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INTRODUCTION
STILL EVANGELICAL?

M A R K  L A B B E RT O N

E vangelicalism in America has cracked, split on the shoals of the 
2016 presidential election and its aftermath, leaving many won-

dering whether they want to be in or out of the evangelical tribe. 
For a movement with a high public profile and much influence in 
American religion, culture, and politics—perhaps providing deter-
minative support for the election of Donald Trump—it matters 
when that influence itself is breaking up the evangelical camp.

Contentiousness brought to the fore by the election surrounds 
what it means to affirm and demonstrate evangelical Christian 
faith amid the messy and polarized realities gripping our country 
and world. Desperation, anger, pain, frustration, and fear are 
evident on nearly every horizon. Within the relatively broad 
evangelical family, the election made apparent that culture rivals 
the gospel in defining evangelical political vision; our sociological 
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frame speaks louder than our theology. This is not new to 
American evangelicalism (nor mainline Protestantism), but it is 
now more blatant and more critical. For a movement that has 
been about the primacy of Christian faith, this is a crisis.

This collection of essays offers perspectives and reflections 
from a spectrum of people who could be seen as insiders to the 
evangelical movement. The book isn’t trying to advance a single 
perspective or to speak for evangelicalism at large. For some, the 
story is about a historical movement; for others, it’s more about 
their own story. All the writers speak for themselves as they 
wrestle with and offer their response to “Still evangelical?” in 
light of their convictions. All of these writers are more than 
aware that the word evangelical is understandably being declared 
dead and buried by some voices who find the word hopelessly 
entrapped in a particular and problematic political vision. This 
means contributors to this volume probably have varying atti-
tudes about whether the term evangelical or evangelicalism has 
any meaningful viability or necessity, and the associations it ac-
crues daily may make that more difficult to sustain. All of these 
writers, however, would maintain the distinct importance of the 
evangel that lies at the heart of our faith and life.

“Still evangelical?” is a question at the intersection of Christian 
faith and public life, but its urgency and pathos do not have to 
do primarily with evangelicalism as a movement. Rather, they 
have to do with how this part of the Christian family defines its 
central mission: to follow Jesus Christ and to love our neighbors 
and enemies in word and act, especially in troubled and con-
flicted times. What matters most, therefore, is the evangel—the 
good news—not evangelicalism. But for many, it’s the evangel 
that current evangelicalism seems to put at risk.
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A THEoLoGICAL IdENTITY ANd 
A THEo-PoLITICAL BrANd

The 2016 election may have been the occasion for this drama, but 
it isn’t the cause. For starters, it needs to be said that the battle 
afoot has little to do with theology proper. In part, this reveals 
that the word evangelical has morphed in common usage from 
being a reference to a set of primary theological commitments 
into something akin to a passionately defended, theo-political 
brand. The word evangelical has become a kind of litmus test 
with which certain gatekeepers draw interpretive lines. Crossing 
those lines can mean paying a steep and intractable price in the 
name of theology, but tends to be more about sociology and 
ideology. Alternatively, to stay within those lines is anathema to 
people who, because of their faith and social location, find the 
sectarian biases of white evangelicals especially to be more and 
more like religiously justified social bigotry and therefore an un-
sustainable context for their lives and especially for their faith in 
the good news.

In its current mode, evangelicalism contains an amalgam of 
theological views, partisan political debates, regional power 
blocks, populist visions, racial biases, and cultural anxieties, all 
mixed in an ethos of fear. No wonder it can be difficult to know 
whether one is still evangelical. The impression of many on the 
evangelical left is that the good news of Jesus Christ has been 
taken hostage by a highly charged, toxic subculture on the evan-
gelical right that—in the name of God—expresses steely resolve 
to have its own way in the public square. From the evangelical 
right, the critique is that Christian America is at war with any 
and all liberalism—evangelical or otherwise—and is in serious 
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danger of losing its conservative virtues and spiritual practices. 
The Bible may be quoted in various ways, but arguments on all 
sides often seem more ideological than biblical.

After the fundamentalist-modernist controversy of the 1920s, 
the more conservative end of the American Protestant movement 
eventually divided along theological and cultural lines. Funda-
mentalists continued to defend a tight, originalist orientation in 
their understanding of the Bible, its inerrant authority, and its 
implications for social relations, not least for the role of women 
in leadership. Fundamentalism tends to see itself as a bastion of 
faithfulness defending the faith against secular opponents and 
Christian compromisers (evangelicals and liberals both). 

In contrast to this is the rise of a more distinct evangelicalism 
that maintains Christian orthodoxy but does so with a greater 
engagement with and receptivity to culture and to critical self-
reflection. This history has led to the two branches of what today 
is called evangelicalism. While sharing many theological com-
mitments, they have very different social locations and hold very 
different mental frames for the values they affirm.

Fundamentalism’s attraction to theological and social purity 
plays easily into a theologized ideology that fits what many 
think of as the religious right. As a movement refined in earlier 
battles in the first quarter of the twentieth century, the social 
birthright of fundamentalism can still be very much on display. 
Evangelicalism’s greater receptivity and engagement with 
culture and diversity has never mixed easily or happily with the 
more boundary-keeping fundamentalism.

Today’s press represents this spectrum as one movement, 
which it calls evangelicalism. In the media coverage of conser-
vative Christianity, somewhere along the line the distinction 
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between fundamentalists and evangelicals was lost, and the two 
were conflated. Perhaps this has much to do with an inclination 
of both groups to position themselves in the middle, with de-
lineations given up in favor of a broader commonality. The con-
sequence is that a large block can be designated “evangelical,” 
but this is so broad it fails to delineate basic differences. In the 
end, a lot of what has been dubbed evangelical in recent media 
coverage probably more aptly fits fundamentalism.

However, is all this just in-house debate? The more com-
pelling issue is not whether evangelicals should be cast with 
fundamentalists but whether Christian witness is evangel-
centric in character, motive, expression, and integrity. Is the 
evangel defining and shaping evangelicalism, or is it vice versa? 
The more “evangelicalism” seeks to be cast or accepts being cast 
as a theo-political brand, the more motivating it is for some 
evangelicals to walk away from the tribe, not as a rejection of 
Christian orthodoxy but as a way to preserve and defend it. The 
alternative is to reclaim evangelical witness as accountable to 
the righteousness, justice, and mercy of the evangel itself.

WHErE ArE WE?

It has become clear that there are evangelicals and then there are 
evangelicals. Telling them apart based on certain theological 
tenets of Christian faith would be difficult, since there are few 
significant points of distinction. The beliefs about God, Jesus, the 
Bible, conversion, and the afterlife aren’t different enough to ex-
plain the growing division between some evangelicals and others.

What divides evangelicals can be found underneath our the-
ology, on the often-recognized mental and social frame on which 
our theology sits. From conception onward, each of us gradually 
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WILL EVANGELICALISM 
SURRENDER?

L I S A  S H A R O N  H A R P E R

Brown knees kiss earth, head bends in contrition, elbows 
balance a hunched body at the altar as tears fall. The itinerant 

preacher warned of hellfire and brimstone that Sunday night, 
August 21, 1983. He preached for what seemed like forever. I 
barely remember a word of his sermon now, except that I was 
in danger of hell because I had not given my life to Jesus.

It had been a yearlong journey from autumn 1982 to August 
1983—a journey with a single purpose: to know Jesus and God 
and figure out how to pray. I had attended two all-white local 
youth groups where I did walk-a-thons and sing-a-thons for Jesus 
and committed whole passages of Scripture to memory. I went to 
Michael Card, Amy Grant, Michael W. Smith, and even Stryper 
concerts. Yes, this African American fourteen-year-old cut bangs 
that stuck straight out from my forehead. I donned black eyeliner 
inside the eyelid, according to local Cape May fashion. It mat-
tered not that my mother helped establish the Philadelphia office 
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of Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee in the 1960s. It 
mattered not that she dated the man who coined the phrase 
“Black Power.” No, I banged my head with extra passion during 
the heavy-metal Stryper concert. I made sure I belonged.

As the organ bellowed at that Sunday-evening camp church 
meeting, my friend Terry tapped me on the shoulder and asked 
whether I would go to the altar with her.

I nodded. I had wanted to go—had toyed with tapping her 
shoulder—but I was too chicken.

We both walked forward. We both knelt in the dust. We both 
wept. We were both surrounded and prayed for. She was already 
a Christian. I never knew why she wept. In fact, I never knew 
why I wept that night, except that saying yes to Jesus felt like 
surrender. The tears flowed.

That same year, evangelicalism was experiencing an orchestrated 
takeover by political operatives of the conservative movement. 

The desegregation of public schools served as the backdrop 
for the conservative movement’s takeover and politicization of 
previously isolationist evangelicals. When black boys and girls 
began sitting at school desks next to white boys and girls, white 
parents pulled their sons and daughters out of public schools 
across the South and Midwest and established what they called 
“race schools”—all-white schools. Often these schools shielded 
themselves from government encroachment under the First 
Amendment protection of religious freedom. 

In Michael Cromartie’s No Longer Exiles, a conservative op-
erative and architect of the rise of the religious right in the late 
1970s named Paul Weyrich explains that the political evangelical 
movement was a movement on the defensive against government 
encroachment. “What caused the movement to surface,” he said 

R E A D  T H E  R E S T  I N  S T I L L  E VA N G E L I C A L ? 
w w w. i v p r e s s . c o m / s t i l l - e v a n g e l i c a l



2

WHY I AM AN EVANGELICAL
K A R E N  S W A L L O W  P R I O R

More and more, evangelical is a contested word. Few seem 
able to agree on what it means today. Some have rejected 

what they think the word has come to mean and have said 
farewell to evangelicalism. As someone who has been evan-
gelical for most of my life, I have at times been frustrated with 
evangelicalism—and disappointed, too.

Yet I can’t quit evangelicalism. Nor do I want to.
While I appreciate and admire much about other Christian  

traditions—their liturgy, their beauty, their order, and their history—
I simply am an evangelical. And there are many reasons why.

I am an evangelical because the movement’s origin and de-
fining characteristics are deeply rooted in the Protestant Refor-
mation, which defines the core tenets of my Christian belief. 
While I value much of the beauty, liturgy, and sacramentalism 
of other Christian traditions, the theology of the Reformation 
is essential to my Christian belief. The five solas of the Refor-
mation are well known:
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• Sola Scriptura: Scripture alone is the highest authority of 
the faith.

• Sola fide: Faith alone in Jesus Christ saves us.

• Sola gratia: The grace of God alone grants saving faith.

• Solus Christus: Jesus Christ alone is our Savior.

• Soli Deo gloria: We exist for the glory of God alone.

The path from the Reformation to evangelicalism is fairly 
straight. In fact, Martin Luther referred to the Protestant church 
as the “evangelical church” to distinguish it from the Catholic 
Church, from which it broke away. However, the split from Rome 
was slow in places, sometimes more of a splintering than a snap. 
This is particularly true of the English Reformation, which is the 
most direct line to modern-day American evangelicalism.

Too often evangelicalism in total—now a two-centuries-old 
global movement—is conflated with twenty-first-century 
American evangelicalism. This equation often underlies the 
criticism of those disgruntled by evangelicalism today. It’s easy 
to associate evangelicalism strictly with American Christianity. 
But it’s wrong to do so, on several counts, beginning with the 
most well-known and universally accepted definition of evan-
gelicalism, which comes from the historian David Bebbington 
in his 1989 book Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History 
from the 1730s to the 1980s. He identified four defining charac-
teristics as central to evangelicalism, from its beginnings and 
continuing through today. These four characteristics have come 
to be known as the Bebbington Quadrilateral: 

• biblicism: placement of ultimate authority in Scripture, a 
particular regard for the Bible

R E A D  T H E  R E S T  I N  S T I L L  E VA N G E L I C A L ? 
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RECAPTURING EVANGELICAL  
IDENTITY AND MISSION

M A R K  Y O U N G

Mark, why are you an evangelical?” The question caught me 
off guard. Asked by a friend, an ordained minister in the 

Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) who serves as the ex-
ecutive director of the Interfaith Alliance of Colorado, it 
seemed straightforward and based in genuine curiosity. And it 
should have been an easy question to answer. But it wasn’t. And 
it still isn’t.

Perhaps a bit of personal history will provide some context 
for my dilemma.1

I can’t recall making a conscious decision to become an evan-
gelical. I was born and raised in a small town in Appalachia and 
baptized as a child in the church my family had attended for 
years. My faith was in Christ, and my church was American 
Baptist. That seemed simple enough. And when my faith com-
mitment was awakened through involvement in Cru and a sense 
of calling to ministry took root in my heart and mind, there was 
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no deep longing to become “an evangelical.” In fact, at that time 
I’m not sure I was even aware of the labels fundamentalist, evan-
gelical, and mainline that had come to define Protestant Chris-
tianity in North America.

I became an evangelical by default, I suppose, by choosing to 
attend the seminary where one of my favorite conference 
speakers was a faculty member. I knew nothing about that 
school’s place in the constellation of evangelical institutions. Its 
fundamentalist roots and instincts, along with its emphasis on 
biblical literalism and apocalypticism, were considered to be 
normative traits of evangelicalism by those who chose to be a 
part of that community. I was an eager learner and soaked up 
the convictions and values of that institution without being 
aware that it occupied a particularly conservative place on the 
spectrum of evangelical institutions. Nonetheless, my induction 
into evangelicalism was fait accompli.

Like so many during that era, I became an evangelical and 
embraced that identity knowing precious little about the 
history of the movement, its social location in the United 
States, and its conservative political instincts. For me at that 
time, an evangelical was simply someone with a testimony of 
personal faith in the gospel of Jesus Christ who took the Bible 
seriously, strove to live in line with its teachings, and shared the 
good news with as many as possible. I don’t think I was alone 
in that understanding.

In the late 1970s, we evangelicals were smug. Those seemed to 
be the halcyon days of evangelicalism in the United States or, 
perhaps, to use language more apropos to the popular culture of 
the times, they were “happy days” for evangelicals. An evangelical 
had been elected to the Oval Office, a development that caused 
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IMMIGRATION AND THE 
LATINA/O COMMUNITY

R O B E RT  C H A O  R O M E R O

Rosa was a student in my class last year. Toward the end of the 
term, she asked if I would share with her my lecture slides 

from the past three classes. She had missed class because her 
mother had been wrongfully arrested and detained by immi-
gration authorities. Her mom had “papers,” but she had been 
swept up in an immigration raid because she was Latina. My 
student had returned home to watch her siblings so her father 
could find her mother. It took four days for them to locate her 
and rescue her from the wrongful detention. Four days.

A five-alarm fire is raging through the Latino community. 
Relatively few outside our community—and very few within the 
evangelical community—seem to care. In fact, through their 
xenophobic rhetoric, many are intentionally stoking the flames 
without regard to the many lives being consumed. 

Recent executive orders on immigration are spreading terror 
throughout immigrant communities, and families like Rosa’s are 
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being torn apart. Why? Because these executive orders have ex-
panded the definition of “criminal” so broadly that it includes all 
eleven million undocumented immigrants as targets for depor-
tation. Arrests of immigrants with no criminal records have 
doubled.1 Under the previous administration (which was no friend 
of immigrants, to be sure), perpetrators of serious crimes, at least 
in theory, were prioritized for deportation. Families and those 
without criminal records were relegated to the end of the line. 

The new immigration enforcement guidelines have led to un-
conscionable arrests and deportations in recent months, in-
cluding the detention of a ten-year-old girl with cerebral palsy 
who had just left the hospital after receiving emergency gall 
bladder surgery; an undocumented mother who was hospi-
talized with a brain tumor;2 an undocumented father who was 
dropping his child off at school;3 and a domestic violence victim 
who was testifying in court.4 

Pastor Noe Carias’s story clearly illustrates how immigrant 
families are being targeted by the recent executive orders. Noe, an 
Assemblies of God pastor, has lived in the United States for more 
than two decades. At the age of eight, during the civil war in Gua-
temala, he was kidnapped by guerillas. After five years in captivity, 
he escaped and fled to the United States. Noe eventually married 
a US citizen and became the father of two beautiful US citizen 
children. He has no criminal record. And yet, in July he was ar-
rested and detained by Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
(ICE) during a periodic check-in with immigration officials. 

Since Noe’s arrest, Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 
(DACA) has also been repealed. This executive action was im-
plemented in 2012 after Congress failed to pass the Dream Act. 
Undocumented youth were shielded from deportation and 
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EVANGELICAL FUTURES
S O O N G - C H A N  R A H

H istorians and missiologists alike agree that the era of 
Western-centric, white Christianity has drawn to a close. 

Diversity of races, nationalities, ethnicities, languages, and cul-
tures serve as the norm on a global scale for Christianity. Evan-
gelicalism will thrive in the twenty-first century in no small 
part due to the increase in the number of nonwhite evangelicals. 
The trajectory of diversity in global Christianity is also evident 
in American Christianity, which is increasingly less white and 
composed more and more of people of color. 

A projection of the American population at large indicates 
that “the minority population is expected to increase to the point 
that they represent the numeric majority between 2040 and 
2050.”1  As Stephen Warner states, “We should recognize that 
the extent of the new religious and racial diversity in the United 
States is unprecedented but also not forget that most of the new 
immigrants are Christian.”2 This increasing diversity in American 
society will challenge assumptions about the decline of American 
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Christianity. Rather than seeing a collapse, we may be seeing the 
revival of American Christianity in a vastly different form. 

This new form of American Christianity is exemplified by the 
increasing presence of Asian Americans in evangelical semi-
naries, increased church-planting efforts in evangelical denomi-
nations by Latinos, the replacement of aging white churches with 
immigrant churches, and an increase in participation in white 
megachurches by African Americans.3 As Warner writes, “New 
immigrants represent not the de-Christianization of American 
society but the de-Europeanization of American Christianity.”4 

However, the discussion of the future of American evangeli-
calism often precludes the central role of nonwhite evangelicals; 
the assumption of a white-dominated evangelicalism remains 
entrenched. To move toward a future evangelicalism marked by 
an integrated and healthy diversity, the current captivity of 
American evangelicalism to a Western, white cultural dominance 
must be overcome. 

Theological inquiry often begins with an existing social imag-
ination. Our ability to imagine and understand the world often 
shapes our forward projection of the world. When cultural 
values shape our imagination, we end up with a culturally captive 
imagination rather than one rooted in Scripture. As I argue in 
The Next Evangelicalism, American Christianity’s captivity to 
Western, white culture generates a theological imagination that 
falls short of scriptural admonitions.5 Instead, a dysfunctional 
theological imagination develops that biases our theology 
toward Western, white cultural norms. Theology fails to serve 
its proper function in providing a biblical view of reality. Instead, 
it has a dysfunctional role in generating a perspective that arises 
from the dominant culture rather than from the Scriptures. 

R E A D  T H E  R E S T  I N  S T I L L  E VA N G E L I C A L ? 
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THEOLOGY AND ORTHOPRAXIS 
IN GLOBAL EVANGELICALISM

A L L E N  Y E H

The word evangelical has come to a critical juncture in Western 
history, largely due to two momentous events: the 2016 

election of Donald Trump as president of the United States of 
America and the 2017 celebration of the five-hundredth anni-
versary of the Protestant Reformation. The former has put 
evangelicals in the political limelight, while the latter gives his-
toricity to evangelicalism. However, both of these are Western 
definitions: one from the United States and the other from 
Europe. If evangelical comes from euangelion (the gospel), and 
evangelism is derived from the same root, then a third consid-
eration is needed: the global interface of evangelicalism and 
how the Majority World understands and impacts it and is 
impacted by it. My argument is twofold: the West needs to 
balance its orthodoxy with orthopraxis, and the Majority World 
needs to increase its theological output to come into its own.

The question of defining the word evangelical is not a new one 
by any means. My first (coauthored) book was entirely devoted 
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to this subject,1 and people such as Mark Noll, D. A. Carson, 
and Roger Olson have penned many volumes on this topic as 
well. But the US election and the anniversary of the Refor-
mation require that we take a fresh look at evangelical, especially 
with regard to how the word is received today. It also begs us to 
ask about the utility and meaning of evangelical.

ORTHOPRAXIS AS A NECESSARY BALANCE 
TO WESTERN EVANGELICAL ORTHODOXY

David Bebbington, professor of church history at the University 
of Stirling in Scotland, gave a historical definition of what an 
evangelical is: basically any Protestant who affirms the Beb-
bington Quadrilateral of biblicism, crucicentrism, conver-
sionism, and activism.2 This was eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century evangelicalism, in which people such as John Wesley, 
Charles Finney, and William Wilberforce exemplified the best 
of holistic mission; consider the James 1:27 injunction, “Religion 
that is pure and undefiled before God the Father is this: to visit 
orphans and widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself un-
stained from the world” (ESV). Compare that with Wilber-
force’s mantra, “God Almighty has set before me two great ob-
jects: the suppression of the slave trade and the reformation of 
manners [morals].”3

While I agree that the Bebbington Quadrilateral includes 
four of the hallmarks of evangelicalism, I think one that John 
Wesley added is necessary: the affections (what we call emotions, 
evoking a personal relationship with Jesus). His “heart strangely 
warmed” is the most famous phrase referring to this phe-
nomenon. Another of Wesley’s Great Awakening counterparts, 
Jonathan Edwards (often called “America’s greatest theologian”), 

R E A D  T H E  R E S T  I N  S T I L L  E VA N G E L I C A L ? 
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REMAINING TO REFORM 
S A N D R A  M A R I A  VA N  O P S T A L

In community, we braved the evening of the election of 2016. I 
was with a group of young Asian American professionals I 

had mentored. Many of them were attending a local Evan-
gelical Covenant Church and engaging their faith on both a 
personal and societal level.

As the election results unfolded, we vented, we told jokes, and 
finally we were left in silence. Silence is not something I do well, 
but that evening nothing was left to be said.

Could it be that the country where our parents worked so 
hard to thrive had elected someone who would actively fight 
against our existence here? Could it be that an overwhelming 
majority of people who claim “one Lord, one baptism” would 
support a leader whose campaign was anti-immigrant, anti-
refugee, and anti-Muslim? Could our brothers and sisters in the 
faith actually endorse an unapologetically white supremacist, 
nationalistic candidate accused of violating women? Yes.

Silence.



As someone who had given two decades of her life to the 
ministry of reconciliation, I felt I had failed. The evangelical 
space that I loved and had spent twenty years influencing, 
forming, and shaping was betraying my communities of color. 
The evangelical space that had invited my singing and passionate 
preaching hadn’t accepted the content of my message. Speaking 
at college chapels, writing books on diversity and mission, 
training short-term missions teams, and consulting with 
churches had been a waste. 

What was the purpose of difficult conversations with fellow 
believers—in which I was consistently offended—if the dial had 
not moved? Many of the same people that had been sending mis-
sions teams to “help the poor” of Mexico, Dominican Republic, 
Turkey, and Uganda were the same people who were now shouting, 
“Build the wall!” It was no longer just intuition; concrete data sup-
ported our experience of ethnocentric nationalism built on the 
wings of not only national security but also xenophobia.

The context of the 2016 election was as important as the 
election results themselves. The landscape for people of color 
was one of fear. At my church we overheard our seven- and 
eight-year-old congregants coach one another on the rules of 
answering the door to Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
(in our sanctuary city), and we held them as they cried in fear 
that their parents would be taken away. 

The Syrian refugee crisis was taking place against the backdrop 
of anti-Islamic sentiment. The Dakota Access Pipeline was en-
dangering the land of the Lakota people, as proven by a leak of 
a pipeline in South Dakota. And the militarized reaction of our 
government was showing how far it was willing to go to con-
tinue to take land from native peoples. The fight for immigration 
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LOOKING FOR UNITY IN ALL 
THE WRONG PLACES

M A R K  G A L L I

When I think about the evangelical family, I think about 
Dmitri, Ivan, and Alyosha, the three siblings in The Brothers 

Karamazov. They are as different as different can be, and yet, to 
author Fyodor Dostoyevsky, they each represent a crucial trait 
of the Russian people.

Dimitri, the eldest, fluctuates between two extremes. He 
longs for honor and nobility while struggling to tame dishon-
orable and ignoble impulses. For example, he lusts after Kath-
erine and lays plans to get her alone in his room. But when she 
arrives, his better self takes over and he refuses to seduce her.

Ivan is the family intellectual. His studies have made him 
deeply concerned about human suffering. He can’t reconcile 
God’s goodness and power with the presence of so much in-
justice in the world. So he remains both bitter and morose 
throughout the novel.

The youngest son, Alyosha, is deeply religious and attractive, and 
everyone seems to love him. He moves among all manner of people 
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and performs quiet acts of kindness and love. He is not a perfect 
Christ figure, but his failures only illuminate his loving personality.

Dostoyevsky makes no attempt to harmonize these three but 
simply describes them in their stark differences. The conflicted 
Dimitri, the bitter Ivan, the loving Alyosha—these are all sons 
of one father, and also sons of Mother Russia.

If there is no Russianism—only Russian people, Russian gov-
ernments, Russian literature, and so forth—there is no evan-
gelicalism. Scholars who study evangelicals are usually quick to 
acknowledge this. There is no evangelical Vatican, no organi-
zation that speaks for all evangelicals, no evangelical creed to 
which we all subscribe, no annual festival we attend, no evan-
gelical holy days. As soon as we start talking about evangeli-
calism, we’re talking about something in the abstract, and evan-
gelicals are anything but abstract.

On the other hand, there are indeed evangelical colleges with 
evangelical professors and students. There are evangelical hu-
manitarian organizations and evangelical mission societies and 
evangelical publishing houses and evangelical pastors and 
churches—and so on. Putting it this way helps us see through 
the fog of abstraction to how evangelical Christians actually live, 
breathe, and work.

As soon as we make the switch from evangelicalism the noun 
to evangelical the adjective, we immediately recognize that there 
are many evangelicalisms. The variety of evangelical Christians 
is not unlike the variety of brothers or characters in the great 
Russian novel, and the variety among evangelicals rivals that of 
the many cultures created by God at the tower of Babel.

That biblical story, in fact, is not a bad way to understand 
evangelical variety and all its confusions. So varied are we, we r e A D  t h e  r e s t  i n  S T I L L  E VA N G E L I C A L ? 

w w w. i v p r e s s . c o m / s t i l l - e v a n g e l i c a l
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EVANGELICALISM MUST 
BE BORN AGAIN

S H A N E  C L A I B O R N E

For much of my life, I’ve been pretty comfortable being asso-
ciated with the word evangelical. After all, the original Greek 

word euangelion from which we derive the word evangelical 
means “good news,” and I love spreading the good news of Jesus.

I embrace the core beliefs that have defined evangelicalism 
historically—things like a personal relationship with Jesus, sal-
vation by the grace of God, a love for the Bible as God’s Word, 
a commitment to the local church, and so on.

And yet, while I believe many of the things, I find myself at 
odds with the things that have come to characterize contem-
porary evangelicalism in America. To be frank, my commitment 
to Jesus has put me at odds with evangelicalism. While I may 
love what evangelicalism has been in the past, I am grieved by 
what it has become. 

Christians in America in general have an image problem. 
When the Barna Group polled the country and asked young 
non-Christians what their perceptions of Christians were, the 
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top responses were (1) antigay, (2) judgmental, and (3) hypo-
critical. The rest of the list didn’t get much better. People said 
Christians are “too political” and that we are irrelevant. 

What broke my heart even more than what people said was 
what people did not say. The very thing that Jesus said the world 
would know we are Christians by—love—didn’t even register 
on the chart. Nor did the fruit of the Spirit—those beautiful 
things that God is like: joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, self-control, and love. It’s clear that we have become 
known for some of the very things that Jesus spoke out against, 
like self-righteousness, and we haven’t been known for how we 
love like Jesus loved. We’ve become known more for who we’ve 
excluded than for who we’ve embraced, more for what we’re 
against than what we’re for.

It’s true that some of the loudest voices within Christianity 
haven’t been the most beautiful voices, and some of the most 
beautiful voices of faith haven’t been the loudest. The media has 
helped perpetuate these stereotypes at times by amplifying sick 
and absurd expressions of so-called Christianity marked by 
hatred, like the pastor in Florida who burned the Qur’an or the 
Westboro Baptist folks who hold “God hates fags” signs. Too 
often the haters have hijacked the headlines, and the stories of 
our faith that are so beautiful haven’t gotten much airtime. But 
the blame doesn’t rest on the media alone. It’s as if they had a 
gun, and we gave them the bullets.

Evangelicals in particular have an image crisis, whether it’s 
deserved or not. When people hear the word evangelical, it con-
jures up an image of folks who are antigay, antifeminist, anti-
environment, proguns, prowar, and pro–capital punishment. 
We often look very unlike our Christ.

R E A D  T H E  R E S T  I N  S T I L L  E VA N G E L I C A L ? 
w w w. i v p r e s s . c o m / s t i l l - e v a n g e l i c a l
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THE IMPORTANCE OF LISTENING 
IN TODAY’S EVANGELICALISM

J I M  D A LY

It’s natural that with the passage of time, things change. It’s 
every bit as reliable as death and taxes. For good and bad, this 

has been true of evangelicalism. What follows is my perspective 
from over twenty-five years in a parachurch ministry. While the 
evangelical message hasn’t changed—we are collectively com-
mitted to the faithful proclamation of the great news of Jesus 
Christ—both our approach to that message and the makeup of 
our community have changed in important ways.

First, whether we think it good or not, evangelicalism is an 
increasingly personality-driven movement. We often mark its 
founding and development by mentioning names rather than 
events or theological and ecclesiastical developments. We col-
lectively know what these key names represent in the growth and 
influence of our movement: D. L. Moody, Dawson Trotman, Billy 
Graham, Bill Bright, Jerry Falwell, Francis Schaeffer, John Stott, 
James Kennedy, Chuck Colson, Chuck Swindoll, and James 
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Dobson, to name just a few. Most of these men were (or are) 
larger-than-life figures, although that was not their intention at 
all. They became institutions in their own right.

This isn’t as true of most evangelical leaders today. We cer-
tainly have large personalities and influence, but not to the 
degree of our forefathers. Compare Jerry Falwell to his son, Jerry 
Falwell Jr. Or contrast Bill Bright with Cru’s current president, 
Steve Douglass. The second-generation leaders are certainly 
highly effective, perhaps even more than their predecessors in 
some ways. But their personalities are not as closely tied to the 
organizations they lead. 

This has been true in my experience as well. Dr. James Dobson 
was an extremely talented and charismatic mental health profes-
sional with a solid academic pedigree when he founded Focus 
on the Family. I arrived at the ministry as a paper salesman for 
a multinational corporation. I came up through the ranks over 
the years, and no one was more stunned than I when I was 
chosen to take over Dobson’s leadership. Of course, I had some 
skill at running an organization, and I knew what Focus on the 
Family’s mission was and how to accomplish it. But no one 
knew who I was. I was not a personality. That is a role I had to 
grow into to some degree, and it has been one of the greatest 
challenges of my job. I think the same is true for others who 
have stepped in to fill leadership roles held by evangelical icons.

This shift from iconic personalities to numerous lesser-
knowns has to do with two things, I think. One is the ways our 
culture has shifted in its appraisal of authority and influence. 
We no longer place a premium on personality and reputation. 
The lab-coated individual in advertisements is a rarity today. It’s 
true that we do afford no small measure of fame to certain 

R E A D  T H E  R E S T  I N  S T I L L  E VA N G E L I C A L ? 
w w w. i v p r e s s . c o m / s t i l l - e v a n g e l i c a l
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HOPE FOR THE NEXT GENERATION
T O M  L I N

While searching for an image that captures my assessment of 
and hopes for evangelicalism, I recall a rocky hilltop in 

northeast Ethiopia. It was isolated, rising a distance from a 
university town. As I climbed to the top, the view was a barren 
moonscape of browns and beiges punctuated only by rocks and 
debris. Absent were any signs of vegetation or shelter. The sun 
had baked away water and life from that land long ago. I shut 
my eyes in its harsh light as it relentlessly revealed every crack 
and fissure in the ground. The breeze, blowing as it will, brought 
no relief from the 105-degree heat. It dried my mouth, making 
me reluctant to speak.

JUST A PILE OF ROCKS?

That hilltop reminds me of American evangelicalism. For all of its 
size and statements about cultural engagement, it remains rela-
tively distant from the centers of intellectual and cultural life. For 
all of its announcements and activity, it can seem arid and lifeless.

As the leader of a ministry to university students and faculty, 
I regularly hear the reasons younger generations reject our 
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evangelical faith. They despise our ongoing tolerance of or com-
plicity in racism, sexism, jingoism, and homophobia. They are 
disgusted by how we jockey for power and discouraged by the 
slight difference faith makes in our behavior. I could go on, but 
other contributors to this volume will more thoroughly identify 
our failures and flaws. However, in short, students and faculty 
see our sin and our hypocrisy, and they abhor it.

I see it as well and want to shut my eyes. I understand why 
many who share evangelical theological commitments are 
reluctant to speak or have considered abandoning the term 
and the identity as meaningless.1 But I still have hope for 
evangelicalism.

From a certain angle at that hilltop, one could discern that 
many of the rocks have been arranged in casual rows. The 
rows face a cairn. It’s just wide enough to hold a small Bible. 
University students who are a part of Evangelical Students’ 
Union of Ethiopia (EvaSUE), a local Ethiopian campus ministry, 
call this hilltop Rock Chapel. They joyfully gather there several 
times each week to hear Scripture taught, to pray for their un-
saved friends, and to worship our triune God.

Why meet there? The university prohibits them from meeting 
on campus. While it has offered a meeting space in a town 
several miles away, the students can’t afford the bus fare to the 
other location, and they would be unable to bring their unsaved 
friends that far. So they meet at Rock Chapel, using rocks as 
their seats and rock as their pulpit. Their faithful presence trans-
forms this wasteland into a chapel.

As we look at the context of American evangelicalism today, 
with its full array of complex challenges, these Ethiopian stu-
dents give us hope.

R E A D  T H E  R E S T  I N  S T I L L  E VA N G E L I C A L ? 
w w w. i v p r e s s . c o m / s t i l l - e v a n g e l i c a l




