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“In the theological arena, liberal has become such a negative term that few want to use it.”
  That’s the opinion of the editor of The Christian Century, expressed in the most recent edition of this 125 year-old magazine.  That’s a discouraging conclusion from the journal that’s probably been the most effective voice for liberal Christianity for over a century.  Early last century, the magazine was a primary target for the new fundamentalist movement, and by mid-century Billy Graham helped found a new “magazine of evangelical conviction” to oppose it, called Christianity Today.
  But now the editor of The Christian Century tells us that liberal Christianity is living in exile and that liberal Christians prefer to use other words to describe themselves like “progressive” or “mainline.”


I happened to be listening to the radio in my car earlier this month when a committed conservative Christian named Mitt Romney was speaking to the Republican convention in support of John McCain and Sarah Palin.  I counted more than a dozen times that he pejoratively used the word “liberal” or “liberals,” and I’ve since confirmed that by checking the transcript.
  He stated that liberals are responsible for awarding “Guantanamo terrorists with constitutional rights…putting the interests of the teachers union ahead of the needs of our children… [stopping] nuclear power plants and offshore drilling, making us more and more dependent on Middle East tyrants,” and replacing “opportunity with dependency on government largess.”
  There’s a lot more ways that liberals have allegedly harmed our country, according to Mr. Romney, but you get the point. 


This all reminds me of how Michael Dukakis, the liberal governor of Massachusetts, was said to have lost the 1988 election to George H.W. Bush because he was shackled with the “L” word by the Republicans.   Worse, perhaps, he refused to defend what was positive about liberalism, even claiming in an interview with television commentator Ted Koppel two weeks before the election, “Ted, I’m not a liberal.”
  A Washington Post article earlier this year explained that Barack Obama was independently ranked as the most liberal United States senator in 2007.  Then the Post author predicted that he would keep trying to claim that he’s “post-partisan,” not liberal, even though John McCain, “in his own way, was post-partisan before the term was invented, often working across the aisle on important legislation,” defying party orthodoxy far more than Obama has.  The Washington Post article ended with these words:  “The only Democrats who have won the White House in the last four decades have done so by running away from the liberal label.  And Obama is certainly a student of history.”


By contrast, the Christian Century editor claims that “liberalism is an important thread in the fabric of our political history.”  He points out that “The founders of the republic were Enlightenment thinkers, and in large part philosophically and theologically liberal.  The liberal impulse in American politics is responsible for Social Security, Medicare and Medicaid, Head Start and food stamps.  Liberals, often in face of fierce conservative opposition, have been the ones to guarantee equal rights, and they have made laws that help keep our food and automobiles safe and college education affordable.”


This summer I preached a four-part sermon series entitled “Christian Fundamentals for Liberals.”  Now, I’m about to go away for three months on sabbatical.  So I felt I needed to say something by way of conclusion of that series about the future of liberal Christianity.  That feels particularly important in the midst of a presidential election season.  But I’d like to start by making it clear that political liberalism and theological liberalism are not necessarily the same things.  

First of all, there are many Christian conservatives who’ve worked politically in the front lines against poverty and in favor of constitutional rights and educational opportunity.  At the same time, there are plenty of Christian liberals who have done nothing about great social issues.  Then there’s the problem that many use the word “liberal” politically as the very opposite of “Christian.”  To them, “liberal” by definition means “secular” or ‘anti-religious.”    There are political conservatives who use “liberal” “as a profane word…to paint a political opponent as anti-God.”  An example is conservative commentator Ann Coulter in her book Godless: The Church of Liberalism.
  There she claims that “Liberalism rejects the idea of God and reviles people of faith.”

If one turns to the Encyclopedia Britannica, though, as a mainstream resource, there’s an entry entitled “Liberalism, theological” which explains that liberalism has been an important influence in Christianity.  Theological liberals have generally opposed the authority of religious tradition, defended individual conscience, honored reason as a mode of religious insight, underlined humans’ goodness in being created in the image of God, and been confident that human beings could make genuine progress through their own moral and spiritual efforts.  Christian conservatives, by contrast, have tended to uphold religious tradition, insist on the teaching authority of the church, prioritize belief over reason, accentuate original sin, and stress that history is ultimately in the hands of God.  Christian liberals have prized tolerance, while Christian conservatives have given priority to truth.
  Again, liberals honor freedom, reason, progress, and tolerance.   We’ll come back to those words.    

There can be, and should be, political implications that follow from theological liberalism, but not all theological liberals turn out to be political liberals.  A number of them incline toward libertarian politics, which puts them on the conservative side of the ledger in many people’s political estimation.  Others take a classical liberal position, which today is labeled as politically conservative:  free market capitalism, strong private property rights, and limited government.  A robust connection, however, was drawn for many in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries between theological liberalism and modern political liberalism through the Social Gospel Movement.  Its most famous early leader, Baptist minister and seminary professor Walter Rauschenbusch, was particularly concerned about inhumane living conditions for the working poor and the underclass in urban slums.
  Martin Luther King, Jr. wrote of Rauschenbusch as “leaving an indelible imprint on my thinking.”


Liberal Christianity can point to the Old Testament prophets and to Jesus as the original political liberals.  Again, the mainstream Encyclopedia Britannica describes political liberalism as “the culmination of a development that goes back to the Hebrew prophets, the teachings of the pre-Socratic philosophers, and the Sermon on the Mount.”
  Look at today’s gospel lesson.
  There Jesus uses his freedom to oppose the religious leaders in his tradition, the chief priests and elders, who demand that he tell them by what authority he is acting.  He uses a reasoned argument to make his case, posing a question back to them that they’re unwilling or afraid to answer:  “Did the baptism of John come from heaven, or was it of human origin?”  If they won’t answer his question beyond saying “We don’t know,” then he won’t answer theirs.  Then Jesus asserts his freedom from their authority by posing another question to them, this time about two sons who change their minds in opposite directions about working in a vineyard.  Their answers allow Jesus to illustrate his often-stated assertion that socially-despised tax collectors and prostitutes will enter the kingdom of God before the esteemed religious leaders of his day.  The sinful who make spiritual progress take precedence over the religiously pure who won’t recognize any authority but their own.   Jesus was known for his commitments to the outcast and the marginalized in society, whom we must never forget have human potential.  In this story, as in so many others, Jesus shows himself as tolerant, as liberals should be, not doctrinal and dogmatic, as conservatives often are.  Freedom, reason, progress, tolerance.  Values to be proud of, not duck because they conjure up the “L” word.



In today’s reading from Exodus,
 the Jewish people trekking across the Sinai desert are depicted as wanting to go back to the familiar rather than forward to the new -- even if going back means slavery under the Pharaoh:  "Why did you bring us out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and livestock with thirst?"  It can be hard to take a progressive view of a different future, of a promised land of milk and honey, especially when the going’s tough and you’re thirsty right now.  That’s natural and understandable.  The new can be frightening, the old comfortable.   Moses, their prophet and leader, was afraid that they were ready to stone him as they quarreled and complained.  And they were asking the greatest of the existential questions:   "Is God among us or not?"   Moses reasons with God, asking, “What shall I do with this people?”  The answer he’s given is that he’ll find a spring of water if he strikes a rock with his staff at the recommended place.  He does, there’s water, the people drink, they quench their thirst, and then they continue their journey without going back to the oppressive country from which they'd come.  Note again the themes in this story:  progress, freedom-seeking, and use of reason.  Tolerance is rather muted, though, since Moses barely escapes being stoned to death.  But the Exodus story as a whole is one of moving forward, not back, of seeking freedom from the slavery of the past, of using human ingenuity and not just unquestioning reliance on God.  It’s ironic that the Jewish people historically have been at the receiving end of some of the greatest and most consistent intolerance ever known, constantly challenging the rest of us to a more just and loving vision of the future.


So what’s the future of liberal Christianity – of Christianity marked by commitments to human progress, freedom, reason and tolerance?   There’s no future if people aren’t willing to stand up for these values and claim the label “liberal” as their own.  Jesus was a liberal in many substantial and important ways.  We need to stand up for him as Christians.  The editor of The Christian Century reminds us that people living in exile don’t get to define the terms of political discourse:  “Conservatives have won the rhetorical battle.”  He also observes that because tolerance is one of their central values, “liberals don’t like to fight, but instead are always trying to accommodate people, to be inclusive even of those who are trying to exclude them.”  I must admit that defines me to a “T.”  The Christian Century editor concludes “that the first thing on the minds of my conservative brothers and sisters when they get out of bed in the morning is fighting liberals [Think of Mitt Romney or Ann Coulter, I would add], whereas liberals get out of bed trying to figure out how to live with conservatives.”  Yes, that’s what I do most of the time, especially as the Dean for Religious Life, pledged to “meeting the needs of all faiths [at Stanford]  by encouraging a wide spectrum of religious traditions on campus,”
 many of them quite conservative.     


But tolerance doesn’t mean capitulation.  It doesn’t mean shying away from expressing liberal Christian values that defend the freedom of all, promote the use of reason, and affirm the human potential to better ourselves and help repair a broken world.  There are clear dangers, pointed out in the Christian gospel itself, of ceding authority to the religious establishment, cherishing belief over reason, accentuating sin over the human potential for good, and prioritizing alleged truth claims over tolerance. 

Liberal Christians constitute at least twenty percent of the U.S. population, according to recent polls, although the numbers may actually be closer to fifty percent.
   Too many of them  choose silence, afraid to use the word “liberal” to describe where they stand.   That leaves them lying low, sitting quietly in their pews at church or in private prayer at home, or choosing to identify simply as political liberals, without mentioning their faith commitments.  To them, and to myself as one of them, I’d bellow, in the words of the next hymn that we’ll sing, "Wake now my senses and hear the earth call…Wake now, my reason, reach out to the new...Wake now compassion, give heed to the cry... Wake now my vision of ministry clear; brighten my pathway with radiance here; mingle my calling with all who will share; work toward a planet transformed by our care."

BENEDICTION

Hold on to what is good, even if it is a handful of earth.

Hold on to what you believe, even if it is a tree which stands by itself.

Hold on to what you must do, even if it is a long way from here.

AMEN.
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