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Abstract 

 

Finding the origins and causes of the twentieth century evangelical Christian school 

movement in America during the years 1920-1952 is the subject of this study.  Numerous 

primary and secondary sources were utilized. Primary sources consisted of original minutes of 

the proceedings of the National Education Association, the National Union of Christian Schools, 

and the National Association of Evangelicals. In addition, numerous evangelical publications of 

this era such as Moody Monthly, The Sunday School Times, and United Evangelical Action were 

consulted. From within the movement original sources such as Christian School Statistics, The 

Christian Teacher, and The National Association of Christian Schools Newsletter also added to 

the project. The scores of original books, speeches, and pamphlets by the two most significant 

early leaders in the movement, Mark Fakkema and Frank Gaebelein, provided rich insight into 

the thinking and tactics of the founders of this fledgling Christian enterprise. Secondary sources 

included numerous historical works on fundamentalism, public education, Christian education, 

the Cold War, and selected biographical works. Research was conducted in numerous data 

bases as well as a visit to the Wheaton College archives and to Wheaton Christian Grammar 

School, both in Wheaton, Illinois. 

The result of this study revealed several conclusions.  First, contrary to widely held views 

that the Christian school movement started as a reaction to de-segregation and the turbulence 

of the 1960s, this movement actually predated this era by at least thirty years.  Second, the 

study found that this movement was a direct reaction to the decline of Protestant influence in 

America over the course of the nineteenth and early twentieth century. Third, this dissertation 

found that this movement goes back to the long held belief that America was founded as a 

Christian nation and should remain as such in the minds of evangelicals.  Therefore, the thesis 

of this study states that the Christian school movement, responding to a century of change and 

adversity, emerged in the twentieth century as a means for evangelical Christians to reclaim 

their loss of power within the nation, their communities, and their homes in an increasingly 

complex American society.   
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Chapter 1 – “A Christian America” 

 

 In 1946, the National Association of Evangelicals held its fourth annual convention in 

Minneapolis, Minnesota.  In aftermath of World War II, this association of conservative Protestants met 

to discuss issues facing their Christian faith and the nation.  The President of the Association, Bishop 

Leslie R. Marston, opened the convention with a message entitled, “Evangelical Christianity in a Pagan 

Age.”  At a time when many Americans felt a sense of relief and jubilation with the end of the war, 

Bishop Marston bemoaned the sad state of American society, claiming it had surrendered to paganism.1  

He noted several areas of concern which included education.  Specifically, Marston decried “modern 

education which made the child and his immediate desires the center of the universe.” He also cited 

examples of public high schools portraying great American heroes in a negative light and their 

propagation of Freudian psychology. Marston concluded his bleak feelings about education by stating, 

“These instances, admittedly extreme, nevertheless indicate the direction of powerful currents in 

modern education which seek to swerve youth from the charted channel of Christian virtues into the 

whirlpool of paganism.”2 

 A few days later, Stephen W. Paine of Houghton College submitted a report from a 

subcommittee of the convention, the Commission on Christian Educational Institutions. Departing from 

reports of prior years which focused almost exclusively on the need for Christian values in higher 

education, Paine stated, “Believing that the field of distinctively Christian training at the elementary and 

secondary level has been comparatively neglected and yet is of vital importance to the future of 

                                                           
1
 Leslie J. Marston, “Evangelical Christianity in a Pagan Age,” Program of the Fourth Annual Convention of 

the National Association of Evangelicals, (Chicago: National Association of Evangelicals, 1946), 20. 
2
 Ibid., 22. 
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evangelicalism, we recommend that time be given in the 1947 annual meeting of the N.A.E. for a public 

presentation of the merits of this area of evangelical education.”3 

 Mark Fakkema and Dr. Frank Gaebelein, already significant figures in the world of Christian 

education, worked alongside Paine on this commission. At that time Fakkema served with the National 

Union of Christian Schools and Gaebelein held the position of headmaster of the Stony Brook School of 

New York.4 Over the next few years, these two men would take their places as leaders of a small 

association of Christian schools which, by the end of the century, emerged as an important component 

of the religious right and the nation’s private educational system.   

 A year later, in April 1947, Mark Fakkema arrived at the next meeting of the National 

Association of Evangelicals to suggest sponsorship of a national organization that would consolidate the 

many Christian schools that already existed.  This proposal, entitled, “The Christian Day School, Its Place 

in Our Christian Program,” not only sought to define Christian Day schools, but also made an urgent plea 

to the evangelical leaders present for their support of these institutions. Fakkema made many bold 

statements that revealed his uncompromising attitude toward Christian education.  He made it clear 

that Christian schools should not be confused with Sunday school, Vacation Bible School, or released- 

time instruction. Fakkema acknowledged the worth of these programs but also explained that, “they 

imply a minor Christian educational influence that can never make right the major anti-Christian 

influence of the average public school of today.” He concluded that the nation needed Christian day 

schools to be a substitute for the public school system.5 The general assembly of the National 

                                                           
3
 Stephen W. Paine, “Report of the Commission of Christian Educational Institutions,” Program of the 

Fourth Annual Convention of the National Association of Evangelicals, (Chicago: National Association of 
Evangelicals, 1946),  56. 

4
 Ibid., 57. 

5
 Mark Fakkema, “The Christian Day School, Its Place in our Christian Program,” Advance From Omaha!, A 

Report of the Fifth Annual Convention of the National Association of Evangelicals, (Chicago: National Association of 
Evangelicals, 1947),  36-37. 
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Association of Evangelicals (NAE) enthusiastically approved this proposal establishing the National 

Association of Christian Schools (NACS). As the fifth annual NAE convention drew to a close in Omaha, 

the Resolutions Committee made a specific resolution stating, “We recommend that this convention go 

on record as favoring all movements which seek to bring the impact of Christian teaching to bear upon 

our national life.”6  

Although not even noticed by the larger educational community, for the first time, a nationwide 

non-sectarian Protestant Christian school organization had been founded. Specific numbers do not exist, 

but historian James Carper has speculated that between 1920 and 1960 some 150 of these schools were 

established.7 At the time of the establishment of the NACS, approximately 11.5 percent of all American 

students attended non-public schools.8 Government statistics in the 1947-48 school year note that of 

that 11.5 percent, 81 percent of these nonpublic schools possessed a religious affiliation dominated 

almost exclusively by Roman Catholic institutions.9 Hence, at its inception, the NACS schools appeared 

numerically insignificant when compared to the public schools and the major non-public school groups 

such as the Catholic, Episcopal, or Seventh Day Adventists.  

Despite this very inauspicious beginning, today’s Protestant Christian schools have bloomed into 

a worldwide movement and the fastest growing element of America’s private educational institutions. 

Statistics reveal that these Protestant Christian schools have arisen during the last century to become a 

significant component of America’s private school sector. While the U.S. educational establishment has 

struggled for most of the twentieth century with such issues as funding, test scores, competing in a 

                                                           
6
 “Report of the Resolutions Committee,” Advance From Omaha!, A Report of the Fifth Annual Convention 

of the National Association of Evangelicals, (Chicago: National Association of Evangelicals, 1947), 12. 
7
 James C. Carper, “The Christian Day School,” Religious Schooling in America, (Birmingham: Religious 

Education Press, 1984),  111. 
8
 “Evangelical Christian School Movement – Christian School Survey,” (Chicago: National Association of 

Christian Schools, 1952),  4. 
9
 “Statistics on Nonpublic Secondary Schools,” Biennial Survey of Education, 1946-48,  (Washington, D.C.: 

Federal Security Agency, U.S. Office of Education, 1948), 3.  
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global market, campus violence, teacher retention, and religious issues such as school prayer, a 

multitude of private Christian schools have quietly popped up all over the landscape.  These institutions 

have grown faster than any other segment of private education, with thousands of these schools being 

established since the 1960s.10 In the 1980s, Christian school advocates claimed that the establishment of 

these schools stood at a rate of two per day.11 Today’s largest Christian school organization, the 

Association of Christian Schools International, currently boasts of having twenty-two thousand schools 

worldwide serving approximately 2.5 million students.12  In 2008, Catholic schools remained the largest 

private school segment in America at 42.5 percent, but that number has dropped from 54.5 percent in 

1989. At the same time, Christian schools have gone from 10.9 percent of the private school population 

in 1989 to 15.2 percent in 2008.13 Clearly, America’s Christian school movement in 2012 is no longer just 

a small contingent of tiny classrooms working out of church basements.  

The term “Christian school” needs an appropriate definition before continuing. Generally 

speaking, it could be argued that most schools in early America possessed a predominant Christian 

orientation. For most of the nineteenth and some of the twentieth century, America’s public schools 

also allowed the teaching of non-sectarian Christian principles which included studies of the Bible. In 

addition, sectarian schools such as those run by the Catholics, Lutherans, and Seventh Day Adventists 

also claim to be “Christian” schools.  So, for clarity, the Christian schools discussed in this work refer 

specifically to private, non-denominational Protestant schools formed primarily by conservative 

evangelical Christians in the mid-twentieth century.   

                                                           
10

 Eugene F. Provenzo, Religious Fundamentalism and American Education: the Battle for the Public 
Schools, (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990),  81. 

11
 Carper, 111. 

12
 Brian S. Simmons, Worth It, The 15,000 Hour Decision, (Colorado Springs: Purposeful Design, 2011),  xii. 

  
13

 Private School Statistics at a Glance, Council for American Private Education, www.capenet.org, 1. 
 

http://www.capenet.org/
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Historian James Carper goes further in this definition by pointing out the great deal of diversity 

that exists today among these schools. Some of them contain no specific affiliation with a church in their 

respective community and hence can be classified as independent. Others enjoy direct connections with 

a specific church which provides subsidies and facilities.  Speaking of facilities, today’s Christian schools 

range from modern multi-building campuses to poorly equipped classrooms in small churches. The 

average number of children in these schools stands at approximately 150 students, ranging from 

enrollments as low as ten pupils and as large as two thousand. In terms of programs of study, the 

majority follow traditional teaching methods while a few, for economic or pedagogic reasons, offer only 

individualized self-paced courses. The schools also vary widely in their ethnic makeup. A final 

characteristic centers on their relationship to the overall educational community with some being 

fiercely separationist, rejecting any form of state regulation or licensing while others cooperate and 

collaborate with state and local public education authorities.14    

However, despite this diversity, these Protestant schools retain a common philosophy of 

Christian education.  All of these institutions maintain a strict profession of the centrality of Jesus Christ 

and the Bible in their educational program. They strive to use a conservative Christian perspective 

throughout the school and integrate biblical truth into all disciplines of study. Likewise, moral values, 

explicitly tied to biblical teaching, can also be found in all these institutions.15 Perhaps this distinction is 

best summed up by Dr. Paul Keinel, the former executive director of the Association of Christian Schools 

International, “Christian schools are Christian institutions where Jesus Christ and the Bible are central in 

the school curriculum and in the lives of teachers and administrators. This distinction removes us from 

direct competition with public schools. Although we often compare ourselves academically, we are 

educational institutions operating on separate philosophical tracks. Ours is a Christ-centered education 

                                                           
14

 Carper, 113. 
15

 Ibid., 114. 
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presented in the Christian context. Theirs is man-centered within the context of the supremacy of man 

as opposed to the supremacy of God.”16 Simply put, Christian education attempts to organize all 

instruction in ways that support the beliefs of the Christian faith, aiming to instill in all its students a 

Christian based worldview.  

The origin of this largely unnoticed educational and religious movement is the topic of this 

doctoral dissertation. Uncovering the beginnings of these schools will be analyzed from two angles. First, 

this study will attempt to pinpoint the origins of this movement in a particular era in the twentieth 

century. Second, this study will examine the reasons and impulses behind the rise of these religious 

organizations.  Focusing on the interrelationship between time frame and causes will ultimately provide 

a vivid snapshot of the foundation of this movement that claims to be not only an integral part of 

twenty- first century American education, but also an overlooked, but critical component of the 

contemporary religious right in the United States.     

Several historians and sociologists have sought to identify the historical beginnings of this 

educational movement.  David Nevin and Robert Bills, who authored The Schools That Fear Built: 

Segregationist Academies in the South, focused on the racial aspects of these so-called “Christian 

schools” that arose in the deep South as a result of school integration.17 Nevin and Bills imply that 

Christian schools emerged from racial issues in the 1960s, and give no consideration to the possibility 

that such schools existed prior to this time.  Others, such as James Carper, have focused more on the 

explosive growth of the movement in the 1960s-1980s while giving only scant attention to its exact 

period of birth. The most definitive study of America’s private schools, Otto Kraushaar’s, American Non-

Public Schools: Patterns of Diversity, written in 1972, provides more information on the history of why 

                                                           
16

 Paul A. Keinel,  “The Forces Behind the Christian School Movement,” Christian School Comment, 
(Colorado Springs: Association of Christian Schools International, 1977),  1. 

17
 David Nevin and Robert E. Bills, The Schools That Fear Built: Segregationist Academies of the South, 

(Washington, D. C.: Acropolis Books Ltd., 1976).  
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private schools have been established, but only briefly mentions Christian schools, probably due to their 

extremely small numbers at the time.18 James Reed and Ronnie Prevost discuss the origins of Christian 

education in America from a philosophical standpoint focusing specifically on the Puritans of early 

America all the way to the reaction of Christians to the liberal thought of John Dewey in the twentieth 

century.  However, specific mention of the efforts of conservative Christians to start their own schools 

during this era does not appear.19 

Scholars within the Christian school movement have also attempted to discover the historical 

beginnings of these institutions. Paul Keinel, who served as the executive director of the Association of 

Christian Schools International from 1985 to 1999, wrote A History of Christian Education.  Keinel sees 

Christian education as having deep roots going back to the early Christian church of the Roman Empire. 

He traces this theme up through the Medieval Age all the way up to the Puritans in colonial America.20  

Curiously, his work stops there and does not address Christian schools in the twentieth century. Keinel 

draws broad conclusions, arguing for the presence of Christian schools as a continuation of a long 

history of religious schooling in America. However, Keinel neglects to explicitly explain the twentieth 

century phenomenon of Protestant Christian Schools.  Kenneth O. Gangel and Warren S. Benson, who 

have both authored numerous books on Christian education, collaborated on Christian Education: Its 

History and Philosophy.  In a similar fashion to Keinel, they spend much time trying to highlight the 

ancient and medieval roots of Christian education. They focus much more time on the nineteenth 

century Industrial Revolution and its impact upon education in America. The authors also examine 

Horace Mann in detail as someone who attempted to instill some semblance of Christian values into the 

                                                           
18

 Otto F. Kraushaar, American Non-Public Schools: Patterns of Diversity, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1972),  36. 

19
 James Reed and Ronnie Prevost, A History of Christian Education, (New York: Broadman and Holman, 

1993). 
20

 Paul A. Keinel,  A History of Christian Education, (Colorado Springs: Association of Christian Schools 
International, 1998). 
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newly formed “common schools.” These historians from within the movement provide a great deal of 

information about this institution from the long range view, but, like Keinel, fail to discuss in depth the 

actual beginnings of these schools in the twentieth century.  

Two unpublished dissertations, written on the 1947 founding of the National Association of 

Christian Schools, provide more specifics.  “A History of the National Association of Christian Schools 

During the Period of 1947-1972” written in 1972 by Warren Sten Benson and “The Development of the 

National Association of Christian Schools” written in 1955 by Frances Simpson both relate details of how 

the movement began on a national level.  Simpson’s work even contains interviews of some of the key 

leaders in the 1940s.  Both dissertations provide important details about the beginning of the national 

organization, however neither really seeks to address the issues going on in the nation and from within 

the Christian community that prompted the push for these schools in this particular era. 

The second component of this work on Christian schools involves the more complex question as 

to the reasons why these institutions emerged.  On the surface, many today might see these schools as 

being based upon reactionary fears of religious extremists.  Much evidence does indeed point to many 

events over several decades in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that pushed conservative 

Protestant Christians to abandon their support for public education and to start their own schools. 

Historians, educators, and sociologists frequently commented on this phenomenon during the 1970s 

and 80s at a time when Christian school enrollments mushroomed.  In 1987 Paul Parsons conducted a 

study of Christian schools in thirty states and concluded that these schools arose from the desire of 

Christian parents to flee the “pagan” public school system.  At the same time, Parsons also surmised that 

Christian schools reflected the commitment of evangelical parents to train their young in their own way 

and thereby create a grassroots movement capable of resisting the secularizing trend of American 
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society.21 Kraushaar, in his earlier mentioned work on private schools, explained the rise of private 

religious schools in the twentieth century in this way, “The newly emerging evangelical Protestant sects, 

brimming with renewed vigor and holy vitality, charged that the watered down religion purveyed by the 

public school was ‘godless.’ And so, the unsolvable issue of religion in the public schools became an 

added incentive for Protestants, Catholics, and later, for Jews to build their own schools in which the 

true faith could be transmitted.”22 Susan Rose produced an in-depth study of two specific Christian 

schools in the 1980s and also noted the reaction against rising secularism.  In addition, she pointed to a 

very complicated set of dynamics at work in the establishment of Christian schools which included “a 

backlash against feminism, social protest movements, fears of disintegration of the family and the 

increasingly hard world of economic uncertainty.”23 Neal Devins makes a stronger statement by using 

the word “rebellion” in describing the Christian schools. He stated, “Though this movement was 

concentrated in the South and may have benefitted somewhat from resistance to public school 

integration, it was undeniably connected with a larger pattern of fundamentalist or conservative 

rebellion at the trends in public education.”24  The contemporary perceptions of these schools as an 

extremist reaction all come from the studies of the 1970s and 80s. More recently, familiar themes 

abound in James Carper and Thomas Hunt’s chapter on Christian schools in their book The Dissenting 

Tradition in American Education.  These historians describe the “dissent” of these schools as being tied 

to their response to “higher criticism of the Bible, Darwinism, growing cultural and religious pluralism, 

and the fundamentalist-modernist controversy that fractured many Protestant denominations.”25 

Therefore, while the reactionary element of the origin of this movement will be clearly acknowledged, 

                                                           
21

 Paul F. Parsons,  Inside America’s Christian Schools, (Macon: Mercer University Press, 1987),  24. 
22

 Kraushaar,  21. 
23

 Susan Rose, Keeping Them Out of the Hands of Satan: Evangelical Schooling in America, (New York: 
Routledge, Chapman and Hall, 1988),  x-xi. 

24
 Neal Devins, ed., Public Values, Private Schools, (London: The Falmer Press, 1989),  144. 

25
 James C. Carper and Thomas C. Hunt, The Dissenting Tradition in American Education, (New York: Peter 

Lang publishers, 2007),  201. 
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this study will also pursue answers from the earlier decades that reflect the history of education and 

Christianity in America.   

This dissertation will focus on the first half of the twentieth century; in particular the three 

decades from 1920 to 1950.  Taking into account all of the long range history of Christianity and 

education in America, the point will be made that a series of forces and events during these thirty years 

converged in 1947 with the founding of the nation’s first non-sectarian Protestant Christian school 

organization, the National Association of Christian Schools. The civil rights movement of the 1950s and 

the secularization of American education in the 1960s and 70s no doubt led to an explosion of Christian 

schools. However, it will be argued that the actual beginning of the Christian school movement predates 

these years reflecting the deeper historical impulse of American Protestantism toward establishing a 

Christian nation going back to the Puritan ideal of establishing a “City on a Hill.” In addition, this 

movement also illustrates the reaction of conservative Christian leaders to changes in the United States 

brought about by immigration, liberal theology, expanding governmental power, and secular 

philosophies which all threatened their power and their dreams for a nation based upon Christian 

values.       

To understand the origins and causes of the Christian school movement, it must be understood 

that America’s schools have always carried the burden of the very high expectations, hopes, dreams, 

and demands of its citizenry.  The American public has developed a deep faith in education over the last 

two centuries. The result has been that the schools have taken a greater role in society and in many 

cases supplanted the church and the home.26 Nothing short of the future of the republic has been laid at 

the feet of these educational institutions.  

                                                           
26

 David W. Beggs and R. Bruce McQuigg,  America’s Schools and Churches: Partners in Conflict, 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1965),  49. 
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Numerous examples in our history point to this fact.  The founding fathers of our nation made it 

clear that the survival of the republic rested upon an educated citizenry.  Thomas Jefferson saw public 

schools as key democratic institutions that could teach correct political concepts.27 In the aftermath of 

the American Revolution, many leaders expressed concerns about the balance between order in the 

new nation and the unbounded freedom that seemed to come from principles of the struggle with 

Britain and thus emphasized the importance of educating citizens to be virtuous so as to exercise their 

freedom in a correct manner.28   

Horace Mann’s leadership of the common school movement also reflects his convictions about 

the critical role of education in the future of the American republic.  Historian William Hayes described it 

this way, “Mann felt that no political structure, however artfully devised, can inherently guarantee the 

rights and liberties of citizens, for freedom can be secure only as knowledge is widely distributed among 

the populous. Hence, universal popular education is the only foundation on which republican 

government can securely rest.”29  As America became more ethnically diverse in the 1800s, the task of 

“Americanization” fell to the schools which meant an added responsibility to instill universal American 

values and the English language into the children of newly arrived immigrants. Again, the future of the 

nation seemed to be at stake as the schools were society’s primary tool for assimilating the foreigners.30 

In the first decades of the twentieth century, many Americans continued to be concerned about 

the growth of urban problems, including high crime rates and juvenile delinquency, an anxiety that was 

only amplified by the economic uncertainty of the 1930s. Robert Church and Michael Sedlak noted that 

                                                           
27

 Sarah Mondale and Sarah B. Patton, ed., School, The Story of American Public Education, (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 2001),  2.  

28
 Joel Spring, The American School: From Puritans to No Child Left Behind, (Boston: McGraw Hill, 2008), 

48-49 
29

 William Hayes, Horace Mann’s Vision of the Public Schools, (Lanham: Rowman and Litchfield Education, 
2006),  20. 

30
 Lawrence A. Cremin, The Transformation of the School, Progressivism in American Education, 1876-

1957, (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1969),  66-67. 



12 
 

once again schools faced the challenge of dealing with the issues of the day. They stated, “During the 

twenties and thirties, the schools were constantly called upon to redress the failures of the family, 

culture, and economy areas over which the schools exercised no significant control. The educational 

establishment was continually asked to protect and guard American youth from forces far stronger and 

more influential than the schools could realistically hope to be.”31  Diane Ravitch summed up the overall 

role of schools in our nation’s history this way, “Probably no other idea has seemed more typically 

American than the belief that schooling could cure society’s ills. Whether in the early nineteenth century 

or the twentieth century, Americans have argued for more schooling on the grounds that it would 

preserve democracy, eliminate poverty, lower the crime rate, enrich the common culture, reduce 

unemployment, ease the assimilation of immigrants to the nation, overcome differences between 

ethnic groups, advance scientific and technological progress, prevent traffic accidents, raise health 

standards, refine moral character, and guide young people into useful occupations.”32      

Beyond dealing with societal issues, schools also serve as a conduit of ideas as seen in the recent 

work of Carl Bankston and Stephen Caldas entitled, Public Education - America’s Civil Religion.  This book 

concludes that public school educators have sought to shape their students as participants in an 

idealized version of American society.  Promoting a unified belief in American exceptionalism served as a 

key responsibility of public education.33  Seeing the schools as a chief purveyor of a “civil religion” 

provides the best way to understand our commitment to education as a primary means of solving the 

concerns of each decade.34  Bankston and Caldas traced this idea from colonial times, when education 

had a strong religious foundation, up to through the twentieth century, as society wrestled with the 
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controversies over the Cold War and the drive for racial equality. Through it all, they emphasized how 

public education has created a “cult of the state.” To sum it up, “Schooling has been a part of the civic 

faith of many nations. In the United States, though, it was linked to the long-standing image of 

Americans as moving toward a special destiny, and the peculiarly American version of the faith in 

education was shaped by the nation’s history.”35    

 Educational historian Joel Spring also provides insight into the distinct purpose education has 

played in the history of our nation by emphasizing ideas and power.  Tracing its role from colonial days 

to the present, Spring cogently argues that public education has always been a tool of the Anglo 

Protestant majority to establish and maintain their place of prominence in American society. He argues 

that the establishment of “common schools” reflected more than just a desire to have an educated 

citizenry.  The creation of public schools provided a means to make everyone conform to the values of 

Anglo Protestant America, whether it be through promoting an ideology, religion, or maintaining a social 

hierarchy.  As pluralism became more prevalent over the decades, Anglo Protestants have had to work 

with greater intensity to keep a grip on their power.36   

To support this thesis, Spring draws upon several broad historical themes in the overall story of 

public education in America. First, he makes the point that schools have been used in the overall culture 

wars that have developed in our nation.  Spring explains it this way, “One reason for the nineteenth 

century development of public schools was to ensure the dominance of Anglo-American values that 

were being challenged by Irish immigration, Native Americans and African Americans.”37 Religion also 

became a part of this culture war in the nineteenth century since the immigrants challenged traditional 

American Protestantism. Hence, Spring concludes that schools in the United States played the role of 
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what he calls “ideological management.” While this ideology has evolved over the centuries, the 

question regarding the propagation of a particular set of beliefs has always been present in American 

education and remains so to the present day.38     

Therefore, in describing the role of education in American history, Joel Spring sheds light on the 

long held national faith in education to accomplish goals of vital importance to the future of the 

republic.  In addition, Spring makes it clear that using schools to accomplish national goals also serves 

the dual purpose of imposing Anglo Protestant power.  To achieve these ends, he uses a term that will 

be central to this dissertation. In his discussion of the first public schools, Spring states, “Common school 

reformers believed that education could be used to assure the dominance of Anglo-American culture, 

reduce tensions between social classes, eliminate crime and poverty, stabilize the political system, and 

form patriotic citizens. For common school advocates, education would be key to creating the good 

society.”39  Creating “the good society” stands in a broad sense as the goal all Americans share in regard 

to their educational institutions, while at the same time being a source of controversy reflecting the 

changing goals of the nation.   

By in large, the creation of a “good society” has consistently centered on teaching good 

citizenship and patriotism. The previously cited work by Bankston and Caldas clearly illustrates their idea 

that schools served as a tool to promote America’s civil religion and thereby propagate a common set of 

values.  Thomas Jefferson believed that a “good society” would result from creating virtuous citizens 

capable of making sound political decisions. Horace Mann felt that an educated populace with a clear 

moral compass to be imperative to the future of the republic. Attempts at Americanization of 

immigrants in the nineteenth century would ensure a more homogeneous culture for the growing 

United States.  Indoctrinating loyalty in American children during the Cold War seemed crucial to the 
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future of the nation during the nuclear age. In the twenty-first century, with the emphasis on 

multiculturalism, inclusion, and creating a competitive work force in the global economy, our nation’s 

schools have continued to be tasked to create a “good society” for the sake of preserving the future of 

our nation while at the same time upholding existing power structures. Therefore, if the goals of public 

education have been fairly consistent, the first question, regarding the specific origins of an alternative 

form of Christian-based education, must be examined.  

Returning to the second question of this work dealing with the causes for the birth of this 

movement in 1947, the reactionary element will certainly be acknowledged.  However, it will also be 

argued that Christian schools came about for the same reason as public schools, in essence, to establish 

and maintain Joel Spring’s idea of the “good society” which centers on Anglo Protestant dominance.  For 

decades, the nation’s schools stood as a bastion of this power, but by the mid-twentieth century, a small 

minority of conservative evangelical Christians gave up on public schools and sought to resurrect their 

version of a “good society” and re-establish their power in the wider culture through the creation of 

private Christian schools.     

Therefore, the heart of this project involves defining what the “good society” means to 

evangelical Christians in American history and most specifically those in the twentieth century.  Simply 

put, to these individuals the “good society” meant the establishment of a “Christian America.”  Many 

historians have probed into this long held belief and dream of evangelical Protestants. Historian Patrick 

Allitt pointed to a deep tradition of American Christians going back to the days of the Protestant 

Reformation that led to the belief that “our republic would only prosper if it was inhabited by virtuous 

Christian citizens.”40 Richard Hughes explains the idea of a Christian America this way, “From the 

colonial period to the present, many American Christians have made the claim that God anointed 
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America – first the colonies and then the nation – as his chosen people.”41 Hughes sees this concept 

deeply embedded in the mindset of twenty-first century Christians while pointing out how their actions 

often do not align with his image of the kingdom of God.42 Robert Handy expressed this observation, 

“From the very beginning, American Protestants have entertained a lively hope that someday the 

civilization of the country would become fully Christian.”43 Handy argues that, while an established 

church never materialized for the faithful, they sought to create a Christian America using other means. 

Seeking to cross denominational lines, the Protestants in the nineteenth century employed a variety of 

strategies to usher in their dream which included specific actions toward making Christianity a chief 

characteristic of the nation’s newly formed public schools.44   

The goal of a Christian America continued into the early twentieth century. Handy explains that 

many Christians viewed the year 1900 with great optimism and a belief that this was to be a “Christian 

Century.”45 George Marsden describes fundamentalist Christians in the 1900s as having a strong sense 

of “trusteeship” for American culture.  Hence, they often promoted the idea of the nation returning to 

the early years of a country committed to Christian principles. Joel Carpenter’s work on fundamentalism 

in the United States during the years between the world wars further illustrates the desire of these 

Christians to bring revival back to the nation and a return to biblical values.  Carpenter explains that 

despite feelings of rejection from American society, conservative fundamentalists in the 1920s and 30s 

still clung to a belief in a Christian America.46 
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In sum, numerous historians have all suggested the long held belief in the idea of a “Christian 

America.” Going back to the tradition of the Reformation and the Puritans, Protestants have come to 

see America as a nation chosen by God to be a beacon of Christianity to the rest of the world. This 

dream did not include a particular established church, but rather consisted of a society and culture 

thoroughly guided by the teachings of the Bible and Christian leaders.  In this version of the good society 

faithful Protestant followers of Christ would not necessarily be oppressive toward other religions, but 

would see their way of life as so expansive and influential that other belief systems would be 

insignificant. Then, America would truly be a “New Jerusalem.”47 

To be more specific, defining the term “Christian America” involves several characteristics. Early 

Christian school leaders spoke of it frequently and implied numerous attributes of their form of the good 

society. In an extensive 2000 study, several hundred individuals across the nation were asked to define 

this evangelical concept.  Of the 60 percent of the respondents who acknowledged the validity of this 

idea, six key characteristics of a “Christian America” surfaced.  These would include: a commitment to 

religious freedom, a populace consisting of a majority of faithful Christians, a U.S. government 

embodying Christian principles, a belief in godly theistic founding fathers, a permeation of Christian 

principles and values throughout the culture, and acceptance of a public expression of Christian symbols 

and customs.  Opinions varied considerably in this study, but they all acknowledged that the United 

States had strayed from a Christian past and needed to re-emphasize one or more of these 

characteristics.48  

From the perspective of evangelical Christians, from the colonial days up to the twentieth 

century, this dream of building a “good society” faced numerous attacks from such foes as immigrants 
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of different faiths, “godless” philosophies such as Darwinism and liberal theology, and the changes in 

society brought on by industrialization and modernity. By the 1920s and 30s, conservative Christianity 

had suffered a number of defeats in the eyes of the American public and these Protestants began to see 

their dominance waning.  Yet, the followers of the more conservative brand of the faith, labeled 

fundamentalists, retreated and reorganized in the years between the wars with goals of warning the 

nation about its spiritual decline and consequently bringing the Christian faith back to prominence. They 

developed their own subculture, barely noticed by mainstream society, and created a network of like- 

minded believers through publications, radio, conferences, and higher education.  Joel Carpenter put it 

this way, “Ironically, they were freed by their defeats in the anti-modernist controversies to concentrate 

on these more positive tasks. While they were predicting the world’s imminent demise and building a 

subculture to protect themselves from worldly society, fundamentalists were also retooling their 

evangelistic techniques and seizing upon inviting cultural trends to mount a renewed public presence.  

Their goals were time honored evangelical ones: to bring revival to America and the gospel to the 

world.”49 The 1940s saw an upsurge in church attendance and a new approach by the conservative 

Christian community.  In 1942, two evangelical ministers, J. Elwin Wright and Harold Ockenga, trying to 

create a more upbeat and harmonious image for their brand of Protestantism, founded the National 

Association of Evangelicals which aimed to renew the image of their branch of Christianity in the eyes of 

the general public. As the nation experienced resurgence in Protestantism in the 1940s, the goal of a 

Christian America resurfaced.  

However, now the approach had changed.  In the nineteenth century, the Protestant attempt to 

make America into a godly republic looked forward.  Protestants on the frontier of the New World saw 

the idea of a Christian America as a vision for the future.  However, by the early twentieth century, their 
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version of the “good society” became a goal to be reached by looking fondly backward toward a vision 

of the past colonial days and the era of the early republic, times that they perceived as a distinctly 

Christian. Instead of establishing a Christian nation, these religious leaders now sought to “re-establish” 

a Christian nation that had faded over the decades.  This became the hallmark strategy for evangelical 

Christian leaders from the 1920s to the present time to create their version of a “good society” and 

revive their influence and power in the culture.   

For a small group of conservative believers, this could best be achieved through private Christian 

education.  For decades, Christian colleges existed as the chief means of propagating Anglo-Protestant 

values and power. However in the early twentieth century, we see for the first time the emergence of 

non-denominational Christian elementary and secondary schools.  Abandoning public education as a lost 

cause, a small cadre of conservative Christians all over the nation began to form their own schools much 

akin to what their Catholic enemies had done in the nineteenth century. While in a very basic sense, 

these Christian schools shared common goals with public education in terms of providing sound 

academics coupled with a commitment to growing good citizens, the gradual exclusion of spiritual 

education, most notably Protestant Christianity, alarmed these Christians. Believing that they had an 

obligation to teach religion while at the same time returning the nation to its perceived Christian 

foundation, these educators took the step of starting entirely new schools.  One of the first, the Stony 

Brook School of New York, established in 1922, fit right in line with the goal of re-establishing the 

Christian heritage of America. As one historian has written, “Stony Brook represented a return to what 

had been the first tradition of American education – training young men in Christian principles for 

Christian service.”50   
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 In the first meeting of the NAE in 1942, keynote speaker Harold Ockenga lamented the decline 

of Christianity in many aspects of American life.  Dr. Ockenga expressed fears about a lack of unity 

among evangelicals, the rising power of Roman Catholicism, liberal theology, the dearth of radio 

exposure for conservative Christianity, and the faults of American education. “Unless we can have a true 

revival of evangelical Christianity, able to change the character of men and build up a new moral fibre,” 

Ockenga warned, “we believe that Christianity, capitalism, and democracy, likewise, to be imperiled.”51 

In this setting, the rise of the Christian school movement, albeit quite small, took root.  The evangelical 

Christian School movement of today originated from the universal American faith in schools’ ability and 

obligation to create the “good society” and for Protestants in the United States, this meant that America 

needed to return to being a Christian nation. With the decline of Protestant power in the twentieth 

century, the Christian school movement emerged in the 1940s as a means for evangelicals to regain 

their power and continue to pursue their dream of a “Christian America.”
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Chapter 2 – “Education in “Christian America” 

 

 In early days of the National Association of Christian Schools, Mark Fakkema, serving as its 

executive director, wrote extensively about the need for this new organization.  Typical of his audacious 

approach, in 1948 he wrote a short pamphlet entitled, “Christian Schools or a Pagan Nation – What Shall 

it Be?”  In this publication, Fakkema stated boldly that Americans needed “Christian Schools for a 

Christian America.”52 Over many years, he argued, the biblical foundation of the United States had been 

destroyed by a secular public school system and the time had come to establish Christian schools to 

return to the beliefs of the founders.  He pleaded with a sense of desperation, “What we sow, we reap. 

When the State that knows no religion takes charge of the preparation of the American youth, then we 

must surrender the future life of America to a life which knows no religion. What step could be more 

momentous for a nation founded upon the principles of the Christian religion?”  Fakkema went on to 

describe the inextricable link between religion and education and announced that the founders never 

intended for youth to be deprived of religious training. He also lamented the irreligion of the public 

schools by saying that in the early days of the country, the Bible served as the principle textbook, 

whereas now it was prohibited.53  Fakkema concluded his polemic by laying down the challenge for all 

Christian parents to make the sacrifices necessary to start up schools founded upon the Bible. He 

proclaimed, “Do it for the sake of our beloved country… that you may help check the downward trend 

toward secularism – totalitarianism - atheism. Do it for the sake of your church – your children – your 
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children’s children.  DO IT FOR THE SAKE OF YOUR GOD.”  He concluded by saying it plainly, “We invite 

you to join the Back-to-God movement in education.”54   

 Fakkema’s goal of getting “back to God” illustrates the fact that some conservative evangelicals 

in the 1940s felt that the only way to save America from a disastrous future lay in a return to its so-

called Christian heritage.  One of the critical steps toward this end was the creation of Christian day 

schools.  Achieving the “good society” of a “Christian America” would come through an education that 

individuals, such as Mark Fakkema, believed would be similar to that advocated by the forefathers which 

was based upon Bible and the Protestant faith. The founders of the Christian school movement in the 

early to mid-twentieth century repeatedly placed this claim at the heart of their arguments for an 

alternative educational system.  In a recent work on Christian education written by individuals within 

the movement, the authors make it clear that a key lesson for Christian school educators in the twenty-

first century is to understand, “The primary characteristic of education during the colonial period of 

American history was its adherence to religious ideals and values.”55  From the nation’s founding up into 

the nineteenth century, American Protestants set out to establish a Christian nation and for many 

decades held up public education as one of the chief means for achieving this goal. Leaders of the 

Christian school movement of the 1940s believed that becoming a Christian nation could be found in a 

return to an earlier America in which they believed Christian ideals dominated the educational system.   

 In analyzing the claims of individuals such as Mark Fakkema, the history of education and 

religion reveals a more complicated picture, a story of conflicts that undermined his image of a bygone 

era when the nation was supported by Christian schools. In a general sense, however, most historians 

agree that religion did indeed form the basis of most of the earliest schools in America.  Joel Spring 

states that education in colonial New England served an important social function in that it sought to 
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maintain the authority of the government and the church. Citizens needed to be literate so they could 

better obey the laws of God and the state.  Hence, from the beginning, education served as a societal 

panacea, albeit based upon Christian principles.56  For ministers such as Cotton Mather, the main 

objective of education involved obtaining knowledge of the scriptures in order to prepare children for a 

saving knowledge of Jesus and a life of battling Satan.57  In 1642, the Massachusetts legislature passed a 

law which placed educational responsibilities on each town in the colony and required educational 

instruction for youth.  However, educational historian John L. Rury makes an important point about the 

role of schooling in colonial New England by saying “it was intended to supplement, not supplant the 

central role of the family in transmitting religious values and basic literary and computational skills.”58 In 

this early form of public education, the General Court of the colony also assessed taxes to employ 

“Protestant teachers of piety, religion, and morality.”59   

Beyond the King James Bible, in colonial New England three books provided the basic curriculum 

for children.  The first primer, known as the Hornbook, actually consisted of a single piece of parchment 

that contained the alphabet, the Lord’s Prayer, and other religious doctrines.   A simple verse found in 

the Hornbook would be, “In Adam’s fall, we sinned all.”60 By 1690, the first edition of the New England 

Primer appeared and eventually replaced the Hornbook.  This became a staple for all New England 

children and contained the names of the Old and New Testament books arranged alphabetically, the 

Lord’s Prayer, the Ten Commandments and “An Alphabet of Lessons for Youth” which illustrated each 
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letter containing a rhyming couplet with a moral lesson. In addition, Massachusetts produced in 1640 

the first book written and printed in the colonies, The Bay Psalm Book.  Utilized as a reader, it consisted 

of a collection of psalms selected by several ministers.  Over the course of twenty- seven editions, this 

book received widespread usage throughout the colonies and in Britain.61   

Beyond teaching literacy and instilling biblical precepts, these early New England schools also 

prepared young men for professions in law or the ministry thereby complementing the work of the 

church.  The citizenry supported this education fully since they were almost all Protestants.62  Puritan 

leaders established an educational system designed to craft their version of a good society which meant 

a well-ordered religious state that would be a model for the rest of the world.63 This model also included 

a lack of tolerance for such groups clearly deemed a threat such as Roman Catholics and Quakers.64   

The Puritans exemplified two concepts that would later be among the major beliefs and goals of 

twentieth century evangelicals and Christian school leaders.  First, the notion of freedom of religion 

came from the fact that the Puritans did indeed flee persecution in England and came to the New World 

in order to worship freely. Second, the belief in a Christian nation arose from the attempt of these 

settlers to establish a commonwealth based on the precepts of the Bible.65 The good society of a 

“Christian America,” began here and grew to a mythic state. 

 Even though New England Puritans possessed an extensive educational system based on their 

religious beliefs, a closer look at other American colonies reveals a degree of educational diversity 

spread across the seaboard.  According to E. Vance Randall, “Schools were established by village towns, 

trading companies, religious orders such as Jesuits, a variety of religious denominations, and individuals 
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such as ministers, women, and town schoolmasters.”66  Lawrence Cremin stated, “virtually anyone could 

teach and virtually anyone could learn, at least among whites, and the market rather than the church or 

the legislature governed through multifarious contractual relationships.”67 The Middle Colonies 

extensive cultural diversity shaped the educational system there, including such groups as Lutherans, 

Presbyterians, Quakers, Roman Catholics, Jews, and Dutch Calvinists each created their own parochial 

schools.  In New Netherland, for example, the schools enjoyed close ties to the church and community, 

much like New England.  Religious instruction sat at the heart of the curriculum and the teachers often 

served as assistants to the local pastor.  Beyond the classroom, teachers would perform such duties as 

ringing the bell for Sunday services, reading aloud the Ten Commandments, teaching catechism and 

assisting with baptisms.68 Quaker schools in Pennsylvania also stressed their own unique moral, social 

and religious ideas.  Early on this sect promoted abolitionist ideas and by 1700, provided instruction in 

integrated schools.  The “African School” started by the Quaker Anthony Benezet went a step further by 

exclusively educating African-American boys and girls.69 Philosophically, Quaker schools contrasted 

sharply with the Puritans in that they did not stress depravity but rather the basic innocence of the child. 

Believing in the Inner Light, they felt that their students were inherently neither good nor evil and would 

follow their natural propensities.70  In the Southern colonies, private tutors dominated education, which 

was limited to the children of wealthy plantation owners or apprenticeship schools for the poor.  

Classical studies from tutors included religion, but not as an integral part of the curriculum.71 Hence, 

religious and educational differences did exist in early America even though it could be argued that the 

                                                           
66

 E. Vance Randall, “Religious Schools in America,” Religion and Schooling in Contemporary America: 
Confronting our Cultural Pluralism, Thomas C. Hunt and James C. Carper, ed., (New York and London: Garland 
Publishing, 1997),  84. 

67
 Lawrence A. Cremin, American Education: The Colonial Experience 1607-1783, (New York: Harper and 

Row, 1970),  559. 
68

 Anthony and Benson, 297. 
69

 Warren Button and Eugene F. Provenzo, History of Education and Culture in America, (Englewood Cliffs: 
Prentice Hall, 1988), 45. 

70
 Elias, 122-123. 

71
 Reed and Prevost, 295; John D. Pulliam and James J. Van Patten, History of Education in America, 

(Upper Saddle River, NJ: Merrill Prentice Hall, 2003), 85-90. 



26 
 

differences were only differing strands of Protestantism.  Nevertheless, more diversity existed than 

individuals like Mark Fakkema claimed.72 

 In the years of the Revolution and early republic, Enlightenment thought emerged as a major 

philosophy and in some ways appeared contrary to orthodox Christianity. The Enlightenment stressed 

the essential goodness of man and the value of science and reason which conflicted with the Christian 

view of man’s depravity and need for a supernatural savior.  Some historians, such as John Elias, see this 

as a major threat to the nation’s religious orientation by saying, “Many of the Enlightenment thinkers 

were highly critical of the philosophical assumptions of Christian theology and education. In proposing 

that knowledge comes from sense, experience, reason, and feelings rather than from authority, history, 

and tradition, Enlightenment thinkers or philosophes tended to undermine the traditional basis of 

Christian theology and education.”73 Christian school leaders of the twentieth century would see this as 

one of the first cracks in their quest for the “good society.”   

  However, once again the picture is more complicated as most educational and political leaders 

of this era had no difficulty wedding the two philosophies. The founders pinned their hopes for the 

future of the nation upon the notion of a republic which provided its citizens with liberty while also 

maintaining order. Central to this hope would be an educated citizenry and a vital component of this 

education would be moral training based upon the Protestant Bible that would produce virtuous, well-

behaved citizens.74 Not surprisingly, the need for education can be seen in many statutes of the early 

years such as the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 which stated that, “since religion, morality, and 
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knowledge were essential to good government and the happiness of mankind, schools and the means of 

education should forever be encouraged.”75   

 The views of founders such as Benjamin Rush, Noah Webster, and Thomas Jefferson illustrate 

the way many leaders during the Revolutionary period integrated their Enlightenment ideas with a 

support for Protestant religion, and applied this in their approach to education in the early republic.  

Benjamin Rush, the notable Philadelphia physician who lived from 1746-1813, campaigned for 

educational reform in the new nation.  He believed that schools train young Americans in the civic 

virtues, imparting to them a unified culture devoid of sectarian strife.  Rush felt strongly that education 

needed to include Christian religious principles or the new republic could not succeed. He favored 

teaching the Bible, which he believed supported the revolutionary ideals of equality.  To accomplish this 

goal, Rush called for state support of denominational schools as he felt they could work together to 

unite the nation.76   

Noah Webster (1758-1843), the Connecticut lexicographer, suggested the teaching of religion as 

a means of instilling a patriotic, nationalistic spirit.  He favored religious instruction in schools, but felt 

that the Bible should only be used specifically in particular courses to provide moral lessons.77  Known as 

the “Schoolmaster of America,” Webster, like Rush, believed that education could serve as an essential 

tool for creating a unified culture, and he opposed any schooling that might instead preserve and 

perpetuate aspects of European culture.78  

Thomas Jefferson, a strong advocate for public schools, felt the chief end of education to be the 

raising of moral men who would be attuned to the workings of nature and nature’s God, devoted to the 

                                                           
75

 Robert Michaelsen, Piety in the Public School, Trends and Issues in the Relationship Between Religion 
and the Public School in the United States, (London: The Macmillan Company, 1970),  47. 

76
 Kaestle, 5-6. 

77
 Wayne J. Urban and Jennings L. Wagoner, Jr., American Education, A History, (New York and London, 

Routledge, 2009), 90.  
78

 Spring, 48; Greenawalt, 13-14. 



28 
 

principles of liberty, and ready to assume their role as educated and responsible citizens.79  An 

education would not only make them more aware of their individual rights but would also instill in the 

students a shrewd vigilance against tyranny.80  As a deist, Jefferson, like most Enlightenment thinkers, 

embraced the existence of God and placed it in the context of his overall philosophy.81 He did not 

support teaching the Bible to children, feeling that they did not possess the maturity to understand it.  

Opposing the imposition of a specific religious belief as a form of mental tyranny, Jefferson felt that 

moral lessons should be taught in generic terms based upon reason and history. Morality based upon 

the precepts of the Bible had a vital role in education, but religion, to Jefferson, thrived best if left to be 

taught in the confines of the church and home.82  

Hence, the founders of the United States viewed Enlightenment principles and traditional 

religious beliefs of the colonial period as compatible and they considered belief in God and respect for 

biblical authority to be essential parts of a proper curriculum for schools in the new nation. However, as 

historian Frank Lambert suggests, the founders never intended to establish a church-state framework, 

but rather supported an emerging “free marketplace of religion.” “By their actions, the Founding Fathers 

made it clear that their primary concern was religious freedom,” explains Lambert, “not the 

advancement of a state religion.” Later, in writing the Constitution, no mention of God existed. While 

the founders understood Christianity to be the basis of a moral society, they worried about religion’s 

place having seen its abuses in Europe. Religion would flourish better and meet the needs of diverse 

populace when placed in a marketplace setting rather than impose it through government coercion. 83  
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Christianity and Enlightenment thought agreed on two important points although they differed 

in their approaches.  First, both philosophies emphasized the importance of individual choice in the 

search for truth. Christians could find truth in seeking God through the study of the Scriptures.  

Enlightenment men would question the role of God and conduct their own investigations for truth 

based upon observation and reason.84  Likewise, both belief systems shared great optimism for the 

future.  With the establishment of the United States, Christians held out hope for Christ’s millennial 

reign, while Enlightenment thinkers similarly foresaw a golden age of peace and justice based upon a 

rational and moderate revolution.85  

Secularizing tendencies might have existed in the Enlightenment beliefs of individuals such as 

Jefferson, but nevertheless, by 1790, the population of the new nation contained a 75 percent white 

Protestant majority.86  Therefore, most of the schools still contained a distinctive Protestant flavor and 

continued under their control.  While the term Protestant would include Puritans, Quakers, 

Presbyterians, and Anglicans, the fact remained that their schools did more than teach students to read 

and write; assimilation and indoctrination into church life occurred.  Some of these schools even 

received public financing.87 Individuals such as Rush, Webster, and Jefferson argued in vain for public 

schools, but this belief would not catch on until well into the nineteenth century.88 

Great changes came in the nineteenth century and perhaps none more notable than the soaring 

population resulting from massive immigration.  Starting in 1830, the population of the country grew at 

a steady rate of about 35 percent per decade until the start of the Civil War.  The number of immigrants 

during this era increased 240 percent.  From 1840 to 1870 the population doubled, and doubled again 
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by 1900. With this, America became more urbanized as foreign workers provided cheap labor for the 

growing, industrialized economy.89  Due to population shifts and rapid diversification of the economy, it 

became apparent that many institutions of earlier generations, such as schools, would either change or 

perish.90  

Beyond the economic impact, other changes, most notably in religion, surfaced during the first 

decades of the nineteenth century. According to Historian William Hutchison, statistics reveal these 

dramatic changes. In 1800, the United States could claim to be almost 95 percent white Protestant and 

with that 85 percent could claim to be English speaking Calvinists. By 1860, this number would drop to 

60 percent.  Hutchison suggests that the upheaval caused by massive immigration marked the beginning 

in the decline of American Protestantism.91  Hence, the United States in the nineteenth century would 

become more diverse and the resulting changes would not only impact education, but would also 

challenge the distinctively Protestant nature of the schools.   

Education in the antebellum period continued to stress the traditional goals of citizenship, 

industry, upright behavior, and reflected Protestant confidence about the future. However, rising ethnic 

diversity, poverty, cultural alienation, the growth of cities, and the presence of new belief systems 

caused a greater sense of urgency about education and hence, more interest by state leaders about 

schooling.92 As a result, crusading social reformers began to push for a government system of “common 

schools.”  Concerned about America’s social changes, they feared the possibility of social conflict in the 
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Stressing scholastic excellence, for Gaebelein meant that the subject matter would not be avoided or 

watered down; it would simply be interpreted from a biblical standpoint.407 

Beyond academics, Gaebelein also described how biblical integration could even be applied to 

extra-curricular activities. Critical of some Christian educators of his day, Gaebelein disagreed with those 

who felt that athletics had no place in the Christian school. On the contrary, Gaebelein valued sports 

highly explaining it this way, “The place of athletics is a vital one. It is more a question of method; 

especially in sports, the manner in which they are conducted is all important. Team-play, the heart of 

which is self-restraint and self-sacrifice; the moral courage that is good sportsmanship – these can be 

learned on playing fields in such a way that they become lasting character traits to the glory to God.”408  

By understanding man’s fallen state and God’s exalted position, Fakkema and Gaebelein put 

together a philosophy that they felt made Christian education compelling for parents. Teaching children 

to respect God’s truth and see it in every activity and discipline would cause them to “think and live 

Christianly.”  This education would place a premium on a godly lifestyle but also on scholarship by 

pointing to the effectiveness of the intellect of Augustine, Luther, Calvin, Edwards, and Wesley for the 

kingdom of God.409 

At the 1951 NAE convention, Mark Fakkema gave an extensive progress report on the work of 

the NACS.  Enthusiastically he stated, “We say without fear of contradiction that for at least the past 

hundred years there has never been a year of Christian school activity which is equal in scope and 

intensity to that of the past year.” Approximately one hundred new schools started in the past twelve 

months, and Fakkema boasted that well over a thousand pastors now received NACS materials.  Selling 

his propaganda pamphlets for a penny a piece, he noted that the office sold $1,432.33 worth of NACS 
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materials. He also pointed out that the teacher placement service had one hundred on their waiting list 

and thirty-seven schools seeking teachers.  Fakkema again commented on the need for Christian 

textbooks and encyclopedias and reviewed the NACS plans for improving these materials.  He also 

discussed the increased interest in his summer workshops for teachers, and he concluded his report by 

discussing a newly established legal counsel service for Christian schools.   

In four years, Mark Fakkema, Frank Gaebelein, and the National Association of Christian Schools 

managed to move the Christian school movement from a small conglomeration of Dutch Reformed 

schools to an organized, more inclusive national organization. Fakkema’s vast experience with the 

National Union of Christian Schools provided a readymade organizational structure of parent 

associations along with promotional materials and textbooks.  As an extreme and uncompromising 

propagandist, Fakkema created awareness and a sense of urgency among parent groups and churches 

all over the map resulting in more and more Christian schools.  With these same tactics, Fakkema also 

brought teachers into the fold convincing them of their need to sacrifice for the cause of Christian 

education.  Gaebelein’s Stony Brook model, with its broader theological appeal than the NUCS, served 

as the philosophical cornerstone of the movement manifested in Christian Education in a Democracy 

and clearly influenced the newer Christian schools such as the one at Wheaton.  With an organizational 

structure now in place and a clearly defined philosophy, the leaders of the young National Association of 

Christian Schools faced the second half of the twentieth century with full confidence in Mark Fakkema’s  

1947 proclamation, “the Christian day school is a substitute for the public school.”410    
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Chapter 6 – “Being For or Against Christ” 

 

In 1950, a correspondent for The New York Times published an article reporting that “a new type 

of Protestant Christian day school that provides studies comparable to those in public schools and adds 

instruction in the principles of Christianity has made its appearance in the United States and Canada in 

gradually increasing numbers.”  The article estimated some two hundred of these schools had been 

founded in the previous year, by evangelicals with no previous experience in education.  The Times 

explained this trend as a response by parents to recent controversies over the teaching of religion in 

public schools.411   

Controversy had indeed led to the birth of these alternative schools and during the post war 

years, many additional issues arose which served as catalysts for the appearance of more schools.  Dr. 

Frank Gaebelein’s Christian Education in a Democracy clearly reflected how serious issues of the late 

1940s had created a dire need for Christian schools.  At one point he pleaded, “Nothing less than the 

destruction of our western way of life, if not of civilization as a whole, is around a corner which may be 

turned, not a generation or two hence, but in this age.”412   In the context of the times, with its heavy 

emphasis on secularism, Gaebelein saw a clear need for independent Christian education, repeatedly 

referring to it as a “missionary enterprise.”413  Likewise, Mark Fakkema constantly pointed to events of 

the day which confirmed to him the vast departure of America from its Christian origins. These 

disturbing events often caused him to draw stark battle lines in the realm of education.  For example, in 
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his 1951 report to the NAE, he boldly stated, “Conscientious Christians are beginning to realize that the 

issue of being for or against the Christian school is basically the issue of being for or against Christ.”414  

At the same time, with the specter of Communism looming, the early Cold War years created an 

atmosphere that led to increased interest in religious matters marked by revival supported by 

conservative politicians, businessmen and many religious leaders.  Dianne Kirby, in her studies on this 

period, described the Cold War as “one of the world’s great religious wars.” The defeat of Nazi Germany 

enhanced the role of the U.S. as a defender of Christian values and revitalized the image of American 

exceptionalism.  Kirby also notes that most Americans at the time viewed the Cold War as not only an 

economic or military struggle, but also as a spiritual conflict with the U.S. standing on the side of 

righteousness.415 Since the Soviet Union was closely identified with atheism and most Americans 

considered themselves religious, belief in God came to symbolize the difference between totalitarianism 

and democracy.416   

Numerous examples from religious leaders of the day also confirm this surge of spirituality that 

was often tied to Cold War anxieties.  In 1949, two days after President Truman disclosed the loss of 

America’s nuclear monopoly, a young evangelist in Los Angeles spoke preached that the city would be 

one of the first targets of a Soviet nuclear attack based not upon the presence of industrial or military 

targets, but because of their rampant sin, which included a large number of communists.  He concluded 

in dramatic fashion by saying, “God is giving us a desperate choice, a choice of revival or judgment.   

There is no alternative! The world is divided into two camps! On the one side we see Communism, 

which has declared war against God, against Christ, against the Bible, and against all religion! Unless the 

Western world has an old fashioned revival, we cannot last!” This relatively unknown pastor, Billy 

Graham, eventually preached to over 350,000 over the next few weeks.  In later sermons he referred to 
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Communism as the “Antichrist,” that had infiltrated the minds of the young, and as “being 

masterminded by Satan himself.” 417 Beyond fundamentalists like Graham, more liberal wings of the 

Protestant church also acknowledged a revival.  The Federal Council of Churches issued a statement at 

this time reporting a major shift in attitudes toward Christianity. Noting that the nation had drifted 

slowly away from religion in previous decades, the FCC now proclaimed, “At the present time all the 

signs – the cheap and the reverent, the serious and the trivial – lead to only one conclusion. Americans 

are going back to God.”418     

As a result, churches and church leaders stood high in popular esteem.  In a study in the early 

1950s, participants were asked to rate five institutions for trustworthiness – radio, newspapers, schools, 

government, and churches. Churches came in first place by a wide margin.419 An additional study 

between the years 1942 and 1947 revealed attitudes toward religious leaders.  Asked about which group 

“did the most good for the country,” in 1942, the top three listed in order were government officials, 

businessmen, and religious leaders. By 1947, religious leaders had climbed to first place.420 

Politicians joined in the religious anti-Communism crusade as well. In 1950, Edward Martin took 

the Senate floor to argue for a peacetime draft by saying, “America must move forward with the atomic 

bomb in one hand and the cross in the other.”  That same year, John Foster Dulles wrote that nuclear 

weapons could be rattled at the Russians, but what America lacked, he asserted, was “a righteous and 

dynamic faith.”421  Democrats such as Adlai Stevenson stated, “Organized communism seeks to 

dethrone God from his central place in the Universe. It attempts to uproot everywhere it goes the gentle 
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and restraining influences of the religion of peace and love.”422 Perceiving the tension of the day and 

recognizing the appeal to voters, government officials had no issues during this era with an open 

commitment to God.  

As mentioned previously, Jonathan Herzog explained the religious aspect of this era to be so 

significant that the U.S. government actually promoted Christianity, believing it to be vital to winning the 

war with the Communists.  Believing that communism was an evil philosophy that could undermine 

democracy, many felt that a religious faith would be one of the most “potent arrows in the quiver of 

domestic security.” He claims that business leaders and government officials adopted a policy of 

religious revival in the name of national security and societal well-being.  Beyond the achievements of 

adding “under God” to the pledge of allegiance or putting “In God We Trust” on the currency, many 

other actions were taken to create what Herzog calls, America’s “Spiritual-Industrial Complex.”  

Examples would include the previously mentioned initiatives of the National Education Association to 

promote the teaching of spiritual values in public schools and national faith drives such as the Freedom 

Train of 1945 and the Religion in American Life (RIAL) campaign of 1949. The RIAL campaign sponsored 

scores of public service announcements geared toward reminding citizens of the importance of religious 

institutions in our nation and to call upon every American to participate actively in the church or 

synagogue of their choice. President Truman endorsed RIAL in a live address by saying, “Each one of us 

can do our part by a renewed devotion to his religion.”  Presidents Truman and Eisenhower both spoke 

of the U.S. as a Christian nation and drew upon spiritual themes of a crusade against communism as not 

only a rational course of action, but an absolutely essential one.423 As a result, a partnership of sorts 

developed between religious groups and the U.S. government during the early Cold War.   
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Historian Axel R. Schafer noted that this relationship grew despite the constitutional directives 

concerning church and state. Evangelicals became more politically active and eagerly joined with 

government officials in promoting the notion that religion and American nationalism were not only 

synonymous, but that Judeo-Christian teachings constituted an indispensible component of the 

redeemer nation against the evils of totalitarianism.424 Official government sanctioned proclamations of 

prayer in American history occurred sporadically until the Civil War, but according to T. Jeremy Gunn, 

they became more regular during the Truman administration and in 1952, an official national day of 

prayer was legislated by Congress.425   

In her study of the U.S. military during this time, Lori Lyn Bogle noted how the armed forces 

promoted religious teachings heavily as part of an overall government commitment to intertwining 

patriotism and morality. In times of great tension internationally and at home, political leaders have 

often resorted to a type of “civil religion,” to strengthen the nation.  As Bogle states, “When government 

leaders (especially those in the military) perceived that the national character and will lacked the resolve 

they believed was essential to national defense, they used civil-religious imagery to improve the 

character of the American people and to foster greater national unity.”426 

Statistics do suggest a clear upsurge in religious activity in the post-war years. An overall 

increase in church membership shows significant growth in the 1940s.  In 1932, church membership 

stood at just over 60 million and by 1942 this number rose to 68.5 million. However, by 1952, the 

number of church members shot up to 88.6 million. In addition, the amount of charitable giving to 

religious organizations also shows important increases in this decade.  Statistics list the total amount of 
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giving to religious causes in 1932 at $579 million and by 1942 this number increased to $736 million. 

However, ten years later in 1952, this amount of giving skyrocketed to almost $2.4 billion. 427 

Predictably, funds for construction of new churches rose dramatically. In 1945, the amount spent on 

building churches stood at $26 million. In 1946, the number rose to $76 million, in 1948 it went to $251 

million and in 1950, the amount soared to $409 million.428  

The religious fervor of the Cold War years brings to light important facts about this time period 

that should not be overlooked.  The notable increase in interest toward religion in the U.S. during the 

forties provided a larger and more receptive audience to Christian school advocates.  At the same time, 

starting Christian schools carried great expense, and while exact figures on these young educational 

enterprises do not exist, the substantial amount of money given toward religious causes during the 

forties indicates that evangelical Christians now possessed the means to build these new schools. 

 In his famous 1946 “Iron Curtain” speech, Winston Churchill proclaimed that the battle lines left 

over from World War II included a “fight to preserve Anglo-American Christian civilization from Soviet 

takeover.”429  This attitude reflects the conservative, reactionary, and religious tone during this time that 

provided an ideal setting for the messages of the early Christian school leaders.  Hence, while the 

leaders of the National Association of Christian Schools diligently worked to create an internal structure 

for this new organization, they also utilized the concerns of the day and benefitted from a renewed 

interest in religious activity that strengthened their resolve and helped cultivate a desire for this 

alternative education in the minds of evangelicals nationwide.  Building an association of schools could 

not by itself account for this nascent movement. Religious revivals and post war anxieties, felt 
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throughout the evangelical world, fanned the flames of this cause and created fertile ground for the 

establishment of tiny independent Christian day schools.  

 While most Protestants relished the unofficial relationship with the U.S. government, the 

conservatives who sponsored Christian schools felt a real uneasiness during this period about 

encroaching governmental power.  Reflecting long held suspicions of the government, Dr. William Ward 

Ayer, speaking at the first NAE convention in 1942, stated that, “As America advances further into some 

form of ‘statism,’ let us not be deceived into believing that religion will escape. Governmental 

regimentation and classification of religion has ever been deadly to its free expression and growth. It has 

always tended to make the Church the inferior handmaiden of the state. Our government is becoming 

increasingly paternalistic and feels that it should direct the activities of all phases of our national life.”430 

At a 1949 NAE board meeting, the “Annual Report of the Committee on Christian Liberty” contained an 

extensive list of concerns about legislation in Washington that “staggers the imagination.” Examples 

included Senate bill S-174, calling for the establishment of the Fair Employment Practices Commission.  

Because the bill dictated parameters for hiring so as to remove racial discrimination, the committee 

surmised that this bill “would open the way for large numbers of bureaucrats and investigators to pry 

into one’s personal business.” The report concluded, “If this bill passes you can anticipate the arrival of 

that day when the government will tell you with whom you must work, with whom your children must 

attend school, whom you must hire. The police-state is near at hand if this bill passes.”431 

Naturally, these trepidations about growing federal power extended into education.  In 1945, 

United Evangelical Action reported concerns about proposed bills for federal aid to education because 
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“they manifest what is feared may be a trend on the part of the federal government to assume control 

over state and city schools.”432  Mark Fakkema also complained about the dominance of the federal 

government.  He criticized the McCollum decision because it allowed the government to “black out all 

religious teaching in regular school time.”433 In another 1948 newsletter, he commented on a Virginia 

court case that centered on the rights of parents to educate their children at home based upon their 

religious convictions.  The Virginia courts required all children to be educated by state certified 

instructors. Fakkema sharply criticized this case by pointing out that under the guise of quality 

education, the state simply demanded compulsory public school attendance and thereby denied the 

rights of parents to educate their children. Fakkema called upon Christian schools to have standards 

superior to the minimum public school standards so as to avoid governmental scrutiny.434  

In 1950, Reverend Earl E. Zetterholm, a pastor and Christian school educator from Seattle, 

argued in The National Association of Christian Schools Newsletter that nowhere in Scripture could it be 

found that education existed as a function of the state and hence, from a biblical perspective, education 

should only be established outside the sovereign sphere of the government.  He concluded, “Christian 

parents must take back the authority they have given to the state in order that they might fulfill their 

divinely-ordained task of ‘training their children in the way they should go.’ The only possible way of 

doing this is for Christian parents to inaugurate an extension of the Christian home by the formation of a 

Christian school.”435    

A century had certainly changed the attitude of these Protestants toward public education.  In 

the days of Horace Mann, the new common schools exercised power to uphold the position of white 
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Protestant Christians.  The influx of immigrants only served to strengthen the bond between the public 

schools and the Protestant majority as they utilized the schools to instill and maintain the values they 

perceived to be core principles of the American republic.  The boldness of Father John Hughes to 

suggest in the 1840s that the Catholics start their own schools seemed appalling and treasonous to most 

Protestants.  However, as the nineteenth century concluded, the public schools extended into the 

secondary level and curriculum changed to reflect the needs of a changing society.  Religious teaching 

and Bible reading waned significantly by the turn of the century. Hence, as Dr. Frank Gaebelein 

suggested in Christian Education in a Democracy, the schools necessarily became more secular as the 

result of a democratic system that had to be neutral in religious matters.436   So, in 1944 Mark Fakkema 

responded to the changing relationship of governmental power and religion by writing, “Our children 

are our children. To feed them at the public intellectual crib should be more offensive to us than to see 

our children fed and clothed at public expense. Hasn’t our country gone already too far on the road to 

Statism? Whatever we surrender to the State let it not be our own flesh and blood. He who educates his 

child molds his future destiny. To surrender our children to a religionless preparation for life is to 

surrender them to a religionless life.”437 Despite government support of the Christian faith in the Cold 

War, by 1950 Fakkema proclaimed that the “burning educational issue of the day” involved the question 

of government control.  Reflecting once again his uncompromising approach, he stated plainly, “Does 

the child belong to the parents or to the State?”438  By the 1940s, evangelical Protestants would have to 

admit a hundred years later that perhaps Father Hughes did not seem so audacious and unpatriotic after 

all.  

Even though Christian school leaders would agree with the Catholic notion of establishing 

separate schools, the expansion of the Roman Church had also long posed a threat to Protestant power 
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in America and hence, Christian school leaders continued to use this as another reason to promote their 

own schools.  As noted, the growing number of Catholic immigrants in the nineteenth and early 

twentieth century served as a major reason for strong Protestant support of the early public schools.  

The 1925 court case Pierce v. Society of Sisters, discussed in chapter 3, tested an Oregon law, 

spearheaded by the Ku Klux Klan, which banned all private schools, as a way to target Catholic 

education.  After World War II, America emerged triumphant, but felt a renewed challenge from the 

Catholics with some Protestant leaders fearful of the pope trying to assert a level of supremacy.  

Maintaining Protestant power would be key to preserving democracy.439 Beyond Christian school 

leaders, liberals with Ivy League credentials, like Paul Blanshard, criticized Catholicism for impeding 

social progress with its spirit of intolerance and separatist institutions.440  He saw the Church as a direct 

threat to America and pushed for a resistance movement.  Blanchard clarified the nature of this 

resistance by saying, “This movement would offer no support to those who would curtail the rights of 

the Catholic Church as a religious institution. Its sole purpose should be to resist the anti-democratic 

social policies of the hierarchy.”441  However it would be two specific events in this decade, a court case 

and a bill for federal aid to education, that would most enflame evangelical Protestants against the 

Church of Rome and heighten their sense of urgency to establish separate schools.  

According to one historian, the 1947 Supreme Court case, Everson v. Board of Education of 

Ewing Township, stands as the first major case arising under the establishment clause of the First 

Amendment.442 The dispute involved a New Jersey law that allowed school districts to pay for 

transporting students to and from “any schoolhouse.”   In the township of Ewing, the schools applied 

this law to provide bus transportation beyond public schools to students attending private Catholic 
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schools.  At the time, this same practice took place in sixteen other states and the District of Columbia.  

Eventually, a court challenge to this statute arose claiming that this law violated the establishment 

clause in that public school services supported a religious institution. By a slim margin of five to four, the 

court upheld the law’s constitutionality.  An opinion by Justice Hugo Black maintained that the “wall of 

separation” had not been breached in this case because the New Jersey law constituted a reasonable 

means of promoting the general welfare, not a particular religion.  The law had a secular purpose to 

provide benefits to all students regardless of their religious affiliation.  Black went on to observe that the 

government spent taxes to protect parochial schools against fire and crime and hence, providing bus 

service was analogous.  Black concluded by saying that the First Amendment, “requires the state to be 

neutral in its relations with groups of religious believers and non-believers; it does not require the state 

to be their adversary.”443  While Black’s remarks seem to make the government more sympathetic to 

religion, Protestants saw this case as a clear win for Catholics that could lead to them possibly receiving 

even more governmental support. 

The Everson decision caused much derision from many sources.  Liberal law professors 

published numerous articles opposing the decision because, according to one scholar, “it weakened 

American democracy.”  The American Unitarian Association staged an elaborate tribute to Thomas 

Jefferson’s notion of “the wall of separation” and broadcast it on radio.444 The Washington Post stated 

that Justice Black gave, “lip service to the principles of religious freedom,” but actually undermined the 

concept of church and state.  Justice Black received many sharply critical letters from Baptist pastors, 

such as Charles R. Bell from Alabama who claimed that Catholics were, “crushing our religious 

freedom.”445  
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Another event of the decade which heightened evangelical fears about Catholicism revolved 

around the Federal Aid to Education Bill. According Diane Ravitch, the issue of federal aid to education 

had been raised frequently in Congress since the 1870s, but consistently failed to pass, no matter how 

strong the case could be made for the importance of such funds to strengthen the nation’s schools.  

During World War II, the issue resurfaced when the army discovered illiteracy among a large number of 

its draftees.  After the war, concerns focused upon the glaring inequities that existed among the 

America’s school districts especially in the South.  A perception also surfaced in the post-war years that 

schools in the United States possessed major problems with overcrowding, low pay for teachers, and 

racial inequality. The National Education Association, partnering with National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People, felt the post-war years provided an opportunity to lobby Congress for 

a new federal education bill. With the support of President Harry Truman and the influential Senator 

Robert Taft, optimism over a new federal aid to education bill abounded in 1946.446   

However, a myriad of issues surrounding federal aid to education arose and chief among these 

was the question of whether or not money should go to Catholic parochial schools.  At one time, 

Catholic school leaders would have eschewed any public monies, but by the mid 1940s after benefitting 

from New Deal programs, the federal school lunch program, and the GI bill, they now sought federal 

funding and even lobbied for such support.  A Supreme Court decision from 1930 allowed Louisiana 

schools to pay for textbooks and school lunches, so they reasoned that federal monies should not be any 

different from local district funding.447   

Public school officials ardently opposed such measures believing that giving federal money to 

Catholic schools constituted a violation of the separation of church and state.  A 1938 article in The 

Nation’s Schools claimed financial support of religious schools would destroy one of the nation’s most 
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important integrating forces, the idea of a “common school.” As a result, the piece predicted that, by 

offering aid to religious schools, the state would, “finance permanent divisions among its citizens but it 

would do little to promote harmony among them.”448 By the forties, more criticism appeared.  In 1945, A 

New York City educator, V. T. Thayer, in a stinging indictment entitled, “Bondage Through Education,” 

wrote, “Unless Catholics, or any group that professes an exclusive monopoly upon truth, accept some 

restriction upon the application of their beliefs in practice, the future is dark indeed. The way of 

intolerance and absolutism is the way of war and bloodshed and, ultimately, the identification of right 

with might.”449 In 1947, a study published in The Christian Science Monitor argued that giving aid to 

Catholic schools would only open the door for other religious groups to ask for assistance and would 

eventually deplete public school funds. In addition, by helping parochial schools, the government would 

be accentuating divisions among students rather than fulfilling the long established public school 

responsibility to provide unity and a common set of American values for all children.450 One of the most 

notable concerns came from James Bryant Conant, president of Harvard University, who in a much 

publicized 1952 address said, “To my mind, our schools should serve all creeds. The greater the 

proportion of our youth who attend independent schools, the greater the threat to our democratic 

unity. Therefore, to use taxpayers’ money to assist such a move is, for me, to suggest that American 

society use its own hands to destroy itself.”451 

The Everson v. Board of Education case further complicated the plans for federal aid to 

education. Protestant groups and public school leaders, alarmed by the fact that the case upheld public 

funds to Catholic schools, amplified their opposition to any bill that might further build up parochial 
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passion, sacrifice with sacrifice!”461 Several months later, a resolution from NAE leaders expressed more 

concern about textbooks containing “seriously contaminated un-American doctrine” and praised the 

work of the House Un-American Affairs Committee for its commitment to examine these books.462  In a 

1952 edition of The Christian Teacher, Fakkema noted that due to the educational leadership of the 

nation, many textbooks “have turned against the American way of life and are seeking to establish a 

new social order.” He quoted an official from the 1952 annual meeting of the Daughters of the American 

Revolution who stated that in a survey of more than 450 of the most widely used high school social 

science textbooks, every one of them encouraged socialist thinking in the students.463   

Fears about anti-American textbooks revealed only a portion of widespread Cold War concerns 

about education.  Following World War II charges arose that the schools had become infiltrated with 

Communists.  The Life Adjustment movement, already facing much negative publicity, received even 

more challenges. In seeking to provide a less academic curriculum in order to meet the needs of the 

majority who would not attend college, Life Adjustment advocates appeared to be harming scholastic 

standards and thereby limiting America’s technological competition with the Soviet Union.464  

The Christian school movement, with its extreme conservatism, easily fit into to the chorus of 

Cold War critics by adding a religious element to the discussion.  Without specifically mentioning the 

Christian school movement by name, Diane Ravitch noted that many extremist organizations tapped 

into a right wing paranoia that roiled the country in the post war years by exploiting fears that a “vast 

and sinister conspiracy had subverted American education and had turned it against not only traditional 

education but against American ideals.”  These groups published books, pamphlets, and magazines, 

asserting, among other things, that “public schools were failing to teach the fundamentals, failing to 
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discipline children, wasting money on fads and frills, and espousing progressive education, which 

promoted collectivism, godlessness, and juvenile delinquency.”465 In an article for Phi Delta Kappan, 

Robert Skaife, Field Secretary of the National Defense Commission of the NEA, pointed out several 

extreme groups, with patriotic and/or politico-economic motives, who actively sought to subvert the 

positive strides made by progressive education.  The most common charge leveled centered on the fact 

that the schools had indoctrinated students against the American system toward socialism. Reminding 

readers that schools remained locally controlled and possessed a responsibility to educate all citizens 

whether they are going to college or not, Skaife called these critics, “sincere, but unintelligent, sincere, 

but often unethical.”466 

Along with Cold War uneasiness, fears about the role of the newly created United Nations also 

aroused indignation among evangelicals and in the field of education, the United Nations Educational, 

Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) drew much attention.  A 1945 London conference of 

educators from forty-four nations led to the creation of this organization.  Among those involved 

included NEA president F.L. Schlagle.  From the beginning, the conference reinforced the notion that 

UNESCO would promote the democratic tradition of education so that all nations of the world would 

adopt the belief that education should be offered to all children and not just an aristocratic few.  They 

drew up a constitution declaring not only democratic ideals, but also a commitment to “the unrestricted 

pursuit of objective truth, and in the free exchange of ideas and knowledge, and are agreed to and 

determined to develop and to increase the means of communication between their peoples.”467            

Phi Delta Kappan published several articles on the merits of UNESCO throughout the late forties.  

In 1946, an article explained the serious need for such an organization during the global recovery from 

World War II.  By providing the most basic educational supplies to impoverished countries, UNESCO 
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could serve as an agency to strengthen education in every nation and hence lead to better 

understanding and cooperation across the world.468 George Kabat, the chief of the European 

Educational Relations Section of the U.S. Office of Education, commented several months later about 

the need for UNESCO in Phi Delta Kappan. Stating that the primary purpose of UNESCO focused upon 

improving international understanding, he called for a re-examination of the nation’s elementary and 

secondary public school curriculum. Kabat described current curriculum as too provincial and pushed for 

materials with more international studies.  By providing American children with more ideas about 

foreign cultures, UNESCO could fulfill the United Nations mandate to promote world peace through 

appreciation and understanding of the world’s diversity.469 Over the next three years, UNESCO 

developed an extensive program in thirty-one nations led by an executive board of international 

educators.  Projects included the improvement of educational facilities and standards in war ravaged 

nations, exchange of teachers, and the creation of curriculum standards to promote mutual 

understanding.  A budget of almost $7 million from the contributions of fifteen nations supported 

UNESCO in 1947.470        

This post war idealism of the United Nations, which included organizations such as UNESCO, 

aroused sharp criticism from the evangelical community.  In a 1947 editorial appearing in Moody 

Monthly, Dr. Wilbur Smith, a Moody Bible Institute faculty member, called UNESCO a program for world 

education without God.  He expressed concern about the “secret” selection of Dr. Julian Huxley, a 

renowned atheist, as the first director-general of this organization.  Smith went on to lament the 

noticeable exclusion of religion and God in the UNESCO educational program and speculated that this 

                                                           
468

 George J. Kabat, “UNESCO and Its Implication,” Phi Delta Kappan,  28, No. 1, (September 1946): 11-14. 
469

 George J. Kabat, “The Public Schools and UNESCO,” Phi Delta Kappan, 28, No. 3, (November 1946): 
106-108. 

470
 “UNESCO and You,” Phi Delta Kappan, 29, No. 2, (October 1947): 62-65. 



183 
 

development signaled the end times and the coming of the anti-Christ.471  A few months later in an 

article entitled “We’re Footing the Bill for Atheism,” Smith again blasted UNESCO, expressing outrage 

over the fact that $3 million of their $7 million budget came from the United States.472   

The Sunday School Times called UNESCO a “dangerous movement” and cited concerns over their 

goals of a “one world culture” which could not align itself with any one particular set of religious 

beliefs.473 As part of the textbook debate, Dr. Wilbur M. Smith in 1947 criticized Kabat’s ideas in regard 

to the provincial nature of American elementary and secondary curriculum, and related his concerns 

about a recent meeting of the National Education Association and its plans to adopt so-called “world 

textbooks.”  Smith charged that these texts would weaken loyalty to America by promoting a worldwide 

tolerance of all systems of government under the guise of eliminating “national bias.” In terms of 

religion, he blasted these books for their inclusion of various world religions by saying, “In these world 

textbooks are we in America going to allow the pantheism of India, the Buddhism of the far east, 

Confucian teachings from China, and the fatalistic views of modernism to level our religious thinking and 

give us an eclectic conglomeration in which the idea of the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God 

and Father of Jesus Christ our Lord, the Eternal One and the Creator, will be blotted out in a mist created 

by the fumes arising from these man-made and wholly inadequate, and often vicious and cruel systems 

of religion?”474    

Due to its educational emphasis, UNESCO could not escape the scrutiny of Christian school 

leaders.  In a 1948 report to the NAE Board of Administration, Mark Fakkema took the occasion to 

describe the grim state of a world that appeared to have atheistic domination on the horizon.  He 
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criticized the liberal Federal Council of Churches for promoting ecumenical religious beliefs that would 

only weaken the power of traditional Protestant Christianity. From there, Fakkema mentioned the 

“Godless position of world education crystallized in the recently organized world movement known as 

UNESCO.”475  In The Christian Teacher, Fakkema continued his assault on UNESCO. In 1951 he 

proclaimed, “We are in a revolutionary war. The issue at stake is not the overthrow of some earthly 

potentate. The revolutionary slogan is: Dethrone the King of kings; down with the Lord of lords. Great 

gains are claimed by the revolutionists. A war strategy meeting was held of the world council. I refer to a 

meeting of the United Nations Scientific Cultural Organization (UNESCO – the school board of the 

world).”   Fakkema pleaded for Christian schools by saying, “Our duty is plain. It is dictated by God as 

well as by present situations and future omens. Christian children must not be trained in Christ-ignoring 

schools. While it is still legal – and by way of perpetuating its legality – the “remnant” must establish 

their own schools, cost what it may.”476  

Historian Jason Stevens suggests that the new evangelicals of the post war years shared several 

common characteristics.  Trying to restore their image damaged from the 1920s, these Christians 

appealed to a broader base while also firmly planting themselves in the conservative right. Stevens 

suggests that new evangelicals became more politically active, supporting wider movements that were 

anti-Communist, anti-United Nations and anti-New Deal.477  Outspoken concerns of Christian school 

leaders about governmental power, Communism, and UNESCO all indicate Fakkema and others to be in 

step with contemporary evangelicalism which played well to parents seeking educational alternatives 

for their children.    
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Going back to Matthew Avery Sutton’s recent article, the concerns of Christian school leaders 

about the power of the federal government, Communism, the Roman Catholic Church and world 

domination of the United Nations also corresponded with the evangelical belief in premillenialism. As 

noted previously, fundamentalists possessed an obsession with prophecy and frequently pointed to 

contemporary events as signs of the anti-Christ, the destruction of the world, or the return of Christ as 

foretold in the Scriptures.  In the 1940s, references to a one-world government under the spell of the 

anti-Christ seemed to be apparent with organizations like the United Nations and UNESCO, which to 

many evangelicals, indicated a push toward placing the education of all children under a single, 

religionless philosophy.  With the atomic bomb ending World War II, conservative Christians such as the 

previously mentioned Dr. Wilbur Smith, continued the tradition of seeing apocalyptic signs in the events 

of the day.  Smith, and many others, pointed to II Peter 3:10 which portrayed the destruction of the 

earth by fire in which “all will be laid bare,” as clear indication of impending nuclear holocaust.478 

Holding to the beliefs about the rapture of the saved, the eventual defeat of Satan at the battle of 

Armageddon, and the thousand year reign of Christ, Christian school leaders saw their institutions as not 

only places of refuge for children, but also places to train soldiers for the cause of Christ to redeem 

America and the world. As Sutton says, “Religious leaders of this time sensed that despite their fears of 

centralized control, the only way to deal with the developing totalitarian state in the United States was 

to centralize fundamentalist efforts – to fight fire with fire.”479     

The decade of the 1940s proved to be the most significant era for the growth of the Christian 

school movement to date.  Many factors came together simultaneously to move Christian education 

from a small conglomeration of Dutch Reformed Schools in the upper Midwest to an expanding 

assembly of evangelical Protestant schools embracing a variety of denominations across the nation. 
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Dynamics both within the Protestant community and the outside world fused together to bring about 

the birth and subsequent stability of the National Association of Christian Schools. 

From within American Protestantism, fundamentalism rebounded and re-emerged as 

“evangelicalism,” a more unified and broad based conservative Christianity.  Through the vision of 

individuals such as J. Elwin Wright and Harold Ockenga, the National Association of Evangelicals laid a 

foundation for the future growth of the religious right.  As Patrick Allitt explained, “The work of these 

men, plus the later work of Billy Graham, took the hard edge off of fundamentalism. It shifted the 

balance of power among American religious groups. They showed mainstream Protestants that 

evangelicalism and fundamentalism, far from being dead and forgotten, were more powerful, more up 

to date and more influential than at any time in the twentieth century and that they would continue to 

play an important role in national life.”480 The fundamentalists had retreated during the 1930s and 

formed their own subculture and networks consisting of “shelter belts” as historian Joel Carpenter has 

noted.481  This proved to be critical to their revival of the 1940s. Although almost imperceptible, the 

presence of new Christian based elementary and secondary schools across the nation along with the 

newly organized National Association of Christian Schools, served as one of these “shelter belts” and as 

another of their networks that would unify evangelicalism in the decades ahead.  

Protestant evangelicals faced many threats during this decade that shook their world.  Even 

though the vast majority of Protestant leaders still firmly supported public education as a means of 

upholding their values, widespread concerns did exist about the nation and the world.  Court cases, 

expanding governmental power, fears of communism, the Catholic Church and the United Nations fed 

into fears about a loss of community and family values. In a world careening out of their reach, 
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evangelical Protestants in the 1940s found themselves desperately desiring more control, seeking more 

unity within their ranks, and passionately longing to restore a mythical “Christian America.”  

 For a tiny, but growing minority of conservative Protestants, individuals such as Mark Fakkema 

and Frank Gaebelein offered a solution that corresponded to their hopes and fears. Private Christian 

schools, with their commitment to traditional Protestant biblical principles, parental control, 

community-based autonomy, and a commitment to restore a Christian America provided a wishful 

panacea.  Within the context of the 1940s, Fakkema, Gaebelein, and many conservative pastors and 

college professors capitalized on the spirit of the times to launch this movement.  Their frequent and 

often exaggerated chants about the decline of religious values in the nation’s public schools painted 

them as hopelessly tainted and irreparable. Disregarding the efforts of the public schools to adapt to a 

rapidly changing American society, as well as their efforts to keep religious values as a part of their 

curriculum, Christian school leaders, characteristic of the earlier fundamentalists, painted the picture in 

a simplistic, black and white, good and evil scenario.  Individuals such as Fakkema and Gaebelein used 

the anxieties of this era to create a sense of doom which they anticipated would compel all committed 

Protestants to flee the poison of public education and protect their children in Christian schools. At the 

1946 NAE convention, the Commission on Christian Educational Institutions issued this ominous 

warning, “Unless the Protestants of this land awake to the paganizing influence and philosophy of most 

American education they have no reason to believe that historic Protestant Christianity will have the 

ascendancy in this nation fifty years from now.”482   

Beyond fear tactics, Christian leaders also made sure that their movement reflected a patriotic 

American spirit.  The theme of a connection between Christianity and America resonated loudly from 

the NAE and the NACS.  In a 1947 edition of United Evangelical Action, an article entitled “Jesus Christ 
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and the American Tradition” proclaimed, “We sincerely believe that the true American tradition gives 

Jesus Christ first place.”483  Dr. Gaebelein argued in several of his writings that private schools served as 

a bulwark of democracy.  If the nation had been founded upon freedom of religion, then parents should 

have the right to educate their according to their religious convictions.484 Fakkema wrote that without 

the Christian religion, democracy would be imperiled.  He claimed that as the nation secularized, the 

need for more governmental power would arise since atheism and agnosticism would produce a 

citizenry bereft of morals.  Fakkema concluded that, “If a citizen is not ruled by Christian convictions 

from within, he must be governed by a control tower from without.” Hence, he predictably asserted 

Christian schools to be America’s only hope.485 So, in a decade of war, growing secularism, conservative 

politics, and uncertainty about the future in an atomic world, a tiny, but growing number of 

conservative evangelicals looked toward this new type of education believing that being for or against 

the Christian school was indeed the same as being for or against Christ.”486 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
483

 Samuel E. Boyle, “Jesus Christ and the American Tradition,” United Evangelical Action, 6, No. 15,  (15 
September 1947):  3-4. 

484
 Frank E. Gaebelein, “Christian Education and the Independent School,” United Evangelical Action,  8, 

No. 20, (1 December 1949): 6-8. 
485

 Mark Fakkema, “Without the Christian Religion We Can Have No True Democracy,” 1. 
486

 Mark Fakkema, “Report of the National Association of Christian Schools, NACS,” 51. 



189 
 

Chapter 7 – “What God Hath Wrought” 

  

In 1952, the National Association of Christian Schools celebrated its fifth anniversary and on this 

occasion published an extensive report for the NAE authored by Mark Fakkema.  His opening statement 

proclaimed that, “It is but proper that we call attention to what God hath wrought in this short 

period.”487   This document contained a brief description of the historical antecedents of the movement 

as well as statistics designed to illustrate sharp growth. Fakkema pointed out that in 1920 private 

religious schools constituted only 7 ½ percent of the total student population.  By 1937, that percentage 

increased to 9 ½ percent and by 1948, the percentage shot up to 11 ½ percent.  Focusing specifically on 

the growth of evangelical Christian schools, he noted that a distinct difference existed between Catholic 

and non-Catholic institutions.  While both types of schools grew in the years between 1937 and 1948, 

Protestant Christian schools posted much more significant gains.  Whereas Catholic schools saw an 

enrollment increase of 7 percent between 1937 and 1948, non-Catholic schools showed a 60 percent 

enrollment boost during the same time period.  Specific numbers from 1952 showed a total of 1,734 

Christian schools nationwide. This number consisted of schools in the NUCS and the NACS as well as 

Lutheran and Mennonite institutions. The report listed by name eighty-three schools directly affiliated 

with the NACS in twenty-four states. California boasted the largest number with twenty-one schools.  

Fakkema claimed that the formation of the NACS did not initiate this movement but rather arose in 

response to the needs of this phenomenal upsurge in private Christian education.488   

 The NACS report also described the wide variety of services developed by the association since 

its inception. Promotion remained a key element in the NACS with many pamphlets and books listed in 
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the report for assisting member schools in a variety of areas from student recruitment to operational 

policies. Fakkema also chronicled his travels, specifically mentioning the summer of 1951 in which he 

delivered three hundred addresses in six different states all designed to stir interest or give practical 

advice. He speculated that over the past five years, more than five hundred localities had either opened 

Christian schools or taken steps toward that end.  The report went on to express gratitude toward the 

many donors who assisted them toward maintaining their $15,000 annual budget.  This section 

concluded with a listing of the NACS board members and among the names were Dr. Enock Dyrness of 

Wheaton College and Dr. Frank Gaebelein of Long Island, New York.489 

 This rather detailed report ended with a lengthy discourse on the philosophy of Christian 

education.  Mark Fakkema again emphasized the importance of a consistent philosophy for this young 

movement.  Citing the turmoil and moral confusion of the day, he called for an educational philosophy 

grounded in Christian principles so as to prepare young people for a life of service to God.  

Complimenting Gaebelein’s ideas in Christian Education in a Democracy, Fakkema again distinguished 

the Christian school as being God-centered as opposed to the man-centered ideology of public 

education.  In his typical polemic style, Fakkema ended this fifth anniversary report in this way, “For 

teaching to be true, it - according to God’s Word, must seek ‘the glory of God.’ Since neither the 

philosophy of secularized instruction, nor the teaching that is based upon it, is to the glory of God, we 

are forced to the conclusion that the instruction of a secularized school is not true. In the interest of 

truth, God-fearing parents, living in a state in which state instruction and religion are divorced, are 

compelled to provide for their children a private school whose teaching and philosophy is ‘to the glory of 

God’ which they are doing and that with acceleration.”490 
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Fakkema’s report possessed a clear agenda. In his goal of showing what he called “significant” 

growth of Christian schools, he also sought to imply decline in the popularity of Catholic schools.  While 

Christian schools had indeed increased faster than their Catholic counterparts, the report neglected to 

mention the fact that the Catholic schools were already very widespread and established, hence these 

institutions would not reflect as much growth in terms of sheer numbers.  Christian schools did indeed 

number 1,734, but only eighty-three belonged to the now five year old NACS. Total enrollment in NUCS 

and NACS schools stood at approximately 17,000 students. Catholic schools, by contrast, in 1952, still 

numbered 10,778 nationwide with a total student enrollment at just over three million.491  The NACS 

could indeed point to growth, but the movement still paled in significance to other private schools in the 

overall landscape of American education.    

Nevertheless, Fakkema continued to travel tirelessly and more schools joined the fold each year. 

Gaebelein’s Christian Education in a Democracy received widespread circulation, further cementing his 

philosophy among conservative Christians.  The New York Times claimed at this time that more 

Protestant and Roman Catholic children received a religious based education than at any other time in 

the history of America by citing a number of statistics including an increase of Protestant school 

enrollment of 61 percent from the past fifteen years since 1937. This number reflected the greatest 

increase in sectarian institutions such as Lutheran and Mennonite schools, but the article also 

mentioned the NACS and its interdenominational evangelical schools.492 Although unnoticeable in 

mainstream educational circles in 1952, Fakkema and Gaebelein had managed to sell a product to a 

conservative Christian market, albeit still quite tiny and still rather primitive.  Examining what “God hath 

wrought” in 1952 reveals a smattering of tiny schools spread across the nation with similar 
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characteristics. Although barely perceptible, they nevertheless represent the origins and the future of 

the Christian school movement destined to become a significant part of the religious right of late 

twentieth century.  

Many of the schools listed on the fifth anniversary report did not survive to the present, but a 

few still exist and with limited archives, they provide some sketchy details of life in these fledgling 

institutions.  Examples of such survivors include the already mentioned Wheaton Christian Grammar 

School (1942), Vineland Christian School of Vineland, New Jersey (1946), Wilmington Christian School of 

Wilmington, California (1946), Old Paths Christian School (known today as Phoenix Christian Unified 

Schools) of Phoenix Arizona (1947), Riverside Christian Day School of Riverside, California (1948), 

Plumstead Christian School of Plumsteadville, Pennsylvania (1948), Delaware County Christian School of 

Newtown Square, Pennsylvania (1950),  and Lincoln Christian School of Lincoln, Nebraska (1951). 

Each of these schools organized in a similar fashion, using the model promoted by Mark 

Fakkema, of establishing parent societies that have their roots in the Dutch Reformed schools of the 

NUCS. These societies consisted of a group of parents, usually from a few churches in the same 

community, who came together with a common interest in starting a Christian school.  Eventually, these 

societies selected a board of directors to oversee the operation of the school through a principal and 

faculty. This model reflected the conviction of those who felt that the biblical responsibility of the 

education of their children lay with parents, not the state.493  The Wheaton Society for Christian 

Instruction consisted of several Wheaton professors.  Their archives from 1941 reveal that this group of 

parents possessed a desire to provide an education that included instruction in the Bible, with no 

specific negative comments about the public schools.494  The society that established Wilmington 
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Christian School consisted initially of a board from The First Assembly of God Church of Wilmington.495 

However, in the case of most of these schools, the records indicate these parent societies came from a 

group of “concerned” or “visionary” parents.496  

Following the Stony Brook School curriculum model, these schools committed to teaching all of 

the standard subjects found in public schools with additional instruction in the Bible.  In the articles of 

incorporation of Vineland Christian School, it clearly stated that the school would provide, “instruction 

in all subjects normally taught in public and private schools.”  However the document went on to say 

that the subjects must be taught in “accord with the Word of God.”497 As stated previously, Wheaton 

Christian Grammar School made similar claims with its charter from the state of Illinois saying the object 

of the formation of this entity is, “to provide elementary education in common school subjects including 

instruction in the Word of God.”498 Hence, most Christian schools taught all the normal subjects along 

with Bible.   

 Since the NACS failed to provide biblically based textbooks in the early years, many of these 

schools used public school texts and materials.  At the same time they also integrated biblical truths by 

utilizing textbooks long employed by the NUCS.  This process of teaching with interwoven biblical 

concepts most notably appeared in history books and supplemental readers to go along with public 

school materials used by these schools. Two previously mentioned books, Christian Interpretation of 

American History and Sketches from Church History, both published by the NUCS in the 1920s, received 

widespread usage by many Christian schools for several decades.    
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Christian Interpretation of American History, first published in 1928, provides numerous 

examples of a subject with an explicit religious interpretation. In a chapter on the age of exploration and 

colonization, a more conventional discussion of the reasons for European exploration appears, but at 

the same time, this book notes how God providentially directed Christopher Columbus to discover the 

southern part of the New World for Spain leaving open North America for later colonization by the 

English. This led the author to conclude that, “Columbus’ trips were confined to the southern part of the 

new world, with the result that the Northern Hemisphere was open to Protestants. Shortly after the 

discovery of America the Protestant Reformation started in Europe. God in His infinite wisdom provided 

a home for them when life became intolerable in Catholic lands of Europe. He provided a home in a land 

where liberty of thought and speech were to become national principles.”499  English domination of 

colonial America also led the author of this text to state, “History here again shows clearly that God 

intended ours to be an English civilization, Protestant in religion and democratic in government.”  A 

chapter on the Civil War analyzed the conflict from the standpoint of sin and its consequences.  In 

discussing Lincoln’s comment in the Gettysburg address about all men being created equal, the author 

summarized the era in this way, “Certainly if our nation had adhered consistently to the principles 

professed from the beginning, the test would never have been necessary and we would have been 

pleasing to God. Therein chiefly lay our sin; we departed from the purposes of God. The Lord’s aims will 

prevail, however, and He had this nation pass through the purifying fire of a war to recall us to those 

purposes.  We shall miss the point if we regard slavery as a sin of the South alone. It was a national sin, 

and the war a punishment for the North as well as the South. The federal constitution recognized and 
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protected the institution, federal laws, such as the fugitive slave law, strengthened it. Time after time 

the Federal Congress surrendered principle to compromise.”500   

The text concluded with remarks about the moral decay of America in the 1920s, which it 

blamed on liberalism and secularization of the society. However, it ended on an optimistic note by 

characterizing the growth of an independent Christian school system as a “bright hope for the future” 

that would defend the Christian religion and uphold the faith of their fathers.501  

Sketches from Church History, A Supplemental Reader for History Classes in Christian Schools, 

also enjoyed widespread popularity for many years.  This book provided information highlighting the 

history of the Christian church and its leaders so as to supplement public school history texts which 

neglected to cover such information.  Much attention focused upon the early church and its leaders as 

well as the Protestant Reformation.  The author blasted the Medieval Roman church by stating, “There 

was great pomp and outward show in abundance but all worship was empty and without content. The 

ritual was mere formality; the preaching sounding brass; the priests, selfish seekers of worldly pleasures 

and gross sensualities; the people utterly ignorant and hopelessly lost in superstition.” On the other 

hand the book referred to Martin Luther as a “star of the first magnitude in the Kingdom of God.”502   

In a discussion of America, the text describes the Protestant church as being divided neatly into 

two camps, the Modernists, referred to as “worshippers of the goddess of Science,” and the 

Fundamentalists, who “refuse to accept the dictates of science if they contradict the teachings of God’s 

Word.” At the same time, expressions of concern appear in the book over those contemporary church-
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goers who placed human reasoning above the authority of the Bible. “These men glory in the theories of 

evolution and deny and ignore the truths of revelation; they undermine the cornerstones of faith.”503  

These textbooks provide a glimpse of the type of teaching found in the early Christian schools. 

The fundamentalist impulse of American trusteeship appears often as the books point to the mythic 

image of a nation founded upon Protestant Christianity. Much lament about the decline of America due 

to secularism often surfaces resulting in clearly drawn battle lines between science and God’s Word or 

liberalism and conservative values.  Anti-Catholic biases also permeate the books.  In addition, these 

materials portray the providential hand of God as a cornerstone of all the events of history.  Students 

also received a clear message about the importance of Christian schools in terms of “upholding the faith 

of their fathers.” Hence, early textbooks of history in many Christian schools served the purpose of 

framing the world in a God focused plan carried out by bold Protestants.  With the nation turning away 

from God by pursuing secularism, science, and Catholicism, America’s Protestant Christian heritage 

faced grave challenges in the twentieth century remedied in part by establishing Christian schools.504     

These early schools also possessed humble beginnings in terms of facilities and enrollment. 

Wheaton Christian Grammar School opened at Wheaton Bible church serving grades 1-6 with a total of 

fifteen students.  Due to zoning issues, the school moved three times in the first month and eventually 

purchased a house in town to hold classes starting in the fall of 1943.505 The house needed much repair 

and several parents worked nights to enclose the front porch, which would eventually provide space for 

a kindergarten class.  Four years later, the school purchased another house next door to provide for 

increased enrollment. WCGS received donations of old playground equipment, an old piano, and 

Wheaton College donated used desks and textbooks.  To raise money for the school, they leased some 

of the unused rooms in the houses to boarders and also leased space for a barbershop and for music 
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lessons.  In 1947,WCGS graduated its first eighth grade class of eight students. Barbara Bedell, an eighth 

grade student in 1950, commented on conditions in this new school. Her class had a total of twelve 

students as compared to thirty-five per section at the local public school.  Her classroom in one of the 

houses crammed desks in a tiny front room in order to accommodate both seventh and eighth grades.  

They played in a small front yard and on rainy days, they used the gym at Wheaton College.506  

Other schools faced similar accommodations and numbers. Vineland Christian School first met 

in an old church annex and served seventeen students in grades 2-6.507  Riverside Christian Day School 

met in a two story house in downtown Riverside, California to teach twenty-eight students in its first 

year.508  Plumstead Christian School met in a Mennonite chapel in 1948 serving twenty-three students in 

grades 1-10.509 Lincoln Christian School held its inaugural year of classes in the basement of a 

Presbyterian Church and outfitted the class with books and desks purchased at an auction from a nearby 

Lutheran School. Starting three days late, the school enrolled thirteen students in grades K-4.510 

Delaware County Christian School also met in a church basement with a larger student body of fifty- 

eight students in grades K-5.511 Despite these lowly beginnings, each of these schools went on to 

purchase land and build more appropriate facilities in the following years.   

With no public funding and relying exclusively on tuition and financial gifts, all Christian schools 

of this era predictably struggled with finances.  Meager budgets and low teacher salaries created 

constant challenges.  With a monthly tuition of $8 per month per child, the only full time teacher at 

WCGS, Miss Mary Ross, received a salary described as just under half of the average for public school 
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teachers.512 Marilyn Himmel, who taught at WCGS for forty one years starting in the early 1950s, 

received an annual salary of $2,250. Since the school could only afford a part time janitor, she 

performed some of the cleaning services herself.513 The founders of Delaware County Christian School 

established their parent society in 1949 with only $44.87 in their treasury. Eventually, when they 

opened their doors in 1950, they operated the entire year on a budget of $6,907.514 With such financial 

restrictions, many schools received assistance from local churches and parents in the form of donated 

labor for building projects and legal assistance.  

These schools also encountered a myriad of problems and in the case of Lincoln Christian School 

(LCS), had to fight for credibility.  In their first week of operation in 1951, a city administrator arrived at 

the new school to inform their teacher that their school did not possess the approval of the state.  

Although initially left alone, local public educators reported LCS to state officials during the school’s 

second year and soon several men from the Nebraska state office of education came and inspected the 

operation.  A teacher from the school remarked later that one of the state officials thought LCS was a 

correctional institution, while another rejected the school’s claims to be non-sectarian.  Weeks later, a 

report arrived from the state superintendent with several demands. LCS would need to develop a more 

cumulative record system, update their playground, expand their library and take all schoolrooms out of 

the basement and locate them on the first floor of the church.  This created great hardship for the new 

school, but ultimately, proved beneficial because these expectations moved school leaders to start 

building a permanent facility.515   

With tiny enrollments, underpaid teachers, crowded campuses, very limited resources, and 

often lacking community acceptance, these early Christian schools did not appear to be institutions 
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capable of restoring a Christian America much less providing a quality education for their pupils. 

However, the parents and educators remained vigilant in their commitment.  Stories abound about 

sacrifices made for this cause.  Parents took out second mortgages to pay tuition. Teachers worked for 

decades at substandard salaries. Families often did maintenance on school facilities. A student at WCGS 

from this era, Ruth Johnson, remembered how much her parents sacrificed to pay for tuition. Her father, 

a contractor, commuted to his job for years so the family could live in Wheaton and his daughter could 

attend WCGS. Ruth stated that her blue-collar dad often remarked that he saw an education at WCGS as 

a need, not just a want.516  

Compared to public and Catholic education, these first Christian schools lacked much, but still 

possessed an appeal to this small segment of evangelical Christianity.  This came in part due to the great 

anxiety of evangelicals in the post World War II years with specific concerns about the family, loss of 

community, and lack of control in their local and national spheres.  These autonomous schools reflected 

populist tendencies of twentieth century parents, offering these individuals a renewed sense of power 

and the ability to teach their children the values of their faith. Beneath the sweeping proclamations of 

Mark Fakkema and today’s religious right, this phenomenon rested upon individuals in local 

communities who sacrificed to establish these schools based upon their own convictions.  In a rapidly 

changing world, these institutions reflected a search for control and community.  Christian schools have 

always been established and maintained by local families resulting in a small bureaucracy allowing 

parents to take control of their lives and the lives of their children from a perceived anonymous, elitist, 

and secular world.  The Christian school, according to Susan Rose, author of the previously mentioned 

Keeping Them Out of the Hands of Satan: Evangelical Schooling in America, became part of a coherent 

network of the institutions of church, home, and school that allowed evangelicals to “exercise greater 

control over the definition and transmission of their values and norms.” Hence, she describes the 
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founding of these small schools in this way, “Caught in a world whose complexity tends to render people 

impotent, evangelicals have chosen to delimit their world in order to gain control of it.”517 

In the decades following the establishment of these first schools, historians have frequently 

pointed to the reactionary nature of this movement. Corresponding to the growth of evangelical 

Christianity in the 1930s and 40s, Christian schools grew as a parental reaction against modernity with 

its godless science, religious pluralism and changing social mores.  Rose argued that these schools came 

from a parent backlash against public education, feminism, social protest movements and fears about 

the disintegration of the family.518 James Carper and Thomas Hunt described Christian schools as a form 

of dissent tied to concerns of evangelical Christians about “higher criticism of the Bible, Darwinism, 

growing cultural and religious pluralism, and the fundamentalist-modernist controversy that fractured 

many Protestant denominations.”519 The writings of Mark Fakkema and Frank Gaebelein do indeed 

reveal this tendency with their constant criticism of public education, rising state control, secularism, 

declining morals, evolution, and the Roman Catholic Church.  Early Christian school leaders also often 

spoke with a sense of urgency and doom calling for America to return to its Christian roots, a mission 

which could be accomplished in part by establishing these schools.  Myriad examples can be seen and a 

good case in point appears in Gaebelein’s preface for Christian Education in a Democracy, which states, 

“Today we see the spectacle of a drowned civilization, a culture which, originally owing much to 

Christianity, has now been thoroughly inundated by the deluge of secularism. In short, western 

civilization is on the way to an almost complete de-Christianization.”520    

However, to call this movement a response to events confined in the early twentieth century 

would be shallow as these reactionary tendencies have deeper roots in America’s past. By 1952, 
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Christian day schools, although quite small, had come into being after decades of controversy and 

subsequent reactionary tendencies reaching back into the nation’s history over the role of Protestant 

Christianity in American society.    

Protestant dreams for America and corresponding concerns about power and influence go back 

to colonial days.  From the Puritan concept of a “City on a Hill” Anglo Protestants carried a vision for a 

future of the New World. This concept conceived of the United States as “the redeemer nation 

entrusted with a millennial destiny.”521 Patrick Allitt argued that American Christians possess a long 

tradition of believing that “their republic would only prosper if it was inhabited by virtuous Christian 

citizens.”522  Richard Hughes remarked that many American Christians possess a long held belief that 

God anointed the United States as his chosen nation and people.523 In addition, Robert Handy expressed 

the view that American Protestants always entertained the hope and dream that the country would 

become fully Christian.524 Finally, religious historian Diana Eck suggests that the narrative of a Christian 

America has always had a hold on the collective imagination of Americans.  This narrative moves 

through each chapter in American history and in turn, is deeply embedded in our consciousness. 525 

With this deeply embedded belief, later evangelicals would interpret the nation’s beginnings as 

a Christian event that established a foundation for America’s future.526  However, over time, they came 

to believe that this dream faded due to many causes and evangelicals now sought to restore the rapidly 

eroding foundation of their nation. Education naturally became a chief means to achieve their hope for 

a “good society” which to them translated into a return to a “Christian” America while also restoring the 

white Protestant power in the early days of the Republic.  
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The nineteenth century produced the first serious threats to white Protestant power. Increased 

immigration brought more variety to the country and the most disconcerting menace emerged in the 

form of Roman Catholicism.  Horace Mann’s Common School movement of the 1830s sought to deal 

with the changing demographics of the citizenry by attempting to set up a common belief system, which 

included Bible reading in the classroom, into all of the nation’s school children. Conservative Protestants 

played instrumental roles in the creation of the new public schools seeing them as a means of instilling 

their version of American values into the next generation and maintaining their cultural power.  

However, more hazards arose from increased ethnic and spiritual diversity resulting in diminished Bible 

reading in the public schools. The Catholic Church grew stronger and decided to establish its own private 

school system causing more of an uproar for the Protestant majority in charge of the public schools.  By 

the end of the 1800s, conservative Protestants who had once dreamed of a godly nation, now looked 

back at a mythic past of a Christian America as a source of inspiration for regaining their lost power and 

influence.   

Into the twentieth century, Protestant power and influence in education and society at large 

received near fatal assaults. Darwin’s theory of evolution, overturning conventional Biblical beliefs, 

frightened conservative Christians and immediately emerged as a major antagonist in their fight for the 

future of America. In addition, new educational theories, most notably the progressive ideas of John 

Dewey, further eroded the Christian hold on public schools. Numerous Christian historians virtually vilify 

Dewey for his insistence upon child-centered education that suggested a denial of original sin and the 

marginalization of religion in education.527  Fractures from within the Christian community in the form of 

liberal theology and expanding Catholicism further weakened traditional Protestant power. All of this 

would have devastating effects upon Protestant Christians in the new century and would lead them to 
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the harsh realization that Protestantism in the 20th century no longer set the moral agenda for the 

nation.528    

In the midst of so much progressive change, the fundamentalists of the 1920s set in place many 

critical components of the future Christian school movement.  George Marsden’s ideas about 

fundamentalism’s separatist tendencies and commitment to building a Christian civilization explains the 

context whereby conservative Protestants might resort to creating their own schools. “Faced by a 

culture with a myriad of competing ideals,” he explained,  “and having little power to influence that 

culture, they reacted by creating their own equivalent of the urban ghetto. An overview of 

fundamentalism reveals them building a subculture with institutions, mores, and social connections that 

would eventually provide acceptable alternatives to the dominant cultural ethos.”529     

In 1920, a forerunner of this subculture appeared with the establishment of the National Union 

of Christian Schools, which sprouted from Calvinist Dutch Reformed schools in the upper Midwest that 

first appeared in the late 1800s. The NUCS provided an organizational framework for parent controlled 

Christian day schools still utilized today.  Along with this, the Stony Brook School of Long Island, New 

York founded in 1922, went beyond the narrow Reformed theology of the NUCS and established a 

model of building pan-evangelical institutions by appealing to a broader Protestant base. This 

inclusiveness became a significant foundation stone for the growth of the Christian school movement in 

later decades.     

The twenties also produced two individuals of invaluable worth to the rise of Christian schools.   

Mark Fakkema and Dr. Frank Gaebelein emerged as the two leading “Founding Fathers” of the 

movement.  Fakkema rose to prominence through his involvement in the NUCS and became the face of 

the movement through his highly visible promotion efforts spanning the entire nation, which 
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accelerated with his appointment to the position of executive director of the National Association of 

Christian Schools in 1947.  Fakkema served as the movement’s chief propagandist by his far-reaching 

travels, speeches, and extensive writings.  Previous dissertations portray Fakkema as possessing a “near 

saintly” reputation, considered by his co-workers as indispensible to the origins of the movement 

because he was “indefatigable in his pursuit of the goal of inspiring parents to establish and support 

Christian day schools.”530    Gaebelein did not have the initial notoriety of Fakkema having quietly served 

as the headmaster of the Stony Brook School for twenty-five years before the formation of the NACS. 

However, he soon surfaced as the movement’s most creative thinker and articulate apologist.531  His 

books, Christian Education in a Democracy and The Pattern of God’s Truth, established the philosophical 

groundwork of the entire movement.  When published, Oxford University Press proclaimed his first work 

to be an “epochal volume” that stated “cogently and graphically the nature of education which is 

basically and intrinsically Christian.”532   Gaebelein’s books, articles and Stony Brook experiences proved 

immensely useful in transcending denominational differences among Protestants and thereby 

galvanizing the struggling movement.  

The 1940s became a pivotal decade resulting in the most visible growth of Christian schools and 

the birth of a true national association.  Critical factors included the rebirth of conservative Christianity 

in America with the formation of The National Association of Evangelicals. This organization served a 

prominent role in bringing unity and credibility to conservative Protestants as they moved away from 

the negative image of fundamentalism and replaced it with a more appealing, albeit still traditional view 

of the faith known as evangelicalism.  As an affiliate member of the NAE, the newly formed National 
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Association of Christian Schools gained much traction by the energy of surging evangelical Christianity. 

The NACS joined with the NAE as they both sought to regain cultural power and influence.    

In addition, this decade also created an atmosphere conducive to the growth of a separate 

Christian school system.  Leaders of the Christian school movement seamlessly joined in the cacophony 

of conservative criticism toward public education during this era by adding charges of atheism and 

secularism to the debate.  Concerns over federal aid to education and the growing power of the Catholic 

Church provided another avenue for NACS leaders to call for the formation of Christian schools.  Cold 

War fears, which included concerns about Communism in education, gave Christian school leaders even 

more ammunition to assault public schools. The Cold War battle against “godless communism” caused a 

notable upsurge in religious activity tied to nationalism which also assisted the Christian school cause.533  

Reacting to well-intentioned attempts to promote worldwide peace through organizations such as 

UNESCO, conservative Christian leaders portrayed this as yet another example of permeating atheism in 

public education and another step toward a one-world government.  After decades of diminishing 

influence in education, the 1940s provided the right blend of anxiety and religious revival to produce 

fertile ground for a small, but determined group of Christian educators devoted to launching a decidedly 

spiritual educational alternative to public schools. Although still almost insignificant numerically in 

America’s educational landscape, seeds were nonetheless planted which would expand and become a 

vital cornerstone of the religious right of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.    

The reactionary nature of Christian schools has also brought about frequent charges of racism.  

The previous mentioned work of Nevin and Bills, The Schools That Fear Built: Segregationist Academies 

in the South, implied that these schools arose in the South as a result of school integration.534 Paul 

Parsons, a Kansas journalist, made similar claims in his 1987 book Inside America’s Christian Schools 
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which stressed the desire of parents to change a perceived pagan society from the bottom up. Parsons 

stated that during the turbulent 1960s parents sought out private education, which included Christian 

schools, to avoid racial integration and as a result, these schools have been tainted, along with all 

Southern private schools, as “White Flight Academies.”535   

While it should be conceded that racial issues did indeed spur growth of Christian schools during 

the 1950s and 60s, these authors neglect to consider the actual origins of these schools in the years that 

predate the major conflicts over racial integration in America.  Studies of racist academies have also 

neglected to note that the first Christian schools of the 1940s started in the northeast, upper Midwest 

and California and hence did not emerge in the more racially charged environment of the South. Going 

further, Dr. Jack Layman produced a study on the growing number of black Christian educational 

institutions and stated that Christian schools in general have long struggled to attract minority students.  

This book asserts that Christian schools from the beginning have possessed a homogeneous 

constituency coming primarily from a sponsoring congregation and nearby churches holding similar 

doctrinal positions while black churches have remained separate.536 Layman puts it this way, “To this day 

black churches are separated socially and, in most cases, organizationally from white churches. This lack 

of social contact would have hindered black participation in the Christian schools with or without 

Southern traditions of separation or segregation.”537  Historian Neal Devins also noted that while 

Christian schools did see growth in the South during the Civil Rights struggles, the movement really 

reflects a larger pattern of conservative rebellion against trends in public education.  During the time of 
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desegregation the courts of the nation also suppressed prayer, Bible reading, and even the most indirect 

symbolic indications of respect for religion in the public schools.538 

Although very little commentary about racial issues exist among early Christian school leaders, 

Frank Gaebelein did express concerns to his school board about the lack of black students at Stony 

Brook in the early 1940s.  Even though Stony Brook had already enrolled several Asian students, they did 

strive to break the color barrier by admitting their first African American student in 1955.539 In 1950 The 

Sunday School Times reported on the opening of several new Christian schools and among the names 

given they listed the Free Methodist Colored Day School of Shreveport, Louisiana. Serving grades 1 

through 8 with an enrollment of fifty-seven students, the presence of such a school dispels the image of 

Christian schools being exclusively white in this era.540  In the midst of the civil rights struggles of the 

1960s, the NACS refused to admit schools into the association that made race a condition for the 

admission of students.541 The number of Christian schools in the 1950s and 60s did increase faster than 

in the 1940s, and racism no doubt played a part which again reveals the reactionary spirit of Christian 

schools. However, attempts to make racism a root cause neglects the deeper origin of the movement 

and reflects a simplistic view of a very diverse educational phenomenon by attempting to lump all 

Christian schools in with the “White Flight” academies.   

Christian schools continued to grow unabated into the latter half of the twentieth century due 

to more concerns about public education and American society in general.  Court rulings in the 1960s in 

regard to school prayer along with anxiety about the drug culture, declining test scores, perceptions of a 

lack of discipline and school violence all continued to simply confirm to evangelical parents Mark 

Fakkema’s long standing claims about public education. Christian schools became a more viable 
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alternative with a more prosperous economy in the 1980s and 1990s giving their constituents the means 

to build more and more of these institutions.  Into the twenty-first century state of the art facilities and 

extra-curricular programs further established the credibility of Christian schools.  Although they always 

branded public education in a negative light, Christian schools of today mimic many characteristics of 

public schools in order to gain cultural acceptance and maintain their prestige in educational circles.   

To further understand the birth of the Christian school phenomenon, it must be remembered 

that education has always taken on the role of being the process whereby a society transmits itself to 

the next generation thereby making the school a cultural furnace where a particular image of human 

nature, the world, and a way of life can be forged and passed on.542  Because of this role, education has 

always been a source of conflict and being established as a mechanism for acculturation and nationalism 

also causes problems with groups that possess dissenting viewpoints.  Hence, if parents want to raise 

their children according to their own belief system and the educational institutions begin to promote 

values contrary to the convictions of the parents, opposition naturally arises.543  With a deeply held 

personal faith and a desire for more power in their homes, communities, and nation, Protestant 

evangelical parents and teachers made the necessary sacrifices to launch a separate Christian school 

system in the years 1920 to 1952.  In the grand tradition of American Protestantism, the birth of the 

Christian school movement in middle of the twentieth century distinctly reflected their long held vision 

of a “Christian America.”  

America’s evolving diversity not only served as the chief catalyst for the movement, but also 

revealed the paradoxical characteristics of the Christian school movement.  Christian leaders constantly 

criticized the fact that cultural and spiritual diversity threatened the heritage of the nation, while also 

enjoying the same freedoms that would allow them to be different and establish their own separate 
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school system. Another contradiction in the movement can be found in Hamburger’s previously 

mentioned thesis about separation of church and state. While evangelicals upheld this notion as a right 

which they used to keep Catholics at bay in terms of public funding, they also fumed when the same 

principle was used to remove their sectarian beliefs from public education.544  In addition, with every 

Catholic charge that public education was effectively Protestant education, public school leaders found 

it necessary to weaken the religious element of the schools. This led to a final contradiction best 

described by B. Edward McClellan, “By the mid-twentieth century the public school had become so 

devoid of religious content that even many Protestant groups who had been its strongest defenders 

now turned against it, finding themselves in the end closer to the Catholic position on religion and 

morality than to the non-sectarianism that their forebears had done so much to create.”545  While 

contradictions appear to exist, they are nevertheless consistent with the thesis of this work: the 

Christian school movement, responding to a century of change and adversity, emerged in the twentieth 

century as a means for evangelical Christians to reclaim their loss of power within the nation, their 

communities, and their homes in an increasingly complex American society.   

With this pluralistic identity emerging in America, education responded and inevitably moved 

toward secularization, as Dr. Gaebelein predicted. Public education had evolved as a system of schooling 

serving the needs of a widely diverse population. Questions about the establishment of religion in the 

nation’s schools became clarified through important laws and court cases. However, for a small number 

of conservative Protestants, this new image of America signaled a threat to their commitment to a good 

society.  Hence, by the late 1940s, Mark Fakkema would sadly conclude that his nation “has now passed 

the fertile valley of American Christian culture and has entered the arid regions of un-Christian pagan 

ideology” leading him to defiantly pronounce that, “the only course left for us as Christians is to 
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establish and support private Christian schools, cost what it may.”546 Believing themselves to be 

guardians of the culture since the earliest days of the Republic, these evangelicals sought and continue 

to seek their own version of “the good society” which for them meant a Christian America.  This could 

be accomplished from the bottom up through these small schools focused on restoring and reinforcing 

their spiritual values.    

 As a result, Christian schools found their place in the religious right that surfaced in late 

twentieth century America.  One need look no further than the current political discourse over the 2012 

presidential election to hear frequent commentary about the role of evangelical Christians in the nation.  

Much attention has indeed centered on evangelical opposition to such things as gay marriage or to their 

power as a voting bloc reflecting a re-emerged subculture.  While the most visible components of this 

resurgence can be seen in politics, Christian media, and mega churches, the religious right in twenty-first 

century also contains an extensive network of thousands of autonomous, conservative Christian schools 

that provide evangelicals an almost invisible underpinning.    

Protestant Christian schools occupied a tiny piece of American education in 1952 and remain 

very small to this day. Yet growth continues even in the midst of an economic recession. According to 

the Association of Christian Schools International (ACSI), the modern day equivalent of the National 

Association of Christian Schools, their organization currently boasts of some 22,000 schools 

worldwide.547  In a recent report from the Southeast region of ACSI, a total of seventy-five schools have 

closed since 2009. However, at the same time, some one hundred applications for new schools came to 

their offices.548 Christian Schools International (CSI), the organization originally known as the National 

Union of Christian Schools, claims to currently serve approximately five hundred schools in North 
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America.549  Notably, Catholic schools have reported a drop of over 500,000 students and have closed 

some 1,750 schools since 2000.550   

Frank Gaebelein once called the Christian school movement, “a minority of a minority.”551   This 

remains true, but starting from the concerns of a “devoted few” which grew into their “mighty army,” 

these Christian school parents and educators can now observe “what God hath wrought” by the number 

of Protestant Christian elementary and secondary educational institutions spread across the land.  

Despite the even greater level of ethnic and religious diversity in twenty-first century America, they 

remain undaunted in their quest to protect and advance their values in their homes, their communities, 

and their nation. This unobtrusive component of today’s religious right continues to respond to the 

growing secularity of American culture with scores of teachers and children in small Christian schools 

pledging allegiance to America with Bibles in their backpacks.  After years of discouragement marked by 

secularism, Roman Catholics, and John Dewey, and with the battle continuing to rage on, the 

descendants of Mark Fakkema and Frank Gaebelein believe they see the dusty, blurred image of a 

Christian America starting to become a bit clearer. 
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