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tyler@skrbc.org

From: tyler@skrbc.org
Sent: Sunday, May 26, 2019 20:53
To: 'sutton@wsu.edu'
Subject: NYT Article

Sir, 
 
I read your NYTimes piece, “The Day Christian Fundamentalism Was Born” with great interest. I’m a 
graduate from a seminary in the Baptist fundamentalist orbit (Maranatha Baptist Seminary), and I 
pastor a church in a Baptist association that has its roots in the Fundamentalist-Modernist 
controversy. Of course, “Christian fundamentalist” doesn’t work so well as a badge of self-identity in 
Olympia, WA! You clearly know your subject area, and your historical facts about the fundamentalist 
movement are correct.  
 
However, I’d like to suggest that perhaps your framing for the article wasn’t quite right. What I mean 
is this – it seems as if you view the birth of fundamentalism as a sociological phenomenon; a knee-jerk 
reaction against changing social mores (a la John Lithgow’s preacher father from Footloose). I think 
you overlooked the theological impetus that fueled fundamentalism as a movement; one which had 
been growing for perhaps the previous half-century.  
 
It was those concerns which fueled the controversy, and it was a trans-denomination fight – a “big 
tent” movement that encompassed all sorts of theological characters. This is quite different than the 
fundamentalism that emerged after the Second World War, after the moderates essentially split from 
the movement and gradually became known as “evangelicals.” When you use the phrase 
“modernism,” you seem to mean “new:” 
 

- For many Americans, it was thrilling to be alive in 1919. The end of World War I had brought 
hundreds of thousands of soldiers home. Cars were rolling off the assembly lines. New forms of 
music, like jazz, were driving people to dance. And science was in the ascendant, after helping 
the war effort. Women, having done so much on the home front, were ready to claim the vote, 
and African-Americans were eager to enjoy full citizenship, at long last. In a word, life was 
dazzlingly modern. 

 
- But for many other Americans, modernity was exactly the problem. As many parts of the 

country were experimenting with new ideas and beliefs, a powerful counterrevolution was 
forming in some of the nation’s largest churches and Bible institutes. A group of Christian 
leaders, anxious about the chaos that seemed to be enveloping the globe, recalibrated the faith 
and gave it a new urgency. 

 
The culture was changing, beliefs were changing, mores were changing – something must be done! I 
won’t deny that was some people’s reaction. Tradition is a powerful force, and some people will 
always pine after the good old days. At a business meeting at my church just this afternoon, a man 
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wanted to know “when are you bringing back Sunday evening services!?” Truth be told, that just ain’t 
gonna happen. It’s not realistic for our congregation or the culture. But, the question reflects a 
particular 1950s-esque nostalgia; a thirst to capture a comfortable, familiar cultural moment and 
freeze it for all time.  
 
But, that isn’t what modernism was (or is). Rather, modernism, at its core, is a presuppositional 
framework that doesn’t take the Scriptures seriously as authoritative documents, and seeks to 
redefine the Christian faith to bow before the weight of other authorities. Today, those authorities 
are the hard and soft sciences. The psychologists, sociologists, the geologists and the biologists are 
the new high priests. See philosopher J.P. Moreland’s recent book on this subject.  
 
Modernism was a presuppositional framework that sought to transform the faith for a “modern 
context;” to “update” it. Thus, the Scriptures were corrupted in transmission, the Genesis account of 
creation is a fallible product of Ancient Near-Eastern culture, Adam and Eve weren’t real, Jesus wasn’t 
miraculously conceived, the resurrection isn’t real, and miracles are silly nonsense. Individual 
churches, associations and denominations strove (first individually, and later corporately) to identify 
and root out these revisionist ideas about God and the Scriptures from the churches, bible colleges, 
seminaries, and denominational machines. It was a quest for ecclesiastical holiness and orthodoxy: 
 

- God can do miracles.  
- God does do miracles.  
- Jesus was real,  
- He is divine,  
- He did do some very important things during His incarnation, 
- and prophesy is real,  
- and Moses really did exist 

 
In other words, to paraphrase a certain news anchor, orthodoxy is “kind of a big deal.” 
 
Now, it’s true that fundamentalism (as a definable movement in a particular place and time) was 
largely an American phenomenon. It’s also true that, in any movement, there are some theological 
sophisticates and others who are in it for less sophisticated reasons. In other words, the 
fundamentalist movement did (and does) have its share of clones from the preacher father in 
Footloose, but we also have our Machens, too. It’s the same in the broader evangelical world; who 
represents that movement – Joel Osteen or John MacArthur? It depends who you ask.  
 
All that to say this – I think fundamentalism is more than a cultural reaction against a changing world. 
It’s a quest for theological orthodoxy and purity in the Christian sub-culture. In our modern day, John 
MacArthur and the late R.C. Sproul are perfect examples of classic fundamentalists.  
 
Thanks for your article. After looking at your published works, I’ll likely pick up your volume on the 
history of evangelicalism for some summer reading! 
 
Thanks, 


