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for apologetic purposes. Throughout his many books, Mr. Schaef
fer repeatedly used the term "the Reformation Base." To him 
the Reformation was the reference point from which modern 
society ought to be evaluated. In it he finds socio-religious prop
ositions which are re said to be "true," and it is the abandonment 
of those "true" propositions which account for the malaise of 
our own time. In short, he asked, if we do not have an ahistorical 
and propositional basis to judge modern culture, the cause is 
lost. As he wrote in Evangelical Disaster, if one follows my 
views, ''Everything the Reformation stood for is swallowed up 
in a morass of synthesis and relativity'' (p. 118). 

I need not remake the points in the above article, but would 
add a few points of clarification on the relationship of Renais
sance humanism to the Reformation. Humanism in the Renais
sance was not so much a philosophy as a methodology by which 
a number of philosophies-both sacred and profane-were pos
sible. At its most basic, humanism was about the right of private 
conscience to govern action. Some humanists asserted this right 
individually and contemporaneously, others corporately and 
historically (what Crane Brinton called, respectively, "exuber
ant" and "spare" humanisms, in his classic book, The Shaping 
of Modern Thought). Exuberant humanists are clearly forerun
ners of the democratic individualists of modern times. Most hu
manists, however, and especially those religiously inclined in 
Northern Europe, should come under the rubric of "spare." From 
them, their rebellion was not against authority itself, but "wrong'' 
authority, in their view. But, how was one to know "wrong" 
authority? Herein is the basis of the humanist methodology
i.e., in its insistence that a better prescription for "right" au
thority can be found in antique sources, hence the insistence 
that scholars learn Greek, Latin and Hebrew. The majority of 
intellectuals in the Renaissance employed the humanist meth
odology insofar as they judged then-contemporary culture by 
the standards of the past, to which they had access to the writ
ings of past wisdom (the "classics"). 

In the Reformation the Protestants employed the "humanist 
methodology" insofar as they objected to then-current religious 
doctrine and practice. For most of them, their protest was not 
against religious authority itself, but against "wrong" authority, 
in their view. For them, the antique source to which they re
paired, via the ancient languages, was the Christian scriptures. 
This led to the Protestant slogan "scripture alone," by which it 
was meant that the Bible was the source for Christian believing 
and behaving. so, most Protestants conformed, methodologi
cally, to the spare tradition of humanism. Let it be restated that 
humanism was not so much a philosophy but a method by which 

a number of philosophies were possible. Let it also be said that, 
while the methodology of referring to antique sources united 
the users, it is of fundamental difference that one referred to 
the "wisdom" of Greece and Rome and the other to the Christian 
scriptures as authoritative. But like any movement based on free 
choice and selective reading of texts, they could not agree on 
much more than the Bible was "authoritative" and they were 
no longer content to remain within the historical church. More
over, even though Lutherans and Mennonites both were Prot
estants they shared very little; indeed, if Lutherans had to choose, 
they would find much more in common with the Roman pontiff 
than Menno Simons. 

Much mQre could be said on the subject, but suffice limita
tions of space to say that this extremely complex and paradoxical 
movement known as Protestantism simply cannot be wrenched 
out of its time and made a repository of timeless truth. Indeed, 
which "truth" of the various Protestantisms (singular won't do 
here) can one cite if a ''base" is looked for? 

The pity of Schaeffer's work is that his notion of "the an
tithesis" blinded him to the possibilities of creative interpret
ations. If one cannot accept the Reformation as a propositional 
''base," then, in his view, one must be a relativist who accom
modates to modernity. This is the unfortunate mind of funda
mentalism; in its predisposition to regard things as all-or noth
ing-either one is "reformational" or one has accommodated to 
modernity. This is a false antithesis. The Christian message does 
provide an alternative hope for a fallen world, but that message 
is not the sole province of one expression of the Christian tra
dition. The Reformation is part of the Christian tradition and I 
am glad to count myself as standing in that expression. But the 
majority of Christians, after all, stand in other expressions of 
the faith, and our main evangelical writers must allow them to 
stand with us, as we accept them and respect their expressions 
of the faith. The key to understanding Christian history is its 
continuity, not its change. There has always been a paradoxical 
relationship between Christianity and culture, and-Calvinist 
triumphalism to the contrary notwithstanding-that was also 
true in the sixteenth century. To believe as I do that the Ref
ormation was an important revitalization movement in the his
tory of the church-but not a ''base"-is to open possibilities for 
the gospel, not to close them. It is in that task of bringing the 
claims of a fully-orbed gospel to bear on modern culture that I 
would join with all Christians in the various expressions of the 
faith. The question remains, however, if Schaefferites and other 
sectarian neo-fundamentalists can leave aside their triumphal
ism and join the rest of us. 

Francis Schaeffer's Jeremiad: A Review Article 
by Ronald A. Wells 

Social commentators from all ideological persuasions seem agreed 
on a central proposition: There is something very wrong indeed 
with modem society, especially American society. Whether it be 
Robert Heilbroner, speaking for the liberal humanist tradition in 
The Inquiry in the Human Prospect, or Christopher Lasch, speaking 
for the radical tradition in The Culture of Narcissism, intellectuals of 
note are agreed we are adrift in a sea of indecision in modem 
culture, that the malaise of the human spirit has nearly reached its 
nadir. It is no longer necessary for intellectuals to demonstrate that 
something is fundamentally wrong with Western culture; they as
sume a reader already knows that, so that the critic may merely 
illustrate the difficulty on the way to offering a way out. 

In Francis A. Schaeffer's A Christian Manifesto (Westchester, Ill.: 
Crossway Books, 1981), we have a best-selling book which is an
other example of this, but in this instance speaking from an evan
gelical Christian perspective. Thoughtful Christians, such as readers 
of this journal, must be immediately interested in the contribution 
offered by Schaeffer in his latest essay. 

This article reprinted from The Reformed Journal, May 1982, vol. 
32, issue 5. Reprinted by permission. 
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Schaeffer's work over the past fifteen years has become a cause 
celebre in evangelical Christianity. He is hailed far and wide as the 
leading intellectual of the evangelical movement, and his various 
books, pamphlets, and films have been widely appreciated and 
commercially successful. Since his work arises out of the Reformed 
tradition of Protestantism, his latest book should be of considerable 
interest to people who found their religious lives in the Calvinist 
tradition. 

Schaeffer is a Reformed Presbyterian clergyman who has lived 
in Switzerland for more than thirty years. With his wife Edith, he 
founded L'Abri (the shelter), a place in the Swiss Alps to which 
many of us have gone. During the first half of his ministry at L' Abri, 
Schaeffer was little known. His first essay, Escape from Reason, was 
not published until the late 1960s. The God who Is There quickly 
made Schaeffer a force to be reckoned with in the evangelical move
ment, an intellectual with an increasingly large popular following. 
A Christian Manifesto rounds out a score of Schaeffer publications 
over the past fifteen years on a variety of subjects, ranging from 
biblical criticism to art history to social comment. 

I first heard Francis Schaeffer lecture while I was a graduate 
student in Boston in the mid-1960s. He had not yet published any-



thing of note, and I saw him plot.his now-famous "line of despair" 
on the chalkboard. Hearing Escape from Reason in lecture form was 
a marvelously stimulating experience for those of us (perhaps pre
tentiously) styling ourselves as "a new generation of evangelicals" 
(what Richard Quebedeaux would later call "young evangelicals"). 

Schaeffer had been bro~ght to Harvard and Boston by Harold 
0. J. Brown, then minister to students at Park Street Church, now 
professor of theology at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School. Brown 
had persuaded some well-to-do New England evangelicals to fund 
a "Christian Contemporary Thought" lecture series, in which a 
leading Christian intellectual of evangelical commitment would be 
brought in for a week of lectures once a year. The first year was 
launched by the American university debut of Herman Dooyew
eerd. Francis Schaeffer was the second year's lecturer. Now; nearly 
twenty years later, I see a significance in that juxtaposition: Dooy
eweerd the leader and pathbreaker, Schaeffer the follower and po
pularizer. 

What Schaeffer popularized and published abroad in his suc
cessful publication campaign (nearly a million copies of his various 
books have now been sold, one hears) is a notion that at first hearing 
would seem like an academic nuance: the antithesis. It, like beauty, 
has meaning in the eye of the beholder. A crude characterization 
of it would suggest an entire separation between Christian patterns 
of thinking and "modern" thinking. In the various versions of this, 
"the modern mind" can either be "secular scientific humanism" 
that is, the world-view emanating from the rationalism of the En
lightenment, or can even be "humanism," a world-view emanating 
from the Renaissance. But whether one finds the origins of modern 
thought in the seventeenth or fourteenth century, the main line is 
said to be man's displacement of God as central to the meaning of 
human existence. Christian thinking, it is said, proceeds from an 
entirely different basis from modern thinking. 

The implications of this are manifold, and Christian intellectuals, 
especially in the Calvinist tradition, have spent a great deal of time 
and energy exploring the depth and breadth of this insight. Chris
tians outside the Calv1nist tradition will immediately recognize this 
by a less precise name, noting that since Augustine and Tertullian, 
Christians have been asking what the city of man has to do with 
the city of God, or what Athens has to do with Jerusalem. 

A Christian Manifesto should be seen in this context. The book 
is of interest because in. it the leading intellectual popularizer of 
evangelically motivated "antithesis" _has laid down the gauntlet to 
modern American culture and states flatly that things have gone 
too far. He invites Christians into a headlong confrontation with 
the institutions of contemporary society. In the remainder of this 
essay I want to offer a description of Schaeffer's main argument 
and then a critical analysis of it. 

Schaeffer's main point is to encourage Christians to $ee the re
lationship between ideas and behavior in modern culture. He sug
gests that for too long Christians have lost sight of the forest while 
dealing with the trees. In doing a form of intellectual history in this 
way, Schaeffer asks the Christian community to relate selected mat
ters of particular concern to the "world-view" of our time, to what 
Carl Becker called "the climate of opinion." 

Those readers familiar with Schaeffer's earlier works already 
know the outline: Humanism has become the dominant mode of 
thinking and acting in modern society; in founding institutions on 
an anthropocentric world-view, society has effectively abolished 
truth. On this view, Schaeffer says the theocentric world-view of 
Christianity has been totally obliterated in nations like the USSR, 
where "humanism" is said to reign supreme. The United States is 
almost a similarly totalitarian state because the basis for behavior 
and belief is similarly founded on a world-view that systematically 
excludes God-consciousness and upholds the "secular religion" that 
the world is "in reality" only material plus energy, shaped by im
personal chance. As Schaeffer said in one of his earlier books, "the 
gulf is fixed" between these two world-views, and therefore be
tween the types of social and political institutions required by Chris
tians and non-Christians. While Schaeffer realizes that most Chris
tians already understand this in their purely "religious" lives, he 
encourages them to extend that understanding to all aspects of life. 

Within this framework Schaeffer illustrates the depth to which 
modern society has fallen because of the "humanist religion." Given 

his prior interest in abortion it is not surprising that many of the 
examples given have to do with the Supreme Court and "right to 
life" issues. But there are other areas of concern as well, most no
tably the place of Christian schools in secular society, and especially 
the teaching of evolution or creation in them, and in the public 
schools. Readers might wonder if, in Schaeffer's view, the cause is 
not already lost. The answer is that it is almost lost to the dominance 

. of humanism, but that victory might be snatched from thejaws of 
defeat if Christians were to act now. It is in this context that he lays 
out the Calvinist-Reformational notions of God-given law, and the 
responsibility of Christians to resist the state, to reform it, even to 
overthrow it if society diverges too far from the requirements set 
down in God's law. • 

Shifting now from description to analysis, we must ask if Schaef
fer's characterizations of modern society and his remedies are to be 
accepted and followed. My answer to both is a qualified no. While 
I laud Schaeffer's attempt to encourage Christians to realize that 
ideas have consequences, and that religion is related to life, he has 
offered his work with such sophomoric bombast and careless sim
plicity that it is very difficult to endorse his characterizations of 
modern society, much less the remedies he offers. 

Readers must realize the difficulty from here on in this essay: I 
am an academic intellectual, Schaeffer is a popularizer who, by his 
own testimony, is not a philosopher but an "evangelist." While 
academic and evangelical work are both honorable callings, they 
are not the same thing, I take it that Schaeffer, in A Christian Man
ifesto, believes himself to be offering a serious critique of modern 
society, and I intend to take him seriously and critically. If a reader 
might wonder what "side" I am on ideologically, I affirm that I am 
on the Christian side, but a side which does its work with care and 
honesty, which values truth above ideological solidarity. What fol
lows, therefore, is not mere academic condescension but an utterly 
serious look at some of the main points of Schaeffer's argument. 
My critique will question Schaeffer_ on the meaning of humanism 
and on the meaning of America. 

If humanism be the enemy, it would be helpful to delineate just 
what humanism is. Yet here is exactly the point: no historian will 
accept an ahistorical, propositional definition. This has been Schaef
fer's difficulty throughout his work, although most notable in How 
Should We Then Live? When "humanism" arose in the context of 
the Renaissance, it offered a methodology by which persons could 
challenge "authority" in any realm of life. First artists, then literary 
critics, then historians, then theologians, and finally political think
ers used a method whereby they could rebel against the authority 
of the "medieval synthesis." Whether in art, literature, history, the
ology, or statecraft, persons acted "humanistically" if they asserted 
the right of private conscience over an authority that prescribed a 
way of doing things. (Schaefferites·would do well to read Crane 
Brinton's The Shaping of Modern Thought on this point.) 

The religious authorities in the sacral medieval society of Chris
tendom realized what a threat "hu;manism" was. The church saw 
the potential danger of the freedom of conscience, and wondered 
where it would all lead. I suppose it has led to the sorry state of 
things Schaeffer illustrates. So, what is my critique of Schaeffer? 
His confusion rests on his inability to see Protestantism as the re
ligious form of Renaissance humanism. To be sure, Protestants said 
that their consciences were informed by the Bible, on which au
thority alone rested ( "so/a scriptura"). Yet we all know of Protestant 
inability to agree on what the Bible said, or even on what kind of 
book it is. 

In his triumphalism, Schaeffer cannot see the ironic and tragic 
in the Protestant movement, because he refuses to see it as an aspect 
of the humanist movement itself. In his various works Schaeffer 
repeatedly invokes the Reformation as the answer to the problem 
of humanism, when in reality it is part of the problem. I do not say 
that these religious humanists were "wrong" in invoking the pri
macy of private conscience, but I accept that when they did so they, 
among others, loosed a methodology on the world that resulted in 
modernity. 

Schaeffer is half-right, but half-truths are sometimes more dan
gerous than falsehoods. What Schaeffer must come to grips with 
some time is the tragic and ironic entrapment of Protestantism's 
development at a time when a new methodology was developing 

TSF Bulletin September-October 1984 21 



for other reasons in other aspects of culture. He cannot have it both 
ways: He cannot lament the excesses of a methodology and at the 
same time offer critique on the basis of the religious formulation of 
that methodology. 

Throughout A Christian Manifesto Schaeffer implicitly endorses 
what historiographers call "the Whig theory of history." This view 
of history has had several incarnations, and the details vary, but in 
general it means that right religion and liberty are on the same side 
against wrong religion and tyranny. The Anglo-Saxon peoples are • 
especially blessed in this regard, and it is the Protestant nations of 
northwest Europe and their overseas extensions that are cited as 
the righteous nations. (At one point Schaeffer becomes explicit, and 
invokes Northern Europe in this context, and goes on to name the 
United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand.) But is is for 

revolutionary party, advocating quite different visions of society. 
As John Adams said in writing the Massachusetts state constitution, 
the question was whether or not the government would be "a gov
ernment of law or of men." While Adams clearly advocated "law," 
for Jefferson the meaning of America and of its revolution was that 
it would be "a government of men." 

It will come as no surprise to readers that the one main sign of 
hope Schaeffer sees (an "open window," in his terms) is the present
day conservative successes in American politics. One of the found
ing principles of the neo-conservative faith is the doctrine of return 
to the principles of the Founding Fathers. What this simplistic view 
of past reality cannot accept is that the same divisions which bedevil 
our society were there then as well. Nostalgia will not help us out 
of our present malaise, nor will rewriting American history. 

Schaeffers confusion rests on his inability to see Protestantism as the religious form of 
Renaissance humanism. 

the United States that the 'superlatives are reserved in this view of 
history, and Schaeffer. seems to have swallowed the theory whole. 

It has been said that the discovery of America was the cause of 
the greatest liberation of the European imagination. As the Ren
aissance-humanist world-view drove the voyagers west to go east 
(they defied the "biblical" authority of a flat earth), the discovery 
of the Western hemisphere was, as C. S. Lewis wrote, a great dis
appointment. But, soon that disappointment changed to anticipa
tion, and.Thomas More's Utopia was the first mature reflection in 
the Old World on the potential of the New. The general idealism 
in Europe that mankind could begin over again was widely shared, 
in both secular and religious circles. 

Once again the Protestant movement was not immune from the 
impulses of its time, and, as is well known, Calvinists came to the 
New World early in the seventeenth century. Winthrop's sermon, 
"The Model of Christian Charity," offers the interpretative para
digm for American history: The meaning of America was to consist 
in "building the city on the hill," in which the light to the Gentiles 
would shine, and in respect of which, all would one day tum and 
be converted. 

With this model of early American development clearly in mind, 
Schaeffer turns to the American Revolution. True to Whig theory, 
right religion and liberty were arrayed against wrong religion and 
tyranny. Schaeffer correctly notes the evangelical impetus behind 
the Revolution, and he endorses it. But should it be endorsed? As 
Nathan Hatch has ~ritten in- The Sacred Cause of Liberty, many 
evangelicals did believe that there was a British conspiracy against 
liberty, especially after the passage of the Quebec Act in 177 4. While 
we might have empathy for ~hese evangelical revolutionaries in 
their context, surely they were deluded if they believed that an 
"absolute tyranny" was about to be imposed. (Here the Whig theory 
argues against itself. It was supposed to be the Anglo-Saxon peoples 
who were on the side of right religion and liberty. How do the 
British suddenly become "absolute-tyrants?") Surely they acted on 
a pretentious view of themselves and their cause if they believed 
they alone were protecting the right of society. 

As to the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, 
Schaeffer is similarly muddled. The Declaration of Independence 
is an Enlightenment document, whereas the constitution opposes 
the spirit of both the Enlightenment and the Declaration in requiring 
liberty to be ordered by law. Once again, Schaeffer is half-right. 
Jefferson was thoroughly baptized in the Enlightenment faith, but 
John Adams was not. Of the several books on this subject, Schaef
ferites would do well to consult Merrill Peterson, Adams and Jef
ferson: A Revolutionary Dialogue. As Richard Hofstadter once said, 
"The Constitution of the United States was based on the philosophy 
of Hobbes and the religion of Calvin." Schaeffer is on to something 
fundamental in suggesting the unique character of the constitution. 
But his argument is substantially flawed by suggesting a moral
legal consensus among "the Founding Fathers." There were two 
sets of Founding Fathers, because there were two factions in the 
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In fact, Schaeffer's book stands in a long tradition of American 
history, and is a good example of a literary form which Sacvan 
Bercovitch calls "the jeremiad," in his brilliant book, American Jer
emiad. There is a long history of Calvinists preaching the doctrine 
of return to the vision of Winthrop. In the seventeenth century this 
form was well developed. The theme is familiar: The people had 
betrayed the faith, had fallen from grace, but there was still time 
to return and re-capture the vision. This theme was reasserted in 
the Revolution, and at regular intervals throughout the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. 

Schaeffer conforms to one important aspect of the geme of the 
latter-day jeremiad: the enemy within. All the vision that Schaeffer 
sees as "the base" of American society was founded by immigrants 
from Protestant countries. The story begins- to tum wrong when 
substantial Catholic immigration begins in the 1840s. While he does 
not name the Irish specifically, he suggests that 1848 is a turning 
year, a year in which (of course) migration from famine-ridden 
Ireland began. He returns to this theme in the conclusion. 

Here we have a vestigial remain of that virulant Protestant dis
ease: Anglo-Saxon anti-Catholicism. I am appalled to see Francis 
Schaeffer appearing to endorse this. Surely·a person like Schaeffer, 
who knows that ideas have consequences, must know that in en
dorsing such views he is endorsing by extension some of the most 
undemocratic acts of intolerance in American history, acts of which 
Protestants must be ashamed. It is too late to be nostalgic about an 
Anglo-Saxon America. 

In the 1950s, when political and religious conservatism had its 
last revival, several scholars took note of it; and some important 
books were written which give an analytical perspective on such 
conservatism in America. Richard Hofstadter wrote of "the paranoid 
style" in American history (neither Hofstadter, nor I mentioning it, 
mean to accuse anyone of the clinical phenomenon called paranoia). 
One nevertheless observes that there have been many movements
ideologically centered on evangelical Protestantism-which fit the 
typology of social paranoia. The argument proceeds as follows: The 
precious heritage is about to be lost, both because of the indifference 
of the brethren but also because of enemies within. While happily 
falling short of an accusation of "conspiracy" (which would have 
fit the paranoid style perfectly), Schaeffer nevertheless believes that 
institutions which specialize in the collection and dissemination of 
information (universities and the media) are an informal league with 
the courts to foist the secular-humanist mind onto the American 
people. • 

I do not endorse American social behavior and belief as it is. As 
a committed Christian, I believe my religious principles require me 
to assert that there is something quite wrong with American society. 
I share Francis Schaeffer's sense of urgency about matters as diverse 
as "right ·to life" and "the battle for the mind." Yet Schaeffer's 
outrage does not mention much at all about what I believe to be 
equally important questions-the arms race, institutional racism, the 
inequities of industrial capitalism. Schaeffer's outrage, and his will-



ingness to be civilly disobedient, seem to be rather shallow in not 
taking these important matters into account. 

Rather than "A Christian Manifesto," Schaeffer's book should 
have been called "A Fundamentalist Manifesto," because it bears 
all the marks of that unfortunate movement. Writing in this journal 
on the "new fundamentalism" (Rf, February 1982), George Marsden 
suggested, in a memorable phrase, that "the Moral Majority turns 
out to be something of Dooyeweerdianism gone to seed." If that 
be true, a reading of evangelical fundamentalism's leading thinker 
will help us understand why. It is cruelly ironic that evangelicalism's 
philosopher, who spent so much time on "the antithesis," winds 

up a synthesizer after all. In this book we have a vintage blend of 
evangelical orthodoxy and the lore of one version of American 
history. This is a bitter recognition for some of us who, fifteen years 
ago, thought Francis Schaeffer was a leading light of a_ new move
ment in evangelicalism. With his atrophied view of "the antithesis" 
and his chauvinistic Americanism, Francis Schaeffer becomes less 
appealing the more he writes. 

EDITOR'S NoTE: In a subsequent article (Reformed Journal 5 /83) 
Ronald A. Wells responded to some critiques and misunderstand
ings of this article. Interested readers may wish to consult this piece. 
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