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As he surveyed the world around him in 1901, Methodist bishop Willard 
F. Mallalieu said, "The present hour is a time of bewilderment. The world is 
full of unrest. ... we are living in a transitional age. " 1 Later, historians would 
agree with the Bishop's evaluation.2 In the closing decades of the 191hcentu
ry, old patterns of life were being rearranged and established precepts were 
being overturned as scientific theories, technological advances, mass immi
gration, industrialization, and urbanization combined to challenge the pre
vailing lifestyle of many An1ericans. The "flood of new factors" was 
"sweeping away many of the spiritual premises and religious foundations 
which seemed so substantial and secure to most persons in the nineteenth 
century. "3 

For a culture largely rooted in the evangelical Protestant worldview, 
these developments could be disturbing. Many felt that the revolution in 
ideas inaugurated by Darwin, Marx, and others called for a new theology to 
"keep pace with a volatile people."4 New theories in the fields of biology,. 
geology, and sociology, as well as anthropology and biblical studies seemed 
to demand a fresh appraisal of the traditional Christian understanding of the 
world and humanity. 5 Some scholars felt the Christian faith needed to be 
recast in a more rational, humanistic light without all the trappings of a pre
scientific biblical world-view. The result was an innovative theology called 
"liberalism," based upon rationalism, philosophical idealism, and the find
ings of higher criticism. 

1Willard F. Mallalieu, The Why, When, and How of Revivals (New York: Eaton and Mains, 
1901), 10. 
2Winthrop Hudson, Religion in America (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1965), 291. 
3Wallace Guy Smeltzer, 1vlethodism on the Headwaters of the Ohio: The Histmy of the 
Pittsburgh Coeference of The Methodist Church (Nashville: The Paiihenon Press, 1951), 324. 
George Marsden has identified three major challenges to the evangelical Protestant culture of 
the late 1800s: intellectual skepticism, urbanization, and secularization. George M. Marsden, 
Understanding Fundamentalism and Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1991 ), 12-16. 
4Grover C. Loud, Evangelized America (New York: The Dial Press, 1928), 252. 
5Marsden, 32, 33. 
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While so1ne scholars in the American Protestant churches were quick to 
e1nbrace this new theology, Methodist theologians initially remained loyal to 
the doctrines handed down to thetn by John Wesley. 6 Into the 1880s the main 
sources of Methodist theology continued to be the Bible, Wesley's writings, 
and Richard Watson's Theological Institutes, first published in America in 
1829 .7 Neve1iheless, even within Methodism the surge of theological liber
alis1n was not to be denied. "When inen who had received their training on 
the European continent began to teach in the Methodist theological semi
naries and universities, the influence of [liberalis1n] was soon apparent in 
Methodist ininisterial and higher education. "8 The earlier ubiquitous appeal 
to the works of John Wesley became "almost as conspicuous by its absence 
after 1890 in Methodis1n 's major systematic theologians."9 The retirement of 
inany older evangelical professors at the seminaries in the 1880s and 1890s 
brought into Methodist theological education a whole new generation of 
scholars, a shift that "signaled the end of one theological era and the begin
ning of another." 10 

In an attempt to account for this rapid change in theological orientation, 
some have posited within Methodism the absence of a "secure theological 
identity." 11 This theory holds that if Methodism church had been more 
creedally oriented, it would have been less vulnerable to theological inno
vation. As a corollary to this theory, others have pointed out that Methodists 
have always been inore interested in the pragmatic benefits of doctrine than 
in its esoteric quality. Such a practical approach to theology encouraged 
Methodism to be open to new ideas, to "adapt [its] teaching to the age" and 
to e1nbrace "newer views of the Bible" as soon as their positive practical 
"tendency [became] clear." 12 

Along with this supposed theological weakness, a particular historical 
phenomenon has be_en suggested to help explain Methodism's turn to liber-

6Thomas A. Langford, Practical Divinity: Theology in the Wesleyan Tradition (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1983), 119. 
1Gerald 0. McCulloh, "The Changing Theological Emphases," The Histmy of Methodism, vol. 
2, ed. Emory Stevens Bucke (New York: Abingdon Press, 1964), 593. See also, Robert E. 
Chiles, Theological Transition in American Methodism: 1790-1935 (New York: Abingdon 
Press, 1965), 58. 
8McCulloh, 594-595." 
9Chiles, 58. 
1°Chiles, 65. 
11 Chiles, 72. See also Milton S. Terry, "Methodism and Biblical Criticism," ff!esleyan Theology: 
A Sourcebook, ed. Thomas A. Langford (Durham: The Labyrinth Press, 1984), 138-145, and 
Wilhelm Paulk,"Theology in the Life of Contemporary American Protestantism," Religion and 
Culture: Essays in Honor of Paul Tillich, ed. Walter Liebrecht (New York: Harper and Brothers, 
1959), 280-281. 
12John J. Wallace, "The Doctrinal Method of Methodism," New York Christian Advocate (here
inafter referred to as NYCA) 82.41 (October 10, 1907): 1620; Francis J. McConnell, "The 
Methodist Church and Fundamentalism," The Homiletic Review 87.2 (February 1924): 96; 
George M. Marsden, Fundamentali,sm and American Culture (Oxford: The Oxford University 
Press, 1980), 104. 
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alism. In the post-Civil War era many Methodists became involved in the 
"holiness movement."13 At first, bishops and other church leaders welcomed 
the renewal of spiritual fervor in the churches and publicly supported the 
holiness movement. However, by the early 1890s dissatisfaction with the 
holiness 1novement had developed, and some bishops and pastors became 
harshly critical of the movement on the grounds of its perceived inclination 
towards independent associations and programs. This dispute revolved 
around matters of polity and practice, but an element of theological dis
agreement was also present, 14 and the rancor of public theological argument 
tried the patience of many in the church. When thousands of holiness pro
ponents departed Methodism to establish their own new denominations, and 
as unpleasantness over the holiness controversy subsided, a pronounced 
desire to avoid all doctrinal disputation prevailed. 15 

Another factor in the rapid spread of theological lib~ralism, at least with
in northern Methodism, was the dominance of Boston University School of 
Theology in the training of ypung ministers for the denomination. As the 
"old guard" at Boston retired in the 1880s and early 1890s, a "growing spir
it of revolt against tradition" became "perceptible. "16 Younger men like 
Henry C. Sheldon and Hinckley G. Mitchell were introducing into Methodist 
theology "an abrupt change."17 But, it was Borden Parker Bowne more than 
any other who "led the movement in American Methodism toward a liberal 
theology." 18 Bowne, professor of philosophy at Boston from 1876 to 1910, 
has been called the "most influential Methodist Episcopal theologian at the 
beginning of the twentieth century," one who "reinterpreted Methodist the
ology and set it upon a new course of development."19 With Bowne in the 
vanguard, the faculty of Boston placed a decidedly liberal stamp on the 
training of a whole generation of Methodist rninisters.20 

13For information on the post-Civil War holiness movement in American Methodism, see 
Charles Edwin Jones, Pe1fectionist Persuasion: The Holiness Movement and American 
Methodism, 1867-1936 (Metuchen, New Jersey: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 1974); Melvin 
Easterday Dieter, The Holiness Revival of the Nineteenth Century (Metuchen, New Jersey: The 
Scarecrow Press, Inc., 1980); John L. Peters, Christian Perfection and American Methodism 
(Grand Rapids: Francis Asbury Press, 1985); and Timothy L. Smith, "The Holiness Crusade" 
in The History of American Methodism, vol. 2, Emory Stevens Bucke, ed. (New York: 
Abingdon Press, 1964). 
14Mark K. Bauman, Warren Akin Candler: . The Conservative as Idealist (Metuchen, New 
Jersey: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 1981 ), 46, 4 7. 
15John L. Peters, Christian Perfection and American Methodism (Grand Rapids: Francis Asbury 
Press, 1985) 176-177. Vinson Synan agrees that "after 1900" Methodist preaching "became less 
doctrinal and theological." Vinson Synan, The Old-Time Power (Franklin Springs, Georgia: 
Advocate Press, 1973), 49-50. 
16Peters, 166. 
17 Albert C. Knudson, "Henry Clay Sheldon-Theologian.," Wesleyan, ed. Langford 164. 
18Chiles, 64. 
19Langford, 151. 
20 As late as the 1920s, half of those in training for the ministry in the northern church still did 
not attend seminary. But, the "Course of Study,'' which was the alternate route to ordination, 
was heavily influenced by Bowne's thought. William Henry Bernhardt, "The Influence of 
Borden Parker Bowne Upon Theological Thought in the Methodist Episcopal Church," diss., 
University of Chicago, 1928, 254. ' 
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rvtany of those educated at Boston beca1ne leaders in the church in the 
first decades of the 20111 century. As the largest and most prestigious 
rvlethodist theological school, Boston's constituency was not limited to the 
New England area. In 1907 it had ''1,222 living almnni scattered in 79 
Conferences and 21 states in the Union." 21 Jn those crucial years of theolog
ical developrnent in the church "a large part of the leadership of The 
f\.1ethodist Church had been trained" at Boston. 21 In the early 201

h century 
n1ore and rnore I\1ethodist congregations, especially in the growing ci6es, 
were detnanding professionally trained n1inisters. 23 Consequently, those 
receiving their training at Boston could often look forward to the "top ech
elon pulpits and leadership posts'' in the denomination.14 Other se1ninaries in 
northern Ivlethodism followed Boston's lead and began to provide a dis
tinctly I iberal training for their students. 25 

The situation in the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, was :::omewhat 
different. At the turn of the century the southern branch of I\1ethodis1n boast
ed of its resolute con1n1itment to conservative Christianity, and as late as 
1918 the denomination was still considered "conservative," basing its theol
ogy on "biblical literalistn" and "objectifiable tenets of doctrine."26 

Nevertheless, the so-called "doctrinal flexibility" of Methodism left the 
southern church open to a liberal point of view. 27 Until 1914 the church's 
center of theological education was its one seminary at Vanderbilt 

21T. J. Scott, "Another Worthy Record," NY CA 82.14 (April 4, 1907): 542. That same year 
twenty-four states and seven foreign countries were represented in its student body. "Report of 
Conference Visitors to Boston University School of Theology," NY CA 82.30 (July 25, 1907): 
1194. 
22Daniel L. rvlarsh, "Methodism and Early Methodist Theological Education," ,~fethodist 

Histor_v 1.1 (October 1962): 12. See also William Bryant Lewis, "The Role of Harold Paul 
Sloan and the Methodist League for Faith and Life in the Fundamentalist-Modernist 
Controversy of the Methodist Episcopal Church,'' diss. , Vanderbilt University, 1963, 29-30. 
11 Almer M. Penne\vell, The Afethodist Afovement in Northern Illinois (Sycamore, Illinois: The 
Sycamore Tribune, l 942) 60; Robert B. Steelman, H1hat God Has FVrought: A History of the 
Southern Ne1v Jerse_v Cm?ference qf the United Afethodist Church (Rutland, Vem1ont: Academy 

Books, 1986), 139. 
'
1\\'illiam John l'vkCutcheon, "Theology of the Methodist Episcopal Church During the 
lnterwar Period {1919-1939)," diss .. Yale University, 1960, 395. In the 1920s. "nine of the most 
significant bishops of the church" had been "students of Professor Bowne" and reflected "more 
or less clearly his point of view." Bernhardt, 254 . 
. :'Peters, 167; J. Alton Templin, Allen D. Breck, and Martin Rist, eds .. The Afethodist. 
E1·tmgclical. and United Brethren Churches in the Rockies. 1850-1976 (Rocky Mountain 
Con ferencc of the United Methodist Church, 1977) 326; Francis J. ~ilcConnell, By the \Vay 
(New York: Abingdon-Cokesbury Press, 1952), 139. 
'''Ferenc tv'lorton Szasz, The Divided 1\!ind (~/Protestant America, 1880-1 Q30 (Birmingham: The 
University oi' Alabama Press, 1982), I 04. I 05. See also the " Address of E. E. Hoss, D.D., of 
the rvtethodist Episcopal Church. South," N'i'CA 75.20 (t\.1lay 17, 1900): 784. Robert Watson 
Sledge, Honds on the Ark: The Struggle/hr Change in the Afcthodist Episcopal Church. South. 
19 /.J-1939 (Lake .Junaluska, North Carolina: Cornrnission on Archives and History, The United 
f\kthodi st Church, I Q75), 242; Bauman, 225 . 
''Bauman. 218 ; \Villian1 R. Hutchison, 771c i'1odcrnist Impulse in American Protcstontisn1 
(Du rl1;1ni: Duke l lni\'crsity Press, 1992). I 14. 
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University. Although Vanderbilt had sustained a strong conservative identi
ty through the 1880s, a "gradual evolution from orthodoxy to a cautious and 
constructive liberalism began in the 1890s."28 In so1ne ways Vanderbilt's 
influence in the southern church was analogous to Boston's position in the 
no1ih.29 After the denomination lost control of Vanderbilt in 1914, two new 
schools of theology were established at Emory University in Atlanta and 
Southern Methodist University in Dallas. Although conservatism was repre
sented in the faculties of these schools, so was liberalism. 30 

This trend also reached beyond the seminaries into other institutions in 
southern Methodis1n. Many of the "summer schools," which provided theo
logical training for 1ninisters who did not attend seminary, were led by lib
eral professors fro1n schools in the North. In addition, the "extensive 
changes in the Course of Study ... in 1918 show that the liberal influence 
was not to be uprooted."3 1 The seeds of liberalism quietly planted began to 
bear fruit in the 1920s as the church publications shifted their editorial poli
cies to a more liberal perspective. A collection of serm·ons published by the 
denomination in 1927 and promoted as a sainpling "from some of our rep
resentative preachers" revealed that while some of the southern preachers 
still clearly emphasized evangelical themes, others were sounding a decid
edly more liberal note.32 By 1930 theological liberalis1n was well established 
in southern Methodism. 33 

Thus, most observers have concluded that the process of theological 
transfo1mation that began within American Methodism in the last fifteen 
years of the 191

h century was largely completed by the 1930s at the latest. 
When considering the content of theological education alone, 1nost agree the 
date of liberalis1n's takeover must be inoved back to somewhere before the 
First World War.34 Standard interpretations of Methodist history often treat 
the northern church's adoption of the "Social Creed" in 1908 as the defining 
n101nent in this theological transition in American Methodism. This act indi
cated "Methodism [had] forthrightly en1bai·ked upon a career of social wit
ness."35 Liberal theology and the changing social context persuaded 
Methodists to abandon their emotional, revivalistic approach, which had 
been well suited to Methodist work on the volatile western frontier, in favor 

28Edwin Mims, History of Vanderbilt University (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 1946), 
165. 
29Mims, 164. For instance, by 1938 at least five of the bishops in the Southern church were 
Vanderbilt alumni, all of whom stood "out as liberal leaders from the standpoint of both organ
ization and doctrine." Mims, writing in 1946, named six bishops, but one of these was not elect
ed until 1944. 
30Bauman, 230. For liberalism at Southern Methodist University, see Walter N. Vernon 
Methodism in Arkansas, 1816-1976 (Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1976), 284-285. 
31 McCulloh, 598. 
32J.M. Rowland, ed., The Southern Methodist Pulpit (Nashville: Cokesbury Press, 1927). 
33Sledge, 242. 
34Langford, Wesleyan, 13 7. 
35FrederickA. Norwood, The St01y of American Methodism (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1974), 
391. 
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of a lnore institutionalized system of ministry focused on the social ills of 
the industrialized urban East.36 Most histories of the 20111-century church 
hardly 1nention any re1naining evangelical sentiment, either in theology or 
1ninistry, in Methodis1n after 1930. 

The Methodists were not alone in this transition. Other American 
Protestant denominations experienced similar theological changes. However, 
the process for these churches, most notably the northern Presbyterians and 
Baptists, was fraught with struggle and schism that seemed singularly absent 
from Methodism. The membership of Methodism was drawn largely from 
the same social classes as that of the Baptists and Presbyterians and they 
shared a co1nmon co1nmitment in the 19111 century to the evangelical consen
sus. Yet, somehow, the Methodists seemed to have accepted liberalism with
out the fratricidal strife that afflicted other church families. 37 While the other 
deno1ninations had large and vocal fundamentalist contingents within their 
1nemberships, a number of historians have commented on the 1ninor'place of 
organized fundamentalism within 20111-century American Methodism.38 

At least eight different factors have been suggested to explain the absence 
of a strong fundamentalist movement within American Methodism during · 
the years 1900-1930. Methodism's supposed lack of emphasis upon theo
logical exactitude, which made it vulnerable to liberalism, made it difficult 
for fundamentalists to establish a theological rallying point. "Methodism 
was too little oriented toward strict doctrinal definitions for its fundamen
talists to grow to large numbers or to have much impact."39 A leading 
Methodist bishop in the 1920s, Francis J. McConnell, insisted that the issues 
then being debated by fundamentalists in other denominations would not 
"disturb Methodism overmuch" as long as they remained "in the realm of 
theoretical discussion."40 

A second reason Methodism seemed to avoid the fundamentalist contro
versy was the effective leadership of liberal bishops such as Francis 
McConnell. During those years some of the most powerful bishops in the 
church were men of a "progressive" spirit. In the no1ihem branch of 
Methodism liberal bishops "used a combination of wisdom and authority to 
counteract the agitations of the ultraconservatives," while in the south, 

36Charles W. Ferguson, Methodists and the Making of America (Austin: Eakin Press, 1983), 396. 
37Hutchison, 114. 
38See Mark Ellingsen, The Evangelical Movement (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 
1988), 85-86; Norman F. Furniss, The Fundamentalist Controversy, 1918-1931 (Hamden, 
Connecticut: Archon Books, 1963), 148-149; Marsden, Fundamentalism, 178-179; Paul S. 
Schilling, Methodism and Society in Theological Perspective, vol. 3 (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1960), 86; George W. Dollar, A History of Fundamentalism in America (Greenville, 
South Carolina: Bob Jones University Press, 1973), 88; Robert Charles Calderwood, "The 
Fundamentalist Movement in The Methodist Episcopal Church," M.A. thesis, University of 
Chicago, 1927, 39. 
39Marsden, Fundamentalism 178; also, Ellingsen, 85-86. 
40McConnell, 94. 
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Bishops Edwin D. Mouzon and John M. Moore denounced fundamentalism 
as "obscurantist and un-Methodistic."41 In 1923 Mouzon published a book 
titled, Fundamentals of Methodism, which "served as a kind of definitive 
statement around which progressives could rally" against fundamentalism in 
the Methodist Episcopal Church, South.42 Capable men like Mouzon, 
Moore, McConnell, and others held the fundamentalists at bay within 
Methodism during the 191 Os and 1920s. 

However, it was not just the bishops who worked to keep Methodism free 
from fundamentalist agitation; other important positions also came to be 
filled by men of a liberal persuasion. The periodicals, both the popular 
weekly newspapers and the more scholarly theological journals, In both the 
North and South were bastions of traditional orthodoxy into the opening 
years of the new century. However, by the 1920s new editors had shifted the 
doctrinal orientation of the church press.43 In addition, the national Sunday 
School leadership of both churches fell into liberal hands before 1920. 
David G. Downey, editor of the widely used Sunday School publications in 
the northern church, "exerted tremendous influence over some 4,000,000 
youth.''44 In 1896 James Atkins was elected Sunday School editor for the 
Methodist Episcopal Church, South. His election inaugurated an era of 
transformation and development in religious education along liberal lines 
within Southern Methodism. Atkins' book, The Kingdom in the Cradle, pub
lished in 1905, "was a strong antidote for the overdose of fundamentalist 
teaching which had been spread abroad" in the southern church up to that 
time.45 

These editors and denominational agency executives were joined by a 
host of other men who pre-empted the fundamentalist movement in 
Methodism by already occupying places of leadership before the 1920s. 
William Mccutcheon has commented on the "overwhelmingly successful 
maneuver of securing in positions of national church leadership men who 
were admittedly liberal in thought."46 Once again the importance of Boston
trained men in the northern church is noteworthy: "In one generation virtu
ally every Methodist college and university had for a president a Boston
trained liberal."47 With the formal and informal education arms of the church 
firmly in liberal hands, Methodis1n was spared the "Modernism-

41Furniss, 148, 149; Sledge, 142. 
42Sledge, 143; Edwin D. Mouzon, Fundamentals of Methodism (Nashville: Publishing House 
Methodist Episcopal Church, South, 192~). 
43Furniss, 156, 148-149; Sledge, 143. 
44McCutcheon, 124. 
45John Q. Schisler, Christian Education in Local Methodist Churches (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1969), 110, 113; James Atkins, The Kingdom in the Cradle (Nashville: Publishing House 
of the M.E. Church, South, 1907). 
46McCutcheon, 123. 
47McCutcheon, 123-124. 
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Funda1nentalis1n controversy that wrought such great damage in other 
deno1ninations. "48 In addition to the national leadership, many of the local 
clergy, especially those in the larger churches, were in the modernist camp.49 

A fourth reason for the supposed weakness of Methodist conservatism 
was its apparent inability to produce an effective corps of leaders to counter 
the liberal offensive. 50 The organizational · structure of Methodism partly 
explains this absence of strong conservative leadership. In contrast to those 
denominations where ecclesiastical authority is decentralized in local con
gregations and regional presbyteries, Methodism's "connectional polit. .. 
made it impossible for local congregations to isolate the_giselves."51 Also, the 
annual episcopal appointment of ministers to local churches made it more 
difficult for individual ministers to establish congregational power bases that 
were out of step with denominational leadership. If a minister's fundamen
talism began to cause problems, he could expect "the officials of th(~ church 
. . . to take a hand. "52 

Another factor was the concern for unity, which was amplified in the 
wake of the holiness controversy of the later years of the 191

h century and 
grew even stronger as the two branches of Methodism moved ever closer to 
unification, a process finally concluded in 1939. At the 1928 General 
Conference in the northern church, the bishops were in no mood for "polem
ical haranguing which would prove divisive," and in their Episcopal Address 
they cautioned the church against "heresy hunting. "53 In the South, the 
Methodists' "traditional fascination with polity overshadowed their interest 
in theology. The storm over unification . stirred Methodist interest far more 
than theological intricacies."54 

A sixth reason for the weak showing of fundamentalism within the 
Methodist church concerned the issue of premillennialism. As the funda
mentalist movement developed its theological program, premillennialism 
became one of the central tenets of fundamentalist 01ihodoxy. However, this 
fascination with premillennialism "found little response among the 
Methodists."55 Even many of those Methodists who tended to be conserva
tive did not rush to embrace pre1nillennial views. Harold Paul Sloan, the 
leader of Methodist conservatives in the 1920s, was invited to address the 
World Conference of the Christian Fundamentals Association, but turned 
down the invitation when it became evident he could not support the funda-

48Marsh, "Methodism'' 12. 
49McCutcheon, 289-390; Sledge, 143; McConnell, "The Methodist Church and 
Fundamentalism" 95. 
5°Fumiss, 150; see also McCutcheon, 121. 
51 Schilling, 86. 
52Calderwood, 4 7. 
53McCutcheon, 131. 
54Sledge, 144. 
55William Warren Sweet, Methodism in American History (New York: Abingdon Press 1953), 
393. 
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mentalist pos1t1on regarding pre1nillennialism. 56 Traditional Methodism, 
with its focus on revivalism, conversion, holy Christian living, and those 
doctrines that undergirded this prograin, had never responded to the esoter
ica of pre1nillennial teaching. Some Methodists were also wary of the "sug
gestion of old-thne Calvinism that clings to fundamentalist teaching as to 
premillennialism."57 This antipathy to premillennialis1n impeded the 
progress of fundamentalis1n within Methodist ranks. 

Another reason the Methodists escaped the fundamentalist conflagration 
was that their denominational ruling body met only once every four years. 
With annual meetings of the highest legislative agencies in their denomina
tions, fundamentalists in other churches were able to keep the flames of the
ological debate at a white-hot fever. However, the four-year interval 
between IVIethodist General Conferences made it more difficult for the "fun
dainentalist leaders to keep their societies together and their followers emo
tionally aroused."58 Furthennore, the fundainentalist movement climaxed in 
1925, the year of the Scopes trial. By the ti1ne the southern church met in 
General Conference the following year and the northern church met in 1928, 
the organized fundainentalist movement was already beginning to wane in 
America. 

Finally, one additional factor may help explain why fundamentalism 
never flourished within the southern branch of the church. Although 
Methodists in the South had their liberals, many of these men were "really 
moderate."59 Bishop Mouzon, for exainple, while a resolute opponent of fun
damentalism, was "outspoken" in his "adherence" to such orthodox doc
trines as the incarnation and virgin birth of Christ. This helped to "placate 
churchmen who inight have been offended by his other statements."60 Also, 
the drift toward liberalis1n was more gradual within southern Methodis1n. As 
late as the 1920s evangelicals still occupied positions of power, and the lib
erals within the denomination "tended to vvork quietly" so that most conser
vative church members did not become overly alarmed. 61 

Such an interpretation of pre-1930 Methodism is standard fare in 1nost 
Methodist historiography. Scholars cite one or more of these factors to 
explain why theological liberalism supposedly swept to victory in the north
ern church during the 1920s, why at the same time it was well on its way to 
triumph in the South, and why, unlike other denominations, liberalism's 
march was relatively unopposed by fundamentalisn1 in the church. This 
analysis may be suppo1iable for the theologians, se1ninary professors, and 

56Wi1liam B. Lewis, 96-97; see also 83-84. A great premillennial conference in Chicago in 1914 
attracted only eight Methodists among the 269 delegates. Furniss, 149. 
57McConnell, 93. 
58Furniss, 150. 
59Sledge, 143. 
60Fumiss, 156. Mouzon insisted he was neither a "'Fundamentalist"' nor a "'Liberal,"' but sim
ply "a Methodist." Mouzon, 8-9. 
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other leaders whose high visibility within the church may leave the mistak
en in1pression that the entire denomination followed their lead. Such was 
certainly not the case. 

One of the co1nn1on errors in the study of Ainerican religious conser
vatisn1 is the equation of evangelicalistn., or theological orthodoxy, with fun
dan1entalisn1. George M. Marsden, in his study, Fundamentalism and 
American Culture, has provided an interpretation of classical fundamental
isn1 that helps to correct this inisconception. Marsden points out that the dis
tinguishing characteristic of fundamentalism was its "militant opposition to 
inodernis1n," a "n1ilitancy" that "111ost clearly set off fundamentalism from a 
nu1nber of closely related traditions, such as evangelicalism, revivalism, 
pietism, the holiness movements ... and other denominational orthodox
ies."62 Many Methodist evangelicals, revivalists., and holiness advocates did 
not qualify as fundamentalists because they did not share the iniUtant fun
dainentalist spirit, even though they would have affirmed many of the same 
doctrines. In fact, in the early decades of the century Methodist traditional
ists often took great care to distinguish themselves from their fellow con
servatives in the organized fundamentalist inovement. Bishop Horace M. 
DuBose of the southern church was an outspoken evangelical, but insisted, 
"I ain not a fundainentalist, as the term is strictly defined."63 Evangelicals 
like bishop DuBose were not strident members of the militant 
Fundamentalist move1nent of the first third of the century and thus are often 
overlooked in studies of theological conservatism. 

Other Methodist evangelicals, who did display a certain amount of pug
nacity, did not accept s01ne of the doctrinal accents of Fundan1entalist inter
pretation. Harold Paul Sloan, leader of the Methodist evangelical movement 
in the 1920s, admitted he was "doubtless a Fundamentalist." But, he went on 
to point out that he did not agree with fundamentalis1n in every respect. 
Unlike many of those in the inovement, he was "not ... a be1iever in verbal 
inspiration" of the Bible nor was he hostile to biblical criticis1n if it was 
"free fron1 naturalistic bias." But, Sloan affinned the "historic gospel that 
has borne the Christian name, confessing the Trinity, the incarnation by the 
Virgin Mary, the atoning death, the aln1ighty resurrection, justification by 
faith, regeneration, [and] the full authority of the Bible in the pragmatic 
sense defined at the Reforn1ation."64 As he upheld these "fundainental" doc
trines, Sloan also stated that '"the verbalis1n, literalisn1, and pre1nillennial
isn1 of the organized fundainentalist 1nove1nent'" had no part in his refon11 
efforts. 65 

1
•
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Another 1nisconception concerning this period is the idea that 
Methodists acceded to liberalism because they were relatively uninterested 
in theology. Instead, the "sweeping changes in Methodist theology" brought 
about by liberalis1n "were not achieved without criticism and controversy." 
Gerald McCulloh has argued that, "contrary to wide popular opinion, 
Methodists have taken their theology seriously enough to struggle for its 
understanding and expression," even if these struggles did not appear as 
intense as those within other theological traditions.66 Liberals often argued 
that the true essence of Christianity was its ethical mandate while doctrine 
was inconsequential. Thus, so1ne liberals did indeed discount the primacy of 
doctrine, but 1nany Methodist conservatives took exception to this doctrinal 
de-e1nphasis. 67 

As early as 1878 Bishop Enoch M. Marvin flatly stated, "everything 
depends on doctrine .... The very substance of all religion is contained in 
doctrine."68 A number of Marvin's successors on the episcopal bench echoed 
his sentiments. Horace M. DuBose declared that, "the church's doctrines are 
as important as its ethics," while Bishop Mallalieu called for ministers who 
would be "inen with creeds."69 In the 1904 Episcopal Address the northern 
bishops reminded the General Conference that Methodism had "always been 
strenuously insistent as to doctrines essential to Christianity" while being 
"exceedingly tolerant as to non-essentials."7° 

It was around the point of essentials versus non-essentials that much of 
the theological discussion in Methodism revolved. John Wesley, when 
describing the "character of a Methodist," said: "The distinguishing marks 
of a Methodist are not his opinions of any so1i .... as to all opinions which 
do not strike at the root of Christianity, we think and let think."71 Liberals 
believed that Wesley's "love for liberty of opinion" made hi1n refrain from 
exacting a theological pledge of allegiance from Methodists. 72 I-Iowever, in 
rebutting this position, conservatives also appealed to Wesley. They 

65Steelman, 148. 
66McCulloh, 596. 
67John A. Faulkner, ''Dogma," NYCA 100.4 (January 25, 1925): 80; see also, John A. Faulkner, 
"Creed," NYCA 100.21 (May 28, 1925): 687. 
68Enoch M. Marvin, The Doctrinal Integrity of Methodism (St. Louis: Advocate Publishing 
House, 1878), 128, 129. 
691-Iorace Mellard DuBose, The Symbol of Methodism (Nashville: Publishing House of the M.E. 
Church, South, 1907), 50; Mallalieu, 63. Bishops Stephen M. Merrill and Herny W. Warren 
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Miracles (Cincinnati: Jennings and Pye, 1902), 18. 
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acknowledged Wesley's broad-111indedness, but insisted it applied only to 
"opinions'' of a so1i which divided "true Christians" into the separate 
deno111inations. Accordingly, they believed Wesley was not so tolerant of 
contradictions to the "111ain branches of Christian doctrine."73 Branding the 
liberals' interpretation of Wesley as "entirely contrary to the practice of the 
Church,"74 evangelicals maintained that the Methodist Episcopal Church in 
A111erica had always insisted on conforn1ity to certain doctrines.75 

Bishop Tho111as B. Neely published two books asserting the absolute 
necessity" of doctrinal consistency within Methodis111. In The Only 
Condition, Neely exainined Wesley's sole· require111ent for inembership in 
the Methodist societies, a "desire to flee fro1n the wrath to come." Liberals, 
again, often cited Wesley at this point as fu1iher proof that he had never 
intended doctrinal tests to be used as a condition of church membership. 
However, Neely concluded that a "desire to flee'' from divine judgment 
implied positive assent to a whole range of 01ihodox doctrines. Moreover, he 
argued that fro111 its beginning Methodism had always required "doctrinal 
tests" for membership, had always exa111ined the content of candidates' faith, 
and once they were in the church had always held 111embers to theological 
accountability.76 Neely was sure "the destruction of the doctrines \Nould be 
the destruction of the very foundations of the Church, for religious beliefs 
are 111ore vital than mere polity."77 

Ordinary Methodists joined these conservative leaders in demand
ing doctrinal fidelity in the church. Writing in 1901, J. H. Creighton agreed 
that the early Methodists had "gloried in their doctrines, and their great 
preachers were doctrinal preachers.ms Twenty-three years later another let
ter writer, noting the continued trend towards doctrinal de-emphasis, 
warned: "Let us beware how we give the impression, the wholly wrong and 
false impression ... that the great facts and truth of the creed are unimpor
tant, or that they are unworthy of belief."79 To the oft-stated liberal con
tention that an ethical life should be the primary concern of a Christian, 
evangelicals replied that Christian ethics could only genninate in the soil of 
orthodox doctrines. so Even as late as 1934, after the time when liberalism 
had supposedly captured the mind of Methodism, George \V. Ridout still 
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believed that Methodism was built upon its "distinctive doctrines."81 

Rather than being unconcerned about theology, many evangelical 
Methodists in the first decades of the century manifested an intense interest 
in doctrinal matters. They did not accept the "New Theology" and carefully 
critiqued its basic presuppositions. Much of the debate in these years cen
tered on higher criticism of the Bible. Robert Chiles, in his excellent study 
of Methodist theological development, admitted there was "resistance" in 
some quarters to the "newer critical studies of the Bible." Chiles cited a 
number of articles opposed to higher criticism published in the 1890s by the 
conservative editor of the Methodist Review, J. W. Mendenhall. 82 However, 
resistance to higher criticism continued long after the tum of the century. 
Again, scholarly concentration on the theologians and professors in the sem
inaries has distorted the picture of this period. Langford has claimed that by 
the First World War, "episcopal Methodism, on the whole, [had] accepted 
higher critical methods as being necessary to legitimate interpretation of the 
Bible."83 However, outside the rarefied air of the seminaries acceptance of 
higher criticism wa~ not so complete. 

0. J. Moore, a minister in Denver, was one of those who remained 
unconvinced of the utility of higher criticism. He called "modem destructive 
criticis1n" nothing more than "a gigantic form of infidelity," a "slimy ser
pent" which proposed to "make its home in the church. "84 Other Methodists, 
using less colorful language than Moore, were no less convinced of the 
errors of higher criticism. 85 Many clergy and laity lamented the decline of 
traditional Methodist patterns of piety such as the class-meeting, prayer 
meeting, home altar, and revival, and some felt higher criticism was direct
ly responsible for this ebb in spiritual intensity. 8·

6 

The comment that the ''intellectuals" in the church had accepted higher 
criticism while it was the "traditionally conservative and orthodox" laity in 
the pew who clung to evangelicalism leaves the impression that resistance 
to higher criticism came only from the poorly informed and theologically 
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uneducated. B? Again, the evidence does not support this impression. Many of 
those who argued against higher criticis1n were well read in scholarly fields 
and were theologically astute. In the mid- l 890s Leander W. · Munhall, a 
Methodist lay evangelist, published Anti~Higher Criticism and The Highest 
Critics vs. The Higher Critics.BB Munhall's writings de1nonstrated a thorough 
understanding of the issues involved in the debate over higher criticism. 

During the years 1905-1906 the Christian Advocate reviewed a number 
of schol(lrly works critical of higher criticism and recommended thetn enthu
siastically. In December 1915 the Christian Witness and Advocate of Bible 
Holiness ran a series of well-reasoned articles on the .$µbject of "destructive 
criticism. "89 In 1906, H. A. Boaz, President of Polytechnic College of Ft. 
Worth, spoke at the Southern Methodist Education Rally in Dallas. Boaz 
"spoke plainly against higher criticism/' a statement that drew so many 
"amens and cheers" that his voice was "completely drowned out .... ''90 

James Buckley, the highly respected editor of the denominational newspa
per, addressed the matter of higher criticism in his June 1, 1905, editorial in 
the Christian Advocate. He was not impressed by the "syndicate of self
appreciating, mutual-admiration experts" in the field of higher criticism. 
Their expertise in Hebrew, Greek, archaeology, or "any other form ofkrtowl
edge involved in the study of the Sacred Writing" did not "guarantee the 
soundness of [their] judgment" Buckley felt that even the "non-expert" 
could clearly perceive the truth of the scriptures. 91 

America's entry into World War I sharpened Methodist condemnation of 
German-inspired higher criticism. Conservative Methodists linked the evils 
of German militarism and alleged wartime atrocities to the destructive 
impact of higher criticism upon the faith of the German people in the previ
ous century: ''When Wellhausen denied that Moses received the Ten 
Commandments from God he weakened their hold upon the German mind 
and the German conscience and paved the way for the German psychology 
which applauds the bayoneting of innocent children and helpless women. "92 

Some Methodists found in the war a blessing in disguise, for now that the 
ultimate end of higher criticis1n had been unmasked they felt sure American 
Methodism would reject it and remain true to orthodoxy. 93 
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This hoped-for wholesale repudiation of higher criticis1n and liberalism 
did not 1naterialize, of course. Rather, the 1920s proved to be the decade 
when liberalism seen1ed to gain control in Methodis1n. Yet, Methodist evan
gelicals still upheld the traditional understanding of Christian doctrine and 
the Bible's authority. Bishop Horace M. DuBose, for example, was a cham
pion of biblical orthodoxy into the 1930s. Priinarily a self-educated man in 
te1ms of biblical studies, the Bishop was highly conversant in a number of 
scholarly fields-his specialty was archaeology-and he was personally 
acquainted with several German theologians and was fa1niliar with the lat
est scholarly trends in post-War Gennany. In his autobiographical Through 
Two Generations, and the more scholarly, The Bible and the Ages, DuBose 
gave full expression to a thoroughly evangelical faith and theology. He tes
tified: G'I have never veered, I can never veer, fro1n the steadfast position 
that, in the Bible, Jehovah has given an inspired revelation to 1nen .... "94 

DuBose, unlike 1nany fundamentalists, was not strictly opposed to critical 
study of the Bible, but he cautioned it must be done with care since such 
study had too often been "reckless to the point of presumption." Eschewing 
both these paths, he said, "Conservatism must seek the middle ground for 
the going of its feet. "95 

Staunch conservatives like Bishop DuBose and editor Buckley offered a 
vigorous and reasoned defense of evangelicalis1n within early 201h century 
Ainerican .Lvfethodism. They were convinced that the ·faith of the church 
depended upon a sound theological foundation of biblical orthodoxy. 
Although it may be argued that liberally inclined Methodists felt theology 
was of secondaiy importance, this ce1iainly was not true for evangelicals. 
While liberals sought to fonnulate a more rational, scientific faith that 
stressed ethics instead of doctrine, other Methodists continued to interpret 
their faith according to traditional orthodoxy which placed great einphasis 
upon the historic doctrines of Christianity. The persistence of these conser
vative Methodists in the 201h-century church would mean that a large nu1n
ber of John Wesley's followers would respond to the challenges of social 
and intellectual change by finding continued meaning in traditional faith. 
While some of these may have beco1ne obscurantist in their faith, others 
would find ways to interact with new theologies and scientific discoveries 
while at the same ti1ne refusing to abandon their 01ihodoxy. 
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