HAPPENINGS IN THE CHURCH

   By Dr. Riley B. Case

WESTERN CIVILIZATION, MISSIONS, AND METHODISM (PART 2)
   Dr. Ralph D.  Winter, founder of the U.S. Center for World Mission, died May 20.   Winter was named in 2005 in Time magazine as one of the top 25 most influential evangelicals in America.   Winter founded a mission think tank, a university, and a mission society.  But perhaps his greatest contribution to the world of mission came with his ground-breaking 1974 presentation at the Congress for World Evangelization in Lausanne, Switzerland.  It was at this legendary summit, convened by American evangelist Billy Graham, where Winter introduced the term “unreached people groups” that had the profound effect of shifting the entire global mission strategy thereafter.   The phrase "unreached peoples" was first defined by Winter as a people group that had less than a certain percentage of Christians. Later, it was redefined as a group of people with their own distinct culture or language that does not have a viable indigenous evangelizing church movement.

   For most of the 19th century and into the 20th century mission philosophy sought to Christianize the world by civilizing the world.  It was often assumed that “civilization” meant Western civilization.   Within Methodism the holiness missionaries and persons like E. Stanley Jones (Christ of the Indian Road) sought to promote a more indigenous form of Christianity that transcended cultures and civilizations.
   For the moment it is difficult to understand what is the operative mission philosophy of the mainline churches.  The 2008 General conference added to the annual conference purpose statement: “to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world,” but the suspicion is that “transformation” in the eyes of UM leaders has more to do with social action and social justice that the conversion of “unreached peoples.”
    At any rate, Western civilization is increasingly being divorced from its Christian roots so that it is trending toward secularism, multiculturalism, and “inclusivism.”   While this may be appealing to academic types and bureaucrats of mainline denominations in North America and Europe, it is not gaining traction world-wide.  
     It is good at this point to revisit Samuel P. Huntington’s The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (1996).  Huntington argues that the world of the twenty-first century will be divided not so much by economic systems or political systems but by different religious visions.  Basically these are visions inspired by Islam and visions inspired by Christianity (with China and Asia offering up a third alternative).  Huntington further argues that it is not Islamic extremists that will give the West problems but with Islam itself.   Ideas which seemed outlandish when the book was written in 1996 seem prophetic today.
    While Christianity is growing worldwide it is not the Christianity identified with the West.   Islam, on the other hand, is also growing worldwide and some of the fastest growth is in the West.  Part of this is demographics.  Huntington points out (p. 119) that while young adult (15-24) population reaches 18% in Muslim countries, it is only 10% in Europe and 13% in the USA.

    Other studies show that it takes 2.11 children per family to maintain a culture.  In Europe family size equals 1.38 children per family.  The USA averages 2.11 children per family but when Latinos are factored out the average is only 1.6.   In Muslim lands, and even in Muslim families in Europe, the birth rate is averaging well over 4 children per family.   In France 45% of all children in schools are now Muslim.
    A number of social scientists argue we need a smaller birth rate because of world overpopulation.  However, it would appear it is not concern for overpopulation that drives the West’s smaller birthrate, but secularization.   Secularization breeds a self-directed society and a self-directed society tends to diminish the importance of the family.

    What conclusions can be drawn from all this?  
     First, we must work against the devaluing of the Christian base for Western civilization.   The drive for special privileges (such as the redefining of the understanding of marriage as between a man and woman) for practicing homosexuals, and the break-down of morality in America are examples of why Muslims will increasingly hate us, and why we can expect increasing conflict between Islam and the West in coming years.

    Second, we must guard against the secularization of our own Christian faith.   What is called “progressive” Christianity will, as with the modernism that preceded it, only serve to diminish Christian faith.  It is possible to keep compromising the faith away until there is nothing left.   It is for reasons like this that the Confessing Movement, with its strong proclamation that Jesus Christ is Lord and Savior, is in existence.

     Third, we must see Muslims as one of the world’s great “unreached people” groups. Muslims need Jesus Christ as much as anyone.  This should seem obvious.  Yet there seems to be reluctance in Western nations to engage Muslims with the claims of Christ (not so in Africa).   Not long ago the U.S. military confiscated (and reportedly burned) Bibles in Afghanistan printed in the Pashto and Dari languages to be shared with Afghani citizens and friends.  The confiscation came after extremist Afghani Muslims and American atheists objected to what was called “proselytizing.”  There is no way United Methodists can be serious about making disciples for the transformation of the world if we will be intimidated into silence by persons offended by the gospel.    
    “Go therefore and make discipless of all nations…” (Mt. 28:18).
  
