
SEEKERS NO MORE: 
HISTORICAL SOURCES OF AMERICAN VOLUNTARYISM 

 
 

by  
 
 

CHRISTOPHER EDMOND LAWSON 
 

A Thesis Submitted to the Graduate Faculty of 
 

WAKE FOREST UNIVERSITY 
 

in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
 

for the Degree of  
 

MASTER OF ARTS 
 

in the Department of Religion 
 

May 2010 
 

Winston Salem, North Carolina 
 
 

Approved By: 
 
Bill Leonard, PhD., Advisor ____________________________________ 
 
Examining Committee: 
 
Lynn Neal, PhD.   ____________________________________ 
 
Michele Gillespie, PhD.  ____________________________________ 

  



ii 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 

INTRODUCTION ...............................................................................................................1 
 
CHAPTER 1: REPRESENTATIVE MODELS 

Voluntaryism Goes Public .....................................................................................11 
A New Voluntaryism .............................................................................................14 

 
CHAPTER 2: HISTORIC ROOTS 
 Reformation Roots .................................................................................................25 
 Luther’s Reformation .............................................................................................26 
 The Magisterial Reformers ....................................................................................28 
 The Radical Reformers ..........................................................................................30 
 The Reformation in England ..................................................................................36 
 A Bridge to the New World ...................................................................................39 
 
CHAPTER 3: WIDESPREAD INFLUENCES 
 Evangelicalism Identity Defined ............................................................................40 
 Puritan America .....................................................................................................41 
 Morphology of Conversion ....................................................................................48 
 Religious Variety in the American Colonies .........................................................50 
 
CHAPTER 4: THE SEEKER CHURCH AND ITS FUTURE 
 Revivalism Finds Roots .........................................................................................53 
 Revivalism Returns ................................................................................................59 
 A Transition Period ................................................................................................69 
 Revivalism Institutionalized ..................................................................................70 
  
CONCLUSION ..................................................................................................................78 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY ..............................................................................................................84 
 



INTRODUCTION 
 

Pastor Andy Stanley has franchised American Christianity. To date, his church, North 

Point Community Church, has three local campuses in Atlanta, more than twenty church 

partnerships around the United States and Canada, and one of the fastest growing conference 

ministries in the country. North Point plants new churches, buys dying churches and trains 

pastors how to do ministry North Point’s way. What this religious community illustrates is a 

growing sect of non-denominational megachurches that comprise a major movement within 

American Evangelicalism - a movement that focuses on method just as much as message. 

What North Point Community Church, and other such churches, is utilizing are the principles 

and ideals of what has come to be known as “voluntaryism.”1 

As the twenty-first century gets underway, Americans are shopping for faith as never 

before. Voluntaryism in American religion is nothing new. The megachurch is simply 

another form of institutionalized revivalism as voluntaryism became normative within 

elements of American Evangelicalism. This particular thesis explores the nature of religious 

voluntaryism as evident in certain sixteenth and seventeenth-century historical tributaries. 

These trends shaped segments of American Evangelicalism, namely the seeker church 

movement and its revivalistic methodology. The early reformers opened the door for what 

became a clear-cut voluntaryism and this history should be explored to fully understand the 

development of the contemporary American seeker church movement.  

This study suggests that religious voluntaryism led Evangelicals to use the revivalistic 

methods to help sinners experience the Divine and unite with local congregations. On any 
                                                 

1 Voluntaryism is a distinction first widely used by the historian Sydney Mead in an 
effort to define the uniquely American phenomenon of voluntary church association and the 
methodological principles developed around such freedom.  
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given Sunday upwards of 30 million Americans file into evangelical Protestant churches in 

the United States.2 In fact, the evangelical movement is one of the most powerful social, 

political and religious constituencies in contemporary American society. In a basic sense, 

‘evangelical’ can be understood to mean a simple belief that Jesus is the Christ of God. The 

term comes from the Greek word ευαγγελιον, meaning “gospel” or “good news.” While some 

might suggest that all Christians are evangelical, the word is often use to describe a particular 

type of conservative Protestantism. Historian Mark Noll contends that American 

Evangelicalism is defined by the following characteristics: 

1. Conversionism - Centrality of a personal conversion experience, which evangelicals 
call being “born again” or “saved.” 

2. Biblicism - evangelicals share an affirmation of the Protestant canon as the source of 
all religious authority. 

3. Activism - Through personal testimony and missionary organizations, evangelical 
Christians are challenged to share and spread their faith as commanded in the Great 
Commission.  

4. Crucicentrism - evangelicals have shared a belief in the salvific work of Jesus’ 
sacrifice on the cross as the mode for redemption.3  
 

In the late twentieth and early twenty-first century, conservative Christians have often called 

themselves evangelical in order to distinguish themselves from other Protestants.  

Evangelicalism has long been present in American life. In Democracy in America 

Alexis de Tocqueville noted: “Upon my arrival in the United States, the religious aspect of 
                                                 

2 Estimated by the Nation Association of Evangelicals, www.nae.net. 

3 David Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to 
the 1980s (London: Unwin Hyman, 1989) 2-19; as reference in Noll, Mark. Scandal of the 
Evangelical Mind. (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1994) 8. For further study see: 
Green, John and James Guth, et.al. “The American Religious Landscape and Political 
Attitudes,” Akron Survey of Religion and Politics in America (Akron, Ohio: Roy C. Bliss 
Institute of Applied Politics at The University of Akron, 2004). Researcher John Green is the 
director of the Ray C. Bliss Institute of Applied Politics at the University of Akron in Ohio. 
He created a very informative survey concerning the attitudes and religious practices of many 
American Religious groups. This report’s definition of Evangelicalism continues to inform 
many religious historians, including Mark Noll.  
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the country was the first thing that struck my attention.”4  De Tocqueville, a French political 

thinker and historian, was particularly intrigued by the phenomenon of religious liberty in 

America and its impact on the diversity of sects. In fact, with the ratification of the 

Constitution and addition of the Bill of Rights, religious liberty became law of the land in the 

new American Republic. These new laws opened the door to greater religious pluralism and 

made voluntaryism the chief means of attracting members to new religious communities.  

Voluntaryism, as used throughout this essay, denotes a distinctive occurrence in 

religious practices that emerged in American society during the post-constitutional era. 

Commentator Sydney Mead suggests that “voluntaryism is the necessary corollary of 

religious freedom.”5  A consequence of this new religious freedom was that “churches 

actually gave up…coercive power.”6 Thus, the distinguishing characteristics of 

voluntaryism, as understood within the American ecclesial milieu, include its freedom from 

religious tests, a Constitutional based prohibition against religious establishments, and a 

dependence on the voluntary support of members who choose one congregation or group 

over another. Mead continues, “conceiving of the church as a volunteer association tend

push tangible, practical consideration to the fore by placing primary emphasis on the free 

uncoerced consent of the individual.”

s to 

ronment, 

                                                

7 Simply put, to succeed in a pluralistic envi

 
4 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America¸ translated by Gerald E. Bevan; with 

an introduction and notes by Isaac Kramnick (London : Penguin, 2003) 295. 

5 Sidney Mead, The Lively Experiment, (New York: Harper and Row Publishers, 
1993) 113.  

6 Ibid.  

7 Ibid. 
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s communities must attract volunteers, those who choose to participate in a specific

group.  

This individualism was facilitated by denominationalism, which became the 

means of Protestant religious organization in America following the Revolution. Mead 

defines a denomination as “a voluntary association of like-hearted and like-minded 

individuals, who are united on the basis of common beliefs for the purpose of accomplis

tangible and defined objectives.”8 The essentials of voluntaryism were embedded in a 

denomination’s ability to persuade new converts to join its member congregations. T

revivals of the post-Revolutionary era forced some denominations to realign their thinki

concerning forms and practices because the revivals themselves “demonstr

lities of persuasion.” In addition, voluntaryism created a “massive and stu

stability,” 9  which extended the longevity of these newly formed groups.  

Voluntaryism became a primary motivation for defining and solidifying 

denominational identity so as to promote the unique qualities of each group. Th

also convinced denominational leaders to take seriously the methods adapted and 

successfully employed by the revivalists. As voluntaryism became normative, 

denominationalism,

a, became the primary construct for organizing religious communities in the post-

constitutional era.  

On the American frontier, revivalism, evident in the great awakenings and other such 

religious movements, fostered an evangelical fervor that encouraged individual conversion 

 
8 Ibid, 104. 

9 Ibid. 
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and religious conviction. However, with each new revival came the question, “Which chu
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of securing and retaining volunteers. In time, the American churches turned from

revivalistic cooperation to denominational competition.10  

Voluntaryism remains a powerful influence on religion in twenty-first centur

America, even as the structure of traditional denominations dissipates under the stress of a 

changing religi

ational emphases, including so called megachurches. These “para-denomination

ed as: 

congregations of several thousand members, often led by a strong and popul
fo
Megachurches provide specialized ministries to target groups in the church and 

any church), and are organized around intentional marketing techniques.11  

This new formula for church organization includes revival-like methods for secur

volunteers. Megachurch methods have introduced a new era of church participation b

a theoretical approach first used during the period of American frontier revivalism. Thi

realization has forced many contemporary American churches into a transition from 

traditional denominational systems to a non-localized form of voluntaryism that takes 

seriously “new” methods and styles. Evangelicals remain an important illustration of the 

effective exploration of voluntaryism by a religious community. Voluntaryism became a 
 

10 It should be noted that there was also much rivalry among the many start-up 
denominations and religious leaders during the revival period. Yet, the time period can be 
loosely defined as hospitable among the many competing groups. This point is made in more 
detail in Roger Finke and Rodney Stark, The Churching of America 1776-1990, 57-58, 96-
104. 

11 Bill J. Leonard, Baptist Ways, (Valley Forge, Pennsylvania: Judson Press, 2003) 
417. 
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reality for church life as the nation itself took shape. The reasons were as follows: Firs

American voluntaryism quickly became the primary mechanism for preserving one’s i

in a country largely consisting of new immigrants. Many people not only considered 

themselves “American,” but more specifically “Irish-Catholic” or “Dutch-Lutheran.” 

t, 

dentity 

Conseq

y to 

ilation. Old World families would likely have a wide range of alternatives 

for soci

of 

scandal of political life. For instance, the Church of England is intrinsically linked to the 

governmental and political corruption of Great Britain. In contrast, this separation in America 
                                                

uently, American religious freedom allowed new immigrants to assign themselves 

unique identifiers that were both ethnic and religious in nature.12  

Second, the New World was a country composed of citizens with immigrant roots, 

and immigration facilitates a highly-mobile population. This high mobility created an 

itinerant population which searched for ways to establish social roots in local communities. 

In most American communities, religious organizations offer the best and quickest wa

find social assim

al networking and would find the church to be amongst a myriad of available 

opportunities.13 

A final explanation for American religious success is that the idealized separation 

church and state has prevented many religious institutions from becoming trapped in the 

 
12 Robert Wuthnow, The Restructuring of American Religion, (Princeton, New Jersey: 

Princeton University Press, 1988) 20-22. Although Wuthnow’s discussion is primarily 
focused on nineteenth and twentieth-century migration and immigration to the New World, 
the parallel can certainly be drawn to the rapid expansion and ethnic identity of earlier 
centuries. More details concerning the religious-ethnic identity of new settlers can also be 
found in Edwin Scott Gaustad, A Religious History of America, (New York: Harper and Row 
Publishers, 1966) 202-226. 

13 Winthrop Hudson, Religion in America, (New York: Macmillan Publishing, 1987) 
17-19, 108-113. Hudson illustrates the way religious diversity in the New World fueled 
expansion to the South and eventually to the West. He contends that the “new beginning in 
the new land” provides the necessary context for this rapid expansion. 
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has prevented the local church or its clergy from receiving governmental subsidies.14 Thus, 

the local church body must “market” its services and demonstrate its relevance to the public 

market. The church in the United States is fundamentally no different than any other 

American organization in the social sphere; it competes for membership and charitable 

dollars.  

It is this final unique characteristic that best informs this discussion of voluntaryism. 

The freedom from the boundaries of a religious establishment allowed Evangelicalism to find 

roots and thrive in the New World. The institutional legacy of American revivalism created 

the establishment of “religious populism.” Revivalism itself was “a movement that took 

shape around magnetic leaders who were highly skilled in communication and group 

mobilization.”15 The revivalistic leaders of the evangelical tradition have freely experimented 

with unconventional, and often democratic, methods of spreading the gospel. Nathan Hatch 

states that the unique nature of “religious populism remained among the oldest and deepest 

impulses in American life.”16  One of the legacies of this populist tradition is the fostering of 

efficient ways to organize the evangelical communities. Noll contends that evangelicals have 

thrived “because they successfully adapted their Christian convictions to American ideals.”17 

From the Reformation through the modern megachurch movement, evangelicals, in a broad 

                                                 
14 Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People, (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 1972) 84-98. Ahlstrom effectively juxtaposes the Separatists of 
England with a series of monarchal rulers to illustrate the vital role separation of church and 
state played in the infancy development of the New World.  

15 Nathan Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity, (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1989) 5. 

16 Ibid.  

17 Mark Noll, A History of Christianity in the United States and Canada, (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992) 152. 
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understanding of this identification, have utilized the ideology of religious populism, as 

adapted from revivalism and American voluntaryism, as a tool for reaching people.  

This work provides a historical examination of American revivalism and analyzes 

Evangelicalism as a cultural system with a set of meanings, symbols and ultimately universal 

goals. More accurately, it is concerned with Evangelicalism’s use of the principles of 

voluntaryism as the primary method for reaching the “unchurched.” Evangelicalism has a 

long history of nonconformist ministers who ignored the theological and liturgical status quo 

in an effort to spread the gospel. The scope of this project involves the exploration of how 

voluntaryism, as utilized by evangelicals through revivalism, was and remains a driving force 

in shaping the American religious milieu. 

 There are countless books that consider evangelical development as a sociological or 

historical phenomenon, each providing an ample supply of historical facts and religious 

commentary. Thus, this is not a study in effective church-growth methods or a critique of the 

theological premises behind revivalistic motivations. In addition, it does not suggest which 

church design is most advantageous. What is distinctive about this project is that it considers 

voluntaryism, traced through a series of tributaries beginning in the European Reformations 

and effectively utilized by the practitioners of revivalism, to be a uniquely American 

phenomena.  

The term “evangelical” has its theological roots in the sixteenth century, as evident in 

the Lutheran emphasis on the proclamation of the Word. In the years to follow, during the 

seventeenth century, the Puritan party in the Church of England aimed to unify its church 

with of other congregations from the Reformed tradition. Yet, these efforts to unify were not 

without dissention. Those evangelicals who withdrew from the Church of England came to 
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be known as the “Separatists,” many of whom moved to the New World to seek refuge from 

religious tyranny.  

 In the early eighteenth century, many within the Puritan tradition experienced a 

deeply spiritual period in American religious history that became known as the First Great 

Awakening. Yet, there was not universal acceptance of this new methodology, as the “Old 

Lights” (anti-Revivalists) stood over against the “New Lights” (revivalistic Calvinists). It 

was led by a diverse group of charismatic leaders and would establish the evangelical sect as 

a serious religious movement. Led by preachers such as Jonathan Edwards, George Tennant, 

and George Whitefield, the First Great Awakening became the foundation for modern 

Evangelicalism.  

Yet, religious fervor diminished and expansion to the West was changing the 

landscape of American religion. And several decades later it was on the frontier that the use 

of camp meetings by itinerant preachers rekindled revivalism in America. Under the 

leadership of James McGready and Charles Finney the diversity of American religion grew 

and the Second Great Awakening permanently established revivalism as a unique 

characteristic of the American religious milieu.18  

The Second Great Awakening further encouraged many evangelicals to use the 

methodology of revivalism. Revivalism itself “is the Protestant ritual (at first spontaneous, 

but, since 1830 routinized) in which charismatic evangelists convey ‘the Word’ of God to 

large masses of people who, under this influence, experience what Protestants call 

conversion, salvation, regeneration, or spiritual rebirth.”19   Revivals created occasions for 

                                                 
18 William G. McLoughlin, Revivals, Awakenings, and Reform, (Chicago: The 

University of Chicago Press, 1978) xiii. 

19 Ibid.  
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more conversions, new forms of worship, hymnody, and theological controversies. They also 

became a mechanism for drawing persons to the Christian faith and ecclesiastical 

communities. In short, for many evangelicals revivalism became a source for securing 

“volunteers.” 
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CHAPTER 1: REPRESENTATIVE MODELS 
 

Voluntaryism Goes Public 

Among the many credible contemporary examples of the continuing relationship 

between evangelicals and voluntaryism, two stand alone as unique and pervasive: 

televangelism and megachurches. Thus, in an effort to move forward in a helpful discussion 

of contemporary voluntaryism, one should note a remarkable occurrence following the 

development of widespread media outlets - the introduction of televangelism. The 

broadcasting choices have been flooded with Bible-based programming so abundantly that 

now there are entire networks offering twenty-four hours full of preaching. The word 

“televangelist” is used here in a very flexible manner. It is more a cultural title than a 

vocational one. The title encompasses a wide variety of preachers and teachers that now use 

the television as a primary mode of communicating their message. The teachers can be 

defined as a brand of charismatic evangelical leaders that use culturally relevant mediums, 

such as television, radio, arenas, stadiums, and book sales. Though evangelical Christians are 

not the only ones that are participating in religious fluctuation through cultural methods, it 

should be noted that both megachurches and television evangelism are composed largely of 

charismatic, evangelical Christians. 

Many of the first purveyors of this form of voluntaryism were what are commonly 

called “faith healers.” In the first part of the nineteenth century, humanistic thinker Phineas 

Quimby began popularizing ideas that sickness and death ultimately have their origin in 

negative thinking.20 The theological root of these faith healers is if one can visualize 

faithfully health and wealth, then these elusive ideals will become realities. H. Emilie Cady, a 
                                                 

20 Kenneth E. Hagin, Right and Wrong Thinking, (Tulsa, Oklahoma: Kenneth Hagin 
Ministries, 1978) 19. 
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humanistic scholar, explained this humanistic approach to Christianity by saying, "our 

affirming of mind, backed by faith, is the link that connects our conscious human need with 

His power and supply."21 Cady also claimed, "there is power in our word of faith to bring all 

good things right into our everyday life."22  

These “faith healers” and “humanistic idealists” anticipated what is currently 

considered televangelism. In many of the same ways that followers found the leadership and 

personalities of early revival leaders contagious, contemporary culture finds religious 

experience and expression in these new media personalities. The foundation of the 

contemporary movement can certainly be traced to the practices and theology of a particular 

mid-century group of revivalists and faith healers ministering throughout evangelical and 

charismatic circles.23 In an effort to reclaim the past, televangelists such as Kenneth 

Copeland and Kenneth Hagin point to their predecessors T. L. Osborn and William Branham 

as being true men of God who taught them how to preach.24 Osborn endorsed many of the 

teachings of E. W. Kenyon, who denied orthodox beliefs about the Trinity, claiming it was 

the teachings of Satan.25 

                                                 
21 Mary Baker Eddy, Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures (Boston: The 

First Church of Christ, Scientist, 1971 [orig. 1875]) 72.  

22 Ibid, 78. 

23 David Edwin Harrell, Jr., All Things Are Possible: The Healing and Charismatic 
Revivals in Modern America (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1975) 10-26. 

24 Richard M. Riss, "Kenyon, Essek William," Dictionary of Pentecostal and 
Charismatic Movements, ed. Stanley Burges, Gary B. McGee, and Patrick H. Alexander 
(Grand Rapids: Regency/Zondervan, 1988) 517. 

25 Ibid, 518. 
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The well-known televangelist Benny Hinn is also a supporter of these predecessors. 

Hinn’s theology and practice has also been informed by the infamous revivalist A.A. Allen. 

Allen has more readily been considered a charlatan than a minister.26 In an effort to raise 

money, Allen once told his followers he had the ability to command God to "turn dollar bills 

into twenties."27 He was also known to ask his followers to send large sums of money to 

purchase prayer cloths covered in anointed oils.28 Allen even hosted an optimistic 'raise the 

dead' program, but it died quickly. Many of the early televangelists, including Allen, have 

been accused of ministering solely for monetary gain. He was ultimately defrocked by the 

Assemblies of God. Popular televangelists such as Robert Tilton and his female cohort, 

Marilyn Hickey, have also been followers of the Allen method in addition their loyalty to 

Oral Roberts.  

Roberts may be both the most famous and infamous televangelist of all time. He 

made national headlines when he claimed that Jesus commanded him to discover the cure for 

cancer. In an extensive campaign, Roberts declared that God told him, "I would not have had 

you and your partners build the 20-story research tower unless I was going to give you a plan 

that will attack cancer." Roberts instructed his listeners, "this is not Oral Roberts asking for 

the money, but your Lord." Although the campaign goals were met, the center was soon shut 

down without a cure for cancer.29  

                                                 
26 Ibid, “A.A. Allen,” 33. 

27 Harrell, All Things Are Possible, 199. 

28 A. A. Allen, "Miracle Oil Flows at Camp Meeting," Miracle Magazine, June 1967, 
6-7; quoted in Harrell, 200. 

29 Clark Morphew, "What's to Become of Oral Roberts' City of Faith?" St. Paul 
Pioneer Press, 27 June 1992; reprinted in The Christian News, 20 July 1992, 2. 
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Currently, there are numerous charismatic leaders who leverage the principles of 

voluntaryism and have a wide media presence. Among the most notable is the charismatic 

pastor of America’s largest congregation, Lakewood Church, Joel Osteen. Osteen, marketing 

director of the church, became Senior Pastor after the death of his father John Osteen, 

founder and patriarch of the independent congregation. Under his leadership, the church has 

nearly 40,000 members and its weekly services are seen in over 100 countries.  

There are several parallels to be drawn from these contemporary examples to the 

voluntaryism utilized by the revivalists. First, contemporary televangelists seem to be 

opposed to rationalism in religion. This was illustrated by prominent televangelist Kenneth 

Copeland, when he remarked, "Believers are not to be led by logic, we are not even to be led 

by good sense."30 Second, like those who preached at town centers and camp meetings, 

televangelists rely heavily on conversion as validated by religious experience. And finally, 

these televangelists have adopted revivalism’s commitment to simple doctrine. Copeland can 

again be noted when saying, "I don't preach doctrine, I preach faith."31 The tools and 

methods of voluntaryism are inextricably tied to the message and actions of contem

televangelists. 

porary 

                                                

A New Voluntaryism 

In the last 30 years spirituality has become a booming enterprise in the United States 

as the spiritual seeker is no longer a rare minority, but represents a growing and substantial 

portion of the American population. In this milieu, many evangelical churches, much like 

their predecessors, are finding creative ways to attract the spiritual seeker. In doing so, they 
 

30 Kenneth Copeland, The Power of the Tongue (Fort Worth: KCP Publications, 
1980), 4. 

31 Ibid, 9.  
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have packaged conservative theology in a pioneering, contemporary form. Certainly this 

attempt to attract “seekers” is not a new phenomenon in America. As illustrated earlier, many 

revivalistic leaders of the eighteenth and nineteenth century were also willing to adapt 

methodology to appeal to the broader community. However, what may distinguish the 

contemporary church from early efforts is the elevated American emphasis on consumerism. 

This church is now forced to adapt its methods in ways that appeal to the individual’s felt 

needs. By doing so, what has developed is a distinct sect of evangelical, mainline churches 

which can be denoted by the phrase “seeker church.” 

Seeker churches are re-forming ecclesiology by incorporating cultural style and 

pastoral ingenuity into the life of the church. The leaders believe that traditional church 

services and programs are outdated, and although they meet the needs of some Christians, 

they believe that only by abandoning these outdated methods can the church become relevant 

to a seeker society. The local church has always provided the majority of Christians and 

seekers with their most important encounter with institutionalized religion. Seeker church 

leaders are determined to make this initial encounter friendly and accessible to the masses. 

To achieve this goal, seeker church leaders “throw out tradition” which might make the 

seeker feel alienated from the church community. In essence, the seeker church model 

resembles the local shopping mall more than the traditional church, because the shopping 

mall is developed and marketed for mass consumption. Likewise, seeker churches aim to 

design an appealing environment that will appeal to a broad group of consumers. David 

Roozen puts it this way: 

These and other analysts have found that religion has become one choice among 
many in the ever-expanding cultural cafeteria of lifestyle options. For example, one 
study found that contemporary Americans’ relationship to the church is 
“fundamentally different from that of previous generations.” It is more voluntaristic, 
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consumer-oriented, and captive to the subjective, expressive dimension of cultural 
individualism.32 
 

These changes in church-goers are so significant that they amount to, as Robert Wuthnow 

contends, a “restructuring of American religion.” Two of the significant changes include 

weak institutional loyalty and declining denominational identification. In fact, many of the 

larger seeker churches serve as mini-denominations. According to Wuthnow, religious 

participation was originally based on denominational affiliation and loyalty; however, there 

is an increased willingness to change religious loyalties for a group that better meets one’s 

own needs.33 

Another major change which has helped the establishment of the seeker church 

movement is the suburbanization of American society; studies show that a large portion of 

the American populace has migrated to the outer-city. In the 1970s, the suburbs became 

home to a large group of Americans, with 37 percent making them their home. By 1990, 

these areas had experienced exceptional growth and almost 40 percent now occupied these 

communities. Wade Clark Roof, in A Generation of Seekers, notes that coupled with the 

declining loyalty to denominations and the growth of the suburbs is a significant shift in 

American religion since the 1960s. Across the religious spectrum today is “a popular, do-it-

yourself mentality, reflecting a voluntaristic religious climate where people of almost all 

persuasions increasingly choose their own private forms of religion rather than rely on the 

                                                 
32 David Roozen and Kirk Hadaway, “Individuals and the Church Choice,” in Church 

and Denominational Growth, ed. David Roozen and Kirk Hadaway (Nashville: Abingdon, 
1993) 243.  

33 Wuthnow, Restructuring of American Religion, 171. 
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authority of tradition.”34 The seeker church movement pragmatically and methodologically 

responded to this new form of voluntaryism. 

Therefore, the seeker church movement is an institutional response to the emergence 

of consumerism in the religious milieu and the wider culture. This form of consumerism and 

the new voluntaryism illustrate the changes in the religious environment and provide an 

opportunity for innovative churches to offer seekers a religious experience that meets their 

felt needs. Leaders of the seeker church movement have recognized the changes in the 

American religious environment. According to its leaders, these changes have created a 

religious environment drastically different than the traditional model. These church leaders 

view the situation as a “crisis,” which must be responded to by this new movement. 

The seeker church’s determination to meet the felt needs of the “consumer” has 

allowed these churches to grow at an extraordinary rate, often developing into megachurches. 

Putting many Christian leaders’ predisposition to judge the megachurch movement aside, 

what is abundantly clear is that in the twenty-first century it is a movement to be reckoned 

with. One historian put it this way, “The megachurch is to the old-style chapel what the 

suburban shopping mall is to the small stores of Main Street — a replacement.”35 

The megachurch institutionalized the seeker church movement, and, as with any 

model which shows itself particularly successful, other groups have duplicated the pattern. 

As these megachurches established successful seeker churches, other church leaders followed 

their lead. The seeker model consists of several methodological approaches: a worship 

                                                 
34 Roof, Wade Clark, A Generation of Seekers: The Spiritual Journeys of the Baby 

Boom Generation, (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1993) 138. 

35 Barry Kosmin and Seymour Lachman, One Nation Under God: Religion in 
Contemporary American Society (New York: Harmony Books, 1993) 239.  
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service that is fast-paced and void of liturgy, preaching that is light on doctrine, and a very 

heavy on emphasis on both music and drama. As one will remember, this is the same 

methodology employed by Moody, Sunday, Graham, and the leaders of the Awakenings. 

This new model is affecting churches throughout the country. One local paper 

advertises, “Church Like You’ve Never Seen It Before!” This is followed by a brief 

description, typical of the movement:  

Outstanding Music...No choirs or pipe organs here. Our music is crisp, contemporary, 
professional, and yes, even hot! World Class Drama... Each week our Drama Team, 
Showcase,” presents a dramatic performance specifically designed to enhance the 
message. Messages...Our pastor...teaches ageless truths tailored to people’s needs.36 
 

The Dallas Morning News writes similarly: 
 

Shortly before the benediction at Fellowship Church of Las Colinas last Sunday, the 
pastor made a gridiron move. Wearing Troy Aikman’s jersey, some baggy pants and 
athletic shoes, the Rev. Edwin “Ed” Barry Young deftly threw a football, not across a 
yard line but a row of seats. Michael Wood caught the flying pigskin. He and his 
wife, LaWanna, sporting football game duds, were honored for bringing six friends to 
church. And hours before the Dallas Cowboys whipped the New York Giants, they 
got their trophy; a football signed by Dallas’ star quarterback.37 
 

Conferences and seminars abound on how to market the gospel through services geared to 

the felt needs and personal questions of “seekers.” Simply put, one will notice over the past 

ten years an almost complete rejection of liturgy, form, creed and formal confessionalism in 

an ever-increasing number of churches. Most Evangelicals seem to be on a mad pursuit for 

the perfect contemporary service by transitioning their methods to attract new converts. 

This embrace of contemporary worship patterns is deliberately aimed at the 

unchurched. Everything is determined by the question, “how will this make the unchurched 

                                                 
36 “Try Us Out,” Charlotte Observer, 19 May 2002. Section D. 
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person feel?” The seeker church leaders have no significant theological reason to maintain a 

serious interest in “traditional” worship patterns. “Traditional” is used to denote the church’s 

commitment to retell the Christian story through the use of liturgy, the church calendar, 

denominational loyalty, and personal identification with a religious body through 

membership. 

In spite of all the above positive references, the “seeker sensitive” message and 

methods are not without their public critics. As Os Guiness notes in his text Dining with the 

Devil, this movement does not hesitate to call their techniques “marketing methods,” which 

raises an unhealthy individualistic consumerism, already pervasive throughout the culture. 

He notes that the implications are both obvious and serious. First, if leaders follow this kind 

of strategy for public worship these methods tend to create casual shoppers and individuals 

develop a very narrow perception of church life. Second, there may be a minimalizing of the 

importance of objective truth because it becomes vulnerable to intellectual dismissal. Finally, 

as Guinness states, “Meeting needs does not always satisfy needs; it often stokes further ones 

and raises the pressure of eventual disillusionment.”38 

Although there are hesitancies associated with the seeker method, it is very difficult 

to argue about its success within its target audience. Much like historical revivalists, seeker 

churches view tradition as antiquated and ineffective in bringing the “unchurched” back to a 

saving faith and the statistics seem to support this. Traditional church attendance has been on 

a steady decline since the mid-1950s, while churches who use seeker church methods have 

single-handedly changed the face of both denominationalism and Evangelicalism. The seeker 

church movement is not only a modern revival but also, and more notably, a second Re-
                                                 

38 Os Guiness, Dining With the Devil (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1993) 27-
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formation based not only on doctrine like that of the nineteenth and twentieth century, but on 

the methodology learned from its predecessors. The methods employed by the seeker church 

movement have resulted in dramatic growth and influence. Thus, the impact of these 

churches will have a noticeable cultural impact as these churches become, in Willow Creek 

Community Church’s jargon, “prevailing churches.” 

In 1975, Willow Creek Community Church first opened its doors at the Willow Creek 

Theater in Palatine, Illinois. The mission was to reach the “unchurched” and convert them 

into devout followers of Jesus Christ. Its approach to church was quite unprecedented to the 

ecclesial world at its inception. In an attempt to be culturally relevant, the leaders would 

present an uncompromisingly biblical message in terms that would be easily understood.39 

They would change the method, but not the message. The founding leaders, including Bill 

Hybel, felt a call from God to change the way churches would conduct their ministries in the 

decades to come.  

Twenty years later, this unique church celebrated its anniversary in Chicago’s United 

Center with nearly 20,000 in attendance. Person after person paraded to the stage telling their 

stories of how Willow Creek Community Church had changed their lives. Some years ago 

Willow Creek decided to begin the Willow Creek Association. It was to include churches 

from around the world that followed Willow Creek’s model of ministry. Today this growing 

web of concurring ministries includes over 1,600 churches worldwide from more than 70 

denominations. 40  

                                                 
39 Lee Stroble, Inside the Mind of Unchurched Harry and Mary, (Grand Rapids, 

Michigan: Zondervan Publishing House: 1993) 13. 
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Churches such as Willow Creek Community Church are the primary contemporary 

users of the principles first used by voluntaryism. Although this new “voluntaryism 

movement” has been relabeled “seeker-sensitivity,” when properly understood it should be 

very disconcerting to many mainline church traditions. In an article entitled “The Myth of 

Church Growth,” David Dunlap cites some troubling statistics. For example, during the very 

time megachurches have been sprouting across the landscape, the proportion of Americans 

who claim to be “born again” has remained a consistent 32 percent. According to Dunlap, 

growth is not coming from conversions but from transfers. In fact, up to 80 percent of all 

church growth taking place today is through transfer of membership.41 The author also 

quotes Peter Wagner, one of the leading spokesmen for the church-growth movement, who 

admits, “I don’t think there is anything intrinsically wrong with the church growth principles

we’ve developed...yet somehow they don’t seem to wor

 

k.”42  

                                                

The reason it does not work may be attributed to several causes, but one suggestion 

for the lack of attraction to new churchgoers is complicated. Critics of the movement contend 

that many church growth specialists are now teaching pastors to treat people more like 

customers than parishioners. These pastors, it is asserted, now believe that members are more 

interested in family services and activities than in communing with the God. Speaking of the 

evangelical embracing of a ‘business ethos’ in the early part of this century, Doug Abrams 

says,  

The encounter with modern culture affected their values. Like liberal Protestants, they 
adapted to the business ethos of the 1920s and in doing so contributed to the process 
of economic modernization. Unwittingly, perhaps, they prized secular values such as 

 
41 David Dunlap, “The Myth of Church Growth,” Current Thoughts and Trends, 8/6, 

(June 1998) 7. 

42 Ibid, 7. 
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efficiency, a mechanistic perspective that centered on results, and increasingly they 
lost sight of a purer spiritual vision.43 
 
These critics also contend that parishioners increasingly think that the church exists to 

fulfill their external family needs and that a church that ‘evangelizes’ in any form is archaic. 

Yet, these seeker churches may become the new mainline American Protestantism, as 

their leaders become the new “Billy Grahams” of Evangelicalism. In the same way that 

frontier revivalism changed the scope and shape of early American religiosity, the same 

methods are now changing twenty-first century Christianity. However, the question continues 

to be, “What should the church be doing?” Interestingly enough, the answer is fundamentally 

a methodological one. Just as frontier revivalism shifted both message and method to meet 

the needs of the unconverted, seeker churches are shifting the same pair in light of individual 

felt needs. Although the answer to the question may be elusive, it does not mean it is not a 

worthy pursuit. Given the popularity of the seeker church model, an exploration of the 

tension between tradition and transition is worth consideration by those in and out of the 

movement. What is clear is that the seeker church movement will continue to have an impact 

on the American religious landscape. What is still to be seen is how much society will also 

transform these churches. 

Among the encouraging facets of the seeker-sensitive growth development is the 

intense focus on getting the unchurched to enter the doors of the church. Yet, this success is 

not without critics either. Naysayers insist that, in a determined effort to produce rapid 

growth, many pastors have replaced exhortation with entertainment and the gospel with 

gimmicks. These compromises, they contend, cannot be healthy for the church. It should not 
                                                 

43 Douglas Carl Abrams, Selling the Old-time Religion: American Fundamentalists 
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automatically be assumed that the use of culturally relevant modes of communicating a 

church’s message is a compromise in itself, although church leaders must be sure they do not 

replace the gospel with their communication tools.  

The theological problems with modern ecclesial structures and this new voluntaryism 

movement have not yet been realized, but the tendency to avoid the historicity of the church 

and its contextual value is problematic for some. At the same time, the very methods 

purported by these leaders have much historical credibility. The multitudes have flocked to 

its adoption of cultural influences. Many church historians have noted the strong link 

between popular culture and the Christian faith. Doug Abrams quotes another prominent 

church historian in saying that,  

The moral and ethical dimensions of the consumer society have been shaped, 
according to Martin Marty, by three developments in Western society; the Bible, the 
Enlightenment, and the Industrial Revolution. Ideally, Hebrew prophets and the 
writers of the Gospels informed Christianity about consumerism, with teachings 
about community values (the body of believers), the importance of work, the use of 
material goods, and the charity towards others.44 
 

Accordingly, religiosity, in particular evangelical Christianity as institutionalized through 

voluntaryism, is very difficult to predict because of a deep commitment to individualism and 

the fulfillment of felt-needs. Grant Walker says, “Institutional success arose from a delicate 

balancing of primitive and pragmatic energies.”45 

Nevertheless, Nathan Hatch’s contentions about historical voluntaryism ring true in 

this contemporary culture. As illustrated in this thesis, there is an intimate, undeniable 

relationship between the growth of Evangelicalism and the methods of revivalism as 
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employed by voluntaryism. In fact, the commonly held theological presuppositions and 

highly valued methods of revivalism continue to influence the contemporary church.  

The New World religious experiment continues to be unique and thriving for the 

following reasons: first, the methods and message of voluntaryism is deeply rooted in the 

history of Protestantism and its principles made religious identity and denominational 

competition an equalizing factor; second, American voluntaryism established a milieu which 

was driven not by congregational polity and denominational loyalty but by populist, 

charismatic leaders; and finally, the democratic elements of voluntaryism allowed an 

aggressive component to the new religious milieu, giving charismatic leaders the confidence 

to be assertive in their pragmatic approaches to conversion and voluntary membership in a 

believer’s church.  
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CHAPTER 2: HISTORIC ROOTS OF VOLUNTARYISM 
 

 Reformation Roots 
  

The attempt to define the church as a voluntary organization is certainly not new.  

Beginning with the sixteenth and seventeenth-century Reformation, the historical foundation 

of American voluntaryism begins to be laid as the early reformers become tributaries for the 

later manifestations in the New World. In fact, the use of the term “evangelical” may be 

traced to tensions between church and state and the rise of the Protestant Reformation near 

the end of the fifteenth century. Many European countries, including Spain, were considering 

possible expansion to the West. Rumors circulated for several decades that land and riches 

were to be had in the Indies. An explorer named Christopher Columbus was born and raised 

in Italy, but had moved to Spain to serve as a maritime explorer. In 1492, Queen Isabella and 

King Ferdinand, also known as the “Catholic King and Queen,” commissioned Columbus to 

explore possible colonial expansion. During Columbus’ third voyage he found the American 

mainland. The expansion of Spanish influence, along with the Roman Catholic authority, was 

viewed by many as an increasing threat.46  

 In Germany, Frederick III, the Elector of Saxony, succeeded his father in 1486 and 

quickly pressed Maximilian I, the Holy Roman Emperor, for reforms in an effort to distribute 

power between the Empire and the consenting states. These reforms allowed Frederick to live 

                                                 
46 S. Hubert Burke, Historical Portraits of the Tudor Dynasty and the Reformation 

Period, (Whitefish, MT: Kessinger Publishing, 2007) 30-36. This text, originally published 
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struggles of the “Catholic Monarch.” During their reign there developed a suspicion of the 
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in peace with the Church until the election of a new Holy Roman Emperor in 1519.47 Pope 

Leo X had carefully considered Frederick as a candidate for emperor, having awarded him 

the Golden Rose of virtue in 1518, but Frederick helped secure the election of Charles V as 

the Holy Roman Emperor. Consequently, “Papal efforts to persuade Frederick to be a 

candidate…rendered the papacy hesitant to proceed with full force against [the reformer] 

Luther.”48 

Luther’s Reformation 

 Martin Luther’s lectures in biblical studies at the University of Wittenberg, founded 

in 1502, led to his increasing doubts about the veracity of indulgences and papal authority.49 

Luther became convicted that salvation was a gift of grace received by faith alone. These 

words from the The Schmalkald Articles (1537) indicate the shift in Luther’s soteriology: 

Jesus Christ, our God and Lord, died for our sins and was raised again for our 
justification… therefore, it is clear and certain that this faith alone justifies us… 
nothing of this article can be yielded or surrendered, even though heaven, earth, and 
everything else falls.50 
 

On October 31, 1517, Luther’s theological shifts prompted him to write a letter of disputation 

to the Archbishop of Magdeburg and Mainz, Albert of Hohenzollern, protesting the sale of 

indulgences in his local churches. Historically, indulgences were “the remission before God 
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of temporal punishment for sins whose guilt is already forgiven.”51 This remission was 

granted to the parishioner after proper confession and absolution. In Rome, Pope Leo X had 

granted indulgences to those providing monetary gifts for the rebuilding of St. Peter’s 

Basilica. This offer was relentlessly promoted by Johann Tetzel, a papal commissioner for 

indulgences whose often quoted phrase, "As soon as the coin in the coffer rings, the soul 

from purgatory springs,”52 became a symbol of Protestant dissent.  

 In response, Luther included the 95 Theses with his letter and, according to tradition, 

he nailed the pair to the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg. Luther’s Theses went 

beyond disputing the purchase of indulgences; it also contested the Pope’s right to pardon sin 

and accused the Vatican of greed and profiteering.53 Luther’s challenge of papal authority, 

with the denouncing of indulgences, launched the movement that would be known as the 

Protestant Reformation.  

 Fearing a complete European upheaval, Charles V, King of Spain and the Holy 

Roman Emperor, convened the Diet of Worms on May 25, 1521.54 The assembly was called 

for many reasons, the most notable of which was to address Luther’s views. Pope Leo X had 

previously responded to Luther in Exsurge Domine (Arise, O Lord), wherein he demanded 
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Luther retract 41 errors in his theology.55 After receiving the resolution, “Luther was 

compelled by his conscience and faith to defy both church and state,” 56 thus rejecting the 

Diet’s requests. He was subsequently excommunicated. 

 Luther’s theological assertions became the foundation for evangelical Protestantism. 

Among these assertions, three stand out as both unique and unifying: sola scriptura, sola fida 

and sola gratia. Thus, Luther’s “Evangelicalism” was built on the theological 

presuppositions of scriptural authority, justification by faith, priesthood of the believer, and 

grace as the sole means for salvation.57  

These three proclamations were central to early European Protestants and, later, the 

development of the evangelical movement in America. Luther, and later evangelicals, 

disputed the transactional nature of grace mediated through the priest; thus, Luther’s 

Reformation tenets became an illustration of an “evangelical” designation.  Later, as 

voluntaryism became widespread in America, Luther’s priesthood of every believer was 

foundational in the New World religious establishment.  

The Magisterial Reformers 

 The Reformation ideals quickly spread throughout Europe and were adopted by a 

collection of young, highly-motivated leaders.58 Although Martin Luther’s dissent created a 

foundation for reform, not all early reformers agreed on the role of civic authority in the local 
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church. Two sets of reformers are evident in sixteenth century Protestantism: magisterial and 

radical. Both of these impacted later Evangelicalism and its voluntary implications by 

establishing a climate of religious freedom apart from coerced faith and the individual right 

to challenge historically held religious tenets.   

Luther, Ulrich Zwingli and John Calvin reflect the Magisterial Reformation concerns 

of state sponsorship and links between citizenship and baptism. As illustration, Frederick III 

not only supported Luther but, by hiding him during his return to Wittenberg, he allowed 

Luther to establish both order and religious reform in Germany. Zwingli and Calvin also 

received support from the city councils in Zurich and Geneva. This unification of civil and 

religious authority focused heavily on the role of the “magister” or “teacher.” Thus, authority 

for most public matters resided with these leaders and elevated Luther, Calvin, and Zwingli’s 

role in their respective communities.59 This view of church and state meant that being born 

into a “Christian” state was to be baptized into the Christian Church.60 John Calvin promoted 

this magisterial authority in Switzerland, albeit with serious conflict. 

 Exiled from Paris because of his reformist views, John Calvin found his way to 

Geneva where, with colleague William Farel, he sought to establish an “evangelical” 

community. This move was not without controversy and in 1538 he was expelled from the 

city for refusal to administer the Lord’s Supper on Easter Sunday.61 While pastor of a 

congregation in Strasbourg, Calvin systematized what would become the foundation for 
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Reformed theology.  He returned to Geneva in 1541, where he remained until his death in 

1564.  

Among the many lasting contributions of John Calvin were his persistent efforts to 

reform both city governance and religious life in Geneva. First, he wrote The Catechism of 

the Church of Geneva and a confession of faith that he insisted all citizens affirm. 62 

Following his return to the Geneva, Calvin formed the Consistory, a “church court” 

compromised of elders and pastors who were charged with maintaining order in the city 

under the threat of excommunication.63 In many ways, Calvin continued the work of Luther, 

but added a systematic theology by which adherents’ orthodoxy could be measured.  This 

theology, published in multiple editions of The Institutes of the Christian Religion, became a 

major resource for a larger segment of evangelicals. Calvin’s ideas would heavily influence 

the next generation of evangelical leaders, specifically the New World Puritans, who would 

model both their theology and politics after Calvin’s leadership in Switzerland. As American 

voluntaryism took root it would draw heavily on both the theological and civil precedent set 

by this earlier work of Calvin.  

The Radical Reformers 

 The radical reformers were a diverse group of church leaders who protested the 

perceived corruption of the Roman Catholic Church and opposed the magisterial approach to 
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Reformation. According to George Huntston Williams, the Radical Reformers can rightly be 

divided into three major groups: Rationalists, Spiritualists, and Anabaptists.64  

  The Rationalists are best exemplified by Michael Servetus. Servetus studied law at 

University of Toulouse in 1526 and traveled extensively with one of Charles V’s confessors, 

Juan de Quintana. During a stay in Strasbourg, Servetus spent time with Martin Bucer, a 

Protestant reformer who had been excommunicated in 1523, and he began to spread his 

unique theological beliefs. In 1531 he published De Trinitatis Erroribus (On the Errors of the 

Trinity). In the following year, he published two more controversial works, Dislogorum de 

Trinitate (Dialogues on the Trinity) and De Iustitia Regni Christi (On the Justice of Christ’s 

Reign). 65 

When Servetus published Restitutio, which also include thirty of the letters written to 

Calvin, the Inquisition of Vienne arrested Servetus for his heretical views and placed him in 

prison. He escaped and fled toward Italy, yet he stopped in Calvin’s Geneva along the way. 

While there, he attended a sermon given by Calvin where he was recognized and 

subsequently arrested. Servetus was convicted of spreading non-Trinitarianism and anti-

paedobaptism (anti-infant baptism).66 He was burned at the stake outside of Geneva where it 

is widely held his last words were, “Jesus, Son of the Eternal God, have mercy on me.”67 
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Although Servetus’ public feud was with Calvin, both the Reformers and the Roman 

Catholic Church denounced him as a heretic; Roland Bainton noted that, “Michael Servetus 

has the singular distinction of having been burned by the Catholics in effigy and by the 

Protestants in actuality.”68 Servetus is often known for his open rebellion to classical 

orthodoxy. He encouraged free thought and resisted ruling authority over the church’s 

freedom to govern itself. In his address for the International Committee for the Monument to 

Michael Servetus, professor of philosophy Otto Karmin said:  

Amidst the most inhuman sufferings, he affirmed the principles of free thought which 
has triumphed since and the principle of free belief which became the Magna Carta of 
the Unitarian Protestants and of the liberal churches.69 

 
These remarks illustrate Servetus’ insistence that uncoerced faith was the only form of faith. 

Although his unique theological ideals were not adopted by American evangelicals, the 

principle of uncoerced faith is Servetus’ lasting legacy in American Christianity. 

Another group of radicals formed during this same period with an anticlerical 

ecclesiology and emphasis on the inner witness of the Spirit – the Spiritualists. In 1521, a 

young Caspar Schwenkfeld, under the theological influence of Martin Luther, experienced 

what he referred to as a “visitation of God.”70 A group of devoted followers quickly formed 

and organized themselves as the Brotherhood for prayer and Bible study. In 1525, 

Schwenkfeld openly rejected Luther’s Eucharistic theology of real presence and began to 

teach spiritual presence, much like Zwingli. In fact, Schwenkfeld took his rejection of Luther 
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one step further by not only emphasizing the symbolic presence of the Spirit in the Eucharist, 

but also considered baptism to be an “external matter.” Lindberg states, “[Schwenkfeld 

believed] the Lord’s Supper in its external manifestation is only a ritual reference to the 

preceding spiritual event.”71  

Schwenkfeld published the Great Confession on the Glory of Christ in 1541, which 

suggested that Christ had two natures, human and divine, but with the greatest element being 

the divine. This led to him being denounced as a heretic. Nevertheless, his impact on the 

Radical Reformation, and more particularly the Anabaptists, must not be understated. Very 

early in the development of Reformation theology, Schwenkfeld rejected infant baptism, 

secret societies, and any form of coerced faith.  He also eschewed public oath-taking and 

insisted that the government had no right to allow individual freedom of conscience on issues 

ranging from war to theology.72  

Amid these diverse groups, the Anabaptists remain the most distinct and influential 

because this group so quickly embraced religious freedom. Their rejection of infant baptism 

in favor of the baptizing of believers remains their distinguishing characteristic. The earliest 

groups applied it during the Zwinglian Reformation in Zurich.73 Conrad Grebel, the son of a 

prominent Swiss merchant, most likely began his public support of Zwingli’s reforms in 

1522; however, in 1525, because the Zurich city council insisted that mass continue, Grebel 
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broke with Zwingli, insisting that he could no longer support anything unscriptural.74 As a 

result of the feud between Zwingli and Grebel, the city council ordered that any unbaptized 

infants be baptized or their parents be exiled. Grebel refused to have his infant daughter, 

Isabella, baptized, and his actions further exacerbated the differences between his beliefs and 

the magisterial church.75  

Zwingli maintained that governmental support and cooperation with the church was 

more important than any single theological assertion. Consequently, there was a growing 

group who felt betrayed and abandoned by Zwingli.76 This group began meeting together, 

waiting on a clear direction from God. During this time Grebel began corresponding with 

many religious leaders outside of Zurich, including Thomas Muntzer. Grebel quickly became 

a supporter of Muntzer and encouraged him in his opposition to Luther.77  

Grebel, having established a movement in Zurich, departed to spread his message in 

surrounding cities. Converts, such as Felix Mantz and George Blaurock, also continued his 

work throughout Switzerland. Although Grebel died in 1526, he gave momentum to a new 

theological movement in Zurich. His major contributions to the Radical movement are the 

institution of uncoerced believer’s baptism and the firm establishment of the Anabaptists’ 

presence in Zurich.  
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In reaction to Grebel’s followers, the Zurich city council passed an edict in 1526 that 

made the re-baptism of adults punishable by drowning.78 A Grebel disciple named Felix 

Mantz became the first casualty of the edict. On January 5, 1527, Mantz was taken by boat to 

Lake Zürich on the Limmat where his hands were bound behind his knees and he was pushed 

into the water.79  

These were dangerous times for the young Anabaptist movement. In 1527, Michael 

Sattler convened a gathering of Swiss Anabaptists to unify and clarify their position in Zurich 

in a time of heavy persecution. The result of this meeting was the unanimous approval of The 

Schleitheim Confession.80 The Confession was adopted on February 24, 1527 and included 

seven articles that expounded on basic tenets of Anabaptist theology. The tenets were 

baptism, excommunication, communion, separation of evil, pastors, non-violence, and oath-

taking. With Sattler’s death later that same year, there remained major questions about who 

would lead the newly unified believers.81  

In the predominately Catholic Netherlands, a Roman Catholic priest named Menno 

Simons began studying the Bible in response to personal concerns about transubstantiation. 

While studying, Menno not only rejected this theological premise but also came to the 

conclusion that infant baptism was not in the Bible and he was quickly transferred to 

Witmarsum. While there, he encountered a group of Anabaptists from Münster. Although he 

often disagreed with them theologically, he admired their passion for the test of Scripture. 
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After Anabaptist brother Pieter was killed in 1535, Menno experienced a spiritual crisis 

concerning his Catholic faith. Simons said:  

"[I] prayed to God with sighs and tears that He would give to me, a sorrowing sinner, 
the gift of His grace, create within me a clean heart, and graciously through the merits 
of the crimson blood of Christ, he would graciously forgive my unclean walk and 
unprofitable life…”82 
 

He rejected his ordination and the priesthood in 1536, and became an advocate of 

Anabaptist’s beliefs.  His leadership of the Dutch Anabaptists after 1529 led many to call 

themselves Mennists or Mennonites.83 William Estep contended that Anabaptist history 

should be divided into three intervals: “before Menno, under Menno and after Menno.”84 

Menno’s legacy is certainly his efforts to secure the longevity of Anabaptists, in effect, 

giving non-magisterial reformers theological prominence in the European Reformations.  

 These radical reformers illustrate the diversity of religious movements that developed 

following the Reformation. This diversity impacted evangelicals in the following ways: first, 

it launched a similar type of diversity in the colonial settlements of New England; second, the 

Radical’s insistence on the separation of church and state forced early denominations to 

embrace the ideals of voluntary church membership; and third, the tenets of uncoerced faith 

and a believer’s church developed a context wherein denominational competition thrived.  

The Reformation in England 

By 1525, King Henry VIII of England had become frustrated with his wife, Catherine 

of Aragon and her inability to provide an heir for his fledgling dynasty. He sought an 
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annulment from Catherine in order to marry Anne Boleyn, but this had to be granted by the 

Pope who was reluctant since Catherine’s nephew was the Holy Roman Emperor Charles 

V.85 Henry dismissed Cardinal Wolsey of the Roman Catholic Church for his inability to 

convince the pope, and promoted two other men to positions of leadership, Thomas 

Cromwell and Thomas Cranmer. Cranmer insisted that Henry consult the great European 

universities concerning the validity of his marriage. They received their desired opinions, 

likely with heavy bribes, and this opinion was shared with the English Parliament. For his 

efforts, Cranmer was appointed the Archbishop of Canterbury.  

Cromwell was given the position of Chief Advisor to the king. With his new found 

authority, he encouraged Henry to abolish papal authority and declare himself the head of the 

Church of England. These ideas were derived from both Cromwell and Cranmer’s growing 

sympathy for Protestant doctrine. Finally, Henry secretly married Boleyn, who gave birth to a 

daughter, Elizabeth, in 1533.  Consequently, Henry was excommunicated in July 1533 and 

the Act of Supremacy 1534 declared the King “the only Supreme Head in Earth of the Church 

of England;” thus, inextricably “marrying” the Church of England with the monarchs.86 It is 

hard to underestimate the role of Henry VIII in the proliferation of the Reformation ideals. G. 

R. Elton contends: 

[Henry’s divorce] did not alone cause the Reformation; it did not even, if we like, 
play any part in bringing about a movement which rested on national feeling and the 
scandal of a corrupt Church; but without it there would still be no Reformation 
because the powerful intercession of the crown would have been against it and not for 
it.87 
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Henry married a third wife, Jane Seymour, in 1537, but she died shortly after giving 

birth to her son and the eventual king, Edward VI. Edward became king at age nine, and he 

was England’s first Protestant King. Although his father had broken the papal ties with 

Rome, it was the young King who firmly established Protestantism and allowed Cranmer to 

employ the Book of Common Prayer.88 After Edward’s death at age fifteen, Lady Jane Grey, 

a strong proponent of the Protestant movement, was queen for only nine days before Queen 

Mary I took the throne. Queen Mary reversed many of the Protestant reforms instituted by 

Henry and Edward. In addition, she heavily persecuted the Protestants in England and burned 

many at the stake, including Cranmer, the Archbishop of Canterbury.89  

Following Mary’s death in 1558, Elizabeth, the other remaining child of Henry VIII, 

took the throne. She shifted the focus of English religious life back to Protestantism. The 

Thirty Nine Articles of the Religion was her sanctioned way of establishing a national church 

that was both inclusive and subordinate to the monarchy.90   

In 1603, James Stuart, the nephew of Elizabeth and the King of Scotland, became 

James I of England. Although raised as a Protestant, he held many Catholic sympathies.91 In 

fact, there were individuals among English Protestants that believed King James’ passive 

attitude toward Catholicism was insufficient. This group of Protestants desired to purge the 

Church of England of all papal loyalty and tendencies toward papal-like authority. Following 
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such actions the church would ultimately be pure. This group came to be known as the 

“Puritans.”  

A Bridge to the New World 

The early roots of the Reformation promoted sola scriptura, sola fida, and sola 

gratia, ideas that often unified distinct theological sects against historic religious practices. 

As illustrated, these reformers can be accurately divided into two theological camps: 

establishmentarians and the dissenters or radicals. The establishmentarians include the 

Roman Catholic Church and the magisterial reformers. Although there are major theological 

distinctions between these two groups, both groups elevated the role of ruling authority, 

papal and ecclesial, respectively. The magisterial reformers linked baptism and citizenship as 

essential for maintaining a moral “Christian” society. Thus, sacramental assurances of 

salvation were tied to church membership. 

 In contrast, the Radical Reformers drastically changed the way Protestants viewed 

both the role of the church and the government. The Radicals, primarily led by the 

Spiritualists, Rationalists, and Anabaptists, were dissenters who believed the church and the 

state must remain separate, for they feared the state would oppress the freedom of conscience 

that first enabled the Reformation. This freedom informed political and theological 

principles, such as believer’s baptism, the sole authority of scripture, uncoerced conversion 

of adults, and voluntary church affiliation. These Old World demarcations continued in the 

New World with the exploration and early settlements by the Puritans. These formative years 

laid a fertile foundation for New World religious diversity and the uniquely American 

phenomenon of voluntaryism.  
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CHAPTER 3: VOLUNTARYISM’S WIDESPREAD INFLUENCES 
 

Evangelical Identity Defined 

 Evangelical history developed in several distinct phases. The first, as previously 

illustrated, was during the time of Protestant Reformation. This time the focus was primarily 

on the established religious traditions and the challenges brought forth by a group of religious 

reformers. The result was a fractured religious culture in Europe that brought forth both 

conflict and new movements. Among these groups were the Lutherans, Anabaptists, 

Anglicans and Reformed traditions.  

Many early reformers denied they were starting new churches, and, initially, it may 

have simply been an effort to rediscover “the gospel within the historic Catholic tradition.”92 

Yet, by the mid-seventeenth century, the Reformation focus on Scripture and faith as the 

foundations of Christian commitment had created a divisive separation between the Catholic 

Church and Reformation communions. These evangelical distinctions fed the voluntaryism 

of both the Magisterial and Radical Reformers; however, while the magisterial reformers 

stayed with the medieval and Catholic model of mandatory church membership for civil 

participation, the Radical Reformers represented a voluntaristic approach to faith – a faith 

and association uncoerced by the state.  

This voluntaristic principle allowed these early Reformers to establish a believer’s 

church based on believer’s baptism - an idea at the heart of voluntaryism. These evangelical 

churches represent a major shift in church method by placing a high value on individual 

choice and personal piety. This transition in method prepared the foundation for a second 
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distinct period, identified primarily by the expansion West, which can best be characterized 

by the numerous “changing patterns” of the New World religious milieu.93  

Puritan Americas 
 

Following the actions of Martin Luther and other Reformers, the European religious 

establishment was in turmoil. The Tudor Monarch had created much confusion concerning 

its religious loyalties. Although some rulers were loyal to Rome, many embraced the 

Reformation and instilled its influences. Yet, under the reign of Mary I many Protestants, 

including leader Thomas Cranmer, were burnt at the stake. Many of those who survived 

simply fled to more friendly lands. Queen Elizabeth I and King James I brought a new 

uncertainty to the church in England. Although both had no intention of re-Catholicizing 

England, they also refused to formally endorse purging the English Church of any Catholic 

remnants.94 Thus, the Puritans began as a group of Separatists within the church whose chief 

aim was to cleanse the Church of England from these remnants.  

During early Puritan development a group within the church believed, maybe 

idealistically, that the Church of England could be cleansed of papal loyalists and remain in 

England. They were convinced that papal abuses did not justify complete withdrawal. 

However, another group, the less hopeful Separatists, intially moved to Holland to find 

religious freedom, but ultimately found the religious tyranny of Europe too oppressive and 

boarded the Mayflower. This famous ship transported these Separatists to Plymouth Colony, 
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Massachusetts in 1620. Noll remarks about the role of the Puritans in England, prior to their 

New World arrival: 

The Puritans thus arose as the “advanced” or “precise” party among English 
Protestants. Defined negatively, the Puritans wanted to wipe out the vestiges of 
Roman Catholic worship and doctrine that survived with the Church of England as 
governed by Queen Elizabeth I (1558-1603), James I (1603-1625), and their clerical 
advisors. Defined positively, the Puritans wanted to finish the Reformation and finish 
it now.95 
 

Following the first generation of Puritans in England, the decedents of the early Separatists 

brought a similar “cleansing” attitude to the New World.  

Noll lists four primary characteristics of the Puritans, including: total dependency on 

God for salvation, emphasis on the authority of the Bible, a belief God created society as 

unified, and covenants are God’s primary way of working through people.96 These four 

characteristics, all of which inform American voluntaryism by established a clear framework 

for flourishing and shaped much of the New World religious environment.  

The Puritan efforts in America were unique in many ways, including, but not limited 

to, their use of voluntaryism’s principles for religious structure and growth. Perry Miller 

rightly calls the Puritan “experiment” in the New World an “errand into the wilderness.” 

Miller suggests that these early settlers “were reluctant voyagers” because the English 

“authorities made life impossible for Separatists.”97 Led by English born William Bradford, 

among others, these settlers understood the gravity and difficulty of the errand they had 

assumed. He states: 
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May not and ought not the children of these fathers rightly say: Our fathers were 
Englishmen which came over this great ocean, and were ready to perish in this 
wilderness; but they cried unto the Lord, and he heard their voice, and looked on their 
adversities…98 

 
This journey was both difficult and coerced at the same time. The circumstances challenged 

the faith of these early settlers and allowed a new set of roots to be established for what was 

an “uprooted” group of people.  

Yet, not all the Puritans followed the errand to America. For those who remained in 

Europe, a dissenter by the name of Thomas Helwys appeared as an outspoken advocate of 

religious liberty in a time when this type of thinking was considered heretical. In 1612, 

Helwys addressed King James in an appeal entitled A Short Declaration on the Mistery of 

Iniquity, which contained an extraordinary plea for religious freedom for all groups. In this 

document Helwys states: 

If the King’s people be obedient and true subjects, obeying all humane lawes made by 
the King, our Lord the King can require no more: for men’s religion to God is betwixt 
God and themselves; the King shall not answer for it, neither may the King be judge 
between God and man.99 
 

He continued: 

If our lord the King by his discerning judgment see that as Queen Mary by her sword 
of justice had no power over her subjects consciences (for then had she power to 
make them all Papists, and all that resisted her therein suffered justly as evil doers) 
neither hath our lord the King by that sword of justice power over his subjects 
consciences: for all earthly powers are one and the same in their several dominions. 
100 
 
King James promptly responded by remanding Helwys to London’s Newgate Prison. 

Nevertheless, such writings left a lasting impact on the Separatist movement by insisting that 
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church and state be kept separate in matters of law to ensure individual freedom of 

conscience. What the previous pericopes illustrate is some early dissenters’ belief in religious 

freedom and the liberty of conscience due all people. Helwys’ followers, coupled with those 

of John Smyth and John Murton, came to be known as the Baptists and established the 

foundation for a larger group of dissenters in the New World. The focus on free choice and 

uncoerced church affiliation provided the backbone for a growing voluntaryism among 

Evangelicals in America. 

Back in the New World the popular growth of early Protestantism went nearly 

without challenge during the seventeenth century. The first English settlement in North 

America was in 1607 at Jamestown, Virginia - settled not by Separatists, but by English 

entrepreneurs sent by King James I who hoped to capitalize the unexplored coastal region. 

Where “Evangelicalism” is concerned, perhaps the first “religious” settlement in America 

was the Plymouth Plantation of 1620.  

 What made the Plymouth colony distinct in the New World was its association with a 

group of citizens fleeing religious tyranny and looking for sacred space where they might 

worship God according to conscience instead of compulsion. William Bradford’s Mayflower 

Compact, signed in 1620, served as a social contract between the early settlers and their 

leaders. The settlers consented to follow the government’s regulations in return for 

protection. The Mayflower Compact used religious language to pledge allegiance to the 

crown, thus inextricably wedding early colonial views of church and state. The Compact 

endured until 1692. 

For these early Puritan settlers in Plymouth, the motivation to leave the Old World 

was an attempt to escape; however, there was another non-Separatist group that settled 
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Massachusetts Bay in 1630. This group was ostensibly loyal to the monarchy. Its leaders 

hoped that it would set an example for those remaining in England of how the church could 

be purged of its Catholic residue.  

In particular, John Winthrop, a respected religious and political figure, was 

exceedingly devoted to the Puritan disposition. In a now classic statement on the nature of 

the Puritan experiment, Winthrop commented: 

For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are 
upon us. So that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have 
undertaken...we shall be made a story and a by-word throughout the world. We shall 
open the mouths of enemies to speak evil of the ways of God...We shall shame the 
faces of many of God's worthy servants, and cause their prayers to be turned into 
curses upon us til we be consumed out of the good land whither we are going.101 
 

Winthrop made it clear that he desired to create a Christian community that held Puritan 

beliefs. His efforts to reform society and purge any “un-godly” influences made him very 

popular among his peers and he quickly took over civic leadership. He was the governor of 

Massachusetts for nearly two decades. In addition, he supported the Puritan ideals that 

wedded church membership and civic responsibilities. Meaning, early voluntaryism 

understood that the church was not only a religious institution but also a political force. The 

Puritans widely held that accepting the covenant of grace not only qualified a person for 

church membership, but also gave the believer a voting role in civic matters. Noll remarks: 

Moreover, the church covenant linked converted individuals to the social project 
without requiring the burden of a church-state machinery such as the one that had 
persecuted them in England. New England, was, thus, no theocracy, where ministers 
exercised direct control of public life. It was, however, a place where magistrates 
frequently called upon the revered father for advice, including how best they might 
promote the religious life of the colonies.102 
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The civic participation requirement of church membership encouraged church growth and 

went nearly unchallenged until the 1640s when the English Puritans and Parliamentarians 

conflicted with the king and were forced to draft a defining statement.  

 The statement, The Cambridge Platform, written in 1648, provided the details of 

church government including the autonomy of the local congregation, an ideal central to 

many Puritan congregations. It noted of the Westminster Confession of Faith (1646): “doe 

judge it to be very holy, orthodox and judicious in all matters of faith.” Yet, although The 

Cambridge Platform affirmed the prominent Calvinistic theological stance, it differed from 

the Westminster Confession concerning church government. Noll makes this distinction,  

The New Englanders agreed that the “Catholick [universal] Church” consisted of all 
Christians, but it stated that local churches were to be made up only of professed 
Christians and their children. The Platform dissociated itself from extreme separatism 
but did proclaim the substantial independence of each local congregation.103 

 
Ultimately, The Cambridge Platform was an attempt to define the role of church and state in 

the early colonies. In many ways, the document was a reactive solution to the problems that 

had risen in the New World tensions between local congregations. The Cambridge Platform 

became the seventeenth-century foundation for New England churches. It established the 

New England congregational church government and became the definitive statement on 

what would become known as the “New England Way.” It promoted an establishmentarian 

view of church and state relations, even as it affirmed congregational, not Presbyterian, polity 

for Puritan churches, thus, affirming the voluntaryism ideal of a believer’s church. Meaning, 

local churches had freedom to uniquely identify themselves with needs and uniqueness of the 

local community.   
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 Although there were a few noted opponents to the Puritan system, the most 

significant opponent to this “way” of life was procreation. During the 1650s a large number 

of children, whose parents were the earliest settlers, failed to have or articulate a conversion 

experience, thus were excluded from full membership in the local church. This problem was 

perpetuated when these unconverted children married and had children of their own. 

Although many of these adults had been baptized as infants, few had come forward to make 

their own confession of faith; however, they still wanted to have their own children baptized. 

This created a very complex predicament because, although church and civic leaders desired 

to protect the “believer’s church,” they also wanted as many as possible under the covering 

of the church. Thus, in 1662, the Reverend Solomon Stoddard proposed the Half-way 

Covenant.  

 This covenant was Stoddard’s attempt to protect the religious purposes established by 

the first-generation of Puritan settlers. Under the covenant, baptized but non-believing 

parents could have their children baptized and be granted halfway membership in the local 

church. Although the Lord’s Supper was reserved for those who could articulate a conversion 

experience, all other rights of church membership were give to these halfway members. The 

wide-spread adoptions of the Half-way Covenant, by most everyone but Roger Williams and 

other Baptists, allowed a somewhat peaceable existence between the colonies until the 

eighteenth century.  

In a few short years the Puritan expansion to the New World had forever defined the 

unique history of the western world. In two waves, the Puritan settlers had created a unique 

culture that fused, for good or bad, religious identity and civic responsibility. In fact, many of 

the religious tenets and congregational methods adapted and professed by the Puritans still 
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influence the contemporary American religious milieu. In addition, the religious and social 

values that these Puritan settlers established in the New World echo the primary definitions 

of Mark Noll stated earlier. Puritanism’s lasting doctrinal heritage includes the total 

dependency on God for salvation, the emphasis on biblical authority, and the power of faith 

in shaping public values. The emphasis on personal conversion is perhaps the most important 

aspect of the Puritan impact on voluntaryism. In America, conversionism and voluntaryism 

are often closely related because when wed they result in an uncoerced conversion.  

Morphology of Conversion 

Many Puritans drew on an Augustinian understanding of original sin, believing that 

humanity, apart from God, would never seek relationship with the Divine. Humanity is 

totally depraved and only when God moves on the heart of an individual can one choose 

salvation. Yet, unlike many of the early Reformers who required a conversion experience 

while insisting on sacramental assurances, making the sacraments normative for their 

followers, the Puritans saw conversion as the only necessary assurance of salvation. In fact, 

early Puritans like the Reverend Thomas Shepard made significant efforts to trace the 

salvation of the soul from rebellion to obedience. In his writing The Sincere Convert, which 

reads like a catechism, he asks and answers: 

Question.  How doth Christ redeem men out of this misery?  
 
Answer.  By paying a price for them.  (1 Cor. 6.ult.)  God’s mercy will be manifested 
in saving some, and his justice must be satisfied by having satisfaction or price made 
and paid for man’s sin.  Hence Christ satisfieth God’s justice. 104 

 
He continues with four specific evidences that one has truly been converted. This illustrates 

the high value placed on conversion among the Puritans. But to what end? 
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Puritans required, or almost required, conversion for all who claimed membership in 

the church, even as they retained infant baptism. Thus, conversion became the entry point to 

a believer’s church. They understood conversion as the foundation for the covenant with God 

in Christ and the covenant with the believing community of the church, thus the church 

would hear a conversion story and vote on its acceptance. Edwin Gaustad notes: 

Visible saints, only those consciously redeemed by the saving grace of God, 
constituted the proper subjects of church membership. In other words, the church 
covenant presumed a prior contract: the covenant of grace…The Puritan church was 
therefore a withdrawn, restricted, exclusive fellowship. All who sought admission did 
so voluntarily, but not all who volunteered got in.105 
 

These beliefs are confirmed by The Cambridge Platform, which emphasized that conversion 

must precede church membership. It states, “The doors of the churches of Christ upon earth, 

do not by God’s appointment stand so wide open, that all sorts of people good or bad, may 

freely enter therein at their pleasure.”106 Thus, Puritans, rooted in Anglican history, prove to 

be establishmentarians in that they understood visible church membership as the fruit of 

conversion, essentially eliminating the possibility of uncoerced church affiliation. For if an 

individual must be a member of a church body to participate in local civic activities, 

membership is no longer voluntary.  

Other Separatists, successors of the Radical Reformers and Roger Williams, insisted 

that the invisible church mattered to God, because only God knew the heart of an individual. 

Subsequently, in contrast to European views of church affiliation, the dissenters claimed that 

voluntary church membership and the state be kept separate. As will be seen, this distinction 
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becomes vital as Protestantism takes root in the Americas. It was the Puritan’s elevation of 

conversion and the radical’s focus on an uncoerced believer’s church that ultimately changed 

the face of American Evangelicalism and defined voluntaryism for the coming centuries.  

Religious Variety in the American Colonies 
 

Puritans were not the only “players” in the shaping of Evangelicalism. Although 

some of the religious movements in the colonies were “self-conscious protests against the 

Puritan way of life,”107 there were many that were imported from the Continent and England. 

One of these groups, the Baptists, shaped voluntaryism in a variety of ways.  

The Baptist movement first found roots in Puritan Separatism, a movement that 

rejected Anglicanism altogether.  In addition, there is little doubt that many of the earliest 

Baptists were influenced by the Anabaptists. The Dutch Mennonites also shared similarities 

with General Baptists, including believer's baptism, religious liberty, and Arminian views of 

salvation, predestination and original sin. Around 1609, in Amsterdam, John Smyth led the 

group in embracing "believer's baptism," in what became the defining moment which led to 

the establishment of this first Baptist church. After Smyth left his leadership role, sometime 

after 1611, a lay leader named Thomas Helwys took over the remaining group and led the 

church back to England in 1612.  

The first Baptist congregation in the New World was founded by Roger Williams by 

1639 in Providence, Rhode Island. For a brief time, Williams became the colonial face of the 

Baptist movement. He soon departed the Baptist fold in quest of new revelations. Among the 

most lasting influences of Williams’ leadership are his advocacy for the Native Americans 

and the ideals of “soul liberty.” Williams contended that the Puritans, in addition to other 
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settlers, had no right to the Native American land, thus their colonial charters were invalid. 

This influenced his belief in what would come to be known as “soul liberty.” Noll notes: 

He asserted that individuals who had not confessed Christ could not be held 
accountable to a social covenant. He also felt it was wrong in principle for 
magistrates to enforce attendance to church and other spiritual duties, since true 
Christian action proceeds from the heart. “Christening makes not Christians,” he 
stated, and then went on to argue that attempts to force nonbelievers to act like 
believers were self-defeating.108 
 

The principles of soul liberty, illustrated in this statement, quickly became an American 

norm. In fact, Williams’ legacy informs this discussion of voluntaryism because he insisted 

that personal conversion and soul liberty were essential for the American believers’ church. 

From this point forward, American churches made efforts to attract non-believers to 

particular congregations.    

Although Roger Williams and the Baptists are central to the development of 

voluntaryism in the United States, there are three other groups with significant influence: 

Anglicans, Quakers, and Presbyterians. The Anglican Church, or Church of England, was the 

established church in most of Virginia, North and South Carolina, Georgia and Maryland by 

the end of the seventeenth-century. The Anglicans represented a significant American 

establishment until the Revolution. The Quakers, under the leadership of George Fox, were 

in constant, public conflict with the Puritans. In addition to an anti-establishmentarian view 

of religion, the Quakers insisted on freedom of religion and freedom from coerced religious 

affiliation. Finally, the Presbyterians, primarily immigrants from Scotland, brought with them 

“communion seasons” – a long gathering, usually multiple days, which included multiple 

sermons by multiple preachers and celebration of the Lord’s Supper.  “When Presbyterians 

brought these ‘communion seasons’ with them to the New World, they provided an outlet for 
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religious expression that would be especially important on the frontier. The ‘camp meeting’ 

that developed as the mainstay of American revivalism in the 1790s and following years was 

in many cases a direct descendant of these early communion seasons.”109  
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CHAPTER 4: NEW WORLD REVIVALISM 
 

Revivalism Finds Roots 

For fifteen centuries following the establishment of the Christian church, the 

customary model of ecclesiastical practice was the state church in both Protestant and 

Catholic countries.110 To many European spectators the idea of religious freedom seemed as 

radical as democracy; however, many American denominations, in particular the Baptists, 

strongly supported the ideals of religious freedom and Revolution. As Bill Leonard puts it, 

“Though a numerical minority with serious questions about colonial establishments, Baptists 

were strong supporters of the American Revolution.”111 He also contends, “On issues of 

religious liberty, individualism, and democratic idealism, Baptists (at least some of them) 

often seemed to anticipate religious America.”112 Subsequently, both religious freedom and 

voluntaryism were a result of widespread religious diversity and a Constitutional promise of 

the separation of church and state (a principle inherent in Baptists groups), which was unique 

in the history of Christianity. 

America’s development as a nation was marked by the basic principle that all social 

organizations are based on voluntary choices and relationships. Therefore, the basis of 

American religion has been the principles of voluntary association to religious life. The 

voluntary nature of the church has profound effects on the cultural and intellectual dynamics 

of American life. The Reformational notion of sola Scriptura allowed a theological 

justification for religious innovations initiated by charismatic leaders, whose objective was to 
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get the Scriptures into the hands of the laity. In the American context, the usage of sola 

Scriptura not only meant “no creed but the Bible,” but, as Mark Noll notes, it “was given an 

especially democratic emphasis.”113 This distinction came to reflect the post-Constitutional 

era’s opposition to established religion and traditions not clearly justified by democratic 

ideals. In turn, many evangelical leaders experimented with “unorthodox” ways of 

proclaiming the gospel. Nathan Hatch calls this unorthodoxy “religious populism” and 

contends it “remains among the oldest and deepest impulses in American life.”114 

One trait of early American religious populism was the development of practical and 

democratic examples of religious organization within the evangelical community. The 

essential beliefs of the evangelicals are “the Reformation doctrine of the final authority of the 

Bible, the real historical character of God’s saving work recorded in Scripture, salvation to 

eternal life based on the redemptive work of Christ, the importance of evangelism and 

missions, and the importance of a spiritually transformed life.”115 However, as George 

Marsden points out, evangelicals “do not refer simply to a broad group of Christians who 

happen to believe some of the same doctrine; it can also mean a self-conscious 

interdenominational movement.”116 

These particular evangelicals were those who gave attention to biblical authority, 

individual conversion, and the need to propagate the faith to those unconverted. Their 
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willingness to take their message “to the people” meant that evangelicals prospered in the 

early decades of this country. Noll credits this early success to “successfully adapting their 

Christian convictions to American ideals” by using “remarkable savvy, remarkable displays 

of what might be called practical intelligence.”117 The democratic ideals of America shaped 

this religious pragmatism by allowing evangelicals to make a strong commitment to new 

methods for the purposes of conversion and a desire to make the gospel available to the 

masses. This pragmatic approach to spreading the gospel is most noticeably evident in the 

evangelical inventions of camp meetings and revivals. The ideals of voluntaryism allowed 

the theologically conservative leaders to employ these new forms of Christian outreach. 

The drive towards voluntaryism also called into question many long held assumptions 

concerning clergy leadership. Many lay leaders demanded that the church be under local 

control, that the worship be lively, music singable, and doctrine “preachable.” Many local lay 

leaders even carried democratic idealism directly into church polity by rejecting or 

minimizing the distinction between laity and clergy, insisting that laity have a greater voice 

in church affairs. 

Revivalism has its historical roots in pietistic Puritan response to tenets of reason and 

rationalism held by many thinkers during the Enlightenment and the creedal representations 

of the Reformation that exemplified much of seventeenth-century Protestantism.118 As the 

leaders of the Puritan movement fought against the depersonalization of faith, they revealed a 

more experiential foundation that elevated the role of personal experience and public 
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commitment as the primary evidence of regeneration and obedience to Jesus. John Boles 

contends that revivalism’s emphasis on converting individuals “changed the primary role of 

the minister from that of counseling and performance of ritual to that of evangelization.”119 

Thus, leaders of these early movements focused on public expression and mission as the 

primary duties of the church and converted. Consequently, the expansion of the church in the 

New World was almost solely dependent on the subjective religious experience of the 

individual, which would bring forth a new crop of critics in the coming decades.  

The instigators of early revivalism were located in New England. Solomon 

Stoddard’s sermons in Northampton, Massachusetts had led to revivals breaking out as early 

as 1679. After that, periodic revivals would occur and then die out as the influence of the 

Enlightenment was still being felt throughout the colonies. With the distribution of Isaac 

Newton’s Principia Mathematica, published in 1687, traditional religious ideals had been 

under pressure.120 That is because implicit in the work of Newton and others were the 

teachings that human beings had the ability to discover absolute truth for themselves. This 

tended to undermine Calvinism’s assertion that the gap between God and creation was 

considerable. This declaration of human reason corroded the orthodoxy concerning 

humanity’s destiny being in God’s hands. The result was that religion became less emotional 

and more rational. 

Of the many religious leaders who attacked the growing rationality of the 

Enlightenment was Jonathan Edwards. Edwards was born in 1703 to Timothy Edwards and 

Esther Stoddard, the daughter of Solomon Stoddard. Most of Edwards’ contemporary fame 
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has been achieved because of his sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God;” however, 

his establishment of a new conversion morphology may be his most influential contribution 

to American religion.121 After witnessing the revivals of Northampton, Edwards noted a 

distinct process for conversion in his work “Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of 

God.” It included, “a deep conviction of sin and helplessness, terror over one’s lost condition, 

an acceptance of God’s justice in condemning the depraved sinner, a recognition that God 

was gracious, and, for the elect, a realization that grace had been provided.”122 Edwards’ 

understanding of conversion became the norm for revivalists throughout the country. 

However, as Leonard notes: 

not all evangelicals agreed with Edwards’ morphology. Some warned of the dangers 
of religious affections and the “enthusiastical” outbursts which often accompanied 
revivalistic activities. Others like the infamous James Davenport promote more 
charismatic expressions often equating genuine conversion with psychological 
frenzy.123 
 

Although there were detractors, Edwards’ theology is unique. He establishes a new form of 

evangelical Calvinism, wherein those who are elect can receive an emotional conversion of 

their own understanding. In essence, this lays the groundwork for a substantial theological 

shift. 

By the time George Whitefield began his wide-reaching revivalistic trips in 1738, 

Edwards had already experienced revival in his own Congregational church of North 

Hampton, Massachusetts. Edwards, unlike many of his Reformed colleagues, acknowledged 
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much of the personal experiences that accompanied conversion and wrote in defense of the 

proper role of emotion in true religion.  

As John Wesley continued to lead the evangelical revivals in England, his dear friend 

Whitefield, who had encouraged him to take his message to the masses, raised serious issues 

with what he called “cheap grace.”124 He attacked established ministers for leading their 

flocks into Hell by not demanding an experiential salvation, a premise others, such as 

Presbyterian Gilbert Tennant, would also adopt. This led the established clergy to attack 

Whitefield and Tennant for the unchecked enthusiasm of the revivals. The prominent voice 

of this critique was Charles Chauncy who led the attack from his pulpit in Boston. His 

sermon, Enthusiasm Described and Caution’d Against,125 called for congregants to fight 

against a religious conversion validated by an emotional experience. He claimed that one 

good sermon did not make a preacher worthy of God’s calling. Traditional preachers could 

not contend with these itinerant evangelists, and their charismatic teachings endangered local 

congregations. 

This criticism was not limited to Massachusetts. Throughout the colonies clergy 

questioned the driven emotionalism of evangelicals and accused them of encouraging 

disorder. They obviously did not appreciate the tendency of many itinerant preachers who, 

like Whitefield, journeyed from colony to colony often critiquing the work and efforts of 

local clergy. In addition, they took exception with evangelical preachers who challenged well 

established social orders which placed both women and African Americans in subordinate 
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status. These preachers reprimanded local clergy for bad teaching and an absence of piety 

and grace. These divisions created conflicts within denominations over clerical authority as 

well as conversion. 

Consequently, the First Great Awakening left many colonials sharply polarized along 

religious lines. Anglicans and Quakers gained new members among those who disapproved 

of the revival’s excesses, while the Baptists grew largely from the evangelical converts. The 

largest denominations remained within the Congregationalists and Presbyterians, but local 

congregants divided over support of the Awakening. 

Revivalism Returns 

Although this point was made earlier, it should be reiterated here. Prior to the period 

identified as the Second Great Awakening, church attendance was in drastic decline. The war 

had disrupted the momentum that many churches had developed and the deist attacks from 

Tom Paine and others soured the confidence of many new converts.126 Paine is often quoted 

as saying, “All national institutions of churches, whether Jewish, Christian or Turkish, appear 

to me no other than human inventions, set up to terrify and enslave mankind, and monopolize 

power and profit.”127 Christian Smith estimates that less than ten percent of the American 

populace belonged to a local church body during this period.128 
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Both the decline and the challenge of religious diversity prompted evangelical leaders 

to initiate a new movement of religious piety which manifested itself in what many saw as a 

new Awakening. This renewed piety had both religious and cultural implications as the 

leaders sought to conquer the “barbarism” they saw around them, especially on the frontier. 

This revivalism was driven by a strong democratic spirit which transformed the cultural 

landscape. De Tocqueville remarked: 

The Americans combine the notions of Christianity and of liberty so intimately in 
their minds that it is impossible to make them conceive the one without the other, and 
with them this conviction does not spring from that barren traditionary faith which 
seems to vegetate in the soul rather than to live.129 
 

In essence, de Tocqueville observed that Americans placed religion on the side of liberty 

rather than on the side of oppression. This liberty helped establish revivalism as a continuing 

feature of Evangelicalism and made possible a theological shift away from strict Calvinism 

towards modified Calvinism or full-blown Arminianism. Arminian emphasis on freewill, 

grace, and general atonement gained extensive influence in America, even among many who 

continued to use Calvinistic language.130 By the time Methodists were spreading this doctrine 

on the frontier, it was much less rigid, and offered masses access to God’s grace, impacting 

Baptists, Presbyterians, and the Restorationist movement.131 

The theological shift that accompanied the Second Great Awakening contributed to 

the growth of many denominations such as the Baptists and Methodists. It also created 

divisions among many staid denominations such as the Presbyterians. Richey attributes this 

                                                 
129 Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 302. 

130 Leonard, Baptist Ways, 21. 

131 Heimert, Religion and the American Mind, 4-5. 

60 
 



shift to the revivalists who “found traditional church structures largely irrelevant.”132 

Presbyterians contributed to the early stages of the camp meeting phenomenon, modeling 

them after the extended outdoor “communion seasons,” used by the Presbyterian Church in 

Scotland. They were particularly intrigued by how these seasons often produced emotional 

displays of religious conviction.133 

In Kentucky, revivals, especially evident in the camp meetings, were so intense and 

emotional that many of their original organizers soon renounced them. Many Presbyterians 

who participated in the early camp meetings quickly vacated their use, while others moved 

beyond Presbyterianism to a more Arminian or congregational theology. On the other hand, 

the Methodists and Baptists continued to use them and introduced them into the eastern 

United States, perpetuating the early growth of the newly formed denominations. 

Frontier Kentucky became a case study in the rise and influence of camp meetings. In 

1792, the population of this newly formed state was 75,000, and by the end of the camp 

meeting movement near the beginning of the nineteenth-century it had escalated to 

220,000.134 James McGready, a Presbyterian minister who is recognized by many as the 

“Father of the Great Revival,” arrived in Kentucky in I797.135 Following a conversion 

experience while preparing for the ministry, McGready’s preaching changed dramatically, 

and he became convinced that many people suffered under the delusion that they were truly 
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saved when in fact they had not experienced genuine regeneration.136 McGready’s conviction 

to “revive” spiritual dormancy set the new stage for revivalism. He believed in the 

sovereignty of God and covenant theology, insisting that humanity was hopelessly lost 

because of original sin. Conversion, he believed, was the opportunity for those whom God 

had chosen to respond to grace. John Scott has noted that “the exciting part of revivalism for 

a Calvinist like McGready was that he knew God would continue to draw individuals to 

salvation as long as time continued.”137 

McGready’s conversion theology is more similar to that of Jonathan Edwards and 

George Whitefield than Barton Stone, one of the early Restorationist leaders and pastor at the 

Cane Ridge Church. Yet, Stone found the methods of McGready most influential.138 He 

heard about the camp meetings led by McGready and decided to attend one of them in Logan 

County, Kentucky, in the spring of 1801. During that meeting, he saw religion at “fever 

pitch,” and reported the strange emotional events that were similar to the intense 

manifestations of the earlier colonial revivals.139 

“The scene to me was new,” Stone remembered in his autobiography, “and passing 

strange. It baffled description.” He noted the strange occurrences of men falling deathlike, 

only to arise shouting their love for Jesus Christ. After witnessing such wonders for several 

days, Stone wrote that his “conviction was complete that it was a good work – the work of 
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God.”140 After the close of this camp meeting, Stone returned with high spirits to his 

congregations in Bourbon County. A huge crowd came, eager to hear his report. Many were 

extremely moved by his message and the next evening a couple rushed out of the church and 

began praising God in loud voices. Within a few minutes, many of the congregation had 

fallen to the ground, pleading for mercy. “The effects of this meeting through the country 

were like fire in dry stubble driven by a strong wind.”141 

Stone and other Presbyterian preachers in the region sponsored the meeting but 

Methodists and Baptists also mounted stumps or climbed into wagon beds to urge sinners to 

conversion. At its pinnacle, about twenty thousand were in attendance. Religious services 

that involved praying, singing, and preaching were kept up day and night. Physical 

expressions of the excitement were numerous and sometimes took bizarre forms. 

“Falling,”“jerking,”“rolling,” and “dancing” movements engaged many of the upwards of 

twenty thousand “seekers” present. About three thousand are said to have been prostrate at 

some point during the Cane Ridge meeting. Stone notes that a little later in the course of the 

revival, hundreds displayed convulsive physical contortions which were known as “the 

jerks.”142 

This form of religious enthusiasm dominated the religious landscape as revival fervor 

spread throughout the frontier; however, such enthusiasm posed a new question for American 

denominationalism: “Which church shall the converted join?” This question and its many 

responses caused a massive shift in church polity. No longer could one assume church 
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growth would be sustained, the local church was forced to look at populism as a serious force 

in allocating the new converts. 

These widespread shifts caused by the Second Great Awakening were not 

unparalleled. Some fifty years earlier, the First Great Awakening sowed the seeds of 

voluntaryism. Noll suggests that this initial movement had two profound effects on 

evangelical thinking. First, he contends that the Awakening promoted a more popular style of 

leadership among the churches. As the fame of these charismatic leaders spread among the 

people, they congregated to hear them preach and the importance of church hierarchy was 

diminished. Second, these new preachers served to undermine the authority of the established 

church. As a result, the popularity of the evangelical leaders directed church growth, thus 

elevating the validity of the evangelical innovations.143 

The charismatic leaders surely did not foresee the vast influence they would have 

both culturally and religiously. In reality, many of these leaders, such as Jonathan Edwards 

and George Whitefield, stayed committed to their denominational ties. Their fiery 

admonitions to the masses urged them to turn from sin as they waited on conversion and 

proved their continued commitment to a strict form of Calvinism.144 Whereas the same fiery 

admonitions were prominent during the Second Great Awakening, the theology would begin 

to favor Arminianism as preachers such as George Whitefield and John Wesley began to 

develop a following. 

These revivalistic campaigns had at least three distinct and lasting consequences: 

unprecedented growth, a blurring of denominational distinctions, and a development of new 
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evangelistic methods. Camp meetings and frontier churches experienced phenomenal growth 

as a result of the revivals. Between 1800 and 1803, the Kentucky Baptists gained nearly 

10,000 new members while the Methodists reached more than 6,000 in just two years.145 

Presbyterians also had success, yet not to the level as the other groups. The revivals 

continued for some time on the frontier; however, by the War of 1812 they were almost 

extinguished.146 

Among the consequences of frontier revivalism was that it made denominational 

boundaries increasingly vague. The frontier’s relationship to revivalism changed 

denominational relationship from that of intense competition to camp meeting cooperation. 

These camp meetings encouraged benevolence among the various religious groups during the 

gathering. This benevolence carried over and diminished the necessity of denominational 

identity.147 

Finally, the revivals forced churches to develop new methods for the mass effort to 

achieve individual conversion, and promoted strategic ways of attracting the new converts to 

church membership. Churches employed camp meetings and methods associated with them 

to continue local outreach. Methodists continued to call their annual assemblies “Camp 

Meetings,” and there were always a few conversions accounted at these meetings. Local 

congregations also employed revival meetings for social reasons as well as religious 

outreach. Such meetings provided an excuse for communities to gather and to renew 

commitments. In addition, this “gathering” method was adapted to local communities and 
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linked with certain stylistic methods as well. The methods were so successful on the frontier 

that many local churches began to employ these more “relevant” methods in hopes of 

continuing the high number of new converts.148 

As frontier towns grew, frontier revivalism seemed to fade. Revivalists such as 

Charles Finney adapted the techniques of revivalism from rural to urban settings, establishing 

a variety of “new” methods that turn away from Edwardian reformed theology. Finney’s 

insistence on the sinner’s free will to choose God’s grace put him in opposition to many of 

his fellow Presbyterians. In a critique of Calvinism entitled “Lectures on Revivals and 

Religion,” he defined the authority of educated clergy and condemned Calvinist theology as a 

“promiscuous jumble.”149 Although his preaching was filled with controversy and conflict, 

Finney left an invaluable legacy for American evangelicals as he was instrumental in the 

organization of revivals from rural churches to the new urban setting. Noll contends that 

Finney “stands by himself as the crucial figure in white American Evangelicalism after 

Jonathan Edwards.”150 According to Finney, a revival “is not a miracle, or dependent on a 

miracle in any sense. It is a purely philosophical result of the right use of constituted 

means.”151 This meant that human participation was essential in “bringing down” an 

awakening. For Finney, revivalism was necessary because, “It presupposes that the church is 

                                                 
148 cf, p.57. 

149 Charles Finney, Lectures on Revivals and Religion, (Goodyear, Arizona: Diggory 
Press, 2007) 98. 

150 Noll, A History of Christianity, 176. 

151 Finney, Lectures on Revivals and Religion, 78. 

66 
 



sunk down in a backslidden state, and a revival consists in the return of the church from her 

backslidings, and in the conversion of sinners.”152 

The controversy surrounding the ideals and preaching of Charles Finney is not lost on 

the contemporary church. Candid opposition to Finney’s methods can still be found among 

elements of Reformed Protestantism. For example, James White argues that the “seeker 

church” movement is a direct descendent of frontier revivalism, which measured its 

effectiveness by growth and conversions. White cautions, “adaptability of the frontier 

traditions risks recasting Christianity in the form of the surrounding culture.”153 John 

MacArthur, conservative evangelical leader, challenges Finney with this critique: 

Finney’s real legacy is the disastrous impact he had on American evangelical 
theology and evangelistic methodology. The church in our generation is still seething 
with the leaven Finney introduced, and modern evangelical pragmatism is proof of 
that.154 

 
All the same, Finney should be credited with giving value to revivalism as a form of 

evangelism and a primary method of religious voluntaryism during this period. Many 

mainline Protestant leaders have followed in his footsteps making the will freer, the 

conversion process shorter and the role of human being more important than Edwards ever 

dreamed possible. 

The religious heritage of the Second Great Awakening, the revivals and voluntaryism, 

is joined with an obvious theological shift which continues to affect the church today. In 

essence, when one changes the method of presenting the “good news,” one also changes the 
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message. As illustrated earlier, democratic idealism and populism shifted theological 

thinking from a strict form of Calvinism to an evangelical form of Arminianism. Instead of 

waiting on the grace of God to be given unto us as one of the elect, Finney and others 

promised new believers that free grace was readily available to all who sought it. This “new 

theology” forced local churches to develop strategies for attracting the masses of new 

converts. 

In addition, the intimate connection between American revivalism and the successful 

growth patterns of Evangelicalism suggest several shared theological premises which 

continue to affect the contemporary church. Nathan Hatch suggests that there are three 

common characteristics of American religion that made it unique in the New World. First, 

the new voluntaryism made religion vital among the middle and lower class people, because 

it was no longer an elitist institution. Second, American voluntaryism was driven not by 

congregational polity but by charismatic leaders. This led to a decrease in the value given to 

formal education. Finally, the democratic elements of voluntaryism allowed an aggressive 

component to the new religious milieu, giving charismatic leaders the confidence to be 

assertive in their pragmatic approaches to conversion.155 

Although these characteristics have remained constant and unique to the American 

church, mainline Protestantism has changed in some dramatic ways over the last century. 

Following the formation of revivals and camp meetings on the frontier, many evangelicals 

have experienced the decline of their social influence as the battle over modernity has heated 

up in the last several decades. However, while some evangelicals have resigned themselves 

to fighting a battle which has no apparent end, others have modified their methodology to the 
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changing social environment by adapting the principles learned and practiced during the 

Second Great Awakening. 

A Transition Period 

Following the rise and decline of the two Awakenings, America entered into a time of 

transition and turmoil. There are two significant events that represent this period of transition 

in American religious history: the Civil War and the rise of Enlightenment thought. The War 

Between the States was not only a monumental moment in the civic history of the United 

States, but also in the religious history. In many ways, the Civil War can be seen as the “last 

chapter” in the story of the Second Awakening.  

Among the effects of the Civil War on the American religious landscape was the 

strain placed on many denominations who had grown numerically and in strength during the 

last period. The very public debate concerning slavery caused many of the denominations to 

divide along geographical lines. Among those affected were the Presbyterians, Methodists 

and Baptists. As relates to the study of voluntaryism, denominational division provided a 

fertile ground for the rise of civil religion. Because geographical loyalty forced local 

congregations to align themselves with the prevailing civic law, a church’s theological stance 

on the issues of race relations became inextricably tied to state stance on such issues. The 

principles of civil religion, the folk or popular religious culture of a society, would influence 

the cultural agenda of the evangelicals into contemporary society. 

In addition, at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century, 

Enlightenment thought, marked by faith in reason and historical-critical biblical 

interpretation, posed a major threat to Protestantism and provided a demarcation line for 
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evangelicals. This caused significant divide among the religious community, as Sydney 

Mead contends: 

The two live movements effecting Christianity during the eighteenth century were 
Rationalism (Deism in religion) and Pietism. During that century the foremost 
politico-ecclesiastical issue in America was religious freedom. But once religious 
freedom was accomplished and a popular interpretation of the French Revolution in 
American brought the theological issue of “Reason” versus Revelation to the fore, 
pietism rapidly realigned itself with classical right-wing, scholastic orthodoxy in 
opposition to rationalists and all their works.156 

 
As a result of the Enlightenment and the battle against the teachings of the social gospel, 

liberalism and Darwin, denominational loyalty among many Protestants waned during this 

transitional period. Consequently, this period of post-denominationalism created a perfect 

environment for the next development in voluntaryism, the institutionalization of revivalism.  

Revivalism Institutionalized 

In the late nineteenth and mid-twentieth century, Dwight Moody, Billy Sunday and 

Billy Graham all made major strides toward institutionalizing and refining the processes first 

introduced during the Awakenings. Despite the phenomenal success of the Second Great 

Awakening, a drastic drop in new conversions in the late nineteenth century had many 

evangelicals doubting their ability to attain a Christian society. Evangelical Christianity, as a 

structure for comprehending and evaluating religious experience, became less effective as 

traditional evangelicals were challenged by the “modernists.” This group sought to assimilate 

historical scholarship that illustrated how the biblical text had come together as a canonical 

collection, gave attention to the global impact of other faiths, and more fully understand the 

social context of the biblical text. Most importantly, modernists viewed Christianity in light 
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of the developments in science, including Darwinism, geology, and astronomy.157 These 

beliefs cemented a tension between evangelical leaders and modernity. 

Over the period of a couple of years, the evangelical’s influence waned in some of the 

more significant divinity schools and turned to Bible institutes to train preachers.  During the 

nineteenth century these conservative leaders were making aggressive efforts to remove their 

theological opponents from prominent congregations. This campaign was quite successful 

and George Marsden contends that by the 1920s these churches were on the brink of success 

in their moves to purge several Protestant churches, including the Baptists and Presbyterians, 

of liberal leadership.158 

Dwight Moody was a major player in the revivalistic movement which challenged 

modernity in the late nineteenth century. He dominated the revival development during his 

lifetime and, although the Baptist and Methodist denominations were significant threats, 

Moody’s character was the motivator which persuaded the use of voluntaristic methods 

within churches. His revivalistic campaigns attracted considerable crowds in both England 

and America and he institutionalized revivalism by demanding broad organizational 

structures and significant budgets. In addition, his use of gospel music, led by the charismatic 

Ira Sankey, became an indispensable part of the revivalistic groups which developed during 

this period. 

Moody, and then Billy Sunday, won converts by the thousands, all of whom earnestly 

committed to renounce alcohol, card-playing, and dancing; however, their holy vision of a 

“converted Nation” disappeared and leaders of the evangelical movement found themselves 

at a crossroad. They could continue the battle against sin or they could fight “social” evils 
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like labor abuse. Evangelicals quickly realized that the Carnegie Steel Corporation would not 

be soon kneeling at the anxious bench. 

Moody never considered giving attention to social justice issues. For all practical 

purposes, he was completely apolitical. For him, the message was: sin was sin; and, for every 

sin, a sinner. The conditions for salvation were just as consistent: admit, believe, and accept. 

Moody contended that with conversion came new responsibilities for the converted. New 

converts were challenged to seek the company of “experienced Christians,” and were warned 

about the “hazards of socializing with the unconverted.” The goal was to “be in the world 

and not of it.”159 Moody believed and taught that the unsaved world would be converted and 

the Millennium of Christ’s reign would begin. 

Moody and Sunday often seemed to suspect formal education. Moody said, “I have 

one rule about books. I do not read any book, unless it will help me to understand the 

book.”160 In essence, he did not want to consider what formal education might mean for the 

doctrine of biblical inerrancy. Henry Drummond quoted Moody as saying that ‘higher 

criticism” was “ruining revival work and emptying the churches.”161 

In 1880, Moody provided the gift to launch Northfield Bible Conferences which 

gathered leading evangelical preachers for teaching and preaching. The Chicago 

Evangelization Society was renamed Moody Bible Institute following his death. These 
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institutions were founded in opposition to the modernist’s leadership in many existing 

Divinity Schools. Timothy Weber, in Living In The Shadow Of The Second Coming, notes 

Moody’s longing for “men who know the Word,” and who would share the gospel with the 

“bareheaded infidels and skeptics.” Weber observed, “he desired evangelists, not exegetes.” 

Moody contended that Divinity Schools taught dangerous new critical methods for reading 

the Bible, had deserted the principles of inerrancy, and sought to reconcile Christianity and 

modern science.162 

Sunday replaced Moody as the most popular and significant revivalist and made 

revivalism and the hatred of modernity synonymous. Sunday spent a substantial portion of 

his preaching career attacking the modernist’s view that the biblical text was not inerrant. He 

maintained Moody’s contention that formal education and revival ministry were 

incompatible. In fact, the Moody Bible Institute was for those who did not want to “pollute” 

their faith with reason and knowledge. Sunday insisted: “The way to salvation is not Harvard, 

Yale, Princeton, Vassar or Wellesley. Environment and culture can’t put you into heaven 

without you accept Jesus Christ.”163 In another sermon, entitled “Spiritual Food for a Hungry 

World,” he explained: 

Some folks do not believe in miracles. I do. A denial of miracles is a denial of the 
virgin birth of Jesus. The Christian religion stands or falls on the virgin birth of 
Christ. God created Adam and Eve without human agencies. He could and did create 
Jesus supernaturally. I place no limit on what God can do. If you begin to limit God, 
then there is no God.164 

                                                 
162 Timothy Weber, in Living In The Shadow of the Second Coming, (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1979) 198. 

163 Billy Sunday, “Old Time Religion,” database on-line, available from 
http://www.biblebelievers.com/billy_sunday (accessed 1 May 2006). 

164 Billy Sunday, “Spiritual Food for a Hungry World,” database on-line, available 
from http://www.biblebelievers.com/billy_sunday (accessed 1 May 2006). 
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Sunday insisted that without the inerrancy of Scripture “there is no God.” Sunday made clear 

his disdain educated clergy and his conviction, in Walter Lippmann’s words, that “without 

complete certainty religion does not offer genuine consolation.”165 

Sunday preached his fiery messages to the multitudes and each always had the same 

preamble: “I’m against sin!” He continued,  

I’ll kick it as long as I’ve got a foot, and I’ll fight it as long as I’ve got a fist. I’ll butt 
it as long as I’ve got a head. I’ll bite it as long as I’ve got a tooth. And when I’m old 
and fistless and footless and toothless, I’ll gum it till I go home to Glory and it goes 
home to perdition!166 
 

Sunday’s messages were packed statistics aimed to unsettle the unconverted. He said, “Seven 

million prostitutes fallen in a century, three-fourths of them because of dancing.” He also 

noted, “I believe more people in the church backslide because of the dance, card playing and 

theatre gadding than through the saloons.”167 For both Sunday and Moody, conversion was 

simply the turning away from sin. They both believed that once enough people were 

converted, the Rapture would begin. Thus, they were willing to use any means necessary to 

bring the lost to a point of conversion. If an extreme, unsupported assertion or method 

brought a sinner to salvation, then they believed they had done their duty.168 Through the use 

of revivalistic methods including singable gospel music, a preachable gospel, and lively 

                                                 
165 Walter Lippmann, A Preface to Morals (New York: The MacMillan Company, 

1929) 289. 

166 Billy Sunday, “Backsliding” found in William Ellis, “Billy” Sunday: The Man and 
the Message (Philadelphia: L. T. Meyers, 1914) 148-49. 
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worship, both Moody and Sunday were able to adapt their methods in order to convert the 

masses. More importantly, what these two revivalists did was institutionalize the usage of 

new methods. This paved the way for many twentieth century evangelicals who also felt 

called to reach those seeking an alternative to modernity and institutionalized voluntaryism. 

In the modern period, the use of these new methods may best be illustrated by the 

launch of Billy Graham evangelistic efforts. Graham was born in the mountains of North 

Carolina, attended Bob Jones College, Florida Bible Institute, and Wheaton College, and 

launched his career in 1957 at the New York City Crusades. His identification as one of the 

most influential evangelical leaders since World War II, including his prominent counsel to 

several Presidents, indicates the potency of revivalism in Christian churches.  

Graham’s effectiveness in working with both Protestant and Catholic sects restates 

the fact that revivalism is a substantial component of the Christian tradition. Billy Graham 

emphasized both the methods and theology of historical revivalism. Although he diminished 

the emotional and psychological facets of revivalism, he retained the direct, simplistic, 

biblically oriented message, the call for public response, the use of singable music at large 

gatherings, and a basic approach to “quick” conversion. In fact, Graham quickly reduced the 

process of conversion down to signing a simple commitment card. 

Subsequently, like both Moody and Sunday, Graham’s coherence and effectiveness 

depended upon the historical development of evangelical revivalism in the United States. 

That history began with a new American form of religious revival, a highly organized, 

popular spectacle. Graham used these same methods and organizing principles: advance men, 

advertising, aggressive publicity campaigns (not unlike Whitefield), and a staff of specialists 

(prayer leaders, singers, counselors, ushers). He perfected and popularized Moody’s 
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transformation of revivalism into mass widespread entertainment, superbly executed in the 

New York City crusade of 1957 at Yankee Stadium and Madison Square Garden. 

Graham’s revivalistic success denoted a turning point in American Evangelicalism by 

launching a season of rapid growth and the utilization of a seeker-oriented methodology. In 

addition, the widespread adoption of voluntaryism’s message and methods and the 

charismatic revivalists’ current hold on religious media are additional signs of the 

contemporary recovery of the tradition. James Davison Hunter illustrates this new 

Evangelicalism by noting four specific hallmarks of evangelical religion: conversionism, the 

belief that lives need to be changed; activism, the expression of the gospel in effort; 

biblicism, a particular regard for the Bible; and crucicentrism, a stress on the atonement of 

Christ on the cross.169 

This theological shift reiterates the historical relationship connecting the growth of 

revivalism and Evangelicalism’s tenets as seen in the wide methodological use of 

voluntaryism. The contemporary evangelical’s adoption of Jesus’ commission to his 

followers serves as a mandate for personal accountability and urgency of conversion. Martin 

Marty has commented on America’s spiritual style, noting: 

In search of spiritual expression, people speak in tongues, enter Trappist monasteries, 
build on Jungian archetypes, go to southern California and join a cult, become 
involved “where the action is” in East Harlem, perceive “God at work in the world,” 
see Jesus Christ as a man for others, hope for liberation by the new morality, study 
phenomenology, share the Peace Corps experience, borrow from cosmic syntheses, 
and go to church.170 
 

                                                 
169 Christian Smith, American Evangelicalism: Embattled and Thriving, (Chicago: 
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170 Martin Marty, “The Spirit’s Holy Errand: The Search for a Spiritual Style in 
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With a slight alteration to the emphasis, one can easily apply this statement to the current 

generation. In essence, Marty is asserting that the new religious milieu is accentuated by a 

large group of “seekers.” Thus, it should not be a surprise that many mainline evangelical 

churches, building on the success of Moody, Sunday, and Graham, are making deliberate 

attempts to reach this group and voluntaryism continues to be the driving force for seeker-

oriented churches. 
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CONCLUSION: VOLUNTARYISM’S FUTURE 

This thesis argues that American voluntaryism has deep historical roots in movements 

that shaped American Evangelicalism. Voluntaryism continues to be the driving force for 

two uniquely American models: televangelism and the seeker church movement. The latter 

has gained most recent prominence and its aggressive approach makes seeker churches a 

significant vehicle of 21st century voluntaryism. Yet many leaders of this movement ignore 

the historical roots that have shaped it. 

Beginning with the sixteenth century Reformation leaders through Finney, Moody, 

Sunday and Graham, voluntaryism has been at the heart of the revivalistic methodologies that 

undergirded the 21st century seeker church movement and may well represent the future of 

voluntaryism.  One question remains: why is the seeker church movement so influential 

within Evangelicalism and what is the future of this religious institution?  

First, there are several reasons why the seeker church movement remains so 

influential within American Evangelicalism. These include, 1) the decreasing loyalty to 

denominations; 2) the people’s increasing willingness to change their church or 

denomination; or 3) the decline of religious identity poses a crisis for the mainline church. 

The leaders of the seeker church movement saw very early the staggering number of “church 

dropouts” and proposed to use new methods as an opportunity to bring the recently 

unchurched back in the door. The emergence of the seeker church is a response to this crisis 

caused by the decreasing denominational loyalty, which in turn prompted a new level 

innovation. 

The seeker church, as a result of the practices adapted from voluntaryism, has become 

one of the most innovative church movements in Protestant history. Among the many 
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changes, which have resulted in increased popularity and influence, is the downplaying of 

formal theology in their message. While some pastors in this movement claim that theology 

remains important to them, it is apparent that these churches believe the unchurched are more 

interested in meaning, purpose, and practice than theological orthodoxy. 

To those attending these growing seeker churches the entry point for those returning 

to the congregation seems to be ability to meet their family’s felt needs. Discovering what is 

appealing to the seeker - and how to present theology in a more engaging style – is at the 

heart of the seeker church movement. If you remember, this (worship lively, music singable, 

and doctrine “preachable”) was also at the heart of post-revolutionary revivalism as well. 

Among the many things that knit together the seeker church leaders, and all those who 

embrace the principles of voluntaryism, is the agreement that the old ways of organizing the 

church’s work are no longer sufficient.  

 Leith Anderson, pastor of Wooddale Church, in Eden Prairie, Minnesota, argues that 

this new reality confronting churches in “our highly mobile, consumer-oriented society 

requires dramatic changes in the organization and philosophy of church ministry. The church 

that is ready for the future will make these changes. Churches that do not change will 

eventually die.”171 The origin of the seeker church movement developed from this type of 

thinking. The historic tributaries establish a foundation for change and methodological 

rethinking, and as a result when the old paradigm became ineffective for sustaining growth 

and health, voluntaryism gave these churches the freedom to make changes ranging from 

worship style to denomination omissions in church names. For these pastors, the seeker 

church movement represents the best hope for avoiding a deepening crisis of attrition.  

                                                 
171 Leith Anderson, Dying for Change (Minneapolis: Bethany House, 1990) 17.  
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Although the local church has been affected by this crisis, it pales in comparison to 

the toll denominations have taken. In fact, the more successful local churches become, the 

less dependent these bodies are on the traditional resources provided by the denomination; 

for instance, curriculum, missionary support, and training. As churches grow, they are more 

likely to associate with common interest groups like the Willow Creek Association, North 

Point Resources and 9 Marks over their long held denomination. The success of the seeker 

church gives it an identity independent of its denomination. As churches pull their financial 

resources to join the common interest groups, the fate of the denomination is called into 

question.  

Consequently, long-standing denominations no longer have the resources to help the 

small churches, local organizations, and foreign missionaries in the manner they once did. In 

fact, many churches are increasingly willing to try new approaches that may not have 

denominational support and are relying on these common interest groups – who are much 

more willing to tailor solutions to the local congregations needs. Meaning, the seeker 

church’s voluntaryism is successful and popular because of the denomination’s slow and 

inadequate response to the changing religious milieu. As a helpful reminder, it was this same 

type of slow response that spread the popularity and effectiveness of the institutionalized 

revivalism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth-centuries.  

 More explicitly, Nancy Ammerman suggests there are three ways to define a 

denomination: as beliefs and practices, as organizations, and as culture identities.172 For 

instance, the Baptists are steadfastly committed to believer’s baptism - while the Anglicans 
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are led by the liturgy of The Book of Common Prayer. Like most denominations, these 

groups are often defined by beliefs and practice. Organizationally, denominations not only 

provide polity for government, but also a broader spectrum of local resources like 

curriculum, clergy training, hospitals, and commissioning of missionaries. And, in many 

ways, the cultural identity of denominations is often tied to widely known clichés like 

Independent Baptist will not dance and all Episcopalians drink (hence the title, “whiskey-

palians”). Ammerman’s typology is helpful in defining a denomination, but also points out a 

significant problem for denominations: many seeker churches and common interest groups 

provide these same resources and identifiers. And, more importantly, these three identifiers 

are all principles that voluntaryism has provided a methodology for the seeker churches to 

fulfill.  

The final question for consideration should include some speculation about the future 

of the principles of voluntaryism as seen in the seeker church movement. One characteristic 

of the future of voluntaryism is a new level of cooperation. As seeker churches, and others 

that use voluntaryism as method, reduce their identification with and dependence on 

denominations they will most certainly create new patterns of cooperation that no longer 

reside within denominational lines, but across. It is likely, that identification as an 

Evangelical will include a variety of subheadings (i.e. reformed, pro-life, social justice 

oriented, open and affirming). In fact, this is already happening on a small scale. Mark 

Driscoll, Senior Pastor of Mars Hill Church in Seattle Washington, leads a group of churches 

called Acts 29. These are contemporary, Evangelical congregations from a variety of 

denominations who hold to a strict form of Calvinism.  
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Another facet related to the future of voluntaryism is likely to be the re-creation of the 

denomination. It is very unlikely that denominations will go away. Instead, they are most 

likely going to re-create themselves in a more functional manner. For most leaders who 

embrace the principles of voluntaryism, the term “denomination” denotes an unnecessary 

bureaucracy that is unresponsive to crisis in the church and is program driven. It is likely that 

these groups will claim to be “renewed” with a new “missional identity;” meaning they 

intend to do two things well: prepare congregations for mission work both locally and 

globally, as well as help churches get connected to share ideas, resources, and energy.  

One final future manifestation, which may occur and is somewhat total conjecture, 

involves a return to traditional forms of worship. Traditions swing on a pendulum and many 

would note that it seems the trend toward contemporary worship has swung a bit too far. In a 

culture that is inundated with immediate information updates and sensory overload, the 

church should recognize the need of many to have silence, solitude and times of reverence. In 

the same way that voluntaryism allowed churches to use new methods to attract adherents, 

the same principles may allow the church to swing back towards more historical expressions 

of worship and piety.  

In conclusion, this thesis contributes to the study of American religion by providing, 

in some broad strokes, a look at American voluntaryism and its historic tributaries and 

influences. In addition, this study examines two representative models of American 

voluntaryism, televangelism and the seeker church movement, as pragmatic examples of how 

American voluntaryism is utilized. In addition, this paper uses the later as a linchpin for 

consideration and speculation regarding the future of voluntaryism as it relates to church 

ecclesiology.  
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For most of the post-Reformation history of the mainline church it has enjoyed a 

privilege status in the world. This truth continued through the first two and a half centuries of 

American history, yet this is certainly not true any longer. For a variety of reasons the 

mainline American church is in a time of crisis and is quickly being replaced by seeker 

churches using the historically rooted methods of voluntaryism. The world of modernity, and 

even post-modernity, poses particular challenges for the American church and, instead of 

fleeing from these challenges, seeker churches are using the methods and message of 

voluntaryism to combat a growing swell of religious apathy and disloyalty. In the end, the 

methods of voluntaryism, as illustrated in this work, have found a home in a society 

historically composed of spiritual seekers – giving all in the New World an equal opportunity 

to be seekers no more. 
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