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 PROGRESSIVES AND OPTIMISM
    Persons who once were “liberals” want to be known as “progressives” today.  Progressives, obviously, are people who believe in “progress.”  They believe something new and exciting is just around the next corner.  When the noted modernist Shirley Jackson Case criticized (The Millennial Hope) conservative Christians in 1918 for their pessimistic view of society, he laid out the progressive creed: 

      (The ) course of history exhibits one long process of evolving struggle by which humanity as a whole rises constantly higher on the scale of civilization and attainment, bettering its condition from time to time through its greater skill and industry.  Viewed in the long perspective of the ages, man’s career has been one of actual ascent.

      Progressives of that era spoke of the new social order, of the coming kingdom of God on earth, of the brotherhood of man under the Fatherhood of God, of a world Christianized through education, civilization, and social action.  World War I would make the world safe for democracy and usher in a new era.   Peace would reign.   Part of the creed for religious progressives was that revelation was ongoing and that new truth was continuously being discovered superceding whatever truth had been communicated through the Scriptures and in traditional creeds and teachings.  

  These old-style progressives were misguided, of course.   Evangelicals pointed out that progressives cut the heart out of the gospel.   Realists like Reinhold Niebuhr pointed out that these progressives did not take into account the depth of sin and humankind’s potential for evil.  

       But wrong or not, one had to admire the optimism of these progressives.  They were continuously up-beat.   Franklin Roosevelt and John F. Kennedy were respected leaders in large part because they believed that no matter how great America’s problems (or the world’s), those problems could be solved.
    Whatever happened to that up-beat optimism?  Why the pessimism, the cynicism, and the hostility evident among those who call themselves progressives today?   Naomi Wolf writes in The End of America, that the fascist shift in America is making the United States become heir to Nazi Germany.  That may be extreme; but it is not uncharacteristic. Progressives are finding a lot wrong with the government, the country, and society.  The message is essentially doom and gloom.  Nothing much good is going on in the world: the rich are getting richer and the poor poorer;  the masses are without health care;  global warming will bring rising oceans and expanding deserts;  dioxin is making the world unsafe; children are starving; fish are dying in the sea; animal and plant species are disappearing; AIDS covers the earth; we face a great recession;  workers on every hand are exploited; population growth is out of control; the world hates America; our leaders lie to us; the rain forests are disappearing; our freedoms are disappearing;  people are dying unnecessarily in Iraq; the religious right is forcing a theocracy on society.   

    Among religious progressives we hear that the church is racist, sexist, homophobic, restrictive and intolerant.  Megachurches, para-church ministries, traditional morality, and conservatives of every brand are leading the church astray.  Overseas Christians are more fundamentalist than the missionaries who helped convert them.
   Evangelicals also have their own history of nay-saying.  Evangelicals complain about losing the cultural wars, about the break-up of the home, about church bureaucracies, and about preachers who don’t preach the gospel.  Evangelicals also have not had a stellar record when it comes to recognizing and dealing with environmental and social problems in the world.  
    But evangelicals—or so it can be argued—have not given up on the nation, or on society, or on the church.   Evangelicals believe that God is in control.  In a sense evangelicals are the true optimists in the world today.  God is working.   The church is still strong, and in many parts of the world it is growing.  God is alive and history is in his hands. 

      We trust that is a message of hope in a discouraged world.
