HAPPENINGS IN THE CHURCH

  By Dr. Riley B. Case

    URBANA 09 AND WINNING THE WORLD FOR CHRIST

      Persons who observe the progress of Christianity in America and around the world should be encouraged by the reports coming out of the Urbana 09 (called Urbana because for years the conference met in Urbana) Missionary Conference, the triennial conference sponsored by InterVarsity Christian Fellowship which concluded on New Year’s Eve, 2009, in St. Louis.    

    The first of the InterVarsity missionary conferences was held in 1946 for 575 registrants and was opened by Dr. Harold Ockenga, the evangelical leader who founded the National Association of Evangelicals and coined the word “neo-evangelical.”   By 1955 (when I attended) the conference registered 5,000 persons.  What I personally remember about that conference was the amazement on the part of participants that there were as many as 5,000 students from college campuses committed to changing the world for Christ, and the tremendous sense of energy and unity that came when like-minded people were committed to the cause of Christ.  (I also remember the singing, especially a favorite of the conference, Charles Wesley’s “And Can It Be” sung to Sagina, a hymn and tune that would eventually make its way into the United Methodist Hymnal.)
    I also remember from 1955 that the Board of Missions of the Methodist Church was very visible and active in recruitment of persons for service in the Methodist Church.  The board at that time was recruiting evangelical students as missionaries.  
    The world has changed quite a bit since 1955.  For one thing, mainline churches have been in steep decline.   Related to this, due in large part to the upheavals in the 1960s, the United Methodist Church has a much different mission philosophy.    The Methodist Church in 1955 had nearly 1,800 overseas full-time missionaries on the field.   The General Board of Global Ministries (GBGM, the successor to the Board of Missions) now has fewer than 200 full-time overseas missionaries in service.   A serious question would be: if the GBGM sought to recruit new missionaries for service, what would they recruit them for, and would there be any reasonable expectation that new persons would be used, especially if they were evangelical in theology?

      In addition, the United Methodist Church reflects an aging membership.   Calls of alarm are going out because of the lack of young pastors going into the ministry.
     By way of contrast InterVarsity (and we could also discuss other evangelical campus groups like Campus Crusade) is in the midst of the greatest evangelistic harvest in its history.   850 campus groups reach out to non-believing students and faculty, develop new leaders, and equip graduates to pursue God’s purposes in the world.  One hundred new campus groups are being planted to reach new student groups.   
    InterVarsity  seeks to work in cooperation with other parachurch groups and other denominations.  In the light of this nearly 150 mission agencies and educational institutions exhibited at Urbana 09.  However, the United Methodist Church was conspicuous by its near-absence.  Numbers of evangelical seminaries recruited students at Urbana, but few mainline seminaries.  One has the feeling that United Methodist seminaries either are not aware of conferences like Urbana 09, or are not interested in pursuing evangelicals as students.    That is most unfortunate, because the United Methodist Church could benefit from the commitment and enthusiasm that comes out of conferences like Urbana.
      Of the 16,000 registrants at this year’s Urbana, 2,610 committed themselves to long-term missionary service.  Another 5,000 committed themselves to short-time service.   While the United Methodist Church organizes agencies and plans programs to promote diversity (quite unsuccessfully it would seem since only about 6% of American United Methodism would be classified as a racial minority) groups like InterVarsity reflect diversity.  About 40% of the Urbana 09 participants would be considered part of a racial minority.  InterVarsity overall claims that 40% of its student participants are from one of the minority groups.  .  Attendees heard speakers from a variety of cultural contexts discuss how God is at work in their world and what are the needs that still remain.   The worship experiences were among the most diverse in terms of style of worship gatherings in North America.

      It has been the contention of groups like the Confessing Movement that our United Methodist Church needs to tap into the spiritual energy generated by evangelicals, both within the denomination and without.  This is still one of the challenges before us as a denomination.
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