CONFESSING MOVEMENT HAPPENINGS IN THE CHURCH




By Dr. Riley Case
       MFSA Reaches 100
    Methodist Federation for Social Action (MFSA) is celebrating its 100th birthday.  MFSA was founded in 1907 in an effort to bring added social consciousness to the church.  Its Social statements became the forerunner of our Social Creed today.   Though not an official agency of the church, MFSA was endorsed by the church to be its social conscience.   Originally concerned about issues of equal rights, poverty, and labor practices, MFSA in the 1930s became more strident about the evils of capitalism and the need for a classless society. 

      MFSA’s influence in the church was so strong on such matters as pacifism that it was not until 1944 that the Methodist Church officially allowed that in some instances war could be supported (meanwhile fewer than 1% of all Methodist young men declared themselves as pacifists during W.W. II).    For many, MFSA’s  brand of socialism, which included talk about revolution, a classless society and a New Order, looked suspiciously like communism and it began to draw criticism as in a Reader’s Digest article in 1950 entitled “Is There a Pink Fringe in the Methodist Church?”   
    The General Conference in 1952 repudiated MFSA, made a statement about the right of persons to own property, and formed a new  board, the Board of Social and Economic Relations (which has now evolved into the Board of Church and Society), which would speak officially for the church.  The board was opposed by many because it was feared that conservatives might be elected to the board.
    MFSA has always had influence far beyond its modest numbers.  A bishop, Francis McConnell served as president of its board for 30 years (1916-1944).   Its board has always included bishops and heads of agencies (by contrast no bishops have ever openly identified with the Confessing Movement).   In terms of its social and political stances it has frequently been even more liberal than the Democratic Party.   For example, none of the current  front-running Democratic candidates for president are agitating to redefine marriage and for unilateral immediate withdrawal from Iraq.
     What MFSA shares in common with groups like the Confessing Movement, Good News, and UM Action is that all are “unofficial” organizations within the church (most of the ethnic caucuses, by contrast, receive church funding in one form or another).  This means these groups can speak without pressure or control of the church. 
       Because the stated purposes are somewhat different the Confessing Movement and MFSA should not be considered as diametrically opposed to each other.  The Confessing Movement focuses on doctrinal concerns, MFSA on social and political matters.  All the same some persons speak of MFSA as the “left-wing” of the church and the Confessing Movement as the “right-wing.”   This is poor analysis.   It implies, for example, that the institutional leadership (bishops, boards and agencies), stand above the ideological fray, and represent some great “middle.”    This is defective thinking because the stances of the institutional leadership are often the same stances that are being set forth by MFSA.  It is difficult to brand MFSA “left-wing” when so many in church leadership have ties with MFSA and espouse the same positions.  The legislative “priorities” of MFSA appear basically to support the petitions and the work of the boards and agencies.    Thus, MFSA is not often branded as “left-wing” because to do so would be an admission that much of the leadership of the church (including seminaries) is also “left-wing.”
     It is time to think differently about what are the divisions in the church.   MFSA and its fellow travelers in the church stand for “progressive” Christianity and would see the church as an agent for liberal social change.   This vision of the church and society would basically deconstruct traditional Christianity.  The Confessing Movement (and the other renewal groups) and its fellow travelers, which it believes includes the vast majority of United Methodists, would stand for classical Christianity with its emphasis on the historic teachings of the church, including the most important of those teachings, that Jesus Christ is Lord and Savior.        
