HAPPENINGS IN THE CHURCH

     By Dr. Riley B. Case

WESTERN CIVILIZATION, MISSIONS, AND METHODISM (PART 1) 
    The Church of Scotland’s World Mission Council has declared that the Western world needs to be converted amid a “recession” in Christianity.  The Council notes that while Christianity is flourishing in African countries the church in Europe is suffering from a slump that is “unprecedented in its extent and severity.”  The Council further notes a “Great Reversal” in the direction of world mission: instead of European Christians seeing Africa and Asia as mission fields needing the gospel, it is now the African and Asian countries which see Europe as a mission field.  The report comes nearly 100 years after the great Edinburgh International Missionary Council held in 1910 at which 1,200 American and Northern European Protestants strategized for winning the world for Christ. 

    The 1910 Edinburgh Missionary Council may have been the high marker for Protestant optimism and influence in the world.  That optimism was dampened and then dashed first by World War I, then by the rise of Communism, and then by radical changes in Protestantism brought about by modernism.   This was reflected in mission philosophy following the influential report, Re-Thinking Missions, issued in 1932.  Funded primarily by John D. Rockefeller, the benefactor of theological modernism, the  report concluded that Christianity had no claim on exclusive truth, that no true seeker of any religion would be damned, and that science and other modern disciplines could better do the job of bringing about the betterment of society, than missions.

    The report was widely heralded and brought about changes in mission philosophy in Europe and especially in Congregationalism and Presbyterianism in America (and was the major factor in the defrocking of Gresham Machen in the Presbyterian Church, the upheaval at Princeton Seminary, and the founding of Westminister Seminary).
     The ensuing reaction on the part of evangelical churches contributed to the forming of numbers of independent mission boards and the rise of Pentecostalism.   Methodism, for its part, continued to be a haven for evangelical missionaries until the 1960s when liberation theology began to dominate the Board of Missions, and decimate the missionary force.  From 1969 to 1975 the number of overseas missionaries associated with the Department of Overseas Mission (DOM) of the National Council of Churches decreased 31 percent (8,000 to 5,000).  The slack was taken up by Southern Baptists and the myriads of independent mission agencies.   The result was the rise of evangelical Christianity in the southern hemisphere and forms of indigenous Christianity not always within the orbit of Western civilization.  Now, it appears, the future of Christianity lies outside Europe and North America.
     What then of Christianity in Europe and North America?    The Church of Scotland report comes thirteen years after Samuel P. Huntington’s much-discussed work, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (1996), in which Huntington argues, among other things, that Western civilization has entered a period of decay and decline, helped along in part by a multiculturalism (a Western phenomenon actually) which undercuts the uniqueness of Western civilization by assuming a moral parity between cultures and civilizations, and basically devalues long-standing Western values. 
Huntington suggests, but does not argue, that a major component in that devaluation is the modern desire to separate Western civilization from its Christian roots.
    The liberal blog AlterNet gloats in a May 5 posting that there are now 40 million non-believers in America, making secularism one of the fastest growing American minorities. The posting generated 344 responses, almost all of them celebrating what they feel is the decline of American Christianity.  

    How to sort this out?   First of all, AlterNet is hardly an unbiased observer of the religious scene.  Still, Christians, and especially evangelicals, have reason for concern that the Christian basis for Western civilization is under serious attack.  United Methodism’s forty-year membership decline can be explained in part by compromises with secularism in every area of the church’s life.  The push to change the constitution by amending Para. IV (Inclusiveness of the Church) to remove any standards for membership is an indication of this.   A church without standards would be little more than a service club or a social agency.
    In addition, the proposal to separate the North American church from the overseas churches through the Regional Conference plan (also a constitutional amendment to be voted on by annual conferences) has serious implications for the global nature of United Methodism.  The Regional Conference philosophy that Africans should have an African church and Americans an American church undermines the concept of the church universal not bound by culture.    

    It is the Confessing Movement contention that the church of Jesus Christ must stand firmly upon the confession of Jesus Christ as Lord.  We work not on behalf of Western Civilization, and especially not for a Western Civilization wanting to separate itself from its Christian roots, but for a church that transcends cultures and brings hope to the world.

(Part 2 will discuss Islam as it relates to Christianity and Western civilization)


