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Frank Gaebelein (1899-1983) was a key figure in the twentieth-century
evangelical movement. His greatest impact was felt in the area of Christian education,
but he was active in many other issues of concern to evangelicals, particularly matters of
social justice and the arts. “Truth” was the animating concept behind Gaebelein’s work;
his goal was to attempt to connect whatever subject he addressed with a biblical concept
of the truth.
Gaebelein’s life paralleled and helped define the transition of fundamentalism to
evangelicalism. The son of a noted fundamentalist, his early years centered around his
work at The Stony Brook School, an evangelical boarding school on Long Island, New
York. It was here that Gaebelein developed his ideas on the philosophy of Christian
education. “The integration of faith and learning” under the pattern of God’s overarching
truth was the defining characteristic of his writing and practice in education.
In his later years, Gaebelein devoted attention to matters of social justice and the
arts. He was a theological conservative, but Gaebelein also believed that evangelical

1

orthodoxy led him to take more moderate stances on social and cultural issues. He was a
supporter of racial integration and an advocate for simple living, and he insisted that
evangelicals had to engage the arts if they were to have lasting social impact.
Gaebelein believed that all truth was God’s truth, and it was the duty of the
Christian to relate every personal and corporate action to truth rooted in God. This
commitment to truth proved to be a dynamic factor, allowing for an expansive application
of Christian interest and ministry to all walks of life. At the same time, traditional
evangelical notions of truth, rooted in a Common Sense Realist philosophy stemming
from the Enlightenment, often lacked critical self awareness that limited the application
and understanding of truth in an age that would soon came to deny the very existence of
truth.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
Climbing, then, is not a religion nor a substitute for religion. It is a metaphor of life.
—Frank Gaebelein, “The Very Smile of God”

Frank Ely Gaebelein (1899-1983) loved the mountains. One might suggest that
his infatuation with the high hills came about as a result of his many childhood hikes
through the Catskills with his father, Arno C. Gaebelein, or that it was perhaps the
lingering effect of scaling the summit of Pike’s Peak on a summer holiday when he was
only eleven years old. Certainly, he devoted much time as an adult to this arduous
hobby, climbing some of the highest, most difficult mountains around the globe. But for
Gaebelein, climbing the mountains was more than mere adventure. It was, instead, an
opportunity to meet God. 1 And having met the maker of the mountains in His high
places, Gaebelein returned to earth a changed man. “We go to the mountains with our
problems—personal, business, or professional. And somehow, as we consider them on
some friendly summit or under the heavens with the stars shining so brightly in thin air,
they do not loom large. . . . [T]he mind and eye that becomes used to the heights and
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Gaebelein wrote, “For me the mountains speak compellingly of the greatness of
the God in whom we live and move and have our being. To be close to them, even to
look at them, is one of the joyful experiences of life. What they offer is perfect of its
kind. But they are created things, and to find the full answer to our human needs I look
to the Creator, the eternal Father, who made us and has revealed in his Son the greatness
of His love.” Frank Gaebelein, “The Very Smile of God: An Essay on Mountain
Climbing,” Reformed Journal 22, no. 8 (Oct. 1972): 18.
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depths and spacious vistas of the mountains learns to evaluate the daily problems from
the perspective of truth rather than the distortion of worry.” 2
Gaining the perspective of truth was no small matter for Gaebelein. As much as
he loved the mountains, he loved truth more, because for Gaebelein, truth inhered in the
nature of the God he worshipped and served, and truth of any kind manifested the divine
reality that existed behind the earthly veil of sin and degradation. Truth became the
singular defining maxim for Gaebelein’s thought and life.
To understand the life and ideas of Frank Gaebelein is to come face-to-face with
twentieth-century evangelical conceptions of truth. If there has been anything of an
evangelical renaissance in scholarship during the later half of the twentieth century, much
of the credit needs to go to Gaebelein and his intellectual cohorts for their commitment to
the principal that all truth is God’s truth. Admittedly, from our vantage point in the
twenty-first century, truth seems a rather abstract concept, easy to use but hard to define.
An examination of Frank Gaebelein’s life helps us understand and appreciate how
evangelicals understood and applied the concept of truth in society, particularly in the
areas of education, social action, and the arts. It was this commitment to truth that led
them to both break with their fundamentalist forebears while clinging tenaciously to
many of the doctrinal formulations of earlier fundamentalism.
Frank Ely Gaebelein was a prolific writer who, along with Billy Graham, Harold
Ockenga, and Carl F. H. Henry, probably did the most to engage the masses of midtwentieth century fundamentalism with the perspective of an amorphous but important
movement that would come to be known as the “new evangelicalism.” If Graham was
2

Frank Gaebelein, “I. Mountain Views,” Sunday School Times 95, no. 32 (8 Aug.
1953): 683.
2

the public face of the movement, Ockenga the organizer, and Henry the intellectual force,
then Gaebelein was the popularizer, the pamphleteer who did the hard but unglamorous
work of writing articles and editing journals that brought the new evangelical approach to
the fundamentalist masses. In his later years, Gaebelein joined with a new generation of
evangelicals to champion a number of social issues, including a strong stand against
racism and the need for Christians to live a simple lifestyle. And throughout his life, he
was a proponent of evangelical cultural engagement. He challenged the American
Christian community to think about art and aesthetics at a time when few evangelicals
did.
Rationale for this Study
The story of twentieth-century evangelicalism has been played out through the
action of men of strong wills and even stronger personalities. Billy Graham, Carl F. H.
Henry, Charles Fuller, Harold Ockenga—most historians of American religion will
readily recognize these names, for they stood as the personification of evangelical belief
and action and captured the attention of a national audience. But these men did not
operate alone. Evangelicalism was—and remains—a popular movement, and a host of
national and regional figures had as much, if not greater, impact upon the evangelical
movement. Frank Gaebelein was one such individual. Gaebelein stood with other
leading evangelicals and helped shape the evangelical resurgence of the twentieth
century. He was a tireless champion of Christian education, and the now-popular mantra
of “the integration of faith and learning” is rightly attributed to him. 3 For over forty
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The term was first used in Frank Gaebelein, The Pattern of God’s Truth (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1954).
3

years, he was the headmaster of The Stony Brook School, a premier Christian academy to
which leading evangelicals looked to provide their sons with a Christ-centered
education. 4 He oversaw the publication of the National Association of Evangelicals’ first
systematic overview of education, Christian Education in a Democracy, and this, along
with his book, The Pattern of God’s Truth, were still required reading for any teacher
seeking certification with the Association of Christian Schools International, the largest
evangelical Christian school association in America, through at least 2003. 5 In this
regard, Gaebelein brought Protestant Christian schooling out of the ethnic enclaves of
German Lutheranism and Dutch Reformed Calvinism and helped lay the ideological
foundation for a movement that now educates over a million students each year. 6 What
is more, he placed such schooling in the context of democratic society, and he spoke to
the social and political context in which such private religious education should operate.

4

Among the notable alumni of The Stony Brook School are Franklin Graham, the
son of Billy Graham, David M. Howard, former international director of the World
Evangelical Fellowship and the son of noted missionary Philip E. Howard, Jr.; Walter
Martin, a popular evangelical apologist and author of Kingdom of the Cults; the Rev.
Gordon MacDonald of Grace Chapel in Lexington, Mass.; and Norman Koop, the son of
former surgeon general C. Everett Koop.
5

Frank Gaebelein, Christian Education in a Democracy: The Report of the N.A.E.
Committee (New York: Oxford University Press, 1951); Association of Christian Schools
International, Philosophy Requirements for Teachers and Administrator (Colorado
Springs, Co.: ACSI, 2003).
6

Presently, there are over 1,000,000 students enrolled in ACSI-affiliated schools
around the world, with hundreds of thousands more enrolled in similar schools associated
with different Christian-school networks and associations, including the Seventh-day
Adventist church and various fundamentalist organizations like the American Association
of Christian Schools. Precise statistics on Christian school enrollment are difficult to
come by. The latest statistics from the National Center for Educational Statistics can be
found at http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/2007/section1/indicator04.asp#info; Internet;
accessed 12 March 2008. The NCES figures lump certain evangelical schools together
with Jewish and Islamic schools in the “affiliated—other religious category” but does not
provide a breakdown that better indicates total Christian school enrollment.
4

If Gaebelein’s influence in Christian education was not reason enough, the
remainder of his life makes him a worthy topic for a dissertation. He was involved in
some of the defining moments of evangelicalism, even if he was not at the forefront of
those situations. He was a prolific writer, contributing numerous articles and editorials to
the leading evangelical publications of his day. He was co-editor of the fundamentalist
journal Our Hope (established by his father, Arno C. Gaebelein), as well as the popular
evangelical magazines Eternity Magazine and Christianity Today, where he served as
interim editor of the later during an extended absence by the editor Carl F. H. Henry.
Gaebelein covered Billy Graham’s New York City Crusade for the readers of the
moderate fundamentalist journal, Moody Monthly, and he contributed a number of
articles on mountain climbing to The Sunday School Times, making spiritual application
from his experiences climbing the great mountains of North America. 7
Gaebelein was a respected Bible scholar and an ordained minister in the
Reformed Episcopal Church. 8 In his early years, he wrote a number of commentaries on
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It is an interesting fact that many fundamentalist and evangelical leaders of the
early twentieth century were mountain climbers. J. Gresham Machen, A. Allan A.
MacRae, and Francis Schaeffer were all noted mountaineers. A psychological study of
such men might prove fascinating but is obviously beyond the scope of this dissertation.
8

Interestingly, Frank Gaebelein never attended seminary or received any other
formal theological training prior to his ordination. In the eyes of his contemporaries,
many of whom also lacked a high degree of theological training, Gaebelein possessed a
keen theological mind. This, along with his steadfastness in upholding the fundamentals
of the evangelical faith kept him in good standing with the hierarchy of the Reformed
Episcopal Church, which was, through much of its history, a sort of “high-brow”
fundamentalist denomination that produced an inordinate amount of leaders in the
fundamentalist movement. Two of the most significant fundamentalist leaders that came
out of the Reformed Episcopal Church were James M. Gray and William Culbertson,
third and fifth presidents of the Moody Bible Institute, respectively. For more on the
history of this denomination, see: David H. Butler, Standing Against the Whirlwind:
Evangelical Episcopalians in the Nineteenth Century (New York: Oxford University
5

various books of the Bible, including a series on the Minor Prophets that would prove to
be instrumental in the formation of his own social concern. He helped edit the New
Scofield Reference Bible, which, because of its marginal notes and references, remains
the Bible of dispensationalism, but, surprisingly, he did not consider himself an ardent
dispensationalist at the end of his life. He was a style editor for the New International
Version of the Bible, and he also edited a multi-volume commentary of the Bible that
remains a standard of popular evangelical scholarship. 9
Although he remained a theologically conservative evangelical, his commitment
to truth launched him along a political trajectory different than that taken by many of his
theological kin. The call for justice and compassion found in the prophets and the
gospels led him in later years to focus on the needs of the poor and the oppressed. When
he went to cover Martin Luther King, Jr.’s march in Selma, Alabama, for Christianity
Today, he defied the wishes of his publisher and crossed over to march with the
protestors. He met with Ronald Sider and other young evangelicals in Chicago in 1973
and became a signatory of the Declaration of Evangelical Social Concern, the impetus for
the formation of Evangelicals for Social Action. 10 Most of the published articles written
during the last decade of his life fell into two categories, with the greatest being a desire
to see evangelicalism embrace social and racial justice. When he passed away in the

Press, 1995); Allen C. Guelzo, For the Union of Evangelical Chistendom: The Irony of
the Reformed Episcopalians (University Park, Penn: Penn State Press, 1984).
9

Frank E. Gaebelein, ed. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, vol. 1-12 (Grand
Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 1978-1992).
10

More than just signing the document, he put pen to paper and actually drafted
the Declaration. See Chapter Seven of this paper for a more detailed discussion.
6

early 1980s, he had just begun turning his attention towards the biblical role of woman in
the church, a theme taken up and extended by his daughter, Gretchen Gaebelein Hull. 11
The other topic that occupied much of Gaebelein’s thinking during the 1960s and
1970s was the relationship of Christianity to the arts. Gaebelein was himself a
technically accomplished pianist, and he reveled in bringing the best musicians to play at
The Stony Brook School. His interest in music and the arts combined with his quest for
the truth to lead him to ponder the relationship between Scripture and aesthetics.
Unfortunately, he died before completing a final work on Christianity and the arts, but his
various writings on the subject were posthumously edited by D. Bruce Lockerbie and
published as The Christian, the Arts, and the Truth: Regaining the Vision of Greatness. 12
During his lifetime, the evangelical community recognized the importance of
Gaebelein’s contribution to the movement. Wheaton College bestowed upon him an
honorary Doctor of Letters degree in 1931, the Reformed Episcopal Seminary awarded
him the degree of Doctor of Divinity in 1951, and Houghton College presented him with
an honorary Doctor of Laws degree in 1960. As an “elder statesman” of the evangelical
movement in the 1970s and 1980s, he graced the cover of both Christianity Today (twice)
and Eternity magazine, the flagship periodicals of the evangelical movement.

11

For more on Gretchen Hull’s ministry, see the following works written or edited
by her: Equal to Serve (Old Tappan, N.J.: Fleming H. Revell, 1987); “The Two Become
One: Wives and Husbands as Equal Partners in the Home,” ESA Advocate (Mar. 1991):
14-15; Gretchen Gaebelein Hull, “An Exegetical Case for the Full Participation of
Women and Men in the Church,” Journal of Biblical Equality 3 (1991): 4-22.
12

Frank Gaebelein, The Christian, the Arts, and the Truth: Regaining the Vision of
Greatness, ed. D. Bruce Lockerbie (Portland, Oregon: Multnomah Press, 1985).
7

Gaebelein and Truth
Gaebelein was a prolific author who stressed the central role that truth occupied in
defining the mission and calling of American evangelicalism. Granted, he lived and
worked as a modern man of the twentieth century before the acids of postmodernity had
dissolved the façade of Enlightened notions of truth, but it would be short-sighted and
wrong to assume that Gaebelein’s attachment to truth was merely an appendage to his
commitment to modernity. Some might rightly observe that his apprehension of truth
was pre-modern, harkening back to the classical and Christian ideas of St. Augustine and
St. Paul. But Gaebelein himself would have found even this anchorage of truth to be
woefully inadequate. Truth, rooted in the very nature and being of God, was not modern
or pre-modern, but eternal, with profound implications for how one should live regardless
of the epochal label attached to the days of one’s life.
As a Christian, Gaebelein was concerned with the ideal of truth, but as an
American evangelical, he was also concerned about the application of truth into all
aspects of life. As an educator, he sought to understand how God’s truth, as revealed in
Scripture, affected the content and method of teaching. As a writer and Bible editor, he
was concerned with the truthful use of words to accurately tell the story of God and his
people. Truth was the criterion by which Gaebelein evaluated culture, whether it was the
high culture of classical music and fine literature, or the more pressing issue of how we
should treat the disenfranchised and social outcasts left on the margins of American
society. It was Gaebelein’s commitment to truth that led him to take a stand for racial
justice, to promote the cause of the poor and oppressed, and to seriously consider how
Scripture relates to music and the arts.

8

Gaebelein was not alone in his quest for knowing and living the truth, of course.
As Peter Hicks illustrates in his book Evangelicals & Truth, the leaders of twentieth
century fundamentalism and evangelicalism have always had a vital interest in the
matter. 13 Indeed, one would do well to remember that the subtitle to The Fundamentals,
the seminal work of early fundamentalism published in 1910, was nothing less than, A
Testimony to the Truth. 14 For the rest of that century, numerous evangelical stalwarts in
both the United States and abroad came to defend the reality and nature of truth as
revealed by Scripture. 15 Gaebelein, however, stood apart for the singular focus he gave
to truth as an epistemological and axiological principle. Again, nearly all that he knew
and all that he did stemmed from his commitment to truth. By standing fast to this
commitment, he sometimes led evangelicalism in the direction it should go (e.g., by his
seminal work in developing an evangelical philosophy of education), while at other times
he epitomized the larger trends developing within evangelicalism (e.g. the move away

13

Peter Hicks, Evangelicals & Truth: A Creative Proposal for a Postmodern Age
(Leicester, England: Apollos, 1998).
14

George Marsden, ed. The Fundamentals: A Testimony to the Truth, 12 vols. in 4
vols., Fundamentalism in American Religion, 1880-1950 (New York: Garland, 1988,
1910).
15

Consider, for examples, this short list of titles by leading evangelicals and
fundamentalists: D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Truth Unchanged, Unchanging (New York;
London: Fleming H. Revell, 1950); Harold Lindsell and Charles J. Woodbridge, A
Handbook of Christian Truth (Westwood, N.J.: Fleming H. Revell, 1953); David Otis
Fuller, ed., Valiant for the Truth: A Treasury of Evangelical Writings (New York:
McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1961); Arthur F. Holmes, All Truth is God’s Truth (Grand
Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans, 1977); Francis Schaeffer, A Christian View of the
Bible as Truth (Westchester, Ill.: Crossway Books, 1982); D. A. Carson and John D.
Woodbridge, Scripture and Truth (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 1983); Alister E.
McGrath, A Passion for Truth (Leicester, England: APOLLOS, 1996).
9

from the cultural isolationism of fundamentalism towards a more positive engagement
with the larger world of culture).
Given that truth was so central to Gaebelein’s thinking, what did he mean when
he spoke of truth? How could truth be known and recognized? Gaebelein did not face
the epistemological crisis left in the wake of a rising postmodernism, and, unfortunately,
his explication of the content and context of truth was somewhat unclear. For a man so
wholly committed to truth, having used the word in the majority of his critical articles
and essays on education, the arts, and society, it seems that he often assumed that his
readers simply understood what he meant whenever he spoke of truth. And considering
who his audience was—American evangelicals who shared his commitment to biblical
authority—they most likely did. For many evangelicals, truth was self-evident and
unavoidable. This uncritical acceptance of truth may have made for a steadfastness of
belief and understanding among evangelical believers, but for the modern historian or
scholar, it often leaves us wanting further explanation. Only recently have scholars
turned their attention to evangelical notions of truth. Peter Hicks, for example, has done
some promising research by looking not at what evangelicals believe to be true, but rather
by looking at what evangelicals believe about truth itself. A careful look at the writings
of Gaebelein may, then, help explicate this evangelical notion of truth and provide
scholars of evangelicalism with a better understanding of the motivations and intentions
of the movement in the twentieth century.
Literature on Frank E. Gaebelein
Given the many interests and activities in which Gaebelein had a hand, it is
surprising that very little has been written about him. He is frequently cited, and by a

10

most eclectic group of individuals, at that. Fundamentalists at Bob Jones University,
Adventist educators, evangelical feminists, and cultural commentators of all sorts have
made positive reference to him. 16 But there has been little deep or systematic reflection
on his life or ideas. A number of works have been written about his father, and some of
these have touched on Frank Gaebelein, but there has been no book or dissertation that
has been singularly devoted to his contribution to Christian schooling or the history of
evangelicalism. 17 He appeared on the cover of Eternity in 1954 when the magazine
published excerpts from The Pattern of God’s Truth, and there was a flurry of laudatory
remembrances published upon his death in most leading evangelical magazines. A few
biographical sketches have been published in reference works on Christian education and
online, but among scholarly publications, there is only one published essay interacting
with his philosophy of education, one essay posted online critiquing his approach to the
arts, and one article describing his educational ideas. 18

16

See, for example: Bob Jones University Philosophy Committee, The Christian
Philosophy of Education (Greenville, S.C.: Bob Jones University Press, 1978); Don Roy,
“‘Integration of Faith and Learning’ Revisited: A Discussion Starter,” available from
http://inex.andrews.edu/tot//pdf/Paper_-_IFL_Revisited.pdf; Internet; accessed 4 Feb.
2008; Gretchen Gaebelein Hull, Equal to Serve.
17

For books on Arno C. Gaebelein that touch on Frank Gaebelein, see the
following: Wilbur M. Smith, Arno C. Gaebelein, A Memoir (New York: Our Hope Press,
1946); Yaakov Ariel, On Behalf of Israel: American Fundamentalist Attitudes Toward
Jews, Judaism, and Zionism, 1865-1945, Chicago Studies in the History of American
Religion (Brooklyn: Carlson Publishing Inc.); Michael D. Stallard, Early Twentieth
Century Dispensationalism of Arno C. Gaebelein (New York: Edwin Mellen Press,
2003). David Rausch includes the transcripts of a series of extensive interviews with
Frank Gaebelein in his biography of Arno C. Gaebelein. See David Rausch, Arno C.
Gaebelein, 1861-1945: Irenic Fundamentalist and Scholar (New York: Edwin Mellen
Press, 1983), 191-288.
18

See, for example, Iris V. Cully, “Gaebelein, Frank E.” in Harper’s Encyclopedia
of Religious Education ed. Iris V Cully and Kendig B. Cully (New York: Harper and
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D. Bruce Lockerbie, a protégé of Gaebelein and former teacher at the Stony
Brook School, has written an enlightening history of the school entitled The Way They
Should Go. This is a thorough, sympathetic history of the first fifty years of the school
that Gaebelein helped establish and run for over forty years. The strength of Lockerbie’s
work is that it does a good job describing the personal life and inner character of
Gaebelein. It is, however, more centrally focused on the history of the institution rather
than of the man and does not, therefore, correspond to the intent of this dissertation. 19
Two other dissertations have looked at Gaebelein’s educational thought in
comparison with other educational theorists. The most sustained treatment is found in
Dana Wright’s 1999 Princeton Theological Seminary dissertation, Ecclesial Theatrics:
Towards a Reconstruction of Evangelical Christian Education Theory. In this, Wright
carefully examines the educational writings of three evangelical educators, Frank
Gaebelein, Lawrence Richards, and Robert Pazmino, in the light of Karl Barth’s
theological vision. Wright has a clear grasp on Gaebelein’s educational ideas and
activities, but he largely limits his focus to Gaebelein’s educational ideas since he wrote
his dissertation in an attempt to ultimately reshape the “evangelical imagination vis a vis

Row, 1990), 265; William F. Falkner, “Gaebelein, Frank Ely” in Evangelical Dictionary
of Christian Education, ed. By Michael J. Anthony (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker
Academic, 2001), 308; Cheryl Fawcett & Jamie Thompson, “Christian Educators: Frank
E. Gaebelein,” Christian Educators of the twentieth Century Project, available from
http://www.talbot.edu/ce20/educators/view.cfm?n=frank_gaebelein; Internet; accessed 28
Jan. 2008. The last item is probably the most extensive biography and, overall, quite well
done, but as of this date, it still contains a significant number of errors in detail, e.g.,
referencing The Stony Brook School as The Stony Brook Academy, errors in chronology,
etc. The essence of the online biography can also be found in Cheryl Fawcett, “Frank E.
Gaebelein: Integrator of Truth,” Christian Education Journal 3rd ser., 1, no. 1 (Fall 2003):
104-120.
19

D. Bruce Lockerbie, The Way They Should Go (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1972).
12

Christian education theorizing.” 20 Philip Donald McLeod’s 1993 Marquette University
dissertation examines, in part, the life of Frank Gaebelein in comparison to three other
Christian educators, but it relies heavily upon secondary sources and is far less extensive
of its treatment of Gaebelein’s ideas and influence. McLeod does note the difficulty of
obtaining primary source material on Gaebelein and the early Christian school
movement, a difficulty that this author also has encountered. 21 The shortcoming of both
of these earlier studies is their singular focus on Gaebelein’s educational ideas and
general neglect of his work and influence in the larger evangelical community.
After nearly five years of serious research, little else has turned up in regard to a
sustained treatment of Gaebelein’s life and thought. 22 Part of the reason for this lacuna
of scholarship on Gaebelein revolves around the relative inaccessibility of his personal
papers. Currently, his personal works are in the possession of one of his daughters who

20

Dana Wright, “Ecclesial Theatrics: Towards a Reconstruction of Evangelical
Christian Education Theory” (Ph.D. diss., Princeton Theological Seminary, 1999), 2.
21

McLeod looks at two Catholic educators, Archbishop John Hughes of New
York and Bishop Bernard McQuaid of Rochester, and two Protestant educators, Frank
Gaebelein and Mark Fakkema. On the difficulty of gathering primary source material on
the history of evangelical Christian schooling, see Philip Donald McLeod, “The Rise of
Catholic and Evangelical Christian Schools in the nineteenth and twentieth Centuries”
(Ph.D. diss., Marquette University, 1993), xvi, 124-126.
22

The following are the sum remaining works that touch, some very briefly, on
Frank Gaebelein: David S. Faber, “Modernism, Postmodernism, and the Problem of
Criterion.” Direction 30, no. 2 (Fall 2001): 162-176; Robert J. Eells, “Creation,
Redemption, and Doing Your Best: Gaebelein’s Approach to Learning,” in Christian
Approaches to Learning Theory, ed. Norman DeJong (Lanham, Md.: University Press of
America, 1984), 13-29. The standard works on the history of fundamentalism and
evangelicalism mention him only in passing, if at all. See George Marsden,
Fundamentalism and American Culture: The Shaping of Twentieth Century
Evangelicalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980); Joel Carpenter, Revive Us
Again: The Reawakening of American Fundamentalism (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1997), 62; George Marsden, Reforming Fundamentalism: Fuller Seminary and the
New Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W. B. Eerdmans, 1987), 27, 143, 188.
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has been very careful to protect Gaebelein’s name and legacy. Access to these papers has
been very limited.
At the same time, very little has been published on the history of Christian
schooling, which is quite surprising given the size of the Christian school movement in
America today. John Bolt of Calvin College has written an adequate history of Dutch
Reformed Church schools, but there is still no good published history of American
Christian schools, let alone anything addressing the particular contribution of Frank
Gaebelein to the movement. 23 A few dissertations have been written about the history of
particular Christian school associations, but most of these are now dated, having been
written before the explosive growth of Christian schooling in the 1980s and 1990s. 24 To

23
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back to biblical times. The second volume does touch on the modern Christian school
movement, but the bulk of its chapters reflect on the developments within colonial and
early national education. While an interesting account written by a Christian-school
insider, the work is somewhat derivative, relying heavily upon secondary sources. Paul
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For detailed but dated dissertations on Dutch Reformed schools, see Jerome
DeJong, “The Parent-Controlled Christian School: A Study of the Historical Background,
the Theological Basis, and the Theoretical Implications of Parent-Controlled Education in
the Schools Associated with the Christian Reformed Church in America” (Ph.D. diss.,
New York University, 1954); Milford F. Henkel, Jr., “History of the Christian Day
Schools Affiliated with the National Union of Christian Schools” (Ph.D. diss., University
of Pittsburgh, 1958). For the history of evangelical Christian schooling, see Frances
Simpson, “The Development of the National Association of Christian Schools” (Ph.D.
diss., Southwest Baptist Theological Seminary, 1955); Warren S. Benson, “A History of
the National Association of Christian Schools During the Period of 1947-1972” (Ph.D.
diss., Loyola University of Chicago, 1975); Daniel M. Gleason, “A Study of the Christian
School Movement” (Ed.D. diss., University of North Dakota, 1980); David L. Roth, “A
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diss, Northern Illinois University, 1981); Donald R. Young, “The Historical Development
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date, the best volume on Gaebelein’s particular contribution to Christian schooling is D.
Bruce Lockerbie’s The Way They Should Go, an institutional history of The Stony Brook
School.
Recent years have seen a growing number of books and articles published by
evangelical Christians interested in relating their faith to both social action and the arts,
but there have been significantly less written on the history of this development. 25 While
certain evangelical thinkers have rightly been the focus of such study, Gaebelein’s role in
this important development is rarely noted and largely overlooked. 26 Clearly, then, there
is a need for a thorough examination of Frank Gaebelein’s life and ideas.

of Selected Independent Fundamental Christian Schools” (Ph.D. diss., Miami University,
1981).
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For example, see the following on modern evangelical social action: Tom Sine,
The Mustard Seed Conspiracy (Waco, Tex.: Word Books, 1981); Jim Wallis, ed., The
Rise of Christian Conscience: The Emergence of a Dramatic Renewal Movement in the
Church Today (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1987); Ronald J. Sider, Rich Christians
in an Age of Hunger, 3d ed., (Dallas: Word, 1990). For examples of evangelicals
engaging the arts, see Franky Schaeffer, Addicted to Mediocrity: twentieth Century
Christians and the Arts (Westchester, Ill.: Cornerstone Books, 1981); Bob Briner,
Roaring Lambs: A Gentle Plan to Radically Change Our World (Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Zondervan Publishing House, 1993); Kenneth A. Myers, All God’s Children and Blue
Suede Shoes: Christians and Popular Culture (Westchester, Ill.: Crossway Books, 1989);
Steve Turner, Imagine: A Vision for Christians in the Arts (Downers Grove, Ill.:
InterVarsity Press, 2001); Leland, Ryken, Culture in Christian Perspective: A Door to
Understanding & Enjoying the Arts (Portland, Or.: Multnomah Press, 1986).
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Ronald Sider, perhaps the most well-known and respected evangelical involved
in social justice ministries, has pointed out the significance of Gaebelein’s presence at the
1973 Chicago meeting of evangelicals that set the stage for the modern rediscovery of
evangelicalism’s social conscience. See Ronald J. Sider, ed., The Chicago Declaration
(Carol Stream, Ill.: Creation House, 1974). In the area of arts, we have already noted that
D. Bruce Lockerbie compiled most of Frank Gaebelein’s writings on the subject in The
Christian, the Arts, and the Truth.
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Fundamentalism and Evangelicalism
The quality and quantity of scholarly writing on both fundamentalism and
evangelicalism has grown exponentially during the last twenty-five years. Whereas this
religious movement encompassing most conservative Protestants was woefully ignored
and frequently mischaracterized until the 1970s, since the 1980s, the problem has gone in
the opposite direction. Now, with a vast repository of scholarship available, the problem
becomes one of discerning the best options while trying to address matters generally
rather than getting lost in the minutia of scholastic refinement and exceptions. Before
examining the literature, it would be helpful to first define the terms “fundamentalism”
and “evangelicalism,” as well as sketching out the historical development of both. It is
necessary to look at the two together as they are intimately connected, and the difference
between the two is often a matter of degree rather than categorical separation. From this
historical definition, a survey of the key works on fundamentalism and evangelicalism
will lead to a review of the literature on Christian schooling, where good surveys of the
Christian school movement are still lacking. A brief sketch of the literature on
evangelicals and politics will conclude this chapter.
Fundamentalism
The matter of definition is made problematic by the connotations associated with
the term fundamentalist, both historically and today. Harold O.J Brown recounts the
treatment received by Georges Florovsky, an Orthodox priest who fled Russia and later
taught at Harvard Divinity School in 1960s. Wrote Brown, “Florovsky was considered a
bit odd [by the rest of the faculty at Harvard Divinity School]. And he had the
explanation for it: ‘Around here,’ he said, ‘they call me a Fundamentalist because I
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believe in God.’” The item to note here is not that a divinity school faculty was perceived
to be hostile to theism in any orthodox form, but, rather, that the method used to isolate
and criticize such orthodoxy was to simply label such belief fundamentalist. In that same
article, Brown went on to note that, “Fundamentalist, for the moment, is still such a term
of disrespect in the eyes of the world that it is being left, uncontested, to those of us who
are willing to claim it.” 27 Similarly, E. J. Carnell, a one-time fundamentalist who broke
with the movement as a leader of the new evangelical movement, went so far as to call
fundamentalism “orthodoxy gone cultic.” 28 When reactionary Islamists stormed the
Iranian embassy in 1979, they, too, received the appellation of fundamentalist, further
diminishing any positive cache associated with the term.
Another difficulty with definition centers on the dynamic nature of conservative
Protestantism, of which fundamentalism and evangelicalism are two very important
constituents. The boundaries of fundamentalism and evangelicalism are constantly in
flux, making it very hard to state with any authority who or what constitutes
evangelicalism or fundamentalism. Historian Timothy L. Smith, writing in 1986, felt it
necessary to change his descriptive imagery of evangelicalism from a “mosaic” of
various constituent parts to a “kaleidoscope” of ever-changing, fluid, and dynamic forces,
thereby emphasizing the dynamic element of the movement. 29 Definitions are further
challenged by various historians operating within the larger evangelical tradition who
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have staked out competing claims regarding what constituted the “authentic” evangelical
tradition. Some Pentecostal and Holiness historians have, for example, taken umbrage at
the heavy emphasis on Reformed Christianity that was a central feature of much of the
early historiography of evangelicalism and fundamentalism. 30
For much of the twentieth century, most scholarly views of fundamentalism were
colored by the popular prose of journalists and cultural critics who wrote in the wake of
the Scopes Trial. The notion of fundamentalists as noxious country bumpkins from the
South was propagated by H. L. Mencken and Walter Lippmann and then expanded by
such writers as Maynard Shipley (writing of the war between fundamentalism and
science) and Frederick Lewis Allen in his very influential history of the 1920s, Only
Yesterday. 31 Stuart Cole and H. Richard Niebuhr continued to propagate the standard
storyline on fundamentalism in their writings, leaving the movement in the rural
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See, for example, the writings of Donald W. Dayton, “The Holy Spirit and
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Essential Evangelicalism Dialectic: The Historiography of the Early Neo-Evangelical
Movement and the Observer-Participant Dilemma,” Church History (Mar. 1991): 70-84;
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See, for example, H. L. Mencken, “To Expose a Fool,” The American Mercury
(Oct. 1925): 160. Edward L. Larson's Summer for the Gods: The Scopes Trial and
America’s Continuing Debate Over Science and Religion (New York: Basic Books,
1997) presents a very thorough review of this literature.
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backwaters of America, a defeated reaction to the unrelenting forces of urbanization and
modernity. 32
Ernest Sandeen brought a much-needed corrective to our understanding of the
movement in his book, The Roots of Fundamentalism: British and American
Millenarianism 1800-1930. 33 Sandeen highlighted the fact that fundamentalists were
intelligent, often urban (if not urbane) individuals committed to a form of Protestant
orthodoxy centered on millenarianism and biblical authority. Sandeen brought the
fundamentalists out of the realm of caricature and into the world of real historical actors,
and the reformation of scholarship on fundamentalism was underway. 34
George Marsden worked off of Sandeen's book, first in an extended review in the
journal Christian Scholars Review and later in his groundbreaking book, Fundamentalism
and American Culture. Marsden defined early fundamentalism as a mosaic of Protestant
movements that had come together around the turn of the century, highlighting the role of
Keswick holiness, dispensationalism, and denominational conservatives. He has called
fundamentalists “angry” evangelicals, highlighting their militant opposition to modernist
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Sandeen’s work was not perfect, to be sure. He overstated the novelty of the
Princetonian's (i.e., Archibald Alexander and Charles Hodge of Princeton University)
appeal to inerrancy in the original autographs as an apologetic defense of the authority of
Scripture, and millenarianism was not such a defining feature of fundamentalism as
Sandeen made it out to be. Nevertheless, The Roots of Fundamentalism stood head and
shoulders above all previous works on the movement.
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Protestantism. 35 Marsden also noted the movement’s dynamic, fluid status.
Fundamentalism was always, “a loose, diverse, and changing federation of cobelligerents united by their fierce opposition to modernist attempts to bring Christianity
into line with modern thought.” Internal tensions within the fundamentalist movement
emerged as these various constituencies sought to define the movement in terms that
were sometimes at conflict with each other. 36
David Beale, in Pursuit of Purity: American Fundamentalism Since 1850,
provides an interesting counter definition. Beale, professor of church history and Bible at
Bob Jones University, is himself a self-professed fundamentalist. According to Beale, a
fundamentalist is one who is committed to the authority and inerrancy of Scripture and
the practice of personal and ecclesiastical holiness. This emphasis on holiness works
itself out in the doctrine of separation wherein a fundamentalist disassociated himself
with those who have compromised the faith, or even with those who maintain fellowship
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For example, the other-worldliness of dispensational premillennialism, an
important theological component of many fundamentalist theologies, was often at odds
with the temporal, activist impulse of an evangelical faith that sought to win America and
the world for Christ. The former tended to isolate fundamentalists in intellectual and
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1989), 61-76.
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with those who have compromised the faith (known as second-degree separation). Beale
also notes that the only true fundamentalist is a militant fundamentalist. 37
Other definitions are legion. Mark Sidwell, another fundamentalist insider, has
written in The Dividing Line that a fundamentalist is one who has a commitment to
certain core truths and adherence to these truths is the ground for fellowship. 38 The
Fundamentalism Project, a multi-volume examination of global fundamentalism edited
by Martin Marty and R. Scott Appleby, examined global fundamentalism (taking it
beyond the confines of Protestantism) as embattled religious believers who have
confronted the changes wrought by modernity by selectively adopting certain traditional
religious tropes, doctrines, and practices. 39 Likewise, Pauline C. Westerman has argued
that fundamentalism is essentially an attempt to restore psychological and social unity in
a modern world of fragmentation. Fundamentalism in all its various manifestations
represents a desire for wholeness. 40 There is certainly some truth to this broad,
sociological understanding of who is a fundamentalist, as these conservative believers
typically have sought wholeness and consistency between theology and praxis. But most
sociological analyses of fundamentalism, Marty & Appleby’s included, stumble by
casting such a wide net. Broad categorizations and definitions of fundamentalism
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ultimately lose definitional coherence. Social, ethnic, and nationalistic movements can
just as easily get ensnared in such definition latitude, watering down the theological
center of authentic fundamentalism.
When all is said and done, it seems that there are nearly as many definitions of
fundamentalism as there are varieties of fundamentalists—a major accomplishment,
given fundamentalism's penchant for forming new movements and denominations. In
this dissertation, fundamentalism will be defined in its historical and religious context. A
definition along the lines of that offered by Marsden is most fruitful. In essence,
fundamentalism was (and remains) a religious movement of militantly anti-modernist
Protestants who developed a unique identity during the first half of the twentieth century
centered on a defense of orthodox theology, the authority of Scripture, and a commitment
to personal holiness. While opposition to biological evolution and acceptance of
millenarianism were often embraced by fundamentalists, these beliefs flowed from
fundamentalism’s prior commitment to the authority of Scripture. As will be discussed
later in this chapter, fundamentalist self-identity was altered during the latter years of the
twentieth century in reaction to the emergence of the new evangelical movement, or more
simply, evangelicalism, but the essential contours of this definition remain.
Evangelicalism
Evangelicalism is a term long associated with Protestantism. Definitionally, the
word is rooted in the Greek word euangelion, used in Scripture to describe the
redemptive message of Jesus Christ, the “good news” of the gospel. The term was used
descriptively of the churches that emerged from the Protestant Reformation, and most
expressions of orthodox Protestantism in America were identified as “evangelical”
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throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth century. A typical example can be found in the
ecumenical association of British and American Protestants who established the
Evangelical Alliance in London in 1846. This gathering of evangelical Protestants
sought to foster cooperation in missions and worship. Throughout the later decades of
the nineteenth century, numerous national conferences of The Evangelical Alliance met
across the country and served to institutionalize the cooperative activities of American
Protestants. The term evangelical thus became associated with broadly orthodox
Protestantism, but also with notions of cooperation and trans-denominational union.
By the early decades of the twentieth century, however, the term evangelical had
fallen into relative disuse. By that time, nineteenth-century evangelicalism had split into
competing camps of fundamentalists and modernists, and the evangelical alliance that
had once encompassed nearly every major Protestant denomination and fellowship was
now broken apart in fratricidal conflict. Conservative Protestants would occasionally
refer to themselves as evangelicals in the 1920s and 1930s, but it was not until the
formation of the National Association of Evangelicals (NAE) in 1942 that the word
evangelical took on new life and meaning.
The NAE was established by a group of fundamentalist pastors and theologians
who wanted to separate from some of the more negative aspects of fundamentalism,
particularly a strand of anti-intellectualism and pugnacity that, while not necessary
reflective of the movement as a whole, had nevertheless captured the popular imagination
surrounding fundamentalism in the wake of the Scopes Trial in Dayton, Tennessee.
Leading evangelicals such as Harold Ockenga of Park Street Church in Boston and Carl
F. H. Henry of Wheaton College in Wheaton, Illinois, were insistent that fundamentalism
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had lost sight of the essence of biblical Christianity and needed to return to a more
positive, engaging approach to culture and cultural conflict. Andrew Blackwood, an
editor of a collection of sermons preached by leading evangelicals, identified the
movement this way: “Sometimes as Evangelicals we refer to ourselves as exponents of
the older orthodoxy, or as conservative in doctrine and progressive in method. . . .
Throughout this book the term Evangelical stands for nothing combative or controversial.
. . . As Evangelicals our distinctive differences have to do mainly with our beliefs about
the Bible itself.” 41
The word evangelical was chosen by these erstwhile fundamentalists because of
the positive connotations associated with the word from its earlier, nineteenth-century
context. In order to distinguish itself from that earlier movement, some scholars, critics,
and occasionally evangelicals themselves identify this later reaction to fundamentalism as
“new evangelicalism” or “neo-evangelicalism.” Others, however, simply called this
movement evangelicalism. 42
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Evangelicals were somewhat leery of the term “neo-evangelical” because of its
phonetic connotation with the term neo-orthodoxy, a theological development that
remained suspect in the minds of most conservative evangelicals. While appreciative of
the reaffirmation of human sinfulness as outlined by Karl Barth, they balked at the lack of
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Occasionally other groups of orthodox Protestants who had little connection to
fundamentalism were also classified as evangelicals. David Bebbington, for example,
has defined four characteristics that, together, identify and define evangelicalism, but
these four characteristics—conversion, eagerness to learn from the Bible, activism rooted
in zeal for the gospel, and an appeal to the Cross as the means of redemption—are as
descriptive for fundamentalists as evangelicals, as well as a variety of other Protestant
fellowships and associations. 43 That this definition of evangelicalism may be too broad
is hinted at by Bebbington himself, as he noted that only 15 percent of evangelicals, as
defined by these four characteristics, actually call themselves evangelicals.
George Marsden has perhaps best defined the essential feature of the new
evangelicalism. The new evangelicals were Protestant reformers who “repudiated both
the doctrinal and the cultural implications of a thoroughgoing dispensationalism while
they remained loyal to the fundamentals of fundamentalism. Put another way, their
version of fundamentalism was defined primarily by the culturally centrist tradition of
nineteenth-century American evangelicalism.” 44 In some regard, the new evangelicals
were a modern form of the classic Calvinist Protestantism that had been a central feature
of American religious life from colonial times. This was not the rigid, doctrinal
Calvinism of Old School Presbyterianism, nor was it the reanimation of heightened
Reformed Confessionalism as was found in such immigrant groups like the Dutch
Christian Reformed Church. “Rather, they were much more like the broadly Calvinist
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interdenominational evangelicalism that had wide influence in nineteenth-century
American culture.” 45
Doctrinally, evangelicals tended to remain very close to the formulations of the
fundamentalist movement, though they did exhibit a greater willingness to engage in
dialog with other orthodox Protestant traditions. Doctrine, even though stripped down to
what was considered to be the evangelical core, was nevertheless an important defining
feature of the new evangelicalism. One early evangelical insider, theologian Harold
Lindsell, identified six key doctrines regarding the nature of God, humanity, redemption,
and eternal destiny that were essential for both salvation and as boundary-markers of
acceptable evangelical belief. According to Lindsell, denial of any of these core
doctrines precluded one from being an evangelical. 46
The new evangelical movement tended to center around some key figures and
institutions. Among the leaders of evangelicalism, none was more prominent or
important than Billy Graham. Indeed, one may say that Graham became the face and
spokesman of the evangelical movement, particularly after a number of successful
evangelistic campaigns in Los Angeles, New York City, and London in the 1940s and
45
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1950s. Other key figures within the evangelical movement were Carl F. H. Henry, often
considered to be the intellectual and theological center of the movement; evangelist
Charles Fuller of the popular radio broadcast, The Old Time Gospel Hour; Harold
Ockenga, pastor of Park Street Church in Boston; and Frank Gaebelein. Institutionally,
evangelicalism took hold in a number of formerly fundamentalist colleges such as
Wheaton College and Moody Bible Institute in Illinois, as well as at the new flagship
Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena, California. Some formerly fundamentalist
journals such as Eternity Magazine and Moody Monthly became important channels of
evangelical news and networking, but the most significant evangelical publication by far
was Christianity Today, established under the editorial guidance of Carl Henry in 1956.
Christianity Today, identified by its founders as “a magazine of evangelical conviction,”
sought to present the fundamental truths of the faith in an engaging and irenic spirit. It
called evangelicals to move to the vanguard in efforts to bring the biblical Christian
witness to bear on the social and moral problems of the day. The initial issue included
contributions from a number of leading evangelical scholars from both America and the
United Kingdom. 47
Fundamentalism, Again
Not all fundamentalists were happy with the new openness expressed by the
evangelical movement. A number of theological conservatives held on to the
fundamentalist label and insisted that Bible-believing Christians must separate
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themselves not only from theological modernists whom they considered apostate, but also
from “compromised” evangelicals who would engage in conversation with those outside
the narrow confines of fundamentalist theology and polity. This reactionary stance by
fundamentalists such as Bob Jones, John R. Rice, and Carl McIntire led them to a selfconsciously isolationist stance in ecclesiastical and cultural matters. Indeed, after the
1950s, self-identified fundamentalists took on a much darker cast than would have been
found in the earlier movement of the 1920s and 1930s. The locus of this “new
fundamentalism,” if one could call it that, shifted in a Southern, rural, and Baptist
direction. Whereas early twentieth-century fundamentalism was a largely urban and
Northern movement, leading new fundamentalist institutions were to be found in
Murfreesboro, Tennessee (home to The Sword of the Lord newspaper), Lynchburg,
Virginia (Thomas Road Baptist Church, home pulpit for the Rev. Jerry Falwell),
Pensacola, Florida (location of Pensacola Christian College, a leading fundamentalist
college and publisher of home-school curriculum), and Greenville, South Carolina (where
Bob Jones University is located).
Mark Sidwell, a fundamentalist historian at Bob Jones University, described the
increased stress on separation this way: “Unquestionably, a central concern of
fundamentalism has been its steadfast opposition to theological liberalism. . . . American
fundamentalists began a pattern of withdrawal and independence from liberalism. This
question became particularly pointed in the 1950s when the new evangelicalism
expressly challenged the tendency toward separatism. The result of that controversy was
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even greater stress on separation from all ties with liberalism.” 48 Similarly, another
fundamentalist academic has identified five characteristics of the contemporary
fundamentalist movement: (1) the importance of upholding core doctrinal convictions
(though doctrine alone does not define the contemporary fundamentalist); (2) militancy in
combating error and proclaiming truth, (3) ecclesiastical separation, including second
degree separation wherein a fundamentalist refuses to associate with new evangelicals as
well theological liberals; (4) a static movement, meaning that there is, at least in the selfperception of the fundamentalist, no essential change in doctrine or practice since New
Testament times); and (5) an awareness that it is, and will remain, a remnant and minority
movement. 49
In some ways, it seems that contemporary fundamentalists have embraced the
caricature of early fundamentalism that the evangelicals sought to put to rest. Selfprofessed fundamentalists are, by their own understanding, belligerent, obscurantist, and
outsiders to the larger streams of culture. Thus, one can find the following statement
about fundamentalism in a leading fundamentalist publication from 1997:
“Fundamentalism is defined as a Protestant view that affirms the absolute, unerring
authority of the Bible, rules out a scientific or critical study of the Scriptures, denies the
theory of evolution and holds that alternative religious views within Christianity and
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outside of Christianity are false.” 50 One might say that contemporary fundamentalism is
defined less by what it stands for and more by what it opposes. It is essentially a negative
movement, defined by what it is not, and cannot ever be, about: biblical criticism,
evolution, or anything contrary to accepted fundamentalist belief and practice.
These new fundamentalists often reserved some of their harshest criticism for the
evangelicals against whom they seemed to be reacting. According to one fundamentalist
historian of the movement, evangelicalism was a “major defection from
Fundamentalism” (and hence from biblical Christianity) that attempted to infiltrate and
accommodate theological liberalism. Evangelical leaders such as Bernard Ramm of
Baylor University “made concessions to evolutionists,” while Billy Graham accepted
“the sponsorship of liberals” at his evangelistic meetings. Some fundamentalists went so
far as to call evangelicalism a “new religion,” indicating its separation from what they
perceived to be Christian orthodoxy and practice. 51
While ideologues in both the new evangelical and fundamentalists camps tended
to draw clear boundaries between the two movements, it is important to realize that there
remained a high degree of overlap and interchange between the two groups. Indeed,
many conservative evangelicals moved quite freely in fundamentalist circles, and vice
versa. Francis Schaeffer was a leading evangelical and an active and prolific
commentator on cultural issues who found a welcomed platform at fundamentalist
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Liberty University, a Christian college established by the Rev. Jerry Falwell. Likewise,
Falwell, who in the 1980s sponsored the publication of The Fundamentalist Journal, was
just as quick to call himself a conservative evangelical when such an appellation served
his larger political or evangelistic purposes. Outsiders to both of these movements also
tended to lump fundamentalists and evangelicals together. One can read many popular
articles and books that lump such diverse Protestant communities as Pentecostals,
mainline-denomination evangelicals, Charismatics, conservative Mennonites, and
confessional Calvinists under the fundamentalist label.
The truth of the matter is that the difference between evangelicals and
fundamentalists often came down to a matter of tone rather than belief, action, or
organization. Historically, fundamentalists and evangelicals started out together, and
most leaders of the new evangelical movement started their careers and ministries as
fundamentalists in the 1930s and 1940s. In the early years of the evangelical movement,
people and institutions often crossed from one camp to another or saw no problem,
provided the proper context, for calling themselves either fundamentalist or evangelical.
Moody Bible Institute, the Bible Institute of Los Angeles (BIOLA), and Wheaton
College—these were the fundamentalist educational bastions in the 1930s. Throughout
the 1940s and 1950s, they remained quite conservative in theology, differing little if at all
in their doctrinal stance, but they became the intellectual centers of evangelicalism whose
faculty and graduates became the leaders of such new evangelical organizations as Fuller
Seminary and the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association. 52
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Literature Survey on Fundamentalism and Evangelicalism
Books on fundamentalism and evangelicalism are legion. Some are good, and a
few are simply outstanding in scholarly breadth and insight. Many are inadequate, and
perhaps even more are merely tendentious and polemical. Looking at the historical
development of both fundamentalism and evangelicalism, the five best books that tell the
larger story of these movements would be, in chronological order of the story told:
George Marsden’s Fundamentalism and American Culture; Joel Carpenter’s Revive Us
Again: The Reawakening of American Fundamentalism; Marsden’s Reforming
Fundamentalism: Fuller Seminary and the New Evangelicalism; Mark Dalhouse’s An
Island in the Lake of Fire: Bob Jones University, Fundamentalism, and the Separatist
Movement; and David O. Beale’s Pursuit of Purity: American Fundamentalism Since
1850. Taken together, these books describe the characters, ideas, and events of American
fundamentalism and evangelicalism clearly, fairly, and with a profound understanding of
the underlying cultural and intellectual factors that gave rise to these movements.
Marsden’s Fundamentalism and American Culture is rightly regarded as a classic
in the field of fundamentalism studies. Marsden’s careful analysis and understanding of
the theological, cultural, and intellectual underpinning of fundamentalism during its
formative years of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The work captures
the character, drive, and motivation of early fundamentalism in its struggle with
Protestant modernism, and it helped shift popular understanding of fundamentalism away
from the rural caricature that had become commonplace in the wake of the Scopes trial

Wilbur Smith, the best-known theologian at the early Fuller, came to Pasadena from
Moody Bible Institute; and Carl Henry, a graduate of Wheaton College, was the young
theologian at Fuller who would have the biggest impact on the intellectual development
of evangelicalism in the 1960s and 1970s.
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and the fundamentalist retreat from positions of power within the mainline
denominations.
In Revive Us Again, Joel Carpenter takes up the story where the original edition of
Fundamentalism and American Culture left off. 53 Carpenter, who like Marsden was a
child who grew up in the fundamentalist culture of the 1940s and 1950s, carefully
describes the institutional development within fundamentalism from the Scopes trial to
the rise of the new evangelical movement. While the common storyline for
fundamentalism during this time was one of retreat, Carpenter illustrates how
fundamentalist leaders were busy throughout this time creating the institutions and
programs that would sustain the development of both fundamentalism and new
evangelicalism in the 1940s and 1950s. Far from being backwoods obscurantists in
cultural retreat, fundamentalists during this time built up a network of Bible institutes,
mission organizations, mass-media outlets, and parachurch organizations that allowed the
movement to grow at a time when the mainline Protestant churches actually began to
struggle and shrink.
While focusing on the history of Fuller Seminary, George Marsden in Reforming
Fundamentalism actually presents the history of the new evangelical movement. In the
minds of its founders, Fuller Seminary was to be something akin to a fundamentalist
Princeton Theological Seminary. While at first blush this may seem overly bold and
quite preposterous, it was not that long ago that Princeton was itself a bastion of
conservative Protestant theology. Many of the fundamentalist founders of Fuller came
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from Princeton after the seminary had been “lost” to the modernists in the 1920s and
1930s, and they envisioned this new school to be, if not a recreation of the old school, a
reflection of the values and ideals of scholarly orthodoxy. With the support of such
figures as Charles Fuller and Billy Graham, the institution became a centerpiece of the
new evangelical movement. When theological conflict tore the faculty apart in the 1960s
and 1970s, this was a reflection of the changing nature of evangelicalism as a whole
during the same time. During these later years, new evangelicalism’s break from the
fundamentalist movement became sharply defined and permanent. There was no going
back to the fundamentalist consensus, theologically or culturally, after that time.
Evangelicalism was launched along a different track, growing more diffuse with each
passing decade.
For those who remained self-identified fundamentalists, two books, when taken
together, best identify the ongoing development and history of the new fundamentalist
movement. Dalhouse’s An Island in the Lake of Fire does for fundamentalism what
Marsden’s Reforming Fundamentalism did for evangelicalism. Here is the story of Bob
Jones University, an institution that would become the locus for separatist
fundamentalism into the present era. David Beale, a professor of church history at Bob
Jones University, writes an insider account of fundamentalism in Pursuit of Purity. Beale
writes with clarity of vision rarely seen in contemporary historical works. He makes no
bones about which historical individuals, institutions, and events were on the “right side”
of history. At the same time, he writes with a degree of insight and awareness of larger
historical trends and analysis that has been lacking in most other insider accounts of the
fundamentalist movement. In other words, Beale’s book lifts the curtain on
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fundamentalists’ self perception, providing outsiders with an intimate portrait of how
fundamentalists perceive themselves and others in the modern world.
Belying the important role Frank Gaebelein played in the evangelical movement,
his name appears only fleetingly in three of the above books. In Reforming
Fundamentalism, Marsden noted how Gaebelein was offered the position of Dean of
Fuller Seminary at its inception, but Gaebelein declined this offer to continue his work at
The Stony Brook School. Later, in 1954, Carl Henry put forward Gaebelein’s name to
become the new president of the school instead of the star-crossed E. J. Carnell (a rising
figure in the evangelical movement whose personal struggles led him to take his own life
in 1967). That Gaebelein would be considered for such positions speaks to the general
level of respect he received within the evangelical movement during his lifetime. 54 He is
mentioned in passing in Revive Us Again, and Beale speaks positively of Gaebelein’s
work in regard to Christian schooling, though he lamented that, “When the new
evangelical movement emerged about 1950, however, [Stony Brook’s] leadership [of
which Gaebelein was a part] embraced its philosophy.” 55
The lack of secondary literature on Gaebelein stands in marked contrast to the
praise he received throughout his life. His awards, his honorary doctorates, his ability to
write important books that were published by respected publishing houses, and his
friendship with men and women who became household words in evangelical pews and
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parlor rooms, all spoke to the role he played in modern evangelical life. As
evangelicalism confronted the crucial issues of the twentieth century—the battle against
modernism in the 1930s, the emergence of a socially-aware evangelicalism in the 1940s,
the establishment of Christian schools in the 1950s, the challenge of dealing with the
racial crisis in the 1960s, and addressing the global concerns of poverty in the 1970s—
Gaebelein stood with other evangelicals as a respected figure, and one who often exerted
his strong personality and strength of will in the debates that went on behind the scenes in
regard to these and a host of other events. Gaebelein’s life both helped shape modern
evangelicalism as well as reflected the dynamic nature of evangelicalism as it changed
over the decades. A careful study of Gaebelein, then, offers a window into the life and
ideas of not just an individual, but a religious movement that continues to impact the lives
of millions of Protestants, both in the United States and around the world.
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CHAPTER TWO
Biographical Sketch
New York City was not quite as busy as usual on the morning of March 31, 1899.
The forecast in the New York Times called for a cold rain to blow in from the east, typical
for that time of year along the eastern seaboard. It had been a cold month already, and
many New Yorkers were eager for the season to turn to spring. Thankfully for these
weary winterers, that particular March 31 turned into a balmy day, and New Yorkers took
advantage of the sunny weather to prepare for the Easter celebration just two days away.
All along Jamaica Bay and around the Hudson River, the owners of boathouses took
advantage of the break in the weather to strip their weather-beaten boats, repair their
floats, and use “scrubbing and paint brushes with a vigor that showed that they proposed
to be ready for the first comers who wanted anything in their line.”
March 31, 1899, was also Good Friday, so the major trading houses and markets
on Wall Street were closed. Even some of the more notorious dance halls on the
Haymarket shut their doors “out of respect for Good Friday.” Though Easter came early
that year, the flower markets on Canal Street were still filled to overflowing, and given
the commercial underpinnings of urban Victorian society, throngs surrounded the
iridescent bouquets “not to admire, but to barter.” Similarly, the New York Times
reported that “The spectacle at the florists’ shops in Broadway and Fifth Avenue is
magnificent. In one place the flowers, roses, spirea, lilies, genista, hydrangea, jonquils,
Scotch heather, rhododendrons, lilacs, carnations, violets, narcissi, tulips—all the flowers
that bloom in the Spring, together with ferns—rise, bank upon bank, around the walls,
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and in the rear almost to the ceiling, where, in a mirror, they extend in seemingly endless
vista, a hanging garden, to which at night tiny electric lights add their effect and attract
large crowds.” 1
As the noon hour approached, pastors throughout the city and surrounding towns
mounted their pulpits and preached the somber message of the day—Jesus Christ, the Son
of God, had died for the sins of humanity. On this day, the sanctuaries and chancels were
dressed in somber tones and black, providing, it was hoped, a suitable environment for
each parishioner and to reflect upon the weighty cost of his redemption. Dr. Eaton at The
Church of the Divine Paternity, Central Park West, addressed his comments to “The
Power of the Cross”; while noted evangelist (and future president of the American Tract
Society) William Phillips Hall began a series of evangelistic messages in the heart of
New York. 2
In the town of Mt. Vernon, a half-hour or so rail ride north of the big city, a young
German immigrant pastor was largely oblivious to the weather and, perhaps, to the
preparations being made for the afternoon service at the Chestnut Hill Methodist Church
located just across the street. Arno C. Gaebelein had more pressing matters to occupy
him. His wife, Emma, was about to give birth to their third son, and the flurry of activity
at the modest home at 229 East Lincoln Avenue centered on the imminent arrival of
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Frank Ely Gaebelein. Thankfully, all went well, and young Frank entered the world with
little complication or harm. Arno was immensely happy. 3
Son of the Father
Arno C. Gaebelein, the proud Papa of Frank (all of Arno’s children called him
Papa), had arrived in the United States twenty years earlier to see the world and escape
compulsory military service in Germany. Before leaving his homeland, the young man
spent several hours wandering through the dense forest of Thuringia. It was it that wood
that he knelt beside a giant hemlock and asked the Lord to guide him across the ocean
and give his life meaning and direction. Arno would later recount this experience as one
of great spiritual significance, giving direction and meaning to a young lad.
Once in the US, Arno Gaebelein found his way to Lawrence, Massachusetts, then
a booming mill town along the Merrimac River. The move proved significant. It was
while in Lawrence that Arno met the Lord once again and, on October 31 of that year,
surrendered himself fully to Jesus Christ. 4 Contact with some local German Methodists
soon brought Gaebelein into the Methodist ministry. For a number of years, Gaebelein

3

Two works in particular are helpful for understanding the earliest years of Frank
Gaebelein’s life. First was Arno Gaebelein’s autobiography, Half a Century: The
Autobiography of a Servant (New York: Publication Office, Our Hope, 1930; reprint,
New York: Garland, 1988); the other was David a. Rausch, Arno C. Gaebelein, 18611945, Irenic Fundamentalist and Scholar: Including Conversations with Dr. Frank E.
Gaebelein (Lewiston, N.Y.: E. Mellen Press, 1983).
4

By his own account, Arno had made a profession of faith as child in Germany.
This second act of consecration for Christian service would identify Arno Gaebelein with
that particular brand of evangelicalism known as the Keswick holiness movement.
Keswick holiness teaching became a central feature of the “Deeper Life” movement of
American fundamentalism. For more information on this, see George Marsden,
Fundamentalism and American Culture: The Shaping of Twentieth Century
Evangelicalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), 77-80.
39

pastored various small, German-speaking churches throughout the Mid-Atlantic region.
In 1887, though, Arno met a young Jewish convert named Samuel Goldstein, and this
relationship sparked an interest in Jewish evangelism that would persist until Arno’s
death in 1945. By 1891, Gaebelein moved to the Lower East Side of New York to direct
a mission to the large and growing Jewish community established there. From 1891 to
1899, Gaebelein became something of an expert on Jewish evangelism, and because of
his charitable character, he experienced a fair degree of success in this work. 5 It was this
ministry that led him to establish a periodical, The Hope of Israel, to promote the Jewish
work and to provide biblical teaching to both converts and established supporters of the
ministry. As Gaebelein’s interests turned to things beyond evangelism, the journal’s
name was changed to Our Hope, reflecting a wider purview and audience.
In the growing conflict between Protestant liberals and the conservatives during
the waning years of the nineteenth century, Arno C. Gaebelein planted himself firmly in
what would come to be called the fundamentalist movement. He soon developed a
reputation as an articulate and thoughtful Bible teacher, and he associated freely with the
leaders of early fundamentalism. Gaebelein became a frequent speaker on the Bible
conference circuit, traveling around the country and presenting a literalistic,
dispensationalist approach to understanding both the Bible and the troubled times of a
new century. 6 He would eventually author over sixty books on religious subjects and
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became a special lecturer at the Evangelical Theological College, often providing insight
on biblical prophecy, particularly as it related to the fulfillment of God’s plan for the
ages.
Arno Gaebelein’s place in the fundamentalist pantheon was sealed by his
participation on the editorial committee of the first Scofield Reference Bible. This
influential book, the first title published by Oxford University Press in America, would
become the Bible of American fundamentalism. Cyrus I. Scofield, a former lawyer and
self-taught theologian then residing in Dallas, Texas, was with Arno Gaebelein at the Sea
Cliff Bible Conference, Long Island, in 1902. Scofield mentioned to a handful of people
his desire to edit a study Bible, and plans were soon under way. A number of wealthy
laymen, including Alwyn Ball and John T. Pirie, made funds available, and Scofield
retreated to Montreux, Switzerland to begin the task. Gaebelein was responsible for
writing the study notes for certain sections of the Bible. According to Gaebelein,
Scofield also relied upon him to help develop some of the prophetic interpretations of the
Old Testament. 7
Arno Gaebelein had a great influence upon his youngest son, Frank. At the end of
his life, Frank Gaebelein would look upon his relationship with his father as one of the
most important factors in shaping his character and habits. Much that the son learned
from the father came by way of example rather than direct teaching. “Many people feel
that because he was my father and a great Bible student he gave me all sorts of biblical
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instruction. Actually he never did, simply because he traveled so frequently. I can’t
remember a half hour of Bible instruction from him. But somehow I was motivated to
learn more of the Word on my own.” 8 Nevertheless, the habits of Bible study and
personal devotion, as well as the content of such study, were closely related in the lives of
father and son.
For example, it was Arno’s example of “lived faith” that came to influence
Frank’s emphasis on living out the demands of truth and Scripture. Said Frank in an
interview later in life, “I saw Christianity authentically practiced and faith truly exercised
in my home—not merely talked about. My father didn’t talk at length with us about
spiritual things. But I knew there was spiritual reality in his life and that he lived by
faith.” 9 Gaebelein saw this reality and made it his own.
Counter to many modern stereotypes of fundamentalism, Arno Gaebelein was, in
the words of friends and critics alike, both irenic and cultured, and these characteristics,
as manifested in the Gaebelein home, had a similarly large impact on young Frank. Arno
was an outspoken opponent of Hitler and a staunch defender of the Jews. While certain
fundamentalists of the time slid into a shoddy anti-Semitism, the elder Gaebelein devoted
page after page in Our Hope to highlighting the plight of German Jews under Hitler. 10 It
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was this factor that led the Nazi state in 1937 to ban Arno from ever returning to his
homeland.
Frank would share his father’s concern for and openness towards Jews. When
Frank took over publishing responsibilities for Our Hope, he continued highlighting the
plight of Jews in Europe and elsewhere. Part of this concern stemmed from the special
place given the Jewish people in traditional dispensationalist theology.
Dispensationalism stressed the discontinuity between the Old Testament nation of Israel
and the Christian Church as two distinct methods, or dispensations, of God’s grace
towards his people. As a result, many of the promises made by God to Israel would be
fulfilled in their application to the Jewish people of Israel, and not transferred to the
church. Since a number of these promises were yet to be fulfilled, the implication was
that God was not yet finished with his dealing with the Jews, and that during some future
time of tribulation, God would once again reestablish his covenant relationship and fulfill
the promises made to the physical heirs of Abraham, Isaac, and David. Moreover, the
Jewish people would play a central role in the events generally categorized as the End
Times, restoring authentic Jewish temple worship in a restored, earthly, national Israel,
and with the expectation that many thousands of Jews would come to recognize Jesus as
the prophesized messiah of Israel. The Christian Church, while spiritually grafted onto
Israel, was not Israel, but the two were united in God’s ultimate plan. This theological
stance, then, created a great deal of sympathy among dispensationalists towards Israel, a
sympathy that largely continues to this day. 11
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Part of Frank Gaebelein’s sympathy towards Jews also arose from his close
friendships with various Jews throughout his life. As a child, one of Frank’s closest
friends was Walter Wieskopf, a Jewish boy who lived across the street from him. The
two lads rigged up their own telegraph across the street and would often play chess
against each other. At the end of his life, Frank Gaebelein would count Joshua O.
Haberman, senior rabbi at the Washington Hebrew Congregation, as a friend. 12
A love for learning and the arts was a central feature of Frank Gaebelein’s
childhood home. Arno Gaebelein had an extensive personal library that covered a broad
area of interest—astronomy, history, art, language, fiction, poetry, magazines. Music
was a constant part of home life, as well, and the walls were decorated with what Frank
would call “good pictures.” 13 This cultured home life stood in contrast to that
experienced by some fundamentalists at the turn of the century. Frank Gaebelein
recounted how one of his friends and professional colleagues, “came out of a background
very similar to mine. His father was president of a well-known Bible institute. [This]
friend reacted strongly against his theological and cultural heritage. I never did because,
as I’ve already said, my home was one of authentic culture. . . . There are former
evangelicals whose writings about their backgrounds remind me of the title of Booker T.
Washington’s autobiography, Up From Slavery. Well, I’ve never felt that way about my
upbringing.” 14
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Early Spiritual Development
Emma Gaebelein, Frank’s mother, was also a significant influence on his spiritual
development. It was Emma who led young Frank to believe in Christ one night when his
father was away on a trip. “‘Mama,’ I said, ‘How can I be saved?’ She told me how to
believe in Jesus. I trusted him as best I could and went to sleep knowing I was saved.”
Frank’s conversion, which occurred when he was either nine or ten, was emotionally
significant. As he recalled that childhood moment from a vantage point nearly seventy
years later, “The next morning as I walked to school, I kept saying like a song in my
heart, ‘I’m saved, I’m saved.’ It seemed like the trees were greener and the sky bluer than
I had ever seen them.” 15
A conscientious child, Frank developed an intense devotional life as a young
teenager, even though, by his own account, his parents never pressed him to read the
Bible or pray. 16 It was, rather, the practical example of his parents that instilled in him
the habits of evangelical devotion. “One more thing,” declared Frank, “and that of prime
importance, I owe my home. My parents lived in and by the Bible. To its teaching my
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father devoted himself until his death in his eighty-fifth year. It was my mother’s
constant companion during her long life.” 17
Active in the YMCA as an undergraduate at New York City University,
Gaebelein continued to be interested in spiritual things throughout his college years. He
was asked to present his first theological lectures while a graduate student at Harvard
(1921-1922). The Epworth League (Methodist youth group) of his home church invited
Gaebelein to give a series of lectures about the Bible. Nearly 100 people attended each
of these meetings, adults as well as youth. Gaebelein devoted a significant amount of
time in preparing these lectures, and he found great satisfaction at their reception.
Looking back, he noted, “This was at the height of the fundamentalist-modernist
controversy and my lectures were something of an apologetic for the evangelical point of
view. I worked hard on them and they were received with a measure of excitement. I
look back on this series nearly sixty years ago as the beginning of my work in Bible
teaching and expository preaching. It taught me that people were hungry for the Word of
God. And they still are!” 18 Parts of these lectures would find their way into Gaebelein’s
early articles and his first book, Down through the Ages, a history of the King James
Version of the Bible, published in 1924.
Childhood Arts and Letters
In his later years, Frank Gaebelein would devote much energy towards the
development of an evangelical philosophy of aesthetics. This concern for the arts during
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his adult years did not develop as a reaction against the paucity of artistic expression and
concern in his younger years, as was sometimes the case among second or thirdgeneration fundamentalists. Rather, it developed naturally through consistent exposure to
the arts, beginning in his childhood home. Said Gaebelein, “There was authentic culture
in my boyhood home—not the ersatz culture of people of little taste who become
affluent. . . . In our home we had books, and they were good books. The pictures we had
were good pictures. Today one of my greatest interests is the relation of aesthetics to
Christianity. Much of this came from the kind of home I was brought up in. My
aesthetic tastes were absorbed from my home, not imposed upon me.” 19
Along with an appreciation of “high culture,” the Gaebelein household was
relaxed enough to allow, if not appreciate, some elements of popular culture that many
contemporary fundamentalists would have looked down upon. “I went to the movies
occasionally,” noted Gaebelein. “My parents didn’t exactly encourage this, but it wasn’t
strictly forbidden. . . . [D]uring my high-school days there was what we called a stock
company in Mount Vernon. They performed plays like ‘Daddy Long Legs’ or ‘Monsieur
Beauclaire.’ Occasionally I’d save up and take a girl to a play.” 20
Music in the Gaebelein home made a profound impression on young Frank. As
he recalled, one of his earliest memories was sitting on the floor in the living room
listening to his older brothers and father playing four-handed arrangements of Haydn or
Beethoven on the piano. 21 This exposure to good music awakened in Frank a desire to
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play the piano. Taking matters into his own hands, the young Frank, no more than eight
or nine years old at the time, worked with great effort to plunk out an old German lullaby
on the family piano. Having mastered this significant achievement, Frank cut a notch in
the piano above the key where the song started. When the deed was discovered, his
parents, rather than punishing the child, began providing Frank with piano lessons. A trip
with his mother to hear renowned Polish pianist Ignace Paderwski at Carnegie Hall
instilled in him a desire to pursue a career in piano performance, an aspiration that
continued throughout his undergraduate years. 22
It is perhaps natural that the son of a prolific writer might also develop an interest
in words and books. As a student at Mount Vernon High School, Gaebelein edited the
campus literary magazine, The Oracle. One of his assistant editors was Elwyn White, a
young man who would go on to fame under the more common appellation of E. B.
White, author of such classics as Stuart Little and Charlotte’s Web. During these teenage
years, Frank also worked for his father at the offices of Our Hope. For the five dollars he
earned each week, he cleaned and filed and proofed various papers and essays. It was
during this time, too, that Frank’s first published work appeared in that journal. This
particular work is all but forgotten—an obscure review of a rather obscure book, but thus
began a literary career that would span nearly seventy years. 23
While Gaebelein found much of beauty within his childhood home, he found
more outside it. A love for the outdoors began with early childhood walks through the
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local countryside and, later, across the White Mountains with his father. A trip to
Colorado when he was eleven introduced Frank to the mountains, the “high hills” of the
Lord, as he would sometimes call them. A climb to the summit of Pike’s Peak was of
particular significance:
It was then that I saw Pike’s Peak. Immediately I knew I had to get to its
top. So that summer I did. This was my first high mountain. With Paul I
walked the nine miles of the Cog Road up the 8000 vertical feet to the
14,110 ft. summit. My love for the mountains began then, and from the
Catskills I went on to more Alpine climbing in the Canadian Rockies,
American Rockies (including the Tetons), the Sierra, the Cascades,
Mexico, Switzerland, France, and Iceland. 24
Strong, tall mountains appealed to the strong, tall Gaebelein. Frank undertook his
first alpine climb in 1938, a year shy of his fortieth birthday. Many more would follow.
Even as an older man, he would seek out the high places and there commune with his
God. Gaebelein often wrote about his mountaineering experiences, both in dedicated
mountaineering journals and as the basis for illustrations in various religious works. 25
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Undergraduate Years
“Soldier, scholar, musician, author, gentleman, and connoisseur of feminine
beauty, all in one—that is Frank’s formula. This age of specialization bothers him not,
for one is just as easy as another for our hero. It makes no difference to him whether he
is attending an Andiron meeting or telling some of his low-brow friends about his army
life.” This was how the NYU Violet described Frank Gaebelein in 1920. 26 It would
prove to be a rather insightful summary of Gaebelein’s interests and talents. As others
would note, Frank Gaebelein was a man of letters, a “Renaissance Man,” a generalist
who traversed across a wide and open intellectual landscape. The seeds of such an
expansive life were planted early. 27
In the fall of 1916, Frank enrolled at New York University. His early college
years were rather uneventful. He majored in English, although his interest in piano
performance remained strong throughout his undergraduate years. (Throughout his time
at NYU, he acted as the piano accompanist for the University Glee Club.) He applied his
developing writing skills on the yearbook and campus newspaper staff, became the
chapter head for his fraternity (Kappa Sigma), and was a varsity letterman on the mile
relay team coached by the respected Emil von Elling. 28
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Gaebelein’s college years were times of international crisis and war. After his
freshman year, in 1917, he contemplated joining the army as a medic, but his father put
his foot down firmly enough that Frank returned to the classroom. By the spring of 1918,
though, Frank had volunteered once again for military service, and this time his father
relented. He was commissioned a second lieutenant in the US Infantry and stationed to a
battalion of draftees in Albany, New York. His position was that of battalion adjutant,
and he performed a variety of administrative tasks. During this time, the Spanish flu
struck Gaebelein’s camp. In the span of one week, six men in his company of 100
perished. Gaebelein himself contracted the disease, but recovered after a long
convalescence.
Upon the signing of the Armistice in November, 1918, Gaebelein was mustered
out of the army and returned to the campus of NYU to finish his degree. Perhaps the
biggest effect of his military experience was that it turned Gaebelein away from further
serious thoughts of pursuing a musical career. Until then, he had toyed with the idea of
going on to graduate school to develop his piano skills, but time in the army had pulled
him away from the piano. From that point forward, Gaebelein devoted himself to a
growing interest in English. Thus, upon graduation, he chose to pursue a master’s degree
in literature and composition rather than formal music study. Gaebelein found peace in
this new direction and vocational calling: “As I look back,” he noted, “I see that all this
was providential.” 29
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Harvard
Gaebelein did well as an undergraduate. He graduated Phi Beta Kappa and was a
candidate for a Rhodes Scholarship. His ability and drive were such that he was accepted
by the graduate school of Harvard University in the fall of 1920. He began a course of
study in English and comparative literature under such scholars as John Livingston
Lowes, Irving Babbitt, and Dean L. B. R. Briggs. 30
His time at Harvard passed quickly. By his own recollection, the most influential
teacher had been Dean Le Baron R. Briggs. Briggs taught a very demanding course in
writing. Whereas previous teachers had praised Gaebelein for the “ease and elegance” of
his prose, Briggs reprimanded him severely for his overly wrought and florid style.
Gaebelein buckled down and improved to such an extent that Briggs entered Gaebelein in
the end-of-the-year competition for commencement addresses as a representative of the
graduate school. Gaebelein’s speech, “In Behalf of Music,” was chosen by the judges for
presentation. Frank had to memorize and deliver the talk to the gathered students and
guests at commencement. He was terrified. 31
Although Gaebelein had spoken to small groups, he had never been thrust center
stage before such an auspicious audience as this. He was, by his own account, a rather
shy and awkward speaker. Dean Briggs took it upon himself to train Gaebelein in the art
of public speaking. More than once, the two stood alone in the middle of Sanders
Theatre well into the night, with Dean Briggs directing, correcting, and encouraging
Gaebelein as he practiced his speech. When commencement arrived, a confident and
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poised Gaebelein mounted the stage and took another step towards the development of a
long and fruitful speaking career. 32
If Briggs had the greatest impact on the practical work undertaken by Gaebelein,
Irving Babbitt may have had a more significant influence on Gaebelein’s intellectual
development. It was from Babbitt that Gaebelein received his first formal introduction to
the subject of aesthetics. As we shall see, Gaebelein clearly absorbed much of Babbitt’s
understanding of humanism, of the classic virtues of truth and beauty which are found in
nature and in the human spirit. 33
The Stony Brook School
Looking back upon a long and full life, Frank Gaebelein was quick to point to his
forty-one years as headmaster of The Stony Brook School as perhaps the most important
part of his life. The campus of this evangelical, college-preparatory school in the small
town of Stony Brook, Long Island, educated a generation of evangelical leaders, and it
served as an educational laboratory wherein Gaebelein applied his ideas on the
integration of faith and learning. “As its first headmaster, I had the privilege, beginning
in 1922, of working out and endeavoring to practice in a new school an integrated
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philosophy of Christian education based upon certain principles. . . . My years at Stony
Brook enabled me to think and work along those lines. . . “ 34
That Gaebelein was chosen to head the new school immediately upon his
graduation from Harvard was something of an unusual choice. With no experience as an
educator or businessman, this young 23-year-old was asked to be responsible for
educating teenage boys only a few years younger than himself at a school that did not yet
exist. At the time Gaebelein was approached to take on the administrative role of The
Stony Brook School in 1921, it was little more than a thought or a dream in the minds of
a number of influential evangelicals from around the Mid-Atlantic region of the country.
The trustees of the Stony Brook Assembly, a Bible conference center located on
the north shore of Long Island, felt that there was an opportunity to extend their ministry
by establishing a collegiate preparatory school “wholly committed to Christian
education.” 35 Many of the facilities needed for a school were already in place, but the
educational program would still need to be developed. As the trustees sought a dynamic
leader to head up the day-to-day operations of the school, they settled on the young
Harvard man who showed in his writings and demeanor a level of commitment, ability,
and discipline that would serve him well in his new roll.
The school began in the fall of 1922 with a total enrollment of about thirty boys.
Typical of the boarding schools of that era, The Stony Brook School limited enrollment
to only one sex, and it remained an all-boys school for nearly the next forty years. At the
inaugural service, Gaebelein delivered a speech that both reflected the influence of Irving
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Babbitt’s New Humanism while also setting down the general contours of Gaebelein’s
educational philosophy.
In his speech, Gaebelein first noted how The Stony Brook School was engaged in
something novel, a new approach to education that would be established “upon the
foundational truths of Christianity.” Every facet of the school would be correlated to
Christian principles, reuniting the two sides of religion and education that were becoming
further estranged in American public education. The goal of such education was to
develop men of character, character that could only be shaped by religious experience
rooted in the Christian gospel.
Gaebelein laid out five principles for the school that day, and those principles
have continued to guide the institution to this day. More significantly, these principles
have been absorbed by many other Christian educational institutions through the lengthy
teaching and writing ministry of Gaebelein. Here were those principles:
1. The Christian school must be comparatively small, with a correspondingly
large staff of teachers.
2. The teachers in the Christian school must qualify as masters of their
subjects.
3. The Christian school must maintain an atmosphere that is consistent with
its aim.
4. Spiritual things must have their rightful place in the Christian school—and
that place is the first place.
5. The Christian school must ever preserve a nice balance between the
religious, scholastic, and recreative phases of its work. 36
Gaebelein concluded his talk with language taken from his recently completed
studies at Harvard, particularly that received from his mentor, Irving Babbit. The
significance of Babbitt’s influence on Gaebelein will be discussed later in the chapter, but
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it is perhaps useful to quote Gaebelein’s words at length, as they, like the principles
above, illustrate the germ of an educational idea that would be a central feature of
Gaebelein’s life and work. Said Gaebelein,
In order to put these principles into practice in the most efficient way possible, the
Christian school must be humanistic in the best sense of the word. For the
Christian point of view is itself humanistic. The greatest injury that the Christian
institution can render to its faith is to fall at this late day into obscurantism. A
humanism that would have every essential study taught in the most efficient way
possible, that would never yield one jot in the field of scholarship; a humanism
that, in its broad application, would help each individual student to solve his own
unique intellectual and spiritual problems—this will guide the faculty of the Stony
Brook School in their glorious adventure that will serve the church of Jesus Christ
by conserving the faith of her youth, an adventure that will serve the nation by
giving to it, year by year, a body of young men of stalwart character, well-taught
and nurtured in the faith. 37
Looking at the effect of both The Stony Brook School and its vast numbers of
alumni, it is fair to say that the institution largely lived up to its calling as a humanistic
institution. Stony Brook served as an example of evangelical education to be emulated
by dozens, if not hundreds, of other Christian schools. Graduates of the Stony Brook
School, often the sons of prominent evangelical leaders, went on to have a
disproportionate influence on the evangelical movement. Stony Brook proved itself to be
a “safe” school, one securely lodged in the evangelical and fundamentalist landscape of
the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s, but also one situated in such a manner as to provide an
expansive intellectual opportunity for the students who walked through its doors. 38 It
became a place where a new generation of evangelicals were exposed to the arts, to fine
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music, and to matters of social justice ignored by many of the more populist elements of
evangelicalism and fundamentalism.
After The Stony Brook School
Gaebelein served as headmaster of The Stony Brook School for forty-one years, a
tenure rarely matched by any other school administrator in the country. At the age of 64,
though, Gaebelein agreed to leave his beloved school and join his friend, Carl F. H.
Henry, as co-editor of Christianity Today. Henry had long recruited Gaebelein to join
him in this publishing endeavor. Knowing that he would be traveling around the country
and the world as a leading spokesman of evangelicalism, Henry wanted someone else on
board whose strengths as a writer and editor would serve the magazine well during his
long and frequent absences. The two had developed a long and close relationship soon
after Henry’s conversion (it was Gaebelein who had directed Henry to Wheaton College
for a formal introduction to Christian education), and Henry had nothing but the highest
respect for Gaebelein’s administrative and writing skills. 39
Christianity Today was not the first publishing work undertaken by Gaebelein,
nor would it be his last. Early on, he served as the editor and, later, publisher of Our
Hope, the Christian journal established by his father. When the demands of both
publishing a journal and running a school proved to be too much for Gaebelein after
World War II, he oversaw the merger of Our Hope with Eternity magazine, a leading
evangelical publication edited by Donald Grey Barnhouse, pastor of Tenth Presbyterian
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Church in Philadelphia and a leading proponent of what could be called moderate
fundamentalism. 40 It was during this time that Gaebelein also served on the editorial
committees of both the New Scofield Reference Bible and, a little bit later, the New
International Version of the Bible. At the end of his life, Gaebelein was still working as
general editor of the twelve-volume Expositor’s Bible Commentary, a leading evangelical
commentary on the whole of Scripture.
During one of Henry’s periods of extended absence from the journal, Gaebelein
succeeded in bringing to print an issue devoted to the matter of Christianity and the
arts—the first time such a focus was to be found in the journal. He also helped promote
the cause of social justice in such a way that the largely conservative readers of the
journal were exposed to alternative voices on matters of social welfare, racism, and
dealing with the poor. In the words of one admirer, Gaebelein helped, “evangelical
America turn from a scornful attitude towards ‘the social gospel’ to a more precise
understanding of what the Scriptures, in fact, teach about faith and works, faith and
compassion.” 41 Repeatedly, Gaebelein insisted that Christianity Today cover the
pressing social issues of the day, especially those centered on the struggle for racial
40
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desegregation. When the tragic events of the Selma to Montgomery march unfolded in
the spring of 1965, Gaebelein insisted that the magazine send someone to cover the event.
In the end, Gaebelein sent himself, much to the consternation of some of the readers and
supporters of the journal.
Other Publications
More than an editor, Gaebelein was also a prolific writer. Though he did not
author many books, he did pen a vast quantity of shorter articles and essays that were
published in the leading evangelical magazines and journals of the twentieth century.
Aside from the issue of social justice, where a noticeable change in his perspective can be
noted, most of his writings showed a remarkable degree of continuity of thought. His
first published article, “The Captivity of Every Thought,” addressed matters of the arts,
imagination, and truth—themes that would still define his writing nearly sixty years later.
His second article, “On Hymns,” discussed matters of music and aesthetics, the focus of
most of his public talks at the end of his life.
Gaebelein became associate editor of Our Hope in 1922, the year he graduated
from Harvard and began his assignment at The Stony Brook School. He published a
number of articles in that journal throughout the 1920s. His first book was authored
during that time. Down through the Ages, a history of the development and use of the
King James Bible, was published by The Macmillan Company in 1924 when Gaebelein
was just twenty-five. A second book followed in 1929. This book, Exploring the Bible:
A Study of Background and Principles, was a relatively brief survey of conservative
positions on the Scriptures: its authority, infallibility, and applicability in the life of the

59

believer. Written largely for laymen and pastors, it reflected the dispensationalist
theology that was a major part of Gaebelein’s early thought. 42
Beginning in the 1930s, Gaebelein entered into a long and fruitful publishing
relationship with Donald Grey Barnhouse. Barnhouse was at that time the editor of
Revelation magazine, a monthly journal that sought to provide a conservative perspective
on current events, both in and out of the churches, along with solid devotional and
theological writings. Gaebelein wrote articles on Bible study methods and
interpretations, missionary biographies, overviews of Christian education, and articles on
personal devotion. He also wrote a few fictional pieces during this time, including a
short mystery novel entitled The Hollow Queen. When Revelation ceased publication in
1949, Barnhouse began a new journal, Eternity, which continued from 1950 until 1989.
Some of Gaebelein’s most significant writing was to be found in this journal, particularly
in regard to matters of social justice and a Christian approach to the arts. Our Hope
merged with Eternity in 1958, and Gaebelein served on the editorial staff for a number of
years after that. 43
Gaebelein went on to write and publish in a number of other venues, including
such leading Christian periodicals as Moody Monthly, The Presbyterian, The Sunday
School Times, The Evangelical Quarterly, Review of Books and Religion, United
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Evangelical Action, Grace Journal, the Pilgrim, and Bibliotheca Sacra. All told, he
published over 190 different articles, over a hundred book reviews, and two series of
annual devotionals. He also wrote or edited eighteen different books, including four
books on education, seven on Bible survey or Bible study, and one, edited and published
posthumously, on Christianity and the arts.
Looking at the broad scope of Gaebelein’s writings, certain themes or issues
reappear: the nature of education and truth, a Christian appreciation of the arts and music
in particular, the authority of Scripture, biblical studies, and a careful reading of the
Minor Prophets. His writings also addressed matters of foreign missions, commentaries
on current events, and mountain climbing, a hobby to which Gaebelein did not fully
devote himself until he was in his forties.
If one were to categorize the themes of his writings by decades, works written in
the 1920s and 1930s tended to focus on reports about Stony Brook and the authority of
Scripture, particularly as it related to the fundamentalist-modernist controversy. In the
1940s and 1950s, Gaebelein wrote heavily on Christian education and on a number of
exegetical studies of the Minor Prophets. The 1960s and 1970s saw a wealth of writing
in the area of social justice and the arts. These periodizations are somewhat artificial;
nearly all of the themes and interests spanned his whole career in some fashion.
Nevertheless, they do reflect the matters that most clearly occupied Gaebelein at various
stages of his life.
Intellectual Influences on Gaebelein
It is fascinating to try to determine what or who influenced Gaebelein. He was
elastic in his thinking, willing to grow and expand both the sources of his knowledge and
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the direction of his own writing. Gaebelein, unlike some of his fundamentalist
compatriots, was willing to change his ideas and style, even while holding with
remarkable constancy to his core values and interests. Said Gaebelein during his later
years, “In these days of rapid change, Christian leaders should be open to all necessary
change. Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, and today, and forever. He is great enough to
help us meet every kind of change. We should not be afraid of the new, so long as we
keep close to our Lord and the Scriptures . . .” 44 One commendable factor was that this
flexibility of mind seemed to grow and deepen as Gaebelein got older. The biggest area
of intellectual change came in the area of social justice, and this did not happen until he
was in his forties and fifties. Here, Gaebelein undertook something of an about face. In
nearly all other areas, though, Gaebelein’s thought might best be described as
evolutionary or progressive rather than revolutionary.
As a man of letters, Gaebelein was influenced by books as much as by personal
contact with people. In 1973, he listed three books that shaped his thinking. These books
reflect something of the constancy and change that characterized his life. The first book
was James Gray’s How to Master the English Bible. This book had a formative influence
on Gaebelein’s hermeneutical method. Gray, past president of Moody Bible Institute in
Chicago, presented a careful, systematic guide to inductive Bible study, the most
common and striking element of a fundamentalist hermeneutic. According to Gray, one
should read the Bible and interpret it by the plain sense of Scripture, pulling the meaning
of the text out of the text itself. Said Gaebelein, “My own expository work, while
necessarily making use of tools such as concordances, commentaries, and word studies,
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continues to be based first of all on independent exposure to Scripture through this kind
of reading.” 45
The second book that Gaebelein cited was Robert E. Speer’s The Finality of Jesus
Christ. This was a defense of orthodox Christology by a respected, conservative
Presbyterian, and it reflected something of the moderate tone and balance that would be
found in Gaebelein’s own life. The final book, and perhaps the most significant, was
Emile Cailliet’s Pascal: A Study in Genius. This book, and the friendship that developed
between Gaebelein and Cailliet during the last half of Gaebelein’s life, would modify
Gaebelein’s fundamental theological approach and method. Cailliet was not a
fundamentalist, and while he was thoroughly orthodox and considered a conservative
among the mainline of Protestantism, he would probably not be classified as an
evangelical in the strictest sense of the term. Nevertheless, Gaebelein found in this book
something refreshing and important. “Cailliet’s book opened the door for me into the
realm of Christian philosophy. A remarkable study of Pascal, that great French
mathematician, scientist, philosopher, and Christian, it shows the profound influence of
the Bible upon his Pensees. It greatly enhanced my understanding of the Pensees, one of
the few books I keep on reading.” 46 Cailliet’s influence would be particularly felt in
Gaebelein’s later educational and cultural writings.
In terms of personal relationships, perhaps the greatest influence upon Gaebelein
was his father and the other men associated with the early fundamentalist movement.
Arno Gaebelein was well connected with leading fundamentalists during the early part of
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the twentieth century, so both father and son came into close contact with men such as
James H. Brookes, W. J. Erdman, A. J. Gordon, and C. I. Scofield. These stalwart
fundamentalists were frequent visitors to the Gaebelein home, and young Frank would
often sit under their teaching. From these men, Frank Gaebelein absorbed a particular
approach to the Scriptures—dispensationalism—and a stress on prophetic and
premillennial teaching.
Frank Gaebelein’s immersion into the fundamentalist subculture is most clearly
evidenced in his earlier writings. Particularly during the 1920s, Gaebelein’s writings
were reflective of the polarizing, pietistic language of the movement. Fundamentalist
writing during this time of conflict with modernism reflected this sense of conflict or
dualism between the forces of righteousness and lawlessness, between the saved and the
lost. It was a black-and-white, either-or view of the world. For example, in “A Nucleus
of Error,” one of his early writings from 1922, Gaebelein staked out a position of spiritual
separation between the forces of truth (fundamentalism) vs. the forces of falsehood
(modernism). Harkening back to the statement used by Jesus in the gospels that “Those
who are not with us are against us,” Gaebelein described a situation in which there was
no middle ground. “And when a denomination begins to propagate under the cloak of
sober Christian truth the fantastic inferences of radical theology, it is no longer ‘for’ Him.
And if it be not ‘for” Him, it must be ‘against’ Him. There is no middle ground on which
ecclesiastical feet may tread.” 47
While Gaebelein would eventually moderate his tone, much of his writing, even at
the end of his life, reflected this strong either-or perception of reality. For him, there
47
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were these series of dualisms that had to be confronted if truth, and particularly Christian
truth, were to prevail. There were, for example, only two kinds of religion in the world,
that which said that humanity could save itself and that (being Christianity) which said
that humanity could not. 48 According to Gaebelein, there were ultimately only two kinds
of education, that which recognized God as the author of truth, and that which did not.
This dualism even went so far as to color his ideas about aesthetics: in art, there was art
which was true or art which was false, and the two were separated by a wide gulf.
While greatly influenced by fundamentalist ideas, Gaebelein himself was loath to
call himself a fundamentalist, and during the last half of his life, this would be rightly the
case. There was a degree of eclecticism in his theology that made him hard to categorize
or pigeon-hole. Part of this reflected the lack of formal theological training he had, part
could also be attributed to personality, and part could, perhaps, be attributed to some of
the internal tensions within fundamentalism itself. Gaebelein noted in an interview late
in life, “Theologically I’m a maverick. By that I mean I’m self-taught. Mine has been a
case of learning by doing.” 49
Early fundamentalism drew from a number of different theological streams, and
as it progressed throughout the twentieth century, it would splinter into a number of
different streams, as well. Gaebelein’s theological position was within the broad range of
early fundamentalism, but he combined elements of disparate streams that often
associated with each other only reluctantly. For example, he was a dispensationalist and
premillennialist, hallmarks of early fundamentalism, but he attended and was a member
48

Frank Gaebelein, “Annual Presentation of Bibles at West Point,” in 130 Annual
Report of the American Tract Society (New York: American Tract Society, 1954), 17.
49

Rausch, Arno C. Gaebelein, 209.
65

of a Presbyterian church that largely eschewed such distinctive theology. The mature
Gaebelein refrained from separatism and ecclesiastical isolation even though he was
ordained in a denomination, the Reformed Episcopal Church, which was always on the
margins of the larger evangelical/fundamentalist movement, at least in numbers and in
regard to distinctive elements of church polity and worship. While his early life and
writing reflected a strong sense of separation from theological modernism, his later life
was evidenced by a cooperative spirit and a willingness to work with and for causes
beyond the narrow confines of traditional fundamentalism.
In regard to personal theology, Frank Gaebelein was a dispensationalist, but his
understanding of what dispensationalism entailed changed somewhat over the course of
his life. Dispensationalism emerged in the nineteenth century as a distinguishing feature
of what would become fundamentalist theology. According to dispensationalist teaching,
God dealt with humanity in different ways at different times throughout history. These
times, or dispensations, reflected a unique relationship between God and his people.
Since the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, the world had been under the
dispensation of the “church age,” and would remain so until the second coming of Jesus
Christ, an event that would occur before a time of tribulation and the establishment of the
millennial kingdom of God upon the earth.
In his earliest writings, Gaebelein evidenced a traditional dispensationalist
understanding that would hardly have been distinguishable from that of his father and
other early fundamentalists. One defining element of dispensationalism was its stress on
the imminent second coming of Christ. Thus, for example, Gaebelein would write in
1940 of the imminent end of the world, an idea that perhaps seemed less far fetched when
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one considered the wars and rumors of wars swirling around the globe. “Do you realize
that much of that drama [recorded in the Book of Revelation] is over with, and that we
may well be witnessing its last act?” With the second coming of Jesus, the blessed hope
of all Christians, the stage would be set for the last events of the present age. 50
Over time, Gaebelein moderated some of the distinctive dispensational elements
of his theology. For example, he became more cautious in correlating current events with
the prophetic truth of Scripture. Somewhat surprisingly, especially given his role in
editing the New Scofield Reference Bible, Gaebelein would eventually deny being a
dispensationalist, choosing rather to embrace dispensationalism as a method to biblical
interpretation rather than as a full-blown theological system. Writing the foreword to
Charles C. Ryrie’s Dispensationalism Today, Gaebelein gave the clearest attestation of
the role that dispensationalism played in his own theological system:
As one for whom dispensationalism is not theology but rather a method of
interpretation helpful in grasping the progress of revelation in the Bible, I do not
find myself in agreement with every aspect of Dr. Ryrie’s presentation. Yet I
believe that this book is mandatory reading for those who have attacked
dispensationalism and for all who would understand what it really is. As a
reasonable and scholarly apologetic for dispensationalism it cannot be ignored. 51
This is a significant theological development for the young man who once wrote a
book about the essential and necessary structure of dispensationalism for “rightly
dividing the word of truth.” 52 But unlike many of his companions, Gaebelein revealed a
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willingness to modify long-held principles and practices in the light of newly acquired
biblical truth. In an interview published in Christianity Today in the later part of his life,
he stated, “Now true as this principle is [that the Bible offers a critical function in
education and human thought], in practice it needs care and courage. Let us in Christian
education be fearless enough in our reliance on the critical function of Scripture to
subject even our cherished formulations about the Bible to its own divine, discriminating
judgment.” In context, it is clear that Gaebelein was speaking of a strict
dispensationalism when he spoke of “cherished formulations about the Bible.” He went
on to note that, “some of the neat and pat systems we have been teaching [e.g., a rigid
dispensationalism] may need revision. For there is yet more truth to be learned from the
Bible.” 53
Again, this “chastened fundamentalism” reflected the numerous intellectual
influences that helped shape Gaebelein. In this regard, he fairly accurately reflected the
development of a multivarious evangelicalism out of the monolithic structure of
fundamentalism. Exposure to other conservative but non-dispensationalist theological
systems did the most to temper the peculiarities of both Gaebelein’s and
fundamentalism’s traditional dispensationalism. While perhaps going beyond the scope
of this biographical overview, one might classify Gaebelein and his close collaborators,
men such as E. Schuyler English, Donald Barnhouse, and Joseph Bayly, as “Reformed
Dispensationalists,” combining many elements of Reformed theology and
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dispensationalism. 54 In regard to the doctrines of God, Scripture, human nature,
predestination, salvation, and eternal security, there would be little to separate them from
classic Reformed teaching. Only in regard to eschatology, holiness, and the nature of the
church would some differences emerge.
Gaebelein embraced the “Deeper Life” or “Keswick Holiness” of
fundamentalism, something distinct from more traditional understandings of holiness and
sanctification found in either the Methodist or Reformed Protestant tradition. This
particular form of fundamentalist holiness teaching, for example, stressed the role of faith
in developing holiness, and used phrases like “abiding in Christ” to describe the
attainment of personal holiness. One became holy by opening oneself to the work of the
Holy Spirit through faith. “Are you letting the mind of Christ actually be in you?” asked
Gaebelein. “There is only one way to do that. It is not by striving, but by believing; not
by working, but by submitting; not by trying but by yielding. Give Christ complete
control of your life, and you will have His mind in you.” 55 By abiding in Christ, that is,
by yielding oneself wholly to God in faith, a Christian could live an overcoming life
because the indwelling Spirit animated and moved the believer towards godly action.
“Everything, therefore, that savors of self-will apart from Christ is contrary to abiding.
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Even when the believer is engaged in earthly affairs, his soul may unconsciously abide in
Christ, just as we have our homes, although we do not constantly think of the fact that we
live in them.” 56 “Here is an illustration of a fundamental fact. True Christianity is not of
the head; it is of the heart. One may be thoroughly versed in doctrine, knowing Scripture
minutely, and yet be apart from God. The human heart must be recreated through the
new birth. Then, and only then, does living acceptably before the Lord begin.” 57
Emile Cailliet
A French expatriate, Emile Cailliet, had a profound influence on Gaebelein’s later
thoughts on the arts, culture, and education. Cailliet (1894-1981) had grown up in a
secular French home and studied the liberal arts at the Universities of Chalons and
Nancy. He served in the infantry during World War I before returning to complete a
doctorate at the University of Montpellier. 58 His experience during the war led him to a
profound crisis of faith. For a number of years after, he sought to find something or
someone that would give meaning to his life. He began assembling a journal of quotes,
passages, and ideas that spoke to his condition, hoping that at some point, this
aggregation of facts would lead to an epiphany of self awareness. When the project was
completed, Cailliet sat in the garden under a tree and began to read through the journal.
Rather than finding enlightenment, however, he found despair. At that low point, in a
circumstance that Cailliet would only classify as providential, his wife returned with a
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present that changed the course of his life. Returning from the store, she had gotten lost
and stumbled into a Huguenot chapel. While there, the aged pastor talked with her and,
before she left, pressed into her hand a Bible which she took home and gave to her
distraught husband.
At that time, Cailliet was completely unfamiliar with the Bible. Turning to the
Beatitudes, he began reading. “Suddenly the realization dawned upon me: This was the
Book that would understand me! I continued to read deeply into the night, mostly from
the Gospels. And lo and behold, as I looked through them, the One of whom they spoke,
the One who spoke and acted in them, became alive to me.” 59 Here in this book was the
answer and purpose for which he had been seeking for so many years.
In his new-found Christian faith, Cailliet discovered not only that which gave
order and meaning to self, but also to the world around him. An understanding of the
pattern of God’s truth led the honest observer to an understanding of true culture. For
Cailliet, Christianity was the key to making sense of the world. “Anyone who loses sight
of the perennial context of the Christian landscape of reality loses sight of the landscape
altogether.” By ignoring God, said Cailliet, humanity willfully blinded itself to reality.
“Having been trained according to man-made tradition to make themselves at home in a
landscape in which the absence of God is taken for granted, they candidly declare that
they cannot find any trace of God anywhere.” If, on the other hand, a person looked at
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life from the perspective of biblical truth, “not only may the true landscape of reality
come within sight, but as a result culture may be adequately viewed and interpreted.” 60
The significance of this idea on Gaebelein’s intellectual development cannot be
overstated. While it is true that other Christian theologians have described the
importance of looking at the world from a Christian perspective—Abraham Kuyper and
the neo-Dutch Calvinist tradition comes to mind—Gaebelein absorbed these ideas, and
the language used to describe these ideas, from Cailliet. To be sure, Gaebelein himself
had since his early days sought to develop a distinctive Christian approach to life, as had
most thoughtful evangelicals and fundamentalists of the early-to-mid twentieth century.
Cailliet, however, helped Gaebelein articulate a holistic approach to knowledge and
understanding. It is interesting to note that Gaebelein’s most important book on Christian
education, The Pattern of God’s Truth, borrows its title from a phrase often used in
various forms by Cailliet in The Christian Approach to Culture. Said Cailliet, “If a
Christian pattern of truth can be re-established, we shall have found again the one
essential frame of reference for a pertinent appraisal of God’s quest for man and man’s
quest for truth down to our own time.” 61
Gaebelein first came into contact with Cailliet through his writings on French
thought and literature. Sometime in the 1940s, Gaebelein, laid up in bed for a few days
because of illness, read a translation of Pascal’s Pensees, but upon completing the book,
found himself with more questions than answers. Cailliet’s study on Pascal, Genius in
the Light of Scripture, had recently been published, so Gaebelein purchased a copy and
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used it as a guide to understanding the eminent French scientist, mathematician, and
Christian. “Under Cailliet's masterly guidance there was opened to me the Christian
development of Pascal's mind - one of the most powerful and spacious in human history.
No wonder that at the end of my reading, I wrote Cailliet my thanks.” 62 Gaebelein also
sent him a copy of his book, The Christian Use of the Bible, as a token of appreciation.
From that correspondence developed a forty-year friendship that would extend to the
ends of their lives.
For both Cailliet and Gaebelein, genuine knowledge accorded with Scripture.
According to Cailliet, the truly wise person sought to discern the pattern of God’s truth
evident in whatever it was that he or she was looking. Because of the sovereignty of God
as Creator and Sustainer of the universe, “there is, therefore, a Christian view of nature
and of human nature; there is a Christian outlook on history, including our own life
history; there is a Christian approach to psychology and human relations; there is a
Christian epistemology preparing the way for constructive metaphysics.”63
Such a broad encompassment of God’s truth challenged the rigidity of
Gaebelein’s early thought, breaking down the divisions between sacred and secular,
fundamentalist and modernist. It meant, too, that truth, as a broader field of perception,
need not be distinctively spiritual in order to be true or worthy of Christian appreciation.
The significance of this change was that one did not have to try quite so hard to relate all
subjects to biblical truth, but that some subjects were true in-and-of themselves. For
example, in the Pattern of God’s Truth, written before Gaebelein had read much of
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Cailliet and developed this wider perspective, Gaebelein spent much time talking about
the need to integrate all subjects biblically, including math and science. In the span of ten
pages, Gaebelein argued for a detailed integration of math and Scripture, noting how
geometry and Christianity shared a common quality of faith, and how, “the Christian
teacher of mathematics must know such things as the common ground of unprovable
knowledge shared by mathematics and Christianity, the presence of number and order
throughout nature and art, and the perfect congruity of the stars with mathematical
calculation.” 64
Such striving to connect theology and mathematics was a bit artificial, an overt
spiritualization of a subject that arose not from an integral element of the subject but from
an imposition of spiritual truth onto something wholly different. This was a danger of
overreaching, of looking for connections that were not there. As Cailliet noted in The
Christian Approach to Culture, a person must first turn to the Bible to know reality, but,
“By the same token, it also becomes clear that we should not expect the Book to answer
questions pertaining to scientific speculation or cultural interest, however legitimate or
praiseworthy.” 65 Gaebelein appropriated this understanding from Cailliet, particularly
after reading Cailliet’s book, The Recovery of Purpose, in 1959. Gaebelein modified his
earlier understanding of the role of integration in scientific and mathematical matters.
This is a significant change, for it freed Gaebelein from a shallow frame of reference
regarding integration. In an article from 1960, a year after he had had a chance to reflect
on Cailliet’s work, Gaebelein noted, “Dr. Cailliet develops [Swiss theologian, Emil]
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Brunner’s suggestion regarding the effect of sin upon the different areas of knowledge.
This is greatest in the theological and human sciences, because they deal with such living
questions as freedom and the relationship of man to man and man to God. In the exact
physical sciences, which are further away from the living center, the disturbances through
sin become less until in mathematics it dwindles to zero.” In other words, mathematics,
because it was less influenced by sinful intellect, stood on its own as revealing truth and
did not need to be actively connected with some spiritual fact or program. 66
Irving Babbitt
The importance of Gaebelein’s experience at Harvard, touched on earlier in this
chapter, centered on the role and influence of the New Humanist, Irving Babbitt. To be
sure, Gaebelein was extremely appreciative of the role of Dean L. B. R. Briggs played in
developing his oratorical skills, but intellectually, it seems that Babbitt had the greatest
influence. Babbitt, Gaebelein’s professor of comparative literature at Harvard, was
critical of the romanticized worldview that emerged in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century. 67 For Babbitt, one of the most troubling features of the modern world
was the loss of cohesive and unifying culture and the moral relativism that necessarily
followed. In effect, the ultimate goals and purposes of life had been lost. Instead, people
lived their lives according to maudlin sentimentality, a form of emotional hedonism that
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threatened to produce the “most trifling brand of the human species that the world has
ever seen.” 68 What was needed for the restoration of human selves and society was the
redevelopment of inner discipline and control, but this required a re-adoption of the
notion of innate human depravity while rooting such a notion in objective observation
rather than dogma. 69
Gaebelein did not frequently or explicitly refer to the works of Babbitt in his own
writings, but certain of the themes, tenor, and tone that Gaebelein displayed were
essentially Babbitt’s. Gaebelein embraced the language of Babbitt’s humanism, and he
consistently championed a form of Christian humanism even when the phrase itself was
suspect among most evangelicals. For example, the conclusion of his inaugural address
as Headmaster of The Stony Brook School, given shortly after his graduation from
Harvard, was filled with the language of Christian humanism that mimicked the ideas of
his former instructor. After laying out the principles of the school, Gaebelein declared,
“In order to put these principles in the most efficient way possible, the Christian school
must be humanistic in the best sense of the word. For the Christian point of view is itself
in essence humanistic. The fatal misconception of the scholastics of the middle ages, that
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Christianity is incompatible with liberal education, ought never to be revived.” Again,
echoing Babbitt, Gaebelein warned his listeners to not let the school fall into
obscurantism. Instead, The Stony Brook School must propagate a “humanism that would
have every essential study taught in the most efficient way possible.” 70
The stress on unity and integration that Gaebelein championed in education was
similarly reflective of Babbitt’s ideas. In “What is Humanism?” Babbitt defined the true
mark of excellence in a human as the “Power to harmonize in himself opposite virtues
and to occupy all the space between them. . . . By his ability thus to unite in himself
opposite qualities man shows his humanity, his superiority of essence over other
animals.” Gaebelein, in turn, argued that the mark of true Christian education was to
similarly unite disparate ideas in a consistent whole. “God’s truth is of universal scope.
This being the case, every aspect of education must be brought into relation to it. So the
problem of integration arises—the word, we are reminded, means ‘the bringing together
of parts into the whole.’ Our aim will be to point the way to a solution of this problem by
showing how in some vital particulars Christian education can achieve integration into
the all-embracing truth of God.” 71
Similarly, Babbitt’s harsh criticism of modern sentimentality as something
opposed to authenticity was echoed by Gaebelein in his aesthetic discussions. Per
Babbitt, Rousseau was guilty of propagating a “naturalistic sentimentality,” a gross
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emotionalism and irrationality that had “eaten into the very vitals of Protestantism.” 72
The rise of such romantic sentiment had resulted in the erosion of standards across the
board so that he who felt most strongly was most just. Gaebelein did not stray too far,
particularly in his writings on aesthetics. The following statement, stripped of its biblical
connotations, would be essentially Babbitt’s. “Everything in our life and thought that
savors of sentimentality and pretension—these too violate integrity. Do not be mistaken.
The Bible knows what sentiment is; it is full of true and valid feeling, because it is par
excellence the book of the human heart. But the Bible never sinks to pretense and
sentimentality. And when evangelicals traffic in these things, the noble and wholesome
influence of Scripture may be thwarted in our thinking and our words.” 73 Gaebelein was
a frequent critic of the maudlin sentimentality of much evangelical art.
We see in the above comparisons that the one area where Gaebelein significantly
departed from Babbitt was in the area of supernatural religion. 74 Babbitt, a conservative
at heart, was nevertheless unwilling to return to a conservative religious or theological
stance, although he was not harshly critical of such religion and saw Christians and
humanists as cobelligerents against the sentimentality of Romanticism. Gaebelein largely
concurred. In an apology of the evangelical faith published in the North American
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Review, Gaebelein noted this similarity. “In his philosophy the intelligent evangelical is
essentially Pauline. Like the humanists of the Irving Babbitt type, he is a dualist and
believes in the discipline of the will. But in his forthright supernaturalism he goes
beyond the humanistic position.” 75 In essence, Gaebelein saw Babbitt’s humanism as
supportive of a Christian worldview, but insufficient. The transcendent dimension that
Babbitt sought was inadequately understood without reference to a universal, omnipotent
God, and for Gaebelein, this God was most clearly revealed in Scripture.
Gaebelein was a product of many intellectual and theological influences, ranging
from the fundamentalism of his childhood to the more erudite orthodoxy of Emile Cailliet
to the non-theistic humanism of Babbitt. Gaebelein called himself a theological
maverick, one who did not fall easily into a particular box. The same could be said of his
overall intellectual point of view. He was above all an evangelical, and the chief
influences on his life were largely religious, but to limit his intellectual development to
the writings of other evangelicals would be inaccurate.
Final Years
Although Gaebelein retired as co-editor of Christianity Today in 1966, his
retirement years were hardly without activity. From 1969 to 1972, he coordinated the
summer sessions on faith and learning at Wheaton College. He remained a frequent
contributor to both Christianity Today and Eternity Magazine. Increasingly during his
later years he turned the attention of his writing and speaking towards two topics:
aesthetics and social justice, both important areas of culture and society where Gaebelein
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felt evangelical awareness and witness were sorely lacking. From 1971 until his death in
1983, he served as general editor of The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, a significant
multivolume commentary on the Bible written by a number of noted evangelical scholars.
In 1973, Gaebelein attended a workshop of evangelical leaders, young and old, that met
in the Chicago YMCA to set a new course for evangelical social action. Out of this
meeting emerged the progressive evangelical organization, Evangelicals for Social
Action, long headed by Ronald Sider of Messiah College.
In October, 1982, Gaebelein returned to the campus of The Stony Brook School
to attend the dedication of Frank E. Gaebelein Hall, the new academic and administrative
building at the school he first shepherded sixty years before. Already in ill health due to
coronary disease, this event would be Gaebelein’s last public appearance. He died on 19
January 1983 as a result of complications stemming from heart surgery performed in
November. His passing was marked with numerous and sympathetic coverage in the
leading religious journals and magazines. Perhaps no more fitting tribute could be
offered for Gaebelein than that presented by one of his former students, Cary N.
Weisiger, III, Stony Brook Class of 1927: “He was first, last, and all the time, a Christcentered man.”76
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CHAPTER THREE
Evangelicals and Truth
The biblical concept of truth was a central component of evangelical intellectual
life in the twentieth century, and truth was the driving force behind Frank Gaebelein’s
ideas in education, social action, and the arts. While evangelical ideas about the nature of
truth were often drawn from the heritage of Scottish Common Sense Realist philosophy
(and occasionally from ideas taken from Dutch Reformed Christians), it was most often
anchored in the language and structure of Scripture, harkening back to a pre-modern
conception of truth that was both personal and objectively accurate.
Before examining the historic relationship of American evangelicals to truth, one
should note that believers of all kinds, and evangelicals in particular, face a very real
tension when discussing truth. Mark MacLeod, a modern evangelical himself, noted,
“We are in the very peculiar position of both wanting to seek the truth but claiming to
already know it.” 1 Historically, evangelicals remained committed to truth and wrote
volumes on the subject because they recognized it as eternally significant. Wrote James
Montgomery Boice, pastor of Tenth Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia (where
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Gaebelein’s close friend, Donald Gray Barnhouse pastored from 1927-1960), Christians
are a “truth-rooted people,” and truth is itself a mark of the church. 2
The Loss of Truth
For evangelicals, the problems of modern society were tied to the loss of truth,
intellectually, morally, and personally. Standards had been abandoned; wrong had
replaced right. Wrote Gaebelein, “It was Archbishop William Temple who remarked,
‘The world, as we live in it, is like a shop window where some mischievous person has
broken in the night to change all the price labels, so that the cheap things have the higher
price on them and the really precious things are marked down.’ The world is twisted,
values are reversed. Truth had been cut off from its ethical and spiritual implications.” 3
Modern Western society had replaced the concept of unchanging truth with something
malleable. Truth had become a product of pragmatic experience. Statements like the
following by John L. Childs, American pragmatist and progressive educator, greatly
troubled evangelicals such as Gaebelein: “Since experience is an ongoing process, this
view also means that finality and absolute certainty are impossible. Absolute dogma
must give place to hypothesis. Truths are the opinions, the beliefs, the hypotheses which
have been verified by experience. Since experience is ongoing in nature and conditions
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do change, absolute finality is not to be had. The ultimate source, authority, and criterion
for all belief and conduct are to be found in ordinary human experience.” 4
Evangelicals, by and large, rejected this pragmatic approach to truth. Carl F. H.
Henry compared modern pragmatism’s loss of eternal verities to global famine. The
industrialized world was suffering a “truth famine,” he declared, just as severe as the food
famine that wracked the developing world of the 1960s. “Nothing is more foundationally
important for the world and for the church in the twentieth century than a recovery of
truth. Truth famine is the ultimate and worst of all famines. Unless modern culture
recovers the truth of truth and the truth of God, civilization is doomed to oblivion and the
spirit of man to nihilism.” While previous intellectual battles pitted supposed truth
against supposed truth, the modern dilemma was that now “the very truth of truth [was]
questioned.” “Today the whole field of truth is on the defensive. Multitudes of people
are gripped by totalitarian lies, snared by commercial slogans and popular cliché’s,
entranced by vogue-ideas and warped words.” 5
What caused this loss of truth? For Henry and others like him, the loss of truth
seemed due to man’s rejection of God and the elimination of the realm of the spirit.
“Central to this crisis of truth is the modern eclipse of God together with the consequent
forfeiture of the revelation of truth and the truth of revelation. Even pagan philosophers
like Plato in pre-Christian times knew that to speak of truth rather than opinion is to delve
inevitably into the spiritual world. It was erroneous of classical philosophers to seek a
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changeless truth independent of God, and equally so to locate it immanently in the
supposedly divine universal reason of mankind.” Today’s philosophers, however,
doubted the very existence of God, and with that, the objective grounding for any
perception of truth. “The spiritual crisis of mankind is also an intellectual crisis,
inasmuch as the modern temper is now disposed to consider God unthinkable,
unchanging truth an illusion and gospel-truth a fiction. Truth itself seems at times to
have gone to the Devil, and the planet Earth to have become a cosmic Tower of Babel.” 6
Writing a short time after Henry, Arthur F. Holmes, professor of philosophy at
Wheaton College for nearly half a century, described a three-fold problem related to truth
in the modern world. First, there was the loss of focus on truth. People just did not care
about the concept, even as a point of justifying their own behavior or actions. Second,
there was the loss of the universality of truth. Relativism had become the new norm.
“People readily adopt the view that truth is not normative for everyone but changes from
time to time or place to place, even from one person to another.” This rejection of
universality of truth, declared Holmes, was a reaction to the excesses of the
Enlightenment. Finally, there was the loss of the unity of truth. Fragmentation, a world
devoid of any ultimate coherence, was the new paradigm. According to Holmes, this
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fragmentation was the natural consequence of a denial of the universality of truth. 7 A
recovery of truth at its deepest, spiritual level was needed, both to restore the vigor of the
Christian church (which was often guilty of buying into the pragmatism and relativism of
the modern world) and to provide a foundation for genuine social interaction regardless
of creed.
Clearly evangelicals were bothered by the loss of truth. But if evangelicals could
articulate the modern problem with truth, they frequently failed to define with precision
what they were talking about. While they often associated the problems of the modern
world with a corresponding loss of the concept and authority of truth, evangelicals (and
their fundamentalist forebears in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries) assumed
that truth was a self-evident, self-validating concept, perceptible to any mind that
honestly sought it.
This assumption that the concept of truth was self evident reflects the intellectual
milieu in which American evangelicalism came of age. As Mark Noll and George
Marsden have noted in numerous articles and books, American evangelicalism came to
rely upon a particular philosophical system known as Common Sense Realism to help
define its theology and apologetics. Common Sense Realism arose in the eighteenth
century to counter the skepticism of Hume and certain French philosophes, and its
greatest proponents were Scottish (and Scotch-Irish) Presbyterians who disseminated the
ideas of Common Sense Realism throughout the colleges and universities of the English
speaking world.

7

Arthur F. Holmes, All Truth is God’s Truth (Downer’s Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity
Press, 1983), 4-8.
85

Scottish Common Sense Understanding of Truth
Mark Noll, writing in The American Quarterly, identified three particular
emphases and one corollary affecting evangelical thought in general, and evangelical
approaches to truth in particular. 8 First was a belief in epistemological common sense—
“our perceptions reveal the world pretty much as it is and are not merely ‘ideas’.” This
materialistic grounding for perception cut the nerve of skepticism and reasserted
reliability of cause-and-effect relationships. Second, evangelicals have recognized the
force and authenticity of moral intuition. “Just as humans know intuitively some basic
realities of the physical world, so they know by the nature of their own being certain
foundational principles of morality.” By elevating this moral sense to the level of a
faculty of the mind, evangelical apologists believed that they had established an
objective, scientific, and shared basis for ethics, accessible to all humans without
recourse to special revelation. Finally, evangelicals came to rely upon methodological
common sense as the vehicle for rational thought and deliberation. The inductive
method, so useful in determining the facts and laws of nature, was the method for
determining the facts and laws of morality, theology, anthropology, and any other realm
of knowledge. All truths had to be built by “a strict induction from irreducible facts of
experience,” including truths derived from Scripture. 9
In other words, the inductive methods of science, with their stress on objective
neutral facts, became the basis for all forms of epistemology. This inductive ideal was
clearly taught by a number of conservative American theologians, perhaps the most
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notable being Princeton’s Charles Hodge, who famously wrote, “The Bible is to the
theologian what nature is to the man of science. It is his storehouse of facts; and his
method of ascertaining what the Bible teaches is the same as that which the natural
philosopher adopts to ascertain what nature teachers.” 10 Even today, among a large
segment of evangelicalism, this methodological common sense remains important for
American evangelical thought. Such an outlook or approach to knowledge, following in
the footsteps of Isaac Newton, led evangelicals to believe that the end product of
theology was a “system of certain truths, grounded on careful induction from simple
facts, eschewing hypothetical flights of fancy, and providing a universal and unvarying
picture of God and his ways.” 11
In Fundamentalism and American Culture, George Marsden noted two further
premises of Common Sense Realism adopted by evangelicals. All truth under God was
of a single unified order, and all people of common sense could perceive and know that
truth. 12 Truth in one realm coheres with truth in another realm, and both could be
discerned through similar methods. In his influential Systematic Theology, Charles
Hodge of Princeton used an analogy with natural science to explain how the Bible was to
be understood: “If natural science be concerned with the facts and laws of nature,
theology is concerned with the facts and principles of the Bible. If the object of the one
be to arrange and systematize the facts of the external world, and to ascertain the laws by
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which they are determined; the object of the other is to systematize the facts of the Bible,
and ascertain the principles or general truths which these facts involve.” 13
Because God’s truth was unified, evangelicals concluded that all facets of
knowledge, including science, would comport with Scripture. Such an idea was hardly
new; Bishop Joseph Butler’s Analogy of Religion Natural and Revealed to the
Constitution and Course of Nature (1736) and William Paley’s Natural Theology (1802)
were written around this central premise. 14 Carl Henry, writing at the end of the twentieth
century, continued this stress on the unity of truth. “Christian truth is not some special
slice of coherence, or some preferred segment of truth as a whole. By Christian truth we
mean, rather, the whole truth, the entirety of truth grounded in the eternal Logos, truth as
the Divine Mind gives it to men to know, as the inspired Scriptures report it, and as the
incarnate Logos unveils it.” 15 A less well known Christian educator put it this way: God
is the author of all truth, and all truth is grounded in his divine being. Truth is objectively
comprehensible by man, since man has been created with the capacity for
comprehension. Therefore, “Truth is authoritative yet cohesive and should produce
unity. It is impossible for both sides of a contradiction to be true.” 16
The appeal of Common Sense Realism to evangelicalism is apparent. An
epistemology rooted in common sense made knowledge accessible to laymen and clergy
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alike. It was democratic and anti-elitist and offered hope that all were endowed with the
ability to know God’s will and truth. What is more, it provided a framework of
knowledge and understanding that stressed common ground between believer and
unbeliever alike, since all were endowed with the mental faculty for understanding. As
Marsden noted, Common Sense Realism affirmed “that basic truths are much the same
for all persons in all times and places.” 17 Such a view of truth stood in contrast to some
other Christian approaches to truth, particularly that offered by Dutch Reformed
Christians operating out of a different philosophical tradition.
Dutch Reformed Understanding of Presuppositional Truth
While the Common Sense Tradition was the ground of most evangelical thought
during the twentieth century and had a significant influence on Gaebelein’s own thinking,
it might be helpful to point out one alternative approach to knowledge and truth that
eventually influenced segments of American evangelicalism. Based largely on the
philosophical work of Dutch Reformed Christians, and particularly the theologianpolitician Abraham Kuyper, this distinctive epistemology and approach to truth became
increasingly well known in the latter half of the twentieth century. Most current
discussions about Christian epistemology take account of Kuyper and his Reformed
followers.
Kuyper was introduced to the American evangelical audience when he delivered
the 1898 Stone Lectures at Princeton Theological Seminary. Kuyper’s central premise
was that Christianity, and particularly Calvinistic Christianity, offered a worldperspective that could effectively impact all facets of life because, unlike all other non-
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Christian worldviews, it was true. One of the distinctive features of Kuyper’s worldview,
then, was the antithesis he posed between Christian and non-Christian. Unlike his friend
and frequent correspondent, B. B. Warfield, Kuyper argued that there were two kinds of
people in the world and, thus, two kinds of sciences or ways of knowing. 18 Christian
scholarship necessarily differed from secular scholarship because it operated from
different presuppositions. Rebirth, or palingenesis as Kuyper was wont to call it, was the
discriminating factor distinguishing Christian from non-Christian ways of knowing. “In
palingenesis was recognized a critical and restorative fact, which both subjectively and
objectively places all things, along with their origin and issue, before us in an entirely
different light.” 19
Kuyper balanced this radical distinction between regenerate and lost with a strong
awareness of God’s common grace. Thus, secular science can produce good, true, and
essential knowledge even as it led the secularist to a philosophy of life that was at odds
with Scripture. Christians, however, pursued science using the best methodology and
procedures just like their secular counterparts, but they did so from the unique foundation
of palingenesis in order to produce understanding that would remain true and in line with
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the cosmic dimensions of the gospel. Christian professors and teachers had to integrate
the results of science into a comprehensive Christian framework of understanding. As
Kuyper noted, he was arguing for nothing less than, “A life-sphere of our own foundation
of palingenesia, and a life-view of our own thanks to the light that the Holy Spirit kindles
on the candelabra of Scripture . . . our own principles for our own higher learning,
deriving from that principle our own conviction, and seeking to apply that conviction to
life in all its rich fullness.” 20 Neither did Kuyper shy away from proclaiming the central
and essential role played by Scripture in giving meaning and understanding to a Christian
epistemology. “The Revelation offered us in the Word of God gives us gold in the
mine,” he declared, “and imposes upon us the obligation of mining it; and what is mined
is of such a nature, that the subject as soon as he has been changed . . . assimilates it in
his own way, and brings it in relation to the deepest impulse and entire inner disposition
of his being." 21
Kuyper’s ideas would eventually prove useful to other Christian scholars interested in
integrating faith and scholarship. Cornelius Van Til, in the middle of the twentieth
century, and Nicholas Wolterstorff, at the end, come to mind as scholars operating out of
a distinctively Kuyperian and Reformed perspective. During his lifetime, however,
Kuyper’s influence in America was not as great as might be assumed given the current
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amount of interest in his work. 22 Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, his
influence was largely (though certainly not completely) restricted to those who were
theologically Reformed and, to an even greater extent, to those Dutch Calvinist
immigrants who settled in such places as western Michigan and central Iowa. 23
The biggest area of disagreement between Common Sense Realists and Kuyperian
presuppositionalists related to questions over the accessibility of truth. For most
American evangelicals, Kuyper’s stress on the distinctive intellectual foundation rooted
in palingenesis went too far. They continued to maintain that both Christians and nonChristians could perceive and understand the same truth. The stress, then, of American
evangelical was on the common sense available to both regenerate and lost. Evangelicals
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remained hopeful that they could continue to influence the larger secular world around
them by pointing out the self-evident truth of their positions.
Christ as Truth
While there is no denying the importance of Common Sense philosophy on
evangelical patterns of thought, evangelicals did not explicitly frame their arguments
about truth in Common Sense terms, at least not consciously so. The appeal was to
theological and biblical categories of knowledge, but they often did so with some
unspoken assumptions about the nature of truth that reflected Common Sense influences.
These assumptions, however, often undermined the development of a careful, systematic
theory of truth, not because they did not address the issue, but because evangelical
theologians and educators often failed to see the need to address assumptions and
paradigms that were, in essence, commonsensical and axiomatic.
Personal Dimension to Truth
Most evangelicals who discussed matters of truth did not begin by turning to a
discussion of Reid or Hume or Voltaire. For them, truth began and ended in the person
and work of God. Truth was true because it was rooted in Deity. As leaders in the
Christian school affiliate of the National Association of Evangelicals wrote, “NonChristian philosophy with its earthly perspective is of man and seeks the glory of man.
Christian philosophy with its heavenly perspective is of God and, being of God and
seeking His glory, it must therefore be true.” 24 In a popular commentary, Merrill C.
Tenney, Professor of Bible & Theology at Wheaton College, noted that the Christian was
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not only a foundation for truth, but was self-referentially truth incarnate. Tenney looked
at the words of Jesus in the Gospel of John where the Savior declared, “I am the truth.”
For Tenney, this declaration of divine truth by the divine Son was, “the ultimate
foundation for a satisfactory philosophy of life. . . . He is the truth because he has the
perfect power of making life one coherent experience irrespective of its ups and down.”
As the passage above notes, truth for evangelicals was more than a philosophical
system. It provided the “power” for orienting one’s life and giving meaning to it. Jesus’
attestation to the truth, then, had less to do with metaphysics and more to do with
practical living. “His incarnation was the full manifestation of … truth because it was the
…most perfect way of conveying the truth to [human] understanding.”25
Another noted evangelical who looked at the theological underpinning of truth
was George Eldon Ladd, perhaps the preeminent American evangelical theologian of the
last half of the twentieth century. 26 In 1968, he wrote a short book entitled The Pattern of
New Testament Truth. In this volume, he discussed, among other things, the Johannine
concept of truth. Ladd stressed that the concept of truth took on a personal, relational
quality such that it demanded a personal response from the individual believer. In his
gospel, for example, John’s concept of truth was related to the Hebrew root word emeth,
a term that conveyed the idea of trustworthiness and reliability. Truth in the Bible, then,
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was reflective of how God acted towards his people. While truth was trustworthy
because it corresponded to the facts, it was ultimately trustworthy because it reflected the
redemptive faithfulness of God. “Therefore,” wrote Ladd, “when Christ said, ‘I am the
truth’ (14:6), he means that he is the full revelation and embodiment of the redemptive
purpose of God. . . . to know the truth (8:32) means to come to know God’s saving
purpose as it is embodied in Christ.” 27
Like Tenney, Ladd noted that the manifestation of truth in Christ required a
response from men. Referencing the statement in John 3:21, “He who does the truth
comes to the light,” Ladd wrote of the need for human response to the faithfulness of
God. “Here, to do the truth means to respond to God’s revelation of his truth in Christ in
the right way.” 28 It was not sufficient to merely know the truth; what was required was
volitional action in response to truth.
According to Ladd, the personal dimension of the biblical conception of truth
stood in contrast (though not in opposition) to the Greek understanding of truth. Biblical
truth was earthy, personal, and volitional, elements, Ladd argued, that were missing from
classical notions of truth. “For the Greek, the world, nature, human history—in sum, the
sphere of the visible—formed the realm of flux and change of becoming, of the transient.
Reality belonged to the realm of the invisible, the good, the unchanging, which could be
apprehended only by the mind of the soul transcending the visible. . . . For the Hebrew,
reality was found in God who makes himself known in the ebb and flow of both nature
and historical events by his acts and his words. God comes to men in their earthly
27
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experience. Thus the final redemption is not flight from this world to another world; it
may be described as the descent of the other world—God’s world—resulting in a
transformation of this world.” 29
This was a significant statement regarding evangelical perceptions of truth. The
personal dimension of truth rooted in Christ could lead Christians to an appreciation of
earthly things. As Ladd noted, the incarnate Lord sanctified the things of this life,
“because he chooses to reveal himself by visiting man in history.” 30 “The world is God’s
world; man is God’s creature, although rebellious, sinful, and fallen. Salvation is
achieved not by a flight from the world but by God’s coming to man in his earthly,
historical experience.” 31 The world was God’s, and because of God’s interaction with
the world, it was therefore good. The things of the world, when properly understood,
were therefore worthy of human interest and desire. For evangelical theologians, the
concept of truth rooted in God led to a recognition that Christians were not to flee the
world. Rather, the world was a good thing that humans should seek to understand. A
focus on truth, then, was not a limiting factor, but one that opened the believer’s mind to
seek out and understand “the other,” i.e., things beyond oneself and one’s immediate
circle of interest. Essentially, this approach to truth made room for common grace and
provided a basis for the integration of knowledge across disciplines. 32
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Objective Dimensions to Truth
The evangelical understanding of truth rooted in Jesus Christ helped Christians
balance their understanding of the spiritual and objective dimensions of truth. Truth was
that which drew one close to God. As Donald Barnhouse noted, truth was the instrument
of personal regeneration and sanctification. “This is the path of every true child of God.
As our experience develops, we realize that god uses the truth alone as the instrument of
regeneration. It is the truth by which we grow, and truth is the means of our spiritual
progress.” 33
But there was also an objective dimension connected to this evangelical
understanding of truth. If the foundation of truth was found in the unchanging, eternal
person of God, then there was a necessary sense that whatever was true must always and
everywhere be true. Truth, wrote Arthur F. Holmes, was absolute, “unchanging and
universal.” Said Holmes, “If God’s knowledge is complete and perfectly true, then truth
itself cannot change; it remains the same for every time and place in creation; it is
absolute.” 34 A relativistic notion of truth was foreign to the evangelical mind.
A frequent New Testament term for truth, alethia, was reflective of this cognitive,
objective dimension. Roger Nicole, professor of theology at Reformed Theological
Seminary, described it this way: “As we pass from the Old Testament to the New we
observe the shift from the Semitic mindset to the Greek idiom.” Nicole went on to
is himself the Truth of God, the pursuit of truth, then, is nothing less than the pursuit of
God, and conversely, the pursuit of God is the pursuit of truth. Every human act, every
form of education, then, should be God-centered and truth centered. E. Schuyler English,
“Truth and Righteousness,” The Pilgrim 2, no. 7 (July 1945): 1.
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explain that, alethia, had a more cognitive meaning that the Hebrew word emeth. “Hence
the idea of conformity to fact implicit in ‘emet becomes fairly naturally the key
emphasis” in the New Testament. 35
The Hebrew and Greek ideas of truth were not opposed but complementary, just
as the Old and New Testament of Scripture are complementary. The Hebrew word for
truth, emeth, provided an ethical rather than epistemological dimension, focusing on the
reliability and faithfulness of behavior, promises, actions, or laws. “In the Bible the truth
of a proposition is related to the truthfulness of the speaker. What God says is
unchangingly true because of his character (e.g., Job 28:20-28).” 36 The faithfulness of
God (emeth) was therefore the foundation for objectivity. “Truth, in the biblical sense, is
ultimately associated with the triune God Himself as a perfection of His being. By His
singular mercy truth is communicated in a finite though adequate measure to rational
creatures, angelic and human, so they can distinguish between truth and error, veracity
and mendacity, straightforwardness and deceptiveness.” 37 Truth, then, was not some
brute fact of nature, although brute natural facts were certainly true. Truth was
vouchsafed by the ethical and personal commitment of God himself.
This divine grounding of truth also ensured that God’s direct revelation in
Scripture could be received by humans as true and trustworthy. As Marsden noted, the
American evangelical view of truth placed tremendous weight on the written Word. “If
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truth were the same for all ages, and if truth was apparent primarily in objective facts,
then the written word was the surest means permanently and precisely to display the
truth.”38
The Bible was the sourcebook of religious facts that provided insight into divine truth. If
approached honestly, it presented both objective and spiritual truth to the reader. Donald
Barnhouse, like other evangelicals, went so far as to use the words truth and Word of God
synonymously: “To give truth its proper position—the position that God Himself has
given it—is to subordinate every human opinion to the truth and to live one’s life within
the sphere of God’s revealed Word.”39
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CHAPTER FOUR
Gaebelein and Truth
Frank Gaebelein was committed to the truth. When his daughter, Gretchen
Gaebelein Hull, wrote his eulogy in 1984, she stated, “The word that I associate most
closely with Dad’s name is ‘truth.’” For Gaebelein, truth was the animating principle
behind his most important ideas and actions. As Hull noted, this commitment to truth
was an expansive proposition rather than a limiting factor. “My Father’s conviction that
‘All truth is God’s truth’ opened up for exploration and enjoyment the entire range of
Philippians 4:8. In a 1980 letter he wrote: ‘Intellectually I should describe myself as a
Christian humanist. I am, of course, using the term in its classical renaissance sense,
rather than in its contemporary usage, as ‘secular humanism,’ for example. I am a
generalist, not a specialist, and my interests are not restricted to just one discipline.” 1
Significantly, Gaebelein’s commitment to truth allowed him to explore
intellectual concerns beyond theology or piety, long the central focus of evangelical life
and thought during the tumultuous years after the fundamentalist-modernist controversy.
Gaebelein’s central intellectual premise that all truth belongs to God offered him a
chance to explore the connections between disparate subjects and offered a foundation for
holistic intellectual inquiry. Truth, said Gaebelein, was the very foundation for the
Christian life of the mind. “If as the New Testament states, Christ upholds ‘all things by
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the word of his power,’ (Heb. 1:3), and if ‘by him all things consist [i.e. hold together]
(Col. 1:17), who can deny that in him there is the wholeness that must be the heart of a
university? To the committed Christian thinker, the realization that all truth in every field
of knowledge is of God is the major premise of intellectual as well as spiritual
integrity.” 2
By presenting truth in all its dimensions as something under the purview of God,
Gaebelein challenged what he saw as the paucity of evangelical thinking. In effect,
Gaebelein was bringing attention to the scandalous state of evangelical scholarship nearly
forty years before the publication of Mark Noll’s Scandal of the Evangelical Mind.
According to Gaebelein and other self-critics of evangelicalism (and there were others,
even in the 1940s and 1950s), conservative Protestants had grown satisfied with
theological platitudes and doctrinal shibboleths, substituting these for critical examination
of other areas of knowledge, science, art, and intellectual life. “To speak bluntly, too
many evangelicals manifest a contentment with intellectual mediocrity, and this attitude
is reflected in the young people who come to Christian schools and colleges. Says Dr. A.
W. Tozer of The Alliance Weekly, ‘There is, unfortunately, a feeling in some quarters
today that there is something innately wrong about learning, and that to be spiritual one
must also be stupid.’” This lazy attitude toward the mind highlighted the need for a
“renaissance in evangelical scholarship,” a rebirth of learning that would only be possible
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when evangelicals properly oriented themselves towards the pursuit of truth in any and
all manifestations. 3
As a Christian, Gaebelein was concerned with understanding truth, but he was
also concerned about the application of truth into all aspects of life. As an educator, he
sought to understand how God’s truth, as revealed in Scripture, affected the content and
method of teaching. As a writer and Bible editor, he was concerned with the truthful use
of words to accurately tell the story of God and his people. Truth was the criterion by
which Gaebelein evaluated culture, whether it was the high culture of classical music and
fine literature, or the more pressing issue of how we should treat the disenfranchised and
social outcasts left on the margins of American society. It was Gaebelein’s commitment
to truth that led him to take a stand for racial justice, to promote the cause of the poor and
oppressed, and to seriously consider how Scripture relates to music and the arts.
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American evangelicalism at that time. If nothing else, the life of Frank Gaebelein,
Harvard alum, literary writer and editor, indicates that the cultural and intellectual
wilderness of fundamentalism was not as barren as is sometimes made out.
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Gaebelein was not alone in his quest for knowing and living the truth, of course.
As Peter Hicks illustrates in his book Evangelicals & Truth, the leaders of twentiethcentury fundamentalism and evangelicalism have always had a vital interest in the
matter. 4 Indeed, one would do well to remember that the subtitle to The Fundamentals,
the seminal volumes launching the fundamentalist movement in the 1910s, was nothing
less than, A Testimony to the Truth. 5 For the rest of that century, numerous evangelical
stalwarts both in the United States and abroad defended the reality and nature of truth,
particularly as revealed by Scripture. 6 Gaebelein, however, stood apart for the singular
focus he gave to truth as an epistemological and axiological principal. Again, nearly all
that he knew and all that he did stemmed from his commitment to truth. In so doing, he
sometimes led evangelicalism in the direction it should go (e.g., by his work in
developing an evangelical philosophy of education), while at other times he epitomized
the larger trends developing within evangelicalism (e.g., the move away from the cultural
isolationism of fundamentalism towards a more positive engagement with the larger
world of culture).
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Gaebelein invested a lot of time thinking and writing about truth, but his ideas
were often scattered across numerous books and articles. His most significant work was
The Pattern of God’s Truth, a collection of four essays presented at Dallas Theological
Seminary and later refined at a presentation at Denver Seminary. In one passage in The
Pattern, Gaebelein noted that it was easy to talk about the truth, but what exactly is the
truth. “How to determine the truth—as Hamlet said, ‘there’s the rub.’” 7
The Relationship of Truth to Facts
First, Gaebelein adopted the evangelical assumption that truth rests on facts. Like
other evangelicals, Gaebelein believed that truth was propositional in nature, and that
facts were prior to belief or interpretation. When reading the Bible, for example,
Gaebelein argued that behind our fallible, human interpretation of Scripture lay “certain
truths that are plainly written in the Bible for all men to see and believe. It is these that
make up the framework of our Christian worldview. What are they? They are the facts
upon which Christianity rests.” 8 This statement echoed his earlier statement in his
apology for the Christian faith in the North American Review. “The intelligent
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evangelical bases his religious thinking . . . on facts. . . . Christianity is a religion of fact.
Either Christ did or did not live, teach, and minister in ancient Palestine. . . . ” 9 Facts are
prior to the development of one’s worldview, and, indeed, prior to religion itself.
What are facts? According to Gaebelein, facts are self-evident truths, available to
all honest seekers. Truths built upon facts are trustworthy and provide the buildingblocks of a correct ideological or theological system. ”Let us understand once and for all
that there is nothing sectarian about these truths; they are common to all branches of the
Christian church. . . . the fact remains that such truths as these stand as both the
foundation and frame of reference for a Christian worldview. It is upon them that
Christian education must build; it is within them that it must work.” 10
Gaebelein would agree with the statement of theologian Paul Feinberg, following
the idea of Aristotle, that truth is that which corresponds to reality. Feinberg begins by
noting that the Bible, although pointing to truth as an essential attribute of God,
nevertheless fails to provide a precise definition of what truth is. But, said Feinberg, one
can hardly do better than Aristotle’s statement in Metaphysics, ‘To say what is, is, and
what is not, is not, is true. And to say what is, is not, and what is not, is, is false.’” 11
Gaebelein adopts this language of correspondence explicitly. “Who of us, on being
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suddenly confronted with some startling piece of news, has not exclaimed, ‘Is it really
true?’ Now it is the adverb in this colloquialism that points to the test of truth. The
reason is simply that, when we ask whether a thought is ‘really’ true, we are, almost
unconsciously, invoking the criterion of correspondence with reality. Whether it be a
matter of science like Einstein’s epoch-making equation, E equals MC2; or whether it be
a particular virtue in the intangible realm of character, such as that a man is courageous,
correspondence with reality is the criterion of the truthfulness of truth.” 12
In relating truths to facts in this manner, Gaebelein adopted the conventional
language of Common Sense Realism. Gaebelein was not consciously adopting the
Common Sense Realist position in the sense that he declared himself a philosophical
Common Sense Realist. Like most evangelicals of his day, there was a degree of selfreflectivity lacking in Gaebelein’s philosophy and understanding of truth. Gaebelein and
most other American evangelicals assumed the premises regarding facts and truth to be
self-evident and common sensical themselves. It is as if the Common Sense Realist
framework was so ingrained in evangelical patterns of thinking that Gaebelein and other
evangelicals could hardly fathom any other relationship between truth and facts. Facts
were obviously and necessarily true, and a proper understanding of truth had to be built
upon facts.
Truth Grounded in God
In accepting the correspondence theory of truth, Gaebelein stood firmly in the
Common Sense tradition of American evangelicalism. Evangelicals such as Gaebelein
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accepted that truth is known by a direct apprehension of what is “out there” in the
external world, rather than by apprehension of intermediary ideals. 13 As Marsden has
noted, for evangelicals, “perceptions were not ideas of the external world, but (as the
Princeton Review put it) ‘we are directly conscious of the external objects
themselves.’” 14 Facts, however, were not discrete packets of information that existed
without connection to each other. For evangelicals such as Gaebelein, the reality of
external objects perceived by human experience and intellect comes from their
connection to God. Temporal reality, the reality of human experience and rationality, is
true because it is rooted in the ultimate reality of God. Wrote Gaebelein, “It was Josiah
Royce who said that every idea has both internal and external meaning. . . . . Using
‘external’ not in its connotation of ‘superficial’ but rather in its denotation of something
outside and beyond us, we see that the external meaning . . . has to do with God’s truth.
That is to say, it is objectively true. . . . we find that it is nothing less than the context of
everything that we know or ever can know.” 15 The stress in this statement comes on the
fact that the externality of all ideas has meaning because it is related to God. Gaebelein
explicitly rooted truth in the personality of God. “Truth is a word directly related to God
and one that reaches over the whole universe as well as deep into our lives.” 16 Thus,
because truth is related to God, Gaebelein would say, “What is true, what is really true,
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can never be otherwise than true. We hear much about the search for truth. It is a noble
and exciting thing for a man to dedicate himself to discovering new aspects of truth. But
no one can originate or make up truth. Truth is here all the time, to be discovered or to be
revealed, as God wills.” 17
Because truth is rooted in God, truth shares in his other attributes. For example,
Gaebelein wrote in various articles and books that truth, in whatever capacity it is to be
found, is holy. “The solemn fact is that truth is holy; inherent in the nature of God
Himself, it is ever sacred. No man who tampers with it is guiltless.”` 18 Another divine
attribute attached to truth is immutability. Truth is changeless. “Truth is as big as God,
because He is truth. Truth remains unchangeable,” wrote Gaebelein in an article in
Eternity magazine. 19 The immutability of truth provides a touchstone for belief and
action in a changing world. Truth provides a sure guide for how the individual should
order his or her life because it orients the person towards God himself. “What a
comforting reminder this is in an unstable world! Our God is not only the source of
‘every good and every perfect gift’; He is also absolutely unchangeable. Whatever there
seems to be of variation in Him is only apparent.” 20
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Truth is Personal
As has already been discussed, evangelical theories of truth recognized a personal
dimension to the concept. At times, this personal aspect of truth was obscured by the
rhetoric of Common Sense Realism adopted by evangelicals, but there was no getting
around the fact that Jesus declared, “I am the Truth.” 21 Gaebelein highlighted the
importance of recognizing the personal dimension of truth. First, Gaebelein reiterated the
fact that God was not only truthful in his words and actions, but the Lord was himself
truth. Unlike the prophets or other religious leaders, Jesus alone could say of himself, “I
am the truth.” And because Christ is himself the truth, “he is the ultimate criterion and
measure of truth.” 22
The believer’s response to truth, then, is not so much that of a person to an object,
but of one person to another person. There is a sense in Gaebelein’s writing that we
respond to truth not in the way we respond to a fact, but in the manner that we respond to
a person with which we have an intense, personal relationship. For Gaebelein, a fitting
response to truth is passionate. Gaebelein saw precedence for this in John Calvin’s
commitment to the truth and how it manifested itself in the Reformation. “There is
moving significance in the symbol that John Calvin chose for his personal seal—a
flaming heart on the palm of an extended open hand. For the Church and for all who
serve within its fellowship, it is never truth for truth’s sake, in the sense of truth as an
abstraction, that is the goal. It is rather truth for the sake of him who is the truth and he is
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also the way and the life. All truth is of God and thus of Christ ‘in whom are hid all the
treasures of wisdom and knowledge (Col. 2:3).” 23
The Christological nature of truth should drive us to pursue truth. It is not enough
to know the truth; a person must seek it with passion and diligence. “We hear much
today about the imperative need for the pursuit of excellence in education. It is a worthy
purpose to seek excellence in all that we do. Yet by itself the pursuit of excellence is
inadequate unless it is always related to the truth, not only abstractly but as it is in Christ.
Just as we should say with Paul, ‘For me to live is Christ,’ so we must, as A. Serrilanges
suggests, learn to say in every aspect of our intellectual life, ‘For me to live is truth’; for
Christ is himself the truth. . . . . he is the ultimate criterion and measure of truth.” 24
Truth is Authoritative
If truth is personal and rooted in God, it should not come as a surprise that
evangelicals such as Gaebelein also saw truth as authoritative. To obey truth was to obey
God. As Gaebelein’s close friend Donald Barnhouse noted, “To give truth its proper
position—the position that God Himself gives it—is to subordinate every human opinion
to the truth.” Barnhouse then went on to note that truth is clearly revealed in the written
Word of God, and Christians had an obligation to live their lives within the sphere of
God’s revealed Word. 25 The authoritative role of Scripture in the life of believer, while
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perhaps an obvious point, nevertheless requires a little further explication in the context
of this discussion about truth.
Gaebelein and other evangelicals argued that the truth and authority of Scripture
came from its relationship to the person of Christ. In a West Point chapel sermon,
Gaebelein declared, “Behind the pages of the Bible, set forth in inspired words, there is
always a Person, a historic Person who is yet greater than history because in a sense that
is wholly unique, He lives today.” 26 For a person to attempt to establish an authority
above or outside of Scripture inverted one’s relationship to truth, placing oneself above
truth, which would be the same as placing oneself above God. Obviously, for an
orthodox Christian, this raises serious problems, but in regard to Gaebelein’s
understanding about truth, it also highlights the issue of authority as related to truth. For
Gaebelein, questions about the truth or falsehood of some thing were really questions of
authority. In one of his early articles, Gaebelein critiqued the theological modernism of
the Presbyterian moderator of New South Wales (Australia). Gaebelein took particular
umbrage at the moderator’s words that, “The spirit of truth reveals itself within the spirit
of man. There can be no final authority but that.” Gaebelein vigorously disputed this
locus of truth in the inner self. Humanity stood, Gaebelein argued, under a higher
authority. “The validity of Mr. Edward’s ‘Plea’ may be reduced to this final query—
Ought the Bible to be criticized by humanity? For, if it may rightly be criticized by man,
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then it is lower than man, or at best only on his level. We cannot criticize what is above
us.” 27
Again, questions about theology, doctrine, practice—all boil down to a question
about authority. Gaebelein contrasted truth as an ontological reality, rooted in the divine,
with an apparent truth rooted in the human will and intellect. The former was truly true;
the later, merely true. Gaebelein continued in this article: To set up an internal authority
of truth such as “truth within man” in place of the authority of Scripture sounded noble
and good, as if it were an idealism of the highest sort. “But it is really equivalent to
saying, that in place of the authority of the inspired Bible, we ought to set up truth as it
emanates from the darkened mind of man. It is a substitution of the rational for the
Divine revelation.” 28 While Gaebelein would not deny the necessity of rationality, he
would deny the benefit of rationality apart from Divinity.
Following a long line of evangelical thinking in this regard, Gaebelein argued that
humans could not stand above truth, including the truth of Scripture, because such
reliance upon human reason neglected the fallen state of humanity. According to
traditional evangelical theology, particularly in its Reformed manifestations, the natural
mind is darkened by sin and unable to comprehend rightly. Gaebelein’s critique of
secular rationalism, then, is rooted in his orthodox, Reformed anthropology.
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Truth Corresponds to Excellence
Gaebelein frequently equated truth with the quality of excellence. Truth was the
touchstone of excellence. That which was excellent was true. That which was shoddy,
false, or “cheap” in an aesthetic sense lacked truth and authenticity. And of course, the
clearest expression of excellence was found in the person of Jesus Christ. In an article on
the development of the Christian intellectual life, Gaebelein stated, “We hear much today
about the imperative need for the pursuit of excellence in education. It is a worthy
purpose to seek excellence in all that we do. Yet by itself the pursuit of excellence is
inadequate unless it is always related to the truth, not only abstractly but as it is in
Christ.” 29
The quality of truth’s excellence, like the quality of truth’s authority, was
grounded in its connection with the God of truth. Once again, the personal dimension of
truth comes to play. In a discussion about the need to pursue excellence in the
independent school, Gaebelein noted, “But the truth in which values are rooted is more
than philosophical. It is personal. The vision of excellence is ultimately a personal
vision. The excellence for which we in the independent schools are striving has its moral
and spiritual and, above all, its personal dimensions.” 30 A little further in this essay,
Gaebelein stressed more explicitly the foundation of excellence found in Jesus Christ.
“Excellence means believing in the best to the extent of choosing it above the better. It
means not being satisfied with anything less than the first-rate. And for me and also for

29

Frank Gaebelein, “The Christian’s Intellectual Life,” Christianity Today 5 (8
May 1961): 5.
30

Frank Gaebelein, “Religion and the Independent School: An Inquiry and a
Challenge,” The Independent School Bulletin 61-62, no. 3 (Apr. 1962): 8.
113

others of us, the best is made known with finality in the Person and words and above all
in the saving work of Christ. Here you should recognize that I speak frankly out of
individual conviction, as indeed we all must, when we deal seriously with the things that
mean most to us.” 31
One sees in Gaebelein’s ideas a strong resemblance to the Christian neo-Platonic
ideas prevalent in Christian philosophy since at least the time of Augustine. Gaebelein,
as an orthodox Protestant evangelical, found a great deal of sympathy for his perspectives
in the works of Calvin and Pascal, both of whom adopted an essentially Augustinian
metaphysic. Gaebelein himself did not frequently reference the sources of his
philosophical ideas regarding truth; again, this is reflective of the common-sense
abstraction of truth typical of twentieth-century evangelicalism. Nevertheless, this
commitment to truth as excellence exerted a large impact on Gaebelein’s other writings,
particular in regard to his educational and aesthetic judgments. In writing about Christian
higher education, Gaebelein forcefully declared that Christian education must be yoked to
the excellence of truth. “When a college is wholly committed to God and His truth, it
must to the best of its ability have done with mediocrity. . . . The principle is a simple
one: nothing is too good for the Lord. The reference here is not merely to buildings and
equipment, but to thinking and to good taste, neither of which is inherently expensive. . . .
So with the Christian college. To the glory of the god of truth it must join the battle
against mediocrity.” 32
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Apprehension of Truth / Epistemology
Gaebelein believed that truth was objective, but our perception of it was not. For
Gaebelein, truth was ontologically dependent on its relationship to God but ontologically
independent of human perception. In this regard, truth was what it was and not what we
wanted it to be. In The Pattern of God’s Truth, Gaebelein addressed the reality of truth
as something external to personality, “Using ‘external’ not in connotation of ‘superficial’
but rather in its denotation of something outside and beyond us, we see that the external
meaning of Christian education has to do with God’s truth. That is to say, it is
objectively true. Whether or not we know it or understand it, believe it, or teach it, it
remains His truth.” 33
This statement clearly identifies how Gaebelein rooted truth in the character and
nature of God. As such, truth was never something created but discovered. The sincere
Christian believer must seek out truth, may imitate the truth, but she cannot invent truth.
“Truth is a word directly related to God and one that reaches over the whole universe as
well as deep into our lives. Truth is as big as god, because He is truth. Truth remains
unchangeable. What is true, what is really true, can never be otherwise than true. We
hear much about the search for truth. It is a noble and exciting thing for a man to
dedicate himself to discovering new aspects of truth. But no one can originate or make
up truth. Truth is here all the time, to be discovered or to be revealed, as God wills.” 34
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Truth is Objective, but Perception is Not
To argue that truth was plastic or changing would, in Gaebelein’s mind, be a
denial of the immutability of God. But while Gaebelein forcefully advocated for the
universal objectivity of truth as a matter of biblical principle, he was much less willing to
say that our perception of truth was equally objective or universal. There was a gulf
between truth “out there” and truth as we receive it. Gaebelein made it quite clear that he
denied any possibility of there being a truly neutral and objective observer. Humans are
shaped by their environment and nature, particularly their imperfectability as a result of
sin. “Although good reporting seeks to be as truthful as possible and thus as little slanted
as possible, there is no such thing as perfect objectivity, simply because we neither think
nor write out of a vacuum. Nevertheless, I believe that responsible Christian[s] . . . must
make unremitting efforts to tell the truth.” 35
What Gaebelein offers, then, is a view of the world and truth that tries to walk the
line between metaphysical objectivity and epistemological subjectivity. Gaebelein,
unlike some later Christian thinkers and perhaps because he was not a philosopher by
training, was content to leave it at the point that we cannot know truth perfectly or
objectively, but truth as truth is itself perfect and objective.
Neo-Calvinist thinkers and their intellectual heirs delved into this relationship
between epistemology and ontology in a way that Gaebelein himself never did. As
Arthur Holmes described it, ‘This idea of truth embraces both our subjecthood and our
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objectivity.” 36 Neo-Calvinists made a distinction between various people and their
relationship to the truth. Metaphysically, truth is rooted in the person of God, so it is true
every time and every where. Perception of truth, however, was dependent upon the
perceiver’s relationship to God. A person with a genuine spiritual connection to God
would be able to perceive truth that would otherwise be unavailable or imperceptible to a
person lacking such a connection to God. In other words, Holmes, argued, one’s ability
to comprehend truth is dependent upon whether or not he is inwardly rooted in God. In
such an understanding, there is a significant gulf in understanding between Christian and
non-Christian.
The clearest description of the different epistemology of believer and non-believer
was perhaps offered by Abraham Kuyper. As discussed in the previous chapter,
Kuyper’s doctrine of palingenesis, or spiritual regeneration, significantly affected the
minds of those regenerated by the Spirit of God (i.e., evangelical, “born-again”
Christians). According to Kuyper, spiritual regeneration divided humanity into “two
kinds of people” who produce “two kinds of sciences.” 37 “This ‘regeneration’ breaks
humanity in two, and repeals the unity of the human consciousness. . . . [T]here is an
abyss in the universal human consciousness across which no bridge can be laid.” 38
Christians have a different view of world because of rebirth. “[I]n palingenesis
we recognize a critical and restorative fact, which both subjectively and objectively

36

Holmes, All Truth, 45.

37

The particular phrase, “two kinds of science,” is Kuyper’s. The phrase
highlights the radical distinction between Christian and non-Christian thinking in
Kuyper’s system. No longer is science universal, objective, and accepted knowledge.
38

Abraham Kuyper, Encyclopedia of Sacred Theology: Its Principles (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1898), 152.
117

places all things, along with their origin and issue, before us in an entirely different
light.” 39 The all-encompassing effect of palingenesis was highlighted by Kuyper.
“Palingenesis is a universal conception which dominates your whole person, and all of
life about you; moreover, palingenesis is a power that exerts an influence not merely in
our religious, but equally in your ethical, aesthetical, and intellectual life. A Jurist, a
Physician, a Philologian, and a Physicist, who have personally come under the action of
palingenesis, experience its influence as well as the Theologian, and not only in their
emotional life, but in their intellectual life.” 40
In the Kuyperian scheme, the difference between Christian and non-Christian
ways of knowing are vast. This neo-Calvinist approach to truth clearly moved in a
direction away from the Common Sense Realism of most American evangelicals. As
Arthur Holmes noted, the Enlightenment approach to truth and objectivity failed because
it left us with “both impersonal and impossible demands for objectivity and theoretical
proof.” In place of this objective, fact-based approach to knowledge and truth, the neoCalvinists were able to reorient the quest for truth and understanding in what Holmes saw
as a more biblical, personal framework. “Much recent philosophy has moved back from
this rationalism to a more fully personal view of knowledge and truth. Sometimes it has
swung all the way to the other extreme of relativism, and often it has lost the theistic
basis for truth, but at least it has begun to see the essentially personal nature of
knowledge and truth which the Scriptures contributed to earlier Western thought.” Such a
philosophical and theological shift offered the hope of the gospel to a new generation
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disillusioned with the failures of modern society. Continued Holmes, “The solution to
existential despair and to theological and ethical relativism is not to be found in a return
to the rationalism that failed us before, but in advancing to a fuller and more Biblical
understanding of the interdependence of persona and propositional truth.” 41
Gaebelein’s approach to truth, reflective of the mainstream of evangelical thought
flowing out of the British and American common-sense tradition, was not necessarily
counter to these ideas of the neo-Calvinists, but it certainly did not go as far in
establishing a gulf between believer and non-believer. By laying stress on the
universality of truth ontologically, Gaebelein’s epistemology offered more hope for
common ground between believer and unbeliever. What’s more, by recognizing a
common faculty for perception of truth (i.e., common sense) and by deemphasizing the
dualism that spiritual generation has on separating believer and unbeliever, Gaebelein
heightens the stress on a universal, common ontological basis for truth as something
rooted in the omnipresent, immutable nature of God.
Gaebelein addressed this common ground for believer and unbeliever in an article
entitled, “What is Truth?” quoted earlier in the chapter. Gaebelein offered the example of
someone finding out some unexpected but important information and exclaiming, “Is it
really true?” The point of this example was that such an exclamatory questions was
premised on the idea that truth was found in those things which corresponded with
reality, but Gaebelein went on in the passage to note, “What has just been said represents
common ground between believer and unbeliever; all of us, Christian and non-Christian
alike, admit that reality is the test of truth. While in respect to the nature of reality there
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are great differences, there is general agreement about the necessity for whatever is
claimed to be true to correspond with reality.” 42 Gaebelein stated that people might
differ over their understanding of the nature of reality, but they all agreed that truth
corresponded with reality. It was this “correspondence test of truth” that provided
common ground for humanity. In a way quite different from Kuyper, Gaebelein
advocated for such common ground even though Christians and non-Christians had
different perspectives, even in regard to their beliefs and perceptions about ultimate
reality.
With Gaebelein, there is not an epistemological stress on palingenesis providing a
distinctive Christian epistemology. Reality is reality, for Christian and non-Christian
alike. While people differ over their understanding of the nature of reality, they agree
that whatever corresponds with reality is the criterion for knowing the truth. It is this
hope for rational common ground that makes Gaebelein optimistic that Christian efforts
in education, art, and society can have a positive impact on all of society.
Three Avenues for Apprehending Truth
That Gaebelein was hopeful for rational common ground between believer and
nonbeliever does not negate the fact (in his mind) that Christians had avenues of
knowledge available to them that were unavailable to non-Christians. There remained a
sense that Christians, through the agency of the Holy Spirit in their lives, could perceive
and understand divine revelation and truth in a way that non-Christians could not. At the
same time, Gaebelein was careful to avoid a sort of fideism that often afflicted the
thinking of sincere believers.
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In a number of writings, Gaebelein outlined three ways of apprehending truth
open to the evangelical believer: (1) Revelation alone; (2) Reason alone, and (3)
revelation and reason. Of these three approaches, Gaebelein argued that revelation and
reason lead us to truth. Reliance upon just revelation or just reason would lead the
Christian to error.
In an article published in the InterVarsity magazine HIS, Gaebelein argued that
reliance upon revelation alone opened the door to irrationality, denigrating the God-given
faculty of reason. Revelation provided knowledge which could only come from God’s
direct witness apart from the natural order, and it should not be rejected out of hand. God
spoke truth in Scripture. “In the Bible, therefore, he tells the truth about himself and
about man, sin, the world, that now is and the world that is to come. Thus the Bible
presents a view of life and of the world distinctly its own in a class apart from all other
philosophies and all other religion. [In this] view the Bible equates with truth.” 43
But to assume that Scripture spoke to every facet of life and that it provided a
sufficient basis for understanding truth in all cognitive domains was naïve and ultimately
doomed to fail. 44 In The Pattern of God’s Truth, Gaebelein criticized those Christians
who would use Scripture as a guidebook for geology or for determining the age of the
earth. Gaebelein was convinced that scientific methods such as carbon dating could
accurately determine such things, and to impose a perceived biblical understanding over
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scientific data was more likely the result of a faulty understanding of Scripture than an
error in science. 45
Conversely, Gaebelein insisted that reliance upon reason alone was also doomed
to lead to error. Bypassing God’s revelation led to rationalism of the worst sort,
producing a secular humanism that insisted on making the natural mind the measure of all
things. Human reason alone was incapable of spiritual understanding. As Gaebelein
noted in one of his earliest writings, to rely on reason alone was to “barter away the
priceless and eternal heritage of Christian Truth.” 46
For Gaebelein, the proper approach to truth was to rely upon both reason and
revelation. God, the author of truth, had shown himself primarily through what
theologians have called the “two books of revelation”: written Scripture and natural
creation. As revelation in the Bible provided one avenue to truth, and this truth was
understood by faith, using reason to understand the natural order provided insight into the
second book. Both faith and reason were required. “Any adequate basis for Christian
education must, therefore, include God’s revelation in creation as well as in His written
Word.” 47 Both were genuine avenues to truth, but Gaebelein insisted on a prioritization
of revelation over creation, at least in regard to the inner dynamic between the two. The
natural world was not an adequate basis for comprehending the depth of spiritual truth
available in revelation. Wrote Gaebelein, “But our human understanding of the book of
nature must not be made the norm for acceptance of the other book the Bible. To the
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contrary, Christian education must recognize the fragmentary state of our knowledge of
the vast book of the created universe.” 48
The reason for this was the supernatural essence of Christianity. Revelation was
superrational but not antirational. The Christian faith required an element of faith that
was not bound by the strict limits of rationality. “Christianity is in itself supernatural. . .
it cannot be measured by the rationality of mere humanity. To judge it [i.e., Christianity]
by the shifting evidence of human reason is not only inconsistent with the sublime fact of
Christianity, it is supreme effrontery to Him who came from the bosom of the Father to
make known the invisible god.” 49
Revelation and reason were not opposed to each other as alternative means of
knowing. For Gaebelein, the two went hand-in-hand. The surest way of knowing,
particularly in regard to spiritual truth, was, “reason, enlightened by the Holy Spirit.” 50
“Secularism knows truth only on the level that can be discovered and verified by human
imagination, analysis, experiment, and thought. But when it comes to the higher level of
truth in the root sense of the Greek word aletheia, which means . . . ‘without the veil,’
thus implying revelation, secularism with its truncated, incomplete concept of truth is
utterly impatient.” 51
To understand revelation aright, then, required a reasoned approach to Scripture,
albeit one animated by the work of the Holy Spirit. In this, Gaebelein stuck to an
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inductive approach to Scripture, typical of evangelical approaches to knowledge and
understanding. The best way to know God’s written Revelation was to take a scientific
approach to interpreting it. For example, in a discussion on Christian education,
Gaebelein wrote of his hope that, “Some day a thoughtful student of Christian education
will make a thorough study of every reference in the Bible to children and will go on to
develop inductively the principles of child training set forth in the Word of God. The
result of such an investigation may turn out to be a major contribution to Christian
thought.” 52
Clearly, a study of Scripture on the training of children could be of great value,
but it is pertinent that Gaebelein framed this study in terms of induction. It was his belief
that Scripture could be understood if it was approached like a puzzle requiring rational
thought. But Scripture is more than a rational puzzle. For evangelicals such as
Gaebelein, it was also authoritative, and it alone determined the message it presented.
Said Gaebelein, “the ultimate criterion of truth is found in the revealed Word, the Bible.
This is not to say that Christians know everything there is to know about the meaning of
that criterion. It is still true, and always will be, until the time of the new heavens and
new earth, that we ‘see through a grass darkly.’” 53
There is thus a degree of ambiguity in the relationship between reason and
revelation in Gaebelein’s writings. This is reflective of the general lack of
epistemological reflection found in American evangelicalism at that time. It seems as if
Gaebelein is caught in something of a Catch-22. Human reason can understand scripture,
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but scripture provides a revelation that goes beyond reason. Gaebelein’s assertion that
truth is grounded in objective facts that can be apprehended through common sense and
rational means seems to conflict with his belief in the work of the spirit and the role of
faith in understanding divine revelation.
Ultimately, Gaebelein comes down on the side that faith is prior to understanding
or rationality. He is not perhaps as consistent or as clear as Kuyper in this regard, but
when his writing is examined in its entirety, it becomes manifest that Gaebelein stands in
the Augustinian tradition of faith seeking understanding. In an article on Christian
thought, Gaebelein declared, “But the Christian’s intellectual life. . . . is at bottom a life
of faith. Let us never make the mistake of thinking that faith is unrelated to knowledge
and the development of intellect. In the deepest sense, believing is the door to
knowledge. Truth is never created by the mind of man; it is there all the time and we are
led to it by faith. . . . Faith is not, as some make it out to be, a leap in the dark; rather is it,
as David Reed suggests, a leap out of the dark into the light.” 54
In this same article, Gaebelein went on to note how faith is integral to the
Christian life of the mind. “”Let us also be very sure that our intellectual life is infused
with faith. For only the thinker who ‘believes that God is and that he is a rewarder of
them that diligently seek him’ uses his mind to God’s glory.” 55 Ultimately, argued
Gaebelein, Christianity was super-rational. Gaebelein never argued that Christianity was
non-rational, but that it was, in a sense, “rational plus,” going beyond the confines of
rationality. There is a depth of mystery and wisdom in the Christian life that went
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beyond human comprehension. “Christianity is superrational—above science, above
philosophy, and above higher critical scholarship. That is why the rationalistic attitude
spells utter loss of faith. It is an attitude that cannot comprehend the ‘mysteries’ in the
New Testament.” 56
Again, Gaebelein was adopting an Augustinian stance in his understanding of the
relationship between faith and learning. He made this explicit in an article on the role
Scripture played in education:
Truth is not something worked out by men; it is received by faith and then
acted upon. Here the biblical method of knowledge is what Anselm of
Canterbury expressed in these words—‘Credo ut intelligam’ (‘I believe that I
may understand’)—a principle voiced also by Augustine some six hundred
years before Anselm, when he wrote, ‘Nisi crederitis, non intellegistis’
(‘Unless you believe, you will not come to know’). This insight, so
thoroughly biblical, was not, as Professor J. Harris Harbison of Princeton
University pointed out, any ‘advocacy of blind faith. It was the testimony of
the greatest minds in Christian history to the fact that truth can never be
grasped by a man’s mind alone.’ And going back to Solomon, we must add
this: ‘The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom’; for there can be no
‘fear of the Lord’ without humble belief and reverential trust. 57
Problem: Truth is Self Evident, but Perception is Fallible
That Gaebelein sided with the priority of faith over reason did not, however, free
him from the charge of inconsistency in his understanding of truth. This Augustinian
stress on the priority of faith ran counter to Gaebelein’s conviction that truth was
obviously apparent and self evident to all humans. For Gaebelein, like most evangelicals,
there remained the assumption that facts were prior to our perception and the
development of our worldview. This is different than the neo-Calvinist stance which

56

Gaebelein, “Evolutionary Theology,” 170.

57

Frank Gaebelein, “The Centrality of the Word of God in Education,” in A
Varied Harvest, 44.
126

essentially put worldview prior to facts. The difference, once again, is a result of the
Common-Sense Realist tradition inherited by Gaebelein. Returning to Mark Noll’s fine
reflection on the nature of Common Sense Realism, American evangelicals had long
believed that truth is self-evident. Such epistemological common sense asserted that any
person’s perceptions, “reveal the world pretty much as it is and are not merely ‘ideas’
impressed upon our minds by something-I-know-not-what.” 58
The mixing of these two seemingly incompatible approaches to knowledge and
truth—Common Sense Realism with its claims to the universality of truth and Christian
faith with its claim to particular insight into divine revelation—led Gaebelein to adopt a
position that Dana Wright has labeled “epistemic certitude.” Rather than dwelling on the
apparent conflict between these two intellectual approaches to truth, Gaebelein instead
adopted the intellectual stance where, “There is always an assumption that ‘the biblical
framework’ is self evident.” Evangelical Christians could be led to the truth through
rational thought under the influence of the Holy Spirit. Others, if they could only see
things as they really were (and as Christian believers already could), would perceive the
reality of truth as it existed in God. 59 In other words, Gaebelein believed that Christians
could perceive truth as it really existed because of their relationship to Christ through
faith. This sounds much like the Kuyperian idea of palingenesis. Unlike Kuyper,
however, and as a result of the Common Sense Realist insistence upon the self-evidence
of truth, Gaebelein assumed, though he failed to work out the nature of this assumption,
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that non-Christians could also perceive such truth, but it would, essentially, be much
harder for them to do so.
On the surface, this approach to truth seems confused and unfair, and it essentially
is. It is as if Gaebelein was having his cake and eating it, too. Christians could know the
truth that everyone could know, even though everyone cannot really know the truth.
Gaebelein would never word it so starkly, but that is the reality of where his
epistemology led him. The lack of precision in Gaebelein’s epistemology must be
chalked up in the end to the fact that he was a self-professed generalist and not a trained
philosopher. He could grasp certain “big picture” understandings, but he failed to work
out the details of his personal philosophy.
This is not to say that his ideas regarding truth were useless, for they were not.
Quite the opposite, by ignoring the inconsistencies of his epistemology, Gaebelein was
able to move on and address other matters that did not necessarily rely upon his jumbled
epistemological assumptions. His stress on the unity of truth and the need for integration
had less to do with epistemology and more to do with his ontology of truth, i.e., a
commitment to the universality and immutability of truth rooted in the person of God.
Here, Gaebelein stood in the mainstream of Christian philosophy since at least the time of
St. Augustine, and it is here that Gaebelein made some of his most useful contributions to
the evangelical understanding of truth.
Unity of Truth
As already noted, American evangelicals were committed to a unified understand
of truth. Evangelicals were committed to this principle of the unity of truth, and they
extended it to both the spiritual and material realm. For evangelicals such as Gaebelein,
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there was no Gnostic or Neo-Platonic distinction between the ideal realm of the spirit and
an evil material world. All of creation, seen and unseen, found its unity in God. As
George Ladd noted, God is good, so his creation is good, as well. This biblical principle
contrasted with the Gnostic or Neo-Platonic dualism often preserved in various forms of
idealism found in the modern world. Wrote Ladd, “In sum, the Greek view is that God
can be known only by the flight of the soul from the world and history; the Hebrew view
is that God be known because he invaded history to meet men in historical experience.” 60
All of creation found meaning and unity in Jesus. As Merrill C. Tenney declared in a
commentary on John 14, Jesus Christ “is the truth because he has the perfect power of
making life one coherent experience.” 61
Gaebelein went beyond most of his fellow evangelicals, however, in using truth as
the defining factor of his life and thought. It was the central feature of his most important
work in education, but also was the center point of his writing and work in the arts and
social justice. As he described it, his rallying cry that “All truth is God’s truth” stemmed
from his commitment to “the unity of all truth under God.” 62 For Gaebelein, God as the
foundation of truth was also the reason for its unity, and this unity was the principle that
gave coherence and meaning to the truth. In an article entitled “Truth and Culture,”
Gaebelein explained, “[T]he most important principle in Christian thought, or, for that
matter, in any kind of thought at all. . . . is the continuity of all truth under God. Or, to
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put it in other words, it is the principle that all truth—whether in religion or philosophy,
science or art, industry or politics—is God’s truth.” 63
In education, for example, a Christian educator ignored the unity of truth at his
peril. Education required exposure and understanding of the whole truth, or at least of
the connection between one truth and another truth. In particular, spiritual truth had an
organic connection with truth in other disciplines. To isolate religion from the fabric of
daily life presented a truncated understanding of life. It was for this reason that
Gaebelein criticized the role of religion in most independent schools. These private
institutions had the opportunity to present a robust religious worldview to their charges,
weaving together the fabric of faith and life. Instead, they tended to preserve their faith
as a museum piece, an attractive and valued artifact cut off from handling and human
relation. “It is characteristic of these schools to give religion a place in the curriculum.
The difficulty is that their classes in religion are in most cases isolated from the other
studies. Like small islands of spiritual truth, they stand in the midst of a secular
curriculum. Instead of being organically united with the classes in mathematics,
literature, science, or history, they are effectively insulated from them. They stand as
strongholds for religion in our modern education; but they are too much like moated
castles dotting the British countryside, beautiful and venerable, adding an aura of by-gone
splendor to the scene, yet cut off from everyday life.” 64
The unity of truth provided evangelicals a basis for relating the material to the
spiritual realm. Evangelicals such as Gaebelein were not satisfied with a retreat to their
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“moated” enclaves, focusing solely on the hereafter to the neglect of the present world
crisis. Gaebelein argued that all subjects are within the pattern of God’s truth; every field
of knowledge that is true is connected to every other field of knowledge that is true. The
unity of truth allows, even requires, a holistic approach to knowledge and understanding.
Seeing these connections within the unity of truth is the essence of a Christian world
view. A primary purpose of Christian education, then, was to train the pupil to see these
connections. “We must recognize, for example, that we need teachers who see their
subjects, whether scientific, historical, mathematical, literary, or artistic, as included
within the pattern of God’s truth.” 65
According to Gaebelein, individuals of all persuasions seek the factor that brings
unity and order to understanding, but most failed to see that Scripture alone was able to
bring meaning to all realms of knowledge and understanding. Gaebelein understood that
this would not be a popular position in contemporary American culture. People would
ask, “What has the latter part of the twentieth century got to do with Christ and the
Bible?” Gaebelein appreciated such questions, believing that they brought us, “straight
up against what may well be the most important principle in Christian thought, or for that
matter, in any kind of thought at all. That principle is the continuity of all truth under
God. Or, to put it in other words, it is the principle that all truth—whether in religion or
philosophy, science or art, industry or politics—is God’s truth.” 66
The fact that all truth is connected does not imply that all truth is of the same
quality or that all truth must somehow be brought to the same plane of spiritual
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understanding. Rarely does Gaebelein seek to spiritualize the mundane truths of this
world; rather the truths of science or of psychology are of value in-and-of-themselves. In
an article on truth as it relates to art, Gaebelein noted that the Christian understanding of
truth provides a measure of unity in the midst of diversity, reflective of the Trinitarian
nature of the God within whom all truth resides, the God who exists as three persons yet
of one essence. The idea of the unity of truth was, as he wrote, “rooted in the oneness of
the Triune God.” It took expression in spiritual events and qualities as recorded in the
Bible, but it also found release in the works of non-Christian philosophers such as Plato
and Aristotle. 67
The integration of faith and learning was an important concept in Gaebelein’s
writings, and it gained clarity from his commitment to the unity of truth. The unity of
truth in the Godhead meant that truth in one domain had an organic, natural connection
with truth in another. A scientific truth, perhaps regarding the age of the earth or the like,
would not differ with Scriptural truth regarding the creation of the universe. Conflicts
might appear on the surface, but substantively, when understood aright, they would not
be in disagreement with each other. What such apparent discrepancies allowed for and
perhaps even required was the active use of human reason and faith to integrate truth into
a comprehensive system of understanding. Faith was essential for gaining this holistic
understanding because of the divine nature of truth. Gaebelein devoted much space to
explicating the relationship between truth and biblical integration in The Pattern of God’s
Truth. “At first glance, there seem to be two separate things before us: ‘God’s truth’ and
the matter of ‘integration.’ In reality, however, the two are closely linked. God’s truth is
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of universal scope. This being the case, every aspect of education must be brought into
relation to it. So the problem of integration arises. . . .” 68
Gaebelein insisted that there was no dichotomy between sacred and secular
realms. “In the light of this principle [that all truth is God’s truth], the conventional
schism between secular truth and sacred truth is wrong. Every truth, no matter in what
realm of life it may be found, is of God and under God.” 69 It was incumbent upon
Christian individuals and institutions to seek to develop a holistic, integrated
understanding of knowledge, relating fact to fact, truth to truth. If all truth is God’s truth,
he argued, then Christian schools and colleges committed to both God and truth “must
renounce once and for all the false dichotomy between sacred and secular truth. [Such
institutions] must see that truth in science and art and literature belong just as much to
god as truth in religion….For Christian education there can be no discontinuity in truth,
but every aspect of truth must find its unity in the God of truth.” 70
The unity of truth also led Gaebelein to take a more open stance towards new
truth, to accept and embrace changing ideas and understandings, even in regard to
fundamental propositions related to his faith and personal life. Gaebelein insisted that

68

Gaebelein, Pattern of God’s Truth, 7.

69

Gaebelein, “Truth and Culture,” 19.

70

Gaebelein, “Portrait of a Christian College,” 8. Here, Gaebelein echoed some of
the same arguments used in the nineteenth century by Dutch Reformed educators. Klaas
Kuiper, first professor at what would become Calvin Theological Seminary, wrote a
series of articles in the Dutch language De Wachter regarding the inseparability of
Christianity from society. Christianity, Kuiper argued, claimed the whole life of man,
and that Christian education needed to integrate spiritual and sacred instruction. To
separate the two was illegitimate and sinful. See Henry Zwaanstra, Reformed Thought
and Experience in a New World: A Study of the Christian Reformed Church and Its
American Environment 1890-1918 (Kampen: J. H. Kok, 1973), 138.
133

sincere truth seekers must be willing to change their thinking, and his later life indicated
that he put this principle into practice. As a biblical literalist, Gaebelein was quite
familiar with the traditional dating of the earth as a relatively young astronomical body,
perhaps no more than a few thousand years old. When confronted with the evidence
produced by radiometric dating of geologic objects, Gaebelein was willing to modify his
stance towards the age of the earth. A person must square Scripture and nature rightly.
When there was an apparent conflict, one’s views about one or the other must be willing
open to revision. Thus it was that Gaebelein rejected the position of “young earth”
creationism popular among his fundamentalist forebears.
New techniques of carbon dating had a profound impact upon Gaebelein’s
thought in this area. Again writing in The Pattern of God’s Truth, he noted that, “it is
becoming increasingly plain . . . that man is far older than the traditional 6,000 years.
The newest development that is shedding light on his antiquity is the carbon clock. Its
discovery is a fascinating page in contemporary science.” 71 Confronted with this
scientific data, Gaebelein was clearly willing to reevaluate the customary biblical
interpretation of Genesis 1:1 in regard to the timeframe of human development. “And so
it goes. Clearly the traditional ideas of the antiquity of man will have to be revised. But
will this change the essential truth of the wonderful Genesis account of creation?
Certainly not; on the contrary, it will simply broaden and deepen our understanding of
that truth.” 72
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Other Christians at this time, when confronted with scientific evidence for an
older age of humanity, chose to reject or modify their understanding or believe in
scientific processes. The modern creationist movement, known today as scientific
creationism, emerged as a twentieth-century challenge to this and similar scientific
findings. Why did Gaebelein choose to instead adjust his interpretation of Genesis? Part
of the answer to this lies in the evidentialist nature of his epistemology. Again, here is an
example of how his commitment to Common Sense Realism exerted a profound
influence on his way of thinking. With a stress on facts and propositions, the “facts” of
carbon-14 dating seemed unimpeachable. It was, then, easier for Gaebelein to modify a
hermeneutical stance towards Genesis than it was for him to reject the epistemological
foundation of his approach to truth. This does not mean that Gaebelein in any way
denied the authority of Scripture or the truthfulness of the biblical account of creation.
Rather, it simply meant that he had to act as an independent intellectual agent, putting
truth alongside truth as one puts together the pieces of a puzzle.
Faith-learning integration was an active process. All truth, biblical and scientific,
must fit together. Gaebelein insisted that the facts of Scripture and science (and he dealt
with both in terms of facts and discrete, objective pieces of knowledge) must not be
forced together in an artificial manner, but they must nevertheless fit together. There
could not be any real conflict between them. This process of biblical integration required
the thoughtful Christian to change her understanding and interpretation as more truth
became known. At times there were certain inconsistencies that could not be resolved—
the relationship between free will and divine foreordination, for example—but Gaebelein
insisted that these were merely apparent rather than substantive problems. In other
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words, the problem was not found in the relationship of fact to fact (which would always
be consistent with each other), but with the relationship of perceiver to fact. Human
sinfulness, for example, tainted human intellect in such a way that we could not always
know the truth as it really exists in God. 73
Integration was a dynamic rather than static endeavor. It required flexibility of
mind and an openness to new facts, new truth. For Gaebelein, this commitment to truth
did not entail a backward-looking gaze that sought to recapture a golden Christian past.
Particularly in regard to education, it would not do to return to an old model of
instruction. “No sensible person would insist on a retreat to the Harvard of the
seventeenth century, the Columbia of the eighteenth, or to the colleges of the nineteenth
century, Christian as most of them were.” 74 A commitment to truth and to the integration
of truth looked both forward and back. “To advocate a return to Christianity as the
unifying factor of education is not, therefore, to advocate a return to the outworn, a mere
nostalgic reversion to that which was once loved and lost. It is rather to urge a deliberate
retraction of steps to the place where education long ago departed from eternal reality.
Moreover, it is to urge this in the vital context of the present, recognizing the eternal
contemporaneity of the living Christ as set forth in the living Word.” 75
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A discussion on biblical integration appears in a future chapter, but it is perhaps
worth mentioning that Gaebelein sought to use Scripture as the framework for
understanding all other truth. This is not to say that Scripture was itself the repository of
all truth, for it was not. “In respect to the equations of atomic physics or colloidal
chemistry, it is silent. Of the intricacies of guided missiles it says no more than it does of
the latest trends in modern music. Nor is there any need for it to speak in such
technicalities. The all-important fact is that it provides the framework within which all
true knowledge, ancient as well as modern, fits as part of God’s overall truth.” 76
Levels of Truth
While all truths cohere in God’s ultimate pattern of truth, Gaebelein did not
propose that all truths (one might also speak of “facts” in this regard, considering the
propositional nature of Gaebelein’s understanding of truth) were of equal importance.
Existentially, spiritual truth trumped other truths in importance, insofar as direct
revelation from God (as in Scripture) was the clearest expression of Divine will and
purpose and most clearly impacted individual human beings. In thinking about truth,
then, people needed to give priority to the revelation of spiritual truth over truths
discernable in the natural world. While any adequate basis for knowledge must, “include
God’s revelation in creation as well as in His written Word,” it was important to
remember that, “our human understanding of the book of nature must not be made the
norm for acceptance of the other book, the Bible.” 77

76

Gaebelein, “Truth and Culture,” 20.

77

Gaebelein, Pattern of God’s Truth, 30.
137

The fact that primacy was given to spiritual truth did not in any way negate the
unity of truth. In a 1960 article on the relationship of truth and culture, Gaebelein stated,
“There may, to be sure, be different orders of truth, such as truth discoverable by man in
chemistry or mathematics, as compared with revealed truth. Yet the different orders of
truth are continuous and contemporary, not discontinuous and contradictory.” 78
Similarly, “It is perfectly possible to recognize the diverse importance of different aspects
of truth without in any way denying its indissoluble nature. We do indeed give the
primacy to that spiritual truth revealed in the Bible and incarnate in Christ. That does not
mean, however, that those aspects of truth discoverable by man in the realm of
mathematics, chemistry, or geography are any whit less God’s truth than the truth as it is
in Christ.” 79 While there was a difference in importance—it is one thing to be sincerely
mistaken about scientific truth and another thing to be sincerely mistaken about the
Person and work of the Jesus Christ—“But all the time there is the unity of all truth under
God, and that unity we deny in education at the peril of habituating ourselves the
fragmentary kind of learning found on some avowedly Christian campuses today.” 80
Habituation of Truth or Lies
A common theme taken up in Gaebelein’s writings was the need to reject the
false, sentimental, or mediocre standards of the modern era and to instead embrace
standards reflective of the good, true, and excellent. American evangelicals, like the
larger culture around them, were too willing to accept falsehood instead of truth, whether
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in terms of religion, art, or education. In a sharp chastisement of “pop art,” Gaebelein
stated it thus: “Among the rank and file of evangelical Christians, aesthetic standards are
generally low. The evidence is abundant. The pictures on the walls, the books on the
shelves, the records played—so many of these things are products of a sentimental,
pietistic dilution of the aesthetic integrity that should mark the Christian use of art. But,
and this also must be said, evangelicals are not alone in the habituation to the mediocre in
art and literature. A similar kind of cultural illiteracy runs through much of liberal
Protestantism, and indeed through most of American life today.” 81
The way to counter this lacuna was for individuals to embrace the truth and make
it a part of themselves. This transformation of mores and values could only happen when
individuals became habituated to greatness. Gaebelein frequently cited the phrase by
Alfred North Whitehead in The Aims of Education where the British philosopher stated,
“Moral education is impossible apart from the habitual vision of greatness.” 82 Whereas
Whitehead emphasized the need to reflect on Latin and Greek classics, Gaebelein insisted
that, “with all due respect to a great philosopher . . . we must look elsewhere than he did
for the vision itself. And where should we look? Where else but to the highest source of
values, the source that underlies much of our culture, the Judeo-Christian tradition as set
forth in the Scriptures and witnessed to in the continuing fellowship of the Church.” 83
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The habituation of greatness, then, would occur when people embraced the truth offered
in Jesus Christ.
Interestingly, Gaebelein did not use the language of the revival meeting or
popular preacher in speaking about the proper relationship between an individual and the
truth. He instead turns to a classical ideal itself, the idea of habituation. This stress on
the habituation of individuals to the truth was a result of both the discipline of
Gaebelein’s fundamentalist youth and his study of the humane tradition, especially his
work at Harvard under the tutelage of Irving Babbitt. As a youth, Gaebelein developed
habits of personal devotion that he carried on throughout the remainder of his life. For
example, he began as a child, without any direct encouragement or compulsion from his
parents, the common evangelical practice of daily Bible reading and personal prayer.
This was not strictly a matter of conversion but of willpower, a willingness to sacrifice
temporal pleasure for the greater good. As a child, Gaebelein would not have articulated
this approach with the language of habituation, but that was clearly the direction of his
own life and thought. It was his formal education that provided him with the humanist
vocabulary of habituation.
In a defense of the Christian faith written in the North American Review in 1931,
Gaebelein sought to present an image of the evangelical believer that contrasted sharply
with the country-bumpkin image of American fundamentalism prevalent in the wake of
the Scopes Trial in Tennessee. In describe the “intelligent evangelical,” Gaebelein
described him thus: “In his philosophy, [he] is essentially Pauline. Like the humanists of
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the Irving Babbitt type, he is a dualist and believes in the discipline of the will.” 84 The
discipline of the will meant a sacrificing of the self in pursuit of what was excellent.
Gaebelein’s first published article, written while he was still a student at Harvard
University, reflected on the need for such discipline of the will in relation to one’s
religious life. “It is poor psychology to believe that we can make our thinking
dominantly Christian, if we do not pay the price and take the time to form correct habits
of thoughts.” 85 The idea of habituation necessarily conveys a volitional, active
dimension in regard to the development of one’s perception of truth. For Gaebelein, it
was not enough to simply know the truth. Truth required action.
Truth and Action: Obligation of Truth
The obligation of truth in regard to action was a central theme in most of
Gaebelein’s later writings. An explicit yoking of truth to action came to the fore in his
book The Practical Epistle of James, published in 1955. Gaebelein was insistent that a
commitment to the truth entailed a commitment to doing truth. “For the Bible
countenances no such gap between doctrine and practice. Rather is the emphasis upon
doing the truth, as John puts it.” “To look into the mirror of the Word of God involves an
obligation. . . . Christian truth, ‘the perfect law of liberty,’ is always in order to practice.”
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A Christian, upon looking into Word of God, “abides in truth and dwells in it, as it were.
Then, remembering what he sees, he goes out to be ‘a doer of the work,’ and in the very
doing he is blessed.” 86
There is an activist impulse in Gaebelein’s understanding of the truth. Knowing
the truth is equivalent to doing the truth. This was not a novel invention on Gaebelein’s
part, but a reflection of the recapturing of the ethical dimension of truth that had often
been part of Christian doctrine. In Scripture, as noted earlier in this chapter, truth has an
ethical dimension, reflected in the Hebrew word emeth. Gaebelein was concerned that
the modern world, in stressing a naturalistic understanding of truth, had lost its awareness
of this ethical dimension of truth. Instead, evangelicals who speak of truth tend to focus
on the rational, objective dimension of truth. “Why is there this twisting, this reversal of
values in the world? One reason is the divorce in worldly thinking between truth and its
ethical and spiritual implications. One of the contributions of Christian thought to our
times must be the recovery of the ethical and spiritual dimensions of truth. No matter
how great the prestige of a college or university is, search for truth merely on the level of
reason will not do. To hold truth in a moral and spiritual vacuum is not good enough.” 87
Gaebelein infused this obligation of action for truth’s sake with significant
spiritual connotations. First, such action was biblical: “The Bible refers to truth as
something to be ‘done.’ . . . From Genesis to Revelation emphasis is laid upon ‘doing’ the
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truth . . .” 88 This ideal of active truth was best represented in the atonement of Christ.
“For the atonement to having saving efficacy, He who is the truth had to ‘do’ it in His
redemptive work on Calvary. Likewise the whole of Scripture truth; it must be related to
life to be known for what it really is. So it follows that . . . the principle that all truth is
God’s truth means not only words but also deeds.” 89 Second, it was mandated by God:
Christians had, “a holy obligation to stand for the truth wherever it was found.” 90 “The
moment a person takes the position that all truth is God’s truth, he is committed to doing
something. The Bible knows no such thing as truth that is merely theoretical; in the Bible
the truth is linked to the deed.” 91 Third, doing truth was a means of knowing both truth
and God better. “Our God is the God of truth. According to the Gospel of John, ‘He that
doeth truth cometh to the light.’” 92
Application of Truth in Gaebelein’s Thought and Writing
In examining how Gaebelein applied his understanding of truth, one sees the
significant impact it had on his apologetic method, his educational theorizing, his
understanding of ethics and social justice, and his thoughts on the arts and aesthetics. As
his educational, ethical, and aesthetic judgments are the subject of future chapters, a look
at his apologetic method provides one with an understanding of how Gaebelein’s
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conception of truth influenced his thought, method, and writing in a number of different
ways. In particular, the evidentialist nature of his approach becomes quite apparent, with
all of the benefits and limitations offered by that particular understanding of truth as
facts.
The belief that truth was essentially equivalent to facts meant that for Gaebelein,
if something could be shown to be a fact, that something would be true. Thus, when he
sought to defend the truthfulness of the Bible, he did so by pointing out the factual nature
of its testimony. For example, behind the orthodox, evangelical interpretation of
Scripture, wrote Gaebelein, lay “certain truths that are plainly written in the Bible for all
men to see and believe.” Such truths, however, are not matters of tradition or perception,
but brute facts. Gaebelein continued, “It is these that make up the framework of our
Christian worldview. What are they? They are the facts upon which Christianity
rests.” 93
Similarly, Gaebelein sought to offer proof of the resurrection of Christ. Unlike
the idealists who grounded “proof” of the resurrection in the communal experience of the
church or individual believer, Gaebelein cloaked his discussion of the resurrection in the
language of facts. What was the proof of the resurrection? “Well, there is the fact of the
empty tomb, a fact that stands in the way of all attempts to explain away the resurrection.
There is the circumstance of the precisely disposed grave clothes. There are numerous
appearances over nearly six weeks, as he was ‘seen of them forty days.’” Words like
“fact” and “circumstance” and “appearances” are words of the court, where a barrister
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presents the evidence of the case. So here does Gaebelein. He takes the Bible as a
sourcebook of facts and knowledge and uses it to support his case. 94
Gaebelein assumed that biblical facts were self-evident and presented them as
something of a fait accompli. “Let us understand once and for all that there is nothing
sectarian about these truths; they are common to all branches of the Christian church. . . .
the fact remains that such truths as these stand as both the foundation and frame of
reference for a Christian worldview. It is upon them that Christian education must build;
it is within them that it must work.”
Further analysis of this statement makes evident the fact that Gaebelein took for
granted an assumption that facts were prior, in logic and importance, to one’s worldview.
In this regard, he differed considerably in his epistemology and apologetic method from
that of the Neo-Calvinists who used the element of worldview as the basic element of
understanding and truth. Gaebelein’s stress on facts as the equivalence of truth is a
reflection of the American evangelical embrace of the Scottish Common Realist tradition
rather than the perspectivalism of Kuyper and the Neo-Calvinists.
An ongoing debate with progressive historian Harry Elmer Barnes in the North
American Review over the veracity of the Christian faith is indicative of Gaebelein’s
evidentialist method. It was in this venue that Gaebelein described the views of the
“intelligent evangelical.”
What then does the intelligent evangelical really believe? By what mental
process does he reconcile his Sixteenth or, to be exact, his First Century faith
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with Twentieth Century categories of philosophy and science? First of all,
the intelligent evangelical bases his religious thinking essentially on facts.
For him the question of the historicity of the Bible, especially of the New
Testament records, is fundamental. Christianity is a religion of fact. Either
Christ did or did not live, teach, and minister in ancient Palestine. . . . Back in
the Eighteenth Century Gilbert West in the confidence of his deism set out to
overthrow the historicity of the resurrection, examined the evidence , and
was converted in writing his memorable Observations on the Historicity and
Evidence of the Resurrection of Jesus Christ, an argument which Dr. Samuel
Johnson declared impregnable. 95
Fact and evidence are the essence of the Christian faith. One need merely
examine the facts of Christianity to see the truth of Christianity. In continuing his essays,
Gaebelein tried to turn the table on modernist critics of the faith by declaring how
evangelicals were more authentically modern, that is, more rooted in the substance of
facts. Gaebelein used the latest archeological discoveries, where facts were literally
uncovered from the dust of Mesopotamia, to show the truth of Christianity. “Yet Dr.
Woolley’s excavations have actually unearthed eight feet of sediment that could have
been deposited only by a deluge of unparalleled proportions! Similarly, archeological
investigations of the Ziggurats of Mesopotamia afford a basis for an actual Tower of
Babel, while excavations in Palestine have shown us that the walls of Jericho fell after
all.” Facts, fact, and more facts—Gaebelein appeals to science as a buttress of the faith. 96
Barnes replied to Gaebelein in the October issue of North American Review, and
in doing so, sought to hit Gaebelein straight up on his claim that evangelicals were
committed to a factual approach to the truth. According to Barnes, Gaebelein was not
really committed to facts, no matter how much he protested the matter. In reality, argued
Barnes, Gaebelein pitted revelation and intuition over facts. In trying to muster the facts
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to the cause of Christian orthodoxy, Gaebelein never really addressed the heart of the
matter. Said Barnes, “Yet consciously or unconsciously, he [Gaebelein] seems to feel
that he has made a pretty sorry mess of it with his facts. So towards the end he boldly
and openly repudiates the appeal to facts and take the good old neo-Platonic position of
subordinating facts to revelation, intuition, and ecstasy.”97 Ultimately, Gaebelein’s
defense of the faith required faith on the part of the believer, and this was most certainly
not the ground of facts that Gaebelein claimed to hold. Barnes concluded that Gaebelein
should stick with faith, irrational though it may be, for such faith was outside the bounds
of rationality and, thus, unassailable. “Yet, I believe Mr. Gaebelein is on firmer ground
when he appeals to revelation than when he appeals to facts. One can not very well offer
any quantitative refutation of his revelations and intuitions, except on the basis of logic
and general probability. But it is not difficult to take him into camp very rapidly when he
goes fact hunting.” 98
Barnes ended up pitting science against faith, the natural world of facts against the
supernatural world of revelation. The two were incompatible in the modern mind. “I
will close with the categorical assertion that, no matter how much personal happiness we
may wish on any evangelical clergyman, there is not one single item in the complex of
beliefs of the orthodox Christian which can in any way be harmonized with the rudiments
of modern scientific, historical and critical knowledge. It is the privilege of the orthodox
believer to defy, ignore, or even ridicule science. But he will make little headway when
he tries to crawl into the shadow, not only of the cross but of the test-tube and telescope
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as well.” 99 Gaebelein, on the other hand, sought continuity and unity between the realms
of faith and fact. In effect, Gaebelein’s apologetic was the same as his argument for
education: all truth is God’s truth, and rational individuals must seek an integrated
understanding of truth as it relates to life. Faith and science blend together in this regard,
for both faith and science deal with truth as facts. In the end, then, we see that both
Barnes and Gaebelein framed the debate in similar terms—factual truth. Barnes critique
was that faith was irrational and cut off from facts, while Gaebelein’s defense was that
the Christian faith was ultimately rooted on facts. Both sought to claim the same
modernist high ground, the ground of facts.
Evaluation of Gaebelein’s Ideas on Truth
The quest for truth is, at its most fundamental level, a philosophical quest. It is in
fact the very essence of philosophy. 100 While Gaebelein spent a lot of time and effort in
attempting to understand and define this quest, his lack of formal training in philosophy
proved to be a significant weakness of his writing, at least in regard to philosophical
precision in his writing and language. Gaebelein, by his own admission, was a generalist,
and there is an unfortunate fuzziness to his writing. He repeatedly failed to define basic
terms and to lay out the rational sources of his arguments and beliefs. There is an
element of truth in Margaret Willey Marshall’s savaging review of The Pattern of God’s
Truth in The Journal of Higher Education. As Marshall wrote, “[O]ne can think of no
good reason for writing the book if ‘God’s truth’ is never to be explained or submitted to
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the give and take of the intellectual marketplace, but always to be referred to as a kind of
Christ-quantity whose composition everyone will recognize intuitively but no one will be
required to define except in such vague generalities as ‘nothing less than the context of
everything that we know or ever can know’.” 101 A similar criticism was also at heart of a
review of a different book by E. J. Chave of the University of Chicago. Here the text
under scrutiny was Gaebelein’s Christian Education in a Democracy. Chave noted that
the text, “repeat[ed] terms endlessly with nothing but vague, blurred connotations—
‘biblically based,’ ‘Christ-centered,’ ‘divinely inspired,’ ‘supernatural,’ ‘secular,’ and the
like.” 102 These terms certainly sounded impressive, but just what did they mean?
Perhaps an evangelical insider would understand the general thrust of such terms, but
they were never defined (though given prominence and significance in the book) and
often used in a too-casual manner. This lack of precision was perhaps the Achilles heel
of much of Gaebelein’s writing, and, indeed, of the writing of evangelicals in general.
Thus, in writing about truth, Gaebelein repeatedly rested the notion of truth upon
a concept of correspondence with facts. That which corresponded to the hard facts of
reality, whether material or spiritual reality, was true. But neither the terms nor the
relation between the two were carefully defined. For Gaebelein and other evangelicals in
the Common-Sense Realist tradition, this seemed an obvious equation not needing much
internal reflection. But as the assumptions and affects of modernity came under
challenge during the later part of the century, assent to the notion of neutral facts and
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reality was increasingly brought into question by intellectuals. Thus, Gaebelein’s
identification of truth with facts may not have been as helpful or clear as was once
assumed. And it is important to note that this correlation between truth and facts was
assumed rather than proven in Gaebelein’s thinking. Again, while we can criticize
Gaebelein for engaging in some sloppy philosophy, a contemporary reader should also
realize that such assumptions reflected the common-sensical orientation of modernity in
general and evangelical intellectual thought in particular. The successful businessman or
effective teacher during the middle of the century was just as apt to assume the selfevident nature of truth as it was revealed by nature and by nature’s God.
Another issue that Gaebelein failed to fully address was the role he assigned to
Christian rebirth (i.e., Kuyper’s idea of palingenesis, or being born again) in regard to
one’s perception of truth. Like Kuyper, Gaebelein at times clearly pointed to the role of
spiritual rebirth as providing some particular epistemological favor to the seeker of truth.
As regeneration brought the individual into a closer relationship with God, the degree or
likelihood of misinterpreting facts was lessened. This was not to say that such Christians
had perfect access to the clarity of truth, but that they were able to consider the fullness of
truth as relating to both spiritual and material elements. As a result, he was adamant that
the faculty of a Christian college needed to be born-organ, and thus it was that he was
committed to hiring only born-again Christians at The Stony Brook School. 103 Unlike
Kuyper, however, Gaebelein also argued in the tradition of Common-Sense Realist ideas
that truth was accessible to both believers and unbelievers and that there was an
opportunity for both peoples to stand on the common ground of truth. There is an
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apparent tension, if not outright conflict between these two perspectives. The problem is
not so much that Gaebelein never reconciled the two, but, rather, that he never devoted
much writing to the relationship between the two perspectives.
In The Fundamentalist Project, a massive, multi-volume exploration of global
fundamentalism, Martin Marty and R. Scott Appleby have noted that most manifestations
of fundamentalism are both a product and reaction to the tensions of modernity. While
one may take issue with the overly broad categorization of fundamentalism presented in
the project, this insight is nevertheless true in the case of American evangelicalism’s
approach to truth. Evangelicals framed their discussion of truth in the language of
modernity, even as they used that truth to challenge the negative affects of modernity.
Gaebelein insisted on the unity of all truth in God. Such a stance towards truth was,
in part, a reaction to the fragmentation of knowledge and understanding that appeared
after the rise of the modern university and increasing academic specialization, as well as
to the loss of confidence in objectivity that emerged during the twentieth century.
Pauline Westerman, in her article “The Modernity of Fundamentalism,” noted that one of
central features of modernity was the appearance of cultural and social differentiation.
Contemporary conservative religious movements often found cohesion and social
strength by attempting to dedifferentiate their communities, seeking to restore cognitive
and existential unity. 104 The evangelical philosopher Arthur Holmes described this
fragmentation of modern society, noting that modern peoples had lost the very idea of the
unity of truth. “What then happens to truth in relation to art and morals, to truth in
politics and business? We are left with fragmented items devoid of any ultimate
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coherence.” 105 The rallying call to recognize all truth as God’s truth and outline the
contours of the “pattern of God’s truth” was one attempt to restore cognitive unity lost in
the wake of modernity.
It is clear that Gaebelein was the heir of a long-standing intellectual tradition among
various Protestant communities in both America and Britain, rooted in the Common
Sense Realist tradition. A tenacious clinging to “facts” and a search for evidence as the
arbiter of truth and falsehood was a reflection of the earlier ideals of Common Sense
Realism, although the intellectual ground under the feet of evangelicals was shifting, and
shifting quite dramatically. An evangelical looking back at Gaebelein from the
perspective of the twenty-first century is likely to take a different approach, perhaps
seeing Gaebelein’s ideas about the basis of truth in self-evident “facts” as almost quaint.
Today, we stand on the other side of the postmodernist divide, and among evangelicals,
the influence of Neo-Calvinist writers in the tradition of Kuyper, Wolterstorff, and
Plantinga, have shaped an epistemology quite different than that of Gaebelein. Among
such present-day evangelicals, there has been a conscious attempt to move past the
language and structures of modernity. 106 Gaebelein, however great his flexibility of mind
and practice, could not break free from the language and intellectual framework of
modernity, and he continued to build his epistemology upon a foundation of fact-based
evidence and rationality. To be fair to Gaebelein, one should note that the postmodernist
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turn had not yet taken hold of the larger intellectual domain during the formative years of
Gaebelein’s life and work, so it would be highly unfair to castigate him for not rising to a
battle that came after him. An examination of Gaebelein’s ideas does, however, open a
window into the modernist intellectual framework of “thoughtful evangelicalism” during
the twentieth century.
How thoroughly modern Gaebelein’s ideas were can be seen in the comparison he
made between the facts of mathematics and the facts of Christianity. In The Pattern of
God’s Truth, he compared the “ ‘self-evident’ axioms that are the raw material of the
geometer’s thought, . . . the whole vast structure of mathematics” with the basic
postulates of Christianity. The facts of both were ultimately “unprovable” and
“unverifiable,” but they were still to be accepted as true. Ultimately, Gaebelein argued, a
rational individual accepted these unverifiable facts, not because they were “incapable of
proof,” but because of their “extreme obviousness.” In other words, common sense
revealed that the self-evident nature of the facts of both proved their truthfulness. Again,
Gaebelein is staking claim to the principle that facts are prior to formal rationality and
rooted in common-sense perceptibility. 107 And just as both pagan and saint can
understand the basic postulates of mathematics, both could, if their minds could perceive
clearly, see the truthfulness of the basic postulates of the Christian faith.
Gaebelein is caught in the conundrum of resting his case for a renewed commitment
to truth upon facts and evidence while at the same time relying upon the role of Christian
faith as providing particular insight into truth. In one sense, then, he evidences a degree
of epistemological humility by pleading that truth was comprehensible by all insofar as
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truth rested on self-evident facts. Nevertheless, his claim that Christians have somewhat
greater insight into both material and spiritual truth assumes too much in regard to human
intellectual ability. Because humans are not omniscient, any attempt at a unified
understanding of the truth requires a particular starting point to the exclusion of other
starting points. In Gaebelein’s case, this starting point was Scripture. But this act of
selection starts the process of integration with fragmentation; incompleteness is
unavoidable so long as human intellect remains finite. Total integration of all knowledge
and truth requires total insight, and in requiring such a high standard (even if
unconsciously), Gaebelein requires something that ultimately remains beyond the
intellectual capacity of human beings.
If common sense can only take human perception of truth so far, a plea to faith as a
starting point of biblical integration does not go much further. As already noted, the
relationship between faith and facts was not clearly defined in Gaebelein’s writing.
Gaebelein clearly was a rationalist, resting his arguments for knowing truth upon
evidence and facts. But when push comes to shove, it seems that Gaebelein would also
have to argue that faith provided ultimate insight into the truth. Granted, his faith was
one rooted in self-evident facts, but it was faith nonetheless. For an example of this
logical conflict, there is a passage in The Pattern of God’s Truth where Gaebelein wrote
that Christianity’s “basic postulates are . . . unprovable in human logic, though not in the
experience of the heart. Once we submit to them through faith, they too can be defined
and used, so as to bear fruit in the illimitable field of Christian life and character.” 108 The
basic postulates of the faith are the facts of faith. They are elemental truths and the
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foundation for knowledge and rational thought in regard to the doctrine and tenets of
Christianity. Humans know these basic postulates through common sense, but a
Christian submits to them through faith. Essentially, we have faith in facts, though facts
are empirical data used to inform one’s faith. Things begin to run in a circle at this point.
In the debate with Elmer Barnes in the North American Review in 1931, Barnes
asserted that Gaebelein, no matter how hard he tried, ultimately subordinated facts to
faith. Gaebelein denied this, but there is, perhaps, a fine line between common sense and
willful faith. This is a critical flaw of the evidentialist assumptions of the Common Sense
Realist tradition, and there is no easy answer so long as one remains within that particular
tradition of thought. Faith is unavoidable in the quest for knowledge and truth.
Gaebelein, then, exhibits the best and worst of evangelical attitudes towards truth.
Truth mattered for Gaebelein. In an era when the very notion of truth was being lost in
the larger culture, this is an important point, particularly for those who claim allegiance to
the God who is called Truth. A commitment to truth allowed Gaebelein to find, or at
least hope for, common intellectual ground between people of disparate interests and
faiths. Truth was an expansive concept, opening up new realms of knowledge in which
evangelicals could engage in rigorous intellectual pursuit. One could also argue that the
quest for a unified understanding of all truth was a good thing, as it met a sincere
psychological need in a modern world that seemed to be falling apart at the seams.
Gaebelein’s understanding of truth also propelled him to a life of dynamic, principled
activity. If Gaebelein fell short in defining what he meant in speaking of truth, he was
certainly not the only one. If he did not provide a suitable apologetic against the further
fragmentation of truth that appeared with the rise of postmodernism, it seems grossly
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unfair to charge him for not yet being ready for a battle that had hardly begun.
Evangelicals of a later generation have more successfully taken up that task,109 but
Gaebelein is still worthy of scholarly consideration as a choice example of the intellectual
trends active in American evangelicalism during the twentieth century.
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writings of the “Reformed Epistemologists” like Alvin Plantiga, Kelly James Clark, and
Nicholas Wolterstorff. See the conclusion in Chapter Nine for a brief discussion.
Operating from the neo-Calvinist tradition, theirs is a rather more chastened approach to
epistemology, particularly as it relates to the matter of truth. In general, they argue that
the Christian faith and worldview are rational belief systems rather than necessary belief
systems. In other words, their defense makes room for rational, orthodox Christianity,
but it does not deny the rationality of other systems of belief. See, for example, Alvin
Plantinga, God and Other Minds: A Study of the Rational Justification of Belief in God
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1967); Kelly James Clark, Return to Reason
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990); and Nicholas Wolterstorff, Reason within the Bounds
of Religion (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000).
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CHAPTER FIVE
Evangelicals and Christian Education
While the common or public schools in America were essentially Protestant
throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth century, increasing secularization of these
publicly funded schools led some Protestants to establish Christian day schools in an
attempt to preserve denominational distinctiveness in educational theory and content.
Schools established by the Dutch Reformed settlers in the upper Midwest became the
model for other evangelical educators in the middle of the twentieth century and helped
provide the early leadership for a national evangelical school movement.
Protestant Opposition to Common Schools
Today, over a million students are enrolled in evangelical Protestant schools.
These Christian schools reflect the breadth and depth of contemporary American
evangelicalism. They are big and small, some occupying multi-million dollar campuses
and others confined to a Sunday-school room of a local church. They are fundamentalist,
evangelical, Methodist, Baptist, holiness, charismatic, Pentecostal, or independent. Most
are overwhelmingly white, but a number of African-American and Latino schools also
exist, and their numbers are growing. 1 Nearly a million more students are being schooled

1

Some evangelical schools are remarkably well-integrated. The largest accredited
evangelical school in McLennan County, Texas, where Baylor University is located, has
a student population that is roughly sixty-five percent white, twenty-five percent
Hispanic, and ten-percent African American. At the time of writing, the head
administrator of this school is an African American who was hired by his predecessor, an
Asian American.
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at home, often by evangelical Christian parents. 2 Less than a half-century ago, only
about ten percent of this number was in private Protestant schools, and most of these
were centered in two ethnic denominations long-separated from the American cultural
mainstream by differences in language and polity. Prior to the twentieth century, the vast
majority of American Protestants were supporters of state-sponsored common schooling.
Something had changed.
American education has long been associated with evangelical Protestantism. A
stress on education was foundational to the social vision of the Puritans who settled New
England, and they were responsible for establishing the first common schools in
America. 3 Textbooks used in colonial and early national schools were infused with
Protestant doctrine, and educational reformers in the nineteenth century saw the
establishment of public schools in the light of millennial expectations for the
establishment of God’s heavenly kingdom on earth. 4 Even as the public schools were

2

National Center for Educational Statistics, Homeschooling in the United States:
2003—Executive Summary, (Washington, D.C., 2006); available online at
http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2006/homeschool/; Internet; accessed 5 Mar. 2008.
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The Massachusetts General Assembly in 1647 passed the “Old Deluder Satan
Act” requiring all towns with fifty or more families to establish schools for the education
of children. The act received its colorful name because the opening line of the act
declared, "It being one chief project of the old deluder, Satan, to keep men from the
knowledge of the Scriptures,...It is therefore ordered that every township in this
jurisdiction, after the Lord hath increased them to the number of fifty householders, shall
then forthwith appoint one within their own to teach all such children as shall resort to
him to write and read." Contemporary Christian educators often point to this law as an
example of the Christian roots of American public schools; e.g., Michael R. Lowman,
Laurel Hicks, and George T. Thompson, United States History in Christian Perspective:
Heritage of Freedom (Pensacola, Fla.: A Beka Book Publications, 1995), 67-68.
4

For a glimpse into the distinctive Christian character of early textbooks, see
Clifton Johnson, Old Time Schools and School Books (New York: Dover Publications,
1963); Ruth Miller Elson, Guardians of Tradition: American Schoolbooks of the
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stripped of their distinctive Protestant doctrine, the moral ethos and values of
Protestantism remained well into the twentieth century, with state-mandated Bible
reading (usually from the King James Bible) and prayer lingering in some states until the
early 1960s.
The vision for common schools established by Horace Mann and a host of other
New Englanders (and educational Reformers of the nineteenth century were almost
always New Englanders or the sons of New Englanders) was thoroughly colored by a
general Protestant worldview. Mann, even though a Unitarian, was not willing to give up
the essentially republican and Protestant ideas that general education could lift the lot of
humanity and transform society into its millennial glory. Interestingly, as the common
schools lost their distinctive theological rationale for existence (i.e., as they became
increasingly nonsectarian), the vision of reform and societal transformation remained.
This is the argument illustrated at a different level in George Marsden's The Soul of the
American University. The gradual secularization of schools occurred not as a result of
outside attacks by secularists, but through the accommodation of liberal Protestants
running the schools.
Karl Kaestle, in Pillars of the Republic, has highlighted five groups of people who
opposed common schools: local control advocated (especially in rural areas), southern
slave holders, Blacks, a few radicals, and Catholic and non-English speaking immigrant

Nineteenth Century (Lincoln, Neb.: University of Nebraska Press, 1964). For an
understanding of the religious impetus behind the establishment of the common school,
see the above, but also David Tyack, The One Best System: A History of American Urban
Education, new ed. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2007), 84-86, 105-109.
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communities. 5 Other groups that opposed common schools were strict confessionalist
Protestants. As the common school took shape in the nineteenth century, Old School
Presbyterians sought to establish a system of Presbyterian parochial schools. They
rejected the non-sectarian nature of common schooling, seeing it as abandoning too much
essential Christian truth in the name of national and educational unity. They were often
quick to point out how the lowest-common-denominator nonsectarianism of someone like
Horace Mann was, essentially, the fullness of his own Unitarian belief. Nearly 300 such
confessional schools were established by the Presbyterian Church during the two decades
before the Civil War, but most did not survive for more than a few years, and the last of
the schools were shuttered soon after the Civil War. 6 Throughout the rest of the
nineteenth and early twentieth century, distinctively Protestant schools (in contrast to the
nonsectarian common schools) remained a vibrant educational force only in the ethnic
communities of German Lutheran and Dutch Reformed settlers, where issues of faith and
native culture often played complementary roles. Thus, when evangelical Protestants
sought to establish their own schools in the twentieth century, they turned to the example
of these denominational subcultures for a model. 7
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Carl F. Kaestle, Pillars of the Republic: Common Schools and American Society,
1780-1860 (New York: Hill & Wang, 1983), 136-181.
6

Lewis J. Sherrill, Presbyterian Parochial Schools, 1846-1870 (New Haven,
Conn.: Yale University Press, 1932).
7

For the role played by ethnic Protestant schools on the larger evangelical school
movement, see Frances Simpson, “The Development of the National Association of
Christian Schools” (Ph.D. diss., Southwester Baptist Theological Seminary, 1995);
Warren S. Benson, “A History of the National Association of Christian Schools During
the Period of 1947-1972” (Ph.D. diss., Loyola University of Chicago, 1975).
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Dutch Calvinist Schooling in America
The most significant antecedent to the evangelical Christian school movement
was the establishment of the National Union of Christian Schools by the Dutch Reformed
settlers in the upper Midwest of the United States. The first Dutch Reformed parochial
school was established in Michigan in 1857 in the home of the TeRoller family with
Henderika Van Zalauwenburg as teacher. One of the primary factors leading Dutch
Calvinists to settle in America in the middle of the nineteenth century was their desire to
see their children educated in Christian schools. The leaders of the Dutch migration to
the Midwest, Anthony Brummelkamp and Albertus Van Raalte, wrote about the
importance of Christian schooling in an important promotional pamphlet, “Appeal to the
Faithful in the United States in North America May 25, 1846. “Especially we would
desire, that they, settling [in the U.S.] in the same villages and neighborhoods, may enjoy
the privilege of seeing their little ones educated in a Christian school—a privilege of
which we are here [in the Netherlands] entirely deprived, as the instruction given in the
state’s schools may be called but a mere general moral one, offensive to neither Jew nor
Roman Catholic.” 8
The educational situation contributing to this Dutch exodus began earlier in the
nineteenth century. In the later decades of the eighteenth century, the Reformed Church
in the Netherlands was wracked by conflict between traditionalists who insisted on
holding to the theology and practice of the Reformation and liberals who sought to adjust
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Cited in Donald Oppewal and Peter DeBoer, “Calvinist Day Schools,” in
Religious Schooling in America, ed. James C. Carper and Thomas C. Hunt (Birmingham,
Ala: Religious Education Press, 1984), 60-61. See also Elton J. Bruins, Karen G.
Schakel, Sara F. Simmons, and Marie N. Zingle, Albertus and Christina: The Van Raalte
Family, Home and Roots (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans, 2003), 15-16.
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the Protestant faith to the ideas of the Enlightenment, and particularly to the rationalism
of the French Enlightenment. As the conflict grew more strident and as the forces of
Liberalism gained ascendancy in the Dutch national church, a dissenting movement, the
Afscheiding, or Separation, broke from the church in 1834 and sought to hold on to the
old faith. Facing persecution, a number of these dissenters left the Netherlands and came
to America in the early-to-middle years of the nineteenth century. When state
persecution of the Dutch dissenters increased, an even greater number of them left
Holland and came to the United States, settling in western Michigan, northern Illinois,
and Iowa. A schism in the Reformed Church in America occurred at the same time, and
as a result, a new, more conservative Dutch Reformed church, the Christian Reformed
Church, was established in America in 1857.
One of the central features of the Christian Reformed Church was its emphasis on
parent-directed Christian education of children. Almost immediately after their arrival in
America, Christian day schools were established in the American settlements of the
Afscheiding. There were debates and arguments about how explicitly religious the
schools should be. By as early as the 1870s, debates within the Christian Reformed
Community in the United States raged over whether or not the schools should remain
distinctively sectarian or more generally aligned with the tradition and program of the
common school movement. Given the relative homogeneity and strong religious
commitment of the Dutch-speaking communities of the Christian Reformed Church,
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either option was likely to produce a school that would reflect the essential features of
Dutch Protestantism. 9
According to the covenantal theology of the Dutch Reformed, parents were given
ultimate responsibility for educating children, a responsibility that was not given to either
the church or the state. Klaas Kuiper, another Dutch educator who immigrated to the
United States in 1891, wrote numerous articles in De Wachter and other Dutch Reformed
periodicals that strongly advocated the need for parent-led schooling. Later, the doctrine
of “sphere sovereignty” developed by the Dutch theologian and politician, Abraham
Kuyper, supported this emphasis on parent-controlled schooling. Kuyper helped
articulate the central role that parents were to play in the education of their children, and
his writing is still frequently cited by supporters of parent-controlled schools, particularly
among those in the Christian Reformed tradition. 10
This stress on parent-controlled schooling was not a central feature of the larger
evangelical school movement that developed in America. When Frank Gaebelein
assumed the headship of The Stony Brook School in 1921, there was no talk about parent
control, and, indeed, the governing structure of the school made no allowance for such
parental involvement. The governing board for the Stony Brook School was the board
for the Stony Brook Assembly, the Bible conference ground that established the school.
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For the Dutch background to the establishment of these Christian schools, see
Milford Henkel, “The History of Christian Day Schools Affiliated with the National
Union of Christian Schools” (Ph.D. diss., University of Pittsburgh, 1959), 225-226.
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See Simpson, “Development,” 78. Kuyper is frequently cited as a seminal figure
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parent-led schooling in America. See Henry Zwaanstra, Reformed Thought and
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As a boarding school, the role of parents was even further diminished in the daily
education of the children attending Stony Brook. Here is an example of how the two
tracks of Christian schooling, Reformed and broader evangelical, developed in parallel in
the first half of the twentieth century. Eventually, the Reformed notion of sphere
sovereignty and the family covenant would be embraced by a larger segment of the
evangelical population, particularly towards the end of the twentieth century and the rise
of the Christian home schooling movement. 11
The National Union of Christian Schools
Eventually, the parent-controlled schools of the Christian Reformed Church
coalesced into a national school organization, the National Union of Christian Schools
(NUCS), established in 1920. There were some institutional precursors to NUCS. For
example, the 1870 Synod of the Christian Reformed Church called on each local
congregation, “if at all possible, to provide an independent school for Holland and
Reformed education.” 12 In 1892, the Society for Christian Instruction Based on
Reformed Principles was established, representing at the time about a dozen schools.
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Contemporary Christian home schooling stresses the central role of the family in
education. Many contemporary home schools operate as educational cooperatives
wherein various home school families come together for shared instruction and
extracurricular activities. An example in Central Texas would be the Greater Waco
Christian Home Educators (GWCHE). In operation, GWCHE would be in accord with
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outlook employ as many tutors (teachers) as the instruction of their combined children
may call for.” Educational Committee of the National Union of Christian Schools,
Course of Study for Christian Schools (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans,
1957), 377.
12

Zwaanstra, Reformed Thought, 132.
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The Society was the first cooperative venture among different schools and assisted
Christian schools in the training and hiring of staff. 13 The 1898 Synod of the Christian
Reformed Church gave unprecedented support for Christian schooling. The synod
declared that public education, even if generally Christian, was inadequate for Reformed
families. 14
With growing denominational support, the number of organized Christian schools
affiliated with Reformed churches increased. With growth came greater opportunities for
cooperation. In 1920, the National Union of Christian Schools was organized under
leadership of Mark Fakkema, the Headmaster of Chicago Christian High School.
Fakkema was assisted by two other Christian educators, Henry Kuiper and Andrew
Blystra, but Fakkema was the driving force behind the national organization. His work
on school curriculum while at Chicago Christian High School convinced him of the need
for a national organization to unify the efforts of the various independent Christian
schools. Specifically, he saw the NUCS as able to fulfill six needed purposes: (1) teacher
training; (2) encouraging the publication of curricular and pedagogic material; (3) raising
the standards for Christian school education; (4) improving the economic position of
teachers in Christian schools; (5) assisting schools in providing mutual support; and (6)
provide a mechanism for oversight and supervision of individual schools. 15
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Henkel, “History of Christian Day Schools,” 184. The official name of the
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The longest lasting contribution of the NUCS to Christian schooling was the
stress placed on curricular development, and this largely as a result of the priority
assigned to it by Fakkema. Fakkema insisted on the unity between subject matter and
Christian faith. Like Gaebelein (who was working concurrently but apart from
Fakkema), Fakkema advanced the proposition that all truth is related to each other and
properly understood only when seen in biblical perspective. Writing in 1926, he stated,
“The Bible is the core subject [of Christian school education] in the sense that the Bible
furnishes us with a world and life view in whose light the school with its studies, its
discipline, its administration—in short, its life, must be interpreted.” 16 Fakkema
contrasted this unity of faith and scholarship with the dualism that existed in public
schools where secular and religious subjects were forced apart. According to Fakkema,
week-day religious education, whether in or out of school, could only serve in the way of
a supplement to neutral public instruction. While not a bad thing per se, such tacked-on
religious training was, in Fakkema’s opinion, insufficient for the full development of a
child’s intellect and character.
Evangelical Schooling: National Association of Christian Schools
The NUCS laid the foundation for a broader Christian school movement among
evangelical Christians outside of the Reformed churches. In particular, Fakkema’s gift
for administration within the NUCS did not go unnoticed by his Chicago neighbors. The
home office for the NUCS was located in Chicago, and when a group of evangelicals in
the Chicago suburb of Wheaton desired to start a Christian school, they turned to
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Mark Fakkema, “The Bible in Public Schools,’ Christian School Magazine 4,
no. 11 (Mar. 1926): 163-164.
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Fakkema for assistance. Fakkema helped them develop a constitution and establish a
basis for operation that reflected many of the ideas of Reformed schooling.
Starting in 1941, a number of evangelical parents, many of them faculty at
Wheaton College, sought to organize a parent-led Christian school. They approached
Mark Fakkema for advice in 1942. By 1945, Wheaton Christian Elementary School was
a viable entity, and the parents involved in the management of the school requested
membership in NUCS. Their request was turned down, however, because the doctrinal
standards of the school were not sufficiently Reformed, and many on the Wheaton school
board had reservations about subscribing to Reformed doctrines required for entrance
into NUCS. 17 A particular point of contention was that the doctrinal statement of the
school, modeled after that of Wheaton College, included a clause in favor of
premillennialism, which, because of its close association to dispensational theology, was
a suspect doctrine for Christian Reformed believers. 18 Also, the NUCS board was
concerned that not enough attention had been paid to implementing a distinctively
Christian philosophy of education the classroom. They wanted to see influence of
Christianity on the curriculum of the school.
Essentially, the school, while genuinely Christian, was not Reformed, and the
NUCS was a Reformed organization. This stress on the Reformed element of Christian
schools has long been a defining feature of Christian Reformed Church schools. Klaas
Kuiper, the late nineteenth century advocate of Reformed schooling, declared that
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confessionally indifferent evangelicalism was nothing less than a “hostile enemy” that
threatened to rob Reformed children of the theological inheritance of their fathers. 19 This
placed the supporters of Christian schooling in the Christian Reformed Church into
something of a problem. They were supportive of Christian schooling, even if not
Reformed, but they were unwilling to adjust their own confessional standards to
accommodate non-Reformed believers. Said one Reformed educator dealing with the
Wheaton request, “With the coming of Christian schools sponsored by groups other than
those of the Reformed tradition, we are faced with a danger. We must encourage these
fellow Christians and cooperate with them, but how far should we go? May we never
cooperate with them to the extent of giving up the Calvinistic interpretation of life that
our Christian school founders sought so vigorously to impart to their children.” 20
As a result of the Wheaton controversy, Fakkema urged the formation of a
broader Christian school organization. Fakkema suggested the development of a school
association along the lines of the recently established association of denominations and
individual congregations known as the National Association of Evangelicals, or NAE.
The new school association would be a broad umbrella organization for biblically19

Zwaanstra, Reformed Thought, 137-138.
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John Van Bruggen, “At the Crossroad,” The Christian Home and School
Magazine, 26 (July –Aug 47): 7; cited in Simpson, “Development,” 130-131. The
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theory of the atonement, rather than the particular theory of atonement defined by the
Synod of Dordt. Henkel, “History,” 149.
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oriented, Protestant day schools. The NUCS would help get such a larger movement off
the ground. Wrote Fakkema, “The National Union in cooperation with ‘outsiders’ must
form an overall school organization which will do for all evangelical schools what the
National Association of Evangelicals attempts to do for all evangelical churches.” 21
Thus, Fakkema, with the blessing of the NUCS Board, established the National
Association of Christian Schools (NACS) in 1946. Fakkema was released from his
NUCS responsibilities to help establish evangelical schools beyond confines of
traditionally Reformed communities.
It was largely due to the work of Fakkema that the NUCS played a more central
role in defining evangelical schooling, at least in comparison to the larger Lutheran
school movement, but there were antecedent reasons for Fakkema being more acceptable
to the larger evangelical population as a spokesman on Christian schooling. During the
first half of the twentieth century, far more Protestant children attended Lutheran schools
than Reformed schools, and more American Protestants were aware of Lutheran schools
than their Reformed counterparts. 22 As Milford Henkel noted in his dissertation on the
National Union, “American Protestants were not aware of the Christian schools [of the
NUCS] and very few groups, with the exception of the Missouri Synod Lutherans, had
Christian schools.” 23 But there was more theological and cultural overlap between
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Dutch Reformed Christians and the larger evangelical movement. Both had a strong
presence in the urban upper Midwest. Chicago, for example, was host to a number of
fundamentalist and evangelical institutions as well as a number of Dutch Reformed
settlers. In its earliest years, more fundamentalists came from theological Reformed
backgrounds, particularly Congregationalist and Presbyterian churches. The Christian
Reformed Church was also a part of the NAE at this time, whereas the Lutheran ChurchMissouri Synod, the biggest supporter of Lutheran schooling, was not. Finally, we can
note that conservative Lutherans tended to be more isolated culturally and
geographically. Their stress on continued use of the German language in some of their
schools was looked at with suspicion by patriotic Americans going through World War I.
Furthermore, German Lutherans often settled in the rural Midwest, outside the cities that
were the loci of evangelical organization.
The organization of the National Association of Christian Schools under the
direction of Fakkema solidified the importance of certain types of Reformed thinking
about education for the emerging evangelical schools. In particular, the emphasis on
holistic education in the context of a Christian worldview that remains a hallmark of most
evangelical schools today stemmed, in part, from the carefully tended roots planted by
Fakkema. Christian education, taught Fakkema, was to be distinctive in its approach and
content. It consisted of more than the addition of certain pious practices to the ordinary
school routine. Ultimately, Christian schooling must help its pupils think Christianly
about the content of instruction.
Warren Benson, emeritus professor of Christian education at Trinity Evangelical
Divinity School, placed Fakkema at the center of this insistence on a distinctive Christian
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philosophy of education: “The man who was most responsible for developing the purpose
and overall philosophy of education of the National Association was Mark Fakkema.” 24
The evidence supports this analysis (albeit with the recognition that there were others
beyond Fakkema who made a similar, supportive contribution). Wrote Fakkema,
“Philosophy—whether pagan or Christian—is the endeavor to see all things whole. To
be intelligible, a philosophy must have an all-embracing point of reference which serves
as a coordinating center. In the case of non-Christian philosophy, the coordinating center
is man; in Christian philosophy, it is God.” This call for a God-centered approach to
education would be echoed by Frank Gaebelein, working independently in a similar
Christian school context.
NACS and the NAE
In the first two decades of its existence, the National Association of Evangelicals
gave strong support to both the idea of Christian schooling in general, and to the National
Association of Christian Schools in particular. In1947, for example, the NAE established
a Christian Day School Committee prior to its annual meeting to be held later that year in
Omaha. Frank Gaebelein was appointed chairman of that committee, and the committee
recommended that the NACS be established and given a leading role in the support of
Christian elementary and secondary schools.
Three of the members of the NAE Christian Day School Committee, Frank
Gaebelein, J. McCallie, and Enoch Dyrness, joined five others to constitute the first board
of the NACS. The other members were Elizabeth Evans, Mark Fakkema, Stephen Paine,
Carl Gundersen, and Henry Riemersma. Fakkema was given executive authority in the
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day-to-day management of the NACS, in large part because the other board members
recognized his particular gift for organization and administration. Fakkema agreed with
the others that the NACS should be organized along the associational lines of the NAE,
but he also insisted that it be relatively independent. As Fakkema saw it, the NAE was an
ecclesiastical organization with leadership skilled in ecclesiastical management rather
than in the administration of schools, The NACS, then, would need dedicated school
personnel to oversee and develop its various programs. Fakkema was able to persuade
the NAE to grant NACS affiliate status. 25 As an affiliate of the NAE, the NACS was
separately incorporated and related to NAE by constitutional provisions. 26 By 1950, a
constitution for the NACS was drawn up and adopted, and the board had grown to
thirteen members. Enoch Dyrness, professor of education at Wheaton College, was
selected chairman of the board. An increasing number of board members came from a
background in Dutch Reformed Christian schooling. 27
Like the NAE, the NACS was able to bridge denominational and confessional
divides that had long separated various evangelical organizations. The first constitution
of the organization, adopted at the second annual meeting of the NACS on 20 April 1950,
made note of this diversity.
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It is apparent that evangelical schools tend to organize themselves into likeminded
groups, reflecting certain doctrinal and traditional differences, such as Lutheran,
Reformed, Mennonite, and Baptist. . . . [N]one of these groups can properly serve
or speak for all the others nor can any of them adequately serve that rapidly
growing body of schools whose mixed constituencies represent various types of
evangelicals. To provide a united front and voice for all schools of evangelical
persuasion, and to provide a national agency to serve all evangelical groups in
certain matters common to all, we do establish the National Association of
Christian Schools, the program of which shall be based upon an educational
philosophy which is positively Christ-honoring, Bible-believing, and Godcentered. 28
It is clear, then, that the NACS represented a diversity of Christian school
interests, and it aimed to do so on a national level. Ralph Bell, writing in the Sunday
School Times in 1950, provided some demographic information about the school
association. “The N.A.C.S. is an organization not identified with any one particular
evangelical group. Its schools are now scattered over 39 states with an enrollment of
10,214 students, and a school total of 86.” The NACS was broad enough at that time to
include such disparate schools as the Bob Jones Academy, the Free Methodist Colored
Day School, and Seattle Christian School. 29
Development of Evangelical Schooling Since 1940
Between 1920 and 1960, best estimates indicate that American fundamentalist or
evangelical Protestants established slightly less than 100 private schools. This period of
time largely corresponds with the self-imposed exile of fundamentalism where many
evangelicals withdrew from their denominations and established an alternative subculture centered on various institutions free of denominational control: independent
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churches, Bible colleges, publishing houses, and missionary organizations. Surprisingly,
relatively few Christian schools were established during this same time. This reflected, it
seems, a general level of satisfaction among conservative Protestants regarding the nature
of education received in the public schools. 30
Things changed at mid century. Starting in the 1950s, evangelical educators
pointed out, with some pride, the rapid growth of the Christian school movement starting
in the years after World War II. Between 1938 and 1948, non-Catholic private school
enrollment grew nearly sixty percent, from 310,365 to 489,742. Much of this growth was
in Protestant schools. In comparison, Roman Catholic school enrollment grew about the
same number, but given its larger initial enrollment, saw an increase of about seven
percent during that same ten year span. 31 Between 1947-1950, Fakkema reported to the
NACS board that he assisted 100 communities interested in starting a Christian school.
By 1953, Fakkema’s office was receiving over 100 requests annually for help in
establishing Christian schools. 32
In 1950, there were fifty-two NACS affiliated schools. Two years later in 1952,
that number had grown nearly sixty percent to eighty-three affiliated schools. To be sure,
not all of these schools were newly established, but many were, enrolling students in
Christian schools for the very first time. The popular evangelical press often recounted
stories of how groups of parents and churches started Christian schools, often in a home
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or church basement, but soon expanding into regular school facilities. 33 By 1957, there
were 141 NACS-affiliated schools with a student enrollment of 17,504 pupils. This was
still fewer than were enrolled in the 207 NUCS-affiliated schools (combined student
population of 40,754 students), but the gap between the two was shrinking. 34 By 1964,
citing the Board of Parish Education, Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, Mark Fakkema
wrote that there were 20,950 students in schools affiliated with the NACS. By 1967,
some evangelicals were beginning to wonder if the continued growth in Protestant
schooling would lead it to catch up with Roman Catholic school enrollment, perhaps
within a span of about a decade. 35
Through the 1970s and 1980s, growth in evangelical school continued to
accelerate. While unverified, some proponents of Christian schooling suggested that
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Christian schools were being established in America at the rate of nearly two per day. 36
While the rate of growth has slowed considerably since then, Protestant schools currently
educate upwards of one million students in America. 37 The largest evangelical Christian
school association estimates nearly a million students enrolled in its North American
schools, with nearly another quarter-million attending schools at other campuses around
the world. 38
Reasons for Growth
Elmer Towns, a leading fundamentalist educator in the 1970s and 1980s and
current Dean of the School of Religion at Liberty University, noted the rapid growth in
Christian schooling in a 1973 article in Christianity Today. Towns identified four
sources for the rapid growth of such schools: (1) desire for biblical education for
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children; (2) a desire for quality education for children that was thought to be
synonymous with discipline, reflected by the McGuffey’s Reader that were used in many
evangelical schools; (3) a desire to escape the violence and tension in public schools; and
(4) a desire to promote a deep-seated patriotic conservatism, which fundamentalists
charged was absent in public schools. 39 Many other evangelicals noted similar reasons
for evangelicals leaving the public schools during the latter years of the twentieth
century, though these reasons were certainly not all inclusive. Indeed, the nostalgic
appeal of traditional learning (as evidenced in the use of McGuffey Readers) and an
appeal to patriotic nationalism were inimical to the Reformed principles of Christian
schooling established by the NUCS.
Looking at the broader development of Christian schooling in the twentieth
century, three factors can be identified that contributed to the rapid growth of such
schooling. First, there was a perception by many evangelicals that public schools were
growing increasingly secular. As Christianity was removed from the curriculum and
practice of the schools, it was being replaced (in the minds of evangelicals) by a
democratic ideology that veered towards the idolatrous. Second, there was a growing
sense of that the public schools were in crisis. This crisis manifested itself in spiritual,
academic, and behavioral performance of students in public schools. Third, Christian
schools flourished after World War II because of the development of a vibrant,
entrepreneurial evangelical subculture in those years. Much of this entrepreneurial
activity was forced upon evangelicals by their lost of institutional control of
denominations during the pre-war years. The development of various evangelical school
39
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associations at this time helped provide the institutional support needed for Christian
schools to collaborate and encourage one another.
Secularization of Public Schools
Many evangelical educators framed the argument for Christian schools in positive
terms, placing a stress on the spiritual and academic distinctives offered by a Christian
school education. At the same time, it was clear that many evangelicals were turning to
Christian schools as a result of growing dissatisfaction with public schools in the later
half of the twentieth century. A survey of the literature on Christian schooling during
these years often focused on the perceived secularization of public schools, and it was a
primary reason cited by many leaders in the Christian school movement. Tim LaHaye, a
fundamentalist pastor in San Diego, noted with some hyperbole, that “Christian schools
are booming right now because of the total secularization of public education. Ever since
prayer and the Bible were expelled from public education, they have expelled morality
under the false guise that morality is based on religion. But morality is inherent in the
daily stream of civilization.” 40
While many observers of Christian schooling have pointed to the Supreme Court
decisions prohibiting organized prayer and Bible reading in the public schools as
something of a turning point in American education, it is important to note that many
evangelicals had serious concerns about the increasing secularization of school prior to
the judgments of the Supreme Court in Engel v. Vitale, 270 U.S. 421 (1962), and
Abington School District v. Schempp, 374 U.S. 203 (1963). Starting in the years after
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World War II when Christian schools began to grow in number and enrollment,
evangelicals were already attributing much of this growth to educational secularization.
As Fakkema wrote in one of the early articles for the NACS, “The secularized public
school with its blighting effect upon home and church has increasingly become a fact.
Result? The private Christian schools are increasingly becoming a fact. The true
Christian school is ever a reaction to prevailing secular education.” 41
Francis Simpson writing in the about the same time noted how the perception of
secularization had recently picked up in the years after World War II. “The trend toward
secularism in the public schools became increasingly obvious toward the middle of the
twentieth century.” 42 Similarly, Frank Gaebelein, writing in 1954, expressed the
sentiment that the foundational philosophy of public schooling had already taken a turn
away from its Christian origins in America. “Let us begin with the climate of opinion in
American education today—secular, naturalistic, man-centered, not God-centered, taking
for its dynamic an almost religious idealization of democracy.” 43
At first blush, it might seem that Gaebelein’s rhetoric was an over-the-top screed
against democratic principles in education, but there was some ground to his concern that
democracy was in danger of being elevated to a place of religious transcendence within
American schools and the society at large. Evangelicals in the 1950s and beyond were
generally supportive of the idea of democracy, but they saw it as a means rather than an
end. In other words, democratic society was the system that allowed humans to flourish,
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but it was not the goal to which human flourishing was to be directed. At the same time,
there were some in American society, and often those involved in framing matters of
education, that truly did seek to create a new American democratic ideology.
To a certain extent, this desire to elevate democracy to the level of national
ideology emerged in the years immediately before and after World War II. The middle
decades of the twentieth century were a time of crisis. First, the threat of economic
collapse in the midst of the Great Depression, followed immediately after by a World
War that merged almost directly into a decades-long Cold War that threatened the very
existence of the planet. In each of these global crises, ideology was a central feature.
These were years of “-isms”: Nazism, militarism, communism. America, many believed,
needed its own good “-ism” to counter the bad “-isms” of, particularly, communism and
fascism. Democracy seemed to be the way to establishing such a comprehensive belief
structure. The noted philosopher of education, Boyd H. Bode, wrote Democracy as a
Way of Life in 1937, and in this book he noted that democracy must become more than a
political method. It must become the defining principle of American culture. Wrote
Bode, “Democracy thus conceived is no longer a name for compartmentalized political
beliefs but becomes a point of view that cuts across the whole mass of our traditional
beliefs and habits. It calls for a reconstruction of beliefs and standards in every major
field of human interest and thus takes on the universality of philosophy and religion.” 44
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As if to emphasize this point, Bode wrote elsewhere, “Democracy is to me a way of life
and a gospel for the salvation of the world.” 45
Similarly, Alexander Mieklejohn, philosopher and administrator at Brown,
Amherst, and Wisconsin, among other places, wrote an essay for a Harvard University
Press volume on religion and education. In “From Church to State,” Mieklejohn
advanced an argument that political education must replace religious education in public
schools and that a new philosophical and moral system that emphasized the priority of the
state must replace the traditional religious beliefs and institutions of Western society.
Ultimately, the ideology of schooling must turn students towards acceptance of a new
collective world state, one that unites all of humanity in a Kantian ideal of peace and
brotherhood. The role of the teacher, then, was to lead, “his pupil into active membership
in a fraternity to which he himself belongs. . . . He is commissioned to form and fashion
both human society as a whole and the individuals of whom the society consists. He acts
for the state with a completeness of responsibility which is equaled by no other official.”
And the exaltation of the democratic state was the highest goal. 46
Given such rhetoric from notable and respected educational leaders, it is not
surprising that a number of orthodox Christians were growing uncomfortable with the
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stress on secular democratic ideology being advanced in the schools. Even the more
toned-down rhetoric and civil religion of Sidney Mead and, later, Robert Bellah, seemed
to offer the same hope for democratic ideology to replace traditional religious belief. In
the minds of many evangelicals, the step from democratic ideology to democratic idolatry
seemed to be little more than a semantic switch. As J. Marion Snapper described it,
writing in the Christian Reformed journal Banner, the attempt to identify some sort of
amorphous, democratic “American way of life” as a national religion ultimately placed
all other faiths, Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish, under the authority of the state. This
was essentially the same thing as state Shintoism as practiced in totalitarian Japan, a
religious ideology that allowed other sects to exist so long as they did not challenge the
ultimacy of the state faith. 47 If this new democratic religion were to become the paradigm
for social education in the public schools, there should be little wonder that many
evangelicals began setting out to establish an alternative educational system.
The point being made by those who challenged the rise of democratic ideology in
the schools was that Christianity in this new democratic order would become little more
than an instrument of democratic faith in the public schools. To couch the principles of
democracy in religious, even explicitly Christian language made the Christian faith an
instrument of ideology in the struggle against communism or other ungodly ideologies.
Said Snapper, “Each of you is invited to examine the textbooks of Education, to discover
for yourselves that the only ultimate criteria, the only absolute values, are those of
Democracy. Where religion is referred to, it is used as a means to the end of promoting
the well-being of American democratic society. May God help us when we use our
47
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Christian faith as a means to a political, temporal end. Then we will have become the
worst of the pragmatists. And our ill fate, whatever it is, will be deserved.” 48
The public-school stress on democracy further threatened to usurp the
responsibility of God, the church, and the Christian family in the educational process.
Edmund Clowney, the first president of Westminster Theological Seminary, wrote in
1959 that, “Our children do not belong to the state. That is the assumption of totalitarian
tyranny. . . . They belong to Christ. His question about Caesar’s coin strikes us as we
look at our child. Whose is the image and the superscription? Not man’s, but God’s.
Children are a heritage of the Lord. . . . They are His, but He has entrusted them to us as
His stewards.” 49
Clowney was neither the first nor the last in a long line of evangelical believers
who saw public education as a threat to the spiritual well being of children. As noted
earlier, the Princeton theologian A. A. Hodge was railing against nonsectarian education
back in the middle years of the nineteenth century. Wrote Hodge, “I am as sure as I am
of the fact of Christ’s reign that a comprehensive and centralized system of national
education, separated from religion, as is now commonly proposed, will prove the most
appalling enginery for the propagation of anti-Christian and atheistic unbelief, and of
anti-social nihilistic ethics, individual, social, and political, which this sin-rent world has
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ever seen.” 50 The elevation of democratic ideology only threatened to exacerbate and
hasten this anti-Christian decline.
American evangelicals were not always united in their response to this new
democratic agenda. Some, like Elmer Towns in the passage cited above, sought to
restore and promote a more traditional form of God-and-country nationalism, a “deepseated patriotic conservatism” that could best be taught in private Christian schools. This
mixing of Christianity and Americanism found ample expression in many of the
textbooks used in Christian schools starting in the 1970s, particularly those published by
A Beka Books, a Christian textbook ministry of Pensacola Christian College, a school
established by fundamentalist Baptist pastor and teacher, Arlin Horton. In The Successful
Christian School, A. A. “Buzz” Baker, who helped establish A Beka Books, wrote about
the philosophy expressed in these textbooks.
∼
∼
∼
∼
∼
∼
∼
∼
∼
∼
∼
∼
∼
∼
∼
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“You learn the Bible.
You learn that God created.
You learn the worth of your soul.
You master the 3 R's (sic) and other subjects.
You sit up straight and pay attention.
You learn that it is not right to cheat.
You learn to recite when called upon.
You learn honor and respect for your parents.
You learn respect for authority.
You learn that a man's word is his bond.
You learn that a job worth doing is worth doing well.
You learn personal initiative.
You develop pride in America.
You learn that the free enterprise system is still the best system.
You learn that competition is healthy.” 51

Quoted in NACS, “Evangelical Christian School Movement,” 2.
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One can note in this passage the blending of biblical principles with
straightforward patriotism and an advocacy of the free enterprise system, all with little
regard to distinguishing the various objects and the rationale behind them. This uncritical
mixing of religious and secular values found frequent expression in the literature and
history texts printed by A Beka Books.
On the other hand, some evangelical educators were more careful to separate the
role of patriotism from faith. Indeed, this was the crux of the problem that appeared with
the increasing stress on democracy. In matters of ideology, Christianity would play
second fiddle to no other political, intellectual, or moral system. As the authors of
another fundamentalist Christian textbook declared, “The Christian teacher of United
States history must resist the temptation to identify the American nation as God's
particular chosen people and its history as a peculiar and ultimate fulfillment of the
purpose of the incarnation of Jesus Christ. While he appreciated a political environment
in which the gospel may prosper...he does not consider the character of American society
a list of Christian essentials." 52
Crisis in the Public Schools
Another factor contributing to the rise of Christian schools during the post-war
years was the perception that American public schools were undergoing a profound
crisis. This perception was not limited to the evangelical subculture. Starting in the early
1950s, a number of magazines and newspapers described a growing crisis of juvenile
delinquency that was sweeping the nation. For example, the front page of the New York
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Times in 1952 declared with alarm that juvenile crime was up over twenty percent in one
year. 53 The negative influence of radio, comic books, and television were trumpeted in
articles and essays throughout the early postwar years. The schools could not help but
absorb many of the problems of delinquency. The Director of the FBI, J. Edgar Hoover,
proposed the instrumental use of the Sunday school as a way to combat the rising tide of
juvenile crime, but for many evangelical Christians, one day of spiritual teaching and
insight was not enough. A distinctively Christian and moral school setting, combined
with an active Sunday school and church program, would more effectively reach
America’s youth. 54
Many evangelicals were convinced that a growing spiritual crisis in the nation
was leading to the secularization of public schools. This religious unease was not
confined to fundamentalists. At the peak of the Cold War, as America stood toe-to-toe
against the godless communists of Soviet Russia, Americans from all walks of life and
backgrounds struggled with a sense or dread that America lacked the spiritual vigor
needed to resist the pull of materialistic, communist propaganda. It was in this context
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that a number of authors such as Sidney Mead and Will Herberg began writing on the
state of American spirituality with the hope of revitalizing American civil religion. 55
Similarly, a number of authors addressed the particular spiritual crisis found in the
nation’s schools. A mainline Protestant, Freeman Butts was concerned with the lowestcommon-denominator spirituality found in public schools.56 The Jesuit Francis X.
Curran traced much of the problem with public education to a pervasive anti-Catholic
bias in the schools that, in turn, led to a profound secularizing trend in education. 57 A
conservative Protestant but not necessarily evangelical author, Edwin Rian, talked in
1949 about the need for Protestants to reestablish a distinctive educational system. Rian
was harshly critical of progressive education and declared that Protestants needed to
identify the essential elements of a distinctively Protestant philosophy of education and
develop distinctive Protestant textbooks. 58 From the evangelical perspective, Frank E.
Gaebelein and Mark Fakkema continued to advocate for distinctive Christian schools
through their advocacy work in the NACS and via various publications like the National
Association of Evangelicals-sponsored Christian Education in a Democracy.
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This sense of spiritual crisis led legislators in a number of states to pass laws
requiring Bible reading in the classroom or compose prayers to begin the school day.
Released time activities were established in a number of schools wherein clergy from the
various denominations would come into the schools for religious instruction. The city of
Gary, Indiana, was a leader in promoting such released time activities and served as a
model for such practice. Over time, each of these practices was challenged in the federal
courts, and many such arrangements were declared unconstitutional, contributing further
to the sense that the public schools were becoming increasingly secular and atheistic in
orientation. 59
While a number of Christians felt concerned over the increasing pace of
secularization in the public schools, curricular conflicts added fuel to the fire. First,
American schooling was reevaluated in regard to its science and math curriculum in the
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wake of the Soviet Sputnik launch. While most evangelicals would agree that more
needed to be done in these areas to counter the apparent Soviet threat, the rapid
introduction and expansion of evolutionary teaching in the science curriculum in the
wake of Sputnik gave many evangelicals pause. 60 When the Supreme Court outlawed
legislation prohibiting the teaching of evolution in 1968, combined with a number of
other textbook controversies in the 1960s and early 1970s, a number of evangelicals
became more convinced than ever that the time was ripe to withdraw from the public
schools. 61
Other social factors contributed to the evangelical reappraisal of public schools.
Decreasing standardized test scores, reports of lax discipline and increased immorality
associated with the Counter Culture of the 1960s and 1970s, and increasing reports of
drug abuse and violence forced many evangelicals to consider educational alternatives.62
And, while most evangelicals would not put it so boldly, another factor for some was the
issue of court-mandated racial integration of the schools and forced busing to ensure full
integration. Paul F. Parsons, author of Inside Christian Schools, has rightly noted that
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this was not a dominant factor for most Christian school proponents, but it certainly was a
factor for some educational institutions that went by the name of "Christian school." A
handful of segregationist academies popped up in the 1960s, and the start of mandatory
busing often coincided with the establishment of Christian schools in some areas. 63
At the same time, one must examine carefully the claims made by some
opponents of Christian schools that they were nothing more than a refuge for racial bigots
in the wake of public school integration. James E. Reed and Ronnie Prevost stated this
typical story line when they wrote that Christian schools were established primarily to
enable "persons who opposed racial integration to claim for themselves a moral and
spiritual 'high ground’” and justify “their racist 'Christian' schools through a rhetoric of
concern for the religious education of their children.” An examination of the evidence
indicates that such broad generalizations go much too far. 64 Such charges equating the
mainstream of Christian schooling with the establishment of segregationist academies
have been examined in great detail and found wanting. While a few schools have been
founded for racist motives under a Christian label, the vast majority repudiate such action
and intent. For example, ACSI, the largest Christian school organization, explicitly bans
63

While more research needs to be done, it seems that Christian schools are today
more open to diversity in matters of race, class, ethnicity, etc., because there remains a
central core of religious belief that unites the various members of the schools. Given a
common core acceptance of what is “truly important,” i.e., the eternal destiny and
salvation of souls, there is a ready-made common ground wherein other differences,
while important, are not so singularly defining.
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membership to schools that are racially discriminatory. Another factor that contravenes
this interpretation is the incredible growth of Christian schools in urban areas attended by
African-American and Hispanic students. Also, to state that Christian schools are
founded merely as racist academies does not explain the massive proliferation of such
schools in racially homogeneous regions of the country. 65
Thus it was that this sense of crisis on many levels led many evangelical
Protestants to reconsider their longstanding allegiance to the public schools. There was a
sense that the public schools had changed, and that the sort of education offered even a
few decades previous to the World War had been distorted, if not lost. To be sure, some
evangelicals sought to restore Christian elements to the public schools throughout the
1950s and 1960s. Many more acquiesced to the changing schools in an uneasy, halting
fashion, decrying the loss of a Protestant ethos but doing little else. A small but growing
number of evangelicals turned to evangelical schools as a place where they could restore
“traditional” education as they had once known it, but this was more along the lines of a
nostalgic exercise rather than an educational innovation. A few, however, saw the
emerging Christian school movement as a chance to provide something new in American
schooling. For these evangelicals, and many were leaders in the school movement, the
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newly established schools were a proving ground for doing something distinctive and
different in the realm of Christian education.
Mark Fakkema couched his appeal for Christian schools in positive terms. While
some in the popular evangelical press couched the story of Christian schooling in terms
of a rejection of the public schools, Fakkema and other evangelical school leaders almost
always put forth the positive pursuit of Christian education as the hallmark of the new
schools. For men such as Fakkema and Gaebelein, here was the chance to establish a
genuine Christian philosophy of education to meet the challenges of society. 66 The Bible
was given a central role in the curriculum. Indeed, it was the very heart and soul of the
curriculum as advocated by the leadership of the NACS. In 1949, the National
Association of Evangelicals sponsored efforts to develop Christian school books from
this biblical perspective. Roger Voskuyl, Dean of Wheaton College, chaired the effort,
but financial concerns and an over-extension of activity on the part of the committee
members meant that no textbooks were ever published. 67
Evangelical Entrepreneurial Activism
While a changed perception of the public schools led evangelicals to consider
educational alternatives, it was the entrepreneurial spirit of American evangelicalism that
allowed for the rapid development of Christian schools. American evangelicalism has
thrived in the marketplace of ideas and ideologies, believing that, armed with the truth
and the spirit of God, the Christian gospel could win most critics. What is more,
evangelicals were willing to embrace proven business tactics that led to successful
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“selling” of the biblical message. From the days of Martin Luther to the present wave of
televangelists, evangelical Protestants were quick to use new media such as the printing
press, radio, television, and the internet to spread the gospel message.
When evangelical believers lost out to their modernist counterparts in the
struggles over the institutions of mainline Protestantism in the 1920s and 1930s, they
were able (perhaps forced) to establish new institutions that were in many ways more
nimble and response to the perceived needs of new and established believers. As Joel
Carpenter has outlined in Revive Us Again, his masterful study of fundamentalism during
these years, conservative Protestants adopted a non-hierarchical, non-bureaucratic
organizational structure. New institutions were established to meet pressing needs,
whether in foreign missions, domestic denominational life, education, youth ministry, etc.
Many of these institutions were led by strong figures able to rally support from other
believers and get things done quickly. There was a sense that anyone, if led by God,
could do great things for God. This was true in the establishment of Christian schools as
much as it was in the establishment of churches, colleges and seminaries. As one author
lauded in an article in the Sunday School Times, “In one community, a Christian teacher
felt led to open a school for her own and her neighbor’s children. She made her home a
school and the dining room a classroom. She did the whole job herself without a school
board and without a salary. Three years ago she stared with 4 pupils and is now looking
forward to having 36 next year.” 68
Many evangelical churches sought to leverage associated schools for their “real”
purpose in ministry, i.e., evangelism and church growth. A number of churches thus
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established Christian schools not because they were fully supportive of the unique
mission of such schools but because they would attract new families to the Sunday
worship service. As one Florida pastor noted, “My church has grown more from the
school than from any other thing we have done.’” Whether accurately or not, one article
in Christianity Today presented the church-related school as an imitation of the model
used by the Roman Catholic Church to sustain membership and growth. “Protestant
churchmen are learning a lesson from Rome: the parochial school strengthens the church;
it focuses parental concern and interest in the church; it keeps children related to the
church. . . . Evidently, if Sunday school is good for a church, a day school is five times
better.” 69
To be sure, professional Christian school educators such as Fakkema and
Gaebelein would never frame the rationale for Christian schooling in these terms.
Indeed, both of these men preferred to associate with independent schools separated from
the authority and oversight of the local church. They were not necessarily opposed to
such arrangements, but both felt that for a school to flourish, it must do so on its own
accord.
Institutional Support
It is not a coincidence that the growth of the Christian school movement after
World War II corresponded with the establishment of the NACS. This association
provided the institutional framework required for numerical growth. One of the defining
purposes of the NACS was to promote Christian schooling to evangelicals. It helped
generate an understanding of the organization among evangelicals and helped them grasp
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the essential features of a distinctive, Christian philosophy of education. As chief
executive of the NACS, Fakkema spent most of his time either assisting schools in their
initial organization or providing them with a philosophical understanding of the
distinctive nature of Christian education. 70 Fakkema and Gaebelein spent a considerable
amount of time speaking to various school boards and educators on this topic. In the
spring of 1949, Enoch Dyrness of Wheaton College enlisted Fakkema to teach two thirtyhour courses on the Philosophy of Christian School Activity to undergraduates and other
interested professionals. Fakkema eventually extended this course of instruction to other
Christian colleges across the United States. Gaebelein later took over this speaking and
teaching ministry. 71 As the Christian school ministry began to grow beyond the abilities
of one or two individuals, the NACS established a tape library of thirty-minute addresses
prepared for PTA meetings. Speakers involved in this tape program included Gaebelein;
Anthony Fortosis, Roy Lowrie, Jr., Joseph Bayly, and others. 72
The NACS also facilitated a fruitful printing ministry that shipped out volumes of
promotional literature to interested parents, pastors, and teachers across the nation. Much
of the early literature was written by Fakkema, but Gaebelein made contributions to this
effort, as well. Among the earliest titles published by the NACS were volumes such as,
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“Christian Schools and How to Organize Them,” “The Most Neglected Mission Field,”
“How to Train Children Morally,” “How to Educate Children Mentally,” and “Popular
Objections to the Christian School.” As editor or assistant editor at Our Hope, Eternity,
and Christianity Today, Gaebelein was in a position to promote Christian schooling to the
wider evangelical audience, both by authorizing the publication of various articles and
writing a number himself.
Along with all of the above factors—public-school secularization and crisis,
evangelical entrepreneurial activism, and the establishment of institutional support via the
NACS—it is important to consider the role that personality played in the development of
the Christian school movement. In particular, Frank Gaebelein and Mark Fakkema
provided leadership based on experience to the many families entering Christian schools
for the first time. One should not underestimate the importance of having individuals of
strong personality who can speak authoritatively, answer questions, encourage, cajole,
and persuade. Of the two educational leaders mentioned here, Gaebelein is perhaps the
more significant given his wide-ranging leadership within the larger evangelical culture,
but both were active players in the establishment of Christian schools throughout the
middle decades of the twentieth century.
Christian Schooling as an Outsider Movement
The evangelical domination of popular culture was lost in the wake of the Scopes
Trial and the fundamentalist struggles with the Modernists for control of the various
Protestant denominations. The decline in cultural influence was precipitous. Less than a
half-century after these early conflicts, conservative Protestantism had been so
marginalized by mainstream American culture that NBC news anchor John Chancellor
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felt it necessary to reassure the American people that Jimmy Carter’s born-again
experience was not some “bizarre, mountain-top experience.” Apparently, the resources
of the National Broadcasting Company had been deployed to “check this out” and
discovered that being born-again was, in actuality, “something common to millions of
Americans—particularly if you’re Baptist.” 73
With the loss of cultural influence, Protestant conservatives set about creating
institutions that nurtured the evangelical spirit and promoted conservative values. New
churches, denominations, Bible colleges, magazines, radio shows, printing houses—all
helped preserve and reinforce the outsider status of American evangelicalism.
Evangelicals schools were similarly established to protect and strength the values of
conservative Protestantism for a new generation of believers. As one Christian school
administrator noted, “Christian education as a professional endeavor—preparing
educators for the church, Christian school, and college, began developing as a separate
entity from what was increasingly becoming secular and humanistic education in the
public schools.” 74
Private schools have long been the enclave of religious and cultural outsiders. As
mentioned earlier, the German Lutherans and Dutch Calvinists established private
schools to foster both cultural and religious identity among their youth. Attending
Lutheran school, for example, was as much about preserving culture and language as it
was about proclaiming religious truth. Catholic parochial schools served a similar
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function for the many waves of immigrants who came to America from Ireland, Poland,
Italy, and other Catholic lands of eastern and southern Europe.
In many ways, the development of evangelical schools paralleled the development
of Roman Catholic schools a century early. Indeed, the evangelical school movement
was the first widespread secession from public education since the time when many
Catholics broke away, and often for the same reason. As Paul F. Parson noted, “the same
type of pressures that persuaded Catholics to establish their own schools more than a
century ago are behind today’s Christian school boom. If Catholics shied away from
public schooling because it was too Protestant, fundamentalists are seceding because they
find it too secular.” 75 Philip D. McLeod’s 1993 dissertation, “The Rise of Catholic and
Evangelical Christian Schools in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries,” does a
thorough job in comparing some of the many similarities between the emergence of these
two types of schools. Both nineteenth-century Catholics and twentieth-century
evangelicals experienced, at least in the perception of the constituencies, a sense that their
way of life was under siege, and the schools would serve as an adequate bunker or
safeguard for the children.
As evangelicalism came out of its isolationism towards the end of the twentieth
century, growing in both numbers and social stature, it lost some of its parochial,
isolationist character. This change was reflected in the development of evangelical
schools. As Frank Gaebelein noted, “Evangelical education has been coming out of the
shell of parochialism that has hitherto restricted its range. . . . Today schools and colleges
committed to the evangelical faith are with few exceptions agreed that the attainment of
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academic excellence is not only compatible with doctrinal soundness but also obligatory
for education that would glorify God.” 76 Increasingly, evangelical Christian schools
upgraded their academic programs and professional standards, pursuing and achieving
accreditation, certification of teaching staff, and building attractive, single-purpose
campuses that would appeal to Christian families who demanded both academic
excellence and a nurturing Christian environment.
Christian Schools and Democracy
A number of evangelicals, including Gaebelein, argued that Christian schools were a
support for democratic society rather than a threat. This was a common line of argument
among the proponents of Christian schooling and one that went back to the writings of A.
A. Hodge, the Princeton theologian who supported the establishment of Presbyterian
parochial schools in the middle years of the nineteenth century. Hodge wrote at a time
when state-controlled, non-sectarian education was being introduced across the country.
Hodge argued that if the common school had to exclude whatever someone or some sect
did not believe to be true, then, “he that believes most must give way to him that believes
least, and then he that believes least must give way to him that believes absolutely
nothing, no matter in how small a minority the atheists or the agnostics may be.” By this
criterion, then, it became self evident that if nonsectarian education were carried out
consistently and persistently in all parts of the country, “the United States’ system of
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national popular education will be the most efficient and wide instrument for the
propagation of atheism which the world has ever seen.” 77
Similarly and at roughly the same time, Geert E. Boer, the first member of the
faculty at Calvin Theological Seminary and a strong proponent of Christian schooling,
wrote extensively in the Dutch language De Wachter on the positive contributions of
Christian schools for American society. He was sharply critical of the watered-down
religious instruction offered in the American common school, but he also extended his
argument to include an appeal to the positive values that would arise from Christian
Reformed parents sending their children to Christian schools. Specifically, by producing
students trained in Reformed Christian principles, these children would better serve their
country by being both a godly example and a strong moral influence on others around
them. 78
J. Gresham Machen, a leading figure of the conservative faction in the
fundamentalist-modernist controversies of the 1920s and 1930s, advocated a similar
position at a time when the validity of private schooling in America was at question. In
an address to the National Union of Christian Schools, Machen declared that, “The
Christian school is to be favored for two reasons. In the first place, it is important for
American liberty; in the second place, it is important for the propagation of the Christian
religion.” Machen believed that the untrammeled power of the state to shape the minds
of all its citizens would lead to totalitarianism. An independent voice in education
offered both competition to the public schools, but also a refuge from state-controlled
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indoctrination. What is more, Machen argued, Christian schools could best educate the
children of Christians by infusing the subjects taught with the principles and practices of
orthodox Christianity. 79
The Perceived Threat of Christian Schools
The fact that evangelicals had to stress the democratic role of private education
reflected, in part, the many arguments by progressive educators against private schooling.
For many non-evangelicals, a large, religiously oriented school system seemed a threat to
American democracy, smacking of something both elitist and foreign. At the end of the
nineteenth century as private, Dutch Reformed schools were established across the upper
Midwest, the mayor of Holland, Michigan vigorously advocated for public schools. In
public schools, argued the Honorable G. J. Diekema, children don’t remain German,
Dutch, or Italian, but become American. By implication, children educated in private
schools remained isolated and foreign. 80 William H. Kilpatrick, professor of education at
Teachers College, Columbia University, wrote of his concern about private education,
“Private and parochial schools isolate their students from democratic society and
accordingly create national inconsistency and disunity.” 81 Another progressive educator,
James B. Conant, wrote similarly in Education and Liberty, “The greater the proportion
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of our youth who fail to attend our public schools and who receive their education
elsewhere, the greater threat to our democratic unity.” 82
Perhaps the strongest advocate for the participation of all citizens in public
schools was John Dewey. In Democracy and Education, he wrote against the general
tendency of isolation in education. “The essential point is that isolation makes for
rigidity and formal institutionalizing of life, for static and selfish ideals within the group.
That savage tribes regard aliens and enemies as synonymous is not accidental. . . . The
isolation and exclusiveness of a gang or clique brings its antisocial spirit into relief. But
that same spirit is found wherever one group has interests ‘of its own’ which shut it out
from full interaction with other groups, so that its prevailing purpose is the protection of
what it has got, instead of reorganization and progress through wider relationships.” 83
Private schools, then, fostered a tribal mentality that led to antisocial and antidemocratic
tendencies.
In the 1960s and 1970s, as the growth in Christian schooling exploded, a new
argument arose among some supporters of public schools that Christian schools were
merely cover for white flight academies. David Nevin and Robert E. Bills wrote a
scathing critique of private Christian schools in their book, The Schools that Fear Built
(Washington, DC: Acropolis books, 1976). An honest appraisal of the historical situation
cannot rule out that some private schools grew as a result of forced racial integration of
the public schools. This is also the reason that many suburban school districts grew at the
same time. For example, in the area around Waco, Texas, two private schools (one
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Christian and the other secular) were established during the early 1970s when mandatory
busing became an issue, but this was also the time of incredible growth in the suburban
Midway school district, the destination for many “white flight” Wacoans with the capital
to move out of the Waco city limits. 84 Further research by a number of scholars has
counterbalanced this perception of segregationist motivation, and many evangelicals
actively worked to counter such attitudes and actions, as when the NACS Executive
Board prohibited member schools from using race as an enrollment factor. 85
Evangelical Response: Christian Schools and Democratic Society
The evangelical response to this criticism was to highlight the positive role played
by such schools in democratic society. A common refrain heard among evangelical
leaders and educations was that private schools served as a bulwark of liberty and prevent
the spread of totalitarianism that might otherwise be facilitated by state control over all
the instruments of elementary and secondary education. As early as 1934, the
Presbyterian J. Gresham Machen looked around the world and saw nothing less than a
“world-wide attack upon the fundamental principles of civil and religious freedom. In
some countries, such as Italy, the attack has been blatant and unashamed. . . . A similar
despotism now prevails in Germany; and in Russia freedom is being crushed out by what
is perhaps the most complete and systematic tyranny that the world has ever seen.”
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These tyrants of the left and the right, however, were not that very far removed from the
American context. “But exactly the same tendency that is manifest in extreme form in
those countries, is also being manifested, more slowly but none the less surely, in
America.” 86 As Machen saw it, an expansive federal government was, under the guise of
economic reform, appropriating more influence and control over society, with potentially
danger consequences.
The Christian school, however, could play a necessary corrective role. “Against
this soul-killing collectivism in education, the Christian school, like the private school,
stands as an emphatic protest. In doing so, it is no real enemy of the public schools. On
the contrary, the only way in which a state-controlled school can be kept even relatively
healthy is through the absolutely free possibility of competition by private schools and
church schools; if it once becomes monopolistic, it is the most effective engine of tyranny
and intellectual stagnation that has yet been devised.” 87
The pluralist argument in support of Christian schools was further developed by J.
Marion Snapper in a 1961 article in Banner. Christian schools served as one of a host of
intermediary institutions that buffered individual citizens from the state, allowing
individuals and local communities freedom to innovate and meet the perceived needs of
various constituencies. Wrote Snapper, “It is high time that we recognize pluralism as
being of the very essence of the genius of our democratic system. Pluralism is condition
which allows for voluntary associations to carry on activities within the legal framework
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of the state and within the broad confines of society, regardless of whether or not those
same activities are carried on by the state.” 88
While most Americans were generally supportive of pluralism in principle, they
often expressed reservations when the principle was applied to education. Arguments
against pluralism were often emotionally driven. Evangelical Protestants, while
supportive of a place for their own schools, nevertheless were leery of the possible threat
to democracy posed by Roman Catholic schools. Snapper saw the hypocrisy of such a
stance and called evangelicals to task. The attempt to suppress the freedom of Catholic
education would have ramifications impacting other educational endeavors. “But such
arguments lose sight of the fact that as soon as this country is no longer free for Roman
Catholics than it is no longer certainly free for any other pluralistic activity. They lose
sight of the fact that the genius of democracy is that it is a system, a modus operandi,
which permits of dynamic pluralism in all legitimate pursuits. When pluralism ceases to
exist, then democracy has lost all meaning and value. The democratic process will be
just as meaningless as it is to stir homogenized milk.” 89
Other evangelicals saw the value of educational pluralism and placed Christian
schooling in such a context. The Presbyterian theologian Edmund Clowney contrasted
America’s educational pluralism with the state dominance of Soviet Russia: “The answer
to totalitarian Russian education cannot be left to the state or to state schools alone or we
shall have a totalitarian answer, no matter how well intended.” 90 Steven C. Vryhof, a
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contemporary Christian educator argued that faith-based schools enrich and improve
society by building functional communities in ways a monopolistic public school system
cannot. Private schools reinforced the social fabric by establishing communities for
human flourishing rooted in transcendent values and meaning. 91
It is important to note that most early Christian school leaders desired to see
Christian schools established as a viable alternative to the public schools, but not as a
replacement for public education. Most, including Gaebelein, were appreciative of the
work performed by the public schools. Wrote Clowney, “The Christian school does not
stand in opposition to the public school. Public education has been the source of great
good in American life. Indeed, it is a pillar of liberty so long as it claims neither the right
to teach every child nor the right to all the teaching of any child.” 92 Similarly, J. Marion
Snapper noted that America faced a crisis in its struggle against godless ideologies.
Christians needed to pray for and support all forms of education, public and private.
“These storm centers [of the Cold War] are setting up powerful cross-currents in
America. It behooves every Christian to pray earnestly, to sacrifice willingly, and to
work hard for the strengthening of all forms of education in our country—whether they
be public or non-public.” 93
These evangelical educational leaders took vigorous exception to the claim put
forth by some supporters of public schooling for the exclusive right of the public schools
to educate children. “Whenever the state is the exclusive educator it is totalitarian,”
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wrote Clowney. “Christians must labor to preserve the right understanding of public
education, and support it in its proper function. The Christian school movement
contributes to both these ends. As the active exercise of our liberty it gives meaning to it,
and checks the drift to totalitarianism by default. More profoundly, as a demonstration of
what education can mean that is religious in core and substance, it breaks down the myth
of secularism.” 94
Many evangelicals also advanced the argument that competition between public
and private schools would make both stronger. Starting with Machen’s dire warning
against “soul-killing collectivism in education” as far back as 1934, a host of evangelical
educators sought to portray Christian schools as no enemy of public education. In
another essay published that same year, Machen wrote, “The Christian schools . . . ought
to be welcomed by every friend of real education simply because they tend to liberate our
people from the dead hand of monopolistic state control which keeps education in a
miserable rut and checks true intellectual advance.” 95 Similarly, Carl Henry argued that
the growing competition between public and private schools in the 1950s would make
both stronger. “That this injects a competitive note into American education is no
disastrous fact. Competition has always supplied the spice of free enterprise, and it is
usually the advocates of an excessive conformity or uniformitarianism who decry it. . . .
Education which is concerned with truth above all else has little to fear from competition,
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for ultimately time and judgment overtake and embarrass the idolization of anything else
in education.” 96
Democratic Education and the Christian School Curriculum
Many Christian schools intentionally promote democratic government and
citizenship. As early as 1926, the NUCS produced a book entitled Christian Education
and Citizenship, a collection of essays from a workshop on the subject. The speakers
repeatedly discussed how the aims of Christian education are in line with democratic
social goals, and how the course on citizenship in lower grades of NUCS schools
corresponded with the course of Bible study. 97 Roy Lowrie, Jr., identified twenty crucial
objectives for Christian schools. It is worth noting two of those twenty objectives: (1)
“To teach our American heritage and the current problems facing our country and the
world,” and (2) “To show the student his present civic responsibilities and to prepare him
for adult responsibility as a Christian citizen of our nation.” 98 Lowrie’s objectives were
consistent with various secular democratic objectives for public schools. For example,
Dr. Charles Boehm, former superintendent of public instruction in Pennsylvania, listed
four objectives for schooling: (1) develop the capabilities of each individual to his highest
potential, (2) to strengthen the security of the nation by developing fully all the necessary
mental resources and technical skills of its youth and adults; (3) to develop commitment
to American ideals, and (4) to promote an enduring and dynamic culture. Lowrie noted
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that none of the Christian school objectives he identified were contrary to Boehm’s. The
difference between the two lists was that Lowrie’s objectives went further and included
the cultivation of Christian virtue and the teaching of Christian doctrinal truth, subjects
forbidden to public schools but hardly incompatible with them. Contemporary evidence
seems to confirm Lowrie’s position. In a recent study of private and public schools,
private institutions, including religious institutions, received higher marks than public
school students on measures of civic attitudes and tolerance. 99
As noted earlier, John Dewey saw the public schools as a means to overcoming
social isolation in democratic society. “The isolation and exclusiveness of a gang or
clique brings its antisocial spirit into relief,” wrote Dewey in Democracy and Education.
Much of the criticism directed against private schools, and particularly religious private
schools, is that they foster a tribal mentality that leads to antisocial and antidemocratic
tendencies. This is hardly the case, and an examination of public schooling shows that
isolation is just as likely to occur in today’s public schools as it is to occur in a private
school. Indeed, the reality of public education casts into question the very premise that
(1) Christian schools are isolated and (2) that such isolation is a threat to democracy.
Social isolation exists on a variety of levels with little negative consequence. By
its nature, any association assumes some isolation. Fantasy football leagues are isolated
from those who do not like football. Hunting clubs are isolated from individuals active in
People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals. The rural Amish of Pennsylvania and Ohio
are perhaps the most intentionally isolated communities in America; certainly they are the
most institutionally static. And there is a sense in which Amish see the world as the
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enemy, a way of life that is a threat to their distinctive lifestyle. Yet this antisocial spirit
is hardly a danger to democratic society.
Even accepting the premise that social isolation leads to undemocratic tendencies,
the reality of public education is that public schools segregate citizens by class, race, and
ethnicity as much if not more than most private schools. This reflects the localized nature
of public schooling and the ability of wealthy families to move away from the troubled
schools of urbanized areas, an option unavailable to the poor who remain in most cities.
Dewey advanced that public schools provide more numerous and more varied points of
shared common interest between students, but such migration to the suburbs segregates
students as sharply as any Jim Crow law of the first half of the twentieth century. 100
Finally, it should be noted that students are shaped by more than their school
environment. Indeed, probably the largest shaper of childhood perceptions and attitudes
is the mass media. 101
Christian schools in particular are less prone to such isolation, or at least have the
inner dynamic to be so. When history and the social sciences are approached from an
Augustinian perspective in the Christian school classroom, students learn that they are
dual citizens in both the City of God and the City of Man. This double allegiance
introduces a tension within Christianity. The priority of one’s heavenly allegiance,
however, does not make the Christian student a poorer citizen in the earthly kingdom.
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This is the argument of St. Augustine in The City of God. The Christian’s allegiance to
Christ develops the moral virtues that honor earthly government and are of greater use to
the temporal kingdom.
Christian teaching also reflects a concern for the outsider, and when integrated
into the curriculum of the Christian school, provides an opportunity to strengthen the
bonds of citizenship among all Americans. The biblical witness is insistent that there
should be a concern for the alien, for the stranger in the land, for such is the status of the
Christian during his or her earthly life. To entertain strangers is an opportunity to hear a
message from God. Differences between people are ultimately superficial in nature, for
underneath the skin and clothing, there is neither Jew nor Greek, male nor female, bond
nor free. This concern for outsiders may be found in other faith traditions, but it is an
integral part of authentic Christian witness and community. 102
Parental Rights in Education
Evangelical educators were quick to stress that freedom of education and freedom
of religion were related. Parents who wanted to educate their children in harmony with
their faith should be given the necessary means and liberty to do so. The liberty of
parents to educate their children was both a constitutional right and a biblical
responsibility. “Our solemn responsibility is increased by our precious heritage of
freedom. No tyrannical government forces secularism on our children. . . . We are at
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See, for example, Cornelius Plantiga, Jr., “Educating for Shalom,” available
from http://www.calvin.edu/about/shalom.htm; Internet; accessed 19 Apr. 2008.
211

liberty to provide for our children an education that is basically and thoroughly Christian.
Our nation specifically acknowledges this right of parents.” 103
In “The Case for the Christian Day School,” Mark Fakkema laid out the biblical
argument for the right of parents to choose the form of schooling for their children.
According to Fakkema, God established three institutions in the Old Testament: (1) the
church (priesthood), (2) the state (elders who sat in the gate), and (3) the home (parents).
Even in theocratic Israel, however, “under this most favorable form of government, God,
in localizing educational responsibility, passed by the Church and State and addressed the
Home.” 104 Christian schools are part of a family’s Christian witness. “Christian
education is therefore a vital part of the Christian witness in the contemporary crisis.
This must strike us with fresh force, but it need not surprise us.” 105 Finally, it was noted
by some that the establishment of Christian schools was a more equitable approach to
Christian education in a pluralistic nation than an attempt to re-Christianize the public
schools. Other evangelicals, however, still sought to maintain and, when possible,
increase the Christian content and influence found in public schools.
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It should be noted that not all evangelicals were active in their support of
Christian schools. Indeed, the vast majority of evangelicals sent, and continue to send,
their children to public schools. And just as evangelicals are divided in their support of
public or private schools, they are also divided over the best way to encourage Christian
education of youth. On the one hand, many evangelicals advocate for the reintroduction
of Christian principles, if not outright Christian practice and teaching, in the public
schools. This attitude reflects a long-standing majoritarian impulse within
evangelicalism, reflecting the dominant cultural role played by Protestantism up until the
early years of the twentieth century. On the other hand, a sectarian impulse reflective of
the outsider status of various evangelical denominations that emerged from the waves of
revivalism that swept through American Protestantism continued to lead many Christians
to establish alternative institutions apart from the larger culture. This sectarian motive
led many conservative evangelicals to strive to create “pure” institutions untainted by the
sin of the larger world. These two contrasting impulses remain within American
evangelical attitudes towards schooling, with Gaebelein being a thoughtful proponent of
the latter view.
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CHAPTER SIX
Gaebelein and Christian Education
Gaebelein’s ideas about the nature and purpose of truth had a significant impact on
his educational theory, particularly his stress on the need for faith-learning integration in
Christian schools. Gaebelein’s writings in this regard were required reading for Christian
school educators well into the early years of the twenty-first century. 1 His many articles
and books also introduced the Christian school movement to the larger culture. Through
his speaking and publishing ministry, Gaebelein provided the intellectual grounding for
this nascent school movement, particularly in regard to the development of the Christian
school curriculum. Gaebelein’s ideas and writings also offered evangelical Christians a
way to understand their schools as an important component of American democracy.
Gaebelein recognized that Christian schools would remain a minority movement (and
thus was unwilling to impose a Christian perspective on the non-Christian majority in
public schools), but he, along with a handful of other evangelicals, was hopeful that a
flourishing Christian school movement would act as a bulwark against tyranny and state
suppression of individual and family freedom.

1

The Association of Christian Schools International, the largest evangelical
Christian school organization, required teachers seeking certification with that
organization to read Gaebelein’s Pattern of God’s Truth, as well as an abridged version
of Christian Education in a Democracy.
214

Gaebelein and the Development of Evangelical Schooling
A number of Christian educators have recently paid tribute to Frank Gaebelein for
his role in the development of evangelical Christian schooling. Anthony Koyzis, current
Dean of Education at Wayne State University, praised Gaebelein for being the first
educator to call attention to the need for faith-learning integration in the curriculum. 2
Philip McLeod, Provost at Valley Forge Christian College, wrote that Gaebelein was the
Christian school movement’s most creative thinker and articulate apologist, while the
Canadian Mennonite scholar Herbert Giesbrecht cited Gaebelein for the important role he
played in the furtherance of Christian education. 3
By Gaebelein’s own reckoning, one of his more important activities was helping
to turn evangelical concern towards primary and secondary education. Evangelicals had
long been active in higher education, a pattern that continues to this day. Thus, at the
middle of the twentieth century, one could find numerous evangelical colleges and Bible
schools, many of growing quality and reputation. Articles and books were written on the
matter of Christian higher education, but little attention was paid to evangelical day
schools, whether in regard to their establishment, operation, or analysis. As Gaebelein
saw it, the foundations of education, the elementary and secondary school, had been
neglected. “Christian education is top-heavy. It is like an inverted pyramid, resting upon
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Anthony A. Koyzis, “Evangelical Christian Education: The Ideas, the
Institutions, and the Enterprise,” Christian Education Journal 15, no. 2 (1995): 69-86.
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Philip McLeod, “The Rise of Catholic and Evangelical Christian Schools in the
Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries” (Ph.D. diss., Marquette University, 1993); Herbert
Giesbrecht, “Christian Approach to Teaching the Liberal Arts,” Christianity Today 10 (2
Sept. 1966): 8-10.
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its smallest point. In both number of institutions and number of students its greatest
strength is at the top.” 4 Such a precarious structure could not long stand.
According to Gaebelein, when evangelicals addressed the matter of Christian
elementary or secondary schools, they often did so with a host of misconceptions.
Christian schools were not an appendage of the Christian church, nor did they merely
provide nice, safe environments for children to learn the same material in the same
manner as they would in a public school. As he wrote in Pattern of God’s Truth, “Some
believing parents consider the Christian elementary or secondary school a mere fill or
extra, because of the dominance of the public school; and, if the truth be told, others think
of it as a sort of educational rescue mission for budding juvenile delinquents and for
children who appear to be stupid.” For such parents, Christian education meant higher
education only. But, wrote Gaebelein, “Such a view ignores the plain fact that, if we
want our children to have a God-centered world view, the foundations must be laid in
early youth.” 5
Gaebelein, like many other twentieth-century evangelicals, was also concerned
with the development of an increasingly secular curriculum in the public school. There
was, in his words, a “tide of secularism” that had swept through the schools, just as it had
through the rest of society. This secularism made it difficult, if not impossible, “to give
children in their impressionable years a thorough-going Christian view of life.” 6
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Frank Gaebelein, The Pattern of God’s Truth: Problems of Integration in
Christian Education (New York: Oxford University Press), 110.
5
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In many ways, Gaebelein’s ideas about education lined up with those of his later
associate, Mark Fakkema. The convergence between the two was analogous rather than
homologous, however. Fakkema and Gaebelein developed their ideas independently of
each other. Fakkema worked among the schools established by Midwestern Dutch
Reformed parents; Gaebelein’s educational ministry was in the context of Eastern
evangelicalism and fundamentalism. While Fakkema was establishing the National
Union of Christian Schools in the 1920s, Gaebelein was establishing The Stony Brook
School on Long Island, and there is no indication of there being any correspondence
between them at this time. In the 1920s, Fakkema developed his ideas and organization
from the perspective of a working school administrator; Gaebelein conceived similar
ideas out of the theological perspective he developed as a son of well-known
fundamentalist Bible teacher isolated from any early exposure to Christian schools or
school administration. 7
The similarities and differences between the Gaebelein’s evangelical approach to
schooling and the Reformed approach of Fakkema and the Dutch Calvinists can be seen
in a comparison of “The Plan and Scope of Stony Brook School for Boys,” the dedicatory
addresses given by Gaebelein at the start of school in 1922, and an article written by
Andrew Blystra, Fakkema’s partner in establishing the NUCS and his successor as
principal at Chicago Christian High School. Blystra’s article, “The Curriculum of the
Christian Schools of Tomorrow,” was published in 1924 in The Christian School
Magazine of the NUCS.

7

It should be noted that Gaebelein and had no school administrative experience
until starting at Stony Brook. His earliest ideas on Christian education, then, developed
outside of the Christian school context.
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Both Gaebelein and Blystra spoke of the principle of correlation, relating, as
Gaebelein phrased it, “Christian principles, the great and eternal verities, with education
of a type high enough to merit intimacy with such exalted ideals.” (Later, Gaebelein
would use the word integration to describe this act of bringing all parts of the curriculum
together in a consistent whole.) Likewise, Blystra stressed in his article the need to keep
in mind “the organic relationship between the part under discussion and the whole.”
Christian schools must teach the whole truth, but they must also realize “that truth comes
from God.” 8
Reflecting the priority laid out in the Reformed creeds and catechism, Blystra
insisted that the central aim of education was to glorify God. In order to accomplish this,
Reformed Christian schools had to be distinct in their methods. Gaebelein would
certainly not be opposed to this commitment to distinctive education for the exaltation of
God, but his address stressed a more emotive, evangelical approach and goal for
education. Wrote Gaebelein, “If the school holds forth as the great objective of human
effort, a fuller knowledge of God and obedient realization of his plan for the individual
life, it will send out boys anchored in a faith bearing the true source for right living.” The
stress in Gaebelein’s speech on right living as an end of education reflected the moral
priority found in evangelical Protestantism. Indeed, the motto of The Stony Brook
School, adopted before its establishment, remains “Character before career.” This stress
on moral development has long been a hallmark of evangelical life and thought.
8

Frank Gaebelein, “Plan and Scope of Stony Brook School for Boys,”
Presbyterian 92, no. 50 (14 Dec. 1922): 11; Andrew Blystra, “The Curriculum of the
Christian Schools of Tomorrow,” The Christian School Magazine 3, no. 7 (Nov.
1924):798; cited in Milford F. Henkel, Jr., “History of the Christian Day Schools
Affiliated with the National Union of Christian Schools” (Ph.D. diss., University of
Pittsburgh, 1958), 225-226.
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Similarly, both of these early Christian educators sought to understand the
relationship between the part and the whole, i.e., to pursue integration or correlation
across the curriculum. Both stressed the need to search for truth, which in the end was to
be found only in God, but there were shades of differences in the language they used.
Blystra stressed the narrow distinctiveness of the Christian approach. Gaebelein stressed
the broader dimensions of Christian truth. Gaebelein did so because he couched such an
understanding of integration in the language of Christian humanism rather than
denominational particularities. In the concluding statement of his dedicatory address,
Gaebelein declared, “the Christian school must be humanistic in the best sense of the
word. For the Christian point of view is itself in essence humanistic. The fatal
misconception of the scholastics of the middle ages, that Christianity is incompatible with
liberal education, ought never to be revived. The greatest injury that the Christian
institution can render to faith is to fall at this late day, into obscurantism.” 9 For
Gaebelein, Christian education was distinctive in its methods, but this was because nonChristian approaches to education had lost contact with the truth that under-girded true
education. There was, however, an opportunity and expectation in Gaebelein’s thought
that the two pedagogies, Christian and non-Christian, could converge on common ground
as both moved closer to truth in its ultimate, rational manifestation. 10

9

Gaebelein, “Plan and Scope,” 26. Gaebelein’s attack on medieval scholasticism
reflected both his commitment to a Christian humanism that saw itself as antithetical to
the pedantry, real or imagined, of medieval education as well as a lingering Protestant
mistrust of all things Catholic.
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Many modern Reformed educators would argue that the gulf between Reformed
Christian and other approaches to education has been overstated in the above passage. In
the twenty-first century, that would most certainly be true. Reformed educators today
have rightly recovered the doctrine of common grace as espoused by Kuyper, Calvin, and
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This contrasting stress on the distinctive (Blystra) or universal (Gaebelein)
elements of Christian education is reflective of a difference in epistemology between
Dutch Calvinists and other American evangelicals. Blystra adopted an explicitly
Kuyperian framework wherein he subsumes the priority of intellect to faith. Like
Kuyper, Blystra argued that matters of faith, which are the foundation for one’s
worldview, come before intellect. Thus in his article, Blystra laid down as a central
principle of Christian education that, “The intellect, while necessary and important, is not
primary, and there is no knowledge not based on faith.” This is a strong statement. If all
knowledge is based on faith, and if the faith of the Christian is fundamentally different
than the faith of the non-Christian, the knowledge of each must also be different. A
Christian and a non-Christian cannot know the same thing. Here is the Kuyperian
doctrine of palingenesis and antithesis that divided the epistemological world into two,
Christian versus non-Christian. In making this distinction, Blystra rejected the Common
Sense Realist epistemology that had long been the foundation of American evangelical
apologetics and theology. Fakkema, too, adopted the language of the Kuyperian
antithesis. As Warren Benson noted, Fakkema was “convinced that the reasoning of this
world was hostile to the revelation of Scripture.” This understanding of antithesis led
Reformed educators such as Blystra and Fakkema to stress that the distinctive
philosophical basis for Christian school must be biblical, and, hence, different than that
found in public schools. 11

Augustine. This does not negate the fact that certain segments of the Dutch Reformed
community in twentieth-century America, particularly the more influential segments,
were prone to stress the distinctive, separate identity of Reformed particularity.
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Warren S. Benson, “A History of the National Association of Christian Schools
During the Period of 1947-1972” (Ph.D. diss., Loyola University of Chicago, 1972), 95.
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To an extent, Gaebelein agreed with this. He, too, felt that education had to be
rooted in Scripture, in the “pattern of God’s truth.” Yet Gaebelein adopted the language
of Common Sense Realism, a language that contained a vocabulary and grammar that
was open to a wide range of human beliefs and perspectives. Gaebelein, like other
American evangelicals at this time, was a rationalist, and he was unwilling to posit such a
sharp contrast between Christian and non-Christian approaches to thinking and education.
For Gaebelein, intellect and rationality were rooted in facts and preceded faith—quite the
opposite of what Blystra would argue. According to Gaebelein, facts, when properly
understood, should determine one’s faith and worldview. Consider the scientist, said
Gaebelein. “Every scientist accepts the law of gravity, believes in electricity as an actual
manifestation of energy, and credits the reality of radioactive phenomena. But does any
scientist fully understand all these things? Of course not! The important point is that the
scientist understands enough of the facts to establish the correctness of his view.” 12
Elsewhere, Gaebelein wrote that facts, and particularly the facts of Scriptural revelation,
are “both the foundation and frame of reference for a Christian worldview. It is upon
them that Christian education must build.” 13
Gaebelein and Fakkema differed in other, more practical ways, as well. For
instance, they targeted different populations in their writings on Christian education.
Fakkema addressed Dutch Calvinist parents and teachers in his earliest writings and work
with the NUCS. Later, as director of the broader NACS, he devoted most of his energy
to helping those families who were already committed to Christian schooling. His
12

Emphasis added. Frank Gaebelein, Exploring the Bible: A Study in Background
and Principles (New York: Publication Office, Our Hope, 1929), 50.
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Gaebelein, Pattern of God’s Truth, 34.
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writings targeted teachers and school board members and helped them hone their
philosophy of education, organize their campuses, raise funds, and the like. In essence,
he was a key figure in promoting the day-to-day, nuts-and-bolts operation of Christian
schooling.
Gaebelein also spoke of matters of philosophy, and he, too, addressed gatherings
of teachers, school board members, and school administrators. But much of his writing
found its way into the popular religious press. Articles in Eternity, Our Hope, Moody
Monthly, and Christianity Today were read by thousands of Christians who had never
been a part of a Christian school. He wrote of the work and nature of Christian
education, and he bid his fellow evangelicals to come and be a part of these new
educational endeavors. When Gaebelein delivered his most important addresses on the
principles of education, he did so to large crowds of student and faculty at Dallas
Theological Seminary and Denver Seminary, two of the leading conservative seminaries
in the nation.
Most of Fakkema’s writings, while numerous and of great utility, were largely
limited to brochures and pamphlets published by the NUCS or the NACS. Sometimes his
writings would appear in various evangelical magazines or journals, but not with great
frequency. Gaebelein, on the other hand, was something of a household name among
evangelicals throughout the middle years of the century. (Gaebelein and The Stony Brook
School were even the subject of a cover story for a 1954 issue of Power, a nationally
distributed church bulletin insert or magazine widely used in conservative evangelical
churches.) 14 Not only were his articles on education published in the evangelical press, so

14
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were many of his books. His two most important books on education, Christian
Education in a Democracy and The Pattern of God’s Truth, were published by Oxford
University Press and received notice in secular academic journals.
For all these reasons, Gaebelein had a wider impact and greater influence on the
development of Christian schooling than Fakkema. He was the first significant
evangelical, non-Calvinist, non-Lutheran educator to write on the philosophy of Christian
education in the twentieth century, particularly as related to primary and secondary
education. Other Reformed authors wrote on Christian schooling during this period—J.
Gresham Machen, Gordon Clark, and Cornelius Van Til come to mind. But each of these
writers, unlike Gaebelein, presented their arguments for Christian education in
particularly Reformed or Calvinist terms. A review of Christian Education in a
Democracy by Van Til is indicative of why these Calvinist writers failed to make as
significant impact in the wider evangelical culture. Van Til started his review by noting
that Gaebelein was an outstanding educator, and Reformed Christians should rejoice at
the schools he and other evangelicals have started. At same time, Van Til was highly
critical of Christian Education in a Democracy because of its patently “Arminian” flavor.
To be sure, Gaebelein was not much of an Arminian, if one at all, but for Van Til,
Arminian was the approbation applied to any non-Calvinist Christian believer. 15
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Wrote Van Til, “American Fundamentalism is generally Arminian in its
thinking. . . . The difference . . . between the Arminian position and the Reformed Faith
is not limited to a few minor details. It is rather an all inclusive and all pervasive
difference.” The reality is that Gaebelein considered himself to be Reformed, but not in
the same doctrinaire way that Van Til considered himself to be Reformed. See Cornelius
Van Til, The Dilemma of Education (Phillipsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian and Reformed
Publishing Co., 1956), 27.
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Van Til commended Gaebelein’s educational ideals, particularly in comparison to
the Modernists that both men saw as a grave threat to authentic Christian faith.
“Gaebelein no doubt wants to start from the Bible as absolutely and directly authoritative.
He wants nothing to do with neo-orthodoxy and modernism. In commendable fashion he
speaks of the need not only for religion but for the Christian religion as the basis of a
philosophy of education.” Unfortunately, Gaebelein remained much too broad in his
overall perspective. According to Van Til, Gaebelein’s attempt to establish the
foundation of his educational philosophy on evangelical principles was too watered-down
to be substantive or sustainable. Wrote Van Til, Gaebelein, “seeks to accomplish his task
by means of the doctrines which Protestant evangelicals hold in common. . . . In spite of
this laudable aim Gaebelein is not able to probe the depth of the dilemma of modern
education. And therefore he cannot clearly present the Christian solution to the
dilemma.” 16
The limitation seen by Van Til—building a philosophy of education on the
general principles of evangelicalism—was the opportunity seized upon by Gaebelein.
Gaebelein sought to ground his approach to education in a biblical philosophy that went
beyond the distinctive elements of any one particular denomination. Not only was his
foundation an expansive one, he sought to promulgate his views among a larger
community than Van Til or Machen had done in previous years.
Starting from the broad, evangelical commitment to the authority of Scripture,
Gaebelein developed his most significant idea on the nature of Christian education: the
integration of faith and learning. To be sure, Scripture alone was not the only
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contributing element to this development. Gaebelein was also influenced by a number of
cultural factors. But Scripture was the touchstone or foundation for the ideas he
expressed, and he related the two factors, faith and learning, in a manner quite different
than what had been offered by his predecessors. In order to understand the role that
Gaebelein played in the development of faith-learning integration, it is important to
examine antecedent developments both in education (both Christian and secular) and in
the larger culture.
Background to Faith-Learning Integration
Recently, in 2002, Baylor University implemented a ten-year vision to establish
the Texas Baptist school “as a Christian university of the first order.” This ambitious
plan came to be known as Baylor 2012, and when completed, it would, if successful,
launch Baylor into the top tier of American universities while “reaffirming and deepening
its distinctive Christian mission.” At the heart of Baylor 2012 were ten core convictions
designed to provide the framework for the vision. The first core conviction laid out in
Baylor 2012 was that Baylor University would, “encourage the integration of Christian
faith and the intellectual life.” 17
In many ways, the language of Baylor 2012, and in particular this first core value
regarding the integration of faith and intellectual life, is similar to the language found in
the mission statement of nearly every other Christian college or university in America.
At the start of the twenty-first century, it has become de rigueur for an evangelical
school, college, or university to profess its allegiance to the integration of faith and
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learning. Fundamentalist, evangelical, Calvinist, Methodist—schools of all stripes
describe their educational mission using the language of integration. 18
The widespread use and adoption of the integrationist model has precipitated
something of a backlash among some evangelical educators. Douglas Jacobsen and
Rhonda Hustedt Jacobsen, for example, recently edited a volume on Christian education
entitled Scholarship and Christian Faith: Enlarging the Conversation. Among other
things, this book attempted to root the integration model of Christian scholarship in the
hard, scrappy soil of Calvinism, declaring that integration was a particularly Reformed
approach to education with only indirect benefit to scholars operating out of other faith
traditions. 19 These are strong statements, but they are not completely accurate. It is true
that many Reformed scholars were strong proponents of the integration of faith and
learning, but they were not the only ones, nor were they the first.
Integration is a relatively new way of conceptualizing the relationship between
faith and learning, having appeared only about 150 years ago. The word ‘integration’
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See for example, the internet web sites of the following colleges: Calvin
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Jacobson and Jacobson declared, “the integration model is at its root a Reformed
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spokespersons for this approach to Christian scholarship have been Reformed in both
their church affiliations and their views of theology.” As a result of this Calvinistic
orientation, argued the Jacobson’s, “Scholars from other traditions can gain insights from
the integration model, but other Christian scholars—whether the Catholic, Wesleyan,
Lutheran, Pentecostal, Anabaptist, or any other non-Reformed tradition—will probably
feel they are speaking a second language of sorts if they try to adopt the integration
model in its entirety.” Douglas Jacobsen and Rhonda Hustedt Jacobsen, Scholarship and
Christian Faith: Enlarging the Conversation (New York: Oxford University Press,
2004), 26.
226

itself was not used to relate faith and learning until the 1950s, and Gaebelein was one of
the first ones, if not the very first one, to use the term. One can search through the
catalogs of Protestant colleges of the nineteenth century and not find a single instance of
the phrase “integration of faith and learning.” Faith-learning integration began as a
broadly evangelical approach to Christian scholarship, and the phrase captured the
imagination of numerous Christians in the later half of the twentieth century. The
emergence and acceptance of integrationist language in the context of Christian education
was a reaction to various social, intellectual, and educational crises that wracked America
after World War I, and the key figure in the establishment and dissemination of an
integrationist approach to faith and learning was Frank Gaebelein.
The Convergence Model of Faith and Learning
The general form and method of education in the Protestant world remained
largely static from the time of the Reformation until the middle of the nineteenth century.
In regard to the relationship of faith and scholarship, the antebellum liberal arts college
agreed with the likes of Melanchthon, Comenius, or Milton, that true education revolved
around things higher than the acquisition of technical knowledge or professional skill. 20
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Luther’s protégé, Melanchthon, declared, “The odor of the ointments of the
Lord is far sweeter than the aroma of human disciplines.” Similarly, the Dutchman
Comenius laid out his priorities when he wrote, “Whatever is taught to the young in
addition to the scriptures (sciences, arts, languages, etc.) should be taught as purely
subordinate subjects.” The Englishman and sometimes Puritan John Milton was aware of
Comenius’ work but not always in agreement with it. While he did not write extensively
on education, he is famously remembered for his eloquent statement, “The end, then, of
learning is, to repair the ruins of our first parents by regaining to know God aright, and
out of that knowledge to love him, to imitate him, to be like him, as we may the nearest,
by possessing our souls of true virtue, which, being united to the heavenly grace of faith,
makes up the highest perfection.” See Philipp Melanchthon, “On Improving the Studies
of the Youth,” in A Melanchthon Reader, ed. Ralph Keen (New York: Lang, 1988), 55.;
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There was an assumption that schools should both advance the best of secular learning
and develop a warm, personal piety in their students.
Whether at Baylor in the South, or Wheaton or Northwestern in the Midwest,
Protestant America took for granted that faith and scholarship naturally converged. 21
There was an assumption, often unspoken but occasionally made explicit, that true
Christian faith and true scholarship necessarily led to the same conclusions. This is not
integration of faith and learning as we know it today; there was no conscious attempt by
scholars to fit the pieces of the puzzle together, no attempt to integrate that which was
separate. Rather, it was accepted that faith and learning could not help but concur with
each other. Michael Hamilton and James Mathisen have termed this the “Convergence
Model” for relating faith and learning, and it had been the typical method for relating the
two from the patristic era through the nineteenth century. 22 The fiery Southern
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Hamilton and Mathisen, “Faith and Learning,” 268-269. Hamilton and
Mathisen note the heavy dependence of this model upon the works of such early modern
theologians like Joseph Butler and William Paley, but it seems clear that the idea goes
back much farther than the eighteenth century. A survey of the writings of Clement of
Alexandria, Origen, Augustine, Aquinas, Calvin, and others shows that all of them
generally addressed faith and learning from the vantage point of a convergence model
relating faith and scholarship. They assumed that the Christian had to pick and choose
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Presbyterian, Robert L. Dabney, clearly captured the thrust of this convergence model
when he wrote in 1879 that, “every line of true knowledge must find its completeness in
its convergence to God, even as every beam of daylight leads every eye to the sun.” 23
The convergence model for relating faith and learning received particular support
because of the widespread adoption of Scottish Common Sense Philosophy among
American Protestants throughout the early years of the nineteenth century. According to
this school of thought, since all human beings were endowed with innate mental and
moral faculties (i.e., common sense), they were able to apprehend true knowledge of both
the natural and social world. In other words, common sense could derive universal and
objective conclusions in both the physical and moral sciences when provided with
sufficient facts from the natural realm. 24
Two crucial assumptions embedded in Scottish Common Sense Philosophy had
significant influence of the development of Christian scholarship. First, since the faculty
for understanding was universally rooted in common sense, it was assumed that academic
learning did not specifically depend upon one’s prior faith commitment. Second, and
following this, it was believed that the best of science would always square with the best
of theology. Special revelation merely confirmed the reality of scientific discovery but
had nothing distinctive to offer in regards to academic starting points, methodology, or

the best of secular learning, arguing that such knowledge was the natural and rightful
possession of the Christian and pointed to the truth of Christian revelation. This is not to
claim that Christians before the modern era did not engage in integrative approaches to
education, for certainly they did. Rather, it is an argument that they did not consciously
adopt an integrationist model or framework for conceptualizing their work.
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conclusions. As a number of historians have noted, the belief that these two sources of
knowledge would never come into conflict with each other proved to be the downfall of
the convergence model for relating faith and scholarship. 25
The Value-Added Model of Christian Education
When the intellectual rug was pulled out from underneath the feet of evangelical
scholars by Darwin and other naturalistic thinkers, Christians in the academy had to
reconfigure the way they related faith to learning. The casual assumption that faith and
learning necessarily converged in the direction of orthodoxy became untenable for many.
In an attempt to shield the essence of the Christian faith from the dangers of new secular
attacks, many sincere believers widened the chasm between faith and learning, making
the split between the two an essential feature of the Christian apologetic. By segregating
faith from learning, Christianity was placed beyond the bounds of secular criticism and
could continue to provide moral and spiritual guidance outside of the classroom. New
insights gleaned from archeology, history, literary criticism, and science only spoke to
the natural order of things. The reality of the spirit, set higher and above such mundane
matters, was unassailable from the findings of the new learning. But there was a
downside to this arrangement. If faith was free from the dangers of new learning,
learning itself was now set free from the faith that had nourished and given it sustenance
for nearly two millennia.
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Hamilton and Mathisen referred to this as the “value-added model” for relating
faith and learning. 26 Sacred and secular knowledge could not conflict because they
occupied different spheres and had only minimal influence upon each other. In this
model, the academic disciplines were untouched by Christianity; Christians and nonChristians did science in the same way, just as they did history, literature, language, etc. 27
According to the value-added model, insofar as actual instruction was concerned, nothing
separated the teaching found at Christian colleges from that offered by their secular
counterparts. Indeed, the presidents and faculty of Christian colleges in the waning years
of the nineteenth century went out of the way to assure their constituents that they did
education just like state schools. What they could do, and what state schools could not,
was offer a nurturing Christian environment that would surround the students whenever
they were out of class. Missionary prayer bands, Christian service brigades, mandatory
chapel services, and caring professors and staff who addressed students’ spiritual needs
after hours were the distinguishing feature of such Christian schools.
The strength of the value-added model was that it affirmed the value of both
learning and faith. The weakness was that since the two operated separately from each
other, matters of faith became inconsequential for the ‘real’ work of the college. The
separation of these two spheres, one secular and academic, the other religious and
extracurricular, proved unstable. Over a relatively short period of time, those schools that
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adopted a value-added approach to education slipped into secularity because the
education they offered was hardly Christian. 28 Said one harsh Christian critic of such
schools in the twentieth century, “the actual instruction is no more Christian than in a
respectable secular school. . . . The program is merely a pagan education with a chocolate
covering of Christianity. And the pill, not the coating, works . . . the students are
deceived into thinking that they have received a Christian education when as a matter of
fact their training has been neither Christian nor an education.” 29
The Idea of Integration
Not all Christian thinkers were willing to accommodate the divorce of faith and
learning that emerged in the nineteenth century. Some simply ignored the developing
trends in philosophy and clung to the older common-sense epistemology while airily
proclaiming all was well in the relationship between faith and scholarship. Others sought
to refute the new science, providing a negative apologetic against the godless academy in
favor of the old-time religion, but in so doing, often slid into an obscurantist and antiintellectual stance from which certain segments of the church have yet to recover. A few,
however, took seriously a third possibility of integrating faith and learning in new and
fruitful ways.
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Integration differed from both the convergence model and the value-added model
of Christian education even as it contained elements of both. As with the convergence
model, proponents of integration would argue that faith and learning fit together in a
natural order, and that faith and scholarship were not opposed to one another in any real,
ontological sense. But the word integration entails the notion of bringing together
various parts into a whole, presupposing a state of fragmentation or separation as the
precondition to be overcome through integration. Thus, there was an awareness that faith
and learning had been separated in the realm of education (as was championed by the
value-added approach to Christian education), but there was a countervailing desire to
overcome the gulf that had grown between the two. In regard to Christian education,
then, integration of faith and learning implied the restoration of a lost but previously
accessible unity between academic and spiritual realms.
The first glimmers of an intentionally integrationist approach to Christian
scholarship appeared toward the middle of the nineteenth century, but the beaconing light
came from a rather surprising source. A clear articulation of an integrationist position did
not first sound forth from the lecture halls of Princeton or from the bookish study of a
Dutch theologian-cum-politician. 30 Rather, the call for an integration of faith and
learning (as opposed to the simple recognition of the convergence of the two) came from
the unlikely platform of a little Catholic college in Dublin. From 1851-1858, John Henry
Newman served as the first Rector of the Catholic University in Ireland, and out of that
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service came his now-classic The Idea of a University. In this book, Newman countered
the argument of some liberals who charged that sectarian viewpoints, and in particular
Roman Catholic viewpoints, had nothing to offer in way of a true education. Newman
countered by arguing not just for toleration of faith in the academy, but that theology
must be at the heart of a liberal education. “In a word, Religious Truth is not only a
portion, but a condition of general knowledge. To blot it out is nothing short, if I may so
speak, of unraveling the web of University Teaching.” 31
Newman’s vision for faith and scholarship went beyond the casual assumption
that faith and scholarship would converge toward some form of agreement. He declared
it the duty of the scholar to put the two together so as to create, as much as possible, a
unified understanding of the cosmos. “All knowledge forms one whole because its
subject matter is one; for the universe in its length and breadth is so intimately knit
together, that we cannot separate off portion from portion…as to its Creator, though He
of course in His own Being is infinitely separate from it…yet He has so implicated
Himself with it, and taken it into His very bosom, by His presence in it, His providence
over it, Him impressions upon it, and His influences through it, that we cannot truly or
fully contemplate it without in some main aspect contemplating Him.” 32 Theology, the
essence of the Christian religion, was the necessary lens for a proper vision of the world.
“If we would not be beguiled by dreams, if we would ascertain facts a they are, then,
granting theology is a real science, we cannot exclude it and still call ourselves
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philosophers…if there be Religious Truth at all, we cannot shut our eyes to it without
prejudice to truth of every kind, physical, metaphysical, historical, and moral; for it bears
upon all truth.” 33
Newman’s idea was for holistic education. It was a plea for education that would
once again look at the sum and fullness of human existence and meaning. While the
major trend in education at this time was increasing specialization and secularization,
Newman called for a holding action, even a counter-attack on the rampart walls of the
new university idea coming from the continent (and in particular, from the universities of
Germany). He did not use the language of integration per se in describing the
relationship of faith and learning, but clearly he was calling for the two to stand together
as the binocular lens revealing truth.
The Catholic University in Ireland was a noble experiment in faith-informed
scholarship, but it never flourished under Newman’s guidance, and his Idea of the
University, while widely read, was not frequently cited by evangelical educators other
than in the negative. 34 But towards the end of the nineteenth century, and particularly
with the establishment of the Free University of Amsterdam in 1880, another distinctive
voice for integration emerged. Today, a number of contemporary scholars consider
Abraham Kuyper to be the father of the integrationist model, and while his influence has
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been significant, it has been overstated, especially in regard to the initial development
and propagation of this model amongst the broader field of evangelicalism. 35
One of the distinctive features of Kuyper’s worldview was the antithesis he posed
between Christian and non-Christian. Unlike his friend and correspondent, B. B.
Warfield, Kuyper argued that there were two kinds of people in the world, Christian and
non-Christian, and thus, two kinds of sciences or ways of knowing. 36 Christian
scholarship necessarily differed from secular scholarship because it operated from
different presuppositions that were the foundation of all other knowledge. Rebirth, or
palingenesis as Kuyper was wont to call it, was the discriminating factor distinguishing
Christian from non-Christian ways of knowing. “In palingenesis was recognized a
critical and restorative fact, which both subjectively and objectively places all things,
along with their origin and issue, before us in an entirely different light.” 37
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Kuyper balanced this radical distinction between regenerate and lost with a strong
awareness of God’s common grace. Thus, Kuyper believed that secular science could
produce good, true, and essential knowledge even as it led the secularist to a philosophy
of life that was at odds with Scripture. Christians, however, pursued science using the
best methodology and procedures just like their secular counterparts, but they did so from
the unique foundation of palingenesis in order to produce understanding that would
remain true and in line with the cosmic dimensions of the gospel.
As a result, Christian professors and teachers had to integrate the results of
science into a comprehensive Christian framework of understanding. As Kuyper noted,
he was arguing for nothing less than, “A life-sphere of our own foundation of
palingenesia, and a life-view of our own thanks to the light that the Holy Spirit kindles on
the candelabra of Scripture . . . our own principles for our own higher learning, deriving
from that principle our own conviction, and seeking to apply that conviction to life in all
its rich fullness.” 38 Neither did Kuyper shy away from proclaiming the central and
essential role played by Scripture in giving meaning and understanding to a Christian
epistemology. Like Newman, Kuyper argued that faith was essential for knowing truth.
“The Revelation offered us in the Word of God gives us gold in the mine,” he declared,
“and imposes upon us the obligation of mining it; and what is mined is of such a nature,
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that the subject as soon as he has been changed . . . assimilates it in his own way, and
brings it in relation to the deepest impulse and entire inner disposition of his being." 39
Kuyper’s ideas eventually proved useful to other Christian scholars interested in
integrating faith and scholarship. Cornelius Van Til, in the middle of the twentieth
century, and Nicholas Wolterstorff, at the end, come to mind as scholars operating out of
a distinctively Kuyperian and Reformed perspective. During his lifetime, however,
Kuyper’s direct influence on American evangelical education was not as great as might
be assumed given the current amount of interest in his work. 40 Throughout the first half
of the twentieth century, his influence was largely (though certainly not completely)
restricted to those who were theologically Reformed and, to an even greater extent, to
those Dutch Calvinist immigrants who settled in such places as western Michigan and
central Iowa. He was not, then, the prime mover behind the movement towards
integration of faith and learning that became a central feature the educational ideal of
American evangelicals.
So if Kuyper and Newman were not influencing American evangelicals to think
about scholarship in an integrative manner at the end of the nineteenth century, who was?
The simple answer appears to be nobody. It is striking just how little integrationist
thinking influenced evangelical educators and scholars during the last half of the
nineteenth and early part of the twentieth centuries. By and large, Protestant colleges and
universities had succumbed to the value-added approach to faith and learning.
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Occasional books or essays would come out advocating a more distinctively Christian
approach to learning, but they rarely capture the imagination of the larger evangelical
public. For example, James Orr, Scottish Presbyterian and contributor to The
Fundamentals, wrote a well-received work on theology in 1897 that argued the need for
Christians to develop a distinctive Christian worldview, but he did not explicitly
challenge educators to develop a pedagogy that integrated the fruits of modern
scholarship into their overarching worldview. 41
Another American Reformed theologian who moved towards an integrationist
perspective was James Gresham Machen. At the opening of the 101st session of
Princeton Theological Seminary on May 20, 1912, Machen delivered an address entitled
“Christianity and Culture: An Address on ‘The Scientific Preparation of the Minister’.”
He began by declaring, “One of the greatest problems that have agitated the Church is the
problem of relation between knowledge and propriety, between culture and Christianity. .
. . our whole system of school in college education is so constituted so as to keep religion
and culture as far apart as possible and ignore the question of the relationship between
them.” 42 Machen went on to call Christians to the great task of “assimilating modern
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thought to Christianity. . . . [I]t is just that great inward experience [of God’s power
working in the soul] which it is the function of the true Christian scholar to bring into
some sort of connection with the thought of the world.” 43 Machen wanted thoughtful
Christians to engage secular learning, but always with the purpose of advancing Christian
truth. As he noted in his address, “Some of modern thought must be refuted. The rest
must be made subservient. But nothing in it can be ignored.” 44
Some non-Reformed scholars also sought to relate faith and learning in an
integrative manner at about this time. Leander S. Keyser, professor of systematic
theology at Wittenberg College, wrote a rather pedestrian volume entitled The Philosophy
of Christianity in 1928. In it, he spoke of the need to look at natural phenomena from the
perspective of a Christian world view. “[W]hen the rational process is employed, it is
found that the Bible also sets forth a philosophy, in the fundamental sense of an adequate
World View, which means an adequate explanation of the cosmos and all its varied
phenomena.” 45 “The universe coheres; it holds together; it is a unified system; all its
parts are so related and connected so as to form an integer into world together for an
evident concurring purpose.” 46 Keyser’s focus on developing a holistic worldview, while
resonant of themes found in Newman and Kuyper, seems to have been developed
independently of them. At the least, he never cited or quoted them in regard to the
development of his understanding of integration. About ten years later, Professor Charles
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F. Sanders of Gettysburg College laid out a vision for the integration of faith and learning
in an article in Christian Education entitled, “Philosophy and Religion.” Sanders wanted
schools to make room for philosophical discussion, because, he argued, “Truth is one,
and philosophy is the discipline in which its unity is effected.” Therefore, “The first
service which philosophy renders to religion is to show the interdependence of faith and
knowledge.” 47 In this article, however, Sanders never discussed in any great detail how
or on what basis philosophy was to work out the interdependence of faith and knowledge.
The Language of Integration
None of the above mentioned authors and educators ever spoke of the integration
of faith and learning, at least in that particular terminology. To be sure, they all were
advocating some sort of union of faith and scholarship, but the language of integration
was lacking from their vocabulary. The first use of the word “integration” (or its
cognates) in the context of Christian education was not until the 1930s, though not with
specific application to the integration of faith and learning. Edwin J. Heath, president of
Moravian Seminary and College for Women, spoke of the need for integration of the
whole person at the opening of the 195th Annual Session of the college on September 16,
1936. In this address he challenged students to go “bone deep” in education, “to come to
those great moral principles without which civilization itself is amorphous and each of us
near jelly fish. We need to develop integrated personalities as well as informed minds.” 48
From the context of his words, it is clear that Heath was here emphasizing personal
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wholeness or spiritual completeness within the individual. 49 While certainly a theme
consistent with the principles of holistic Christian education, it is not a thrust in the
direction of integration in regard to the union of faith and learning.
This matter of personal integration appeared a decade later in B. O. Christensen’s
essay “Towards a Christocentric Higher Education.” “In Christian general education, the
basic integrating factor is a personal dedication to Christ and vital faith." 50 Later in the
same essay, Christensen wrote, “there is a Christian approach to every subject. This
approach must be found by every teacher in a Christian college or he must be adjudged
an unprofitable servant.” 51 For Christensen, whose sympathies seemed allied with neoorthodoxy more than with conventional evangelicalism, the distinguishing factor in
genuine Christian scholarship was a recognition of sin. Quoting Niebuhr and Berdyaev,
Christensen declared, “The Christian world view differs most from the modern naturalists
and humanist in its concept of sin . . . psychology, history, art, sociology, literature,
science, geology, and chemistry all reveal the wickedness of human nature. . . . Not that
Christian education deals only with sin, but its recognition constitutes the ‘prolegomena’
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to a Christian philosophy.” 52 Christensen was striking upon themes related to
integration, but the full development of this idea was still to come.
Frank Gaebelein and the Integration of Faith and Learning
The phrase “the integration of faith and learning” was not used until 1952 when
Frank Gaebelein delivered the W. H. Griffith Thomas Memorial Lectures at Dallas
Theological Seminary. 53 In a series of four addresses to the students and faculty of this
leading dispensationalist and moderately fundamentalist school, Gaebelein clearly and
explicitly called for teachers to integrate faith and learning across the curriculum. He
defined faith-learning integration as, “the living union of [education’s] subject matter,
administration, and even of its personnel, with the eternal and infinite pattern of God’s
truth. This . . . is the heart of integration.” 54

Gaebelein stressed the role that truth

needed to play in guiding the Christian teacher. “God’s truth is of universal scope. This
being the case, every aspect of education must be brought into relation to it. So the
problem of integration arises—the word, we are reminded, means ‘the bringing together
of parts into the whole.’ Our aim will be to point the way to a solution of this problem by
showing how in some vital particulars Christian education can achieve integration into
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the all-embracing truth of God.” 55 The lectures were well received, and Gaebelein
presented them again in 1953 to a gathering at Denver Seminary. They were published
by Oxford University Press in 1954 as The Pattern of God’s Truth: The Integration of
Faith and Learning. The book was favorably reviewed in the evangelical press. 56
Gaebelein’s work brought the integration model into the mainstream of
evangelical life. Within a few short years, integration became an accepted, if not
normative, way for conceptualizing evangelical education. The reasons for Gaebelein’s
influence, as opposed to the various other educators and writers listed earlier in this
chapter, are numerous. First, he was by this time recognized as a leading spokesman for
evangelical views on education. Working under the auspices of the National Association
of Evangelicals, he completed the movement’s first and only definitive statement on
education with the publication of Christian Education in a Democracy. He was the
headmaster of The Stony Brook School on Long Island, a premier Christian preparatory
school that educated the sons of many leading evangelicals.57 As a moderate
dispensationalist, he had far greater access into the world of popular evangelicalism than
many of the earlier conceptualizers of integration, coming as they did from more
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distinctly confessional traditions. 58 Gaebelein was also prolific writer and active editor at
both Christianity Today and Eternity Magazine. He frequently contributed articles to
these and other evangelical periodicals that advanced a vision for Christian education that
championed integration. 59 The Pattern of God’s Truth continued to receive widespread
interest so that it was published in paperback form by Moody Press in 1968 and by other
publishing houses into the twenty-first century. He inaugurated a series of faculty
workshops on the integration of faith and learning at Wheaton College, and he continued
to lecture at other Christian schools on the matter. 60
Gaebelein took the idea of integration and popularized it in a way that resonated
with the mainstream of evangelicalism. That he was able to do so is a reflection of both
his skill as a writer and speaker and the nature of the evangelical movement at the middle
of the twentieth century. Gaebelein embodied many of the best features of evangelical
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leaders during that time. While certainly interested in intellectual matters, he had a
passion for personal piety and never lost the ability to convey biblical truth in a way that
connected with the common person. There was a practical dimension to his writing, so
that when he presented his Dallas Seminary lectures, he provided practical examples of
how to integrate faith and learning in a variety of subject areas. He wrote not so much
for academic audiences cloistered in their ivory towers, but for educated laymen and
teachers working in various evangelical schools and colleges.
Gaebelein’s vision for integrating faith and learning became the norm for
evangelicalism, but his was not a particularly Reformed one. Theologically, Gaebelein
straddled the divide between Reformed and non-Reformed evangelicalism. He was an
ordained minister in the Reformed Episcopal Church, a denomination whose leadings
figure during that time were more frequently associated with dispensationalist
premillennialism than traditional Calvinism. 61 He tended to worship in Presbyterian
churches, but he often addressed broader evangelical audiences. He was enough of a
dispensationalist that he served on the editorial committee for the New Scofield
Reference Bible and remained a premillennialist for his entire life. Certain Reformed
thinkers did appear to shape his understanding on integration, but so did a number of
other writers, both Christian and secular.
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Influences on Gaebelein
In the preface to paperback edition of The Pattern of God’s Truth, Gaebelein gave
a nod to those who championed an approach to Christian education rooted in God’s
divine truth: Augustine, Melanchthon, Pascal, Newman, and Kuyper. He praised these
men for their willingness to recognize the principle that all truth is God’s truth.
Elsewhere in the book, he cited the works of Gordon Clark, Emile Cailliet, and Edwin
Rian, all of whom were Calvinists of one stripe or another, and all of whom had
addressed the need for a unified curriculum or Christian worldview. 62 Another individual
cited by Gaebelein in The Pattern of God’s Truth was Mark Fakkema. 63
Here were some Reformed influences on Gaebelein’s own thinking on the subject,
but they were hardly the first or only influences. Gaebelein addressed the matter of
integration head-on as far back as 1922 at the opening of The Stony Brook School, a time
in his life where his Christian correspondence and friendships were largely limited to a
circle of dispensationalist fundamentalists associated with his father’s prophetic ministry.
Laying out the plan and scope of the school of which he was to be the first headmaster,
Gaebelein articulated five principles that continue to guide the school to the present day.
In discussing the fourth principle that, “Spiritual things must have their rightful place in
the Christian school—and that place is the first place,” Gaebelein emphatically declared,
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“The Bible must be at the center of the curriculum. . . . The influence of the Department
of Bible must dominate; it must reach out and embrace all other courses. The masters in
languages, in history, in science, must co-operate with the master in Bible.” All subjects
must be “made to revolve around the Bible with no sacrifice of proportion.” 64 He spoke
of the correlation between faith and learning, but for Gaebelein, correlation was an active
verb describing what a Christian scholar was to pursue, not a passive acceptance of a
given fact. “The central aim of this school is to correlate Christian principles, the great
and eternal verities, with education of a type high enough to merit intimacy with such
exalted ideals.” 65
At about the same time that Gaebelein was busy establishing The Stony Brook
School curriculum along the lines of an integrationist model, he also wrote in Our Hope a
series of positive reviews of books by the Lutheran Leander Keyser, including The
Philosophy of Christianity which encouraged the development of a distinctive Christian
worldview. Gaebelein did not address education in general or integration in particular in
any of these reviews, but it is clear that he was familiar with Keyser’s educational
arguments during the early, formative years of his work at Stony Brook. While the
connection with the development of Gaebelein’s own educational philosophy is
somewhat tenuous, here is a further possible example of a non-Reformed influence on
Gaebelein’s thinking.
One surprising source for Gaebelein’s early interest in an integrated curriculum is
easy to overlook: Irving Babbitt, the New Humanist curmudgeon and Gaebelein’s
64

Gaebelein, “Plan and Scope,” 26.

65

Ibid., 11. Clearly, here is an example of the idea of integration, although
without the language of integration that was yet to come.
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comparative literature professor at Harvard. Gaebelein studied under Babbitt while
pursuing his A.M. in English, and it is clear that he embraced elements of his mentor’s
humanistic vision. Babbitt decried the breakdown of learning and its over-emphasis on
technical specialization, calling instead for a restoration of the golden mean in education,
the balance between unity and plurality. According to Babbitt, modern individuals had
“become so immersed in . . . multiplicity as to lose that vision of the One.” Babbitt called
for educators to restore the eternal, sublime elements of truly liberal education. 66 To be
sure, Babbitt was not an orthodox churchman (let alone an evangelical), but there were
elements of his humanistic ideal that came to characterize Gaebelein’s own language and
thinking about the relationship between faith and scholarship. 67
As noted in Chapter Two, Gaebelein described the Stony Brook educational
enterprise in his 1922 headmaster’s inaugural address with language redolent of Babbitt’s
influence. Stony Brook was to operate under humanistic principles, declared Gaebelein.
“A humanism that would have every essential study taught in the most efficient way
possible, that would never yield one jot in the field of scholarship; a humanism that, in its
broad application, would help each individual student to solve his own unique intellectual
and spiritual problems.” 68 Likewise, Babbitt’s call to unite all knowledge in a balanced
perspective with a vision of the One became the heartbeat of Gaebelein’s integrationist
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approach. Unlike Babbitt, however, Gaebelein was able to anchor such an approach in
something other than fond remembrances of things past, i.e., the eternal truth of God.
Thus, this early call for a school premised on the integration of faith and learning drew
not only from theological categories, Reformed or otherwise, but also from a vision of
education that was, all in all, quite secular.
Integration in Secular Education. It may seem rather ironic to be talking about
secular influences on the integration model for faith and learning, but trends in education
outside of distinctively Christian environments had a larger role in determining the shape
and provenance of the integrationist model than has heretofore been recognized. It is
interesting point that has not been discussed elsewhere, but the term “integration” became
a buzzword of secular education many years before it entered the vocabulary of
American evangelicalism. When Gaebelein finally uttered the words, “the integration of
faith and learning” in 1952, the phrase “stuck” because it had a cultural resonance that it
would not have had twenty-five or thirty years earlier.
The matter of integration in the curriculum (and here related to a secular rather
than Christian context) went back to the 1890s and the growth of secondary education in
urban centers across America. As high schools emerged, they were increasingly pushed
by civic leaders to prepare students for a vocation in the increasingly industrialized
economy. This focus on practical training led to increasing adjustments to the collegepreparatory curriculum that had been the central feature of secondary education earlier in
the century. William T. Harris, the U.S. Commissioner of Education from 1889 to 1906,
noted in an 1898 article in the Journal of Social Science, “the most serious defect of
secondary education is that it does not find a unity deep enough to connect the intellect
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and will, and hence does not convert intellectual conceptions into rules of action.” Harris
went on to encourage educators, particularly those teaching the sciences, to pursue an
integrated curriculum. “A good definition of science is that it united facts in such a way
that each fact throws light on all facts.” What’s more, he declared, “The first part of
higher education—that for the B.A. degree . . . teaches the unity of human learning.” 69
The following year, a master’s thesis written by Guy Maxwell at the Teachers College of
Columbia University called for “the recognition between the natural relations existing
among the various departments of human activity and such an arrangements of those
departments for the presentation of the child that all his knowledge shall stand clearly in
mind in its true relation to the whole and each in its parts.” 70 With these two works, the
gates were opened so that works on integrating the curriculum began to appear, first as a
trickle, then as a veritable flood.
As with the earlier discussion of integration in a Christian context, it was the
recognition of fragmentation that led secular educators to begin speaking of the need to
reunite the various elements of the curriculum. Interest in “integration” as a term related
to education grew significantly during the first half of the twentieth century. Between the
end of the Civil War and the end of World War I, not a single book addressing itself to
the matter of integration and education was logged into the register of the Library of
Congress. During the 1920s, three books on the topic appeared, followed by ten more in
the 1930s and nine more in the 1940s. A similar survey of theses and dissertations during
69
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the same timeframe is equally revealing. Only one such work was produced in the 1920s,
but nineteen appeared in the 1930s, followed by twenty more in the 1940s, and six in the
year 1950 alone. 71
The cause of integration across the curriculum took on the characteristics of a
crusade after World War I. Thomas L. Hopkins, Professor of Education at Teachers’
College, Columbia University, wrote an important work on integration in 1937 that
linked integration to progressive education’s attempt to establish an experience-based
curriculum in contrast to the traditional, segregated subject curriculum. For Hopkins,
integrating the various subject disciplines was the necessary first step in the development
of the experience curriculum that would soon sweep over the educational world. Such a
curriculum would produce “integrated personalities” who could function creatively in
“integrated societies.” In advocating this, Hopkins pursued integration as a process rather
than a consummated goal. It was a dynamic effort to improve education and society.
“We may travel in the direction of unity, but we may never reach our goal. . . . Life and
experience may posses the quality of integrativeness, that is, it may reveal an integrating
tone, but integration is unattainable.” 72
There was, Hopkins argued, a particular appeal surrounding the word integration
at that point of time in American society. “In an age which is characterized primarily by
factionalism, by fragmented and segmented experience, it is natural that thoughtful
persons should reach out for concepts of unity. Hence the popularity of the word
71
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integration in our time.” 73 Integration had a resonance in the 1920s and 1930s that
would not have been found in the years leading up to the First World War The quest for
integration and wholeness was in large part a reaction to the sense of chaos that swept
through both the nation and the schools in the wake of the horrors of that war. Culturally,
the years identified by Howard as a decade of peculiar importance witnessed the Scopes
Trial, the height of the Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy, and changing
demographics as young people left their family farms and moved to the booming cities.
Above all else, this was a time when the fruits of modernity finally ripened. For many,
there was a profound sense that things were changing, often for the better. Progress and
progressive were the words on the lips of the champions of the new order.
At the same time, such change often created a sense of unease or even dread.
Perhaps things were changing too fast or for the worst. Walter Lippmann captured the
feeling of disorientation and fragmentation in A Preface to Morals. “The effect of
modernity, then, is to specialize and thus to intensify our separated activities. Once all
things were phases of a single destiny.” Now, the “acids of modernity” continued eating
away at the bedrock of tradition and belief, and no new foundation had yet been laid. 74
Likewise, John Dewey noted that the people’s faith that all was well and would continue
to improve, epitomized by the liberalism of the Victorian Era, had finally and forever
passed away. In its place, “The growing sense of unsolved social problems, accentuated
by the war, has shaken that faith. It is impossible to recover its mood. The result is
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disillusionment about all comprehensive and positive ideas.” 75 For Dewey, this was an
opportunity to establish a new philosophy of flux and change, but his words offered little
comfort to the person who simply wanted a place to stand.
Similar transitions occurred in the schools and colleges of America. Progressive
education was ascendant, but like the culture at large, change and progress were upsetting
the traditional order of the schools. There was, as Hopkins noted, a great battle going on
over the nature of education. As reformers put forth their plan for perfecting America’s
schools, a discordant cacophony of voices rang out, each offering the plan to perfect
education. Schools were asked to do increasingly more, and the traditional curriculum
centered on the liberal arts was modified to such an extent as to disappear. In secondary
and higher education, specialization destroyed any hope for finding common ground in
the curriculum and made curricular fragmentation the norm. Consider this one example:
in 1897-1898, Teachers College, Columbia University, offered only sixteen different
classes in education. By 1905-1906, the catalog list had grown to twenty-two courses,
but by 1923-1924, it had ballooned to 203. 76
It was not long before a counter-reaction set in. Educators across the continuum
from kindergarten to graduate school tried to restore order to the curriculum. A number
of educators sought to unify the fragmented curriculum through correlated instruction in
different subjects and through a holistic approach to education that integrated knowledge
across traditional subject boundaries. This was no small endeavor but a major
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undertaking by school teachers and administrators throughout the nation. One report in
1935 concluded that eighty percent of American schools were affected by the ideas of
curricular reunification. 77
In 1951, Harvard University appointed a committee to determine how colleges
and universities could meet the objectives of general education in democratic society, and
one of the key points brought forward in the committee’s report was the need for
educators to rediscover a unifying factor in education. It was this particular discussion of
integration that precipitated Gaebelein’s writing of The Pattern of God’s Truth, and
consequently the development of his understanding of faith-learning integration. The
members of the Harvard committee had written that while religion had once served as the
unifying factor in education, it was no longer a practical source of intellectual unity. To
Gaebelein, this statement seemed to be hubris of the highest sort and a challenge to the
kind of work he had been doing at Stony Brook for nearly thirty years. 78
The word “integration” was adopted by those who sought to unify the curriculum.
The word had a cultural currency that made it useful to educators, bringing with it a
connotation of wholeness while also suggesting “something positive, dynamic, and
constructive.” It represented “a conscious response to the need for harmony and unity
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where frustration, insecurity, and unhappiness otherwise prevail.” 79 Integration seemed a
particularly modern way of framing a variety of discussions that flourished throughout
the middle decades of the twentieth century. These years were the high point of
modernity, and all intellectual classes were striving to discover that special something
that would unite all various fields of knowledge. This was, one should remember, the era
of “consensus history” wherein historians sought to show how Americans across time and
space were united as one people, forming one nation, with one common history. 80
Similarly, the greatest scientific mind of the century, Albert Einstein, had by the 1950s
devoted decades to his search for a unified field theory to describe all the forces of
nature.
Acceptance of the word by educators was further advanced by its association with
Gestalt psychology, a new movement which crossed onto the American intellectual scene
in the 1920s where it quickly made its mark on the emerging subfield of educational
psychology. The term “Gestalt” was first used by the German philosopher Christian von
Ehrenfels in 1890, but it gained widespread recognition in America after the publication
in English of Kurt Koffka’s The Growth of the Mind. 81 Koffka, along with his fellow
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German theorists, Max Wertheimer and Wolfgang Kohler, sought to interpret
psychological phenomena as organized wholes rather than as aggregates of distinctive
parts. In so doing, they protested against the atomistic, analytical psychology that stood
as “science”—something cold and detached from basic human concerns. Gestalt
psychologists chose the word “integration” to describe what they hoped to accomplish
with their new psychological approach. In a section of his Principles of Gestalt
Psychology entitled “Integration of Quantity, Order, and Meaning,” Koffka used
integrative language to note the need for psychology to focus on the whole person.82
Gestalt ideas appealed to a new wave of progressive educators who were drawn to
the holistic aspects of learning implied by Gestalt. Hopkins, for example, specifically
mentioned the work of Koffka and other Gestalt psychologists as a factor contributing to
the rise of the integration movement in general education. 83 Integration as a curricular
goal mirrored the developmental goal of Gestalt psychology.
To summarize, the language of integration arose in the context of secular
education because of the sense of chaos and disorder that prevailed in both culture and
curriculum. The phrase emerged under the influence of Gestalt psychology and was
quickly adopted by various educational reformers. Christian educators and scholars were
not unaware of these trends and read freely from the larger educational press. B. O.
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Christensen, writing in 1947, cited favorably a book by seven ‘outstanding educational
leaders’ who sought a unified outlook in education when he began his article on
Christocentric education. 84 Another evangelical, Arnold Nash, noted how educators
across the spectrum had recognized the crisis in the curriculum, and he offered a
theological solution to that problem. 85 Edwin Rian, in a work cited by Gaebelein in The
Pattern of God’s Truth, quoted Norman Foerster’s The Future of the Liberal College:
“That disease [of modern education] I think we must agree . . . is chaos.” 86 Gordon Clark
credited Robert Maynard Hutchins, the President of the University of Chicago, for being
the first to publicly advance ‘the need of a basic metaphysics to unify education.” 87
While giving credit to secular educators for recognizing the problem of
educational fragmentation, evangelical educators such as Gaebelein and Clark also
critiqued those same educators for failing to see the role that faith could, and must, play
in providing a solution. Clark noted how Hutchins and Lewis Mumford failed in their
attempt to find unity in the curriculum because they operated from a false premise that
offered no real basis for integration. “There is only one metaphysics, one philosophy,
that can really unify education and life. That philosophy is the philosophy of Christian
theism.” 88 Wheaton professor Earle Cairns similarly advanced the argument that
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Christianity could be the solution for curricular chaos in Blueprint for Christian Higher
Education, published by Wheaton in 1953. 89
In an extended passage in The Pattern of God’s Truth, Gaebelein wrote, “It is not
the slightest exaggeration to say that this matter of integration, or uniting the parts into a
living whole, is the problem of problems, not only in Christian education but also in all
other education as well.” But whereas secular educators floundered in finding the
solution to bringing about order in the curriculum, Gaebelein believed that Christian
educators had the answer before them. “Christian education is different [than public
education]. With all its inadequacies, failures, and difficulties, it has something to which
to tie itself. For it, too, integration is a problem, but a problem of quite another kind than
for secular education. Christian education does not need to keep looking for the
integrating factor; it already has this factor. We who believe the Bible to be the inspired
Word of God . . . know the answer to the secularist’s vain search.” 90 Scripture, as a
revelation of truth, was the key to unifying all curricular truth Coram Deo, in the face of
God. Any attempt to integrate the curriculum that neglected revealed truth was doomed
to failure, according to Gaebelein. “Having turned its back upon God and His Word, and
having thus given up its external meaning, secular education is powerless to put together
its internal meaning.” 91
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Analysis of Faith-Learning Integration in Christian Education
To summarize, the modern stream of integrationist thinking (here in the Christian
context), and more particularly, the language of faith-learning integration, flowed in part
from the pen of a Roman Catholic priest, and it became an evangelical byword under the
tutelage of a moderate dispensationalist influenced by the terminology of Gestalt
psychology. It is somewhat fascinating, then, that since the 1950s, the language of faithlearning integration has found increasing favor and been embraced by Christians of
nearly every stripe and theological persuasion. James Steve Counelis eloquently
addressed the matter of integration from the perspective of Greek Orthodoxy, one of the
oldest Christian traditions, while many Adventists and Pentecostals, representing some of
the newest developments within Christianity, continue to find the language of integration
a fruitful way of relating faith and learning. 92 Indeed, one of the most eloquent pleas for
an integrationist approach to education has been authored by a professor teaching out of
the Anabaptist tradition. 93

external meaning, here being the truth rooted in God. According to Gaebelein, the
external meaning is necessary to define the internal meaning; i.e., an object beyond the
self is needed to make sense of self. Truth, then, is not something that comes from within
but something that comes from without, and more particularly, from the God who is
himself truth.
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In this context, then, it is apparent that the ever-present language of faith-learning
integration used by Christian educators and theorists today was not a historical given. To
a large degree, the contemporary language of faith-learning integration is a product of
historical circumstance, although the idea behind it is much older and rooted firmly in the
Biblical tradition. The appeal of integrationist language for Christian education is
understandable, and for many of the same reasons that integration became such a bon-ton
during the 1930s. In a world of dizzying change and fragmentation, a commitment to
biblical integration offered the hope of wholeness and truth tied to the eternal verities of
God’s Word. It encouraged Christian scholars to not only explore the world, but to
understand it not in isolated segments, but as a whole. It is indeed a word redolent of the
“positive, dynamic, and constructive.” A pursuit of integration takes the faithful educator
beyond the confines of safe, religious knowledge and challenges her to explore the
boundless universe of learning. Integration is an expansive rather than a restrictive
concept, and it was this expansive role that Gaebelein sought to unpack in The Pattern of
God’s Truth.
The integrationist model is not without its limitations, of course. Perhaps the
biggest challenge is that scholars no longer have a clear understanding of what
integration entails. Everyone (at least in the marketing department of Christian colleges
and schools) is talking about integration, but many are not even sure what it means. This
is nothing new. The same occurred with the curricular integration movement among
secular education during the 1930s. At that time, Charles Hopkins noted, “Integration
has come to be one of the ‘big’ words in the American language Like all ‘big’ words, this
one tends to lose its specific meaning; frequency of use invariably leads to diffusion of
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meaning.” The same has happened today. Integration has become a ‘big’ word among
evangelical scholars and administrators; one need only examine the mission statements of
the member schools of the Coalition of Christian Colleges and Universities to see just
how widespread and diverse the term has become.
One could argue that big words are not bad words. One could also argue that
multiplicity of meaning regarding integration can be one of the term’s defining strengths.
Again, Charles Hopkins: “The term integration bids fair to become increasingly helpful
as a point of orientation in educational thinking. In the first place, it refuses to lend itself
easily to mere definition. In order to deal intelligently with the idea one must achieve an
attitude toward it.” 94 Integration, then, is not so much focused on the outcome of
scholarship but in regard to the stance Christian educators take towards their work.
Gaebelein would agree that faith-learning integration cannot be a one-size-fits-all
undertaking, even amongst the redeemed. Unlike Kuyper who found two kinds of people
doing two kinds of scholarship, Gaebelein came to accept that there would be differences
in approach and meaning among believers and nonbelievers alike. For example,
Gaebelein gave a very positive review of Emile Cailliet’s book The Recovery of Purpose,
but he recognized that other evangelicals might not agree with all the theological
underpinnings of the book, given that Cailliet’s theology, while orthodox, did not
conform to the dispensationalist formulations of most evangelicals. 95
For Gaebelein, integration was the uniting of truth with truth, bringing all facets
of learning and life under the lordship of Christ. As Gaebelein (and many others) saw it,
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the world was broken. The Christian witness offered wholeness, even within the
curriculum of everyday subjects taught in schools and colleges. Whereas the
fundamentalists had sought to pull things apart, with many of them continuing to move in
a separatist direction even to this day, Gaebelein turned about and went the other
direction. If all truth is God’s truth, as Gaebelein repeatedly declared, then truth comes
together in God. Thus, there is a quest for integration and wholeness manifest in
Gaebelein’s educational thought, but also in his ideas on society and the arts. It is not by
happenstance that Gaebelein proved himself to be a supporter of racial integration in the
years following his writing on education.
Other Features of Gaebelein’s Philosophy of Education
The starting premise upon which Gaebelein built the rest of his philosophy can be
summarized in five words: All truth is God’s truth. This divine association of truth was
the basis for the unity of truth. “It is one thing to take for ourselves the premise that all
truth is God’s truth. It is another thing to build upon this premise an effective educational
practice that shows the student the unity of truth and that brings alive in his heart and
mind the grand concept of a Christ who ‘is the image of the invisible God,’ by whom ‘all
things were created,’ who ‘is before all things,’ and by whom ‘all tings consist,’ or hold
together.” 96
This unity of truth was obviously essential to his understanding of integration.
“At first glance, there seems to be two separate things before us: ‘God’s truth’ and the
matter of ‘integration.’ In reality, however, the two are closely linked. God’s truth is of
universal scope. This being the case, every aspect of education must be brought into
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relation to it. So the problem of integration arises—the word, we are reminded, means
‘the bringing together of parts into the whole.’ Our aim will be to point the way to a
solution of this problem by showing how in some vital particulars Christian education
can achieve integration into the all-embracing truth of God.” 97
For Gaebelein, the Bible needed to be at the heart of the school curriculum, for it
alone could provide the integrative center of the school. In what appears a somewhat
counterintuitive move, Gaebelein argued that Christian schools should do away with a
separate Bible department. “The Christian school that believes all truth to be God’s truth
and that is serious about making Christ and the Bible integral to its curriculum must give
up the concept of a completely separate Bible department. Instead it must seek and
develop devoted Christian teachers who, along with their competency in mathematics,
science, languages, or social studies, are able also to give instruction in Bible.” Such
teachers did not have to be Bible scholars per se, but they should be ‘individuals whose
primary spiritual and intellectual residence is in the Bible.”98
According to Gaebelein, integration brought the subjective self into line with
objective reality, i.e., with truth. Again, here we see the evangelical appreciation of
Common Sense Realist ideas and language as opposed to the antithetical ideas of Kuyper.
A true philosophy is not rooted in the mind but in cosmic reality. Gaebelein would not
necessarily disagree with the idea that Christians and non-Christians started with different
presuppositions, but he would take the argument back a step and note that Christian
presuppositions are true because they are rooted in reality. Francis Simpson, captures
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this evangelical sentiment when he wrote, “a true Christian philosophy of education . . .
integrates all truth in God as Ultimate, seeking to demonstrate the relationship of all
subject matter to Him in a God-glorifying, Christ-honoring manner.” 99
Genuine Christian education required a total commitment of mind, soul, and
body. Nothing less than this holistic commitment to Christian principles in education
would suffice for Gaebelein. To a contemporary critic of Christian schools like the
sociologist Alan Peshkin, such total commitment was a scary thing. Total commitment
meant total subjugation, and as experience with some cults and sects has shown, this can
be a dangerous thing, particularly in regard to the stripping away of personal autonomy
by power-wielding leaders. 100
Perhaps Peshkin’s critique would be true for certain fundamentalist Christian
schools, but for mainstream evangelicals such as Gaebelein, the commitment to holistic,
integrated education stemmed more from a desire for consistency in both thought and
practice. As Gaebelein noted in “A Preface to Education, “Education is not theory, it is
life; and the truest solution of its problems lies not in abstract principles but in a living
Person,” i.e., Jesus Christ as revealed in Scripture. 101
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Consistency and conformity to Christ would ensure the truest education, the
education that was most beneficial for the individual and society. Allowing untruths to
temper the educational process, while unavoidable in a practical sense because of
humanity’s fallen nature, was nevertheless the obstacle to be overcome when developing
a consistent Christian philosophy of education. “In Christian philosophy it is either all or
nothing; there are no halfway measures, despite the often unconscious attempt on the part
of any of us, to compromise. We must, in short, see once and for all that St. Paul’s
challenging phrase, ‘bringing into captivity every thought to the obedience of X,’ is no
empty rhetoric; it applies to the whole Christian education, and is realizable ideal.” 102
Gaebelein applied this holistic standard to every facet of the school program.
Integration was not merely a cognitive or academic matter. Every part of the school
needed to be brought into conformity with truth. Wrote Gaebelein, “Education is more
than teachers and courses. The school has its setting, its environment in which it lives
and moves and has its being; it also has its general policies and practices beyond the
classroom. They are just as much a part of God’s truth as the subject matter of the
various courses of study.” 103
One of the first students to enroll at The Stony Brook School back in the 1920s
was Cary N. Weisiger. In a retrospective examination of his time at the school, published
in The Presbyterian in 1935, Weisiger noted the consistency of spiritual concern
throughout the school experience. “There was an atmosphere of Christian sincerity and
evangelical zeal in the school, due, no doubt, to the influence and example of the
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headmaster and his associates on the faculty. . . . As I look back on it, I think that the
spiritual emphasis at Stony Brook was about ideal. The reason for it, no doubt, was that
the school was in the hands of men (and women, too, the Christian wives and staff
members) who proclaimed by life and word a Crucified and Risen Saviour and Lord.
And they did it all with good, sanctified common sense!” 104
In a sense, the integration found in a Christian school was to be countercultural.
Gaebelein was a frequent critic of popular culture, including Christian popular culture,
which was, more often than not, exactly the same in practice as secular culture. The
reason for this cultural degradation stemmed from the unwillingness on the part of many
evangelicals to think upon the fullness of the biblical witness and calling on their own
lives. “We live in a time when the opposition to serious thought is great. Superficiality,
bred of a hasty civilization so busy manipulating gadgets that it has little time for culture,
is a characteristic of our times. Television, comic strips, the pabulum of tabloid
newspapers and picture magazines—these are not conducive to hard thinking. In an age
the watchword of which is ‘streamlined,’ there is decreasing appreciation of things that
really stretch the mind. It is perfectly plain that the Christian public has not escaped this
trend. One of the symptoms of its conformity to the spirit of the age is in its attitude
toward education.” 105
Christian education encompasses method as well as content; process as well as
product. Both were to be integrated in the pattern of divine truth. To explain how this
should be done, Gaebelein offered what he called the criterion of craftsmanship, the idea
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that all things done by a Christian are to be done carefully as labor unto the Lord.
Writing in The Pattern of God’s Truth, Gaebelein explained it this way: “Christian
integration relates to more than subject matter; it is a question of method as well. Thus
we have what might be called the criterion of craftsmanship, using the term in its broad
sense of doing a job well. . . . And the essence of this principle is that of the Parables of
the Talents in which our Lord praises the use rather than the amount of individual
enduement.” Gaebelein further explained this criterion of craftsmanship by using an
athletic example, one to which he was quite familiar because of his previous varsity
athletic experience. “Take, for example, athletics. From the point of Christian doctrine,
a mile race is in itself a neutral thing. The way in which a young man runs it, however, is
so far from neutral that St. Paul did not hesitate to use the Greek games as a powerful
figure on the Christian life.” 106
Christian Education in a Democracy
Frank Gaebelein’s first significant book on Christian education started out as a
collaborative effort by a number of evangelical educators. The impetus behind Christian
Education in a Democracy arose during the April 1946 NAE Convention. The
association’s Commission on Educational Institutions appointed a committee whose
mandate was to study the philosophy and practice of Christian education. The
committee, consisting of ten members, including Gaebelein, first met in Chicago in
October of that year. A central theme that emerged from the meeting was that Christian
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education was necessary to help students develop a holistic view of life consistent with
Scripture. 107
Gaebelein is sometimes listed as the editor of Christian Education in a
Democracy, but his role in producing the book went beyond what was typical of a book
editor. The other committee members submitted various reports on their area of
specialization, but Gaebelein wrote the entire draft while incorporating the various
contributors’ insights. The overall tone and direction of the book was Gaebelein’s. The
fact that the book was authorized by the NAE gave the book some credibility among
evangelicals, and the fact that it was published by Oxford University Press in 1951 gave
it some credibility among the larger academic community. Oxford University Press also
published Gaebelein’s second work on Christian education, The Pattern of God’s Truth,
published in 1954, as well as the original and revised versions of The Scofield Reference
Bible, an annotated Bible that was widely used by conservative evangelicals throughout
the twentieth century.
As the title suggested, Gaebelein addressed the relationship between Christian
education and democracy in the book, though, surprisingly, not in great detail. Part of
this reflected the fact that Gaebelein saw democracy as the context of Christian education
rather than its content or aim. Gaebelein did not advocate an instrumental use of religion
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to support democratic society, unlike a number of other academics and policy makers
during this high point of the cold war. Rather, Gaebelein’s writing made clear his
perception that religion and the state were distinct, and that religion should not serve as a
prop for state. This perspective was on display in the very title of the book. As
Gaebelein explained, the book was, “not ‘Christian Education for a Democracy,’ but
‘Christian Education in a Democracy.’” 108
From this understanding of the relationship between religion and politics,
Gaebelein moved to a statement in support of educational pluralism. “The former [i.e.,
Christian education for democracy] would imply the setting up of Christian education as
a requirement for all American youth. However much we believe in evangelical,
Protestant education, it would be highly unrealistic to expect that such education be given
to all, or to the majority, or even to a very large minority of our youth.” Here, then,
Gaebelein stood with those evangelicals who were of a more sectarian bent in education.
He did not believe it to be either practical or desirable for Christians to attempt to
rechristen the public schools with pure evangelical doctrine. America was pluralistic and
needed to be respected as such. “While for believers Christianity is the final faith, in a
democracy it is one of a number of religions. While for evangelicals, historic, Biblecentered Protestantism is the purest form of Christianity, in a democracy it does not enjoy
a jot more privilege than Roman or Greek Catholicism, Mormonism, or Christian
Science.” 109
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Gaebelein, then, was a champion of pluralism. He opposed the movement by
some fellow evangelicals towards a dominating Christian majoritarianism. He was an
evangelical leader comfortable with the world as it was—pluralistic and imperfect. In
this, he was perhaps even more clearly at home in the world than his close friend, Carl
Henry. Henry, surely a proponent of American democratic society, nevertheless declared
in one of his earlier writings that, “Christian supernaturalism is, in historic fact, the
ground from which democracy has risen. . . . A system of education which makes for
uniformity and conformity in the exclusion of eternal truths and values gnaws away at the
only structure on which democracy can prosper and long survive.” 110 This rather bold
statement on the positive relationship between Christian faith and democracy could easily
be twisted to suppress the free and democratic principles of other, non-Christian students
and teachers in the schools.
In contrast, Gaebelein declared, “The principle of religious freedom which insures
the separation of church and state is precious. It touches bed rock in its truth. It is a
guarantee of our liberties.” 111 Note the inversion to Henry’s statement. For Henry,
Christianity is the guarantor of genuine civic freedom. For Gaebelein, civic freedom was
the guarantor of genuine Christian faith. While it would be somewhat unfair to pit Henry
against Gaebelein in this—both would, in the end be strong supporters of religious
liberty, and both saw the positive role that religious education could have on society—the
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contrast of these two statements is nevertheless illustrative of the importance Gaebelein
placed on religious liberty. 112
Dana Wright, in his Princeton Theological Seminary dissertation on evangelical
education, addressed some of Gaebelein’s thoughts on democracy and religion,
particularly his openness to pluralism in education. The democratic context of America
provided evangelicals with the freedom to implement their own philosophy and methods
in education outside of the public schools. Such freedom could not be found in any sort
of attempt to re-Christianize the public schools. Wrote Wright, “He [Gaebelein] is not
interested in taking over public institutions but rather in demonstrating the power of the
Christian alternative to answer the questions plaguing the nation.” Wright went on to
note that Gaebelein was in this regard the antithesis of a Christian Reconstructionist, a
contemporary breed of evangelical who seeks to return the nation to its Christian past
where the Law of God became the Law of the Land. “He [Gaebelein] did not see the
possibility of providing a Christian education through state-run school systems as a viable
option. The alternative was an independent educational system that revives Christian
humanism. This independent Christian education would judge secular education inferior
by demonstrating its superiority for producing moral character, spiritual discernment, and
integrative (wholistic) [sic] thinking, and true citizenship.” 113
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Christian schools, because of their distinctive Christian orientation, had an
opportunity to shape values and virtues in children in a way that public schools could not.
Such an ability to mold character would have positive consequences for American
society. While this social benefit was not the purpose behind Christian schooling, it was
an unavoidable consequence when evangelical educators taught as they should. Towards
the later part of Christian Education in a Democracy, Gaebelein noted, “the challenge to
every independent school which places spiritual above material value is inescapable.
Were all of us independent educators who hold definite religious and Christian
convictions to use our liberty really to do something in our schools about these
convictions, an immeasurable contribution to American character and life would be
made.” 114
Government Entanglement with Christian Schools
Throughout the middle years of the twentieth century, evangelicals were of mixed
opinions regarding the pros and cons of governmental assistance to private schools. At
the time Christian Education in a Democracy was written, many evangelical educators,
like many of their Roman Catholic counterparts, were advocates of governmental
assistance to private religious schools. A few were willing to support such aid
nonpreferentially, but a number of other evangelicals, reflecting a longstanding strain of
anti-Catholicism within Protestantism, argued that aid should only be given to Christian
(i.e., Protestant evangelical) schools rather than to Catholic institutions. A 1963 editorial
in Sunday School Times listed three concerns about using public money for private and
parochial schools, specifically stating that “assistance to Roman Catholics” was one of
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the primary concerns of evangelicals against such funding. At the same time, the same
editorial was open to careful public funding of evangelical Protestant schools. Speaking
out of the other side of their mouth, they declared, “This is the wall we believe in, not a
wall that would prohibit any mutually helpful functions that church and state could
perform, and now do perform. The use by evangelicals of their share of public tax money
may be one of these functions.” 115
When offered governmental assistance, many of the Christian schools established
after World War II were willing to take federal aid. A NACS survey of member schools
in 1970 revealed that almost all NACS-affiliated schools were in favor in tuition
vouchers. Fifty-five of ninety reporting schools were already accepting some type of
aid—library books, textbooks, milk and lunch programs, busing, audio-visual aids, etc. 116
Other evangelicals were more cautious in their approach to governmental
assistance, seeing such aid as an open door to governmental input and control. During
the congressional hearings on the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, the
NAE joined Protestants and Other Americans United for the Separation of Church and
State, the American Civil Liberties Union, the Unitarian Universalists Association, and
three Jewish organizations to oppose tax breaks for any religious schools. Dr. Arthur
Climenhaga, executive director of NAE, stated before Congress, “The right to maintain
parochial schools under private control carries with it the responsibility to finance such
institutions without reliance on tax funds. Neither the need (poverty) nor the results
(national defense, for instance) should be used as an argument for appropriating tax funds
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to support private institutions.” To clarify the scope of this argument, Climenhaga went
on to state, “It is inherently wrong and, therefore, improper for the government to take tax
money from a Roman Catholic and use it to support a child in a Baptist school or vice
versa. . . . We agree that any educational assistance that is provided with public funds
must be available to all on an equal basis without regard to race, color or creed, but such
assistance should only be furnished in and through public facilities under the exclusive
control of public officials.” He then went on to spell out the legislative implications of
this understanding: “We, therefore, recommend that you and your colleagues insist on the
elimination of every provision from H.R. 2362 that provides aid in any amount, directly
or indirectly, to non-public schools.” 117
Similarly, Henry Buchanan and Bob Brown, two supporters of Christian schools,
expressed similar wariness in an article published in a May 1967 edition of Christianity
Today. “In our opinion, the ‘child-benefit theory’ which provides direct aid to the child
attending a non-public school is a circumvention of the wall separating church and state.
It is, in effect, state subsidy of the church school. If accepted by Protestant schools, as it
is being accepted by Catholic schools, it will reintroduce the secularizing element of
government in the form of a benevolent paternalism that may work against faith in God’s
providence.” 118
Gaebelein’s close friend, Donald Barnhouse, agreed with this “no state aid”
position while realizing that it might cause some hardship for some evangelical schools,
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including The Stony Brook School on whose board he sat. When an earlier debate over
aid to private and parochial schools occurred in 1961, at that time over a proposal that
long-term, low interest loans available to public schools should be extended to private
schools, Barnhouse approvingly cited Leo Pfeffer, a noted church-state lawyer, who
called the loan bill a “gimmick.” Wrote Barnhouse, “He [Pfeffer] doubts that the loans
would ever be repaid; and even if they were, the difference between the proposed ‘low
rate’ of interest and the going bank rate would be a government subsidy to the church.”
Barnhouse went on to note that Protestants were already guilty of receiving aid from the
state in the form of college loans, grants, scholarships, hospital loans, and the like, but
two wrongs did not make a right. “To eliminate the Mumbo-Jumbo, Protestants may have
to assume an ‘all-out’ position on separation of church and state applicable alike to grade
school and to college.” 119
Gaebelein did not spend much time or ink on the subject of governmental
assistance to Christian schools. He was aware of the potential threat that came from the
entanglement of religious institutions and government, but in the end, he was open to
allowing such assistance provided that it was offered to all schools on a non-preferential
basis. In this, he stood along side many non-evangelical Protestants sought to draw a fine
law, allowing cooperation and funding of both private and public schools. A “Statement
on Church and State,” published in the neo-Orthodox mouthpiece, Christianity and Crisis
in 1948, stated the editorial boards position thusly: “We favor the separation of Church
and State in the sense which we believe to have been intended by the first amendment. . .
. Cooperation, entered into freely by the State and Church and involving no special
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privilege to any Church and no threat to the religious liberty of any citizen, should be
permitted.” 120
Gaebelein recognized the tensions pulling at Christian educators and parents in
the proposed legislation in the School Aid Act of 1965. He agreed that such aid was
“actually a breach, insignificant though it may seem, in the wall of separation of church
and state.” But given the rising cost of education and inadequate support from
evangelicals, Christian schools were confronted with a hard choice. “The Christian
educator stands between the Scylla of martyrdom for refusal of public aid and the
Charybdis of acceptance of such aid. Little wonder if, faced with the plain fact of the
lawful distribution of public funds for education, he seeks for his school and pupils their
share.” Ultimately, Gaebelein believed that Christian schools could receive government
assistance, however reluctantly and cautiously, so long as such aid remained recognized
as constitutional by the courts and didn’t compromise the mission of the school.
“Recognizing that they live, as all men do, in an imperfect society, many evangelical
educators will reason that to withhold from their institutions and pupils public benefits
legally available is to deprive them of indispensable assistance.” 121
Gaebelein’s stance on this was that if the law and the courts allowed such aid, it
should be taken by Christian schools. This was not an argument from principle based on
matters of social equity or biblical interpretation. Rather, it was a pragmatic judgment
that whatever the law allowed was lawful. If constitutional, Christian schools would be
120
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at an advantage to take it. If such governmental aid was not allowed by court
interpretation, then Christian schools would have to do their best without it.
Criticism of Gaebelein’s Educational Ideas
Critics of Gaebelein’s educational idea fell into two camps. Some like Cornelius
Van Til decried that Gaebelein was not Christian enough or least not the right kind of
Christian. By giving too much room for human will in the educational process (by nature
of his association with evangelicalism, which was “generally Arminian in its thinking”),
Gaebelein was “not able to probe the depth of the dilemma of modern education. And
therefore he cannot clearly present the Christian solution to the dilemma.” 122 Edmund
Clowney of Westminster Theological Seminary stated essentially the same thing
(although in a much more irenic fashion) in his review of The Pattern of God’s Truth.
Essentially, because Gaebelein addressed his book to the “world of American
fundamentalism,” he could not offer a fully developed, mature philosophy of education.
Instead, his book boiled down to “a plea for Christian scholarship,” surely a worthy
endeavor in Clowney’s mind, but one that paled in comparison to the sort of work being
done by Christian educators in Christian schools in the Netherlands. 123
Other critics took Gaebelein to task for the pervasive Christian orientation of his
educational writing. When his books were reviewed in secular education journals, the
perspective expressed was usually one of disdain. Margaret Wiley Marshall of Brooklyn
College, writing in The Journal of Higher Education, could not even get past the title of
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The Pattern of God’s Truth. “To have fathered such a title argues either intellectual
arrogance or the kind of mysticism which is so esoteric as to be beyond communication.”
By tying education to Christian truth, a “kind of x-quantity whose composition everyone
will recognize intuitively but no one will be required to define except in such vague
generalities,” Gaebelein had effectively cut himself off from any appeal to the larger
community of educators. Marshall concluded her review by referencing Gaebelein’s
belief in the second coming of Christ and stating, “Surely the assumptions even of most
Christian educators are so different from these that it is hard to see how such a book can
prove valuable to them. To the so-called educator it presents a hopelessly bewildering
spectacle.” 124
Similarly, Leo R. Ward’s review of Christian Education in a Democracy
describes the NAE committee members behind the book as “more informed and zealous
than profound.” The basis of this judgment is the book’s reference to Scripture as the
foundation for Christian education. For Ward, the book is more proselytizing than
instructive. “The members, themselves ‘committed’ and asking teachers and students for
full ‘commitment’ almost anywhere in the volume (53, 129, 132), cause a reader to ask
whether they possibly tend more to voluntarism and fideism than to science and Christian
humanism.” 125
At base, the criticism leveled against Gaebelein’s educational ideas was
essentially the same as that leveled against evangelicalism and fundamentalism by the
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intellectual elites since the fundamentalist-modernist controversy. Gaebelein’s ideas, by
referencing an authoritative, unchanging Bible, were considered to be both obscurantist
and intellectually shallow. E. J. Chave looked at Christian Education in a Democracy
and, in essence, shook his head with sadness. “Reviewing the book as a whole, one is
again compelled to recognize the failure of modern education to teach people to think
critically and creatively. These writers . . . with four of the ten listed as Ph.D. graduates,
are not able to recognize the difference between facts and interpretations of facts.”
According to Chave, Christian education as articulated by Gaebelein was locked in the
past, a static pose in an otherwise dynamic world. Gaebelein failed to comprehend “truth
as a growing insight into the process of life,” and thus did “not deal with man as a
growing person.” Instead, Gaebelein lived with an “idée fixe” that discredited the
advances of science and modernity. 126
While there is some truth to both of these criticisms, the sentiments are perhaps
more directed at evangelicalism in general rather than Gaebelein’s educational ideas in
particular. The dismissive tone found in nearly all secular reviews of Gaebelein’s work
cannot be overlooked. Critical reviewers felt compelled to put particular evangelical
doctrines up for display (particularly those focused on premillennial dispensationalism),
and referencing the National Association of Evangelicals as nothing more than a
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“relatively small group, a ‘dedicated minority,’ who feel an obligation to indoctrinate
others” is tendentious. 127
Gaebelein was addressing Christian audiences in his educational works, and he
did so for particularly Christian purposes. One could, then, critique the critics on the
grounds that they failed to develop depth of insight into the nature and content of
orthodox Christianity. Language that seemed obscure or obscurantist to Marshall, Ward,
or Chave reflected, in part, their unwillingness or inability to delve deeply into finer
points of evangelical dogma. Terms that seemed strange and otherworldly to the
reviewers were part-and-parcel of the vocabulary of evangelicalism. The targeted reader
would have little confusion as to what terms like “biblically based,” “Christ-centered,”
“supernatural,” and “secular” meant. 128
It is also true that Gaebelein’s writings at times lacked clarity and intellectual
rigor. Gaebelein was a man of wide-ranging interests, and his knowledge, while
amazingly broad, was not always refined by thoroughgoing, deep reflection. Gaebelein
was constantly on the move, and he wrote when he could as he managed the day-to-day
operations of a Christian school, edited various journals, and engaged in a nation-wide
speaking schedule. Too, Gaebelein was not formally trained in philosophy or education.
Gaebelein was familiar with the writing of John Dewey, but he had never matriculated
into a course of study on the philosophy or practice of education. D. Bruce Lockerbie
pointed out this fact in his history of The Stony Brook School, seeing in it a reason for
Gaebelein’s effectiveness in education. Gaebelein’s lack of professional training as an
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educator freed him to be more innovative. Wrote Lockerbie, “Frank Gaebelein’s prior
inexperience, however, was an asset in this particular case. Stony Brook represented a
departure from the usual American secondary education, in both public and private
schools. Current educational theory seemed tied to the teachings of John Dewey or his
disciples, J. B. Watson, William Heard Kilpatrick, and Boyd H. Boyd.” Gaebelein,
however, was not constricted in his thinking by the reigning paradigms of progressive
education. 129 Lockerbie perhaps overstated the case, and it is not clear that in-depth
study of differing opinions is necessarily advantageous in formulating one’s one ideas.
But there is some truth to the statement. Gaebelein was free to develop a Christian
philosophy of education without having to respond to other ideas.
Gaebelein was an influential Christian educator, but his was by no means the final
word on the subject. He was not a comprehensive thinker; he did not, for example, direct
much attention to the role played by private Christian schools in the larger society, and
his writing sometimes lacked depth of reflection. Yet his ideas on the integration of faith
and learning continue to resonate in the halls and classrooms of Christian schools and
universities at the start of the twenty-first century. Faith-learning integration as
formulated by Gaebelein reflected the yearning for wholeness and restoration built into
the fabric of the universe, something St. Paul touched on in Romans 8:18-25. The
disharmony and frustration of creation will find unity and liberation as it is brought into
conformity to the pattern of God’s truth. The broken pieces of the curriculum will be put
together once again, but only as they are brought together in the pattern of God’s truth.
The concept of truth was at the heart of Gaebelein’s educational philosophy. For
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Gaebelein, truth was a reflection of the nature and character of God, and it alone could
serve as the unifying principle of education. The pursuit of truth was a pursuit of
wholeness. More than that, though, the pursuit of truth was the pursuit of God. Said
Gaebelein,
The solemn fact is that truth is holy; inherent in the nature of God Himself, it is
ever sacred. No man who tampers with it is guiltless. . . . as we go on to struggle
with some hard problems, let us do so with a zealous regard for the truth, realizing
in deep humility that we may indeed fail to apprehend it in all its sacred
perfection, but trusting also that the God of all truth will show us the way to His
greater glory in our Christian education.131
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CHAPTER SEVEN
The Evangelical Social Conscience
Twentieth-century evangelicals became much more socially aware and active than
the fundamentalist forebears from whom they sprang, but the substance and method of
their later development remained largely consistent with fundamentalist doctrine, mores,
and practices. Evangelical engagement with issues like race and poverty highlighted the
diversity of opinions evangelicals had in regard to social justice, as well as the diversity
of methods embraced by evangelical believers.
The Primacy of Personal Regeneration
The publication of Carl Henry’s The Uneasy Conscience of Modern
Fundamentalism in 1947 marked a return of conservative Protestantism’s interest in
social matters. As Henry noted, fundamentalism had lost the biblical imperative of being
salt and light to a sin-stricken world that needed redemption in its entirety and not just
within the individual soul. Wrote Henry, “There is no room here for a gospel that is
indifferent to the needs of the total man nor of the global man" 1 And yet such
indifference had become a central feature of evangelical preaching and practice in the
years immediately after World War II. When he asked a large gathering of evangelical
pastors if any of them had preached a sermon, “devoted in large part to a condemnation
of such social ills as aggressive warfare, racial hatred and intolerance, the liquor traffic,
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exploitation of labor or management, or the like--a sermon containing not merely an
incidental or illustrative reference, but directed mainly against such evils and proposing a
framework in which you think solution is possible,” not a single pastor replied in the
affirmative.
To be fair, not all evangelicals or fundamentalists had abandoned a social
conscience during the movement’s years in the cultural wilderness in the wake of the
fundamentalist-modernist debacle. Urban ministries like the Pacific Garden Mission in
Chicago and the Salvation Army still did important work among the poor and social
outcasts, but by-and-large, the preaching from the evangelical pulpit, as Henry found out,
was limited in focus to messages of individual salvation and holiness. For many
fundamentalists, social justice had become the bon-ton of Modernists and liberals.
But Henry’s book was a clear sign that evangelicalism as a movement was about
to reengage the culture on a variety of issues. Other writers, pastors, and evangelical
teachers soon took up Henry’s cry for social reengagement. For example, Robert W.
Lazear, former evangelical missionary and pastor of the influential College Church of
Christ in Wheaton, Illinois, lamented how evangelicals had, “been prone to carry on a
restrictive evangelism, a one-sided outreach, thinking only in terms of man’s spiritual
needs, but not seeking to face up to his physical needs.” But, wrote Lazear in a leading
evangelical monthly, “the gospel does have very definite social implications, and the true
evangelistic spirit must go out to the whole man.” 2
Unlike their modernist counterparts in the Protestant mainline, however,
evangelicals were careful to couch their renewed interest in social matters with the
2
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language of the gospel rather than with terms invoking progress or science. Social justice
was a biblical imperative above all others. As one evangelical noted in response to the
racial crisis undertaking the nation in the 1950s and 1960s, “The struggle of the Negro for
justice in this country is built upon Christian foundations. His concept of justice is not
based upon the premise that what is right for the State is right for the individual. It is
Judeo-Christian to the core in that it conceives of right and justice as above the State and
the individual, and as conformity to the law of God summarized in the purest of all laws,
the Ten Commandments.” 3
Those theologically conservative Protestants like Henry who sought to positively
address social matters called themselves new-evangelicals or simply evangelicals to
distinguish themselves from the culturally disengaged fundamentalists. Doctrinally, they
were not much different than their fundamentalist forebears, though many were less
stridently dispensational in their hermeneutical approach and exhibited a breadth in
theological beliefs and practices that encompassed a variety of denominational traditions.
This new evangelical movement coalesced in its institutional form in the National
Association of Evangelicals (NAE) in 1942, which was more akin to the late nineteenthcentury Evangelical Alliance rather than the World’s Christian Fundamentalist
Association.
In relating the gospel to social issues, primacy was still given to the old-timereligion stress on personal evangelism and conversion that was at the heart of
evangelicalism. In other words, biblical justice would be established not by law or
administrative fiat but by the personal regeneration of individual souls across the nation
3
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and the world. J. Alvin Orrin, addressing the second NAE Convention in 1944,
encapsulated this joining of personal and social redemption when he declared: “The
church of Christ must stand against all social injustice and evil and ever seek to establish
both righteousness and love among men, but the kingdom of God can never come on
earth by social planning, economic adjustment, removal of ignorance, improvement of
human nature.” 4 Similarly, James DeForest Murch, editor of the NAE mouthpiece
United Evangelical Action and a champion of the evangelical movement vis-à-vis the
fundamentalist standard, noted in the middle of the 1950s, “The idea that social utopia
may be derived simply through the redistribution of wealth is naïve from the biblical
viewpoint. It disregards the spiritual predicament of man which requires more than a
mere rearrangement of external factors for its solution.” 5
The preaching of the gospel—the proclamation of the message of personal
repentance and faith in Jesus Christ—was always a prior commitment of these early
evangelicals. Indeed, many evangelicals continued to insist that genuine social reform
would only come as individuals were transformed by the inner work of the Holy Spirit.
Gaebelein, writing in one of his earlier works on the Minor Prophets, noted how social
conflicts reflected individual conflicts, and how social solutions required individual
redemption: “From family to nation, war can be traced to tensions inside the individual. .
. . [S]trife inside the individual is a universal problem, leading to those quarrels that bring
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sorrow and tragedy in all walks of life. The fact is that man is naturally at war within
himself. Only in Christ is this inner conflict fully reconciled. . . . Moreover, nations
behave like individuals. . . . As war is the extension of individual conflicts, its remedy
must go back to peace within the individual.” 6 Writing in the middle of the 1960s,
Murch made his argument quite simply: “The evangelical approach to and method for the
solution of political and social problems is different from that employed by liberals. Its
approach is grounded in the New Testament and in the compassion of Jesus Christ. Its
method is redemptive and is expressed through saved individuals.” 7 Social
transformation through individual transformation would remain an essential part of
evangelical thinking up until the present time, although some evangelicals would
eventually come to challenge what they perceived to be an overreliance upon
individualistic conversion.
Divergence in Evangelical Thinking
Starting in the 1960s, a divergence in opinion among evangelicals manifested
itself in regard to the issue of social engagement. A number of evangelicals were willing
to address social issues at a level beyond that of the individual, both in terms of substance
and in terms of method. This younger generation of evangelicals questioned long-held
beliefs and standards of evangelicalism carried over from fundamentalism. More selfconfident in their faith and farther removed from the battles between fundamentalists and
modernists, these new, new-evangelicals laid greater stress on the need for expressing the
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social dimension of the gospel. As evangelicals, they did not abandon the role and place
of evangelism, but they stressed the imperative for social engagement at an institutional
or social structural level. Ronald J. Sider was typical of this new generation when he
wrote, “I long for the day when every village, town, and city has a congregation of
Christians so in love with Jesus Christ that they lead scores of people to accept him as
personal Savior and Lord every year—and so sensitive to the cry of the poor and
oppressed that they work vigorously for justice, peace, and freedom.” 8
For other evangelicals (who were often older but not always so), this stress on
justice, peace, and freedom seemed to draw dangerously close to the secular radicalism of
the 1960s. Many older evangelicals, while desiring to be active in the larger culture,
remained quite conservative in their overall approach to politics and society. During the
tumultuous years of the 1960s and 1970s, some moved even further to the right in matters
of politics. Conservative political organizations like the John Birch Society, and later the
Moral Majority and Christian Coalition, represented the conservative tendency of many,
though certainly not most, evangelicals. 9 Murch, for example, editorialized in United
Evangelical Action in 1955 that, “Christianity vindicates private property and the profit
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motive,” although he did grant that such covetousness must be, “tempered by an
awareness of man’s duties and obligations.” 10
Perhaps to the surprise of the more moderate (though still rather conservative)
Carl Henry, it seems that a much more socially conservative stream of evangelicalism
more faithfully—or at least more effectively—followed through and developed a
politically engaged social movement that led to the formation of the new religious right in
the 1970s and 1980s. Henry continually pushed his fellow evangelicals to engage in
“authentic evangelical protest” in conjunction with other morally concerned groups. He
declared that, “A sensitive Christian conscience must openly confront enduring and
intractable social injustices. Biblically-concerned Christians need not forego a moment
of open identification with those of other faiths and alien views in protesting what all
together recognize to be unjust. . . . evangelicals must learn to set the issues and even to
initiate protest when lesser alternatives have failed and intolerable grievances persist.” 11
This willingness to work with those outside the narrow confines of evangelical orthodoxy
would have been anathema to the fundamentalists of the 1920s and 1930s. As Henry
envisioned it, evangelicals would caucus together with liberal Protestants and other
believers and nonbelievers to advance a shared moral agenda, even though the motivation
for pursuing such an agenda would like differ.
But it was Jerry Falwell, a self-identified fundamentalist Baptist preacher from
Lynchburg, Virginia, who most effectively operated out of Henry’s play book in the
1970s and 1980s. Founder of the politically conservative Moral Majority, Falwell and
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his conservative evangelical/fundamentalist followers effectively joined with citizens of
other faiths to advance a moral agenda that would profoundly impact American political
society during the last two decades of the twentieth century. It was this politically
conservative segment of evangelicalism that set the groundwork for what would be the
most important and successful religious social movement of the late twentieth century,
the anti-abortion protest movement that still dominates evangelical political rhetoric and
action. The “Right to Life” issue, then, became a bridge for conservative
fundamentalists, evangelicals, Protestants, and Catholics to work cooperatively on a
moral agenda, bringing to life the grand social alliance that Henry eagerly anticipated in
The Uneasy Conscience, though perhaps in a direction different than what he would have
anticipated.
Evangelicalism, then, was not a monolithic movement in terms of the social and
political issues that animated religious believers to action. But both politically liberal
evangelicals and politically conservative fundamentalists shared a common heritage, a
heritage that up until the 1950s and 1960s largely eschewed political involvement. One
of the first social issues that spurred Christians to finally engage in social action during
that time was the matter of race and ethnicity, an issue that affected the entire nation in
profound and significant ways. An examination of this particular issue is indicative of
the larger social views and actions at play within the evangelical community.
Evangelicals and Race
The issue of race became important to the evangelical community in the years
after World War II, just as it became important to the rest of the nation during this time.
Continuing social unrest in the South, combined with the Supreme Court decision in
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Brown v. Board of Education, 347 U.S. 483 (1954), brought the matter of race relations
into the dining-room conversations of families everywhere. Among evangelicals, a
diverse range of opinions on racial issues could be found, again reflecting the struggle
and turmoil that beset the nation as a whole.
Reactionary Evangelicalism
A survey of the popular evangelical literature during the 1950s and 1960s shows
that there was a strong reactionary tendency among a significant portion of
evangelicalism during this time. Often, but not exclusively, those in favor of the racial
status quo were to be found in the South. They were opposed to change and hostile
towards any attempt at racial integration. For these evangelicals, integration was seen as
part of a broader liberal agenda that smacked of godless communism and a sell-out to the
NAACP, which was sometimes viewed as a Marxist organ. 12 Examples of this position
can be found in the letters sent to the editors of Eternity magazine, which early on took a
stand in favor of integration and broader evangelical social engagement and improved,
equitable race relations. C. Ralph Youngblood, writing from Augusta, Georgia,
lamented, “Since you are entering NAACP-Communist politics the magazine has lost its
usefulness.” Another reader, writing a few years earlier, called an article written by
northern evangelical Joseph. T. Bayly on race, “socialist propaganda.” 13
These reactionary evangelicals stated that segregation was not as bad as one
would think, and the whole social institution of segregation was misunderstood. If the
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races were to integrate, the argument went, there would soon be “race mixing” of the
worst sort. A major fear of Southern white evangelicals (and Southern whites in general)
was that integration would bring young people of different races into close contact with
each other, and the inevitable consequence would be intermarriage and the lamentable (in
their mind) effect of miscegenation. 14
Guy T. Gillespie, writing as a former president of Belhaven College in Jackson,
Mississippi, published a lengthy article in Eternity defending the Southern approach of
segregation. His was a common example of the sort of arguments advanced by Southern
evangelicals. Gillespie argued that God himself separated the races at the Tower of
Babel. If God sets the boundaries of nations, people needed to be careful not to blur
those boundaries. But, in the end, exegetical disputes bowed to the central argument that
segregation alone offered the best chance to preserve the purity of the white race.
Enforced integration of the schools . . . would inevitably lead to the cultivation of
such attitudes and social intimacies as would result in intermarriage between the
two groups, and eventually to the blurring of all racial distinctions and the
amalgamation of the Negro and white races. Here, therefore is the crux of the
whole racial problem: Is it desirable that social relations leading normally to
intermarriage and ultimate racial amalgamation should be encouraged and
approved; or is it more desirable, in the interests of all parties and society as a
whole, that racial intermarriage should be discouraged and prohibited, and that
14
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each race should be enabled to preserve its own racial integrity? This is the issue
which overshadows all other considerations in the minds of parents in typical
southern communities, which explains their uncompromising opposition to the
integrated school, and which also explains the traditional Southern attitude with
respect of social intermingling of the races in home, churches, hotels, public
assemblies, recreation, transportation, and other public facilities. 15
Similarly, Albert J. Lindsey, writing in the NAE flagship magazine, opposed
American membership in the United Nations because it would lead to the establishment
of a one-world government. This idea, long a staple of right-wing conspiracists, was bad,
but even worse, according to Lindsey, was how such a one-world government would
bring about racial intermarriage.
Though well intended, it [the United Nations] can easily become the devouring
monster that will turn and destroy those who created it. There are many who
argue that world government would result in world communism . . . indoctrinated
to hate us because of our Christianity and prosperity. . . . Also eventually there
could be carried out in this world super-state the mongrelizing of all races into
one. Now let us not forget that if this were the will of god He would have done it
in the beginning. As we have already seen when the earth became one at the
tower of Babel, God dispersed them. Intermarriage and the mixing of races is
forbidden throughout the Bible. . . . We believe that intermarriage is eventually
race suicide. God continually reminded his people that they were not to mix these
races. 16
Progressive Evangelical Attitudes about Race
At the same time, a number of evangelicals, some in positions of influence as
pastors, writers, and educators, embraced what could be called a progressive stance on
matters of race. Often the earliest to stand up for the oppressed were those evangelicals
who were themselves on the cultural margins. In surveying popular evangelical literature
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of the 1950s and 1960s, Lutherans, with roots in German-speaking communities across
the Midwest, and northern fundamentalists, who had tasted the bitter fruit of being
cultural outsiders since the 1920s and 1930s, were the ones more willing to evaluate the
status quo between the races. 17
Beginning in the 1950s, and corresponding to the time of the Brown v. Board of
Education decision, Eternity magazine began regularly covering matters of race. Eternity
was edited by Donald Gray Barnhouse, pastor of Fourth Presbyterian Church in
Philadelphia, and he personally addressed the matter of Southern racism in a 1955
editorial. He noted how a Christian woman from India, here in the Southern United
States, took a sick Muslim Indian friend to a pastor of her denomination. The pastor
refused to let the dark-skinned Indian into his house. Appropriately upset by this event,
Barnhouse asked his readers, “And now that you have read this article, are you going to
go on living by your prejudices, or are you to ask the Holy Spirit to lead you into the love
of Jesus Christ? Your eternal reward depends on your answer.” 18
This was pretty straightforward talk for a respectable, white Presbyterian minister
in the 1950s. Barnhouse, however, felt such open confrontation of racial sin was
absolutely necessary for the health of both the church and state. After printing a series of
17
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articles on racial matters, Barnhouse wrote in Eternity in 1957 that he was thankful to see
progress on racial matters as a result of addressing racial tension rather than ignoring it.
This was a start, but more still needed to be done.
A few years later, in 1961, Barnhouse penned an editorial on the development of
apartheid in South Africa. Equating this policy with segregation in the US South, he
called it a “monster that threatens to turn the Dark Continent into a continent of blood.”
In words that surely struck home with many white Southern believers, he went on to
declare apartheid a “horrible” policy, a “malignant cancer” eating away at the social
fabric of the nation. The fact that the overseers of the policy of apartheid came from the
Protestant religious establishment made the whole thing that much worse. They, like
their southern counterparts in the United States, “possessed a form of godliness but
denied the power thereof.” 19
Barnhouse did not limit his critique to Southerners, be they in the United States or
Africa. Northern Yankees of European descent could be equally as guilty of racial sin.
Let us now face the situation in the United States. Northerners must recognize
that they are descendants of the slave traders who built up great fortunes by traffic
in human flesh. Southerners must admit that their early culture was based on the
toil and washed in the tears of the kidnapped children of Africa. . . . The
godlessness of many of our national attitudes is no better than the godlessness of
Moscow. How can racial discrimination be less sinful than class warfare between
proletariat and bourgeoisie? . . . Integration must take place in my heart through
the Lord Jesus Christ. So long as I erect barriers that put me on one side of any
question and the Lord Jesus Christ on the other side, I can have no satisfaction of
understanding, no peace of heart, no joy in my soul and no fellowship with those
for whom Christ died.20
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One should note how Barnhouse clearly equated racism and segregation with
those things opposed to Christ. The argument that racial segregation and inequality
might indeed be the Christian standard for social relations (as was frequently advocated
by conservative white Christians) was continually attacked by these progressive northern
evangelicals. J. Oliver Buswell III, professor of anthropology at Wheaton College, wrote
a stinging critique of segregation in the October 1962 issue of Eternity. In this rather
lengthy article, he went through and, point-by-point, demolished most of the theological
arguments of the segregationists. As he summarized, “Scriptural injunctions concerning
separation almost always involves the preservation of moral and never racial purity, and
to read into such cases any racial implication is entirely unwarranted, simply because the
people referred to all presumably belonged to the same racial stock.” 21
Herbert C. Leupold, a Lutheran pastor and educator, presented a cogent argument
countering the supposed “Curse of Ham,” a biblical event long used by Southern
Christians to subjugate people of African descent. Leupold effectively brought forth the
plain meaning of Scripture to show how this argument was specious and completely
unrelated to the status of Africans or their descendents. Leupold noted first that the curse
given to the son of Noah for looking upon his father’s nakedness was applied to Canaan,
not to Ham, and, second, that the curse was predictive not causative. Canaanites were not
Africans, and “Consequently Genesis 9:25 has no application whatever to Hamites other
than the Canaanites. To try to make it an explanation or justification of the white man’s
treatment of the Negro, past or present, is utterly unjustifiable. It has nothing to say
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about slavery, segregation, or racial discrimination. But most importantly for our day—
there is not a curse on Ham.” 22
Harold Lindsell, a staunchly conservative evangelical on matters of doctrine,
addressed the problem of segregation with the harshest terms in his 1956 article, “The
Bible and Race Relations.” Like Barnhouse, he noted how both Northerners and
Southerners were culpable for the racial problems of the present day. There was no place
for racial segregation in the thought and practice of a Bible-believing Christian. “In the
first place there is no biblical warrant for segregation, which is wrong in principle and a
violation of all scriptural teaching. . . . Admitting that the Negro is a human being
descended from Adam and that he is true homo sapiens, one cannot sustain segregation in
principle. The Bible teaches the Adamic unity of the human race, and the Negro is as
much a part of that race as the white man.” 23 Given this fundamental unity, the idea that
intermarriage between the races was somehow wrong must be done away with, at least as
a theological matter. Said Lindsell, “Nothing in the Word of God suggests that it is
immoral for people of different colors to marry. Assuming the Adamic origin of the race
one can suppose the exact opposite. Ideally, it would be well if all of the races of the
world were so amalgamated that there was no color problem. In practice it will never
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occur.” 24 Joseph Bayly, another respected evangelical pastor, echoed this principle that
intermarriage was permissible in an article that appeared in Eternity two months later. 25
To be sure, this identification of Northern evangelicals with progressive views on
race was not complete, nor was it universally true. There were many progressives in the
South; there were many racists in the North. In this, the evangelical community reflected
the reality of the larger society. Nevertheless, it is perhaps important to note that a
commitment to theological conservativism was not necessarily congruent with social
conservativism, as the above quotes illustrate.
Evangelicals and Race: Attacking the Problem
Progressive Northern Evangelicals, of which Gaebelein would be one, sought to
develop a multi-pronged approach for dealing with racism and segregation. In particular,
they sought to persuade their evangelical counterparts to support racial integration on
three fronts, by making (1) an argument from Scripture, (2) an argument from history,
and (3) an argument for practical Christian witness.
Argument from Scripture
As noted at the beginning of this chapter, evangelicals placed a great deal of
importance on personal regeneration as a source of power for social transformation. This
was true for the racial struggle tearing at America throughout the 1950s and 1960s. In
this view, racism and the concomitant issue of segregation were spiritual problems
requiring a spiritual solution, often starting at the personal rather than institutional level.
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As Joseph Bayly noted in his evaluation of race in America, “I do not believe that God
saves the social order. Jesus Christ died and rose for individual Negroes and white
people as well as for those of other races who become His Body, the Church.” The
Christian Church, then, is to proclaim the gospel message. This is its mission. But in this
proclamation, noted Bayly, “the Church has been the matrix of most of Western
civilization’s advances in corporate (social) righteousness and justice.” The advancement
of women’s rights, the development of hospitals and orphanages, the humane care of the
mentally ill, prison reform, abolitionism—“These and scores of other social advances
were conceived in the Church.” Likewise, the proclamation of the Gospel could only
help but to advance the cause of racial justice in America. 26
Along with this rather minimalist argument from Scripture, a significant number
of evangelicals went on to point out how racism was a sin which denied clear biblical
teaching on the unity of mankind in Adam. Humanity shared a common paternity, and to
separate brother from brother was simply sin. Though he was initially somewhat slow to
address the matter, Billy Graham confronted racism head-on in his many crusades
throughout the 1950s and 1960s. During the New York City crusade, for example, he
spoke with reporters at the conclusion of a side meeting at The Stony Brook School and
declared, “Racism is a symptom of something very wrong within, and this symptom is a
symptom of sin.” 27 He would not allow his advance team to book a crusade in any
location where the crowds would be segregated, and he insisted on holding an integrated
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crusade in Little Rock, Arkansas, in the wake of the integration battles at Little Rock
Central High School in 1957. 28
C. Herbert Oliver, an African-American pastor in the Orthodox Presbyterian
Church, noted how contemporary ideas about racial development used by segregationists
were really fueled by evolutionary thinking rather than biblical exegesis.
Though many racists are supposedly anti-evolutionists, the fuel of racism is
evolution. Evolution does not truly emphasize the dignity of man; it emphasizes
the dignity of only a particular race of man. Some of the races—such as the white
race—are said to have evolved faster and farther than other races—the Negro
race, for example. But the racist-evolutionist knows no unity of mankind. He
denies our unity in Adam for this implies our common sinfulness. 29
Similarly, Joseph Bayly stressed the common heritage and standing of all races
before God. “In this age of grace, all human beings are on an equal basis in God’s sight,
and are equally in need of the message of redemption. The Negro is no less a human
being than the white, nor do I find any ground in Scripture for considering the Negro
lower down on the human scale than the white.” 30 This scriptural view of human
equality would be a powerful impetus for breaking down the racial divide for those
Protestant believers who professed the Bible to be the authority for faith and practice.
Argument from History
Evangelicals also sought to portray the problem of racism and segregation in light
of its historical development. As already discussed, Lindsell and Barnhouse situated
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much of the source of contemporary racial problems in the context of past national sin.
“The existence of the Negro-white problem in the United States,” said Lindsell, “is the
logical consequence of prior sins by both northerners and southerners. . . . Men from the
North brought the Negro to America, and men from the South bought him and used him
as labor. Both North and South are implicated in the guilt of slavery which was and is
manifestly unbiblical and the fruits of the sin of slavery are with us.” 31 The fact that the
flashpoint for racial problems seemed to reside in the South did not free anyone, and
particularly Northerners, from culpability in the racial crisis afflicting America. Framing
the debate in this manner was an attempt, in part, to break down the regionalism that
frequently beset arguments over racial justice and equality. For these Christians, racism
was not merely a “Southern problem” but a universal problem of the human condition.
As a result of historical human sinfulness, then, the matter of segregation was not
mandated by any a-historical principle or creed. No ultimate sanction could be given for
the institutional racism found in segregation in any capacity. No curse of Ham, no
biblical division of people at the tower of Babel could begin to justify the oppression of
one man by another. Rather, segregation was a matter of national historical development
via fallible human agents, and as a national problem, it needed to be addressed on that
plane, albeit with the perspective of Scripture guiding the way.
Given the historical development of racial problems in America, evangelicals also
appealed to past historical principles to address such problems. Evangelicals like
Barnhouse and Lindsell sought to show that segregation in the present day and age, no
matter what one’s personal opinion on matters of race might be, was constitutionally (and
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thus historically) illegal. As Paul laid out in Romans, Chapter 13, Christians should do
whatever they can to obey and fulfill legitimate national law. When one looked to the
Constitution as the Supreme Law of the Land, there was no getting around the fact that
supporters of segregation were standing in opposition to the Fourteenth Amendment and
were thus standing in opposition to the rule of law. Again quoting Lindsell, “It is wrong
to insist upon segregation . . . because segregation has been declared constitutionally
illegal. The Fourteenth Amendment in the Constitution of the United States was inserted
for this express purpose. . . . . Since it is not contrary to the teaching of the Bible and
rather is in full agreement with the Word of God, the Christian has no choice but to be
obedient to the law both in letter and spirit. Even the Christian who may have mental
reservations about this amendment and its biblical foundations has no choice but to obey
Caesar’s law.” 32
This was a persuasive critique for many evangelicals, for it tied the more abstract
principle of racial integration with a clearly articulated biblical principle on the obligation
to submit to secular authority. In numerous places in Scripture, Christians were
commanded to be obedient to the state, regardless of whether or not one agreed with
every law passed. Among the Reformers, and with John Calvin in particular, the only
exception to obedience to the state was when the state passed a law that contravened the
clear teaching of Scripture as in a legal prohibition against Christian witness or one
mandating conversion to another (false) religion. If segregation was declared illegal,
then, for Christians to continue to support it was tantamount to them flouting the clear
teaching of Scripture in regard to obedience to the state. Given the strong law-and-order
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attitudes among evangelicals during the tumultuous post-war era, this argument had a
certain piercing effect.
A third argument from history made the case that evangelicalism had always
stood on the side of justice for the oppressed, and opposition to racism and segregation
was a return to the genuine roots of the Evangelical tradition. As Timothy L. Smith noted
in his seminal book, Revivalism and Social Reform, the evangelical tradition of the
eighteenth and nineteenth century was one with a strong commitment to the amelioration
of human suffering and bold enough to address all manner of corporate sin. 33 Seen in
this light, support for racial reconciliation was not an embrace of the agenda of the
“godless communists” of the ACLU (though they, too, were opposed to segregation), but
an authentic expression of Christian witness.
Argument for Practical Christian Witness
The third way evangelicals sought to address the racial problems was via an
argument for practical Christian Witness. A number of evangelicals felt that it was
incumbent upon their movement to speak out for racial harmony and justice because
Christian witness required it. Failure to address racism head-on would hinder further
Christian evangelism and witness. Christians, argued Barnhouse, must confront the social
sin of racism and injustice. “Wherever Christians have remained silent on these issues,
great evils have arisen. When Christians adopt a limp attitude in the face of moral evils,
their spiritual life suffers. Instead of strength of heart and firmness of decision, they show
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a soft sponginess that weakens the very fiber of their being. What a travesty . . . that the
successors of the apostles and martyrs are shifty, unstable, weak, and yielding in the face
of pressures!” 34
As stirring as this call was from Barnhouse, Henry, and other progressive
evangelicals, the reality remains that evangelicalism was never at the forefront of the
movement for racial equality. While a number of evangelicals stood for racial justice, the
evangelical movement as a whole was relatively quiet on the subject. Thus it was that the
Rev. Howard Jones, an African-American minister associated with Billy Graham, spoke
strongly of the failure of white evangelicals to address the racial problems of the day. In
an address to the 1964 Chicago Convention of the National Association of Evangelicals,
Jones pointed out how segregated worship, the lack of racial integration in Christian
higher education, and the retreat of evangelical churches from cities and towns when
Blacks moved all pointed to the sorry state of affairs within the evangelical movement. 35
Chastened by this and similar calls for doing more in the area of social justice, the
1964 NAE Convention passed its first resolution on civil rights. This was a significant
event that helped redefine where many, possibly most, evangelicals stood on matters of
racial justice. The central feature of this resolution included a call for the government to
write and enforce laws guaranteeing civil rights for minorities. While this may seem a
clear issue of justice today, at the time it was passed by the NAE, it seemed a rather bold
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proposition for an organization that tended to support the status quo in governmental
affairs. 36
The NAE resolution also pointed “with thanksgiving” to the recent Billy Graham
crusade in Birmingham, Alabama, a crusade that was fully integrated and supported by
many churches, black and white, in the city. Graham was a key figure in moving
evangelicals towards embracing racial reconciliation as part of their positive Christian
testimony. The forced integration of Little Rock Central High School happened during
Graham’s famous New York City Crusade, so reporters from across the country, in New
York to cover the evangelism campaign, eagerly carried his words on racial matters.
When asked about the turmoil in Little Rock, Graham replied, “I don’t think it’s a
sectional problem at all. I don’t even think it’s an American problem. I think it is a
world problem.” Graham went on to cite racial conflicts in India and the Middle East to
illustrate the ultimately human and sinful problem at the root of racial violence. As to the
solution to the problem, Graham pointed to Martin Luther King, Jr., and stressed that
action, and not just words, were needed. “I don’t think it can be done altogether by
preachments, though I shall certainly do my share of it. But it’s going to have to be done
36

Ibid. Here is the text of the resolution entitled, “N.A.E. and Civil Rights”: “The
National Association of Evangelicals boldly asserts the relevancy of the Gospel of our
Lord and Savior Jesus Christ to the critical problem of civil rights. We point with
thanksgiving to Billy Graham’s integrated Easter Sunday (1964) rally in Birmingham.
We believe that the Biblical solution to the problem of race prejudice is through
the transformation of the individual by the power of the Holy Spirit resulting in a love for
all men.
Recognizing that not all men have thus been transformed, we call upon
evangelicals everywhere in the name of the God who loved the world and our Savior who
died for all men to support on all levels of government such ordinances and legislation as
will assure all our people those freedoms guaranteed in our Constitution.
Further, we call upon our churches to accelerate the desegregation of their own
institutions both in spirit and in practice and we urge the opening of the doors of all
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by setting an example of love, as I think Martin Luther King (the leader of the
Montgomery bus boycott) has done in setting an example of love.” 37
Throughout his long evangelistic career, Graham demanded that his crusades be
integrated and receive the support of a cross-section of churches in the area, regardless of
race or class. Graham and other evangelicals hoped that such practical witness of the
power of the gospel would have the dual effect of winning over many to Christ as well as
helping to transform the larger society. Because of this hope, Graham would often
schedule rallies in areas recently distressed by racial conflict, going to Little Rock after
the school integration conflict and to Montgomery shortly after the Selma march. The
Little Rock crusade brought twenty thousand whites and ten thousand blacks together,
and when the appeal was made, “1200 white and Negro came and stood together.
Several had their arms around each other.” Graham went on to note, “Afterwards, the
editor of one of Little Rock’s papers wrote me, ‘Billy, that meeting has done more for the
race problem in Little Rock than any single thing that has happened in Little Rock.’” 38
To summarize, the diversity of opinions towards race relations and social
inequality found among evangelicals in the 1950s and 1960s was reflective of the
diversity found in the larger American society. Likewise, the development of a new
sensitivity to the sinfulness and inequality of the racial status quo indicated the growing
sense of social awareness that emerged among younger evangelicals during this time.
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Younger evangelicals like Ronald Sider were often at the forefront of the battle against
segregation, urban poverty, and injustice at home and abroad. It would be wrong,
however, to argue that progressive attitudes towards race and other social issues were
exclusively the concern of young evangelicals. A number of older evangelicals who had
played an active part in the fundamentalist-modernist controversy of the 1920s and 1930s
also took a stand with social progressives on these issues. Frank Gaebelein was one such
person.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
Gaebelein and Social Justice
Given Frank Gaebelein’s close relationship to Donald Barnhouse and other
socially progressive evangelicals, it is not surprising to find him as a leading evangelical
voice for progressive social attitudes. Latter generations of evangelicals would have
figures such as Ronald Sider, Tony Campolo, and Jim Wallis to lead the charge towards
greater social engagement, but for that early generation that came of age in the wake of
the fundamentalist-modernist controversy, Frank Gaebelein was a figure who devoted
considerable time and energy to the cause of racial reconciliation and a compassionate
call to living a simple lifestyle. Gaebelein was always careful to root his approach to
social justice to his larger theological commitment, and in particular, to his commitment
to living truthfully in a fallen world. In his later years, Gaebelein became a theologically
conservative advocate for progressive social views on matters of race and poverty, going
faster and further than some other conservatives within the evangelical movement.
Gaebelein, however, never saw his progressive social positions in opposition to his
theology. Quite the contrary, he saw them as the authentic implementation of a biblical
world-and-life view.
Early Years
Of all his areas of intellectual interest, this area of social action was where
Gaebelein changed the most. He recognized this himself when he wrote a short
autobiographical piece for Christianity Today on the occasion of his seventieth birthday.
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“Where my thought has changed most definitely has been in the social implications of
biblical truth. Until middle age,” he declared, “I reflected uncritically the social attitudes
of the evangelicalism in which I grew up.” 1
Gaebelein was not unappreciative of all that the early fundamentalist leaders had
accomplished. In their stand against modernism and for a positive gospel witness, they
were true spiritual heroes. As he noted in that same article, “In zeal for the Gospel,
opposition to anti-supernaturalist theology, recovery of vital prophetic truth (especially
that of Christ’s return), and concern for foreign missions, the evangelical leaders of the
earlier decades of the century stood for historic Christianity.” But in the midst of these
good things, some other good things were lost. Said Gaebelein, “Yet in reacting against
the modernism of many advocates of the social gospel and in complying with the mores,
particularly in racial matters prevalent in North as well as South, they missed much of the
biblical emphasis on compassionate responsibility for victims of injustice and
exploitation. . . . In retrospect I am distressed that it took me so long to realize that social
concern is a vital biblical imperative.” 2
In his early writings, Gaebelein, typical of the fundamentalists of the 1920s, was
hardly an advocate of social justice. To this young heir of fundamentalism, such talk
smacked of the modernist social gospel and the abandonment of the supernatural truths of
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Ibid. This statement illustrates how Gaebelein framed the subject of social
justice in relation to biblical truth. For Gaebelein, justice was not a demand of the
gospel, which he tended to equate with the biblical plan for personal salvation, but it was
part of the overall testimony to truth found in Scripture. As shall be seen later in this
chapter, truth played a central role in defining Gaebelein’s beliefs on social justice
matters.
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Scripture for mere human effort. In one of his earliest articles, “A Nucleus of Error,”
published in June, 1922, Gaebelein opposed what he saw to be the social gospel and any
religious plan for social and moral betterment. He was particularly critical of
Methodism, his childhood denomination, for its abandonment of evangelical doctrine in
pursuit of social issues. “Methodism, forsooth, has embarked upon a career of world
redemption. Arms locked with reformers, pockets stuffed with fat sheaves of blue laws,
it marches forth to preach ‘the new Gospel.’ It has traded the old Gospel of redemption
for the theory of ‘salvation through moral influence.’ And now, in its confident march
toward the cleansing of the world, it has progressed so far that the eternal truths of
Scripture offend its ‘social-minded’ leaders.” 3
According to the young Gaebelein, social concern was political socialism under a
religious guise. A concern for social reform took one’s attention away from the “real”
work of Christians, i.e., the proclamation of the supernatural gospel of Christ. Such
dabbling in social reconstruction or the amelioration of physical suffering was trading the
divine birthright of the Christian faith for a worldly, socialist-inspired pottage of
insignificant eternal value. In another article, also published in 1922, Gaebelein derided a
liberal Methodist minister with the following line: “Socialism (appropriately diluted for
the Methodist palate), politics, and expiring world redeeming itself by means of legislated
morality, these are thing in which he is well versed.” 4
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In another article also published in 1922, Gaebelein derided a liberal Methodist
minister with the following line: “Socialism (appropriately diluted for the Methodist
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these are thing in which he is well versed.” According to Gaebelein at this early stage of
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Young Gaebelein’s critique of liberal Protestantism was sweeping. He was
convinced that social action on the part of Methodism would lead to the downfall of this
once great denomination. “As final comment on all of this, a saying of Joubert, that
thoughtful writer of XVIII century France, is apropos. ‘In certain minds,’ he said,’ there
is a nucleus of error which attracts and assimilates everything to itself.’ A mistaken idea
of the importance of ‘social service,’ this is the ‘nucleus of error’ that has infected a great
denomination. And it has assimilated to itself rationalism, destructive criticism, and
frenzied reform.” 5 One can note the association of reform with other foes of biblical
religion—rationalism and higher criticism. All were part and parcel of the same
unchristian spirit of the age.
Throughout the 1920s, 30s, and 40s, Gaebelein placed himself in that camp which
opposed social reform and various progressive attempts to legislate morality through
legal rather than spiritual means. This clearly reflected his fundamentalist upbringing
and the nearness in time of the recent fight between fundamentalists and modernists for
the control of the major denominations in the North. The equation of social concern with
theological liberalism was still unavoidable for Gaebelein and most fundamentalists, and
the young Gaebelein was certainly a fundamentalist at heart. As one of his former Stony
Brook students noted about Gaebelein, perhaps unfairly, “his theology was outdated. He
never taught us anything but personal pietism—no social concern, no awareness of the
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larger community of Christians who might not quite see eye to eye with Stony Brook,
who were loved of God nonetheless.” 6
Openness to Change
There was also a dynamism to Gaebelein’s life, so that the man who left the
ministry for his heavenly rest was a far different person than the one who entered it.
Gaebelein changed. The quotation by Joubert cited above is somewhat ironic, given that
his later views on social action would become nearly synonymous with what he once
decried, and yet he seemed able to avoid the modernistic snare that he assumed would
inevitably follow from a growing concern for social justice and moral reform. From
being one who initially disparaged social engagement, he would go on to write the
following just a few years before his death: “But we have neglected essential parts of
Scripture in which God sets forth what he requires of us in relation to our neighbors. Our
fault has been, and still is, an unbiblical selectivity in the preaching, reading, and
application of the Word of God.” 7
Gaebelein evidenced a flexibility of mind that was rare for other evangelical
leaders of his time. He changed more in the last half of his life than in the first, allowing
his faith commitment to interact and reflect upon the events of the day. At an age when
many men had grown old and set in their ways, Gaebelein was theologically and morally
pliable. He noted and put into practice this insight: “In these days of rapid change,
Christian leaders should be open to all necessary change. Jesus Christ is the same
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yesterday, and today, and forever. He is great enough to help us meet every kind of
change. We should not be afraid of the new, so long as we keep close to our Lord and the
Scriptures and hold to the unchanging verities of the Christian faith, which can never be
negotiable.” 8
In “Reflections and Retrospect,” published in 1970, Gaebelein identified four
factors that led him to change his understanding about social justice. The first was a
study of the Old Testament Minor Prophets, which he undertook in the 1940s. The first
fruit of this study was a book published in 1946, The Servant and the Dove: An
Exegetical Study of Obadiah and Jonah. The second factor that led him to a changed
position in this area was the reading of two books, Carl Henry’s Uneasy Conscience of
Modern Fundamentalism and Kyle Haselden’s The Racial Problem in Christian
Perspective. These two books, published in 1949 and 1959 respectively, helped
Gaebelein realize that the Christian witness encompassed more than personal salvation.
Gaebelein was not alone in the effect received from reading these books. Henry’s book
in particular had a wide-ranging impact on many fundamentalists and helped launch the
new evangelical movement. The third factor for Gaebelein was a personal project
wherein he memorized the Sermon on the Mount. With this passage of Scripture in
mind, Gaebelein began to reevaluate his approach to social issues. The fourth factor
identified by Gaebelein occurred in 1955 when The Stony Brook School enrolled its first
African-American student. This action moved the matter of racial reconciliation from the
realm of theological speculation to flesh-and-blood reality. Together, these four factors

8

Frank Gaebelein, “Striving for Excellence,” Christianity Today 23, no. 14 (20
Apr. 1979): 12.
314

pushed Gaebelein from his complacency and summoned him to join what Emile Cailliet
called “the brotherhood of the heavy laden.” 9
Of the four factors above, the most important by far was Gaebelein’s study of the
Old Testament prophets. That a study of the Bible, a book central to shaping the thought
of nearly all Protestant, evangelical Christians, should have such an impact on Gaebelein
is not surprising, except in light of how it did not have a similar effect on many other
evangelical leaders in this particular area. When Gaebelein looked through the pages of
his Bible, Gaebelein saw that the sin of Old Testament Israel led to that nation’s
judgment. In a move somewhat unusual for a dispensationalist (who tended to isolate
Israel as a unique people in covenant with God and thus not normative for other
situations or groups), Gaebelein deduced from this the idea that national sin leads to
national judgment. What happened to Israel can and will happen to nations today when
they operate themselves on principles opposed to the justice of God. 10
The change in Gaebelein’s attitude paralleled changes with the National
Association of Evangelicals and the evangelical movement as a whole. Again, it is
important to emphasize that there was a great deal of diversity among evangelicals, but
for leading figures within the movement, a moderating stance towards social engagement
9
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“Well, sin is a dreadful thing. And before we shrug off this portion of Obadiah,
we ought to open our eyes and see that everything the prophet has so far mentioned is
found on a vastly greater scale today. Who of us that takes a realistic view of human
affairs can fail to admit that gloating, malice, pride, presumption, greed, and persecution
of the Lord’s own are today almost world-wide? . . . In Obadiah’s time God was against
such things, against them to the extent of judgment so strenuous as to spell national
annihilation. The Almighty does not change His moral standards. Sin remains sin in his
sight.” Frank Gaebelein, The Servant and the Dove: Obadiah and Jonah: Their Messages
and Work (New York: Our Hope Press, 1946), 25-26.
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became a distinguishing feature separating evangelicalism from the theologically similar
fundamentalist movement. Writing for Christianity Today, there was a certain note of
approval in Gaebelein’s recounting of the 1964 NAE Convention in Chicago, a
convention where the NAE began to take some bolder stands for issues related to social
justice. “New forces were at work,” he noted. “The slogan, ‘Evangelicals Unashamed,’
began to come alive as the convention moved forward. This 1964 gathering was not only
‘unashamed’ of the Gospel of Christ; it was also ‘unashamed’ of intensified social
advance (symbolized particularly by the resolution on civil rights), openness to
discussion of other views (manifest in thoughtful examination of ecumenism), and
willingness to think about dialog with other groups. It was as if the NAE were coming
out of a shell and, within its own conservative doctrinal framework, taking a stand on
some matters about which it had hitherto said little.” 11
Gaebelein, as co-editor of Christianity Today, again covered the NAE convention
in 1965, that time meeting in Minneapolis. Once again, he highlighted the renewed sense
of social engagement found in the organization. Gaebelein stressed the theme of the
meeting: “The Evangelical Imperative—A World in Crisis—The Church is Involved.”
The stress was on the last phrase. No longer was the church to be isolated in its own
subculture. Gaebelein wrote, “The convention showed that NAE was not only moving
out of its shell but also has attained a strong sense of direction.” He went on to quote the
following passage from an address by Richard Halverson, his pastor at Fourth
Presbyterian Church and future chaplain of the US Senate: “With the Church of Jesus
Christ, nothing is secular; all is sacred. . . . The work of the Church lies outside the
11
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church establishment and requires every member to do it. The work of the Church is
downtown and in the social structure.” 12
Compared to the language of his early years in the fundamentalist movement, this
was a call to Christian social witness that would have been ignored if not condemned by
Gaebelein himself thirty years before. At that time and place, however, he now praised
it. Gaebelein wrote, “With impressive sincerity, speaker after speaker dealt with the
imperative of involvement in the needs of the world. Clearly audible on the public
sessions and also in group luncheons and smaller commission meetings was a wholesome
note of self criticism.” It is significant, then, that Gaebelein restated the speech given by
David L. McKenna of Spring Arbor (Michigan) College with these words:
“Evangelicalism must, he insisted, speak with an uncompromising voice that challenges
secular society and must show a new sense of responsibility for social problems.”
Similarly, he noted how Dr. John Haggai, well-known evangelist, told delegates: “It takes
greater dedication to be in the world than to recede from the human race and to criticize
from the outside. . . . We must combine with all colors, occupations, and nationalities to
display our liberation.” 13
These statements show the change that was underway within the NAE. Such
statements were also significant in the light they cast on the author, Frank Gaebelein. Of
the many different things that could have been highlighted as a result of this meeting,
Gaebelein chose for publication these particular issues related to social justice. In this
brief report, then, the reader gets a glimpse of where both the NAE and Gaebelein
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himself were headed. The future for Gaebelein and the evangelical movement was not an
artificial choice between the saving gospel of Jesus Christ or social action. Rather, vital
Christianity required believers to move forward with the knowledge that the good news
of Christ’s personal redemption of the spirit could, and indeed must, march hand-in-hand
with a Christian social witness that also sought to set physical bodies and social
communities free. This close relationship between personal and social redemption was
the only way to move forward while still being faithful to the fullness of the gospel
witness. At the same time, Gaebelein wanted to assure his readers that this was not some
retreat into theological modernism. He wrote,
What about the trend of NAE toward the Church’s involvement in the world? Is
this association with its membership of two million and its broader constituency
of ten million, known for nearly a quarter of a century for its biblical and social
conservatism, now moving toward the social gospel? To come to any such
conclusion would be to misunderstand this 1965 convention. While NAE
leadership is determined to move the association out into the world, in doing so it
is equally determined to bring the one transforming Gospel to the world, and
through this Gospel to serve the world. 14
Gaebelein’s Critique of Contemporary Evangelicalism
Throughout the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, even as more evangelical leaders
embraced a social role for the church and evangelical believers, Gaebelein remained
concerned about the relative lack of social engagement by American evangelicals as a
whole. Most evangelicals remained essentially conservative and silent towards the social
ills of the day. Like some of the younger, more progressive evangelicals of that time,
Gaebelein saw that a conservative theology did not necessarily lead to a conservative
stance towards society. Christians, he argued, must hold tightly to the gospel, but they
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must also recognize the social element in the biblical witness. Even the Apostle Paul,
perhaps the most doctrinal and least reform-minded of the New Testament writers, had
much to say about social issues, argued Gaebelein. 15 For example, in a 1974 article for
Eternity, Gaebelein critiqued his fellow evangelicals for this lack of social awareness:
“Yet this emphasis upon the essential doctrines of grace set forth by the apostle continues
to be accompanied by the failure of large numbers of evangelicals to recognize the social
element in Paul’s teaching. Many still equate a conservative theology with an adherence
to political and social conservatism. But the need for evangelicals to . . . rethink their
attitude towards social problems—this is more urgent than ever before. Facing the
compete teaching of Paul in his epistles and as given in Acts leads inevitably to such
rethinking, just as fidelity to the whole counsel of God requires it.” 16
Evangelicals, then, had an obligation to stand up against social injustice. This
was a holy demand of God that could not be circumvented. In one of his early studies of
the minor prophets, Gaebelein stated that “the obligation of the ministry today to speak . .
. in denunciation of social evil has never been cancelled. The evangelical church needs to
remember that a sensitveness [sic] to corruption in society goes with love for the Lord
and the Gospel.” Christians, then, were commanded to love their neighbor, and this
necessarily entailed more than gospel preaching. “The divorce between preaching the
Gospel of grace and a concern for what is happening to our neighbor is not Scriptural.
15
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Our present day evangelical ministry needs to speak out more boldly against corruption;
it should be free to exercise this God-given obligation without coming under the shallow
criticism of preaching merely the social Gospel.” 17
Such social awareness became a distinguishing feature of Gaebelein’s thought and
writing until his passing in 1983. Towards the very end of his life he was asked what
upcoming issues should evangelicals be engaged in, and he replied, “I believe that
Christians should be involved in the great social issues that the Bible so clearly stresses—
issues relating to poverty, hunger, morality, justice, and peace. In other words, things
that have to do with all aspects of human welfare.” 18
For the elder Gaebelein, it was now no longer enough for Christians to engage in
personal acts of mercy and charity, though this had once been his position. While he
would never decry such charitable action, large social problems like racism required
specific legislative action. As evangelicals debated their response to the Civil Rights Bill
of 1964, Gaebelein came out in support of the proposed legislation in the pages of
Christianity Today. The bill, proposed by President Kennedy and supported by President
Johnson, was facing stiff opposition in Congress. A number of religious leaders across
the theological and political spectrum undertook a letter-writing campaign to persuade
the members of Congress to pass the Bill, and many evangelicals were numbered among
this group. 19 Gaebelein, while sensitive to the variety of opinions among evangelicals and
Americans in general, nevertheless stood firm in his commitment to the idea that moral

17

Frank Gaebelein, “The Prophecy of Habakkuk,” Our Hope, 661-662.

18

Gaebelein, “Striving for Excellence,” 13.

19

Indeed, the NAE passed a resolution at the 1964 Convention in favor of the
Civil Rights Act and urged its quick approval in Congress.
320

suasion alone would never solve the racial problems besetting America. Unambiguously
he declared, “the need for legislation exists.” 20
Biblical Truth and the Awakened Social Conscience
It is important to realize that Gaebelein’s more active stance towards social ills
was rooted in his commitment to biblical truth. In this, his commitment to truth, long the
hallmark of his philosophical and theological ideas, was essentially unchanged. While he
was influenced by the needs and events around him, the formulation for action in this
area had more to do with the biblical prophets than with an economic analysis of race,
class, or gender. 21 In analyzing the problems of modern America, Gaebelein boiled them
down to the reality of sin. As it was in the days of the prophets, so it was today. The
quest for personal autonomy and the exaltation of self-centeredness and self-sufficiency
at the personal and national level were at the root of much that troubled the nation. In
The Servant and the Dove, his early work on the Minor Prophets, Gaebelein made a point
of this very fact when he related the sin of pride, often associated with individuals only,
as something applicable to nations as well, and this sin needed to be addressed at both a
personal and national level. 22
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Unlike some evangelicals of the time who tended to blur the distinction between
cross and flag, Gaebelein was not afraid to criticize the United States for the injustice still
found in its society. “Our country with is violence and corruption, its God-forgetfulness
which we call secularism but which is actually atheism by default, its moral callousness
and selfish materialism, its racial prejudice and internal strife, is full of needs and burdens
that summon Christians to join what Emile Cailliet calls ‘the brotherhood of the heavy
laden.’” 23
Gaebelein’s critique went even further. America was a nation, by and large, given
over to idolatry, and the worship of Mammon had replaced the worship of the Lord God.
Writing in the immediate wake of World War II, when the globe seemed to teeter on the
verge of nuclear holocaust, Gaebelein decried the superficiality of faith that caused the
church rolls to swell while doing little to address the real problems of the day. “Turning
particularly to our own country, we face a paradox,” he wrote. “With the future of
Western civilization in the balances, millions of us still hold as a working religion little
more than what Professor Chad Walsh of Beloit College calls ‘secular optimism.’ Being
rich and increased with goods, we retain an underlying trust in Mammon. The man on
the street, though frightened, hopes that through industrial potential and through atomic
armament, plus faith in democracy and lip service to God, we shall somehow get by and
weather the storm.” 24

substitute for divine leading. Moreover, pride of intellect is one of the great snares of the
soul. That individual or nation which finds in its own wisdom all that is necessary for
guidance in life is on the sure path to ruin.”
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Again, this was not a particularly innovative thought, but coming as it did from
someone so thoroughly associated with twentieth-century fundamentalism and
dispensationalism, it brought ideas of justice to a people who had long looked askance at
any talk about social justice. Gaebelein was, in effect, a conservative prophet who spoke
to a fundamentalist remnant in a materialistic land. Unlike the Protestant modernists of a
previous generation, he veered little from his conservative theology rooted in a
dispensational approach to the Bible, but he nevertheless called on his fellow
conservative Christians to take an active role in the cause of bringing justice to the nation.
One can note the language of the following passage and find it redolent of the
prophet’s charge to the people of Israel Said Gaebelein, “Acceptance of civic
responsibility; loyal participation in government (including the duty of speaking out
against policies that seem wrong); personal and self-sacrificial action in behalf of the
oppressed and underprivileged, the sick and the helpless, regardless of color, nationality,
or creed—these, while not the Gospel, are the inescapable outcome of the Gospel and
thus part of the Christian vocation binding upon clergy and laity alike.” 25
Ultimately, Jesus Christ serves as a Christian’s greatest example. It was in Christ
that one saw the balance between material and spiritual needs being met, where the whole
person was brought before God and made whole. Again, there is nothing particularly
innovative in this line of thought, but Gaebelein’s writings were a clear example of how
central this commitment to the person and work of Jesus Christ was to evangelical
believers. If God met spiritual and physical needs in his earthly ministry, so should
Christians today. “God sent his Son to proclaim the Gospel. Therefore we must
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proclaim it. God sent him to do works of love and mercy. There we must do works of
love and mercy. God sent him to the Cross. Therefore our lives must bear the marks of
the Cross.” 26
The pattern of God’s truth, such a central idea to Gaebelein’s understanding of
education, became the animating factor behind his social thought, as well. Just as the
concept of truth served as the framework for Gaebelein’s thought on Christian education,
so it helped shape Gaebelein’s thought on social action. Truth revealed the standard
whereby society would be judged. Truth also revealed the need for Christians to be
engaged in the process of social reform.
As with education, the fullness of biblical truth on social matters requires
Christians to act. For Gaebelein, there is an existential dimension to truth. Knowing
truth requires personal commitment, and personal commitment to truth leads to action.
“In the Bible, truth relates to action; as John says, truth is to be done.” 27 Christians and
Christian institutions, declared Gaebelein, “must actually do the truth through applying
the Christian ethic in all relationships. . . . [T]he Biblical category of truth knows of no
distinction between theory and practice.” 28 This passage was written in the context of
Gaebelein’s educational work, but it has clear implications for his social thinking.
Such active truth is most clearly manifest and understood in the person of Jesus
Christ. Jesus not only reveals truth, but as the biblical witness declares, He is Truth.
Noted Gaebelein, “Just as we should say with Paul, “For me to live is Christ,’ so we
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must, as A. Sertillanges suggests, learn to say in every aspect of our intellectual life, “For
me to live is truth’; for Christ is himself the truth. As he is revealed in his perfection in
the Word, he is the ultimate criterion and measure of truth.” 29
In Gaebelein’s understanding, this relationship between Truth and Christ has
important ramifications for individual spirituality. “Doing truth” is an essential element
of the Christian life, for in such action Christians come closer to God. Gaebelein would
often cite the passage in the Gospel of John, “He that doeth truth cometh to the light”
(John 3:21). Christ is truth, and the active pursuit of truth in any form draws us closer to
Him.
As Gaebelein came to see it, concern for the poor and the marginalized was not
optional for the Christian. Evangelicals, he declared, had to engage the material needs of
the poor, the hurting, and the lost. Such social action was a fundamental truth of
Scripture. “Not all fundamentals are doctrinal,” he wrote in an article entitled, “Christian
Compassion.” “If the fundamental of compassion has sometimes been lacking in
evangelical life and practice, let it be restored, even though to restore it may be costly.” 30
The pursuit of truth would require evangelicals to work with others to advance the cause
of justice and to take sides in the major debates of the day. Legislative action could be
necessary to fulfill the requirements of biblical truth in society.
A consistent theme in Gaebelein’s social writings was the distinction he made
between gospel and truth. While the gospel is part of biblical truth, biblical truth was not
the gospel. Biblical truth was a much broader category. According to Gaebelein, social
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concern flowed from the gospel, but it was not the gospel. He made this understanding
clear in his exposition of the Book of Habakkuk, where he noted, “To denounce wrong is,
to be sure, not the Gospel; but it is an exercise of the prophetic ministry as committed to
the church today and should not be neglected.” 31
For Gaebelein, the gospel was limited to that good news that led to personal
salvation. To add or take away from that gospel would not be allowed. “Evangelicals
know that any elevation of Christian social concern to the level of the Gospel must come
under the judgment Paul so vehemently passed upon the Galatian heresy” (Gal. 1:8-9). 32
Gaebelein wanted to be careful here. In advocating for social action, he did not want to
repeat what he saw as the errors of the Social Gospel. “It is not unfounded fear that
preoccupation with other matters, such as prohibition in the early decades of this century
and now racial desegregation (important as it is), can almost usurp the primacy that
belongs only to the Gospel. Nevertheless, the pendulum can swing too far in the other
direction. And that this swing has occurred in the case of some evangelicals must be
admitted.” 33
This is perhaps a peculiar distinction between gospel and truth, for it implies that
social action, as a response to God’s truth, is something less than gospel action and the
preaching of the faith. But in light of Gaebelein’s fidelity to biblical truth, the distinction
is not as severe as it might be. Truth is to be obeyed wherever it may be found. Biblical
truth, then, still demanded that the Christian work to address the social sins of the nation.
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Failure to do so was an abrogation of Christian responsibility. Again, looking to the
teaching of St. Paul, Gaebelein wrote, “More evangelicals need also to know with equal
clarity that to ignore or evade the biblical challenge to social concern is to run the risk of
being disobedient servants of their Lord.” 34
In the middle years of the twentieth century, the danger for evangelicals was not
so much that they would abandon gospel preaching but that they would neglect this
broader implication of truth. Balance needed to be restored to the Christian life. “The
God who inspired [the biblical prophets] guarded their ministry against imbalance. . . .
The apostles preached the Gospel and also ministered to individuals, as have God’s
servants in every age. And if this is a time for evangelicals to reconsider their
responsibility for social concern and public affairs, let them do so according to the
biblical pattern.” 35 In terms of priority, Gaebelein insisted that such social concern must
flow from any genuine understanding of the gospel and not as something in opposition to
it. “Deeds of kindness, humanitarian effort in behalf of the depressed and
underprivileged are not the Gospel; but they are essential outcomes of it. To ignore our
Christian obligation of being concerned about social justice, to continue unmindful of our
obligation to our neighbor—this is simply to cut out of the Prophets page after page and
to excise paragraph after paragraph from the Gospel and Epistles.” 36
Reflective of other progressive evangelicals, Gaebelein believed that social
concern and action would also have the ultimate effect of advancing the gospel of
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individual salvation. “When all of evangelicalism learns to match its zeal for the
proclamation of the Gospel and its shining record of good works abroad with active
compassion for the alleviation of injustice and human deprivation at home, it will move
forward in a resurgence of power.” 37 This was not a mere instrumental view of justice for
spiritual ends, though. There was a spiritual law at work in this process, the same one
alluded to earlier. Doing truth brings people to the light.
Racial Justice
Given the extent to which matters of race tore at the fabric of the nation in the
decades after World War II, it is not surprising to find that Gaebelein, along with other
progressive evangelicals, spend a lot of time addressing the matter in their writings and
dealing with the problems of racial justice in their own lives and communities. Gaebelein
had his father’s characteristic boldness to speak out against what he felt was wrong. 38 He
recognized that evangelicals had not done enough to bring the races together.
“Evangelicals, and indeed the Church as a whole, have lagged in racial relations.
Especially has segregation within the churches been a stumbling block. Had the Church
really practiced the love and brotherhood it preaches, the present crisis might have been
averted. These failures have indeed been lamentable.” 39 Once the problem was
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recognized, evangelicals needed to act. This was the obligation of truth. In speaking of
civil rights, Gaebelein wrote, “But once they are confessed, they must be put aside and
attention centered upon the needs and obligations of the present. In this time of decision,
evangelical spectatorism must give way to evangelical action that supports, as conscience
leads, such legislation as assured all citizen the freedoms guaranteed them in the
Constitution.” 40
Theologically, Gaebelein attacked the idea of segregation on biblical grounds.
Much like his friends Joseph Bayly and Billy Graham, Gaebelein stressed the unity of the
human race in Adam. Responding to segregationist claims that Acts 17:26 somehow
proved that God had separated the races, he wrote, “Responsible exegesis cannot find
ground for segregation or apartheid in the reference (v. 26b) to the ‘bounds of the
habitation.’” He went on to cite the better translation in the Catholic Jerusalem Bible
which, “beautifully clarifies the meaning of v. 26: ‘From one single stock he not only
created the whole human race so that they could occupy the entire earth, but he decreed
how long each nation should flourish and what the boundaries of its territory should be.’
The occupancy of the earth by men, all of the same blood, all God’s offspring by
creation—this, not the supposed inferiority of one race or its subjugation to another is
what is in view in Paul’s words.” 41
More than denying a biblical basis for segregation, Gaebelein argued that
Scripture positively taught the unity of humanity. “Paul taught the oneness of humanity.
40
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And this carries unmistakable overtones that, if really heard, makes racial prejudice
impossible for Christians. The fact of the essential unity of the human race lies at the
heart of some of the apostle’s most profound passages . . . . In the Mars Hill address he
asserts that God ‘hath made of one blood all nations of men to dwell on all the face of the
earth’ (Acts 17:26), a strong affirmation of the solidarity of the race, similar to the
subsequent statements that all men are God’s offspring (vv. 28-29).” 42
Stony Brook School was one of the first preparatory schools to admit AfricanAmericans, and this happened while Gaebelein was still headmaster and after he pushed
the matter with the school board for a number of years. Gaebelein advocated for the
admission of Blacks as early as the 1940s. In a letter to Hugh Monro, president of the
school board, Gaebelein reminded him that they had discussed the matter before, but
nothing had yet been done. He noted with some frustration, “I do not think we can meet
the issue by ignoring it.” Ignoring it, however, was what the board continued to do, and
the matter of integrating the school was tabled. 43
The fact that it took until 1955 for The Stony Brook School to admit its first
African-American student, combined with the fact that the school was one of the first
private boarding schools to do so, tells us something about the state of race relations in
evangelical America at the time. The first African-American student at Stony Brook was
Laurence Foster, Jr., the son of a sociology professor at Lincoln Memorial University in
Oxford, Pennsylvania. 44 It is perhaps important to note that this was fully a year after the
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Supreme Court ruled in Brown v. Board of Education mandating the desegregation of
public schools. This was nearly fifteen years after Gaebelein had raised the subject with
the Stony Brook board, and four years after the publication of Christian Education in a
Democracy where he called for Christian schools to racially integrate. 45 In this regard,
the school was not leading the way, but, as was typical with evangelicalism during this
time, following larger trends in society. Nevertheless, Gaebelein’s Stony Brook was still
ahead of most evangelical institutions.
When he recalled his experience as the first black student at Stony Brook,
Laurence Foster noted that the hardest part was found in the social life of the school. “In
my first year, a date was found for me to the first school-wide party. I didn’t attend any
other parties with a date thereafter. One must remember that it is in this social area that
many of the greatest problems of racial integration originally develop.” 46 Soon after,
more African-America students started enrolling at Stony Brook. The numbers were not
huge—one or two students each year. They were uniformly the sons of professionals:
doctors, teachers, musicians, military officers. This reflected a degree of caution on the
part of the school board to find students who would fit the Stony Brook model, but a lack
of strong minority candidates also played a role.
By the early 1960s, the Board, with Gaebelein’s persistent urging and support,
implemented a diversity program that actively recruited Black students who would not
ordinarily have had the means to attend Stony Brook. In 1962, Gaebelein solicited the
help of various agencies to find suitable Black candidates. The Boy’s Club of New York
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City was one such agency, and they identified a number of students of talent and
determination for enrollment. Gaebelein was also involved in raising the funds necessary
to pay for these boys’ tuition, and his solicitation garnered a grant from the Clark
Foundation that proved particularly helpful. The Clark Foundation, established by Edna
McConnell Clark and her husband Van Allen Clark with proceeds from the Avon
Corporation, provided tuition and tutoring to help get some inner-city youths get up to
speed for the intensive academic work required by Stony Brook. 47
The results of this program were mixed. While a degree of diversity was
achieved, many of the students enrolled in the school struggled with the cultural change.
The expectation was always that the students would change to meet the structure of the
school and not the other way around. Nevertheless, Gaebelein felt that the program was
an overall success. “I’ve never doubted or regretted the decision we made to open Stony
Brook to all races,” said Gaebelein. “How could we have done otherwise and maintained
a position of Christian integrity? Of course, one always wishes that the decision had been
made sooner. But one must operate with the light given.” 48
The Selma March
An event that illustrates Gaebelein’s commitment to racial justice is the action he
took when covering the Selma to Montgomery march in 1965. In his retelling of the
event, Gaebelein points out that he was sent by Christianity Today to cover the march
after the abortive first march on March 7, 1965. In actuality, the idea for sending
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someone to cover the march came from Gaebelein himself, acting as co-editor of the
publication. Thus it was that the oldest man on the editorial staff, already of retirement
age, went down to Selma during those fateful days. 49
Gaebelein was there when the second march (or third, if one counts the
ceremonial march of March 9) left Selma on Sunday morning, March 21, 1965. The
march started with a crowd of 8,000 but was reduced to a mere 300 in order to comply
with a court order protecting the marchers. 50 Gaebelein recorded his observations of the
march for the readers of Christianity Today. “It was a varied multitude—young and old,
white and black, educated and uneducated, a few beatnik types and ministers in clerical
garb. . . . All but about twenty in the actual march were Negroes from Alabama.
Precedence was given to those who had faced police violence. So the march continued.”
Gaebelein tried to convey a sense of what the march was like, noting how some in the
line carried American and U.N. flags. “The overall spirit was cheerful; disaffection was
not noticeable and the torrential rains on the third day elevated, rather than depressed,
morale.” 51
Gaebelein went out of his way to highlight the involvement of Christians in the
march, something that would be both of interest to his readers and a way of turning
reader opinions in favor of the marchers. Wrote Gaebelein, “A number of theological
conservatives participated in the march. Among them were several Christian Reformed
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ministers . . . . Bruce Crapuchette, a student at Fuller Theological Seminary . . . came
with a letter from Dr. David Hubbard, Fuller president. . . . From Seattle came the
minister of music and the minister to students at the strongly evangelical University
Presbyterian Church where Dr. Robert Munger is pastor. Both men said they gained
‘great respect for King’s leadership.’” It was with some satisfaction that Gaebelein wrote,
“The extent of evangelical involvement is believed to have been without precedent in the
current civil rights movement. Never before have conservative Protestants identified
themselves so demonstratively with the Negro struggle for liberty.”52
Gaebelein also highlighted the pervasive spiritual tenor of the march. In
describing the evening meetings along the way, he noted how warm friendships were
developed as, “occasional hymns added a devotional tone.” Gaebelein quoted an
unnamed Black minister who said that, “the march represented the American melting pot
. . . an expression of concern for constitutional right.” But more than that, this minister
declared, “the ultimate solution . . . lies in the grace of God.” 53
It is important to understand the significance of Gaebelein’s reporting. More than
a news story, Gaebelein’s account in Christianity Today was also an attempt to redefine
the march for his largely conservative readers. By showing his readers that evangelicals
of all stripes and theological background were there at the march, he redefined something
that might have seemed foreign and subversive to white evangelicals and made it
understandable and comfortable for their faith-informed sensibilities. He framed the
issue of desegregation in theological terms that resonated with the reader and provided
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strong moral backing for the endeavor. Gaebelein himself saw this as a watershed
moment for evangelicals.
One thing that Gaebelein did not tell his readers (or was not allowed to tell) was
that during the march, he crossed over so as to walk with the Protesters rather than with
the flock of journalists hovering around them. Looking back from a vantage point a
decade later, Gaebelein declared, “I felt so keenly the rightness of the march that I moved
from the side [of the journalists] and joined the marchers as they walked out of the city
and crossed the bridge over the Alabama River. This was simply an expression of
personal feeling, and I do not regret it. But it was really a very little thing.” 54
Gaebelein’s “little thing” was big enough to cause something of a stir back in the
editorial offices of Christianity Today. Some of his coverage was excised, and there are
some accounts claiming that his original dispatches from the Selma march went
unpublished for fear of giving the impression that civil rights should be a part of the
Christian agenda. 55 It was not until much later that Gaebelein’s role in crossing over to
join the march became public knowledge. But through his persistent, positive coverage
of the event, he helped evangelicals reconsider their formulation of the racial problems in
the nation and develop a hope for a solution grounded in the truth of God. Gaebelein,
while willing to confront sin head on, nevertheless remained hopeful that God would
change the hearts and minds of citizens and thus a nation. His concluding passage in his
1965 report “The March to Montgomery” clearly stated his own cautiously optimistic
opinions toward both the march and the civil rights movement in general:
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The Alabama countryside through which the march passed is beginning to show
the bright promise of spring. And the human condition is likewise capable of
renewal. The march was a memorable witness to justice and human dignity.
Through it, constitutional rights have been reaffirmed and Alabama and the nation
have again been confronted for all the world to see, with the inescapable
responsibility for consistent application to Negroes of the liberties guaranteed by
the Constitution. Great problems remain, but a new page of history has been
turned. 56
Poverty and the Simple Life
During his last decade, Gaebelein spent a considerable amount of time writing
and speaking about the need for Christians to live simply. This interest had implications
for social justice, of course, but also brought principles of stewardship and ecology to the
forefront of his writing and speaking. This interest grew out of his contact with younger
evangelicals such as Ronald J. Sider and his association with the Lausanne Committee for
World Evangelization (1974) and the International Consultation on Simple Life-Style
(1980). 57 It also led to his active involvement with Bread for the World, an ecumenical
hunger relief agency. Gaebelein received severe criticism from some fellow evangelicals
for associating with liberal Protestants and Catholics in this ministry. At the same time, it
was through his service on Bread for the World’s board that he became friends with a
young Lutheran pastor named Richard John Neuhaus, who wrote the following in
Gaebelein’s obituary in Reformed Journal: “In the forefront of evangelical social
engagement, he [Gaebelein] also knew that that engagement would mean nothing but the
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addition of recruits to sundry causes unless it is accompanied by distinctive and critical
witness grounded in theological integrity.” 58
It was this commitment to thinking theologically about poverty and the simple
lifestyle that helped establish him as an evangelical voice on the topic, unmatched by any
other evangelical leader of his generation. Gaebelein’s theological reflection on the
simple life did not occur in a vacuum, however. It was enriched through interaction with
the reality of life in the middle of the twentieth century, a time of turmoil and fear that
threatened to undue the mooring lines holding civilization in check in a desperate age of
war and out-of-control industrialization.
Gaebelein was one of a few of his generation of evangelicals to take seriously, as
he described it, “the twin threats of nuclear catastrophe and ecological ruin.” 59 As early
as the 1940s, Gaebelein expressed concern for the nuclear arms race and the potential for
ecological disaster. And unlike some of his compatriots, he did not resort to glib
platitudes or pietistic bromides as an answer to the nuclear threat. One prominent
evangelical, for example, suggested that the best thing a Christian could do to prepare for
nuclear disaster (and the assumption was that such disaster was unavoidable) was
memorize the Bible so that in the post-apocalyptic world without Bibles, he or she could
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effectively witness to friends and neighbors who, we can only assume, would now at least
be more receptive to the gospel. 60
Gaebelein’s first writing on the simple life was found in an often overlooked
passage in his most famous book, Christian Education in a Democracy. Here, he
addressed how faith could be lived out among the student body of a Christian school, but
his words had implications for the wider evangelical community. Gaebelein’s challenge
was that Christian educators should encourage pupils to live for others, to volunteer in
their communities, and get to know and understand people of different social, natural, and
racial backgrounds. “In a time when the majority of the human race is underfed, students
may be challenged to do with less food at regular intervals to help those who are
hungry.” 61 This may seem like a rather innocuous and commonsensical statement (and it
is), but in the context of the conservativism of fundamentalism of the 1920s and 1930s,
simple recognition of the problem of hunger was something of an advancement. It was
not until a decade later that Gaebelein himself began to flesh out the implications of
living for others rather than self.
A Theology of the Simple Life
Writing in the 1970s, Gaebelein declared that God has a special concern for the
poor, and that as a result, so should evangelicals. For many evangelicals, such phrasing
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was suspect, with at least a whiff of communistic liberation theology. But Gaebelein was
insistent that this was the biblical witness. In a study of the Apostle Paul’s letter to
Galatians, he noted how the Apostle himself was willing to sacrifice so that the poor
might have a little: “In Galatians, which was probably his earliest letter, he tells how . . .
he eagerly complied with [the other Apostles’] advice to help the poor.” While the
context of the passage in Galatians 2:10 centered on helping Christians, Gaebelein
pointed out that Galatians 6:10 broadened this concern to others: “As we have, therefore,
opportunity, let us do good unto all men, especially unto them who are of the household
of faith,’ makes this clear.” 62
Gaebelein also used the Old Testament to frame his argument for a simple
lifestyle. Christians, he argued, must develop a balanced approach towards wealth and
poverty. While it was true that God blessed his covenant people’s obedience with
material blessing, the underlying principle of such blessing is that God is the sole owner
of everything, and it is his grace alone that provides for his people that which they cannot
provide themselves. 63 “No people on earth have greater potential possessions than
Christian believers. By this is not meant material riches. But in those things which are
unseen and therefore enduring, Christians possess incalculable wealth. The Lord Jesus is
their Shepherd; to them God has promised the supply of every need according to His
riches in glory by Christ Jesus, and for them He makes everything work together for
good.” 64
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A foundational principle behind Gaebelein’s call to a simple life was his belief
that attempts at self-sufficiency were really the outworking of the sin of pride. Like his
mainstream Jewish contemporary, Will Herberg, he was a critic of the pseudo-religion
increasingly known as the “American Way of Life.” The true religion of the masses was
something that Gaebelein called materialistic optimism. In this everyday faith, the
emphasis was on personal prosperity and satisfaction, and the means to such prosperity
centered on self help techniques that would advance one up the social ladder. Such trust
in self removed the need for dependence on God (or so it seemed). According to
Gaebelein, one could only return to a right relationship with God by giving up this
obsession with material prosperity and self-sufficiency.
Old Testament Teaching
Gaebelein’s critique of materialistic optimism came from a decidedly
conservative, evangelical perspective rooted in the Old Testament teaching of the nature
of God and our response to Him. Materialism, as a form of pride, sought to rob God of
his Glory. “Pride is of protean character, assuming myriads of forms. It is the sin which
cheats God by taking credit due Him alone. It is the sin which, in utter indifference to the
Almighty, leaves Him out of the reckoning. It is the sin of modern self-sufficiency. . . .
And of all the sins, pride is the most characteristic of today.” And pride necessarily went
before the fall (Proverbs 16:18). Continuing along this materialistic path would lead to
personal and national destruction.
Such materialistic pride was the characteristic sin of Israel during the time of the
Kings when the prophets of Yahweh were required to call a wayward Israel back to the
worship of the One True God. Without taking the analogy too far (since, according to
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dispensational theology, Israel occupied a unique status in its covenant relationship with
God), Gaebelein found parallels between sinful Israel (as recorded in the prophets) and
the moral state of contemporary America. “Let us go back in our mind’s eye some
twenty-five centuries to the situation described in the first chapter of Habakkuk. This
man of God, whose book is one of the summits of Old Testament prophecy, lived in the
last days of Judah. It was a time much like ours. Habakkuk looked upon the violence
and moral corruption and social injustice of his day and cried out to God.” 65
Once again, we see the influence of Gaebelein’s study of the Minor Prophets.
The call to a simple life, the counterbalance to materialistic optimism, was rooted in the
truth of Scripture, especially as revealed in the Old Testament. In The Servant and the
Dove, Gaebelein found the same lesson in the account of Jonah: “But it is most essential
to take Jonah’s message to heart. What he has to say to us is not optional truth; when
God speaks, either through an ancient prophet or living minister, or through the silent
witness of the printed page, he must be heeded and obeyed.”
Examining this commentary on Jonah, one can clearly see the themes that
have been talked about up until this point. Truth comes from God, particularly as
revealed in the Bible. Truth must be heeded; it demands action that is never optional.
Truth speaks to the status of society as much as it does to the individual believer. The
implications of this statement for social justice, for race relations, and for reevaluating
one’s attitudes toward material things are clear: God has spoken definitively, and he must
be obeyed.
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Creational Theology
Beyond the call of the prophets, the Pentateuch also shaped Gaebelein’s teaching
on living a simple life. In particular, the doctrine of creation had much to say about how
one should live. Human beings are created in the image of God, and as such, they have
an innate dignity. In “Challenging Christians to the Simple Life,” Gaebelein argued that
evangelical believers must live “our lifestyle in the perspective of the human dignity
inherent in our creation. It compels us to see whether anything in the way we live tends
to diminish or degrade the humanity of our fellow image bearers. So it faces us with the
relation of our lifestyle to meeting the needs of the poor and hungry and oppressed—in
short, those whom God himself is especially concerned about.” 66
This article goes on to note that such concern for the poor was to be balanced with
an awareness that creation was created for humanity’s use and enjoyment. “The Old
Testament makes it clear that God’s people were to enjoy the fruit of the land and
celebrate his goodness in joyful feasts. Yet along with this there had to be continuing
provision for the needs of the poor and hungry. Christians can do no less.” Gaebelein,
then, was not an advocate of asceticism. A Christian should use with joy and
thanksgiving what God has provided for daily life, but she must not forget those less
fortunate than herself.
According to Gaebelein, then, God’s commandment to Adam to fill the earth and
subdue it (Genesis 1:28) was a call to stewardship, not ownership. Reflecting on the
dominion mandate found in Genesis, Psalm 24:1 declared the earth and everything in it to
belong to the Lord’s. Nothing in Scripture, Gaebelein argued, abrogated this principle of
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divine ownership. Adam’s charge, extended to all his offspring, provided humanity with
a delegated authority in which every individual and society remained accountable to God
for how they managed the environment for the sake of future generation in light of God’s
ultimate sovereignty.
According to Gaebelein, the Dominion Mandate of Genesis 1:28, had implications
for how humans, and particularly Christians, should live. “Therefore, for us to degrade
the environment in the pursuit of affluence is to sin against our fellow image-bearers,
because degrading the environment diminishes their rightful heritage.” A simple lifestyle
comported with the stewardship principle inherent in Genesis. There is an obligation to
manage property and the environment for purposes beyond the self.
Gaebelein also found principles for simple living in the notion of a Sabbath rest.
In the Jewish tradition, the Sabbath day of rest occurs on Saturday as a result of God’s
resting on the seventh day of creation as recounted in the book of Genesis. Through his
friendship with Joshua O. Haberman, senior rabbi of Washington Hebrew Congregation,
Gaebelein came to see the Sabbath ideal as an important support for the idea of a simple
lifestyle. While not bound by the Hebrew Sabbath regulations in regard to keeping the
Lord’s Day, the Sabbath nevertheless had important things to say to Christian believers,
particularly in regard to the, “acquisitiveness that coexists with affluence.” Quoting
Haberman, Gaebelein wrote, “On the Sabbath, I must acknowledge God the Creator by
resting from my acquisitiveness, because I have no real title to anything. The Sabbath is
the Day that fully shows me God as Creator. In it we add nothing to what he has done.” 67
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In an essay entitled, “Challenging Christians to the Simple Life,” Gaebelein noted
four other Old Testament teachings apart from creation and the Sabbath that impressed
upon people the need for a simple life. First, the 10 Commandments made it clear that a
believer needed to avoid idolatry of things and covetousness. A simple lifestyle actively
works to put this into practice. Second, the tithe and law of gleaning made it clear that
everything belongs to God, and even our tithes and offerings are only giving back what
rightfully belongs to God. Leaving the edge of one’s field unharvested for the needy to
glean is an imperative to share our resources with the poor. Third, the Great Shema of
Deuteronomy 6:1-9 commands the believer to love god with the totality of his or her
being, that is, with every possession that is owned. Finally, the overall teaching found
throughout the Old Testament about possessions and prosperity makes it clear that God
owns all. Wealth and material blessing may be given to the righteous, but wealth is not a
sure sign of righteousness. Wealth and possessions, while never forbidden, are restricted
in their use because they are, in the end, not really ours. 68
Given his focus on living the truth, Gaebelein discerned six restrictions or
cautions from Scripture that would help guide a believer in his or her use of things.
These cautions were the application of the Old Testament teaching about simple living
and social justice:
1. Wealth and material things are not to be accumulated just for the sake of
getting more and more.
2. Wealth must not be gained by oppression and injustice.
3. Material things can and do lead to covetousness.
4. Material goods do not belong to us but to God, who is the ultimate owner of
all we have.
5. Christians are, therefore, stewards and not proprietors, of their material things.
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6. If Christians do not reflect God’s strong concern for the poor and the hungry,
the weak and oppressed, they are sinning in their use of things. 69
With these cautions in mind, Gaebelein hoped to move his fellow evangelicals
into adopting a changed lifestyle, one that would ultimately reflect the character of God
as it implemented the truth of God in everyday situations. On a practical level, he was
asking Christians to live in a way that, on the surface, seemed to resonate more with the
progressive ideas of the counter-culture than with the views of the Nixonian silent
majority. In reality, however, this call to simple living was not at all premised on some
grand socialist scheme but on the principles of Scripture.
Gaebelein, while a prolific spokesman for simple living, was hardly alone in his
advocacy. Indeed, he had been engaged with the international, evangelical convocation
that met in Lausanne, Switzerland, in 1974 to further the cause of world evangelization.
This gathering of evangelical leaders and laymen drafted a document, the Lausanne
Covenant, that, among other things, called for Christians to, “to develop a simple lifestyle in order to contribute more generously to both relief and evangelism”
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In staking out his position on simple living, Gaebelein highlighted the movement
of many evangelicals, particularly those living outside the United States, towards a
reengagement with the cause of social justice. Within his own country, however,
Gaebelein found himself moving in the opposite direction of most of his theological kin,
for the realignment of conservative Protestantism with conservative social politics via the
Moral Majority and elsewhere was well under way by 1980. Indeed, criticism of
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“progressive evangelicalism” began to grow in frequency and number around the time
that Gaebelein wrote the last of his articles on social justice.
The facile correlation of Gaebelein’s views of social justice, and the views of
others progressive evangelical such as Jim Wallis and Ronald Sider, with the views of
theological liberalism and political socialism led to some harsh criticism. One such critic
writing out of the Reformed tradition was Roland Watson, and he was one of the few
people to critically engage Gaebelein’s writings in the area of social justice, especially as
those ideas were laid out in his essay in Living More Simply, published in 1980 as a result
of the 1979 U.S. Consultation on a Simple Lifestyle. Watson criticized Gaebelein on the
economic policy that emerged from his theology as outlined above. This book was a
compilation of various essays by a number of evangelical writers, but it is perhaps
indicative to point out that Watson only critiqued Gaebelein’s writing. Given his
standing as an elder statesman of evangelicalism, Gaebelein proved to be a useful foil to
attack in an attempt to blunt such progressive influence among the larger evangelical
community.
Watson particularly challenged Gaebelein’s idea that the pursuit of affluence may
lead to sin against our fellow-image bearers, that overt preoccupation with material goods
is necessarily idolatry, that the year of jubilee was “an act of justice for the poor,” and
that tithing is an expression of restraint. This is not a review of Watson, so let it suffice
to say that Watson’s response is at least as fraught with oversights and errors as anything
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Gaebelein may have written. 71 Watson’s critique of Gaebelein occurred posthumously so
there was no response.
Declaration of Evangelical Social Concern
One last incident highlights the nature of Gaebelein’s social concern and the
important role that he played in helping move a segment of conservative evangelicals into
greater social involvement. The 1973 Thanksgiving Workshop on Evangelicals and
Social Concern brought together a varied association of evangelicals—conservative and
progressive, young and old, dispensational and Reformed—and led them to find common
ground about the pressing social issues of the day. One of the fruits of the Thanksgiving
Workshop was a brief but biting document known as the Declaration of Evangelical
Social Concern. Gaebelein attended the Thanksgiving Workshop, and he authored the
final draft of the Declaration.
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For example, Watson chastises Gaebelein for ascribing Solomon’s downfall to
riches. “In fact, 1 Kings 11:3 ascribes this sorry event to his pagan wives. Sex and not
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primary reasons Solomon had so many wives, and foreign wives in particular, was to seal
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Run-up to the Thanksgiving Workshop
While Gaebelein was not active in planning the Workshop, it would nevertheless
be helpful to look at the events leading to it to better understand the context in which it
was developed. In 1972, a large evangelical festival, akin to a Christian Woodstock, was
organized by Campus Crusade for Christ. Called Explo ’72, this week-long event in
Dallas taught Christian young people (mainly high-school and college students) methods
of personal evangelism and discipleship, and encouraged them to consider full-time
Christian ministry. A small but vocal cohort of young evangelicals led by Jim Wallis, a
seminarian at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, sought to use this event to protest the
Vietnam War and to stir evangelicals into greater social action. The group sat in the
stands behind the stage, and when Bill Bright, president of Campus Crusade for Christ,
conducted a military celebration, they unfurled anti-war banners and began chanting,
“Stop the war!” The protest was ineffective—they were quieted by the crowd and largely
ignored.
Wallis was disappointed by the response, but it spurred him on to further action.
Working with Wes Michalson, an aide to Senator Mark Hatfield, Ronald Sider, a young
professor of history at Messiah College in Philadelphia, and a few other evangelical
intellectuals, they discussed the need for a forum where evangelicals could address social
concerns. A Calvin College conference on faith and politics, organized by Paul Henry
(son of Carl Henry and a professor at Calvin), brought together a critical mass of
interested evangelicals. Dr. David O. Moberg of Marquette University spoke of the
evangelical “Great Reversal,” the time during the fundamentalist-modernist controversies
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in the 1920s when evangelicals disengaged from matters of social concern. 72 He
challenged the assembled crowd to reverse the Great Reversal and return to the
nineteenth-century foundation of evangelical social engagement as epitomized in the
work of Charles Finney, the abolitionists, and various other social reformers. This speech
proved to be the catalyst needed to organize the forum that Wallis and Sider had been
discussing. 73
The Chicago Workshop
Ronald Sider led in organizing the workshop. A planning committee was formed,
of which Gaebelein was a part. 74 The plan was to meet in Chicago on November 23 of
that year, the day after Thanksgiving. Invitations were sent to a wide-ranging array of
evangelical leaders and activists: old-guard evangelicals such as Carl Henry and Frank
Gaebelein, but also black evangelicals such as John Perkins of Voice of Calvary
Ministries, evangelical women like Nancy Hardesty, and John Howard Yoder, the
Mennonite author of the Politics of Jesus. Altogether, about fifty individuals showed up
for the meeting. The gathering was given the formal name of “Thanksgiving Workshop
on Evangelicals and Social Concern,” but it is often referred to simply as the
Thanksgiving Workshop. Rather than meet in the soothing confines of a college campus
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or plushy hotel, the workshop gathered together in what Ronald Sider called, “the dingy
surroundings of the YMCA Hotel on Chicago’s South Wabash Street.” This was a rather
grim venue, and the reality of the social crisis being confronted made itself known as,
“The life and sounds of the inner city punctuated lofty theorizing with sharp reminders of
the harsh reality of racism and economic injustice.” 75
The workshop began with three presentations by William Pannell, “Evangelicals
and Social Concern: The Present and the Future;” John Howard Yoder, “The Biblical
Mandate;” and Paul Rees, “Prayer and Social Concern.” From there, the discussion
turned to an evaluation of a proposed text of the declaration. Disagreements soon arose.
Many felt the draft was not strong enough on racism, sexism, and war. A published
account of the proceedings in Christianity Today noted how some in attendance wanted
to condemn President Richard Nixon for the Watergate scandal and the “lust for and
abuse of power” evidence by it. The recent overthrow of the Allende government in
Chile also was discussed and debated for inclusion in the resolution’s text. The initial
resolution was abandoned when some pointed out that such partisanship could blunt the
public impact of the main part of the declaration. Some, such as John Howard Yoder of
Goshen Seminary, felt strongly enough about the excised text as to decline to sign the
final statement. 76
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A new draft was commissioned to address these concerns. Gaebelein served on
this revision committee with eight others and played an active role in its development. 77
In his account of the meeting, Sider wrote, “Whatever literary polish the declaration has
is due in large part to Frank Gaebelein.” The revised draft, about half as long as the first
one, refrained from addressing particular issues and events, focusing instead on the
underlying biblical principles related to social justice. The resolution was adopted with
overwhelming support on Sunday morning. 78 It had not been an easy process. Some
frank and occasionally painful discussion had been necessary to get to this point, but in
the end, as Sider recalled, “A deep sense of the presence and guidance of the Lord
pervaded the room. ‘The Doxology’ seemed the only fitting response.” 79 The workshop
closed with a “Celebration of Salt.” Each participant was given a bit of salt as a reminder
of Jesus’ command to his disciples to go forth as “salt of the earth.” 80
The Chicago Declaration
Harkening back to the theme addressed by David O. Moberg, the Declaration
stressed the organic relationship between evangelism and social justice. Evangelism and
social justice are not only both important for effective Christian witness, but are, rather,
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inseparable. “Evangelistic proclamation is fully biblical only when it calls for repentance
from all types of sin and urges a biblical discipleship in which all relations, both personal
and societal, are transformed.” 81 The text of the declaration went out of its way to clarify
that it was not a “new gospel,” but a reflection of the true “Gospel of our Lord Jesus
Christ, who, through the power of the Holy Spirit, frees people from sin so that they
might praise God through works of righteousness.” It endorsed no political party or
ideology but called the nation’s leaders and people, “to that righteousness which exalts a
nation.”
The text did address the matter of national pride, i.e., the issue of “misplaced trust
of the nation in economic and military might.” It questioned and rejected the form of
civil religion which too closely bound the cross and the flag in support of each other.
Echoing the earlier writings of Gaebelein and others, the declaration made clear that such
self-reliance was, “a proud trust that promotes a national pathology of war and violence
which victimizes our neighbors at home and abroad.” Christians must, therefore, “attack
the materialism of our culture and the maldistribution of the nation’s wealth and
services.” Echoing the call to a simple lifestyle offered by Gaebelein, the declaration
reminded its readers that, “Before God and a billion hungry neighbors, we must rethink
our values regarding our present standard of living and promote a more just acquisition
and distribution of the world’s resources.” 82
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Outcome of Chicago
Resolutions by committees are often quickly forgotten, and to a certain extent,
that is true of the Chicago Declaration. Few cite the Declaration’s text as a touchstone
for a Christian social theology. It is doubtful that many seminarians enrolled in the
leading evangelical seminaries across the nation are aware of what transpired in Chicago
on that wintery weekend in 1973. Nevertheless, the fruit of the Chicago Declaration is
still with us. Institutionally, the group Evangelicals for Social Action is a direct heir from
that first meeting, and it continues the work of getting evangelicals active in the cause of
justice. Beyond that, however, the workshop brought together the old guard of
evangelicalism, represented best by Henry and Gaebelein, and a new, younger generation
of believers such as Wallis and Sider, and helped forge a new direction for theologically
conservative evangelicals to work towards reversing the Great Reversal.
Back in 1973, the Thanksgiving Workshop was quickly noticed by both outsiders
and insiders alike. People recognized that this was something new and different for the
evangelical movement. Reaction in the secular press was prompt. Roy Larson, writing
in the Chicago Sun-Times, declared: “Some day American church historians may write
that the most significant church-related event of 1973 took place last week at the YMCA
Hotel on S. Wabash.” 83 Dean Kelly of the mainline Protestant National Council of
Churches wrote a letter to Sider on the favorable reaction of the NCC to the Declaration.
Editorials quickly appeared in leading evangelical magazines, nearly all supporting the
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direction of the Chicago declaration. 84 Noted evangelical leaders absent from the
Chicago meeting signed the Declaration after it was drafted. Among these later
signatories were such respected evangelical leaders as Billy Graham, Leighton Ford, Tom
Skinner (a noted African-American evangelist), Senator Mark Hatfield, Elton Trueblood,
Timothy Smith, NAE President Myron F. Boyd, and William Starr, President of Young
Life.
The work that Gaebelein and the others did in Chicago opened the door for
evangelicals of all political persuasions to address social matters. Before Chicago, the
idea of evangelicals organizing to address matters of social concern would have struck
the average person sitting in the pew as a little dangerous, as something beyond the pale
of Christian practice. After Chicago, evangelicals realized that they could address social
problems and become active in the political process. Historian Joel Carpenter looked
back on the Thanksgiving Workshop some thirty years later and noted its significance:
“The conferees gathered to commit to social justice. The conference’s concern would not
be so unusual today. Now evangelicals left, center, and right agree that social justice is
one of the central callings of all Christians. Thirty years ago, only a frustrated
minority—like those at the Chicago meeting—thought so. Today evangelicals may
disagree about what policies will get us there, but they agree about the need to pursue
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‘the righteousness that exalts a nation.’ Three decades ago, a lot of evangelicals would
have called this political meddling, if not selling out the gospel.” 85
An interesting thing to note is that the seeds of both the evangelical left and the
evangelical right were planted and nurtured in Chicago. As Paul Henry noted, the
Chicago Declaration differed from most other attempts at staking out a Christian position
on social justice because “It was rooted in the authority of biblical injunctions and
addressed itself to the Christian community, calling for repentance resulting in good
works done to the glory of God. It was not a political tract calling any particular part or
government into question. Rather, it was a bill of impeachment upon the evangelical
church itself.” 86 By not taking sides in the partisan battles of the day, principles for
social engagement were offered to, and accepted by, the evangelical community that
would lead them to reengage American culture, and this often through the political
process.
In this regard, then, the Thanksgiving Workshop helped jump-start a variety of
evangelical political enterprises by helping evangelicals see that issues of social justice
and politics were not necessarily sinful or worldly concerns. This was something that
had been lost for nearly half a century. As Gaebelein reflected on the meeting, he wrote,
“The Thanksgiving Workshop made an important, though long overdue, beginning in the
forthright expression of greater social concern on the part of evangelicals. That such a
varied and transdenominational gathering, after two days of rigorous and sometimes
unsparing discussion, succeeded in forging and, with near unanimity, agreeing on a
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declaration that goes well beyond hat has been said on social matters by any comparable
evangelical group—this was an event of genuine significance.” 87
Carl Henry expanded on the political importance of the Chicago meeting when he
wrote, “Another promising center of the Chicago conference was its interest in the
problem of power and politics. Evangelicals see no promising way into the future of the
nation unless the political scene reflects the participation of those who are involved for
reasons higher than self-interest, a kind of political involvement now too much at a
premium. While there is no disposition to launch an ‘evangelical political party,’ there is
mounting concern for open evangelical engagement in the political arena.” 88 Henry saw
the Chicago Declaration as a moderate document, a via media between the right and the
left because it did not concentrate on modern ideologies but, “on the social righteousness
that God demands. To be sure, Chicago participants reflected a variety of perspectives,
and many differences remain on specifics.” 89 Thus it was that this variety of perspectives
would give rise to a host of evangelical interest groups and political action committees,
ranging from Evangelicals for Social Action on the Left to the Moral Majority and, a
little later, the Christian Coalition on the Right.
Gaebelein and the Democratic State
While Gaebelein found himself personally sympathetic with the more progressive
evangelicals, he would have appreciated the variety of opinions expressed within
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American evangelicalism. One concern that Gaebelein had was that the Christian church,
and particularly the evangelical movement, not become so closely aligned with a political
party or ideology so as to lose its distinctive identity and prophetic voice. Gaebelein was
harshly critical of attempts by the state to usurp the responsibilities of the Church, and he
sought to halt attempts by some to too closely wed the cross and the flag. In this,
Gaebelein staked out a position that was true to his core theological beliefs, while
differing from the postmillennial evangelicals of the past (to which David O. Moberg and
Timothy Smith often alluded) and the moral majoritarians of the future.
Writing in the 1860s, Gilbert Haven, editor of Zion’s Herald, wrote an address
entitled, “The State, a Christian Brotherhood—The Mission of America.” 90 The very
title of the article would have disturbed Gaebelein. The state was the state, a political
entity, and not a church. While the state was an institution established by God, as was the
church, the two served different functions. To be sure, Gaebelein argued that the church
was to be active in civic life through its members. “The principle that the Church may
not enter into politics does not mean that individual churches or their ministers and
members may not remain comfortably aloof from injustice and remote from human
oppression and suffering. . . . not all proclamation of the gospel is verbal. Deeds of
compassion in Christ’s name also make him known and open the door for him to do his
saving work.” 91
Christians, Gaebelein argued, needed to be active in promoting and defending
civil liberties, but this was to be done more in their capacity as citizens than as disciples
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of Jesus Christ. “Freedom in the political and social realm is certainly one of the great
issues of our time. . . . [M]aintainance [sic] of liberty and justice for all is surely an
essential national goal and Christians ought to be taking their full share of responsibility
for it.” 92 Note how Gaebelein brackets the maintenance of liberty as a national, rather
than a Christian, goal, and how Christians are to share the work of defending it with
others.
Throughout his writings, Gaebelein sees democracy as a good, but never as an
ultimate good. It is the context for evangelical life and witness. Patriotism, too, is a
good, but not an ultimate good. Gaebelein did not disparage the role that patriotism can
play for positive action on the part of individuals, and he did not question whether a
Christian should also be patriotic. “Patriotism,” he wrote, “demands individual concern
in a matter so close to the public welfare [such as the pending Civil Rights Bill of 1964].
And patriotism is neither sub-Christian nor outmoded, even in this sophisticated age. For
Christians it is plainly enjoined in Scripture. Moreover, ethics are united with patriotism;
no Christian can stand passively by when the good of others is jeopardized.” This is a
tempered, realist stance toward the state and the role of a Christian in it. 93
According to Gaebelein, Christians need to be involved in democratic political
process as part of their civic duty. In this, Gaebelein reflected the perspective of the main
stream of the Reformation, from Luther and Calvin down, rather than a pietistic
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separatism common in the Anabaptist or certain holiness traditions. 94 “I certainly would
encourage Christians to get involved in politics. If politics is sometimes dirty, this is all
the more reason for Christian involvement. The unsavory side of politics is a reflection
of sin—and politics is not the only field that has its dirty side. Our Lord involved himself
with a sinful world. We should do no less.” 95
Gaebelein, writing at end of 1970s, found many good examples of evangelical
Christians engaged in politics: “Evangelical Christians have some good models for
political involvement. Among a number who might be mentioned here, I think of Senator
Mark Hatfield, Congressmen John Anderson and Albert Quie, former Senator Harold
Hughes, and, of course, President Carter.” It is somewhat telling that all of those cited
were political moderates (in both the Republican and Democratic parties) and more
willing to engage issues of social justice. This reflects, in large part, the temperament
and values of Gaebelein himself at the time of his writing. 96 He was neither a firebreathing conservative nor a wild-eyed radical. He was critical of progressive attempts to
bring about true justice apart from biblical truth. For example, the United Nations, while
a worthy institution, was incapable of establishing perpetual peace. Writing soon after
WWII, Gaebelein looked at prophets for direction: “Obadiah goes on to say, ‘And there
shall be holiness.’ These are weighty words, because they show exactly why human
effort alone will never bring in the kingdom. For an essential element of that promised
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reign of world-wide peace and righteousness is holiness. And holiness is the one thing
which no man apart from Christ possesses.” He went on, “A Christless peace table will
never banish war. No international federation or union of nations will bring in the
kingdom without the King. The one essential element of holiness will be lacking.” 97
Likewise, as one who devoted his entire adult life to education, he remained
pessimistic about the possibility of education alone to solve the problems of society.
Only Jesus can bring peace to the individual and to the nations. 98 In this, he was reacting
to the progressive educators who saw the public schools and religiously-neutral character
education as the key to lasting peace and prosperity.
Evaluation of Gaebelein Social Justice
As has already been discussed, Gaebelein was not the first evangelical to move
from a conservative to a progressive understanding of the role of Christianity in
promoting social justice. His ideas and writings were more indicative than innovative, a
case study in the changing fabric of American evangelical life and thought. He was,
however, an active agent in that process of change, and his status as a respected
theologian and educator gave him the opportunity to speak to an audience that would not
otherwise listen to a Jim Wallis or a Ronald Sider.
More than most evangelicals, perhaps even more than Billy Graham or Carl
Henry, Gaebelein showed the evangelical church how a conservative, dispensational (one
might say fundamentalist) theology could lead with integrity toward a progressive social
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stance. 99 Much of the reform impulse that came out of the Second Great Awakening in
the nineteenth century was animated by a commitment to postmillennial theology, the
belief that Christians could bring about incremental change that would usher in a time of
universal peace and prosperity that would last for a thousand years. Dispensational
premillennialism, however, argued that such progress was unobtainable and that Jesus
Christ must first come to earth and then miraculously establish his millennial kingdom.
In the early twentieth century, modernist critics of fundamentalism like Shirley Jackson
Case and Harris Franklin Rall were quick to point to premillennialism’s insistence on the
need for personal rather than social conversion and an expectation of Christ’s return to
usher in the Kingdom of God as clear indicators that premillennialism would lead to the
death of social progress and reform. 100
In one of his earliest articles, Gaebelein took to task a liberal Methodist critic of
fundamentalism who declared that premillennialism, “leads men to discourage efforts at
reforming the present order. The only point of view from their course is to await the
destruction of the world.” 101 By his words and actions, Gaebelein showed that a
commitment to dispensational premillennialism did not necessarily lead to opposition to
social reform. Gaebelein remained a premillennialist and applied a dispensational
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hermeneutic toward his understanding of Scripture until his passing, and precisely
because of that theological framework, he found himself to be a prophetic voice calling
conservative evangelicals into the battle for justice and social action.
While the impetus for nineteenth-century social reform came from a
postmillennial desire to establish the Kingdom of God on earth, this did not mean that
premillennialists were necessarily opposed to social action. As Gaebelein noted, “Martin
Luther believed in the personal, imminent and regal return of our Lord. And Luther was
the human author of the Reformation. Has there ever been a reformer greater than
Luther? . . . John Wesley also accepted Christ’s promise of a premillennial return. Did
John Wesley discourage reform? . . . Does millennialism discourage Christian service?
No! a thousand time, No!” 102
Today, it is not uncommon to find theologically conservative evangelicals who
take a progressive stance towards social issues. 103 It was not always so clear. There was
an element of truth to the modernist’s criticism of fundamentalism; most fundamentalists
in the 1920s through the 1940s were not actively engaged in reform movements. But it is
quite possible that this social isolationism was driven less by a theological commitment
to premillennialism and more to a sociological retreat in the wake of fundamentalism’s
losses in the denominational struggles of the time. Gaebelein was one who helped move
theologically conservative evangelicals past this isolationism and helped such believers
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recover the fundamental connection between Christian commitment and social
responsibility.
Gaebelein also served as an important bridge between two generations of
evangelicals. More than Henry or Graham, Gaebelein went further and faster in regard to
social issues. The role of women in the church was one example of this. While Henry
and Graham were opposed to the ordination of women for pastoral ministry, Gaebelein
was at least open to the matter. Indeed, at the very end of his life, he began to address the
issue of the treatment of women in the church. Only a few passages in his writings
address the subject head on, but he made a point in one of his last public addresses to say
that the issue needed to be dealt with. This willingness to tread on ground where others
chose not to walk as an octogenarian was indicative of the process of change and
development that encompassed Gaebelein’s thoughts on other social issues. 104 Younger
evangelicals noted this flexibility of mind, and the impact of this “elder statesman” of
evangelicalism continues. 105
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CHAPTER NINE
Arts and Aesthetics
The long-standing tension within evangelicalism between cultural insider and
outsider status, between cultural dominance and sectarianism, manifested itself in
evangelical attitudes toward the arts. Many evangelicals sought to use and produce art,
often for religious purposes, but the supposed worldliness of art led many to reject nearly
all forms of artistic expression. Gaebelein stood apart from many evangelicals in his
appreciation of the arts, and he devoted the last years of his life to framing a biblical,
evangelical aesthetic. For Gaebelein, the central theme of his aesthetic revolved around
his understanding of fixed, universal truth. Art could be evaluated by various criteria that
flowed from the biblical concept of truth. On this basis, Gaebelein became a critic of the
artistic values of American culture in general and evangelicalism in particular. Too
often, Christian art was cheapened by a false appeal to sentimentalism and overt yet
inauthentic piety. In the place of this inauthentic art, Gaebelein advocated that Christians
develop “habits of greatness” that would take a stand for truth in art. Gaebelein’s
aesthetic, while wide-reaching and influential, nevertheless suffered from a priori
assumptions related to the self-evident nature of truth. For example, one woman’s
triteness and mawkishness could be another woman’s sincere expression of inner motive
and value. Gaebelein’s understanding of art and aesthetics, then, reflected once again his
commitment to the Common Sense Realist ideology so prevalent among twentiethcentury evangelicals.
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Evangelicals and the Arts
Evangelicals, like believers in other Christian traditions, have wrestled with the
Johannine admonition to be in the world but not of the world. 1 As heirs to the Puritans
and Protestant establishment of the eighteenth and nineteenth century, evangelicals
tended to want to establish social and moral norms for the civil community. At the same
time, with roots also planted in the soil of American revivalism, where successive waves
of theological innovation often led to sectarian isolation, evangelicals have experienced
an equally strong tendency to withdraw from the larger culture, tainted as it was by
worldliness and sin. As noted in previous chapters, this tension could be found in the
connection evangelicals had with education and politics, but it could also be seen in
evangelical attitudes and actions in the area of art and aesthetics.
By and large, evangelicals have been receptive to artistic expression, although
often in more popular forms. Popular or “low art” had long been welcomed into middleclass evangelical households, but “high art” tended to be separated from the evangelical
consciousness. There were exceptions to this generalization, of course, but, by-and-large,
the evangelical desire to be relevant and to reach people with the gospel led them to
embrace popular cultural expressions. Gospel songs, for example, mimicked popular
forms of music, a trend that began with popular folk tunes adapted by Protestant
Reformers for congregational singing down to Ira Sankey’s toe-tapping gospel songs in
the nineteenth century to Toby Mac’s hip-hop rhythms today. Also, as evangelicalism
and fundamentalism emerged in the first half of the twentieth century, more formal
expressions of art and high culture came to be associated with liberal or modernist
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streams of the Protestant establishment. This guilt by association limited the appeal of
formal artistic expression for many evangelicals.2
At times, the evangelical approach to the arts has been driven by the dynamics of
the market. Evangelicals frequently packaged the eternal verities of the faith in wellknown, popular cultural wrappers in an attempt to convey the message of the faith, both
to members of their own religious community and to those outside of the evangelical
fold. As David Morgan noted, art served “as a powerful means of human intercourse, as
a medium of transmitting a community’s self-understanding from one member or
generation to another by imaging the world of relations that construct experience.” 3 In
this regard, art served a useful cultural purpose that went beyond “art for arts sake.”
Given the spiritual emphasis at the center of evangelical life, art was often used to convey
deeper religious meaning. Sometimes this was done well; other attempts were not always
so successful. Novels and films such as those of the Left Behind series, or even the
widespread evangelical support of C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia series, reflect the
priority given to spiritual themes and motifs in evangelical approaches to the arts.
This use of art for spiritual purposes meant that evangelicals often approached the
arts for merely pragmatic or confessional purposes. Radio evangelist Charles Fuller
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propelled the “Old Fashioned Revival Hour” to the top of the radio charts in the 1940s
and 1950s by skillful use of music that appealed to a broad, nation-wide audience. The
choruses chosen for broadcast and the manner in which they were sung were designed to
make a nostalgic connection with a nation undergoing the throes of uncertainty during
World War II. 4 Likewise, the singing of “Just as I Am” at the conclusion of a Billy
Graham crusade was designed to encourage a response by the wayward attendant who
needed to find his way back to Jesus.
Art that did not have a confessional or explicitly religious purpose was shunned
by many conservative evangelicals. As William Romanowski, Professor of
Communication Arts and Sciences at Calvin College, noted, “Evangelicals came to
believe that the paramount, if not sometimes the only thing that distinguishes Christian
popular art from mainstream products is . . . confessional content. . . . For evangelicals
the lyrics are really important. The music doesn’t matter at all.” 5 This stress on
confessional content meant that Christian music contained devotional words (e.g., hymns,
contemporary Christian music), Christian art contained religious iconography (e.g., this
was the collection rationale used to collect the religious art on display at the Bob Jones
University Museum and Gallery), and Christian drama contained scenes of religious
decision (e.g., the nationally broadcast “Unshackled” radio dramas that recounted various
4
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conversion stories of the down-and-out). 6 Art that lacked religious content might be
“pretty” and useful for decoration or entertainment, but it could not be considered
Christian art. Thus, the most well-known evangelical artist of the middle years of the
twentieth century was Warner Sallman, a Chicago illustrator whose painting, The Head of
Christ, became something of an evangelical icon that adorned the walls of countless
evangelical homes, schools, and offices. 7 Sallman’s preferred audience was the devout
Christian, not the sophisticated art critic, and he designed his images for church bulletins,
religious calendars, and Sunday school literature. For good or for ill (and Gaebelein
would say the latter), Sallman was the epitome of evangelical Christian art during his
day. 8
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This pragmatic use of art sometimes led evangelicals to push the boundaries of
worldliness, let alone of taste. 9 The airiness of Sankey’s gospel songs or the secularsounding tunes of Charles Rodeheaver, the musical companion to evangelist Billy
Sunday, were criticized by traditionalists for bringing too much of the world into the
church. Likewise, the histrionic radio preaching of Paul Rader in the 1920s or the
pageantry of Aimee Semple McPherson’s illustrated sermons in Angelus Temple were
scandalous to the prim and proper worshippers of most mainline and evangelical
churches. 10 In these instances, not even the distinctive religious content of the sermon or
tune could overcome the guilt by association that came from appropriating worldly
methods.
Many evangelicals decried the apparent worldliness of art, whether in secular or
Christian guise. Art tended to amplify the worst of culture in the minds of many
evangelicals. According to Romanowski, “Evangelicals engage mainstream popular
culture on their own terms. . . . Much evangelical criticism of mainstream culture is along
the lines of sex, profanity, and violence, and I would suggest that that is the order of
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priority. There's not a lot of concern with aesthetic features.” 11 Billy Graham wrote an
evangelical jeremiad in 1960 against the sorry state of the arts, literature, and music.
According to the popular evangelist, “Immorality and impurity have penetrated almost
every area of our American culture. In the realm of literature there is growing
preoccupation with the ‘sub-social sewers.’ Filthy, pornographic and obscene books are
now on the shelves of most drugstores and newsstands throughout America. . . . The
impure influence is also felt in the realm of music. Music has become seductive, sensual,
and perverse in the bulk of night club, television, and radio entertainment.” 12 From the
other side of the Atlantic, Hans Rookmaaker, prefacing the writing of Francis Schaeffer,
traced the decline of Western civilization through the development of modern art in his
book, Modern Art and the Death of a Culture. Contemporary art, with its themes of
alienation, irrationality, and chaos, was reflective of the larger cultural loss of the
Christian West in the wake of the Enlightenment. 13 Rookmaaker was hopeful that
contemporary Christian artists could address this loss through their own work, but other
evangelicals, particularly in America, were ready to abandon the arts or at least make a
clear distinction between sacred and secular art.
This division between the sacred and secular, discussed in its educational context
in chapter four, was a common approach for evangelicals trying to make sense of the arts,
particularly in the application of music to worship. Sacred art was for the church; secular
art was for all other spheres of life, and there was little organic connection between the
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two. Carol Appelquist, writing with some horror in InterVarsity’s HIS magazine in 1955,
fumed, “One can sit in church auditoriums these days where the platform is mounted, not
by junior Gabriels, but by some fledgling Harry James, so ‘blue’ is the quality of the
trumpeting. But the ‘Blues’ still belong on Basin Street and not in God’s House, and
there must be a great gulf forever fixed between Beulahland and Dixieland. ‘Raggin’ the
Scales’ may have its place elsewhere, but raggin’ the hymns does not. ‘Oh It Don’t’
Mean a Thing If You Ain’t Got That Swing’ may be an acceptable rule for the people of
Tin Pan Alley, but it’s not a good one for those who write, arrange or render sacred
selections.” 14
For Appelquist and others like her, some styles of music were by their structure
intrinsically secular, and some were intrinsically religious. Rarely did evangelicals state
it in such bold terms, but this was the gist of their arguments and discussions about
popular music, whether it was jazz in the 1940s and 1950s or rock-and-roll in the 1960s
and 1970s. Said Appelquist, “Music-wise, many songs and pieces are in Caesar’s realm,
having neutral status, and can be listened to and enjoyed by saint and sinner alike. On the
other hand, a gospel song can temporarily become more the property of Satan than of
Christ, if it is given an irreverent interpretation.” 15 Appelquist, unlike some
fundamentalists, was at least willing to allow a place for secular music as adiaphora, as
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something inconsequential and thus permissible to the Christian, provided that such
music remained in the secular realm. 16
Sacred music, on the other hand, should not be cheapened by its association with
the profane sounds of the world. As David Hustad, Director of the Sacred Music
Department at Moody Bible Institute declared in regard to sacred music, “It would be
difficult to say which is the greater danger, but music for art alone or music for
entertainment alone are both unworthy . . . and [both] will probably reap the judgment of
God.” 17 These arguments for the separation of the sacred from the secular played
themselves out in other artistic fields, whether drama (though drama and movies were
generally frowned upon by many evangelicals), literature, or the visual arts (provided that
there was no nudity or unbecoming scenes depicted on the canvas). Christians would do
best to avoid all association with worldliness, but barring that, they needed to keep such
worldly amusements in their proper place and outside of the church.
Background of Gaebelein’s View of the Arts
Gaebelein stood apart from the evangelical mainstream because of his long and
sustained interest in the arts. The roots of Gaebelein’s aesthetic sense ran deep and began
in his Mt. Vernon, New York, childhood home. From his early days plunking out a tune
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on his family piano to his grand performances on nationally broadcast radio to his many
writings on the subject of art and aesthetics after his retirement, in all these, Gaebelein
was captivated by a serious interest in the arts. His views on this subject were shaped by
a variety of factors: home, Scripture, education, and personal practice being the chief.
Early Years
“Like much else, culture begins at home. Taste is formed by what we live
with.” 18 So wrote Gaebelein in 1965, and this was indeed the case in the development of
his own artistic interests. Gaebelein grew up in a cosmopolitan environment; New York
and its surrounding environs were inarguably the artistic heart of the nation in the early
years of the twentieth century. Occasionally, Gaebelein would travel with his parents
into Manhattan to hear a classical concert or to tour some of the museums located in the
city. More important than these artistic excursions was the fact that his was a home filled
with the arts. Looking back at his childhood on the occasion of his seventieth birthday,
Gaebelein recalled fond memories of his childhood.
In one, I am sitting on the front step of our house looking at an open book,
not yet able to read it but wanting with all my heart to do so; in another, I am
picking out on the piano a little German song and then cutting a notch in the
wood above the keys to show where the tune started! . . . Music was part of
our life—not, to be sure, through radio and records, but ‘live’ as my father
and oldest brother played four-handed piano arrangements of Haydn and
Beethoven symphonies and my brother played Chopin and other masters. 19
Gaebelein’s parents provided him with formal piano lessons when he was around
six years old, soon after the notching incident with piano. Gaebelein showed a fair
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amount of talent at the keyboard. When he was nineteen, Gaebelein played a program in
New York City at the Wanamaker department store, and his father, Arno, made sure to
invite the fundamentalist theologian and close family friend, C. I. Scofield, to come and
hear the budding pianist. After completing his studies at New York University,
Gaebelein briefly toyed with the idea of becoming a professional musician. Ultimately,
he instead chose the field of literary studies, but he continued playing the piano for the
rest of his life. 20
In an interview shortly before his passing, Gaebelein recalled with fondness the
artistic taste and manner found in his childhood home. “I was brought up in a home that
loved good things. My parents didn’t have much money but they had innate good taste
and somehow it was communicated to me.” This contrasted with the “kind of trivia and
second-rate artistic models many Christians home expose their children to—sentimental
mood music, Christian records that are advertised as masterpieces but have little lasting
musical worth, poor religious pictures like the ever-present head of Christ that . . . is not
really good art.” 21
Gaebelein’s early trips into the mountains, first with his father and then later on
his own, provided him with a fresh encounter of the beautiful and sublime. In an article
on “Truth in Art,” Gaebelein identified two types of beauty that directly correspond with
truth. These were two forms of beauty that could not lie, for they were located outside of
human creation. First, there was “the chaste intellectual beauty encountered in such
things as pure mathematics or scientific equations.” This was the beauty of balance and
20

David A. Rausch, Arno C. Gaebelein 1861-1945: Irenic Fundamentalist and
Scholar (New York and Toronto: Edwin Mellen Press, 1983), 195-196.
21

Ibid., 219-220.
374

symmetry, of order and harmony. Beyond this, however, there was also, “the beauty
which Ernest Lee Tuveson has called ‘the aesthetics of the infinite.’ The latter is the
beauty reflected in God’s work in creation.” 22
The infinite met the finite in Gaebelein’s experience with the mountains.
Gaebelein captured this sentiment well when he recounted one adventure up Mt. St.
Helens in an article published in the August 1953 issue of The Sunday School Times:
It is early morning and very cold. My fellow climber has lit some small
sticks of pressed fiber, carried in his pack for such a time as this. We take
off our gloves and warm our numbed hands while dawn streaks the sky.
There sits a grasshopper, sharing the warmth of the little fire. The tiny
creature, which crept unafraid from the glacial debris to enjoy the little
blaze, warms my heart with a feeing of the marvel of the life God has
conferred on humble insects as well as on those who bear His image. We
watch our small companion quietly; to molest him would be a profanation.
It is thirteen years since that stray grasshopper joined our fireside, yet the
picture of his tiny equine face watching the flame has not faded. 23
According to Gaebelein, the sheer majesty and beauty of the mountains could lead
one astray as quickly as they could lead one to an appreciation of God. The danger was
that man could be led to worship the creation rather than the Creator. Here was the
idolatry of the sublime. During one climb through the Rockies, Gaebelein and his team
encountered a fellow climber scaling the same peak. “Our new acquaintance had driven
many hundreds of miles through the night to climb this peak and several other fourteenthousanders. And in answer to a remark about his obvious love of the mountains, he
quietly said: ‘Mountains are my religion.’ Now it would hardly be possible to put the
chief spiritual hazard of climbing in fewer words than those.” Citing the famous British
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Alpinist, Arnold Lunn, Gaebelein warned, “‘Mountaineering is neither a civic duty nor a
substitute for religion. It is a sport, for we climb not to benefit the human race, but to
amuse ourselves. . . . All evil, as a great medieval thinker remarked, is the mistaking of
means for ends. Mountaineering is not an end to itself, but a means to an end.’” For
Gaebelein, that end or purpose of climbing was the awareness and worship of God. 24
The Bible
Not surprisingly, the Bible also played a central role in shaping Gaebelein’s
understanding of the arts. The Bible was itself an artistic work, different than any other
example or kind of literature. In speaking of the artistic power of the Bible, Gaebelein
referenced the writing of the first-century critic, Longinus, and his treatise, On the
Sublime. Quoting this text, Gaebelein extolled the artistic virtue of the Bible because it
bore the hallmarks of sublimity. The Bible, wrote Gaebelein, “bears a repeated
examination and . . . is difficult or rather impossible to withstand and the memory of
which is strong and hard to efface.” 25 The Bible was ever new; a man or woman could
return to its pages and find new truth, truth that transformed one intellectually and
spiritually. While Gaebelein would affirm the power of good literature to change lives,
the Bible stood apart from all other writings in this regard. “The Bible is of a different
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order from any other book. In and through its words, the Spirit of God works as in no
other literature. The Christian teacher has in the Bible not only a model but also a frame
of reference for all other books.” 26
The Christian Scripture, then, served as both a model for artistic expression,
particularly in the literary realm, as well as a critic of creative human expression. As a
standard to be emulated, “the Bible is the best model, because it speaks directly and truly;
in it the right word is in the right place.” 27 There is a piercing precision in the language
of Scripture, and this was the example used to guide Gaebelein’s own careful prose.
In terms of its penetrating criticism, the Bible stood alone because of its
connection to truth. “Here, in the plainest meaning of the words, is the book of life. Here
is the book of morality, the volume that uncovers the springs of human action, whether
good or evil. Here is the book the truth of which judges us. Here is the literature of
power in a far loftier sense than Matthew Arnold realized. For this book contains the
only dynamic that can change a bad man into a good man, a sinner into a saint. It is the
book of Christ.” 28 By his own reckoning, Gaebelein experienced this critical judgment in
a very personal way. Looking back from the sunset years of his life, Gaebelein wrote,
“In every way—doctrinally, intellectually, devotionally, ethically, aesthetically—this
incomparable book has molded me. It has kept me near to Christ. It has given me a
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perspective for seeing in the light of God’s truth the different currents in life and thought
flowing through our times.” 29
It is important to understand that the truth of Scripture is the truth of God. The
Bible endures and speaks to the human condition because Christ is in it. The power of
Scripture to sit in judgment over the arts arises from its Christocentric focus. “The Bible
is still the most influential and most widely read piece of communication in the world has
ever known. Why? Because it speaks to man. Like paper impressed with a watermark,
every page of Scripture in some way points to the Incarnate Word.” The Bible’s “highest
value lie[s] in the fact that, in a sense which applies to no other Person and no other book,
there strides through its pages the Figure of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the Savior of
the World. . . . The one key to the Word of God is the Son of god. The Book lives
through Him, and He lives and reigns in human hearts through the Book.” 30
Other Influences
Beyond Scripture and home, Gaebelein’s artistic sense was influenced by the
work of a number of other writers. Gaebelein was first introduced to the formal study of
aesthetics as a Harvard graduate student studying under Irving Babbitt. Those days in the
classroom around Harvard Yard left an indelible mark on Gaebelein. In one retrospective
talk, Gaebelein recalled the impact that his encounter with Aristotle’s Poetics had on his
thinking when he was a student at Harvard. “The day in student days at Harvard when I
first read Aristotle’s Poetics, and felt the invigorating effect of its utter clarity like a cold
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plunge for my mind” was an “encounter with greatness” that forever changed Gaebelein’s
way of thought. 31
Christian writers, many of whom were Reformed in background and theology,
helped Gaebelein apply the doctrine of creation and common grace to the realm of
aesthetics. “My thought about the relation of the arts to Christianity has been enriched by
seeing the relevance of the theological doctrine of common grace to aesthetics. The
Christian life is truly a full one, and I am convinced that evangelicals should, to the glory
of the God who gives artistic as well as other talents to men, move out of the cultural
provincialism that has characterized so many of us.” 32 Theologians singled out for
recognition by Gaebelein include Abraham Kuyper and Calvin Seerveld. From these
two, Gaebelein gained a greater awareness of the ultimate goodness of creation, both in
the natural realm but also in regard to human dimensions. “As Abraham Kuyper said,
‘As image-bearer of God, man possesses the possibility both to create something
beautiful and to delight in it.’” 33
Gaebelein also cited Dorothy Sayers’s piece, The Mind of the Maker, as an
influential resource for his own thinking. We are, wrote Gaebelein, created in image of
God; one facet of that image is humanity’s creative personality. “God is the great Maker,
the only true Creator, from whom all other creative activity is derived. That we are made
in his image is probably the greatest thing ever said of man, and takes us deep into the
nature of our human creative ability. For one of the marks of the image of God that we
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bear is that we, too, in our creaturely way, are makers. And in no human activity is this
aspect of God’s image more evident than in our making of art.” 34
The Development of Gaebelein’s View of the Arts
One can literally find Gaebelein’s concern for the arts running from his first to his
last published works. His first published article, “The Captivity of Every Thought,”
addressed the matter of imagination and the arts, and his final book, a posthumously
published collection of essays entitled The Christian, the Arts, and Truth, pulled together
the various strands of his thinking on the arts. 35 His first major oratory, “In Behalf of
Music,” was delivered upon his graduation from Harvard, and some of his last public
talks addressed a Christian understanding of aesthetics.
Gaebelein’s second published article more directly addressed the subject of the
arts. “On Hymns” was published in 1921. Here was an article highly critical of the
tendency of popular styles of music finding their way into the church service. While he
did not address the song leader directly, the secular sounds of Homer Rodeheaver’s
gospel songs were clearly in young Gaebelein’s sights. Interestingly, it was in this article
that Gaebelein made the statement that music, without concern of lyrical content, can be
intrinsically good or bad. According to Gaebelein, there existed an objective aesthetic
standard, a standard that went unmet in modern popular music. Popular songs were
“neither noble nor beautiful; their chief claim to attention lies in catchy phrases
meretriciously borrowed from the dance hall, yet they not only obtrude themselves on the
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worship of God, but they supplant hymns of supreme worth.” Gaebelein went on to
decry the “sentimentalism” found in popular gospel songs. “The result is triteness,
gaudiness, mawkishness, and levity where there should be elevation and beauty.” 36
“On Hymns” is an important work. It does not merely reflect a certain degree of
musical snobbery on the part of Gaebelein (though some would clearly see this as part of
the story), but it outlines a major theme or trajectory that would be a part of nearly all
future discussions of aesthetics. Aesthetics were to be tied to an external point of
reference rooted in truth, which in turn, was rooted in the nature and character of God.
As such, there exists an aesthetic standard that is immutable, universal, and real. Thus,
songs used in worship had to “be of a sound and intrinsic merit,” a merit that can only be
found outside of the song itself. 37
One can note from these early talks (i.e., “In Behalf of Music”) and articles (i.e.,
“On Hymns”) the significance of music for Gaebelein. Music was Gaebelein’s window
into the aesthetic world. Before becoming a writer, Gaebelein was a musician. He
played music as a child, and as headmaster at The Stony Brook School, he made sure to
bring many talented musicians to the campus. 38 According to Gaebelein, music was the
premiere Christian art. “From Genesis to Revelation, it runs throughout Scripture. Not
only that, music will have a leading place in eternity, according to the inspired visions of
John on Patmos. Moreover, when we come to the matter of worship here and now, music
is a vital factor in preparing the heart for God’s truth.” Gaebelein believed that music
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was inherently spiritual. “Many of the great compositions, even though outwardly
secular, are of a spiritual nature. The slow movement of many a Beethoven sonata,
quartet, or symphony moves on a lofty religious plane.” 39 Thus, much of Gaebelein’s
contemplation on the arts started with music, but his aesthetic analysis branched out to
consider other forms of visual and literary art.
Aesthetic Analysis
Gaebelein wrote about music as a young man, but it was not until his middle years
that he began to think systematically about aesthetics. His aesthetic analysis developed
out of his work on biblical integration in education. In developing his comprehensive
philosophy of education, outlined in The Pattern of God’s Truth, Gaebelein realized that
the criterion of truth needed to be applied to standards in art just as it needed to be
applied to standards in education. From this insight, Gaebelein determined to develop a
form of biblical integration in the arts that mimicked his understanding of biblical
integration in the classroom. Wrote Gaebelein some years later, “Work on this book [i.e.,
The Pattern of God’s Truth] led me to apply the principle of the unity of truth in God to
the field of aesthetics, a line of thought especially congenial because of my activity in
music and writing and my more recent interest in the appreciation of painting.” 40
A hint of this developing interest in more formal aesthetic sense can be found
within the pages of The Pattern of God’s Truth. Early in the book, Gaebelein explicitly
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included the arts as falling within God’s pattern of truth. 41 Two chapters later, he
developed an extended discourse on how integration could occur in the various subject,
and he devoted ten pages to a discussion of aesthetics in a section on biblical integration
in the music classroom. That Gaebelein would choose to address aesthetics in a book on
education was not a random inclusion. Gaebelein believed that the fine arts were “an
essential element of education; without some knowledge of them, no education, least of
all a Christian one, [was] complete.” 42
A few years after the publication of The Pattern of God’s Truth, Gaebelein wrote
to Clyde S. Kilby, English Professor at Wheaton College, and described his desire to
more fully address the matter of biblical aesthetics. “By the way, a particular book that I
strongly feel needs to be written is a volume dealing with the subject of aesthetics from
the Christian and Biblical point of view. Do you have any suggestion for a writer of such
a book?” 43 Not satisfied that such a book was being written, Gaebelein determined to
write that book. In a memo to himself dated 1 April 1966, Gaebelein wrote a working
title and outline for the direction of such a book. The book he hoped to write would be
called The Attainment of Truth in Art, and it would address all aspects of aesthetics from
an evangelical perspective. 44
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Unfortunately, the proposed volume was never written. It seems that Gaebelein
came close to writing it; when he left his editorial position at Christianity Today in 1966,
Carl Henry wrote to the readers of the journal, “Next fall we shall lose our gifted coeditor after his three full years on the journalistic front, as he takes up some projects he
hopes to complete in these retirement years. Among them may be a book on Christianity
and aesthetics.” 45 Gaebelein wrote various articles and presented various talks on
aesthetics upon his retirement; these, along with his writings on social justice, constituted
the bulk of his publications during the last twenty years of his life. Looking at his work
from that time of his departure at Christianity Today until his death in 1983, his published
writings were weighted more heavily towards matters of social justice, but his talks
tended to focus more on art and aesthetics. This perhaps reflects the fruit of his thought
on social justice, most of which began during the 1950s and 1960s but did not fully ripen
until the latter half of the 1960s and 1970s. That his public speaking was weighted more
heavily towards aesthetic development reflected his working out the implications of his
aesthetic ideas in the 1960s and 1970s.
D. Bruce Lockerbie, a close companion to Gaebelein in the 1960s and 1970s and
the editor of The Christian, The Arts, and Truth, brings to light what might have been if
Gaebelein had lived a few years longer. In January 1981, Gaebelein signed a contract
with Multnomah Press to write a book on Christianity and the Arts. In his
correspondence with the editors, he outlined where his project was heading. In particular,
he noted three ways his book would differ from other discussions of Christianity and the
arts:
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1. It will be one of the few books of its kind written by a recognized
practitioner of two of the arts—music and writing.
2. It will differ from most writing about Christianity and the Arts in its
specific biblical orientation. Most writers on Christianity and
aesthetics deal with the subject either philosophically (Schaeffer,
Wolterstorff, and Seerveld) or theologically (Sayers, Nathan Scott,
Lynch, and other Anglican and Catholic writers).
3. “The book will do something that has rarely been attempted—vis., it
will deal carefully and at length with the difficult subject of the
relation of truth to the arts. This will be one of its unusual features. 46
Here one can see the characteristic feature of Gaebelein’s thought applied to the
arts. Essentially, he would attempt to do for art what he did with education and social
justice matters. His ideas would be grounded in Scripture, the pattern of God’s truth
applied to the arts. Once again, we find in this approach the evangelical assumption
regarding the Common Sense Realist notion of self-evident truth. Truth was knowable
and known and could be applied to various realms of human activity.
Sadly, the book was never written. Gaebelein, weakened by the loss of his wife
and a decline in his own health, died two years after signing the Multnomah contract. At
the time of his death, Gaebelein was desperately trying to finish the editorial work on the
Expositor’s Bible Commentary, a project to which he committed himself in the middle
1970s. While a sustained treatment of art and aesthetics by Gaebelein has been lost to the
ages, Lockerbie has gathered together a collection of Gaebelein’s essays and talks on the
arts. This anthology was published in 1985 as The Christian, The Arts, and Truth. Most
of these writings were originally printed in Christianity Today or Eternity, but Lockerbie
included some earlier works and unpublished manuscripts as well.

46

Lockerbie, “Introduction,” 47-48.
385

Beauty
According to Gaebelein, art was “the expression of truth through beauty.” 47 Once
again, Gaebelein returned to the language found in The Pattern of God’s Truth. Beauty
was that which had integrity in its very nature. Such beauty was not limited to “high art,”
but could be found in any work that corresponded to the true standards of beauty
established by God as reflected in His nature. Wrote Gaebelein, “Truth in art cannot be
limited to works of supreme genius. Wherever there is integrity, honest craftsmanship,
and devoted cultivation of talent, there something of truth may break through. Literature
has its minor classics and painting its primitives. Folk music can speak as authentically
as a sonata. Honest craftsmanship, as in functionally beautiful furniture or pottery,
enriches culture. And though these may not receive universal renown, they can attain a
measure of truth.” 48
Beauty, then, was not a matter of sentiment, nor was it found in just those things
that captivated the eye or tickled the ear. “To identify beauty with what is immediately
pleasing or captivating is to have a superficial view of beauty. The difference between a
Rembrandt portrayal of Christ and one by Sallman is the difference between depth and
superficiality.” 49 Neither was beauty merely a matter of taste. “All that we think of as the
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cultural side of life—music, painting, drama, literature, and entertainment—must be
measured by the criterion of truth.” 50
Beauty flowed in deep channels, but there was also a breadth to Gaebelein’s
understanding of beauty. Again, divine truth was the determining factor for identifying
the beautiful. That which was beautiful was true. That which was true was beautiful.
“No discussion of truth in art can be considered complete without some reference to the
relation of beauty to truth.” 51 That which lacked truth, i.e., that which was cut off from
the God who is Truth, necessarily lacked beauty. “Some contemporary artists and critics
are inclined to downgrade the place of beauty in art. The cult of the ugly has its disciples.
But Scripture links beauty to God and approves the beautiful.” 52
Such a conception of beauty could lead one to a very narrow understanding of the
term. But according to Gaebelein, there was tremendous breadth to this understanding of
beauty and truth. “The problem is that there are many, some Christians among them,
whose idea of beauty is not broad enough to include dissonance in music or big enough to
go beyond what is merely pretty in painting or blandly nice in poetry and literature.
Beauty has various manifestations. It can be strong and astringent; it has disturbing and
shocking as well as calm and peaceful moods.” 53
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Sometimes, then, an object of genuine beauty may not appear beautiful to the eye,
but by its very connection with divine truth, it remains beautiful nonetheless. “Moreover,
to identify beauty exclusively with harmony and orderliness does scant justice to the
power and truth the arts are capable of. Rouault’s paintings of Christ are nonconventionally beautiful, but they have the inner beauty of truth. Merely to look at
Grunewald’s Isenheim altarspiece with its agonizing crucifixion scene is to be confronted
with the most terrible yet true picture ever painted of Christ’s suffering for the sin of the
world.” Musical dissonance, stark realism in literature, and even the “ugly” in painting
or sculpture have some relation to beauty. “The concept of beauty in art must be large
enough to include the aesthetic astringencies,” wrote Gaebelein. 54 Thus it was that he
disagreed with the Dutch art historian, Hans Rookmaaker, on the supposed decay in art in
Western society. Rookmaaker, like his friend Francis Schaeffer, argued that art had taken
a pivotal turn towards decadence in the wake of the Enlightenment. Gaebelein was not
quite so willing to throw out all such modern expressions in art. True, there was some art
that was simply bad, but this did not indicate a terminal declension in art or society. 55
And yet, there is a tension in Gaebelein’s thinking on beauty. The above position
on art (contra Rookmaaker) should not be taken as a blanket approval of all forms of
modern artistic expression. For Gaebelein, there was an appeal to an external standard in
art that ultimately sat in judgment over any piece. Some art was opposed to truth and
thus unworthy of Christian appreciation. “Our God is the God of truth. . . . Art that
distorts the truth is no more pleasing to God than any other kind of untruth. Surely it is
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not too much to say that the God of all truth looks for integrity in artistic expression as
well as in theology.” 56
Art cut off from truth was inauthentic, since, according to Gaebelein, “Truth must
be defined as correspondence with reality . . . [and] the ultimate reality is God.” 57 Art
that did not reflect truth was necessarily false, lacking in beauty, and, by definition,
ungodly. “In Scripture, the truth is paramount. Therefore, everything that is shoddy and
false, even though piously so, is abhorrent to the God of Truth.” 58
For Gaebelein, only “authentic art” should be used for authentic religious
purposes. This understanding of authenticity was behind much of his criticism of
contemporary church music. Contemporary Christian art was inauthentic because it had
lost its connection to the truth. Gaebelein wrote,
With nation-wide religious broadcasting and television, there has come into
Christian work a kind of music and technique of presentation savoring more
of Hollywood than of God. Glamour has invaded the proclamation of the
Gospel. The deep sincerity of the simple Gospel song has been replaced by
a keyboard showiness, a tear-jerking use of the most eloquent of all
instruments, the violin, and a sentimental misuse of the innately noble
organ, with tremolant pulled out ad nauseam. . . . All this is condoned as
being catchy and giving the people what they want. 59
This concept of inauthentic art pointed to an ethical dimension in Gaebelein’s
conception of beauty. In a discussion of truth in art, Gaebelein asked, “Is art devoid of
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any ethical dimension? The great biblical phrase ‘the beauty of holiness’ answers with a
qualified negative.” Art that was a lie, i.e., inauthentic art, was ethically corrupt in its use
or production. “The French writer Jean Genet writes beautiful prose, but his work is
decadent. Picasso’s erotic drawings are beautiful but corrupt.” According to Gaebelein,
there were works that seemed beautiful but were, in reality, communicating a lie. “There
is a depth of meaning in Paul’s statement that Satan himself is transformed into an angel
of light. Beauty itself can become the vehicle for a lie.” 60
For Christians to attempt to use that which was inauthentic was a serious problem.
It was sin. “Christians have an aesthetic problem . . . because in one way or another
much in the contemporary use of literature and the arts is debased and opposed to the
truth and to the values to which Christians are obligated.” Evangelicals had to develop a
greater concern and understanding of aesthetics, “if for no other reason than that a tide of
cheap and perverse artistic expression is constantly eroding the shoreline of noble
standards and godly living.” 61 In other words, the development of an aesthetic sense was
of greater importance than the mere cultivation of talent or taste. It was an opportunity
and responsibility to a holy God who demanded nothing less than the application of truth
to all areas of life.
The Importance of Art
That Gaebelein took a hard line against the overly sentimental and pietistic in art
did not mean that Gaebelein was opposed to sentiment and piety, for Scripture itself was
full of genuine sentiment and emotion. Rather, it was the instrumental use of art to elicit
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an emotional response that bothered Gaebelein. Art was not a means to an end, but an
end itself (though not in any ultimate sense). “The arts are a must. Some may say that’s
radical—they’re a nice accessory, but a must? Yes, I think so, if we look at the arts in the
light of God and the Biblical imperative. All our abilities to make or respond to art come
from God. We do God no favor when we look down on the arts as worldly or
unspiritual.” 62
Seeing art as a means to an end rather than as an end itself was a symptom of the
sacred-secular dichotomy that needed to be re-integrated in the Christian imagination.
“Some think commitment to the Holy Scriptures as the inspired Word of God and the rule
for all of life is a hindrance to aesthetic expression and appreciation, . . . mere marginal
activities for those determined to be about the Father’s business. But this is wrong, in
principle, because it assumes a gap between sacred and secular truth and thus violates the
unity of truth. Truth . . . is not confined to religion. All truth is God’s truth.” 63
Human interest in the arts was a reflection of our creation in the image of God and
thus a human good reflective of the One who is ultimately Good. Humanity’s desire to
create was “something that we have in common with Him, for we too in our ‘creaturely’
derivative way are makers.” To an extent, artistic expression makes us more fully
human. “Our capacity to make and enjoy art—to look at it and find it ‘good’—is a
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condition of our very humanity. As G. K. Chesterton said, ‘Art is the signature of
man.’” 64
As Gaebelein understood it, there was a universal dimension to art. Art belonged
to human life; even if someone wanted to avoid art, she could not do so. It was
everywhere part of the modern human environment. Art was broadcast on the radio and
television, plastered on buildings and sign board, in books, magazines, and newspapers.
And because of the pervasiveness of art, it needed to be good art, for art, whether good or
bad, affected the human spirit. Art was “an essential element of man’s environment.
And when art is unworthy, mans spirit is debased. ‘The powerful impact of modern
culture upon man . . . discloses,’ as Professor W. Paul Jones of Princeton says, . . . ‘the
overwhelming degree to which contemporary man is being formed by an ‘art’ nor really
worthy of the name.’” 65
Here then was an opportunity for the Christian. The creation of good art was
something that could honor God and bless our fellow man. But evangelical Christians
often failed to understand the role that art played in their lives. As a result, they often
lived inconsistent and contradictory lives, shunning more formal (and worthwhile)
expressions of art while allowing themselves to be bombarded by inauthentic art. As
Gaebelein noted, “Many a church member who prides himself upon his thoroughly
evangelical beliefs would not think, for example, of going on a Sunday afternoon to hear
a symphony orchestra perform great music composed under God’s common grace by
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men of genius. But he has no compunction at all about watching television programs that
lack integrity and subvert truth to audience appeal.” 66
Truth and Aesthetics
The qualities of truth in general found particular expression in Gaebelein’s
aesthetic understanding. Good art, as authentic or true art, reflected an objective reality
rooted in God. It corresponded to excellence and exhibited integrity within itself and
with other facets of the truth. If evangelicals could recapture the awareness of truth in
art, they would be drawn closer to God, the source and paradigm of all truth.
In talking about art, there was for Gaebelein a fixed standard in aesthetics that
rose above the level of mere taste. Aesthetic standards, rooted in truth, are in reality
rooted in the God of truth. As Gaebelein noted in a discussion on the arts, “Truth must be
defined as correspondence with reality. The ultimate reality is God.” 67 Elsewhere he
wrote, “Our God is the God of truth. According to the Gospel of John, ‘He that doeth
truth cometh to the light.’ This great principle is just as valid aesthetically as in doctrine
and practical living. Art that distorts the truth is no more pleasing to God than any other
kind of untruth.” Thus, inauthentic art, “everything that is shoddy and false, even though
piously so,” was abhorrent to the God of truth. 68

66

Gaebelein, “Observe Sunday,” 16.

67

Gaebelein, “What is Truth in Art,” 12. Or, as Roger Kimball has recently
written in a different venue, “The Platonic tradition in Christianity invests beauty with
ontological significance, trusting it to reveal the unity and propotion of what really is.
Our apprehension of beauty thus betokens a recognition of and submission to a reality
that transcends us.” Kimball, “End of Art,” 28.
68

Gaebelein, “Aesthetic Problem,” 3.
393

While Gaebelein decried the use of certain types of music and art in the
contemporary church worship service, this was not a reflection of any sort of dichotomy
between sacred and secular art in his thinking, just as there was not a result of any
dichotomy between the sacred and secular. It was, rather, a rejection of inauthenticity
wherever it may be found, but particularly in regard to the worship of the God of truth.
Gaebelein did not insist that art had to be imbued with Christian themes or motifs in order
to be considered Christian or true. Gaebelein reacted rather strongly against a certain
fundamentalist attitude toward art, an attitude that declared that art must portray religious
themes to be Christian. “Some think commitment to the Holy Scripture as the inspired
Word of God and the rule for all of life is a hindrance to aesthetic expression and
appreciation. Complete fidelity to Scripture, they say, leaves little place for anything but
religious use of the arts; they consider the arts as generally worldly and thus outside the
bounds of biblical truth, mere marginal activities for those determined to be about the
Father’s business.” Such an understanding was erroneous, however, “because it assumes
a gap between sacred and secular truth and thus violates the unity of truth.” 69 Art
consistent with Scripture could just as legitimately portray a pastoral scene in the
American Midwest as it could portray the Pieta, provided that both reflected something
of the truth of God.
Integrity of Truth in Art
It is not surprising that the same concepts expressed in Gaebelein’s writings on
education and social justice found their counterpart in his discussion of art. As already
noted, good art could be identified by its connection to the truth. “All the arts must be
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judged by Christians in relation to truth. They are, as Calvin Seerveld has said, not to be
‘excluded from the test of truth . . .” 70 Citing Francis W. Parker, Gaebelein noted, “’Art is
the fundamental means of telling truth,’ a statement we Christians may agree with,
provided that we remember the inerrant telling of the truth in Scripture, which is indeed
art at its highest, unique and inspired. By this standard, all human speaking of the truth is
in a sense imperfect and incomplete, yet the artist, as best he knows how in his humble,
creaturely way, must embrace this obligation to the truth.” “The reason why great art
keeps on compelling attention age after age is that it signifies something of truth.” 71
Good art is true art. Good art, known by its connection to the truth, would stand
the test of time. Timeless truth led to timeless art. In this regard, good art could be
identified by its participation in the particular attributes of truth, attributes such as
universality, immutability, and excellence. Good art, for example, was universally
recognizable, or so Gaebelein believed. Returning to the work of Longinus, Gaebelein
referenced a passage from On the Sublime (vii, 4): “In the canons of literary criticism
there stands a doctrine known as the law of universal consent. What men have acclaimed
throughout the ages is, by reason of this universal acclamation, great.” 72
Great art transcended the ages, as the standards of aesthetics remain constant over
time and eternity. “Because the arts do indeed relate to the imaginative and the intangible
and because some of them speak to us apart from words doesn’t mean that we must
exclude the arts from the tests of truth. . . . Paul said in a context different from our
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present one, but in one of those great statements bigger than its context, ‘For what is seen
is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.’ And this shows us the wider dimensions of
reality. There is a reality under God in the uses of the imagination and the intangibles, in
the nonverbal in the arts—a genuine reality to which they must correspond.” 73
Art should be deemed excellent when it connected with a point of reference
rooted in God Himself. Gaebelein recalled the words of Jonathan Edwards to expound
on this theme. “God is the head of the universal system of existence from whom all is
perfectly derived and on whom all is most absolutely dependent, whose Being and
Beauty is the sum and comprehension of all existence and excellence.” 74 Excellence in
art derives from this divine connection.
Such divine reference beyond the individual self or communal standards was “an
exalted corrective to our human measures of excellence, necessary as they are to
everyday living. What Plato pointed to in the Republic, when he declared, “Nothing
imperfect is the measure of anything,’ Scripture makes very plain.” 75 In other words,
there were external standards of greatness that stood above art, and these standards were
universal and beyond mere human sentiment or passing whim. The goal of the Christian
was to identify these standards and to seek to implement in the production of art.
Good art, then, sought to imitate the truth. Here is the classical idea of mimesis;
art reflects truth. Qualitatively, the more art reflected eternal truth, the greater it was.
Gaebelein used the example of Bach’s B-Minor Mass, a moving musical portrait of the
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death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. “This presentation of the truth transcends barriers
of language as it speaks to all Christian hearers. Aristotle spoke of art as mimesis or
‘imitation.’ Here is mimesis in the highest sense, as Bach put into music the profound
truth of Christ’s passion and victory over death.” 76 Obviously, art did not have to be
literally imitative to be great; Bach’s B-Minor Mass was not a phonographic reproduction
of the passion of Christ. It was, however, imitative of the essence of the passion, and
thus truly reflective of this most significant historical event.
Art, then, could only be reflective or imitative, but art was most excellent when it
was most clearly reflective of the truth found in divine reality. “Truth may be defined as
correspondence with reality. The ultimate reality is God, and the Christian knows this
reality in Jesus Christ. . . . Anything in art that sheds light on this reality has truth at the
highest ideal.” 77
Criteria for Evaluating Truth in Art
Gaebelein’s discussion of art, while voluminous, was somewhat scattered across
the pages of various articles and essays. In the 1950s, he distilled much of this writing
into a short but important article, “What is Truth in Art?” Here, Gaebelein developed
four criteria that he felt would help the thoughtful Christian evaluate art from the
perspective of truth. These criteria helped move Gaebelein’s thought from abstraction
into concrete application insofar is it allowed one to determine what constituted good
(i.e., true) art. The four criteria that he identified were (1) durability, (2) unity, (3)
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integrity, and (4) inevitability. By applying these four criteria, one could separate true
from inauthentic art.
The first criterion, durability, related art to the unchanging nature of truth. Since
truth is unchanging, truth in art was also unchanging. “It never wears out. If something
is true, it keeps on being true. . . . So art that is deeply true stands up to the passage of the
years.” The masterworks of the Renaissance still speak to people today. Greatness is
timeless. 78
Durability was not inflexibility, though. There was room for development in
artistic expression. Artistic forms can change, and new schools of artistic design may
emerge. Novelty is not necessary wrong, but it may take a while for true art to be
recognized as such. “Durability must not be pressed so far as to rule out contemporary
art from any claim to lasting truth. Nor does the application of it always require many
years; occasionally contemporary judgment quickly recognizes a masterpiece and is
proved right by posterity. More commonly, however, great works do not come into their
own till years after their creation.” 79
The second criterion for evaluating art was unity. The unity of truth would be
reflected in the inner coherence of an artistic work. Wrote Gaebelein, “The criterion is
very old. Biblically it is rooted in the oneness of the Triune God. Outside the Bible it
found classic expression in Aristotle’s Poetics. It has been well said that form is the cup
of art.” Human beings are created for order, a concept closely related to unity. “When
God created man, he was placed in a garden and told to cultivate and keep it. Order is
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implicit in this idea of cultivating the garden. The creative process in man is not innately
disorderly.” 80 The dissonance of Jackson Pollack’s No. 5, 1948 might reflect the angst of
modern life, but it would not be great by this standard.
The lack of unity found in art, the surreal fragmentation of Dali or the
disfiguration of Picasso, for example, was a sign of the brokenness found in the modern
world. “Certain aspects of contemporary art show a centrifugal and even schizophrenic
trend. This stems from the sense of lostness and rebellion so prevalent today,” wrote
Gaebelein. Here, Gaebelein paralleled Francis Schaeffer’s critique of contemporary art
as a barometer of the times, but unlike Schaeffer, Gaebelein asked, “Is this enough?
Surely art that is ultimately true can do more than reflect what is. It can also have a
prophetic function. The history of literature, music, and the other arts contains notable
examples of genius that not only spoke to the present situation but went beyond it to
break new trails for aesthetic advance.” 81
The important thing to note in this last passage is the normative standard that truth
should play in conforming the artist’s craft to truth. Once again, truth demanded action
of the Christian believer. Good art is not merely reflective of the times; it is reflective of
a reality beyond temporal limits. Good art reflects the ultimate reality rooted in divinity.
Gaebelein’s third criterion was integrity, the “overall truthfulness of a work of
art.” In some ways this was similar to the concept of unity, but according to Gaebelein, it
was a more comprehensive term, “having to do with the matter of wholeness.” “When
we say that a person has integrity, we mean his entire personality is morally sound. So it
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is with integrity in art. In the arts, integrity demands that anything contrived merely for
the sake of effect and not organically related to the purpose of the work must be ruled
out.” It was in this regard that evangelical art most significantly fell short. “Regrettably,
there is much in evangelical literature, music, and art that lacks integrity. Sentimental
pictures of Christ are widely promoted, records dress up hymn tunes in commonplace
variations, and fiction written by evangelicals rarely rises even to the level of competent
literary craftsmanship.” 82
In speaking of integrity, Gaebelein believed that art must be true to itself, but it
must also be true to what it represents. To portray right as wrong or wrong as right
cripples the integrity of an artistic piece. Gaebelein contrasted the integrity of
Rembrandt’s portrayal of the supper at Emmaus with Salvador Dali’s Christ of St. John
of the Cross. For Gaebelein, the “blond Christ on a cross suspended between heaven and
earth” lacked the integrity of Rembrandt’s portrayal of “our Lord as he was—Jewish, a
real human being, here on earth. . . . Here again we have truth in art, mimesis at its
highest Christian sense.” 83
This did not mean that art had to be strictly representational. Warner Sallman’s
Head of Christ was quite traditional in its representational portrayal of Jesus, but
Gaebelein would not deign to call this picture art. According to Gaebelein, such an
image lacked integrity, and “everything in our life and thought that savors of
sentimentality and pretension—these too violate integrity. . . . And when evangelicals
traffic in these things, the noble and wholesome influence of Scripture may be thwarted
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in our thinking and our words.” 84 Likewise, “To identify beauty with what is immediately
pleasing or captivating is to have a superficial view of beauty. The difference between a
Rembrandt portrayal of Christ and one by Sallman is the difference between depth and
superficiality.” 85
The fourth criterion for evaluating art was inevitability. “Some works of art seem
to be the final and inevitable expression of an aesthetic idea. Here a kind of paradox we
may call ‘the familiarity of the unfamiliar’ is involved. We may experience this when we
hear an unfamiliar work by a composer like Beethoven, in which the inevitability of
certain phrases or modulations gives the impression of something already known.” 86
This final criterion is perhaps the most obscure. In essence, it seems to say that we know
good art when we see or hear it, even if we cannot explain or describe it. This criterion
of art squares quite well with the Common Sense Realist ideology so influential among
American evangelicals. Human beings have an innate capacity to see what is right or to
apprehend truth, whether in art or ethics. 87
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By these criteria, Gaebelein found American aesthetic sense, both secular and
Christian, to be woefully inadequate. Much of his criticism was directed toward the
American evangelical church, particularly its willingness to accept mediocrity in its
artistic expression. Gaebelein was saddened by the overall lack of good evangelical
writing, for instance. In an article published in Christianity Today in 1967, Gaebelein
lamented, “I happen to be associated with a book club that is committed to the policy of
selecting for its members only evangelical writing of genuine worth. A survey of our
selections since 1954 shows that a large proportion of them have been books from other
countries—England, The Netherlands, Switzerland, Germany and Australia. Indeed, if
we had depended upon the writings of American evangelicals, we should have had
difficulty continuing. Not only that, but of the many books submitted to us for
consideration many are marred by careless writing.” 88
Popular art and culture were having a deleterious effect on Christian aesthetic
judgments. The desire to be popular to attract a crowd crippled the integrity of the
Christian witness when it meant giving up greatness for that which was merely good.
“Can it be that we evangelicals are not only aesthetically immature but that we also insist
upon remaining so? Have we so far forgotten the apostolic exhortation to ‘think on’ the
things that are ‘lovely and of good report’ that we by-pass the first-rate in favor of the
third-rate? Have we, finally, overlooked the fact that nothing, whether in music or
preaching, can possibly be too God for the Lord?” 89 Again, Gaebelein here assumed that
Christians could readily identify and distinguish the third-rate from the first-rate,
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something that was probably easier said than done. Once again, the assumptions of
Common Sense Realist thinking seemed to be at play.
New Directions for an Evangelical Aesthetic
As Gaebelein understood it, truth required action, so the idea that the arts were
established in divine truth meant that it would not suffice for Christians to understand the
arts. Rather, they had to take this understanding of truth in art and apply it in some
practical fashion. “In the Bible, truth relates to action; as John says, truth is to be
done.” 90 Specifically, Gaebelein felt that Christians had to strengthen and pursue
authenticity and excellence in the arts. “It is because of who and what God is, it is
because of the beauty and truth manifest in his Son, it is because of the perfection of his
redeeming work, that evangelicals can never be content with the mediocre in aesthetics.
Here, as in all else, the call is to the unremitting pursuit of excellence to the glory of the
God of truth.” 91 Christians needed first to encounter the arts in a more substantive
fashion. They needed to become habituated to artistic greatness. From the enriched
perspective gained from such an encounter, Christians then needed to take a stand for
truth in art, producing good art and encouraging others to do the same.
Gaebelein, harkening back to the words of Alfred North Whitehead, believed that
evangelicals needed to become “habituated to greatness” in the arts. Christians had to
first encounter good art and aesthetics in order to understand and produce good art and
aesthetics. At a minimum, this meant that evangelicals had to expand their artistic
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horizons beyond the ersatz and commercialized religious art that tended to dominate the
evangelical subculture. Christians might have to spend time with good art that addressed
secular themes but was nevertheless reflective of eternal principles of truth and beauty.
Great art, literature, and music could bring individuals,
into an encounter with genius. And genius and its products are precious
and wonderful things. Let’s not question the kinds of people. It comes
from God’s common grace, a miracle of his sovereignty of intellectual
value. In giving genius to a Plato or a Shakespeare; a Leonardo, or a
Monet; a Mozart or Shostakovich, or, to turn to literature, a Jane Austen or
a Hemingway—in doing this God acted sovereignly and we ought to accept
and use thankfully the results of His giving.” 92
Gaebelein sought to begin this process of habituation with his students at Stony
Brook. He wanted his pupils to encounter the arts as he had. Reflecting on his
experience with the arts, Gaebelein wrote,
Let me be personal, because any life has been studded with encounters of
this kind. Here are some of them: The day in student days at Harvard when
I first read Aristotle’s Poetics, and felt the invigorating effect of its utter
clarity like a cold plunge for my mind; the afternoon when as a boy in the
fourth grade I was taken to hear Paderewski in Carnegie Hall and knew for
the first time what the piano could sound like—and tonight, more than sixty
years later, his golden tones still ring in my memory. . . . How many and
how vivid such memories are—encounters with Rembrandt and Cezanne,
St. Augustine and Bunyan, Francis Mauriac and Solzhenitsyn. . . . 93
At Stony Brook, then, Gaebelein made a point of reading good books to his
students. He opened up his home to the boys and played great music for them. He began
to habituate them to greatness. One former student, speaking at Gaebelein’s memorial
service in 1983, had this memory:
I can see him seated on a piano bench—he has just finished playing
Beethoven’s ‘Appassionata Sonata’ and turning on the bench he says, ‘All
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men’s talents and gifts for preaching or teaching the Word, for business or
government, for science or art, for all the manifold aspects of human life
come from God. . . . In his sovereignty he graciously gives as he wills—the
more ordinary talents to many and supreme genius to a very few like a
Beethoven and a Bach, a Dante and a Shakespeare, a Pascal and a Newton. .
. . Great and noble art is not a frill, a spiritual irrelevancy. Properly used it
is a God-given means of refreshment and enrichment. It is as much a
manifestation of God’s wisdom and greatness as the majesty of the
mountains, the vastness of the seas, or the glory of the heavens.’ 94
Wesley Smith was one of the first history teachers at Stony Brook, starting at the
school in the fall of 1924. The school was still quite small then, and enrollment was less
than a hundred students total. Nevertheless, Gaebelein encouraged Smith to start a
school orchestra. Wrote Smith, “With Mr. Gaebelein’s suggestion and encouragement, I
started a small orchestra, as piano-conductor. We used to rehearse in the old school
gymnasium at least one evening a week. . . . Our musical group did not exactly rate as a
symphony orchestra as the instrumentation included—one clarinet, alto saxophones, two
trumpets, banjos, a guitar, about three violins, drums, and piano.” This was not an
auspicious start to a music program. Smith’s boys were diligent, however, and by 1927,
they were performing well-received concerts throughout the towns of central Long
Island. 95
According to Gaebelein, increased exposure to the arts would enable a believer to
develop the mental faculty of discernment as applied to the arts. Ultimately, the overall
tenor and tone of her interaction with the arts would be elevated to a new stature. In an
essay entitled “The Debasement of Taste,” Gaebelein argued that American culture had
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lost touch with timeless standards of taste and propriety. Christians had an opportunity to
help recover this aesthetic sense. It was “not the task of the church to impose convictions
upon the world, but it is the obligation of the church to declare its convictions to the
world. . . . This leads to the responsibility to practice Christian nonconformity in a society
that is brimful of materialism and sensuality, and that widely repudiates the gospel with
its ethical corollaries.” 96 Christians could not impose aesthetic standards upon an
unwilling society, but they could begin to model truth in art so that others would be
exposed to the truth.
Gaebelein wanted evangelical believers to begin to exercise “self-restraint and
thoughtful discrimination of values.” By this, he meant that in the matter of the arts,
Christians did not need to completely avoid the art of the secular world; quite the
contrary. Christians needed to participate in the larger world of artistic expression and
participate in the social conversation surrounding art. At the same time, they needed to
be careful to limit their participation to those things that uplifted the human spirit and
improved the social and ethical condition of society.
As Gaebelein saw it, the stakes were high. Art was not merely about art. Like his
contemporary, Francis Schaeffer, Gaebelein believed that the arts were a harbinger of
things to come in society. More than that, they directly influenced the direction to which
society would develop. “Most of us are too tolerant. Art can weaken or destroy the
civilization that made it. The arts aren’t neutral. They’re doing something to us. The
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day comes when art incarnates itself in actions, as Dorothy Sayers says.” 97 Put baldly,
bad art led to bad people and bad culture. “At the end of the first chapter of Romans,
after his appalling catalogue of sins within the human heart and life, Paul states the
ultimate condemnation of unregenerate man in these words: ‘They not only do these
things but take pleasure in them that do them.’ As people look together at what is
unworthy and debased aesthetically, they are together debased.” 98
The converse was true, too. Good art could lead to a better society. As such,
Christians needed to lead the way in aesthetics. In a society undergoing a radical shift in
values, believers had to “practice Christian nonconformity in a society that is brimful of
materialism and sensuality.” 99 “We live in the context of the arts. They’re conditioning
us. We must not submit passively.” 100
This meant that Christians needed to establish standards for the arts “or else we’ll
become enslaved to them.” In other words, Christians needed to discern the “pattern of
God’s truth” in the arts and then apply those principles in every artistic discipline.
Without such principles to guide them, evangelicals were in danger of misusing the arts.
And when the arts were misused, the consequences could sometimes be deadly. “The
supreme example is in the Exodus passage where, right after Bezalel and Oholiab, Aaron
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practiced art and made a golden calf. The arts may be debased, perverted, made into
idols. But the fault isn’t that of the divine giver, but of us to whom they’re entrusted.” 101
Christians, then, needed to find the golden mean in the arts. As much as
Gaebelein disliked much of contemporary art, particular in the area of music, he did not
want to eliminate the modern and return to tradition forms and style of art. Some
contemporary music was okay, but some was truly “cheap, vulgar, and aesthetically
false,” and “its use for good ends does not alter its character.” 102 Instead of abandonment
or wholehearted embrace of contemporary art, Gaebelein wanted to see evangelicals
redeem art by integrating Christian principles into the very substance of artistic
expression. There was a place for popular music, so long as it was good popular music.
“Let there be no misunderstanding. It is not . . . a matter of ‘either-or’ but of ‘both-and.’
Each has its place according to the kind of service being conducted. Nor is the answer a
willy-nilly imposing of Bach, Beethoven, and Brahms upon the musically untaught, or an
insistence upon a dead level of solemnity.” 103
Here was the problem: Art had been cut off from the source of its inspiration, i.e.,
from the nature of a holy God who was Himself truth. Here was the solution: the arts
needed to be redeemed by the reintegration of art in the pattern of divine truth. This
would only happen as evangelicals abandoned the cheap, inauthentic standards of art so
prevalent in society and became themselves habituated to greatness. This was no easy
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task, and Gaebelein left it to others to implement, but he felt he had begun to point people
in the right direction.
Critique of Gaebelein’s Artistic Ideas
It is a fair question to ask if Gaebelein’s theological critique flows out of his
aesthetic sense, or if his aesthetic sense flows out of his theology. For sure, Gaebelein
would identify the theological commitment to the God of truth as foundational to his
aesthetic judgment, and he is probably correct. At the same time, his insistence on
grounding truth in an objective standard outside of self leaves us with the skeptic’s
catcall, “By whose standards?” What is objectivity in a world that denies the very
legitimacy of the word?
The idea of universal standards for aesthetics has largely gone by the wayside in
Western culture at the start of the twenty-first century. Today, the reigning paradigm is
that truth, let alone artistic judgments, are bound by individual prejudices and cultural
inertia. We are, once again, confronted with the issue of postmodernism and its rejection
of universal truth. This is problematic for Gaebelein’s aesthetic judgment, at least in
regard to its reception by others, for Gaebelein was committed to the idea that objective
standards in art exist. But for many contemporary critics of art, such notions of objective
standards come across as little more than preferences—perhaps the preferences of the
elite classes, but preferences none the less.
In regard to the arts, Gaebelein’s work seems to struggle in defining the difference
between aesthetic norms which are universal and unchanging and personal taste which is
transient and bound by culture and personality. Francis Schaeffer declared that there was
no such thing as a godly style of art, but it seems that Gaebelein took a much firmer line,
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a line that many find too sweeping and broad. 104 Remember, Gaebelein argued from the
very beginning of his adult life that certain musical tunes could be intrinsically bad or
good. With a touch of disdain, he decried the writers of popular hymns who seemed “to
have a penchant for an abuse of the dotted eighth and the sixteenth, chorus in which the
male voices echo words in a vulgar ‘Tumpty-tum’ fashion, and sentimental waltz tunes
nauseously harmonized with too many mellifluous intervals.” The effect of such bad
music was “triteness, gaudiness, mawkishness, and levity when there should be elevation
and beauty.” 105
Triteness, gaudiness, mawkishness, levity—all of these are, at least in part, value
judgments. Certainly the authors of “tumpty-tum” tunes did not see things this way, i.e.,
that they were somehow debasing the exalted standards of their graft to the basest level.
Rather, they saw their artistic endeavor as a means of contextualizing the musical
experience, whether in church or out. Here was a chance to make music that was relevant
to the masses and spoke to their sincere religious aspirations at a deep level.
In an area where Scripture is largely silent, i.e., in regard to making artistic
judgments of value and quality, it might perhaps be best to leave the question unsettled as
to what constitutes good art. Sometimes, popular, mawkish tunes eventually become the
hymn standards of the faith. The music for Martin Luther’s “A Mighty Fortress,” which
Gaebelein praises, was at one time a trite, gaudy, and popular tune, or at least it certainly
borrowed from such folk music of the day. As Lockerbie noted, “In fairness, therefore,
to any reader familiar with formal philosophers of aesthetics, from Plato to Monroe
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Beardsley and John W. Dixon, Jr., a caution not to expect to find in Gaebelein’s essays
the language and systems of philosophy. While his eclectic mind borrows from many,
his spirit is sustained by one source,” and that source was Scripture.106
Once again, we are confronted with the strengths and weakness of evangelical
patterns of thought in the twentieth century. The lack of philosophical precision can, in
large part, be traced to Gaebelein’s commitment to Common Sense Realist ideology.
Truth is self evident, as, for example, is the truth of Scripture. The self-evident nature of
biblical truth is a necessary confession for an orthodox Christian, but it leaves us wanting
more. In the arts, is it fair to rest so much on the self-evident standards of aesthetics,
standards that differ from one person to another?
Some might see Gaebelein as speaking out of both sides of his mouth on the
matter of aesthetic judgment. Gaebelein wanted to make room for diversity in the arts as
a necessary counterweight to the perceived parochialism of many unsophisticated
evangelical views on art. Art for Gaebelein did not have to be religious to be true and
thus genuinely Christian. But his evident disdain for many forms of popular artistic
expression lacked clarity and consistency. The external standards to which he
appealed—durability, unity, integrity, and inevitability, and the like—were not easily
quantifiable and could be applied to much of the art he despised. After fifty years and a
billion printed images, one could argue that Sallman’s Head of Christ fits these four
criteria quite well.
One also gets the feeling that developing an evangelical aesthetic would be a task
that would prove to be rather more difficult than Gaebelein originally expressed. We
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return to the matter of epistemology. It seems that Common Sense Realism is, in the end,
rather shaky ground for the building of a Christian aesthetic. If aesthetic judgments are
not as self-evidently clear as Gaebelein assumed, where can one go for objective
standards to be applied in aesthetic evaluation? What Scriptures can one point to when
the Scriptures remain largely silent on the matter of aesthetics, at least in concrete
application? For Gaebelein, Scripture had to be the touchstone for an evangelical
approach to the arts, but here, as in the realm of mathematic or scientific education, the
Bible remained open to interpretation and variation.
Finally, one can also question Gaebelein’s assumption that good art necessarily
led to the development of good culture. Much “good art” was produced in pre-WorldWar-II Germany, for example, but it is clear that on both a small and large scale, evil
people can still flourish even as they produce and are surrounded by art of the highest
expression. Whether art is a reflection or cause of cultural degeneration is a point worth
further explication.
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CHAPTER TEN
Conclusion
In many ways, the story of Frank Gaebelein is the story of twentieth-century
evangelicalism personified. Both the movement and the man were rooted in the soil of
early fundamentalism. Both held on to the doctrinal formulations of Protestant
orthodoxy, but they moved along a social and cultural trajectory that separated them from
those that continued under the fundamentalist appellation in the later half of the century.
It was not always an easy process, and the approaches taken by evangelicalism and
Gaebelein in the area of epistemology, education, and society were sometimes truncated
by a commitment to a particular way of thinking rooted in common-sense notions of
reality. But, given these limitations, both evangelicalism and Gaebelein showed how one
could remain faithful to the authority of Scripture and successfully adjust to the changing
circumstances of the modern age.
Gaebelein’s was an active life. He participated fully in the important and seminal
events of evangelicalism, appearing at the defining moments of the movement’s
development and growth. His biggest mark was left in the realm of education where his
ideas on biblical integration continue to have an impact on Christian schooling at all
levels. Beyond this, however, his life and activities often served as a bridge between
different cross-sections of evangelical believers. As a theological conservative, he could
bring up matters of art or social justice and receive a polite hearing, if nothing else.
Usually, and particularly during the last two decades of his life, he was afforded the
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respect of an elder statesman of the movement. Thus, his participation in the Chicago
Workshops with Ronald Sider and other young evangelicals made the event seem a little
less threatening to conservatives who came of age during a time when the proper thing
for Bible-believing Christians was to remain completely out of the social realm.
Likewise, that it was Gaebelein who reported on the Christian dimension of the King
march in Selma helped many reconsider the role that faith could play in the cause of
racial of justice.
Building bridges was a task that Gaebelein relished, for bridges meant connection,
i.e., integration. Thus, his call to integration of faith and learning was a task of building
bridges across the disciplines, and truth was the mortar and stone used to construct these
pathways. The call to social justice was a bridge between the ethical teachings of
Scripture and practical living of the Christian. It was also the avenue of reconciling
brother to brother. Through his work with Evangelicals for Social Action and Bread for
the World, Gaebelein came to develop friendships and build bridges with those outside
the boundaries of traditional evangelicalism. That he could call the Lutheran (and later
Roman Catholic) Richard John Neuhaus and Rabbi Joshua Haberman friends speaks to
the breadth of his relationships.
In her eulogy for her father, Gretchen Gaebelein Hull identified the one word best
associated with Gaebelein’s life: Truth. Truth was the dynamic of his thinking and
action. Over and over again, Gaebelein called upon his evangelical brothers and sisters to
recapture the place of truth. Here was a call to recapture the place of truth in evangelical
thinking as the ground for all other matters. Gaebelein used a musical allusion to
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describe what he desired in this regard. Turning to classical music for an analogy, he
wrote,
In the trio of the scherzo of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony, the great
composer quotes an old Austrian pilgrim hymn. Over an organ point,
which is a tone long sustained, the hymn is heard. The organ point is on
‘A,’ the note to which all the instruments of the orchestra are turned.
First, it sounds softly; then, as the pilgrim hymn continues, it grows in
volume until the brasses come in and the ‘A’ sounds forth in a ‘quivering
flame of tone.’ So it is with a Christian. The ‘A,’ the essential point of
reference, the spiritual organ point, is the truth—the truth as it is in Christ,
the Bible, and all of life. “And the question of questions for us . . . is this:
‘What will you do with the truth?’ Paul declared, ‘To me to live is
Christ.’ May we reverently paraphrase these noble words to bring out their
application . . . and also say for ourselves, ‘To me to live is truth.’ 1
Gaebelein’s call to truth does not ring as clear today as when he issued it some
years ago. Today, the very concept of truth is under assault in many areas of society. As
Fritz Detwiler describes the current intellectual scene, the problems with Gaebelein’s
epistemological perspective, along with the failure of modernism in general, come into
view. Detwiler argues that postmodern citizens and traditional Christians such as
Gaebelein operate from two very different understandings of truth. First, Detwiler
describes the nature of postmodern belief. Postmodernists believe that, “shared concepts
of truth do exist, but they deny that such concepts have any relationship to truth itself.
Postmodernists further argue that perceptions of shared concepts of truth, when
deconstructed, turn out to be faulty. They contend that all ideas are primarily reflections
of the class, gender, and racial status of those who hold them.” What, then, of “real”
truth? There was no such thing. “Truth, therefore, is self-referencing. . . . No
universally shared meaning ultimately exists. Truth statements are biased assertions of
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individuals; they need to be deconstructed, not in order to get at the ‘real meaning’ of the
truth statement, but to identify the biases that frame the use of the word by the speaker
and the reader.” 2
Here we see the failure of the modern project. At the time Gaebelein wrote The
Pattern of God’s Truth, it seemed that all thoughtful people were deeply concerned about
the matter of fragmentation, disorder, and chaos evident in the world. Everyone, it
seems, was seeking the key to integration and wholeness, Christian and non-Christian
alike. Wrote Gaebelein,
In fact, it is not the slightest exaggeration to say that this matter of integration, or
uniting the parts into a living whole, is the problem of problems, not only in
Christian education but also in all other education as well. . . . How to achieve this
unity? How to put together the diverse fragments that make up the raw material
of education? These are questions that are being asked by secular educators with
the insistence of those who have let go their moorings and are drifting upon
uncharted seas. ‘There is nothing,’ says Professor Kandel of Columbia, ‘that so
clearly illustrates the uncertainty and instability of American education as the
perennial addiction to defining its aims, objectives, and goals’; and Dr. Scott
Buchanan makes this frank admission: ‘We do not know what we ought to learn
in education. We have not been able to discern the pattern in our knowledge
which would make them one knowledge.’ Or as the authors of the Harvard Report
on General Education in a Free Society declare, the search continues and must
continue for some over-all logic, some strong, not easily broken frame within
which both college and school may fulfill their at once diversifying and uniting
task.’ 3
Why this quest for integration in the 1940s and 1950s? The death of modernity
was in sight, though few at that time realized it. The rational ordering of the universe
explicated by Newton and other natural and moral philosophers was to be replaced by
disorder. All the various purveyors of integration, religious or secular, agreed that
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fragmentation and specialization were new intellectual challenges requiring serious
attention. In the area of education, the search was on for that one thing that would restore
unity to the educational program, but they disagreed on what that something should be.
And here is the problem raised in stark relief: A unifying factor has yet to be found and
likely will never be found. Today, then, the postmodernist has simply given up on this
Quixotic quest for integration. There are no universals; hence, there is no unity.
Integration is unobtainable.
And yet, this answer will not do for the evangelical believer. The God of
Scripture is an all-consuming God, and his influence and power extend to all aspects of
life and creation. As Detwiler described it, Christians, are insistent on universal
absolutes. They “identify in postmodernism and poststructuralism the inherent moral
relativism of the position and the degree to which it takes us down the road to intellectual
chaos.” 4 As such, conservative evangelicals refuse to let go of the hope and promise that
all things live and move and have their being in a personal God who continues to order
and sustain the universe.
According to Detwiler, the gulf between these two views of truth is wide and
irreconcilable. One view puts self at the center of truth and makes the individual person
the arbiter of truth and the judge of all reality. The other conception roots truth in
something beyond the self, the God of Abraham who vouchsafes all knowledge and facts
in a stable, rational framework of understanding.
Bridge-builder though he was, Gaebelein’s ideas and writings are not particularly
helpful in reconciling these two different perspectives. Gaebelein was insistent on the
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objective, factual nature of truth, 5 and he never articulated a clear rationale or system to
explain why this was so beyond an appeal to Scripture. In the end, for orthodox
Christians of many stripes, an appeal to biblical authority is not a bad way to approach
the matter of truth. However, such an approach does not hold tremendous appeal for the
unbeliever yet to be convinced of the authority and power of the Bible, nor does it go
very far in helping to engage a conversation between the two camps. In this regard, the
writings of the “Reformed Epistemologists” mentioned in chapter three provide a better
starting-point for dealing with Postmodernism, scholars like Kelly James Clark, Alvin
Plantinga, and Nicholas Wolterstorff. Operating out of the neo-Calvinist tradition
established by Abraham Kuyper, theirs is a rather more chastened approach to
epistemology, particularly as it relates to the matter of truth. In general, they argue that
the Christian faith and worldview are rational belief systems rather than necessary belief
systems. In other words, their defense makes room for rational, orthodox Christianity,
but it does not deny the rationality of other systems of belief. It does not insist on the
Christian perspective as normative (as Gaebelein would), but it makes room for that
Christian perspective along side other perspectives. 6
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A final critique of Gaebelein’s overall work relates to its interdisciplinary nature.
While Gaebelein was a tremendously thoughtful and intellectually versatile man, the
realm of his interests ran broad, perhaps too much so. He was a Renaissance Man, a
generalist I the best sense of the word, but he was so at a time where specialists were
replacing generalists both in and out of the academy. His college yearbook annual may
have been true when it stated about Gaebelein that, “This age of specialization bothers
him not,” and there is certainly much to commend about such a latitudinarian perspective.
As a generalist, Gaebelein was able to make connections across traditional boundaries—a
bridge builder, as already mentioned—but sometimes these connections were tenuous or
superficial. And yet there is a utility and purpose still to be found in Gaebelein’s
writings. His ideas, while developed in the context of twentieth-century life, do have
some important things to say to our present age.
Perhaps one of the most significant themes to be discerned in this regard is the
example Gaebelein laid down of a theologically conservative evangelical who bucked the
trend toward political and social conservatism, a trend that has become almost a byword
of American politics today. Gaebelein, because of (and not merely in spite of) his
theologically conservative, dispensationalist theology, took a stand in favor of social
justice and a holistic gospel. To be sure, he was not the only one to do so. There is a line
of descent running from Carl Henry and Frank Gaebelein to Ed Dobson and Steven
Keillor today, these last two being contemporary examples of theologically conservative
evangelicals who have taken more moderate or liberal stances on the pressing issues of
today. But Gaebelein was perhaps the most articulate and far-reaching example of this
trend. Given the relative disenchantment of many theologically conservative
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evangelicals with conservative politics today (as evidenced in the election results of
2006), a careful re-reading of the works of Gaebelein may be in order.
Upon Gaebelein’s death in 1983, James Daane, in the Reformed Journal, wrote a
touching reflection on the impact Gaebelein had on the evangelical movement. His
concluding words are as appropriate today as they were when he penned them nearly a
quarter century ago. “How long is the evangelical memory? It is often painfully short
and shallow. Gaebelein the mountaineer once walked in the glory of the mountain peaks
and the stars. He now rests in Sleepy Hollow beneath its legend of the Headless
Horseman, while the names of two of the best editors of Christianity Today ever had have
now been displaced, largely unnoticed, from the magazine’s masthead. Frank E.
Gaebelein will live long in those who truly knew the man.”7
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