HAPPENINGS IN THE CHURCH
    By Dr. Riley B. Case
     AMERICA, THANKSGIVING, AND THE PESSIMISTIC INDEX
       The air is full of pessimism these days, about America, about the world economy, about the future of Christianity, and about the United Methodist Church.  
     In its July 11 issue Time magazine reported that according to one of its polls America is going through one of its longest sustained periods of unhappiness and pessimism ever.    Mortimer Zuckerman in U.S. News & World Report writes an article: “Watching America’s Decline and Fall.”  Jeff Jacoby asks in Townhall Conservative, “Is America Past Its Prime?”  He quotes a study from The Hill, a Washington-based daily, saying that  69% of American voters say the US is declining.    Perhaps the most dramatic indicator of this pessimism is the Occupy Wall Street movement in which a disgruntled section of society is expressing anger, frustration and hopelessness over corporate greed and income equality (which has always been with us) by camping out in public parks.  As one of the demonstrators said, “The country is broken and needs to be fixed.”  On the other side of the political spectrum the Tea Party is angry about government overreach in taxes and control.
    The pessimism extends to attitudes about Christian faith.   Time magazine did a feature, “The End of Christian America.”   Christianity Today had an article in November 2010, “The Leavers: More Than in Previous Generations, 20- and 30-Somethings are Abandoning the Faith.  Why?”   A fellow pastor writes in his church newsletter that the church is in trouble: 4,000 churches a year are closing their doors and only 1,000 new churches are starting each year.  Every year 2.7 million church members fall into inactivity.  From 1990 to 2000 combined Protestant membership in America fell by almost 5 million members (9.5%), while the US population increased by 24 million or 11 %.  22% of Americans attended church frequently in 1992; 20.5% in 1995; 19% in 1999, and 18% in 2002.  (The pastor went on to suggest that perhaps their local church should not feel so bad about its own decline since they were only reflecting national trends).
      Meanwhile the atheists seem to be having a field day, placing ads here and there about the myths of Christmas and urging people to live without superstition.  Recent articles I have come upon include the following: “Atheists Do It Better: Why Leaving Religion Leads to Better Sex.”  “Good without God.”  “Why ‘Non-religious’ Is the Fastest Growing Preference in America.”  “15% of Americans Are now Agnostic, Atheists or Non-religious.”  “Are All Religions Equally Crazy?”

     Time for a reality check.   Satan (for those who believe there is Satan) would like nothing better than to have us believe that God is losing the great cosmic battle.  Some observations are in order.
     1) God is in control.  It is a central affirmation of Christian faith that history is heading toward a destiny and that in the end God wins.   Even in the midst of persecution or setbacks God rules.   We may not be able to predict the future, or even understand the present, but because of our faith we face the future with confidence.   Pessimism does not become the people of God.
     2) America has played a part in God’s great plan.   Many of us believe in American exceptionalism.   We believe we were meant to be a “city set on a hill.”  We do not believe American exceptionalism is about how elaborate are our houses, or how big is our army.   It has nothing to do with a Christian theocracy or being better than others.   It rather has to do with being obedient to God as a people (“by thee our lot is cast”) and being blessed in order that we might be a blessing to others.  Thanksgiving, a national religious holiday, is a recognition that we have a grace-filled history.  This is not to say that other peoples might not also have a special place in God’s great plan.   Nor is it to say that God might some day withhold his favor because of disobedience.    But it is to say that despite all our problems, sins, and weaknesses we give thanks for the good that is in America.   
      3) Methodism in America has been one means by which God has blessed the world.     At the close of the Revolutionary War when deism was the order of the day and Christian faith seemed to be ebbing in the newly-born nation, Francis Asbury cried out:   “America, America, God will make it the glory of the world for religion.”  During the Second Great Awakening, from 1784 to 1850 Methodism (in its several forms) grew from 2% of the church membership of the nation to 33%.  Racism?  At one time 24% of Methodists were of African descent.  At the end of the Civil War seven of every 10 former slaves who had become Christians were Methodists (in one of its several forms).    Unfortunately, what was accomplished in the 19th century began to unravel in the 20th century when Methodism became cold, formal, liberal and institutionalized.    In 1890 8% of all Americans were identified as Methodist.  In 2005 that number had decreased to less than 3%, with the greatest rate of decline coming in the last 40 years.

     4)  Let us not be discouraged but encouraged by the strength of Christen faith in America.  Upon analysis the conclusions drawn from various studies of declining religious influence in America are faulty.   Despite the predictions that secularism would cause religion to wither away, religion, including Christianity, is not withering.  Recent Barnum studies which charted the departure of young adults from churches are now clarifying their findings to indicate that it is not necessarily Christian faith young adults are abandoning but institutionalized religion. The reports on church membership from the National Council of Church’s Yearbook of American Churches are skewed because independent churches (one of the fastest growing segments of American Protestantism) do not report their statistics.   When those statistics are factored in the claim can be made that over two-thirds of Americans are related to a church.   Megachurches also don’t fit the statistical molds.   In the year 2000 the 100 largest churches in America had an attendance of 4,000 or more.  In 2010 the 100 largest churches in America had an attendance of 8,000 or more.   Churches are sending both career and short-term missionaries in record numbers.   Cultural support for institutionalized religion may be in decline but populist and creative Christianity is stronger than ever.  For this we rejoice.
    6) Will Methodism be a part of what God will be doing in America in the coming years?  The Confessing Movement and other evangelical renewal groups believe that it can, but there is a need for radical redirection and transformation.   The evangelical challenge to the United Methodist Church has not changed in the past 40 years.   It is as follows: 

  1) Recovery of our Wesleyan doctrinal essentials.

   2) Reform of the seminaries (related to the recovery of Wesleyan essentials).

   3) The dismantling or at least the radical redirection of our boards and agencies with the goal that the agencies serve local churches and not the other way around.  The Call to Action Report is a hopeful first step.

   4) Greater freedom for creative churches and ministries to function without institutional stifling.  

   5) Repentance of sin and a trust in God to lead the future.

