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PREFACE 

On November 3, 1921, the author of the present book 
delivered before the Ruling Elders' Association of Chester 
Presbytery an address which was subsequently published 
in The Princeton Theological Re'Oier,,, vol. xx, 1922, pp. 
98-117, under the title "Liberalism or Christianity." The 
interest with which the published address was received 
has encouraged the author to undertake a more exten
sive presentation of the same subject. By courtesy of 
The Princeton Theological Revie'flJ, free use has been made 
of the address, which may be regarded as the nucleus of 
the present book. Grateful acknowledgment is also due 
to the editor of The Pre,byteri<.m for kind permission to 
use various brief articles which were published in that 
journal. The principal divisions of the subject were 
originally suggested to the author by a conversation 
which he held in 1921 with the Rev. Paul Martin of 
Princeton, who has not, however, been consulted as to the 
method of treatment. 
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CHRISTIANITY AND LIBERALISM 

CHAPTER I 

INTBODUCTION 

The purpose of this book is not to decide the religious 
issue of the present day, but merely to present the issue as 
sharply and clearly as possible, in order that the reader 
may be aided in deciding it for himself. Presenting an 
issue sharply is indeed by no means a popular business 
at the present time; there are many who prefer to fight 
their intellectual battles in what Dr. Francis L. Patton 
has aptly called a "condition of low visibility." 1 Clear
cut definition of terms in religious matters, bold facing of 
the logical implications of religious views, is by many per
sons regarded as an impious proceeding. May it not 
discourage contribution to mission boards? May it not 
hinder the progress of consolidation, and produce a poor 
showing in columns of Church statistics? But with such 
persons we cannot possibly bring ourselves to agree. 
Light may seem at times to be an impertinent intruder, 
hut it is always beneficial in the end. The type of religion 
which rejoices in the pious sound of traditional phrases, 
regardless of their meanings, or shrinks from "contro, 
versial" matters, will never stand amid the shocks of life. 
In the sphere of religion, as in other spheres, the things 

• Francis L. Patton, in the introduction to William Hallock John
lllllr 1'A. Clriltiatt Ji'aith UndiJr Mo/Uf'ft 8Barchlight1, (1916), p. 'I. 
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Chri,tianity and Liberalism 

about which men are agreed are apt to be the things that 
are least worth holding; the really important things are 
the things about which men will fight. 

In the sphere of religion, in particular, the present time 
is a time of conflict; the great redemptive religion which 
has always been known as Christianity is battling against 
a totally diverse type of religious belief, which is only 
the more destructive of the Christian faith because it 
makes use of traditional Christian terminology. Thi11 
modern non-redemptive religion is called "modemism" or 
"liberalism." Both names are unsatisfactory; the latter, 
in particular, is question-begging. The movement desig
nated as "liberalism" is regarded as "liberal" only by its 
friends; to its opponents it seems to involve a narrow 
ignoring of many relevant facts. And indeed the move
ment is so various in its manifestations that one may 
almost despair of finding any common name which will 
apply to all its forms. But manifold as are the forms_ in 
which the movement appears, the root of the movement is 
one; the many varieties of modern liberal religion are 
rooted in naturalism-that is, in the denial of any 
entrance of the creative power of God ( as distinguished 
from the ordinary course of nature) in connection with 
the origin of Christianity. The word "naturalism" is 
here used in a sense somewhat different from its philosoph
ical meanmg. In this non-philosophical sense it describes 
with fair accuracy the real root of what is called, by what 
may turn out to be a degradation of an originally noble 
word, "liberal" religion. 

The rise of this modern naturalistic liberalism has not 
come by chance, but has been occasioned by important 
changes which have recently taken place in the conditions 
of life. The past one hundred years have witnessed the 
beginning of a new era in human history, which may con-
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ceivably be regretted, but certainly cannot be ignored, by 
the most obstinate conservatism. The change is not 
something that lies beneath the surface and might be 
visible only to the discerning eye; on the contrary it 
forces itself upon the attention of the plain man at a 
hundred points. Modern inventions and the industrial
ism that has been built upon them have given us in many 
respects a new world to live in; we can no more remove 
ourselves from that world than we can escape from the 
atmosphere that we breathe. 

But such changes in the material conditions of life do 
not stand alone; they have been produced by mighty 
changes in the human mind, as in their turn they them
selves give rise to further spiritual changes. The indus
trial world of to-day has been produced not by blind 
forces of nature but by the conscious activity of the 
human spirit; it has been produced by the achievements 
of science. The outstanding feature of recent history is 
an enormous widening of human knowledge, which has 
gone hand in hand with such perfecting of the instrument 
of investigation that scarcely any limits can be assigned 
to future progress in the material realm. 

The application of modern scientific methods is almost 
as broad as the universe in which we live. Though the 
most palpable achievements are in the sphere of physics 
and chemistry, the sphere of human life cannot be isolated 
from the rest, and with the other sciences there has ap
peared, for example, a modern science of history, which, 
with psychology and sociology and the like, claims, even 
if it does not deserve, full equality with its sister sciences. 
No department of knowledge can maintain its isolation 
from the modern lust of scientific conquest; treaties of 
inviolability, though hallowed by all the sanctions of age
long tradition, are being flung ruthlessly to the winds. 
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In such an age, it is obvious that every inheritance 
from the past must be subject to searching criticism; and 
as a matter of fact some convictions of the human race 
have crumbled to pieces in the test. Indeed, dependence 
of any institution upon the past is now sometimes even 
regarded as furnishing a presumption, not in favor of it, 
but against it. So many convictions have had to be aban
doned that men have sometimes come to believe that all 
convictions must go. 

H such an attitude be justifiable, then no institution is 
faced by a stronger hostile presumption than the institu
tion of the Christian religion, for no institution has based 
itself more squarely upon the authority of a by-gone age. 
We are not now inquiring whether such policy is wise or 
historically justifiable; in any case the fact itself is plain, 
that Christianity during many centuries has consistently 
appealed for the truth of its claims, not merely and not 
even primarily to current experience, but to certain an
cient books the most recent of which was written some 
nineteen hundred years ago. It is no wonder that that 
appeal is being criticized to-day; for the writers of th~ 
books in question were no doubt men of their own age, 
whose outlook upon the material world, judged by mod
ern standards, must have been of the crudest and most 
elementary kind. Inevitably the question arises whether 
the opinions of such men can ever be normative for men 
of the present day; in other words, whether first-century 
religion can ever stand in company with twentieth-century 
science. 

However the question may be answered, it presents a 
serious problem to the modern Church. Attempts are 
indeed sometimes made to make the answer easier than at 
first sight it appears to be. Religion, it is said, is so 
entirely separate from science, that the two, rightly de-
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fined, cannot possibly come into con1lict. This attempt at 
separation, as it is hoped the following pages may show, 
is open to objections of the most serious kind. But what 
must now be observed is that even if the separation is 
justifiable it cannot be effected without effort; the re
moval of the problem of religion and science itself consti
tutes a problem. For, rightly or wrongly, religion during 
the centuries has as a matter of fact connected itself with 
a host of convictions, especially in the sphere of history, 
which may form the subject of scientific investigation; 
just as scientific investigators, on the other hand, have 
sometimes attached themselves, again rightly or wrongly, 
to conclusions which impinge upon the innermost domain 
of philosophy and of religion. For example, if any simple 
Christian of one hundred years ago, or even of to-day, 
were asked what would become of his religion if history 
should prove indubitably that no man called Jesus ever 
lived and died in the first century of our era, he would 
undoubtedly answer that his religion would fall away. 
Yet the investigation of events in the first century in 
Juruea, just as much as in Italy or in Greece, belongs 
to the sphere of scientific history. In other words, our 
simple Christian, whether rightly or wrongly, wb.ether 
wisely or unwisely, has as a matter of fact connected his 
religion, in a way that to him seems indissoluble, with 
convictions about which science also has a right to speak. 
If, then, those convictions, ostensibly religious, which be
long to the sphere of science, are not really religious at 
all, the demonstration of that fact is itself no trifling 
task. Even if the problem of science and religion reduces 
itself to the problem of disentangling religion from 
pseudo-scientific accretions, the seriousness of the prob
lem is not thereby diminished. From every point of view, 
therefore, the problem in question is the most serious con-



6 Christianity and Liberaliam 

cern of the Church. What is the relation between Chris
tianity and modern culture; may Christianity be main
tained in a scientific age? 

It is this problem which modern liberalism attempts to 
solve. Admitting that scientific objections may arise 
against the particularities of the Christian religion
against the Christian doctrines of the person of Christ, 
and of redemption through His death and resurrection 
-the liberal theologian seeks to rescue certain of the 
general principles of religion, of which these particulari
ties are thought to be mere temporary symbols, and these 
general principles he regards as constituting "the essence 
of Christianity." 

It may well be questioned, however, whether this method 
of defence will really prove to be efficacious; for after the 
apologist has abandoned his outer defences to the enemy 
and withdrawn into somia inner citadel, he will probably 
discover that the enemy pursues him even there. Modern 
materialism, especially in the realm of psychology, is not 
content with occupying the lower quarters of the Chris
tian city, but pushes its way into all the higher reaches of 
life; it is just as much opposed to the philosophical ideal
ism of the liberal preacher as to the Biblical doctrines that 
the liberal preacher has abandoned in the interests of 
peace. Mere concessiveness, therefore, will never succeed 
in avoiding the intellectual conflict. In the intellectual 
battle of the present day there can be no "peace without 
victory''; one side or the other must win. 

As a matter of fact, however, it may appear that the 
figure which has just been used is altogether misleading; 
it may appear that what the liberal theologian has re
tained after abandoning to the enemy one Christian doc
trine after another is not Christianity at all, but a religion 
which is so entirely di1Ferent from Christianity as to be-
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long in a distinct category. It may appear further that 
the fears of the modern man as to Christianity were 
entirely ungrounded, and that in abandoning the embat
tled walls of the city of God he has fled in needless panic 
into the open plains of a vague natural religion only to 
fall an easy victim to the enemy who ever lies in ambush 
there. 

Two lines of criticism, then, are possible with respect 
to the liberal attempt at reconciling science and Chris
tianity. Modem liberalism may be criticized (1) on the 
ground that it is un-Christian and (2) on the ground that 
it is unscientific. We shall concern ourselves here chiefly 
with the former line of criticism; we shall be interested in 
showing that despite the liberal use of traditional phrase
ology modem liberalism not only is a different religion 
from Christianity but belongs in a totally different class 
of religions. But in showing that the liberal attempt at 
rescuing Christianity is false we are not showing that 
there is no way of rescuing Christianity at all; on the 
contrary, it may appear incidentally, even in the present 
little book, that it is not the Christianity of the New 
Testament which is in conflict with science, but the sup
posed Christianity of the modern liberal Church, and 
that the real city of God, and that city alone, bas de
fences which are capable of warding off the assaults of 
modern unbelief. However, our immediate concern is with 
the other side of the problem; our principal concern just 
now is to show that the liberal attempt at reconciling 
Christianity with modem science has really relinquished 
everything distinctive of Christianity, so that what re
mains is in essentials only that same indefinite type of 
religious aspiration which was in the world before Chris
tianity came upon the scene. In trying to remove from 
Christianity everything that could possibly be objected to 
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in the name of science, in trying to bribe off the enemy by 
those concessions which the enemy most desires, the apol
ogist has really abandoned what he started out to defend. 
Here as in many other departments of life it appears that 
the things that are sometimes thought to be hardest to 
defend are also the things that are most worth defending. 

In maintaining that liberalism in the modern Church 
represents a return to an un-Christian and sub-Christian 
form of the religious life, we are particularly anxious not 
to be misunderstood. "Un-Christian" in such a connec
tion is sometimes taken as a term of opprobrium. We do 
not mean it at all as such. Socrates was not a Christian, 
neither was Goethe; yet we share to the full the respect 
with which their names are regarded. They tower im
measurably above the common run of men; if he that is 
least in the Kingdom of Heaven is greater than they, he is 
certainly greater not by any inherent superiority, but by 
virtue of an undeserved privilege which ought to make him 
humble rather than contemptuous. 

Such considerations, however, should not be allowed to 
obscure the vital importance of the question at issue. If 
a condition could be conceived in which all the preaching 
of the Church should be controlled by the liberalism which 
in many quarters has already become preponderant, then, 
we believe, Christianity would at last have perished from 
the earth and the gospel would have sounded forth for the 
last time. If so, it follows that the inquiry with which we 
are now concerned is immeasurably the most important of 
all those with which the Church has to deal. Vastly more 
important than all questions with regard to methods of 
preaching is the root question as to what it is that sha1~ 
be preached. 

Many, no doubt, will turn in impatience from the in
quiry-all those, namely, who have settled the quest~on in-
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1uch a way that they cannot even conceive of its being 
reopened. Such, for example, are the pietists, of whom 
there are still many. ''What," they say, "is the need of 
argument in defence of the Bible? Is it not the Word of 
God, and does it not carry with it an immediate certitude 
of its truth which could only be obscured by defence? If 
science comes into contradiction with the Bible so much 
the worse for science!" For these persons we have the 
highest respect, for we believe that they are right in the 
main point ; they have arrived by a direct and easy road 
at a conviction which for other men is attained only 
through intellectual struggle. But we cannot reasonably 
expect them to be interested in what we have to say. 

Another class of uninterested persons is much more 
numerous. It consists of those who have definitely settled 
the question in the opposite way. By them this little 
book, if it ever comes into their hands, will soon be flung 
aside as only another attempt at defence of a position 
already hopelessly lost. There are still individuals, they 
will say, who believe that the earth is flat; there are also 
individuals who defend the Christianity of the Church, 
miracles and· atonement and all. In either case, it will 
be said, the phenomenon is interesting as a curious ex
ample of arrested development, but it is nothing more. 

Such a closing of the question, however, whether it 
. approve itself finally or no, is in its present form based 
upon a very imperfect view of the situation; it is based 
upon a grossly exaggerated estimate of the achievements 
of modern science. Scientific investigation, as has already 
been observed, has certainly accomplished much; it has in 
many respects produced a new world. But there is an
other aspect of the picture which should not be ignored. 
The modern world represents in some respects an enor
mous improvement over the world in which our ancestors 
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lived; but in other respects it exhibits a lamentable de
cline. The improvement appears in the physical condi
tions of life, but in the spiritual realm there is a corre
sponding loss. The loss is clearest, perhaps, in the realm 
of art. Despite the mighty revolution which has been 
produced in the external conditions of life, no great poet 
is now living to celebrate the change; humanity has sud
denly become dumb. Gone, too, are the great painters 
and the great musicians and the great sculptors. The art 
that still subsists is largely imitative, and where it is not 
imitative it is usually bizarre. Even the appreciation of 
the glories of the past is gradually being lost, under the 
influence of a utilitarian education that concerns itself 
only with the production of physical well-being. The 
"Outline of History" of Mr. H. G. Wells, with its con
temptuous neglect of all the higher ranges of human life, 
is a thoroughly modern book. 

This unprecedented decline in literature and art is only 
one manifestation of a more far-reaching phenomenon; it 
is only one instance of that narrowing of the range of 
personality which has been going on in the modern world. 
The whole development of modern society has tended 
mightily toward the limitation of the realm of freedom 
for the individual man. The tendency is most clearly 
seen in socialism; a socialistic state would mean the re
duction to a minimum of the sphere of individual choice. 
Labor and recreation, under a socialistic government, 
would both be prescribed, and individual liberty would be 
gone. But the same tendency exhibits itself to-day even 
in those communities where the name of socialism is most 
abhorred. When once the majority has determined that 
a certain regime is beneficial, that regime without further 
hesitation is forced ruthlessly upon the individual man. 
It never seems to occur to modem legislatures that al-


