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Christian fundamentalists have taken serious‐
ly Jesus’s instructions “occupy till I come” for
much of the twentieth century, seeking to trans‐
form society and purge the United States of its
sins while preaching imminent apocalypse (Luke
19:13). That, at least, is the central thesis of
Matthew Avery Sutton’s masterful history of the
rise of American Christian fundamentalism. In
American Apocalypse: A History of Modern Evan‐
gelicalism, Sutton argues that since the late nine‐
teenth century what he calls “radical evangeli‐
cals” and later fundamentalists have been primar‐
ily animated by the doctrine of premillennialism,
the belief that the end of the world is coming and
that the world’s destruction will bring about Je‐
sus’s return (p. x).
Sutton is the Edward R. Meyer Distinguished
Professor of History at Washington State Universi‐
ty and his work differs from earlier historians on
two counts. In contrast to George Marsden, who
depicted the development of fundamentalism as
primarily an antimodernist and antievolutionary

phenomena with premillennialist undercurrents
in his Fundamentalism and American Culture
(1980), Sutton gives priority to fundamentalists’
obsession with the world’s oncoming end. He also
challenges the commonplace rise-fall-rise again
narrative that has become prevalent throughout
the academy. This narrative turns the 1925 Scopes
trial into a pivot point with fundamentalism
growing in the years before it and all but collaps‐
ing in its wake, only to rise anew in the 1950s. Sut‐
ton upends the familiar story by placing greater
emphasis on the role World War I played in the
movement’s development, arguing that William
Jennings Bryan—the prosecutor in the Scopes
case—was no fundamentalist, and, perhaps most
important, tracing how premillennialists influ‐
enced American culture during the interwar peri‐
od. The protagonists of Sutton’s history never re‐
ally lose momentum. They opposed the 1928 pres‐
idential candidacy of the Democrat and Catholic
Al Smith; organized opposition to the New Deal;
and, confident that God was on their side, advo‐
cated for US involvement in World War II.
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