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upon graduation took an interest ln law. Ai this tiae 

the study of theology did not. ·appeal to b1a. Consequently, 

be attended law school at New Haven tor alx months, after 

wbich he was urged to return to Yale as tutor. It was 

during this period that he changed his plans for the fut­

ure. At one time he and hie pupils attended a revival and 

remained unmoved. He realized that the pupils were merely 

tollowing his example. Therefore he felt in duty bound 

to explain to the pupils how he felt about religion. As 

be discussed religious problems with hie pupils, he found 

bimself lacking in his own spiritual lite. Conscience 

scruples followed, v1hi ch finally moved him to enter Yale 

Divinity Schoo1.ll 

At Yale Divinity School be came into contact with 

tbe New England Theology. Thia was a system of theology 

tbat bad developed within Calvinism since the time of 

Jonathon Edwards. In Europe the theology or Calvinism 

thrived quite well and had acbleved great. resu_lts 1n con­

gregational activity, yet in America this success was not 

forthcoming. American pioneering demanded initiative, 

and the Calvinistic theology could not supply that. 

F. H. Foster's book dealing ~1th this period ~tatea, "It 

so conceived the sovereignty of God and so obscured human 

freedom that it exercised, wben operating in a~ locality 

11. !E.iJ!., p. 151 
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undisturbed for a long period, a paralysing effect upon 

human 1nit1at1ve.n12 This combined with the frontier 

situation, which demanded progressive action, almost 

proved fatal to the churches. What need was there to 

pay attention to the spiritual life as long as a person 

was one of the elect. The religious leaders made no at­

tempt to explain the reason tor a sanctified lite. Rather 

they prescribed certain formulas as to what constituted 

a holy life. Tbe system had begun to approach Romanism. 

Through the .~ork of Edwards in America and We~ley 1n Eng­

land a new ethical sense was aroused, and the real mean­

ing of virtue and holiness was emphasized. Edwards laid 

the . groundwork for the New England Theology, which was 

"an attempt to rationalize completely the Calvinistic 

taith.nl3 In this new theology there appears the Govern­

mental theory of the atonement as set forth by Edwards 

and before him by Grotius, ~hich held that Christ's death 

was not a penalty for sin, but a substitute for it, 

an expression ot God's abhorrence of sin. This then was 

an attempt to demonstrate the value and importance ot 

Christ's death. Calvinism laid the stress ot man's sal­

vation entirely in the election by God. This would make 

12. F. H. Foster,! Genetic History J2l. the 1l!!! England 
Theology, P• 554. 

l3. F. E. Mayer, •Rise of Liberal Theology in Congre-
gationalism," Concordia Tbeological Monthly, XV (October, 
1944), 651. . 
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it appear that Christ's work 1a, after &11, of little 

value. But no,; according to the gover.nmental theory, 

because of Christ's death, a sinner becom~s consclous 

that God abhors sin, as evidenced by the punishment in­

flicted on Christ for the a1ns of the world. This 1n 

turn fills the sinner with horror to the extent that be 

forsakes sin. The sinner's reformation enables God to 

forgive without doing violence \o the divine Law. In 

this way God makes no excep\1ona to the Law, and bis moral 

government remains intact.14 Bushnell was opposed to this 

sort of system as it was taught blm by Nathaniel Taylor, 

his most influential teacher at Yale. Serious controvers­

ies developed between the two. Taylor tried to establish 

Chri stian theology as an intelectual demonstrable system. 

The logic, metaphysios, and systematization of this sort 

of theology se.emed unreal and art1f 1c!.al to the mind of 

Bu-~hne11.l5 

In the midst of h1s theological doubts Bushnell one 

day happened to read a book. br ~o~erldge entitled~ 

!2. Reflection. This book is baaed ori · the religious spec­

ulations of schleiermaober, wbo is fre~uenily referred to 

aa the father of Modernism. Scble1ermacher makea uae of 
. ' 

the empirical method of tbeoloSY, . that 1a, g~1n1ng a know-

14. Benjamin war!ield, ".At.on~aumt," Schaff-Herzog !n-
czclopediae P• 353• (v. I). . · 

15. E. T. Thompson. Cbane;ine: :'Emphasis 1n American 
Preaching, p. 15. 
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ledge of God and religious matters primarily by means of 

sense experience. True enough, be denies tbat bis is an 

empirical system and even criticizes suoh a system, yet 

his own method, which he prefers to call the •descriptive 

method"• .can be beat underst.ood when referred t.o as an 

empirical method. AQoording to Schleiermaoher 1 religious 

. experience gives us n knowledse of God 1 not as he really 

is but of h1s relation to us. Accordingly, we experience 

this relationship and on the basis ot this experience 

formulate religious concepts. His idea that theology 

must change just as religious experience changes is per­

haps the keystone of mode~nism, because it spells the 

d.ownfal 1 of doctrinal discipline. He sta·t ·ea tbat revel­

ation of' Scripture or metaphysical principles are subor­

dinate to religious experience as a basis ot interpreting 

theology. He be ld. ths.t tbe eacenoe of rellgi on is the 

feeling of absolute dependence on God. His opinion on 

God 1s as follows: "God is defined as tbe universal, all• 

controlling reality diaoloaed in our sense of complete 

dependence ••• God become, tor tb~ologioal method an aspect 

of man's religious consclouaneea. Tb~ meaning of the term 

1s derived from and validated in present huaan exper1ence."16 

Schleiermacbcr•s outstanding contribution 1s his insistence 

16. !dwin A. Burtt, Types of Religious Philosophy, P• 298. 
The section o6 schle1ermaoher1'i,. theology, PP• 295-3031 baa 
been our guide for presenting his religious teachings. 
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that religion cnn be defined by tho empirioe.l method, 

and that human experience should be the source of men's 

rellgtous ldeas. • 

Following in his footsteps though treading somewhat 

more lightly ffe have Coleridge, whose book, Aids to Re-___ 
£lactio~, brought a great change to Bushnell's outlook 

on theol ogica l life. Coleridge made a distinction between 

~aturo a nd Spirit; the difference being that Nature is 

subjec t t o the la• ~f cause and effect while Spirit is 

self-ct ~termining. TbPn ha follows ~1th the idea that the 
. . 

will, whi cb is self-determining, does not fit into the 

categ ory of Nature. Hence it isn't bound by cause and ef­

fect. Our ideas, then, as derived from the moral being, 

who is guided by conscience, cannot be pressed to all 

logi ca 1 conclus1 ons. So we cannot always apply laws of 

nature when dealing with our ideas but must heed the law 

of conscience. Religious beliefs also come under this 

law of conscience. Anything repusnant to conscience need 

not be accepted.17 This kind of method must certainly 

have appealed to a Bushnell, who, beset by doubts regard­

ing the accuracy of log1c, now had a new avenue of approach 

which gave plenty of room for opAcul~tion. Now we see 

Buehnoll rejecting tha penal atonement, because it is 

repugnant ·to conscience, or the emotions, and substitut­

ing one that appeals to oonscienoe, namely, the moral 

17. George Park Fisher, History of Christian Doctrine, 
p. 447. 
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influence view. 

There is some reason to believe that Bushnell's pro­

fession as a preacher had aome bearing on the type of 

theology he developed. There is no doubt among any of the 

authorities that he was an outstanding preacher, but there 

is some variance of opinion regarding his theological 

acumen. G. P. Fisher calls him "an original and gifted 

preacher, but not a technical scholar.nl8 True as this 

may be, it certainly bears no hindrance to his influence 

on subsequent modernism. Just the faot that he was a 

gifted preacher gave him added advantage. He was primar­

ily concerned with developing teachings that had appeal. 

This becomes all the more significant as we bear in mind 

that he considered doctrines true when they appeal to 

conscience. Hts purpose was to convince people by his 

preaching. 

Bushnell had a number ot characteristic tendencies 

which pioved to be serious detriments to his system. He 

concerned himself only with the problem at band, and if a 

new proQlem would present itself, be would not be able to 

follow his first problem to its logical conclusions. His 

lack of historical knowledge was~ detriment. From time 

to time he would discover some points of doctrine as ex­

plained in tbe early church. These would .impress him and 

cause n1m later to arbitrarily change bis positions. Fre-

18 • .!!!.!.a.•• P• 437. 
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quently he publiebed his ·works before seriously weighing 

the evidence for hle position. He was rather inclined 

to the method of intuition tor eetablishing theological 

truth. He felt eomatbing to be true, accepted it, but 

failed to carefully reason tt out. Thie fault really forms 

the basic principle 1n his ayete111. Because ot it, he was 

able to. develop other errors quite freely since there was 

no doctrinal d1$oipl1ne to bind him. Opinions which con. 

tradicted the dictates or .Qonaoience oould not invalidate 

the do.ctr1 nes based on- 1ntu1 tion. Scripture• too, l!lust 

be secondary. It would be a mistake, however, to say 

that Bushnell rejects revelation aa a basis for truth, 
I 

but be does make Scripture meet the demands of his intui-

tion, as he twists the interpretation of certain passages 

to fit his purposes. 

Among Bushnell's early writings we shall mention 

three 1 l!.!'..!&!'!. !.!!£ !h!. S~pernatural, Christian Nurture, 

and God 1n Christ. After th•se comes bis outstanding --
work, from the view point or its effect on subsequent 

theology, namely, 1h! Vicarious Sacrifice. In the three 

books preceeding !h!. Vicarious Sacr1f19~, we already see 

his principle of intuition as a source ot truth at work.
19 

19. Horace Bushnell, ·Nature and!!!!. Supernatural, 1897; 
Christian Nurture, 1865; Vicarious Saoriflce, 1866. Since 
bis God in Christ was not available, the following second­
ary sources were consul tecl: E. T. Thompson, Changing. !,m• 

1pas1s, etc., P• 29; and G. P. Fisher, History ll! Chriat-
..!.ll Dootrlne, p. 439-,41. 
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Nature!.!!!!!!!! Supernatural was written after Bush­

nell had gotten a clue from Coleridge's~!.! Reflection. 

He points out that even the will by Yirtue of its power to 

produce action le a supernatural agent. Tb1a already ahows 

a tendency of Bushnell to trust 1n tbe powers w1tb1n a 

man•s mind, which is really a supernatural agent. 

Christian Nurture 1s Bushnell's first book of real 

importance. Much controversy resulted over it. The prin• 

ciple wblch he proceeded to emphasize waa "that the child 

is to grow up a Cbrlat1an, and never know bimaelf as being 

otherw1se.n20 He denied to\al depravity and original aln 

aa stated in these words: "for it la not sin which be 

(the child) derives from hla parentsi at least not sin 

in any sense which imports blame. but only some prejudice 

to the perfect harmony of this mold, some kind of pravity 

or obliquity whic~ inclines him to ev11." 21 Thia then 

would indicate that he denies inherited guilt and corrup­

tion. It would seem that he also denies the inherent 

goodness of human nature by his claiming that it inclines 

to evil. Howeyer, tbe entire spirit of his book substant­

iates the view tbat man 1s inberently good. He claims 

further that regeneration o! a child by baptism ls pre­

sumptive, and that everything depends upon deYelopment of 

character by Christian Nurture. Thus tb1a book was an 

20. Christian Nurture, P• 10. 
21. Ibid., P• 23. 
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attack on the overemphasis ot conso1ous conversion of 

adults, and the neglect ~f the religious life of the child­

ren. Most of his teachings expressed in the book were 

very contrary to prevailing modes ot thought in New Eng-

land theology. 

The book, God 1!! Christ, 1a a treatise deaU·ng with 

the doctrine of Christ. Bushnell expounds a modaliat1c 

Sabelian1sm on the doctrine ot the Trinity. The teach­

ings expounded 1n this book are reflected in his greatest 

work, The Vicarious Sacrifice. Since the doctrine ot 

Christ is basic for the vicarious atonement, we shall deal 

with it in connection with the Moral Influence theory. 

We may do well to establish a few starting points 

fo.r the development of the moral influence theory of the 

atonement. First of all, we become aware of the fact that 

Bushnell has very little respect for creeds. He felt that 

words are merely symbols of expression and do not convey 

accurately a thought from one mind to another. Tberetore 

sta t .ed creeds are of 11 tt le value. He placed much emphasis 

on the necessity of recreating truth for one's selt, in­

stead of blindly accepting ideas that are handed down. 

Consequently, he was always sceptical of truths codified 

and stated in the paat. He used,tbem only as suggestions 

to spur him on to tbe search tor the truth.22 His 1nd1!-

22. Foster, J!R.• ill•, P• 4'07, 



16 

terence to creeds ts indicated in a letter he once wrote 

in the interests or uniting the var.ioua churches in Hart­

ford, Conn., where Bushnell preached. He telt that strict 

adherence to creeds, "hich wae keeping t~em apart, waa 

not necessary. In a letter to a neighboring pastor he 

st.a t_ed that fellowship should be achieved with out such 

emphasis on creeds. Hie closing words are characteristic, 

"This, you know was the Puritan Fathers• method, -- no 

creed, but a oovenent."23 · 

Another sta r ting point for hie system is the prin­

ciple that experience establishes truth. He does not give 

much credit to Scripture statements grammatically exa~ined, 

nor to logica l reasoning. The bvo go hand in hand: gram­

matical rules must follow certain laws of logic, but Bush­

nell places religion outside of the field of logic alto­

gether. Religious truth, he feels, must appeal to the 

emotions and conscience, Hence, we t1nd his opposition 

to ep'oradio ·conversion and thP. governmental theory of the 

atonement, neither of which appealed to the emotion but 

~ere rather repugnant when all their implications were 

considered. Hi_s reason for rezject.1ns also a penal atone­

ment ts . very pertinent. He aaJs, "If Christ simply died 

to even up a score ot penalty, if _the total import of h1s 

cross is that God's wrath is satisfied, and tbe bpoka 

23 •. llary Bushnell Cheney, Life and Letters .2!. Horace 
Bushnell, p. 252. 
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made square, there 1a certainly no beaut,y ln that to charm 

a new teeling into lite; on the contrary~ there 1s much 

t.o revolt the soul, a.t least in God'• att.1tude 1 and even 

to raise a chill of revuls1on.n24 In his solution to the 

problem of the atonement Bu&hnell appeals to experience 

for truth, as he himself states: " •• it (the mor~l influ­

ence theory) 1a a kind or· truth not likely to be realized 

without experience. It will see~ to be a truth overdrawn, 

unless it i-s prawn out or the soul'a own consciousness to 

acme degree. n2-5 Bushnell &Ven prescribe, au experiment 

by means ot ~Yhi ch a persi:,n might experience the vicari~us 

sacrifice from t he standpoint of a moral influence concept: 

If you deal with an enemy, ,,hat ·"'111 you do in order to 

gain him? Stand off in disgust? ~e indifferent toward 

hi s evil~? .f'ray for him? No, rather 

••• take t he m~n upon your love, bear him and 
his wrong as a mind's burden, undertake tor him, 
atudy. by what means and by what help obtained 
from God you can get bim out of his eYils, and 
make a !~!end or him -- God's friend and yours 
do this and sea it lt does not open to you a 
very ,c, r E'~t and wonderful discovery -- the sub­
lime reality and solidly grand s1gnlf1cance ot 
vicarious sacrtftoe.26 

It might be well to note Bushnell's stated purpose 

1n writinR The V1oar1Dus Sacrifice. He does not wish to 
~ - ...::.-------

establish a creed or any new art1ole. Indeed, he deplored 

24. Bushnell, Tb• Vlcarloua Saorlfioe, P• 30. 
as. ~ .• p. 547 
26. Ibid. -
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the formulation ot creeds, which, be said, stymied the 

development o·r religious truth, and frequently gaye wrong 

conceptions by oversimplifying the gospel message. When 

Bushnell now writes, be only wants to bint at a conception 

of the gospel as it appears to htm. 27 It is to be noted, 

tbat, although be bad not wished to e.atabl1sb a ne~ art­

icle, that is Just what be proceeded to do in view of the 

fact that he so tenaciously defended his view later on. 

His successors interpreted bim ln auch a way as to make 

the Moral Influence theory a basic doctrine for Congre­

gationalism. 

27. The quotation of bis purpose reads as follows: 
"It will be understood of course, that I do not propose 
t .o establish any article whatever in this treatise, but 
only to exhibit, if possible, tbe Christ wbom ao many 
centuries of dlsclplesblp bas so visibly been longing 
after; viz, the loving, helping, transforming, aanctlty­
·tng Christ, the true soul-bread from heaven, the quick­
ening Life, the Power of God unto SalYation. If tor con­
venience aake I apeak of 1R&intainlng 'th• moral view• 
of the cross. or, wbat la more dlatinot, •the moral power 
view,• it will not be understood tbat I am proposing an 
article, but only that I hint, ln this general way, a 
conception et tbe gospel whoa• reality and staple Yalue 
are in tbe facts that embody lta power." In Vicarious 
Sacrifice, pp. 31-32. 
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II I . The !mpbaate on LoTe 

In order to prevent too muob oppoalt1on io bla theory 

Bushnell firot condltione bl• reader• by empbaelzlng that 

love 1s tbe basic principle ln vloarloua aaorlflce. By 

ao doing be reduces tbe dootrlne of Cbrlat'• Ylcartoua 

atonement to the leTel of 11&n'1 Judsme~t until lt becomes 

as commonplace ee the oonoept of almple love ln a parson's 

everyday life. Thts 1a fully 1n keeping wtth bis whole 

system of gaining a knotr ledge ot God by human experience, 

whi ch 1s li mited to human thought an<' act.ion. Streealng 

the love principle, be proceed• to define vicarious sac­

r1ftce. Real love, be lnslate, la vlcartoua love. It 

rnuot oe a condition ln wbtob one la willing to eubetitute 

b1mself into tbe place of anotber. In tb1s way a peraon 

iaeni i fias himself wltb another person, feeling that per­

aon•e p roblems as ~bough tbey •ere bis own, sympathizing 

wtth him, and trylnlir1n tbat way io abare b1a burdena. 

In \b1s manner tben Buebnell 1nterpreie trie vloartous 

nature of Cbr1at•e atonemeni: "Tbie one thtng la olear, 

that love ts a Y1oar1oue prtnolple, bound by 1ta own nat­

ure itself to tako upon tta teeltnge, end care, and sym­

pathy, those who are down undor eY11 and lta penalties. 

Thus it is that Jesus takes our nature upon him, to be 

made a curse for ua and to be~r our a!n."28 Already we 

------
28 • .!A!S!•, P• 53. 
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may observe that the aubatltutlonary obaraoter ot Cbrlst's 

work 1a limited largely to Chrlat•a feelings and emotions. 

It is not. as we bold, the actual aubat1tut1on or Christ 

for us in making satiaf aotlon tor our · alna. 

He continues to ••P,ba•l•• tbe lo•• pr1no1ple 1n Yicar­

loua sacrifice by atat1ng that 1aor1t1ce neoeaear1ly im­

plies suffering. and tbat thle \oo 1a an eaaent1al part 

of love since love la willing to suffer. "It is ot the 

very nature of love vicariously to suffer in helping and 

in order to help and bea1.n29 Following this argument, it 

is stated that suffering becomes a necessary feature of 

Christ's vicarious sacrifice, since " •• Christ, in what 1a 

called his vicarious aa~ritioe, simply engages, at the 

expense of great suffering and even death itself, to bring 

us out of our sins themselves and ao out of tbeir penalties; 

being himself identified with us 1n our fallen state, and 

burdened in feelings with our ev1la.R30 Tbat ls Bushnell's 

definition of the vicarious aaor1f1oe. On the surface it 

appears quite orthodox, but when ·oons14ered from the stand 

of Bushnell on the atonement, the unacrlptural implication• 

of t.he words become evident. 

· Since Bushnell presents Cbrlat•s vioar1oua sacrifice 

as a necessary cbaractertst1c 'of the love principle, it 

follows that there is nothing auperlat1ve 1n the work of 

29. Robert. s. Franks,! History J21.. 1!!! ·Doctrine ot !J:!!. 
Work or Christ, p. 402. . 

ao:-auahnell, Vicarious Sacrifice, P• ,1. 
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Christ.· The love of Christ does only what all love will 

do. Anyone who ie able to love ls able also \o eufter 

vicariously as Chr1st . d1d. Bushnell atatea. quite ept­

grammat1cally as 1a hio style, "01Yon the unlveraallty ot 

love, the universality of vicarlouo aacr1t1ce 1e slven 

also.n31 The death of Christ on tbe croea merely shows 

the greatness of his loYe and bis willingness to autter 

vicariously. 

In order to show further that there is nothing super• 

lative 1n Christ's vicarious sacrifice Bushnell points out 

that the Father, the Holy Ghost, all gQod angels, and all 

Christians also suffer vicariously. In order to realize 

this fact. Bushnell says, we must keep in mind the nature 

of Christ's suffering, namely, •the main aufterlng of Jesus 

was not. as many coarsely lmaglne, in the pangs of bis body 

and cress, but tn the burdens that came on bis mind. In 

these burdens God, as the eternal Fatber, suffered before 

hJm."32 He uses the example of God'• patience with Israel 

which caused him suffering, as be felt the pain reaultlng 

from their murmurings. 
, 

The Holy Ghost is able to and ·does suffer· vicariously 

as he continues the work of Christ ae a comforter. He 

thus also burdeno himself with our feelings, our sorro!s 

and pains. Bushnell points to tbe words of Scripture: 

31. Ibid •• p. 48. 
32. Ibid., p. 60. 
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"the Spirit itself maketh 1nteroeaa1on tor ua with groan-

1nss which can not be uttered." Essentially there 1s no 

difference between Christ's aaorifioe and that ot God as 

Bushnell says, "Whatever we may say, or hold, or believe, 

concerning the vicarioua sacrifice or Christ, we are to 

affirm in the same manner ot God. The whole deity is in 

it, in it from eternity and will to eternity be."33 

The good angels also are active in the vicarious 

sacrifice. In sympathy with Christ's ideals, tbey too 
I 

suffer vicariously as they sorrow over man's sin and help 

him to bear his burdens, cf., "They sball bear thee up in 

their hands." 

All redeemed souls also suffer vicariously as did 

Christ. Lest there might be aoae hesitancy in accepting 

this, Bushnell stresses the point made earlier that in 

his vicarious sacrifice Christ simply tult1lla what be­

longs universally to love. The vtcarioua aacrifioe be­

longs not to an office, as redeemer, but to holy charac­

ter. It has to do with the love tbat ·burdena itself with 

the wa~ts and woes. and losses and wrongs of others. Only 

that and nothing more. Hence man too suffers Y1car1ously 

as he is .burdened with another's troubles. However, man's 

suffering has not the value that Christ's suffering bad. 

Bushnell continues \o stress tbe pr1no1ple of love 

alao 1n relation to tbe regeneration of souls by God. He 


