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This won’t be a complete answer, but
I hope it helps explain why liberals and
conservatives are so often at odds.

A basic difference between modern and
traditional mindsets involves epistemolo-
gy (how we know things). The traditional
belief is that what is true is unchanging,
has always been known, and is to be found
in the wisdom of the ancients, perhaps
transmitted orally but often written in a
book. Truth is found in an authority from
the past. Each culture has its ancient,
revered wisdom.  For Christianity, and
especially Protestantism, it is the Bible.
(Catholics and Eastern Orthodox also use
Holy Tradition, in addition to the Bible).

In contrast, the modern mindset (since
the Age of Reason, 1650-1780) has said

we should accept nothing on authority
but test all things (including religious
claims) at the bar of reason. With this
mindset, the contents of Scripture are
evaluated in the light of reason and expe-
rience, and what is unreasonable or con-
trary to experience (such as miracles) is
rejected as false. This lack of respect for
all authorities and insisting on the right to
come to one’s own opinion based on
one’s own experience and reason remains
a feature of the modern mindset.

For the traditionalist then, whenever
there is a conflict between ancient truth
(such as the Bible) and reason, experi-
ence or modern science, ancient truth
wins out and whatever disagrees with it
must be mistaken. For moderns, how-

ever, reason and
contemporary
e x p e r i e n c e
“trump” the
Bible (or the
Pope) if there is
a conflict. Here
we have, in a
nutshell, a basic
d i f f e r e n c e
between conser-
vative and liber-
al Christians.

How does understanding this differ-
ence help?

Liberals need to understand how tra-
ditionalists feel bound to maintain what-
ever they believe the Bible clearly teach-
es, whether they find it easy to accept or
not. (Some conservatives may, for
instance, feel some inclination to being
accepting of gay people but feel con-
strained to take a strict and disapproving
stance since that seems to be the biblical
teaching). Liberals should not expect
traditionalists to modify their positions
unless and until they can be shown that
they had misinterpreted the biblical text.  

Conservatives need to understand that
just quoting biblical verses will not do any
good unless what the verse says “makes
sense” and seems true to experience.
Verses that go against modern sensibili-
ties (because they sound derogatory to
women, for example) are not going to
have any persuasive power. You’re going
to have to find areas where you agree and
start from there to gently explain the other
beliefs that are dear to you.

My advice to both sides is to identify and
emphasize what you agree on. See how
much you share. And visit each other’s
churches with the determination not to find
fault or criticize or persuade but to listen and
learn. Yes, the differences are significant, but
we share a common humanity and a com-
mon belief in a good and loving heavenly
Father and in Jesus Christ our Lord.

The Rev. William G. Gartig will answer
your questions about the Bible,

Episcopal life and other religious sub-
jects. Send questions to 2146

Cameron Ave. Apt. 5, Cincinnati, OH
45212-3631 or at gartigwg@episcopal-

dso.zzn.com.
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Consumer culture challenged at conference 

Liberal and conservative Christians seem to a have hard time getting
along these days. We both believe in God and have other basic beliefs
in common, but on some issues, including homosexuality, abortion
and euthanasia, we approach things very differently and end up get-
ting frustrated and angry with each other. Can you help liberal and
conservative Christians “bridge the gap” and get along better? Any
ideas about how we can better understand and respect each other?

BY JERRY HAMES

EPISCOPAL NEWS SERVICE

In what one participant described as a
"watershed event," Episcopalians came to
Minneapolis and the Mall of America for a
stewardship and education conference that
examined the moral issues related to con-
sumption, consumer spending and the effect
of advertising aimed at children and teenagers.

The conference, "Will Our Children Be
Stewards?", was a historical change of course
for the national stewardship office of the
Episcopal Church in which children from ages
4 to 9, as well as several teenagers and young
adults, joined their parents to discuss what
support the church could offer to combat the
consumer lifestyle of North American society.

Participants had a personal encounter in a
"living laboratory" of consumerism, the Mall of
America, the largest enclosed retail and family
entertainment complex in the U.S., with more
than 520 specialty stores, four department
stores and Camp Snoopy, a seven-acre enclosed
theme park with 30 rides and attractions.

"We're not against the mall, or mall shopping,"
the church's missioner for stewardship, Terry
Parsons, stressed before buses took everyone from
their hotel to the mall. "But we need to be sensi-
tive to what we hear, see and smell. Who, and
what, is it that is shaping our financial habits?"

Speeches from experienced financial advi-
sors, family life experts, consumer alert advo-
cates and stewardship leaders from other
denominations left a clear message: churches
provide little support to help beleaguered par-
ents counteract a culture in which consumer
advertising reinforces a message to children
that says "It's all about me."

"Our country now faces a crisis because
children are growing up without balanced
financial values or a well-thought approach to
how they use money," said Nathan Dungan,
president of Share Save Spend, an organiza-

tion that promotes wise financial habits, and
author of "Prodigal Sons & Material Girls:
How Not to be Your Child's ATM."

Young people receive a lot of advice on
issues such as sex, dating, drugs, alcohol and
careers, but get very little help on how to deal
with money. Parents themselves are poorly
equipped to talk about money management
because few have developed their own values
and financial philosophy, Dungan said.

"Society is working overtime to addict our chil-
dren to spending. What is leading our moral values
today? Consumerism, greed and materialism."

Gary Ruskin, co-founder of Commercial
Alert, a non-profit organization that he described
as designed to protect children and communities
from commercialism, said that virtually every
consumer-goods industry targets their advertis-
ing to children. He encouraged parents to shield
their children from television programs and
movies that are in conflict with their values.

"Turn your home into a refuge, a sanctuary
from the advertisers and marketers," he said.

One after another, speakers stressed the
concept of sharing as an equal component to
saving and spending, and said the church had
abdicated its role as a support to parents.

"If the churches don't help to integrate into
our culture a "share, save, spend" attitude, it
will fundamentally affect the churches,"
Dungan said. "People will say they want to be
generous, but the question is 'Will they have
the capacity to be generous?'"

Eugene Roehlkepartain, director of family
life and congregational initiatives for the
Minneapolis-based Search Institute, and
author of "Growing Up Generous: Engaging
Youth in Giving and Serving," encouraged an
"asset-building approach," in which families,
neighborhoods and faith communities unite
around a shared vision that builds strength in
the lives of young people and their families.

The Search Institute has found that there are
several broad obstacles in congregations that

impede to financial giving by youth. "There is
discomfort in talking about money; there is often
a loss of tradition to motivate giving; there is fre-
quently an exclusive focus on institutional needs,
such as roof repairs; there are financial anxieties
of clergy and youth leaders, and often there is a
belief that youth shouldn't be expected to give.

"Young people can find enjoyment and ful-
fillment through acts of giving and serving if
given the opportunity," he said. "When they
are personally invited to participate, they pos-
sess self-confidence and a belief in their own
ability to make a difference."

Parsons said "Will Our Children Be
Stewards?" was not a conference designed to
provide all the answers. "We wanted to be clear
first about the questions and then determine what
the church should be doing," she said. "With our
children receiving some 3,000 messages a day
urging them to spend, where is the church -- the
voice in the village -- inviting them to share?"

She said that the response from participants
on the final day clearly showed they want and
need resources for the congregation.

"Primarily, they say they need a solid cur-
riculum about consumerism and debt, one that
provides a theological perspective. They want a
resource for clergy to help them talk to children
about money matters. They want resources for
teens, including pledge cards and envelopes.

"There is a popular, but wrongly held, percep-
tion that you need to be a college grad, or over
the age of 21, to pledge to the church," she said.

Parsons said overriding concern of her
office is how to be a better support for fami-
lies. "We have got to think much more about
family ministry, how we nurture and support
healthy families."

Jerry Hames is the editor of Episcopal Life, the
Episcopal Church's national newspaper. Susan

Barksdale, assistant in the communications
office in the Diocese of Minnesota, contributed

to this report.
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