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In the first detailed scholarly examination of the twentieth century evangelical book trade, 

Daniel Vaca chooses an apt cartoon illustration demonstrating the way in which mid-

twentieth-century American evangelical book publishers used perennial favourites of 

Protestant orthodoxy to bolster their readership against the assaults of modern liberal 

Christianity and looming secular atheism. The Bible is, of course, the large book that leads a 

cohort of Christian publishers’ titles into battle against enemy books with titles such as ‘False 

Philosophy,’ ‘Science So-Called,’ ‘Cheap Novel’.1 For my purposes, although Vaca does not 

remark on it, it is significant that the book title following immediately behind the Bible is 

John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress. Long since out of copyright and thus a cheap 

publishing option, we know that The Pilgrim’s Progress is considered a classic, one that had 

been a ‘steady seller’ throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and well into the 

twentieth.2 The cartoon suggests that Evangelical consumers, perusing their mail order 

catalogues to counter the godless texts increasingly appearing in their schools, libraries and 

bookstores, might be comforted by John Bunyan’s familiar orthodoxy. The Pilgrim’s 

Progress is seen as the foremost product of a Puritan Protestant heritage that flows through to 

the beliefs and piety of the modern evangelical believer.3 Bunyan’s book – in which Christian 

does battle, always supported by the Bible in quotation, allusion and marginal references – 

itself becomes a Christian fighter against godless foes seeking to gain an entrance in the 

Christian home. Jumping forward nearly a century to the 2020s, Vaca indicates that the 

nearly wholesale closure of once ubiquitous Christian bookstores means that evangelical 

book publishers now carry out their trade on the internet. With wifi access through multiple 

hand-held devices, besides the family computer, what does this battle look like today? 
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Vaca observes that the internet offers even greater opportunities for the kind of 

sustained market segmentation that was already a marketing strategy of book publishers, 

creating demand and ever more niche buying publics.4 This dovetails with earlier critical 

awareness shown by Tasmin Spargo in documenting the ‘John Bunyans’ of historical and 

contemporary reception. Writing during the relative infancy of the internet, she reflects on the 

possibilities offered specifically for Christian consumers by the World Wide Web for 

transmission, co-option or distortion.  

 

The Christian groups who use the internet might be regarded as, in some senses at least, 

modern equivalents of the sectaries of the seventeenth century, ranging in doctrinal and 

political position from mainstream […] to extreme, but all offering members and ‘users’ a 

potential home (page) in a hostile world. Like the Palace Beautiful in The Pilgrim’s Progress 

the groups’ Internet sites offer the believer an interactive experience in a community which 

offers spiritual support. Finding the right site, or community, is however, not an easy process. 

[…] In the age of the Internet, Christian groups reveal the same anxiety to differentiate their 

message and theological and cultural identity from that of alternative Christian movements as 

well as from the secular world.5 

 

Spargo speculates at the close of her study that the re-contextualizing and even subverting 

work that Isabel Hofmeyr documents in relation the African reception of The Pilgrim’s 

Progress could also happen in the relatively new world of the internet.6  

This essay explores the internet reception of The Pilgrim’s Progress among North 

American conservative Protestant or evangelical Christians some twenty years after Spargo’s 

initial suggestion that this is an area worth study. In doing so I seek to offer evidence that will 

help map whether this internet reception is leading to a narrowing of approach to a ‘classic’ 

work (to parallel social media’s even more recent echo chambers), or whether there is 

evidence of an opening up of The Pilgrim’s Progress to diverse groups in a process of fertile 

cross-communication.7 Given that Bunyan’s reception among American evangelicals gives 

rise to concern that it fuels fundamentalism of a politically apocalyptic character, a more 

data-driven analysis is worth offering, as well as a tentative counter narrative.8 

In what follows I take up the invitation implicit in Vaca’s and Spargo’s assessments 

of the world of the internet as a key reception site of The Pilgrim’s Progress as a way of 

exploring Bunyan’s presence among contemporary American conservative Protestant 

Christians. I am interested in how the presence of The Pilgrim’s Progress among evangelicals 
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can be mapped on the internet, rather than offering detailed analysis of how the text of The 

Pilgrim’s Progress is presented in these settings. For this reason, my own interaction with the 

text will be purposely sparse, and only drawn on to illustrate or interrogate the phenomena I 

describe. The websites represent one possible way of parsing a range, but not by any means 

all aspects of the range of contemporary conservative Protestant religious expression.  

The four websites I will examine are deliberately selected to represent a wide 

spectrum of what might be considered (or would consider themselves to be) ‘evangelical’. I 

provide survey figures from the Pew Research Center’s 2014 US Religious Landscape Study 

that offers broad indicators of the size of reception community for each.9 I also recognize that 

broadband internet distribution in America reaches 12% fewer people in rural than in urban 

areas, and internet usage also varies to a similar degree between these groups.10 This is worth 

noting to the extent that rural populations in the US, with broad generalization, lean more 

towards a conservative stance in politics and religion. I suggest that The Pilgrim’s Progress, 

as a classic text, functions as an authoritative warrant for other texts, ideas and products 

available through each website.  

Many of those outside of the academic world who would commend Bunyan’s writings 

and The Pilgrim’s Progress in particular, to a continued readership today do so out of 

evangelical conviction and even evangelistic zeal. Michael Davies acknowledges as much in 

‘Bunyan’s Presence’, his introduction to the Oxford Handbook of John Bunyan. He notes an 

earlier cultural prominence for Bunyan that is not easily discerned at present. With some 

reservation about the sweeping nature of claims that The Pilgrim’s Progress is now little 

read, given notable movies, popular novels, and progressive rock concept albums based on it, 

Davies argues that even if Bunyan’s presence today hardly extends much ‘beyond the realms 

of evangelical Christianity and the academy’ these are ‘constituencies that, in themselves, are 

hardly insignificant’.11 The Handbook offers some historical perspective on evangelical 

enthusiasm for Bunyan in the context of the Evangelical Revival, the Victorian era, American 

religiosity or the British Empire’s missionary interconnections, but contemporary 

conservative Protestant interest is not a major focus. Given the well documented breadth or 

even fissiparous nature of contemporary evangelicalism and its fundamentalist predecessor, I 

explore here what might be learned from a closer examination of that constituency and its 

reception of The Pilgrim’s Progress.  
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Evangelicals, the Internet, and The Pilgrim’s Progress 

Evangelical Christians have often adopted a posture of wariness towards the dangers of the 

internet. This is hardly surprising: it does not take an evangelical to recognize that the dark 

recesses of the internet are indeed hellish, as recent exposure of white supremacist or 

misogynist hate groups demonstrates. Despite these strong reservations, the internet has, at 

the same time been seen as a wonderful tool of mass gospel communication of the kind that 

conservative Protestants have long excelled in exploiting. From revival flyers, through tract 

societies and publishing houses, to stadium ‘crusades’, radio broadcasts and television 

channels, the gospel message has been fitted to the means throughout evangelical history. 

Certainly, the simple convenience and reach of online retail and downloads has allowed 

evangelical publishers, online podcasters, preaching simul-casters, sermon distributors, 

ministry networks, evangelists, apologists, and the Christian blogosphere to thrive. 

What does all this have to do with The Pilgrim’s Progress? In what follows, I will 

argue that evangelical enthusiasm for Bunyan has encouraged deployment of his most famous 

work as a lure to a world of theological or discipleship commitment. The Pilgrim’s Progress 

is put on display on evangelical websites so as to claim, implicitly, that it endorses, or is to be 

understood as consistent with, the other material to be found in the websites and the 

ministries they represent. One is put in mind of Bunyan’s own metaphor in his ‘Author’s 

Apology’:  

 

You see the ways the Fisher-man doth take 

To catch the Fish; what Engins doth he make? 

Behold! how he ingageth all his Wits; 

Also his Snares, Lines, Angles, Hooks and Nets: 

Yet Fish there be, that neither Hook, nor Line, 

Nor Snare, nor Net, nor Engin can make thine; 

They must be grop’d for, and be tickled too, 

Or they will not be catcht, what e’re you do.12 

 

But now the ‘Engin’ is a search engine, the net is the internet, and phishing is a whole other 

thing. It does not seem too fanciful to regard the use of The Pilgrim’s Progress by 

contemporary evangelical ‘fishers of men’ as similar to Bunyan’s own device: they use it to 

‘tickle’ those surfing the internet in order to catch them up in stronger doctrinal or practical 
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commitments. In the process, The Pilgrim’s Progress and its enduring significance is 

promoted. 

 

Case Study Website 1: www.desiringgod.org 

‘Desiring God’ is the name of one mainstream conservative evangelical ministry offering The 

Pilgrim’s Progress as a book or free downloadable PDF.13 ‘Desiring God’ has grown up 

under the direction of reformed Baptist pastor, John Piper. A senior figure in the evangelical 

world, from whose mega-church a university has emerged (Bethlehem Church, Minneapolis, 

and Bethlehem University, in St Paul, Minnesota) Piper introduces the text of The Pilgrim’s 

Progress with an essay focusing on the godly example of Bunyan’s suffering for faithful 

ministry to the gospel.14 Alongside The Pilgrim’s Progress, and beyond John Piper’s personal 

renown, ‘Desiring God’ communicates a commitment to the pursuit of God’s glory in the 

form of ‘Christian Hedonism’, dedication to seeking God’s truth in the Bible through 

expository preaching, and commending mission and joy in serving God in all callings. It 

shares allied concerns with organizations like the Council for Biblical Manhood and 

Womanhood, The Gospel Coalition, and Together for the Gospel. The ministry runs an 

extensive website of videos, blogs, and articles, as well as products for purchase. This 

network would represent and draw from a large central bulk of the Pew Research Center’s 

Evangelical Protestant category – including many from among the Southern Baptist and 

others in the Baptist family, as well as some from the Nondenominational, Reformed, 

Presbyterian and historically Black Church family grouping. Taken together, this might, at a 

conservative estimate account for 8–10% (or up to thirty-two million) of US Christians.  

 

Case Study Website 2: http://store.kjv1611.org 

Should a web consumer be seeking Sunday School or Vacation Bible School resources for 

teaching The Pilgrim’s Progress they will find that the Bible Baptist Bookstore of Pensacola, 

Florida will sell them a set of Pilgrim’s Progress flashcards.15 These full colour, 8 x 13-inch 

depictions of scenes from The Pilgrim’s Progress are spiral bound by the manufacturer, Bible 

Visuals International (copyrighted in 2010), and come with a detailed curriculum of five 

lessons for children. This includes cut-out memory verse tokens that make a little pocket 

booklet of images alongside five King James Version (KJV) Bible texts. The bookstore is a 

distribution ministry connected to the Bible Baptist Church of Pensacola, known for the long-

time ministry there of the late Dr Peter Ruckman, founder also of the Pensacola Bible 

Institute. The church belongs to a network of independent Bible Baptist churches that 
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zealously affirms a ‘KJV only’ status, which is prominently flagged in multiple online 

locations. This network would fit into Pew Research Center’s category of Independent 

Baptist (Evangelical Tradition), which represents some 2.5% of the US population, 

approximately eight million people.16 

Selling the book through the bookstore online, The Pilgrim’s Progress is advertised 

thus: ‘[t]his timeless classic of English literature is an allegory of the Christian’s walk with 

God’.17 A sense of the reception sensibilities of the bookstore’s consumers can be gleaned by 

noting some of the companion product titles in the ‘Evangelism and Discipleship’ category of 

the online bookstore offerings. Alongside Ruckman’s Memoirs of a Twentieth-Century 

Circuit Riding Preacher is Drawing the Net: The Soul Winners Workbook, or Keeping the 

Honey in your Honeymoon. Marriage, parenting, and evangelism are some of the primary 

positive concerns of the bookstore, alongside tracts warning against alcohol and drugs and 

other corrupting vices. Also, besides The Pilgrim’s Progress, you can buy tracts directed 

against those who deviate from the KJV into other translations of Scripture, or against the 

Roman Catholic Church. You will also find an elaborate dispensationalist time chart, of 

Ruckman’s own creation, priced at $60. Among posters for Bible verses, images of the 

crucifixion, and one of a pile of inferior Bibles with a King James Version on top wearing a 

crown, there are also posters of several uniformed Generals of the Confederate States Army 

including the notorious Nathan B. Forrest, later the first Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan. 

This range of posters is described as ‘original artwork by Dr. Ruckman of heroes who would 

make excellent role models for any Christian Family.’18 The Bookstore’s website recognizes 

that its publications are not always received positively: ‘A few people have referred to them 

as being “mean spirited”; but we refer to them as “Truth With An Attitude”.’19 

 

Case Study Website 3: https://www.whatsaiththescripture.com/ 

Anyone looking for free internet access to the full text of The Pilgrim’s Progress could find it 

at the Gutenberg project or the Christian Classics Ethereal Library, but they might end up 

finding it at whatsaiththescripture.com, whose website byline is an image of Jesus’ face, 

subtitled with ‘“Behold, I come quickly” (Revelation 3:11)’. One major part of the website is 

named ‘Tribulation Topics’; others are ‘Prophecy’, ‘Fellowship’, ‘Stories’ and ‘Promises’. In 

the ‘Stories’ part the texts of The Pilgrim’s Progress Part I and Part II are included. The 

website links its text of The Pilgrim’s Progress and an invitation to learn more about the 

author to the ‘Acacia John Bunyan Online Library’, who themselves credit Mount Zion Bible 

Church’s Chapel Library (Pensacola, Florida) for access to the text. This text interweaves 
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into Bunyan’s original the full KJV texts and references (at times correcting Bunyan’s 

misattributions).20 

In mapping the reception of The Pilgrim’s Progress, I am particularly interested in the 

company that it keeps at whatsaiththescripture.com. This site, not obviously updated since 

2005, majors on preparation for Christ’s second coming with a detailed chronology of the rise 

and fall of Christian faithfulness through the ‘ages’ of the church organized according to the 

letters to the churches in Revelation chapters two and three. The golden age of gospel fidelity 

was the Age of Philadelphia. According to the site editor, ‘Philadelphia is the sixth church 

named, and would represent a time frame from approximately 1700 to 1900 AD – the 

Philadelphian Church Age’.21 This is the age of heroic ‘Voices’, such as John Wesley, 

Jonathan Edwards, Charles Spurgeon, D. L. Moody and R. A. Torrey. In comparison, our 

present Laodicean Church Age is perilously jeopardized in its unfaithfulness, and struggling 

to be ready for the rapture. 

The ‘Stories’ part is divided into four sections. The first is devoted to John Bunyan; 

the second to ‘Stories of Faith: with illustrations’ – focused on Bible characters; the third to 

the ‘Young People’s Illustrated Bible History (1875)’; and the fourth is devoted to ‘Stories of 

Conversion’. So Bunyan – and that means chiefly The Pilgrim’s Progress and a Spurgeon 

tribute to Bunyan – takes the place of prominence. The other stories feature celebrations of, 

for example, Abraham Lincoln (including threats of Jesuit plots to assassinate him, or 

accounts of his conversion) and the conversions of Charles Haddon Spurgeon and Martin 

Luther. Whatsaiththescripture.com is representative of the smallest Pew Research Center 

category of Fundamentalist and perhaps ‘Conservative’ family groupings of Evangelical 

Protestants, but this 0.3–0.6% of American Christians would still amount to nearly two 

million people. 

 

Case Study Website 4: www.destinyimage.com 

Destiny Image Fiction is the publisher of A New Amplified Pilgrim’s Progress: An 

Unabridged Retelling of John Bunyan’s Immortal Classic, ‘adapted from John Bunyan’s 

Original Text by James Pappas Jr’.22 Pappas is a retired Christian theatre director based in 

California, whose dramatized renditions of both parts of The Pilgrim’s Progress, drawing on 

his amplified text, are available online.23 Originally self-published by Orion’s Gate press in 

1999, the New Amplified Pilgrim’s Progress is now published (with Orion’s Gate’s 

permission) by Destiny Image. So far, we have seen that The Pilgrim’s Progress has served 

as the gateway to salvifically conservative theological content in a liberal age. With Destiny 
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Image Fiction we are invited into a differently configured realm of Christian expression that 

challenges a conservative-liberal axis of differentiation. Started by the late Don Nori in 1983 

as a result of a series of prophetic visions, Destiny Image’s online tagline is ‘Publishing the 

Prophets since 1983’.24 When one of its authors, T. D. Jakes, of megachurch Potter’s House, 

sells a book, he – and consequently Destiny Image – is reaching into and beyond the 

marketing regions of his YouTube channel subscribers, numbering upwards of 759,000.25 

Pew Research Center figures indicate that Pentecostal or charismatic Christians account for 

about 5.2% of Americans, roughly seventeen million people. 

We can trace even greater numerical specificity to this online home of the Amplified 

Pilgrim’s Progress. Destiny Image, now part of the Nori Media Group, is networked into the 

New Apostolic Reformation, of which the Bethel Church, in Redding, Northern California, 

along with the Bethel School of Supernatural Ministry, is the foremost representative. This 

movement is increasingly part of a global dynamic.26 ‘Bethel Music’, a YouTube channel of 

contemporary Christian worship music, has attracted two-and-a-half million subscribers.27  

So, amidst contemporary prophecy, manifestations of miraculous spiritual gifts, 

talking with angels, interpreting dreams, and how-to manuals and videos on praying in such a 

way as to access the very ‘Courts of Heaven’, we find The Pilgrim’s Progress.28 Should we 

be surprised at this reception, when nearly all of Destiny Image’s publishing is in the realm of 

inspirational material for their brand of flourishing charismatic Christian living? After all, 

they assert that ‘we are specifically looking for messages with a prophetic edge to them that 

calls readers into their ultimate destiny – being conformed into the image of Jesus and 

walking in signs, wonders, and miracles’. The website also notes, somewhat forbiddingly, 

that ‘[w]e do not publish poetry, art, or fiction books’ and are ‘extremely limited with the 

amount of fiction books we are able to publish’.29 My point is that inclusion of The Pilgrim’s 

Progress among the more strongly charismatic emphases on contemporary prophecy and 

active miracle-working, suggests a supposition of fit from the perspective of Destiny Image 

that calls on a differently theologically conservative Christian audience within what may be 

described, broadly, as ‘evangelicalism’ than any of the other sites I have explored. 

 

Assessing the Claims on a ‘Classic’ 

These digital examples tell us something about ‘Bunyan’s Presence’ online for evangelical or 

conservative Christians. What inferences can be drawn from a study of this diversity of 

reception? I suggest that The Pilgrim’s Progress functions as an authoritative warrant tying 

these various ministries to a celebrated and even heroic Protestant past. Bunyan’s famous 
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book acts as a trusted introduction to the hard truth of the seven ages of the church, or 

KJVonlyism. The ‘immortal classic’ is not just a tribute description of The Pilgrim’s 

Progress, it is also, by association, a reaching for a genealogy of spiritual gravitas that is 

otherwise hard to accrue to sui generis movements of Christian ministry. Much as Peter 

Ruckman’s poster visually crowns the KJV, many, it appears, want to crown their ministries 

with a spiritual classic like The Pilgrim’s Progress.  

This appeal to a classic helps explain the prominence of The Pilgrim’s Progress 

among the heroic Philadelphians of whatsaiththescripture.com. The website does not give any 

significant indication as to why Bunyan is chosen for inclusion, so that the ‘obviousness’ of 

his belonging to this company in their supposed uniform orthodoxy must be assumed. This in 

itself tells a story of the appeal of the dreaming Bunyan to the prophecy-focused, end-times 

enthusiast. Bunyan’s is the anchor voice, outside of Scripture, from whose tethering readers 

might withstand the stormy tempests of a twentieth and twenty-first century age of moral 

decay and decline from American Protestant Christianity’s gilded age.30 This tells us that a 

classic of spirituality with enduring imaginative popularity can be the anchor for nostalgic, or 

even alarming, truth that might yet rescue some in the end times. To this extent, for 

whatsaiththescripture.com The Pilgrim’s Progress represents a gateway text to the deep 

truths of the Church of the Age of Philadelphia.  

Besides the simple act of laying claim to a classic, is there any substance behind these 

associative devices that connect the Christian praxis of these groups to The Pilgrim’s 

Progress? I would argue that there is. We might expect, for instance, that the ‘untutored’ 

character of Bunyan’s theology and his ministry would appeal to those whose expressions of 

Christianity are marginalized by academia, and misunderstood even in mainstream 

evangelicalism, perhaps those represented by whatsaiththescripture.com or Bible Baptist 

Churches or even the New Apostolic Reformation. That said, ‘Desiring God’ would represent 

an academically recognized wing of mainstream evangelical Christianity in America.31 Its 

leaders are credited with academic standing by recognized universities, and publish across the 

range of peer-reviewed scholarly journals as well as with popular evangelical publishing 

houses. Still, it is not clear that the lack of such standing is enough on its own, without other 

considerations, to disqualify the reception of The Pilgrim’s Progress by less academically 

respectable evangelicals as theologically ill-founded. 

Offering to judge reception on terms conservative Protestant Christians would 

recognize means rendering theological judgments. In what follows I focus on eschatology 

(last things) as the end goal of soteriology (salvation) for all groups represented in my 
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internet survey. Eschatology is a fruit of soteriology: attaining the Celestial City by fleeing 

the City of Destruction. In dealing with final judgment and the scope of salvation, 

eschatology is often abbreviated to the doctrine of Heaven and Hell. The fates of Demas, By-

ends, and most notably, Ignorance in The Pilgrim’s Progress Part I – in contrast to those of 

Faithful, Hopeful and Christian himself – show that Bunyan’s sympathies are reflected in the 

stark caption emblazoned on the Bible Bookstore’s baseball cap, reading simply ‘Heaven or 

Hell?’ We know that Bunyan counted himself an heir of Reformers and Puritans in earlier 

golden ages of faithfulness, and he seems likely have been aware of the kind of chronology 

introduced by Joseph Mede’s Clavis Apocalyptica which interpreted the seven vials of 

Revelation as prophesies of later historical divisions.32 In reference to the details of 

whatsaiththescripture.org or Bible Baptist pre-millennial dispensationalism, The Pilgrim’s 

Progress is certainly silent, yet not obviously contrary in its eschatological vision.33  

On salvation presently experienced on the journey toward heaven, the focus of 

whatsaiththescripture.org on the end times drives its editorial stance to commend pious 

devotional rectitude in readiness for the impending day. This same posture, with more 

positive accounts of the good of marriage and family, and guarding ‘family values’ in the 

days before the Day, drives the Bible Baptists too. The threats to sanctification, as with 

Christian’s obstacles and foes, come largely as external ills.  

‘Desiring God’ lays greater emphasis on the internal struggles that Christians will 

themselves experience before reaching glory – their website discusses such afflictions as 

Depression, Disease & Sickness, Fear & Anxiety, Persecution, Suffering and Suicide. The 

Pilgrim’s Progress presents such internal disturbances, in episodes such as Christian’s 

journey through the Valley of the Shadow of Death. The Doubting Castle episode, with its 

Giant Despair and contemplation of suicide without hope, engages similar interior concerns. 

‘Destiny Image’ is vaguer about the source of salvation beyond general references to 

Jesus’ love, but does showcase a Christian life through multiple accounts of miracles, 

powerful prayer strategies, and spirit-filled ministry, apparently designed to entice the curious 

into meeting the Jesus of this power in their dreams, or unleashing his power by taking 

communion. Christian’s miraculous healing by a hand which gave him ‘some of the leaves of 

the Tree of Life’ after his great battle with Apollyon, or even his providential slipping out of 

imprisonment in the town of Vanity bespeaks a confidence in the miraculous in the journey 

of a Christian that might be thought to fit the New Apostolic Reformation’s emphases.34 With 

quite distinct emphases, all the case study sites can find validation for their stances in some 

reading of The Pilgrim’s Progress. 
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The orthodox conservative evangelical theological credentials of ‘Desiring God’ 

(including their firm Protestant soteriology, and John Piper’s public defence of Reformation 

theological motifs such as justification by grace through faith, as well as their regard for 

authoritative Scripture in a Baptist tradition) fit well enough with a standard confessional 

reading of The Pilgrim’s Progress. If there is such a thing as reading with the text then 

‘Desiring God’ is found agreeing with Bunyan on many fronts, even if the pattern of 

Christian conversion that exercised Bunyan has changed substantially in the subsequent 

broad evangelical tradition.35 For example, ‘Desiring God’ blogger Scott Hubbard praises 

Bunyan’s ‘Calvinism in Delightful Colors’, writing that,  

 

Bunyan does not just warn us of the subtlety of temptation; he gives us sore feet on a rocky 

path, and then reveals a smooth road ‘on the other side of the fence’ – more comfortable on 

the feet, but the straightest way to a giant named Despair. And herein lies the drama of the 

story. Bunyan, a staunch believer in the doctrine of the saints’ perseverance, nevertheless 

refused to take that perseverance for granted. As long as we are on the path, we are ‘not yet 

out of the gun-shot of the devil’.36  

 

Addressing the website reader with an inclusive ‘we’, Hubbard intimates assumed agreement 

with ‘Desiring God’ and this portrayal of Bunyan. 

Similarly, though whatsaiththescripture.com goes further than Bunyan does in its 

determination of fixed chronologies for the end-times, it is not in direct conflict with the 

equally fervent eschatology and warning of future judgment found in The Pilgrim’s Progress. 

When the dreamer has a vision of the Day of Judgment, and hears the ‘great sound of a 

Trumpet, and saw also a Man sit upon a Cloud’ and many caught up into the clouds, he 

laments that he himself had been ‘left behind’ to face the accusation of his conscience before 

the indignant eye of the Judge. This end time scenario is so obvious and common an 

expectation that Christian needs no help in determining its significance.37 If, likewise, the 

Bible Baptist eschatological desire to reach sinning souls for Christ is driven by 

dispensational timelines of which The Pilgrim’s Progress is innocent, it too does not find 

itself obviously contradicting its chosen classic. Helping young readers unpack the emblems 

of the Interpreter’s House, Frank Hamrick points out that  

 

Bunyan seems to combine both the Rapture of the church and the revelation of Christ in this 

one illustration. […] Although Bunyan seems to have been somewhat confused about the two 



12 
 

aspects of Christ’s Second Coming, the point that he made is clear – the Lord had come and 

the man in his bed had not been ready.38  

 

In other words, even while departing from the approved eschatological formula of one 

grouping within twenty-first century evangelicalism, the classic status of The Pilgrim’s 

Progress is assured within a ‘Bible Curriculum’ despite the confusions of its author on the 

details. A decontextualized Pilgrim’s Progress, which sees it as a timeless boon to a walk of 

faith in God’s providence, attunes more closely to the conservative Protestant mindset than 

does the scholar’s fear that Bunyan’s whole thought is not being fully apprehended. 

For the New Apostolic Reformation, Bunyan’s classic fits theologically through its 

overarching narrative device of the dream, because the prophetic act of dreaming is directly 

authorized by the Pentecostal invocation of the prophet Joel (Acts 2:17). The last 

eschatological days have dawned for the pouring out of the Spirit on all flesh. Visionary 

prophets abound in Bunyan’s context, including among the Baptists, even if prophesying is 

the term ordinarily used for the preacher’s setting forth of the truth of Scripture.39 Bunyan 

himself reports receiving visionary words while playing sports, and tried to perform his own 

water miracle.40 As to further fittingness to the world of the New Apostolic Reformation, not 

only is The Pilgrim’s Progress composed as a dream, it is also presented by the author as if 

inspired – setting out to write The Heavenly Footman but finding pen and imagination 

providentially, even spiritually, drawn to his allegory. Those moments of direct heavenly 

intervention – the Shining Ones at the foot of the cross, relief from the Flatterer’s net, the 

hand with healing leaves after battle with Apollyon – all testify to a confidence in the 

ministration of angels, and miraculous deliverance as authentication of godly ministry in the 

here and now.41 

However, to the extent that the New Apostolic Reformation offers more in way of 

divine revelation than Scripture to the seriously adventurous seeker after spiritual gifting, 

Bunyan and the book-reading, scroll-carrying Christian of The Pilgrim’s Progress would 

baulk. As W. R. Owens reports the matter, ‘For Bunyan, the Bible was the only book that 

really mattered. “Thou must give more credit to one syllable of the written Word of the 

Gospel”, he says on one occasion, “than thou must give to all the Saints and Angels in 

Heaven and Earth”’.42 This dismissal of conversation with angels sets Bunyan at odds with 

the New Apostolic Reformation, but, again, it is not clear that The Pilgrim’s Progress on its 

own need be so disqualified – there are sufficient meetings with Shining Ones which, if taken 
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literally, meet the spiritual aspirations commended by the New Apostolic Reformation 

leadership and Destiny Image’s promotional website material. 

 

Problematizing the Evangelical Monolith 

Evangelicals from across a very broad spectrum hold The Pilgrim’s Progress as a classic that 

authorizes their place in the orthodox Protestant universe. The doctrinal focus of the search 

for congruity or incongruity in reception has, thus far left the narrative aesthetic of The 

Pilgrim’s Progress largely ignored. It could be that The Pilgrim’s Progress does not in fact 

end up as the gateway into fundamentalist expressions of Christianity, in as much as those are 

characterized as ‘an intolerance of other viewpoints and a distinct bias toward 

authoritarianism’.43 Indeed, we might entertain other hopes for any literary text whose 

narrative imagination encourages readers towards their own self-examination, such that the 

experience would be transformative rather than confirming bias already present. The 

American evangelical world is diverse even in the conservative expression tracked through 

these websites. Were that world then mapped internationally, still greater diversity would 

undoubtedly emerge.  

Theologically, an appreciation of the ‘graceful reading’ propounded and encouraged 

by the text might set it at odds with, and therefore offer a counter to, the stern presentation of 

truths by the Bible Baptist Bookstore, or the apocalyptic tones of 

whatsaiththescripture.com.44 The earthy dialogue, the humour, the imaginative tour de force 

that is The Pilgrim’s Progress in its literary richness need not be considered a bulwark 

against its theological deficiencies. There is no need to oppose Parnassus and Conventicle. 

Rather, judged theologically, Bunyan’s literary style is affirmed in his gospel hope in a 

Creator God who honours and restores creation in salvation and judgment. This-worldly 

goodness, including the literary expression, cultural inheritance, and future progeny of a work 

like The Pilgrim’s Progress is in keeping with the hope of the world to come. The two senses 

of ‘world’ as the object of God’s love and the creaturely rejection of that love both need to be 

recognized. Theological and literary readings are possible that would counter fundamentalist 

or sectarian other-worldliness as the only posture available to evangelical readers. 

My survey only explores websites in English based clearly in the United States of 

America. Spargo expresses the concern that because of the online dominance of English, the 

‘internet may foster North American cultural hegemony’, yet allows hopefully that the ‘the 

assertion of any authority entails the production of possible positions of resistance’.45 Vaca, 

in his turn, comments of the evangelical book trade that will keep The Pilgrim’s Progress in 
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print for many consumers well into the twenty-first century, that ‘[e]vangelical companies 

have remained perpetually aware of and responsive to the reconfigurations of authority that 

technological and commercial innovations inaugurate’.46 He further notes the small but vocal 

constituency of the evangelical left also catered for by evangelical publishers. American 

Christianity, even its Protestant mainstream expression, represents greater diversity of 

expression than the websites explored. In these other streams or rivers of Christian 

expression, The Pilgrim’s Progress also thrives. Curtis Freeman finds in The Pilgrim’s 

Progress the slumbering dissent that leads to missionary efforts of abolitionism and 

emancipation of the enslaved in America and the Caribbean.47 Sojourners magazine, a staple 

publication and online presence of the evangelical left, offers a poem by Tory D. Reeves 

entitled ‘Patmos’, which takes as its epigraph the opening sentence of The Pilgrim’s 

Progress, and which includes these evocative lines: 

 

I stand at the edge of these sharded cliffs 

[…] If the deep blue holds such mystery, 

What must the secrets of heaven be?48 

 

Commending environmental awareness is not normally associated with the monolithic brand 

of evangelicals, but, evidently, The Pilgrim’s Progress fits into Christian evangelical 

imaginaries other than the conservative cultural and political ones. This leads to the 

speculative possibility that the theologically conservative Christians represented by the 

websites surveyed will not necessarily line up with the majority group political or cultural 

expressions surveyed by Pew. They may instead read The Pilgrim’s Progress as what Spargo 

describes as ‘material for resistance’ to readings deployed on behalf of ‘oppressive or 

restrictive knowledges’.49 Southern Baptist English professor Karen Swallow Prior may serve 

as a representative of this possibility. Evangelical standard bearer, Christianity Today 

magazine, reporting on her rise to national prominence noted that ‘[i]n addition to speaking 

out as a “Never Trumper” in national media like the New Yorker and The New York Times, 

Prior has advocated for and allied with abuse survivors, including those from within her 

denomination as a Southern Baptist’. In her 2019 book on the virtues communicated through 

reading  Prior commends Christian in The Pilgrim’s Progress as exemplifying diligence, 

another indication that some Bible-carrying evangelicals are engaging classical Christian 

teaching on the virtues not normally associated with a Protestant instinct.50 

 

https://www.newyorker.com/news/on-religion/conservative-evangelicals-attempt-to-disentangle-their-faith-from-trumpism
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/11/us/politics/white-evangelical-women-trump.html
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Conclusion 

We have seen how The Pilgrim’s Progress has been received within deep streams of cultural 

belonging by different evangelicals. We can find whatsaiththescripture.com praising 

Abraham Lincoln while Bible Baptist Bookstore lionizes confederate generals. These 

divergent cultural inheritances are not beside the point of reception but rather the very 

substance of the reception challenge. Does The Pilgrim’s Progress warrant such other-

worldliness that it leaves cultural forms of belonging and identity untouched? Or does 

reception not only change the valence of The Pilgrim’s Progress but also subvert some of the 

other firm identifiers that would draw readers to those particular websites? Might there be a 

way of allowing one’s imagination to be lifted through Scripture to human creativity as 

displayed by this ‘classic’ guide, The Pilgrim’s Progress – opening up a door to reading and 

investigation beyond a confining fundamentalism?51 What has not been shown in my study is 

that The Pilgrim’s Progress is being read and is bearing influence textually. Just as in the 

eighteenth century the books in working-class homes might include the Bible and The 

Pilgrim’s Progress, ‘owning such religious books was not the same as reading them’.52 The 

constituencies to whom The Pilgrim’s Progress is commended by the websites I’ve studied 

may be unmoved, clicking to the next product or page without more ado. Not even the 

continued publication of the text testifies to influence, beyond the giftable quality of a 

classic.53 Yet, it could well be the case that classics bear at least a garbled or hagiographical 

influence regardless of their being read. That is, The Pilgrim’s Progress stands as a marker of 

orthodoxy, or of historical provenance, or inheritance of persecuted dissent, a material text 

adapted to contemporary needs. 

From this study of variant receptions, it should be clear that the block of evangelical 

Bunyan recipients is not a monolith. Furthermore, assumptions about the character of the 

readers of The Pilgrim’s Progress should also be open to deeper investigation. Reader-

response to The Pilgrim’s Progress among evangelical readers has yet to be measured 

through qualitative survey work. Establishing the research protocols, appropriate 

questionnaires and representative sample of respondents would seem a worthwhile future 

scholarly endeavour as a contribution to mapping more precisely Bunyan’s contemporary 

‘presence’. More readily accessible, again facilitated by the internet are sermons preached 

across the same reception territory where greater interaction with the text of The Pilgrim’s 

Progress may be in evidence. I intend to turn my attention to these areas in future research. 

 

Andy Draycott 
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