
Peale was a liberal Presbyterian minister, pastor of one of the biggest churches in New York (which
he built from just forty souls to over 900) and the originator of what he called “the power of positive
thinking” (George 1994). In the first two years after its publication, the book of the same name sold
over two million copies. For Peale the Christian message was reduced to a battle between good and
evil, but these were no longer realities external to us. Evil was a lack of self-confidence; good was
positive thinking. Those people who think positively (while conforming to the norms of suburban
middle-class 1950s America) will be successful; this is salvation. Those who do not will be damned
that is, they will be unhappy.10

To the observant, it is striking to note the parallels between Peale’s “gospel” and that of the New
Age. In substance little has changed, except—and this is a very important exception—New Agers are
overt in their rejection of notions like God, preferring instead to cast man as his own god. But in the
essentials of attitude and behavior, Peale and those like him are, in many respects, kith and kin with
the New Agers, and those like them.

Thus in just two generations, Western man produced views of life that reflect this regression:
“God, an absolute higher moral law, man’s innate sinfulness and accountability”—to “God, a ‘misun-
derstood’ moral law, man’s innate goodness”—to “man is his own god, absolute moral law does not
exist, no one is accountable except to himself.” At this rate, in just a few more generations, Western
man will be, metaphorically at least, swinging from the vines of the jungle in a reversal of his favorite
explanation of his existence.

As we might expect, anything so “successful” in the midst of a culture smitten with “success” will
surely be emulated. Bruce carries the narrative forward one generation to one of Peale’s evolutionary
progeny and the spectacle of “church” as Sorokin’s colossalism and human pride and vanity enshrined
in glass and steel.

The spirit of Peale lives on in the theology of Robert Schuler [sic], who in the 1950s started preaching
at a drive-in cinema in Garden Grove, California. He stood on the roof of the snack bar; his congre-
gation sat in their cars. Televising the service as The Hour of Power brought a growing congregation
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Psychology and self-help books fill rows
of shelves, but no Bibles are found in this
section. Western publishers make billions
from self-help guides. Evidently Western
man is looking for answers much as was
said in the old song about searching for
love in all the wrong places. Authors of
these self-help books typically are a re-
flection of Western culture itself—the same
culture that is thrashing about in a chaos
of dysfunctionality nurtured by pride and
vanity. As Alan Wolfe observed, “Some-
body, it is clear, is buying all those self-
help guides, and whether or not those who
do formally share a religious designation
matters less than the fact that few if any of
them contain much language about sin
and the damage it can do to people, God,
and society.”Photo by Nathan Williams. CC


