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Chapter 1

What Are Evangelicals?

One of the joys of television comes from watching old black and white
classics late at night. Every few years one can see Elmer Gantry and Inherit
the Wind. The first portrays the life of a prewar evangelist and is loosely
based on the life of the anti–evolutionist, John Roach Straton. Of the same
vintage is the screen version of Laurence and Lee’s long-running Broadway
play Inherit the Wind, with Spencer Tracy as the fictional version of Clarence
Darrow and Fredric March in the lead role modeled on William Jennings
Bryan. Both are fine films that continue to inform and misinform the public
about the nature of Evangelicalism because of their portrayal of interwar
fundamentalism (Larson, 1997). As we shall see, perceptions derived from
these films can often mislead, particularly with respect to the relation of
evangelicals to modern science. The popular image of evangelicals is of
a subset of Protestants, who adopt biblical literalism, are anti-intellectual,
and reject all science. That is, at best, a partial truth and misleading on its
own.

I shall begin with a backward look at the history of evangelicals over
the last quarter millennium, tracing the origins and beliefs of a very diverse
movement. It is essential to understand what evangelicals stand for, before
considering how they understand and interact with science. Unless one
makes a careful, even if brief, study of the history of Evangelicalism, one is
liable to set up a fundamentalist straw man and thus totally and utterly
misunderstand evangelicals and their engagement, positive and negative,
with science. As Americans have seen during the last three decades of the
twentieth century, certain evangelicals have shown a special interest in
science and have had considerable clout in both the teaching and practice
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8 Evangelicals and Science

of science at every level. On the one hand, evangelicals have been respon-
sible for the Young Earth Creationism movement, which has generated
widespread opposition in the scientific community. One the other hand,
evangelicals have provided the highest leadership in the space sciences
and the human genome project.

We are not dealing with a few religious people but a large minority in the
world. Estimates vary from 150 million to over 400 million evangelicals
in the world in 2000, that is between 2.5 and 6 percent of the world’s
population. If the present rate of growth continues there may be 600 million
in 2025, that is 8 percent of the world’s population.1 Thus over the next few
decades evangelicals are likely to become more significant on the world’s
stage than today.

WHAT ARE EVANGELICALS?

The simple answer to the question “What is Evangelicalism?” is that
it is a movement of loosely affiliated enthusiastic groups of conservative
Protestants, who have thrived since the 1730s and who put great emphasis
on the truth of the Bible. Originally, evangelical beliefs were those of main-
stream Trinitarian Protestantism coupled with enthusiasm; but diversity
has crept in over the years. Scientifically, contemporary evangelicals range
from Francis Collins, the director of the Genome Project, to Henry Morris,
the founder of modern Young Earth Creationism. An immediate problem
is that some evangelicals will not recognize the more “liberal” evangelicals
as fellow evangelicals. This form of exclusion occurs, for example, when
some Young Earth Creationists dismiss evangelicals who hold to “evolu-
tion” as either apostate or non-Christian. A further problem is that some
groups, like Jehovah’s Witnesses, call themselves evangelicals, but reject
core beliefs such as the Trinity.

Evangelicals are a highly adaptive subspecies of Christians who can
adapt to almost every type of society, yet still retain the core of evangel-
ical belief. Within any one country there are an immense variety; Funda-
mentalists, Reformed, Baptists, Dispensationalists, various Methodists and
Holiness groups, Afro-American groups, Pentecostalists, and many splin-
ter groups. Some form separate denominations and some are evangelical
ginger groups in mainline denominations like the Anglican, Methodist,
and Presbyterian Churches, which are dominated by “liberals.” In par-
ticular, evangelicals include a colorful cast of musicians, evangelists and
tele-evangelists, faith healers, and some intellectuals. From the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, there were the Wesleys, Edwards, Whitfield,
Simeon, Finney, Asbury, Wilberforce. During the first half of the twentieth
century, Amy Macpherson, Billy Sunday, Moody and Sankey, Warfield,
Ryle, Spurgeon, Carl McIntire, Bob Jones, William Jennings Bryan, William
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B. Riley, and the infamous Frank Norris were major figures. Since the Sec-
ond World War, major evangelicals include Billy Graham, Jerry Falwell,
Jim Wallis, Luis Palau, Tim Lahaye, John Stott, Archbishop Jensen of Syd-
ney, Joni Erikson, Oral Roberts, Carl Henry, and two Ugandan bishops—
Archbishop Janani Luwum, who was murdered by Idi Amin in 1977, and
Festo Kivengere, who fled the country at that time.

One of the most useful definitions of Evangelicalism has been that of
David Bebbington in his historical study Evangelicalism in Modern Britain,
in which he defines the characteristics as (Bebbington, 1989, pp. 2–17)

1. Conversionism

2. Activism

3. Biblicism

4. Crucicentrism

Though he does not state this explicitly, Bebbington deals only with
self-styled evangelicals who are Trinitarian. Bebbington discusses each
characteristic at length and his morphology has formed the basis of much
academic study on Evangelicalism throughout the world. Broadly speak-
ing, an evangelical emphasizes the need for personal conversion, and the
importance of being active in their faith, which is based four-square on the
Bible. Moreover, they insist that their theology is centered on the Cross
of Christ. Within these parameters, variations abound. Some insist on a
dateable conversion, usually at a revivalist rally, others consider that con-
version may take years. There is a great diversity of views on the Bible.
The center of all evangelical belief is the atoning death of Christ, which
is interpreted in different ways. A constant mark of evangelicals is their
activism in evangelism and good works.

Bebbington has given scholars of Evangelicalism a good basis to work
with, but he leaves out two important aspects of evangelical life—
enthusiasm and fellowship. Evangelicals are more enthusiastic about their
faith than most liberals, whether they are more restrained Anglicans or ex-
uberant Charismatics. Though evangelicals are often individualistic and
eschew fixed ecclesiastical structures, they usually form closely knit groups
which may, on occasion, adopt rigid definitions of who is “in” and who
is “out.” This latter feature results in evangelicals having a unique form
of Fellowship, which outsiders may see as oppressive and almost cultic. At
times it is. Thus I would prefer to extend Bebbington’s Quadrilateral to a
Hexagon:

1. Activism

2. Bible
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3. Conversion

4. Death of Christ

5. Enthusiasm

6. Fellowship

Bebbington’s definition has been criticized for being too theoretical and
focusing on the doctrinal rather than experiential aspects of Evangelical-
ism. This is correct, as some evangelicals are long on experience and short
on thought and doctrine. It is an attempt to bring order to a highly diverse
group of Christians. Though evangelicals will always claim to base their
outlook on their doctrine on Scripture, there are many instances in which
the belief is totemic rather than thought-through. It must be said in defense
of evangelicals that they are often more articulate in the faith than many
from mainstream churches.

THE DIVERSITY OF EVANGELICALISM

Although many will think of Elmer Gantry as the archetypal evangelical,
evangelicals show an immense variety, which almost defies any summary.
That is not surprising, as there are nearly half a billion scattered through
every continent. On each of Bebbington’s four points or my six, evangeli-
cals are very diverse. They range from childish naiveté to a well-reasoned
belief, from a simplistic crudity of a mechanical doctrine to a doctrine
which is sensitive to the whole human predicament, from a talismanic
approach to the Bible to one which uses every hermeneutical aid possible
and from Young Earth Creationism to Harvard Professors of Astrophysics
(Owen Gingerich) and Vice Presidents of the Royal Society of London
(Sir Brian Heap).

Though the authority of the Bible is a common ground for all, the per-
ception of its nature varies. The conservative wing puts great emphasis
on its inerrancy and holds that the Bible contains no error of any kind
whether moral or historical. Though many Inerrantists allow the Bible to
accommodate itself to the thought of its day, some, especially those influ-
enced by Young Earth Creationism, insist that it also teaches science. The
more liberal evangelicals, especially those in Britain, eschew inerrancy,
speak of the Bible’s supreme authority in more general terms, and accept
minor historical errors in the text. As some hardline Inerrantists have a
tendency to demonize those who either question inerrancy or a Young
Earth, evangelicals are divided over what belief in the Bible entails.

Attitudes to conversion also vary. Before the Evangelical Revival began
in the 1730s, “sudden conversions,” even lasting a few months, were a
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rarity, but the early evangelicals speeded up the process and by the nine-
teenth and twentieth century some evangelicals were expecting a matter
of hours or less. Some insist on a conversion, which is an identifiable event,
others are flexible regarding whether conversion is sudden or gradual. On
this issue, the latter almost slide over into the belief of mainstream Protes-
tants regarding Christian nurture. The former can be very judgmental
and doubt whether someone can be a Christian if they cannot put a time to
their conversion. Billy Graham is often regarded as the epitome of an evan-
gelical who emphasizes the need for a conscious conversion, due to his
practice of calling for conversions during his evangelistic rallies. Graham,
himself, was converted shortly after his sixteenth birthday in 1934 dur-
ing an evangelistic rally. In contrast, his wife Ruth, who was born into a
missionary doctor’s family in China, had no conversion experience.

The death of Christ as the atonement for sin forms the heart of all
evangelical religion. Simple presentations adopt a crude substitutionary
atonement as the only understanding of the death of Christ. Here Jesus’
death is portrayed as a sacrifice to placate an angry God. In more pop-
ular Evangelicalism, other New Testament portrayals of the meaning of
the death of Christ are ignored—that is those portrayals which empha-
size reconciliation, the suffering servant, and even Christ as an exemplar.
Some evangelistic appeals can be very simplistic and without reference
to the resurrection; but to claim that this is the case for all evangelicals
is very misleading. Whether one reads an older study by John Calvin,
a nineteenth-century study by Benjamin Warfield or James Denney, or
recent understandings by John Stott or Joel Green, one finds much more
careful doctrinal statements regarding why the death of Christ is the center
of evangelical belief.

Many associate evangelicals with very enthusiastic worship, with hands
raised high and the use of emotional music. Though evangelicals take their
faith seriously and with enthusiasm, that enthusiasm takes many forms,
from rowdy Pentecostal worship, interspersed with “Praise the Lord” and
“Amen” at every possible opportunity to the more restrained liturgical
worship of Lutherans and Anglicans, with every possible variety between,
enthusiasm can be either restrained or ecstatic.

To outsiders, evangelical churches often seemed closed and only wel-
coming to fellow-believers. Thus their fellowship may seem to be sect-like.
At times this is the case and that is especially so among groups who are ei-
ther separatist or have distinct emphases. A dogmatic adherence to Young
Earth Creationism does at times make evangelical groups sect-like. To risk
generalization, evangelicals do put great emphasis on fellowship, and at
times this can be excluding rather than including. At times Christians who
do not accept the totality of what a particular church holds may find them-
selves ostracized and excluded from fellowship. This pattern is illustrated
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by what Bob Jones Sr. said of Billy Graham in 1953, that he “was doing more
harm to the cause of Jesus Christ than any other living man” Jones then
warned students in his college at Greenville, South Carolina, that they
would be expelled if they attended a Billy Graham rally (Martin, 1992,
pp. 317–318). Both Jones and Graham are evangelicals and thus our defi-
nitions must include both.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF EVANGELICALS

Church historians have long marginalized evangelicals and in the past
have failed to either study them or realize their importance, resulting
in a dearth of good histories of Evangelicalism. This may be due to the
dominance of liberal Christians among protestant church historians, who
unwittingly concentrate on the liberal wing of Protestantism. Since 1980
more historians have studied Evangelicalism, resulting in some very fine
studies and now a five-volume History of Evangelicalism edited by David
Bebbington and Mark Noll, of which three volumes have now been pub-
lished. Put briefly, Evangelicalism began in the 1730s and grew slowly
until 1790, when it began to expand rapidly on both sides of the At-
lantic, with outposts in the British Empire. From about 1850 Evangelical-
ism was dominant in Britain and America until decline and liberalism set
in about 1900. Thenceforth, Evangelicalism declined and retreated into the
fortress of Fundamentalism, and it was regarded as a spent force. After
World War II Evangelicalism revived again, and from about 1960 it ex-
panded globally. The dominant figure in this expansion has been Billy
Graham.

The Rise of Evangelicalism, 1730–17902

Evangelicalism originated within the orthodox segments of British and
American Protestantism in the 1730s. There was a sense that the church
had become stagnant and needed revitalizing, as the churches had be-
come less fervent after the rationalizing excesses of the mid-seventeenth
century (Olson, 2004, pp. 83–110). It is difficult to pin the rebellion against
“rational” Christianity down to one event, but in the 1730s, numbers of pas-
tors were “enthused” on both sides of the Atlantic. Jonathan Edwards in
New England, George Whitfield, who was commuting between England
and the American Colonies, John and Charles Wesley in England, and
Daniel Rowlands and others in Wales almost simultaneously pushed for
a more emotionally involving religion. Edwards was a Congregationalist,
and most of the English and Welsh evangelicals were Anglican. Thus the
incipient revival began as within well-established churches, including the
British established church—The Church of England. The outline of these
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events is well known, and in recent years scholars have begun to study
them in far greater depth, producing a good and burgeoning literature.

The Evangelical Revival was not an unprecedented sudden irruption in
the life of the English-speaking church, as there were precursors. These
were initiated among Christians who belonged to churches of the Reforma-
tion and thus had protestant emphases on the Bible and Christian doctrine.
Some of these proto-evangelicals belonged to the original English refor-
mation church—the Church of England—and others to the “dissenting”
bodies of Presbyterianism or Congregationalism, which came out of the
Puritan movement. Thus the eighteenth-century evangelicals could look
back for inspiration to the reformers and Puritans. Their more immediate
precursors were Cotton Mather in the American colonies as well as the
British Congregationalists Phillip Doddridge and Isaac Watts, and Angli-
can High Churchmen like William Law, who refused to swear an oath to
William and Mary after the Glorious Revolution of 1688. In addition, the
Moravians, who originated from Germany, had a great influence on the
Wesleys and in much of North America. These disparate groups, com-
ing from the Puritan tradition, High Anglicanism and Lutheran pietism,
all contributed elements to form a new and distinctive tradition from an
amalgam of older traditions.

Many history books oversimplify the origin of Evangelicalism and fo-
cus almost entirely on Wesley and the rise of the Methodist Church, as if
that was the only product of the Evangelical Revival. Important as Wesley
was, this simplistic account ignores the contribution of Edwards, Whit-
field, and the many Anglicans. It also prevents Evangelicalism being seen
as a multifaceted movement of great adaptability. Despite their geograph-
ical dispersion and their varied backgrounds, these revitalized Christians
rapidly affiliated themselves to each other, either through personal contact
or by letter.

It is essential to see the Evangelical Revival as Transatlantic in the literal
sense rather than to focus on each country in turn. In fact, some significant
events took place mid-Atlantic on board ship, most notably the developing
spiritual angst of John Wesley and John Newton which resulted in their
conversions. The most significant changes occurred in the middle of the
decade. During 1734–1735, Jonathan Edwards was involved in a revival in
Northampton, Massachusetts, where he was minister. That was no abso-
lute novelty, as revivals had taken place in 1712 and 1718 while Edwards’
grandfather, Solomon Stoddard was minister. Edwards was probably the
greatest theologian of the eighteenth century and a prolific writer. His
prodigious output included works on Original Sin, Free Will and “Some
thoughts on the present revival of religion.”

The revival associated with Edwards began to decline at the end of the
1730s, but in 1740 the revival in New England gained new life from an
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unexpected source when George Whitfield, an Anglican priest, came to
Boston, the heartland of anti-Anglicanism. Whitfield had come to Penn-
sylvania in October 1739 and then worked southward to Savannah. After
quarrelling with Anglican clergy he went back north and arrived in New
England in September. He was not welcome in Anglican pulpits, but Dis-
senters made up for that, and thus the ecumenical side of Evangelicalism
came into being. (Evangelicals often get on better with evangelicals from
another denomination than with non-evangelicals in their own.) During
the early 1740s Whitfield visited Northampton and preached for Edwards.
A bond was forged and thus Evangelicalism became a transatlantic move-
ment with preachers sharing pulpits or at least corresponding with each
other, creating broad Methodist networks. (I use Methodist in the original
sense as it was used indiscriminatingly of all evangelicals in the mid-
eighteenth century.)

On the other side of the Atlantic, and within a few weeks of each other in
South Wales, Howell Harris of Brecon and Daniel Rowland of Llangeitho
had undergone experiences of forgiveness, which changed their lives. Also
in the spring of 1735 the Oxford undergraduate George Whitfield had
been converted. Two years later he stirred his hearers in London and
Bristol, exhorting them to seek the new birth. In 1735, John Wesley traveled
to Savannah for the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel and met
with limited success. Both in Georgia and in London in 1738, Wesley
had become acquainted with Moravian pietists, and on May 24, 1838, in
Aldersgate Street in London his “heart was strangely warmed,” which he
considered to be his conversion.

When the birth of the Evangelical Revival is presented as the story of men
such as Edwards, Wesley, and Whitefield, as it very often is, the impression
is given that there was a sudden change in the life of the English-speaking
church. Change there was, but it was slow, and for the next fifty years
the evangelicals, or Methodists as they were often called, were a marginal
group on the fringe of the mainstream churches. They were often vilified
by the common man and the Anglican Bishops. Bishop Butler said to
Wesley, of enthusiasm, the most hated feature of Evangelicalism, it was “a
very horrid thing.”

Suffice it to say that the ministry of Wesley and Whitfield was very
peripatetic. Yet slowly, some Anglican clergy like William Grimshaw at
Howarth (later of Bronte fame) and Samuel Walker, adopted the same
faith but remained in their parishes. Thus Evangelicalism slowly grew in
the Church of England. Some Anglican evangelicals had no contact with
the Wesleys and Whitfields and their evangelical convictions were sui
generis. Wesley, though an Anglican, worked as much outside the church
structures as within and organized his circuits and classes with an iron fist
without regard to the advice of any bishop. He sent workers to America,
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most notably Francis Asbury. In 1795, shortly after Wesley’s death, his
successors decided to leave the Church of England and form their own
Methodist church, which was never Wesley’s intention.

It is tempting to assume that evangelicals, with their religious fervor and
biblical outlook, were both anti-intellectual and anti-Enlightenment. Evan-
gelicalism is often cast as a reactionary movement; but as Bebbington has
demonstrated, it was to a significant degree an expression of Enlighten-
ment principles. Many evangelicals were close followers of Locke’s Essay
on Human Understanding, which argued that one’s personal experience
was basic for obtaining reliable knowledge. Thus evangelical religion was
not merely the mental adoption of orthodox theology, but, most of all, an
experience of what was believed, so evangelicals could say with Wesley,
“My heart was strangely warmed.” Evangelicals shared the Enlighten-
ment’s trust of the affections; however, they retained a historical allegiance
to Scripture and traditional protestant orthodoxy. Mark Noll concludes
his Rise of Modern Evangelicalism by pointing out that (Bebbington,1989,
pp. 42–74; Noll, 1992, pp. 140–141), “failing to pay full attention to the
early evangelicals’ exploitation of Enlightenment thought-forms would
short-circuit explanations for the rise of Evangelicalism as much as fail-
ing to recognize how deftly Evangelicalism spoke to the shifting social
landscape of the period.” Part of the misreading of early evangelicals re-
flects liberal historians’ disdain for the anti-intellectualism of much later
fundamentalism.

The Expansion of Evangelicalism, 1790–18503

After 1790, evangelicals increased almost exponentially for the next three
decades. The growth of evangelicals, especially in Britain, coincided with
the Wars with France, when the whole of British society swung rapidly in
a conservative direction. During this decade radicals like Joseph Priestley
were often vilified and subject to violence. By the end of the decade the
evangelicals were poised to become the most significant church grouping
throughout Britain, both through the leadership of clergy of all denom-
inations and through politicians such as William Wilberforce. Growth
in North America was slower. Evangelicals were a minor force in the
fledgling republic and had had no influence in the setting up of the Amer-
ican Constitution, which had more to do with radical dissent and the
Enlightenment than with Evangelicalism. The Founding Fathers looked
more to Thomas Paine than to Wesley or Whitfield. (That irony is often
lost today.)

Even though the 1790s was a crucial decade for evangelicals on both
sides of the Atlantic, in 1800 evangelicals were still a small and often
despised group within the churches. As the nineteenth century wore on,



P1: 000

GNWD018-01 GR3113/Roberts Top Margin: 5/8in Gutter Margin: 3/4in December 5, 2007 17:25

16 Evangelicals and Science

however, they came to prominence, almost dominance, throughout the
English-speaking world, and Evangelicalism took root throughout much
of the world. Evangelicals also spread their moral influence throughout
British and American society.

From the 1790s, Anglo-Saxon Christianity flourished as never before,
particularly its evangelical wing. In the United States this flowering of
enthusiastic religion became known as the Second Great Awakening, with
the Methodist ministers, Francis Asbury and Charles Finney as two of the
major leaders. Whereas the First Great Awakening in America was domi-
nated by Congregationalists and Presbyterians, the Second was dominated
by Methodists, Baptists and Disciples, with the result that Methodists and
Baptists began to outnumber the older denominations, initiating a trend
that has continued until today. When the English born Asbury arrived in
America in 1771, for example, there were four Methodist ministers, who
had been ordained by Wesley against Anglican practice, and 300 laypeo-
ple. When he died as leader of the American Methodist Church in 1816,
there were 2,000 ministers and 200,000 Methodists, making the Methodists
the largest denomination in the United States.

In the generation after Asbury, Charles Grandison Finney (1792–1875)
became the best-known revivalist. Finney’s approach to revival was much
more organized than that of the first evangelicals, who simply let the Holy
Spirit take his course. Finney developed many practices, which became
the norm in much evangelism, most notably the “anxious bench” where
enquirers could sit at the front of the meeting place to be admonished
on the state of their souls, and hopefully, to profess conversion. Finney
originated from New York, but after his break with the Presbyterians he
moved to Ohio, where he was heavily involved with Oberlin College.
Though to him, evangelism was a priority, he also was an abolitionist,
a pioneer in women’s education, and a reformer in temperance, peace,
sabbatarianism and care for the retarded.

During the First Great Awakening Baptists had been a small but signif-
icant minority, but the Second Awakening resulted in their rapid growth,
particularly as a result of evangelizing the frontier population. Apart from
an emphasis on believers’ baptism, the Baptists’ distinguishing mark was
their emphasis on the independence of the local congregation. Despite
their congregational autonomy, Baptists found ways to work together, set-
ting up local associations and Missionary Societies. However, there were
North–South tensions over slavery, especially over whether missionary
candidates should own slaves. In 1845 this resulted in Baptists from the
South withdrawing and forming the Southern Baptist Convention, which
is now the largest protestant denomination in the United States.

Whatever one might think of the nation’s religious life in antebellum
America, it could not be described as dead. It was marked by growth,
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vitality and exuberance, and it spawned various separatist sects, including
the Millerites and Mormons. Some observers of the American cultural
scene, like Frances Trollope, mother of the novelist, Anthony, complained
that “The whole people appear to be divided into an almost endless variety
of religious factions” and she described Camp Meetings as “that most
terrific saturnalia.” In fact, the majority of the population professed church
allegiance, and as Mark Noll points out, the nation’s ethos, if not actual
practice, was thoroughly evangelical (Noll, 1992).

In 1800, British evangelicals were about to become a major force re-
ligiously, politically and socially. The breakaway Methodist church was
growing, and split within a decade. Anglican evangelicals had come to
the end of a period of virtual stasis, during which they were loathed and
opposed by the church hierarchy, and began to be accepted both by their
church and society. In the Church of Scotland, evangelicals became a ma-
jority among the laity and the bias against the appointment of evangelical
ministers resulted in the Disruption of 1843, when the evangelical leader
Thomas Chalmers led out many to form the Free Church of Scotland. By
1810 Britain had an evangelical Prime Minister—Spencer Perceval, who
was assassinated in the Houses of Parliament in 1812. By 1815 the first
evangelical of many—Henry Ryder—-was made an Anglican Bishop, and
in 1848 an evangelical, John Bird Sumner, became an Archbishop. This
period also saw the formation of many missionary societies both for mis-
sions overseas and at home, the British Foreign and Bible Society and other
evangelical societies for good works including the (Royal) Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. The vast amount of evangelical activism,
both evangelistic and in the encouragement of good works, resulted in the
growth of all protestant churches and a reforming approach to society.
There was a spate of church building during the early decades of the
nineteenth century, and in 1851 a religious census in England and Wales
showed that over 40 percent of the population were worshippers, half
were Anglican and most the rest nonconformist with a small but rapidly
growing number of Roman Catholics. A higher proportion of the popula-
tion in Ireland and Scotland were worshippers. This was the highpoint of
church attendance in Britain.

Evangelical Dominance and the Beginning of Decline1850–19104

The successes of British and American Evangelicalism in 1850 seemed
unstoppable. Evangelicalism was booming on the American frontier,
in the North and in the South. Literature poured off the evangelical
presses, whether tracts or weighty tomes. Colleges thrived. In Britain
there was an Evangelical Archbishop of Canterbury and the newly formed
Free Church of Scotland was growing rapidly. Methodists, Baptists, and
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Congregationalists were at their peak. The Positivist novelist George Eliot
even wrote about evangelicals sympathetically in Adam Bede, Scenes from
Clerical Life and Middlemarch. Optimism on both sides of the Atlantic
seemed well founded, as evangelical churches were growing, overseas
and home missions were booming, and evangelicals had much influence
in society. However the success and confidence gradually faltered and by
the beginning of the twentieth-century Evangelicalism was beginning to
decline.

In England the High Church or Anglo-catholics began winning over
evangelicals and providing a more ritualistic worship after the middle of
the nineteenth century, though their theology was conservative. An even
greater challenge came from beyond the Rhine in the form of German
biblical criticism. David Strauss and Ferdinand Baur where challenging
the supernatural element in the Bible, and Friedrich Schliermacher was
changing the whole basis of Christian theology by arguing that the Bible
should be read, like other literary efforts, as a reflection of the society
which produced it. Over the next half-century these new ideas became
more and more accepted in mainline protestant churches, moving them
away from their evangelical positions.

The 1860 publication of Essays and Reviews, which brought German crit-
ical perspectives to England, was the most significant religious event in
Britain during the middle of the century, and the book was soon repub-
lished in America. In many churches there were heresy trials of clergy who
adopted critical findings. Some—Joseph Colenso and two of the contribu-
tors to Essays and Reviews in England, W. R. Smith in Scotland, and Briggs
in America were found guilty, but the liberalizing trend was unstoppable
and the result was that most denominations moved in a liberal direction
in the latter decades of the Victorian era.

Many evangelicals sought to counter this gathering together in a series
of conferences in the 1890s at Niagara Falls to focus on what they called
“The Fundamentals,” which were in opposition to Modernism of any sort.
These conferences brought together Revivalists and reformed scholars, but
they did not stem the liberal tide, and by 1900 evangelicals were beginning
to decline in their influence in most mainstream denominations.

During the whole of the nineteenth century there was a tremendous
interest in prophecy and millenarianism throughout the Anglo-Saxon
world. Proponents included serious Anglican theologians as well as way-
side preachers. The end result was that many, if not most, evangelicals
adopted some kind of millenarian scheme, often known as Dispensation-
alism, which almost became orthodoxy and is still widely held, if in a
modified form, today. One minor millenarian group of the mid-nineteenth
century has become very important in retrospect and that is the Seventh
Day Adventist Church. Led by Ellen G. White, who claimed to receive
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divine messages from God, her followers regarded these messages as hav-
ing parity with the Bible. She published a series of books, and in Prophets
and Patriarchs she argued that Creation took place in Six Days and that
Noah’s Flood was a great catastrophe. These books, which were, and are,
part of the foundation of Seventh Day Adventist belief, would be of little
interest were it not for George MacCready Price, who wrote extensively on
flood geology and anti–evolution in the first half of the twentieth century.
Price looked to White for inspiration, and Price’s ideas were later taken up
and modified by Henry Morris, the leader of the Creation Science move-
ment (Number, 1992).5

One result of the pragmatic emphasis of putting evangelism above
theology was the development of the Holiness Movement, which was a
strongly experiential, nonconfessional Evangelicalism, focusing on evan-
gelism, holy living and, sometimes, ignoring academic theology. This
movement had roots in the Pietist and Wesleyan traditions. Belief centered
on Jesus, the need for conversion, and the living of a Christian life. Look-
ing back to the early evangelicals, this movement can be seen as centering
entirely on the “Religious Affections” of Jonathan Edwards, minimizing
the intellectual affirmation of doctrine.

The de-emphasis on theology was accompanied by a commitment to Dis-
pensationalism, which was a late nineteenth-century development of the
premillenial and prophetic ideas of the early nineteenth century. These
ideas involved an elaborate interpretation of Old Testament prophecy,
especially Daniel and the Book of Revelation. Biblical prophecy was con-
sidered to be dominantly predictive and to be interpreted literally rather
than symbolically. The scheme of future events began with the return of
Christ to gather the believers before the Millennium, hence Premillenial-
ism. In the early nineteenth century, prophetic writers included the highly
erudite Evangelical Anglican G. S. Faber, whose scientific opinions we
will discuss later, and Spencer Perceval, mentioned earlier, who thought
Daniel 12 referred to Napoleonic France. In the 1830s, J. N. Darby devel-
oped the theme and it reached its apogee with the Dispensationalism of
C. Schofield in the early twentieth century. Schofield’s prophecy interpre-
tation became almost fundamentalist orthodoxy, because of the wide use
of the Schofield Reference Bible. Dispensationalism got its name because
eight Dispensations were identified in the Bible, five in the Old Testament,
the “New” Dispensation of Jesus, and in the future the Tribulation and the
Kingdom. Though most Calvinists reject it, Dispensationalism has been the
dominant prophetic belief of American evangelicals for over a century. It
has been so pervasive that it permeates popular culture to the extent that
the common perception of what Christianity holds about the end of the
world and the return of Christ is a garbled version of Dispensationalism.
One of the best-selling books of the 1970s was Hal Lindsell’s The Late Great



P1: 000

GNWD018-01 GR3113/Roberts Top Margin: 5/8in Gutter Margin: 3/4in December 5, 2007 17:25

20 Evangelicals and Science

Planet Earth, which sold over 15 million copies in the 1970s and was made
into a film in 1979. Some of the best-selling novels over the last few years
are the Left Behind series of Tim Lahaye and Jerry Jenkins, which develop
dispensationalist themes in a neverending series of novels.

Apart from the fact that Dispensationalism in one form or another—
pretribulationist, posttribulationist, etc.—has dominated American Evan-
gelicalism, it is also significant for three other reasons. First, Dispensation-
alism takes the Bible literally, including the more poetic writings of the
Prophets and Revelation. The literal hermeneutic is often, but not always,
applied to the entire Bible, including Genesis. Second, there is a close corre-
lation between those who hold some form of Dispensationalism and those
who hold Young Earth Creationist views—that is who argue that the earth
can be no more than about 10,000 years old, in spite of the modern scientific
consensus that would make it several billions of years old. It is no acci-
dent that Lahaye and Henry Morris have been associated with each other
for decades, and that Morris sees his Prophetic and Creationist beliefs as
two sides of the same coin. Third, Dispensationalists believe the return
of Christ, or rather the Rapture, is imminent and that the Lord “will not
tarry” more than a few years. As this “tarrying” will be before oil reserves
run out, there is little need the need for much environmental concern. Why
worry if the lesser-spotted raccoon goes extinct if they would have done
so in the Rapture a few years hence!

The combined influence of Holiness and Dispensationalism was innova-
tive because it gave a new direction to Evangelicalism, but distanced it from
the wider church and much intellectual endeavor, whether theological or
scientific. It was coupled with a rather atomistic and literalist hermeneutic
of the Bible, in which little consideration was given to whether any part of
the Bible was poetic, narrative or doctrinal. With the detachment from any
rigorous scholarly study of the Bible in favor of the claim that everyone is
competent to study the Bible for themselves, the way was opened for flow-
ery and fanciful interpretations of the Bible, of which Dispensationalism is
just one. The argument for biblical interpretation by anyone can be seen as
an extreme out-working of the doctrine of the Priesthood of all Believers,
emphasized at the Reformation. In one sense it gives an inner cohesion
to popular Evangelicalism but it has three negative consequences. First, it
encourages schismatic and sectarian attitude, which has always been an
evangelical failing. This attitude has resulted in the plethora of evangelical
denominations and the non-denominational church. Second, it encourages
a separatist attitude toward other Christians, who can be shunned for not
being proper believers. Third, it encourages a fortress mentality, according
to which evangelicals consider themselves to be under attack from secular
forces and from mainstream Protestants, not to mention Roman Catholics
(Marsden, 1987, 1991).
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The Disruption of Evangelicalism, 1900–1940s6

(Marsden, 1987, 1991)

The twentieth century saw a fall and subsequent renewal of evangelicals
in both Britain and the United States. In 1900 evangelicals were a power-
ful force, but were being riven apart by various Modernist controversies.
In reaction to the fragmentation of the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries, two American businessmen funded the publication of the
epynonymous The Fundamentals, which were published as twelve paper-
covered little books in 1910. The authors were mostly not fundamentalist
in the twenty-first century sense but were mostly competent conservative
scholars writing on every aspect of Christianity, including science. They
included two Anglican bishops, Handley Moule of Durham and J. C. Ryle
of Liverpool, who had died some years before. B. B. Warfield of Princeton
and James Orr of Glasgow each contributed several articles. Warfield was
a proponent of Biblical Inerrancy, which Orr denied. None of these could
be described as “Bible teachers,” though several of the other contributors
were. Frequently evangelical attitudes hardened into Fundamentalism a
term suggesting those who generally accepted the views represented in
The Fundamentals (in spite of their occasional inconsistencies)—after the
First World War.

Fundamentalist Interlude, 1918–1946

In the United States, most evangelicals viewed Evolution along with Bib-
lical Criticism and any form of Modernism or liberal theology as opposed
to Christianity. The 1920s were thus marked by the Scopes trial and by bat-
tles for the control of denominations, in which the evangelicals usually lost
to modernists. One result was that separatist denominations, seminaries
and schools were founded. Another was that Modernists got control of the
older denominations and seminaries in most denominations. By 1920 the
older leaders in the classical evangelical tradition such as Warfield, Strong,
and Wright were fading from the scene and were being replaced by a new
breed with fewer denominational ties. Prominent were John Roach Stra-
ton, William Bell Riley, and Frank Norris, who achieved notoriety in 1926
for shooting and killing D. E. Chipps in his study after an altercation with
the Roman Catholic mayor of Ft Worth. These new leaders were Dispensa-
tionalists, which they made the new evangelical orthodoxy after the First
World War, particularly in North America.

The defining controversy of the 1920s was the Scopes trial of 1925 in
Dayton Tennessee. This trial will be discussed in detail Chapter 6. How-
ever, it served was a symptom, illuminating the many issues behind the
Fundamentalist–Modernist controversy, which rumbled on for decades.
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The evangelicals who left their old, “impure,” denominations to found a
pure orthodox church, often split again after a few years. This happened
with the Presbyterians. Following the rupture at Princeton Theological
Seminary in 1929, Gresham Machen left to form the Westminster Theolog-
ical Seminary. In 1936 Machen joined with other Presbyterian dissidents
to set up an alternative church. The following year this church split into
two groups, the Orthodox Presbyterian Church and the Bible Presbyterian
Church, the former being confessionally Calvinist and the latter tinged
with Dispensationalism and teetotalism. This schismatic nature of Funda-
mentalism resulted in a plethora of independent churches!

In Britain, unlike the case in the United States, there were no monkey
trials, and the more conservative evangelicals waned while liberal evan-
gelicals gained influence. This is no better seen than in the controversies
of the Church of England in the 1920s. For several years there had been
rumblings about missionaries from the evangelical Church Missionary So-
ciety teaching critical views of the Bible in Japan. After much controversy
the more conservative Bible Churchman’s Missionary Society was formed
in 1922. Parallel with this was the dominance of liberal evangelicals and
the formation of groups like the Anglican Evangelical group Movement
(AEGM) which rapidly became part of liberal Anglicanism, leaving con-
servative evangelicals as a small remnant.

In spite of important differences, British and American evangelicals
were brought together by two movements from the nineteenth century.
The first was the Holiness Movement which found a quintessential En-
glish expression in the annual Keswick Convention held every July. The
Holiness Movement has its roots in the teachings of Phoebe Palmer and
Hannah Whittall Smith in the late nineteenth century. Theirs was a subjec-
tive and pietistic movement stressing the Inner Life. By focusing on Inner
Life and a believer’s personal relationship to God, the whole theological
emphasis became claiming the power of Christ’s blood, that is the forgive-
ness due to Christ’s death, and the work of the Holy Spirit in sanctification.
The second movement was Dispensationalism discussed above.

The effect of Holiness and Dispensationalism together was to present a
form of Christianity which was not just long on personal faith and short
on theology, but also one which was largely disengaged from the wider
world. The social concern of early evangelicals such as Wilberforce, Finney,
and Shaftesbury was quietly sidelined until it was revived in the 1970s.
As a result, by 1939, churches in the United States were polarized into
the liberal mainstream and the separatist evangelical or fundamentalist
churches. Until recently, historians have regarded interwar fundamental-
ism as a dying relic and have ignored the fact that it retained the loyalty
and trust of a good proportion of the American population. As a result,
a numerically large base for evangelical Christianity was secured, while



P1: 000

GNWD018-01 GR3113/Roberts Top Margin: 5/8in Gutter Margin: 3/4in December 5, 2007 17:25

What Are Evangelicals? 23

more liberal churches began to decline. Whatever can be said about the
excesses of prewar fundamentalism, they retained a form of Evangelical-
ism from which the evangelical movement rose almost phoenix-like after
the War.

The Renaissance and Global Expansion of Evangelicalism:

1940s–2000s7

The situation changed rapidly after the end of the Second World War,
with a remarkable turnabout for evangelical fortunes. This occurred inde-
pendently both in Britain and America. In the United States, an unknown
evangelist, Billy Graham, began to organize evangelistic crusades, first in
America and then throughout the world. Though Graham was no intellec-
tual, he and his colleagues encouraged a more scholarly approach to their
faith, and became associated with scholars like Carl Henry. This resulted
in an evangelical renaissance with an emphasis on theological scholarship.
Undoubtedly it is wrong to give Graham8 the sole credit for this rebirth of
Evangelicalism, but he was a major focal point.

Over the next few decades the intellectual renaissance grew with num-
bers of young theologians including Carl Henry, a systematic theologian,
George Ladd, a New Testament scholar, and Bernard Ramm, a theologian
of great importance to evangelical science, transforming the reputation
of evangelical theologians. Henry and Ladd were associated with Fuller
Theological Seminary, which was founded in 1947 by the radio evangelist
Charles Fuller. Fuller Seminary offers a microcosm of the evangelical re-
naissance, as Marsden (1987) shows in his book Reforming Fundamentalism.
It started as a conservative college, with a conservative faculty—Wilbur
Smith, Everett Harrison, Carl Henry, Harold Ockenga, and Harold Lind-
sell, who were Inerrantists; but matters began to change when E. J. Carnell
joined the staff. Carnell questioned strict inerrancy in his 1959 The Case for
Orthodox Theology. Then, Daniel Fuller, son of the founder and Dean of the
seminary, argued for a limited doctrine of inerrancy during the 1960s.

Soon the more conservative evangelicals began to be concerned lest
their doctrines, especially inerrancy, should be diluted by theological lib-
eralism. In 1976, Harold Lindsell made this manifest in his book The Battle
for the Bible, which bewailed the drift from inerrancy and devoted a whole
chapter to “The Strange Case of Fuller Theological Seminary” In 1979
a number of evangelical theologians met in Chicago and produced the
Chicago Declaration on Inerrancy, which will be discussed in a later chap-
ter. During the 1970s and 1980s, controversy also struck the Lutherans and
the Southern Baptists. With the Lutherans two main churches resulted; the
broad ELCA (Evangelical Lutheran Church of America) and the conserva-
tive LCMS (Lutheran Church Missouri Synod). The LCMS was both very
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conservative theologically and officially adopted Six-Day Creationism as
its foundational principle.

Up to the 1970s the Southern Baptists had allowed moderate critical posi-
tions regarding interpretations of the Bible and did not insist on inerrancy.
But then they swung to the right and numbers of seminary professors were
obliged to leave to be replaced by more conservative theologians who were
Inerrantists. This has resulted in the largest Protestant denomination in the
United States being highly conservative and sympathetic to Young Earth
Creationism. The emphasis on Inerrancy has encouraged many evangel-
icals to apply their version of literal inerrancy to the cosmological and
“scientific” aspects of the Bible and thus to adopt a Young Earth position,
despite the Chicago Declaration.

The burgeoning of Evangelicalism in the United States from 1950 on-
wards has had several apparently contradictory results. Many might have
expected that as the clergy became more intellectual there would be a lib-
eral drift. Such a drift has happened, but it has been paralleled by a new
conservative swing, which has considerable intellectual content in its con-
servative theology. Gone are the days of the caricature of anti-intellectual
supporters of old-time religion as portrayed in Inherit the Wind.

As the prime medium for delivering religion to the populous at large
changed from radio to TV, many evangelists developed that means to
spread their faith, and, at times, to line their pockets. Despite a series of
scandals concerning tele-evangelists, their influence is considerable and
vitality undiminished. The more conservative and Young Earth evangeli-
cals have dominated this medium. Since the early 1970s many evangelicals
have also been espousing right wing political causes. Leaders of this po-
litical movement among evangelicals have included Pat Buchanan, Jerry
Falwell, and Pat Robertson. For a time their followers were known as the
Moral Majority and then as the Religious Right. In addition to their gen-
eral right wings views, political evangelicals have typically emphasized
antiabortion.

In Britain, Evangelicalism also revived after World War II with John
Stott, Rector of the Anglican church of All Souls, Langham Place and
Martyn Lloyd Jones, the minister of Westminster Chapel as the two domi-
nant leaders (Dudley-Smith, 1999, 2001). Steady growth was boosted by the
Billy Graham rallies of the 1950s and 1960s. Many Anglican clergy look
to these rallies as what made them Christian in the first place, though
they are fast approaching retirement age. Postwar evangelical growth
in Britain was not without the schismatic problems which faced Amer-
icans. At an evangelical conference in 1966, Lloyd Jones exhorted Angli-
cans and others in mainstream churches to leave their denominations and
form a pure evangelical super church. Due to Stott’s leadership, this did
not happen; but since then there has been a slight rift between Anglican
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evangelicals and Independent evangelicals. From 1970, evangelicals have
been the dominant group in the Church of England, in marked contrast to
the Episcopal Church of the United States of America, the American branch
of Anglicanism, in which only a tiny minority are evangelicals. Many non-
Anglican evangelicals in Britain have united under the umbrella of the
FIEC (Federation of Independent Evangelical Churches). While Anglican
evangelicals tend to reject inerrancy and play down hell, many from the
FIEC emphasize both. It is no accident that migrating English Anglicans
tend to settle at the Fuller theological seminary.

Evangelicalism Goes Global: 1960 Onwards

Evangelicalism began as an Anglo-Saxon movement in Britain and
North America (with some German influence) and remained limited to
English-speaking regions until the nineteenth century. During that cen-
tury, evangelical missionaries went from their mother countries to many
parts of the world and set up evangelical churches there, though often these
were part of mainstream denominations. This is particularly so in the old
British Empire. But missionaries also went to all parts of the world, espe-
cially China. By 1900 there were small indigenous evangelical churches in
most countries but they had limited indigenous leadership. By 1960 there
were possibly over 100 million evangelicals worldwide, but Western evan-
gelicals outnumbered non-Western by two to one. Since 1960 the growth of
non-Western evangelicals has been exponential and now they outnumber
evangelical westerners by three to one—there are 300 million non-Western
evangelicals and just over 100 million Western evangelicals. Assuming the
same rate of growth, by 2010 non-Western evangelicals will outnumber
westerners by ten to one and there will be more evangelicals in China than
in the United States. Since 1960 there has been intense evangelistic activity,
much emanating from then United States; but increasingly, Third World
nations are sending out missionaries to other countries including those of
Europe.

Increasingly, non-Western evangelicals are making their presence felt, as
is happening in the Anglican Communion at the present moment. In both
Britain and North America, for example, evangelicals from Africa, Asia,
and South America are opposing moves among Anglicans and Episco-
palians to tolerate homosexuality. There are 32 million African Anglicans,
most of whom are evangelical, as opposed to 1.5 million in the United
States and 1.5 million in Britain (though 25 million claim to be Anglican
in the United Kingdom). Elsewhere, Third World evangelicals are making
their mark as well. These include Luis Palau from Argentina; the New
Testament scholar, Seyoon Kim, from Korea, and many others. Though
at present the United States may dominate the evangelical scene through
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sheer weight of resources and missionary involvement, the balance of
power and involvement is shifting to the non-Westerners.

This shift from North America may be seen in the following table, drawn
from Operation World.9

Continent
Population
(×106)

Evangelicals
(×106) Percentage % Growth

Africa 784 116 14.8 4.6
Asia 3692 133 3.6 7.6
Europe 729 17.4 2.4 1.8
Latin America 519 55 10.6 4.0
North America 310 94 30.3 2.0
Pacific 31 4.7 15.2 0.7

Even if these figures are not totally accurate they illustrate the trend. The
majority is no longer WASP, and non-WASP evangelicals are growing at
least twice the rate of North American evangelicals. The growth rate in
Europe is small at 1.8 percent, but that is largely growth in a population
which adheres to Catholicism, Orthodoxy, or a mainstream Protestant
church, all of which are in decline.

Increasingly those from outside Anglo-Saxon countries are gaining in
influence on the worldwide stage and these persons are less influenced
by Enlightenment ideas and thus more skeptical of science, especially
Darwinism. African evangelicals, for example, are far more convinced
of the existence of spirits and demons than their Western counterparts.
From a Western perspective they may thus be seen as less scientific, or
naturalistic, in outlook. Evangelicals from China and the old Soviet bloc
are also skeptical of Enlightenment views because the ideology of the
Communist Blocs has been anti-Christian and part of the Marxist ideology
was to use Darwinism as a weapon against Christianity. Reaction against
Marxist uses of Darwininian evolution has already provided fertile ground
among Chinese and former Soviet evangelicals for accepting a Young Earth
Creationism.

THE WORLD DISTRIBUTION OF EVANGELICALS TODAY

Much of this chapter has traced out the development of evangelicals as a
largely Anglo-Saxon phenomenon, but the last section has described how
evangelicalism is now a global movement, which will be very significant
in the foreseeable future. Furthermore, as the majority of evangelical mis-
sionaries originate from the United States, there is a very large American
evangelical influence throughout the world. Missionaries are to be found
in France, the Philippines, Africa, Latin America, Asia, and more and more
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in the former Soviet bloc countries. To this must be added the missionar-
ies from almost every country in the world being sent to other countries.
This survey of Evangelicalism in the non-Western world might initially
seem superfluous in a book on evangelicals and science; but just as we
will consider the impact of evangelicals on science and science teaching in
the United States in recent decades, we also need to look to the future and
consider how evangelicals may impact science and the teaching of it in
countries as diverse as Argentina, Nigeria, and Russia. By understanding
the dynamics of the evangelical movement as it spreads throughout the
world, we may be able to anticipate what will happen in various countries,
as evangelicals become numerous enough to have some political clout. Al-
ready there are indications that this will follow the American pattern.

Evangelicals in the United States of America at the Beginning of

the Twenty-First Century10

Evangelicals make up at least a third of the American population.
Though many of these may be cultural evangelicals rather than regular
church attenders. Most evangelicals belong to monochrome evangelical
churches, whether large denominations like the Southern Baptist Conven-
tion or the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod, but there is also an array of
smaller separatist churches and independent churches. Within the main-
line Presbyterian, Congregationalist and Baptist churches dating from the
seventeenth century there are a minority of evangelicals as there are in
the Methodist churches. Evangelicals have always been a small minority
in the Episcopal Church. In the twentieth century several originally con-
tinental confessional churches like the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod
and the Christian Reformed Church (Dutch Reformed) have affiliated with
the evangelicals. However, prohibition minded evangelicals found it prob-
lematical that “hymn singing and theological discussion were often lubri-
cated by lager and pursued through clouds of cigar smoke” (Noll, 1992,
p. 482). There is a considerable range in theological opinion but the bal-
ance of evangelical opinion in the United States is strongly in favor of
Biblical Inerrancy and with a bias to some kind of Dispensationalism. On
the periphery of Evangelicalism, and highly significant to science, are the
Seventh Day Adventists, who add to evangelical belief the works of Ellen
White and also worship on a Saturday.

Evangelicals in the United Kingdom and the Old

British Dominions

Compared to the United States Britain is not a church-going nation,
with less than 10 percent regular worshippers. About half of these are



P1: 000

GNWD018-01 GR3113/Roberts Top Margin: 5/8in Gutter Margin: 3/4in December 5, 2007 17:25

28 Evangelicals and Science

evangelical. The other major difference is the high proportion of Anglican
(Episcopal) evangelicals, which is now about 35 percent. This situation
stems from the 1730s when the Evangelical Revival began in Anglican
churches of England and Wales. Since the older protestant churches went
“liberal” in late nineteenth century there has always been a proportion
of evangelicals in the Methodist, Congregationalist, Baptist, and Scottish
Presbyterian churches. These probably account for a half of British evangel-
icals and the rest belong either to Pentecostal or independent evangelical
churches, who have grown dramatically since 1970. Because of the num-
bers from mainstream churches British evangelicals place less emphasis
on Inerrancy and Dispensationalism, creating a very different ethos. There
is also less of a taboo on alcohol than is common among American evan-
gelicals.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries Britain exported its churches,
along with evangelicalism to its “White colonies” Canada, Australia, and
New Zealand, so that the church situation there is similar to that of Britain,
though the proportion of evangelicals is somewhat higher.

Western Europe11

Half a century ago there were very few evangelicals in Europe. In
Catholic countries there was at times a small, marginalized, Protestant
church, with little or no evangelical ethos. However that is changing,
largely due to evangelistic groups from the United States. For example, in
1940 there were 40,000 evangelicals in France. In 2000, there were 477,000
evangelicals, as opposed to 300,000 in the traditional Protestsant Eglise Re-
formee. Thus in every medium-sized town in France there is now at least
one evangelical church. The situation in Italy, Spain and Portugal shows
a similar growth of evangelicals, particularly in Portugal where evangeli-
cals are 3 percent of the population compared to 8 percent in Britain. The
change in mainland Europe is in part due to evangelism from mission
groups such as Operation Mobilisation and France Mission. The situation
in northern Europe is different because Protestant churches took root at
the Reformation. There the bulk of the population is affiliated to one of
the older mainstream, but declining, Protestant churches and evangelicals
can claim up to 5 percent of the population. In most Western European
countries evangelicals are increasing at the rate of 2–5 percent a year and
will thus become even more significant in years to come. From a European
perspective continental evangelicals will soon be more numerous than
British who are growing at only 0.3 percent per annum.

Eastern Europe, Including Russia

Until the fall of Communism in 1989, Christians were persecuted or ha-
rassed by the Soviet regimes, whether they were Orthodox, Catholic, or



P1: 000

GNWD018-01 GR3113/Roberts Top Margin: 5/8in Gutter Margin: 3/4in December 5, 2007 17:25

What Are Evangelicals? 29

Protestant. Vast numbers of churches were closed and often clergy were
killed or imprisoned. In Russia, the Russian Orthodox Church had to com-
promise with the authorities to survive and in Poland the Roman Catholics
adopted a silent opposition until the election of Pope John Paul II gave
them a new confidence and possibly hastened the collapse of the Soviet
system in 1989. After years during which being an acknowledged Christian
meant having no prospects and during which the state promoted scientific
atheism, the change was immense. Since 1989 many evangelistic groups
have descended on Eastern Europe to take advantage of the evangelistic
opportunities. “Taking advantage” is the right word, as some Western
evangelicals have shown little respect for the indigenous churches. They
have met with opposition from the older churches and in some countries
their activities are being curtailed. Many are from the conservative side of
Evangelicalism and thus bring with them a commitment to Young Earth
Creationism.

Africa, Asia, and Latin America

It is these continents which have seen both a dramatic rise in the number
of Christians and evangelicals in the last half-century. In 1980 over half of
all Christians came from these continents, and the figure now stands at
two-thirds. However they contain three-quarters of all evangelicals. Part
of the growth has been due to Western missionaries, especially in the
early years, but the greater part has been due to indigenous evangelical
movements, which started within a few decades of the arrival of Western
missionaries. Protestant missionaries, mostly of an evangelical persuasion
first came to each of these continents by the mid-nineteenth century. The
churches are now indigenous, with almost entirely local clergy and leader-
ship, but there is still considerable influence from the United States, which
is often financial.

EVANGELICALS AND SCIENCE

The common perception is that evangelicals are opposed to any kind
of science, but especially that associated with evolution or geology. This
perception is given credence by the monkey trials of the 1920s and Inherit
the Wind as well as by the influence of the Young Earth Creationist Move-
ment during the last forty years. As a result of the common acceptance
of the discredited conflict thesis of science and religion, this perception is
difficult to contradict. Too often it is assumed that the conflict seen in re-
cent decades over Young Earth Creationism is simply a continuation of
past confrontations. This assumption is used by different groups of people
both to denigrate evangelicals and to support Young Earth Creationism.
But the interactions between evangelical Christianity and the scientific
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community have been complex, and they have as often been mutually
supportive as they have been.

This chapter has tried to give a brief outline of the development of Evan-
gelicalism, breaking its history into six important periods. In the remaining
chapters we will consider the historical relationships between Evangelical-
ism and science, during those same periods. Then we will turn to explore
several contemporary ethical concerns raised by scientific practices, artic-
ulating evangelical responses to them. Finally, we will conclude by trying
to look into the future of evangelical/science interactions.

FUNDAMENTALISM

Earlier I used the word “Fundamentalism” and discussed its rise. The
term is very generally used to label, and even denigrate, hard-line adher-
ents of most religions, especially Muslims and Christians. The way funda-
mentalism is used to describe extreme forms of Islam is not our concern
here, but only when it is used for Christians. Initially in the early twentieth-
century fundamentalism had no bad connotations and merely described
those who adhered to the fundamentals of protestant Christianity. These
were often summed up in five headings:

1. The Authority of the Bible

2. The atonement

3. The Virgin Birth

4. The Resurrection

5. The work of the Holy Spirit in the believer

After the First World War it was used to define those American evan-
gelicals, who objected to the Modernist drift of the mainstream protestant
churches. It rapidly acquired negative connotations and thus George Mars-
den defines Fundamentalism in this context as “militantly anti-modernist
Protestant evangelicalism” Some American evangelicals happily called
themselves Fundamentalists and aggressively lived out Marsden’s def-
inition. Following the rebirth of evangelicalism after the Second World
War the word changed in meaning as those who followed Billy Graham
and other leaders insisted that they were Evangelicals and that Funda-
mentalism was “a bad thing.” As the word has now evolved it used to
express the user’s negative vibes toward Evangelicalism (if they are not
evangelicals) or to more hard-line forms if they are. Thus someone like
Bishop John Spong will dismiss all evangelicals as “Fundamentalist,” but
moderate evangelicals will use it only to label those whom they consider
to be immoderate. Wags may define a Fundamentalist as a Christian who
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is more conservative than they are! Frequently use of the term simply
adds heat rather than light; thus I shall only use the term very sparingly
indeed, either in its original connotation, or in the negative sense. I hope
my meaning will be clear from the context.

NOTES

1. World Christian Encyclopedia by Barrett and Operation World by Johnstone and

Mandryk are the two authorities on statistics. I have used Operation World as it is

more available.

2. The Rise of Evangelicalism by Noll deals with a similar period.

3. The Expansion of Evangelicalism by Wolfe deals with the same period.

4. The Dominance of Evangelicalism by Bebbington deals with this period.

5. Also in Chapters 6 and 7 in this book.

6. Marsden’s Fundamentalism and American Culture and Understanding Funda-

mentalism and Evangelicalism has formed the basis of much of my treatment.

7. The Global Diffusion of Evangelicalism by Stanley will deal with this period

when published.

8. Graham has attracted too many biographies to list, both hagiographical and

critical!

9. Based on Johnstone and Mandryk’s Operation World. Their figures are con-

sistently higher than Barrett.

10. Partly based on A History of Christianity in the United States and Canada by

Noll.

11. No studies are presently available and this is based on personal knowledge

and Johnstone and Mandryk.
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