Being Evangelical in 1990

They say you can’t believe everything you read in the newspapers.  A church newspaper report recently questioned whether students in Evangelical Anglican theological colleges nowadays had heard of John Stott.  At St John’s, and I imagine at the others, there are too many of them who were converted through his evangelistic ministry or have benefited from his preaching for that to be possible - let alone the extent to which we expect them to read his books on the atonement or on scripture or on other subjects. 
But I can certainly believe that there won’t be another leader like John Stott, at least in the near future, to hold Evangelicalism together.  And perhaps that doesn’t matter.  What will really be cause for concern will be if Evangelicalism should lose touch with the emphases of the gospel, the emphases which made Evangelicalism what it is. 
What are those? 
Evangelicalism stands for the New Testament gospel which came to be the gospel of the Reformation.  But as a movement within the Church of England it dates from the nineteenth century, when the great missionary societies such as CPAS, CMJ, and CMS were founded, along with Church Society and the Evangelical colleges.  The Principles and Aims of CPAS declare that its ministry is based on the Creeds, the Prayer Book and the 39 Articles, with particular emphasis on the supreme authority of Scripture, the sacrificial death of Jesus Christ for sinners, justification by grace through faith in Jesus Christ, and the life-giving ministry of the Holy Spirit.  Mid-nineteenth century Evangelicals were also energetically committed to social action and to world evangelism, and to forms of worship that stressed preaching rather than ceremonial.  Those emphases suggest seven marks of Evangelicalism by which we may measure how far we stand in that heritage. 

Scripture 
Evangelicals are committed to scripture rather than to church tradition, religious experience, or reason, as the church’s key resource for its understanding of the faith.  That commitment is certainly under pressure in 1990, as much now because of the stress on learning from experience as because of a stress on reason and tradition. 
One problem for Evangelicals is that our commitment to scripture easily becomes merely a badge we wear rather than a reality.  A few months ago I went to preach at the main morning service at a well-known Evangelical parish church.  The service was Alternative Service Book morning prayer, which provides for using six passages from scripture (two psalms, two lessons, two canticles).  The service omitted all but one of these; it did have room for a long reading from The Wind in the Willows.  So is something happening to Evangelical Anglican commitment to scripture?  What will be the spiritual state of the people who worship in such churches in a generation’s time? 
It is because of our commitment to scripture that biblical criticism is of such importance to Evangelicals.  I refer, of course, not to criticism of scripture itself, but to the testing (in the name of scripture) of all human traditions regarding the origin and the meaning of scripture. 
In affirming the importance of scripture itself, we can delude ourself into thinking that we are not the slaves of tradition.  But in insisting on certain traditions (e.g. that Moses wrote Genesis) we can miss aspects of the richness of scripture, which biblical criticism can help us to appreciate. 

The cross 
Evangelicals believe that Christ’s once-for-all dying for us is the heart of Christian faith.  What is the sharp edge to that conviction today? 
I think the ASB is fairly wonderful, but I have come to be glad for the sequence of events that led to the inclusion in it of the version of Rite A Communion which corresponds to the Prayer Book service.  The Prayer Book service magnificently emphasizes the once-for-all death of Christ for us, and the ASB enables us to have that in twentieth-century English. 
It pulls us back to the fundamental importance of the death of Christ as what deals with the problem of our sin.  The death of Christ is not primarily an example of how we should be willing to let ourselves be crucified (though it is that).  It is not primarily an expression of God’s being willing to be identified with us in our suffering (though it is that also).  It is the way God himself deals with the problem of our guilt.  We need to be wary lest the problem of justifying God in the face of human suffering becomes more important than the problem of justifying human beings in the face of human sin. 
That stress on the once-for-all significance of Christ’s death and resurrection in history is also important in the context of a stress on experience - in society, in education, and thus in religious life.  The Gospel is about our experience of God because it’s first about the fact of the cross which makes an experience of God in Christ possible. 

Grace and faith 
The keynote of the Reformation was that justification comes about through faith.  Evangelicals do not really believe this, and had better start doing so. 
Is the heart of what happens when someone becomes a Christian that they make their commitment?  Yes, this is the moment when we acknowledge Jesus as Lord - but doesn’t talk of making our commitment put the stress in the wrong place?  Does it give the gospel of grace its rightful place? 
The New Testament surely sees the nature of what happens when you become a Christian differently.  It sees it as primarily the moment \/when God opens our eyes to see his glory in the face of Jesus.  God’s action is the decisive factor in what goes on. 
Nor do we in practice believe that the Christian life is a matter of grace and faith.  One of my colleagues often comments on the way that Evangelical parish life runs on guilt.  The Christian life is a list of oughts.  It’s a bondage rather than a freedom.  It’s about the commitments we have to make more than the wonder of grace which empowers us to live the life of obedience. 
The charismatic movement has added to these with its implication that if only you were holy enough or prayed the right way or were open enough, blessing would come or healing would come or gifts would be showered down.  Whether blessing comes is a matter of grace.  There are no formulae for manipulating God by doing the right thing.  God loves us because he loves us, not because we are faithful or obedient or hardworking. 
To be evangelical is to affirm that people have access to God through faith in Christ rather than on the basis of their ceremonial or practical or spiritual acts. 

The Holy Spirit 
In the early days of charismatic renewal I heard Michael Harper comment that what the charismatic movement was really about was an experience of God.  Historically, Evangelicalism was closely related to pietism with its stress on inner experience of God, but mid-century Evangelicalism was in danger of being rationalistic, and needed the charismatic movement to remind it that Christian faith really does mean a living personal experience of Christ, not just assent to certain important doctrines. 
But Scripture sees the ministry of the Holy Spirit at least as much in corporate terms as in individual ones.  The Holy Spirit indwells the church.  Evangelicalism, on the other hand, has shared in the individualism of much of the Western world. 
It follows from that, as from the fact of Christ dying for us all, that there is no place in Evangelicalism for the belief that God is bound to operate via certain designated individuals.  Yet Evangelicalism is deeply leader-dependent.  Does not the desire for a great leader threaten the position of Christ as our leader as well as that of the Spirit leading us corporately?  Together and individually we have access to God through Christ in the Spirit.  It is not dependent on individual mediators.  

Social Action 
There is a grievous irony about the fact that Evangelicals were in the forefront of Christian social action in the nineteenth century yet saw this as a diversion from real Christian commitment by the mid-twentieth century.  Perhaps that reflects the real difficulty of taking social action seriously without it becoming all-important. 
There is little danger at the moment of Evangelicals failing to take social action seriously.  We rather have to ask whether we are \/emphasizing the material rather than the spiritual, this life rather than the life to come, and social ethics rather than personal ethics.  Christians seem to need to swing from one unbalanced emphasis to another.  It would be nice if we could start living with the whole counsel of God rather than always insisting on part of it.  

Evangelism 
The press often use the word Evangelical as if it meant evangelistic, and perhaps they are not far wrong.  The heart of Evangelicalism lies in the conviction that there is a gospel: a gospel discovered from scripture, centring on the death of Christ, promising a living relationship with God in the Holy Spirit, entered by grace through faith. 
That conviction is especially important in the context of a correct desire to understand other religions and even learn from them.  
It is a gospel not just for possessing but for sharing.  At the beginning of the decade of evangelism the most important thing about being an Evangelical might be the conviction that there is a gospel which we must and can share. 

Preaching 
Later on in the nineteenth century Evangelicals came to set preaching and ceremony, and word and sacrament, over against each other.  But the early Evangelicals saw no tension between these.  There is no necessary link between tractarian theology, which we reject, and the use of ceremony and an emphasis on Baptism and Holy Communion. 
I presume the importance of preaching derives from much of the points already made above.  It derives from the importance of scripture: if our college is not producing people who can expound scripture, it is failing at a crucial point. 
The exposition may well be done in different ways from the ones on which I was brought up - but then they were different from those of earlier generations.  Retelling the story of Jesus will have a prominent place in preaching as it does in scripture itself - most of scripture is not the kind of systematic teaching that appears in Paul’s letters, and it seems reasonable for preaching to match the nature of scripture itself. 
The seven features of Evangelicalism which emerge from the origins of the movement provide a satisfying and satisfactory profile of the key Evangelical emphases.  An Evangelical is someone who affirms the central significance of scripture and thus of preaching; of the death of Christ for us and of salvation by grace through faith; of a living relationship with Christ in the Holy Spirit; and of a commitment to world evangelism and social action.  Anyone who affirms those convictions should be Evangelical enough for us, whatever tradition they belong to.  If the whole Church of England affirms those convictions without wanting to feel it has been taken over by the Evangelicals, hallelujah. 

