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FROM THE PRESIDENT

The Purpose of IRD: One Church

In their book One Faith: Th e Evangelical Consensus, Anglican 
theologian J.I. Packer and United Methodist theologian and 
IRD board member Th omas Oden write:

 Evangelical Christians, in our defi nition, are those who 
read the Bible as God’s own Word, addressed personally to 
each of them here and now; and who live out of a personal 
trust in, and love for, Jesus Christ, as the world’s only Lord 
and Savior.  Th ey are people who see themselves as sinners 
saved by grace through faith for glory; who practice loyal 
obedience to God; and who are active both in grateful, 
hopeful communion with the triune God by prayer, and in 
neighbor-love, with a lively commitment to disciple-making 
according to the Great Commission.

Th ey note that “within and outside the denominations of 
the Protestant establishment there has been a major evangeli-
cal resurgence since the mid-twentieth century.” Th e IRD, the 
Association for Church Renewal, and all of the denominational 
renewal groups with which we work have been profoundly infl u-
enced by that resurgence. We all have a stake in evangelicalism.

Packer and Oden point out what we at the IRD know by ex-
perience, that there is a theological and spiritual consensus built 
around Christian orthodoxy that supersedes our institutional 
diff erences. We are, as Oden has written elsewhere, “seeking to 
restore and embody classic Christian truth within and beyond 
the old divisions.”

And while the consensus to which Packer and Oden refer 
can get us beyond the old divisions, we sinners invariably create 
new divisions. For example, the division some want to make 
between morality and compassion.

Take, for example, the comments of Joel Hunter, the Florida 
megachurch pastor who was the intended president of the 
Christian Coalition of America. Aft er Hunter and the Christian 
Coalition board decided it was not in the best interest of the 
organization for Hunter to be president, Hunter lamented, “I 
wanted to expand the agenda from only the moral issues, the 
pro-life, pro-traditional marriage, that kind of thing, to the 
compassion issues of Christ—poverty and justice, creation care.”

Notice the contrast he draws: “only the moral issues” are set 
over and against “the compassion issues of Christ.” Th is strikes 
me as an odd, misleading, and false dichotomy.

It is precisely the compassion of Christ that explains why 
Christians are in the pro-life movement. Can anyone doubt that 
care for the unborn is compassionate? And Christians have gone 
beyond political activism to the establishment of pregnancy 
care centers—typically in the very same poor neighborhoods 
that are home to abortion clinics. Th ese centers provide a moral, 
compassionate, life-affi  rming alternative to abortion.  

James W. Tonowich is the President of the Institute 
on Religion & Democracy.

Regarding marriage, there is a mountain of evidence that 
indicates that the best way to fi ght poverty, delinquency, and 
crime is to encourage traditional marriage.

While there are single parents who are great moms and 
dads and who raise wonderful children, the statistics are stacked 
against the children of single-parent families—particularly 
fatherless families.

In her study, “Experiments in Living: Th e Fatherless Fam-
ily,” Rebecca O’Neill concluded “the decline of the two-parent, 
married-couple family has resulted in poverty, ill-health, educa-
tional failure, unhappiness, anti-social behaviour, isolation and 
social exclusion for thousands of women, men and children.”

As IRD’s Erik Nelson has argued, churches cannot be true 
to their commitment to compassion, social justice, and the poor 
without an unwavering commitment to traditional marriage.

On the issue of “creation care,” proponents of climate con-
trol advocate policies that are guaranteed to withhold economic 
justice from the world’s poorest populations.  

Th e poor need energy for refrigeration so they don’t have to 
eat spoiled food, for heating and cooking so they don’t have to 
burn dried dung, and for transportation to give them access to 
world markets. If, in the name of climate control, we deny the 
poor energy, we doom them to sickness and poverty. 

Testifying before the U.S. Senate Environment and Public 
Works Committee, Christian ethicist E. Calvin Beisner said, 
“If we want to help the world’s poor, we shall do so far better 
by helping them become wealthy and able to adapt to whatever 
temperature the future holds than by slowing their economic 
development, condemning them to additional generations of 
poverty and its attendant suff ering, and depriving them of the 
wealth they need to triumph over any future catastrophe.”

In each case—abortion, marriage, and climate change—the 
moral and the compassionate merge. “Only the moral issues” 
are in fact “the compassion issues of Christ.”

Th e evangelical consensus that Packer and Oden have writ-
ten about has been hard won. Standing together, evangelicals in 
America are in a position to do great good. It would be a tragedy 
if false dichotomies and fuzzy thinking about public policy and 
social witness prevented it.
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International Briefs

Eritrea Continues Crackdown on 
Christians
Sixty-eight Christians were arrested dur-
ing the fi rst week of January 2007 in the 
east African nation of Eritrea, continuing 
fi ve years of oppression by the govern-
ment of the predominantly Muslim 
country.

On January 4, 35 student military 
conscripts at the national Sawa Military 
Center were arrested for possessing 
Bibles.  According to the human rights 
monitor Compass Direct, 250 Bibles 
were burned and the teenaged conscripts 
were subjected to “military punishment,” 
including physical torture.

Th e following day, offi  cials arrested 
eight members of Medhane Alem, a re-
newal movement within the Coptic Or-
thodox Church, in the northern Eritrean 
town of Keren. Th e jailed church mem-
bers were interrogated to identify other 
leaders of the movement, which has been 
outlawed by the Eritrean government.

Also on January 5, 25 individuals in 
the port city of Assab were apprehended 
on the basis of their Christian beliefs. 
Th e detainees were interrogated at Wi’a 
Military Camp, where they were pressed 
to recant their faith. Authorities in 
Assab indicated that more arrests were 
expected.

Over 2,000 Christians from both 
Protestant and Orthodox traditions are 
currently under arrest in Eritrea. None of 
the detainees has been offi  cially charged 
with a crime.

Eritrea was identifi ed as a “country 
of particular concern” by the U.S. State 
department in 2006 for its violations of re-
ligious liberty. It is the third year in a row 
Eritrea has received this designation.

Law in England Could Drive 
Catholic Church Out of Adoption 
Programs
Roman Catholic adoption agencies in 
Great Britain will not be exempted from 
a new law requiring the acceptance 

of same-sex couples as potential par-
ents, despite appeals to Prime Minister 
Tony Blair by the leader of the Catholic 
Church in England and Wales.

“[T]here is no place in our society 
for discrimination,” said Blair in a Janu-
ary 29 statement. “Th at is why I support 
the right of gay couples to apply to adopt 
like any other couple. And that is why 
there can be no exemption for faith-
based adoption agencies off ering public 
funded services from regulation that 
prevents discrimination.”

Cormac Cardinal Murphy O’Connor 
expressed disappointment in the 
decision.  In a letter sent to cabinet 
members prior to Blair’s statement, 

Venezuelan President Declares Jesus Christ “the Greatest Socialist in 
History”
Speaking in his inaugural address on January 10, Venezuelan President Hugo Chávez 
declared his commitment to advancing socialist principles in the South American 
nation, citing Jesus Christ and Fidel Castro as his role models.

“I swear by my people and my country that will I not rest my arm or my soul as 
we build a new political system, a new social system, a new economic system,” said 
Chávez.  “I swear by Christ, the greatest socialist in history, I will follow the wonder-
ful mandates of this constitution, even if it costs me my own life and my own peace. 
Country, socialism or death, I swear it!”

Chávez was recently elected to his third term as president in Venezuela, garner-
ing 63 percent of the votes.  He has proposed a constitutional change allowing for 
“indefi nite re-election,” allowing him to run again in 2012.

In 2006, Chávez met with Pope Benedict XVI in Italy.  During his comments 
there, he vouched for his own Christian faith, as well as that of his ally, Cuban com-
munist dictator Fidel Castro.  “Our Bolivarian revolution is very Christian,” the 
Venezuelan strongman told the Pope.  “And I have a friend who isn’t Christian, but 
lately has said he is a Christian in the social aspect: his name is Fidel Castro. I talk 
to [Castro] a lot about Christ each time we see each other, and he told me recently, 
‘Chávez, I’m Christian in the social sense.’”
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EL PRESIDENTE Venezuelan President 
Hugo Chávez named Jesus Christ and Fidel 
Castro his role models.

Cardinal O’Connor warned of potential 
ramifi cations of the new law. “Catholic 
teaching about the foundations of family 
life, a teaching shared not only by other 
Christian churches but also other faiths, 
means that Catholic adoption agencies 
would not be able to recruit and consider 
homosexual couples as potential adoptive 
parents,” he said.

Cardinal O’Connor was supported 
by several other religious groups in Great 
Britain, including the Muslim Council of 
Britain. Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan 
Williams, the Church of England primate, 
also wrote a letter to Prime Minister Blair 
warning that such a law would put the 
consciences of Christians at risk.
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Church Leaders in Holy Land Offer to Mediate Fatah-Hamas Confl ict
Urging leaders of the Hamas and Fatah parties to pursue their grievances against 
Israel instead of one another, Christian church offi  cials in Jerusalem have off ered to 
serve as mediators between the warring Palestinian factions in an attempt to bring 
peace to the war-ravaged region.

“As leaders of the Christian churches in Jerusalem concerned at the present 
situation in the Palestinian Territories we feel we must voice our anxiety for all our 
people—Christian and Muslim alike—at the deteriorating relations between Fatah 
and Hamas leaders and the armed forces,” said church leaders in a January 15 state-
ment.  “…Fighting and kidnapping opponents will not bring down the Separation 
Wall or end the embargo on the Palestinian people.”

Signatories of the statement included Latin Patriarch Michel Sabbah, Greek Or-
thodox Patriarch Th eophilous III, Anglican Bishop Riah Abu El-Assal, and Bishop 
Munib Younan of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan and the Holy Land.

Church leaders called for the removal of arms from the streets, a renewed, uni-
fi ed Palestinian government, and a return to the negotiating table with Israeli offi  -
cials.  “Th e time has come for an all-out eff ort to unite our people and so concentrate 
on working for independence together.”
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CIVIL WAR Rival Palestinian militant parties have been engaged in 
hostilities for months.  The solution offered by church leaders?  They 
should pursue their grievances against Israel.

Indian States Pass Anti-
Conversion Laws
Th e adoption of an anti-conversion law 
in the northern Himachal Pradesh state 
has brought criticism from Christian 
groups in India. Th e critics complain 
that the ruling India National Congress, 
a secular political party, is pandering 
to a small but vocal minority of Hindu 
nationalists in the region.

“Th is bill is an appeasement of radi-
cal Hindus at the expense of Christians,” 
said Sajan K. George, President of the 
Global Council of Indian Christians.

Th ree other Indian states—each 
ruled by the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP)—have previously 
adopted anti-conversion legislation.

According to the Himachal Pradesh 
law, anyone found to be “forcibly con-
verting” another could be imprisoned up 
to two years or fi ned as much as 25,000 
rupees ($565 U.S.). Th ose seeking to 
convert must give 30 days notice, or face 
a fi ne of 1,000 rupees ($23 U.S.).

A report by the National Commis-
sion for Minorities in June 2006 found 
that Hindu extremists were using the 
anti-conversion laws in the BJP–ruled 
Madhya Pradesh state to incite violence 
against Christians.

However, a February 2007 report by 
the government-funded Madhya Pradesh 
State Minorities Commission concluded 
that claims that Hindu extremists are 
persecuting Christians in the state are 
“baseless.”

Church of Norway Considers 
Disestablishment
In November 2006, the General Synod of 
the Church of Norway (Lutheran) voted 
to “radically change” the relationship 
between the church and the state that has 
existed in the Scandinavian country for 
nearly 500 years.

Sixty-three out of 85 synod delegates 
voted to recommend removing from the 
Norwegian constitution any mention of 
a state or national church. A separate act 
passed by parliament would provide the 
new foundation for the church, with the 

General Synod assuming any ecclesial 
authority currently residing with the 
king or the government. Th e synod’s 
decision mirrors a similar change made 
by neighboring Sweden in 2000.

A report to the Norwegian parlia-
ment is due in late 2008. Because such 
a change would require alterations to 
Norway’s constitution, some offi  cials 
project 2013 as the earliest possible date 
for implementation.

“Th e synod’s decision is historic,” 
said Jens Petter Johnsen, head of the 
Church of Norway national council. 

“What matters is the relationship be-
tween Church and people, not between 
Church and State. We will do our utmost 
to strengthen the service of the church 
and with our people.”

Although 86 percent of Norwegians 
are members of the Church of Norway, 
only about three percent attend wor-
ship services regularly. Th e church was 
established in 1537, when King Christian 
III endorsed the Lutheran reformation 
and established the Lutheran-Evangelical 
Church as the offi  cial church in Norway 
and Denmark.
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ELCA Defrocks Unchaste Minister
By a one-vote margin, a committee of min-
isters of the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
in America (ELCA) decided to defrock the 
Rev. Bradley Schmeling of Atlanta for his 
defi ance of the denomination’s standards 
for clergy conduct. Southeastern Synod 
Bishop Ronald Warren explained that he 
fi led formal charges against Schmeling 
aft er the Atlanta pastor “disclosed to me 
that he is in a sexual relationship with an 
adult male” and subsequently “declined 
my requests for his resignations” from his 
pulpit and the roster of ordained ELCA 
clergy. Schmeling’s partner is himself a 
former Lutheran minister whom he met at 
a gathering of gay Lutherans in 2004.  

Th e denomination has a policy that 
states, “Ordained ministers who are 

homosexual in their self-understanding 
are expected to abstain from homosexual 
sexual relationships.” Th e 2005 ELCA 
Churchwide Assembly rejected a proposal 
to allow exceptions to that policy.  

Th e committee’s ruling explained that 
the narrowest majority of jurors believed 
that the ELCA policy left  “no choice” but 
to determine that as “a practicing homo-
sexual person” Schmeling was “precluded 
from the ordained ministry of this church.”  
However, the ruling also announced that 
the committee was “nearly unanimous” in 
believing that the ELCA’s current posi-
tion was “at least bad policy, and may very 
well violate the constitution and bylaws of 
this church.” Th e widely-watched rul-
ing concluded by calling on denomina-
tional leaders “to remove the language that 

specifi cally precludes practicing homosexu-
als from service as ordained ministers of 
this church.”  

Th e clergy jury’s denunciation of the 
ELCA’s historic standards was enthusiasti-
cally applauded in public statements from 
major secular gay rights groups such as the 
Human Rights Campaign and the Na-
tional Gay and Lesbian Taskforce. Luther-
ans Concerned/North America, a major 
pro-homosexuality caucus in the ELCA, 
released statements comparing the trial of 
Schmeling to that of Jesus Christ before 
Pontius Pilate. Lutherans Concerned also 
praised the jury for its “courageous and 
unprecedented” criticism of the standards it 
was charged with enforcing.  

“Moderate” Baptists Launch New 
Coalition
On January 9, leaders from a variety of 
North American Baptist groups and 
denominations with a total of 20 million 
members unveiled a major project for coop-
erative work. Th e public announcement at 
the Carter Center in Atlanta prominently 
included former Presidents Clinton and 
Carter, the latter of whom explained that 
this “Celebration of a New Baptist Cov-
enant” would “emphasize the common 
commitments that bind us together rather 
than…the divisive issues that separate us.”  
Coalition leaders expect to attract 20,000 
church leaders to their fi rst convocation in 
January 2008. Th is event will focus on social 
concerns related to peace, poverty, and the 
environment.  

Organizers of this eff ort have described 
it as an attempt to organize an eff ective 
counterweight to the more conservative 
Baptists “who have the microphone,” in 
order to change the public perception of 
Baptists. Th e announcement conspicuously 
included no offi  cials of the 16-million-mem-
ber, conservative Southern Baptist Conven-
tion, America’s largest Protestant denomi-
nation. Organizers have said that individual 
Southern Baptists are welcome to attend the 
2008 meeting.  

Church News

Episcopal Church Fractures
At their 2003 General Convention, Episcopalians made worldwide headlines by electing 
a homosexually active bishop and recognizing same-sex union services as ”within the 
bounds of our common life.”  

According to a recent survey of congregations by the denomination’s own research 
offi  ce, 21 percent of Episcopal parishes have experienced a “very serious confl ict” over 
the actions of the 2003 General Convention. Th is congregational strife has yet to be 
resolved in two-thirds of these cases. Another 27 percent of parishes reported “moderate 

confl ict” over these issues. Nationally, the 
Episcopal Church recently reported that 
its rate of annual membership decline 
in 2005 had accelerated to 1.9 percent, 
nearly fi ve times the 2002 decline.  

Scores of congregations have now 
risked costly legal battles by deciding to 
leave the Episcopal Church to go under 
the jurisdiction of non–U.S. Anglican 
primates. In the Diocese of Virginia 
alone, the combined average Sunday 
attendance of the churches pursuing this 
route is larger than that of forty of the 
denomination’s U.S. dioceses, including 
the former diocese of Presiding Bishop 
Katharine Jeff erts Schori. In addition, 
seven Episcopal dioceses have requested 
to be put under the oversight of a primate 
more orthodox than Jeff erts Schori.
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CONTINUED DECLINE The Most Rev. 
Katharine Jefferts Schori, the new Presiding 
Bishop of the Episcopal Church, faces a 
daunting challenge as membership in the church 
continues its precipitous decline.
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“The Sunday after [the Episcopal Church] General Convention I returned to my 
home parish for Gay Pride Sunday and participated in a Disco Mass for which gays 
and lesbians turned out in force. The opening hymn was a beautiful jazz rendition 
of ‘Over the Rainbow.’ Musical offerings came from gay men in sequined tank tops 
and from the Director of Music who was ushered into the service singing a disco 
number complete with go-go girls. The queen of St. Mark’s appeared in full drag to 
deliver the homily and the closing hymn was, Sister Sledge’s ‘We Are Family.’”

Nell Braxton Gibson, Coordinator of the Episcopal Urban Caucus, describing a 
“Disco Mass” at her home congregation in New York City.

“Before the tsunami, many Buddhists thought that Christians were trying to 
convert the Buddhists by our social service. But our tsunami relief work has started 
removing that fear.”

The Rev. Lesley Weerasinghe, Methodist pastor in the southern port city of Galle, Sri 
Lanka, where more than 4,000 people perished during the tsunami of December 2004

!!!Outrageous Quotes

Presbyterian Publishing Corporation Criticizes Own Book
A controversial 9/11 conspiracy book has come under criticism from an unexpected 
quarter: the board of directors of the book’s publisher. A November press release 
from the offi  cial Presbyterian Publishing Corporation (PPC) announced that PPC 
directors had “reviewed the decision to publish David Ray Griffi  n’s Christian Faith 
and the Truth behind 9/11” and decided that the book “is not up to [our] editorial 
standards and not representative of the PPC publishing program.” Th e directors 

concluded that Griffi  n’s “conspiracy theory 
is spurious and based on questionable 
research.”

Th e book, released last summer by one of 
the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) publisher’s 
imprints, provoked a fl urry of outrage. Grif-
fi n, a Disciples of Christ minister and retired 
professor at United Methodism’s Claremont 
School of Th eology in California, charged 
that the Bush administration had orchestrat-
ed the 9/11 terrorist attacks. He also held the 
U.S. government responsible for more deaths 
than Nazi Germany or Soviet Russia.

Even Presbyterians Today, the offi  cial 
PCUSA magazine, distanced itself from the 
book by soliciting and publishing a critical 
review by IRD Vice President Alan Wisdom. 
Now the PPC directors themselves have fol-
lowed suit.

Nevertheless, PPC has not stopped 
advertising or distributing the book. Its press release featured praise of “Griffi  n’s 
theological refl ections” as “helpful and timely.” Th ose refl ections include the assertion 
that the United States is “the chief embodiment of demonic power,” a rejection of God’s 
sovereignty and omnipotence, and chastisement of “some New Testament authors” for 
stressing Christ’s death and bodily resurrection, the latter of which Griffi  n denies.  
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AME Pastor Calls on African 
Americans to Join the Fight Against 
Abortion
A prominent pastor in the African Meth-
odist Episcopal (AME) Church delivered 
a passionate denunciation of the “murder-
ous and bloody business” of abortion as 
part of the annual “March for Life” protest 
of the 1973 Supreme Court decisions that 
established abortion as a constitutional 
right.  

Th e Rev. Luke Robinson told the esti-
mated crowd of 200,000 demonstrators in 
Washington that abortion was infl icting 
“genocide” on the African American com-
munity. He pointed out that in the thirty 
years since Roe v. Wade, abortion had 
killed over three times as many African 
Americans as the combined total of such 
major killers as AIDS, heart attacks, and 
strokes.

“If it had not been for abortion,” Rob-
inson speculated, “we [blacks] would still 
be the #1 minority in this country.” Not-
ing that “there would be outrage in this 
country” if “fi ve African American babies 
were killed in their mothers’ wombs by 
the Ku Klux Klan,” he asked “where is 
the outcry” over the more than 500,000 
African American babies who died at the 
hands of abortionists last year.  

In light of such statistics, Robinson 
decried the assertion by some prominent 
black leaders that abortion was an “ir-
relevant” issue for their community. Th e 
general inaction of black churches against 
abortion caused him to wonder aloud if 
they had been “bought out and silenced 
by a billion-dollar industry.” Because of 
how abortion “is destroying the African 
American community,” he repeatedly 
declared that “African Americans must 
come on board and fi ght for life.”

According to the Rev. Johnny Hunter, 
president of the African-American 
pro-life group LEARN, Robinson’s 2.5 
million-member, predominantly black 
denomination has recently adopted a pro-
life position.

THEN WHY PUBLISH IT?  The 
Presbyterian Publishing Company called 
its own book’s conspiracy theory “based 
on questionable research.”



10       FAITH & FREEDOM     |     SPRING 2007

Rick Warren’s Middle 
East Misadventure

Last November, Syria’s state-controlled media 
boasted that California megachurch pastor Rick 
Warren, during a visit in Damascus, had endorsed 

the Syrian perspective on the Middle East. Not only that, 
but Warren had also reportedly promised to carry that 
state sponsor of terrorism’s message back to the United 
States.

Warren, pastor of the 30,000–member Saddleback 
Church and author of the best-selling Th e Purpose-Driven 

Life, ignited great contro-
versy with his visit to Syria.  
Th is result could have been 
predicted by anyone familiar 
with the propaganda ma-
chinery of such regimes. But 
it apparently took Warren by 
surprise.  He subsequently 
insisted that his statements 

had been misconstrued by the Syrian media.
Th e Syrian newspaper Umar Jaft ali, which like all 

Syrian media is manipulated by the Baathist dictatorship, 
editorialized on November 14:  

 Pastor Rick Warren, who yesterday met with [Syr-
ian] President Al-Assad and Foreign Minister 

Al-Mu’allim, said: “Washington is wrong not to 
hold dialogue with Syria, which wants peace. I call 
on the Americans to visit Syria and meet its beauti-
ful people. I will tell the Americans that their idea 
about Syria does not refl ect the truth.” Th is is what 
the American clergyman said aft er seeing the facts 
on the ground. It was not in his interest not to say the 
truth about what he himself and the accompanying 
Protestant delegation saw and felt.

Th e supposed quote from Warren read like a news 
release from Assad’s propaganda ministry. 

Th e offi  cial Syrian Arab News Agency (SANA) 
provided four reports on the Warren visit. According to 
SANA, Warren’s “American delegation stressed that the 
American administration is mistaken not to hold dia-
logue with Syria.” Even more egregiously, “Pastor Warren 
hailed the religious coexistence, tolerance and stability 
that the Syrian society is enjoying due to the wise leader-
ship of President al-Assad, asserting that he will convey 
the true image about Syria to the American people.” 
Apparently, Warren gave the Syrian dictator a “memorial 
drawing” to “thank the Syrian people for their ... eff orts 
exerted for maintaining peace and harmony.”

Needless to say, there was no mention of Syria’s one-
party police state, its political prisoners, its torture cham-
bers, its support for Hezballah terrorism in Lebanon, and 
its continued devotion to the destruction of Israel. If these 
topics were broached by the Warren delegation, SANA did 
not mention it.

Another SANA report told of Warren’s visit with 

by Mark D. Tooley

OOOPS (ABOVE) Pastor Rick Warren’s visit to Syria resulted in a minor 
international tempest as Syrian propagandists turned his words to their 
advantage. But Warren made it worse when he became defensive about 
his statements.  (Rob DeLorenzo/ZUMA Press)

The supposed quote from 

Warren read like a news 

release from Assad’s 

propaganda ministry. 
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Syrian Foreign Minister Walid al-Moallim, 
with whom he “reviewed Syrian-American 
relations.” Apparently Warren aft erwards 
gave SANA a written statement in which he 
told SANA what it wanted to hear: “Syria 
wants peace, and Muslims and Christians 
live in this country jointly and peacefully 
since more than a thousand years, and this 
is not new for Syria.” Th e California pastor 
commended Syria as an example for other 
nations to follow. 

Warren assured SANA that, in 
SANA’s words, he would “tell the Ameri-
cans that the ideas which had been shaped 
about [Syria] didn’t refl ect the truth and 
they have to come to Syria and see by 
themselves and realize her nice people 
and visit her won-
derful and historical 
ruins.”

Apparently 
making the grand 
circuit of Damascus, 
Warren also met 
with Syria’s Islamic 
Grand Muft i. Warren told the Grand 
Muft i, in SANA’s words, that there is “no 
peace in the region without Syria, noting 
that 80 percent of the American people re-
jected what the U.S. administration is do-
ing in Iraq and considered the U.S. policy 
in the Mideast as wrong.” Warren went 
on to share his “admiration” for Syria and 
its “co-existence” between Christians and 
Muslims. 

Th e Grand Muft i urged Warren to 
share with the American people the “real” 
story about Syria, whose image has been 
“distorted” by the Bush administration. 
Reportedly, at least according to SANA, 
Warren obligingly promised to do just that. 

In contrast to the lovefest between 
Warren and Syrian offi  cials reported by 
SANA, human rights organizations portray 
a diff erent “real story” about Syria. Th is 
story tells of a nation where only the ruling 
Baathist Party and its allies are permitted 
to win elections, where all news media are 
owned or controlled by the government, 
where independent labor unions are pro-
hibited, where universities must proclaim 
Baathist Party policies, where clerics are 
appointed by the government, where the 
president by law must be Muslim, and 

where women’s limited rights are governed 
by Islamic shari’a law, even though the 
government is ostensibly secular. 

Ten percent of Syria’s population is 
Christian, having diminished greatly in 
recent decades. Compared to Saudi Arabia, 
where conversion away from Islam is 
punishable by death, Syria is tolerant. But 
Syria’s constitution stipulates that Islam is 
the “main source for legislation.” Chris-
tians cannot preach to non-Christians, 
and churches, like mosques, are tightly 
regulated by the government. No construc-
tion of a new Christian school has been 
permitted in 40 years, and all schools by 
law must have Muslim principals.

In an offi  cial statement released aft er 

his Syrian visit, Warren defended his 
actions. He wrote that both Christianity 
and Judaism are legal in Syria. Th e Syrian 
government provides free electricity and 
water to all churches and allows Christians 
to create their own civil law instead of hav-
ing to follow Muslim law, he added.

“Th e Syrian government has long had 
a bad reputation in America, but if one 
considers a positive action like welcom-
ing in thousands of Christian refugees 
from Iraq, or the protection of freedom 
to worship for Christians and Jews in 
Syria, it should not be ignored,” Warren 
wrote. Syria is more tolerant about religion 
than places like Cuba and Iraq and other 
nations cited in the U.S. Commission on 
International Religious Freedom report, he 
asserted.

Warren insisted that his statements 
should not be seen as overall approval 
of the Syrian government. “Syria needs 
many reforms, but in terms of religious 
freedom, they are ahead of places like 
Burma, Cuba, Iran, Iraq, and many oth-
ers.” In his press release, Warren made no 
mention of Syria being on the offi  cial U.S. 
list of terrorist nations, nor of Syria’s sup-
port of the Hezbollah terrorist group, one 

of Israel’s most deadly enemies.
But Warren emphasized that the 

United States would be mistaken “not 
to talk to nations considered hostile.” 
Isolation and silence, he wrote, have never 
solved confl icts.  Th is spring, Warren had 
been scheduled to visit North Korea at the 
invitation of its despotic Communist re-
gime. But that trip has now been resched-
uled for later in 2007. It is reasonable to 
assume that, unless Warren alters his ap-
proach, the North Korean state-controlled 
media will issue self-congratulatory 
reports about Warren’s visit there that are 
remarkably similar to the coverage that 
came out of the Syria visit.

It is sad story, repeated oft en. Ce-
lebrity U.S. preach-
ers, oft en otherwise 
sensible and orthodox 
in their faith, visit 
despotic regimes and 
naïvely curry favor 
with police state thugs. 
Th e great evangelist 

Billy Graham infamously made careless 
statements during his own visits to the old 
Soviet Union and North Korea that the 
state-controlled communist media easily 
exploited. Nobly intentioned preach-
ers oft en believe that their friendly ties 
with dictatorships will facilitate greater 
preaching access to the oppressed popula-
tions. But the end result more usually is a 
propaganda bonanza for the tyrants, and 
a population that is left  to feel forgotten by 
the outside world.

Wanting to preach the Good News 
to captive populations is admirable, of 
course. But making public excuses for the 
oppressive dictatorships in the process is 
a high and probably unnecessary price to 
pay. American preachers need to rethink 
how they can reach imprisoned peoples 
without unintentionally strengthening the 
prison masters. 

Mark D. Tooley is the 
Director of the UMAction 
program at the Institute on 
Religion & Democracy.

Warren made no mention of Syria being on the offi cial 

U.S. list of terrorist nations, nor of Syria’s support of the 

Hezbollah terrorist group, one of Israel’s most deadly 

enemies.
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What are Evangelicals Doing
About Darfur?
It Depends on Which Evangelicals You Mean

What are evangelicals doing about Darfur? 
Open up a newspaper and see a full-page 
ad sponsored by “Evangelicals for Dar-

fur.” Watch the same ad roll by on the side of a bus. 
High-profi le evangelicals from Bishop Harry Jackson, 
pastor of Hope Christian Church, to Dr. Richard Land, 
President of the Southern Baptist Convention Ethics 
and Religious Liberty Commission, have joined with 

other Darfur advocates 
to press President Bush 
to “do the right thing 
in leading the world 
to bring an end to 
the genocide.” Spon-
sored by Sojourners in 
partnership with the 
Save Darfur Coalition, 

Evangelicals for Darfur is a media, web, and grassroots 
advocacy campaign created for this purpose. 

But other evangelicals are doing something about 
Darfur as well. In the fall of 2004, the leadership of the 
Sudan Council of Churches USA organized a trip to 
bring aid to Darfurian refugees in Chad. Th e Southern 

Sudanese felt convicted by God to reach out to their 
former persecutors—Darfurians had comprised part 
of the Sudanese government forces that waged war 
against Southern Sudan. Now Southern Sudanese 
Christians have built relationships with the Darfurian 
leaders. Joined by Americans who believe in their vi-
sion for reconciliation, the Southern Sudanese mercy 
mission to Chad is now part of a larger organization, 
Sudan Sunrise.  

Still other evangelicals are supporting Darfurian 
refugees who fl ed to the Nuba Mountains. Deborah 
Martin, an American consultant on Sudanese languag-
es and cultures, found almost 2,000 Darfurian refugees 
in Nuba in August 2006. Men, women, and children 
had walked over 600 miles because the former gover-
nor of the Nuba Mountains, Commander Abdalaziz 
Adam Alhilu, is a Darfurian from the Zaghawa tribe. 
Th e Darfurians found shelter in a compound of plastic 
UN–supplied tents. But the impoverished Nuba people 
had little else to share. Martin began the Darfurians in 
Nuba Relief Campaign, a coalition including a number 
of denominations and organizations. Th e campaign is 
working with the indigenous Nuba Relief, Rehabilita-
tion, and Development Organization to provide blan-
kets, cooking pots, medicines, and other necessities for 
the Darfurians.

Some observers, including Allen Hertzke in “Th e 
Shame of Darfur,” an article in the October 2005 First 
Th ings, reproach evangelicals for being “fragmented in 
their response to Darfur.” His words probably moti-
vated some conservatives to join the Evangelicals for 

REFUGEES (ABOVE)  State-supported militias have driven refugees 
far from home—to other parts of Darfur, to neighboring Chad, and even 
to Southern Sudan, where previous victims of Khartoum’s violence give 
these new refugees shelter. (Jonah Fisher/AFP)

COMFORT (RIGHT) A young Darfurian refugee in the Nuba Mountains 
receives his blanket from the Darfurians in Nuba Relief Campaign.  
(Kenneth Grimm)

In both Darfur and Southern 

Sudan, there were very 

different responses by different 

groups of evangelicals.

by Faith F.H. McDonnell
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Darfur campaign. Hertzke surmised 
that eff orts against genocide in Southern 
Sudan were not fragmented, and were 
therefore more successful in infl uencing 
the U.S. government. But in reality, even 
in that earlier confl ict there were very 
diff erent responses by diff erent groups of 
evangelicals.

Peace-and-Justice Progressives and 
Peace-and-Justice Conservatives
In 2001 Sojourners magazine comment-
ed, “Religious conservatives have made 
the most noise about Sudan without 
much nuance, while peace-and-justice 
progressives have provided nuance 
without as much noise.” Sojourners itself 
did not make much noise about South-
ern Sudan. From January 1994 until 
today, the magazine contained some 45 
references—mostly brief, objective news 
about the war in Southern Sudan and 

the actions of the religious conservatives.  
Th e most thorough discussion of the 
Southern genocide in those twelve years 
of the publication was “Hope for Sudan,” 
a commentary in the March/April 2003 
issue written by Sojourners circulation 
intern Jeremiah Robinson. Th ere were 
no Sojourners-sponsored campaigns for 
Southern Sudan similar to the campaign 
for Darfur today. Th e vaunted “nuance” 
in Sojourners’ approach was a reluctance 
to acknowledge the religious element 
in the war—the fact that the confl ict 
involved an Islamist government in 
Khartoum trying to force shari’a on the 
Christians and animists of Southern 
Sudan. 

Th en there was the noisy, “nu-
ance-free” Sudan Coalition. IRD was a 
founding member of this coalition which 
conducted numerous campaigns, includ-
ing a student campaign to send emails 

to Congress, a campaign against the 
slave raids conducted by Khartoum-al-
lied militias, and a divestment campaign 
against companies doing oil business 
with Khartoum. IRD also sponsored a 
seven-day prayer vigil for Sudan outside 
the U.S. State Department. In all of these 
actions, evangelical “conservatives” were 
joined by both liberal and conservative 
Jewish organizations. To people of both 
faiths, liberating Sudanese from slav-
ery, stopping religious persecution, and 
ending aerial bombardment and ethnic 
cleansing seemed critical peace and 
justice matters.

Curiously, the peace-and-justice 
progressives who favored nuance over 
noise when 2.5 million black African 
Christians, moderate Muslims, and 
practitioners of traditional religions were 
being slaughtered by Khartoum choose 
to make noise today. From 2004 until the 
February 2007 issue, there are some 380 
results for “Darfur” in Sojourners maga-
zine archives. Many of these references 
are direct appeals to readers to become 
involved or to the U.S. government to 
“do more.” Sojourners has held demon-
strations at the Sudanese Embassy and 
encouraged divestment campaigns, but 
the major portion of its noise is directed 
at the President of the United States. It 
sees Darfur’s salvation in the deployment 
of a strong U.N. peacekeeping force and 
multilateral economic sanctions against 
Sudan. And it sees any nuance on the 
part of the United States government as 
mere lack of political will to save Darfur.

Nuance Gives Way to Noise
“Without you, Mr. President, Darfur 
doesn’t have a prayer,” begs the Evangeli-
cals for Darfur ad. Th e text accompanies 
a powerful photo of the outstretched 
hands of a Darfurian refugee.  Th e sup-
plication is all the more poignant because 
one of these hands is cruelly mutilated 
—half gone.

Th e Evangelicals for Darfur website 
describes itself as a campaign to “call for 
an end to the senseless suff ering in Dar-
fur.” Th e campaign “recognize[s] the spe-
cial impact evangelical Christians—from 
across the political spectrum—can have 
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on this crisis.” Th e list of initial endors-
ers includes several prominent evangeli-
cals who were mostly absent from the 
campaign for Southern Sudan: Rob Bell 
of Mars Hill Bible Church, Bill Hybels 
of Willow Creek Church, Jim Wallis 
of Sojourners, speaker Tony Campolo, 
and authors Brian McLaren and Lauren 
Winner. But it also includes leaders such 
as Land; Richard Cizik, the National As-
sociation of Evangelicals’ Vice President 
for Governmental Aff airs; and Gloria E. 
White-Hammond, pastor, pediatrician, 
and founder of “My Sister’s Keeper.” All 
of these played a vital role in the fi ght for 
Southern Sudan.  

But it does not appear that these lat-
ter leaders had 
input into the 
campaign web-
site. Th e death 
of 2.5 million 
in Southern 
Sudan, the 
Nuba Moun-
tains, and other marginalized areas is 
never mentioned. And some critical facts 
about the Darfur genocide are not easily 
accessible.  

First, nowhere in the home page/let-
ter to President Bush, nor in the pages 
entitled “tell a friend,” “further action,” 
or “about us,” do Evangelicals for Dar-
fur indicate that Darfur is a region of 
western Sudan. Only the pages entitled 
“resources” and “press page” mention 
“Sudan.” Yet the genocide in Darfur can-
not be separated from the rest of Sudan.  

Second, genocide references appear 
in the passive voice. For example: “Over 
400,000 people have been killed. 2.5 
million displaced. Countless more raped, 
maimed, and tortured.” A few references 
are made to janjaweed, but it takes dig-
ging into links to other websites to fi nd 
out that the perpetrator of the genocide 

is the Sudanese government, and that the 
janjaweed are its proxy militias. Th ose 
facts may seem obvious to persons famil-
iar with Sudan, but neglecting to state 
who is doing the killing creates confu-
sion. At a 2005 rally in Washington, DC, 
some audience members assumed that it 
was the United States bombing Darfur. 
Of course dozens of protestors with signs 
that linked President Bush to genocide in 
Darfur did not help clarify the situation.

Th e focusing of blame upon the Bush 
administration seems perverse—and 
possibly partisan. No other government 
in the world has off ered more money and 
more military support for a humanitar-
ian intervention force in Darfur. But that 

force has been blocked by Khartoum’s 
refusal to allow it, coupled with the 
inaction of other UN Security Council 
members in the face of pressure from 
Islamic and anti-U.S. nations eager to 
protect Khartoum.

Finally, progressive evangelicals 
rarely mention that what’s happening 
in Darfur is an Islamic government 
waging a genocidal war against fellow 
Muslims. Th ey may not believe this 

truth is relevant, but it does show that 
the horrendous suff ering in Darfur is 
not “senseless.” Just as the genocide of 
black African Christians in Southern 
Sudan made sense in light of Khartoum’s 
agenda, so also does the genocide of the 
black African Muslims of Darfur. Th e 
Sudanese regime has never backed away 
from the goal of an Arab-Islamist Sudan. 

Unexpected Repercussions
In January 2005, the Sudan People’s 
Liberation Army/Movement (SPLA/M) 
and the Government of Sudan signed the 
Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) 
that ended decades of war in Southern 
Sudan and the Nuba Mountains. But 

before the South-
ern Sudanese 
could rejoice 
that they had 
some semblance 
of peace aft er 
more than forty 
years of war, the 

Islamists in Khartoum made their next 
move—genocide in Darfur.  

Just at the moment when the newly-
formed Southern Sudanese government 
had the opportunity to recover from dev-
astation and build a new democracy that 
would ensure religious freedom, peace, 
and justice for all, Khartoum’s genocide 
against Darfur has ensured that attention 
and fi nancial support would be drawn 
away from the South. It has also given 

Progressive evangelicals rarely mention that an Islamic 

government is waging a genocidal war against Muslims. 

They may not believe it is relevant, but it does show that the 

horrendous suffering in Darfur is not “senseless.”

WELCOME Darfur refugees have fl ed over 
600 miles to the Nuba mountains, where they 
have been embraced as fellow victims of the 
Sudanese genocide.  (Amin Zakaria Ismail)
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Khartoum time to stall and renege over 
implementation of the CPA.

But perhaps the Sudanese regime has 
overplayed its hand aft er all. It probably 
did not expect such a massive, sustained 
show of solidarity with the black African 
Darfurians for whom it had no regard. 
As with the campaign to end the war in 
Southern Sudan, activists are determined 
to see an end to the genocide.  

Neither did Khartoum expect to see 
a blossoming of the relationship between 
Southern Sudanese Christians and 
Darfurians, nor between Darfurians and 
the Nuba. Sudan Sunrise Director Tom 
Prichard says the action of the Southern 
Sudanese not only “sparked a reconcilia-
tion movement between Sudanese Chris-
tians and Muslims, but it has inspired 
an equally heroic response among some 

Sudanese Muslims who are boldly reach-
ing out to Southerners, despite criticism.” 
And making the Nuba Mountains a 
place of refuge for the Darfurians is not 
just a way to relieve the humanitarian 
crisis in Darfur, but also to support the 
Government of South Sudan in bringing 
peace, justice, and religious freedom to 
all. Reconciliation between peoples that 
Khartoum has worked so hard to divide 
is that regime’s worst nightmare.   

Evangelicals of all kinds have a role 
to play in bringing peace and justice to 
Sudan. It took over eight years of hard 
work and noisy activism to bring an end 
to the jihad in Southern Sudan. But what 
evangelicals are doing about Darfur 
today, in all of its fragmentation, may en-
sure that ending the genocide in Darfur 
does not take that long.  

CONFUSED PRIORITIES (LEFT) Some demonstrators seem more interested in 
using the Darfur issue for their own domestic politics.  (Faith McDonnell/IRD)

STANDING TOGETHER (ABOVE) Leaders of the Sudan Council of Churches USA: 
the Rev. Michael Yemba, the Rev. Abraham Nhial, and the Rev. Daniel Deng Kuot 
at the IRD co-sponsored “Sudanese Standing Together” dinner, April 2006.  (Faith 
McDonnell/IRD)

Helping Darfurian Refugees in the Nuba Mountains

In the Nuba Mountains

The Darfurians in Nuba Relief Campaign has an ongoing fund to provide relief to 
the Darfurians in the Nuba Mountains. Its fi rst collection, of over $27,000, was used 
to purchase blankets and distribute them to 1123 Darfurian children in the Nuba 
Mountains. Now they are working to raise funds for blankets for adults, and for 
mosquito nets, cooking pots and utensils, and needed medicines.  

To assist the Darfurians in the Nuba Mountains, you may wish to send a check to 
St. Bartholomew’s Episcopal/Anglican Church, Darfurians in Nuba Relief Campaign, 
4800 Belmont Park Terrace, Nashville, TN 37215. Include the identifying line 
“Darfurians in Nuba Relief Campaign” in the memo section of the check. Contact 
Faith McDonnell at IRD for more information.

In Chad

Sudan Sunrise continues to build relationships with the Darfurian refugees in Chad.  
Through ongoing trips and through the presence of Sudanese Episcopal priest Peter 
Adum Deng, Sudan Sunrise is working to heal North/South and Muslim/Christian 
relationships, as well as to provide for the practical needs of thousands of Darfurians.

To assist Sudwan Sunrise, you may wish to send a check to Sudan Sunrise, 8643 
Hauser Court, Suite 240, Lenexa, KS 66215. You can contact Sudan Sunrise through 
its website, www.sudansunrise.org.

Faith F.H. McDonnell is 
the Director of Religious 
Liberty Programs at the 
Institute on Religion & 
Democracy.
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An Old Kind of Jesus
Brian McLaren’s thesis to the contrary, there’s nothing secret or new about 
the Jesus he says he fi nds in the gospels—but it is revealing of trends within 
evangelicalism today.

The rapid rise of Brian McLaren has been re-
markable. He gained visibility as a speaker at 
conferences on Christianity and postmodern-

ism in the 1990s. But it is only within this decade that 
he became arguably the most well-known proponent 
of the “emerging church” movement. Most indica-
tive of his growing fame was Time magazine’s naming 
him one of the 25 most infl uential evangelicals in early 

2005. He has lately 
extended his infl u-
ence into mainline 
Protestantism.

McLaren quickly 
became a bestsell-
ing author. His third 
book, A New Kind 
of Christian (2001), 
generated the buzz 
that made him both 

popular and, to many, controversial. Th at book and 
its sequels Th e Story We Find Ourselves In (2003) and 
Th e Last Word and the Word aft er Th at (2005) together 
form a trilogy that presents McLaren’s worldview in 
a series of fi ctional dialogues. He also distilled his 

thought in the nonfi ction work A Generous Orthodoxy
(2004) and, most recently, in Th e Secret Message of Jesus
(2006). 

Th e Secret Message of Jesus is designed to ap-
peal to Americans’ current fascination with spiritual 
“secrets”—particularly evident in the popularity of 
Th e Da Vinci Code. Th e promotional materials give 
McLaren credit for supposedly “clear[ing] away the 
dust of two thousand years of the Christian religion.” 
He has “uncover[ed] the truth that could change every-
thing,” to quote the book’s subtitle. Other questionable 
superlatives have been applied to McLaren; Episcopal 
author Phyllis Tickle predicted a few years ago that his 
thought will have a revolutionary impact comparable 
to Luther’s 95 theses. 

McLaren announces in the introduction his inten-
tion to write “for a broad, nonscholarly, and in many 
cases nonreligious audience.” Th is audience is com-
posed of both Christians and spiritual seekers who are 
“unsatisfi ed” with the “conventional” picture of Jesus 
presented by orthodox Christianity. Th ese individu-
als—and McLaren includes himself among them—
“sense [a] possibility regarding Jesus…[an] unshakeable 
intuition that both he and his message are better than 
anything they’ve heard or understood or fi gured out so 
far.”

Th e author sees this message as hidden primar-
ily in the parables of Jesus and crystallized in the 
imagery of the kingdom of God. Th e kingdom is here 
now, but also not yet in its fi nal form. Christians must, 

SECRETS? (ABOVE) Brian McLaren’s bestselling books have made 
him both popular and controversial. Many, however, call into question his 
contention that he has uncovered anything new or secret in his books.  
(www.brianmclaren.net)

McLaren holds that Christians 

have been overly concerned 

with individual salvation and 

repeatedly have missed the real 

point of building the kingdom. 

by Ralph A. Webb
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according to McLaren, work to build 
the kingdom of God on earth as it is in 
heaven. 

Th is message is neither new nor 
“secret.” It has been present, in greater or 
lesser degrees, throughout Church his-
tory. It has practical social justice compo-
nents (e.g., helping the poor, defending 
the unjustly accused, caring for the sick 
and the elderly, living a simple lifestyle) 
that have been a part of Christian witness 
since the time of the apostles. McLaren, 
however, takes two positions that are 
comparatively recent in Church history. 
First, he identifi es this message as the 
fundamental concern of Christianity.  
Second, he conceives of social witness 
largely in terms of a progressive political 
agenda. 

Criticizing the Church
McLaren holds that Christians have 
been overly concerned with individual 
salvation and repeatedly have missed the 
real point of building the kingdom. He 
does not deny the need for conversion, 
nor does he avoid using terms like sin 
and repentance. Still, his understanding 
of humanity’s sinfulness seems to be that 
we are less rebellious against God than 
misguided. As an analogy, he portrays 
human beings as naïve basketball players 
mistakenly intent on shooting the ball 
into the wrong hoop. McLaren never 
explores more profoundly the seriousness 
of sin. With his more “generous” sense of 
humanity’s nature, McLaren seems closer 
to progressive biblical scholar Marcus 
Borg than to his stated hero, the ortho-
dox scholar and bishop N.T. Wright. 

Just as troubling is the consider-
able blame that McLaren places on the 

Christian Church for 
forgetting, misunder-
standing, or neglect-
ing Jesus’ message 
of the kingdom. His 
charges are extensive: 
the Church has com-
municated the wrong 
message about Jesus; it 
has not been inclusive 
enough; it has kept 
Christians from car-
ing about social justice 
and consequently 
is responsible for 
“preserv[ing] the un-
just status quo.” And 
because Christianity 
has been “the larg-
est, richest, and most powerful religion 
in the world,” the Church’s actions have 
allegedly had a negative impact on the 
whole world.

Th e Church’s perceived failures lead 
McLaren to “feel sorry for Jesus, sorry for 
the way we’ve dumbed down, domesti-
cated, regimented, or even ruined what 
he started.” He believes that Jesus intend-
ed to start not a religion, but a revolution 
that aff ects every sphere of life—and 
Christians have been slow to understand. 
“[Jesus] tried and tried to tell us in word 
and deed, in sign and wonder, in meta-
phor and parable, but we were so dull,” 
McLaren laments. Given such words, 
readers might be forgiven for assuming 
that the author takes a “more-intelligent-
than-thou” view of himself or modern 
Christians in comparison with earlier 
generations of believers. To his credit, 
however, he disavows this attitude.

Many of McLaren’s reasons for 

why the Church has opposed, ignored, 
or missed Jesus’ “secret message” over 
the centuries predictably resemble the 
charges lodged by progressive critics. 
Anti-Semitism, comfort with the power 
gained from civil religion, and pride are 
just some of the vices attributed to the 
Church as a whole. But McLaren also 
believes that the Church simply could 
not have fully understood Jesus’ “secret 
message” until it had access to texts such 
as the Dead Sea Scrolls and modern 
biblical scholarship. Th e inescapable 
conclusion here is that Christians today 
know more about Jesus and his mission 
than Christians of the past.

Even though McLaren clearly does 
not hate the Church, his charges are 
overly broad. In the past, reform move-
ments in all segments of Christianity 
looked back to the apostles and the 
Church Fathers for the bases of their 
reform. Is it realistic to believe, as 

THE MCLAREN CODE Clever marketing for McLaren’s book plays on 
the ideas of secrecy and coverup which made Dan Brown’s The DaVinci 
Code such a success. A fl ap with the title and subtitle of the book hides the 
majority of the hardback edition’s cover illustration of Jesus Christ.  
(W Publishing Group)
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McLaren does, that Christians today un-
derstand Jesus’ message better than those 
who fi rst proclaimed it?

It is not startling that the Church 
sadly has fallen into scandal at diff er-
ent times over the centuries. But despite 
these human failings, Christians gener-
ally have been encouraged by the faith-
fulness of God to the Church throughout 
the centuries. Th ey have not “fe[lt] sorry 
for Jesus” or believed that God’s plan had 
been thwarted. 

While McLaren desires to encourage 
the formation of communities dedicated 
to living out Jesus’ “secret message,” he 
ironically ends up advocating a highly 
individualistic 
faith.  Just as 
many evangeli-
cals have pitted 
“religion” against 
a “relationship” 
with Christ, or 
so-called “Chur-
chianity” against 
Christianity, 
McLaren pits the Church against Jesus’ 
“secret message.”

Furthermore, given McLaren’s op-
position to consumerism, it is curious 
that he describes the Church as a product 
for human customers. Th e Church in his 
view has committed the cardinal sin of 
being “so boring that people just walked 
away.” McLaren apparently considers 
both church attendance and the sacra-
ments as optional extras for his new 
Christian communities. If heeded, this 
advice may well produce a cafeteria-style 
faith in which people self-select their 
companions and practices along their 
faith journeys.

A Progressive Social Witness
McLaren’s belief that building the 
kingdom of God on earth constitutes 
the primary mission for Christians not 
surprisingly points him in a progressive 
direction theologically. He constantly 
uses progressive language: he claims 
that Jesus was a “revolutionary,” talks 
repeatedly of how Jesus’ message opposes 

“the domination system” and “power,” 
and promotes “inclusion” as a hallmark 
of the kingdom. He also proposes ques-
tionable metaphors such as the “dream of 
God” and “revolution of God” as alterna-
tives to the “kingdom of God.”  

Th is liberal slant naturally extends 
to social witness issues. McLaren urges 
his readers to stand prophetically against 
the “-isms” (e.g., racism, sexism, con-
sumerism, materialism) that oppose 
God’s kingdom. When they do so, they 
work toward a day when “this world 
will become a place God is at home in, 
a place God takes pride and pleasure in, 
a place where God’s dreams come true.” 

Anglican readers no doubt will discern 
here the similarities to language used by 
Episcopal Presiding Bishop Katharine 
Jeff erts Schori. 

McLaren gives an entire chapter to 
only one social witness issue, peacemak-
ing. Here, he straddles the line between 
mild commendation of Christian “just 
war theory” as an imperfect option and 
promotion of a near-pacifi st position 
of “active peacemaking.” Since he does 
want some Christians to work in the 
military in order to spread the kingdom 
there, he is not a strict pacifi st. But he 
ultimately favors a politically liberal solu-
tion marked by a continual decrease in 
military funding.

Th is same kind of tightrope walk-
ing is evident in comments on other 
social witness issues. When asked once 
to speak on same-sex marriage, McLaren 
declined, stating that he did not want 
to off end either orthodox or progressive 
Christians. Elsewhere, he has comment-
ed that he expects that gay marriage will 
not be a controversy in the churches in a 

few decades. Th is expectation may—al-
though it does not defi nitively—match 
the sexual revisionists’ assumption that 
they are on “the winning side of history.”

Refl ecting and Infl uencing American 
Evangelicalism  
McLaren’s evangelical vision, then, is fun-
damentally a progressive one increasingly 
claimed by those who consider them-
selves “centrists” or others who count 
themselves among the evangelical left . 
Sometimes the left ward bent is limited to 
political action, but it oft en profoundly 
infl uences theology (or vice versa).

McLaren retains the infl uence of 
an evangelical past. 
In some ways, he 
could be considered 
a typical evangelical 
of the late 20th and 
early 21st cen-
tury. His critiques 
of the Church are 
reminiscent of many 
evangelicals’ distrust 

of the Church, from the Jesus movement 
to the present. Th e communities that he 
espouses owe much to the small group 
movement popular within American 
evangelicalism since the 1980s. And the 
individualistic implications of his ap-
proach are very evangelical.

McLaren’s vision ultimately is one 
of a Christian faith that combines some 
evangelical practices with theological 
and social witness beliefs more common 
among progressive mainliners. While 
McLaren probably is more progressive 
than most U.S. evangelicals, he is part of 
a growing movement left ward in some 
evangelical circles. As such, he is repre-
sentative of—and a promoter of—one 
possible American evangelical future.  

McLaren’s evangelical vision is fundamentally a 

progressive one increasingly claimed by those who 

consider themselves “centrists” or others who count 

themselves among the evangelical left. 

Ralph A. Webb is the 
Director of the Anglican 
Action program at the 
Institute on Religion & 
Democracy.
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THE RELIGIOUS LEFT

The Religious Left’s Rebuttal

On Saturday, December 2, incom-
ing Senate Majority Leader Harry 
Reid asked Jim Wallis, the self-

described “progressive Christian” activist, 
to give the Democrats’ offi  cial response to 
President Bush’s weekly radio address. It 
was a curious, odd moment—the equiva-
lent of Republicans inviting Jerry Falwell 
to respond on their behalf to a Democratic 
president. 

“Th e senator thought a non-partisan 
religious leader could speak to the moral 
values our nation needs,” Wallis explained 
beforehand to his Sojourners constitu-
ency. Wallis, author of the best-selling 
God’s Politics and a once angry-toned 
1960s street activist, has in recent years 
attempted to become the chief spokesman 
for the evangelical left . His radio stint in 
the place of congressional Democrats sug-
gests he may have fi nally succeeded.

In the 2004 elections, evangelical 
voters were the Republican Party’s largest 
and most reliable constituency. Since then, 
Democrats have focused on peeling away 
the GOP’s advantage among conservative 
Protestants.

Democratic eff orts to refocus evangeli-
cals away from gay marriage and abortion 
in favor of the environment and poverty 
seem mostly to have failed. In 2004, the 
Republican advantage among evangelicals 
was 75 percent to 24, according to the Pew 
Research Center for the People and the 
Press. In 2006, that advantage slipped only 
a few points, to 72 percent to 27 percent.

Th e Republican advantage among 
churchgoers as a whole slipped from 18 
points to 12 points. Meanwhile, Demo-
crats made signifi cant gains among Cath-
olics and non-evangelical Protestants. But 
evangelicals remained a pillar of Repub-
lican loyalty while the party lost ground 
among almost every other demographic 
group. Which is where Wallis comes in.

For his own part, Wallis made a 
show of stressing the signifi cance of his 
radio address. He said that accepting 

Reid’s radio broadcast invitation, which is 
normally reserved for Democratic offi  ce 
holders, was a “diffi  cult decision.”

“I work hard to maintain my in-
dependence and non-partisanship, and 
didn’t want to be perceived as supporting 
one party over the other,” Wallis ex-
plained on his Sojourners website. “But it 
was an occasion to get our message to mil-
lions of people, so I decided to accept” and 
“act in a new way.” Wallis insisted that he 
would have responded just as favorably to 
a Republican invitation.

In fact, Wallis receives few invita-
tions to speak to Republican audiences. 
By contrast, he has been a favorite speaker 
at Democratic gatherings and confi dante 
of Democratic offi  cials. Th e Sojourners 
voters’ guide for 2006 aligned neatly with 
Democratic positions on issue aft er issue.

Yet Wallis’s broadcast stressed his 
supposed non-partisan identity: “I want 
to be clear that I am not speaking for the 
Democratic Party, but as a person of faith 
who feels the hunger in America for a 
new vision of our life together, and sees 
the opportunity to apply our best moral 
values to the urgent problems we face.” He 
hit his usual notes about an “anti-poverty 
agenda” that reduces “the gap between 
rich and poor,” about extricating U.S. 
troops from a “disastrous” war in Iraq, 
about protecting the “earth and the fragile 
atmosphere” from global warming, and 
about fi nding “common ground” to re-
duce abortions without prohibiting them.

Wallis’s rhetoric today is more sooth-
ing and mainstream than it was in 1996, 
when he denounced President Clinton for 
backing welfare reform. Clinton, Wal-
lis then said, had “sacrifi ced” the most 
vulnerable upon the “altar of political ex-
pediency,” unleashing what was sure to be 
a “hurricane of human suff ering.” But the 
hurricane never came, and Wallis realized 
that ‘60s-style hyperbole was no longer 
politically viable. He shift ed, at least rhe-
torically, from far left  to center left . 

Not wanting to antagonize evan-
gelicals or secular liberals, Wallis now 
tries to navigate carefully around social 
issues. He warns against “scapegoating” 
homosexuals, while not specifi cally sup-
porting same-sex unions. He wants to 
reduce abortions through enlarged social 
programs, without enacting any legal 
restrictions on abortions. Wallis remains 
a pacifi st but usually avoids mentioning 
that fact.  He condemns the Iraq war in 
particular without broadcasting his view 
that any military action would be unac-
ceptable. When questioned by secularists 
who are distressed by Wallis’s “evangeli-
cal” identity, he likens himself to 19th-
century evangelicals who opposed slavery 
and child labor.

Of course, most evangelicals have 
never defi ned themselves by their social 
causes but rather by their personal faith in 
Jesus Christ and the authority of the Bible. 
Wallis is more akin to early 20th-century 
Social Gospel advocates who rejected 
“fundamentalism” in favor of progressive 
social reform. Th eir spiritual descendants 
are now primarily the clerisy of declining, 
liberal mainline Protestantism, whose 
demographic implosion cleared the way 
for evangelical predominance. 

Attempting to speak to seriously 
religious Americans, especially to evan-
gelicals, is smart politics for Democrats. 
Whether or not Jim Wallis—a former 
Students for a Democratic Society agita-
tor—is the Democrats’ best tool for this 
outreach, is a very open question.

This article originally appeared online at the 
Weekly Standard (www.weeklystandard.com).

by Mark D. Tooley

Mark D. Tooley is the 
Director of the UMAction 
program at the Institute on 
Religion & Democracy.
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Throughout its history, the National Association of 
Evangelicals (NAE) has sought public attention for 
America’s evangelical Protestant community. Once 

neglected and marginalized, that community now stands 
as perhaps the nation’s largest religious bloc. Since the 
association’s founding in 1942, evangelicals have grown not 
only in numbers but also in infl uence and recognition. 

Accordingly, the NAE has raised its public pro-
fi le—especially through its Offi  ce of Governmental Af-
fairs in Washington, DC. Yet the organization remains 

small, with eight em-
ployees and a $686,000 
annual budget. Many 
of the NAE’s claimed 
30 million constituents 
were probably unaware 
of the organization’s 
existence before the 

fi rst week of last November.
Th at week the association’s name was splashed across 

newspapers and national newscasts. But the attention was 
not welcome. What garnered such coverage was the revela-
tion that the NAE president—the Rev. Ted Haggard, pastor 
of an evangelical megachurch in Colorado Springs—had 

Uncertain Future
The National Association of Evangelicals After Ted Haggard

SCANDAL (ABOVE) Former NAE President Ted Haggard was caught 
in a relationship with a male prostitute last fall, shocking the NAE and 
embarrassing the evangelical community. (Robyn Beck/AFP)

Haggard’s departure brought to 

the fore the long-term questions 

about the association’s identity 

and purpose

by Alan F.H. Wisdom

been caught in a relationship with a male prostitute. Th e 
news shocked the NAE and embarrassed the evangelical 
community, giving apparent confi rmation to those already 
inclined to stereotype evangelicals as arrogant hypocrites.

Th is stereotype fed much of the press coverage, with 
headlines blaring that an “anti-gay evangelical preacher” 
had been “outed.” Ironically, opposition to homosexual-
ity had not been a major NAE theme under Haggard’s 
leadership. Th e Colorado Springs pastor was indeed 
opposed to same-sex marriage and expansive defi nitions 
of “gay rights”; however, he had tried hard to “broaden 
the evangelical agenda” to include other concerns such as 
defending human rights abroad, fi ghting poverty, combat-
ing HIV/AIDS, and caring for the environment.

Yet the message had not registered suffi  ciently. At 
their darkest hour, Haggard, the NAE, and the evangelical 
community were still typecast as “anti-gay.” Th e damage 
may have been limited by the prompt, fi rm, and dignifi ed 
manner in which the NAE president was removed from his 
positions and sent off  to seek repentance and restoration. 
But his departure, and the sudden need to fi nd new NAE 
leadership, brought to the fore the long-term questions 
about the association’s identity and purpose.

What Does ‘Evangelical’ Mean?
What is the distinctive image of evangelicalism that 
the NAE seeks to project? What is the unique focus of 
its work, distinguishing the NAE from other evangeli-
cal organizations? Is the focus on theology?  Is it on 
evangelism? Is it on cooperative service to society? Is it 
on politics? If there is an emphasis on politics, are the 
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NAE’s politics to be conservative, moder-
ate, or liberal? Will the association be 
informally aligned with the Republicans 
or with the Democrats?  Or will it try to 
play both sides of the aisle?

Th ese questions challenge not only 
the NAE, but also the broader evangelical 
community for which it attempts to speak. 
At this point in history, what does it mean 
to be an evangelical in America? Eff orts to 
craft  a defi nition have proven notoriously 
tricky.

If evangelical unity is sought in theolo-
gy, what is the common theology? Evangeli-
cals range from starchy Calvinists to fi ery 
Pentecostals. Th e NAE has a short “State-
ment of Faith.” But its articles (e.g., the deity 
of Christ, his atonement for sin, his bodily 
resurrection and return) are not uniquely 
evangelical. Th ese doctrines would be af-
fi rmed by all orthodox Christians.

 Equally futile is the attempt to nail 
down evangelical identity on the basis of 
characteristic practices. Any that might 
be suggested—for example, enthusiastic 
worship, evangelistic “altar calls,” personal 
testimonies of “born-again” experiences, 
or abstinence from “worldly” entertain-
ments—turns out not to be shared by a 
signifi cant section of the evangelical com-
munity. In the end, evangelicalism seems to 
be more a matter of attitude. Anyone who 
wants the label “evangelical” can claim it.

Th e NAE founders claimed that name 
for the sake of a perceived common cause. 
But it was always easier to say what the 
NAE was not rather than what it was. On 
the one hand, the NAE was not the Na-
tional Council of Churches. It would have 
no truck with the watered-down liberal 
theology that prevailed in many NCC 
circles, and it was deeply suspicious of the 
NCC’s utopian “Social Gospel” ambitions. 
Established consciously as an alternative to 
the NCC, the NAE had a statement of faith 
that deliberately excluded NCC liberals. De-
nominations affi  liated with the NCC were 
barred from membership in the NAE.

On the other hand, NAE evangelicals 
distinguished themselves from the sepa-
ratist, fratricidal fundamentalists. One of 
the association’s earliest endeavors was to 
secure access to the airwaves for reputable 
Christian broadcasters. In doing so, the 

NAE was careful to condemn “charlatan” 
evangelists who preached hatred.

Th us the NAE has stood in a delicate 
equipoise, well captured in the association’s 
motto: “Cooperation without Compro-
mise.” Unlike the earlier fundamental-
ists, the NAE has sought cooperation in 
Christian ministry. Unlike the NCC, it has 
rejected theological compromise.

Regarding politics, too, the NAE has 
attempted to keep a balance. Carl F.H. 
Henry (later a member of the IRD board) 
exercised great infl uence in the NAE’s early 
years with his call for speaking biblical, 
“redemptive,” and “supernaturalistic” truth 
to “such admitted social evils as aggressive 
warfare, racial hatred and intolerance, the 
liquor traffi  c, and exploitation of labor or 
management” (Th e Uneasy Conscience of 
Modern Fundamentalism [Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 1947], 3).

Yet NAE leaders also expressed reser-
vations about excessive entanglements in 
partisan politics. A 1968 NAE resolution 
warned against the “double risk” that the 
Christian “who devotes his energies to jus-
tice, equality and peace may fail to keep up-
permost in his testimony that Christ came 
to seek and to save those who were lost. 
And, in his desire to be relevant in his tes-
timony, he may lend support to objectives 
that seem to advance the cause of justice, 
equality and peace by secular standards, but 
which do not accord with the will of God.”

The Balance is Tilted
But these balances seem to have become 
tilted in recent years. As the “Religious 
Right” has come to prominence and the 
NCC has declined, NAE leaders have 
seemed more determined to diff erenti-
ate themselves from the former than the 
latter. 

At the same time, the association 
has been drawn ever deeper into politi-
cal advocacy. Th is process is described, 
approvingly, in “A History of the Public 
Policy Resolutions of the National As-
sociation of Evangelicals,” by Richard 
Cizik, the current NAE Vice President 
for Governmental Aff airs. (Cizik’s essay 
appears in Ronald J. Sider and Diane 
Knippers, eds., Toward an Evangelical 
Public Policy [Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 

Books, 2005], 35–63.)
According to Cizik, the early NAE 

“largely steered clear of domestic political 
action.” Its conventions expressed gen-
eral sentiments on a few big issues—for 
example, the perceived dangers of com-
munist subversion and state funding of 
Roman Catholic schools—and “[t]here was 
occasional testimony before congressio-
nal committees and advocacy to the State 
Department on overseas concerns.” But the 
association was not trying to be a big player 
in the Washington lobbying scene.

In the late 1950s, as Cizik tells it, the 
NAE began “moving into the mainstream.” 
Twenty years later, this process yielded a 
decision that the association “would have 
to expand its Washington presence.” Cizik 
boasts of the political infl uence that the 
NAE Washington offi  ce (including himself) 
gained during the 1980s: “Th e NAE staff  
members were increasingly consulted about 
[Reagan] administration appointments and 
policy, and they seized the opportunity to 
infl uence government.” He admits, with 
apparent ambivalence, that by 1992 “it had 
been electoral politics, not evangelism, that 
had become the [evangelical] movement’s 
calling card.”

Cizik sees a new boost in NAE’s 
political infl uence aft er his own accession as 
Washington offi  ce director in 1997. Citing a 
2002 New York Times column, he remarks 
that “the NAE and other groups had 
already been infl uential in changing gov-
ernment policy for at least fi ve years.” Th e 
NAE offi  cial concludes that “the organiza-
tion serves a critical need, providing order 
and stability for a diverse and competitive 
movement while projecting a respected 
voice for otherwise silent multitudes from 
coast to coast.”

On many issues—for example, seeking 
to restrict alcohol advertising, interceding 
for persecuted Christians overseas, and 
defending the right of evangelical military 
chaplains to pray in the name of Jesus—the 
NAE undoubtedly represents its evangeli-
cal constituency. Th ere usually are NAE 
board resolutions authorizing the general 
positions taken, although not necessarily 
endorsing the specifi c legislation for which 
the NAE Washington offi  ce is lobbying.

Th e board resolutions refer to Scripture 
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(“the only infallible, authoritative Word of 
God,” according to the NAE Statement of 
Faith) as the ground for evangelical concern 
about these issues. But they do not attempt 
to derive every NAE political position 
directly from the biblical text. Th us the 
association has a long history of espous-
ing some positions that are not, strictly 
speaking, the Word of God. Instead those 
positions represent the political judgment of 
the NAE board and staff .

Delving into Divisive Issues
For the NAE, as for every political group, 
the trickiest issues are those where the 
constituency is divided. In some such 
cases, the association wisely refrained 
from taking sides. For example, Cizik 
recounts, “While most of the members of 
the association opposed Carter’s Panama 
Canal Treaty [in 1977], missionaries and 
other Latin American ministry heads 
successfully persuaded NAE leaders 
against taking a stand.” Likewise, regard-
ing the 2003 U.S. intervention in Iraq, 
“Th e organization’s board of directors 
declined to take a position on the Iraq 
confl ict, citing concern for missionaries 
and indigenous Christians overseas.”

But this reticence has not been not 
consistent. In 1990–1991 NAE offi  cials—
without explicit board authorization—had 
“expressed their support for President 
Bush’s leadership in assembling a coali-
tion of nations to forcibly remove Saddam 
Hussein from Kuwait,” according to Cizik. 
In the late 1990s, when “debates on Capitol 
Hill over most-favored-nation status for 
China … divide[d] the evangelical commu-
nity,” NAE staff  again took a stand without 
explicit board authorization. Cizik reports 
that “NAE testimony made the claim that 
permanent normal-trade-relations (PNTR) 
would over time best serve the cause of 
religious freedom.”

Th is same pattern of unauthorized 
advocacy on divisive issues has recurred 
more recently. Cizik has declared himself 
“called out” to lead a campaign on environ-
mental issues, especially global warming. 
Even though the NAE Board of Directors 
has adopted no position on the latter issue, 
and even though the Executive Committee 
instructed staff  to “stand by and not exceed 

The NAE in Its Own Words

According to the NAE mission statement, “The mission of the National Association 
of Evangelicals is to extend the kingdom of God through a fellowship of member 
denominations, churches, organizations, and individuals, demonstrating the unity 
of the body of Christ by standing for biblical truth, speaking with a representative 
voice, and serving the evangelical community through united action, cooperative 
ministry, and strategic planning.”

The NAE entry in the Yearbook of American and Canadian Churches says, 
“The association is comprised of approximately 45,000 congregations nation-
wide from 52 member denominations and fellowships, as well as several hundred 
independent churches.” Among the larger NAE denominations are the Assemblies 
of God, the Christian and Missionary Alliance, the Church of God (Cleveland, TN), 
the Church of the Nazarene, the Evangelical Free Church of America, the Interna-
tional Church of the Foursquare Gospel, the Presbyterian Church in America, and 
the Salvation Army. Also included are some 250 parachurch ministries.

“Through the cooperative ministries of these members,” the NAE says that it 
“directly and indirectly benefi ts over 30 million people.”

in any fashion our approved and adopted 
statements concerning the environment,” 
Cizik has appeared in numerous media out-
lets proclaiming that “climate change is real 
and induced and calls for action.” Th e NAE 
offi  cial has vowed to “squeeze the Repub-
licans until they see the light” and support 
new government regulations to counter 
global warming. (See Steve Rempe, “Evan-
gelical Offi  cial Raises Global Warming 
Concerns,” Faith & Freedom, Summer 2006. 
See also “Getting Green Religion,” p. 26.)

Cizik has also used his NAE title in 
endorsing a petition against torture that 
alleges that the practice “is condemned 
in word but allowed in deed” by the Bush 
administration. Materials supporting the 
petition accuse U.S. military and intelli-
gence agencies of “sponsoring” torture as a 
systematic policy. 

Similarly, Cizik has backed the Evan-
gelicals for Darfur petition that targets 
President Bush, as if he were the main 
obstacle blocking humanitarian interven-
tion to stop the Darfur genocide. “Without 
you, Mr. President, Darfur doesn’t have a 
prayer,” the petition begs. It says nothing 
about the Sudanese government forces 
that are actually carrying out the genocide. 
(See “What are Evangelicals Doing About 
Darfur?” p. 12.)

All of these controversial politi-
cal judgments go well beyond any plain 
scriptural teaching. None of them has been 

authorized by the NAE board. None of 
them would have consensus support in the 
evangelical community. All of them have 
the eff ect of separating the NAE politically 
from one of the two political parties: the 
Republican Party.

From ‘Insiders’ to Triangulators
Th e fact is that, in recent decades, the 
NAE’s claimed constituency has trended 
strongly Republican. Exit polls from the 
2006 congressional elections showed 
that, even in a bad year for Republicans, 
72 percent of self-identifi ed evangelicals 
voted for GOP candidates. Whether or 
not that partisan loyalty is justifi ed, it 
is the reality among the NAE’s claimed 
constituency.

In earlier years, NAE offi  cials seemed 
comfortable as “political insiders” (Cizik’s 
phrase) in Republican circles. Cizik’s 
historical essay recalls with pride how 
Republican presidents from Ronald Rea-
gan to George W. Bush addressed NAE 
conventions. Th e association’s staff  was 
even granted a hand in shaping Reagan’s 
speeches, Cizik says.

Yet some uneasiness arose regarding 
this cozy relationship. “We are in danger of 
becoming, if not already identifi ed as, the 
political arm of one party, a very danger-
ous position to be in,” warned then NAE 
President Don Argue in 1993. Th e NAE 
response to this danger has not been to 
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Religious Identifi cations of U.S. Adults

Unaffi liated (16.0%)
Evangelical Protestants (26.3%)

Mainline Protestants (16.0%)

Latino Protestants (2.8%)
Black Protestants (9.6%)

Roman Catholics (Non-Latino) (17.5%)

Latino Catholics (4.5%)

Other Christians (2.7%)

Jewish (1.9%)

Other Non-Christian Faiths (2.7%)

Source:  John C. Green, “The American Religious Landscape and Political Attitudes: A Baseline for 2004,” a survey commissioned by the 
Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, available online at www.pewforum.org/publications/surveys/green-full.pdf.  Note: This tabulation 
may underestimate the number of evangelicals. A signifi cant portion of mainline Protestants, Latino Protestants, and black 
Protestants might also be classifi ed as “evangelical.”

withdraw from partisan politics, but rather 
to play some compensatory footsie with 
the Democrats. Cizik recounts how the as-
sociation benefi ted from President Clinton’s 
strategy of “triangulation.” Th e result, ac-
cording to Cizik, was that “there was always 
an open door for the NAE staff  members at 
the [Clinton] White House.” Nevertheless, 
he admits that “the annual resolutions [of 
the NAE board] usually criticized Clinton 
administration policies.”

Th e NAE’s relationship with George 
W. Bush started off  well. “President Bush’s 
language and programs resonated with the 
NAE and evangelicals generally,” Cizik says. 
He describes how association staff  worked 
with the Bush White House to advance its 
“faith-based initiative.”

But somewhere along the line the 
relationship must have soured. Not only 
has Cizik turned against the administration 
on issues ranging from global warming to 
torture allegations, but his public remarks 
have repeatedly evinced a personal animus 
against the Bush White House.

Th e most remarkable illustration 
occurred in February 2006, when Bush 
domestic policy adviser Claude Allen 
resigned for unspecifi ed reasons. Th e 

Washington Times (Feb. 17, 2006) quoted 
the NAE’s Cizik speculating that the res-
ignation resulted from Allen standing up 
for his evangelical faith. “Th ey [the Bush 
White House] don’t take kindly to some-
one serving too strongly the evangelical 
cause,” Cizik told the Times. “Th e people 
in the White House want someone who 
will salute, no matter what. If you are an 
evangelical, you get special scrutiny. Th ey 
know evangelicals are obedient to a higher 
principle.” It later came out that Allen 
resigned because he had been arrested for 
shoplift ing.

Meanwhile, the “triangulation” 
strategy has reappeared. In the May 29, 
2006, issue of Th e New Republic, reporter 
Amy Sullivan discussed a screening of the 
documentary Th e Great Warming (featur-
ing Cizik) at Messiah College in April 2006. 
Th e follow-up panel discussion, in which 
Cizik participated alongside Democratic 
Senate candidate Bob Casey, turned into 
a non-stop assault on the environmental 
record of incumbent Republican Senator 
Rick Santorum. (Santorum was invited 
to the event but did not attend.) Sullivan, 
aft er an interview with Cizik, discerned a 
partisan slant:

 … the NAE has made the Keystone 
State the testing ground for a new 
strategy—one that favors not the 
hot-button issues of abortion and 
gay marriage, which traditionally 
have helped Republican candidates, 
but other causes on the evangelical 
agenda that more closely track with 
Democratic positions. “Th ere’s going 
to be a lot of political reconsid-
eration of this in the coming year,” 
Cizik told me. “Th e old faultlines are 
no more.”

It is noteworthy that Cizik’s historical 
essay twice uses the same dismissive 
phrase, “hot-button,” to refer to evangeli-
cal concerns involving unborn children 
and the defense of marriage.

Is It All about Politics?
In the public perception, it is clear that 
the NAE is mostly about politics these 
days. A review of the NAE websites 
(www.nae.net and the associated www.
revision.org) shows that the vast ma-
jority of the material posted is about 
political issues. And the issue that 
gets more attention than any other is 
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the environment—especially global 
warming.

Th e results from a Nexis search for 
“National Association of Evangelicals” over 
the past year are enlightening. Of 987 NAE 
media mentions that the search yielded, 516 
related principally to the Haggard scandal. 
Among the other 471 mentions, 337 (or 72 
percent) had politics as their main topic.

By far the leading issue linked to the 
NAE was the environment and global 
warming, with 37 percent of the non-
Haggard-scandal mentions. General politi-
cal commentary, usually relating to how 
evangelicals would vote and the parties and 
ideologies with which they aligned them-
selves, received 13 percent of the mentions. 
Other specifi c issues trailed far behind: 
immigration (5 percent), Sudan/Darfur (3 
percent), upholding free exercise of religion 
in the U.S. military and elsewhere (3 per-
cent), and the Mideast (2 percent).

If this Nexis search is any indication, 
the NAE certainly has not been caught up 
in the “hot button” culture wars issues. 
Only three percent of the NAE media 
mentions related to its opposition to same-
sex marriage, and less than one percent 
involved opposition to abortion.

Commentary on the place of evangeli-
cals in U.S. society and culture, and their 
portrayal in the arts, occupied 13 percent of 
the NAE mentions. Ten percent dealt with 
the (embarrassing) appearance of Ted Hag-
gard in the Alexandra Pelosi documentary 
fi lm “Friends of God.”

Only three percent of the NAE men-
tions concerned eff orts toward Christian 
unity with non-evangelicals. One percent 
related to interfaith dialogue with non-
Christian religions. A mere three mentions 
out of the 471 involved evangelism, in the 
sense of inviting non-Christians to place 
their faith in Jesus Christ.

 All this evidence raises the question of 
what the NAE has become. Is it possible that 
the association has come to resemble its old 
rival, the National Council of Churches? De-
spite manifest theological diff erences, there 
are some striking analogies.

Both organizations were established 
in the mid-20th century with a mission of 
Christian unity. Yet both were increas-
ingly drawn into political advocacy. Both 

have spun off  some of their most popular 
programs—e.g., the NCC’s Church World 
Service relief arm and the NAE’s World 
Relief—and most of what’s left  is politics.

Both organizations have large boards 
that do not exercise much oversight over 
the staff . Consequently, staff  members feel 
free to take positions based on their own 
political judgment. Th ere is oft en no direct 
scriptural mandate for these positions, and 
in many cases there is no explicit board 
authorization. Frequently, there has not 
been an open, balanced discussion among 
the member denominations about the most 
diffi  cult issues.

Many of those denominations have 
no stated position on these issues; they 
know their constituency is divided. Yet 
both organizations go ahead with political 
advocacy that risks the relationship with 
that constituency. 

By the end of the 20th century, both the 
NCC and NAE faced fi nancial crises. Both 
have survived, but they are not thriving. 
Th e relevance of both organizations to the 
enterprise of Christian unity is called into 
question.

To be sure, the NAE is nowhere near 
as far down the road as the NCC in alienat-
ing its own constituents and rendering 
itself ecumenically counter-productive. 
Th ere is a much better chance that the 
NAE can be turned back toward its mission 
to “extend the kingdom of God..., demon-
strating the unity of the body of Christ by 
standing for biblical truth.”

As the NAE decides on its future lead-
ership, it will have to answer: Does it wish 
to go further down the same road aft er the 
NCC? Or can it reclaim a distinctly evan-
gelical identity that refl ects the priorities of 
the member denominations and the larger 
evangelical community? Will the NAE 
board set the direction, and will the staff  be 
accountable to the board? In the end, will 
the NAE be about more than politics?

Main Topics of NAE Mentions (Not Related to Haggard 
Scandal) in Nexis Search

Evangelism (3)

Interfaith Relations (5)

Other Domestic Policy (5)

Other Foreign Policy (10)

Mideast (11)

Christian Unity (12)

Religious Free Exercise (12)

Defending Marriage (14)

Sudan/Darfur (16)

Organizational News (17)

Immigration (25)

Haggard on Pelosi Documentary (48)

Evangelicals in Culture/Society (59)

General Politics (59)

Environment/Global Warming (175)
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UNITED METHODIST

Bishops Try to Block Bush Library
by Mark D. Tooley
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Late last year, dozens of faculty 
members at Southern Methodist 
University (SMU) publicly opposed 

the possibility that George W. Bush might 
locate his presidential library on SMU’s 
campus in Dallas. Now, 10 bishops of the 
United Methodist Church, which owns 
the school, and of which President Bush 
is a member, are urging SMU to reject the 
library. Th e bishops are also circulating a 
petition for others to sign.

A chief organizer in stopping the 
library is a former professor at SMU’s 
Perkins School of Th eology, who told the 
Dallas Morning News that he doesn’t want 
his school to “hitch its future star” to the 
Iraq war and other aspects of President 
Bush’s legacy. 

“What moral justifi cation supports 
SMU’s providing a haven for a legacy of 
environmental predation and denial of 
global warming, shameful exploitation of 
gay rights and the most critical erosion of 
habeas corpus in memory?” asked the Rev. 
William McElvaney, in an op-ed for an 
SMU campus publication last fall.

Th e 78-year-old McElvaney is a 
former Texas oilman who went to SMU’s 
seminary, where he exchanged his family’s 
conservative politics for the Social Gospel. 
As the Dallas Morning News described 
him, McElvaney as a seminary professor 
“preached against the Vietnam War” and 
“supported a variety of causes, including 
civil rights, gay rights, low-cost housing 
and better treatment of immigrants.”

One of over 120 colleges and uni-
versities affi  liated with United Meth-
odism, SMU is legally owned by the 
United Methodist Church’s South Central 
Jurisdiction. Half of its trustees are church 
members—including three bishops, the 
pastor of President Bush’s home church in 
Dallas, and First Lady Laura Bush. But the 
11,000–student school has long governed 
itself autonomously. Th e denomination 
typically exercises little direct infl uence, 
except over the seminary, which has been 

theologically liberal for many decades.
McElvaney was among the fi rst to 

mobilize public opposition to the Bush 
library. But the recently unveiled petition, 
which McElvaney signed, was organized by 
New York therapist and ordained United 
Methodist minister Andrew Weaver. 
“Methodists have a long history of social 
conscience, so questions about the conduct 
of this president are very concerning,” 
Weaver told the Associated Press.

Weaver’s anti-Bush library website 
references Bush administration policies 
about war, “kidnapping and torture,” and 
Hurricane Katrina. For his part, McEl-
vaney complains that a Bush library would 
mean that SMU supports “a pre-emptive 
war based on false premises, misleading 
the American public, and destined to cost 
more American lives in Iraq than the 9/11 
terrorist attack,” along with “the death 
of thousands of innocent Iraqis by our 
‘shock and awe’ bombing in the name of 
democracy....”

Not all United Methodist offi  cials 
agree with McElvaney, Weaver, and the 
bishops who signed the anti-Bush peti-
tion. “I think it’s a fringe group, a marginal 
group without any standing other than the 
fact they happen to be one of eight million 
United Methodists,” the Rev. Mark Craig 
told the Dallas Morning News. An SMU 
trustee, Craig is pastor of the 13,000–
member Highland Park United Methodist 
Church (where the Bushes are members).

Craig told the newspaper that the vast 
majority of his own congregation sup-
ports SMU’s hosting the library because it 
would help the school and the city. Craig 
called Bush “a good Methodist, and anyone 
who says other than that is being grossly 
judgmental.”

Th e United Methodist Council of 
Bishops, including Bishop Will Willimon 
of North Alabama, has repeatedly con-
demned the Iraq war. But Willimon told 
the Dallas Morning News that he, too, sup-
ports the Bush library. Formerly the dean 

of the chapel at Duke University (another 
United Methodist school), Willimon 
regretted that Duke had rejected the pos-
sibility of hosting the presidential library of 
Richard Nixon, who had attended Duke’s 
law school. 

“It was a great loss to Duke not to get 
the Nixon library,” Willimon was quoted 
as saying. “Universities are supposed to be 
places for intellectuals, and intellectuals are 
supposed to be curious about everything.... 
Wherever the Bush library ends up, I hope 
scholars will be standing in line the day it 
opens to get their hands on the papers and 
fi gure out what happened” with the Iraq 
war.

Library opponent Andrew Weaver is 
less curious. “George Bush has been, in his 
presidency, so inconsistent with funda-
mental Christianity that he should not be 
associated with a Methodist university,” 
he told the Dallas paper. “Methodist 
means decency, and this man has not been 
decent.”

Th e ten, mostly retired bishops who 
signed Weaver’s petition are in a somewhat 
odd position. Bishops have almost always 
defended their schools’ academic inde-
pendence, even as they oft en served on the 
schools’ boards and helped channel church 
funding to them. But hosting the library of 
President Bush is apparently a bridge too 
far for some of the church’s bishops and 
the 4,000 other signatories to the anti-Bush 
library petition. 

Th ey have fi nally found a heresy that 
they cannot accept.

This article originally appeared online at the 
Weekly Standard (www.weeklystandard.com).
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THE ENVIRONMENT

Getting Green Religion

Ostensibly, evangelicals and global warming activ-
ists are getting cozy. Or so some scientists and 
several evangelicals claimed at a press conference 

in Washington, DC, this January.
Th e press event seems to have been sponsored by the 

National Association of Evangelicals (NAE), although 
that is not entirely clear. More clear was the enthusiastic 
participation of NAE’s political spokesman in the nation’s 
capital, Richard Cizik, who has become a global warming 
evangelist.

Other featured global warming enthusiasts were 
NASA offi  cial James Hansen, Harvard biologist Edward 
Wilson, Florida megachurch pastor Joel Hunter, Harvard 
oceanographer Jim McCarthy, and Eric Chivian of Har-
vard Medical School, among others.

Some on the evangelical left  are pushing evangelicals, 
who have become America’s largest religious and politi-
cal constituency, to expand their political scope beyond 
conservative social issues to embrace environmentalism—
global warming especially. Cizik’s outspoken support 

for this perspective caused 
NAE’s Executive Committee 
offi  cially to remind him last 
year that NAE has no offi  cial 
position on climate change.

Th e Executive Commit-
tee action has not tempered 
Cizik’s passion for the 
cause but has forced him to 
conduct some of his climate 
advocacy in his name only 
rather than with NAE’s 
imprimatur. So, although 

the press conference was described as NAE–sponsored, 
the joint statement of scientists and evangelicals released 
at the event was not NAE-endorsed.

Interestingly, the “Urgent Call to Action: Scientists 
and Evangelicals United to Protect Creation” manifesto 
does not dwell on or even specifi cally mention “global 
warming.” Instead, it references “climate change, habitat 
destruction, pollution, and species extinctions.” Th e scien-
tists and preachers readily agreed “not only that reckless 
human activity has imperiled the Earth—especially the 
unsustainable and short-sighted lifestyles and public poli-
cies of our own nation—but also that we share a profound 
moral obligation to work together to call our nation, and 
other nations, to the kind of dramatic change urgently 
required in our day.”

Th e statement tries not to sound too alarmist, but 
its attempts at cool reason betray an underlying sense 
of panic: “We are gradually destroying the sustaining 
community of life on which all living things on Earth 
depend.” Th e cost to humanity may become “incalcula-
ble” and “irreversible.” Th e manifesto expresses “concern 
for the poorest of the poor,” while also warning that the 
Earth’s precarious “biodiversity,” which “barely hangs 
on,” cannot possibly “survive the press of destitute people 
without other resources and with nowhere else to go.”

So which is more important, protecting the “bio-
diversity” or helping the “poorest of the poor”? It’s not 
entirely clear, although planetary biodiversity appears to 
rank higher. Naturally, the coalition wants “public poli-
cies” that respond to its concerns, and it will not tolerate 
any “further delays.” Th e scientists and evangelicals will 
be pushing for more “responsible care for creation,” with-
out specifying how. But there are some clues elsewhere.

Cizik and Harvard Medical School’s Dr. Chivian 
sent a joint letter to President Bush, announcing their new 
initiative, asking to meet with him, and warning that their 
new coalition will “grow in size and infl uence and…will 
capture the attention and imagination of large numbers of 
Americans.” 

In his own statement, Chivian explained that he and 
his “close friend” Cizik hatched the idea last year, leading 
to a “private retreat” for 30 scientists and evangelicals, 
representing “two enormously powerful communities.” 
Together they reviewed the science, and naturally there 
was “no disagreement” that the world is “imperiled by hu-
man behaviors,” specifi cally the “burning of fossil fuels.” 

Cizik, in his statement, was predictably a little more 
apocalyptic in his language. “If we believe that God will 
judge us for destroying Creation—in such ways as loss of 
biodiversity and climate change—we evangelicals should 
be more vigilant than others.”

NASA Institute for Space Studies chief James Hansen 
off ered hope that avoiding “dramatic climate change” 
is still possible, but only with draconian action, perhaps 
even reducing carbon emissions by 80 percent by centu-
ry’s end. Harvard biologist Edward Wilson was just as in-
sistent, warning that at the current rate of environmental 
degradation, one half of the Earth’s species of plants and 
animals will be “extinguished or critically endangered” in 
less than a century.

Peter Raven of the Missouri Botanical Garden 
was equally dire in his prophecy: “Th e projected loss of 
perhaps half of all species of plants and animals on Earth 
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during the course of the 21st century rep-
resents an extinction event as catastrophic 
as that which ended the age of dinosaurs 65 
million years ago—but in this case, we and 
we alone are responsible.”

Th is species genocide can be faulted 
on one cause only: people. According to 
Raven, “current mass extinction results 
from pressures associated with the rapidly 
growing numbers of human beings, our 
increasing expectations for individual 
consumption, and our continuing and 
spreading use of oft en unsustainable 
technologies.”

Th ere were a few expressions of con-
cern by the preachers and scientists about 
poor people, whom higher temperatures 
might punish more than the rest of hu-
manity. But the focus was on the “planet.” 
While the press conference participants 
found it uncomfortable to admit, reduc-
ing global carbon emissions, along with 
the accompanying reduced economic 
growth, would not off er much hope to the 
impoverished.

Rich people burn more fuel than poor 
people. What if the world’s poor were sud-
denly to become middle class? From this 

group’s perspective, the consequences for 
the planet would be catastrophic.

Global warming, as an issue, is 
primarily a cause for wealthy and middle 
class professional people in North America 
and Western Europe—especially the latter, 
where green parties have compelled their 
governments to become outspoken. In 
part, the evangelical left ’s demands are an 
expression of guilt over that wealth. Forc-
ing others to reduce their consumption 
becomes a means of atonement.

Here is the appeal for some evangeli-
cals, anxious to escape cultural stereotypes, 
but still preoccupied by concerns about 
divine judgment. Christians are supposed 
to shun riches anyway, though too few ac-
tually do. But if hellfi re will not persuade, 
maybe global warming will. Shun that 
SUV, or you will burn! 

Th e Rev. Joel Hunter, whose brief 
tenure as head of the Christian Coalition 
ended because of his zealous focus on 
global warming, explained at the press 
conference how this coalition will work. 
“Th ey [scientists] have the facts we need to 
present to our congregations; we [evan-
gelicals] have the numbers of activists that 

will work through churches, government, 
and the business community to make a 
signifi cant impact.”

According to secularist stereotypes, 
evangelicals are gullible. But will they 
believe that carbon emissions must be 
reduced by 80 percent to forestall an im-
minent extinction of one half the world’s 
plant and animal life? Th is new coalition is 
hoping so. And judging by its assumptions 
and rhetoric, there is no room for compro-
mise. According to Cizik, God’s creation is 
being “progressively destroyed by human 
folly.”

If nothing else, evangelicals will 
contribute plenty of biblically doomful and 
even Manichaean language to the debates 
over climate change.

This article originally appeared online at the 

American Spectator (www.spectator.org).
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IN THE TRENCHES

The Cold Shoulder of the NCC

One would think that a visitor to the head-
quarters of the National Council of Churches 
(NCC), a body that claims to represent and 

unify mainline Christians, would receive a courteous 
welcome. One might think so, but don’t count on it. At 
least that’s what this Presbyterian pastor discovered in 
January.

Simply navigating around Manhattan made me, a 
small-town Northwesterner, feel a little like a fi sh out of 
water. But when my coverage of the Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.) Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy 
(ACSWP) meeting took me to the NCC headquarters, I 
was made to feel like a fi sh out of place.

Th e National Council of Churches headquarters can 
be found near Columbia University at the Interchurch 
Center. Tucked between Barnard College, Union Th eo-

logical Seminary, and Riverside 
Church, the “God Box” at 475 
Riverside Drive at one time was 
the headquarters of the north-
ern branch of the Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.). Th ere, on a 
Th ursday in January, I learned by 
negative example how not to be 
welcoming and affi  rming.

You May Not Be Able to Stay
I arrived ten minutes early, and 
the ACSWP vans pulled in more 
than 30 minutes late. So that 

meant I had a good 40-minute wait in the NCC confer-
ence room before the meeting began. It turned out to be 
one of the more awkward social experiences I have ever 
endured.

Th e Rev. Marcel Welty, NCC Associate for Research 
and Planning, soon came into the room, preparing 
for the meeting. As he waited fretfully for the ACSWP 
contingent to arrive, I introduced myself as an observer 
from Presbyterian Action, a committee of the Institute 
on Religion and Democracy. Welty looked stunned.

“IRD?” he stammered, as if I had said I were from 
the Gestapo. “Pretty crazy stuff  comes out of that organi-
zation!” Now Welty was both fretful and anxious. What 
kind of creature had descended on the NCC offi  ces? “I’ll 
have to check with the General Secretary about this,” he 
informed me. “You may not be able to stay.”

I may not be able to stay? I told him that the 
ACSWP is required to hold open meetings, and besides, 
I had just traveled nearly three hours in a snowstorm to 
attend. With an “I don’t want things I’ve said coming out 
in some IRD brochure!” Welty disappeared.

Two minutes later, he reappeared with a reassur-
ing, “Th e General Secretary says, ‘Welcome.’” Okay, so 
apparently the likes of me could be tolerated at the Na-
tional Council of Churches—unaccustomed as they are 
to a representative of that alien species called “conserva-
tive,” a strong plurality of those they claim to represent.

I sat quietly at the other end of the room from 
Welty, wishing I could trade 30 more minutes of sleep 
for this awkward wait. I had come simply to observe and 
report on a meeting, aft er all, not to be the unwitting 
subject of an IRD–incursion drill at the NCC. But Welty 
wanted to make conversation.

When in Doubt, Insult
 “So, what do you think of President Bush?” he asked, 
with all the social grace and delicacy of a drunken hip-
popotamus. Why politics, of all subjects? What caused 
Welty, as host, to start with something so obviously 
divisive for a sociable topic of conversation with a guest? 
Why not ask about my church or my family for starters? 
Why home in on an expected bone of contention?

I told him I didn’t give much consideration to poli-
tics. I have much more interest in the church. No, I said, 
I hadn’t listened to President Bush’s State of the Union 
address. I’d been traveling.

Welty wouldn’t believe it. I must be tricking him. 
Certainly politics has to be what drives me, because he 
is convinced that partisan politics is the sine qua non of 
my and IRD’s existence. “So what has been your fi eld of 
work?” he probed. “What did you do before coming to 
IRD?”

I told him I’ve been a Presbyterian pastor for nearly 
32 years. He looked disoriented. For the next half hour, 
in fi ts and starts, the conversation continued like this.

Welty thought it okay to announce that he consid-
ered evangelicals and conservative Christians unin-
formed and not very perceptive—rather childlike and 
uncomprehending, actually. Th ey just haven’t learned 
very much over the last few decades of great progress 
by others, he explained, oblivious to the fact that he was 
talking to one.

by James D. Berkley

Welty thought it okay 

to announce that he 

considered evangelicals 

and conservative Christians 
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When I scoff ed in amazement that 
he would haul out such a tired stereotype, 
Welty insisted that it must be the case. Th e 
fact that he was calling his guest stupid 
didn’t seem to faze this host.

I couldn’t believe my ears. I assured 
Welty that some of us had actually found 
our way off  the turnip carts to do things 
like graduate as Phi Beta Kappas and earn 
doctorates with honors from distin-
guished schools. Some of us don’t even 
drag our knuckles when we walk.

“Okay,” he relented. “Some of you 
may even be smarter than me.” But 
his next bold pronouncement was that 
evangelicals just couldn’t be very spiritual 
then, unlike folks in the NCC. According 
to Welty, conservatives just don’t exer-
cise spiritual discernment on matters. I 
couldn’t believe I was hearing such naked 
ignorance and bias from a national church 
leader—and that it was being dispensed 
with so little awareness of the normal 
niceties of courteous conversation.

Too Important to Listen
But that’s when things got even more sur-
real, because in popped NCC General Sec-
retary Bob Edgar. As I stood to shake his 
hand, thinking he had come to greet me, 
Edgar wasted no time in asking a long and 
complicated “question” that turned out to 
be a boastful commercial about his own 
success in raising money for the NCC.

Th en, just as I began to respond, 
Edgar suddenly turned on his heel and 
abruptly left  the room. He chose to disap-
pear rather than dialogue. Amazing! I 

felt like the victim of a drive-by muting! 
Before long, Edgar ventured another sor-
tie, this time circling back to pose another 
long, hectoring question.

I wanted to say, “Look! I just came 
here to quietly observe a meeting, okay? I 
didn’t show up to get berated!” But again, 
before I could say a word, Edgar wheeled 
and fl ew out the door. I had to giggle at 
this comical hit-and-run tactic.

I turned to Welty and asked in 
amusement, “Does he always do this—
make a wild declaration and then run?”

“Dr. Edgar is a very busy man,” Welty 
replied with utmost gravity. 

Fortunately, soon thereaft er the 
ACSWP members arrived and the meet-
ing began. But even in that setting, Edgar 
slipped in some mocking references to 
IRD—“which is here!” he announced 
conspiratorially. He gratuitously made 
IRD a disparaged element of a conversa-
tion that had nothing to do with IRD, 
other than the fact that I was present. Th e 
lack of graciousness and—yes—tolerance 
was stunning.

Th e bottom line of this impolite per-
formance was this: For the NCC leaders, 
life is politics. Th ere simply is no other 
way to approach matters. Evidently the 
NCC exists to be a liberal political tool. 
Apparently the church exists to exert pro-
gressive political muscle. It’s what church 
is all about. To the NCC.

For this reason, Welty and Edgar just 
assumed that my role at IRD is to promote 
right-wing partisan politics. Th ey literally 
scoff ed at anything I said to dissuade 

them from this false notion. When I at-
tested that my interest is in a church faith-
ful to God’s Word, they fi gured that just 
couldn’t be. Not if politics is everything, 
aft er all.

Th e bottom line showed, as well, in 
what Welty and Edgar valued in their 
conversations. Since they center their 
work on the political, they must think 
that IRD’s calling into question any 
aspect of their work must be a purely 
political counter-maneuver. Th ose who 
would critique the NCC, then, are politi-
cal enemies. And political enemies cer-
tainly don’t need to be accorded simple 
fellowship or given any credibility as 
Christians rather than as political hacks. 
And thus the treatment I received from 
these NCC leaders.

It is a pity. One would expect 
Christian leaders of national stature to 
rise above petty partisanship and nar-
row self-interest. One would think that 
a fellow Christian would fi nd genuine 
welcome at the NCC, even if not agree-
ment. Maybe the next time I visit, Marcel 
Welty’s social repertoire will extend 
beyond insult and Bob Edgar will remain 
in the room long enough for conversa-
tion. One would hope.

NO DIALOGUE HERE Bob Edgar heckles 
the IRD while addressing the ACSWP on 
January 25, 2007, at the NCC offi ces. From 
Edgar, clockwise, are Jack Terry, ACSWP 
Chair Gordon Edwards, Donna Bradley, Bill 
Saint, and Senior Administrative Assistant 
Bonnie Hoff.  (James D. Berkley/IRD)
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The United Methodist social ac-
tion agency celebrated Advent by 
spotlighting the issue of torture. 

Th e three governments it faults for that 
practice are North Korea, Russia, and the 
United States. It’s the last that gets most of 
the coverage, although the mere citation of 
communist North Korea for criticism is, for 
the religious left , remarkable.

Th e Methodist lobby offi  ce in Wash-
ington, D.C., known as the United Method-
ist Board of Church and Society, released 
an Advent devotional which recalls Israel at 
the time of the fi rst Christmas. It was a “a 
land of displaced and dispossessed people” 
who were “war-weary, overtaxed and heav-
ily indebted,” “military occupied, useful 
as a buff er zone to the Empire; bruised by 
ethnocentrism, had little access to equitable 
systems of health care, sustainable econom-
ic development, and [with] family systems 
and generational relationships [that] had 
broken down.”

In short, the suff ering Jews at the time 
of Jesus were a combination of today’s Pal-
estinians, the occupied people of Iraq, and 
the 40 million Americans who lack health 
insurance. 

Th e devotional emphasizes that the 
(unnamed) people of Jesus’ time were 
oppressed as “religious fundamentalists, 
driven by their greed and egos, betrayed the 
weak to curry favor with the strong.” Th ese 
fi rst-century Falwells infl icted “scorch and 
burn tactics, corruption and collusion; their 
secret prisons and mock trials rained down 
on those who dared to stop and speak out, 
protest and question what was going on.”

Th e Advent devotional then gets 
around to the real topic of the holiday 
season: torture.

“Torture destroys us, but we are con-
vinced that it can protect us,” the devotional 
warns. More bizarrely, it refers cryptically 
to “bodies [that] are ritually tortured in 
homes—places we are taught to feel safe, 
in churches—where we are promised 

sanctuary, and by governments—where we 
are taught to pledge our loyalty.”

Living with the “mind of Christ,” the 
devotional affi  rms, requires rejecting those 
“responsible for legitimizing torture” and 
“debunking the sheer hypocrisy that peace 
is founded on strategies of state security 
with its capstone ritual torture of those 
perceived to be enemies and threats.”

Th ere is a brief report about human 
rights abuses in North Korea, based on 
information from Amnesty International. 
“Long-term food shortages have been a pri-
mary factor in the increase of public execu-
tions for such things as stealing food, as well 
as prisons and labor camps lacking adequate 
food to feed the inmates,” the devotional 
notes. Th ere is also a short reference, based 
on reports from Human Rights Watch, to 
Russian troops in Chechnya employing 
“electric shocks and beatings with boots, 
sticks, plastic bottles and rubber cables.”

Aft er these passing mentions of North 
Korea and Russia, the Advent devotional 
turns toward its real target: the United 
States as an alleged systematic practitioner 
of torture. Citing Amnesty International, 
the devotional says that 17 “children” have 
been detained by the United States at 
Guantánamo Bay, Cuba. Citing Newsweek, 
it notes that former Defense Secretary 
Donald Rumsfeld at one time approved 16 
interrogation techniques for “uncoopera-
tive detainees.” Th ese included: “prolonged 
standing, removal of detainees’ clothing, 
sensory deprivation, hooding during ques-
tioning, using detainee phobias to induce 
stress, shaving of beards, grabbing, poking 
or pushing, sleep adjustment, exposing 
detainee to an unpleasant smell.”

Th e devotional charges that there were 
also non-approved techniques common at 
Guantánamo, such as: “exposure to cold 
weather or water,” “face slap or stomach 
slap,” “waterboarding, or the use of a towel 
and dripping water to induce misperception 
of suff ocation, threat of death to detainees 

or relatives, sleep deprivation.” (U.S. law 
and military regulations recently have been 
strengthened to prevent these and other 
abuses.)

Typically, Advent devotionals focus 
more on the birth of Christ than on current 
events. But for the religious left , the scrip-
tures have relevance mostly as metaphors 
for addressing the political bugaboos of 
today.

Opposing torture is laudable. Making 
sure that U.S. interrogators do not cross 
the line between legitimate and illegiti-
mate pressure is important. And the rare 
religious left  acknowledgment that all is not 
well in North Korea is refreshing.

But the inability to make moral distinc-
tions among various governments is spiritu-
ally obtuse. Are North Korea, Russia and 
the United States the main practitioners of 
torture in the world today, with the United 
States deserving the most condemnation? 
And is shaving the beards of detained ter-
rorists the moral equivalent of North Korea’s 
58 years of totalitarian brutalization, under 
which millions have perished?

Hundreds of thousands around the 
world are victimized by state-orchestrated 
torture, most of them by communist and 
Islamist regimes. But communist and 
Islamist torture will never excite the indig-
nation of U.S. religious left ists. For them, 
even the Christmas season is a time for 
condemning the only government that they 
have any interesting in condemning: their 
own country’s.

This article originally appeared online at the 
American Spectator (www.spectator.org).
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I am thrilled by the opportunity to 
rejoin the IRD aft er nearly a decade 
away. I fi rst connected with the 

Institute while I was a senior in college 
and spending a semester studying in 
Washington, DC. I was researching a 
public policy issue for one of my courses, 
seeking to understand how churches 
were entering into the debate in the 
public square. I interviewed some leaders 
at the Board of Church and Society of 
the United Methodist Church, my own 
denomination, and was shocked by the 
obvious partisan spin they used to frame 
the topic.

Having grown up in First United 
Methodist Church in Collingswood, NJ, 
an evangelical and missions-minded 
congregation, I had never been exposed 
to this side of my denomination. I was 
very concerned to see what the leaders 
from my denomination were advocating 
on my behalf in the nation’s capital.

One of my professors encouraged me 
to visit the IRD to gain another perspec-
tive. As I had a chance to meet individu-
als like Mark Tooley, Alan Wisdom, and 
Diane Knippers, I was encouraged to 
hear how they were trying to alter the 
way denominational leaders in the Unit-
ed Methodist Church and other church 
bodies were using or, more accurately, 
misusing their infl uence.

It was during that semester that I felt 
the Lord leading me to seek opportuni-
ties to advance his kingdom through my 
vocation, and I joined the staff  of the IRD 
aft er graduation in 1996. Th e opportunity 
to help eff orts in UMAction had a per-
sonal dimension, as we were speaking up 
for so many United Methodist congrega-
tions like the one in which I grew up.

A year later, Erika and I were married 
and I went on to work for another min-

istry, World Harvest Mission. World 
Harvest is engaged in planting churches 
around the world and has a signifi cant 
concentration of missionaries in Europe. 
It is starting churches among ethnic 
groups like Muslims in Europe, many of 
whom have never been befriended by a 
Christian, as well as among “traditional” 
Europeans, most of whom have lost or 
grown up lacking a faith in Christ. 

Th e mission is making great strides 
into these communities, but one of the 
most disheartening things I experienced 
was to see a former church in London 
having been transformed into a mosque 
and another into a Sikh temple. Th e 
European church has been decimated 
over the last century, and many houses of 
worship are closing. 

I am hopeful that as I return to the 

WELCOME BACK! David with his wife Erika and two children, Timothy and Rebekah.  They 
live in Willow Grove, Pennsylvania.

IRD, I can help ensure the American 
church doesn’t follow in these footsteps. 
I am also excited to support our work 
speaking out on behalf of converts to 
Christ around the world living in com-
munities that are hostile to their faith.

In my time with World Harvest 
Mission, I also developed a real passion 
to share about where the Lord is at work 
and to encourage brothers and sisters in 
Christ to consider using the resources 
with which God has entrusted them to 
further his kingdom. I am encouraged by 
the opportunities that are before the IRD, 
and I am looking forward to helping the 
ministry advance in the coming years.
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