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What time is it? Where are we in the history of mankind? How should the
church respond?
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For many evangelicals, it has not been part of our tradition to analyze the progress
of history and discern the present moment in history. We want to be sure that the Lord
Jesus will return soon; we should be separate from this world, live holy lives, preach the
gospel with all our might. Beyond this we have a dichotomous view of spirituality: what
is spiritual is spiritual; what is secular is secular, and never will the two meet. There have
been some recent changes. So many things are unfolding before our very eyes: natural
disasters and human tragedy, the revival of Islam, the bankruptcy of morality and the
breakdown of the family, the political power of the homosexual political lobby, the rise
of the New Age Movement and pagan religions, the impotence of evangelical churches
and theologians--- There is a tremendous famine of the Word of God in the church and
the pulpit of the church. Marketing and advertising are having their field day among
pastors, secular psychology has supplanted Bible-based counseling, and the people of
God are hungry to be fed --- Discerning souls are worried; they ask: what kind of
moment are we living in? At the same time, our own lives and churches are becoming
more secular, especially our ministry styles. The church is in the world, but the world
should never be in the church. What, however, is in fact happening?
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We say we reject secular culture, but we are being eaten up alive by it. We are
like frogs in the kettle; the water is being heated up, yet we don’t know we face death.
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What time is it?
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In terms of the history of western thought and culture, we are living in the
postmodern period. Postmodernity is different form modernity. Postmodernity critiques
modern thought and culture, and yet is an extension of the latter. So what is “modernity”?
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Beginning with the Renaissance in the sixteenth century, modern culture has
highlighted the absolute autonomy of man. Man refuses to submit to authority, especially
religious authority. Man believes in almighty science (or we should say, man has a
religiously superstitious faith in science), and in the power of reason. Rationalism and
empiricism, two schools of philosophy in the 17" and 18™ centuries, are representatives
of the Enlightenment project, and are symbolic of early modern thought. Their
representatives are Rene Descartes, Spinoza, John Locke, and David Hume. In the
1790s, Immanuel Kant pushes the autonomy of man one step further, toward a more
thoroughgoing rejection of authority. Man has come of age; questions of religion and
morality are placed outside the realm of science and reason (phenomenal realm) in the
noumenal realm. Meanwhile, science and reason are limited to understand only the
outward of matter (rather than knowing the “thing in itself”). Truths, such as God, free
will, immortality, love and ethics — are beyond human reason (they are irrational!).
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Kant is a watershed in modern thought. After him, 19" century (or late modern
thought) are all influenced by Kant. The subjective takes the place of the objective, the
relative for the absolute. For example, romanticism (or idealism) believes that truth,
goodness and beauty are all subjective. Materialism (Ludwig Feuerbach and Karl Marx
are its spokesmen) rejects the existence of God and the soul. Historical criticism and
Biblical criticism casts doubts on the miraculous recorded in Scripture. Darwin came up
with the theory of evolution. Then existential philosophy, from Soren Kierkegaard to
Jean Paul Sartre, denies the existence of truth, upholding man’s momentary encounters



and decisions. Existentialism and nihilism signify the end of modern thought. Rev.
Stephen Tong said that 19™ century ideas have been put into practice in the laboratory of
the 20" century — thus the 20" century was a “century of foolishness.” Well said indeed.
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Postmodern thought is thoroughly man-centered, just like late modern thought: it
refuses to submit to God and God’s Word. It believes in man’s autonomy, especially the
subjective and the emotional. Therefore, those so-called evangelical theologians who
admire the neo-orthodoxy of Karl Barth, Emil Brunner and T.F. Torrance (rather, the
former should be more accurately called “neo-evangelicals™), even though they call
themselves “evangelicals,” lack an inner power to critique postmodern thought. We can
see this frustration from the theological writings of a number of Hong Kong theologians
in the past 20 years. One kind of humanism cannot critique another! These theologians
seek to face up to contemporary thought, and dialogue with other theologians around the
world, but they cannot offer Biblical revelation as their presupposition and method. They
participate in discussions in secular theological circles, but in the end are absorbed by
them. They are like Friedrich Schleiermacher, the father of modern (liberal) theology.
Their motive is admirable: to witness to their contemporaries and fellow-intellectuals, to
seek to prove that the Christian faith is in line with contemporary thought. Yet they give
up the absolute authority and truthfulness of Scripture, and regard doctrines such as the
inerrancy of Scripture as out of date. Thus their attempts are futile. And this is one of
the reasons why there is a famine of the Word of God in the church and the church’s
pulpit.
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The representative religious faith of postmodernity is the New Age Movement,
especially the western world. New Agers believe that God is man, man is God; God and
the universe are the same, the universe is God; and man and the universe are one. This is
thorough-going monism and pantheism. The reader is directed to the analysis of this
“monism” by Dr. Peter Jones (check out the website of his ministry, Christian Witness to
a Pagan Planet: www.cwipp.org).
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The representative philosophy of postmodernity is deconstructionism; its
representative thinker is Jacques Derrida. Deconstructionists believe that “the text is
dead”and “the author is dead.” This means that one can no longer find the originally
intended meaning of the author of a text. All is interpretation, there is no meaning. The
best introduction to deconstruction written by an evangelical is Kevin J. Vanhoover’s IS
There a Meaning in This Text?, available in Chinese translation from Campus
Evangelical Fellowship of Taiwan. Vanhoozer, a research professor at Trinity
Evangelical Divinity School, is too polite toward Derrida; he could have given a much
stronger and scathing critique. However his interpretation of deconstructionism is
detailed and fair. His book is must reading!
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Where is the soul of mankind? Who will teach our children that “there is
meaning in this text”? How will our next generation learn, beginning with serious Bible
study, to rebuild the meaning of language — and onto rebuild mankind’s thought and
civilization/
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If we look at China’s history, it seems that the period beginning with the Opium
War (1839-42), during which China faced imperialistic attacks and sought to “stand up”
to remove her shame in the international arena, has come to an end. Today, the
challenges which China and overseas Chinese (the so-called “Cultural China”) are very
similar to those faced by the west: the bankruptcy of morality and the breakdown of the
family, the ecological crisis, alienation between people brought on by relentless and
ruthless capitalism, materialism, hedonism, the increasing gap between rich and poor, the
energy crisis, the impotence of education experts to face up to “the Me generation,” the
deluge of information (and concurrent lack of wisdom), and the rise of Asian religions
(China’s government now encourages the worship of Confucius!).
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The church in China has emerged from the days of the Cultural Revolution (1966-
76) when she was persecuted, to a period in which the urban church is the key player.
Today the church in the cities have a direct impact on the church in the countryside.
Those “Cultural Christians” (i.e., scholars in mainland China studying Christianity) who
began in 1978 to seek to translate and introduce western thought to China, have moved
into a period of relative maturity, when they are translating western and Christian classics.
This shows that Christianity, as a social institution and human religion, has moved from
the margins of Chinese society to “the margin of the mainstream.”
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How is the church in China doing today? Traditionally, evangelicals have
stressed personal piety, evangelism, the growth of the church and holy living, and have
grossly neglected theology, apologetics, and the critique and reconstruction of culture.
As a result, the most significant trend in today’s church in China is the rise of neo-
evangelicalism: heavy on activities, collaboration and interpersonal relationships, seeking
to move away from what they perceive to be the narrowness and closedness of traditional



fundamentalism. In the past 30 years, the church in China has been the recipient of
concern and support from overseas Christians. Partly as a result of this, the church is
moving into a period in which pragmatism and other secular modes of thought and
behavior have taken over traditional piety. This makes her not that different from the
evangelical church overseas.
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Where is the soul of China? Where is the soul of China’s church? Who will
weep for the soul of China? Who will build Chinese souls with the Word of God, one
life at a time? Who will build the church’s soul, one small group at a time? There are no
shortcuts, only a challenge to relentless labor.
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From the perspective of the evangelical church and evangelical theology, we are
witnessing today the loss of evangelicalism’s orthodoxy.
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The evangelical church inherited, from the Protestant Reformation, a solid and
rich heritage. The Reformers stood for “sola Scriptura” (the Bible is the highest authority
in faith and life, the church isn’t), “Christ only” (Christ the only mediator between God
and man, saints are not), “grace only” (man cannot trust in his works for salvation), “faith
only” (man cannot be saved through the sacraments or good works), and “for God’s glory
only” (the goal of salvation, life, and the universe). The second-generation leaders of the
Reformation, the English Puritans (1555-1710), preached the pure gospel rediscovered by
the Reformation, to the cities and villages of England. The Puritans brought about the
Christianization of English society and culture. In the eighteenth century, German
Pietism and English Methodism (3" generation descendants of the English Puritans),
brought on the “Great Awakening,” reviving the church in Europe, England and North
America. In addition to renewing man’s relationship with God, the Great Awakening is
the force behind social reforms, the missionary movement, universal education,



children’s Sunday School, the abolition of slavery (in England), and a variety of
charitable enterprises (many are still in operation today). This is our spiritual heritage;
yet evangelicals have been neglecting it, so we are in the midst of losing our soul today.
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The word “evangelical” means “Protestant” in the German-speaking and Spanish-
speaking world. After the Great Awakening, those Christians in England who were
influenced by this revival were called “the evangelical party,” such as the forefather of
the International Fellowship of Evangelical Students, Charles Simeon, who for many
years pastored Holy Trinity Church in Cambridge, England. He trained and discipled
many students, who went on to found the Bible society and mission leaders. Then there
was William Wilberforce, the evangelical Member of Parliament who worked for the
abolition of slavery all his life (featured in the recent movie, Amazing Grace). In the
United States, many leading preachers fought for social reform, and did not see this in
any way opposite to preaching the gospel. Such prominent pulpiteers include Henry
Ward Beecher, Congregational pastor in Brooklyn, New York, and Jonathan Blanchard,
the founder of Wheaton College (lllinois). During the Civil War, the Reformed
Presbyterian Church of North America (Covenanters) led in the “underground railroad,”
hiding and transporting slaves in hiding.
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From this brief survey, we can see that “evangelicalism” is far more than reading
the Bible, prayer, evangelism, and holy living. It cannot be reduced, such as done by
sociologists of religion, to “anyone who likes Billy Graham.” There is a rich tradition in
evangelicalism in Biblical conviction, theological doctrine, piety, revival, missions,
apologetics, social service and reform. However, liberal theology came to America from
Europe, first infecting the seminaries. The church in America faced a severe challenge.
In response to liberal theology, there were a few leaders took up the lead in responding
with a biblical apologetic: Charles Hodge and B.B. Warfield of Princeton Theological
Seminary. Princeton was the bastion of this orthodox belief system until the 1920s, when
the seminary and the Presbyterian Church in the USA became dominated by liberal
pastors and elders. In 1898, the Prime Minister of Holland, Abraham Kuyper (also a
theologian and the founder of the Free University of Amsterdam) gave a series of lectures
at Princeton University. He warned the church in America not to follow the footsteps of
the church in Europe. He declared that the history of human civilization will always be a
battlefield between idolatry and the worship of the true God. In the 1900s, evangelical
leaders from various denominations and theological persuasions wrote chapters for the
series of books entitled The Fundamentals, giving a united voice, crossing
denominational lines, for a lively orthodoxy. This is a united voice and a consensus
which should be admired, emulated and rebuilt today.
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Did the evangelical church take Kuyper’s warning to heart? As we review history,
it is easy to see that the 1890s was the golden age of the Student VVolunteer Movement for
Foreign Mission (SVM). Dwight L. Moody preached a simple gospel, using mass-
evangelism techniques and the tool of the independent ministry organization. Moody
also avoided doctrinal accuracy and debate. (See George Marsden, Fundamentalism and
American Culture.) His influence among British and North American students came to a
climax in the 1890s. The motto of John R. Mott, leader of the SVM, was “the
evangelization of the world in this our generation.” The Industrial Revolution brought
wealth and prosperity to many in western societies, as well as a tremendous gap between
rich and poor; the Victorian Age is the period in which it is said, “the sun never sets on
the British Empire.” During this period, missionaries took the gospel to China, India,



Africa and Latin America. To train up missionaries efficiently and quickly, the Bible
Institute came into being, such as Moody Bible Institute and the Missionary Training
Institute under A.B. Simpson’s leadership (now Nyack College and Alliance Theological
Seminary).
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But, while churches are growing and the number of missionaries and Bible
institutes increasing, the inner life of the church, especially in doctrinal conviction, is
decaying. Liberal theology first captured seminaries (1870s and 1880s), then many of the
major pulpits in America by early 20" century. By the 1920s, major denominations and
their seminaries are dominated by liberal ministers and leaders. Conservatives at
Princeton Theological Seminary were forced to leave and launch Westminster
Theological Seminary in Philadelphia in 1929. In the 1930s and 1940s, the
fundamentalists also battled the liberals among the Baptists, giving rise to the birth of the
Conservative Baptist Association.
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In response to liberal theology, many evangelicals left the mainline churches.
Others decided to stay, or at least dialogue with the mainline. Fuller Theological
Seminary, founded in 1947, is representative of this “Neo-evangelicalism.” Their
founding purpose was most admirable: to respond to “world civilization in crisis” by
building “an evangelical Harvard of the West,” building an evangelical theology which is
up-to-date in her agenda, and publishing books which would be respected by the
academic world. However, by the 1960s, Fuller was to give up her former belief in the
inerrancy of Scripture, and under the leadership of president David Hubbard, it became a
major trans-denominational higher school of learning which is friendly to all major (read:
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mainline) denominations. Fuller has authorized the writing of her history: see George
Marsden, Reforming Fundamentalism.
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By the 1980s, other evangelical seminaries and thinkers followed the lead of
Fuller, seeking to earn their place in the academic and theological world. As a result,
traditional, orthodox doctrines have been laid aside one by one. Even John R.W. Stott
stood up to oppose the idea of Biblical inerrancy (see his own words in the book,
Evangelical Truth). J.I. Packer points out in his Truth and Power that, the consensus
among the vast majority of theologians today (including evangelicals) is that the Bible is
(merely) a book written by humans. The Lausanne Covenant (1974) was a contemporary
statement of faith representing all evangelicals; it declares the inerrancy of Scripture as
the capstone of evangelical belief. By 1980, evangelical theologian Bernard Ramm
published a declaration of neo-orthodox faith in his Beyond Fundamentalism. He has
embraced Barth’s neo-orthodoxy whole-heartedly. We see this also in 1980-81 in a
series of articles in Chinese Churches Today magazine, introducing and celebrating
liberal theologians without critique. These are symbolic of what is happening among
Chinese theologians today.
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It has been almost thirty years since Ramm’s declaration of neo-orthodox faith.
In the past twenty-some years, a variety of ideas and trends have eroded the church’s
vitality and purity: marketing and advertising (in church growth), secular psychology
(through so-called “pastoral counseling, using psychological theories to rule over the use
of Scripture in counseling), New Age meditation (such as “Inner Healing” and other uses
of hypnosis), optimism in man’s goodness (the “positive thinking” of Norman Vincent
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Peale, the “possibility thinking” of Robert Schuller, and Joel Osteen’s similar Health and
Wealth gospel), the “Openness of God” theology which denies God’s omniscience (its
representatives are Clark Pinnock and Roger Boyd, Baptist theologians in Canada and the
U.S. — the book by that title was published by Inter Varsity Press in 1994), and a re-
interpretation of sin (a professor of psychology at Biola University remarked that sin is
the failure of man to have his needs met). How have evangelicals faced up to this
extreme secularization within evangelicalism?
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Where is the soul of evangelicalism? Who will build a force for apologetics?
Who will unite believers from different denominations and doctrinal persuasions
(Baptists, dispensatioanlists, Wesleyans, Reformed, Alliance, Evangelical Free, and all
kinds of independent churches and mission organizations), to rally behind a common
faith in the inspiration and inerrancy of Scripture? Who will offer traditional orthodoxy
as an alternative to secular evangelicalism? Who will rebuild the evangelical pulpit?
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What time is it? Is time for us to wake up? Is it the prelude and dawn of another
Protestant Reformation?
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