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Barry Hankins is professor of history at Baylor University in Texas.  This is a very well done study of 
Francis Schaeffer’s ideas, career, and impact on the Evangelical and Fundamentalist world.  It is a 
balanced, informed assessment of Schaeffer, which may not please Schaeffer’s hagiographers for whom 
he can do no wrong.  Hankins is honest, critical, and correct in his judgments and captures well the great 
positive contribution of Schaeffer.  It is well written and any thoughtful reader will enjoy this story. 
 
I was a senior history major at UC Berkeley in 1968 when Francis Schaeffer’s first books, The God Who 
Is There and Escape from Reason were published by InterVarsity Press.  I had read quite a few books of 
“apologetics” giving arguments for why the Christian faith was persuasive and true.  I was especially fond 
of the historical apologetic arguments of John Warwick Montgomery in those days.  Schaeffer’s more 
world-viewish and grand approach to defending the faith was a very fresh and bold departure for me.   
 
In those early days, I never really needed Schaeffer to be correct on all his representations of 
philosophers, artists, and film-makers.  For me the very project itself was powerful and exciting.  For me 
and for dozens of my brightest Christian friends back then in the late Sixties and early Seventies, 
Schaeffer inspired us to boldly think about history, philosophy, film, art, and culture from the perspective 
of a biblical and theological world view and philosophy of life.  Nothing was out of bounds.  We wanted to 
“take every thought captive” to Christ.  We wanted to engage our culture as Schaeffer was doing.   
 
From about 1968 to 1975 or so, I actually exchanged several letters with Schaeffer as well as reading 
everything he wrote.  I met him only one time, spending most of a day with him and a group of Christian 
intellectuals from Berkeley.  My personal experience was of a very caring, thoughtful, and warm-hearted 
man.  I suggested to him that he think about creating a chapter of his L’Abri Fellowship in Berkeley in one 
of my letters.  He thought the idea and location were great --- but felt he couldn’t participate in such an 
ambitious extension of his work. 
 
Hankins describes Schaeffer’s early formation as part of a very conservative, fundamentalist, and 
separatist Presbyterian group --- something that was not at all evident in those early books he published.  
Schaeffer went to Europe as a missionary of this group and before too many years had elapsed found 
himself with his wife Edith creating and leading a study community in Switzerland called L’Abri.  Schaeffer 
developed strong interests in philosophy and culture, especially as he saw these manifested in the 
ferment of the Sixties.  Secular or new age hippies as well as drop-out Christians tramping through 
Europe found their way to the warm hospitality and long intellectual discussions that came to characterize 
L’Abri.  Schaeffer’s books mostly originated as L’Abri talks that were taped, transcribed, and edited for 
publication.  
 
Through the late Sixties and early Seventies Schaeffer became an almost cult-hero with his romantic 
mountain man intellectual image, eccentric beard and dress, the easy and supremely confident readiness 
to chat about Bergman films, existentialism, despair, and the God who is there.  Certainly he inspired a 
throng of us who never physically visited L’Abri just by his bold project. 
 
In the late Seventies Schaeffer’s film series “How Should We Then Live” came out as a kind of Christian 
alternative to Kenneth Clark’s “Civilization” being presented on PBS.  My hopes were high but it was at 
this point that my disillusion with Schaeffer’s work began.  In graduate school I had been reading a lot of 
Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, Soren Kierkegaard, Karl Barth, and others.  The horrible errors in 
Schaeffer’s representation of these thinkers couldn’t be ignored any longer. His misunderstanding of Karl 
Barth was shameful and embarrassing.   Furthermore, his interpretation of the fall of Rome in the film 
series contradicted Augustine (it was as though Schaeffer had never heard of The City of God) and some 



very elementary facts of Roman history (the review essay I published in Fides et Historia, “Two Views of 
the West” is now available at my web site www.davidwgill.org).  
 
Before he died of cancer in 1984, Francis Schaeffer moved away from his eccentric evangelical 
intellectual role and back toward the separatist fundamentalist perspective he was raised with.  He 
became a divisive figure in the Evangelical world by his criticism of anyone who didn’t hew to biblical 
inerrancy in the terminology he (not Scripture) defined it.  One of his last books, A Christian Manifesto, 
was a complete sell-out to the religious right.  The party was over. 
 
Part of Schaeffer’s weakness, I came to see, was a result of his relative isolation.  He was surrounded by 
subordinate disciples and did not spend enough time in serious study of what he wrote about.  He did not 
submit himself to peer review and criticism.  When well-meaning experts tried to help him get his ideas 
and evidence in better shape he resisted.  His ignorant, arrogant, spoiled brat son Franky also grew up to 
have a horrible influence on his father (and then to trash his mother and father in his thinly disguised 
novels and other self-serving writings).   
 
Hankins tells the full story here and it is well worth reading, especially for us Christian Baby Boomers who 
grew up with a large dose of Schaeffer.  For all of the mistakes and all the profound disagreements I have 
with his thinking, I would still say with no hesitation that Francis Schaeffer was one of the ten most 
important and positive influences on my own life and work. I thank God for him and for his great partner 
Edith. 
 


