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The nineteenth century American hour witnessed the emergence of two distinctly different Presbyterian movements. Rigorously inspired by the "new awakening" and its zeal for evangelism and social reform, the "New School" Presbyterians were known by their rejection of a strict Calvinistic confessionalism and their emphasis upon pietism and revivalism. The revivalistic measures and theology were espoused by such prominent New School leaders as Charles Finney, Albert Barnes, Nathaniel William Taylor, George Duffield, Lyman Beecher and Joseph Bellamy. Therefore, a close association was drawn between the revivalist and "New Haven Theology." One the other hand, the "Old School" Presbyterians were deeply motivated to retain the purity of the church as articulated most reliably in the Westminster Confession of Faith. Consequently, the old school Presbyterians advocated a strict construction of the Calvinistic doctrines and the ecclesiastical power conferred by the Presbyterian Constitution. The teachings of Scripture were understood to be embodied in the Westminster Confession of Faith and Directory Book of Worship and Discipline. The Old School Leaders were James Wood, Ashbel Green, Charles Hodge, Samuel Miller, and most of the Southern Presbyterian leaders such as Robert Lewis Dabney, James Thornwell, etc. The two Presbyterian movements eventually led to a fierce split in 1837-38.

The significance of this particular nineteenth century ecclesiastical "spat" for American religion has been documented by historian George Marsden in his seminal monograph, The Evangelical Mind and the New School Presbyterian Experience. Perhaps ironically, Marsden points to "the essential continuities" of New School Presbyterianism with both "twentieth-century theological liberalism" and "twentieth-century fundamentalism. ("Marsden, George, The Evangelical Mind and the New School Presbyterian Expreience, New Haven, Yale University Press; 1970 p.245-246) With liberalism, the new school's "tolerant doctrinal position's, focus on social reform, theological anthropocentrality. With fundamentalism, the new school's emphasis upon revivialism, moralistic reformism, strict Biblicalism, a relatively low view of the Church, an emphasis upon millennialism (pre or post) and a tendency to emphasize the fundamentals as a means of unifying the Church against rationalism and corruption."(Ibid, p.246) And so, to the American religious historian, a perplexing question emerges; "How can two so opposing modern movements find themselves to be an extension of the same nineteenth century American movement of "New School Presbyterianism?" As it turns out, the answer is found in a very "old" controversy of which the new school theology is said to be related, namely, the ideas attributed to Pelagius and his followers in the fifth century.

Therefore, the aim of this essay is to explicate the ideas of Pelagius, yet with a view toward their relationship to nineteenth century "new school" Presbyterianism and, if Marsden is correct, twentieth century theological liberalism and fundamentalism as well. For the sake of brevity and purpose , the study will exclusively limit itself to those theological categories most prominent in the nineteenth century controversy. Consequently, this study will not seek to analyze the historical, political and social aspects of the Pelagian controversy during the fifth century. This is readily available in B.R. Rees, The Letters of Pelagius and His Followers, (Boydell Press: NY, 1991-- see especially "Introduction." See also, "Introductory Essay", section II, "The External History of the Pelagian Controversy", The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, St. Augustine, Writings against the Pelagians, Vol. V, Eerdmans: Grand Rapids, Mich., 1987) Rather only the doctrines espoused by Pelagius and his followers will be considered. Therefore, the aim is to first provide a brief summary of the nineteenth century controversy and establish a paradigm for the New School theology in the teachings of Charles Finney. Second, in providing a more extensive survey of Pelagianism, the contrasting system of theology espoused by Augustine will be utilized only as it will help to understand Pelagianism. And finally, the views of Charles Finney will be briefly presented in order to establish the above mentioned thesis, namely, that New School Presbyterianism was fifth century Pelagianism, even though under radically different historical circumstances.

* *

Old School Presbyterian James Wood distributed a book first published in 1837 entitled, Old and New Theology. By "new theology" he meant those "doctrinal sentiments" which expounded the Bible "to accord with those theories of mind, of free agency, and of moral government, which have been introduced by the new philosophy." (Ibid. p.20) Woods noted that for the New School theologians, the Calvinistic "sentiments" were believed to be "too antiquated for this enlightenment age...and to be explained agreeably to certain philosophical principles which were unknown in the days of our ancestors." (Woods, James, The Doctrinal Differences which have Agitated and Divided the Presbyterian Church: or OLD AND NEW THEOLOGY, Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of Publication, 1853, p.20) Therefore, in so far as the "doctrinal sentiments" represented a "new philosophy," they were considered "new." Yet Wood immediately asserted that when the new theology was considered chronologically, "it is far from being new." And then, as if to plunge a verbal sword into the theological heart of his foes, Wood scathingly wrote, "most of the points in dispute, were advanced as long ago as the time of Pelagius, and they have sprung up and flourished for a while at different periods since."(Ibid. p.20)

The indictment by Wood was clear to the nineteenth century Calvinist. By associating the new "liberal" ideals of the enlightenment with Pelagianism, he was in effect defining the new school theology as "heretical." The unspoken message, from the standpoint of his Protestant reformed tradition would have needed little, it any, further elaboration. The association of "Pelagianism" with "heresy" was so common that even without a word of discription, one Old School author needed only to describe the New School theology under the caption, "Practical Pelagianism" to make his point against his theological opponents. (Baird, Samuel J., A History of The New School, Philadelphia: Claxton, Remsen & Haffelfinger, 1868 p.217ff) So repugnant was "Pelagianism" to the Calvinist that one nineteenth century pastor, Lewis Cheeseman wrote, The Old Puritans of New England, also have broken the dreary silence of the church-yard; they cannot rest in their graves. The liberalism and Pelagianism of their degenerate sons make their bones ache in their coffins.(Cheeseman, Rev. Lewis, Differences between Old and New School Presbyterians:, (Rochester: Erastus Darrow Co., 1848 p. 168) Furthermore, the degree to which Augustine, in contrast to Pelagius, had won the western religious world (especially the Calvinistic tradition) was clearly articulated by the prominent Old School master Samuel Miller in his diatribe against the New School theology.

If Pelagian and semi-Pelagian sentiments existed in the fifth century, here they are in all their unquestionable and revolting features. More particularly in regard to the denial of original sin, and the assertion of the doctrine of human ability, Pelagius and his followers never went further than some of the advocates of the doctrines above recited. To attempt to persuade us to the contrary, is to suppose that the record of the published language and opinions of those ancient heretics is lost or forgotten. And to assert that these opinions are reconcilable with the Calvinistic system, is to offer a poor compliment to the memory of the most acute, learned and pious divines, that ever adorned the Church of God, from the days of Augustine to those of the venerable band of Puritans, who, after bearing a noble testimony against surrounding errors on the other side of the Atlantic, bore the lamp of truth and planted the standard of Christ in this western hemisphere.(Quoted by Wood. p.54 )

As referred to by Miller, the issues most prominent in the Old School/New School controversy centered upon what was described to be the Pelagian errors of denying original sin and asserting human ability with respect to salvation. Furthermore, presented as the logical consequence to the New School beliefs just mentioned, the errors of denying the Calvinistic idea of regeneration and predestination while asserting the idea of Christian perfectionism in this life were also viewed as Pelagian "heresies."Categories taken from James Wood's chapter titles. In order to demonstrate these ominous accusations, several Old School pastors/theologians published books, tracks and articles with lengthy quotes from many of the New School thinkers.

One of the adherents of New School theology most quoted was evangelist Charles Finney. For instance, one article published in 1838 draws a direct association between Finney one the one hand, and Pelagianism on the other. Referring to Finney's Sermons and Lectures, the author observes that "in the works before us, we have an authentic genealogy of a family of errors. We are not obliged, as in other instances, to trace them through successive generations of men. They are all found in the same mind, and Pelagianism, as contained in the preceding extracts, is the venerable ancestor of them all."(Quoted in Wood, p.214 from the March number of the Literary and Theological Review, 1838. And so, from this nineteenth century source itself, the writings of Charles Finney were understood to be paradigmatic of both the New School theology and fifth century Pelagianism. Subsequently, the modern historian is provided with an ample amount of data by which to compare the writings of Pelagius to "New School" theology.Likewise, Finney as an example is instructive in so much as he is often quoted as the father of modern evangelicalism as well.

* * *

By 396 Augustine was already advocating that people were innately sinful and desperately dependent upon God's unmerited grace for salvation.(Augustine's Ad Simplicianum was finished in 396. See J.N.D.Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, (Harper: San Francisco, 1978 p.357.) At about the same time, the British Monk, Pelagius, while teaching in Rome began to circulate a "diametrically opposed doctrine of human nature" and the viability of free will and human responsibility unto salvation and sanctification.(Ibid. p.357) The inevitable controversy began to emerge when Celestius, the ardent disciple of Pelagius, was forced to relocate from Rome and later settled in Africa's Carthage and the stomping grounds of Augustine. While neither Pelagius or Augustine had necessarily developed their respective ideas in reaction to the other, it is through the developing controversy itself that each position is articulated with increasing zeal and clarity.

Each participant was equally motivated by a particular emphasis in "Theology Proper." Most of the subsequent doctrines were advocated in the attempt to preserve their particular emphasis in theology that each felt was under siege. For Pelagius, the fundamental motivation was clearly related to the idea of God being "just" or "fair." For instance, in his letter addressed to the young virgin, Demetries, Pelagius wants to assert right off that "the Lord of Justice wished man to be free, to act and not under compulsion; it was for this reason that he left him free to make his own decision." ("To Demetrias", in The Letters of Pelagius and His Followers, trans. and edited by B.R. Rees, The Boydell Press: NY, 1991, p.37) At a later point in the letter, Pelagius further explained his apprehension and the enigma he hoped to circumvent in the young women's theology.

Pelagius first described a theological idea that would seem to make people respond to God's commands and law by saying, "It is hard, it is difficult, we cannot do it, we are but men, we are encompassed by frail flesh."(Ibid. p.53) Clearly a sarcastic reference to Augustine's doctrine of "original sin." In response, Pelagius reacted by exclaiming, "What blind madness! What unholy foolheartedness! We accuse God of a twofold lack of knowledge."(Ibid. p.53 ) The "twofold lack of knowledge" spoken of according to Pelagius first pertained to God's commanding "something impossible" and secondly that "man is to be damned by him for doing things which he was unable to avoid."(Ibid. p.53) Pelagius then concludes, "nothing impossible has been commanded by the God of justice... or he who is good intended to condemn a man for doing what he could not avoid doing."(Ibid. p.53) And so as Pelagius wrote in another letter, "what is the justice in reckoning as a sin the commission of an act which cannot by any means be avoided." (Ibid. "On the Possibility of not Sinning", p. 169 )

In contrast with Pelagius, Augustine's primary theological motivation pertained to the absolute necessity of Christ's work of grace for salvation. In Augustine's "On Original Sin," for instance, he states in a sentence the severe threat posed by Pelagianism upon the idea of grace. He wrote, "whoever maintains that human nature at any period required not the second Adam for its physician, because it was not corrupted in the first Adam, is convicted as an enemy to the grace of God."(Augustine, "On Original Sin", Nicene Fathers, p.249) In yet another treatise, "On Nature and Grace", the theological concern was further stated positively as Augustine wrote, "I solemnly assert that wheresoever and whensoever they become perfect, it cannot be but by the grace of God through our Lord Jesus Christ."(Ibid. "On Nature and Grace" p.150) And so, against the teaching that human nature is intrinsically free from sin, Augustine warned "that we frustrate not the grace of God which is in Jesus Christ our Lord by a perverted assertion of nature."(Ibid. p.150) For Augustine, the whole controversy was as he put it, "about the grace of God, which helps us as a medicine through the Mediator, not about the impossibility of righteousness."(Ibid. p.149 )

It is important at this juncture to notice that both Augustine and Pelagius were concerned for justice, and grace. Yet, as it will be discovered, it was the way in which the two theologians worked out these two ideas in their relation to each other that propelled the distinctive doctrines associated with each view. Upon examination, the pivotal point of departure for the two systems pertained to the perceived impact of the "Fall" on humanity as it is recorded in Genesis. Both Augustine and Pelagius would be in fundamental agreement concerning human nature, the image of God in persons and God's relationship with humanity prior to the "fall." Yet all the doctrines which divide the two systems of theology are proven to be the logical corollaries of two distinct perspectives relating to the fall.

Pelagius clearly saw no difference between Adam before the fall and every individual born after the fall. As proof, Pelagius offered several Biblical characters who were considered perfect in righteousness as "examples so that you may not find it difficult to understand how great is the good of nature."("To Demetries" p.40) Concerning Abel for instance, Pelagius wrote that "after Adam, who was the first man fashioned by God and whose case there is no need to speak at present, there were twin brothers, Cain and Abel, at the beginning of the world, of whom the one pleased God, because he was blameless and righteous."("On the Christian Life" Letters, p.113) In another letter, Pelagius further comments how "the Gospel (Mt.23:35) briefly set forth the grounds of his (Abel's) perfection."("To Demetrius" p.40 ) As a result, Pelagius can further say, "the statement `all sinned in Adam', was not made because of the sin which is derived from one's birth, but because of imitation of him."(Quoted by Augustine in "On Nature and Grace" p.124)

This last phrase turns out to be the key to understanding the Pelagian view of humanity in relation to Adam's sin. In other words, each person, was born into the same state as Adam, yet with one difference; Adam's sin added to the post-fall environment an extra influence by way of example.

Against the idea that the sin nature was a consequence of divine punishment, Pelagius asserted that "if the sinner is so much weakened that he commits more sins.... this sickness ought not to have been contracted by sins, lest the punishment of sin should amount to this, that more sins should be committed."(Quoted by Augustine, "On Nature and Grace" p.129). For Pelagius, therefore, each infant was considered to be directly created by God as was Adam. Consequently, to place sin in nature itself was paramount to calling into question God's good creation and His own nature. For instance, Pelagius wrote to Demetries, "First, you ought to measure the good of human nature by reference to its creator."("To Demtries" Letters, p.37) It was further explained how all that God made in the world was pronounced as "good, exceedingly good, so how much more excellent do you suppose that he has made man himself, on whose account he has clearly made everything else!" (Ibid. p.37 ) To demonstrate this, Pelagius reflected on how even "pagan men without God can show what kind of creatures they are made by God" by their "chaste, tolerant, temperate, generous" qualities.

In contrast, Augustine clearly understood the fall to have penal consequences such that all humanity was fundamentally altered after the fall. First, Augustine wanted to agree that "man's nature, indeed, was created at first faultless and without any sin."("On Nature and Grace" p.122) Yet secondly, all of human reality was essentially altered by the fall in that "the nature of man in which every one is born from Adam now wants the Physician because it is not sound."(Ibid. p.122 ) It is important to notice, however, that the alteration was not considered by Augustine to be merely the natural consequence of sin upon Adam's prosperity. Rather for Augustine, the alteration was the direct result of God's penal sanctions against Adam. Having described how the "moral transmission (of Adam) has, in a certain sense become engrafted into his (human) nature", Augustine continues by saying "this is the most just penalty of sin, that a man should lose what he has been unwilling to make good use of, when he might with ease have done so if he would."(Ibid. p.150) It is in this sence that Augustine can assert that "by his (Adam's) sin the whole race of which he was the root was corrupted in him, and there subjected to the penalty of death."("Enchiridion" p.246 )

For Augustine, the punishment in the form of being "delivered over to sin" was exactly what people should receive. In commenting upon Romans 1:18-32 for instance, he explained that "owing to these deeds of theirs, which, although coming in the way of punishment, were none the less sins, God also gave them up to uncleanness through the lusts of their own hearts."("On Nature and Grace" p.129 ) Furthermore, Augustine believed that "often God inflicts punishment and out of the self-same punishment sins, more numerous and more severe, arise."(Ibid. p.129) Yet not wanting to be perceived as annulling God's goodness, Augustine explains that in God's desertion of persons to be left to their sin as punishment, the person "becomes blinded and necessarily offends more; and by so falling is embarrassed, and being embarrassed fails to rise, so as to hear the voice of the law, which admonishes him to beg for the Saviour's grace."(Ibid. p.129 ) So for Augustine, the punishment of sin by turning all persons over to a sin nature is "good" in so far as it leads people to embrace Christ as Saviour. It is in this sense that Augustine can say, "He judged it better to bring good out of evil, than not to permit any evil to exist."("Enchiridion" p.246 ) This is illustrated further when Augustine explained

    It is not said to a man: "It is necessary for you to sin that you may not sin;" but it is said to a man: "God in some degree forsakes you, in consequence of which you grow proud, that you may know that you are not your own, but are His and learn not to be proud.

In relation to Pelagius's concerns for God as Creator, Augustine will assert that "Pelagius glorifies God as Creator at the expense of God as Saviour."("On Nature and Grace" p.135 ) Augustine then explained that "although he flatters himself that he vindicates the cause of God by defending nature, he forgets that by predicating soundness of said nature, he rejects the Physician's mercy."(Ibid p.134) Furthermore, against the view that each person is born without a sin nature, Augustine asserted that "God did nothing else than by a just sentence to condemn the man who willfully sins, together with his stock; there also, as a matter of course, whatsoever was even not yet born is justly condemned in its sinful root.. In this condemned stock carnal generation hold every man; and from it nothing but spiritual regeneration liberates him.("On Original Sin" Augustine, p. 252)

So for Pelagius, the significance of the fall was in providing a bad influence upon humanity by means of the "imitation" of Adam. For Augustine however, all humanity contracted a fatal disease by virtue of the divine punishment upon Adam and his posterity such that each person was described as having a nature "tainted with the original sin."("Enchiridion" p. 245) As a result of these two fundamental premises concerning God and the Fall, there was conceived two distinct "families" of doctrines. These "families" of doctrines included the doctrine of sin, human action, grace and its methods, predestination and perseverance/perfection. Even a very cursory summary of each "family" as an interdependent system of belief depicts the degree to which the two systems are so radically different. (As already mentioned, only a cursory use of Augustine's perspectives will be sufficient to explicate the Pelagian beliefs)

For Pelagius, "sin" was described as the "failure to avoid things which are forbidden, and failure to do things which are commanded."("On the Possibility of Sinning" Letters, p. 169) Yet this failure was not considered to be inherent to a person's nature for he stated, "it is impious to say that sin is inherent to nature because in this way the author of nature is being judged at fault."(Ibid. p.168 ) Rather for Pelagius, sin is fully a voluntary choice which only seems "to have acquired the force of nature" due to "the long habit of doing wrong which has infected us from childhood and corrupted us little by little over many years and ever after holds us into bondage and slavery to itself." ("To Demetries" Letters p.44) In other words, the source of evil is said to be ultimately from the outside such that persons are "educated in evil" rather than born in it. Since by force of habit actual transgressions become increasingly viable, sin only appears to be inherent to a person's fundamental nature. Therefore, Pelagius could say

    Everything good, and everything evil, on account of which we are either laudable or blameworthy, is not born with us but done by us: for we are born not fully developed, but with the capacity for either conduct; and we are procreated as without virtue, so also without vice.(Quoted from "On Original Sin" p. 241 )

In contrast, Augustine defined sin as it is both inherent to the human nature and as it is actually done. The distinction is clearly articulated by Augustine in his "On Forgiveness of Sins and Baptism." It is clear enough that the sins which are peculiar to every man, which they themselves commit and which belong simply to them, mean one thing; and that the one sin, in and by which all have sinned, means another thing; since all were that one man... and yet there is still a contest about the propagation of sin, and men oppose to it I know not what nebulous theory of "imitation."("On Forgiveness of Sins and Baptism" p. 19)

In order to better understand Pelagius' perspective of sin and later the method of grace, it is instructive to note that Pelagius distinguished between three features in human action. The first, he called "ability", and it was said to "properly belong to God who has bestowed it on His creatures."(Quoted in "On Nature and Grace" p.219 ) By "ability" Pelagius meant the capacity which is "inherent to me" or "of our nature" to act freely. In other words, the fundamental "nature" given to persons by God is that "ability" to do good or evil, the "capacity" itself to choose either way. To further explain, Pelagius employed the use of an analogy. Even as the eyes are not prone to evil or good and is the gift of God to see either, so too the human nature is a "capacity" as the gift of God to choose either good or evil as well.

The second and third features are distinguished from the first in that they are derived from persons themselves. The second, Pelagius called "volition" and the third he referred to as "actuality." "Volition" was described as "that by which a man wills to be righteous" whereas "actuality" was described as "that by which he actually is righteous". (Ibid. p.218) For Pelagius, because the "capacity" (nature) is neutral, it follows that the "volition" (will) is free from any inherent bias or disposition. Consequently, Pelagius confirms that "volition" and "actuality" must be "referred to man, because they flow forth from the fountain of the will." For his willing, therefore, and doing a good work, Pelagius affirms that "the praise belongs to man." In so far as God gave to persons the "capacity" to will (as opposed to the affection of the will), Pelagius concedes that the praise can also be extended to God who "has bestowed on him the "capacity" for his will and work."(Ibid. p.218 ) Using the earlier analogy, Pelagius remarked that "it is our own that we make good or bad use of our eyes."(Ibid. p.219 Therefore, while Pelagius could speak of "actual sins" due to a person's own will, he did not hold to "original sin" as inherent to a person's nature. Moreover, he can say,

When will a man guilty of any crime or sin accept with a tranquil mind that his wickedness is a product of his own will, not of necessity, and allow what he now strives to attribute to nature to be ascribed to his own free choice.("On the Possibility of Not Sinning" Letters, p.168)

Naturally, in that there was no inherently defiled human nature, Pelagius understood the work of grace to be purely of a natural or external kind. Therefore, by grace, Pelagius first spoke of the gift of "capacity" itself or the ability to choose. Secondly, he spoke of that which "is also conferred on us as if from an outside source."("To Demetries" p.44) The "outside sources" included the revelation gained through reason(Ibid. p.47, through the law of God,(Ibid. p.62 )and the example and teachings of Christ.(Ibid. p.45) And so, Pelagius explained that "God helps us by his teaching and revelation, whilst He opens the eyes of the heart; whilst He points out to us the future, that we may not be absorbed in the present..." ( "On the Grace of Christ" p.220 ) In other words, "God's grace and assistance are not given for single acts, but consist in free will, or in law and teaching."( "On the Grace of Christ" p.218 ) While grace for Pelagius was mainly manifest in what Augustine described as "natural" means of persuasion, there was for Pelagius the concession that it also consisted in "the help of God."("On the Grace of Christ" p.220 )

Of paramount importance to Pelagius was his belief that grace should not be understood to usurp the human will. He writes, "the man who hastens to the lord, and desires to be directed by Him, that is, who makes his own will depend upon God's... does all this by noting else that by his freedom of will."("On the Grace of Christ" p.226 ) The impetus for grace was also understood by Pelagius to be derived from within people. He taught that "God shows how we ought to resist the devil, if we are indeed in submission to God, and by doing his will, to merit divine grace also and to resist the evil spirit more easily with the aid of the Holy Spirit."("To Demetries" p.64 ) As for God's grace in Christ, Pelagius referred to his ministry for forgiveness of sins and His Divine example. This is confirmed when Pelagius reviews how even before the law was given to us, as we have said, and long before the arrival of our Lord and Saviour some are reported to have lived holy and righteous lives; how much more must we believe that to be after the light of his coming, now that we have been instructed by the grace of Christ and reborn as better men; purified and cleansed by his blood, encouraged by his example to pursue righteousness, we ought surely to be better than those who lived before the time of the law.("To Demetries" p. 45)

In contrast, Augustine was adamant about the necessary "preparation of the heart from the Lord" prior to the willing embracement of the Gospel. One of his favorite passage to substantiate his view was Romans 9:16, "So then, it is not of him that willeth nor of him that runneth but of God that showeth mercy."("Anchridian" p.248 ) By way of comment, Augustine stated "should any one be inclined to boast, not indeed of his works, but of the freedom of will, as if the first merit belonged to him...?"(Ibid. p.248 ) Therefore, for Augustine, the "whole work belongs to God, who both makes the will of man righteous and thus prepares it for assistance and assists it when it is prepared."(Ibid. p.248 ) In other words, the grace of God consisted for Augustine in both natural means and that special work of the regeneration of human nature. He summarized that "man is born obnoxious to the first man's sin, and bound by the chain of condemnation, unless the guilt which is contracted by generation be loosed by regeneration."("On the Gift of Perseverance" p.527) Moreover, Augustine writes concerning the "offspring of regenerate parents,

    The fault of our nature remains in our offspring so deeply impressed as to make it guilty... until every defect which ends in sin by the consent of the human will is consumed and done away in the last regeneration.("On Original Sin" p.253)

For Augustine, even faith itself when exercised upon God was considered a free gift of God, "for his gift is also the beginning of faith... God worketh in the hearts of men with that calling according to his purpose that they should not hear the gospel in vain but when they heard it be converted and believe."("On the Predistination of the Saints" p.517 )

The perspective of Pelagius concerning "predestination," is also a direct outgrowth of his view of human action. In that human action is intrinsically free, the idea of God predetermining some unto salvation could hardly fit. And so, Pelagius understood "predestination" to be a reference to foreknowledge rather than to fore-ordination. For instance he writes that "having received God's commands we are of ourselves by the choice of our free will made holy and immaculate in His sight in love; and since God foresaw that this would be the case, He therefore chose and predestinated us" ( "On the Predestination of the Saints", Augustine, p.516-517 ) In contrast, Augustine would write that "God foreknew (not) because He foreknew that we should be such, but in order that we might be such by the same election of His grace by which He showed us favor in His beloved Son."(Ibid. p.517 )

And finally, in so far as the first feature of human action was described as the innate "capacity" to do either good or evil, the "possibility of not sinning" for Pelagius was very real. In a sense, this last doctrine is clearly the culmination of all the other doctrines put together. In that God could not commission that which could not be obeyed, Pelagius asked, "how can we possibly refuse to accept that a man can be without sin, when we are ready to admit that nothing impossible has either been forbidden or commanded?"("On the Possibility of Not Sinning" p.169) For scriptural support, Pelagius utilized the command in Leviticus 19:2, "You shall be holy for I the Lord your God am holy." And also, Pelagius used from the teaching of Christ Matthew 5:48, "You must be perfect as your heavenly Father is Perfect." And finally, he employed the teachings of Paul in Philippians 2:14-15, "Do all things... that you may be blameless and innocent, as the children of God."(Ibid. p.169)

As it has already been alluded to earlier, Pelagius also argued that the Bible was heavily scattered with people who had become perfected in righteousness. Among those Biblical saints that Pelagius most often utilized were: "Abel" of whom the Gospel was said to "set forth the grounds of his perfection; "Enoch." who was said to have "reach perfection in this world"; "Noah," as one who was "blameless in his generation; Melchizedek, Abraham, Joseph and others.("To Demetries" p.40-42 )

In contrast, Augustine spoke of perseverance rather than perfection in this life. He notes that "the perseverance by which we persevere in Christ even to the end is the gift of God."("On the Gift of Perseverance" p.526) For Augustine, "no one lives in this corruptible body, however righteous he may be, without sins of some kind."(Ibid p. 527 ) Therefore, the evidence of true election in Christ was not perfection but rather perseverance until death.

All together, Pelagius was shown to be concerned for the justice of God as measured against the human predicament. He could not see the "justice of holding disobedience of orders which cannot possibly be implemented to be a sin."("On the Possibility of not Sinning" p.169 ) He also feared that any system that would jeopardize the freedom of human action would "give a false sense of security in sinning."(Ibid. p.168 Armed with this fundamental motivation, Pelagius articulated a system which placed persons at the center of salvific agency. Grace was understood to be active, yet only as complimentary to human agency rather than necessary as indicated by those who were perfected before either Christ or the Law.

In contrast, Augustine was incensed by the notion that God's special grace was incidental to salvation. In comparison, therefore, Augustine's system turned Pelagius' system on its head. When hypothetically asked about the question of justice, Augustine would respond, how can a just God save anyone? For example Augustine wrote,

    the being who rebelled against God, who in the abuse of his freedom spurned and transgressed the command of his Creator by stubbornly turning away fro His light, who by an evil use of free will broke away from his wholesome bondage to the Creator's laws-- would it not have been just that such a being should have been wholly and to all eternity deserted by God, and left to suffer the everlasting punishment he had so richly earned? Certainly so God would have done had He been only just and not also merciful."

And so, with every thing considered, the two systems were fundamentally the outworking of two very different anthropologies derived from a very different reading of the consequences of the fall. While both held to justice and grace, the application was radically different under the two perspectives of the Fall.

* * * *

Having provided a cursory analysis of the views and doctrines of Pelagius, all that remains to be explicated are the teachings of Charles Finney by way of comparison. As it was observed with Pelagius, the articles of faith proscribed by Finney are also interdependently contained in a "family" or system of beliefs. Also like Pelagius, the New School evangelist had his theological antagonist, most notably, those represented by the system of thought articulated in the Westminster Confession of Faith. As Old School Presbyterian, Joseph Foot, described about the "errors" of Finney in relation to the Confession of Faith,

    If one article be abandoned, the system itself is injured; and if the rejected doctrine be a prominent one, it will probably lead to the rejection of all the correlative ones. All these doctrines are essential to the harmony and stability of the system, and when one has been abandoned, the rest are easily rejected.(Foot, Joseph, "Influence of Pelagianism on the Theological Course of Rev. C.G.Finney, Developed in His Sermons and Lectures.", in The Literary and Theological Review, Vol. V, March, 1838 p.39-40)

As with Pelagius, the system begins with a perspective on the "Fall" and the relation of humanity to Adam. Against the position that Adam was the "federal head of his posterity", Finney wrote that "Adam was not so their head or representative, that his obedience or disobedience involved them irresistibly in sin and condemnation, irrespective of their own acts."( Wood. p.49 from "Lectures to Professing Christians" p.286 ) Finney further described his trouble with the "Standards" when he asserted

    It has been supposed by many that here was a covenant made with Adam such as this, that if he continued to obey the law for a limited period, all his posterity should be confirmed in holiness and happiness forever. What the reason for this belief I am unable to ascertain: I am not aware that the doctrine is taught in the Bible.(Ibid. p.49)

Therefore, Finney, like Pelagius, had a difficult time believing that Adam acted as the representative for all humanity such that the condemnation upon Adam was necessarily upon all his posterity as well. Understood as the "imputation of sin" (Romans 5), Finney, like Pelagius, denied it categorically. It is therefore, a logical correlation that Finney would also share Pelagius' view of sin, especially "original sin" as well.

Concerning the doctrine of original sin, Finney wrote that "children universally adopt the principle of selfishness, because they possess human nature, but not because human nature is itself sinful." By implication, "human nature" according to Finney referred to that "capacity" to choose freely between good and evil. Therefore, concerning the nature of sin, he further wrote, "All sin consist in voluntary acts, (there is) no innate, inherent or derived corruption in human nature." ( Isaac Brown, A Historical Vindication of the Abrogation of the Plan of Union, Philadelphia: Wm. S. Alfred Martien, 1855, p. 295-7) Likewise, "all holiness in God, angels or men must be voluntary or it is not holiness."(Woods. p.64 from Finney's "Sermons on Important Subjects" pp. 7, 10, 11) And if there remained any doubt as to Finney's views, he adamantly cried out, "O! the darkness of that view of depravity which exhibits it as something lying back and the cause of all actual transgression."(Ibid. p.139, From Charles Finney, Sermons of Important Subjects)

So for Finney, like Pelagius, the idea that human nature was somehow stained or tainted with sin from conception was not acceptable in so far as "sin, by its nature, must be "voluntary." The following consist of the nineteenth century contrast to Finney in the form of the WCF:

"By this sin they fell from their original righteousness and communion with God, and so became dead in sin, and wholly defiled in all the parts and faculties of soul and body... They being the root of all mankind, the guilt of this sin was imputed; and the same death in sin, and corrupted nature, conveyed to all their posterity descending from them by ordinary generation... From this original corruption, whereby we are utterly indisposed, disabled, and made opposite to all good, and wholly inclined to all evil, do proceed all actual transgressions. (Westminster Confession of Faith, ratifed by Presbyterian General Assembly in 1821.)

Also, the Large Catechism asked: Did all mankind fall in that first transgression?.... The covenant being made with Adam as a public person, not for himself only, but for his posterity, all mankind descending from him by ordinary generation, sinned in him, and fell with him in that first transgression.(Question 22)

In what could have been a direct quote from Pelagius, Finney very boldly proclaimed, "In order to admit the sinfulness of nature, we must believe sin to consist in the substance of the constitution, instead of voluntary action, which is a thing impossible."(Wood p.73 From Finney's "Sermons on Important Subjects, p. 158 ) Finney's likeness to Pelagius is especially seen when this last statement is compared to Pelagius' assertion that sin is "devoid of substance, not as thing, not an existence, not a body, nor anything else, but an act... then how could that which is devoid of substance debilitate or change human nature?"(Ibid. p.72) So on the topic of sin, both Finney and Pelagius held to the doctrine of "actual sins" but could only refute the doctrine of "original sin".

With respect to the doctrine of grace and its method, Finney also held that the method of grace was that of persuasion acting upon the will from the outside.In contrast, the Old School position as reflected in the Westminster Confession of Faith is as follows:

    All those whom God hath predestinated unto life, and those only, he is pleased, in his appointed and accepted time, effectually to call, by his Word and Spirit, out of that state of sin and death, in which they are by nature,to grace and salvation, by Jesus Christ; enlightening their minds spiritually and savingly to understand the things of God, taking away their heart of stone, and giving unto them a heart of flesh; renewing their wills, and, by his almighty power, determining them to that which is good, and effectually drawing them to Jesus Christ: yet so, as they come most freely, being made willing by his grace.This effectual call is of God's free and special grace alone, not from anything at all foreseen in man, who is altogether passive therein, until, being quickened and renewed by the Holy Spirit, he is thereby enabled to answer this call, and to embrace the grace offered and conveyed in it. (Section 10)

In the following excerpt, for instance, Finney explains how even the Spirit acts not as a force of regeneration but rather a force of persuasion.

    The Spirit pours the expostulation home with such power that the sinner turns... the Spirit turned him, just as you would say of a man who had persuaded another to change his mind on the subject of politics, that he had converted him and brought him over... He does not act be direct physical contact upon the mind, but he uses the truth as his sword to pierce the sinner; and the motives presented in the gospel are the instruments he uses to change the sinner's heart... Did not the serpent change Adam's heart by motives? and cannot the Spirit of God with infinitely higher motives exert as great power over mind as he can?... The power which God exerts in the conversion of a soul is moral power; it is that kind of power by which a statesman sways the mind of a senate; or by which an advocate moves and bows the heart of a jury.(Quoted in Foot, p.48 from Sermons on Important Subjects, p.224-6)

Therefore, like Pelagius, a "change in heart" consisted in "changing the controlling preference of the mind in regard to the end of pursuit..." such that it is a "change in the choice of a Supreme Ruler." (Woods, p.163-4 from Finney's Sermons on Important Subjects p. 224) As Finney also explained, "to constitute a change of heart, it must not only be voluntary, but it must be a change in the governing preference of the mind."(Ibid. p.48) By implication of the above excerpts, it can also be observed that like Pelagius, the implicit idea concerning what is often confused with "nature" is the idea of habit-- or as Finney stated concerning regeneration, "the governing preference of the mind." Moreover, like Pelagius, each person was understood to be immediately created by God into the same state as Adam. Therefore, even as the "serpent deceived Eve", so too the Spirit acts upon persons after the fall in His persuasive power. "

As to the role of the person in Finney's conception of "regeneration" he taught very clearly that God's activity was merely outward and for the most part what Augustine had described as merely "natural grace" with no "special grace." For instance, Finney preached that

    There is a sense in which conversion is the work of God. There is a sense in which it is the effect of truth. There is a sense in which the preacher does it. And it is also the appropriate work of the sinner himself. That fact is, that the actual turning is the sinners own act.(Foot. p.48-49 from "Sermons on Important Subjects" p.20)

Pertaining to the doctrine of predestination, the logical outworking of the views already presented necessitated Finney to teach that "the elect then must be those whom God foresaw"(Foot, p.48 From Sermons on Important Subjects" p.116) For the contrasting view of the Old School Presbyterians, the following from the Westminster Confession of Faith clearly reflects the position of Augustine.

    God, from all eternity, did, by the most wise and holy counsel of his own will, freely, and unchangeably ordain whatsoever comes to pass: yet so, as thereby neither is God the author of sin, nor is violence offered to the will of the creatures; nor is the liberty or contingency of second causes taken away, but rather established.

    Although God knows whatsoever may or can come to pass upon all supposed conditions, yet hath he not decreed anything because he foresaw it as future, or as that which would come to pass upon such conditions.

    By the decree of God, for the manifestation of his glory, some men and angels are predestinated unto everlasting life; and others foreordained to everlasting death.

    These angels and men, thus predestinated, and foreordained, are particularly and unchangeably designed, and their number so certain and definite, that it cannot be either increased or diminished.

    Those of mankind that are predestinated unto life, God, before the foundation of the world was laid, according to his eternal and immutable purpose, and the secret counsel and good pleasure of his will, hath chosen, in Christ, unto everlasting glory, out of his mere free grace and love, without any foresight of faith, or good works, or perseverance in either of them, or any other thing in the creature, as conditions, or causes moving him thereunto; and all to the praise of his glorious grace.

    As God hath appointed the elect unto glory, so hath he, by the eternal and most free purpose of his will, foreordained all the means thereunto. Wherefore, they who are elected, being fallen in Adam, are redeemed by Christ, are effectually called unto faith in Christ by his Spirit working in due season, are justified, adopted, sanctified, and kept by his power, through faith, unto salvation. Neither are any other redeemed by Christ, effectually called, justified, adopted, sanctified, and saved, but the elect only.

In contrast according to Finney, God "foresaw that in the perfect exercise of their freedom they could be induced to repent and embrace the Gospel." Finney further preached, "Sinners, your salvation or damnation is as absolutely dependent upon your choice as if God neither knew nor designed any thing about it."(Ibid. p 48 from "Sermons" p.224) Even as Pelagius revolted against the idea of preordination in preference for foreknowledge, so also did Finney.

As the culmination of the system as a whole, Finney, like Pelagius" was also an advocate of what was described as "Perfectionism." As noted by James Wood of the nineteenth century, Finney was relatively unique even within the New School movement concerning his belief in perfectionism.(Ibid. p.208)

For the contrasting nineteenth century view of sanctification in this life, the Westminster Confession of Faith clearly reflects Augustine's position as well.

    They, whom God hath accepted in his Beloved, effectually called, and sanctified by his Spirit, can neither totally nor finally fall away from the state of grace, but shall certainly persevere therein to the end, and be eternally saved.

    This perseverance of the saints depends not upon their own free will, but upon the immutability of the decree of election, flowing from the free and unchangeable love of God the Father; upon the efficacy of the merit and intercession of Jesus Christ, the abiding of the Spirit, and of the seed of God within them, and the nature of the covenant of grace: from all which ariseth also the certainty and infallibility thereof.

    Nevertheless, they may, through the temptations of Satan and of the world, the prevalency of corruption remaining in them, and the neglect of the means of their preservation, fall into grievous sins; and, for a time,continue therein: whereby they incur God's displeasure, and grieve his Holy Spirit, come to be deprived of some measure of their graces and comforts, have their hearts hardened, and their consciences wounded; hurt and scandalize others, and bring temporal judgments upon themselves.

Yet that Finney held to the belief espoused by Pelagius is not hard to uncover. For instance, Finney argued for the doctrine much the same way as Pelagius did. In one sermon, he reasoned that first, "all the prophesies and promises of God that respect the sanctification of believers in this world are to be understood of course of their perfect sanctification." Secondly, he asserted that "If it is not a practicable duty to be perfectly holy in this world then... Jesus is at a fault and has no way to sanctify his people but to take them out of the world."(Ibid. p.48) In other words, if it is not possible to be holy according to Finney, then the character of God is called into question for commanding that which was impossible. Finney will then conclude,

    O! If believers would only throw themselves wholly on Christ, and make him responsible by placing themselves entirely at his control, they would know his power to save, and would live without sin.(Wood p.211

    * * * * *

In conclusion, as paradigmatic of the New School Presbyterian movement in the nineteenth century, Charles Finney has been shown to be operating within the same "family" of doctrines that the fifth century British monk, Pelagius had so prominently identified. Like Augustine in Pelagius' day, the Old School "family" of doctrines as articulated in the Westminster Confession of Faith represented the "standard orthodox" position of the nineteenth century. Just as Pelagius underwent the scrutiny and trials of establishment orthodoxy, so too,the case of Charles Finney was subjected to the ecclesiastical court in his day. And so, even as late as the early nineteenth century in America, Augustine's powerful impact upon the "western hemisphere" was still nothing short of exhaustive.

Yet unlike the case of Pelagius, while the New School would lose the early nineteenth century battles, it would eventually win the war for American mainline and popular religion according to historian George Marsden. And even though once cradled under the same theological arms of the nineteenth century New School movement, the ironic "bedfellows" of twentieth century liberalism and twentieth century fundamentalism found themselves to be bitter enemies upon maturity. But upon closer scrutiny, it has been argued that they both share a common "family" of theological inheritance. They are both the proteges of a "family" whose anthropological concern was to advocate the freedom of the will as derived from a distinct reading of the Fall.

And so, whereas Augustinianism was arguably the "winner" in the West up until the nineteenth century, the rising prominence of evangelist Charles Finney and others like him suggests that Pelagius has "won" the modern western hour. What was once considered the "heretic family" of the early fifth century has now become the "orthodox family" in the heart of modern America.


