
S U N S T O N E  

R E V I E W S  are in crisis, membership satisfaction is low, 
missionary zeal is vanishing, and church- 
sponsored colleges have lost their religious 
identity In sharp contrast, conservative PREACHING TO AN ABSENT CHOIR churches (Southern Baptist, pentecostal, 
evangelical, and LDS) have grown and thrived 
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Like me, Reeves wants a church with 
liberal and conservative elements in it, 
but the combination he would create 

doesn't exist anywhere. 

F OR YEARS, my non-Mormon hus- 
band and I have suffered from what 1 
call our "socio-economic dilemma." 

On one side, we both valued characteristics 
of the "low" churches in which we were 
raised-a lay clergy, a strong sense of com- 
munity, respect for the scriptures, and highly 
committed members. On the other side, we 
were highly educated, wary of dogmatism, 
and committed to gender equality-personal 
characteristics that did not always sit well in 
a low church. We wanted to find a church 
that combined commitment and openness, 
energy and equality, but the combination 
proved elusive. Despite their many strengths 
and obvious vigor, the low churches we at- 
tended were narrow and sexist. The high 
churches were more liberal and egalitarian, 
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but they also had little interest in the Bible, 
minimal lay involvement, and limited sense 
of community. Indeed, the "high churches 
we visited were so dismal that 1 began to joke 
that the typical liberal Protestant congrega- 
tion consisted of forty old ladies. 

My joke was sadly prescient, as historian 
Thomas C. Reeves chronicles in The Empty 
Church: The Suicide of Liberal Christianity. The 
"mainline" Protestant churches (Episcopal, 
Evangelical Lutheran. United Church of 
Christ, Disciples of Christ, Presbyterian, 
Methodist, and American Baptist), once the 
pillars of the American religious establish- 
ment, have suffered such a decline in mem- 
bership and attendance that many of their 
congregations are not too far from that forty- 
old-ladies benchmark. These churches have 
lost between one-fifth to one-third of their 
members since the 1960s and '70s. Congre- 
gations are graying rapidly, a symptom of 
their failure to retain their children. Budgets 

during this same period. 
According to Reeves, the decline of the 

mainline was caused by the liberal politics of 
its clergy and denominational leaders. 
Congregants, who are largely conservative 
even in mainline denominations, fled in the 
face of pressure from their leaders to support 
communism~socialism, draft resistance, the 
unlimited welfare state, homosexuality, anti- 
American sentiment, sex outside of mamage, 
and abortion. 

Those members who survived the polit- 
ical controversies then had to brave what was 
coming from the pulpit. Influenced by crit- 
ical biblical scholarship, liberal ministers 
doubt everything ('7esus' miracles become 
inventions of the early church; accounts of 
God's intervention on behalf of the people of 
Israel become legends or mythsm'), when 
they bother with scripture at all. Indeed, di- 
vinity professors complain that their students 
don't know the names of the books in the 
Bible. Sermons are as apt to be on social jus- 
tice or pop psychology as on the scriptures. 
For although the denominations take strong 
positions on social issues, they don't know 
where they stand on religious ones. As one 
Methodist woman looking for guidance on a 
serious personal problem said, "Our church 
seems to think that the main thing is to do 
what you personally think is right. What 
help is that?" (21). 

To find the roots of contemporary liber- 
alism, Reeves takes us back to the 
Enlightenment, the French Revolution, 
Marx, Darwin, late nineteenth-century bib- 
lical criticism, and the Scopes trial. This lib- 
eral heritage culminated in the excesses of 
the sixties, and according to Reeves, the six- 
ties' mentality still dominates the churches 
today. 

Reeves's attribution of the decline of the 
mainline churches to anything-goes liber- 
alism is not a new insight. Scholars have long 
traced the liberal churches' decline since the 
1960s to the social activism of the clergy. 
What is interesting is Reeves's nonchalant use 
of the word dogmatism, a term historically re- 
served for those "narrow-minded fundamen- 
talists" (the low churches of my socio- 
economic dilemma), to characterize the lib- 
eral agenda. That this word should be ap- 
plied to the left's increasingly intolerant 
demands for "inclusiveness" is exactly right, 
and I applaud Reeves's courage in using it. 
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For despite my early perceptions of low 
churches as exclusive (and they are- 
Christianity is inherently offensive, as it tells 
people and cultures that they aren't okay just 
as they are), only in high churches have I 
been made to feel unwelcome because of my 
standard Christian beliefs. And, as Reeves 
documents, the mainline's treatment of evan- 
gelicals and fundamentalists has been any- 
thing but tolerant. Instead, they label 
conservative attempts to maintain traditional 
moral standards, especially sexual ones, as 
"bigoted and "exclusive" (149) and have 
done their best to keep conservative 
Christian principles out of the schools, off 
the airwaves, and generally out of American 
public life (159). 

Although Reeves subtitles his book "The 
Suicide of Liberal Christianity," the death he 
describes looks more like murder. The 
people who stay after the majority of the con- 
gregants have left seem glad to have the con- 
servatives gone (200). Indeed, I have 
observed first hand a mainline congregation 
whose minister, supported by a very small 
group of members, told people unhappy 
with his "inclusive," Bible-free preaching to 
leave. When they did, in large numbers, the 
only concern the pastor voiced was over the 
now-decimated budget. Other congrega- 
tions, with richer endowments, don't even 
care about that. 

So there is an active agenda, complete 
with agents, at work here, but it involves 
more than the churches. The extreme liberal 
element Reeves blames for the decline of the 
mainline churches has also taken control of 
many universities, public school systems, 
and the media, a fact he seems to be aware of 
and misses at the same time. Since Reeves 
would argue that such liberalism doesn't 
work. I would like to see him deal with the 
question of how a small, presumably unpop- 
ular minority can subvert so many institu- 
tions. within the church, Reeves suggests 
that the average member's passion, if he or 
she has one, is to preach the gospel, and that 
this simple motive can't compete with the 
political scheming of liberal zealots and spe- 
cial interest groups. This assertion may be 
true, but more detail is needed for it to be a 
useful emlanation. 1 can't believe that con- 
servative majorities never fight the liberal fac- 
tions. Under what circumstances do they win 
or lose? Why have particular institutions, 
and not others. fallen under their spell? Is 
there a fatal lesson that other churches and 
social institutions, not yet afflicted, must 
learn to survive? 

In this regard, the book raises questions 
for Mormons. The LDS church in recent years 

has disciplined some of its liberal element- 
"feminists, homosexuals, and so-called intel- 
lectuals." It has also taken steps to preserve 
orthodoxy among the faculty at Brigham 
Young University Individuals have been ex- 
communicated, disfellowshipped, asked to 
leave or fired outright, denied tenure, or oth- 
erwise hassled over their "inappropriate" re- 
search or interests. In light of Reeves's work, 
these actions can be seen as part of a struggle 
to protect the LDS church from the same fac- 
tions that overcame the mainline churches. 
Ironically, 1 doubt if any of the LDS individ- 
uals so disciplined are particularly radical. I 
would probably agree with them on most of 
the issues that led to their censure, and their 
treatment seems unjust. But I wonder what 
else the Church can do to prevent what has 
happened to mainline Christianity from hap- 
pening in the LDs church. There seems to be 
no middle ground. 

Reeves ends his book with suggestions for 
"Renewing the Mainline": Returning to the 
essentials of the Christian faith, preaching 
better sermons, creating radical-free divinity 
schools, sending children to Sunday School, 
calling for moral reform, making religion rel- 
evant to people's lives, building community 
But he doesn't seem to realize that these rec- 

ommendations essentially call for the liberal 
churches to become conservative churches, 
although perhaps without the popular music 
he personally dislikes. Like my husband and 
me, Reeves wants to pick and chose, but the 
combination we would create doesn't actu- 
ally exist anywhere.2 A lot of us seem to be 
suffering from that socio-economic dilemma. 
Reeves gives us the historical background for 
our quandary, but ultimately only partially 
explicates it. "The persistent problem" of 
"how to keep the world from subverting the 
church3 remains unanswered. 23 

NOTES 

1. T. Manfred Brauch, "Let Us Now Praise 
Foolishness." In Tmt (Spring 1994): 5. 

2. My husband and 1 thought we had found 
such a blend of liberal and conservative tendencies a 
couple of years ago. As time went on, however, we 
learned that it wasn't a blend at all, but a congregation 
deeply divided along liberavconservative lines. 
Within two years, it self-destructed before our eyes. 
with average adult attendance falling from 210 to 
fewer than 90. 

3. William H. Willimon, What's Right with the 
Church (San Francisco, 1989), 57. 

YELLOW MIST 
Here, among visitors: pines burnt black, 
miles and miles of scorched land 
with seedlings pushing through. 

I come to see bison roam, reclaimed 
from the past; moose, antelope 
graze and stretch in the sun. 

Waterfalls bigger than my dreams 
mute the rocks 
where geysers spew. 

Their foamy jets 
hide Circe here somewhere 
in the stories of hot springs, 

bubbling mud, Old Faithful. 
I move cautious, climb 
through moon landscapes. . 

A voice: 
an elk. 
A thousand faces turn. 
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