The Movement of Faith
Matthew 21:33-46


On February 19, 2012, a significant anniversary will be recognized for the American Christian church.  On that date, 200 years earlier, Ann and Adonirum Judson left the port of Salem, Massachusetts for the Far East, intending to go to India as the first commissioned missionaries from the United States.  They were sent off as Congregationalists, but six months later while still crossing the Pacific Ocean with nothing but a water view, they became Baptists, convinced that full immersion and a believer’s choice seemed more akin to this voyage and divine desire than a mere sprinkling.  Thus, upon arriving in India, they were baptized, but then sent packing by British missionaries who in 1812 were not keen on having upstart rebellious Americans compete with them for souls.  
So the Judsons departed India and went to where there was no competition: in the closed and forbidding world of Burma.  Thus, began the American Baptist Foreign Missionary movement (a predecessor to our American Baptist International Ministries) that harnessed the pioneer spirit and invested it in the proclamation of the Gospel.

A lot has happened in 200 years.  American missionaries from untold numbers of churches, denominations, and missions have simply blanketed the world, preaching and teaching, serving and saving millions of men, women, and children from ignorance of God’s mercy and grace in Jesus Christ.  But, as we also know, many of them have carried the cultural baggage of the Western world with them, adding to the legacy of colonialism that bound many regions of the world in servitude to Spanish, British, German (Prussian), and eventually American interests.  Over the last two centuries, the world has seen the good, the bad, and the ugly resulting from the inspirational and often naïve imposition of Christianity upon lands, people, and cultures foreign to us.

At the same time, the same pioneer spirit characteristic to foreign missions swept across the frontiers of this country.  From Charles Wesley to Charles Finney, from Billy Sunday to Billy Graham, from Jimmy Swaggert to Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker, the evangelistic crusades to win souls for Christ painted the American landscape, sometimes with more color and notoriety than a traveling circus.  Yet, the fervor and excitement of spiritual awakenings changed the character of this country many times over.  

Along with this evangelizing spirit, another influence on American religion made its impact.  When World War II ended, churches in America benefited from the Baby Boom.  Families were averaging four or more children and the American economy was growing.  So churches expanded or constructed entirely new buildings, with ample space for worship and a week’s worth of activities.  Sunday School and public school were mirror images of each other and mandatory for most.  The Baby Boom generation filled those pews and classrooms week after week, setting the standard of success for American churches.  The net result was the United States was the most Christian country in the world, with religious life flourishing in the homeland and missionaries flocking to all corners of the earth.


Then something happened.  The world changed.  Western dominance began to wane.  Sending missionaries out became more complicated and expensive.  They were less welcome in countries where local leaders no longer saw the enterprising church as a source of economic development or advancement.  Missionaries themselves began to see the problems associated with imposing Western values and customs upon those already rich with meaningful ancient traditions and rituals.  
Back in the States, old mainstream churches began to lose members to nondenominational upstarts and the looming authority of the Protestant and Catholic traditions were giving way to secularism, pluralism, and agnosticism.  Those large expansive buildings constructed during the 1950s and 1960s no longer were fully used and became a financial burden for many congregations.  Along with that (and recently corroborated by a ten-year-long study of trends in American society
), the evidence of the overall decline of religious communities has become widespread.  
The church of the 21st century is not the church of our parents, or grandparents, or great-grandparents.  In less than 200 years, the United States has gone from being a missions incubator and sender to being a mission field itself.  There are now more Christian missionaries from other lands coming to the United States to evangelize our society than there are Americans going out to serve in Christian missions around the world!

Much of this has happened in little more than the three decades I’ve been in ministry.  When I left seminary in 1981, the religious landscape was quite different.  So many cultural and political changes over the last thirty plus years have resulted in a dramatic shift for the global Christian church.  Of the 2.2 billion Christians worldwide, nearly half are already from the southern hemisphere, with the trend shifting dramatically toward them and away from the northern countries, such as the U.S., Canada, and in Europe.  In the decades to come, most Christians will live in Latin America or Africa.  According to Philip Jenkins in his book, The Next Christendom: 

By 2050 only about one-fifth of the world’s three billion Christians will be non-Hispanic whites.  Soon, the phrase “a white Christian” may sound like a curious oxymoron, as mildly surprising as “a Swedish Buddhist.”  Such people can exist, but a slight eccentricity is implied.  …The era of Western Christianity has passed within our lifetimes, and the day of Southern Christianity is dawning.
  
Now what may surprise us is that the European model and heritage of Christianity will not hold sway.  Theology and customs will change.  The dominant image of Jesus in the world will change as dramatically, from white to black.  


Southern Christianity is different.  The Christianity of the southern hemisphere by and large is of three expressions: traditional and non-traditional Roman Catholicism, much of it Pentecostal, and to a lesser extent, Liberationist.  Some of this expansion is due to demographics and anticipated birthrates, but much of it has to do with integration into existing traditional religions and responding to societal needs.  

Whereas the last several centuries have made Christendom a servant of the rich and a tool of the mighty, the future will be quite the opposite: it will increasingly become a faith of the poor and globally powerless.  Contrast this with the faith of the last thousand years in Europe and America, where the world was ruled by Christian monarchs and institutions.  Again, Jenkins offers a word of perspective:


At least for the foreseeable future, members of a Southern-dominated church are likely to be among the poorer people on the planet, in marked contrast to the old Western-dominated world.  …Southern World Christians would not avoid political activism, but they would become involved strictly on their own terms. …

…Global South Christians retain a very strong supernatural orientation and are by and large far more interested in personal salvation than in radical politics.  …By most accounts, membership in Pentecostal and independent churches already runs into the hundreds of millions, and congregations are located in precisely the regions of fastest population growth.  Within a few decades, such denominations will represent a far larger segment of global Christianity, and just conceivably a majority.

Again, this isn’t your parents, grandparents, or ancestors church anymore.


None of this should be surprising since in every millennium (if not every few centuries) the church has undergone significant change, often in response to cultural influences, political realities, economic development, technological improvements, and demographic shifts.  The current seismic change we’re in is occurring for similar reasons.

But within all that is the spiritual renewal and reformation that God inspires in people which tips the balance away from the powerful and the elite, who control the religious institutions and resources, and toward the people who embody the spirit.  This occurred in the Protestant Reformation 500 years ago as well, when the spiritual power was brought into the pews and in the rising of various grassroot sects and movements that broke off from the dominant Roman church—Baptists being one such movement.  This cycle of life and renewal in the church’s history continues today, except we represent the part of the church that now is being reformed elsewhere.


On this Worldwide Communion Sunday, this is the reality of the global church.  We in the U.S. are becoming the minority and our brothers and sisters to the global South are becoming the reformers of a new wave of Christianity that is fervent and growing.  It relies less on institutions for presence and more on the movement of faith among people, stirring up belief and confidence in the power and presence of God.

This parable in Matthew, which happens to be the lectionary text for the day, underscores that same message in a first century context.  The Western church has become like the vineyard tenants, just as the religious leaders of Judah were in Jesus’ day.  Religious authority has been a source of power over people, rather than a servant for them; corruption and greed, abuse of power and privilege have become far too often the face of Christianity, instead of it being the face of Jesus for the world.  Much like the tenants of the vineyard, the fruit of good work has not been as abundant as it could have been.  

We’re in a generation where we worry about the decline of the church, with many fearing that a belief in God has become irrelevant and removed from the minds and hearts of people.  Some are wrapping all of this into an apocalyptic scenario, as if this decline is a sign of the times—that the end is near.  The world has rejected Christ and the owner of the vineyard is coming back to pass judgment.

Perhaps it is, but only for the church as we’ve known it.  I don’t believe God has abandoned the world, but rather inspires and works with those who sense and feel the movement of faith wherever it occurs in the human community.  If it’s not us, then it’s someone else.  It’s not a sign of the End; rather it’s a sign of rebirth—of another coming of Christ to a part of the world that is alive and well in the Spirit.  That is something for us to recognize, t0 celebrate, to value, to respect, and to support even from a distance.


Then, again, it doesn’t really need to be at such a distance.  For in a remarkable way, the missionaries who we support find themselves to be partners with this growing presence of the church in many different locations around the planet.  They are in service to these churches in Africa, Central America, South America, Southeast Asia and the Pacific, and many other places, and they bring that energy and spirit back to us when we engage them in their ministries.


That’s one of the key reasons we’re in touch with the Mayols and relate to the Mayan communities in Chiapas through them.  That’s why we support Dan Buttry, who works globally with mainly Baptist communities who are seeking to free themselves from centuries of colonial influence and conflict.  That’s why we make our contributions to the World Mission Offering and the Alliance of Baptists Bridges of Hope, because they sense the pulse of the movement of faith as it expands across the Southern Hemisphere.  They tell the stories of remarkable faith among the poorest people on earth.


Maybe through it all, our own pulse of faith quickens and rises to a new level of interest and courage and hope.  Our faith is not in decline; it’s just we’re in the midst of rebirth—a new spiritual transformation of the world.  Through it, we’ll discern a new face of Jesus who won’t look like us, but just might be more profound and life-changing for us in the Western world than even the one we discovered when we first came to the faith.  That could well challenge us religiously, culturally, and theologically, but it may also be a tremendous blessing to the mission of Christ, who is not finished yet in inspiring and redeeming the world. 
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