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Singing with the Fundamentalists
by Annie Dillard

IT IS EARLY SPRING. I have a temporary office at a state
university on the West Coast. The office is on the third floor.
It looks down on the Square, the enormous open courtyard
at the center of campus. From my desk I see hundreds of
people moving between classes. There is a large circular foun-
tain in the Square’s center.

Early one morning, on the first day of spring quarter, I hear
singing. A pack of students has gathered at the fountain. They
are singing something which, at this distance, and through
the heavy window, sounds good.

I know who these singing students are: they are the Fun-
damentalists. This campus has a lot of them. Mornings they
sing on the Square; it is their only perceptible activity. What
are they singing? Whatever it is, I want to join them, for I like
to sing; whatever it is, I want to take my stand with them, for
I am drawn to their very absurdity, their innocent indifference
to what people think. My colleagues and students here, and
my friends everywhere, dislike and fear Christian Fundamen-
talists. You may never have met such people, but you've heard
what they do: they pile up money, vote in blocs, and elect
right-wing crazies; they censor books; they carry handguns;
they fight fluoride in the drinking water and evolution in the
schools; probably they would lynch people if they could get
away with it. I'm not sure my friends are correct. I close my
pen and join the singers on the Square.

There is a clapping song in progress. I have to concentrate
to follow it:

Come on, rejoice, And let your heart sing, Come on,
rejoice, Give praise to the king. Singing alleluia- He is
the king of kings; Singing alleluia- He is the king of
kings.

Two song leaders are standing on the broad rim of the foun-
tain; the water is splashing just behind them. The boy is short,
hard-faced, with a moustache. He bangs his guitar with the
back of his fingers. The blonde girl, who leads the clapping,
is bouncy; she wears a bit of make-up. Both are wearing blue
jeans.

The students beside me are wearing blue jeans too—and
athletic jerseys, parkas, football jackets, turtlenecks, and hik-
ing shoes or jogging shoes, They all have canvas or nylon
book bags. They look like any random batch of seventy or
eighty students at this university. They are grubby or scrubbed,
mostly scrubbed; they are tall, fair, or red-headed in large
proportions. Their parents are white-collar workers, blue-col-
lar workers, farmers, loggers, orchardists, merchants, fisher-
men; their names are, I'll bet, Olsen, Jensen, Seversen, Han-
sen, Klokker, Sigurdsen.

Despite the vigor of the clapping song, no one seems to be
giving it much effort. And no one looks at anyone else; there
are no sentimental glances and smiles, no glances even-of
recognition. These kids don’t seem to know each other. We
stand at the fountain’s side, out on the broad, bricked Square
in front of the science building, and sing the clapping song
through three times.

Annie Dillard is a Pulitzer Prize winning author. This article is
being reprinted from Yale Review and reprinted with the author’s
permission,
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It is quarter to nine in the morning. Hundreds of people
are crossing the Square, These passersby—faculty, staff, stu-
dents—pay very little attention to us; this morning singing has
gone on for years. Most of them look at us directly, then ignore
us, for there is nothing to see: no animal sacrifices, no lynch-
ings, no collection plate for Jesse Helms, no seizures, snake
handling, healing, or glossolalia. There is barely anything to
hear. I suspect the people glance at us to learn if we are really
singing: how could so many people make so little sound? My
fellow singers, who ignore each other, certainly ignore pass-
ersby as well. Within a week, most of them will have their
eyes closed anyway.

We move directly to another song, a slower one.

He is my peace Who has broken down every wall; He
is my peace, He is my peace. Cast all your cares on him,
For he careth for you—oo—oo He is my peace, He is my
peace.

I am paying strict attention to the song leaders, for I am
singing at the top of my lungs and I've never heard any of
these songs before. They are not the old American low-church
Protestant hymns; they are not the old European high-church
Protestant hymns. These hymns seem to have been written
just yesterday, apparently by the same people who put out
lyrical Christian greeting cards and bookmarks.

“Where do these songs come from?” I ask a girl standing
next to me. She seems appalled to be addressed at all, and
startled by the question. “They’re from the praise albums!”
she explains, and moves away.

The songs’ melodies run dominant, subdominant, domi-
nant, tonic, dominant. The pace is slow, about the pace of
“Tell Laura I Love Her,” and with that song’s quavering, long
notes. The lyrics are simple and repetitive; there are very few
of them to which a devout Jew or Mohammedan could not
give whole-hearted assent. These songs are similar to the things
Catholics sing in church these days. I don’t know if any studies
have been done to correlate the introduction of contemporary
songs into Catholic churches with those churches” decline in
membership, or with the phenomenon of Catholic converts’
applying to enter cloistered monasteries directly, without pass-
ing through parish churches,

I'm set free to worship I'm set free to praise him, I'm
set free to dance before the Lord . ..

At nine o’clock sharp we quit and scatter. I hear a few quiet
““See you”’s, Mostly the students leave quickly, as if they didn't
want to be seen, The Square empties.

THE NEXT DAY we show up again, at twenty to nine. The
same two leaders stand on the fountain’s rim; the fountain is
pouring down behind them.

After the first song, the boy with the moustache hollers,
“Move on up! Some of you guys aren’t paying attention back
there! You're talking to each other. I want you to concentrate!”
The students laugh, embarassed for him. He sounds like a
teacher. No one moves. The girl breaks into the next song,
which we join at once:



In my life, Lord, Be glorified, be glorified, be glorified;
In my life, Lord, Be glorified, be glorified, today.

At the end of this singularly monotonous verse, which is
straining my tolerance for singing virtually anything, the boy
with the moustache startles me by shouting, “Classes!”

At once, without skipping a beat, we sing, “In my classes,
Lord, be glorified, be glorified . ..” I give fleet thought to the
class I'm teaching this afternoon. We're reading a little “Talk
of the Town” piece called “Eggbag,” about a cat in a magic
store on Eighth Avenue, “Relationships!” the boy calls. The
students seem to sing “In my relationships, Lord,” more easily
than they sang “classes.” They seemed embarassed by
“classes.” In fact, to my fascination, they seem embarassed
by almost everything. Why are they here? I will sing with the
Fundamentalists every weekday morning all spring; I will de-
cide, tenatively, that they come pretty much for the same
reasons I do: each has a private relationship with “the Lord”
and will put up with a lot of junk for it.

I HAVE TAUGHT some Fundamentalist students here, and
know a bit of what they think. They are college students above
all, worried about their love lives, their grades, and finding
jobs. Some support moderate Democrats; some support mod-
erate Republicans. Like their classmates, most support nuclear
freeze, ERA, and an end to the draft. I believe they are divided
on abortion and busing. They are not particularly political.
They read Christianity Today and Campus Life and Eternity—
moderate, sensible magazines, I think; they read a lot of C.S.
Lewis. (One such student, who seemed perfectly tolerant of
me and my shoddy Christianity, introduced me to C.S. Lewis’s
critical book on Charles Williams). They read the Bible. I think
they all “believe in” organic evolution. The main thing about
them is this: there isn’t any “them.” Their views vary. They
don’t know each other.

Their common Christianity puts them, if anywhere, to the
left of their classmates. I believe they also tend to be more
able than their classmates to think well in the abstract, and
also to recognize the complexity of moral issues. But.I may
be wrong,

IN 1980, the media were certainly wrong about television
evangelists, Printed estimates of Jerry Falwell’s television au-
dience ranged from 18 million to 30 million people. In fact,
according to Arbitron’s actual counts, fewer than 1.5 million
people were watching Falwell. And, according to an Emory
University study, those who did watch television evangelists
didn’t necessarily vote with them. Emory University sociol-
ogist G. Melton Mobley reports, “When that message turns
political, they cut it off.” Analysis of the 1982 off-year election
turned up no Fundamentalist bloc voting. The media were
wrong, but no one printed retractions.

The media were wrong, too, in a tendency to identify all
fundamentalist Christians with Falwell and his ilk, and to at-
tribute to them, across the board, conservative views.

Someone has sent me two recent issues of Eternity: The
Evangelical Monthly. One lead article criticizes a television
preacher for saying that the United States had never used
military might to take land from another nation. The same
article censures Newspeak, saying that government rhetoric
would have us believe in a “clean bomb,” would have us
believe that we “defend” America by invading foreign soil,
and would have us believe that the dictatorships we support
are “democracies.” “When the President of the United States
says that one reason to support defense spending is because
it creates jobs,” this lead article says, “a little bit of 1984 begins

to surface.”” Another article criticizes a “heavy-handed” opin-
ion of Jerry Falwell Ministries—in this case a broadside attack
on artificial insemination, surrogate motherhood, and lesbian
motherhood. Browsing through Eternity, I find a double cross-
tic. I find an intelligent, analytical, and enthusiastic review of
the new London Philharmonic recording of Mahler’s second
symphony—a review which stresses the “glorious truth” of
the Jewish composer’s magnificent work, and cites its recent
performance in Jerusalem to celebrate the recapture of the
Western Wall following the Six Day War. Surely, the evan-
gelical Christians who read this magazine are not book-burn-
ers. If by chance they vote with the magazine’s editors, then
it looks to me as if they vote with the American Civil Liberties
Union and Americans for Democratic Action.

Every few years some bold and sincere Christian student
at this university disagrees with a professor in class—usually
about the professor’s out-of-hand dismissal of Christianity.
Members of the faculty, outraged, repeat the stories of these
rare and uneven encounters for years on end, as if to prove
that the crazies are everywhere, and gaining ground. The no-
tion is, apparently, that these kids can’t think for themselves.
Or they wouldn't disagree.

NOW AGAIN the moustached leader asks us to move up.
There is no harangue, so we move up. (This will be a theme
all spring. The leaders want us closer together. Our instinct
is to stand alone). From behind the tall fountain comes a wind;
on several gusts we get sprayed. No one seems to notice.

We have time for one more song. The leader, perhaps sen-
sing that no one likes him, blunders on. “I want you to pray
this one through,” he says. “We have a lot of people here
from a lot of different fellowships, but we're all one body.
Amen?” They don't like it. He gets a few polite Amens. We
sing:

Bind us together, Lord, With a bond that can’t be broken;

Bind us together, Lord, With love.

Everyone seems to be in a remarkably foul mood today. We
don't like this song. There is no one here under seventeen,
and, I think, no one here believes that love is a bond that
can’t be broken. We sing the song through three times; then
it is time to go.

The leader calls after our retreating backs, “Hey, have a
good day! Praise Him all day!” The kids around me roll up
their eyes privately. Some groan; all flee.

THE NEXT MORNING is very cold. I am here early. Two
girls are talking on the fountain’s rim; one is part Indian. She
says, “‘I've got all the Old Testament, but I can’t get the New.
I screw up the New.” She takes a breath and rattles off a long
list, ending with “Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephan-
iah, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi.” The other girl produces a
slow, sarcastic applause. I ask one of the girls to help me with
the words to a song. She is agreeable, but says, “I'm sorry, I
can’t. I just became a Christian this year, so I don’t know all
the words yet.”

The others are coming; we stand and separate. The boy
with the moustache is gone, replaced by a big, serious fellow
in a green down jacket. The bouncy girl is back with her guitar;
she’s wearing a skirt and wool knee socks. We begin, without
any preamble, by singing a song that has so few words that
we actually stretch one syllable over eleven separate notes,
Then we sing a song in which the men sing one phrase and
the women echo it. Everyone seems to know just what to do.
In the context of our vapid songs, the lyrics of this one are
extraordinary:
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I was nothing before you found me. Heartache! Broken
people! Ruined lives Is why you died on Calvary!

The last line rises in a regular series of half-notes. Now at last
some people are actually singing; they throw some breath into
the business. There is a seriousness and urgency to it: “Heart-
ache! Broken people! Ruined lives . .. I was nothing.”

We don't look like nothing. We look like a bunch of stu-
dents of every stripe, ill-shaven, dressed up or down, but
dressed warmly against the cold: jeans and parkas, jeans and
heavy sweaters, jeans and scarves and blow-dried hair. We
look ordinary. But I think, quite on my own, that we are here
because we know this business of nothingness, brokenness,
and ruination, We sing this song over and over.

Something catches my eye. Behind us, up in the science
building, professors are standing alone at opened windows.

The long brick science building has three upper floors of
faculty offices, thirty-two windows. At one window stands a
bearded man, about forty; his opening his window is what
caught my eye. He stands full in the open window, his hands
on his hips his head cocked down toward the fountain. He is
drawn to look, as I was drawn to come. Up on the building’s
top floor, at the far right window, there is another: an Asian-
American professor, wearing a white shirt, is sitting with one
hip on his desk, looking out and down. In the middle of the
row of windows, another one, an old professor in a checked
shirt, stands stock-still, his long, old ear to the air. Now an-
other window cranks open, another professor—or maybe a
graduate student—leans out, his hands on the sill.

We are all singing, and I am watching these five still men,
my colleagues, whose office doors are surely shut—for that is
the custom here: five of them alone in their offices in the
science building who have opened their windows on this very
cold morning, who motionless hear the Fundamentalists sing,
utterly unknown to each other.

We sing another four songs, including the clapping song,
and on which repeats, “This is the day which the Lord hath
made; rejoice and be glad in it.”” All the professors but one
stay by their opened windows, figures in a frieze. When after
ten minutes we break off and scatter, each cranks his window
shut. Maybe they have nine o’clock classes too.

IMISS a few sessions. One morning of the following week,
I rejoin the Fundamentalists on the Square. The wind is blow-
ing from the north; it is sunny and cold. There are several
new developments.

Someone has blown up rubber gloves and floated them in
the fountain. I saw them yesterday afternoon from my high
office window, and couldn’t quite make them out: I seemed
to see hands in the fountain waving from side to side, like
those hands wagging on springs which people stick in the
back windows of their cars. I saw these many years ago in
Quito and Guayaquil, where they were a great fad long before
they showed up here. The cardboard hands said, on their
palms, HOLA GENTE, hello people. Some of them just said
HOLA, hello, with a little wave to the universe at large, in
case anybody happened to be looking. It is like our sending
radio signals to planets in other galaxies: HOLA, if anyone is
listening. Jolly folk, these Ecuadorians, I thought.

Now, waiting by the fountain for the singing, I see that
these particular hands are long surgical gloves, yellow and
white, ten of them, tied at the cuff. They float upright and
they wave, hola, hola, hols; and mill around like a crowd,
bobbing under the fountain’s spray and back again to the
pool’s rim, hola. It is a good prank. It is far too cold for the
university’s maintenance crew to retrieve them without turn-
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ing off the fountain and putting on rubber boots.

From all around the Square, people are gathering for the
singing. There is no way I can guess which kids, from among
the masses crossing the Square, will veer off to the fountain.
When they get here, I never recognize anybody except the
leaders.

The singing began without ado as usual, but there is some-
thing different about it. The students are growing prayerful,
and they show it this morning with a peculiar gesture. I'm
glad they weren't like this when I first joined them, or I never
would have stayed.

Last night there was an educational television special, part
of “Middletown.” It was a segment called ““Community of
Praise,” and I watched it because it was about Fundamental-
ists. It showed a Jesus-loving family in the Midwest; the treat-
ment was good and complex. This family attended the prayer
meetings, healing sessions, and church services of an un-
named sect—a very low-church sect, whose doctrine and cul-
ture were much more low-church than those of the kids I sing
with. When the members of this sect prayed, they held their
arms over their heads and raised their palms, as if to feel or
receive a blessing or energy from above.,

Now today on the Square there is a new serious mood.
The leaders are singing with their eyes shut. I am impressed
that they can bang their guitars, keep their balance, and not
fall into the pool. It is the same bouncy girl and earnest boy.
Their eyeballs are rolled back a bit. I look around and see that
almost everyone in this crowd of eighty or so has his eyes
shut and is apparently praying the words of this song or pray-
ing some other prayer.

Now as the chorus rises, as it gets louder and higher and
simpler im melody—

I exalt thee, I exalt thee, I exalt thee, Thou art the Lord—

then, at this moment, hands start rising. All around me, hands
are going up—that tall girl, that blond boy with his head back,
the red-headed boy up front, the girl with the MacDonald’s
jacket. Their arms rise as if pulled on strings. Some few of
them have raised their arms very high over their heads and
are tilting back their palms. Many, many more of them, as
inconspicuously as possible, have raised their hands to the
level of their chins.

What is going on? Why are these students today raising
their palms in this gesture, when nobody did it last week? Is
it because this gesture always accompanies this song, just as
clapping accompanies other songs? Or is it, as I suspect, that
these kids watched the widely publicized documentary last
night just as I did, and are adopting, or trying out, the gesture?

It is a sunny morning, and the sun is rising behind the
leaders and the fountain, so those students have their heads
tilted, eyes closed, and palms upraised toward the sun. I glance
up at the science building and think my own prayer: thank
God no one is watching this.

The leaders cannot move around much on the fountain’s
rim. The girl has her eyes shut; the boy opens his eyes from
time to time, glances at the neck of his guitar, and closes his
eyes again.

When the song is over, the hands go down, and there is
some desultory chatting in the crowd, as usual: can I borrow
your library card? And, as usual, nobody looks at anybody.

All our songs today are serious. There is a feudal theme to
them, or feudal analogue:

I'will eat from abundance of your household. I will dream
beside your streams of righteousness. You are my king,
Enter his gates with thanksgiving in your heart; come



before his courts with praise. He is the king of kings.
Thou art the lord.

All around me, eyes are closed and hands are raised. There
is no social pressure to do this, or anything else. I've never
known any group to be less cohesive, imposing fewer controls.
Since no one looks at anyone, and since passersby no longer
look, everyone out here is inconspicuous and free. Perhaps
the palm-raising has begug because the kids realize by now
that they are not on display; they're praying in their closets,
right out here on the Square. Over the course of the next
weeks, I will learn the the palm-raising is here to stay.

The sun is rising higher. We are singing our last song. We
are praying. We are alone together.

He is my peace Who has broken down every wall . . .

When the song is over, the hands go down. The heads
lower, the eyes open and blink. We stay still a second before
we break up. We have been standing in a broad current; now
we have stepped aside. We have dismantled the radar cups;
we have closed the telescope’s vault. Students gather their
book bags and go. The two leaders step down from the foun-
tain’s rim and pack away their guitars. Everyone scatters, I
am in no hurry, so I stay after everyone is gone. It is after
nine o’clock, and the Square is deserted. The fountain is play-
ing to an empty house. In the pool the cheerful hands are
waving over the water, bobbing under the fountain’s veil and
out again in the current, hola.

American Evangelicalism: Quo Vadis?

by Vernon Grounds

I

Long months ago I received a rather flattering invitation.
Would I participate in a conference of older evangelical lead-
ers? Older? Yes, indeed, since I was born in 1914. As for being
a leader, well, if in the judgment of the conference sponsors
I could still so qualify, I as a semi-retiree would be happy to
accept the invitation, So I found myself sometime later sharing
in the discussions and deliberations of a group which included
many individuals who are well-known in Christian circles.
Looking back on our experiences, we pondered the probable
needs and possible problems of younger Christians who will
be leading the Church in the third millennium. It was an
interesting experience. Though not endowed with prophetic
foresight, we were in effect functioning as spiritual futurolo-
gists. A hazardous undertaking! Since God alone knows what
will be happening in the years ahead, any attempt at prog-
nosticating the shape of the events after A.D. 2000 runs the
risk of presuming to possess a scintilla of omniscience.

I recalled that conference as I was interacting with James
Davison Hunter’s Evangelicalism: The Coming Generation (The
University of Chicago Press, 1987). It is one of those books
every self-respecting evangelical must read, as well as anyone
concerned about religion per se. A sociologist who in 1983
published American Evangelicalism: Contemporary Religion and
the Quandary of Modernism, Hunter is a probing analyst of
Protestant orthodoxy, that species of the genus Christianity
to which I personally adhere. So does Inter-Varsity as an or-
ganization. Hunter gives a report and an interpretation of the
data he accumulated from surveys of students in represen-
tative evangelical colleges and seminaries. The statistical find-
ings of his research are set forth in charts that even I with my
anti-statistical bias could understand (p. 9ff; pp. 240-248). In-
cluded too are verbatim comments made by interviewees, can-
did responses to specific inquiries about beliefs and attitudes.
All of this, I am sure, Hunter’s fellow sociologists will certify
as warranting his guarded forecasts regarding the future of
evangelicalism.

Let me mention that, in seeking to ascertain the beliefs and
attitudes of today’s younger evangelicals, Hunter investigates
their thinking regarding theology, work, morality, selfhood,

Vernon Grounds is Editor of TSF Bulletin and president emeritus
of Denver Seminary.

family, and politics. Taking for granted the correctness of his
statistics and the validity of his extrapolations, we are shut up
to his tentative prediction: “The world of the coming gener-
ation of Evangelicals may bear little resemblance to the Evan-
gelical world of many previous generations” (p. 15). It may.
Hunter eschews the role of a dogmatic futurologist, heavily
qualifying all his projections from the known of today to the
unknown of tomorrow. Thus at the outset of his study, he
admits that, “One may well wonder whether an attempt is
going to be made to predict the future of Evangelicalism.”
And he informs us that “The answer is a qualified no.” While
insisting that prediction is “not the central concern here,” he
nevertheless acknowledges that “there is, then, a qualified
sense in which we can speak of predicting the future of Amer-
ican evangelicalism” (p. 14).

And what does Hunter foresee? “’American evangelicalism
seems to face an uncertain future, a future as ambivalent as
its own present nature” (p. 208). Assuredly—I am assuming
that Hunter is sure of this—it will not disappear, but it may
differ significantly from traditional evangelicalism and suffer
a decline numerically. Though consistently refusing to dog-
matize, Hunter at any rate ventures to assert that “the pros-
pects are not at all bright” (ibid). Indeed, he even goes so far
as to say that there are “reasonable grounds for pessimism”
(p. 203). He holds, essentially, that, as an orthodoxy struggling
to maintain continuity with its past and fidelity to its heritage,
evangelicalism is inescapably subject to the modifying pres-
sures of its social context. Modernity is bearing down inex-
orably on this paradigmatic form of orthodoxy as it is on all
orthodoxies whether Roman Catholic, Jewish, Islamic, or Bud-
dhist {(pp. 214-236). The acids of modernity, as Walter Lipp-
man termed them, include “philosophical (or scientific) and
functional 'rationality,” intensive sociocultural pluralism, the
bureaucratization of public life, the subjectivization of private
life” (p. 182) and other corrosive elements summed up under
the comprehensive rubric of secularization. Hence evangeli-
calism is not only “broadening” (p. 163); it is likewise “weak-
ening” (p. 172) and losing its power of “binding address.” In
other words, it is less and less able “to communicate its ideals
... in ways that are inwardly motivating or emotionally com-
pelling” (p. 210). Pervaded by “movement and fluctuation,
restlessness, fluster, and even turbulence” (p. 157), it is “a
theological tradition in disarray” (p. 32). There are, conse-
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