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[This discussion of revivalism is based on two presentations of the topic: one given at 
Walla W alla College, October 27-28, 1972, for the Missionary Volunteer weekend, 
and the other at Andrews University, February 7, 1973, for the Society of Andrews 
Scholars, e d it o r .]

One August night, and the leaves hangin’ down 
and the grass on the ground smellin’ sweet, 

[A nd ] up a road [to ] the outside of town 
and the sound of that good gospel beat,

Sits a ragged tent where there ain’t no trees, 
and that gospel group tell in’ you and me:

It’s Love, Brother Love’s . . . traveling salvation show. 
Pack up the babies and grab the old ladies,
Everyone goes, everyone knows Brother Love’s show.

Room gets suddenly still. And when you’d almost bet 
you could hear yourself sweat, he walks in,

Eyes black as coal; and when he lifts his face, 
every ear in the place is on end,

Startin’ soft and slow like a small earthquake,
and when he lets go . . . half the valley shakes. . . .

Brother Love’s traveling salvation show.

When I heard Neil Diamond sing those lyrics in Chicago a couple of years ago, an in
credible thing happened: a so-called secular, date-night crowd broke into rhythmic 
handclapping, hallelujahs, and arnens. For one electric moment, a hit song became a 
hymn, a troubador folk singer an evangelist, and a Saturday night crowd a revival 
meeting.
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Revivals turn up in strange places. Peter preached in the city streets of Jerusalem 
and Wesley on the green hillsides of England; and Americans hear the W ord in tents, 
in coliseums, and on streetcorners. In the late 1960s, Americans glued their religion to 
car bumpers ("Honk your horn if you love Jesus” ) ,  baptized their converts in swim
ming pools, put religion on Broadway or in the top-forty hits. Jesus Christ became, 
quite literally, ''Superstar” for many. And "Amazing Grace,” "Put Your Hand in the 
Hand [of Jesus],” and "My Sweet Lord” were at once hymns and pop songs.

This is no surprise. Revivals happen every generation or so in the United States, 
whether the Jesus people know it or not. Revivalism is as American as baseball.1 Of 
course, the revival experience has not been confined to any one nation or period of 
history. However, revivalism took shape in a particular way in America and emerged 
here as an American institution. Camp meetings and high-powered traveling evange
lists came out of an American frontier. Prayer meetings and big auditorium preaching 
first cropped up in American cities. The evangelistic "call” and converts coming down 
the long aisle first happened in America —  where the call became almost a sacrament, 
like baptism or the Lord’s Supper.

I

JONATHAN EDWARDS, in the early 1700s, rang the bell of revivalism in the 
Connecticut Valley. He preached hell below and "heaven on earth,” and those dour, 
crusty Yankees swooned in their church pews. Miracles happened, according to Ed
wards, and he was "surprised” by them. As a good Calvinist, Edwards relied solely 
on God to harvest any crop of souls in his valley. He believed that God predestined 
souls to be saved or lost, and there was nothing that a young preacher could do to 
change that predestination, no matter how much thunder rolled from his pulpit each 
Sabbath. W hat a preacher like Edwards could do was light a fire under his people —  
even "hellfire” if necessary —  so those already "elected” would live up to their high 
calling. The "surprise” came when so many cold and lapsed church members warmed 
to the good preaching and counted themselves among the elect.

GEORGE WHITEFIELD, crossing over from England, transformed Edwards’ lo
cal revivals into what has been called a "national conversion.” Whitefield —  who 
preached so eloquently he evoked rapture with the word Macedonia, who pleaded so 
engagingly that even thrifty Ben Franklin parted with his purse at a meeting —  
tramped up and down the American Colonies as the great itinerant, until evangelical 
revivals became the rule rather than the exception, commonplace rather than surpris
ing. Whitefield depended less on an aloof Calvinist God to harvest souls at will and 
leaned more on his own efforts to reap man’s salvation. The Calvinist God had been 
unilateral —  doing everything on his own —  while an Arminian God emerged in 
these American revivals as more cooperative, teaming up as a coworker with man in 
the matter of redemption. Not God’s election of man, but man’s will to be saved, be
came crucial for salvation in the American revivals. In some corners this was labeled 
the Arminian "heresy,” but the idea multiplied like the sorcerer’s brooms. John W es
ley, back home in England, scolded his protégé Whitefield for the "false doctrine.” 
Although Wesley’s own "awakening” in England had carried him some distance from 
Calvinism, Wesley felt that Whitefield had gone too far in America.



By the early 1800s CHARLES FINNEY  stared down with huge, hypnotic eyes on 
a new generation of Yankees, mostly under thirty, and promised them the millennium 
on earth. Arminianism was now ’ orthodoxy” rather than "heresy,” and evangelical 
Americans believed they could build a kingdom of God on earth with their own 
hands.

Like Finney, American Protestants developed an evangelical "empire” in order to 
establish a kingdom of God in America and then spread it throughout the world with 
a kind of evangelical imperialism. This empire was made up of numerous "depart
ments of state” (usually termed voluntary associations) —  such as temperance, edu
cation, Sunday school, home missions, and foreign missions —  to pursue the varied 
tasks of drying out drinkers, educating preschool children and schoolchildren, baptiz
ing "barbarians” at home as well as overseas. These associations were defined by pri
marily functional rather than theological concerns. That is, evangelicals suspended 
matters of theological distinction and organized these functions to accomplish par
ticular tasks, as the interdenominational character of the associations illustrates. Ad
ventists grew up in the heartland of this Yankee empire and appropriated a form of 
these associations to pursue their own mission of "finishing the work” (perhaps best 
characterized on the departmental level) in functional terms.

Riding high on this wave of Christian activism, Charles Finney used mass revival
ism to convert people and build up the evangelical empire. He dressed in lawyer’s gray 
(instead of clerical black) and argued a shrewd case for Christianity, just as he had 
once presented cases as a lawyer. Unlike Jonathan Edwards, Finney believed that re
vivals are not miracles. Incredibly, he said that revivals are manmade. The Holy Spirit 
does not make a revival, but human technique, planning, eloquent speaking, individ
ual counseling, and, finally, the human will to be saved —  these make a revival. Finney 
took Whitefield’s position and wrote it in big, bold letters —  legible to the common
est man.

He introduced what was called "new measures” in his evangelism, though they 
seem anything but new to us today. They included praying "familiar prayers” in public 
(you instead of thou) , bearing "testimonies,” hearing women pray (and even preach) 
publicly, and, most notably, sitting on the "anxious bench.” Finney made the un
precedented "call” for people who were unsure of their spiritual condition to come 
down the aisle and sit on the front bench, the "anxious bench” —  and there Finney 
would appeal to them and argue his case before them as though they were a jury de
ciding their own fate. The results were so inspiring that Finney once looked for the 
millennium in three years!

Early Adventists populated New York and New England at this time, and they 
would have known Finney as we know Billy Graham. Adventists were like Finney in 
some ways and unlike him in other ways. They believed in revivals; and from Mil- 
lerite days they pitched their tents or preached under the open New England sky.2 
They sang the popular hymns and warmed to good preaching, like other Yankees, and 
they used some of Finney’s "new measures.” Even today, Adventists bear "testi
monies,” pray "familiar prayers,” and "answer the call.” Adventist women pray and 
sometimes preach in public —  for, after all, a woman has been prophet. Like Finney,



also , A d v e n tis ts  b eliev e  th e re  is a h u m an  sid e  to  e v a n g e lism . A d v e n tis ts  d o  m u ch  h u 

m a n  p re p a ra tio n  f o r  a  ca m p a ig n  —  b u d g e ts , b ro ch u re s , p e rso n n e l, a u d ito riu m  re n ta l, 

lig h t  an d  so u n d  system s —  an d  ca ll it an  e v a n g e lis tic  " e f f o r t .”

A d v e n tis ts  w e re  as u n lik e  F in n e y  in th e  1840s, h o w e v e r, as th ey  a re  u n lik e  B illy  

G ra h a m  in  th e  1970s. A t  th e  M ille rite  rev iv al m e e tin g s , ea rly  A d v e n tis ts  u n ro lle d  a  

p ro p h e tic  ch a rt  o n  D a n ie l an d  R e v e la tio n  —  a n ew  fe a tu re  f o r  a rev iv al m e e tin g !  

T h e s e  early  A d v e n tis t  p re a ch e rs  b ecam e w h a t w ere  ca lle d  " p ro p h e tic  le c tu re rs ” —  

stu d en ts o f  b ib lical e sch a to lo g y  —  ra th e r  th an  th e  u sual h e a rt-th u m p in g  ev a n g e lis ts . 

T h e y  p u b lish ed  th e ir  serm o n s  as p ro p h e tic  trea tises , w h ereas  m o st e v a n g e lis ts  at th is  

tim e  p re a ch e d  h o m e y , u n p u b lish ab le  se rm o n s . M o st im p o rta n tly , e arly  A d v e n tis ts  

re g iste re d  a  p ro te s t a g a in st th e  se lf-assu red  o p tim ism  o f  e v a n g e lica l A m e ric a n s  w h o  

lo o k ed  f o r  a m ille n n iu m  o n  e a rth . A d v e n tis ts  raised  p la ca rd s  an d  sh o u ted  an  a p o c a 

ly p tic  " N o ” in th e  fa c e  o f  su ch  re lig io u s an d  p o litica l s e lf - im p o rta n c e , su ch  m a n m a d e  

k in g d o m s. T h e  en d  o f  th in g s  w as in G o d ’s h an d s, an d  n o t A n d re w  Ja c k s o n ’s o r  

C h a rle s  F in n e y ’s o r  ev en  W ill ia m  M ille r ’s h an d s. A d v e n tis ts , to o , co u ld  lo o k  o n  th e  

F in n e y  typ e o f  rev iv al as a so m etim es d u b iou s m ean s to  G o d ’s en d  (a s  w e sh all learn  

la te r  in th e  d is c u s s io n ) .

N o w , a b o u t th e  tim e  F in n e y  an d  early  A d v e n tis ts  o ccu p ied  th e  E a s t, PETER 
CARTW RIGHT, a n o th e r  e v a n g e lis t, w e n t W e s t  w ith  his "m u s c u la r  C h ris tia n ity ” to  

ta m e  th e  K e n tu ck y  f ro n tie r . A n d  if  F in n e y  used th e  a rm  o f  m an  to  m ak e a re v iv a l, 

C a rtw rig h t  u sed  b o th  fists. In  fa c t, w h en  a ro u g h n e ck  d isru p te d  his m e e tin g , h e m e t  

h im  a fte rw a rd  f o r  a fistfight. C a r tw rig h t  p re a ch e d  lik e h e  fo u g h t, w ith  fire an d  e m o 

tio n . H e  p re a ch e d  " S o u th e r n ,” like B r o th e r  L o v e , an d  th is k in d  o f  p re a ch in g  can  

still b e h e a rd  in th e  b ack w o o d s o f  K e n tu ck y , as N e il  D ia m o n d  sa n g  ab ou t.

Cartwright pitched the first tents for the first camp meetings around 1800. People 
left their plows and their struggles to survive, and they traveled long miles over bad 
roads in covered wagons to attend these meetings. They came for the big meetings, the 
big-time evangelists, the music, the sociability, in order to "make things new” in their 
lives. In many ways, it was like the rock festivals —  the Woodstocks —  of the late 
1960s. Thousands covered the hillsides —  swaying and clapping and shouting to the 
music —  to hear their spiritual heroes.

W e  co u ld  say G e o r g e  H a rr is o n , f o r  e x a m p le , is a k in d  o f  re v iv a list —  th o u g h  in  

his case  H in d u  —  an d  th a t p eo p le  g o  to  ro ck  fes tiv a ls  f o r  a k in d  o f  sou l re ju v e n a tio n . 

B o th  ro ck  fes tiv a ls  an d  rev iv al m eetin g s are  m ark ed  by s tro n g  e m o tio n , by th e  h e a rt  

"s tra n g e ly  w a rm e d ” in so m e k in d  o f  p erso n al e x p e rie n ce . B o th  h av e  a ttra c te d  m o stly  

y o u n g  p e o p le , th e  u n d e r-th ir ty  cro w d . B o th  h ave  rece iv ed  p u b lic  c r itic ism , n o t alw ays  

u n w a rra n te d . In  th e  first ca m p  m e e tin g  rev iv als , so m e  to o k  a d v a n ta g e  o f  th e  so cial u p 

h eav al th a t th re w  m an y  m en  an d  w o m e n  to g e th e r . R u m o r h ad  it (n o  d o u b t e x a g 

g e r a te d )  th a t at th ese  m e e tin g s " m o re  sou ls w e re  b e g o t th a n  s a v e d .” V e ry  so o n , h o w 

e v e r, ca m p  m e e tin g s w e re  ta m e d , an d  by th e  tim e  A d v e n tis ts  to o k  th e m  o v e r  fro m  th e  

M e th o d is ts , th ey  h ad  b eco m e an  in n o cu o u sly  w e ll-o rd e re d  in stitu tio n .

D e sp ite  th e  fr o n tie r  tra p p in g s  o f  rev iv alism  —  m o st o b v io u sly  sy m b o lized  by th e  

b ig  can v as te n t —  rev iv als  ca n n o t be d ism issed  as a re lic  o f  th e  A m e ric a n  f r o n tie r . I f  

rev iv als  w e re  o n ly  a b ack w o o d s p h e n o m e n o n , h ow  d o  w e e x p la in  D w ig h t L . M o o d y  

in C h ica g o , o r  B illy  G ra h a m  in W a s h in g to n , D . C . ? A s a m a tte r  o f  fa c t, th e  m o st
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dramatic expression of the revival spirit in the 1850s occurred in Eastern seaboard 
cities, culminating in the "Year of Wonders" —  1858.3

W e do not associate any prominent clergymen with the period of revivalism be
tween 1840 and 1865. This omission is due in part to the neglect of historians, but 
largely to the fact that this was a period of layman’s revival without clerical leader
ship. Businessmen and laborers met spontaneously on their lunch hours for prayer and 
testimonies. Here they found themselves in the "lostness" of the cities. Here, by mid
century, the democratization of Calvinism had led to a leveling of the clergy. Laymen 
took over the leadership of revivals and increased their influence in the churches. 
Somewhat naturally, ethics came to outweigh dogma, and the revivals spawned nu
merous social projects. The pre-Civil W ar period produced an admixture of revival 
measures and perfectionist impulses ignited by the millennial anticipation of a king
dom of God on earth. The millennium would come, it was felt, if laymen —  that is, 
everyone —  purified their hearts and pitched in with the work of their hands.

Infant Adventism, struggling toward adolescence in this period, needs to be seen 
against this midcentury backdrop. Adventists were children of their age —  though, 
to mainstream evangelicals delinquent children.

Under DW IGHT L. MOODY in the post-Civil W ar period, revivals moved even 
further from Cartwright’s frontier, settling into a respectable and rather businesslike 
mode.4 Brother Love had been replaced by the Wall Street businessman. Men like the 
John D. Rockefellers and the Marshall Fields supported evangelism financially. 
Moody never took up offerings at his meetings (which might be inconceivable to u s!) . 
This liaison between big business and evangelism (something like Johnny Cash in an 
oil company commercial) is not so hard to understand in a "gilded age" that placed 
evangelicals at the management level and nonevangelicals (mostly Catholic immi
grants) in the laboring force. So, despite his best attempts, Moody’s revivals made 
inroads only in the evangelical community, with little success among the urban, hard
core nonevangelical population.

As a child of his time, Moody organized revivalism after the big business model: 
with advertising, a kind of door-to-door saleswork, a big "showroom" where people 
could come nightly to see the "product," and finally the decision cards that made 
"stockholders" out of the new converts. Even today, evangelicals often understand suc
cessful soul-winning in terms of "good management." Now, this analogy is unfair 
to Moody, so vibrantly personal about his evangelism. However, the machine Moody 
created could become a Frankenstein in other hands. And Brother Love’s small-town 
"salvation show" of the early nineteenth century could become a big-city salvation 
"showroom" in late nineteenth-century evangelism.

BILLY SUNDAY, around the time of World W ar I, carried the excesses of evan
gelism even further.5 He patterned his meetings after a vaudevillian model, standing 
on top of the puplit, shouting hysterically at his audience, running across the stage, 
and sliding into "homeplate." He would even swear in the pulpit (more significantly, 
swear at people), telling Jews, Germans, and intellectuals to "go to hell." He preached 
more hell than heaven in his sermons, but thousands answered his "conversion" call, 
or, as he said, "hit the sawdust trail."

BILLY GRAHAM, another Billy in revivalism, is the "spiritual uncle" of many
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Americans today (most notably of President Richard M. N ixon). He combines the 
organizational genius of Madison Avenue and the spiritual vision of Georgia funda
mentalism. No doubt numerous Seventh-day Adventists feel that Graham has preached 
many of their best sermons!

American revivals —  the long string of them —  have shaped religion in America, 
even the religion of Seventh-day Adventists. From the very beginning, Adventists 
have been children of revivalism —  singing revival hymns, preaching evangelistic ser
mons, experiencing revivals on the college campuses. In an official Fall Council of the 
General Conference, Adventists designated 1973 and 1974 as years of "total evan
gelism." It should not be out of place, then, to identify the legacy of modern revival
ism in Seventh-day Adventism, and to evaluate it.

II

Adventists have always viewed revivals as a mixed blessing and have hoped to 
separate the true from the false revivals. Ellen White took this position in The Great 
Controversy when she cast revivalism in an eschatological mold, anticipating a "revival 
of primitive godliness" and its "counterfeit" at the end of time. She refers also to 
"false" and "sensational" revivals in her own day, though they are not easily identified 
historically. The revivals generating in the late 1850s and overflowing into the holiness 
movement of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries best fit her negative de
scription. However, a composite that includes some elements of the Moody revivals 
and of others is probably necessary to round out her idea of the false revival.6

This does not mean, however, that any one manifestation of revivalism can be 
judged by the historian looking back, or even by the believer looking forward to the 
"last days," as either "false" or "true," "good” or "bad." A social phenomenon as 
complex as a mass revival cannot be dealt with in glib, categorical terms. The same 
revival that can mean salvation for some may mean only a "salvation show" for others. 
It can mean genuine new birth for some, and for others a "stillborn" religious ex
perience that never reaches Christian maturity. Because the same revival mingles both 
good and bad elements, I believe this is why Ellen White registered specific criticisms 
against contemporary revivals rather than dismissing them outright.

Let us evaluate Adventist indebtedness to modern revivalism, then, first in terms of 
liturgy and polity.

Take hymnody. Adventists sing revival hymns. The Church Hymnal is filled with 
the popular folk songs of nineteenth-century revivalism. People have walked down 
the aisles to "Softly and Tenderly Jesus Is Calling." A hundred years ago they marched 
down the aisles to "Onward, Christian Soldiers." But before modern revivalism, 
hymn lyrics came from the Psalms, mostly, or other parts of Scripture. Almost no one 
thought of singing his own words for a religious hymn. With the revivals, instead of 
singing Psalms or Mary’s Magnificat or Revelation poetry, people sang their own 
words. It’s like saying that, instead of the Old Testament, they sang Joan Baez —  a 
warmly personal religious form.

Adventists pray in their own words, too. In the long history of Christian public 
prayer, it is relatively new —  even revolutionary —  to pray in this way. Public prayers 
used to be largely liturgical, or read from a book of prayer. But the revivals changed



p ra y e r f o r  m an y . P e o p le  ca m e  to  tru s t  th e ir  o w n  e x p e rie n ce  e n o u g h  to  p ra y  in  th e ir  

o w n  w o rd s . In  th e  ea rly  1 8 0 0 s ,  rev iv al m e e tin g s w e re  cr itic iz e d  f o r  th e se  e x te m p o r a 

n eou s p ra y e rs  an d  th e  fa m ilia r  you in stead  o f  thou. L a te r , w h en  M o o d y  w as accu sed  

o f  b e in g  " t o o  fa m ilia r” w ith  G o d  in  his p ra y e rs , h e  said , " I ’m  n o t o n e -te n th  as f a 

m ilia r  w ith  h im  as I w o u ld  lik e  to  b e .” 7 W i th  re v iv a lism , in stead  o f  u sin g  th e  p ra y e r  

b o o k  in L a tin  o r  E liz a b e th a n  E n g lis h , p lu m b ers  an d  h o u sew iv es an d  ch ild re n  p ray ed  

conversationally.
N a tu ra lly , fo lk  h ym n s an d  p e rso n a l p ray ers te n d e d  to  lo w e r th e  ae sth e tic  q u o tie n t  

to  th e  lev el o f  co m m o n  e x p e rie n ce . L o w  litu rg y  sacrifices a rtis try  f o r  re le v a n ce  an d  

sp o n ta n e ity  th a t ca n  su rp rise  us, o n  o cca sio n , w ith  its o w n  k in d  o f  b rillia n ce . B u t  s p o n 

ta n e ity  can  also  m ean  m an y  d u ll p ray ers  f o r  e v ery  g o o d  o n e . H ig h  litu rg y , w h ile  p e r 

h ap s su fferin g  f r o m  irre le v a n ce , re tain s a m o re  co n sta n t q u ality , a t le a s t  f o r  la rg e  

n u m b ers o f  w o rsh ip e rs . T h e  f ro n tie rs m e n , fa rm e rs , la b o re rs , an d  b u sin essm en  w h o  

sh ap ed  re v iv a lism  w e re  o b v io u sly  m o re  ab le  to  liv e  w ith  th e  d raw b ack s o f  lo w  litu rg y  

th a n  w o rsh ip e rs  o f  so m e o th e r  tim es.

A s to  p o lity , A d v e n tis ts  g re e t  o th e r  ch u rch  m em b ers  an d  C h ristia n s  as " b r o th e r ” 

an d  "s is te r ” so  as to  reflect so m e th in g  o f  a  d e m o cra tic  sp irit an d  so  as to  a v o id  ca llin g  

th e m  " D o c t o r ” o r  " P r o f e s s o r ” o r  " L ie u te n a n t” (s im ila r  to  th e  u se o f  b ro th e r  an d  

s is te r in th e  b lack  m o v e m e n t t o d a y ) . T h is  d e m o cra tic  sp ir it  u n fo ld e d  in  a  d e m o cra tic  

W e s t  by th e  in flu en ce  o f  M e th o d is t  an d  B a p tis t  rev iv alists  w h o  c la im e d  to  b e  " r e v iv 

in g ” th e  ea rly  C h ris tia n  sen se o f  e q u ality  an d  co m m u n a lism . E v e n  w o m e n  sh a re d  in  

th is eq u ality  (e a rly  sig n s o f  w o m e n ’s l ib e r a t io n ) , f r o m  th e  G rim k é  sisters  to  E lle n  

W h ite .

N o th in g  ch a n g e d  m o re  rad ica lly  in  m o d e rn  re v iv a lism  th a n  th e  m in istry . T h e  

se v e n te e n th -ce n tu ry  P ro te s ta n t  d iv in e  w as w h a t w as ca lle d  a "s c h o la r  o f  th e  w o r d ,” an  

in te lle c tu a l, w h o  sp en t ten  to  tw e lv e  h o u rs  a d ay in his stu d y  p o r in g  o v e r  th e  H e b re w  

an d  G re e k , th e  classics , an d  th e  co m m e n ta rie s . A f t e r  f r a m in g  a h eav y  tre a tise  f o r  th e  

S u n d ay  se rm o n , h e e n te re d  th e  p u lp it in his d o c to ra l  ro b e an d  read  w h a t a m o u n te d  to  

a sm all p a p e rb a ck  f o r  his se rm o n  —  an d  it to o k  h o u rs ! Jo h n  C a lv in  p re a ch e d  lik e  

th a t. M o re o v e r , th e se  clerics  stayed  in  o n e  p la ce . In  Jo n a th a n  E d w a rd s ’ tim e , a m in 

iste r cam e s tra ig h t to  his p a rish  f r o m  th e  se m in a ry  —  g re e n  an d  in  h is tw e n tie s  —  

an d  h e  sp e n t th e  rest o f  his lif e  th e r e : b a p tiz in g  th e  ch ild re n , m a rry in g  th e  lo v e rs , an d  

fin ally  b u ry in g  th e m  —  sev era l g e n e ra tio n s  o f  th e m  —  o n e  by o n e . T h e re  w as n o  su ch  

th in g  as p re a ch in g  a re p e a t se rm o n  fr o m  th e  y e llo w ed  se rm o n  n o te s ; th e  sev en ty -y ear-  

o ld  m a n  in th e  f r o n t  ro w  h ad  h e a rd  th e m  all a lread y .

M o d e rn  re v iv a lism  m a d e  d ra m a tic  ch a n g e s in  th e  m in iste r. I t  sh a tte re d  h is ivo ry  

to w e r  o f  sch o lasticism . I t  to re  o ff h is c le rica l rob es an d  re p la ce d  th e m  w ith  th e  b u ck 

skins an d  business su its o f  th e  p e o p le . T h e  n ew  k in d  o f  m in is te r  co u ld  n o t b e an  e g g 

h ead  sp in n in g  o ff irre le v a n t to m e s o f  th e o lo g y . H e  h ad  to  liv e  w ith  th e  p e o p le  an d  

sp eak  th e ir  la n g u a g e . H e  c o u ld n ’t  read  th e m  a d ifficult p a p e rb a ck  o n  S ab b ath  m o r n 

in g  ; h e h ad  to  ta lk  to  th e m  in fo rm a lly , co n v e rsa tio n a lly . T h e  n ew  m in is te r  w as n o t  so  

m u ch  a sch o la r  o f  th e  W o r d  as a  p a sto r , a c u re r  o f  so u ls, an d , w ith  th e  re v iv a ls , a  

so u l-w in n e r . H e  d id n ’t  liv e  in h is s tu d y ; h e  k n o ck ed  o n  d o o rs .

T h is  n ew  m in is te r  m o v e d  a ro u n d  in stead  o f  s ta y in g  in o n e  p la ce . R e v iv a lism  m a d e  

m in isters  itin e ra n t —  tro u b a d o rs  o f  th e  W o r d . In  th e  ea rly  W e s t ,  th e  sp a ce -sca tte re d
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p e o p le  an d  th e  m in isters  h ad  to  sad d le  u p  an d  rid e . T h e  M e th o d is ts  ro d e  th e  h a rd e st  

an d  th e  fa r th e s t . In  bad  w e a th e r, w h en  b lizzard s h o w le d  an d  b u ried  th e  w o rld  in  

sn o w , p e o p le  h ad  a sa y in g : ’T h e r e ’s n o b o d y  o u t b u t c ro w s an d  M e th o d is t  m in is te rs .” 

P a rtly  b ecau se  o f  th is leg acy  o f  th e  itin e ra n t m in istry , A d v e n tis t  p re a ch e rs  m o v e  ev ery  

five years o r  so. A d v e n tis ts  m ay  w ish  th a t  so m e  o f  th e ir  m in isters  w e re  m o re  i tin e ra n t  

th a n  o th e rs  —  b ut th e  b lessin g  o f  itin e ra n cy , as o th e rs  o f  the* rev iv al h e rita g e , is 

m i x e d !

M o d e rn  rev iv alism  ca m e  in to  its o w n  in n in e te e n th -ce n tu ry  A m e r ic a  as th e  E n 

lig h te n m e n t y ield ed  to  R o m a n tic ism , P u rita n ism  to p p le d  in to  P ie tism , an d  R a tio n a l

ism  d isso lv ed  in to  E x p e r ie n ce . In  A m e ric a , th e  rev iv al m e e tin g  p ro v id e d  a  cru cib le  

f o r  th is ch a n g e . T h e  rev iv al m in is te r , th e n , w as su b stan tia lly  ch a n g e d . T h e  J o h n  C a l

v in s w e re  ’ ’re b o rn ” as th e  D w ig h t M o o d y s , an d  th e  o a k -p a n e le d  stu d y  o p e n e d  u p  to  

th e  stree t. In d e e d , f r o m  th e  early  n in e te e n th  ce n tu ry , th e  ro le  o f  th e  p ie tis t m in is te r  

h as b een  p rim a rily  to  ca rry  o u t th e  e n te rp rise s  o f  th e  n u m e ro u s v o lu n ta ry  asso cia tio n s  

alread y  m e n tio n e d  —  at th e  e x p e n se  o f  sh o e  le a th e r an d  tires —  w h ile  m a tte rs  o f  th e  

m in d  ra te  o n ly  se co n d a ry  co n sid e ra tio n  in an  o v e r ta x in g  sch ed u le . P e rh a p s  an  id en tity  

f o r  th e  p ie tis t m in is te r  sh o u ld  b e carv ed  o u t so m e w h e re  b etw een  a C a lv in  an d  a  

M o o d y , th o u g h  th is w o u ld  n o t b e easy.

It  is n o t rig h t to  lo o k  d o w n  o n  th e  rev iv al leg acy  in sn o b b ish  co n d e sce n sio n . A t  

o n e  p o in t in th e  C o lo n ia l p e rio d , ab o u t 9 0  p e rce n t o f  A m e ric a n s  d id  n o t  a tte n d  ch u rch  

an d  so m e o f  th e  o th e r  1 0  p e rce n t o n ly  b are ly  a tte n d e d . T h e  rev iv als  w e re  a v ig o ro u s  

an d  cre a tiv e  resp o n se  to  th is k in d  o f  d ark n ess. S a d d lin g  u p  h o rses , p re a ch in g  f r o m  

tre e  stu m p s, p itch in g  te n ts , s in g in g  fo lk  h y m n s, b e a rin g  te stim o n ie s , p ra y in g  an d  

p ra y in g  —  as F in n e y  said , in q u in tessen tia l A rm in ia n , p ra y in g  ’ ’till  y o u r n o se  b le e d s” 

—  th is w as rev iv alism . It sp read  like a p ra irie  fire, an d  m an y  th o u san d s w e re  w a rm e d  

by a d eep ly  p erso n al p iety . T o  be co n v e rte d  a t a rev iv al m e e tin g  m e a n t to  e n co u n te r  

Jesu s C h ris t as L o rd  in a v iv id  p erso n al e x p e rie n ce . A n d  m an y  d id  —  i f  s ta tistics  a re  

ev en  h a lf  re liab le . S in ce th e  first rev iv als  in A m e ric a , ch u rch  a tte n d a n ce  ro se  an d  

n e v e r s to p p ed  risin g  f o r  tw o  h u n d re d  y ears.

T h e  S ev en th -d ay  A d v e n tis t  ch u rch  has g ro w n  th ro u g h  e v a n g e lism . W ith o u t  e v a n 

g e lism , A d v e n tists  co u ld  n u m b e r o n ly  3 0 ,0 0 0  m e m b e rs , lik e th e  A d v e n tis t  C h ris tia n  

ch u rch  h u d d led  to d ay  o n  th e  rim  o f  C h ica g o . O n ly  in  th e  c o n te x t  o f  th ese  su ccesses, 

th e n , can  w e  p ro p e rly  u n d e rsta n d  th e  fa ilu re s  o f  rev iv alism . In  fa c t , it is th e  p r a g m a t

ism  o f  rev iv als  —  th e  su ccesses, th e  in creases in m e m b e rsh ip  —  th a t h as led  to  theo
logical distort ions.

I l l

T h e  m a jo r  p ro b le m  w ith  m o d e rn  rev iv alism  —  fr o m  C h a rle s  F in n e y  to  B illy  G r a 

h a m , fro m  K e n tu ck y  ca m p  m eetin g s to  th e  Jesu s m o v e m e n t —  is th e  flabby theology. 
T h e  " s o f t  h e a r t"  o f  re v iv alism  lacks th e o lo g ica l  m u scle . T h e o lo g y  as su ch  d oes n o t  

seem  to  m a tte r  to  p e o p le  ca u g h t up  in rev iv als . E x p e r ie n c e  m a tte rs , th ey  say, n o t d o c 

trin e . M o o d y  said , ’ ’It  m ak es no d ifferen ce  h o w  you  g e t  a m a n  to  G o d , p ro v id e d  you  

g e t  h im  th e r e ."  S am  P . Jo n e s , th e  S o u th ern  e v a n g e lis t, sa id , ’ ’ [ T h e o l o g y ]  is a  g o o d  

th in g  to  stuff w ith  saw d u st . . . an d  p u t in a m u seu m  as a re lic  o f  a n tiq u ity .” I t  is f o r  

this reason  th a t H e n ry  S teele  C o m m a g e r  w ro te  th a t " d u r in g  th e  n in e te e n th  cen tu ry  

an d  w ell in to  th e  tw e n tie th , re lig io n  p ro sp ered  w h ile  th e o lo g y  w e n t slo w ly  b a n k 

r u p t ." 8
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Ellen White discussed the theological bankruptcy of modern revivalism. Percep
tively she noted that revivalists tend to eclipse law with grace, to destroy Old Testa
ment with New Testament, to undermine Creation with Redemption, and, finally, to 
distort sanctification with justification.9 Evangelicals, it would seem, did not lack a 
theology (notwithstanding Moody’s offhand remark that he did not know he had 
o n e), but their theology was vulnerable to very basic criticisms.

Theological criticism crystallized in the debate over "Christian nurture" versus re- 
vivalistic "conversion." Here the Old Testament doctrine of Creation and its theo
cratic sense of communalism were engaged to counterbalance the "New Testament 
only" emphasis on redemption and individualism. Horace Bushnell, in his landmark 
study, Christian Nurture, argued that a good Christian upbringing, more than later 
evangelistic efforts, influences the spiritual development of a person. He wrote, "Let 
every Christian father and mother understand, when their child is three years old, that 
they have done more than half of all they will ever do for his character."10 Bushnell 
even spoke of prenatal influences —  physical, emotional, and spiritual.11 And he be
lieved that a child could grow up a Christian without ever being a non-Christian.12

Ellen White sided with a leading progressive theologian over against other evan
gelicals on this issue of "Christian nurture," as can be seen clearly in both Child Guid
ance and The Adventist Home. Some twenty-five years after Bushnell's initial remarks 
on the subject, Ellen White wrote, "The lessons that the child learns during the first 
seven years of life have more to do with forming his character than all it learns in 
future years."13 And of course she, too, makes the point about prenatal influence. The 
Seventh-day Adventist understanding of education —  its Sabbath schools and church 
schools and children’s periodicals —  was conceived and nourished, therefore, on the 
"Christian nurture" side of this nineteenth-century debate.

Another revivalism problem growing out of the evangelical doctrine of redemption 
is the heavy emphasis on statistics (that is, number of "conversions"). Theology is 
replaced by a kind of numerology. As one pastor commented to a magazine reporter 
about Billy Sunday, "The man has trampled all over me and my theology. He has 
kicked my teachings up and down that platform like a football. He has outraged ev
ery ideal I have had regarding my sacred profession. But what does that count against 
the results he has accomplished? My congregation will be increased by hundreds."

Reliance on statistics can get extremely mechanistic. One evangelist following 
Moody said that he had estimated the cost of a Moody campaign and had concluded 
that each convert cost $7.43. He promised the local churches to produce "reborn souls" 
at $4.92 each. Billy Sunday said he could produce converts at $2 .00 a soul.

Earlier evangelical use of statistics may have been more valid. In the Colonial 
period (with 90 percent of the population outside the churches) revival statistics were 
gratifying. But later, most "converts" were already church members or were small 
children of church members, and the rare conversions among nonchurch members 
seldom stuck a week after the revival ended. The big revival campaigns, like Moody’s, 
were followed by a spiritual slump in the churches —  the exhausting aftereffects of 
the campaign. Ellen White commented: "The light which flames up for a time soon 
dies out, leaving the darkness more dense than before."14 Thus, statistics were often 
less impressive seen with a second look.



All these problems aside —  Can a revivalist trample everything sacred, as Billy 
Sunday sometimes did, and obliterate much of truth, yet call his statistics a success? 
Can the revivalist turn a revival meeting into a spiritual burlesque of sound and lights 
—  a salvation show —  and then count his results successful ?

It becomes clear that the history of revivalism mingles the good and the bad. 
Seventh-day Adventists can affirm much that is good in revivalistic hymns, prayers, 
prayer meetings, pastoring, and evangelism. Adventist worship and mission feed off 
these forms. At the same time, Adventists need to be wary of the inherent weaknesses 
in revivalistic forms of worship —  and, above all, the weakening of theology. The 
true revival and its counterfeit may reside under the same big tent.
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ERROR. Reference made to a former editor of the Signs of the Times (provided by 
author Alonzo L. Baker as A. C. Tait) appeared on page 42 of the Autumn 1972 
s p e c t r u m  as Arthur C. Tait. W e regret this inadvertence. The Signs editor, of course, 
was Asa C. Tait. a .l .t .
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