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Charles Finney:
Evangelist and Abolitionist

By Richard Cook
Logos Evangelical Seminary
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How would the birth of the United States in
1776, a nation committed to natural rights,
e democracy, and religious toleration, bring

AU fresh transformations to the Christian
church? Christianity is a religion that
throughout history has incarnated into a
myriad of societies and cultures, and it has
both shaped and been shaped by those peo-
ples, including the radical impact of the
United States on the Christian churches and church history.
Charles Grandison Finney, the “Father of Modern Revivalism,”
shaped evangelical revivalism as well as American political activ-
ism during the first seventy years of the United States. Some of
the quirks of American evangelicalism that arose in Finney’s day,
particularly its emphasis on revivals, became the hallmark of
twentieth century evangelicalism. Finney also represents,
through his commitment to the abolition movement before the
American Civil War, Evangelical commitment to both evangelism
and social justice.

Background: The World of Charles Finney

The United States, born in 1776, began to shape Christianity. The
original thirteen colonies quickly expanded, and the frontiers of
the nation pushed further and further west into the large North
American continent. The American revolutionaries, joined by an
increasing flow of immigrants, created a new culture and society.
They had been freed from the political, cultural, and religious
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strictures in Europe, and they championed democracy and reli-
gious freedom. Unlike the overdeveloped countries of Great Brit-
ain and Europe, the vast expanses of land in the United States
needed courageous pioneers to tame it. Rugged individualism
was a virtue in the Midwestern plains.

The Great Awakening and spiritual revivals of Jonathan Edwards
and George Whitefield in the eighteenth century had run their
course by the end of the American Revolution. By 1800, numer-
ous factors were pushing the new nation toward secularism. The
wide-open territories freed people from the scrutiny of both fam-
ily and church. The young denominations in the United States
could not expand fast enough into the sparsely populated territo-
ries, and sometimes one pastor had to serve several churches
separated by days of dangerous travel. The churches needed a
new revival.

The separation of church and state in the young nation also trans-
formed Protestant Christianity. Denominations proliferated as the
state did not favor any one church, and each church had to rely
on the voluntary support of the members in order to survive.
Churches that did not serve the needs of the congregation would
die, and new, innovative churches were born. In this milieu, Chris-
tianity in the United States became highly creative in outreach,
and revivalism became part of the Evangelical DNA. For instance,
Christians in the nineteenth century, employing the cutting-edge
media of the day, committed themselves to the mass printing of
Sunday school materials and flashy Christian tracts. This impulse
to find creative means to saturate the nation with the Christian
message was echoed in the twentieth century as Christian
churches were early adopters of the new media of radio, then
television, and now the Internet.

Charles Grandison Finney

Charles Finney personified the developments of evangelical
Christianity in the growing American nation in the first half of the
nineteenth century. Born in Connecticut in 1792, about ten years
after the American Revolution and the same year as William Car-
ey published An Inquiry, Finney grew up in a Baptist Church in
Henderson, a city in upstate New York. He was tall with piercing
eyes, apparently drawing attention as a striking figure at an early
age. He learned about revivalism as a boy from the popular reviv-
al meetings, starting around 1800, in the Baptist and Methodist
churches.
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Finney never attended college, but he studied law books and
started his career as an apprentice in a law office in 1818 in New
York. He endured an extended spiritual struggle over the state of
his soul and experienced a dramatic conversion in October 1821,
leading him to give up his law career and pursue his ordination
as a Presbyterian in 1824. In that same year, 1824, he was also
married, and he launched the spectacular revivals that brought
him national fame. Starting in rural upstate New York, the reviv-
als spread quickly to other areas in and around New York. Initial-
ly, he was opposed by some of the prominent evangelical church
leaders and so in 1827 he defended himself at the New Lebanon
Convention. Some evangelicals were concerned about false re-
ports they had heard about excesses in his meetings, and Finney
was able to discuss these charges. At thirty-five years of age, he
emerged from the meetings as a key leader of evangelical reviv-
alism.

Charles Finney continued to promote vigorously his brand of re-
vivalism until 1832, when health issues forced him to reduce his
demanding schedule. In 1832 he became a pastor in New York
City, then he moved to the Oberlin Collegiate Institute (which
changed its name to Oberlin College after 1850) in 1835 to serve
as Professor of Theology. Oberlin College had been founded in
1833 in Oberlin, Ohio as a school with a mission to bring strong
Christian principles among the settlers of the American West.
Finney strongly supported their commitment to abolition and
coeducation, and among the earliest graduates were women and
Black people. Finney, who was already well-known as a fiery re-
vivalist and outspoken preacher, generated publicity and attract-
ed students to the young three-year-old college.

In 1835 he also published his manual on revivalism, “Lectures on
Revivals,” a work that promoted his ideas on leading successful
revivals. Finney became president of Oberlin College in 1851,
shortly before the Civil War (1861-1865) in the United States.
Oberlin College became a bastion of abolitionist sentiment under
the direction of Charles Finney. The city of Oberlin was a key stop
on the informal network of routes and safehouses, used to help
escaped Southern slaves seeking freedom, known as the
“Underground Railroad.” In 1858 a group of abolitionists from
Oberlin and Wellington were jailed for violating the Fugitive
Slave Act, gaining national attention, and years later the “Oberlin
-Wellington Rescue” became known as the incident that sparked
the American Civil War. Like John Wesley from a previous genera-
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tion, Finney shared a passion for both evangelism and social ac-
tion. Finney left the office of president of Oberlin College in 1866
and he died in 1875.

Finney and Revivalism

Finney was a factor in many of the social and religious convul-
sions of the mid-nineteenth century. In addition to his crucial
contributions to the abolition of slavery, he added profound re-
flections on revival. He reflected the cultural currents of religion
and evangelicalism of his era, and his creative contributions to
revivalism has led many to consider him the “Father of Modern
Revivalism.” He introduced what he called “new measures” into
his revival meetings, promoting a theology some have called
“arminianized Calvinism,” or “new school Calvinism.”

He was a Presbyterian minister, and a Calvinist, but he was edg-
ing away from the Reformed theology of Jonathan Edwards
(1703-1758). Edwards had led revivals in his Congregational
church in Northampton, Massachusetts from 1734 until 1737,
and he also published a book on revivals and the First Great
Awakening (A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of God in
the Conversion of Many Hundred Souls in Northampton, 1737).
Edwards was both a pastor and the theologian, and he is some-
times considered the greatest theologian and philosopher in
American history. Putting his incredible intellect to work, Ed-
wards wrote the classic essay on awakenings where he referred
to revivals as “the surprising work of God.”

Finney’s writing on revivals, occurring almost one hundred years
later, after the birth of the nation in 1776 and the expansion of
the United States towards the West, reflected a different reli-
gious era. Rather than a “surprising work of God,” Finney intro-
duced his “new measures.” These new measures were highly
creative, and they were designed to draw people to religion.
These measures included, for instance, the “anxious seat,” pray-
ing for people by name from the pulpit, women praying in public,
protracted meetings, inquiry meetings, and immediate admis-
sion of converts into the churches.

The “anxious seat” was a row of seats at the front of the assem-
bly. Finney would invite people who were “anxious” about the
condition of their soul to come forward to these designated
seats, and there he could preach to them personally and pray for
their decision. If people were slow to respond, Finney would
continue to preach and pray in “protracted meetings,” meetings
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that went beyond the designated close time. This kind of
“arminianized Calvinism” was calling on people to “make a deci-
sion” for Jesus Christ, and it was a step away from the Reformed
theology of Jonathan Edwards. At a moment when the United
States was championing “rugged individualism,” Finney was, in
effect, recognizing the soul of a sinner as the center of the reli-
gious drama.

Finney suggested a “cause and effect” relationship between
means and revival. He believed that if the proper “means” were
employed, then a revival could be expected. He argued, in effect,
that revival was not a miracle, but the natural use of proper
means. If the revivalist could identify the proper means as deter-
mined by God, and employ those methods, then revival was as-
sured. Finney compared this to farmers who can expect a robust
crop if they use proper means. If in the spring the seeds are
properly planted, watered, fertilized, and nurtured, then the nat-
ural result will be a bumper harvest in the fall. A revival of reli-
gion, like a harvest, is a “miracle” or work of God in one sense,
but it is also the natural result of the proper use of means.
Finney’s theology of revival has profoundly influenced global
evangelicalism. Unlike Jonathan Edwards’ “surprising work of
God,” which put God at the center of the religious drama, Finney
put an emphasis on the human messenger and methods as well
as the individual human’s response to God. Finney’s teaching, by
implication, suggests that if there is not a revival then the proper
means were probably not employed. The stress on the im-
portance of proper means became a feature of evangelical Chris-
tianity. Influenced at least in part by Charles Finney, Evangelical
evangelism and revivalism, throughout the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries, has been marked by a relentless pursuit of the
best “means” to bring revival to the churches.

Conclusion

Since the time of Constantine, the Christian church seemed to
move away from the models of the early church. The United
States, with a formal separation of church and state in an other-
wise “Christian” nation, created yet another new model for Chris-
tianity. Charles Finney was one of the early and influential crea-
tors of this new epoch, uncovering creative means to promote

Christian fidelity and spiritual vitality in the new nation.4p
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