
The Triumph Of Sentimentality In
Contemporary American Evangelicalism:
The realm of American evangelicalism has witnessed a profound shift in recent
years, with sentimentality emerging as a dominant force within its practices and
beliefs. This triumph of sentimentality has had far-reaching consequences,
shaping the way evangelicals interact with their faith, with others, and with the
world at large.

At its core, sentimentality can be defined as an exaggerated or self-indulgent
display of emotion that often lacks depth or substance. In the context of American
evangelicalism, sentimentality has come to permeate various aspects of religious
life, from worship and prayer to community engagement and social justice efforts.

One of the key drivers behind this triumph of sentimentality is the
commodification of faith. In an increasingly consumer-driven society, many
evangelical churches have adopted marketing tactics to attract and retain
members. This has resulted in a focus on creating emotionally-charged
experiences rather than nurturing theological depth and intellectual rigor.
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Church services now resemble concerts, complete with rock bands and elaborate
lighting setups, where the goal is to evoke strong emotional responses from
attendees. Worship songs often prioritize catchy melodies and repetitive lyrics
that serve more to create a momentary high than to facilitate genuine worship
and spiritual growth.

Moreover, sermons often prioritize emotional anecdotes and personal stories over
biblical exegesis, leaving congregants with a surface-level understanding of
scripture and a reliance on subjective feelings rather than sound doctrine. This
emphasis on sentimentality also extends to efforts of evangelism, as churches
seek to attract new members through emotional appeals rather than through
authentic engagement with the gospel message.

Another significant factor contributing to the rise of sentimentality in American
evangelicalism is the blurring of lines between religion and entertainment. Mega-
churches with their state-of-the-art facilities and charismatic preachers resemble
entertainment venues more than houses of worship. The emphasis on spectacle
and performance perpetuates the notion that faith should be entertaining and
emotionally satisfying.

This shift towards sentimentality has also affected evangelicals' approach to
social and political issues. Instead of engaging in thoughtful and nuanced
discussions, sentimentality often leads to an oversimplification of complex
matters. Emotional reactions are prioritized over critical thinking and evidence-
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based analysis, resulting in an echo chamber where alternative viewpoints are
dismissed and personal sentiments dominate public discourse.

The triumph of sentimentality in contemporary American evangelicalism has not
come without its critics. Many argue that the focus on emotional experiences and
superficial displays has sidelined the pursuit of intellectual and theological depth,
leading to an erosion of the faith's intellectual credibility. Theological debates are
often reduced to emotional arguments and ad hominem attacks, further polarizing
already divided communities.

Additionally, the triumph of sentimentality has raised questions about authenticity
and sincerity within evangelical circles. Skeptics argue that the emotional displays
seen in worship services and other church activities are nothing more than
performative acts, devoid of genuine spiritual transformation. This criticism
highlights the need for a reevaluation of the role and value of sentimentality within
religious practices.

Despite these criticisms, the triumph of sentimentality in contemporary American
evangelicalism shows no signs of slowing down. The appeal of emotionally
charged experiences and the comfort of community solely based on shared
sentiment seem to outweigh the concerns raised by skeptics.

Nevertheless, it is crucial for evangelical Christians to engage in introspective
reflection and self-critique. This involves reexamining the theological and
philosophical foundations of their faith, as well as the ways in which
sentimentality has influenced their beliefs and practices. By doing so,
evangelicals can ensure that their devotion is rooted in a genuine understanding
of scripture and a pursuit of God's truth, rather than simply seeking emotional
highs and shallow experiences.



, the triumph of sentimentality in contemporary American evangelicalism has
reshaped the ways in which evangelicals approach their faith, interact with others,
and navigate social and political issues. While sentimentality appeals to the
emotional needs of individuals and contributes to a sense of belonging, it brings
into question the depth and authenticity of religious experiences. As the realm of
evangelicalism continues to evolve, a balance between emotional appeal and
intellectual rigor must be struck, ensuring the preservation of a faith that is both
meaningful and true.
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In popular evangelical literature, God is loving and friendly, described in heartfelt,
often saccharine language that evokes nostalgia, comfortable domesticity, and
familial love. This emotional style has been widely adopted by the writers most
popular among American evangelicals, including such celebrity pastors as Max
Lucado, Rick Warren, and Joel Osteen. Todd M. Brenneman provides
groundbreaking insight into the phenomenon of evangelical sentimentality: an
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emotional appeal to readers' feelings about familial relationships, which can in
turn be used as the basis for a relationship with God.

Brenneman shows how evangelicals use tropes of God as father, human beings
as children, and nostalgia for an imagined idyllic home life to provide alternate
sources of social authority, intended to help evangelicals survive a culture that is
philosophically at odds with conservative Christianity. Yet Brenneman also
demonstrates that the sentimental focus on individual emotion and experience
can undermine the evangelical agenda. Sentimentality is an effective means of
achieving individual conversions, but it also promotes a narcissism that blinds
evangelicals to larger social forces and impedes their ability to bring about the
change they seek.

Homespun Gospel offers a compelling perspective on an unexplored but vital
aspect of American evangelical identity.
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