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Reconnecting men with their giftedness...and the church with her world





Some months back, I was interviewed by a coordinator from a large church in another state to speak at their men’s retreat. As we talked she kept asking, “Don’t you know who we are?” incredulous that I had never heard of them. She repeatedly instructed me to go to their website, evidently so I could be properly impressed by “who they were.” I said that after we completed our interview I would comply, already knowing what I would find and why she was so anxious for me to find it. 

As I opened up their site I saw exactly what I expected: a towering monolith to modern day Christendom’s evidence of faith. This “campus” looked like a small city, complete with elegantly landscaped courtyards and multiple structures of gleaming tile and glass. I could only respond with a shrug, knowing that the leadership of such a place would probably not be calling me for a second interview. By all indicators of success in modern day Christendom, they had made the grade. Why would they be looking for a way to approach ministry differently?

Sadly, the one thing we Christians in America will most readily rally around, get most excited about, and then look to most assuredly as the evidence of sound teaching and “success” is the size of our church buildings, and the latest technology we are able to cram into them. We think nothing of spending billions in this country on bigger and more elaborate houses of worship, while rarely will members ever step foot outside of them in their pursuit of Jesus, and the poor in the communities all around them have to look to the government for help. 

I am currently visiting a mega-church in the making. It’s a truly fascinating thing to observe. They have six services in a remodeled storefront every weekend, each seating around 2-3,000, and, of course, recently unveiled plans to build their new multi-million dollar edifice. Everyone is whipped into a faith-frenzy about this, replete with the requisite tearful testimonies concerning sacrificial giving, and well-intentioned pastors delivering passionate sermons promising the building isn’t about buildings, but about ministry. 

If buildings were about ministry and not about buildings, then why can’t we find Jesus or His disciples ever showing the least bit of interest in them? Wasn’t Jesus about ministry?  I find it one of the greatest ironies of scripture that Jesus was a carpenter, and yet we never find him [nor any of His disciples] being concerned about, raising funds for, being on a committee to investigate, praying about, going before planning commissions to approve, battling neighborhood groups over, or in any way promoting the building of a single place of worship. Why then does it seem to be our all-consuming passion in the church today?

I don’t doubt the harts or motivations of the vast majority of church leaders who have become caught up in this. I’ve done it. Everyone’s been lured into this trap at one point or another. It’s the system we’ve allowed to creep in unnoticed, and the unbiblical goals and processes for attaining them that has slowly seduced us. As those who follow Jesus, we have only two ways of seeing things and acting in this world. There’s the way the world does things, and the way Jesus showed us. The world and the flesh craves material evidence of “success.” More successful stores command the best locations and largest buildings. More successful people typically purchase the bigger homes in the best locations. And more successful churches…? Well, you fill in the blanks.

Jesus was the most “successful” man who ever lived in terms of spiritual matters, and yet He craved none of what the world craves. He preached and ministered from mountaintops, boats, fields, and in homes in the community [as well as in the temple, though He never would have built one]. His fruit was spiritual and eternal, and did not require worldly evidence to confirm it or show it off. No, Jesus was more interested in building up those whom Paul called the new “temples of the Holy Spirit.”
 Under the new covenant Jesus came to set up the evidence of anointing was transformed from external to internal, the place of God’s dwelling from “the Promised Land” to “men’s hearts and minds,”
 and the evidence from physical miracles to spiritually transformed lives. In keeping with this, when confronted with the beauty of the temple in Jerusalem He said, “Do you see these great buildings? Not one stone shall be left upon another that shall not be torn down.”
 On the contrary, when speaking of the new temples He was going to establish He said, “Destroy this temple, and in 3 days I will raise it up.”
 

The trap of building buildings is like the trap of drug addictions. It cannot sustain. It requires more and more money to build bigger and bigger ones with fancier and fancier technology to give worshippers their next “fix,” much like the drug addict moves from one lesser potent drug to the next more-potent and powerful one. Once the initial edifice is built a never-ending campaign to expand, remodel, or upgrade is embarked upon to “keep up with the Jones’s” down the street or in the next state. 

Sooner or later all that can be afforded has been afforded, the building has reached “Heroin-strength” proportions in its lavishness and technology, and yet the people still require more to remain impressed. Eventually the whole house of cards comes crashing down because it never was about training up followers of Jesus, but about the housing and entertaining of our most coveted of all people in modern Christianity: those “seekers.” But I thought Jesus’ Great Commission was to “go and make disciples?” Funny thing about disciples, they’re no more impressed with buildings than Jesus was, because Jesus truly lives in all disciples and they eventually come to think and act as He did. 

Perhaps this is why the recently completed Reveal: Where are You?
 study from Willow Creek Community Church [the acknowledged leaders of the seeker-friendly church movement] revealed that those most frustrated with the church, and ready to leave her altogether, were those they called “disciples.” And this when our mandate is to make disciples?? Thank God for men like Bill Hybels who had the courage to commission the study to begin with, and then stand before the world in his own 8,200 seat edifice and proclaim, “We’ve blown it! We thought all people had to do was come to us and we could supply in the church all they needed for spiritual growth. We were wrong. We need to take out a fresh piece of paper and start all over again with new ideas founded in biblical truths [paraphrased].” 

I believe this is why we have the ever-revolving door of churchgoers flitting from one edifice to another today. They join a new church, being impressed for a few years with the programs, people, and facilities. But then after 4 or 5 years they become frustrated, feeling a need to “go deeper” and be “better fed.” When church programs and material trappings lose their appeal, as such things always do, they move on in an effort to find the fix again. The problem is the true “fix” they need is rooted in a deeply personal, abiding relationship with Jesus, and not the trappings of modern-day American Christianity. The only “deeper” Jesus gives us is the command to “love Him [abide in Him] and love our neighbor [bear fruit].”
 He showed in the way He rejected the building builders of His day—taking those who truly wanted to follow into the streets—that lavish places of worship were not necessary to accomplish that.

For example, couldn’t this new mega-church find an empty mall, office, or warehouse complex sitting somewhere nearby in this economic environment, and offer to lease with an option to purchase it? It is always far more cost efficient to buy an existing building, particularly in slow markets, than to build due to the constantly increasing price of materials. Or how about spinning off some satellite churches that could likewise find cheaper existing facilities this market is ripe with, so they didn’t have such a large group to try to house? And if they did that, wouldn’t they have far more of God’s precious resources to spend, say, buying homes in the community where real live-in ministry could be available for both the members and the community alike by taking in homeless teens, unwed moms, the poor, the orphans, and the widows that now must kneel begging at Uncle Sam’s doors? 

When will we move past what the writer of Hebrews called “the milk of babes” who desire only to gather in comfort, and be constantly reassured of their salvation [which is the all-consuming passion of seeker-friendly teachers], and dine on “the meat of those who practice their beliefs?”
 When will we abandon the comfort of the gathering, and move out into the uncomfortable places Jesus always leads us to truly love our neighbors in deeds as well as words? 

Jesus will not change who He is to fit into our molds we have fashioned for Him. He turned the tables on the kingdom builders of His day, moved out into a community full of discomfort and opposition, and said to those who truly desired to know Him, “Follow Me…the birds of the air have nests, and the foxes have dens, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay His head.”
 He couldn’t be followed in buildings then, and He can’t now. Perhaps it’s time we ask ourselves what we’re really building, and for whose glory we are truly building it.

Reconnections will be dedicated to exposing the delusion of kingdom building, and helping pastors and men get back to what will truly fulfill them in Christ. Oh, I’m not saying we don’t need places to gather, and I’m not saying some good things don’t go on in our buildings, but could we restore just a little more balance between “in here” and “out there?” To continue to pour the excessive amounts of money, copious amounts of time, and yes, faith, we do into lavish facilities used rarely but on Sundays will never satisfy anyone who desires to be called “friend” by Jesus. 
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� Reveal: an in-depth study from 11,000 interviews of church members from 7 different churches in the Chicago area.


� John 15:1-17, Jesus’ restatement of the Great Commandment


� Hebrews 5:11-6:1


� Mark 8:20






