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“Of course, the fun didn’t stop with the Puritans, oh no, not by a long shot. No, we had to have our own homegrown 
fundamentalists who would take things even further. Our puritanical origins ended up spawning the Adventist, Mormon, 
Pentecostal, and evangelical Christian movements. The nagging question is: where did all these fundamentalists and their 
ridiculous ideologies come from in the first place?” 

“I’m sure you are going to tell us whether we want you to or not,” Linda stated. 
“Come on now, you’ve played along this far, I don’t think you want to go home with only half the story. We’ve examined 

the biblical history and textual scholarship that led us to modern Christianity, but along the way, some American Protestants 
decided to go off in a unique direction all by themselves. It might help your understanding if you knew where, when, and 
why. Let me use a tree analogy to illustrate how American fundamentalist Christianity grew. If the Puritans were the seeds, 
then the roots were in the dispensationalism of John Nelson Darby in the 1830s, and the trunk grew out of the divinity 
school of the Presbyterian Church, the Princeton Theological Seminary, during the last half of the nineteenth century and 
into the early twentieth.” 

“What is dispensationalism?” Miss Trevalio asked. 
“That is a very good question and since dispensationalist doctrine is the direct ancestor of your fundamentalist beliefs, 

you should—as good, God-fearing evangelicals who parrot his ideology—all know who John Nelson Darby was and what 
his beliefs were. Darby was a former Anglican priest in the Church of Ireland who is considered the founder of the movement 
which believes that God relates to humankind, or dispenses his will, in different ways over time. Examples of these varying 
dispensations would be the covenants with Abraham and Moses; or to Christians with the new order as proclaimed by Jesus 
and the Kingdom. The core of Darby’s doctrine, as with the original message of Jesus and preached by Paul, was apocalyptic 
and preoccupied with the coming end-times. I suppose in this way, fundamentalists really are going back to the original 
fundamentals of the ministry of Jesus. 

“Darby was obsessed with his ideas on the rapture, when Christians will rise into the sky to meet the returning Christ, 
and he made it a central tenet of his theology based on Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians—as his doctrinal descendants 
Lindsey and LaHaye do in their books. Yet, no Christian sect in the previous eighteen hundred years had ever preached a 
rapture doctrine. Darby’s premillennial beliefs—as in before the one-thousand-year reign of Jesus described in Revelation 
20—were wholly and entirely new in Christian thinking. Now, hands up, who in the class just assumed rapture ideology has 
always been a part of Christianity and not a radically new tangent invented only within the last two hundred years? Come 
on, be honest,” Jeff beseeched them when the class hesitated, then slowly hands went up around the room. 

“As I thought, you preach the words, but you have no idea where they came from. Although, one of the three 
Cappadocian Fathers and a Doctor of the Church, Saint Basil the Bishop of Caesarea, would be so proud of you. He said, 
‘Let us Christians prefer the simplicity of our faith to the demonstrations of human reason . . . For to spend much time on 
research about the essence of things would not serve the edification of the Church.’ That’s a nice way of saying if you, the 
faithful, know too much, then you might start to question the divinely ordained authority of your church leaders and the 
pungent doctrines they impose upon you. Then they might have to do something drastic, like excommunicate you, or strap 
you to a rack and force you to rethink the error of your ways,” Jeff concluded irreverently. 

“Getting back to Darby’s obsession with the rapture, in Karen Armstrong’s book The Battle for God, which documents 
the rise of fundamentalism in all three monotheistic faiths, she described Darby and his sadistic doctrine of premillennialism 
as ‘a fantasy of revenge: the elect imagined themselves gazing down upon the sufferings of those who had jeered at their 
beliefs, ignored, ridiculed, and marginalized their faith, and now, too late, realized their error. . . . Like many concrete 
depictions of mythical events, the scene looks a little absurd, but the reality it purports to present is cruel, divisive and tragic.’ 
What a darling bunch of loving people, these devotees of Darby’s divine drivel. These zealots like to ignore the Christian 
teachings of your loving Jesus to turn the other cheek. I guess it is so much more rewarding to adopt superior attitudes and 
envision fiery tales of retribution directed at the unbelievers—just like Luke and Tommy’s petty visions. 

“Moving on from the dispensationalists to the Presbyterian stronghold of the Princeton Theological Seminary, it is here 
where we discover the origins of the doctrine of scriptural inerrancy in the mid-1800s. It was at this bastion of Calvinist 
intensity that the faculty theologians dreamt up the concepts of literal and inerrant interpretations. They then taught it to 
thousands of student ministers who, unfortunately, went out among the flock and spread this particular brand of fertilizer 
into the minds of millions of Americans over the last one hundred plus years. 

“Thanks to leaders of the Seminary, like Charles Hodge and his son Archibald Alexander Hodge—both of whom 
published definitive papers on scriptural inerrancy and the literal truth of the Bible—these rigid new ideas began to 
insidiously pervade the American landscape. Charlie’s book, Systematic Theology, uses a scientific basis—really, I’m serious—
to defend his belief in the inerrant and literal truths of the Bible. His son, Archie, also defended this newly thought up literal 
stance in the Princeton Review by stating categorically that the Bible was ‘absolutely errorless and binding for faith and 
obedience.’ The Bible says so, therefore, it must be true, and you better obey it. 

“It is ludicrously ironic that the Hodges attempted to use science to rationalize a wholly unscientific and circular 
argument. What is even scarier is that millions of people now subscribe to this exact doctrine, thanks directly to their 
influence over the generations of ministers coming out of their fundamentalist seminary. Or, as Karen Armstrong described 
it: ‘There was desperation in Princeton theology. “Religion has to fight for its life against a large class of scientific men,” 
Charles Hodge declared in 1874.’ This desperation was fueled by fears of an uncertain future in a rapidly changing modern 
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world, a world in which religion was losing its place. It was this desperation and a need for reassurance that drove the quest 
for absolute certainty, an imagined guarantee which formed the inflexible core of the literal and inerrant interpretations of 
fundamentalist doctrine. 

“These doctrines of literalism and inerrancy were codified into evangelical beliefs when the American incarnation of the 
Presbyterian Church issued the Doctrinal Deliverance of 1910, establishing five key fundamentals as essential to their Christian 
beliefs. It is from these five core beliefs that fundamentalists derive their name. Those five beliefs being: the Bible was 
inspired by the Holy Spirit and therefore scripture is inerrant, the virgin birth of Jesus, his death as an atonement for human 
sin, his bodily resurrection, and the historical reality of his miracles. ‘If you choose not to believe these five fundamentals, 
then we have some lovely parting gifts for you. So long, don’t let the door hit you in the butt on your way out of the church. 
You obviously don’t play well with others and we don’t want your kind around here infecting the minds of decent 
conservative Christians with your liberal reasoning, so be off with you.’ 

“So, my fellow evangelical classmates, these are where your fundamentalist beliefs came from and very recently, mind 
you. Though to be fair, today there is nominally a difference between a fundamentalist and an evangelical, but originally the 
two terms were synonymous as both maintain a fundamental belief in the inerrant, literal truth of the Bible. However, by 
the 1950s the two camps had started to diverge. A more restrained attitude of spiritual outreach was prevalent in the 
evangelical community, but fundamentalists maintained an attack mentality against liberal society. The fundamentalists were 
also hard-core dispensationalists who raised their obsession with the imminent premillennial rapture to the status of a core 
belief. However, I prefer the terms ‘fundamentalost’ and ‘exaspergelicals.’ I think this more accurately describes the closed 
minds of a group of people so categorically, undeniably, exasperatingly, and fundamentally wrong in their interpretations 
and beliefs, that it has left them wandering around in a state of dazed confusion. Though, I am sure they refer to that feeling 
as being touched by the Holy Spirit. 

“Now, given that the rise of evangelical beliefs is so relevant to modern American society, and because they have had 
such an influence on so many issues, I think it is important to sum this up concisely. Therefore, I would like to quote directly 
from The Battle for God to clearly highlight the points. Please bear with me, as these points are scattered over several pages. 

It is important that we understand the dread and anxiety that lie at the heart of the fundamentalist vision, 
because only then will we begin to comprehend its passionate rage, its frantic desire to fill the void with 
certainty, and its conviction of ever-encroaching evil. . . . 

. . . Since the late nineteenth century, American fundamentalists had responded to the challenge of modernity 
by trying to make their faith wholly rational. They had emphasized the virtues of reason and plain sense; they 
had embraced a sober literalism that eschewed imagination and fantasy. . . . Theirs had been an ethic of 
separation; fundamentalists had created a counterculture that was supposed to be everything that the Godless 
mainstream was not: it was a faith that offered cast-iron certainty and hierarchy to challenge the doubts, open 
questions, and shifting roles of the modern world. . . . 

. . . By trying to make their faith scientific and rational, the fundamentalists had pushed religion into an 
unnatural mode. . . . 

. . . [and] by insisting that the truths of Christianity are factual and scientifically demonstrable, [they] have 
created a caricature of both religion and science. . . . 

. . . What seems sacred and positive in one camp appears demonic and deranged in the other. Secularists and 
religious both feel profoundly threatened by one another, and when there is a clash of two wholly 
irreconcilable worldviews . . . the sense of estrangement and alienation is only exacerbated. 
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