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RED LETTER CHRISTIANS (PART 2) 

I would think it hard to be a religious progressive.  It is, after all, a failed ideology. Its 

vision is noble: to see the world be a better place where all persons are treated with respect, 

where there is no privilege, hate speech is kept under control and poverty is eradicated.  It 

would be a place where the rich share with the poor, and religious zealots absorbed with their 

own self-righteousness are correctly labeled as hypocrites.  For progressives, classical Christian 

doctrine is a distraction to this religious vision.  References to Original Sin, Salvation, 

Atonement and Hell are unnecessary, if not hindrances on the upward way of progress.  

Progressives want an uncomplicated gospel, one say, based solely on the words of Jesus.  

Thus the reference to "Red Letter Christians" (in some Bibles the words of Jesus are printed in 

red).  Jesus was not about doctrine and rules.  His was a gospel of love.  Presumably then, if we 

just loved one another we could live in peace and harmony and God's will would be 

accomplished on earth.   

If only loving were that easy.  It is not only the progressives but all Christians who state 

quite frankly that we have not arrived in fulfilling this vision of the Kingdom.  For most Christians, 

especially for orthodox Christians, we live in tension between the ultimate goal, to be fulfilled at 

the return of Christ, and the present reality, which is that we live in a fallen world.  In the great 

battle between good and evil sometimes it would appear that evil is winning.   

Orthodox Christians can deal with this.  Progressives find it hard.  Why?  The purpose of 

this article is to explain the "why." 

One of the first doctrines compromised in the history of religious progressivism was the 

doctrine of Original Sin, and with it the understanding of salvation and grace and the power that 

comes through the Biblical understanding of atonement. 

Methodist modernists (revisionists) always were embarrassed by the idea of Original 

Sin."  It seemed inconsistent with the enlightenment which wanted to make human reason the 

arbitrator of all things good and evil.  So modernists sought to eradicate sin not by the power of 

the cross but by simply denying it existed.  Before 1900 the Methodist ritual on baptism started: 

"Forasmuch as all men are conceived and born in sin…"  By 1935 this had been changed to:  



"Forasmuch as all men are heirs of life eternal …"  Educators started with the assumption not 

that persons sin and fall short of the glory of God, but that persons are born neither good nor 

evil but like blank sheets on which could be written either a positive or a negative narrative. 

Along the way they commented that John Wesley, with his views on Original Sin and 

Atonement, needed to be corrected.   

Once sin was no longer a problem progressives became the consummate optimists. 

Good intentions and hard work should surely bring in the kingdom.  A little more than 100 years 

ago the view was expressed by the modernists of the day that the 20th century should be 

labeled "The Christian Century" (thus the journal The Christian Century).  Christian civilization 

was spreading to the unenlightened parts of the world; science was opening up new vistas for 

material progress and Christian mainline denominations were flourishing.  Events leading up to 

World War I represented a blip on the screen but president Woodrow Wilson, faithful 

Presbyterian progressive that he was, believed that in a righteous war allied forces would 

prevail and make the world safe for democracy.  He was supported in the war effort and in this 

vision by modernist churchmen such as Henry Emerson Fosdick.  When fundamentalist 

preacher William B. Riley opposed the war and challenged the vision, he was called unpatriotic 

by Shailer Matthews, progressive professor at Chicago.   

After the war the vision included the League of Nations and cooperation between nations 

which presumably would counter self-serving nationalisms.  Progressives were intrigued by 

world order visions influenced by socialism and communism whereby societies could be 

organized for the common good.  Progressives introduced eugenics, whereby with the help of 

science and social planning society could weed out the undesirables and breed in a better 

people (until Hitler adopted the same idea). The church marched forward under the banner of 

the "brotherhood of man under the Fatherhood of God.”  The 1935 Methodist hymnal added 

some hymns to support the vision: 

 

These things shall be, a loftier race

These things shall be: a loftier race 

Than e'er the world hath known shall rise 

With flame of freedom in their souls 

And light of knowledge in their eyes. 

They shall be gentle, brave, and strong, 

To spill no drop of blood, but dare 

All that may plant man's lordship firm 

On earth, and fire, and sea, and air. 

Nation with nation, land with land, 

Unarmed shall live as comrades free; 

In every heart and brain shall throb 

The pulse of one fraternity. 

New arts shall bloom of loftier mold, 

And mightier music thrill the skies, 

And every life shall be a song, 

When all the earth is paradise. (#512) 



 

By the 1940s and 50s the progressive vision was being understood as a disaster.  

Religion without a proper view of sin led to tyranny.  The 1930s saw not world peace but 

depression, Nazism, Communism and another world war.  Theologians like Karl Barth and 

Reinhold Niebuhr, as well as the whole evangelical community, saw this clearly.  Progressivism, 

or modernism, was a spent force.   

Religious progressives, however, have not been easily dissuaded.  Progressivism is with 

us today, and with renewed ardor.  The optimism is gone, however.  In its place, there is 

frustration and anger.  One presumes this because an ideology that speaks of progress would 

have some progress to talk about and there is frustration because the progress is not apparent.  

Instead of speaking about how good things are, we hear rants about how bad things are: there 

is all around us hatred, injustice, racism, misogyny, homophobia and greed. Perhaps persons 

and systems which do not agree with the progressive agenda should be forced to comply.  

America is no longer the hope of the world but a land of privilege,  police brutality, politics gone 

bad and religious (as in evangelicals) zealotry which can be compared with  the Taliban.  

Religious progressives believe revelation is ongoing; the Bible and tradition are only markers on 

the way.  God is revealing new truth and they, the progressives, are anointed to tell the rest of 

us what the new truth is, such as that celibacy in singleness and faithfulness in marriage is no 

longer God's norm and that new truth interprets justice to mean whatever victimized groups 

want it to be.  Freedom is doing what I want to do when I want to do it to whomever I want to do 

it to.   

A few words from John Wesley are appropriate at this point: …All who deny this, call a 

"original sin," or by any other title, are but heathens still, in the fundamental point which 

differences Heathenism from Christianity (Sermons II p.223). 

Original Sin is not a doctrine declaring all persons as bad and evil.  Persons after all are 

made in the image of God and have intrinsic worth.  It is rather a recognition that a flaw has 

marred our spiritual DNA so that when we are doing what comes naturally we are not loving the 

neighbor as ourselves.  We need help.  This really ought to keep us humble.  Original Sin is a 

reason for starting out each day with confession and repentance, admitting our failures and 

seeking the Holy Spirit for grace and guidance.  Sometimes--in fact, usually--we are not even 

aware of our involvement in the sins of the world, whether racism or greed or our lack of love. 

Are evangelicals above criticism?  Hardly.  Charges of self-righteousness and prejudice 

and pride and greed often hit close to home.  But even in our weakness God is strong and in the 

strength of our God we take our stand.  Our trust is not in political parties or even laws in the 

land but in a future that God is directing.  

Thus, evangelical Christians are not pessimists but optimists.  This is despite the fact 

that American culture wars are not trending in our favor.  This is despite the fact that the church 

as an institution appears to be weaker than it has been even in our recent past.  This is despite 

the fact that evil is evident all around us.   

Are we red-letter Christians?  We are but we are more.  We seek to believe and live the 

whole gospel.   


