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THE DEATH OF A RHETORICAL VISION

DISCIPLES OF CHRIST AND SOCIAL CHANGE . . R

The Dlsc1ples of Christ 1s an 1nd1genous Amerlcan rellglous movément

‘h _

"+

‘.born on the rrontler in the mldst of early nlneteenth century»revmvallsm,

Comlng 1nto existence during the flrs“'decade of that century, partlally as T

LN : -

a ratlonallstlc reactlon to evangellcal emotlonallsm, the Dlsc1ples grew

R steadlly untll the. movement numbered well over one mllllon by 1900 l
Beglnnlng in” Jeffersonlan Amerlca, and surglng forward in the Jacksonlan ,

ﬁera, Dlsc1ples prospered in an envlronment of 1nd1v1duallst1c, self—rellant,'
opt1m1stlc and aggresslve ploneers. Among people seeklng to build a new.

‘and glorlous soc1ety, Dlsc1ples thrlved on "the flrm c0nv1ctlon that* T e

s

earthly utopla was a real pOSSlblllty and that men could’ free themselves

: ofrom the tyranny of the old order."2 Moreover, Dlsc1ples formulated and

- °

o vmgorously promulgated a unlque rhetorlcal vlslon Whlch met ithe needs. and

demands ofAmerlcansIevellng in [their] new freedom. "3 CoL

PR

The cultural key to understandlng the persuaslve power of the

e rhetorlcal vlslon of the DlSClpleS of Chrlst is the cluster. of fantasy S
.( B
themes relat*ng to mlllennlallsm—-the bellef that the klngdom of God was
. i |
‘soon to be establlshed in Amerlcaa4 The Dlsc1ples dramatlved numerous

: postmlllennlal fantasy themes whlch comblned to form a complete and coherent

f_rhetorlcal vlslon w1th Wthh th' .persuaded ‘umerous- people to Join them as~-fﬂ“mﬂ—

~"

protagonlsts in the drama culmlnatlng in the mlllenn1hm.‘ Led by men like

‘Barton W. Stone in Kentucky and the- fathereson_team cE Thomas;and Alexander_ ©




~

. s - | ' )

PN . .

.Campbell in Pennsylvania, Disciples.energetically-spread'their'message of

an OlemlSLlC, culture ~transforming, klngdom—bulldlng Chrlstlanlty across

-«

v

the western front1er of the voung natlon. '_‘ ' : .J:

Dlsclples found the authorlty for thelr vision: in thelr under—

"d R

' standlng of the blbllcal account of creatlgg corruptlon confllct and

conquest. The ultlmate goal the mlllennlum, would result whéh the dra—

millennial empire; Henry Nash Smith'develops the emphasis that this was

,,,,,,

Te

was resolved w1th Satan s defeat and the restoratlon ‘of the Edenlc

b

parzdise lost.as a result of sin in the early chapters of Genesls. Along

A ©

w1th many Amerlcans DlSClpleS regarded the Unlted States as’ the chosen"

° o

land for the ultlmate 1nauguratlon of the mlllennlum. Various rhetorical

- visions in the nlneteenth century depicted Amerlca .as God’s garden of. ful—

was to be the center of'Godls work to restoreSEden——the“center of Christ’s

~

"the .myth of mid-nineteenth America,"5 and Dav1d Edwrn Harrell Jr. has.

'_flllment and many western Amerlcans rervently belleved that 1:h‘= frontler-~'

demonstrated that thls myth "became deeply enmeshed in the theology of ._,'

the DlSCl les of Chrlst.”6 Moreover, God's rota onists were Amerlcan,
-P P g

T

Anglo Saxon Protestants, especlally Dlsclples. " The lnaugural plan was’ '_g'l-

three~fold: (1) the chosen people would restore the prrstlne purlty of the

church revealed -in the’ New Testament (2)thepur1f1ed church would be a

-unlted'church- (3) the unlted church would march forth evangellstlcally ta

igconquer the world for Chrlst.wahen-"the mrllennlum wWould be ushered 1n,

'.and the- mlllennlum was most, frecuently deflned as "a thousand years of

trium hant Chrlstlanlty n’ was, Turks, DelSts, and pagans would be con-

verted,\and all plagues of manklnd would cease such as crime, war, dlsease,

civil discord,; dlshonesty, tyranny, blgotry, and;cppresslon.' Through his

\ . ~ . "
y.:~:.£/)>f . _ : .; | _zi :



- faithful iollowers Chrlst would rule the world in the polltacal as well as

rellglcus ‘order for a thousand years."” The drama would cllmax w1th Chrlst s

¢

~personal second comlng *o flnallze the eternal restoratlon of the lost

° . L4

- \'oaradlse. Slnce they werethecmntral characters in the drama whose efforts
‘would dlrectLy result-in the golden age,, DlSClpleS had w1th1n their rhetorl—,

. cal vision the hope, zeal,vand impelling motivation to attract people to
ienlist in the cause and labor unceasingly. After all, '"their enterprise
L nas nothing else than a PrOVidential\chapter in the plan of the ages.”8

Beglnnlng with the blbllcal basis, Disciples 1ncorporated into’ thelr

Com RN a
N

"rhetorlcal vision' key elements from cultural dramas Whlch celebrated the

-solrlt of Amerlcan democracy Such commltments'as individual freedom

rural—agrarlan supremacy, worth of the 1nd1v’dual and human equallty were

. ‘.1ntegral facets of the Dlsclples’ v1s1on. Bulldlng on this- common ground

- ~
' they related thelr rellglous dramatlc themes to the llsteners' secular

'dreams and then transferred the llStEngS' initial acceptance to the total

vision. Dlsclples sklllfully blended secular dreams 1rto thelr rellglous

ettt i m e <=t e R, - o U R TTOu

e e bt .- . . g e e e

v1slon and dramatlcally demonstrated how‘ihose secular dreams could f1nd
—

complete fulflllmen 1n the rellglous.gf Energetic, inde endenthesterners§4ti*”“
mp . P! |

deslrlng to bUlld new rrontlers-ln all areas of life regardless of political,:

'economlc, or rellglous consequences, responded enthus1ast1cally The vision

appealed to thelr dlsregard for establlshed precedents and to thelr deslre I

to set hew. precedents. Tt appealed to- them as free—born chlldren of the new

o

- polltlcal Republlc to, experlence an equally new blrth of rellglous freedom

by erising up 1n battle to cast off chalns of rellglous slavery (as they had.

q -
o, RS

cast off chalns of polltlcal slavery) and.no longer be slaves of the pope or

1o :
conscrlpts of Protestant sectarlanlam. _ Many_Amerlcans responded_to the - >
- s'-challenge,_and D1sc1ples grew in size and influence.
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The millennial rhetorical Vision remained constant throughOut the

first generation enuias the transition to second generation leadership took

place during the years 1866~1880, the new leaders firmly retained every

_phase of the rhetorical vision. However, cultural transitions_wereftaking

>

place which would drastically affect the vision and its influence. As the '_h

» transltlons ook place, the Disc1ples' vision failed o adapt and ultimately

'died before the end of the second generation. .
During the;years 1865-1900 the urban population of America ‘doubled,, -
and "big éity-problems” emerged, Foreign immigration'inc;eased dramatically E

. . W1th most of th; immigrants settling in Eastern cities and w1th increasing

- a

numbers of them coming from southern and eastern Europe._ Moreover, "native

- Americans , . . left the rural areas, espec1ally the Middle West, to augment

-

the city's fast grow1ng population."ll“ As the rural to urban transition

continued Americans "were forced to realize that they were no longer living

l2
in an agrarian democracy, but in an industrial nation. L Immigration,

urbanization,'and industrialization-cOmbined to triumph ”over the agri—'

e e — R s s

13 -
.;cultural economy that remained from- the-nation'’ s youth " With the rise’ v .

R . o -

'of this new social order came new social. problems, new tensions= and new
’challenges to various religious rhetorical visions.’ These problems, tensions W

4 "_ : and challenges arose from the resultant "depression doubt and struggle" of -
. y : &
- the period. : The financ1al depression of 1873, railroad strikes and- riots

q - : in 1877 and 1886 and labor tens10ns, more depression and agricultural panic.

during the 1890's constituted situations which churches found impossible to

S iguore but extremely difficult to explain.; Religious fantasies of optimism e
~and progress-clashed head-on w1th.the realities of mobs_rioting, f;eight

cars burning,'and bombs~blasting. Heirs of_"the.self—reliamt:tradition of
agrarianlAmerica, were}suddenly'finding themselyes'at the mercy of distant. |
| o BENINERIEERESS S

e e i )
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corporation executives.” With this intense transition and tension "it

. J N , . ° . S L4

- PPN

became increas1ngly difficult to believe in the automatic, benevolent

16 -
operation of Divine cosmic laws."

. L

g, -

During this period evangelical rhetorical VlSlonS were fac1ng

Aanother challenge in the fantasy themes of’ the new- sc1ence and 'thé new
Q

°

theology Darwin developed his concept of evolution and set it forth to.

A . [

‘.challenge traditional Christian anthropology Along with adjustment.to'

Darwin's. scientific drama came the challenge of European liberal theology

’ : . .-

to traditioual Protestant theology The accommodatioﬁ of DarWinian science

'and liberal theology led to new rhetorical visions for numerous Protestants, '

<

which included the fantasies of "the immanence of God the organic |
lh solidaristic VleW of soc1ety,-and the presence_ofathe kingdom.of heaven on
earth n and this resuited in a strong stress on "ethical Christianity" and
la view of Christianity as a natural religion.l7 Out of this challenge grew

—

-the Soc1al Gospel vision which sought to—solve the pooblems of‘mankind in

pomn f“'the urban setting by replac1ng the traditional fantasy of indiVidualistic

salvatlon with the fantasy of the redemption of the social order. In =

response to the challenges of industrialism urbanism, and the new—sc1ence—4s¥:%5i

Iand theology,_"the mood - of [many] Protestant evangelicals changed e et

] 18 . ‘
from one'of_cocky optimism to chastened uncertainty."_ Among other
. ..é- . .n.._ . ° | ] . . ' u‘ c
evangelicals these challenges'were not 'as direct and . the response was less
dramatic because they, "were cut off by their rural comstituencies from the

ol ' : g - P R \ .
first shocks of large—scale industrial crisis.™ Disciples were among

O . e

-his latter group.. .

. This period of cultural transition was also the period'of'greatest

'crowthdfor Disciples. The movement increased from about 400 OOO«members”””"”“

e T

S

e Lﬁ_‘_~_inmthe 1870s—to—l”120 OOO in 1900 the growth;occurring primarily in rural~

, ' ' S : o SN R

-




o : .20
" and small town Amerlca. Havlng begun on the frontler of 1800 1809, they

had llttle 1nfluence or expanslon in eastern U. S. . They galned strength in

. some*mldwestern cities, such as Clnc1nnat1, Loulsvllle, Indlanapolls, St.

Louls, and Kansas Clty, but baslcally were not able "to overcome thelr

221 '
lnltlal aversion to c1t1es." When the government census announced the

j end of. the frontler in 1890 @esc1ples were "only 6 2/3 percent urban n22

+

K "By 1906 when Disciples numbered more than l 250 000 adherents about 89%

. 22 T S T e e e e e
were rural resldents. 3 _ S , . oL - _

The crisis generated in urban Amerlca eventually affectéd rural
Amerlca, and a tide of d1scontent sWept over rural c1tlzens ”exemplified:

w1th the rise of 3 polltlcal party known as the 1°opulJ.t>ts'."24 This partv

‘ caused a. ”great agrarlan revolt that was to’ last for a quarter of a

v

5
,century.”2 The Popullst revolt fostered a vision which resembled the

v1s1on of uacksonlan Democrats——one whlch dramatlzed reVOlt agalnst eastern
. 0 | | '
wealth and domlnatlon by-eastern plutocrats; 6 As a wealth of easte e

capltallsts seemed to” 1ncrease rural Amerlcans seemed to become poorer.v

Popullsts contended that government should "restraln the selfish’ tenden--

" cies of those who proflted at the expense”of the.poor and needy; [and] that-

5 5
the people, not the plutocrats, must control the government." 7 " They A

H - W
belleved that the common people had the ablllty to frame and enforce any

rd c . ¢,

measures necessary to. deliver themselVes from‘oppresslon." The Disciples'_
. .

‘rhetorical dramas of egalltarlanlsm, freeaom of 1nd1v1duals, etc., wnveloped

in the’ mldst of Jacksonlanlsm, were at home in, this settlng _As Wllllam

Jennlngs Bryan spoke to ‘the sllver gold controversy 1n l896 _He fantaslzed

v [

about the common man, the "broader class of buslness man," the one who

. __,..__l’-——'--—'.*"."" = . L .28 i
- worked for wages, the country lawyer, cross—roads merchant and farmer. .

Among these groupstlsc1ples were strongest. “The D;sc;plesf mlllennlal

g T



’7 .
garden fantasv echoed in. Bryon s characterlzatlon of ‘"the hardy ploneers

who have braved ali the%dangers of the w1lderness, Who have made the'desert

0y . . e
to blossom as the rose.~,,. ."'3 DiSClDleS would have shouted a strong E

"Amen” to Brvan's dramatlzatlon that "the great c1t1=s rest upon our broad

o .
and fertlle pra1r1es. ~Burn down your cltles and leave our Farms and your.

g . 4

_c1t1es w1ll-spr1ng up\again o« o a but destroy our “arms, and ‘the grass will

S
.

3
grow. in the streets of every c1ty 1n “the country n30 Among Brvan s constl-_'

'tuents Dlsc1ples of the second generatlon contlnued to set forth varlous

.

Sy fanta51es of their rhetorlcal vision with success;

Durlng Lhe second generatlon Dlsc1ples also began taking the shape of

B

other mld—nlneteenth century Protestant evangellcals.. They sclldltled a
body of doctrlne whlch they used to lnsulate their movement "agalnst the

.

"corroalve forces of the new science and of social unrest by e .@pre-. ..

B e T
S 32

'occupatlon with the salvatlon and perfectlon of—the”indlv1dual o W

Their fantasles focused on 1nd1v1dual rademotlon and traditional sanctlons,

33 - ;
whlle "leav1ng soc1al consequences to take care of tHémselves." Retalnlng T

-

almost a completely theologlcal or1entat1on, Disciples tended to dramatlze

' doctrlnal loyalty, leaving soc1al emphases in the realm of oplnlon.

s

Ind1v1dual Chrlstlans were free to hold oplnlons on soci fal issues ‘and act

.:

accordlng to a personal SOClal ethlc, but the collectlve church was

-

.

,restrlcted. D1sc1ples contlnued to dramatlze fantasles of the orlglnal

'rhetorlcal v1s1or, such as- the restération of- the New Testament pattern of - S

o

,,the -church, the agrarlan myth and lnd1v1dual salvatlon as well as’a o

: theology that sin explalns social ev1ls maklng 1nd1y1dual conversion from -

-sin the remedy for soc1al ills. Had the D1sc1ples made the. urba" shift

early in the second generatlon they mlght have been on - the leadlng edge of *

the Social Gospel movement. H. Richard Niebuhr has pointed out that thé

[

- . S ' ) ; »g
) . . : . og
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) Disciples'’ mlllennlal v1slon contalned two elements whlcn became manlfest

in the Social Ggspel: "on the one hand at*enticn is dlrected to the attain-

ment of'happlnéss in a mundane social order; upon the other hand tbe call

»

is for an active or muscular' Christianity." -
. - E4

However, DlS(lpleS dld not make the urban shift and consequently

did not have a strong socJal empha51s. Although the rural facet of the

hmlllennlal v1s1on,became a\less accurate descrlptlon of an urban—lndustrlal,
soclcty, Harrell demonstrates that. "the 1dylllc agrarlan myth oerslsted long
after 1ts‘ba31s in fa%t had van:.shed."35 This allowed Dlsclples to contiriue
-to promulgate various mlllennlal dramas 1nto the twentleth century wlth

‘ moderate success. Nonetheless, thelr vision was "being subjected to seriols

4 36 -
. pressures.” Some saw- the 1nadequacy of the"vision and began to dramatlze

.....

tne need for urban 1nvolvement' T - o : ‘ .

There is 4 giant in the land whose name is Labor. Ldng, Samson-~"
1ike, he has been willing to toil and sweat- for’ otherS‘-now he is

beginning to ask questions. ™I dlg and build railrcads; why am
I compelled to walk?" . . . "I build mansions; why must my little
family live in a-hovel?" "I build schoolhouses' why must my

children leave school so young im:1life?" . . Is the church

leading toward the:emancipation of the laborlng man? Does the

church help him better his condition? " Nay, the church is not

holdlng the highest position as leader of the best. agencles to .
secure the ' gdod of the bodies and souls of men. 7 E o

Fx

A few 1solated voices plcked up this fantasy and attempted to.chain

38
it out into a new vision Whlch advocated evangellzlng the’ c1t1es._ - Had

the scene of the drama'sh;fted to flt new social realities and.anlurban

fantasy chained~out;.Disciples may well have made the ruraI—urban transition.

and exerted as significantia»religious influence on tuentieth centurywurban_-

Amerlca as they did on~nineteenth century rural America; However, the“ |
. : . \ .

‘general view, even of some who'called-fonzevangelismiin-the,blties, was

- that cities were inherently evil and a threat to pure religion. So, the

o . .7
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majorlty response to .the urban}challenge was that "the devoted agrarlans

. . o»

o slmply refused the challenge "3% They did not believe tha: true

' rellglon had a future in &he cities- and con51gned cities to the dev1l' .
. < : \
domaln. Dlsregardlng the needs of the c1t1es, they felt that ”the great '

Yy N
' .

-
[ -

need .is more ministers . . .. who will be willing. to-labor and llve in our

- &

‘ ‘ - Luo e : ,
country and village churchesa" . So, the majority of second Eeneration

.ZDiscipleS‘continued,to participate in the traditional rhetorical vision and

did not adapt it to people! s problems and to. the changlng condlt ons in '

. '”culture durlng the 1880s and 1890s. Perhaps thex/ﬁa;led to maxe the cultural—
. 4

soc1al transltlon because their rhetorlcal vision did not contaln sufficient

vrotlvatlonal appeal to 1mpel a Shlft The original v1s10n with 1ts strong nw'v~

3

agrarlan dramatization and abhorrence of c1t1es, lacked motlvatlonal appeal .
- . ’ .. o

to challenge'lts adherents to carty their vision to urban America and | o

. . .ot ~
a . . E
N 3

1
l
o _ e o - \
+ . evangelize the cities. Moreover, since the vision had”evolved in rural
' : . L -
Amerlca and mllltantly glorlfled the agrarlan scene, it falled ‘to contain

L ~. -

an appeal to attract. the clty dweller——even though it probably'would appeal

to rural nmerlcans uprooted from the'country and transplanted in c1t1es.

A ]

.In addition, the vision set forth a strong rac1st characterlzatlon of the “ s

. : chosen people, whlch would repel rather than attract the large numbers of

non—Anglo—Saxon 1mm1grants\who swelled the urban populatlon ofjAmerlca. .

Thus;'perusalef weekly journals and sermon'anthologies of the period ’

&

reveals a continual espousal of various facets of the original millennial
_ ) It b : ; :

/o : | , | -
o - . e . . ., 4
vision as central elements of Disciples rhetoric. 1
'Although many Americans, especially those among.whom the Disciples
. were strongest, ignored the trend of society awaﬁlfrom the ideals of’their

_areag, a clash between new fantasy themes and the old rhetorical vision T T

was inevitable. Many Americans had carried into the twentieth century
\)4 . ) ' ¢

o X




of "a new perfection based on 1ndustr1allsm."

.

/mlllennlal drama, it became a less. acceptab1e account of- soc1al realrty, andit &

~gradually lost its effectlveness. At the same time that the’ soc1al reality

Chlcago_faculty‘and was an, outspoken adtocate of'the liberal.rhetorical

_reallty, crrtalnty, and eternlty of moral valuesﬁuz and "the 1nev1tabllaty, SR
' 43 o
partlcularly in Amerlca of progress " By 1920 these dramas were part of

a rejected past along with "the collapse of thls mlllennlal dream."ug The

i)

Q-

9 . . . . 'J' K . " v | . ) . L _?‘ . ' lo‘ﬁ

cerLaIn dramas essential to any m~llennial Visior. :Among these were-"the T

Y

LY

mlllennlal agrarlan republlc "of salntly citizens isolated 1n’the western

hemisphere from European corruption" was. replaced primarlly With the Vision

l+5 ' - ) )

As the shlft in visions of soC1al rmallty permeated all. of American
s :
society, the events surrounding the shift failed' LO corroborate the Dlsc1ples'

l

of the V1510n was faolng in cultural signiflcance, Dlsciples' rhetorlc was
confronted W1th the challenge of European llberal theology Liberal theoiogy
w1th lts‘methodology of "higher grltiﬁism” gained a foothold among Dlsc1ples
in the 1890s when the Unlverslty of Chlcago became a conspicuous exponent

of. that pOSltlon.' A promlnent Dlsc1ple, Herbert L. Wlllett, was on the - -

'
.

vision. Willett and -a group of llke—mlnded DisCiples formed an assoc1ation‘

"called the Campbell Instltute Jhlch w1th 1ts publlcatlon, The choll‘ became

, Disc1ples; ngher cr1t1c1sm cha llenged Lhe orlglnal v1slon s premlse of

'gradually confronced DisCiples with' a dllemma elther accept its "flndings"r

‘regardwng the credlblllty, 1nsp1ratlon, and authorlty of the Bible in the fi

<

a platform for spreading the v1ewpo¢nts of the hlgher crltics among Dlsc1ples.

HigherocrltiCism set’ fonth fantasy themes relatlng to the Blble and to
- .l
religlous authOrlty new and radically dlfferent from those tradltlonal to

-
°

’ s : R
unquestiored blbllcal authorlty based on complete inspiration. - In so doingy v -

!

the’ crltlcs attacked’the millennlal dream at its roots. Higher criticism

- N

e @

-4‘.
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name of science and modern culture, give up the senseless quest to restore

the prlmltlve church, and seek Chrlstlan unlon on-a modern basms, . gﬁ '

retreat into"a defense of tlme—honored doctrine, plazce unlty in a secondary

o

role, and staunchlv contend for restoration. - Thus, the scene was se

)

-

the total mlllennlal v1smon to dlSSlpate. One group: of Dlsclples paﬁéuear_;

the path of hlgher crltlci’sm- the ‘other group took the p081tlon of defeng_:_g'\f‘-"

blbllcal authorlty and the valLdlty of restoratlon. Consequently, the
\
dramatlzatlon of ‘a common.rhetorical VlSlon gave way to argumentatlve rhet—

oric, one side argu ng for methods of modern scholarshlp and the other side

argulng for the tradltlonal views: of revelatlon, 1nsp1ratlon and authorlty

Each side addressed 1ts arguments more to Ln81ders and less to outsiders,

4

' fUrther decreasmng the persuasmve appeal to potentlal convérts

The growth of the Dlsc1ples durlﬁg the nlneteenth century contlnued

_1nto the early part of the twentleth century The.lncrease in adherents

: contlnued untll 191k, when DlsC1ples number 1, &42 000 members. However, in

lQlS the. flguréldecreased by. about 300 000, although the growth rate

Lo

'eventually went up agaln, Dlsc1ples-never agaln grew as’ rapldly as prlor to

1915 46 Varlous reasons probably could be given for thls fact but my -

contentlon 1s that a significant reason was that, when the orlglnal dream

faded it was not replaced by a new, adequate rhetorlcal v1smom Dlsc1ples

N . Y

. ,that they ceased to speak in terms of any cuherent panoramlc drama, and' this

-led ,to a defensive rhetoricalﬁstance. It is probable that argumentatlve

rhetorlc does not generally 1nfluence the populace as strongly as drama-
tistic rhetorlc, and .defensive rhetoric is not as influentlal as offensive
rhetoric.. Therefore, one significant reasoni for the decrease in persuasive

effectiveness (and hence growth) was that decay of the coherent Fhetorical
T . . . . . . - ' . . 1 . . - -«

s 13

e Y
»%Z““;

Nyt Y

."‘were so busy argulng,over “the. iSsues- of—llberal theology and ltS 1mpllcatlons o



N . . . . o

"vision and the failure‘to'renew it.. _ _ - oot

Ed

Although the v1slon had w1thstood early assaults by .liberal theology,

¢ - "

prlmarlly because 1t stlll had substantlal credence in its cultural o

settlng, the devastating attacks‘came as;it was losing influence in American

-

. 9 . EOR—

culture. .Those who constltuted the left dlng emphasls among Dlsc1ples were

determlned "that the future of the movement be dlrected along thoroughly

.phllosophlcal and sc1ent1f1c llnes."47' To follow th1s approach to ‘biblical

study meant that the view bf the Blble held by Dlsc1ples durlng the nine-

t

teenth Century—~that it was "authentlc, authorltatlve and final"——must be

.o \

n
surrendered. 8 The gist. of the attack on orthodoxy -was summed up in a

lecture by Wlllett, as reported in the. Chrlstlan Standard ﬂ"Modern theology e

oo

does not regard the Blble as a verbally 1nsp1red document or ‘as presentlng , e

[N

a loglcally organlzed body of rellglous and moral 1nstructlon, Dr Herbert

c
o

1L Willett of Chicago told an audlence at the Llnwood Boulevard Chrlstlan

o

Church_last nlght."qg The.clalm_that the Blble is an 1nfalllble book does

not rest. on valld grounds, for the Bible does not claim to be "a super-
50

naturally produced and safeguarded collectlon of documents. . .-." ‘The

~ = . . . >

Blble_wasﬁ"not written by God, nor even by men who,were speaking with

_ supernatural and inerrant knowledge of'God's’will.“Sl ‘lnstead 'the ﬁible -

S

_contalns sacred books not unllke_the sacredwbooksmof other rellg_ons 1n“all““‘"““'—

to man's rellglous consc1ousness and not because of external authority or

mages3~all‘oftwhlch*conta:ﬁ“"the passionat e search of the soul after God,

and the unfailing answer to‘that search'..'.'s,2 If the Blble contalns the

Q

- best answers to the search it is beoause the Blble speaks most adequately

*
- 2

-

'authent1c1ty;' Sc1ent1flc study of the Bible may reveal "contradlctlons,

»dlscrepanc1es, superstltlons, and myths," but th1s does not weaken "the

forCe‘of the mgéal ideals and precepts.P?a. Higher criticism claimed‘that
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the faith of early Christians ”actually engendered or created, and
embellished this history [i.e., the history of. the life of Jesus and the’
‘prlﬁltlve ?hurch], which was used, of course, to substantiate it. ”54: fhe

early. Christian community placed words in Jesus' mouth Wthh he did not.

o,

: speak and told'of deeds which he did not Derform. -Among these additions

~memmw—The authority-of-the Bible ultimately resides in "the convietion of the = .

. ¢

was the emphas1s_on apocalypticlsm, including mlllennial thought. "This was

part of the "religion about Jesus" and. not part of "the religlon of Jesus "’

k4

New. scientific methods enabled- Blble scholars: to discover the religlon Of:

. ~Qesus,“wh1ch was primarily ethical‘and moral freed from Jewish eschatology.

4 This view of biblical revelation and, 1nsp1ration led to the con-

eluS1on that "the. Bible,_as a- whole ~lS not an_ultimate authority ro. one who

thoroughly studles 1t " and that 1t is not "an authority to us on all “the

55
questions with which it deals.", . Since the Bible is fithe expres51on of the

.

< e . 56 ., . '
\religious life of a people of an age long gone by," ® it canpot constltute .

"a cozy deposit of-absolute truthf"57 Thus, the Bible is not a formal or

.
.©

arbltrary authorlty for “the church and is not a rule of liv1ng for individual

Christians. No longer can Christians afford to regard it "as a constitution '

according_to_which the churCh is rigidly to conform,"“but must.see.it "as a-

&

I ' A e L e o . 58
record of the experience of the greatest saints and sages of all times.'" -

" authority with a focus on the authority of 1nd1v1dual relitious consc1ous—

- oo . - . E -
o : R . . -

individual'mind-. .. which'must determine what for itself shall be the -

-

38

[canonlcal and authoritative] limits of Holy Scripture " _ )

“ o - s d

- The 1iberal vision reDlaced the Bible as an external oh]ectlvé

*

.

ness as one’s religious authority. From this~basic position, iiberal

rhetorlc attacked every facet of the mlllennlal vision in an ardent splrit

of "Search out and destroy." Restoratlon of a model church blueprinted in

) . - * - . f .
- - . ) -

e -
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Scriptures was a LOOllSh quest the concept of chosen people was a product
. of pride and 1gnorance, and Christian unity could be based on W1lling

cooperation among any who des1red it. Moreover, the eschatological passages :

of. the Blble S0 cruCial to the origlnal vision were dismissed as part of the

o --primitive ‘cultural setting of the Bible with no permanent significance for _
- S . ... 80, R | .
- " contemporary Christian faith. O . . , . _— T

o

The primary reaction by'conservative Disciples'to thefliberal threat‘
., was fo retreat into a c1tadel of traditional orthodoxy, establish a defensive

'holding poswtion, and lash out at the attackers. J. W. McGarvey expressed

"

this general p051tion—-"When the Bible in 1ts most v1tal parts, is assalled

no personal cons1deratlons shall deter me, from defending it ‘and expos1ng its ”*7”51

v ' -

: 61
Cor assailant " So the coherent v1sion gave way to a rhetoric Wthh bus1ed

o ~

1tself w1th repelling attacks which "professed to change Scnlptural

baptistm.. - destroy the essential 1nsp1ration of the Scriptures, or deny.

K A . -

the diVinity and lordship of Jesus n62 The central rhetoricalistrategy S
became the marshalling of 'data to use as'weapons to win the battle over the

\ L inspiration and'infallibility of the Bible. B - o
K *;;' o Wlth the Blble still regarded as the lelnely 1nsp1red revelation of
' l 3 . ..

BTERAN |

\—»Eif- B G°d and the anhOPltY for Chrlstians, restoration remained a.central fantasy«

o A e e s st - T Joss— . N

for conservatives._ External forms were 1mportant because they were commanded

-
o

and practiced in the New Testament.-lThe church was ordained by Jesus Christ

and established by him through his apostles, Therefore, the church must .

Mcome under'the laws and jurisdictions of the Bible," and “be “tried by

[biblical].precedents."63 If a church dOGS’hOt conform to the New Testament

r—@pattern and precedent, it has no right to be called a church because "it

V1olates a div1ne'copyright."su“ Disciples'were'still a,peculiar-people and .

»could not compromise with denomlnations. ) L : . AR

“ . -, 1 -
- . . . - ~ ) ]
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"The rhetorlc of the conServatlves became defensive, dogmatlc, “and
heav1ly doctrlnal. Conservatlves felt constralned to defend tradltlonal

V1ews of 1nSp1rat1on revelatloh and - authorlty -They>v1ewed ‘the crux of

the controversy as'doctrinal. "We would never have faced the "present STy

[ J——

chaotlc condltlon if our brethren had been true to the Scheme of redemptlon ’

K

révealed in God's word " one of the new, younger leaders asserted in summary

‘in 1928 63 - On the basis of thelr assumptlons regardlng the Blble, they

preached doctrlnal messages and relied most often for proof on blbllcal
quotatlons, examples and~allu51ons. Thelr appeal, therefore, as with thelr

forefathers, contlnued to’ be -directed toward people who shared their visionm... -

\ S

me_mim_mmmmofnb1bllcal“real1ty,mwhlle;they_freely,attacked‘thelr llberal'foes.‘ leerals'b

L T

. were gullty of ellmlnatlng "the supernatural from Chrlstlanlty and [reduc1ng]

it to a system of pure and unadulterated ratlonallsm."66 One'conservative

7
»characterlzed Wlllett as "the beloved, sweet-toned prophet of modernlsm "?

B. L. Chase exempllfled the V1trlollc flavor of much of the rhetorlc in

his fantasy attacklng the Campbell Instltute and 1ts publlcatlon, The

- ————— _— - . co. - L

Scroll. ’ o S . f .

I regard th1§ new publication as a very dangerous ally of
héresy . . .[and] there is always one thlng that "can be, said ,
~ against it, that will arouse ‘suspicion in every loyal, God- . .
-fearing, Dlsc1ples' heart, 'it is publlshed in Chicago! ! !' Can '
.“any good thing possibly come out of Chieago? . . . Did not et
- President Harper die there? Is not that the place where Willett . .
© . 1livés? Did not God destroy that city once by fire in 1871, as he .
T " destroyed Sodom ‘and Gomorrah? Wlll he not destroy that: great
: and wicked c1ty again by water, as certain prophets are now
- Predicting in the near future? Stand still and see the salvation .
of the Lord. There is nothing that can be done with The Scroll T
., but to await the f1nal judgment. :

The clash led to an inevitable divisionxand,to two different
rhetorical visions. ~This consequence;kcoupled with the original vision's
diminished’dmportance in American culture;aresultedfin the deathgof the




original m;llennial vision in the life

and rhetoric’ of .both groups.”
Twentleth century Dlsc1ples no longer had a coherent .total rhetorlcal

v151on w1th a grand panoramlc drama.

The unfoldlng plot of restoratlon,
unlty, evangellzatlon, and ultlmately the- mlllennlum was hopelecsly
fragmented.

The cllmactlc moment 1n human hlstory, the mlllennlum faded

from the visions of both factlons, “and although evangellzatlon (with
{

soc1al emphases for liberals and‘;nd1v1dual emphases for conservatlves)

!
\
ER S

remained part .of their visions, the central visions became Christian union
factions Wlth two 1ncomplete v1slons.

) -
for llberals and restoration for conservat1Ves.
.

-

What remained were two
Whlle each party accused the other
of abandonlng the orlglnal v1slon the fact was ‘that both had lost slght of

the orlglnal rhetorlcal vision. Both a;tempted\to set fo“th dramas without
. last act,

The overarchlng,V1slon dled and no comprehens1ve -drama emerged

4 >
N
A3

to replace 1t the fragmented fantasles had no ultlmate goal to unlfy them

. ]
.

- . ?
cn Tee W

the sweeping persuasive ‘effectiveness which had characterized -their rhetoric
for more than one hundred years.

va

the appeals of each were severely llmlted; and the Dlsc1ples of Chrlst lost

a

SOME CONCLUSIONS |

™e

Slnce a relmgaous/socmal movement never develops in a vacuum, one

cannot fully understand a movement's rhetorical vision apart from the

soc1al—cultural circumstances whlch influence it.

LY
»

As one.comes to under-
stand the 1nterplay of soc1al—cultural setting and a movement's rhetoric, he
can begln to account,: for the success or fallure of the rhetoric.

2

Moreover,

1f the rhetorlc beglns to lose its persuaslve 1nfluence,'one .can examlne
- ghifts in the settlng and/or in the rhetorical vision 1tself and look for

discrepancies that have developed

He can then seek to'briné the two back

- .!’. .
-
\ f
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plausible-interpretation of the data of-the senses and account.for'develop— :

-..

-

17

" . into harmomy. To be effective the rhetorical vision must offer at least a,

8

ments in human actiVity and corditions so that target auditors find it

personaily satiszing This is what the“millennlal VlSlon of the\Disc1ples

of Christ did so adequately durtngrthe*ftrst‘gﬁnerhtion‘aﬁd“eaer“second

generation: This is what DisCiples failed “to. do as they entered the -

R -

tWentieth century. This failure results either in the eventual death of the

"rhetorical VlSlon or in a vision with a quite limited appeal ﬂ T

A second observatlon is that the Disc1ples' rhetorlcal VlSlOn was

'vitally}linked_Witﬁ some of;the dominant American‘democratic‘politicals

fantasiesl History demonstrates that the form of the political:goverﬂment

.

Al

.of a culture influences the form. of church government. ThiS«can‘be seen
in the history of the Church of England which came into ex1stence under a

monarchy and in the structure of the Roman Catholic Church, influenced by

Constantine and hlS successors. Democratic'church polity has been "a scarce '

g commodity in historic‘Christianity "69 It became a significant factor only :

after democracy was firmly establlshed 1n the United States._ The.Disciples'

vision was born and- grew to. strength and relevancy Within a. political

democracy whose dramatizations the v1s1on incornorated or paralleled The

rhetorical - appeal of the Disc1ples' vision was directed to the American

¥

adventurer, idealist and pragmatist, imbued With the Splult of democracy

,The religlous dramas challenged democratic Americans tO-bUlld an 1deal-

society through an ideal church and presented situations of religious
egalitarianism, freedom of thought, and freedom from ecclesiastical

co

.'authority.:'The vision.offered a democratic religious situation in which

protagonists could operate freely, fully, and rationally With God - in their ‘

salvation as opposed to the aristocratic dramas of salvation 1n CalVinism

o



g w;democratic parallels of- the vision~ cannot influence a significant number of |
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et L R

(spiritual aristocrats being those eternally predestined to salv¥ation) o -

v - . . ~

and the emotionalistic fantasies of Arminianism, The Disciples’ vision

offered a church government of the people. and by the people in keeping With

9

the democratic rhetorical vision of a national government—dramatived along

similar lines. However, this original strength and source of persuasion

-

'-apparently was a hindrance in cultures outside of America. Disc1ples

have had modest representation in British Commonwealth countries, but "have
. never madevsignificant advances outside of this-favorable social and -

cultural-atmosphereﬂ of American political democracy.7q Apparently,'the

> .

- . -

- people apart from a” soc1ety With political rhetorics which dramative a
~— . : .

similar *_democratic scenario. Therefore, rhetorical Visions probably will

8

not be effective in cultures,whose soc1al, political and religious structures

are quite different from the'Visions' native\cultures. If one,hopes to

+

influence people in -these other cultures, he either must radically-adapt

his rhetorical :vision or develop a new one parallel to the scenarios of ff .
. : N
the soc1al—cultural setting of: people he desires to influence. ' : \\\<i

L

"

A third observation concerns the drama of restoration.. As a religious = ~

\ -

umovement grows and_solidifies its_beliefs, it tends toward.institutionali; "

s : - . . 3
zation. In so doing it may lose its original qudlity and impetus for

“

existing. "The~original, life-geared religion of the Founder which was

designed to be a personal,'practical and health-giving nature=becomes;an'

involved system, confounded by disputing experts in the study of antiquities,

-housed in great establishments .+. with the-worship of the humble soul

declared invalid unless it pays tribute to a priesthood which has. inter—

- vened itself between the disCiple and hlS God "71_ This happened to the o

kingdom of God ‘movement in Rmerica. What started as a dynamic effort ended O

. . 0 . ~
t

«
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in—awrlgidmstructurerw—Whilefthewinstitutionalizationlattemptedmtomconr

v.

:solldate and conserve the galns achleved 1n order to ‘pass them on to the .

chlldren and the chlldren s chlldren, it nevertheless resulted in a v1tal

e :
4

. loss to the_drama. The 1nst1tut1on became much less dynamlc in quallty

" (everrto the point of borderlng on & —static status) .whereaswthe*movement had

'people espec1ally favored for thElP own sakes. -In such a smtuatlon restor— ot

malntalned a strong dynamlc quallty which engendered ardent enthus1asm among

adherents, the 1nst1tutlon looked to the immediate past whereas the movement ;‘—

\

“had" looked forward ‘the 1nst1tut1on falled to keep pace with its changing-

culture the institution began "to lack inner v1tallty, it [was] without

G727, .
spontanelty and the power to orlglnate new 1deas-” it became content w1th
1

- = ’ *

past achlevments as it codlfled its bellefs and feared loss _more . than hoplng E—

»

for new 1ns1ghts._ Whereas the parent movement mounted a dynamlc rhetorlcal

(R - -

orfens1ve, the crystallzed movement (now 1nst1tutlon) fell into a statlc,

defensmve rhetorlcal vision. When the klngdom of God became' an 1nst1tut1on,, .

_ the llfe—motlvatlng "relgn of Chrlst [becameJ a hablt n73 'Life became law, \

s -2

and law became legallsm. Legal tradition came between God and Dlsc1ples,_

" faith in doctrlne replaced falth in God and Dlsc1ples moved from the

concept of a chosen people wmth a spec1al task to. a communlty of chosen
b

‘a A Ty < -

ation can never be a grand 1llus1on, as. llberal Dlsc1ples asserted ' :- T

.

"Progress can sometlmes be made. by golng backward-—when that golng backward

is to guldlng pr1nc1ples."/% The rhetorlcal v1s1on~of_a rel;glous.group

poss1bly replace the static naturevof the groun with a renewed dynamic. .

as the Faith about hﬂm."75 If a religious rhetorlc is intended to polnt
people to the\same goals as those of the founder of the rellglon, lt must )
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sought those goals. There contlnually remalno the need for a rhetorlcal

L * vision which "unccvers and cleanses the flow1ng spring of enduring rellglous
76 - ,: T ' "

'&‘-ﬁt" )

- falth.ﬁ

[$

If the restorationists erred in the direction of crystalizing the

Disciples’ rhetorical'vision, the-liberals erred'in insisting that the

V1s1on could be "directed along thoroughly phllosophlcal and scientific

77
lines." A fourth conclus1on is that the trvths -of rellglous falth are

baslcally poetlc and not sc1ent1f1C' they cannot. be tested and proved by the

.\‘-

SC1ent1f1c method. . Moreover rellglous truths belong more to the area of

__lc_Hll;;;llxhemimaginative.than_tolthelconceptual.; Falthland.lmaglnatlon go._ together}

2
-]

e T Imaglnatlon js ¢apable of‘grasplng 1nv1s1ble, splrltual realltles and maklng

_them v1s1ble. Rellglous falth 1mplles a controlled 1mag1natlon molded and

gu ided by ultlmate reallty, and ‘expresses that reallty by means of verbal

plctures and”svmbols. Rellglous rhetoric 1gnores thls at its own rlsk

leeral rhetoric falled to achleve great persua51ve success because it

- " - -

1gnored this aspect 1n.1ts rhetorlcal v1s1on It is at thlS point that

fantasy drama is™ cruc1al to the persuas1ve effects._ of a PellElOUS rhetorlcal

Fes]

v1S1on. Translating ultlmate, 1nv1s1ble, sp1ritual truths into the fantasy'

) world—v1ew of its culture 1s\an unendlng task for a rellglous rhetorlc whlch

\

hopes to persuade. As the cultural env1ronment changes and'new needs ’
- 7/ ' .

_ -~ ‘emerge, religious rhetoricrmust_change.ﬁin favor of a'successor better
~adapted to new desires and condltldhs." Ultimate truths remain constant,

ES

} | but the .rhetorical approach used té communicate the truths shouldﬁchange”to
Fit ‘the situation.. Both liberal and conservative‘Disciples rhetorlc lost
L o -

s1ght of thls pr1nc1ple, became as- much prosalc as dramatic, and hence lost

must of ‘the persuas1veness en]oyed 1n earller days.

-
iy
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A final observatior concerns.the relationshipwbetween eschatology

and religious rhetoric. The life and message'of Jesus and the'message of

the New Testament as-a whole are thoroughly eschatologlcal Eschatology is

" the context in whlch the gospel 1s firmly set and out of whlch the Chrlstlan

rnetor1c1an must“speak—‘“The Dlsc1ples' orlglnal rhetorlcal vision contalned

a firm, ‘cohsistent eschatology Wlth 1ts vision's culmlnatlon in- the mlllen-

nium and the mlllennlum itself cllmaxed by Chrlst's personal appearance

resurrectlon, ]udgment, punlshment, and reward, the rhetorlc dealt with

- . e

. final matters in an 1mag1nat1Ve artistic manner. ‘The fantasles of salva-~

“tlon and*eternal destrny—gave“emotlonally—satlsfyrng answers—to‘peoples'

ouestlons regardlng the ultlmate matters of lle. As long as theleSlgpr*

"did thls,flt 1nfluenced»1ts listeners. "When"the.total vision fragmented,

most of its eschatology faded’ out. Neither the liberal nor the_conservative

rhetorical vision sustained strong"eschatological dramas. - Without this e

emphasis the influence of Disciples' rhetoric weakened.- Strong, consistent

[ . ~

._eschatological fantasies are essential to'a religious rhetorical vision .xh

‘i

because eSChatology helps modern man- confront the problem, T"How shall I

evaluate iy life and my struggles in th1s world°" (The cholce is betWeen
optlmlsm and.pe531masm, hope and hOpelessness.) _wa oné answers the
question determines "the whole‘tone and tempo,of'life;'for in the long .
runﬁ we will live’in accordancebuith our basiC'hopes,or our.fundamental
clespairs."79

Rellvlous rhetorlc must not neglect ‘eschatology because eschatology

" helps modern man’ to set the trials, defeats, and 1r1umphs of hlstory

. .

'(world history and his personal history) in proper perspective. Escha-
tologlcal fantasies warn man agalnst merely secular conceptlons of hlstory,

[

c1v1llzat1on, and llfe and polnt out that hopes based on human power and

f
0_2353-

4

N
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wisdom alone are self—defeating. _They remlnd man -that the presen+ and

future are determlned by hod -and th1s assurance can glve him hope ‘and

confldence. The Blble sets the outcome of hlstory, both general and-

- 3 personal, in the context ofﬂChrlst s ultlmate conquest in the flnal con-

-

summatlon. . :. | ' ,/A .

Whatever differences there may be betwesn the world view .of .
blbllcal times and ours, and whatever difficulties we may have
in giving literal meanlng to these concepts, they hold for us an.
understanding of what history is which is profoundly and eternally
relevant to our actual experlence. The New Testament sets God's
creative act at the beginning of his®ory, the cross in the midst

.- of history, and God's judgment and mercy over all of‘history.80

‘The kingdom of God. is a decisive reality, present in'the world now‘and ‘

moving toward a more complete fulfillment in-the.future,q In h1s klngdom
h . God challenges man to acknowledge his relgn and submlt to it. In’other

_words, eschatology confronts man W1th the ultlmate realltles of life and

2

remlnds h1m that God, not man hlmself determlnes hlS ultlmate destlny

Therefore, his present life must be determlned by this ultlmate destlny.
\‘

- Biblical eschatology me€ts modern men as it met men of old, with
‘the declaration that in_ Jesus Christ they ‘are confronted by..
wrath and grace, judgment and redemption, destruction and ful-
fillment. It therefore speaks of the world in which they live,

. the community in which they share, and the persons <they are
» " called to be ... . But dalways it speaks of God, of God's purpose .
R and. his power, and.of his claim upon his. creatures. And our - t
T response to that proclamation is nothing less than our ch01ce
between darkness and llght between death and life.81 -
&
A rellglous rhetorlc which neglects the eschatologlcal frame of ‘

reference is not true to the blbllcal message nor to the ultlmate need .

o

of modern man. A rellglous rhetorlc in whlch eschatologlcal dramas are

.central w1ll be much  truer to the blbllcal message and will come much

|

" closer to offering man the proper understandlng he needs,to-llve his life

in an“everchanging,-threatening.world-and to face the future with

[
0

confidence.
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