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You would think that the revered and acknowledged “gurus” of the seeker friendly church movement, with a membership somewhere in the heady realms of around 30,000 worshipping in an 8,200 seat auditorium, and one of the largest churches in the world, would think they could do no wrong. You would think such a church, whose leadership conferences are carried by video around the world because there is not enough space even in their massive facility to hold them, would not pause for a moment to consider whether they were on God’s track or not. And you would have every reason to believe so. By all modern measures of church success, Willow Creek Community in Chicago is the standard-bearer—the mark by which all others are measured. But you would be wrong, and for that fact I give Bill Hybels and his staff kudos.


One of Hybel’s senior assistant pastors, Greg Hawkins, became aware as he sat Sunday after Sunday in his place dead center at the auditorium [where he chooses to sit to observe the effectiveness of the services], said effectiveness was wanting, and that WCCC had become more of the place to be than a place to follow Christ. So he went to Hybels and asked that funds be set aside to commission an in-depth study of membership to determine their state of maturity, their satisfaction with teaching and programs, and their feelings about their church journey in general. What resulted from 11,000 interviews of members from 7 different churches was, according to Hybels, “The biggest wake-up call of my life…and the worst day of my life.” 


  An overview of what they found as they broke the participants into four different groups [“Exploring Christianity, Growing in Christ, Close to Christ, and Christ-Centered”] was astonishing. To wit:

· Involvement in externally and internally focused church programs didn’t necessarily translate into spiritual growth [which they defined as “increasing love for God and others”].

· The church is vitally important in the first two segments, but as people grow into the latter two it becomes less and less important.

· There is far more personal motivation to serve and evangelize in the latter two groups, yet they are the most frustrated by far with the church, its activities and teaching—the close to Christ group complaining of being “stalled” and the Christ-centered group of being “dissatisfied.”

· The closer to becoming Christ-centered [actual functional disciples] people got, the more they were considering leaving the church! And this, when the Great Commission is to “make disciples?”

While there was much more information that surfaced, the “smashing points” were as follows:

· Far too much emphasis was put upon church involvement, and far too little on encouraging personal growth through a personal and growing relationship with Jesus Christ.

· The church spends far too much time catering to seekers with their teaching and programs [what they called the “spiritual equivalent of diaper-changing”], while letting “spiritual adolescents” fend for themselves.

· People needed, from the get-go, to be fully impressed that it was their personal responsibility to be in a growing and vital relationship with Christ, for this is what would carry them long after the luster of church programs faded. It was not the job of the church to sustain believers throughout their spiritual walks.

· The church, as John the Baptist would say, “needed to decrease as He increased” in people’s lives.

· There needed to be more opportunities presented for disciples to not only serve in the community, but to be able to mentor and disciple others in the church.

Again, I applaud Hybels and his staff for being humble and open to God’s correction, and for giving the church this eye-opening study. It confirms what has been made so evident in all of the polls taken over the past 50 years in the church: that we are doing a far better job at evangelism than we are at “making disciples.” Inasmuch as Jesus’ directive to us was not only to preach but to lead men into life with the goal of making disciples, a study like this can be a valuable tool to any church leader wanting to change the status quo. Though anyone reading this website knows how I feel about mega-churches, I take my hat off to Hybels, Hawkins, and Parkinson for having the sensitivity to see the problem, and the guts to pursue answers no matter how “bad a day” that may cause. 

I heartily recommend this easy to read, though not so easy to swallow study, and would urge church leadership to think seriously about the ramifications of continuing on in our present model.

Michael Wolff

