ARE WE ASKING TOO MUCH FROM THE CHURCH?
President Kennedy’s most famous words perhaps were, “Ask not what your country can do for you, but ask what you can do for your country.” As we look at the church in America today, we may want to pose the same question concerning what her people ask of and give back to her. We Americans have become fairly demanding of those we think are here to serve us. We’re used to having every desire but a mouse click away, and embrace “the customer is always right” philosophy. I fear these feelings too often tend to influence our spiritual perceptions as well. Too many come to the halls of our church buildings every Sunday wanting to know first what the church can do for us. We want excellent children’s programs, a popular youth group, and sermons that make us feel spiritual without being overly convicting: not too hot, not too cold, but just right. 

A biblical church is a body of believers gathered anywhere, any time to fellowship and worship God, not a facility we go to on Sunday. Jesus came proclaiming the end to buildings as His dwelling place (Mark 13:1-2), and the hearts of His people as His new “temples” (1 Cor 3:16). If we lose the truth that the church is our brothers and sisters in Christ, people we should equally lean upon and serve, it is easy to begin demanding more of programs and facilities than they were designed to deliver. Do we come to church on Sunday with the mindset that we need to use our spiritual gifts to contribute to her welfare? Do we know what our spiritual gifts are and how to employ them? 
Just as it is with our personal relationships, tension begins when participants come to take more than they give. If there are more takers than givers problems are inevitable as the needs outstrip the supply. If we put too many demands upon too few because we perceive ourselves as spiritual consumers selecting services from the church shelves everyone, takers and givers alike, become frustrated. I am not saying that we should expect nothing from a church body. The church should be there to encourage us in our passionate pursuit of “Christ in us, the hope of glory” (Col 1:27). But a church of people with inadequate spiritual lives outside her walls puts too much expectation upon her supplies when inside them. 

How many of us are daily spending personal time in prayer, study, and application of the word in ministry? How many of us are involved in a small group where we truly open up in confession and “bear one-another’s burdens, so fulfilling the law of Christ (Gal 6:2)?” How many of us can open our daytimers and see time set aside for personal ministry that would go on regardless of what body we attended on Sunday? 

While there is much benefit we gain by gathering together on Sundays, the church was never meant to be our sufficiency. The most wonderful programs and teachings can be at our disposal and we will not mature in our faith without learning to give by practicing with our gifts. God has given us, as individuals, the ultimate responsibility of our relationship with Him (Phil 2:12-13, 3:13-14), and it is the personal, passionate pursuit of “Christ in us” that should be our sufficiency, encouraged with the church’s help.  In Hebrews 5:11-14, we are told of those who had been given ample time to grow, and yet were still “babes.” Those who had matured from being takers into becoming contributors were those “who by practice had learned” love’s lessons given the same amount of time. 

I would hope that the words “separation of church and state” would be particularly applicable when it comes to the subject of giving verses consuming. That is what will make us different from the world and imminently desirable in the eyes of those we want to reach out to through evangelism and in to through edification. Jesus said, “They would know us by the love we have for one another,” and love is all about giving.
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