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mainline Protestants and evangelicals

Protestants are usually divided into “mainline Protestants” and “evangelicals.” The latter usually include fundamentalists and charismatics.

Among the mainline Protestants are (largest to smallest): (“Mainline Protestant”)

United Methodist Church (2018: 6.7 million US)
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (2018: 3.4 million)
African Methodist Episcopal Church (2.5 million)
Episcopal Church (2016: 1.9 million)
African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church (1.4 million)
Presbyterian Church (USA) (2019: 1.3 million)
American Baptist Churches USA (2017: 1.1 million)
Christian Methodist Episcopal Church (858,670)
United Church of Christ (2018: 820,000)
Reformed Church in America (2010: 246,024)
Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) (380,000)
Religious Society of Friends (350,000)
Unitarian Universalist Association (211,000)
Church of the Brethren (125,964)
Mennonite Church USA (100,000)
International Council of Community Churches (2009: 69,276)
National Association of Congregational Christian Churches (2002:65,392)
Alliance of Baptists (65,000)
Moravian Church in North America (60,000)

Among the evangelicals are: (“Appendix B”)

Southern Baptist Convention
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod
Lutheran Church-Wisconsin Synod
Church of the Nazarene
Wesleyan Church
Free Methodist Church
Christian and Missionary Alliance
Church of Christ
Presbyterian Church in America
Assemblies of God
Church of God (Cleveland, Tenn.)
Church of God (Anderson, Ind.)
Christian Reformed Church

Mainline Protestants were 63% of the US population in 1970; by 2012, they were 48%. In 2014, Pew Research Center said mainline Protestants were 14.7% of US adults, while evangelicals were 25.4%. (In addition, Catholics were 20.8%.) “Evidence from the General Social Survey indicates that higher fertility and earlier childbearing among women from conservative denominations explains 76% of the observed trend . . .” (“Mainline Protestant”)
In 2008, 21% of mainline Protestants earned $100,000 or more per year, versus 13% of evangelicals. (“Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life”)

total and limited inerrancy

One of the principal distinctions between mainline Protestants and evangelicals concerns the Bible’s inerrancy (its being “without error”). Generally speaking, evangelicals believe in “absolute inerrancy”: there are no errors in the Bible, including on matters of science and history. Generally speaking, mainline Protestants, like Catholics and Eastern Orthodox, believe in “limited inerrancy”: there are errors in the Bible except concerning what the Bible ultimately teaches about faith and morals.

One may ask, “If the Bible has inaccurate historical and scientific facts, how can we know that the spiritual messages are true?”

The same way we know any truth: we compare what is asserted with the reality we experience. I am willing to accept what the Bible asserts doctrinally because I judge that Christianity coheres with reality. Those who disagree with me (three-fourths of humanity) accept that another religion or no religion more accurately coheres with reality.

All of us, of course, are influenced in our judgments by loyalty to our communities and our cultural traditions. That loyalty often predominates among factors that determine religious adherence. However, that our judgments in religion are susceptible to influences other than purely rational considerations does not mean that such judgments cannot be made. After all, such influences affect all judgments. And judgments about religious natters must be made: they are unavoidable. Everyone (including the atheist and agnostic) has a stance on the fundamental questions of life (God, the meaning of life, morality, evil, the afterlife, etc.).

So my suggestion is: relax. Let go of the belief that the Bible is without error. You will not only join the majority of Christians, but you will no longer have to leave your intellect at the church door.
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