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VARIOUS AUTHORS1 

 

The Fundamentalist–Modernist controversy is a 

major schism that originated in the 1920s and '30s 

within the Presbyterian Church in the United States of 

America.2 At issue were foundational disputes about 

the role of Christianity, the authority of Scripture, the 

death, Resurrection, and atoning sacrifice of Jesus.3 

Two broad factions within Protestantism emerged: 

Fundamentalists,4 who insisted upon the timeless 

validity of each doctrine of Christian orthodoxy, and 

Modernists,5 who advocated a conscious adaptation of 

religion in response to the new scientific discoveries 

and the moral pressures of the age. At first, the schism 

was limited to Reformed Protestantism (Calvinism)6 

and centered about the Princeton Theological 

 
1 Adapted from Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia. Content has been checked for accuracy. 
2 The Presbyterian Church in the United States of America (PCUSA) was the first national Presbyterian 

denomination in the United States, existing from 1789 to 1958. In that year, the PCUSA merged with the 

United Presbyterian Church of North America, a denomination with roots in the Seceder and Covenanter 

traditions of Presbyterianism. The new church was named the United Presbyterian Church in the United 

States of America. It was a predecessor to the contemporary Presbyterian Church (USA). 
3 Longfield, Bradley J. (2000). "For Church and Country: The Fundamentalist-Modernist Conflict in the 

Presbyterian Church". The Journal of Presbyterian History. 78 (1): 35–50. JSTOR 23335297. 
4 Christian fundamentalism, also known as fundamental Christianity or fundamentalist Christianity, is a 

religious movement emphasizing biblical literalism. In its modern form, it began in the late 19th and early 

20th centuries among British and American Protestants as a reaction to theological liberalism and cultural 

modernism. Fundamentalists argued that 19th-century modernist theologians had misinterpreted or 

rejected certain doctrines, especially biblical inerrancy, which they considered the fundamentals of the 

Christian faith. 
5 Liberal Christianity, also known as Liberal Theology, and historically as Christian Modernism (see 

Catholic modernism and Fundamentalist–Modernist controversy), is a movement that interprets 

Christian teaching by taking into consideration modern knowledge, science and ethics. It emphasizes the 

importance of reason and experience over doctrinal authority. Liberal Christians view their theology as 

an alternative to both atheistic rationalism and theologies based on traditional interpretations of external 

authority (such as the Bible or sacred tradition). 
6 Calvinism (also called the Reformed Tradition, Reformed Protestantism or Reformed Christianity) is a 

major branch of Protestantism that follows the theological tradition and forms of Christian practice set 

 
A Fundamentalist cartoon 

portraying Modernism as the 

descent from Christianity to 

atheism, first published in 1922 and 

then used in Seven Questions in 

Dispute by William Jennings Bryan. 
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Seminary which has split into Westminster Theological Seminary, but it soon spread, 

affecting nearly every Protestant denomination in the United States. Denominations that 

were not initially affected, such as the Lutheran Church, eventually were embroiled in 

the controversy, leading to a schism in the Lutheran Church. 

By the end of the 1930s, proponents of theological liberalism had, at the time, effectively 

won the debate,7 with the Modernists in control of all Mainline Protestant8 seminaries, 

publishing houses and denominational hierarchies in the United States.9 More 

conservative Christians withdrew from the mainstream,10 founding their own publishing 

houses such as Zondervan, universities (such as Biola University) and seminaries (such 

as Dallas Theological Seminary and Fuller Theological Seminary). This would remain the 

state of affairs until the 1970s, when conservative Protestantism emerged on a larger scale, 

resulting in the rise of conservativism among the Southern Baptists, Presbyterians and 

others. 

1. Background 

THE OLD-SIDE–NEW-SIDE SPLIT (1741–1758) AND  

THE OLD-SCHOOL–NEW-SCHOOL SPLIT (1838–1869) 
 

American Presbyterianism had gone into schism twice in the past, and these divisions 

were important precursors to the Fundamentalist–Modernist Controversy. The first was 

the Old Side–New Side Controversy,11 which occurred during the First Great 

 
down by John Calvin and other Reformation-era theologians. It emphasizes the sovereignty of God and 

the authority of the Bible. 
7 Hart, D.G. (March 2008), ""Holding the Line"", Tabletalk Magazine, retrieved February 7, 2017 
8 The mainline Protestant churches (also called mainstream Protestant and sometimes oldline Protestant) 

are a group of Protestant denominations in the United States that contrast in history and practice with 

evangelical, fundamentalist, and charismatic Protestant denominations. Some make a distinction between 

"mainline" and "oldline", with the former referring only to denominational ties and the latter referring to 

church lineage, prestige and influence. However, this distinction has largely been lost to history and the 

terms are now nearly synonymous. Mainline Protestants were a majority of Protestants in the United 

States until the mid-20th century. A dip in membership across all Christian denominations was more 

pronounced among mainline groups, with the result that mainline groups no longer comprise the 

majority 
9 Tom Nelson (June 1999). "Church History: The Rise of Theological Liberalism" (Presentation). Denton, 

Texas: Denton Bible Church. Archived from the original on December 21, 2021. 
10 Ibid.  
11 The Old Side–New Side Controversy occurred within the Presbyterian Church in Colonial America and 

was part of the wider theological controversy surrounding the First Great Awakening. The Old and New 

Side Presbyterians existed as separate churches from 1741 until 1758. The name of Old Side–New Side is 

http://www.lionandlambapologetics.org/
http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/holding-line/?mobile=on
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fDEtZc-uy0U
https://ghostarchive.org/varchive/youtube/20211221/fDEtZc-uy0U
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Awakening,12 and resulted in the Presbyterian Church in 1741 being divided into an Old 

Side and New Side. The two churches reunified in 1758. The second was the Old School–

New School Controversy,13 which occurred in the 

wake of the Second Great Awakening14 and which 

saw the Presbyterian Church split into two 

denominations starting in 1836–38. 

In 1857, the "new school" Presbyterians divided over 

slavery, with the southern New School Presbyterians 

forming the United Synod of the Presbyterian 

Church. In 1861, the Old School Presbyterians split, 

with the Southern Presbyterians taking on the name 

the Presbyterian Church of the Confederate States of 

America (which would be renamed the Presbyterian 

 
usually meant as specifically referring to the Presbyterian Church. When one is referring to the debate as 

a whole, Old and New Light is usually used. 
12 The First Great Awakening (sometimes Great Awakening) or the Evangelical Revival was a series of 

Christian revivals that swept Britain and its thirteen North American colonies in the 1730s and 1740s. The 

revival movement permanently affected Protestantism as adherents strove to renew individual piety and 

religious devotion. The Great Awakening marked the emergence of Anglo-American evangelicalism as a 

trans-denominational movement within the Protestant churches. In the United States, the term Great 

Awakening is most often used, while in the United Kingdom the movement is referred to as the 

Evangelical Revival. 
13 The Old School–New School Controversy was a schism of the Presbyterian Church in the United States 

of America which took place in 1837 and lasted for over 20 years. The Old School, led by Charles Hodge 

of Princeton Theological Seminary, was much more conservative theologically and did not support the 

revival movement. It called for traditional Calvinist orthodoxy as outlined in the Westminster standards.  

     The New School derived from the reinterpretation of Calvinism by New England Congregationalist 

theologians Jonathan Edwards, Samuel Hopkins and Joseph Bellamy, and wholly embraced revivalism. 

Though there was much diversity among them, the Edwardsian Calvinists commonly rejected what they 

called "Old Calvinism" in light of their understandings of God, the human person, and the Bible. 

     Later, both the Old School and New School branches split further over the issue of slavery, into 

Southern and Northern churches. The latter supported the abolition of slavery. After three decades of 

separate operation, the two sides of the controversy merged, in 1865 in the South and in 1870 in the 

North. Two Presbyterian denominations were formed (PCUS and PC-USA, in the South and North, 

respectively). 
14 The Second Great Awakening was a Protestant religious revival during the early 19th century in the 

United States. The Second Great Awakening, which spread religion through revivals and emotional 

preaching, sparked a number of reform movements. Revivals were a key part of the movement and 

attracted hundreds of converts to new Protestant denominations. The Methodist Church used circuit 

riders to reach people in frontier locations. The Second Great Awakening led to a period of antebellum 

social reform and an emphasis on salvation by institutions. The outpouring of religious fervor and revival 

began in Kentucky and Tennessee in the 1790s and early 1800s among the Presbyterians, Methodists and 

Baptists. 

 
Princeton Theological Seminary, 

headquarters of the Old School 

Presbyterians (1879) 
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Church in the United States in 1865). In 1864, the United Synod merged with PCCSA, 

with the Southern New School Presbyterians ultimately being absorbed into an Old 

School Denomination, and in 1869, the Northern New School Presbyterians returned to 

the Presbyterian Church of the United States of America. 

Although the controversies involved many other 

issues, the overarching issue had to do with the 

nature of church authority and the authority of the 

Westminster Confession of Faith.15 The New 

Side/New School opposed a rigid interpretation of 

the Westminster Confession. Their stance was 

based on spiritual renewal/revival through an 

experience with the Holy Spirit based on scripture. 

Therefore, they placed less emphasis on receiving a 

Seminary education and the Westminster 

Confession (to the degree Old Side/Old School 

required). Their emphasis was more on the 

authority of scripture and a conversion experience, 

rather than on the Westminster Confession. They argued the importance of an encounter 

with God mediated by the Holy Spirit. They saw the Old Side/Old School as being 

formalists who fetishized the Westminster Confession and Calvinism. 

The Old Side/Old School responded that the Westminster Confession was the 

foundational constitutional document of the Presbyterian Church and that since the 

Confession was simply a summary of the Bible's teachings, the church had a 

responsibility to ensure that its ministers' preaching was in line with the Confession. They 

accused the New Side/New School of being lax about the purity of the church, and willing 

 
15 The Westminster Confession of Faith is a Reformed confession of faith. Drawn up by the 1646 

Westminster Assembly as part of the Westminster Standards to be a confession of the Church of England, 

it became and remains the "subordinate standard" of doctrine in the Church of Scotland and has been 

influential within Presbyterian churches worldwide. The Second London Baptist Confession of Faith 

(which is the granddaddy of all subsequent Baptist confessions) is derived from the Westminster 

Confession of Faith. 

 
Union Theological Seminary in the 

City of New York, headquarters of the 

New School Presbyterians (1910) 

http://www.lionandlambapologetics.org/
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to allow Arminianism,16 unitarianism,17 and other errors to be taught in the Presbyterian 

Church. They criticized the New Side/School's revivals as being emotionally 

manipulative and shallow. Another major division had to do with their attitude towards 

other denominations: New Siders/Schoolers were willing to set up parachurch ministries 

to conduct evangelism and missions and were willing to cooperate with non-

Presbyterians in doing so. The Old Siders/Schoolers felt that evangelism and missions 

should be conducted through agencies managed by the denomination and not involving 

outsiders, since it would involve a watering down of the church's theological distinctives. 

The two sides also had different attitudes towards their seminary professors: Princeton 

Theological Seminary, the leading institution of the Old School, demanded credal 

subscription and dedicated a large part of its academic efforts to the defense of Calvinist 

Orthodoxy;18 while the New School's Union Theological Seminary was more willing to 

allow non-Presbyterians to teach at the school and was more broadminded in its 

academic output. 

THE RISE OF HIGHER CRITICISM AND THE BRIGGS AFFAIR, 1880–1893 

American Presbyterians first became aware of Higher Criticism (the Historical-Critical 

method) as a development of the German academy. Between 1829 and 1850, the Princeton 

 
16 Arminianism is a branch of Protestantism based on the theological ideas of the Dutch Reformed 

theologian Jacobus Arminius (1560–1609) and his historic supporters known as Remonstrants. Dutch 

Arminianism was originally articulated in the Remonstrance (1610), a theological statement submitted to 

the States General of the Netherlands. This expressed an attempt to moderate the doctrines of Calvinism 

related to its interpretation of predestination. The Synod of Dort (1618–19) was called by the States 

General to consider the Five Articles of Remonstrance. 

     Classical Arminianism, to which Arminius is the main contributor, and Wesleyan Arminianism, to 

which John Wesley is the main contributor, are the two main schools of thought. 

     Many Christian denominations have been influenced by Arminian views on the will of man being 

freed by grace prior to regeneration, notably the General Baptists in 17th century, the Methodists in the 

18th century, and the Pentecostals in the 20th century. 
17 Unitarianism (from Latin unitas "unity, oneness", from unus "one") is a nontrinitarian Christian 

theological movement that believes that the God in Christianity is one singular person. Most other 

branches of Christianity define God as one being in three persons: the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

Unitarian Christians believe that Jesus was inspired by God in his moral teachings and that he is a savior, 

but he is not God incarnate. 
18 The Princeton theology was a tradition of conservative Reformed and Presbyterian theology at 

Princeton Theological Seminary lasting from the founding of that institution in 1812 until the 1920s, after 

which, due to the increasing influence of theological liberalism at the school, the last Princeton 

theologians left to found Westminster Theological Seminary. The appellation has special reference to 

certain theologians, from Archibald Alexander to B. B. Warfield, and their particular blend of teaching, 

which together with its Old School Presbyterian Calvinist orthodoxy sought to express a warm 

evangelicalism and a high standard of scholarship. W. Andrew Hoffecker argues that they strove to 

"maintain a balance between the intellectual and affective elements in the Christian faith." 

http://www.lionandlambapologetics.org/
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Review, the leading Old School theological journal under 

the editorship of Charles Hodge,19 published 70 articles 

against higher criticism, and the number increased in the 

years after 1850. However, it was not until the years after 

1880 that Higher Criticism really had any advocates 

within American seminaries. When Higher Criticism 

arrived, it arrived in force. 

The first major proponent of Higher Criticism within the 

Presbyterian Church was Charles Augustus Briggs,20 

who had studied Higher Criticism in Germany (in 1866). 

His inaugural address upon being made Professor 

of Hebrew at Union Theological Seminary in 1876 was 

the first salvo of Higher Criticism within American 

Presbyterianism. Briggs was active in founding The 

Presbyterian Review in 1880, with Archibald Alexander 

Hodge,21 president of Princeton Theological Seminary, 

initially serving as Briggs' co-editor. In 1881, Briggs 

published an article in defense of William Robertson 

Smith22 which led to a series of responses and counter-

responses between Briggs and the Princeton theologians 

in the pages of The Presbyterian Review. In 1889, B. B. 

 
19 Charles Hodge (December 27, 1797 – June 19, 1878) was a Reformed Presbyterian theologian and 

principal of Princeton Theological Seminary between 1851 and 1878. He was a leading exponent of the 

Princeton Theology, an orthodox Calvinist theological tradition in America during the 19th century. He 

argued strongly for the authority of the Bible as the Word of God. Many of his ideas were adopted in the 

20th century by Fundamentalists and Evangelicals. 
20 Charles Augustus Briggs (January 15, 1841 – June 8, 1913[1]), American Presbyterian (and later 

Episcopalian) scholar and theologian, was born in New York City, the son of Alanson Briggs and Sarah 

Mead Berrian. He was excommunicated from the Presbyterian Church for heresy due to his liberal 

theology regarding the Bible. 
21 Archibald Alexander Hodge (July 18, 1823 – November 12, 1886), an American Presbyterian leader, was 

the principal of Princeton Seminary between 1878 and 1886. 
22 William Robertson Smith FRSE [Fellowship of the Royal Society of Edinburgh] (8 November 1846 – 31 

March 1894) was a Scottish orientalist, Old Testament scholar, professor of divinity, and minister of the 

Free Church of Scotland. He was an editor of the Encyclopædia Britannica and contributor to the 

Encyclopaedia Biblica. He is also known for his book Religion of the Semites, which is considered a 

foundational text in the comparative study of religion. 

 
Charles Augustus Briggs (1841–

1913), the first major proponent 

of higher criticism within 

the Presbyterian Church in the 

United States of America and 

the source of a major 

controversy within the church, 

1880–1893. 
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Warfield23 became co-editor and refused to publish one of Briggs' articles, a key turning 

point. 

In 1891, Briggs was appointed as Union's first-ever Professor of Biblical Theology. His 

inaugural address, entitled "The Authority of Holy Scripture", proved to be highly 

controversial. Whereas previously, Higher Criticism had seemed a fairly technical, 

scholarly issue, Briggs now spelt out its full implications. In the address, he announced 

that Higher Criticism had now definitively proven that Moses did not write the 

Pentateuch; that Ezra did not write Ezra, Chronicles or Nehemiah; Jeremiah did not write 

the books of Kings or the Lamentations; David did not write most of the Psalms; Solomon 

wrote not the Song of Solomon or Ecclesiastes but only a few Proverbs; and Isaiah did 

not write half of the book of Isaiah. The Old Testament was merely a historical record 

that showed man in a lower state of moral development, with modern man having 

progressed morally far beyond Noah, Abraham, Jacob, Judah, David, and Solomon. At 

any rate, according to Briggs, the Scriptures as a whole were riddled with errors and the 

doctrine of scriptural inerrancy24 taught at Princeton Theological Seminary "is a ghost of 

modern evangelicalism to frighten children."25 Not only was the Westminster Confession 

in error but also the very foundation of the Confession, the Bible, could not be used to 

create theological absolutes. He now called on other rationalists in the denomination to 

join him in sweeping away the dead orthodoxy of the past and work for the unity of the 

entire church. 

The inaugural address provoked widespread outrage in the denomination and led Old 

Schoolers in the denomination to move against him, with Francis Landey Patton26 taking 

the lead. Under the terms of the reunion of 1869, General Assembly had earned the right 

to veto all appointments to seminary professorships so at the 1891 General Assembly, 

held in Detroit, Old Schoolers successfully raised a motion to veto Briggs' appointment, 

 
23 Benjamin Breckinridge Warfield (November 5, 1851 – February 16, 1921) was professor of theology at 

Princeton Seminary from 1887 to 1921. He served as the last principal of the Princeton Theological 

Seminary from 1886 to 1902. After the death of Warfield in office, Francis Landey Patton took over the 

functions of the office as the first president of seminary. Some conservative Presbyterians consider him to 

be the last of the great Princeton theologians before the split in 1929 that formed Westminster Theological 

Seminary and the Orthodox Presbyterian Church. 
24 Biblical inerrancy is the belief that the Bible "is without error or fault in all its teaching" in the original 

manuscripts. 
25 Dorrien, Gary (2001). "A Compend of Heresies". The Making of Liberal Theology – Imagining Progressive 

Religion 1805–1900. Westminster John Knox Press. pp. 358–60. ISBN 9780664223540. Retrieved March 

14, 2014. 
26 Francis Landey Patton (January 22, 1843 – November 25, 1932) was a Bermudan-American educator, 

Presbyterian minister, academic administrator, and theologian, and served as the twelfth president of 

Princeton University. 

http://www.lionandlambapologetics.org/
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which passed by a vote of 449–60. The faculty of Union Theological Seminary, however, 

refused to remove Briggs, saying that it would be a violation of scholarly freedom. In 

October 1892, the faculty would vote to withdraw from the denomination. 

In the meantime, New York Presbytery brought heresy charges against Briggs, but these 

were defeated by a vote of 94–39. The committee that had brought the charges then 

appealed to the 1892 General Assembly, held in Portland, Oregon. The General Assembly 

responded with its famous Portland Deliverance, affirming that the Presbyterian Church 

holds that the Bible is without error and that ministers who believe otherwise should 

withdraw from the ministry. Briggs' case was remanded to New York Presbytery, which 

conducted a second heresy trial for Briggs in late 1892, and in early 1893 again found 

Briggs not guilty of heresy. Again, Briggs' opponents appealed to General Assembly, 

which in 1893 was held in Washington, D.C. The General Assembly now voted to 

overturn the New York decision and declared Briggs guilty of heresy. He 

was defrocked27 as a result (but only briefly since, in 1899, the Episcopal bishop of New 

York, Henry C. Potter, ordained him as an Episcopal priest.) 

THE AFTERMATH OF THE BRIGGS AFFAIR, 1893–1900 

There was no subsequent attempt to ferret out followers of Higher Criticism in the years 

following the Portland Deliverance and the de-frocking of Briggs. Most followers of 

Higher Criticism were like the 87 clergymen who had signed the Plea for Peace and 

Work manifesto drafted by Henry van Dyke, which argued that all these heresy trials 

were bad for the church and that the church should be less concerned with theories about 

inerrancy and more concerned with getting on with its spiritual work. Indeed, it is 

probably fair to say that most clergymen in the period took the moderate view, being 

willing to tolerate Higher Criticism within the church because they were open to the 

points Higher Criticism was making or they wanted to avoid the distraction and 

dissension of heresy trials. For many, that came out of the traditional New School 

resistance to heresy trials and the rigid imposition of the Confession. 

There were two further heresy trials in subsequent years, which would be the last major 

heresy trials in the history of the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America. In 

 
27 Defrocking, unfrocking, or laicization of clergy is the removal of their rights to exercise the functions of 

the ordained ministry. It may be grounded on criminal convictions, disciplinary problems, or 

disagreements over doctrine or dogma, but may also be done at their request for personal reasons, such 

as running for civil office, taking over a family business, declining health or old age, desire to marry 

against the rules for clergy in a particular church, or an unresolved dispute. The form of the procedure 

varies according to the Christian denomination concerned. The term defrocking implies forced laicization 

for misconduct, while laicization is a neutral term, applicable also when clergy have requested to be 

released from their ordination vows. 

http://www.lionandlambapologetics.org/
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late 1892, Henry Preserved Smith, Professor of Old Testament at Lane Theological 

Seminary, was convicted of heresy by the Presbytery of Cincinnati for teaching that there 

were errors in the Bible, and, upon appeal, his conviction was upheld by the General 

Assembly of 1894. 

In 1898, Union Theological Seminary Professor of Church History Arthur Cushman 

McGiffert was tried by New York Presbytery, which condemned certain portions of his 

book A History of Christianity in the Apostolic Age, but declined to apply sanctions. This 

decision was appealed to General Assembly, but McGiffert quietly resigned from the 

denomination and the charges were withdrawn. 

THE MOVEMENT TO REVISE THE WESTMINSTER CONFESSION OF FAITH, 

1900–1910 

Henry van Dyke, a modernist who had been a major 

supporter of Briggs in 1893, now headed a movement of 

modernists and New Schoolers to revise the Westminster 

Confession of Faith. Since 1889, Van Dyke had been 

calling for credal revision to affirm that all dying infants 

(not just elect dying infants) go to heaven, to say that God 

loved the whole world (not just the elect), and to affirm 

that Christ atoned for all mankind, not just the elect. In 

1901, he chaired a 25-man committee (with a New School 

majority). Also in 1901, he drew up a non-binding 

summary of the church's faith. It mentioned neither 

biblical inerrancy nor reprobation, affirmed God's love of 

all mankind, and denied that the Pope was the Antichrist. 

It was adopted by General Assembly in 1902 and ratified 

by the presbyteries in 1904. 

As a result of the changes, the Arminian-leaning 

Cumberland Presbyterian Church petitioned for reunification, and in 1906, over 1000 

Cumberland Presbyterian ministers joined the Presbyterian Church in the USA. The 

arrival of so many liberal ministers strengthened the New School's position in the church. 

2. The Doctrinal Deliverance of 1910 (The Five Fundamentals) 

In 1909, there was heated debate in the New York Presbytery about whether or not to 

ordain three men who refused to assent to the doctrine of the virgin birth of Jesus. (They 

did not deny the doctrine outright but said that they were not prepared to affirm it.) The 

 
Henry van Dyke (1852–1933), a 

modernist who pushed for 

revisions to the Westminster 

Confession of Faith, 1900–1910. 
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majority eventually ordained the men; the minority complained to the General Assembly, 

and it was that complaint that would form the basis of the subsequent controversy. 

Under the order of the Presbyterian Church in the USA, the General Assembly was not 

authorized to accept or dismiss the complaint. It should have demitted the complaint to 

the presbytery and could have done so with instructions that the presbytery hold a heresy 

trial. The result of the trial could then be appealed to the Synod of New York and from 

there to the General Assembly. However, the 1910 General Assembly, acting outside its 

scope of authority, dismissed the complaint against the three men and at the same time 

instructed its Committee on Bills and Overtures to prepare a statement for governing 

future ordinations. The committee reported, and the General Assembly passed the 

Doctrinal Deliverance of 1910, which declared that five doctrines were "necessary and 

essential" to the Christian faith: 

• The inspiration of the Bible by the Holy Spirit and the inerrancy of Scripture as a 

result of this. 

• The virgin birth of Christ. 

• The belief that Christ's death was an atonement for sin. 

• The bodily resurrection of Christ. 

• The historical reality of Christ's miracles. 

The five propositions would become known to history as the "Five Fundamentals" and 

by the late 1910s, theological conservatives rallying around the Five Fundamentals came 

to be known as "fundamentalists." 

3. The Fundamentals and "Back to Fundamentals" 

In 1910, a wealthy Presbyterian layman, Lyman Stewart,28 the founder of Union Oil and 

a proponent of dispensationalism as taught in the newly published Scofield Reference Bible, 

decided to use his wealth to sponsor a series of pamphlets to be entitled The Fundamentals: 

A Testimony to the Truth. These twelve pamphlets published between 1910 and 1915 

eventually included 90 essays written by 64 authors from several denominations. The 

 
28 Lyman Stewart (July 22, 1840 – September 28, 1923) was a U.S. businessman and co-founder of Union 

Oil Company of California, which eventually became Unocal. Stewart was also a significant Christian 

philanthropist and cofounder of the Bible Institute of Los Angeles (now known as Biola University). He 

and his brother Milton also anonymously funded publication of The Fundamentals, the foundation 

document of Christian fundamentalism. Stewart also helped found the Union Rescue Mission in Los 

Angeles. 

http://www.lionandlambapologetics.org/
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series was conservative and critical of Higher Criticism but also broad in its approach, 

and the scholars who contributed articles included several Presbyterian moderates who 

would later be opposed to "fundamentalism" such as Charles R. Erdman Sr. and Robert 

Elliott Speer. It was apparently from the title of the pamphlets that the term 

"fundamentalist" was coined, with the first reference to the 

term being an article by Northern Baptist editor Curtis Lee 

Laws. 

In 1915, the conservative magazine The Presbyterian 

published a conservative manifesto that had been in 

circulation within the denomination entitled "Back to 

Fundamentals". Liberal Presbyterian magazines replied 

that if conservatives wanted a fight, they should bring 

heresy charges in the church's courts or keep quiet. No 

charges were brought. 

It is worth pointing out that the only people who actually 

embraced the name "fundamentalist" during the 1910s were 

committed dispensationalists, who elevated the 

premillennial return of Christ to the status of a fundamental 

of the Christian faith. None of the "fundamentalist" leaders 

(Machen, Van Til, Macartney) in the Presbyterian Church 

were dispensationalists. 

4. Ecumenism, 1908–1921 

Several leading Presbyterians, notably Robert E. Speer, played a role in founding the 

Federal Council of Churches in 1908. This organization (which received 5% of its first 

year's budget from John D. Rockefeller Jr.) was heavily associated with the Social 

Gospel,29 and with the Progressive movement more broadly. The Council's Social Creed 

 
29 The Social Gospel is a social movement within Protestantism that aims to apply Christian ethics to 

social problems, especially issues of social justice such as economic inequality, poverty, alcoholism, crime, 

racial tensions, slums, unclean environment, child labor, lack of unionization, poor schools, and the 

dangers of war. It was most prominent in the early-20th-century United States and Canada. 

     Theologically, the Social Gospelers sought to put into practice the Lord's Prayer (Matthew 6:10): "Thy 

kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven". They typically were postmillennialist; that 

is, they believed the Second Coming could not happen until humankind rid itself of social evils by human 

effort. The Social Gospel was more popular among clergy than laity. Its leaders were predominantly 

associated with the liberal wing of the progressive movement, and most were theologically liberal, 

although a few were also conservative when it came to their views on social issues. Important leaders 

included Richard T. Ely, Josiah Strong, Washington Gladden, and Walter Rauschenbusch. 

 
Lyman Stewart (1840–1923), 

Presbyterian layman and co-

founder of Union Oil, who 

funded the publication of The 

Fundamentals: A Testimony to 

the Truth (1910–15). 
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of the Churches was adopted by the Presbyterian Church in 1910, but conservatives in 

General Assembly were able to resist endorsing most of the Council's specific proposals, 

except for those calling for Prohibition and sabbath laws. 

In response to World War I, the FCC established the General War-Time Commission to 

coordinate the work of Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish programs related to the war and 

work closely with the Department of War. It was chaired by Speer and liberal Union 

Theological Seminary professor William Adams Brown. Following the war, they worked 

hard to build on this legacy of unity. The Presbyterian Board of Foreign Missions 

consequently called for a meeting of Protestant leaders on the topic and in early 1919 

the Interchurch World Movement (IWM) was established with John Mott as its chairman. 

The Executive Committee of the Presbyterian Church offered millions of dollars worth of 

support to help the IWM with fundraising. When the IWM collapsed financially, the 

denomination was on the hook for millions of dollars. 

However, the debate between modernists and 

conservatives over the issue of the IWM was small 

compared to the Church Union debate. In 1919, the 

General Assembly sent a delegation to a national 

ecumenical convention that was proposing church 

union, and in 1920, General Assembly approved a 

recommendation which included "organic union" with 

17 other denominations – the new organization, to be 

known as the United Churches of Christ in America, 

would be a sort of "federal government" for member 

churches: denominations would maintain their 

distinctive internal identities, but the broader 

organization would be in charge of things like 

missions and lobbying for things like prohibition. 

Under the terms of presbyterian polity, the measure 

would have to be approved by the presbyteries to take 

effect. 

The plans for Church Union were roundly denounced 

by the Old School Princeton Theological Seminary faculty. It was at this point in 1920 that 

Princeton professor J. Gresham Machen30 first gained prominence within the 

 
30 John Gresham Machen (1881–1937) was an American Presbyterian New Testament scholar and 

educator in the early 20th century. He was the Professor of New Testament at Princeton Seminary 

between 1906 and 1929, and led a conservative revolt against modernist theology at Princeton and 

formed Westminster Theological Seminary as a more orthodox alternative. As the Northern Presbyterian 

 
J. Gresham Machen (1881–1937), 

founder of the Orthodox 

Presbyterian Church and 

the Westminster Theological 

Seminary. 
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denomination as a fundamentalist opponent of Church Union, which he argued would 

destroy Presbyterian distinctives, and effectively cede control of the denomination to 

modernists and their New School allies. However, chinks were starting to show in the 

Princeton faculty's armor. Charles Erdman and the president of the seminary, William 

Robinson, came out in favor of the union. 

Ultimately, the presbyteries defeated church union by a vote of 150–100 in 1921. 

5. "Shall the Fundamentalists Win?" (1922) 

The splits between fundamentalists and modernists had been bubbling in the 

Presbyterian Church for some time. The event which was to bring the issue to a head was 

Harry Emerson Fosdick's31 sermon of May 21, 1922, “Shall the Fundamentalists Win?”32 

Fosdick was ordained as a Baptist, but had been given special permission to preach 

in First Presbyterian Church in New York City. 

In this sermon, Fosdick presented the liberals in both the Presbyterian and Baptist 

denominations as sincere evangelical Christians who were struggling to reconcile new 

 
Church continued to reject conservative attempts to enforce faithfulness to the Westminster Confession, 

Machen led a small group of conservatives out of the church to form the Orthodox Presbyterian Church. 

When the northern Presbyterian church (PCUSA) rejected his arguments during the mid-1920s and 

decided to reorganize Princeton Seminary to create a liberal school, Machen took the lead in founding 

Westminster Seminary in Philadelphia (1929) where he taught New Testament until his death. His 

continued opposition during the 1930s to liberalism in his denomination's foreign missions agencies led 

to the creation of a new organization, the Independent Board for Presbyterian Foreign Missions (1933). 

The trial, conviction and suspension from the ministry of Independent Board members, including 

Machen, in 1935 and 1936 provided the rationale for the formation in 1936 of the OPC. 

     Machen is considered to be the last of the great Princeton theologians who had, since the formation of 

the college in the early 19th century, developed Princeton theology: a conservative and Calvinist form of 

Evangelical Christianity. Although Machen can be compared to the great Princeton theologians 

(Archibald Alexander, Charles Hodge, A. A. Hodge, and B. B. Warfield), he was neither a lecturer in 

theology (he was a New Testament scholar) nor did he ever become the seminary's principal. 

     Machen's influence can still be felt today through the existence of the institutions that he founded: 

Westminster Theological Seminary, the Independent Board for Presbyterian Foreign Missions, and the 

Orthodox Presbyterian Church. In addition, his textbook on basic New Testament Greek is still used 

today in many seminaries, including PCUSA schools. 
31 Harry Emerson Fosdick (May 24, 1878 – October 5, 1969) was an American pastor. Fosdick became a 

central figure in the Fundamentalist–Modernist controversy within American Protestantism in the 1920s 

and 1930s and was one of the most prominent liberal ministers of the early 20th century. Although a 

Baptist, he was called to serve as pastor, in New York City, at First Presbyterian Church in Manhattan's 

West Village, and then at the historic, inter-denominational Riverside Church in Morningside Heights, 

Manhattan. 
32 Posted online at http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/5070/  
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discoveries in history, science, and religion with the Christian faith. Fundamentalists, on 

the other hand, were cast as intolerant conservatives who refused to deal with these new 

discoveries and had arbitrarily drawn the line as to what was off limits in religious 

discussion. Many people, Fosdick argued, simply found it impossible to accept the virgin 

birth of Christ, the doctrine of substitutionary atonement, or the literal Second Coming of 

Christ in the light of modern science. Given the different points of view within the church, 

only tolerance and liberty could allow for these different perspectives to co-exist in the 

church. 

Fosdick's sermon was re-packaged as "The New 

Knowledge and the Christian Faith" and quickly 

published in three religious journals, and then 

distributed as a pamphlet to every Protestant clergyman 

in the country. 

Conservative Clarence E. Macartney,33 pastor of Arch 

Street Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia, responded 

to Fosdick with a sermon of his own, entitled "Shall 

Unbelief Win?" which was quickly published in a 

pamphlet. He argued that liberalism had been 

progressively "secularizing" the church and, if left 

unchecked, would lead to "a Christianity of opinions 

and principles and good purposes, but a Christianity 

without worship, without God, and without Jesus 

Christ." 

Led by Macartney, the Presbytery of Philadelphia 

requested that the General Assembly direct the 

Presbytery of New York to take such actions as to ensure 

that the teaching and preaching in the First Presbyterian Church of New York City 

conform to the Westminster Confession of Faith. This request would lead to over a decade 

of bitter wrangling in the Presbyterian Church. 

Throughout the proceedings, Fosdick's defense was led by lay elder John Foster Dulles. 

 
33 Clarence Edward Noble McCartney (September 18, 1879 – February 19, 1957) was a prominent 

conservative Presbyterian pastor and author. With J. Gresham Machen, he was one of the main leaders of 

the conservatives during the Fundamentalist–Modernist Controversy in the Presbyterian Church in the 

United States of America. 

 
A 1926 photograph of Harry 

Emerson Fosdick (1878–1969), 

whose 1922 sermon "Shall the 

Fundamentalists Win?" sparked 

the Fundamentalist-Modernist 

controversy. 
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6. William Jennings Bryan and the General Assembly of 1923 

BACKGROUND: DARWINISM AND CHRISTIANITY 

A giant of Old School Presbyterianism at Princeton, Charles Hodge, was one of the few 

Presbyterian controversialists to turn their guns on Darwinism prior to World War I. 

Hodge published his What is Darwinism? in 1874, three years after The Descent of Man was 

published, and argued that if Charles Darwin's theory excluded the design argument, it 

was effectively atheism and could not be reconciled with biblical Christianity. 

Asa Gray responded that Christianity was compatible with Darwin's science. Both he and 

many other Christians accepted various forms of theistic evolution, and Darwin had not 

excluded the work of the Creator as a primary cause.34  

Most churchmen, however, took a far more prosaic attitude. In the early period, it must 

have appeared far from clear that Darwin's theory of natural selection would come to be 

hegemonic among scientists, as refutations and alternate systems were still being 

proposed and debated. Then, when evolution became widely accepted, most churchmen 

were far less concerned with refuting it than they were with establishing schemes 

whereby Darwinism could be reconciled with Christianity. This was true even among 

prominent Old Schoolers at Princeton Theological Seminary such as Charles Hodge's 

successors A. A. Hodge and B. B. Warfield who came to endorse the ideas now described 

as theistic evolution. 

WILLIAM JENNINGS BRYAN 

William Jennings Bryan, a former lawyer who had been brought up in the Arminian 

Cumberland Presbyterian Church (part of which would merge with the PC-USA in 1906) 

and who was also a Presbyterian ruling elder, was elected to Congress in 1890, then 

became the Democratic presidential candidate for three unsuccessful presidential bids 

in 1896, 1900, and 1908. After his 1900 defeat, Bryan re-examined his life and concluded 

that he had let his passion for politics obscure his calling as a Christian. Beginning in 1900, 

he began lecturing on the Chautauqua circuit, where his speeches often involved 

religious as well as political themes. For the next 25 years until his death, Bryan was one 

of the most popular Chautauqua lecturers and he spoke in front of hundreds of thousands 

of people. 

 
34 Gray, Asa (May 28, 1874). "Darwin Correspondence Project » Essay: What is Darwinism?". The Nation. 

Archived from the original on October 1, 2012. Retrieved December 8, 2011. 
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By 1905, Bryan had concluded that Darwinism and 

the modernism of Higher Criticism were allies in 

promoting liberalism within the church, thereby in 

his view undermining the foundations of 

Christianity. In lectures from 1905, Bryan spoke out 

against the spread of Darwinism, which he 

characterized as involving "the operation of the law 

of hate – the merciless law by which the strong 

crowd out and kill off the weak", and warned that 

it could undermine the foundations of morality. In 

1913 he became Woodrow Wilson's secretary of 

state, then resigned in 1915 because he believed that 

the Wilson administration was about to enter 

World War I in response to the sinking of the RMS 

Lusitania and he opposed American intervention in 

a European war. 

When the US did finally join World War I in 1917, 

Bryan volunteered for the army, though he was 

never allowed to enlist. At a time of widespread revulsion at alleged German atrocities, 

Bryan linked evolution to Germany,35 and claimed that Darwinism provided a 

justification for the strong to dominate the weak and was therefore the source of 

German militarism.36 He drew on reports by the entomologist Vernon Kellogg of German 

officers discussing the Darwinian rationale for their declaration of war,37 and 

the sociologist Benjamin Kidd's book The Science of Power which contended that 

Nietzsche's philosophy represented an interpretation of Darwinism,38 to conclude that 

Nietzsche's and Darwin's ideas were the impetus for German nationalism and militarism. 

Bryan argued that Germany's militarism and "barbarism" came from their belief that the 

"struggle for survival" described in Darwin's On the Origin of Species applied to nations as 

well as to individuals,39 and that "The same science that manufactured poisonous gases 

 
35 Mathisen, Robert R., ed. (November 2001). Critical Issues in American Religious History: A Reader. Baylor 

University Press. p. 462. ISBN 978-0-918954-79-4. 
36 Moran, Jeffrey P. (April 20, 2002). The Scopes Trial: A Brief History with Documents. Palgrave Macmillan. 

p. 16. ISBN 978-0-312-29426-7. 
37 Numbers, Ronald. "Creationism History: The Antievolution Crusade of the 1920s". Counterbalance Meta-

Library. Counterbalance Foundation. Retrieved August 1, 2007. 
38 Moran, Jeffrey P. (April 20, 2002). The Scopes Trial: A Brief History with Documents. Palgrave Macmillan. 

p. 16. ISBN 978-0-312-29426-7. 
39 Moran, Jeffrey P. (April 20, 2002). The Scopes Trial: A Brief History with Documents. Palgrave Macmillan. 

p. 16. ISBN 978-0-312-29426-7. 

 
William Jennings Bryan (1860–1925), 

1907. 
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to suffocate soldiers is preaching that man has a brute ancestry and eliminating the 

miraculous and the supernatural from the Bible."40  

Bryan was, in essence, fighting what would later be called social Darwinism,41 42 social 

and economic ideas owing as much to Herbert Spencer and Thomas Malthus as to 

Darwin, and viewed by modern biologists as a misuse of his theory.43 Germany, or so 

Bryan's argument ran, had replaced Christ's teachings with Nietzsche's philosophy based 

on ideas of survival of the fittest, and the implication was that America would suffer the 

same fate if unchecked.44 This fear was reinforced by the report of the psychologist James 

H. Leuba's 1916 study indicating that a considerable number of college students lost their 

faith during the four years they spent in college. 

Bryan launched his campaign against Darwinism in 1921 when he was invited to give the 

James Sprunt Lectures at Virginia's Union Theological Seminary. At the end of one, The 

Menace of Darwinism, he said that "Darwinism is not a science at all; it is a string of guesses 

strung together" and that there is more science in the Bible's "And God said, Let the earth 

 
40 Numbers, Ronald. "Creationism History: The Antievolution Crusade of the 1920s". Counterbalance Meta-

Library. Counterbalance Foundation. Retrieved August 1, 2007. 
41 Social Darwinism refers to various theories and societal practices that purport to apply biological 

concepts of natural selection and survival of the fittest to sociology, economics and politics, and which 

were largely defined by scholars in Western Europe and North America in the 1870s. Social Darwinism 

holds that the strong see their wealth and power increase while the weak see their wealth and power 

decrease. Social Darwinist definitions of the strong and the weak vary, and also differ on the precise 

mechanisms that reward strength and punish weakness. Many such views stress competition between 

individuals in laissez-faire capitalism, while others, emphasizing struggle between national or racial 

groups, support right-wing politics, eugenics, racism, imperialism and/or nationalism. 

     Social Darwinism declined in popularity as a purportedly scientific concept following the First World 

War, and was largely discredited by the end of the Second World War—partially due to its association 

with Nazism and partially due to a growing scientific consensus that eugenics and scientific racism were 

groundless. Later reference to social Darwinism was usually pejorative. 

     Some groups, including creationists such as William Jennings Bryan, argued that social Darwinism is a 

logical consequence of Darwinism. Academics such as Steven Pinker have argued this is a fallacy of 

appeal to nature as natural selection is a description of a biological phenomenon and does not imply that 

this phenomenon is morally desirable in human society. While most scholars recognize some historical 

links between the popularisation of Darwin's theory and forms of social Darwinism, they also maintain 

that social Darwinism is not a necessary consequence of the principles of biological evolution. Social 

Darwinism is generally accepted to be a pseudoscience. 
42 Wilcox, Clyde (September 20, 2000). Onward Christian Soldiers. Westview Press. p. 31. ISBN 978-0-8133-

9759-7. 
43 Paul, Diane B. (2003). "Darwin, social Darwinism and eugenics". In Hodge, Jonathan; Radick, Gregory 

(eds.). The Cambridge Companion to Darwin. London: Cambridge University Press. p. 214. ISBN 978-0-521-

77730-8. 
44 Mathisen, Robert R., ed. (November 2001). Critical Issues in American Religious History: A Reader. Baylor 

University Press. p. 462. ISBN 978-0-918954-79-4. 
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bring forth the living creature ..."45 than in all of Darwin.46 These lectures were published 

and became a national bestseller. 

Now that Bryan had linked Darwinism and Higher Criticism as the twin evils facing the 

Presbyterian Church, Harry Emerson Fosdick responded by defending Darwinism, as 

well as Higher Criticism, from Bryan's attack. In the early 1920s, Bryan and Fosdick 

squared off against each other in a series of articles and replies in the pages of the New 

York Times. 

THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY OF 1923 

In these circumstances, when General Assembly met in 1923 in Indianapolis, Bryan was 

determined to strike against Darwinism and against Fosdick, so he organized a campaign 

to have himself elected as Moderator of the General Assembly. He lost the election by a 

vote of 451–427 to the Rev. Charles F. Wishart, president of the College of Wooster, a 

strong proponent of allowing evolution to be taught at Presbyterian-run colleges and 

universities. 

Undaunted, Bryan took to opposing Darwinism on the floor of the General Assembly, 

the first time General Assembly had debated the matter. He proposed a resolution that 

the denomination should cease payments to any school, college, or university where 

Darwinism was taught. Opponents argued that there were plenty of Christians in the 

church who believed in evolution. Ultimately, Bryan could not convince even Machen to 

back his position, and the Assembly simply approved a resolution condemning 

materialistic (as opposed to theistic) evolutionary philosophy. 

The major question dealt with at the General Assembly of 1923 was not, however, 

Darwinism. It was the question of what to do about Harry Emerson Fosdick and his 

provocative sermon of the previous year. The Committee on Bills and Overtures 

recommended that the assembly declare its continuing commitment to the Westminster 

Confession, but leave the matter to New York Presbytery, which was investigating. The 

Committee's minority report recommended a declaration re-affirming the 

denomination's commitment to the Five Fundamentals of 1910 and to require New York 

Presbytery to force First Presbyterian Church to conform to the Westminster Confession. 

A fiery debate ensued, with Bryan initially seeking a compromise to drop the prosecution 

of Fosdick in exchange for a reaffirmation of the Five Fundamentals. When this proved 

 
45 "Genesis 1:24". Online Parallel Bible. Retrieved July 25, 2007. 
46 Alston, John Paul (September 2003). The Scientific Case Against Scientific Creationism. iUniverse. 

p. 39. ISBN 978-0-595-29108-3. 
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impossible, he lobbied intensely for the minority report, and was successful in having the 

minority report adopted by a vote of 439–359. 

Even before the end of General Assembly, this decision was controversial. Eighty-five 

commissioners filed an official protest, arguing that the Fosdick case was not properly 

before the General Assembly, and that, as the General Assembly was a court, not a 

legislative body, the Five Fundamentals could not be imposed upon church officers 

without violating the constitution of the church. At the same time, Henry Sloane Coffin of 

Madison Avenue Presbyterian Church in New York City issued a statement saying that 

he did not accept the Five Fundamentals and that if Fosdick were removed from his 

pulpit, they would need to get rid of him too. 

7. The Auburn Affirmation (1923–1924) 

Even before the General Assembly of 1923, Robert Hastings Nichols, a history professor 

at Auburn Theological Seminary was circulating a paper in which he argued that the Old 

School-New School reunion of 1870 and the merger with the Cumberland Presbyterian 

Church of 1906 had created a church specifically designed to accommodate doctrinal 

diversity. 

Two weeks after the General Assembly of 1923, 36 clergymen met in Syracuse, New York, 

and, using Nichols' paper as a base, ultimately issued a declaration known to history as 

the Auburn Affirmation. 

The Auburn Affirmation opened by affirming the Westminster Confession of Faith, but 

argued that within American Presbyterianism, there had been a long tradition of freedom 

of interpretation of the Scriptures and the Confession. The General Assembly's issuance 

of the Five Fundamentals not only eroded this tradition, but it flew in the face of the 

Presbyterian Church's constitution, which required all doctrinal changes be approved by 

the presbyteries. While some members of the church could regard the Five Fundamentals 

as a satisfactory explanation of Scriptures and the Confession, there were others who 

could not, and therefore, the Presbyteries should be free to hold to whatever theories they 

saw fit in interpreting Scripture and the Confession. 

The Auburn Affirmation was circulated beginning in November 1923 and ultimately 

signed by 174 clergymen. In January 1924, it was released to the press, along with the 

names of 150 signatories. 
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8. The General Assembly of 1924 

CONSERVATIVE ACTIVITIES PRIOR TO THE 1924 GENERAL ASSEMBLY 

The most significant conservative preparation for the General Assembly of 1924 actually 

occurred slightly before the 1923 General Assembly. This was the publication of J. 

Gresham Machen's Christianity and Liberalism. In this book, Machen argued that 

liberalism, far from being a set of teachings that could be accommodated within the 

church, was in fact antithetical to the principles of Christianity and was currently 

engaged in a struggle against historic Christianity. 

LIBERAL ACTIVITIES PRIOR TO THE 1924 GENERAL ASSEMBLY 

New York Presbytery, which had been ordered by General Assembly to deal with 

Fosdick, adopted a report that essentially exonerated Fosdick of any wrongdoing. 

In June 1923, New York Presbytery ordained two men—Henry P. Van Dusen and Cedric 

O. Lehman — who refused to affirm the virgin birth. 

On December 31, 1923, Henry van Dyke publicly relinquished his pew at First 

Presbyterian Church, Princeton as a protest against Machen's fundamentalist preaching. 

Van Dyke would ultimately return to his pew in December 1924 when Charles Erdman 

replaced Machen in the pulpit. 

In May 1924, the Auburn Affirmation was republished, along with supplementary 

materials, and now listing 1,274 signatories. 

CONVENING THE ASSEMBLY 

General Assembly met in Grand Rapids, Michigan in May 1924. During the campaign for 

moderator, William Jennings Bryan threw his weight behind Clarence E. Macartney (the 

Philadelphia minister who was instrumental in bringing charges against Fosdick), who 

narrowly beat out moderate Princeton Theological Seminary faculty member Charles 

Erdman by a vote of 464–446. Macartney named Bryan his vice-moderator. 

No action was taken at this General Assembly about the Auburn Affirmation. The 

ordination of Van Dusen and Lehman was referred to the Synod of New York for 

"appropriate action." 

On the question of Harry Fosdick, moderates in 1924 steered debate away from his 

theology and towards matter of polity. As Fosdick was a Baptist, General Assembly 

instructed First Presbyterian Church, New York to invite Fosdick to join the Presbyterian 
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Church, and if he would not, to get rid of him. Fosdick refused to join the Presbyterian 

Church and ultimately resigned from his post at First Presbyterian Church in October. 

9. The General Assembly of 1925 

At the 1925 General Assembly, held in Columbus, Ohio, the denomination seemed 

determined to put the Fosdick controversy behind them. Charles R. Erdman was elected 

as moderator, which was widely seen as a blow against the fundamentalists. Erdman, a 

professor at Princeton Theological Seminary, had been 

engaged in a series of debates with J. Gresham Machen 

and Clarence Macartney throughout the year, and in 

spring 1925, he was ousted as Princeton Seminary's 

student advisor for being insufficiently enthusiastic 

about the League of Evangelical Students, set up as a 

counterweight to more liberal intervarsity 

organizations. Erdman was himself theologically 

conservative, but was more concerned with pursuing 

"purity and peace and progress" (his slogan during the 

election for moderator) than he was with combatting 

liberalism. Machen felt that men like Erdman would 

ultimately be responsible for agnostic Modernism 

triumphing in the Presbyterian Church. 

It seemed to many observers that the licensing of Van Dusen and Lehman was likely to 

cause a split in the church. General Assembly required all candidates to the ministry to 

affirm the virgin birth and returned the matter to New York Presbytery for proper 

proceedings. In response, the New York commissioners, led by Henry Sloane Coffin 

protested that General Assembly had no right to change or add to the conditions for 

entrance to the ministry beyond those affirmed in the reunions of 1870 and 1906. Coffin 

and the liberals were prepared to walk out of the Assembly and take their churches out 

of the denomination rather than submit to the further "Bryanizing of the Presbyterian 

Church." A special commission of fifteen was appointed to study the constitutional issues 

involved. Erdman was able to convince Coffin not to leave the denomination, arguing 

that, as his interpretation of the constitution was the correct one, he would prevail when 

the Special Commission issued its report. 

10. The Scopes Trial (1925) 

At the same time he had been campaigning against Darwinism (largely unsuccessfully) 

within the Presbyterian Church, William Jennings Bryan had also been encouraging state 

 
Henry Sloane Coffin (1877–1954) 

on the cover of Time magazine. 
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lawmakers to pass laws banning the teaching of evolution in public schools. Several states 

had responded to Bryan's call, including Tennessee, which passed such a law in March 

1925. (Given the present-day contours of the evolution–creation debate, in many states in 

1925, evolution continued to be taught in church-run institutions at the same time that its 

teaching was banned in state-run public schools.) 

The ACLU was seeking a test case to challenge these anti-evolutionary laws. This led to 

the famous trial of John Scopes for teaching evolution in a public school in Dayton, 

Tennessee. The ACLU sent in renowned lawyer John Randolph Neal Jr. to defend Scopes. 

Baptist pastor William Bell Riley,47 founder and president of the World Christian 

Fundamentals Association, persuaded William Jennings Bryan to act as its counsel. Bryan 

invited his major allies in the Presbyterian General Assembly to attend the trial with him, 

but J. Gresham Machen refused to testify, saying he had not studied biology in enough 

detail to testify at trial, while Clarence Macartney had a previous engagement. In 

response to the announcement that Bryan would be attending the trial, renowned lawyer 

and committed agnostic Clarence Darrow48 volunteered to serve on Scopes' defense 

team. 

The stage was thus set for a trial which would prove to be a media circus, with reporters 

from across the country descending on the small town of 1,900 people. 

Although the prosecution of Scopes was successful, the trial is widely seen as a crucial 

moment in discrediting the fundamentalist movement in America, particularly after 

 
47 William Bell Riley (March 22, 1861 in Greene County, Indiana, USA – December 5, 1947 in Golden 

Valley, Minnesota) was known as "The Grand Old Man of Fundamentalism." After being educated at 

normal school in Valparaiso, Indiana, Riley received his teacher's certificate. After teaching in county 

schools, he attended college in Hanover, Indiana, where he received an A.B. degree in 1885. In 1888 he 

graduated from the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky. In 1908, the 

Southwestern Baptist University of Jackson, Tennessee, conferred upon Riley an honorary D.D. degree. 

He served several Baptist churches in Kentucky, Indiana, and Illinois before taking the pastorate at the 

First Baptist Church in Minneapolis, Minnesota in 1897. 
48 Clarence Seward Darrow (April 18, 1857 – March 13, 1938) was an American lawyer who became 

famous in the early 20th century for his involvement in the Leopold and Loeb murder trial and the 

Scopes "Monkey" Trial. He was a leading member of the American Civil Liberties Union, and a 

prominent advocate for Georgist economic reform. Called a "sophisticated country lawyer", Darrow's wit 

and eloquence made him one of the most prominent attorneys and civil libertarians in the nation. He 

defended high-profile clients in many famous trials of the early 20th century, including teenage thrill 

killers Leopold and Loeb for murdering 14-year-old Robert "Bobby" Franks (1924); teacher John T. Scopes 

in the Scopes "Monkey" Trial (1925), in which he opposed statesman and orator William Jennings Bryan. 
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Darrow called Bryan to the stand and he appeared little able to defend his view of the 

Bible. 

Among the media, Bryan's loudest and ultimately most influential critic was H. L. 

Mencken,49 who reported on the trial in his columns and denounced fundamentalism as 

irrational, backwards and intolerant. 

As noted earlier, opposition to Darwinism was always much more important to Bryan 

than it was to other conservative Presbyterian Church leaders. Thus, following Bryan's 

death in 1925, the debate about evolution, while it remained an issue within church 

politics, never again assumed the prominence to the debate that it had while Bryan was 

alive. (Probably the reason why the issue of evolution has obtained such an iconic status 

within the popular consciousness about the Fundamentalist–Modernist controversy is 

that it represented the one point where internal church politics intersected with 

government, specifically public school, policy.) 

11. The Special Commission of 1925 and                                        

the General Assembly of 1926 

The Special Committee appointed at the General Assembly of 1925 consisted mainly of 

moderates. The committee solicited testimony from both sides, and received statements 

from Machen, Macartney, and Coffin. 

At the 1926 General Assembly, another moderate, W.O. Thompson, was elected as 

moderator. 

The Special Committee delivered its report on May 28. It argued that there were five 

major causes of unrest in the Presbyterian Church: 1) general intellectual movements, 

including "the so-called conflict between science and religion", naturalistic worldviews, 

different understandings of the nature of God, and changes in language; 2) historical 

differences going back to the Old School-New School split; 3) disagreements about church 

polity, particularly the role of General Assembly, and lack of representation of women in 

the church; 4) theological changes; and 5) misunderstanding. The report went on to 

 
49 Henry Louis Mencken (September 12, 1880 – January 29, 1956) was an American journalist, essayist, 

satirist, cultural critic, and scholar of American English. He commented widely on the social scene, 

literature, music, prominent politicians, and contemporary movements. His satirical reporting on the 

Scopes Trial, which he dubbed the "Monkey Trial", also gained him attention. As a scholar, Mencken is 

known for The American Language, a multi-volume study of how the English language is spoken in the 

United States. As an admirer of the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, he was an outspoken 

opponent of organized religion, theism, and representative democracy, the last of which he viewed as a 

system in which inferior men dominated their superiors. 

http://www.lionandlambapologetics.org/


WWW.LIONANDLAMBAPOLOGETICS.ORG 

© 2022, LION AND LAMB APOLOGETICS—PO BOX 1297—CLEBURNE, TX 76033-1297 

24 

conclude that the Presbyterian system had traditionally allowed a diversity of views 

when the core of truth was identical; and that the church flourished when it focused on 

its unity of spirit. Toleration of doctrinal diversity, including in how to interpret the 

Westminster Confession, was to be encouraged. In short, the report essentially affirmed 

the views of the Auburn Affirmation. The committee affirmed that General Assembly 

could not amend the Westminster Confession without the permission of the presbyteries, 

though it could issue judicial rulings consistent with the Confession that were binding on 

the presbyteries. The Five Fundamentals, though, had no binding authority. 

In spite of Clarence Macartney's opposition on the floor of General Assembly, the 

committee's report was adopted. 

12. The Battle for Princeton Theological Seminary, 1926–29 

Following the reunion of the Old School and New School in 1870, Princeton Theological 

Seminary remained the bulwark of Old School thought within the Presbyterian Church. 

Indeed, by 1920, it was arguably the only remaining Old School institution in the 

Presbyterian Church. 

The majority of the faculty in 1920 remained convinced Old Schoolers, including J. 

Gresham Machen and Geerhardus Vos. However, to combat a perceived lack of training 

in practical divinity, a number of more moderate New Schoolers were brought in, 

including Charles Erdman and J. Ross Stevenson, who by 1920 was the president of the 

seminary. As stated earlier, the tension between Old Schoolers and moderates revealed 

itself in debates about the proposed Church Union of 1920; Machen's anti-liberal 

preaching which resulted in the public fall-out with Harry van Dyke; the controversy 

about Erdman's approach to the League of Evangelical Students; and splits about how to 

deal with the splits in the wider church. 

By 1925, the Old School's majority on the faculty was threatened, but the selection of 

Clarence Macartney to replace outgoing Professor of Apologetics William Greene seemed 

to solidify the Old School majority on the faculty. However, when Macartney turned the 

job down, Machen was offered the job. 

Before he could accept or refuse, however, General Assembly intervened, and in the 1926 

General Assembly, moderates succeeded in securing a committee to study how to 

reconcile the two parties at Princeton. (The seminary was governed by a board of 

directors subject to the supervision of General Assembly.) (On a sidenote, some members 

of the General Assembly seem to have been wary of Machen because of his opposition to 

Prohibition.) 
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The committee reported back at the General Assembly of 1927, where the moderate 

Robert E. Speer was elected as moderator. Their report concluded that the source of the 

difficulties at Princeton was that some of the Princeton faculty (i.e., Machen) were trying 

to keep Princeton in the service of a certain party in the church rather than doing what 

was in the best interest of the denomination as a whole. They recommended re-

organization of the seminary. General Assembly renewed the committee's mandate and 

ordered them to study how to re-organize the seminary. 

This led Machen to declare that the 1927 General Assembly was "probably the most 

disastrous meeting, from the point of view of evangelical Christianity, that has been held 

in the whole history of our Church." Machen composed and had circulated in the 

denomination a document entitled "The Attack Upon Princeton Seminary: A Plea for Fair 

Play." He argued that Princeton was the only seminary continuing to defend orthodoxy 

among the older theological institutions in the English-speaking world. The loss of the 

seminary would be a major blow for orthodoxy. The moderates and liberals already had 

control of practically every seminary in the denomination: why couldn't the 

conservatives be left with one? 

The committee reported to the 1928 General Assembly, held in Tulsa, Oklahoma, 

recommending re-organizing the seminary to give more powers to the president of the 

seminary and to replace the two ruling boards with one unified board. In response, 

Clarence Macartney responded that his party were prepared to take legal action to stop 

this from happening. Wary, General Assembly simply appointed a committee to continue 

studying the matter. 

This committee reported to the 1929 General Assembly. Machen gave a fiery speech on 

the floor of General Assembly, but he could not prevent General Assembly from voting 

to re-organize the seminary. 

Rather than contesting this decision in the courts as had been threatened, Machen now 

decided to set up a new seminary to be a bastion of conservative thought. This institution 

would become Westminster Theological Seminary (named to stress its fidelity to the 

Westminster Confession of Faith) and several conservatives on the Princeton faculty, 

including Machen, Cornelius Van Til, Robert Dick Wilson, and Oswald Thompson Allis, 

would leave Princeton to teach at Westminster. Clarence Macartney initially opposed 

setting up Westminster, arguing that conservatives should stay at Princeton where they 

could continue to provide an orthodox voice. Machen responded that Princeton was in a 

state of apostasy and that he couldn't serve alongside apostates. Macartney was 

eventually won over to Machen's side. 
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13. Foreign missions, 1930–36 

In 1930, as a result of widespread second thoughts about missions in general,50 a group 

of Baptist laymen at the request of John D. Rockefeller Jr. concluded that it was time for 

a serious re-evaluation of the effectiveness of foreign missions. With Rockefeller's 

financial backing, they convinced seven major denominations – the Methodist Episcopal 

Church, the Northern Baptist Convention, the Reformed Church 

in America, the Congregational church, the Episcopal Church in 

the United States of America, the Presbyterian Church in the 

United States of America and the United Presbyterian Church of 

North America—to participate in their "Laymen's Foreign 

Missions Inquiry". They commissioned a study of missionaries in 

India, Burma, China, and Japan and launched a separate inquiry 

under the chairmanship of the philosopher and Harvard 

professor William Ernest Hocking. These two inquiries led to the 

publication of a one-volume summary of the findings of the 

Laymen's Inquiry entitled Re-Thinking Missions: A Laymen's 

Inquiry after One Hundred Years in 1932.51  

Re-Thinking Missions argued that in the face of emerging secularism, Christians should 

ally with other world religions, rather than struggle against them.  

The seven denominations who had agreed to participate in the Laymen's Inquiry now 

distanced themselves from the report. The Presbyterian Board of Foreign Missions issued 

a statement reaffirming the board's commitment to the evangelistic basis of the 

missionary enterprise and to Jesus Christ as the only Lord and Savior. 

Pearl S. Buck now weighed into the debate. In a review published in The Christian Century, 

she praised the report, saying it should be read by every Christian in America and, 

ironically mimicking the Biblical literalism of the fundamentalists, "I think this is the only 

book I have ever read that seems to me literally true in its every observation and right in 

its every conclusion."52 Then, in a November 1932 speech before a large audience at the 

 
50 Gaustad, Edwin S.; Leigh Schmidt (July 6, 2004). The Religious History of America: The Heart of the 

American Story from Colonial Times to Today. HarperOne. p. 271. ISBN 978-0-06-063056-0. 
51 Fitzmier, John R.; Balmer, Randall (1991). "A Poultice for the Bite of the Cobra: The Hocking Report and 

Presbyterian Missions in the Middle Decades of the Twentieth Century". In Coalter, Milton J.; Mulder, 

John M.; Weeks, Louis B. (eds.). The Diversity of Discipleship: Presbyterians and Twentieth-century Christian 

Witness. Louisville: Westminster Press. pp. 105–25. ISBN 978-0-664-25196-3. 
52 Fitzmier, John R.; Balmer, Randall (1991). "A Poultice for the Bite of the Cobra: The Hocking Report and 

Presbyterian Missions in the Middle Decades of the Twentieth Century". In Coalter, Milton J.; Mulder, 
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Astor Hotel, later published in Harper's,53 Buck decried gauging the success of missions 

by the numbers of new church members. Instead, she advocated humanitarian efforts to 

improve the agricultural, educational, medical, and sanitary conditions of the 

community.54 She described the typical missionary as "narrow, uncharitable, 

unappreciative, ignorant." In the Harpers article along with 

another in Cosmopolitan published in May 1933, Buck 

rejected the doctrine of original sin, saying "I believe that 

most of us start out wanting to do right and to be good." She 

asserted that belief in the virgin birth or the divinity of 

Christ was not a prerequisite to being a Christian. She said 

that the only need is to acknowledge that one cannot live 

without Christ and to reflect that in one's life.55  

Macartney quickly called on the Board of Foreign Missions, 

under the presidency of Charles Erdman, to denounce Re-

Thinking Missions and asked for their response to Buck's 

statements. Erdman responded that the Board was 

committed to historic Evangelical standards and that they 

felt that Pearl S. Buck's comments were unfortunate, but he hoped she might yet be won 

back to the missionary cause. She would eventually resign as a Presbyterian missionary 

in May. 

J. Gresham Machen now published a book arguing that the Board of Foreign Missions 

was insufficiently evangelical and particularly that its secretary, Robert E. Speer, had 

refused to require missionaries to subscribe to the Five Fundamentals. In New Brunswick 

Presbytery, Machen proposed an overture to General Assembly calling on it to ensure 

that in future, only solidly evangelical Christians be appointed to the Board of Foreign 
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Missions. Machen and Speer faced off in the Presbytery, with Speer arguing that conflict 

and division were bad for the church — the presbytery agreed and refused to make the 

recommendation. 

Clarence Macartney, however, was able to get a similar motion through the Presbytery 

of Philadelphia, so the issue came before the General Assembly of 1933. The majority 

report of the Standing Committee of Foreign Missions affirmed the church's adherence 

to the Westminster Confession; expressed its confidence that Speer and the Board shared 

this conviction; and repudiated Re-Thinking Missions. The minority report argued that the 

Board was not orthodox and proposed a slate of conservative candidates for the Board. 

The majority report passed overwhelmingly. 

CREATION OF THE INDEPENDENT BOARD FOR 

PRESBYTERIAN FOREIGN MISSIONS 

Disapproving of General Assembly's decision not to appoint a new slate of conservatives 

to the Board of Foreign Missions, J. Gresham Machen, along with H. McAllister Griffiths, 

announced that they were forming an Independent Board for Presbyterian Foreign 

Missions to truly promote biblical and Presbyterian work. Macartney refused to go along 

with Machen in setting up an independent missions board. 

The 1934 General Assembly declared that the Independent Board violated the 

Presbyterian constitution and ordered the Board to cease collecting funds within the 

church and ordered all Presbyterian clergy and laity to sever their connections with the 

Board or face disciplinary action. (This motion was opposed by both Macartney and 

Henry Sloane Coffin as overly harsh.) Less than a month later, New Brunswick 

Presbytery asked Machen for his response. He replied that General Assembly's actions 

were illegal and that he would not shut down the Independent Board. The presbytery 

consequently brought charges against Machen including violation of his ordination vows 

and renouncing the authority of the church. A trial was held, and in March 1935, he was 

convicted and suspended from the ministry. 

Macartney urged Machen to compromise, but he refused. In June 1935, he set up the 

Presbyterian Constitutional Covenant Union. In October, the split between Macartney 

and Machen spread to Westminster Seminary, where the faculty, led by Machen, called 

on the board of trustees to announce their support of the Independent Board of Foreign 

Missions and the Covenant Union. Thirteen trustees, including Macartney, refused to do 

so and resigned in 1936. 

Eight ministers, including Machen, were tried in the General Assembly of 1936. They 

were convicted and removed from the ministry. Machen then led the Presbyterian 
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Constitutional Covenant Union to form a new denomination, the Presbyterian Church of 

America, later forced to change its name to the Orthodox Presbyterian Church in 1939. 

14. Legacy 

As a result of the departure of Machen and the denominational conservatives, especially 

of the Old School, the shape of the Presbyterian Church in the USA as a modernist, liberal 

denomination was secured. The PCUSA would eventually merge with the United 

Presbyterian Church of North America in 1958 to form the United Presbyterian Church 

in the United States of America and in 1983, the UPCUSA would merge with the 

Presbyterian Church in the United States (the "Southern Presbyterians" who had split 

with the PCUSA in 1861 due to the Civil War) to form the current Presbyterian Church 

(USA). 

The dispute between the fundamentalists and modernists would be played out in nearly 

every Christian denomination. By the 1920s, it was clear that every mainstream Protestant 

denomination was going to be willing to accommodate modernism, with the exception 

of the Presbyterians, Southern Baptists, and the Missouri synod Lutherans, where the 

situation was still unclear. The departure of Machen and other conservatives brought the 

Presbyterians into the camp willing to accommodate modernism, leaving the Southern 

Baptists and the Missouri Synod as the only large, national denominations where 

orthodox Protestants were still active within the denomination. The conflict continued to 

roil both churches for most of the 20th century and the triumph of orthodox Protestantism 
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in those denominations would not be secure until the Seminex56 schism in the Lutheran 

church and the Southern Baptist Convention conservative resurgence57 of 1979–1990. 

Further Reading 

 Christianity and Liberalism by J. Gresham Machen (1923) 

 The Presbyterian Conflict by Edwin H. Rian (1940) 

 
56 Seminex is the widely used abbreviation for Concordia Seminary in Exile (later Christ Seminary-

Seminex), which existed from 1974 to 1987 after a schism in the Lutheran Church–Missouri Synod 

(LCMS). The seminary in exile was formed due to the ongoing Fundamentalist–Modernist Controversy 

that was dividing Protestant churches in the United States. At issue were foundational disagreements on 

the authority of Scripture and the role of Christianity. During the 1960s, many clergy and members of the 

LCMS grew concerned about the direction of education at their flagship seminary, Concordia Seminary. 

Professors at Concordia Seminary had, in the 1950s and 1960s, begun to utilize the historical-critical 

method to analyze the Bible rather than the traditional historical-grammatical method that considered 

scripture to be the inerrant Word of God. 

     After attempts at compromise failed, the LCMS president, Jacob Preus, moved to suspend the 

seminary president John Tietjen, leading to a walkout of most faculty and students, and the formation of 

Seminex. Seminex existed as an institution until its last graduating class of 1983 and was formally 

dissolved and merged with Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago in 1987. Concordia Seminary in St. 

Louis quickly rebuilt and by the late 1970s had regained its place as one of the largest Lutheran 

seminaries in the United States. 

     The after effects of the controversy were vast. Before the split, the LCMS had both modernist and 

Evangelical wings. After Seminex, 200 modernist congregations split from the LCMS to form the 

Association of Evangelical Lutheran Churches (AELC), leaving the LCMS a more conservative body than 

it had been in 1969. The AELC itself would later merge with other modernist Lutheran churches to form 

the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA). 
57 Beginning in 1979, the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC) experienced an intense struggle for control of 

the organization. Its initiators called it the conservative resurgence while its detractors labeled it the 

fundamentalist takeover. It was launched with the charge that the seminaries and denominational 

agencies were dominated by liberals. The movement was primarily aimed at reorienting the 

denomination away from a liberal trajectory. 

     It was achieved by the systematic election, beginning in 1979, of conservative individuals to lead the 

Southern Baptist Convention. Theologically moderate and liberal leaders were voted out of office. 

Though some senior employees were fired from their jobs, most were replaced through attrition. 

Conversely, moderate and liberal presidents, professors, and department heads of Southern Baptist 

seminaries, mission groups and other convention-owned institutions were replaced with conservatives. 

     The resurgence is said by some to be the most serious controversy ever to occur within the Southern 

Baptist Convention, the largest Protestant denomination in the United States. Albert Mohler later 

described it as a "reformation ... achieved at an incredibly high cost." A part of that cost was the departure 

of 1,900 churches from the convention, which broke away in 1990 to form the Cooperative Baptist 

Fellowship, a moderate Baptist group which affirms women in ordained ministry, and emphasizes the 

Baptist principles of the autonomy of the local church, the priesthood of all believers, and soul liberty. 
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