The Rise of Liberalism in the UMC

Let me thank you for giving me a topic which has required more than
ordinary study and preparation which [ have found most stimulating and
challengmg I have talked with Dayid Watson and understand that today’s
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d1scuss1on today, [ can only offer my personal observations, and [ am sure
that anyone else would put a different slant on the topic than you are hkely
to get from my. remark&

First let us begin with a call to clarify the definition of liberalism. It is my
“personal conviction that the popular understanding of terms liberal and
conservative 1is a tragic distortion. If you listen to the talk show hosts on
radio, you get the idea that liberal is a dirty word. As I have listened to
some of the angry voices, [ have decided that mo  1e persons have no basic
convictions themselves but are simply entertainers who have been hired to
build up an audience and they are willing to use any means to agitate and
inflame an audience. One of the several persons whom [ have consulted in
preparing this lesson is my son who is a history teacher and published author
of cumculum materials, and his observation was th1s “in the current

i T A At
g

debate” which has resulted in a t‘otal abandonment of the meaning of the
words Liberal and Conservative that you will find in the dictionary.

So early on [ began to look at the dictionary and discovered that the root
meaning of the term liberal may be traced to the ™ -~~~ ~od Liber, who was
kpawm aec the Gnd of orawth - From this root meaning, several pages of the
divuvsary arv wanvu w uow wid Variety of meanings that have been derived
from this grand idea: liberal arts and concepts of freedom include an
attitude that involves growth and change leading to words lil-= ~enernne
hommtacne anephanded mav be found in various connotatious vi wic win
uuvian wue unaig wat €specially appealed to me wi ” "he
meanlng of “Liberal” may be contrasted with such cor
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The woru veeregy § equally positive associations such as f‘rmseJ_/g_w
OF [ronaryrivie ne mstitutions and -~~~ which have built upon we :essons of
the past.

To trace the rise of liberalism I would suggest that we go back to 1776 and
the Declaration of Independence which advanced the radical idea that human
society could be organized without the domination of rulers who would







- envisioned a time when society would be free from the demons of drugs and
alcohol, and the 20™ amendment which for the first time guaranteed ‘women
the right to vote. A decadg¢ earlier the Methodist Episcopal Church had
included in its Book of Discipline, a Social Creed in 1908 for the first time.
It was in that kind of social and cultural climate that the Methodist church
began to build theological schools for the training of pastors. Would you
believe that my generation was the first, after World War II when the normal
expectation for Methodist preachers included seminary training? Prior toi
World War II only a minority of Methodist preachers went to seminary.
The premier Methodist seminary was in Boston, and late in the 19th century
the most influential teacher there was a man by the name of Borden Parker
Bowne, and he organized Christian doctrine around a philosophy of
Personalsim, and most of the teachers in other Methodist seminaries studied
at Boston. That influence was quite evident when I entered seminary in
1942, and our basic text for studying doctrine was written by a Boston
successor to Bowne by the name of Edgar Sheffield Brightman.

The study of the scriptures developed a pattern which was called Biblical
criticsm: lower criticism was devoted to a word by word analysis of the

meaning of the scripture, and higher criticism was devoted to ;the /i
background of each book in the Bible: who wrote it? When was it written, /o i
ey } . YOS
To whom was it written., and the interpretation attempted to recapture AR 3, i
something of the meaning which it had when it was first written. - \ \ y Q\:/{W&y
This might be called a very hasty and brief description of the Rise of k\{)’u % fgl D
Liberalism. 18 %S4
Most universities would have focused upon what was sometimes called “a \\ Qb\%ﬁ

liberal education” . Within college curriculums, a broad based variety of
disciplines was termed “liberal arts” in contrast to the specialized studies of
narrow professional or exclusive systems of study.

The proliferation of translations of the Bible across the 20" century might be
considered one of the fruits of this general progressive understanding of
religion, along with the rapidly developing ecumenical movement which
brought most mainline denominations into more and more common
ventures.

When the dreams of an almost utopian paradise were shattered by the great
depression, and the horrors of World War II and the holocaust, it became
obvious that something was missing from the promises of this liberal
progressive dream. The reality of human sin and evil forced thoughtful
people to reconsider the realities of any dream of heaven on earth. The
theological movement that began to offer a different interpretation of the
human condition was called "“neo-orthodoxy” with Karl Barth, Emil
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Brunner, Paul Tillich, and Reinhold Neibuhr were among the most
prominent spokesmen.  With this emerging and changing world view,
Albert Outler arrived at SMU, and the center of Methodist theological study
began to shift from the Boston power base to Harvard, Yale, and seminaries
at Duke, Emory and SMU. You will hear more of this next Sunday from
David Watson as he talks about Post Liberal Theology. The influence of
Outler at SMU was most widely recognized when m 1972 after the merger
with the EUB denomination, a theological understanding was written in our
Book of Discipline which was called the g__drllateral with Methodist
doctrine founded upon Scnpm reason, trad1t1on and experience. In 1988
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upon one basic source, the Bible to be confirmed by tradition, tested by
reason and confirmed by experience.

As already indicated it is my observation that religion in

America may be understood as something of a reflection of the culture in
which we live and when any one interpretation becomes the primary
understanding, there will be inevitable and very understandable reactions.
This is what we have witnessed in the latter half of the 20™ century as the
Liberal spirit of the 19th century and early part of the 20™ century has been
confronted by the reactionary groups which are now all around us in
organizations such as the Good News Movement, The Confessing
Movement or the Institute for Religion and Democracy. Each of these
movements owes it origin to some reaction against the over zealous social
and liberal power blocs which have attempted to define the church in narrow
terms that ignored some of the traditional and time honored values of the
Christian faith.

Every generation is given its own peculiar and unique challenges. The
lessons of history are so quickly forgotten. A great Spanish philosopher,
Santyana, was credited with saying: “Those who refuse to learn the lessons
of the past are condemned to repeat them.”

Many of the beloved hymns came out of the dreams of this visionary period
of the church. The great missionary hymns,

We’ve a Story to tell to the Nations, I love to tell the story of Jesus and his
love. When I was a youth the theme song for many a youth conference was
“Are ye able said, the Master?” written by Earl Marlatt who after retiring
from Boston, came to teach at SMU. In more mature years I came to realize
that as challenging as I found that hymn in my youth, the emphasis was
wrong. For the question, Are ye able, must be answered, not “WE are
able” But “He is Able” Some great texts from the New Testament make it
clear that our hope is not in what we may do but in what Jesus Christ may do




through us. In T~ | aui vius s wstimony, concerning death: “He
is able to keep mat wmcn [ have committed unto him against that day.” And
in Ephesians the focus is the great benediction: “Unto Him who is able to do
far more abundantly than all that we ask or think, to Him be glory in the

Church and in Christ Teene throughout all aces worl end .Amen.
[.
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ou et us reclaitu we | brweanangy — = _ 1l and conservative and
find a healthy balance petween the partnership between the human and the
Divine.  While Liberalism may have over rated what human kind might
accomplish, the Biblical story of creation makes it clear that God’s crowning
creation was the creation of creature “made in the image and likeness of the
Creator;” and “ He ic ahle ta dn far more abundantly than all that we can ask
or think.’
John WeL.., ...
Becomers SS First UMC.
May 8, 2004




