HAPPENINGS IN THE CHURCH

  By Dr. Riley B. Case

ON BEING GENERIC EVANGELICAL

    A man was talking about his Friends Church.  “It is hard to identify it as a Friends Church,” he said, “it is basically generic evangelical.”

    A woman was speaking of the Christian college her daughter attends: “I don’t know what you could call it religiously,” she said, “I guess you could call it generic evangelical.”

    It is not necessarily a complement to be labeled “generic evangelical.”  It usually refers to a theology or a ministry where some of the bite is taken out of the Calvinist, or fundamentalist, or Wesleyan, or Baptist, or charismatic distinctives that characterize other evangelical expressions.   Some call it “evangelical lite.”     

     Yet it is a useful category.  To be generic evangelical is to hold to the essentials of the faith without an emphasis on the distinctive doctrines or practices that often are the cause for division.  In John Wesley’s words, generic evangelicalism is the “Catholic Spirit” (rightly understood).   It is holding to the irreducible truths of Original Sin, the Atonement, the Incarnation, the Authority of Scripture, and Salvation by Faith, without allowing views of baptism or doctrines of the end times to divide.    Generic evangelicalism serves as the theological basis for various para-church ministries, for a large part of the mega-church movement, and for different evangelical institutions and missions groups.

    This form of evangelicalism has a rich history.   While the American frontier revival brought unprecedented religious fervor, it was also a time of religious wars.  Denominations were proliferating, dividing and realigning at an alarming rate.  Yet in the midst of all the sectarian rivalry there developed an evangelical message and culture and mind-set that transcended all the differences.  Believe it or not, there were areas where Methodists and Baptists could get along.  By the time Dwight L. Moody was holding his city evangelistic crusades, there was amazing cooperation among the same groups that had previously fought each other so bitterly.   And, it should be mentioned, Methodism was at the center of this developing evangelical culture.  
    When theological modernism was introduced to American Christianity, it was this evangelicalism that pushed back and reacted against what appeared to be a compromising of Christian faith.   The strongest reactors were known as fundamentalists.   Whether known as fundamentalists, evangelicals, or (in the case of Methodism), the “Holiness people,”  populist, (mostly) ordinary Christians (including Methodists) never bought into modernism but continued to express their faith in revivalism, gospel music, the missionary movement, and old-fashioned values.

      The modernism vision, which captured much of the leadership of churches that would later be known as mainline, was that of a world that could be Christianized by a public education system dominated by Protestant values.  It was committed to  cooperation with science and other modern disciplines (including eugenics).   It developed an ecumenism with like-minded Protestant denominations (No Roman Catholics need apply) that would apply (liberal) Christian values to pressing social and economic problems (related to this was the original Methodist  Social Creed of 1908).   

      By 1926 The Christian Century could declare that fundamentalism had lost the religious wars, and would soon be relegated to antiquity as a footnote.   The future was with modernism.  
     The pronouncement was premature.   Modernism roused initial excitement but it had  no staying power.  Its message was not life-transforming.  Cooperation with science and modern disciplines soon turned into domination by science and the secularism that fueled it.  Public education dominated by Protestant values soon turned into education without the values.   Protestant ecumenism morphed into progressive political action in which the major players are church bureaucrats of the mainline denominations.
   Fundamentalism and other forms of evangelicalism, marginalized in the 1920s, 30s, and 40s, by the initial success of modernism, began to refashion themselves in the 1950s as neo-evangelicalism, helped along by such developments as the success of Billy Graham.  Since then it has gradually replaced the religion of the mainline denominations as the dominant expression of American Christianity.   Not only that, but evangelicalism’s children and grandchildren are seen throughout the Christian world, especially in South America, Africa, and parts of Asia.    
    At the present time it appears that American culture is becoming more and more hostile to Christianity.   But it is not Christianity in general but the evangelical expression of it with which the secular world has problems.   The secular progressive (that is, far-left liberal) blogs report with glee when studies seem to indicate Christianity is in decline.  At the same time they report with hysteria any developments that would link Christians with wanting to make America a Christian nation, or, of course, any evangelical interest in conservative politics.
    Time to reassess.  Admittedly, Christianity, which from the beginning was such an integral part of America’s heritage, is being pushed from the public square, whether in public schools, or in the media (such as television), or in the arts, or in the academic world.  
      But this does not mean that historic Christianity is decline.   Evangelicals are alive and well in America, though in different forms than in the past.   If there are losers in this religious economy it is in the tradition-bound mainline denominations, whose efforts to be relevant render it even more irrelevant, and whose emphases on relativity, diversity, and multi-faith appreciation, have compromised it to the point of powerlessness.    

    As to the health of evangelicalism (especially generic evangelicalism) one can point to some of the following:

   1) The growing Christian school movement, and in the home-schooling movement.   Over the course of four years (2003-2007), the number of home-schooled students has increased by more than 36 percent, according to recently released estimates from the National Center of Education Statistics (NCES).   While others besides evangelicals are home-schooling, studies show that about three-fourths of home-schoolers are evangelicals who cite religious reasons for home-schooling.  
    2) Christian colleges (in distinction from “church-related” colleges, many of which have become secularized) are experiencing record enrollments. 
     3)  Para-church ministries continue to grow.  Women of Faith conferences will hold rallies in 28 cities in 2009 with about 10,000 in each conference.   The largest Christian youth festival, LifeLight Festival, met this year in early September in Sioux Falls, S.D. and drew 320,000 participants.   A Methodist-related form of the Christian youth festival is Ichus, connected with Asbury College, which celebrated 40 years of a youth gathering that attracts up to 20,000.

    4) Missionary work.   World Vision continues to be on of the biggest relief agencies in the world.  While mainline denominations have practically abandoned the effort to send cross-cultural missionaries, more missionaries than ever before are serving outside the United States.  Many of these are connected with local-churches, especially mega-churches. 

    5)  Contemporary Christian radio added 28 stations in 2008 and is now the 4th largest (in terms of stations) of the nation’s 31 radio formats.  Christian music, whether Black gospel, or southern gospel, is overwhelmingly performed by, and for those who identify as evangelicals.  Gaither Praise Gatherings are big enough they don’t need to advertise, yet they are held in all the major cities and attract tens of thousands in attendance.
     United Methodists, not officially but in the pews, are a part of all of this.    Many United Methodists, both clergy and lay, indicate that it is the activities outside the denomination that keep them alive spiritually.  Many church members live in two religious worlds.  The denominational world, and the evangelical world of para-church ministries, home-schoolers, contemporary Christian music, and community prayer and fellowship groups.  
   The official church is slow to recognize this.  The Women’s Division still seeks to block all evangelical expressions in women’s work in United Methodist Churches.  Non-United Methodist missionaries are in many United Methodist churches, but seldom are they there officially.  Until recently Cokesbury stores did not handle the Sunday school material of evangelical publishers.  The University Senate has gone out of its way to de-list popular evangelical seminaries that could add much to the preparation of UM students.  
    The loser in all of this is the United Methodist Church itself.  Caught up in a parochial denominationalism, the church fails to link into the energy that is in evangelical religion today.  It often would substitute a social agenda for the clear proclamation of the gospel, and liberal political activism as the spiritual basis for the church’s existence. 
    One of the interests of groups like the Confessing Movement is to serve as a bridge between the denomination and generic evangelicalism.  Methodism once defined what evangelicalism is.  Perhaps it could do so again.

