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Summary

This study focuses on Charles Finney, a notable revivalist of the antebellum
period, and examines the role that his theology played in his contribution to the
abolition of slavery by comparing him with other Northern Congregational and
Presbyterian ministers.

Previous studies labeled Finney a passive reformer based on the abolitionists’
criticism of Finney’s objection to racial integration in his own church. Although
later studies analyzed the connection between his theology and abolitionism and
reevaluated him to be a consistent abolitionist, these studies were examined from
abolitionists” perspectives. However, recent studies have revealed that many
abolitionists valued the influence of churches and tried to convince them to support
abolitionism, though most ministers had a rather passive view toward it.

While most Northern Congregationalists and Presbyterians were against
abolitionism, why did Finney decide to support it? To clarify the theology that
supported abolitionism, this study classifies Northern Congregationalists and
Presbyterians into three groups—OIld School Presbyterians of Princeton Theological
Seminaries; Congregationalists in New England; and New School Presbyterians,
represented by Finney and compared the connection between their theologies and
their positions on abolitionism. While other ministers were concerned with a literal
interpretation of the Bible, Finney’s priority was his own revival theology; he claimed
that conversion was a change of a person’s mind from a state of supreme selfishness
to benevolence. He held that slavery was a sin because it not only encouraged
selfishness of slaveholders, but deprived slaves of the liberty to live for God.
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