best position to capitalize on the dislocations of westward expansion and industrialization, which included urbanization and immigration as well. For one, the evangelical denominations respected the mobility of the American population, whether native-born or immigrant. They went where the people were, rather than relying on “cradle to grave” membership or denominational loyalty. Additionally, the evangelical denominations were willing to act to deal with the problems of their time without much theological angst. Indeed, the evangelicals brought a “can do” spirit to facing down problems while also interjecting a good deal of optimism into how American Christians saw the United States.8

But exactly who were these evangelical denominations that were willing to take part in both rural and urban revivals to advance their belief that establishing God’s kingdom on earth was possible? The Baptists, for example, were truly “of the people” and had helped make the case for disestablishment in places like Virginia. They made few demands on ministers establishing new churches, save that they felt called by God to the pulpit; this calling included being able to preach from the Bible, and being of good moral character, plus the ability to support themselves. The denomination was loosely organized and could offer very little in the way of financial support and so, was poised to grow rapidly.9 The Methodists, led more by Francis Asbury, who had been appointed in 1771 to help guide the American wing of the movement, than by the Wesleys themselves, adapted to the frontier’s spread-out communities by creating the circuit rider system: one minister administered to the spiritual needs of several “stations” on a rotating basis, connecting them together by riding from one pioneer community to another on horseback in between Sundays. This arrangement gave local lay leadership considerable control and responsibility, and promoted a collective sense of denominational identity and purpose.10 The Presbyterians, after considering a merger with the Congregational Church (despite their shared Reformed heritage, the differences over church polity and oversight were to great to overcome), instead pressed ahead with plans to win the West by planting colleges and producing ministers to launch and lead new congregations as quickly as they could be formed.11 All three denominations emphasized the power of preaching and creating an environment that attracted people to their congregations. These attributes quickly became hallmarks of American evangelical Protestantism.12

Revivals were soon sweeping over the nation again. Often centered on pioneer marshalling areas, such as Cane Ridge in Kentucky, the resulting enthusiasm and new church plants quickly put to rest worries that the pioneers would go unchurched.13 But the revivals were not confined to the frontier. In places like upstate New York, industrialization and related population dislocation soon created what was known as the “burned-over district” because of the number of revivals and revivalists. The famed Charles Finney, a lawyer-turned-Presbyterian-evangelist whose tactics grew church membership but also downplayed the need to know much about theology or doctrine, won great numbers of souls for Christ and propelled lax Christians to action.14 As membership rolls began to soar, the evangelical denominations became the largest in America. In the South the results were spectacular. There, “evangelical pietism” took hold to such a degree that it checked the growth of Unitarianism, theological liberalism, and even the perception that reforms were needed; at the same time this fervor helped bring Christianity to enslaved African Americans for the first time in large numbers.15

Not everything went smoothly within the growing evangelical movement, particularly in the area of race. In Philadelphia in 1787 officials at St. George Methodist Church stopped blacks from praying at the front of the church alongside whites. Upset by such overt racism in the house of God, Richard Allen and others created the African Methodist Episcopal Church in 1794. The new denomination had to fight to maintain its independence, and its struggles highlighted the factors of racism and paternalism that came with Christianity in a majority-white nation where slavery was legal. Interracial worship became a rare exception within evangelical churches, and helped exclude most African American Christians from being active in the Mainline. They were, instead, segregated into their own denominations.16

Despite the problems associated with race, the Second Great Awakening legitimized the evangelical movement within American Protestantism and solidified the place of Baptists, Methodists, and Presbyterians in the Mainline. It also created new denominations. While groups like the Millerites (now Seventh Day Adventists)17 and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons)18 went on to carve their own niche in the American religious landscape, one new denomination, the Disciples of Christ, actually became part of the Mainline. The Disciples, or Christians, as they were also called, were founded by the 1832 merger of evangelical movements under the direction of Barton Stone and Alexander Campbell. They sought at first to use the revivals to forge not a new denomination but rather to unify American Protestantism under a single banner. When this did not happen, their new evangelical denomination emerged. The Disciples growth on the frontier made it a welcome member of the Mainline, adding more strength to the dominant evangelical bloc.19

Too, the Second Great Awakening was not just a revival of religion; it was also a launching pad for reforms. In many ways, reformist zeal contributed to the success of the Mainline’s evangelical denominations. Evangelicals not only talked about sin, they sought to identify and eliminate specific sins that affected both individuals and all of society. America’s churches thus became places where the rights of women were discussed, where efforts were launched to reform prisons and asylums, where initiatives were started to create a system of free, public schools, where alcohol was openly condemned, and where slavery (at least in the North) was openly blasted as an abomination against both God and man. In order to combat societal evils, men and women were called forth to do battle on the side of the Lord.20

One family that showcased the Second Great Awakening in all its facets was the Beecher family. Lyman Beecher was a Congregational/Presbyterian minister who strove to protect orthodox Christianity against a new threat, that of Unitarianism, in his native New England. Convinced that the future of the nation lay in a religious revival much like the one he experienced in college, Lyman dedicated his life, and his children, to the cause of the Second Great Awakening. The Beecher children were all well educated and expected to get involved in the reformation of American society. The Beecher boys were tasked with becoming ministers in newly opened congregations, and the girls were expected to be at the forefront of reforms as well. The children did not disappoint, even if they carved their own niches to their father’s vision and some slipped from his orthodox faith. The younger Beechers were involved in nearly every type of reform, usually as its leaders and often from the pulpit. Among them was Catherine, the eldest of Lyman’s children, who was a pioneer in female education among other pursuits. Edward served as minister in both urbane Boston and frontier Illinois, while also becoming a college president and vocal abolitionist. Thomas was not only a minister but also an advocate for prohibition. Baby daughter Isabella was a leader in the suffrage movement of the late nineteenth century; Henry Ward Beecher became the most famous preacher in the country, and Harriet Beecher Stowe, who wrote one of the most consequential books of the nineteenth century, Uncle Tom’s Cabin. In much of the Midwest and New England, the Second Great Awakening mixture of personal salvation and societal reform, which the Beechers seemed to embody, took hold.21

The Beechers and their reforms, especially their antislavery efforts, were unwelcome in the nation’s Southern states. While the Second Great Awakening led to a general revival of religious sentiment and church membership across the South, the notion of reform did not take root in the region. Indeed, even as evangelical churches became the norm in the South, they tended to tone down and eventually cease to discuss the long list of societal ills that their Northern brethren returned to with frequency, in order to reach upper-class whites and achieve respectability. Many of the reforms, it was alleged, were more Northern ills than they were Southern problems. Southern evangelicals believed that all people were sinners and that while faith in Christ could save an individual, nothing could be done to redeem society until the Second Coming. Attempting to do so was seen as futile. And when it came to slavery, Southerners, even those without a vested interest in it, were loath to change an institution that had biblical precedents (though not, it should be pointed out, the chattel variety of slavery that developed in the South). Indeed, as the 1800s moved on Southern ministers of virtually all denominations increasingly came to defend, not condemn the institution of slavery.22

And yet, antislavery sentiment was nothing new in American religious history especially if one considers the Society of Friends,23 including within the emerging Mainline. There were Puritan voices who took a stand against the institution in the colonial period. Northern states had put slavery on the path to extinction, starting with Pennsylvania after the Revolution, and emancipation was even debated in some Southern states as well. Additionally there had been a good deal of antislavery agitation within the Baptist and Methodist denominations in the South even before the advent of the Second Great Awakening. But the allure of respectability and acceptance was too great, and trumped the reform impulse.24

The issue of slavery, so important and contentious in the new United States, was the issue that nearly destroyed both the Mainline and the nation itself. As the Second Great Awakening began to run its course in the 1830s, the evangelical denominations started to feel the strain of one half of their members calling slavery a sin with the other half calling it a blessing from God. Between the late 1830s and early 1840s, the Baptists, Methodists, and Presbyterians all split into Northern and Southern branches, fracturing one of the most important institutional bonds holding the Union together. The Methodists could not even pretend to get along after the division. Indeed, it was James Andrew’s elevation to the episcopate in 1832, and his ownership of slaves, (in what was a glaring disregard of the denomination’s official doctrine) that precipitated the Methodist breakup.25 As the sectional crisis spilled over into politics, leading to both secession and Civil War in the wake of Abraham Lincoln’s election in 1860, both sides came to see the conflict in biblical terms. As Lincoln himself put it in his second inaugural address, the war was fought by people who “read the same Bible and pray to the same God, and each invokes His aid against the other.”26

Not unlike the Revolution, the Civil War’s cost in human terms took a toll on the nation’s faith. Many Americans in both the North and South came to see the conflict as divine judgment on the nation for the sin of slavery. This knowledge led some to put their faith in God and even helped spur revivals within the armies of both sides. But the death toll of over 600,000 was staggering and led some to doubt the possibility of progress and of the optimism of prewar evangelicals.27

And yet, the war barely slowed the evangelical wing of the Mainline, which moved from one righteous cause to the next once the guns fell silent. The postwar Reconstruction period also had the unmistakable mark of the nation’s churches upon it. Northern denominations were a part of the effort to remake the South, including aiding former slaves as well as rebuilding schools, businesses, and churches. Eventual denominational reunion was helped along by the commonality that America’s evangelicals found in reforms beyond those associated with helping freed blacks. As general Northern interest in Reconstruction waned, white churches slowly ended support for blacks. This allowed white America to begin the process of national reconciliation, one result of which was the continued segregation of the nation’s churches, with Sunday morning being perhaps the clearest example of the existence of the “color line.” The new establishment crafted by American evangelicals after the war became based in embracing rather than challenging this and other aspects of American culture in part because evangelical Protestants believed they were the nation’s cultural trendsetters and moral guardians.28

Such a conclusion included less emphasis by some leaders, including Henry Ward Beecher, on the importance of doctrine and theology, and a focus rather on some vague notion of God’s love. Not all within the Mainline were willing to make such accommodations, though. For every Beecher there was also a Charles Spurgeon, the famed British Baptist who was still willing to stand by the Calvinism that Beecher had largely discarded, and who had a wide following in the United States. This emerging theological rift (and even the hint of transnationalism) was to have important implications for the Mainline in the coming twentieth century and beyond.29

To be fair, America’s churches also became focused on issues other than doctrinal debates. The Mainline denominations, especially its evangelical wing, were known in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries for their overseas missionary efforts. There was a common belief that theirs would be the generation that would take the Gospel to the ends of the earth and save humanity for Christ’s kingdom. This belief and the fruit it produced was destined to have a major impact in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.30

New America, New Challenges

The Civil War’s conclusion did not end the challenges before America’s churches. Soon after the guns fell silent, they were facing not only the task of Reconstruction and Reunion, but also the transformation of society and culture in the United States. The new America that emerged in the late 1800s was defined in terms that many in the Northeast had known for most of the century: immigration, urbanization, and industrialization. These forces helped make the nation a global economic and military power, highlighted in part by America’s victory in the Spanish-American War—a conflict that President William McKinley assured Methodist ministers he had committed the nation to only after heartfelt prayer.31 To meet these challenges, America’s churches formally established institutions and hierarchies, which taken together produced the Mainline.

In order to do this, the informal networks around and between the Seven Sisters needed to be more codified. To that end, the Mainline gathered in Philadelphia in 1908 to create the Federal Council of Churches of Christ in America (or FCC). Their goal was to promote unified action in the face of the mounting problems facing the nation and its churches.32 The process began in 1903, when a “letter missive” was “sent to the leading ecclesiastical bodies” by the National Federation of Churches and Christian Workers, arguing that “the time was ripe” to consider a formal federation. In New York in November 1905, thirty Protestant denominations gathered for the Interchurch Conference on Federation. This meeting produced a plan for organization, which was to “promote the spirit of fellowship, service, and cooperation.” The plan was then sent to the various denominations for their approval, with a follow-up meeting to be held in Philadelphia in 1908. It was here that the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America was born.33

It is important to point out that the FCC did not supersede its constituent members. The goal was to work together, not end denominations by creating a single church. It was believed by those who gathered in Philadelphia that “the Christian bodies are nearer together than they were a decade ago and they are seeing things more nearly eye to eye than they were at that time.” As such, its organizational meetings were filled with discussion and a good deal of harmony.34 Still, there was tension within the FCC between those who were advocating social action and those who believed evangelism should be the cornerstone of church unity.35

Of course, creating such an institution went beyond mere coordination of activities. The FCC and its members were attempting to send a message that theirs was the authoritative, even official, voice of Christians in the United States. But by taking such a step, by having members, they were also excluding other denominations as well. Most notably, the Roman Catholic Church and the Southern Baptist Convention either did not or were not asked to join. The FCC then was largely the province of northern, native-born Protestants and, it should be pointed out, largely composed of whites. These facets of the Mainline were to prove equally important in the future as the Kingdom of God theology was developed.36

Of the trio of domestic forces shaping the nation’s future, immigration posed the most immediate challenge. Most immigrants came from southern and eastern Europe, meaning that in religion they were Catholic, Jewish, and Orthodox Christians, and some were atheists. The nation’s churches recognized that they needed to reach out to these new Americans. Some Protestants took direct action, opening mission houses to aid immigrants and help in their Americanization.37 When it came to immigration, the FCC took a measured approach. On the one hand, the Committee on the Church and the Immigrant Problem believed that the pervading opinion of immigrants by most Americans (one of “disparagement”) “ill consists with the spirit and teaching of Jesus concerning human brotherhood.” On the other hand, the FCC also believed that it was imperative that nation’s churches look after the “religious care” of the immigrants, which implied bringing them into the Protestant fold.38

To further extend a hand to immigrants, the emerging Mainline brought Evangelical Lutherans into the mix, completing the lineup of the Seven Sisters. While this action showed the ability of ethnic groups to Americanize (even if at times reluctantly), the Lutherans were also a very interesting choice for such a role. Having been a part of the American religious landscape since the colonial period, their inclusion seemed more a nod to the forces besetting the emerging America of the twentieth century than risking the Protestant establishment. It was, in other words, far from an attempt to include these new Americans or their denominations. With a wide variety of national/ethnic variation, the addition of the Lutherans was a means for the other Sisters to appear to reach out to immigrants without actually doing so. For in the Lutherans, native-born Protestant Americans found the people they wished more immigrants were: people not that dissimilar to themselves.39

Urbanization, on the other hand, while a major change, was not as disruptive to American religious life, or at least not as disruptive as some American Christians liked to pretend. While there were difficulties with vice in places like Chicago and New York, which eventually helped spur a new round of revivals and reforms, it is not that Americans became less religious as they moved into the cities. Dwight Moody, a Unitarian-turned-evangelical-Protestant, pioneered urban evangelism in Chicago by utilizing hymns, preaching, and a revival atmosphere. With thriving churches in Boston (Tremont Temple and Park Street), and with famed evangelist, innovator, and showman Aimee Semple McPherson in Los Angeles, there was as much ground gained in the cities as there were souls lost. Christians were more than willing to make their case for faith in the city, often convincingly so. Moody believed that if the cities could be saved, the nation and the world would then follow. Evangelicals were sure they could do just that, even as they wrestled with the many changes spawned by modern America.40

In the long term, however, it was industry that transformed the nation and posed the greatest challenge to the Mainline. The rise of big business meant that people in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries could amass huge fortunes by luck, intelligence, hard work, and ruthlessness—not always in that order. And it caused a very difficult question to be asked, as the disparity between rich and poor became increasingly clear: Could these “captains of industry” or “robber barons” be counted as good Christians? Should churches support the rise of labor unions to counter the power of such people? And on a larger note, should Christians become involved in reform movements to deal with the problems associated with immigration, urbanization, and industrialization?

Looking at the likes of people as Cornelius Vanderbilt, Andrew Carnegie, John D. Rockefeller, and J. P. Morgan can be a useful way to view how the Mainline attempted to deal with these questions. Most of these men had humble origins, which included membership in Mainline churches. Rockefeller was Baptist, Vanderbilt and Morgan were Episcopalians. Most felt a duty to support religion in some way, even if they might be seen as largely keeping their faith out of their boardroom practices. All were noted for their philanthropy, which included giving money to churches and religious organizations. Indeed, Andrew Carnegie even authored a book, The Gospel of Wealth, based on the notion that the rich should give away all their money. That this philanthropy tended to be for the direct benefit of people like them, middle and upper class and culturally Protestant, created as many problems for the Mainline as it solved.41 It did little to either help their workers or, in the minds of many, wash away the sins committed in accumulating the wealth to begin with.

But because a virtual religious establishment was crafted around the Mainline denominations, it was up to the Seven Sisters, not the Carnegies or Rockefellers, to find an answer to the questions facing the new America, and their theological response was to attempt to craft the Kingdom of God on Earth. Not only was this construct, soon named the Social Gospel, paired with Progressive politics, seen as a reform engine, but it was also a means to solidify the cultural establishment of the Mainline in the face of both external and internal pressures.42 Part of this process was the transformation of the millennial belief that once the church had achieved a certain level of progress, Christ would return to establish his kingdom into a belief that the church itself could create the kingdom through a continual effort at improving the world with God’s help.43

With four of the Sisters being evangelical denominations, much of the impetus to fashion the Kingdom of God theology was on the Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians, and Disciples of Christ. However, one of the hallmarks of theological innovation in American evangelical Protestantism had been the desire for “practical ends.” This tendency was more moderate than liberal but was often somewhat shallow. In other words, many American evangelicals had largely abandoned theological discussion because they were busy doing other things, like launching reforms. As a result, and because of the competitive denominationalism, they never really developed a coherent theory about how the church was to operate other than to “do.” As their cooperative reform work helped soften the doctrinal distinctions between them, and denominational labels became less important, a “nebulous doctrinal identity” began to take hold in the Mainline. As a result, the leading denominations of the Seven Sisters had virtually no means to protect them from emerging cultural trends, leaving them unprepared for either where their foray into theological construction would take them, or challenges to their faith and position in American society.44

These problems were further exacerbated by the cultural dominance the Mainline’s members found themselves in. Being the establishment had many privileges but also many temptations. Rather than worrying about growing members, denominations started to focus on making members. As early as the 1840s denominational hierarchies and leading figures such as the Congregationalists Horace Bushnell and Washington Gladden had started to contend that there was no longer a need for revivals or conversions. Christians could be raised and nurtured, no one needed to be “saved.” This dovetailed nicely with notions of “respectability” and being part of the status quo, rather than critiquing it.45

American evangelicals of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries believed that Christianity was the only real basis for civilization. Nonetheless, there was also concern about intellectual trends emanating from Europe since the 1870s, especially the “higher” textual criticism of the Bible that seemed to breed skepticism in faith, which had long been considered one of the bedrocks of Western Civilization. This led some, such as Moody, to argue that the world was getting worse and to begin to doubt whether American society could serve as a beacon to the rest of the world.46 And so, even as they were fashioning the Kingdom of God theology, the Mainline was facing intense internal debate about the future. As no consensus developed either within or among the Seven Sisters on these issues, the debate was destined to be divisive and long lived.47

Not surprisingly, the Mainline attempted to patch these rifts by focusing on reforms. Indeed, the Kingdom of God theology was based on reforming America and then the world. In some respects, it was a merger of the Puritan “city on hill” message with the ethos of the Second Great Awakening. Despite Moody’s concern, the theology was steeped in the belief in the notion of progress.48 The underlying theological movement behind the Kingdom of God was the Social Gospel. Adherents included both politically liberal and conservative Christians who believed that each sinner needed to find salvation but that laws could redeem all society from sin. It proved to be a reform engine, driving a host of movements.49 The reforms that grew out of that effort and the political involvement that these reforms required exacerbated debate over the proper role of the church in American life, set the stage for the culture wars of the late twentieth and early twenty-first century, and in some ways marked the beginning of the Seven Sisters’ decline.50

Yet, such active Christianity appealed to many of America’s denominations and their members. These believers argued that the Social Gospel would produce a “Christian state” that would bring peace to the world and end poverty and hunger, as well as promote morality. Through the Social Gospel, the church would thus not only “win men to Christ” but also “create a force that combats every evil militating against the Kingdom of Christ,” especially things that “preoccupy the thoughts and distract the attention from sacred themes and associations.”51 The Social Gospel provided America’s Christians with the needed theological focus to combat these evils; since in the years after the Civil War, Christians tended to be so distracted by the number of reforms that they were unable to effectively organize to deal with any of them.52

The theological focus that grew out of the FCC’s creation also helped spawn state and local church federations and ministerial associations to give Protestants a united voice in the affairs of American society. In urban areas, church federations attempted to work with politicians to curb “wine rooms, saloons, hotels of prostitution, houses of prostitution, dance halls, and picture shows” as well as promote “child welfare, Sunday observance, and public health.” Social Gospel Christians believed “The Church stands for everything that is good and practical and wholesome in our community life,” and they urged lawmakers to use their power to destroy “evil influences.” Adherents were organized to vote by issue and to deal with political resistance at the ballot box.53 Ministers were encouraged to condemn evil from the pulpits, mobilize their congregations to combat it, and dismiss members who would not endorse the reform cause.54

The Dry Crusade

The trend to organize to affect change also trickled down to the specific reforms themselves.55 One such movement was the push to outlaw alcohol, the last hurrah of united Protestantism in America.56 Formed in the 1890s, the Anti-Saloon League (also known as the ASL or just the League) soon surpassed other dry organizations by harnessing evangelical Protestantism from within. Founded by a group of midwestern ministers who were steeped in the Republican-oriented business ethos of the time, the ASL sought to bring various groups together by promoting incremental prohibition. The League’s founders believed that Christians had to be involved in the wider, societal culture, and that the saloon and the culture attached to it posed the gravest threat imaginable to Christian America.57 The ASL worked for stronger laws and supported more centralized, state-level, law enforcement agencies.58 Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians, and Disciples of Christ felt a special attachment to the ASL. They believed in its bipartisan activism, and its message that came to blend moral rhetoric with economic incentives.59 As such, the League is a near perfect example of the Mainline’s cohesion and the utilization of its Social Gospel–driven Kingdom of God theology.

The dry worldview was shaped by the dangers and vices they associated with alcohol. They never expressed doubts that calling on churches, especially their own denomination, to push for prohibition was a dangerous Church/State issue.60 Religion was part of the public square, and such participation was expected by the vast majority of Americans. Utilizing the League, drys were able to enact local and state laws during the early twentieth century and then the Eighteenth Amendment and the Volstead Act, making all America dry by the dawn of 1920. Most drys, while pleased with their success, did not think in terms of symbolic justification, for while laws were important, enforcement and acceptance of laws was even more imperative to them.61 Drys seemed to understand that it would take time and effort to achieve complete victory, perhaps as long as a generation,62 and by the mid-1920s, they had seemingly triumphed. National prohibition was popularly enacted and supported by a diverse coalition of people who saw it as “the greatest moral, educational, and economical triumph ever won by any nation in all time.”63 The years ahead, however, severely tested dry optimism.64

In order to maintain Prohibition, Protestant drys needed to reach out to America’s growing Roman Catholic community. And while there were dry Catholics, on the whole, anti-liquor Protestants failed in their effort to use Prohibition to overcome the Reformation rift. This was due in large part because the two portions of Christendom organized themselves differently in attempting to achieve reform goals but also because of the Protestants’ own anti-Catholicism, witnessed by the exclusion of Catholics from the FCC.65 For their part, Protestant drys, despite their hopes, had a difficult time understanding Catholicism. Their unease with Catholics tended to be centered on immigrant culture and the church hierarchy that sustained it, rather than the theology of their co-religionists.66 Furthermore, Catholic drys had a difficult time combating the overwhelmingly Catholic ghetto’s neighborhood saloon and drinking’s popularity among immigrant groups.67 As a result, drys abandoned the hope of making Prohibition a force for Christian solidarity.68

As the 1920s progressed, drys increasingly focused on law enforcement. This brought them into conflict not only with wets but also with those who had to actually enforce the laws. Drys found that victory was more difficult to maintain than it was to achieve, because reality was different than rhetoric. Law enforcement needs differed across the country, and police activity rarely lived up to dry hopes. Still, enforcement was good enough that it caused those engaged in the illegal trade to be creative and on their guard.69

The dry good times came to an end with the onset of the Great Depression. Drys had long contended that Prohibition was behind the nation’s economic prosperity, but when that ended the noble experiment was in jeopardy. Wets aimed straight at people’s pocketbooks. Beer might not be soup, but it could mean jobs, and if it also meant money in the wallets of workers and owners, and tax revenue for local, state, and national governments, so much the better. Morality and anti-vice were now secondary considerations. With the full weight of Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal against it, Prohibition collapsed.70

The dry defeat was devastating.71 They now faced an America that believed their reform was both a failure and wrong, despite the prevalence of their evangelical Protestant culture. Although many drys remained unrepentant and even held out hope that they could reorganize and make a victorious comeback, as time passed, dry voices became less and less noticeable on the national and even local scene.72 The dry base receded from the Seven Sisters of Mainline Protestantism toward smaller, less influential denominations.73 With most dry leaders dead, old, or too disillusioned to keep going,74 rank-and-file drys adapted to the reality of repeal.75

Though it has been seen as a “burden” for Protestants, Prohibition’s repeal was vigorously fought.76 The failure to keep the dry reform intact was not from either a lack of effort or because the majority of Americans rejected the concept of moral order. Rather, a new breed of wet politician was able to offer a different version of that order to many Americans both within and outside of the Mainline. Furthermore, drys had eliminated the saloon without preparing for victory. Many assumed their work was done, so educating the next generation about the danger of drink was not prioritized until the threat of repeal became real, nor did drys fashion a coherent, integrated, national enforcement plan; with new immigration laws in place, the fear of a foreign, wet, culture submerging a dry, American culture lost its power as an argument. Without these conditions, and because modern America now had the technology to negate the dangers of the saloon (via home refrigeration) and needed jobs because of the Great Depression, alcohol returned.77 In doing so, the Twenty-first Amendment can be seen as the first chink in the Mainline’s armor, proof that in a pluralistic society the FCC could not speak for all Christians nor all Americans.

Of Modernists, Fundamentalists, Moderates, and Darwin

Reforms like Prohibition, whatever their short- or long-term success, could not hold the Mainline together on a theological basis.78 Broadly speaking, there were three groups within the Seven Sisters who debated the merits of the Social Gospel and its reforms: The modernists, fundamentalists, and moderates. Each group was, at the outset of the Mainline’s ascendancy and development of Kingdom of God theology, devoted to their denominations and the advancement of Christianity. Their breaking point was over how these ideas were to be applied and what was to become of them.

First were the modernists. This group pushed for theological changes based on new trends in biblical scholarship that so worried others in their denominations. More often than not, modernists believed that change was equal to progress in making the Gospel more accessible and relevant to the citizens of modern America, without always considering the implications to the faith they sought to enhance. For example, modernists undercut supernatural claims made by the Bible, and even argued that Jesus was more a moral teacher than a Savior or Messiah in the traditional Christian sense. They took special aim at the apostle Paul; the chief author of the books of the New Testament, for what they claimed was the “altering” of Christ’s message and intent. This path led some of their number toward secularization and a liberal theology, which at times agreed to a retreat of the church from the public sphere—a move made all the easier by the defeat of Prohibition.79

And it was for these very reasons that the modernists were opposed by fundamentalists, those who sought to protect their faith from a transformation that would embrace the world at the expense of the Word. As the historian George Marsden has argued, fundamentalism was the part of American evangelical Protestantism that was most shocked that American culture seemed to be turning away from God in the early twentieth century. Fundamentalists were torn between those wanting to attack errors, such as A. C. Dixon, a North Carolina–born Baptist and an associate of Moody’s, and thus engaging in intellectual debate witnessed by the publication of The Fundamentals: A Testimony to the Truth, an eventual collection of ninety essays gathered in twelve volumes between 1910 and 1915. Proposed to defend “basic Christianity,” these writings ignored the trends and worked instead for a revival of religion within their respective denominations. The essays were edited by Dixon and a Congregational minister and fellow Moody associate Reuben A. Torrey, and financed by oilman and philanthropist Lyman Stewart to be given away free to evangelical ministers. Others became convinced that separation was the only recourse they had to the rise of modernists within the Mainline. If not always a cohesive opposition, the fundamentalists were a legitimate theological effort to counter modernism. It seemed clear to them that “a secularized church could not halt the apostasy of the culture.” The Presbyterian J. Gresham Machen, a conservative scholar who defended the traditional Westminster Confession during debates at Princeton Theological Seminary over this Presbyterian creed, went so far as to say that if the church abandoned its historic teachings, Christianity as an organized religion would vanish.80

Moderates, the third group, were those Christians within Mainline denominations who attempted to navigate the conflict between fundamentalists and modernists. From a theological perspective, moderates might politically come from either camp but who held that denominational unity was more important than scoring theological points, either for defense of tradition or in support of innovation. Often condemned by both sides for going too far (or not far enough) in either direction, and despite constituting a majority on any given point under debate amongst the laity, their voice was often drowned out as they strove to find consensus.

The tensions among the three groups came to a head not over reforms like Prohibition but rather over the theological implications of a scientific theory: that of evolution. While modern science arose “in a culture dominated by a belief in a conscious, rational, all-powerful Creator,” the rift between science and religion had more to do with theological developments than it did any long-running feud between the two.81 Charles Darwin’s theories about the origins of life helped make science a faith itself and challenged the Christian worldview.82 And though Darwin’s work had been around and debated since the late nineteenth century, it really only became an issue for the American Mainline in the 1920s, when evolution made its way into school textbooks and more American children were in public schools. Prior to this time, there had been willingness, even among many fundamentalists, for reconciliation between the new scientific theory and faith. But as the 1920s dawned, Christian scientists were not as able to step in and “soften” or reconcile Darwinian science with Christianity as they had been able to do with other scientific theories and discoveries before. Coming at the same time as the demise of the Prohibition consensus, the debate over evolution became another example of the cultural disengagement of some members of the Mainline.83

Which group controlled the denominational leadership soon became central to how a given church was going to react to Darwin’s theory. For some, the coming debate was not even so much about the scientific theory of evolution, which was already splintering off from Darwinian evolution, but rather about Social Darwinism and eugenics.84 Notions of “natural selection” based on “the survival of the fittest” when coupled with ideas about racial and genetic superiority struck many Christians as unbiblical. Among them was the lay Presbyterian, former secretary of state, and three-time Democratic presidential nominee William Jennings Bryan. Bryan believed that this variant of Darwinism preached hate and left no room for God in the world. He was also a majoritarian who believed that parents should have control over the public schools they paid for so that their children could get an education. Bryan had no problem with evolution being taught as a theory, but did not want it to be put forward as a fact. By the early 1920s, he had become one of the most prominent spokesmen in the anti-evolution movement, devoting increasing time to it on the public speaking circuit than to other favorite topics like Prohibition and women’s suffrage. He also began organizing fundamentalists in an effort to take control of the leadership of the Presbyterian Church.85

Bryan was not alone in entering the debate. On 21 May 1922, Harry Emerson Fosdick, a renowned Baptist preacher, gave a guest sermon at the First Presbyterian Church of New York City. His topic was “Shall the Fundamentalists Win?” Written in the aftermath of an attempted fundamentalist surge within the Northern Baptist Convention (and ahead of a similar one within the Presbyterian denomination), Fosdick argued that liberals and modernists were accommodating the church to the modern world by accepting evolution, while conservatives and fundamentalists were intolerant and trying to oust those who refused to accept their doctrines. He believed that liberals and conservatives needed to get beyond doctrinal disagreements such as the virgin birth (which he said modern man could only take to mean Jesus’ birth was special in some unknowable way), and Christ’s Second Coming (which he believed could be the progress of the church instead of an actual physical return), and focus on what united them, not the theological debates that were dividing them.86 Fosdick’s address was blasted by Clarence Macartney of the Arch Street Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia in a widely distributed sermon titled “Shall Unbelief Win?” Macartney, who had worked to reinvigorate his congregation and who had had a feud with Fosdick dating back to the First World War, believed that scripture, not man-made theories, was the ultimate authority when it came to theology and that evolution was largely incompatible with the Bible.87 The fight was now on.

The coming of this debate all but destroyed the Kingdom of God theology that had held the Seven Sisters together. Fundamentalists soured on the Social Gospel, believing it had become a tool of secularism, and perhaps they were not that far off. Some liberal Social Gospelers had come to the conclusion that Christ was important only as a moral example, while most conservatives still believed that faith and action had to be taken together. J. Gresham Machen’s Christianity and Liberalism (published in 1923) argued that the liberal faith being advanced by his modernist opponents could no longer be considered as Christianity. There was open discussion of denominational division, which was soon covered in the secular press. The battle lines were drawn, and the emerging majority within the Mainline seemed to place most moderates in alliance with fundamentalists in supporting “no compromise” with modernists.88

Within the Presbyterian Church, for example, this debate was exemplified by many of the denomination’s leading pastors. “Liberal evangelicals,” such as Henry Sloane Coffin, believed that creeds were best attempts, not timeless statements of the faith. The conservative Charles R. Erdman, on the other hand, argued that the church needed to be united around a common theme, Christ, and that evangelism was more important than defending or advancing any one segment of the faith. He wanted peace and, like Coffin, did not want to see the Presbyterian Church split. Indeed, conservative moderates wanted to “preach Christ” much more than defend doctrine. Neo-orthodoxy arose as many former liberals, including Coffin, later became less optimistic about humanity and grew concerned about secularism. The point was that both men were evangelicals, and for a time, the debate remained largely confined within denominational leadership circles.89

At this time, however, neither modernists nor fundamentalists could afford to back down, and that hurt the vast middle in between the two sides.90 Fundamentalists were reacting to perceived threats to the Christian faith. Perhaps if the emergence of modern America and ideas such as Darwinism had come at a more gradual pace, the result might have been different. Had America been a less evangelical place, things might have been different as well. But neither of those things occurred, and the eyes of the nation soon fell on Dayton, Tennessee.

The legal battle in Dayton was a test case, and in some ways, a publicity stunt. After the state of Tennessee, with the full support of Bryan and other fundamentalists, passed a law similar to ones in Florida and Kentucky making it a crime to teach the theory of evolution in the public schools, citizens in the town of Dayton saw an opportunity to generate some publicity for their community in order to stimulate the local economy. They initiated a court case against the science teacher John Scopes, with his knowledge and participation. In terms of a trial and media attention, with William Jennings Bryan assisting the prosecution and famed attorney Clarence Darrow and the ACLU taking over the defense, they got more than they asked for. The town’s fathers, unfortunately, did not get the sustained economic boom they had hoped. In the end, despite long remembered (and at times misremembered) closing arguments and theatrics, Scopes was convicted of violating the law. As for the ideological participants, the case did not end the fight at all.91

While technically the anti-evolution side had won the case, “liberal commentators of the day typically viewed fundamentalists as servile rubes immune to shame,” and thus the Scopes trial had far-reaching negative public relations ramifications for fundamentalism.92 To be clear, the trial was not a crushing defeat for the fundamentalist side. Even if northern states did not enact anti-evolution laws, many southern and western states did, which in turn, influenced textbook writers. Most of those in the Seven Sisters, including many conservatives, were more than willing to reconcile faith with science, as they saw science as not disproving or approving their faith but rather illuminating it.93 But more than its outcome, the trial and its coverage allowed “elite American society” including many modernists to stop “taking fundamentalists and their ideas seriously.” And it was this public relations verdict that soured many moderates from continuing to ally themselves with fundamentalists, not the result of the Scopes trial per se. The moderates had come to value their place in American society and the way others saw them as more than a continued adherence to traditional doctrine. Thus, the conservative-fundamentalist alliance was fractured, a crucial development, which hastened a fundamentalist withdrawal from public engagement of their foes, and led many fundamentalists to create their own subculture and by doing so distance themselves from mainstream American culture.94

How the fracturing of the alliance played out depended on the denomination. While most conservative moderates remained in their denominations, many fundamentalists took refuge in specific congregations or left the Mainline outright. Southern-based denominations, such as the region’s wings of the Baptists and Presbyterians, tended to not tolerate dissent and remained in the hands of conservative moderates and fundamentalists. Among Northern Baptists, on the other hand, the majority were moderate conservatives, whose alliance with fundamentalists eventually splintered in the years after Dayton. In the northern Presbyterian case, conservative moderates opted to compromise with modernists to save the denomination. But the price was increasingly inclusivist doctrine, which embraced the values of the moment. In both the Congregational and Disciples of Christ denominations, the principle of congregational freedom was advanced, turning the debate into a local issue. In the Methodist Church, fundamentalists did not have a tradition of strict doctrine to rally around and so were increasingly marginalized in the years to come despite large numbers of conservative moderates in the membership. As for the Episcopal Church, while there were conservatives, moderates, liberals, and modernists, there were virtually no fundamentalists, and so long as Darwin was not seen as attacking the denomination’s traditions, there was very little debate.95

The Mainline of the Seven Sisters, despite the failure of Prohibition and the war between modernists and fundamentalists, seemingly had survived even with some fractures and looked toward the mid-twentieth century as a time of rebirth. But for this incarnation of the Mainline, their struggles had only begun. The division within American Protestantism over modernity weakened its hegemonic grip on America.96 The future held both prosperity and decline even if the Seven Sisters did not yet realize it; that eventual decline, the result of neither failed reform nor internal debate over evolution, was largely self-inflicted.


3
A Mighty Fortress in Decline

In 1929, one of the most prominent Methodist congregations in New York City announced plans for a new church home. The Madison Avenue Methodist Episcopal Church purchased property on Park Avenue for a larger building. By the fall, on the eve of the stock market crash, details were finalized for the construction of one of the most stunning churches in the nation. Though it took nearly two decades to complete, due to depression and war, eventually the congregation had a new building, one that allowed them to be active in the city, meet the needs of its members, and transport those who visited to a new level of worship, via the exquisite Byzantium inspired mosaic tile work, the icons from the private collection of Tsar Nicholas II, and artwork taken from European Orthodox churches. The newly named Christ Church Methodist Church was ready to be God’s witness to New York City.1

As the twentieth century progressed, the Seven Sisters were able to continue their dominance of American Christianity, despite the infighting that characterized the century’s early decades. Thus, culture wars and political disputes went hand in hand with growth and affluence, despite two world wars and the Great Depression, just as Christ Church Methodist was eventually able to build and furbish their new church home in a manner that befitted their location. By the 1940s, a period of tranquility and near consensus began to emerge within the Mainline—for with liberals’ ascendant both politically and judicially, and growing in their control of the Seven Sisters’ hierarchies, it seemed just fine to ignore conservatives and fundamentalists (and the associated controversies) altogether.2 The Mainline’s position seemed secure.

But strain began to show by the 1960s and 1970s, and the façade of Mainline Protestantism eventually cracked beyond repair; even outside observers were talking of “Mainline decline.” And decline was happening even among the evangelical denominations.3 As liberals and conservatives within the Seven Sisters entered this time of trial and debate, perhaps nowhere were the stresses and strains, internal and external, more explicit than in the Episcopal Church. It is to the American branch of the Anglican Communion that we now turn for a specific example of what happened to the Mainline in these years.4

Like the other Seven Sister denominations, the Episcopal Church enjoyed growth following World War II. Indeed, the war and the earlier Depression had been a trying and yet exciting time for the churches, serving as a catalyst for resurgent church membership and a decline in the battles between modernists and fundamentalists. Even as congregations became more partisan, determining their reaction to the New Deal, for example, was based largely on the politics of their members not their theology. The Federal Council of Churches expanded their role nationally, even as it became obvious that they lacked the zeal to lead the church in winning souls for Christ, facing challenges from both liberal and conservative evangelicals. Episcopalians, however, were confident, as were most members of the Seven Sisters, that growth and prosperity would continue to occur naturally.5

Indeed, America after World War II was in the midst of forging a national consensus based on the importance of religious expansion. This civil religion, endorsed by President Dwight Eisenhower, was largely an expression of the dominant role the Seven Sisters had in the life of the nation (culturally Protestant, even if more inclusive of Catholics and Jews), including in the newly popular suburbs that began popping up as a sign of postwar prosperity. And that dominant role began to breed complacency within the Mainline of its place within American culture.6

These feelings of consensus, if not conformity, were reflected in theological trends that sought to leave the modernist–fundamentalist debates behind the Mainline, even if the theologians themselves did not always agree. After the war, many Protestants subscribed to the theological notions put forward by Norman Vincent Peale, a Methodist-turned-Dutch Reformed minister; those concepts centered on applying the principles of Christianity to everyday life and the “power of positive thinking.” For much of the 1950s there seemed to be much to be positive about. Churches were growing, the nation was prospering, and civil religion was firmly a part of America’s Cold War culture.7 Indeed, the ’50s were a flourishing period for theologians. The decade saw the rise in prominence of men such as Paul Tillich (who sought to make sure that the Christian message was applicable to each new generation), H. Richard Niebuhr (who critiqued both conservative and liberal Protestantism), and Reinhold Niebuhr (whose work on Christian ethics rivaled that of his brother Richard).8

During the 1960s and 1970s, however, shouts of euphoria gave way to anguish as a variety of issues threatened to rip the Mainline apart. As modernists rose to dominate denominational hierarchies, the moderates and fundamentalists felt increasingly ill at ease, despite the consensus-era theological writings of Peale, Tillich, and the Niebuhrs.9 The external challenges of the civil rights movement and the Vietnam War left the Episcopal Church and many of the other Seven Sisters divided and wondering exactly how Christians were to be active in the world, as well as what the role of the church should be in such divisive times. Internal ruptures over female ordination and Prayer Book revision were specific theological challenges—echoed in other denominations—to the ways Episcopalians understood their denomination and worshiped God on Sundays. To the surprise of many, laity and clergy often found themselves at odds over these issues. Taken together, they raised serious questions about the composition of the Episcopal Church, American Mainline Protestantism as composed by the Seven Sisters, as well as whether Christians could maintain a middle ground in an increasingly politically polarized society.

External Stress

Civil rights was the first issue the Mainline confronted head on that shook the postwar consensus. The Episcopal Church’s leaders and bureaucracy had started to dismantle its own segregationist polices during the 1940s and 1950s, justifying its decisions on traditional Anglican theology that called for unity in Christ, which they now applied to race relations.10 Lay Episcopalians largely supported the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and the concept of integration, and the denomination even created the Episcopal Society for Cultural and Racial Unity (ESCRU) for those who wanted to do more to combat prejudice in American society.11 The ESCRU organization was committed to achieving the “total participation in the church for all persons without regard to race, class, or national origin.”12 In this, they echoed pronouncements made by the National Council of Churches—the new name for the older Federal Council of Churches—and thus the official voice of Mainline Protestantism.13

There was a tension built into American Christianity’s grappling with civil rights because of the history of race relations in the country. The antebellum South, as we have seen, was a place where Christianity was both a means of salvation for black slaves as well as the “master’s religion,” which in those days included Episcopal masters who allowed their slaves to become evangelicals. The North, although it gave to the country abolitionism, also was filled with a good deal of racism and acquiesced to the creation of a “separate but equal” nation following the Civil War. Indeed, white racial reconciliation was in some ways driven by the Episcopal Church, which unlike its evangelical counterparts in the Seven Sisters, had not splintered over the issue of slavery. That African American ministers, such as the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., could not depend on the support of their white co-religionists and fellow pastors in striving for even basic civil rights was an apparent part of the movement almost from its launch in the post–World War II period.14 While groups like ESCRU were reflective of where some in the Mainline were on the issue of race, northern and southern whites generally liked not having blacks in their churches, and certainly African Americans generally enjoyed running their own churches. Although some were willing to challenge the color line, most whites were at ease with segregation.15

Episcopalians became more involved in civil rights as the 1960s progressed. While many saw the issue as a clear-cut case of right and wrong, as events unfolded from sit-ins and freedom rides to marches and demonstrations, these emotional issues carried the denominational hierarchy in one direction and many in the pews in another. More clergy than laity felt compelled to speak out in favor of civil rights, and while the vast majority (79 percent) of Episcopalians supported ending segregation, fewer were willing to support such a “radical” notion as whites and blacks living in the same neighborhood (29 percent).16

This divide only produced problems for the denomination. Clergy and those in the church bureaucracy were often in a better position to be active in the movement, but laity with children and jobs found it difficult to go to the South to march. Since being involved in events such as the Freedom Rides tended to transform participants into activists, this became an important differentiating factor. So many ministers headed south that the National Church began receiving complaints from parishioners, via their bishops, that people could not find their pastors.17 Furthermore, liberal clergy and those who worked in the denominational bureaucracy tended to be more active in civil rights, creating not only a potent political divide but also a split between the parish level and the church hierarchy.18 If activist ministers were assigned to a conservative parish, there was potential for confrontation between clergy and laity.19

A new source for dispute emerged from civil rights as the movement slowed in the mid-1960s. Black Power advocates, who believed that “religion secures people to the system and does it in the name of God,” began to gain popularity in the wake of political victories such as the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which ended legal segregation but could do little to immediately end racism. As Black Power leaders called into question the motives of whites who supported the civil rights movement, many whites were both confused and caught off guard by charges that despite their marching, they were part of the problem. The general civil rights consensus was beginning to fragment.20

The resulting confusion exacerbated the tensions within the Episcopal Church. Even as ESCRU began advocating teaching “empowerment” to blacks who sought the help of the denomination, many lay Episcopalians argued that while all were equal before God, not everyone was equally talented.21 Rather, people needed to use to the utmost the gifts that God had given to them. As northern whites were not “social crusaders,” they did not want their churches “to be used, or become identified exclusively with any movement or goal, however worthy its purpose.”22

In 1967, the denomination took dramatic action that showcased the various divides. With race riots raging across the nation, the presiding bishop John Hines, the leader of the Episcopal Church, challenged his fellow Episcopalians at the Seattle General Convention to allow “self determination” for groups. He said “we in the church are part of the problem” and that “the winning of the Negro has been slow and entirely unspectacular.” Hines called upon the denomination to give $3 million to help “empower” blacks. This figure included funding for groups that were not affiliated with the denomination; ESCRU endorsed the idea, and a larger sum was passed by the convention. Though it was seen as a way to find “liberation” from racism, the end result created more problems for the Episcopal Church.23

Discontent with the Seattle Convention was soon made known to the hierarchy.24 One Hoosier Episcopal minister wrote the presiding bishop to say:

In these most perplexing times there are some of us who do not have time for marches and demonstrations because we are trying, with the help of God, to be faithful where we are with what we have. . . . I came home from Seattle much disturbed. While others saw in your eloquent opening sermon a stirring call to service, I heard that to be poor is somehow sinful, therefore we shall sacrifice truth and dignity for reckless irresponsibility.25

But, overall, most Episcopalians, especially the clergy, believed the denomination needed to be doing more for the cause of civil rights, though there was also concern that the demands for Black Power could ruin everything that the Episcopal Church was working for.26

These fears were soon justified, at both the local and national levels. James Forman, who was the international affairs director of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), had come to believe that African Americans were a “colonized people inside the United States.” Forman went to the National Black Economic Development Conference (BEDC) in Detroit in April 1969 and announced a plan. Since Christians had organized the conference, Forman believed that Christians needed to pay for their part in America’s racist past. Demanding reparations from the nation’s churches seemed like the proper course of action, and with that, Forman crafted the Black Manifesto.27

The manifesto was a marriage of Marxist thought and Black Power rhetoric. The preamble stated: “To win our demands we will declare war on the white Christian churches and synagogues and this means we may have to fight the total government structure of this country.” Forman believed the United States was run by a “racist, imperialist government that is choking the life of all the people around the world” and claimed that the United States was “the most barbaric country in the world.” He contended that the manifesto would “bring this government down” by “armed struggle” if need be. Forman’s organization initially demanded $500 million in “reparations” from the nation’s churches and synagogues, but the figure was later revised up to $3 billion.28

The concentration of national church offices in New York City allowed for rapid and dramatic presentations to all of Mainline Protestantism, with varying results. Forman demanded $60 million from the American (Northern) Baptist Convention, which was denied. The General Board of the Disciples of Christ also rejected his demands for money but did launch a $2 million racial “reconciliation campaign.” The Evangelical Lutheran Church was requested to pay $50 million. Forman ordered the Presbyterian Church to pay him $80 million and grant blacks 60 percent of their future profits. The denomination instead voted to raise $50 million for minority related projects. The United Methodist Church agreed, in part because of the manifesto, to spend $4 million on minority community efforts. Only with the descendants of the Puritans did Forman find success. The United Church of Christ had Forman speak at its General Synod, after which they pledged to raise $10 million for him.29

On 1 May 1969, Forman presented the manifesto to the Episcopal Church for its consideration. On 13 May, he wrote to Presiding Bishop Hines and demanded $60 million, plus 60 percent of all future income. Though Hines called the manifesto “calculatedly revolutionary, Marxist, inflammatory, anti-Semitic and anti-Christian,” he did not reject the document out of hand. Instead, he called a special convention of the denomination to address Forman’s requests.30

In the months before the meeting, local congregations were faced with addressing the manifesto themselves, as Forman’s adherents spread out across the nation and took the manifesto directly to the nation’s congregations. Many devised strategies to deal with being “visited” by representatives of the movement, which usually occurred during Sunday services. Congregations limited who could speak from the pulpit and put ushers on high alert. Clergy tended to be more sympathetic to the goals if not the tactics of the Black Manifesto group than were the laity. However, denouncements of the manifesto were heard from the pulpit on occasion as well.31

The Episcopal Church’s special convention was held in South Bend, Indiana, from 30 August to 5 September 1969. There, the Reverend Paul Washington of Philadelphia introduced Muhammad Kenyatta, one of Forman’s lieutenants, to the convention so that he could officially present the manifesto to the governing body of the denomination. Kenyatta told the delegates that their denomination was “part of the present racist struggle,” and that Forman’s BEDC was declaring war on racism, capitalism, and imperialism. In waging their war, they did not rule out the use of violence to achieve their goals.32

After the address, the Episcopal Church, like other members of the Seven Sisters, voted to reject the BEDC’s rhetoric but agreed to give $200,000 to black Episcopalians, many of whom supported the BEDC. Hines ordered the money to be spent by the General Convention Special Program (GCSP), whose board believed black causes should be supported. Despite what the convention said, ESCRU argued that the money should be given directly to the BEDC. National black church groups, such as the National Committee for Black Churchmen, supported the manifesto and the money its demands brought to them.33 Forman might have been able to achieve more success had he been more astute in dealing with the bureaucracies and organizations within the largely white Mainline denominations and if he had built more support for the manifesto with the Mainline’s black members. As it happened, blacks were generally willing to accept less money from their denominations for their own projects rather than support his demands.34

Lay white opinion was largely against the manifesto and the actions of the special convention from the start. Many Episcopalians preferred quiet, long-term action to flashy programs that were “here today and gone tomorrow.”35 As their denomination expanded its support to include not only black empowerment groups but also Native American and Hispanic organizations, members warned of a pocketbook boycott if spending was not curtailed. These calls intensified and became a reality when it was learned that some of the groups the Episcopal Church had supported financially were involved in incidents of violence. By 1972, the church had paid out $6.5 million to minority improvement projects through GCSP, but such was the drop-off in giving that Hines was forced to resign. He was replaced in 1973 by the more conservative John M. Allin, who ended the GCSP soon after taking office. By the time he did, however, that body had spent $7 million, and the cessation of donations continued by many members for other reasons.36

The laity of Mainline churches saw activism as a good thing in principle. However, they did not like specific initiatives that hit close to home, or “binding statements” that were made on behalf of the “whole church.” “Radical social activism” repelled members. Nationwide, 72 percent of all Episcopal laity did not think that clergy should walk a picket line, an opinion that helped cause ESCRU to dissolve in 1970. Conservative believers tended to not want government intervention on behalf of minorities. When court-ordered busing reached the white suburbs in the early 1970s, another backlash started. Desegregated, but more importantly, forcibly integrated schools, were still another issue on which many of the laity and denominational leaders disagreed.37 In the end, the debate over civil rights opened the door for other conflicts to enter and assail the Episcopal Church from within.38

In fact, the war in Vietnam was more divisive to the Episcopal Church than were civil rights, clearly showing the divide between the denomination’s hierarchy and many of its priests on the one hand and the majority of the laity on the other. It struck at the heart of the denomination, which as the “Church of Presidents,” had so often been called upon to bless the nation’s wars. Like most American denominations at that time, the Episcopal Church believed that communism was a real threat to the country and needed to be dealt with. The question was if it had to be dealt with in Vietnam. The conflict half a world away sparked a confrontation between very different interpretations over what being a Christian in America meant within both the Episcopal Church and the rest of Mainline Protestantism during a time of war.39

While the majority of Americans stood against communism during the Cold War, evangelicals and fundamentalists were among the most vocal religious “Cold Warriors.” Many in the Mainline, on the other hand, sometimes came under attack as conservatives asserted that both political and theological liberalism were gateways to communism.40 In the case of Vietnam, the Episcopal Church never took an official stand on the conflict, and because of this it allowed local clergy to make pronouncements that seemed to speak for the entire denomination, often against the wishes of parishioners.41 While only a small percentage of the denomination’s clergy actually took part in the antiwar movement, the Episcopal Church did have a number of priests who became quite vocal on the subject. As with the civil rights movement, the majority of those who did speak out came from the ranks of the denomination’s hierarchy “where they were not subject to direct pressure from the laity and did not risk losing their jobs.” This number included such notables as Paul Moore (a decorated World War II veteran, an Episcopal priest, and bishop of the diocese of New York) and the author and “celebrity priest” Malcolm Boyd.42 Such actions were echoed in the other Mainline denominations and from such sources as the National Council of Churches.43

Most congregations did not suffer an extreme confrontation over Vietnam. Many tried to park political matters “at the door,” and members, whether for or against the war, found other outlets to express their opinion about Vietnam.44 While conservatives hoped that “ministers who presume to preach should deal with basic problems of philosophy, religion and ethics, leaving their congregations to make specific applications in the daily conduct of their lives,”45 many believed that “good” Christians had to take a stand against the war. This meant not being in the armed forces, not paying “war” taxes, not working for “war” industries, not supporting the draft, and even picketing military bases. The Reverend Malcolm Boyd, for example, called for a new “hippie morality,” and said that America was exhibiting “genocidal tendencies” in its “immoral war” in Vietnam.46

The longer the war went on, the more the Episcopal Church as a whole followed Boyd’s lead. At the 1969 Special Convention in South Bend, where the Black Manifesto was discussed, Vietnam was also an issue. Some clergy held an antiwar rally during the proceedings. Both the manifesto and the antiwar rumblings angered conservatives within the denomination. And while they could do little nationally, they did start to make their voices known at the parish level.47 Conservative-led congregations passed resolutions condemning draft dodging and openly supported members deployed to Vietnam. Some even expressed a wish that the country’s leaders would fully commit the nation to winning the war. This conservative sentiment was reflected nationally, where anti-communist ideology remained high, and war protesters, even at the height of their strength, were always outnumbered by people who supported the war.48

The antiwar faction was clearly in control of both the Episcopal Church and Mainline Protestant bureaucracies. During the early 1970s, the Episcopal Church passed or considered a host of resolutions calling for an end of American involvement in South Vietnam and critiquing the conduct of the government both at home and abroad, including calling for “peace education” in the nation’s schools.49 Likewise, the Evangelical Lutheran Church went on record in 1966 as having “reservations” about escalating the war. In 1967, the Presbyterian Church noted their concern over America’s involvement in Vietnam. That same year, the United Church of Christ (formerly the Congregational Church) expressed doubts about whether continued escalation would profit anything. By 1972 the UCC was openly supporting war dissenters. The American Baptist Convention called on President Richard Nixon to pull all U.S. forces out of Vietnam by 1971. President Lyndon Johnson, a member of the Disciples of Christ, was angered that his church never took an official stand on the war. When they finally did, it was in 1973 and the denomination endorsed amnesty for draft dodgers.50

The war produced changes within the Episcopal Church. Prayers for the armed forces were omitted from one of the “Trial Use” prayer books but were restored in the official revision of the 1979 Book of Common Prayer, and the national and denominational flags were no longer presented to the congregation prior to each service. Furthermore, the war helped unleash social changes and reform movements that would follow the denomination long after the fall of Saigon.51

Internal Pressure

It was with theology, not national issues, that the biggest rifts within the Episcopal Church developed. On a very basic level, the denomination, as a part of the Anglican Communion, rests upon the “heritage of faith” resulting from the historic English episcopate and a worship style based upon the Book of Common Prayer. It is not a denomination that demands or expects uniformity of belief, only adherence to these two principles. Yet the challenges of female ordination and a new Prayer Book, because of the theological and doctrinal reorientation inherent to both, jeopardized the very soul of the denomination and were more traumatic than either civil rights or Vietnam.52

These reforms came at a time when theological conflict and doctrinal change were sweeping Mainline Protestantism. The divide between many of the laity and their ministers caused by external issues was now being exacerbated by changes to worship led by what some people in the pews considered to be pastors who were better able to organize a protest than they were to deliver a sermon.53 Within the Episcopal Church, many of the laity concluded that their denomination was abandoning its core beliefs. And it was in this environment that the denomination announced it was going to begin ordaining women and revise (yet again) its Prayer Book.54

No one in the denomination was taken by surprise by either of the developments. Since the emergence of the civil rights movement, the Episcopal Church had suffered with tensions between laity, clergy, and the denomination’s bureaucracy. And once again, it was the latter that was pushing for the reforms. But the ordination of women was to be more disruptive to the Episcopal Church than external issues, in large part because it was such a visible change. Women had a long history of being involved in social activism within the denomination, and by the 1960s some wanted to become ministers of the Gospel. Once women won the right to be seated at the conventions in 1970, the days of the all-male episcopate were numbered, and the denomination itself was called upon to repent for its delay in advancing pulpit equality.55

The battle lines were quickly drawn; despite the fact the denomination had no history of women behind the pulpit. Opponents of female ordination argued that the change was too drastic and would endanger ecumenism, one of the principle goals of the denomination, which they saw as more important than pulpit gender equality. In particular, they expressed worries that an endorsement for women priests would lead to problems with the Roman Catholic Church. Supporters of female ordination, on the other hand, were concerned about things other than Christian unity.56 At the 1973 General Convention in Louisville, Kentucky, advocates argued that men and women were equal in the sight of God and thus both sexes could become priests. They also charged their opponents with being sexists and not up to date with secular society. Despite these arguments, ordination was narrowly voted down.57

As this back-and forth-debate continued, some women decided to take matters into their own hands. They first turned to the bishop of the diocese of New York, Paul Moore, whose liberal views included support for ordaining women, which issue he came very close to doing so in 1974 but did not. Because of Moore’s reluctance, a group of eleven women convinced three retired bishops to illegally ordain them in Philadelphia later that year. John Allin, the presiding bishop, refused to recognize the ordinations as valid, and the House of Bishops was called upon to decide the matter. In a vote of 129 to 9, the body ruled that the ordinations were invalid. Seven bishops abstained from the vote, arguing that while the ordinations were irregular, they were not wrong. Sixty-seven bishops then co-sponsored legislation needed to allow female ordination.58

Perhaps surprising some, it was the Midwest diocese of Indianapolis (not one on the East or West coasts) that now leapt into the forefront of the issue. Bishop John Craine, a man respected by both liberals and conservatives within his denomination and diocese, was a supporter of female ordination. However, he also believed that such a change needed to be done gradually and by the book, and he skillfully began preparing two women for ordination in that way.59

As the 1976 General Convention in Minneapolis approached, it became obvious that momentum was building for officially endorsing female ordination.60 Wasting little time after the convention voted in favor of women priests, the diocese of Indianapolis announced that Jacqueline Means was to become the first female priest in the nation, with her ordination set for 2 January 1977 at All Saints Episcopal Church in Indianapolis. The event turned into a “media circus,” with a “standing room only crowd” of onlookers, who sat not only in the pews of the cathedral-size sanctuary but also on three tiers of bleachers erected for that service. Means knew that she was both making history and, in the minds of those who opposed her ordination, destroying tradition; she told reporters that she was “troubled” by the discord within the denomination caused by female ordination. Indeed, some members of the diocese, foreshadowing what was to come nationally, left the Episcopal Church in protest.61 But by and large, Hoosier Episcopalians were proud of the fact that the first “legal” ordination took place in Indianapolis, even if they were unsure about the decision to allow women behind the pulpit.62

Through the late 1960s and early 1970s, as the issue was debated, some Episcopalians tried to find a middle ground. The Conscience Clause was passed by the 1976 General Convention, which allowed individual bishops to decide whether to ordain women in their diocese, but this proved to be a short-lived compromise. People on both sides argued that either female ordination was right or it was not. Those who believed strongly that it was improper left the denomination. Many of those who stayed did so because they accepted the change, even if they initially disagreed with it.63

The Episcopal Church’s decision to embrace feminist demands and ordain women changed the denomination by making pastoral oversight more therapeutic in nature and less austere, as well as opening the door for discussions of inclusive language in scripture and liturgy.64 It also avoided a long, drawn-out conflict within the denomination: female ministers were not new in American history, but worries in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that women had come to dominate American Protestantism led to calls for a “muscular Christianity,” which helped bury this tradition within the Seven Sisters.65 To have the Episcopal Church embrace female ordination helped give the movement instant respectability, spurring other denominations to follow their example. By the late twentieth century, with the formation of conservative evangelical groups such as Promise Keepers, a new round of working to get men back “right with God” had begun, but largely outside the old Mainline. And while there were denominations without female ministers, there were also no organized outcry to remove women who were already ordained or stop others from following in their footsteps.66

Female ordination fed directly into the battle over Prayer Book revision. The Episcopal Church, like other Anglican bodies, liked to say it was diverse theologically but united in worship. The Book of Common Prayer allowed evangelicals, Anglo-Catholics, and liberals to be part of the same denomination by making theology secondary to a singular worship experience. As demands for pluralism and modernism mounted within the denomination, Episcopalians placed an even greater emphasis on the unity created by the Prayer Book. Any change to it was a threat to the theology of worship that bound the denomination together.67 When amplified by female ordination, calls for a new hymnal, and the changing role of baptism (from a part of a rite of confirmation to one administered to infants), the theological crisis produced by Prayer Book revision constituted not only a change in liturgy but a threat to the way many envisioned their denomination should function.68

Prayer Book revision, this time focused in part on modernizing language, was discussed and begun in the 1960s. By the early 1970s, the Episcopal Church was starting to get feedback from its members on the various trial liturgies. Not surprisingly, the older a person was the more they disliked the proposed changes, although some young adults also resisted the change because they “had grown pretty comfortable with the old ritual.” In the main though, older members tended to like the proposed Rite I, which was closer in language to the Elizabethan wording of the 1928 Prayer Book, while younger people supported the modern sounding Rite II.69 Despite some reservations, the majority of the church came to embrace the concept of a new Prayer Book.70

The proposed changes came at a time when the centuries-old conflict between Low Church (those who wanted the denomination to be more Protestant) and High Church (those who wanted it to be more Roman).71 Episcopalians were also focused on grappling with the external pressures of civil rights and Vietnam. While conservatives in both camps were trying to hold on to what they knew, the trial liturgies were designed to pit them against one another. The eventual Rite II incorporated many of the liturgical features that High Church Episcopalians approved of, so as to be difficult for Low Church Episcopalians to stomach. Likewise, Rite I was too Low Church for those in the High camp to accept.72 Despite creating the Society for the Preservation of the Book of Common Prayer, whose mission was to save the 1928 Book of Common Prayer from “poor revision,” and gaining the support of Presiding Bishop Allin, who was against “unnecessary” changes, conservatives could not halt the momentum the forces in favor of revision had already accumulated.73

As it became obvious that a new Prayer Book would be adopted, people began to leave the denomination. But not everyone who supported the 1928 version left or embraced the forces behind the liturgical change. For some who remained in the Episcopal Church, the changes in the Prayer Book did not make them angry, only sad.74

The wide acceptance, or at least acquiescence, to the new Prayer Book unleashed dramatic change for the denomination. The new Prayer Book, formally adopted in 1979, gave a High Church feel to services while using modern language. It was the Low Church group that was forced to adapt to changes such as receiving communion every Sunday, referring to the minister as “Father” rather than “Mister,” crossing oneself, using incense in services—all things that many had been raised to regard as “papist” and the antithesis of Anglicanism. In addition to losing much of the Elizabethan language of the 1928 Prayer Book, the Low Church group lost, through attrition and lack of regular use, their much beloved Morning Prayer as the primary worship service. The unity that the book once provided became very “murky.”75 While some Episcopalians recognize there is richness in the current Prayer Book, and that the current trend of using only Rite II limits their “exposure to new images and piety,” most have adapted accordingly.76

The spirit of revision that swept the Episcopal Church was part of a much wider liturgical movement that overtook many branches of Christendom during the mid-twentieth century. Included in this, of course, were the massive changes that the Second Vatican Council brought to the Roman Catholic Church.77 For supporters, these modifications to worship practices helped unify these denominations via a new liturgy, promoting a sense of real community. The divide between the priest and the laity lessened, and a collective sense of what “we are experiencing” replaced it.78 Yet many congregations had problems with the transition, some losing members as result. And even though the Episcopal Church did not shatter because of the 1960s and 1970s, it did splinter.79 The memory of what happened has prompted concern about what more liturgical changes might do in the future, spurring a move toward small, gradual “updates” rather than wholesale alterations.80

The Onset of Decline

While the Episcopal Church managed to survive the trials of the 1960s and 1970s, the question facing it, and indeed all the members of the Seven Sisters, became whether they would continue to decline in the twenty-first century.81 For the first time since perhaps the Second Great Awakening, people began to question the formulation of America’s Mainline. One of the chief reasons, it seems, has to do with the rift between many of the clergy and laity and the denominational hierarchies. The Seven Sisters have either lost or managed to keep roughly the same level of membership numbers since the 1970s, but they have not grown as a percentage of the population or at the same rate as other denominations. As a result, while they still hold a place of influence in American society, it is increasingly a historic influence, and that has opened the door to the question of whether a new Mainline has emerged.82

In 1972, the sociologist Dean Kelley offered some possible explanations in his book Why Conservative Churches are Growing, in which he argued that most Mainline denominational leaders expected successful churches to “preserve a good image in the world” by embracing modernity, be “democratic and gentle in their internal affairs,” “responsive to the needs of men” by being active in social reform, and “not let dogmatism, judgmental moralism, or obsessions with . . . purity stand in the way of . . . cooperation and service.” The only problem, according to Kelley, was that these assumptions about success were wrong. It was not the Mainline that was attracting members but rather denominations and congregations that tended to be more “strict” in their adherence to doctrine and expected high levels of commitment from both their actual and potential members. As it turned out, strictness tended to be found most readily in congregations and denominations that were openly conservative in their political views, orthodox in their theology, and willing to be involved in local (rather than national) reform projects once the needs of its own parishioners were met.83

If one needed an example of Kelley’s thesis in action, the Episcopal Church during the 1960s and 1970s provides it. The denomination reshaped “their ministries to fit the pattern of a new social order.” Community service centers were organized, schools built, civil rights and Vietnam War were debated, and both the priesthood and the very liturgy of the denomination were altered and accommodated to a changing world. The result was not a growing, thriving denomination nationwide but rather a rift between the national and local manifestations of the denomination, as well as a membership and financial crisis.84 With little clear understanding as to what it means to be an Episcopalian in denominationally plentiful America, the Episcopal Church has found little success in being viewed as largely politically liberal. No matter the local diversity of thought on issues, neither goal of the 1960s leadership has proven to be that great of an asset.85

To the further detriment of the Seven Sisters, and especially to the Episcopal Church, attempts at attracting new members via these changes has not made up for a lack of evangelization.86 The Mainline has tried appealing to youth, women, singles, and minorities through new programs and policy changes, but not actually evangelizing them, has met with little success nationwide. Conservatives are quick to point to changes made in the name of “relevancy” as evidence of “mainline decline,” while liberals say that the problem is not the changes per se but that there have not been enough of them. Indeed, the former presiding bishop John Hines believed that people left the Episcopal Church because it was not active enough in social issues.87 In some respects, this polarization, at least on the denominational level, is simply a reflection of wider American society since the 1960s, and so, while painful for many Christians, should not be all that surprising. While the decade saw some commentators ready to say that the future of Christianity lay in remaking its basis along some sort of ethical guidelines and divesting itself of the supernatural, it was those denominations that did not follow this path that have flourished in the years since. Liberal churches, it seems, were left disorganized when their theories did not work in the ways expected and were thus unable to accept the reality of decline.88

The Episcopal Church and the other Seven Sisters endured much during the 1960s and 1970s. They still hold a great amount of promise and importance, even if they no longer have the membership or influence they once did.89 And, as we will see, while it may be appropriate to reconsider their role as the “Mainline,” they also offer an intriguing look at what denominations can do during times of strife in order to maintain their membership and influence. But the future of American Christianity, by the late twentieth century, belonged to those outside the Episcopal Church and the old Mainline.90


4
The Politics of Decline

Founded in 1695, Christ Church Episcopal in Philadelphia boasts a rich history. Home to patriots (including a signer of the Declaration of Independence, Francis Hopkinson) and loyalists (Hopkinson’s brother-in-law, the Reverend Jacob Duche, who was for a time the chaplain of the Continental Congress before emerging as a Tory) during the Revolution, a spiritual home to many of the Founding Fathers (George Washington worshiped there), the congregation has deep roots in the community and personifies the establishment of the Seven Sisters. It sits just a few blocks away from Independence Hall, the Liberty Bell, the National Constitution Center, and a variety of federal buildings, including the district courthouse.1 As an Episcopal church and thus part of the Seven Sisters, Christ Church is a good example of the establishment the Mainline had become. Its location also serves as a reminder of how politics and law affected decline as well.

Looking back, the decline of the Seven Sisters seems quite obvious. But to those who were in the midst of it, the gradual slide and rapid fall came and, in some ways, remains quite shocking. While decline changed the relationship of the old Mainline to American life and culture, it did not usher in the demise of any denominations or the creation of any new ones. Institutionally, the Sisters remained intact and congregations remained plentiful. But wider currents were afoot that would lead to a re-evaluation and a reconfiguration of the Mainline itself. Interestingly enough, these changes came not from the pulpit but from the realm of politics.2

A discussion of the connections between politics and religion is both necessary and necessarily complex. For all the talk about separation of church and state in the United States, American politicians spend a lot of time discussing religion, especially American Christianity. Since the Founding Fathers achieved religious liberty for all by not creating a national church, thereby unleashing religious consumerism, the nation has debated the role faith should play in the life of the country, including if religious voices should be pushed entirely from the public square.3 At the same time, political commentators talk of red states (Republican) and blue states (Democrats), and the supposed underlying political values that these terms then hold. The religious divide between these poles creates much confusion within American Christendom over how faith should (and does) impact politics and politicians. After all, despite labels, politics cuts across denominational lines. And ones’ denomination does not necessarily correlate to ones’ political position on a given issue. For examples, the United Methodist Church is the spiritual home to both former president George W. Bush (Republican) and the secretary of state Hillary R. Clinton (Democrat). Roman Catholic politicians, such as former New York City mayor Rudolph Giuliani (Republican) and the senior senator from Massachusetts John Kerry (Democrat), must contend with the ramifications of being pro-choice on the issue of abortion while also being members of a church that is just as staunchly pro-life. In short, denominationalism is no predictor of political affiliation.

This political insight is another way to gauge the decline of the Seven Sisters, while at the same time problematizing Dean Kelley’s now classic Mainline decline thesis. How did the culture wars influence decline? What political alternatives emerged in the wake of Mainline decline? Is there a continued role for the Seven Sisters to play in postdecline America? These are important questions for a nation that talks of a wall of separation but whose politics is infused by Christian morality.

Of Culture Wars and Walls

Though Americans have, since the time of the Founders, lived with a wall of separation between church and state at least at the federal level, the doctrine has been somewhat nebulous in its application. In some respects, it is more an idea, a value that is cherished, than it is a reality. While the notion that in the United States there will be no state-sponsored church, the belief that religion, or specifically Christianity, has no place in the public square is a much more recent development.

Indeed, the rise of secularization in this sense happened at the same time as the onset of decline within the Seven Sisters during the 1960s and 1970s. In that way, decline can be seen as part of the culture wars that emerged in the nation’s political life in the 1970s and 1980s. Despite some soul searching on the part of politicians and political pundits, these wars continue to the present. From prayer and Bible reading in public schools to public displays of religious belief to hot-button issues such as abortion and homosexual rights, there has been very little in the way of restraining clashes over what the proper relationship of church and state should be.4

The center of much of this debate has been the Constitution’s establishment clause of the First Amendment—“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof”— and what exactly was and is meant by “establishment” and how that might affect the “free exercise” of religion.5 Not surprisingly, the federal courts have become involved in the discussion over the years. But tellingly for the Seven Sisters and their decline, the Mainline showed a good deal of complacency in the outcomes of the cases that were litigated. Indeed, when it came to school prayer (the landmark case being Engel v. Vitale, a case from New York decided by the U.S. Supreme Court in 1962) conservative Christians were divided. Some hailed the rulings striking down prayer in the schools because Roman Catholics had supported nonsectarian prayers. But as it opened the door for other cases, conservatives began to rally against liberal “judicial activism.” Then came Schempp v. Abington School District.6

In 1957 Ellery (born Ellory) Schempp, a student in the Abington School District in eastern Pennsylvania, wrote a letter to the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) stating that as a Unitarian, he felt uncomfortable reciting the Lord’s Prayer and the required biblical passages each day in school because they conflicted with his church’s doctrinal interpretations and political belief in the separation of church and state. Like many states, Pennsylvania had statutes authorizing such recitations officially for the purposes of moral, ethical, and civic (in the midst of the Cold War against communism) purposes. The Philadelphia ACLU chapter believed that the prayer and Bible readings posed real constitutional issues. Their board, however, was divided as to what action to take but eventually decided to press ahead with a lawsuit. They also asked Henry Sawyer, a prominent Philadelphia attorney, to get involved, rather than using one of their own staff attorneys, so that the case would not instantly be branded in the public eye as the “ACLU vs. prayer.” Sawyer quickly opted to focus on the Bible reading alone, believing that it was both an establishment (by the state requiring religious practice) and an infringement of the free exercise of religion (by forcing people who may not believe in the same way to be part of the same captive congregation).7 Sawyer made it clear in his argument before the federal court that the reading of scripture was an establishment of religion, even if the passages were selected at random.8

By the time he took part in Schempp, Sawyer was an experienced trial lawyer with the law firm of Drinker Biddle and Reath, and whose career was on track to define church–state relations in the United States. Born in 1918, Sawyer served in the navy during World War II and Korea as well as with the U.S. State Department. He joined the Drinker firm in 1948, and soon found himself involved in various communist-related free speech and freedom of association cases. Still, the Schempp case was “low profile” within the firm, despite Sawyer’s prominence, so as not to disturb conservative clients.9

Of course there was more to the case than just Sawyer’s decision to focus on Bible reading. Edward Schempp, Ellery’s father, was a member of the ACLU and a leading Unitarian.10 And the family was not just challenging a local school board but also the state of Pennsylvania, which had passed the law requiring Bible reading at the start of the school day in order to help instill morality in the state’s youth. The legislature eventually included an exemption clause for just such the reasons the Schempps were claiming, allowing students to not take part in either the prayer or Bible reading, and as the school pointed out, the only complaints it got were from the Schempps.11

A federal three-judge panel heard the case because of the constitutional questions involved.12 The judges ruled that even with an exemption clause in the law, the Bible readings violated the First Amendment—including the establishment clause—as applied to the states via the Fourteenth Amendment’s citizenship provisions. Furthermore, as Judge William Kirkpatrick noted during the trial, if the Bible reading was not scholarly or devotional and there was no instruction attached to it, the panel was left to wonder what exactly the point of doing it was.13 The case was soon appealed to the U. S. Supreme Court, where the school district eventually centered its defense on the existence of the exemption clause.14

The creation of that clause caused the Supreme Court, which heard arguments after the panel had initially sided with the Schempps but before the creation of the exemption clause itself, to order the panel to reconsider the case based upon the new version of the law. In these proceedings, Edward Schempp asserted that taking the exemption would make his children pariahs, as well as have them labeled as “atheists,” “odd balls,” and possibly as communists.15 The school district then argued that Schempp no longer had standing to sue, since his children were no longer in the schools.16

The chief circuit judge John Biggs authored the eventual decision, holding that the statute requiring Bible reading violated the establishment clause, “notwithstanding provision in the statute for excusing a child from the reading,” in part because it included mass recitation of the Lord’s Prayer.17 The Pennsylvania General Assembly, the judge asserted, was placing a Christian ritual in the schools, “seeing fit to breach the wall between church and state” to further a religious, not secular, educational goal.18 Sawyer’s argument had carried the day.

The Supreme Court then considered the three-judge panel’s decision for a second time in 1963, coupled with soon-to-be-famous atheist Madalyn Murray’s case in Maryland against reciting the Lord’s Prayer.19 In some respects, the Schempp case need not have been heard at all, as the Supreme Court had recently ruled that school prayer was unconstitutional. Nonetheless, the case was selected to drive the point home.20 Justice Tom Clark delivered the opinion of the high court, stressing both the history of religion in America and of religious freedom. To the majority of the justices, the establishment clause was not just about privileging one faith over another; it was a means to avoid officially sanctioned sectarianism. Schools are to be for “secular” education and government is to be neutral toward religion and not a body where the two become interdependent. The justices feared that some form of establishment might emerge from such a union. While religion and education had a long history together, the “statutory provision for daily religious exercises” was more recent. The Court asserted that “no one denies that they [religious principles] should be taught to the youth of the State,” rather that the public schools should not be the place to do it.21

Of course, the Schempp-era cases were not the final words on the matter. Despite the initial outrage and lingering discussion of the courts “taking God out of the classroom,” the Seven Sisters did not organize in a real way to do anything about it. Instead, they largely acquiesced, sure of their own cultural standing, at a time in which the nation still adhered to a civil religion of sorts. When the matter has come up in the years since the 1970s, it has more often than not been done by conservative politicians and by members of other denominations, who have pointed out that some of the parties to suits like the Schempps had motives beyond constitutional principles. In Schempp, the plaintiffs’ Unitarian faith played a role. A liberal offshoot of the old Congregational Church, and the bane of orthodox Christians since Lyman Beecher’s time during the Second Great Awakening, by the twentieth century Unitarians and Universalists were crafting a secular church that had little in common with most Christian denominations. That the Mainline took virtually no stand on this point speaks volumes to where the Seven Sisters were headed within American culture, since many denominational leaders even agreed with the demise of prayer in schools. But there was also a good deal of dissent, and it was finding a voice in high-profile evangelists like Billy Graham.22

The non-action on the part of the Seven Sisters is also evident from another case coming out of the Keystone State. When the Pennsylvania legislature enacted a series of measures to advance secular education, all of them were tested in the federal courts under the establishment clause. In 1969, a federal three-judge panel from the Eastern District of Pennsylvania heard the first of the so-called Lemon cases.23 This litigation focused on an act that authorized the state to purchase “secular educational services from nonpublic schools” including teachers, textbooks, and classroom materials. Not surprisingly, Henry Sawyer led the plaintiffs’ legal team, which argued that the state was funding religion-based (largely Catholic) schools (where a quarter of the state’s student population was enrolled) via the law. Two members of the judicial panel ruled that those seeking to enjoin the act lacked standing to do so, and that the law was not a violation of the establishment clause. While most of the schools that contracted to provide services were sectarian schools, what they were provided was secular in nature. The act was passed to avoid with a “crisis in education.” The other panel member dissented, saying that the door was opening to First Amendment issues by entangling church and state, because where money goes, so too does oversight.24 In other words, the fear was that any state tax money might be used for religious ends, which would require the state to have financial oversight of a religious organization.

The case was directly appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court, where it was consolidated with a case from Rhode Island in 1971 of a similar nature. The high court, led by Chief Justice Warren Burger, echoed the dissent’s concerns in pronouncing the Pennsylvania law unconstitutional, since it allowed the state to audit a school’s books in order to make sure that they spent money on secular subject-area teachers, textbooks, and materials. This fostered “excessive entanglement” because to make sure that nothing religious took place, the state would need to monitor both the schools and teachers involved. The justices crafted a three-prong “Lemon test” to guide them: first, laws needed to have a secular legislative purpose; second, the principle and primary effect must neither advance nor inhibit religion; and third, laws must not create excessive entanglement between church and state.25

However, issues and new legal challenges quickly arose under the Lemon test: Did the Supreme Court’s decision mean that schools that had purchased services could not now be reimbursed for them? The same federal three-judge panel said that the schools could be paid, despite the law being declared unconstitutional, because they had acted in the good-faith belief that the law was constitutional when entering into the purchase of service agreements with the state. To make Lemon I retroactive and deny schools the funding for what amounted to one academic year would unfairly burden them.26 When the case went to the Supreme Court, the justices agreed with the decision, finding it to be “practical.”27

But the federal courts were not yet done with Lemon cases. Another one, this time arising out of a new statute allowing for the “reimbursement of tuition paid by parents who send their children to nonpublic schools,” was presented to another federal three-judge panel in 1972, which found the law unconstitutional. The judges based their decision on the fact that the funds could be used for religious purposes, and any state oversight of the funds would be entanglement, in particular, because parents could use the money to send their children to religious schools, thus using state funds to advance religion.28 The United States Supreme Court agreed with the three judge panel, noting that the problem for those who now wanted the state to aid religious education was not with the courts, but with the establishment clause.29

The establishment clause had now come to be defined by secular forces outside of the Mainline. In 1974 this point was driven home when the three-pronged Lemon test was utilized in yet another Pennsylvania case. In Meek v. Pittinger, the federal district court for Eastern Pennsylvania was asked to rule on a state law, this one allowing public schools to loan or make available speech and hearing services, textbooks, instructional material, and equipment to private schools. Again a federal panel heard the case. The majority of the (2 to 3) panel found that the state was simply trying to help all students within the state, in both public and private schools, to have the same services and opportunities available to them. While not all of the provisions passed constitutional muster (the loaning of equipment, such as movie projectors, the panel ruled could to easily be diverted to religious purposes), most of the statute was fine.30

In his dissent, Judge A. Leon Higginbotham noted that the state’s intent was a good one, but that the possibility of unintended consequences, or a sort of entanglement by degree, could very easily result. He also noted

Tragically, some persons, before the ink here is hardly dry, will claim that the dissent is anti-religious or fails to appreciate the importance of religion and religious education in our society. Such distortions would be far from the truth. Each of my children, as a matter of parental choice, has attended nonpublic schools which have a religious focus and are sponsored by a religious body. But it was a private choice; the taxpayers under the constitution are not permitted to pay the price for my religious preferences.31

Once again the U.S. Supreme Court heard the case on appeal. The majority, brought together around Justice Potter Stewart’s opinion, followed Higginbotham’s lead in upholding only the textbook loan provision, and declaring the rest unconstitutional.32

The Lemon cases once again raise the question of where the Mainline was at this crucial time. Those adherents were generally not the ones building schools to meet parental demand for other educational venues, nor were they the ones advocating for the laws that eventually became challenged under the Lemon test. One might assume that this lack of involvement had to do with the demographic or religious makeup of Pennsylvania, or even that their lack of participation was because of Mainline decline. But the reason these cases originated in Pennsylvania was not because the Seven Sisters were “weak” in the Keystone State, but because the judicial and legal makeup and tradition of the federal district court for Eastern Pennsylvania offered a favorable climate to bring such legal actions. The cases, and thus the state, were symbolic of what was happening across the nation.33

The Lemon cases were not the only ones involving the establishment clause before the federal courts in Pennsylvania during the 1970s. Since the late 1940s, the Department of Defense had donated closed military facilities to the Department of Health and Human Services, which could then “gift” the property to a state or interested third party. The theory behind this process was to advance governmental goals (the use of the property) at no cost to the taxpayer (because of the bureaucratic red tape involved in actually selling government property), despite the fact that there was no revenue generated from a sale. When that third party was a religious organization, some taxpayers cried foul, believing a violation of the establishment clause was the result. The Warren Supreme Court allowed federal taxpayers to challenge such sales if the transfer of property fell under such scrutiny.34

In 1975, when the Valley Forge Army Hospital in Pennsylvania closed, the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare gifted it to the Northeast Bible Institute, which then renamed itself Valley Forge Christian College. In 1981 Americans United for the Separation of Church and State (AU) filed suit in the federal district court for Eastern Pennsylvania, contending that the college was a wholly religious institution and the transfer of more than seventy acres (complete with buildings) ran afoul of the establishment clause. From their perspective, the issue was the religious nature of the institution. From the college’s perspective, there was a question as to whether AU had standing to sue to block the school from taking possession of the property.35 At the federal district level, Judge J. William Ditter ruled in favor of the college’s position. The Third Circuit reversed him, but the Supreme Court then upheld Ditter’s original decision by a vote of 5 to 4. Interestingly, while the Carter administration was reluctant to take the case to the Supreme Court (as it was officially a defendant), the Reagan administration reversed course and supported the college. That may have been key, as the Court, speaking through Justice William Rehnquist, put a halt to liberalizing trends in this area of law, requiring plaintiffs to show an actual “injury” (or proof of an establishment clause violation), not just the theoretical potential of one, with the decision.36

This brief look at these cultural issues and some of the related legal battles demonstrates that by the onset of decline, the Seven Sisters had either grown so complacent with their place in wider American society or were so consumed with internal debates as to miss out on wider currents in American culture. Liberals and modernists largely ruled their denominational hierarchies and saw a loosening of denominationalism because of mergers (the United Methodist Church and the United Church of Christ are but two examples),37 and a growing divide among many in the laity over internal decisions. It is little wonder that many members of Mainline congregations desired an opportunity to somehow bring about a moral crusade over what they saw as a decline setting into wider American society, and they needed to find an outlet in the emerging conservative political movement rather than from their own churches.

That American Christians should seek to enact reforms should come as no surprise. “Reform” after all, is the response that American churches have had to crisis since the colonial period. Whether it was in reaction to Deism in the eighteenth century, societal strain in the nineteenth, or moral reforms in the twentieth, launching a crusade has been part of the (largely) evangelical makeup of the Mainline’s churches. But the reaction in the late twentieth century was different: while churches were involved, it was not the Seven Sisters, and more often than not the evangelical laity who remained within the old Mainline sought to reform society via the ballot box much more than from the pulpit.

Of Moral Majorities

In order to better understand the interplay of religion and politics, one need only look at the presidents elected during the 1970s and 1980s, when decline was becoming an uncomfortable reality for the Seven Sisters. In doing so, special attention should be given to the political forces and how the three men who served in the Oval Office during this period understood American religious life and, by association, their relationships with the Mainline. In some respects, they did nothing out of the ordinary from their predecessors in office when it came to faith and politics. But in other ways they helped usher in a whole new understanding of the Mainline’s relationship to American politicians.38

First elected in 1968, the Republican Richard Nixon resurrected his political career based on the wider culture war and tensions over Vietnam. His references to the “silent majority” of Americans who were not protesting the war nor civil rights, struck a chord with the majority of voters not once, but twice. Religiously, Nixon was not a part of the Mainline. He was raised a Quaker, and indeed to the extent that the Mainline was “the establishment” Nixon more often than not counted them as a potential enemy to his policies more than an ally. It was perhaps for this reason that Nixon made so much of his relationship with the evangelist Billy Graham, signaling the president’s own break with the Mainline, more so than recognition of their denominational decline. But this no doubt helped his prospects with evangelicals that so many liberal Protestants had attacked the 1964 Republican nominee, Barry Goldwater. To them, Nixon, if not perfect, was at least someone who would take on both the liberal political and religious establishments.39

Nixon resigned and was replaced in office, following the Watergate scandal, by the Republican Gerald Ford in 1974. In some respects, Ford exemplified the Mainline. He was an Episcopalian and a well-liked and respected member of Congress. Unlike Nixon, who had tapped into populist anxiety in the midst of riots and marches, Ford attempted to reassert consensus-style politics. But he failed to appreciate and understand the growing political conservative movement and its looming religious counterpart. As the conservative movement turned toward social issues like abortion and the debate over the proposed Equal Rights Amendment, Ford ran into a problem, compounded by underestimation of the significance that conservatives placed on such issues. His greater political challenge came in the form of the Democratic governor of Georgia, James Earl Carter.40

Carter represents a clear break with the Mainline. Georgia’s governor brought a very public light to his personal faith, that of being a Southern Baptist during his campaign for the presidency. While not the first member of the denomination to reside in the White House, Carter’s public discussion about salvation, sin, and faith in general was a marked change from notions of a nondescript civil religion most of the Seven Sisters had supported since the 1940s. By proclaiming himself to be “born again,” to be openly evangelical, Carter launched a “revolution” in the relationship between politics and religion.41

Carter, however, was on the wrong side of the coming conservative political swell, even if his personal faith found him in a denomination that was not a part of the Seven Sisters. He was evangelical but not conservative. And he was not ready to deal with evangelicals in opposition to him.42 In 1980 he was defeated by the former California governor (and actor) Ronald Reagan. While Reagan was a member of the Mainline, having grown up in the Disciples of Christ denomination and later becoming a member of the Presbyterian Church, his political conservatism had led him into contact with many of those outside of the Seven Sisters’ fold. Thus, he was perfectly at home with fundamentalists and conservative denominations, as well as with evangelicals who might still worship within the Mainline. Indeed, Reagan openly endorsed conservative evangelicals.43

Reagan’s rise politically mirrored the rise of organizations that, in a broad way, came to embody the emergent Religious Right. One such organization was the Moral Majority. Founded in 1979 and led by Jerry Falwell, a Southern Baptist minister in Virginia, the group and others like it (such as Focus on the Family) were horrified at what they believed to be the moral decline of the nation, precipitated by liberals in government, on the nation’s federal courts, and in the Mainline’s pulpits. They were worried about abortion on demand, God being banished from public schools, and the demise of traditional “family values.” But as shocked as they were, the important thing is that they organized to do something about it. Falwell’s leadership in this movement is especially noteworthy. After all, he criticized portions of the civil rights movement, arguing that pastors should preach the Gospel and let God transform people and society, as there was no need to wage reform wars. And yet he founded the Moral Majority, after he himself had reached a breaking point of sorts, embracing the old evangelical reform ethos.44

While many commentators at the time were surprised by the emergence, or re-emergence, of both political and religious conservative voices, they should not have been. The Moral Majority was walking in the footsteps of other parachurch organizations that were more theologically conservative than the Seven Sisters’ institutionalized bureaucracies, including Youth For Christ and Campus Crusade for Christ (both of which are campus outreach organizations, geared chiefly toward college aged young adults).45 Likewise, the Moral Majority embraced the counterculture mentality not of the 1960s but that of many fundamentalists after the Scopes trial. These conservative Christians established their own organizations, schools, sponsored their own approved music and television shows, and created their own literature. They lived in the world claimed to be not of the world, and now these conservative evangelicals hoped to save the world, and especially the United States.

Where had they been? The answer actually moves away from the accepted notion of the post-Scopes retreat of fundamentalists (conservative Christians never retreated from the public square nor did they suddenly reappear at the end of the twentieth century), and more toward the reaction of the post-Prohibition Mainline. Many within the Seven Sisters came to see that there was no sure victory when entering into the political fray. Thus, after 1933 they proved increasingly reluctant to do so. Being part of the status quo was believed to be better than trying to change things. When the Mainline did offer a political opinion post-repeal, it was more often than not as part of the consensus. This complacency opened the door for liberal activism in the 1960s and 1970s, as generally moderate leaders of the 1930s and 1940s left the scene and were often replaced by theological liberals. For most politically conservative members of Mainline denominations to act, they had do so outside of their own denominational structure, as the modernists took control of the Seven Sisters.46

These conservative Christians did not find much comfort in the arms of their fellow denominational members. Theological and political liberals were also forming parachurch groups to further agendas that moderate members of their denominations would not support.47 One such group we have already encountered was the Americans United for Separation of Church and State (AU). Founded in 1947 to oppose proposed government aid to religious (mainly Catholic) schools, the group became a champion for those on the Religious Left who sought to combat religious conservatives, including being involved in court struggles like the ones from Pennsylvania. In 2009, the organization was headed by a United Church of Christ minister, and thus has claims to respectability within the old Mainline and with non-Christians who share its program of attacking the Religious Right and political conservatives.48

Of Religious Right and Left

Already the terms “Religious Right” and “Religious Left” have been used without much explanation. In part, this is because the terms are largely self-explanatory: political believers who are conservatives are often labeled as members of the Religious Right, while their liberal counterparts within Christianity are part of the Religious Left. In some respects, what we have are simply new labels for the modernist/fundamentalist debates of the early twentieth century with a more politicized bent as opposed to theological reference. Although, as we will see, the moderates can complicate this divide and the resulting discussion to a great degree.49

There are of course problems with using broad terminology to define groups of people, let alone whole denominations since they can render an inaccurate picture of American Christianity. There are moral issues that transcend partisan labels and religious faith that runs deeper than politics.50 The prime example of this mischaracterization is the more than 60 million evangelicals in America. Their very size makes them a more complex group than categorizing them as “Religious Right” or “Religious Left.” Evangelicals have never been of the same mind on all political issues, but both historically and presently they do believe moral values influence political choices.51 It is not surprising, then, to see them organize to impact, or attempt to impact, politics and culture. Indeed, the First and Second Great Awakenings are largely their story. Since the 1960s, evangelical-based organizations such as the Moral Majority and Christian Coalition have been formed for the specific purpose of focusing evangelicals on certain political issues or conservative candidates, though groups such as these usually do not last very long. Other organizations, such as the National Association of Evangelicals, have attempted to take a longer and perhaps less partisan view of the interaction of Christians with politics.52 But all of them are merely tapping into a historic tradition of evangelical activism, even if forays into politics have led to as much frustration as victories.53

The evangelical experience of engagement is something we have encountered before, most notably in the case of Prohibition. And yet, one thing that has changed since the dry years when it comes to the voice of Christian organizations in the public discourse is that they do not dominate the way they did when drys helped craft the Eighteenth Amendment. It is clear that large parachurch organizations like the Anti-Saloon League, or even denominational or transdenominational bureaucratic bodies like the National Council of Churches, can issue pronouncements on behalf of their constituent members without necessarily speaking for them on topics as far ranging as the federal budget,54 or involvement in the armed forces during times of war.55

Another difference is that there is more opposition to Christian voices being heard in the public square. America is a more secular place than it once was, with some people both in and outside the church working to make it even more so. Evangelicals and others must now make the case that they should help shape wider culture. Since they believe that the church has an obligation to “continually exert a strong ethical influence upon the state, supporting policies and programs deemed to be just and opposing policies and programs that are unjust,” it is hard for them not to attempt to do so. Such notions were taken for granted during the age of Prohibition, and Christian involvement in taking part in political discourse, whether from the Right or Left, has a long history of working in public/private partnership with local governments without such work being detrimental to either.56 In other words, secularists have the historic burden of proof as to why Christians should now not be part of the public square, not the other way around.

Despite this shared history, the Religious Right and Left are often at odds with one another over the proper relationship between church and state. In part, this tension has to do with the evangelical makeup of the Right, even as the formerly staunch evangelical denominations of the Seven Sisters are more aligned with the Left. This development is reflective of Mainline decline, but it also shows the power of the old evangelical model of reform and revival being a vital part of American Christianity.57 Just because the Seven Sisters are less likely to act does not mean evangelicals are going to follow the same path.

Because the Religious Left has largely stayed within the Seven Sisters, it is smaller and less organized, and thus has a smaller potential voice than does the right wing of American Christianity.58 Indeed, the Religious Left actually faces an uphill battle in terms of engaging the Right without hyperbole. Part of this dynamic has to do with who makes up the Religious Left. In the main, it finds its home in the denominations of the Seven Sisters, where alliances of modernists and moderates have largely held sway within denominational hierarchies since the 1930s. It was this alliance that allowed the attempted recasting of Christianity in the 1960s and 1970s, and it is this group of Christians who are most worried about conservative churches being engaged in politics.59

It is from the Religious Left that the most strident calls for Christians to refrain from being vocal about how their faith has led them to their particular political worldview. It is also the Religious Left that calls on Christians involved in politics to avoid issues that would be “divisive,” at least on subjects on which they disagree with the majority. While the Religious Right is often associated with the Republican Party, the moderates within the denominations that the Religious Left holds sway over have made a compelling argument that it would be a good thing to see Christians really active in both political parties. After all, Protestants and Catholics already make up much of both parties’ membership.60 Even some conservatives have called for evangelicals to engage political issues without the need for compromise with political parties. In short, they are talking about the end of the Religious Right.61 Though that is doubtful, the allure of the moderate call is powerful.

Thus, a figure such as William Jennings Bryan (the early twentieth-century Democratic leader who led the charge against Darwinian evolution) might seem a viable historical reference for the moderates to utilize in such an effort, there are problems. Bryan was very much influenced by the Social Gospel and was an advocate of all sorts of political programs that conservatives, both then and now, would find anathema. However, the very fact that he was orthodox in his Christian beliefs, and indeed was a champion of the fundamentalist cause, more than likely would mean he would not be welcome within the Democratic Party of today.62 If Republicans are accused of using religion to win votes, Democrats, it can be said, often seem to misunderstand the role of faith at the ballot box.63

Yet despite the gulf between them, there are moderates within both the Religious Left and Right. Evangelicals are hardly monolithic, and there are some like Jim Wallis—a moderate evangelical pastor, whose politics are more liberal than conservative (he headed “Evangelicals for McGovern in 1972”)— who have made a strong case that one can be a traditional Christian and not vote Republican. His organization, Sojourners, was founded to make sure that progressive evangelical voices were not missed. At the same time, he believes that the Right “distorts” evangelical faith and has attempted to critique the Religious Right.64 Another moderate evangelical is Tony Campolo, who has argued that Jesus is neither a Republican nor a Democrat, calling on evangelicals to apply God’s word on an issue by issue basis. Campolo, in particular, has argued that Christians should be wary of seeking power as a means to influence culture, proving to be a more-moderate moderate than Wallis in some respects.65

Hence, the more important revelation in looking at the Religious Left is the continued debate between moderates and modernists. For, at the same time moderates are reaching out, modernists continue their drive to offer alternative interpretations of traditional Christianity. This quest includes those who search for the “historical Jesus” (via the Jesus Seminar movement, a gathering of theologians, philosophers, and historians who seek to determine what Jesus “really said”66) as well as members of the clergy, such as the retired Episcopal bishop and best-selling author John Shelby Spong. While Spong oversaw his flock in the diocese of Newark, he became an articulate spokesman starting in the 1990s for a postmodern interpretation of Christianity that sought to transcend, when it did not repudiate, core Christian doctrines and beliefs. Spong argued that his alterations, if they were not revelations, were needed to keep Christianity current and thoroughly in step with the modern world. In this regard, Spong is the descendant of modernist theologians who advanced higher criticism and evolution in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Spong has produced a small cannon of books critiquing biblical interpretation and imagery (because he claims traditional readings of the Bible have been hateful toward women, children, and homosexuals), as well as a reinterpretation of the Gospels, ranging from disputing the virgin birth to calling Jesus’ death on the cross a “resurrection experience” among his disciples as they thought about what Christ had taught them and how his work could transcend his death if they spread his message.67

If the moderates have been largely quiet about Spong’s theories, the Religious Right has not. Spong has been critiqued by people both within and outside of the Anglican Communion for his alterations to Christianity. The Reverend Peter C. Moore, former dean of Trinity Seminary, has argued that the former bishop “has essentially placed himself outside the Christian tradition and had used his privileged position as a bishop to attack it.” The Anglican bishop N. T. Wright has taken Spong and others like him to task for not doing serious historical work when discussing the “historical Jesus,” as well as for the assumptions that flow from such a flawed creation in their hands. Spong, in their minds, is little more than a “celebrity heretic.”68

But such attacks have not deterred the modernists and even some moderates within the Religious Left from assaulting the Religious Right. There is a plethora of books, some by noted scholars, that take aim at conservative Christians, offering varying interpretations and almost always issuing an ominous warning about what is going to happen to America if evangelical Christians (broadly and often widely defined by the authors) continue to be active in politics or the wider culture. Such worry, whether secular or from within the old Mainline, can border on the hysterical with visions of the United States becoming a theocratic, imperialistic, despotic nation in pursuit of the world’s oil.69

If the modernists are guilty of having produced a straw man to attack, some within the Religious Right are also guilty of believing they have or deserve more influence than they indeed wield.70 But there is little doubt that the emergence of the Religious Right as a group corresponded to the rise of the conservative movement within the nation’s political life.71 And because that movement was so tied to the resurgence of the Republican Party, their coexistence was bound to be conflated. That being said, while evangelicals tend to be the more orthodox (in terms of traditional Christian theology) that does not mean that all are members of either the Religious Right or the Republican Party. But being orthodox in the faith, regardless of ones’ evangelical status, is a requirement for being part of the Religious Right.

Reports of the Religious Right’s decline and demise are overexaggerated.72 Indeed, while the Religious Right’s constituency is made up of evangelicals and fundamentalists, it also includes many Roman Catholics. If the Religious Right has a major problem, it is that since the Scopes trial and its aftermath, its fundamentalist wing has lost the ability to define itself to the larger public, while its evangelical wing was for so long silent in the face of their common opponents. Not unlike the Puritans, the fundamentalists have been relegated to being known as narrow-minded as an automatic response whenever that term is invoked. Indeed, the very word “fundamentalist,” has come to define theological conservatives, few, if any of whom, have ever actually read Dixon’s The Fundamentals. But if the journalist Colleen Carroll and others are correct that young adults are opting for denominations and congregations that are more traditional in their doctrine, then the collapse of the Sisters seems imminent.73 If that is the case, then American Christianity currently may be witnessing the most dramatic demographic and denominational membership shift since the onset of the decline of the Seven Sisters in the 1960s and 1970s.

Prayers for the President

In the wake of Ronald Reagan’s election, the concepts and organizations of the Religious Right and Left began to more clearly solidify. More importantly, they did so against a backdrop of interesting political developments. The Cold War came to a conclusion, and the nation wrestled with its status as the sole remaining military super power. Domestic politics kept the economy in focus while also leaving room for cultural issues to play, at times, a pivotal role. The men who followed Reagan in the White House reflected these trends and their religious overtones, as well as the continued decline in status of the Seven Sisters.

Reagan’s vice president, George H. W. Bush, won the presidential election in 1988. An Episcopalian, Bush had a better understanding of Religious Right than had Ford, but was still at times uneasy with them. While he did utilize “family values” as an election issue, his break with the Mainline came in 1990–91 when he relied on Billy Graham to give moral sanction to the Gulf War following Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, after his own denominational leadership balked at the suggestion.74 He was defeated for re-election by William Jefferson Clinton, the Democratic governor of Arkansas, in 1992. Clinton was a Southern Baptist but often attended United Methodist Church services with his wife, Hillary. A centrist Democrat with infidelity issues, Clinton often talked about his faith and his need for moral guidance. In many ways, while hardly a champion of the Religious Right, Clinton was a good example of a moderate evangelical within the Seven Sisters, who was attempting to practice what Jim Wallis would soon make famous with his Sojourners.75

The man who succeeded Clinton in office in 2000 was George W. Bush, the Republican governor of Texas and the son of President George H. W. Bush. Raised an Episcopalian, Bush became a Methodist following a conversion experience prompted in part by discussions with Billy Graham. More conservative than his father, the younger Bush became for some a poster child of the Religious Right, one who often talked about his faith and the role it played in his presidency. His re-election in 2004 was aided by the emergence of “values voters” who turned out in support of the president (largely over the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, and the issues against homosexual marriage.76

In 2008 the Illinois senator Barack Obama was elected president, returning the Democrats to the White House. While a historic event in and of itself—Obama became the first African American to win the presidency— his victory carried with it implications for the Seven Sisters as well. A member of the United Church of Christ, Obama’s denomination is largely dominated by the modernist wing of the Religious Left, and many of his policy initiatives have long been supported by liberals in the pews and bureaucracies of the old Mainline.77 Still, he was able to win many of the (largely swing) evangelical “values voters” from 2004, who allowed economic concerns in 2008 to trump any worries about Obama’s potential political agenda.78 While criticized for not doing it the “right way” (or perhaps, the Right’s way), Obama follows in the footsteps of the nation’s previous chief executives by using biblical/Christian imagery in his speeches and reaching out to people of faith.79

If the presidents since Reagan have brought about a sort of back and forth when it comes to the influence (whether real or imagined) of the Religious Right, many questions still remain about the future of the Seven Sisters in the modern political environment. Since the 1980s the influence of the old Mainline has declined along with the denominational size. Despite Obama’s election, it seems unlikely that these trends will be reversed. But it also remains to be seen if that victory will translate into the decline of the Religious Right or not (despite the speculation of some on both sides of the political and religious divide). Furthermore, if the Sisters’ can not raise their voices when one of their own is in the White House, will they ever be a political force again?

We have seen that religious belief has been a factor, though not the only one, when it comes to the nation’s politics and electoral decisions. And that fact has important implications for the decline of the Seven Sisters. It appears that most Christians have more in common with one another than many realize and can still rally together to support a wide variety of causes and reforms, politics does matter. And in the American political climate of the past forty years, the Seven Sisters have largely failed to blossom.80 While there are political reasons that decline has persisted, there is also more to the story of Mainline decline than can be contained in just a discussion of the separation of church and state. 


5
In a State of Perpetual Decline

Meridian Street United Methodist Church is the mother church of Methodism in Indianapolis. Founded in 1821, on what would eventually be the site of the statehouse, the congregation has been home to prominent city leaders as well as a vice president of the United States, a U.S. senator, and the governor of the state, not to mention leaders within the denomination. Over the course of its history the congregation has built various church home along Meridian Street, from the famed circle at the heart of Indianapolis to a new location a bit farther north by the dawn of the twentieth century to even farther north as the city’s population and limits grew. Although the congregation is part of the Seven Sisters, the ups and downs of its membership and the movement of its church plant since its founding also represent the wider issues facing denominations, both inside and outside of the old Mainline, as the twenty-first century began.1

There is more to the decline of the Seven Sisters than the types of theological and political reasons we have already discussed. In many respects, the onset of decline in the 1960s and 1970s was a perfect storm of sorts, with internal and external reasons coupled with a new political environment. But decline was also spurred and perpetuated by the rise of consumerism, the communications revolution, and the challenges of cultural engagement beyond politics. These factors continue to have implications for the Seven Sisters and for the emerging new Mainline of the twenty-first century.

Revisiting Classic Decline

When it comes to the decline of the Seven Sisters, theology and doctrine does matter.2 If the Episcopal Church is not testimony enough, consider the Methodists. The denomination, which boasts such storied congregations as Meridian Street, had rapid membership gains from their founding until the 1860s, with additional spikes in the 1870s and the 1910s, and were part of the evangelical core of the Mainline. Despite having gone through doctrinal controversies in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Methodists retained many members easily described as both conservative and orthodox, and successfully reunited as a single denomination after the Civil War; the church also merged with smaller denominations of Wesleyan heritage. Still, decline appeared on the denominational radar screen in the 1950s, and by the 1970s absolute membership numbers began to drop.3

Why did this happen? The Methodists, it turns out, followed in the path of the Episcopal Church and other members of the Seven Sisters, such as the UCC, with many members growing complacent, others seeking “respectability” as part of the middle class (and thus less interested in disrupting the status quo),4 and some open to reshaping their version of the Christian faith for the modern world. In other words, they became victims of the classic decline thesis put forward by Dean Kelley, which, as we saw in the case of the Episcopal Church, argued these very things.5 And while there have been challenges to Kelley’s thesis, most notably with the claim that demographics (i.e., conservatives have more children, rather than liberal theology are really to blame,6 the fact is that these critiques can be seen as augmenting Kelley’s work by considering such factors as consumerism.

Beyond Classic Decline: Consumerism

Consumerism is hardly a foreign concept to Americans. People shop for bargains all the time. But that they also shop for churches is a concept that many have found difficult to accept, perhaps because such an approach makes churches seem like goods or a commodity rather than the source of the Good, and because of fears that accepting consumerism is akin to making the church into a business, just another organization dedicated to the bottom line. Yet, ignoring the reality that since denominational decline set in, there has been a corresponding decline in denominational loyalty. For good or ill, the democratic tendency in American religious history has helped commodify where people worship and gives them a wide variety of options.7 Since the 1970s, they have been exercising their choice to shop around with great regularity.8

Consumerism does not just affect denominations; it really is best seen at the local level. After all, a person might decide to leave church A for church B, but that person makes that choice, in part, based on specific congregational options that are available to him or her. It is a decision that might very well be reached on the basis of factors beyond the doctrinal ones showcased in Kelley’s classic thesis. As it turns out, people leave or join churches for a variety of reasons, ranging from if it has a good youth group or a great choir to who the pastors are, the type of worship service (traditional vs. contemporary), whether it has a center aisle for use in a wedding, or an adequate kitchen for potluck dinners. All of these local factors have contributed to decline by helping shape the choice to leave or join a congregation.9 Congregations work very hard, and spend a good deal of money, attempting to attract and retain members based on perceived trends both locally and nationally that have little to do with doctrine.

The Local Condition

The real consumer choice in America is picking from similar, not different, products. If people grow dissatisfied at one church, they will look for another that meets their needs. But they will often look for something similar to the one they are leaving, possibly even within the same denomination. The local congregation is what matters with this choice, because people worship close to where they live. And at this level, the Seven Sisters have more often than not lost out.

Where the “local” is matters to understanding broader decline trends. Urban churches can be massive, historic structures that have little relationship to their surrounding neighborhoods. Suburban churches can often be cut off from what is going on in their larger, local community. And rural churches can be as small and as isolated as any church located in the heart of a city. Likewise, congregations in all three areas can be places where people flock on Sunday.10 All of these locations can impact the size of and desirability of joining among potential members. What matters is that by and large people have been opting not to join congregations affiliated with the Seven Sisters.11

Part of that consumer choice is driven by mobility. Once, the concept of neighborhood churches and parish boundaries meant something more than arbitrary lines on a map. Churches were made up of people who helped build a specific congregation; they lived nearby and their social intercourse was in the various church-group offerings. And then came cars, suburbs, and roads. People no longer had to live near where they worshiped (or worked or shopped for that matter). It was a radical change. Some churches moved with their congregations, even if they never recaptured all the old intimacy. But more importantly, many churches—with the blessings of their denominations—proved reluctant to build new neighborhood congregations. Since most people were members of the Seven Sisters before 1950, and the decline set in during the 1960s, it is likely that these factors were influenced by suburbanization. As many Mainline denominations failed to move, their place in suburbia was taken by other denominations and churches. People now had choices. Neither Protestants nor Catholics were truly ready for this event.12

With this change, classic decline set in. Many of the new suburban congregations were theologically conservative and tended to be closer knit than liberal ones. As numerous studies have noted, the Seven Sisters make fewer demands and have no “obvious recruitment mechanism,” and have long been losing ground to those congregations that do.13 People did not leave en mass, but rather trickled out, becoming an exodus over time. And they have ended up going to evangelical or nondenominational congregations located closer to their new homes.14

The important point for understanding decline is that those who found a spiritual home in the new conservative churches often did not start out there. Perhaps the largest factor in church membership is what a person knows or where they grow up attending. Terms such as “cradle Catholic”15 and “cradle Presbyterian” are often used by commentators, as if people are predestined from birth to one branch of the Christian faith. Furthermore, terms such as “lapse” and “lax” are also used to describe members in part because both congregations and denominations are loath to lose members simply because of sparse attendance by individuals.16 While this terminology further reinforces the skepticism that many have toward the reported membership numbers, it also highlights the importance denominations put on those numbers because, after all, that is what helps determine denominational status and even membership in the Mainline.

As we have seen, the strategy that most congregations of the Seven Sisters adopted in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century was to raise Christians rather than seek converts.17 This was an important departure from their historic roots for many denominations. Once, such as during the Second Great Awakening, evangelicals like Charles Finney saw revivals as the normal way for the Protestant faith to function. After the Civil War, though, leading theologians, such as Horace Bushnell (a Congregationalist who rejected the basic tenants of Calvinism), began to argue that Christians could be nurtured or raised, and that there was no need to “save” people via dramatic conversion experiences. This thinking within evangelical denominations corresponded to a wider cultural trend to tone down popular religion. In later years, revivals became scheduled events, not spontaneous occurrences, and often tended to slowly fade from church calendars altogether.18 Church membership became more about birth than rebirth, and revivalists such as Billy Sunday (the famed early twentieth-century revivalist and dry advocate) or later Billy Graham were often condemned by ministers of the Seven Sisters.

However, the shift from conversion to youthful confirmation did not pay the dividends that those advocates such as Bushnell had hoped in the long term. While it brought stability and respectability, it came at the cost of zeal and led to complacency. It helped hasten the rise of denominational bureaucracies that were more interested in maintaining the status quo than they were spreading the Good News. In short, it set the stage for Mainline decline.

Decline and the Dilemma of Denominationalism

If local conditions and consumerism played important roles in the decline of the Seven Sisters, what role has denominationalism itself played in the fate of the old Mainline? We have already discussed the importance of decisions made by denominational leaders, and the impact and divergence upon and among many of the laity at the local level. But there is more to denominations and decline than just that; denominations themselves, as organizations, contributed to decline.

In that sense, decline and denominationalism has little to do with the formation of new denominations. For even with the decline of the Seven Sisters, no new major denominations have been produced since the 1970s. Perhaps the reason is that it is very easy to start a congregation, of any stripe, in America. The tradition of religious freedom and pluralism make it so. One need only look at the history of Anglicanism in the United States to witness this dynamic in play. Here is a denomination that survived the Revolution, yet is consistently wracked by schism and defection. Yet none of the Anglican breakaways has surpassed the Episcopal Church, even though rumblings within it continue. For another example, take the United Methodist Church, which claimed to have grown by a million members in 2006. The problem is that this is a global figure, with the increase coming chiefly from the more theologically conservative Global South, and it is these international gains that offset the general trend of denominational decline in the United States. Rather than bucking the trend, the Methodist case tends to reinforce the notion of Mainline decline and shows how it corresponds to what some have called denominational “restructuring.”19

Of course, denominations in general come with their own sets of baggage. Institutional bureaucracies of denominations can become unrepresentative of their membership and yet be made up of congregations that are very responsive and reflective of that very membership. Denominations that are in decline, and perhaps even those that are not, tend to have bureaucracies more interested in institutional survival than they are in concepts like doctrine. Still, even in-touch bureaucracies face weakening denominational authority and loyalty because members have found other ways to stay in touch with one another outside of the institution and congregation, chiefly through the Internet and email. Thus, it is not just the Seven Sisters who have cause to be worried about denominational decline; any denomination can fall victim to it.20

All denominations (on some level) have cause to be concerned with the rise of nondenominational churches. After all, if congregations can thrive without a denominational hierarchy, they can cause those who remain in those churches to begin to question the effectiveness of such institutional structures. While there had been a long history of “community churches” or “union chapels,” which were often denominationally neutral, the rise of true nondenominationalism can be best seen as starting in the 1970s at about the same time as Mainline decline, with the emergence of the “Jesus Movement” and the associated creation of Calvary Chapel and the Vineyard churches associations. The birth of these bodies of believers was a direct critique of the Seven Sisters on both a theological and an organizational level.21

Hence, the rise of nondenominationalism, both as a concept and as a label, is significant. Because nondenominational congregations have been very good at attracting younger members, there is concern that the decline of the Seven Sisters is only the end of the beginning, not the beginning of the end of decline. Some Christians have made a conscious decision not to affiliate with churches that are part of a denomination, and some even avoid using words like “church” because of the cultural baggage many associate with it, including being under a denominational hierarchy as well as notions of formality and “stuffiness.” Calling yourself a “fellowship” or a “mission” is a way to harken back to the days of the early Christians; it can also imply that the modern church (with its bureaucracies) is too little focused on Christ, almost akin to what Martin Luther was arguing during the Reformation.22

This is not to say that becoming or starting a nondenominational congregation is a guarantee either of a large or even youthful membership. In the hills outside of Irvine, Kentucky, for example, there is nestled the small Sand Hill Christian Church. The congregation describes itself in the following way: “Sand Hill Christian Church is a local church without any ecclesiastical ties or denominational headquarters. We remain simply an undenominational, nonsectarian body of believers in the Lord Jesus Christ.”23 It is solidly evangelical, though even its membership is graying, just like many Seven Sisters congregations.

And yet, nondenominational congregations seem to be here to stay, which perhaps helps to explain why, despite the decline of the Seven Sisters, no new denominations have been formed in recent decades. Many Christians simply were tired of denominational hierarchies. Nondenominational congregations gave safe haven to people leaving the Mainline, contributing to the creation of the Religious Right. Those nondenominational congregations thrived, in large part because of such figures as Billy Graham who helped forge new parachurch organizations, which in turn helped them be active beyond their congregational walls. As a result, they have made a denominational revival, especially by the Seven Sisters, less and less likely. American Christians, as consumers, have seemingly made their choice.24

Beyond Classic Decline

Communications Revolution and Virtual Congregations

While continued decline has both local and denominational rationale, there is more to it than just consumerism. It may be a stretch to say that portions of the Bible, such as St. Paul’s letters or the later writings of the church fathers, crafted an early form of the print culture and thus communications media; however this phenomenon has long played an important role in helping spread and foster Christian identity. Understanding this helps explain modern denominational decline and offers additional insight to how decline happened and why it continues.

For Christians, the printed word was the first way the faith fostered community in a larger sense than the local. More recently, one need only look at its role in helping spread the Protestant Reformation and, to a degree, the Catholic Counter-Reformation in the 1500s. Print culture helped Christians find out what was going on in other parts of Christendom and to feel part of one another in the ups and downs of living in a turbulent time. It even aided, as newspapers became increasingly common, to create minor (and sometimes major) celebrities out of ministers who got their sermons published or syndicated. In the nineteenth century men such as Henry Ward Beecher and Thomas DeWitt Talmadge (a staunch evangelical and evangelist who was the pastor of Central Presbyterian Church’s Brooklyn Tabernacle) are just two such examples. Print culture helped (and still helps) to foster an imagined community of believers in a very real sense. And this spirit is still seen within Christian literature today, proving to be a rather neutral playing field when it comes to decline.25

While Christians in America have long stressed the power of communication in the form of print,26 the telecommunications revolution of the twentieth century proved largely detrimental to the Seven Sisters. It began with radio in the 1920s and 1930s: because radio stations for many years were required by law to provide community programming, they turned to Mainline churches to fill such time slots. But they were also willing to allow other denominations and congregations to buy airtime as well. Safe in their position, the Mainline tended to take the free slots to broadcast their services, despite the fact that the paid slots tended to be at better hours and ended up attracting larger audiences. By the time the Mainline in the form of the FCC realized what was happening, it was too late. The fundamentalist groups only grew once stations were allowed to count paid air time as public service time, further squeezing the Seven Sisters. Three of the top religious radio personalities of the period were Aimee Semple McPherson and Charles E. Fuller (both fundamentalists) and Father Charles Coughlin (a Roman Catholic). More radio ministries quickly developed, along with the growth of radio sales, also largely outside of the Mainline. Some churches launched their own stations, and in the case of the Moody Bible Institute (Dwight Moody’s church and college in Chicago), their own national radio network.27

Radio broadcasts begat the first “virtual” congregations to Americans. Christian radio soon transcended merely (re)broadcasting sermons, becoming a ministry in and of itself. Radio allowed not only for ministerial outreach but also for an outlet for a “Christian perspective” on the news of the day and for music. As such, it was by radio that Christians, most often conservatives and fundamentalists, began crafting a Christian subculture in the United States. Because of this parallel Christian “pop” culture, it became easy for even “separatist” fundamentalists to be safely in the world without being of the world. Even as new mediums, such as television and the Internet, were developed, radio continued and continues even today in this function for many American Christians.28

Television soon followed both radio’s wake and its pattern when it came to religious broadcasting. In many ways though, television became even more dominated by evangelical and eventually Pentecostal voices than did radio. Indeed, the rise of televangelism and of this being perceived as both a ministry and as an arm of churches was something few Mainline denominations or congregations embraced.29 Their lack of participation opened the door for other Christian groups. Television is often credited with making Roman Catholicism more acceptable to Protestant Americans. And for that, Christians in America have Bishop Fulton Sheen and his television show to thank. Sheen, who had hosted the popular The Catholic Hour radio program in the 1930s and ’40s, made the switch to television in 1951, pioneering a nonsectarian style that helped pave the way for religious programming at times other than Sunday morning. His two shows, Life is Worth Living and The Fulton Sheen Program, ran throughout the 1950s and ’60s, commanded an audience at their peak of 30 million viewers, and netted Sheen an Emmy.30

With television, viewers (or “partners”) could not only hear a service but also see one, making them feel even more a part of the life of a church or congregation than radio’s virtual congregationalism did. By the 1970s and ’80s, just as it became obvious that the Seven Sisters were in decline, religious broadcasting stations began appearing both locally and nationally. Soon broadcasting increased across the Christian and religious spectrum with the advent of cable television, and Mainline ministers and ministries continued to fill timeslots in both the early hours and on Sunday mornings of regular broadcast stations. Then, suddenly, evangelical and Pentecostal ministers like Jim Bakker, Jimmy Swaggart, Oral Roberts, Jerry Falwell, Pat Robertson, D. James Kennedy, and Robert Schuller became household names, due to their larger budgets, flashier sermons and popular gospel music, and “folksy” demeanor of the preachers. The end result was the further marginalization of the Seven Sisters; televangelism was proven to be effective in reaching people, and there was a decided lack of the old Mainline in prominent markets and timeslots.31

Even the above list shows the potential religious diversity television brought to Americans. Bakker was an Assemblies of God minister who created (and lost) a televangelism empire. Swaggart is a minister of a Full Gospel congregation in Louisiana, one that he turned into a televangelism mainstay. Roberts, a Pentecostal evangelist, Falwell, a Southern Baptist, and Robertson, a Southern Baptist charismatic, created televangelism empires and founded colleges. Kennedy, a conservative Presbyterian, and Schuller, of the Reformed Church in America, both created megachurches (large congregations, often with thousands of members who continually strive for more members) geared around television ministries. Television also opened doors and promoted the pastoral careers of a growing number of African American ministers such as Creflo Dollar and T. D. Jakes, making them household names across the nation.32

As important as television was in the last half of the twentieth century, its impact pales in comparison to the power of spreading a message over the Internet or creating virtual congregations. Today a person can read, listen, and watch sermons anytime and anywhere. Thanks to email, churches and congregants can be in touch almost instantaneously. And unlike both radio and television, it is also easier for denominations, including the Seven Sisters, to have a greater presence on the Internet. It is more economical and practical for a local Methodist Church, for example, to have a website than it is for them to broadcast their sermons via radio or television every week. However, because nearly everyone can utilize the Internet, its effectiveness as a medium at either stemming or containing decline is rather diluted.

Indeed, while the Internet is much more of a level playing field, it is also the most specific form of virtual congregationalism. Someone channel surfing on radio or television probably is more apt to try something new or listen to a different perspective longer than those surfing the web. Virtual congregationalism in terms of membership is probably lowest in virtual reality. It is all too easy to click on another church’s website and search for something else, and never visit the same website again. A person is more apt to listen or watch someone of a different denomination on radio or television, and come back again, than they are on line.

Still, the Internet does promote virtual congregations in multiple ways. As a means to inform members of goings on, the Anglican Communion provides a good example of this phenomenon. The Internet is a way for the laity in large and small geographic dioceses to feel a part of what is going on. For this purpose, WebPages are indispensable for diocesan work in the twenty-first century.33 As the Anglican bishop Michael Hare Duke said of the Internet:

[It] keeps open lines of communication so that we are aware of what the grass roots are thinking as well as the official pronouncements of the Church. It is a great way to stop fresh ideas becoming the prerogative of those who can afford to get into print at an official level. This is the engine of the revolution, even though there is an awful lot of chaff to sift from the wheat!34

The Internet has affected the way people around the globe view the Anglican Communion. The discourse that takes place within the Communion’s parts and within its constituent members is now a matter of public consumption, promoting an open (if at times painful) discussion of both day-to-day operations and larger theological debates. For dioceses, the Internet is a great benefit because it facilitates more interaction between members. This is true of dioceses that cover diverse geographic areas, such as in Europe, as well as within “monster” single dioceses in places like Texas. It speeds communication between those dioceses separated by miles of land and sea.35

Because the Internet brings people, dioceses, and provinces together, it has affected the ways Anglicans and Episcopalians view the Anglican Communion. The Internet allows people who might not otherwise meet to get to know one another; it helps to “form community” by giving people an opportunity to talk and discuss issues, and to help in times of need.36 As the theological rift in the Episcopal Church has expanded to the Anglican Communion, some members have come to see the Internet as a means by which the Communion can be brought closer together, while others view it as a means by which it is being torn farther apart and polarized. The issues surrounding polarization are not new; the Internet is just the latest (and fastest) means to facilitate their discussion. As Bishop James Tengatenga has noted, “[the Internet] certainly has increased communication and as such has brought it [the Communion] closer. This does not mean closeness in thought or agreement but simply proximity and access. I do not think that it has polarized it but only brought into the public the polarities.”37

In the twenty-first century these two trends, using technology to spread the Good News and to promote a counter or critique to prevailing cultural trends, can be seen in a wide variety of mediums beyond radio and television. This includes the Internet, movies coming out of Hollywood,38 and in both fiction and nonfiction books.39 Technology remains a tool in whatever form it takes for both those inside and outside the Mainline.

These tools of virtual congregationalism raise the important question of whether they can replace actual interaction among the faithful, and to what degree this development of virtual congregations has contributed to denominational decline. Do “members” feel “allegiance” only to that “virtual” church or not? In other words, is watching a televangelist the only “church” they have or is it a safety net, a backup, another service they “attend” on a regular basis? Is viewing a service or sermon on a website a form of entertainment, something that is very different, perhaps even amusing, from their normal church? Is their viewing of a virtual service background noise as they complete other tasks, or do they actively partake, Bibles in hand? Perhaps most importantly, do people vary whom they listen, watch, or view online? Do they stick to virtual congregations of the same denomination they are a part of or do they try something else? All these are important questions awaiting further study, but they are also questions that show how subversive virtual congregations can be to denominations.

Indeed, this latter point is the most important when contemplating the topic of American Mainline Christianity. In some respects, asking the above questions is the important thing, because answering them would be nearly impossible on a definitive scale and would vary with each individual believer involved. One can, however, make some headway simply by looking at the marketplace. In other words, if it is impossible to get at the who in any real way, it is much easier to discuss what they want, and go from there.

What American Christian consumers encounter most often and are thus most likely to choose in virtual congregations (whether in print, radio, or television) are evangelical and conservative theological Christian writers, broadcasters, and bloggers as the prime forces and influences. This means that evangelical and conservative messages, though hardly monolithic, are pervasive. While others might utilize virtual congregational methods, the main message that most people absorb is apt not to be from the liberal wing of the Seven Sisters.

Cultural Engagement

Although American Christians have exercised their consumer choice increasingly since the onset of decline, there are other cultural forces at work that have kept the Seven Sisters from maintaining their status as the Mainline. One of the factors at play is the way denominations and their institutions do or do not engage wider culture. Rather than a fundamentalist retreat or isolation from the mainstream, what is at stake instead is how religious Americans interact with the wider trends of secularization.

By and large, Americans have struck a balance in their culture between the sacred and the secular. Even though American culture, historically and constitutionally, is not “Christian” in nature, Christians deserve credit for helping to shape the national culture and what it means to be an American. What many Christians fear is being shut out by forces beyond their control, from continuing that tradition of influence. Their enemy is commonly referred to as “secularization,” though how secularization impacts culture and indeed how Christianity engages culture also affects decline.

Historically, Christianity has been a notable cultural force in American history. The Great Awakenings, Progressive-era reforms, and the civil rights movement all provide examples of the interaction between Christianity and American social movements. At times this engagement has exhibited more intellectual force than at others, but always the church has played some role (and sometimes several) in the cultural discourse.40 And while most Americans accept, to borrow Thomas Jefferson’s phrase, a “wall of separation,” the question that looms over that wall, when it comes to denominational decline, is what happens as areas once considered to be part of the sacred become increasingly secularized.

The process of something cultural either being or becoming secular is not new. Over the course of history, religion has always adapted to new cultural trends and developments. Secularization has spawned revivals within existing religious traditions as well as having prompted the creation of new ones. In that regard, it has been a catalyst for many of the events that have helped craft the Mainline. Religion is both more resilient and more dynamic than it is often credited with being in the face of secularization.41 Thus, secularism is not, in and of itself, a bad thing. It is simply something not directly a part of religious life, and even then, it need not rule out Christian involvement. That being said, secularists can pose a problem for religion when they seek to preclude people of faith, as people of faith, from being involved in culture. Because many in the modernist camp have also been allies with secularists, the battles between modernists and fundamentalists have often affected the wider culture even as they have attempted to chart a course for the denominations in question.42

While fundamentalist and conservative Christians have long bemoaned the rise of secularism, there is good reason to question how much power secularism actually has in America. Considering the number of people who claim to believe in God, secular humanism, the most antireligious form of secularism, is probably less potent than either its supporters or detractors assume. Indeed, a resurgent Deism and even religious apathy are perhaps more influential.43 At the same time, many Christians believe there are legitimate concerns about the possibility of secular humanism taking hold of the state’s apparatus and beginning to push for a secular dogma via the power of the government. They fear that this could happen if secular humanists were abetted by liberal theology that disregards the tenets of orthodox Christianity and accepts the notion of cultural relativism. The theologian Bernard Meland argued in The Secularization of Modern Cultures that this kind of “rabid” secularization can destroy the moral base of society44 and undermine Western Civilization.45

Where do American denominations, and their real and potential decline, fit in all this? Can evangelicals and fundamentalists realistically argue that secularism and modernism are major elements of the decline of the Seven Sisters, or is it only a “boogey man”—there more for the sake of argument than anything else? When modernists and their allies assert that secularization is a force happening outside of the church and is something that denominations must adjust to, are they being accurate or are they being naïve to secularism’s real and potential consequences?46 In some respects this debate is simply a new way to frame the old discussion of theological engagement that first emerged around Darwinian evolution, and eventually became a part of the decline of the Seven Sisters. And, as such, it is merely updating the terminology of the old debate.

However, the extent to which secularism affects the Mainline is another matter. While the Seven Sisters declined, in part as a result of such forces, secularizing trends within wider American culture did not harm American religious life in general. American Christianity has long been “characterized by a Protestant Christian consensus that is not defined in denominational terms.”47 While denominations may rise and decline, the faith remains. As a result, the Mainline as a concept is still very much alive even as the Seven Sisters weaken.

That being said, each denomination has had its own history of engaging wider American culture and dealing with the fallout of secularization. Perhaps nowhere are these dilemmas, debates, and tensions surrounding cultural engagement seen more clearly than in the topics of education and politics. In both areas, culture is important, and in these areas sacred and secular have a long and shared history in the United States. In considering anew the topic of education, a pattern of cultural disengagement emerges in the case of the Seven Sisters that has played into their decline, much like we saw earlier with politics.

In America, Christianity (along with other faiths such as Judaism) has a long history in promoting education. This educational focus came about, in part, because of a Protestant emphasis on believers being able to read the Bible and local (and to some degree state) governments allowing churches take the lead, most probably in order to keep taxes low. Indeed, churches often served as the first schoolhouses, via Sunday schools, in new communities; denominations founded colleges and universities to carry that faith into wider society as well as to train the next generation of ministers of the Gospel. By the dawn of the twentieth century, the Mainline was so entrenched within education that it became complacent, at least until the emergence of legal cases like Schempp.48

So pervasive was Protestantism in the realm of education that it caused Catholic immigrants to seek schools of their own in order to teach their children not just their version of the faith, but also reading, writing, and arithmetic. Perhaps the best example of anti-Protestantism that sprang from the immigrant ghetto in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries came in the area of education. As one Catholic paper noted, “Catholics do not want the public schools abolished or abandoned. They serve a most useful purpose for those who do not put religion before material things—the agnostic, the atheist, the socialist.” Catholics were also opposed to Bible reading in public schools because “every one of the English Protestant versions [of the Bible] has been proven to be downright perversions of God’s word,” drafted as they were by “apostate priests.”49 While much has changed since then, the desire of American Christians to have their faith (often quite specifically) be a part of education remains quite strong, as witnessed by the growth of the home school movement.50

Interestingly, that desire contributed to the secularization component of decline. As Roman Catholics in the early twentieth century won legal cases over schools and school funding, some Protestants formed organizations to keep “papist” religion away from their children in the classroom. One such group, Protestants and Other Americans United for the Separation of Church and State, we have already encountered as Americans United for the Separation of Church and State.51 Within a few decades AU would help push religion, in the form of Bible reading and prayers, largely out of the public schools altogether.

While in some Roman Catholic circles it is common to explain the formation of groups like AU as little more than a new vestige of Protestant anti-Catholicism, it is more of an emblem of secularization’s contribution to the decline of the Seven Sisters. By saying that there was no longer room for any religion in education as a means to block Catholic influence and by aligning themselves with more secular groups, the Protestants who supported such endeavors were willing to halt cultural engagement in the area of education. With less reinforcement of religious, specifically Christian, ideas and a corresponding change in Sunday school curricula, which began to downplay theology and doctrine in favor of more “relevant” topics (including in the 1960s an emphasis on folk music and art), there was a decline in Protestant biblical knowledge and a general loosening of denominational allegiance.52

This cultural retreat in the realm of education by the Seven Sisters is clearly seen in higher education. Colleges and universities that were founded under the auspices of the Seven Sisters began, by the mid-twentieth century to either de-emphasize their religious past, spin off or generalize their seminaries, or to openly promote secularism. Harvard is a perfect example. Founded in 1636 to train Congregational clergy, its current website states that, while it was heavily influenced by the Puritans, it was never officially a Congregational school. Such modern claims might surprise Harvard’s founders and even some historians. Its origins did not stop it from becoming a hotbed of Unitarianism, and thus a place of heated religious debate in the nineteenth century.53 Princeton’s Presbyterian heritage and Yale’s Congregational roots are similarly downplayed.54 When the College of William and Mary removed the cross from its chapel in 2007, intense controversy erupted. The college’s president argued that the cross might offend non-Christians but could be put up for specific Christian worship services. Detractors pointed out both the history of the Wren Chapel building as well as the interesting intellectual leap to de-Christianize the chapel in case someone might be offended. A compromise was reached wherein the historic cross has been placed in a glass case toward the front of the chapel and could be placed on the altar on Sundays and during Christian worship services.55

Examples can easily be cited of Baptist, Lutheran, Methodist, or Disciples of Christ schools and colleges that have “loosened” their denominational ties, if not rejected them altogether.56 But other denominations and their colleges have not had such a falling out: the Southern Baptists offer one such example. Baylor University in Texas was chartered in 1845 and continues to embrace its faith roots. Affiliated with the Baptist General Convention of Texas, it is the oldest continually operating institution of higher education in the state and the largest Baptist school in the world, even if the religious ties sometimes raise issues about its academic mission, and vice versa. It seems that the trend among schools with religious affiliation is that once they begin to lessen their ties to denominations, the more secular they become.57

Another excellent example of a school fighting to retain its religious identity is the University of Notre Dame. The Reverend John I. Jenkins, the current president of the university, believes that there is a difference between academic freedom and what a university, in his case a Catholic university, should officially sponsor. Jenkins confronted this issue shortly after ascending to his post over the question of whether Notre Dame should be affiliated with a “Queer Film Festival,” a performance of The Vagina Monologues on campus, and a call for students to present papers on “sexual experience, abortion, contraception, theology of the body, and a number of other issues” in a potentially morally neutral way, under the title “Her Loyal Daughters” with the “her” being “Mary, the mother of Jesus, the patroness of the university.” As Jenkins told the university faculty, “many people feel passionately about the issues under consideration,” and he hoped the discussion would remain respectful of positions other than their own, keeping away from “polarizing and unyielding polemics” but that all should keep in mind “the distinctive character of this Catholic university,” which meant there were some lines he would not allow to be crossed.58

Jenkins believes “the world needs a university that draws upon an ancient moral and spiritual tradition to address moral questions.”59 This commitment made the uproar over the 2009 commencement address all the more interesting. The university ignited a firestorm after inviting President Barack Obama to be its speaker. While there is nothing out of the ordinary in such an invitation, the president’s stance on abortion was a lightening rod of controversy within a university and denomination that prides itself on its pro-life position. Boycotts were launched and several bishops refused to come to the ceremony. The struggle for what it means to be a Catholic university in the twenty-first century still remains to be discovered.60

The Roman Catholic nature of Notre Dame was something that Jenkins’s predecessor in office, the Revered Edward A. “Monk” Malloy, was also concerned with; indeed, Malloy said that preserving the university’s “Catholic mission and identity” was “first and foremost” on his agenda when he became president. “If I failed in that and succeeded in all the rest, I would not feel I had done a good job” he told the Notre Dame Magazine shortly before leaving office.61

Thus, while not every college and university has turned from its religious heritage, there are other factors at play beyond religious fervor on campus when it comes to a school’s place in wider American society. For example, students pick Harvard not for its roots but for its status and academic excellence. And yet many students (and their parents) choose schools that are overtly religious in nature. Indeed, conservatives and fundamentalists founded their own colleges in the wake of the modernist takeover of denominations and of school administrations. Today there are more than one hundred evangelical colleges, such as Wheaton College, Bob Jones University, or Patrick Henry College, that require evangelical faculty but whose enrollment numbers are also growing by leaps and bounds.62

Of course, none of this is really new. Americans have been debating religion and education since at least the Scopes trial in the 1920s. What has changed has been the reintroduction, the re-engagement, of fundamentalist/evangelical intellectuals in the wider American culture in the wake of World War II, and the emphasis their arguments have placed on a continued Christian presence in public debates. This agenda contrasts with that of the Seven Sisters, and it should not come as a surprise. Calvinism, as the historian George Marsden has noted, was a vibrant intellectual movement that drove American Protestant thought, via the Presbyterian and Congregationalist denominations, during most of the nineteenth century.63 The Dixon Fundamentals were designed as a defense of the faith, and were a major intellectual and theological undertaking. Many evangelicals wondered where their next Jonathan Edwards was, as opposed to Billy Sunday, even as they blasted theoretical trends that made them seem anti-intellectual.64

For this intellectual tradition to reassert itself, then, provides a clear distinction to the often watered-down theology offered by many in the Seven Sisters. However, most evangelical Christians and even most Protestants are not as intellectually engaged as these few well-known examples might suggest. As the historian Mark Noll pointed out in The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind, there has been a tendency among evangelicals and fundamentalists to focus on elements of the faith such as the end-times, rather than on theology or doctrine. This focus has produced a prophecy-interpretation cottage industry, with sales of books on the topic spiking every time there is a crisis in the Middle East, despite biblical reminders that no one knows the date of the end-time and attempts to predict it is both unfulfilling and a potential diversion of a Christian’s appropriate tasks.65 And yet, even if they are at times engaged in pursuits other than those Noll finds intellectually fulfilling, evangelicals and fundamentalists also tend to dominate Christian fiction and nonfiction literature, debating the morality of government policies (both foreign and domestic) and raising cultural questions (including the role of Darwinian evolution in America’s schools), which foster debate and discussion.66 The denominations of the old Mainline are more often than not silent, meaning that once again, the conservative wing of American Christianity pervades the debate over culture and faith.67

Culturally, since the end of World War II, the Seven Sisters have slowly declined and disengaged from wider American life, as we have seen. At the same time, a resurgent evangelicalism and fundamentalism has offered a critique of the culture to which the Sisters were acquiescing. Thanks to the reinvigorated (broad) evangelical movement following World War II, the battle between modernists and fundamentalists was renewed. Part of this resurgence had to do with the migration of southerners to other parts of the nation. Conservative evangelicals also began to address their lack of unity. Pentecostals and fundamentalists worked to find more common ground by focusing on their mutual dislike of modernists within the Seven Sisters and made more of an effort at allying themselves with evangelicals who remained in the old Mainline. As a result, these groups and churches overcame separatist tendencies and divisions within themselves and found new allies.

One example of this new focus on cooperation involved the historic Park Street Church in Boston. This bastion of Calvinistic Congregationalism had stood against Unitarianism and continued to fight against modernism, even as its denomination increasingly embraced it. After World War II, the congregation was headed by the Reverend Harold Ockenga. He was born into a Methodist family and schooled by conservative Presbyterians, who helped him secure one of the premier Congregational pulpits in the nation. Ockenga helped lead the National Association of Evangelicals (NAE) and was an early supporter of Billy Graham. Along with J. Elwin Wright (a leader of New England’s evangelicals), he also helped found Fuller Theological Seminary in California in 1947 as a means to promote and protect conservative evangelical theology by raising up a new generation of pastors to combat the modernists, and what he viewed to be their increasingly secular agenda. In many respects, Ockenga and his fellow conservatives set the stage for seizing the initiative when it came to cultural engagement by American Christians, as many in the Seven Sisters came to pull away from such a role by the 1960s.68

Neither Graham—who first reached national prominence in 1949 following a crusade in Los Angeles at which his ability to connect to audiences was noted in the press69—nor Ockenga could provide the leadership needed to win the old battle with modernists, and the conservative-evangelical wing remained splintered. The NAE refused to attack the Federal Council of Churches, despite a growing perception that that organization was increasingly liberal. The NAE also welcomed both Holiness (an offshoot of the wider Wesleyan/Methodist movement) and Pentecostal denominations into membership. The smaller and less influential American Council of Christian Churches (ACCC), founded by the arch-fundamentalist Presbyterian Carl McIntyre, wanted to attack the FCC and distance itself from Pentecostals. Even so, these groups challenged the council’s claim to speak for all of America’s Protestants. Together, they helped convince the more separatist-minded fundamentalists that they could not truly follow God’s call if they preached only to themselves and lived in isolation. Rather, the NAE and ACCC helped these fundamentalists embrace the notion that their message should compete as part of modern society, both at home and abroad.70 As a result, this broad conservative movement eventually found staunch allies among Christians in the Global South.71 And the modern evangelical movement, one of cultural engagement, was born.

The battle between modernists and fundamentalists is far from over and increasingly focuses on the secularization of culture. While modernists were able to take and keep control of denominational hierarchies within the Seven Sisters by stopping engagement with the fundamentalists, and then increasingly with the moderates, they became less in touch with wider Christian America. Thus, even as their denominational power grew, the old Mainline was becoming less and less mainstream as the second half of the twentieth century wore on.

This bubble mentality, which as the twenty-first century dawned was nearing a bunker mentality in some denominations, contributed to the Seven Sisters’ decline by harnessing Christian modernists to secularism. The modernists embraced the ideas that they were the final arbiters of progress and that religion’s role must by attrition diminish in the modern world. An intellectual self-assurance crept in that soon self-justified their conclusions as the only ones that seemed reasonable to them to be reached.72 Many evangelicals and fundamentalists largely disagreed.

As a result, the democratic spirit of American Christianity exacerbated the Sisters’ decline. Christians of both camps easily moved into more accommodating congregations and denominations, where like-minded laity and clergy nourished their thinking one way or another. New parachurch organizations and technology helped foster this trend as well, by helping to connect those believers and congregations together outside denominational constraints; this shift outside of the church proper also contributed to the broader denominational decline. Hence, the two camps had even less cause or need to engage one another. Fundamentalism may have sparked anti-intellectualism among some evangelical Protestants, but the confrontation within American Protestantism over the forces of modernism did something else as well: it produced intellectual snobbery among many in the Seven Sisters.

Thus, as the United States has become a more secular society, Christians and their fellow citizens have had a more difficult time determining when something is a moral imperative, and thus in need of “reform” in the classic evangelical sense, and when something is simply a political issue with no clear moral or religious implications. The polarization that can occur within denominations and congregations when such issues come to the fore is considerable and often breaks along political lines as much as theological ones. And yet, Christians both within and outside of the Seven Sisters are engaging with cultural issues. Cultural engagement carries within it an innate a risk, but not being engaged, regardless of which side a church takes on an issue, is also no longer a luxury that can be afforded.73 The question for the Seven Sisters is twofold: Are they on the loosing side of such engagement, and is finally being engaged again now to little and to late for them?

In the end, the problems facing the Seven Sisters has been more multi-faceted than classic decline theory first seems to indicate. The consideration of such factors as consumerism, new forms of communication, and cultural engagement showcases not only how classic decline’s features were exacerbated by other factors but also why it has been virtually impossible for the Seven Sisters to recover as the Mainline. With increasing rumblings from the Global South, the Sisters’ fall from grace may remain permanent.


6
Unto the Ends of the Earth
Global Christianity and Mainline Decline

The historic squares in Savannah, Georgia, are full of churches. Visitors to Johnson Square are soon drawn to the classic columns of Christ Church. The plaques in front of the building inform readers that this is the mother church of Anglicanism in Georgia and that the congregation was served by both John and Charles Wesley as well as by George Whitefield. Visitors who venture inside will also quickly discover that the congregation is fighting to disassociate itself from the Episcopal Church, and now believes itself apart of an international Anglican renewal movement, steeped in evangelical terms, and led by bishops from Uganda and Nigeria.1

Far from Georgia, American missionaries are still spreading the Gospel. In places like Albania and Egypt, Christians from the United States are telling people (sometimes in spite of open hostility) about Jesus, using their own personal witness of their relationship with Christ alongside the Bible and films. They are also engaged in building churches, schools, recreational facilities, and helping with medicine and agriculture.2 The common denominator between Anglicans in Georgia and evangelicals spreading the Gospel in Albania is that while both are part of the modern realities of Christian missionary activity, neither is operating under the auspices of the Mainline.

As the leading denominations in American Christianity, the Seven Sisters have been at the forefront of fulfilling Christ’s Great Commission, to carry the Gospel to all people. As America’s power and place in the world grew, the missionary impulse spread to every corner of the globe. By the twenty-first century, however, Global Christianity, specifically from the Southern Hemisphere, was preparing to offer a devastating critique of the Mainline, which would contribute to the continued decline of the Seven Sisters.

God and America

American Christianity has always been a part of global Christianity. Indeed, it is important to remember that Christianity is a global faith, and that American Christians have long viewed themselves as part of that faith in both word and deed.3 When it comes to missionary activity, this history comes readily into view.

During the colonial period, American Christians were themselves missions, arms of European-based churches. Whether in a transplanted sense, such as with the colonists arriving bringing their faith with them (Congregationalists or Episcopalians), or in outright outreach (whether evangelical or Catholic in orientation), the faith was diverse and strongly connected to Europe, so that many were compelled to look back at their co-religionists across the Atlantic for guidance, support, and inspiration. Spreading and propagating the Good News was part of the impetus for colonization, and it drove Spanish, French, and English efforts in the New World.

Still, it was not very long before American Christians were seeking to spread the faith by making converts of their own. Nearly all denominations, and especially those that came to make up the Seven Sisters, were active in seeking to win Native Americans to the cross of Christ.4 Among the most famous efforts were the “Praying towns” of Puritan era New England where Christian converts to the Congregational faith lived; wherever white Americans went they took with them the notion that Christianity was not just a hallmark of their civilization but that it would be a civilizing force for people many deemed to be “savages.” This belief persisted even as the tribes were often decimated, pacified, and placed on reservations.5

As they worked with Natives on the frontier, Christian pioneers themselves were part of the wider world of missions. The Second Great Awakening in the early nineteenth century was, in part, about winning the West for Christ. This was, after all, the theme of many of the sermons preached by Lyman Beecher and his sons, and was at the heart of evangelical Protestantism in one of its more dynamic phases.

The domestic missionary impulse extended to African Americans as well. During the Great Awakenings, black slaves were a focus of evangelical efforts at conversion. Following the Civil War, northern white churches (especially those who were about to forge the Mainline of the Seven Sisters) were active in efforts to aid the former slaves. Baptists and Methodists, with their denominational ties to the South, had an advantage in these activities, but the Congregationalists were also noted for their work on the home mission front in the late nineteenth century.6

These efforts, while they did not always bridge the color line when it came to worship, did help foster a broader Christian mission within American Christianity in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. These efforts corresponded to work not only with immigrant groups of the Social Gospel period (including the famed settlement houses such as Hull House) but to efforts to take the Good News to other nations as well. If working with immigrant groups at home might be seen as fostering this sprit on the small scale (along with blending notions of Protestant Christianity’s superiority to other faiths, including Roman Catholicism, and as a bedrock of Americanization), then it is little wonder that American missionaries were soon ready to board ships and go off to foreign lands in large numbers.

The American Missionary Impulse

By the late nineteenth century, Americans believed that they had a special calling to carry God’s word around the world. This sense of divine purpose only intensified as American prestige grew globally.7 Indeed, newfound wealth and power implied that it was God’s mission for the United States to redeem the world. And so, American Christians set off around the globe, taking with them the message of Christ. There was a feeling that now was the time to win the world for God. Americans believed, thanks in part to the Kingdom of God theology of the Social Gospel that evangelizing the world could be accomplished in “this generation.” They expected great things to happen.8

American Christians thought that the problems facing people around the world were largely spiritual in nature and that the answer was spreading Christianity. In doing so, they not only took with them their own cultural norms but also encountered new cultures as well. American missionaries also placed a good deal of emphasis on education within their missionary activities, reflecting a Protestant belief that Christians had to be educated. As a result, missionary schools were often superior to government-funded schools and thus became an attraction to native parents who wanted their children to succeed in an imperial setting.9

There was a struggle among and within the Sisters over whether , or at least to what degree, missionary activity should be done by voluntary societies or organized by denominations.10 As a result, in addition to having denominational boards overseeing them, many missionaries were a part of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions. Founded in 1810, within a century, there were 102 mission stations under its administration, all around the world.11 Prior to the Civil War, American evangelicals had gone to help former slaves in the British Empire’s Caribbean possessions, making these missionaries among the first to work within an imperial structure. By the late nineteenth century, Presbyterians were active in Egypt; Methodists were evangelizing places like China.12 And there was also intense missionary activity directed at Africa, including by African American Christians.13 Furthermore, denominations like the Episcopal Church found themselves able to work effectively not just where the United States was heading but also within the British Empire, thanks to their shared Anglican heritage.14

There were numerous attractions to entering a foreign missionary field. For most, it was the feeling of fulfilling the Great Commission, despite the potential dangers.15 But there is another important factor in considering missions, and that is the role that women played. In many respects, they were the backbone of the movement, both at home and abroad. Women were attracted to becoming missionaries as well as to becoming the spouses of missionaries. Husband-wife teams were quite common and often the most effective at reaching new groups for Christ.16 Not unlike Prohibition, missionary activity was something that virtually everyone within the Seven Sisters agreed upon. And the stability that family life provided often meant longer terms of missionary service by these couples, turning their time in the field into a lifetime of service, and leaving a lifelong mark on children born and raised in the field.

The people going into the mission field were seen as the “young and future leadership” of America’s Protestant churches. Spearheaded by the moral example of Dwight Moody, they saw moral reform and revival as the key to spreading the Gospel and creating a “Christian moral empire.” Groups like the Student Volunteer Movement for Foreign Missions, the YMCA, and Christian Endeavor soon made the United States the main source of Christian missionaries globally by the dawn of the twentieth century. They influenced America’s foreign policy, were cited as experts by presidents and before Congress, and helped create the very idea of humanitarian foreign aid.17

The popularity of missions did not spare American Christians from controversy. The Mainline’s missionaries were a part of the modernist-fundamentalist theological debates as well.18 While in theory, American missionaries may have come from the modernist, moderate, or fundamentalist camp, there is little doubt that those who set out on the mission path tended to have “a strong biblical focus,” and so, tended to be more conservative in their theology and doctrine.19 Even though it is difficult to know with certainty, most American missionaries were probably conservative moderates at the very least, with a good number of fundamentalists as well. That fact was to prove increasingly important, especially as questions about missions and the control of denominational mission boards became more contested.

The theological divide was clearly seen in places like China. Here, liberals were shocked to find how successful conservative missionaries were, and had been, since the mid-nineteenth century. Much of this shock had to do with the orthodox doctrine of such groups as China Inland Mission and the fact that it had nurtured more than a generation of native converts before liberal theologians ever arrived on the scene. Their efforts to take charge of missionary activity were actively resisted, even as both sides attempted to not let the debate distract them from missionary work.20

The Presbyterian story is equally revealing. In 1933 fundamentalists, less than a decade removed from their failure to take control of the denominational hierarchy and frustrated by modernist domination of the same, created the Independent Board for Presbyterian Foreign Missions. A few months later Charles J. Woodbridge, a young missionary with a Princeton degree and a ministerial pedigree that stretched back generations, was named as its leader. While serving as a missionary in French Cameroon in 1932, Woodbridge grew incensed with an official from the Presbyterian Board for Missions spoke to natives not on Christ, but on “the Power of Personality.” Woodbridge worked with fellow conservatives and fundamentalists, including Carl McIntire, a tireless fighter for the fundamentalist cause, and J. Gresham Machen, one of the original leaders of the fundamentalist cause, in launching the new undertaking.21 Woodbridge was far from alone in his theology nor in his willingness to strike out on his own.

But these problems lay in the future. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Seven Sisters came to view coordinated action in missionary activity on the part of denominations as paramount.22 The FCC believed that “Christian unity on the foreign mission field is both desirable and necessary,” largely because the task before the nation’s churches was so vast. Every missionary was vital, there was no room for denominational competition (or theological arguments) when what was at stake was the salvation of the world. As Robert E. Speer, the secretary of the Board of Foreign Missions of the Presbyterian Church, U.S.A., told the founding meeting of the FCC in 1908, “If we do not seize them [the unsaved] in this generation and claim them for God, they will set and harden in permanently atheistic form.”23

Mainline Missionary Decline

Even as the missionary moment was arriving, there were forces at play that ultimately cast doubt on it for some within the Seven Sisters and laid the foundation for a foreign critique of American Christianity. As early as 1908, there was a feeling on the part of some within the Mainline that nationalism should, in the long run, trump denominationalism. That is to say, even with missionary efforts on the part of American denominations, which would help propagate denominationalism globally, at the end of the day Christians in Japan would be Japanese Christians first, and American-converted Methodists or Presbyterians second.24 Thus, mission boards began to put a premium on things beyond spreading the Gospel, such as the culture new Christians were a part of, out of a recognition that denominational names carried with them both blessings and curses.

While this sentiment might be growing among the board members at home, the missionaries in the field were more often than not concerned primarily with the salvation of the lost. American missionaries of virtual all denominations were enjoying a good deal of success. In Latin America, for example, the basis for Protestantism (in what has historically been considered a Roman Catholic portion of the world) was fostered by American missionary organizations or churches (including Pentecostals) led by American-educated Protestants.25 Soon these American mission-backed churches were thriving, a living testament to the hard work on the part of the missionaries.

But that ever-growing success continued to raise questions for members of mission boards back in the United States. Mission organizations controlled by the Seven Sisters began to pull back from continued missionary work. On the one hand, this was an acknowledgement that the foreign churches were strong enough to survive on their own. On the other, it showcased the worries that many modernists had over charges that American missionaries were little more than imperialists with Bibles. Since American imperialism occurred at the same time as American missionary activity, there was both real and imagined intermingling of the flag and the cross. To modernists, missionaries were part of imperialism even if they all were not imperialistic themselves.26 Arguing that missionary activity is only a form of imperialism, this in effect shortchanges the faith of both the missionaries and the converts, and many within the Seven Sisters grew increasingly uneasy with both concepts as the twentieth century wore on.27

These worries opened the door to questions surrounding whether there was still a need for international missionary activity. In the 1970s many within the Seven Sisters began to wonder if the time had arrived to cease, alter, or at least scale back classic missionary efforts aimed at saving souls, even as they continued to worry about fundamentalist- and Pentecostal-influenced missionaries around the globe—an ironic worry, considering that by scaling back their own efforts they virtually guaranteed that liberal theology would not bear fruit in overseas missionary outposts.28 An emphasis on home missions took hold, as well as a decision to transform international missionary agencies into organizations focused more strongly on social service or aid than on spreading the Gospel.29 While hardly unchristian, indeed, many of these organizations were direct outlets for much-needed Christian charity, such aid groups were far removed from the kinds of evangelical efforts these churches had once undertaken.

The Seven Sisters never abandoned evangelistic work, but their efforts also risked being consumed by a reconceptualization of what missionary activity should be. The American Baptists’ “Ministry Focus Areas” are a case in point. The seven goals of these Baptist missionaries are:

1. Leading people to faith and starting new churches

2. Training future church leaders

3. Creating economic opportunity and building futures

4. Abolishing human trafficking

5. Promoting health in an HIV/AIDS world

6. Opening the mind, empowering the heart

7. Seeking peace and offering refuge.

The first on this list is obviously classic missionary activity, as is the second to a large degree. But the remaining five might, at best, be seen as outgrowths of missionary activity and, at worse, distractions from the first goal.30

A similar sort of hierarchy of missionary priorities can be seen with the United Methodists, although there is also a good deal of language about the “purpose” of the church and the “sacramental nature” of missionary work in Methodist literature.31 To a degree, Methodists saw a rebirth of missionary activity in the 1990s, following the end of the Cold War.32 But they also realized they had larger issues before them. Methodists have talked about the need to seek better pastors and stronger churches, blaming a lack of denominational leadership for membership losses of nearly 3 million since 1970, even if the denomination was growing internationally.33

Not everyone within the Sisters agreed with the change in missionary focus from saving souls to solely humanitarian work. As some boards, such as that of the United Methodist Church, became less interested (at least in the opinion of some of the laity) in actually engaging in missionary activity, other members of the laity began to take matters into their own hands. In the Methodist case, this prompted the creation of the Mission Society, an organization designed to train, equip, place, and support long-term Methodist evangelical missionaries. The Society has also began working with local churches in the United States to cultivate a sense of the connection beyond that provided for by the denominational hierarchy, creating partnerships with congregations and individual members that make it a parachurch organization rather than a denominationally supported group.34

Meanwhile, outside the Sisters, the work of winning the world continued. The Southern Baptists admit to being late to international missionary work (blaming “the Civil War and the South’s agrarian economy”), but after World War II, a concerted effort spearheaded by Baker James Cauthen, led to a dramatic improvement of those efforts.35 Southern Baptists openly talk of the converts they have won via their missionary efforts at both home and abroad since the late 2000s.36 Likewise, since their emergence in the early twentieth century, the Pentecostal Assemblies of God have consistently affirmed a commitment to global missionary activity as well.37

It was also not uncommon for other groups, outside denominational confines, to form. This included New Tribes Mission, founded in 1942 as a Protestant, nondenominational, fundamentalist missions’ organization. New Tribes trained its missionaries to do field work in places like South America by emphasizing living like the natives, not just with the natives.38 Other para-church mission organizations include SEND International, which started life as the Far Eastern Gospel Crusade shortly after World War II and is staunchly evangelical and nondenominational. As the Sisters’ activities dwindled in the 1980s, these groups thrived. By the dawn of the twenty-first century, the vast majority of American overseas missionaries come from the ranks of fundamentalists, evangelicals, and Pentecostals.39

While these organizations still send out long-term missionaries, they also helped pioneer short-term mission trips. These efforts, whether at home or abroad, gave more people, including young professionals, the opportunity to take part in aid and evangelization endeavors. Not unlike their missionary forebears, one of the allures for these short-term missionaries is to be part of such a large “community of believers.” Although they have “found misconceptions about Americans in culture,” that rarely extends to the Christian faith itself when it is presented to potential converts.40

Furthermore, an interesting thing happened in those far-off lands. As the Sisters slowly lost interest in, or transformed their missionary activities officially into humanitarian organizations, the people who had been converted by their earlier efforts continued to grow in their faith. But that spiritual development was in the opposite direction from the Mainline’s hierarchies. Increasingly, those converted to Christianity around the globe took a more orthodox stance on matters of faith and doctrine than many within the Sisters. Their churches, especially in Asia and Africa and which have historic connections to the Seven Sisters, tended to be more theologically conservative than their American cousins.41

Perhaps not surprisingly, these orthodox Christians of the Global South are growing. Christianity in Africa has risen to nearly 400 million members of the faith, a nearly threefold increase since 1970.42 These new Christians not only tend to be more doctrinally conservative than many in the Seven Sisters, but they also face cultural circumstances (including persecution) that do not lend themselves to being open to liberal theology. While the spread of the Gospel is something American Christians can take joy in, it also opens up a new facet in our understanding of why the Seven Sisters as an entity is no longer the Mainline.

American Episcopalians in an Anglican Sea

The Church of the Incarnation in Santa Rosa, California, made headlines in January 2007 by announcing that it and many Episcopal congregations were “too boring for the culture wars.” The rector of the church, Rev. Matthew Lawrence, as he affirmed his congregation’s commitment to both welcoming gays and lesbians as well as to wider theological diversity within the denomination, then went on to say that those who were engaged in fighting against the modernist tide within the Episcopal Church were “extremists” and most congregations that were leaving the denomination are just “little church(es).”43 Inaccuracies aside, part of what made this rector’s proclamation interesting was what he did not mention: the Episcopal Church is part of the Anglican Communion. For in order to understand both the Episcopal Church’s current straits and the more general challenges facing the Seven Sisters in the twenty-first century, the local manifestations of what is now a global debate over theological modernism in the aftermath of decline must be understood.

As one of America’s colonial churches and a founding member of the Seven Sisters, and because of its place in an international denomination, the Episcopal Church provides important insights into the turmoil and choices the old Mainline configuration faces as Global South Christianity asserts itself. Perhaps no denomination has felt the sting of decline in all of its forms more so than the American branch of the Anglican Communion.

In many ways, the Episcopal Church is the face of both the old and new decline thesis. The denomination is small, both within the Anglican Communion and within American Christianity. Financially, many of its dioceses and parishes are in trouble, and when this difficulty is coupled with the fact that many of its churches are “grayer” (in terms of demographics) than other Seven Sister denominations, that makes decline even more difficult to reverse.44

Despite denominational decline, the modernist wing within the Episcopal Church has sought new ways to implement and expand its agenda since the 1960s and 1970s.45 Its chief focus since the 1990s has been on garnering wider acceptance for homosexuality, both within and outside the church. It has accomplished this, to a degree, by using passages from the Old and New Testaments to craft an inclusivist message based on God’s love, pushing aside both biblical and traditional mores and conventions about condemnation of sin (often both in general and specifically as it relates to homosexuality as mentioned in the Bible). Within the denomination, they have been remarkably successful.46

While homosexuals had long been members of Episcopal and other congregations, the denominational hierarchy wished to see them openly a part of the church, not just as members but as celebrated leaders. Modernists first won the right for celibate homosexuals to gain ordination, and then those in open relationships to do the same, by talking about diversity and putting the focus on outreach and the importance of ability, rather than sexual orientation. The culmination of their efforts came with the elevation of Gene Robinson to the office of bishop of the diocese of New Hampshire in 2003.47

Episcopalians knew what they were doing when Robinson was ordained. Many anticipated a conservative backlash.48 As these various moves coincided with wider acceptance of homosexuality in American culture, they seemed to justify the modernists long-held belief that the Seven Sisters needed to adopt secular cultural norms in order to survive. In the process, they largely ignored the worries of traditionalists and even of moderates. Traditionalists then appealed for help from the international Anglican Communion, a major difference from what happened during the fight over female ordination and Prayer Book revision. In response, the Episcopal Church’s hierarchy argued that their denomination was “called” to force the conversation about the place of homosexuals in the church, even if the majority within the Communion did not understand or appreciate what the Episcopal Church was doing.49

And that majority has taken a hard line against what the Episcopal Church has done. The primates of the Communion’s national churches have called on the denomination to confront the ramifications of its decisions, including allowing for some sort of oversight for dissenting traditionalist Episcopalians (a sort of conservative presiding bishop). The modernist wing of the denomination has largely rejected the rationale for the primates’ concern, with many Episcopal bishops, while affirming their desire to remain in the Anglican Communion, refusing to accept the outside criticism as valid. Instead, they have demanded that the Communion deal with hatred and violence directed at homosexuals rather than condemn the Episcopal Church for moving forward on promoting homosexual rights.50 Indeed, this global push-back has caused some resentment with the Episcopal Church hierarchy. Some, because of their commitment to modernist theology, believe that their vision of inclusiveness is paramount to the worries of African and Asian Anglicans in the Global South. They have also sought out alliances with Canadian and Latin American Anglicans with mixed results.51

Ironically, the Episcopal Church hierarchy has been able to craft various positions (whether on female ordination or homosexual rights) in opposition to the rest of the Communion because of the position and power of the United States in the world, using American primacy and leadership to do what it wants within the Communion with little fear of ramifications. At the same time, the Episcopal Church hierarchy has often been at odds with the political direction, both at home and abroad, of the United States government. The fact that the Episcopal Church is now having its decisions challenged is new, and has less to do with the arrogance of American foreign policy and much more to do with the decisions Episcopalians themselves have made.52 The cultural issues that have come to define the Episcopal Church, including politically liberal stances about homosexuality and abortion, may have little chance of building a consensus within either the denomination or the larger Communion the way that civil rights did.53

The Episcopal Church’s General Conventions have, since the 1990s, become places where the course of the church as well as how to deal with the demands of the Anglican Communion have increasingly been debated. In 2006, this debate included how to respond to the Communion’s 2004 Windsor Report, which called upon the Episcopal Church to apologize and repent for “having breached the bonds of affection” with the rest of the Communion by moving ahead with homosexual ordination and rites for same-sex marriages while dragging their collective feet on a proposed covenant for the Anglican Communion, which is designed to strengthen the largely loose bonds of the global denomination. To date, despite talk and debate, little has come of the proposed covenant.54

The Anglican Communion is increasingly a key player in the debate. Thanks to the “protective legitimacy” of the Global South, where it is estimated that 75 percent of all Anglicans reside (most of whom are conservative in their faith), many conservative and traditional Episcopalians are now seeking ways to leave the Episcopal Church without leaving the official umbrella of the Communion.55 This dynamic is different from what happened in the wake of the 1960s and 1970s. Then, during the battles over female ordination and Prayer Book revision, some traditionalists and conservatives formed Concerned Clergy and Laity of the Episcopal Church. The group charged that “radical activists seek to replace biblical truth and godly morality with secular humanism and moral relativism,” and was joined in its efforts to halt these changes by such groups as Episcopalians United and the American Anglican Council.56 In 1990 the newly formed Episcopal Synod of America initially adhered itself to this loose coalition. While they enjoyed international Anglican support, drawing bishops from England, Scotland, Australia, and Melanesia to their founding service, their attempt at trying to renew the denomination was short lived. In 1992, the Synod formed the Episcopal Missionary Church as a rival denomination to the Episcopal Church.57

Although little came of these groups, the traditionalist movement this time has external Anglican support: it has not just been individuals but rather entire congregations and dioceses that have voted to leave the Episcopal Church.58 The dioceses of Fort Worth, Quincy, Central Florida, Springfield, Pittsburgh, San Joaquin, and South Carolina all announced plans to consider “alternative primatial oversight” in the wake of the 2008 General Convention, even though not everyone in their dioceses was ready to make such a step.59 Lending its support, the Anglican Church of Nigeria announced plans to provide a “safe harbour for all those who can no longer find their spiritual home in those churches [Episcopal Church and Anglican Church of Canada].”60 This move prompted the archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, the titular head of the Anglican Communion, to authorize a meeting with American bishops to talk about ways in which those who objected to what the Episcopal Church was doing might stay in the Communion.61

The Most Reverend Katharine Jefferts Schori, the first female presiding bishop in the denomination’s history, wasted little time in taking action to head off this rupture, though ultimately to little avail. In November 2006, shortly after being vested as presiding bishop, she sent a letter to Bishop John-David Schofield of the diocese of San Joaquin in California, a leader in the traditionalist movement, reminding him that while he might disagree with the decisions of General Convention, he had also taken ordination vows within the denomination. Jefferts Schori implied that she would fight any attempted withdrawal and questioned Schofield’s loyalty to the denomination, though not, it should be pointed out, the Anglican Communion. She also told him that if his principles meant he was in disagreement with the denomination, he should resign. When his diocese pressed ahead in December with leaving the Episcopal Church, the presiding bishop was quick to offer a lament at the direction they were headed.62

The debate has gone from being just about an issue involving theology or doctrine to one about prestige, property, and money. One Episcopal congregation in Texas has offered to pay more than a million dollars in order to be allowed to withdraw from their diocese and keep their property. Congregations (including some of the most historic) in Virginia have also attempted to leave the Episcopal Church, generating legal battles over land and property. Similar lawsuits have been filed in South Carolina, Georgia, Colorado, and Florida as well. These splits have been far from amicable, with some leaders in the Episcopal Church issuing near racist commentary claiming that “Africans” (because of the ties the American traditionalists have to the Global South) were “occupying” churches. The presiding bishop issued a statement saying that leaving the Episcopal Church would not help the denomination solve the problems facing it, and she also spearheaded efforts to re-form loyal Episcopal congregations within areas that were experiencing breakaway attempts.63

In addition to losing members, congregations, and even dioceses, the Episcopal Church has also been hit with clerical defections as a result these theological rifts. Some bishops and priests have left the Episcopal Church to become Roman Catholic (following many laity who are also being welcomed by Rome)64 or to work more closely with the newly formed Convocation of Anglicans in North America (CANA) being spearheaded by Nigeria’s Anglican Church. Jefferts Schori wrote to the Nigerian primate Peter J. Akinola urging him to not install Martyn Minns as bishop of CANA, on grounds that doing so would “violate the ancient customs of the church” and would thus heighten tensions and divisions. Akinola fired back that it was the Episcopal Church’s decisions to violate many of the core doctrines of Christianity that had caused the tensions and divisions within the Anglican Communion to begin with. Installing Minns, conservatives believed, would give traditional American Anglicans a true choice in leadership. The installation occurred in 2007, much to the dismay of the Episcopal hierarchy.65

In many ways, this division within the Episcopal Church is the epitome of classic decline. Traditionalists within the denomination do not accept the denominational hierarchy’s assertion that the debate is about “rights” or “equality”; rather they see the Episcopal Church as rejecting the traditional teachings of Christianity. Nor do they agree with the presiding bishop that individual salvation is a “heresy” or with the denomination when it crafted an “inclusive” ordination process. Conservative Anglicans find it hard not to see the Episcopal Church as slipping farther outside the mainstream of both the Anglican Communion and of traditional American Christianity based on their own understanding of doctrine, tradition, and scripture.66

In this twenty-first century environment, there seems to be less room for compromise. Jefferts Schori has proposed a new position, that of primatial vicar, which can act within the Episcopal Church’s existing structure to provide “alternative” oversight to the dissenters. This position is designed to give time to both sides of the debate within the Episcopal Church as well as the Anglican Communion. In some sense this seems a fair compromise, though many have seen it as adding yet another layer of bureaucracy and not going very far in addressing the issues that the dissenters have. Archbishop Williams promised to consider the proposal, but conservative bishops Robert Duncan of Pittsburgh and Jack Iker of Fort Worth were quick to label the plan as largely failing the goal of dealing with the problems facing the denomination. Liberal groups, such as Integrity (a pro-homosexual-rights Episcopal group) believed it was more than the conservatives should have expected.67

To his credit, the archbishop of Canterbury has attempted to hold the Communion together. With little actual authority, Archbishop Williams has moved to strengthen the bonds of the Communion while also encouraging dialogue. At the 2008 Lambeth Conference, neither Bishop Robinson nor any of the CANA bishops were invited in an attempt to defuse the situation and allow dialogue to continue.68 Whether such a moderate line can be held until the next conference, in 2018, or what shape the debate will take between now and then, remains to be seen. Indeed, in 2010 Williams began taking a stronger stand against the Episcopal Church by ordering the removal of Episcopalians from ecumenical commissions in the wake of their denomination’s refusal to submit to the Windsor Report and continued ordination of homosexual clergy, including in 2009, when Mary Glasspool was elected bishop of the diocese of Los Angeles. As for Gene Robinson, the bishop who sparked the controversy to begin with, he is slated to retire in 2013.69

The Ties That Unbind

The problems confronting the Anglican Communion are just the latest chapter in the history of the decline of the Seven Sisters. The battle raging within the Episcopal Church worries the other Sister denominations who have adopted similar “inclusivist” theology, and so face the possibility of similar battles.70 Like their Episcopalian counterparts, their denominational leadership seems to have counted on gradual acceptance of the theological and doctrinal changes to keep the laity in line and in the fold.71

However, by the Anglican Communion taking up the issue as it has, this has proven impossible for Episcopalians. Other denominations among the Seven Sisters are thus faced with the prospect of their own international denominations voicing dissent over similar ideas, as well as an emboldened conservative/evangelical/traditionalist wing. With the potential implosion of the Episcopal Church, the last days of the Seven Sisters as the Mainline seem to have arrived. For example, the Evangelical Lutheran Church, one of the Episcopal Church’s “partners in ministry,” is poised for a battle of its own over homosexual clergy, and both the United Methodist and Presbyterian Churches have “renewal” movements within them looking to strengthen the denomination’s stands on marriage and homosexuality in a traditionalist way in order to stave off the kind of rupture occurring within the Episcopal Church. In the Methodist case, conservatives are making direct appeals for aid from Methodists in Africa.72

American Christians have been active in spreading the Gospel at home and abroad for centuries, but realizing they are a part of an international faith is a concept they have sometimes struggled with. The experience reminds some that the church can all too easily be attached to a culture instead of challenging the status quo via the faith. The message of the Global South, beyond issues of doctrinal orthodoxy, is that decline does not (and in the case of the Seven Sisters did not) have to happen; that the message American missionaries once took to the ends of the earth can promote both faith and growth.73 Such matters of faith are at the heart of what forges the Mainline, and so, with the decline of the Sisters, we should be looking for new members who better represent that ideal. 


7
The Emergence of a New Mainline

As we have seen, the Mainline of the Seven Sisters as defined by the United Methodist, United Church of Christ, Disciples of Christ, Presbyterian, Evangelical Lutheran, Episcopal, and American Baptist churches no longer holds. Moreover, using this old definition negates the current importance of those outside of the Protestant tradition, as well as many within it. A new Mainline for the new millennium is needed and must consist of more representative denominations, in terms of size, worship style, and global membership. America may be pluralistic when it comes to religion but, given the continuing domination of Christianity in the nation’s demography as well as public discourse, its diversity and scope need to be acknowledged as we craft a new understanding of the Christian Mainline.1

Introducing the New Mainline

Identifying members for a new configuration of the Mainline is not a simple trick to overcome the Seven Sister’s decline. Rather, it is a recognition that American Christianity is much more vibrant than it is often given credit for. Crafting a Mainline that incorporates evangelicals, Southern Baptists, and Roman Catholics makes sense. Considering these denominations as part of a new Mainline does not just challenge the way American Christianity is viewed, but it radically changes the perception altogether. Such a reformulation also must include Pentecostals, further diversifying how the faith is understood. Not only will the new Mainline better reflect the actual on-the-ground diversity of Christianity in America and around the world than would continuing to embrace the Seven Sisters model, but it will also highlight one other salient fact: that it is in these churches that the majority of American Christians actually worship.

Americans who identify themselves as Christians remain well over 80 percent of the population in the first decades of the twenty-first century, with the faith actually growing between 1990 and 2000. Although religious enthusiasm cooled a bit by 2010, a Gallup Poll found that 54 percent of Americans hold that religion was “very important” in their lives, which is consistent with levels seen in the 1980s.2 There are still more than twice as many Protestants as Catholics, but the largest denominations are Roman Catholicism (roughly 25 percent of the population—and the largest denomination in thirty-six states), Baptists (at just over 16 percent—the Southern Baptist wing of the Baptist family is the largest denomination in ten states), and Methodist/Wesleyans (at nearly 7 percent of the population). Lutherans comprise around 5 percent of all Americans.3 The numbers are a bit different if one looks at the number of congregations. Here Southern Baptists lead (with thirteen states), Roman Catholics (in twelve states), Methodists (in twelve states), Latter-day Saints (in eight states), Evangelical Lutherans (in three states), and United Church of Christ (in two states).4

Why has a reconfiguration of who is considered part of the American Mainline not been tried before? Evangelicals, perhaps because they are not confined to a single denomination (indeed many still find a home in the old Mainline, which complicates the above statistics), have been left out of the denominational-centric Seven Sister focus. For Southern Baptists, their legacy of the Civil War division and their position in the South has held them back. Roman Catholics historically have not been considered because of the legacy of anti-Catholicism; despite the fact that while such sentiment has not disappeared, it has largely lost the cultural power it had for most of America’s history. And Pentecostals, because their worship (and at times, theology) is often so different, have been ignored as a potential part of the Mainline, despite their growth and importance to Christianity both in and outside of the United States.

The Evangelicals and the New Mainline

If there is a remnant of the old Mainline that can most easily adapt to the formulation of a new one, it is the evangelical heart and soul (the American Baptist, United Methodist, Presbyterian, and Disciples of Christ denominations) of the Seven Sisters. Spread out over a variety of other denominations, including the Southern Baptists, evangelicals also comprise the vast majority of megachurches and independent/nondenominational churches in the United States today. That they also have experience being a part of the Mainline is an added bonus. To use them as a foundation only requires that we ignore denominational labels for a moment.5

Evangelical Christianity is quite strong in America, despite the denominational decline of the Seven Sisters.6 A 2004 poll conducted by the Indianapolis Star concluded that Hoosiers, right in the heartland of America, believe Christianity to be a “cultural glue” for the state’s “social fabric.” That glue was not just any version of Christianity but rather one that holds that Christ is the only way to heaven.7 Similar polls nationally support the notion that evangelicalism remains the dominant force in American culture and religion, transcending both denominational and national boundaries.8

As we have seen, there is a great deal of diversity within evangelicalism, running the gamut from liberal moderate to conservative fundamentalist. And while they might disagree on politics, the historic “elastic orthodoxy” of American evangelicalism continues to allow them to work intensely in both the public and private spheres in the name of God.9 That intensity, which evangelicals bring to their faith, is almost as important as their historic significance in crafting the Mainline of the Seven Sisters. Since evangelicals were the heart of that old Mainline, it makes sense that they would be included in the new formulation. Yet if their path into the new Mainline is in many ways easy, their status within the old Seven Sisters has often been anything but. After the failure to retake denominational hierarchies in the 1920s, evangelicals (who largely made up the moderate wing of American Christianity) watched as fundamentalists remained largely isolated during the 1930s and 40s. The two groups, while not mutually exclusive, were also not united. But, that began to change in the 1940s and ’50s thanks to the formation of the National Association of Evangelicals and the work of Billy Graham, who brought the conservative, Protestant evangelical tradition back to the forefront. In many ways, picking up the mantle of revivalists such as Billy Sunday, Graham took the conservative evangelical Protestant message of Christianity to every corner of the nation, and eventually the world.10

Although there was little doubt about the doctrinal soundness of his message, some fundamentalists and evangelicals shied away from Graham because of his embrace of pursuing Christian unity, regardless of denominational lines, during his crusades and revivals. At the same time, many in the Seven Sisters condemned him because of his conservative theology and for the potential disruption his crusades could have on a community’s churches, as his revivals brought new converts into established congregations (disrupting the status quo) and seemed to encourage congregational consumerism (spurring some people to leave their old congregations to ones more in line with Graham’s theology). For his part, Graham became the leading evangelist of the twentieth century, utilizing a wide variety of parachurch organizations, such as Youth for Christ to propagate his message, and becoming a friend and confidant to presidents. In many respects he became America’s pastor.11

But for all Graham’s success, conservative evangelicals did not retake the hierarchies of the Seven Sisters. The postwar modern evangelical movement held fast to the notion of Christ’s redeeming sacrifice and the full authority of inspired scripture, and its adherents constituted the main source of Mainline decline, first of all by leaving the Sisters for other congregations and denominations.12 Rather than retaking the old denominations, evangelical denominational revival was sparked by a “fellow traveler” who had left the Sisters’ fold over the trauma of the Civil War.

The Southern Baptists and the Renewal of Protestant America

In Nashville, Tennessee, just a few blocks from the Grand Ole Opry, is the headquarters of the largest Protestant denomination in the United States: the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC). The SBC has its roots in the wider Baptist movement of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, which took hold in America in response to the First and Second Great Awakenings. Like many Southern branches of the future Seven Sisters, the Baptist Church split over the issue of slavery as the Civil War approached. Unlike their fellow evangelicals in the Presbyterian and Methodist denominations, the Southern Baptists never reunited with their Northern brethren. Instead, they remained a regional force, in the heart of the Bible Belt, emerging as a national force with the movement of southerners into the North and West in the wake of World War II. By the early 1990s, the SBC had 15 million members and 40,000 churches in all fifty states, and had effectively rebuked and abandoned its past association with racism and segregation.13

The denomination’s growth is also the story of conservative evangelical success at taking back control of a denominational hierarchy. The SBC demonstrates the importance of cultural battles to American Christians and for American Christianity as well. Evangelicals believe they must engage the culture in order to prove, in some way, Christianity’s worth and validate the individual believer’s faith. And the SBC has found itself increasingly engaged in doing just that since the onset of the 1960s culture wars.14

The SBC is interesting for another reason. It was separate from its fellow evangelical denominations because of the rupture of the Civil War and never reunited with them (or even their fellow Northern Baptists) after the conflict. Because it existed as a regional denomination, in many ways its regionalism protected it and insulated it from much strife, including that of the 1960s; social activism never took hold to any significant degree among either clergy or laity. However, that isolation also prompted members of the SBC to eschew working with Northern evangelicals on projects of mutual interest. Having been forced to create their own institutions in the mid- and late nineteenth century, the SBC felt no urgency to merge their efforts with those of other evangelicals. They felt that they were just fine the way they were.15

Well, not exactly. While the SBC was not racked by a theological rift the way most of the Seven Sisters were, the denomination did experience division because of innovations in theology. The SBC was solidly evangelical, with defined moderate and fundamentalist wings, so the debate, when it finally occurred in the late 1970s and early ’80s, was really between groups who differed in the degree of their theological conservatism. Most Southern Baptists were of the opinion that liberal theology was destroying denominations in the North. But because of the denomination’s growth, there was also a feeling among some moderates that there needed to be greater accommodations with other denominations in order to garner wider acceptance of the SBC beyond the South. In the end, the moderates vacillated once too often on social issues for the fundamentalists, who organized other evangelicals to take control of the denominational hierarchy. The conservative coalition was aided by the national scope of the denomination’s growth since World War II, which had been opposed by Northern Baptists and even by some moderates within the SBC.16 At this point, the nationalization of the denomination put pressure on denominational leaders to be responsive to the laity’s demands.17

Because of the denomination’s makeup, it is perhaps not that surprising that the more conservative evangelical and fundamentalist wings were able to take control of the SBC hierarchy. Thus their victory and subsequent accomplishments at growing the denomination, while also expanding its influence, are worth noting. Nor should it be surprising that most of the SBC’s leaders believe the Mainline, as defined by the Seven Sisters, is no more. What they have been able to show is that decline does not have to happen in the classic sense at all. At the end of the day, the SBC is more representative of both Americans and of American Christianity than, say, the Episcopal Church.18 Both its theology and its size are something that should be taken into account when positing a new Mainline for the twenty-first century.

Evangelicals and the Rise of the Megachurch

Saddleback Church in Lake Forest, California, has become one of the best-known congregations in America. Affiliated with the Southern Baptist Convention, the congregation was founded on Easter 1980 with 205 people in attendance. Three decades later, the church can boast of roughly one out of nine people in the greater South Orange County area calling the congregation their spiritual home.19 Its pastor, Rick Warren, has become a best-selling author, with two of his books, The Purpose Driven Church and The Purpose Driven Life, becoming highly influential—not just within evangelical circles but in the wider church as well. Saddleback has pioneered new worship practices, including the concept of simultaneous multiple services to accommodate various music preferences. As a seeker congregation that strives to be welcoming to all visitors and quick to find new members a place in the congregation—before talking much about doctrine and theology, another technique the church has helped popularize—Saddleback attempts to offer attendees relevant sermons, friendly congregations, a place that does not constantly talk about finances, and good childcare. So powerful is its position in American culture that in 2008 it hosted a presidential forum, in some respects the first debate between Senators John McCain and Barack Obama. For all these reasons it has popularized and helped to define in the public mind all that a megachurch can be.20

Megachurches are an interesting development in American religious history. On the one hand, they seem to harken back to a time when there was only one church in each community. But in other respects, they are the natural progression of the democratic ethos of American Christianity. They give religious consumers what they want, attracting more and more people to themselves, growing in size by pulling the unchurched in as well as the dissatisfied from other congregations. While such congregations are different, they also have the same forces operating within them as a “normal size” congregation. Megachurches tend to utilize contemporary service styles and often do not “look” like churches either inside or out. Indeed, being a megachurch is the latest model for congregational development. While any group or denomination, including the Seven Sisters, can follow it, the vast majority of megachurches are at least moderate, if not conservative, in their doctrinal statements. Where they rise, the Seven Sisters tend to fall.21

This trend was seen long before Warren arrived in Southern California to establish Saddleback. As early as the 1920s, Americans had a glimpse at the megachurch future. In Fort Worth, Texas, the First Baptist Church with J. Frank Norris as its senior pastor could boast of an average attendance of more than 5,000 people. Norris was a conservative theologian and leader of the fundamentalist wing of the Southern Baptist Convention (and later of an independent conservative Baptist movement as well). He led First Baptist for over forty years, sixteen of which he also spent commuting to Detroit, Michigan, where he pastored that city’s Temple Baptist Church. By the 1940s the two congregations had a combined membership of around 26,000. One of his legacies was proving the possibilities of the megachurch, long before the term had even been invented.22

To those who embrace the model, the megachurch can be seen as the latest innovation in spreading the Gospel. Such large congregations meet the needs of their members, offering them programs, a chance to be part of something big, and a message that “feeds” them spiritually. Megachurches give their members something else as well: a degree of anonymity unheard of in small congregations. This grand scale, on some level, is an attraction to potential members, not unlike the thrill some get from living in a large city, that of being a part while also being unknown. Additionally, megachurches also feed the growth of virtual congregations, have revolutionized church planting (especially the growth of “multisite” congregations), and seem to flourish in suburbia.23

According to a 2005 study, there are more than 1,200 Protestant churches in the United States with a weekly attendance of over 2,000. That represents a doubling between 2000 and 2005. A little over half of that number have fewer than 3,000 attendees, with nearly a third having between 3,000 and 5,000 congregants, and the remaining 16 percent with more than 5,000 people. There numbers seem to be growing as well. Nearly half of all megachurches are found in the South, with an additional quarter in the West. Twenty-six percent have some affiliation with a Baptist denomination, while 34 percent are nondenominational. Megachurches typically attract college-educated younger, married couples with children. They are also more multiethnic than traditional congregations.24 There is little denying that their numbers are impressive. For example, Skip Heitzig’s Calvary Chapel of Albuquerque boasts a weekly attendance of 14,000; Joel Osteen’s Lakewood Church in Houston has a reported 30,000 members; Frederick K. C. Price’s church in Los Angles has 22,000.25 Such numbers only seem to reinforce the topic of decline when it comes to members of the Seven Sisters.

That being said, there is room to critique the megachurch. Some contend that such congregations are growing by watering down the church’s message of the Gospel. Nor can these institutions be relied on as a model to always get things right. Willow Creek, outside of Chicago, one of the nation’s premier megachurches, has discontinued its twenty-something ministry, folding it into the main congregation in order to make sure that young members feel a part of the larger church. The “megachurch business model” has been attacked in and of itself for making religion function like a commodity instead of a personal faith.26 T. D. Jakes, whose Potter’s House congregation in Dallas is one of the nation’s largest megachurches, demonstrates the potential for other pitfalls with the model as well. As ministries grow they can become as much about self-perpetuation as spreading the Good News. Their size can make them insular to a degree. In some ways, they mimic the problems we have seen with the denominational hierarchies of the Seven Sisters. Furthermore, the senior pastor, the reason many join to begin with or learn about the congregation, is often distant and gone much of the time, keeping the ministry going but not necessarily ministering to the home congregation’s needs.27

Indeed, running churches like a business and making Sundays about collecting money via tithes and offerings, and to some degree about power and status, strike some as the antithesis of Christianity.28 The theologian Ronald J. Sider has argued that American Christians, especially evangelicals, routinely fail to live up to their biblical principles in such areas.29 This is seen perhaps most clearly in the use of the “prosperity gospel” by some megachurches, which promise wealth and health to their adherents as a divine reward for their faith in God and support of the congregation. Some have argued that the megachurch model is an example of the “church marketer” wing of modern evangelicalism, which has tended to see growth as more important than doctrine as evangelicals have increasingly engaged the culture around them. Other evangelicals have flocked to the “emergent church” wing, which minimalizes doctrine altogether.30 Both wings have attempted to reach modern America via evangelical means, but both can also be seen as modern evangelical attempts to fashion a theology to replace the Kingdom of God from the Social Gospel era.

And yet, as important as the megachurches have become in American life, they do not represent the reality for most Christians. Well over 90 percent of believers belong to or attend churches that have fewer than 1,000 members. Conversely, according to the Hartford Institute for Religion Research’s National Congregations Study, “although most congregations are small, most people are in congregations that are large.” In other words, the average congregation has only seventy regular attendees, but the average attendee goes to a congregation with four hundred regular participants, neither of which is a “mega” number.31

Most Christians are some place in the middle of these numbers. But the importance of the megachurches is that they are solidly evangelical and often times not affiliated with a denomination. As such, they are often not included in the discussion of the Mainline, even as no one doubts their influence on American Christianity. In the twenty-first century, this subgroup of evangelicals augments the case for the broader evangelical movement being considered a part of what constitutes the Mainline, no matter where they may worship.

The Roman Catholic Church and the New Mainline

St. John’s Catholic Church sits in the midst of the convention district of downtown Philadelphia. In its nearly two centuries of existence, it has seen the city grow, decay, and renew itself. A church of the wealthy (it was once the spiritual home of the Drexel family, whose fortune was made in the banking industry, and which counts a saint among its family members) and the miraculous (a statue of Mary survived a fire in the late nineteenth century), it is today a historic church striving to reinvent itself. Its congregation is a mix of parishioners and visitors, elderly and young, native born and immigrant. In that regard it is a good example of the Catholic Church writ large in America, and one of the reasons for this branch of Christendom’s success in the New World: It has repeatedly managed to change and adapt to the situation around it without changing its basic tenets.32 It also helps to make the case for why the largest denomination in Christendom deserves, at last, to be part of the American Mainline.

The Roman Catholic Church is the single largest branch of Christianity in the world and in the United States, and it is an important part of the emerging new Mainline. To put it another way, there are fewer than 160,000 Unitarians in the United States. In any given year, 200,000 adults become Catholic.33 Up to this point, Catholicism has made little imprint in these pages, but that lack of attention has nothing to do with its vibrancy, nor its historic and important role in American history. Of the nearly 4 million Americans in the 1780s, the Roman Catholic population of the United States was less than 50,000. By the 1860s, thanks to immigration, it was the largest denomination in the country.34 Catholics have adapted their faith, with its ideas of societal unity, to the American situation rather well, making their denomination fit within a culture that was historically Protestant. Its urban, parish structure made Catholics insular and reluctant to show “concern for those outside their boundaries” despite their growth, but at the same time they were open to the democratic trends in the nation of which they were now a part.35

Historically, the Catholic Church’s growth was fueled by immigrants. Indeed, the denomination itself was something of an immigrant institution, which makes it different from many, though not all, Protestant denominations in America. Its immigrant membership base meant that Catholics from many nation-states could be found in a single parish, though national parishes (e.g., Polish, German) were also quite common.36 The church’s American hierarchy in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries sought to forge “unity amid diversity” by having bishops exert more control over ethnic groups so that they could retain both ethnicity and Catholicism in Protestant America. This dual approach helped lead to the rise of the “Catholic ghetto” (or ethnic neighborhood) in urban areas. Immigrant Catholics found it both necessary (because of Protestant anti-Catholicism) and beneficial (in order to maintain their own ethnic heritage) to devote themselves to their neighborhood parish church and its institutions, often times sacrificing a beautiful home in order to have a beautiful church. Therefore, while there were external forces that helped form the ghetto and kept Catholics from being fully part of wider American society, there were also internal Catholic forces seeking to keep out the larger Protestant culture. Certain community and religious circles on both sides of the Reformation divide had a vested interest in keeping Catholics and Protestants separate.37

The ghetto mentality exacerbated tensions between Protestants and Catholics by fostering anti-Protestantism that was equal in its venom to the anti-Catholicism spewed by some Protestants. Editorials in Catholic newspapers called for Protestants to return to the Catholic Church if they sought true reverence in religious life, labeled Lutherans as bigots, and asserted that Protestant Sunday schools were anti-Catholic indoctrination institutions. They also argued that Protestantism at its best was a “weak” faith when compared to Catholicism, and at its worst, promoted paganism. Protestant revivals were reviled, and Protestants were said to not have true religion. In short, it is not surprising that the Catholic Church was not invited to sit with the Seven Sisters to forge their version of the Mainline.38

The two branches of Christianity were not ignorant of one another, however. There was a great deal of interaction between them on every day of the week but Sunday, and a tradition of Catholics and Protestants working together at the local for philanthropic ends.39 Many Catholics were eager to unite with Protestants against the problems facing America and the wider Christian culture, but it is important to note that these two branches of Christianity often took different approaches toward societal problems. When it came to the content of Hollywood motion pictures, for example, Protestants sought Sunday theater closings while Catholics sought outright censorship. Catholics eventually compromised with the creation of a “movie czar” to keep the studios in their place during the early and mid-twentieth century; this was the inception of the movie rating system.40

In many ways, it was World War II and the suburbanization of America after the conflict, coupled with the nation’s involvement in the Cold War, which at last broke the Catholic ghetto. As Catholics and Protestants became neighbors in the suburbs, as they fought against common external foes, the boundaries between them began at long last to disappear.41 This was a revolutionary moment, signaling the beginning of the end of institutional Protestant anti-Catholicism. With John F. Kennedy’s election in 1960, the nation never looked back. Indeed, by the twenty-first century, Catholics were a majority of the United States Supreme Court, and were leaders in state-houses, governors’ mansions, and in the halls of Congress in both parties. So ubiquitous is Catholicism today that you can even find chapels in shopping malls.42

The more a part of American society and culture Catholics have become, the more scrutiny there has been on how the denomination operates. This is especially the case of the laity, most of whom are farther away from an immigrant past and increasingly willing to bristle at decisions made by the church hierarchy. Other tensions are also seen in the way native-born American Catholics have dealt with Hispanic immigration. The flow of immigrants from Latin and South America, where many, in both Catholic and Protestant traditions, have embraced charismatic worship styles, holds the potential to transform American Christianity in very real ways. But the wrestling with potential changes in doctrine, theology, and worship between the new and old ways of doing things has only just begun.43

In some respects, this is nothing new for the Roman Catholic Church. It has had its struggles with theological controversies and changes in its liturgy and worship style before. For example, Catholics have a long history of arguing for a just society, which has to do with a large portion of America’s working class historically being a part of the Catholic faith tradition. As a result, the denomination has often sought to take a stand for worker’s right, even when it was unpopular to do so.44 This history complicated the American Catholic relationship to liberation theology when it emerged from Latin and South America in the 1970s and ’80s.45 But the largest challenge and change was the Second Vatican Council (Vatican II) in the 1960s and 1970s. The reforms unleashed by Pope John XXIII created major shifts in how Catholics understood their church. Gone was the use of Latin in the Mass, and indeed, gone was how the Mass was celebrated. The resulting reorientation of Catholic worship practice and increased interaction between priest and laity completely altered how Catholics the world over experienced church life. Embraced by some and decried by others, Vatican II’s repercussions echo to the present, not unlike the Episcopal Church’s ever-ongoing revision of the Book of Common Prayer.46

Perhaps the greatest challenge the American Catholic Church has faced in recent years is the sexual abuse scandal involving priests and young parishioners. As horrible as the revelations were and as devastating (including financially) as the resulting battles have been, the scandal has also showcased the Americanization of the Catholic Church in many ways. The scandal happened in part because of the closed and somewhat secretive world the clergy and bishops live in. The coverup, complete with payoffs and the moving around of “problem” priests, was perhaps an attempt to try to protect the priesthood as a vocation. Some have said it presents an opportunity for reform (including calls for a third Vatican Council) since so many different groups can use it as a rallying point. The scandal has led to challenges to the celibacy rule (in order to garner more recruits) as well as notions of a grand conspiracy of epic proportions offered up by both liberals and conservatives.47

As important as the scandal is, the Catholic Church’s experience with it is somewhat reflected in the experiences of other American Christians. Coupling the debate over reform in the wake of scandal with how the lay members of the Catholic Church react to the church’s teaching on birth control, or how the hierarchy handles divorce and annulments, it is hard not to see the Catholic Church as very much an American institution. The laity expects to be listened to and for change of some sort to happen.48

The Americanization of the Roman Catholic Church is quite complete. There is no reason not to count them among the modern Mainline. Not doing so not only fails to acknowledge the majority status of the globally largest group of Christians but also promotes a skewed, if not intolerant view of the Christian faith in America. Their inclusion allows for a much more diverse consideration of Christianity, complete with a rich intellectual, theological, and doctrinal tradition.

Furthermore, Catholics and evangelical Protestants are coming together in surprising ways.49 This rapprochement is one of the more interesting developments of the Religious Right’s involvement in politics. It has contributed to the continued diminishing of anti-Catholicism in American life. A religious alliance of this sort helps overcome the perceived (both correctly and not) intellectual deficiencies of evangelical Protestantism, while also defusing much past anti-Catholicism and much anti-Protestantism as well. In many ways they have been brought together by their shared orthodoxy in the face of modernist and secular advances in American society.50 Still, the two branches of American Christianity seem to find plenty of common cause when it comes to social issues, even though there are still theological and doctrinal differences that remain and that matter. Protestants have long noted their unease with Roman Catholicism’s claim to be the “true” church, for example. And Catholics remain perplexed by the diversity of Protestant denominations. But, Catholics and evangelical Protestants have made strides to overcome the “Reformation problem,” and embrace one another as members of the same faith, even if they are not members of the same church. Bringing them together in the new articulation of the Mainline makes a good deal of sense.51

The Pentecostals and the New Mainline

The large number of American evangelicals, including the largest Protestant denomination in the nation, and the Roman Catholic Church, representing the largest branch of Christendom, are obvious candidates to include in the twenty-first century’s composition of the Mainline. The other new addition might prove to be a bit controversial though. Pentecostalism, including holiness and charismatics, is largely an American creation that has swept the globe. Perhaps no one personifies both the potential and the pitfalls of the mainstreaming of Pentecostalism more than T. D. Jakes. As the sociologist Shayne Lee points out in his biography of the man thought by some to be America’s next Billy Graham, Jakes has built a megachurch empire based on his message, showmanship, utilization of television, and marketing. And, he has helped bring Pentecostalism into the consciousness of the mainstream of American Christianity.52

American Pentecostalism had its start with the interracial Azusa Street revival in Los Angeles, which lasted from 1906 until 1909. At that time, the revival met continuously and thrived without a public relations arm, spread by word of mouth.53 Like Jakes, who is the movement’s current face, one of the revivals founders, William Joseph Seymour, was also an African American. Born in 1870, Seymour moved from Louisiana to Indianapolis to Cincinnati, and finally to Houston before eventually making his way to Los Angeles. During his cross-country trek, Seymour spent time as a Methodist, Holiness, and eventually Pentecostal. Along the way he had met Charles Fox Parham, who was white (and somewhat racist), but who had helped convince him that the Pentecostal way was the surest road to Christ.54

Azusa Street was described as a place where “God was working mightily.” The movement that started there drew people from the Seven Sisters who (not unlike Seymour himself in some ways) were seeking something other than the doctrinal battles and interdenominational squabbling of the early twentieth century, a search they described as looking for “authentic Christianity.” Though many talked about old time religion, much of what they did and enjoyed about the movement was, indeed, new. These innovations included a feeling of having been a part of a unique and important revelation from God, the renewal of spiritual gifts (including speaking in tongues), and of being locked in spiritual warfare with the forces of Satan. As a result, while the founders of Pentecostalism did not set out to craft a new type of Christianity or make new denominations, that is exactly what happened as the revival gave way to the world beyond Azusa Street.55

Pentecostals sought to restore Christianity to its roots, and that meant an emphasis on evangelization, preparing for Christ’s return, “holy healing,” and the ability to speak in tongues. In some respects, they were answering a lack of emphasis on the Holy Spirit in most other branches of American Christianity, and as they emerged on the scene they faced opposition from both the Seven Sisters and from fundamentalists. Another characteristic of Pentecostal worship services was/is their “emotional exuberance,” with loud “amens” being shouted in the midst of the sermons, spontaneous singing and dancing, and exaltation being the hallmarks of worship. Pentecostalism was so attractive as a means of renewal that it bred the charismatic movement, which spread the belief that the Holy Spirit could bring spiritual gifts and renewal to Christians beyond Pentecostal churches, finding its way into the Seven Sisters and even into the Catholic Church by century’s end.56

Pentecostals have blended a wide variety of evangelical traditions with a focus on experiencing the Holy Spirit and a determination to use any technological means to spread the Gospel of Christ. Understanding that their heritage is a complex one, they have flourished both in the United States and around the globe—including Central and South America.57 From a historical perspective, the Pentecostals have three branches. The first comes from the Methodist/Holiness tradition (with the leading denominational example being the Church of God in Christ [COGIC]). The second drew from Baptist heritage, with the Assemblies of God being the best example. And then there are the United Pentecostals, who broke with the Assemblies of God between 1914 and 1916 over the Trinity and the development of Oneness doctrine.58

Oneness teaching is the most controversial element of Pentecostalism because it takes issue with the traditional Trinitarian understanding of the Christian conception of God. Instead of three “persons” making up God, Oneness Pentecostals believe that there is only God, who has been called three different names at different points in history. Critics of the doctrine point out the alteration of historic Christian teaching. Moreover, they note that this approach, as propagated by T. D. Jakes and others, seems also to present a very watered-down Christianity, one built on feeling rather than substance and designed to increase revenues, not to save souls. In short, it is a secularized version of the faith fit for a postmodern America.59 Its advocates tend to downplay its doctrinal significance, and for most Pentecostals this does not define nor is it a part of their faith.

A more significant doctrinal issue is the place the so-called prosperity gospel has found within Pentecostalism, and by extension, within many Protestant churches as well. At its core, this doctrine tells believers that if they give generously of their time, talent, and treasure, God will not only bless them in the next life but in this one as well. Specifically, they will reap spiritual and material rewards for serving the church. Some denominations, such as the National Baptist Church (the largest black Baptist organization in the nation, which was founded in 1880), have openly condemned the prosperity gospel.60 Of the four largest megachurches in the nation, the three headed by Joel Osteen, T. D. Jakes, and Creflo Dollar have all embraced the prosperity doctrine to varying degrees. The fourth, as Christianity Today noted in 2010, is headed by Rick Warren, who is a critic of the movement. It should be noted that evangelicals, and indeed most American Christians, have spent little time talking about either personal finances or social inequality in a nonpartisan way, thus opening the door for such a doctrine. To do so would require that they confront the very difficult question of what it means to be a Christian in the wealthiest nation in the world.61 At the same time, many of the proponents of the prosperity gospel have fallen on hard times. Supporters note that some advocates, especially televangelists who have watched as their churches have lost members and their ministries decline, are not experiencing difficulty because of their embrace of prosperity gospel, but rather because of personal shortcomings and sin in the lives of the ministers involved.62 Whoever is correct, it did not stop some critics, as Hanna Rosin of The Atlantic noted, from laying the blame of the Great Recession of 2008/9 at the feet of the prosperity gospel movement.63

Not all Pentecostals subscribe to either of these more controversial doctrines of Oneness or the prosperity gospel, but they all have enjoyed dramatic growth since 1906. Indeed, although it started as a largely localized event, by the end of the twentieth century Pentecostalism had spanned denominations and influenced virtually every other branch of Christianity in America through the charismatic movement, booming in membership during the 1970s and 1980s. This large and growing movement has become a global branch of Christianity staggering in its size (an estimated 500 million members) and diverse in its appearance, cutting across race and class boundaries. The racial diversity that Pentecostalism brings to the table marks it (and by extension the new Mainline) as quite different from the denominations of the Seven Sisters. At its core then, modern Pentecostalism recognizes the power that the Holy Spirit can bring to today’s church and the Christian faithful, and is represented by a number of thriving denominations and megachurches.64

Thus, even with doctrinal controversies, any new Mainline must include a Pentecostal wing. From a denominational perspective perhaps the best choice is the Assemblies of God. Founded in 1914, by 2007 the Assemblies of God counted 2.8 million members in the United States, making it larger than the Episcopal Church by at least a million members, with an additional 54 million members worldwide—or just a bit smaller than the entire Anglican Communion. While the Assemblies of God was itself segregated for a time earlier in the twentieth century, it is now “the largest white and Hispanic Pentecostal denomination in the United States” and represents a racial diversity, which has been a part of the movement since Azusa Street that puts most other Protestant denominations to shame. Furthermore, from its inception the Assemblies of God has reached out to the broader evangelical movement. In 1942 these efforts were rewarded when the denomination was asked to join the National Association of Evangelicals.65

The Assemblies of God, then, fits nicely within the broad evangelical movement. As part of the wider Pentecostal movement, the size and global influence of this branch of Christianity deserves respect. Coupled with their present utilization of powerful contemporary trends such telecommunications and megachurches, Pentecostalism’s importance requires their inclusion in the twenty-first century Mainline.66

A New Beginning

The overview has highlighted the changed nature of American Christianity in the opening decades of the twenty-first century. Including the Southern Baptist Convention and Roman Catholicism in the newly conceived Mainline offers a means to recapture the old denominational spirit of the Mainline, from a “majority of believers point of view” as well as from a pietistic/liturgical perspective, but from very different denominational starting points. When evangelicals of all denominations and Pentecostals are also included, these strands of American Christianity bear witness to the complexity and diversity of the faith and its interaction with culture and life. This new Mainline reminds us that American Christianity is part of a global faith. And since the Mainline of the Seven Sisters was never monolithic in thought, theology, or doctrine, it is hardly surprising that the new Mainline is not of one mind in these areas either. The new configuration of the Mainline not only showcases where Americans tend to worship but also the doctrinal beliefs that the majority of Americans adhere to as bedrocks of their faith.

Just because the Seven Sisters are no longer appropriately considered part of the Mainline does not mean that they are no longer important to American history or religious experience. Instead, the new Mainline speaks to the continued vibrancy of the faith, the democratic ethos of American Christianity, and the reality of denominational decline. But the reconfiguration also reminds us that the Mainline itself is a lineup of believers that has changed over the course of American history. The twenty-first century is no exception.67 
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