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 I certainly do not consider myself a theologian or a church historian, but I like to read 
theology and stories from the past intrigue me.  Therefore, I’m going to attempt to give you a 
bit of modern church theological history in the initial part of my sermon today. 

 
 On May 21, 1922, Harry Emerson Fosdick preached what would become one of the 
most famous sermons of the twentieth century.  It was titled “Shall the Fundamentalists Win?”  
He, a liberal Baptist minister with an extraordinary gift for preaching, was the preaching 
minister of First Presbyterian Church, New York City.  At the time the Fundamentalist-Modernist 
controversy was threatening to split most Protestant denominations.   
 Fundamentalism, at its roots, asserted that the Bible was the “INERRANT” word of God 
… the doctrinal position that, in its original form, the Bible is totally without error, and free 
from all contradiction; “referring to the complete accuracy of Scripture, including the 
historical and scientific parts.”  For example: The world and everything in it was created in six 
days, about 6000 years ago, and on the seventh day God rested.  And therefore, if God said 
it—it must be so. 
 Modernists, on the other hand, believed the Bible to be “INFALLIBLE” in matters of faith 
and practice … asserting that although the Bible is riddled with repetitions and 
contradictions, as an inspired instructional guide to a life of faith, there is non-other that 
surpasses its intent.  A couple of examples of contradictions: Two different Creation Stories in 
Genesis 1 and 2 disagree about the order in which things are created, and how satisfied God is 
about the results of his labors.  And all four Gospels contradict each other on the details of 
Jesus Christ’s last moments and resurrection. 

 Back to the battle, nowhere was it more fiercely fought than in the Presbyterian 
Church, and this renegade Baptist preacher in the nation’s most visible Presbyterian pulpit 
provoked a national controversy. 
 In the sermon, he defended the liberal/modernist movement in American Christianity, 
which sought to integrate the new knowledge in science and historical studies with Christian 
faith, and to address the social challenges we faced as a nation.  In response, the 
Fundamentalist movement arose to defend what they identified as the bedrock fundamental 
doctrines of the Christian faith against the encroachments of the modern age. 
 Fosdick’s sermon became a lightning rod.  Ivy Lee, a New York P.R. expert, arranged for 
the sermon to be sent to 130,000 clergy across the nation.  John D. Rockefeller, an American 
Baptist who would later help lure Fosdick to become the first minister of the Riverside Church, 
paid for the mailing. 
 The Fundamentalists in the Presbyterian Church were led by Princeton theologian, J. 
Gresham Machen, and lawyer/politician, William Jennings Bryan.  They mounted an attack 
against Fosdick.  In the end, pressure was exerted to require that in order for Fosdick to 
remain as preacher of First Presbyterian Church, he had to sign the Westminster Confession of 
Faith and become a bona fide Presbyterian.  Although the congregation was solidly behind 
him, he refused on principle to sign any creed and resigned … he was after all, a Baptist. 
 His good friend Henry Sloane Coffin, pastor of Madison Avenue Presbyterian Church, 
later to become President of Union Theological Seminary, wrote a personal letter at his 



resignation which said, “While we think your brain and conscience out of gear, we know your 
heart is Christian through and through.” 
 Fosdick wrote back:  

 “No, Henry, you have that wrong. The fact is that my heart is desperately 
wicked, but that my brain and conscience never were more luminously clear.” 

 Thirteen years later, in the fall of 1935, Fosdick preached another sermon that became 
as famous as the first.  It was titled, “The Church Must Go BEYOND Modernism.”  It showed his 
extraordinary capacity for change and for intellectual reassessment. 

 He began the sermon by saying that though the church must go beyond Modernism; it 
had to go at least as far as Modernism, and offered these poignant words: 

 Fifty years ago, a boy, seven years of age, was crying himself to sleep at 
night in terror lest, dying, he should go to hell, and his solicitous mother, out of 
all patience with the fearful teachings which brought such apparitions to the 
mind, was trying in vain to comfort him. That boy is preaching to you today... 

 Modernism had liberated his mind and soul.  But here were the weaknesses he now 
saw in Modernism: 
 1.  MODERNISM was “excessively preoccupied with intellectualism.”  Christianity needed 
to bring reason into its faith, but spiritual issues go deeper than intellectual solutions can offer. 
 2.  MODERNISM was “dangerously sentimental.”  It did not take sufficient account of the 
power of sin, and it believed too easily in the inevitable progress of the human race.  World War 
I was a jolt to that kind of thinking. 
 3.  MODERNISM had “watered down and thinned out the central message and distinctive 
truth of religion … the reality of God.”  He stated that the present age was following the Greek 
philosopher, Protagoras’ understanding of man which stated that: “Man is the measure of all 
things.”  And Fosdick quoted the poet Swinburne who wrote: “Glory to Man in the highest!  For 
Man is the master of things.” 
 4.  MODERNISM had “lost its ethical standing-ground” and its moral power to challenge 
society.  It had begun with the noble and necessary attempt to adapt Christianity to the new 
findings in knowledge, but it had ended in concession and compromise.  Fosdick noted 
especially the church’s compliance to nationalism and militarism.  You see the fire in Fosdick’s 
soul on this point in the phrases of his great hymn, “God of Grace and God of Glory”: 
 Cure thy children’s warring madness, 
 Bend our pride to thy control: 
 Shame our wanton, selfish gladness, 
 Rich in things and poor in soul. 

 Fosdick ended his sermon with these words: 
 Therefore let all modernists lift a new battle cry: We must go beyond 
modernism. And in that new enterprise the watchword will be not, 
“Accommodate yourself to the prevailing culture!” but, stand out from it and 
challenge it! (Henry Emerson Fosdick, “The Church Must Go Beyond Modernism,” 
The Riverside Sermons (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1958), p. 362.) 

 Martin Luther King, Jr., would echo this cry thirty or so years later, saying that the 
“gospel of Christ makes us a people maladjusted to our age.  We are called to be non-conformist in 
the cause of the kingdom of God.” 

 As Paul put it: “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of 
your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and 
perfect.“ (Romans 12:2) 
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 That was 1935.  Here we stand 74 years later; and while some things have changed, 
many things are much the same.  Independent Fundamentalist churches are growing and 
fundamentalism has invaded religions across our world, joining with social and political 
passions to create a great danger to our world ... need I mention 9/11?  And the church is still 
wrestling with the weaknesses of the modernism we needed: seeing an overly intellectualized, 
overly sentimentalized, overly humanized, overly accommodated faith. 

 WHAT then and WHERE then is the “BEYOND” beyond Fundamentalism and Modernism 
of which Fosdick preached?  As I mentioned in my introduction, I’m NOT a theologian or a 
church historian, and for sure I am NO seer into the future, but here are some signs of the 
“beyond” I see that are right now revitalizing the church.  It’s what Marcus Borg and others of 
many theological persuasions are calling “Transformational Christianity.”   

 TRANSFORMATIONAL CHRISTIANITY includes what I’ve been discussing recently in 
terms of the “MISSIONAL CHURCH” and those “JESUS ESSENTIALS” I preached about back in 
July.  It goes DEEP in spiritually, it moves OUT in mission.  Its faith is, as author Diane Butler Bass 
describes it in her book, Christianity for the Rest of Us: “open and generous, intellectual and 
emotive, beautiful and just.” 

 This is a Christianity focused on FOLLOWING JESUS and on PERSONAL and SOCIAL 
TRANSFORMATION.  And I stress both PERSONAL and SOCIAL transformation.   

    
 G. K. Chesterton, a true student of theology and church history, once said, “Beware of 
the person who wants to change the world but is uninterested in changing himself.”  And then he 
added, “Beware of a Christianity focused on individual transformation but is uninterested in the 
transformation of the world.  It is a religion too comfortable with its culture.”  The prophet Amos 
said (Amos 6:1), “Woe to those who are at ease in Zion.”   

 What I’m suggesting in saying all of this is that our most passionate focus here at the 
Lakewood Presbyterian Church should be DISCIPLESHIP and TRANSFORMATION.  And the more 
I reflect on that … the RIGHTER it seems. 

 This means change, more change than we know … which may NOT sound like good 
news in an age where we’re already seasick with change.  But there is no change that Jesus 
wants, and God brings, that is not for OUR healing and wholeness … and for the healing and 
wholeness of the WORLD. 

 Again, as Diana Butler Bass writes: 
 In the New Testament, Jesus asks everyone to change. With the 
exception of children, Jesus insists every person he met do something to change. 
(Diana Butler Bass, Christianity for the Rest of Us (New York: Harper San 
Francisco, 2006), p. 24.) 

 
 What is this change, this metanoia, Jesus is asking of us?  Does it happen all at once, or 
over time?  The answer is … YES.  One right thought can change a life.  Small deeds done over 
time can renew our minds, our spirit. 

 The Apostle Paul saw a world changed, and a world being changed, in the life, death 
and resurrection of Jesus.  He called it the New Creation and he saw it transforming the Old 
Creation … not only back then, but NOW!  And this change happens day by day, cell by cell, 
thought by thought, action by action, as we gaze upon the Christ and follow him.  This is how 
Paul put it: 

 And all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though 
reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of 
glory to another; for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit.  (2 Corinthians 3:18) 
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 “Transformation,” says Anne Howard, rector of Trinity Episcopal Church in Santa 
Barbara, California, “is the promise at the heart of the Christian faith.” 
 Early Eastern Christianity called it “theosis” or divinization.  “Christ became human so WE 
might be divine,” wrote the early church theologians. 

 Wesley called it holiness or sanctification. 

 John Calvin called the process “Irresistible Grace.” 

 The word “transformation” stirs our hope and certainly raises our anxiety.  It seems such 
an impossible thing, a faraway thing.  But Jesus brings it close.  YOU and I probably worry about 
how little transformation we’ve experienced in our lives, but I think we’re often unaware of how 
much a difference Christ has actually made.  As the old preacher put it: “I’m not what I want to 
be, I’m not what I’m going to be, but thank God, I’m not what I USED to be!” 

 
 In closing, let me share a simple story of a transformed life and how that life 
transformed some of the people of Muncie, Indiana.  It’s a story I shared with you back in 
January of 2005, but one worth revisiting. 

 In Muncie, Indiana, Dr. Ralph Bracket DIED a few years back.  Old Doc Bracket (that’s 
what they called him, “Old Doc Bracket”) from the time he was a child, growing up in the 
Presbyterian Church, he knew his calling was to be a doctor.  He was a devout man, an elder 
in his church for many years and one whom many described as Christ-like.  
 Let me try to explain why: 
 Old Doc Bracket never got married (although being married or not married doesn’t 
have anything to do with it).  The day he was to get married, a deeply distressed woman came 
and said, “My son is very sick.  I think it’s serious.  I know you’re on your way to the church, but 
if you would just look in on my boy.”  And indeed he did look in on him and it was serious.  
Instead of going on to the church, he took the little boy to the hospital and saved the young 
boy’s life. 
 He then rushed back to the church and got there an hour and a half late.  His wife to 
be, met him at the entrance and said, “Ralph, you have totally embarrassed me!  Is this what 
I’m going to have to put up with the rest of my life?” 
 He said, “No ... You’re never going to have to put up with this again; we’re just not 
getting married.” 
 And so Old Doc Bracket set up shop over a drug store in downtown Muncie and took 
care of people.  And the word got around that Old Doc Bracket would take care of you if you 
didn’t have any money.  More than half of the people who came to him on any given day 
didn’t have any money.  They always asked the same question, “How much do I owe ya’ Doc?”   
 And he would always say, “How much can you afford to pay me?”  And if you couldn’t 
afford a thing that was OK with Ralph Bracket … he always figured that’s what Jesus would 
do. 

 The day they buried him … well, there was a parade in town.  And there was some talk 
about putting up a monument to him there in Muncie.  But the greatest tribute to Doc Bracket 
was this.  That little boy he saved the day he would have gotten married … that little boy, as a 
grownup man … went down to the old place where Doc had his office on the second floor 
over the drug store … took down the sign along side of the stairway that led up to the office 
… took the sign out to the cemetery and hung it on the tombstone … and it said:  

Ralph Bracket, Physician … Office Upstairs 
 

 And so, the debate will continue … Fundamentalism verses Modernism.  But at the 
heart of Christianity, nonetheless remains the PROMISE OF TRANSFORMATION … a Christianity 
focused on FOLLOWING JESUS and on PERSONAL and SOCIAL TRANSFORMATION.   
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 As Old Doc Brackett demonstrated, it’s simply about Christ living in us and changing us, 
and about our new chance every day to change our world … person by person, gracious 
thought by gracious thought, act of courage by act of courage, act if love by act of love.   

 
 I’m going to stop for today, but I really haven’t told you how you might be 
transformed.  That’s the challenge for next week’s sermon titled:  

You Want Transformation? 
Well Then, Get Washed, Believe and Love One Another 

 And so, until next week ... 
Amen and Amen. 


