September 24, 2023 Risky Business Ann Burnham, CLM

Good Morning Church! Quick word: My sermon is 6 pages long — too long! Also, the
Pats are playing the Jets at 1:00pm and I know people will walk out! You all know The
Book of Acts and how the Holy Spirit descended on the group of believers, how 3,000
people were baptized and how they all studied, ate, worshiped together, and helped
each other because I told you all of that in May when I preached. You all remember
that, right? I suggested we all run down to the Canal shouting that we have received
the Holy Spirit but none of you did. Ok, that reduces my sermon by one page.

This sharing among the early Christians was not communism or communalism because
the giving was voluntary. They viewed themselves as a family and as in any healthy
family, where there is need, the family takes care of their own. They were a solid group
of one mind. It was not just about the sharing; it was about their beliefs and
communal prayer. As they grew in their faith, they grew to really know each other.
They knew when someone needed to be lifted up, when someone needed help because
they were sick, and who needed comforting due to trouble, pain, or sadness, and how
to share in each other’s joys. These are all the things families do.

And that my friends, was how the church started and how it grew!

But where did that go? When did we lose it? Did it start when families just went to
church on Sundays in their Sunday dress? Suits and ties, best dresses, and high heels?
But then they never thought about the Bible until the following Sunday? Or did it
happen when sports on Sundays became a thing for our kids and that is not a recent
thing, it has been going on for a long time — so that can't be it.

What about the church today? Why aren’t our pews filled with people who gather to
worship Christ? Why are we trying to get people back into church? We just bought a
big banner for the corner of Old Plymouth Road and Scussett Beach Road — reading,
“Come Back to Church Sunday” — and when is that? I didn't put a date on it because I
did not want people to think there was only one Sunday and they missed it. When
they should come back to church? Come back ANY Sunday. Why aren’t people coming
to church — what is missing? What is it that they don’t understand about church? How
many people don't really know what church is? And to that point, what exactly is
church? Is it sitting in a pew listening to the choir sing and the pastor preach?
Shouldnt it be so much deeper than that? Why are there so many books written (or so
many emails sent) about growing your church? I get emails every day about how to
increase the size of your church, bring in more money, more members — Grow, grow,
grow! What are you goals? What is your mission statement? We can help you with all
these things, blah, blah, blah.

I have recently been reading a book called Reclaiming the Church Family, by Matthew
Kimbrough. This book is so different from the Aow to books for church growth and
programs to grow the church, and it is in my humble opinion, a real look at the core
issue. Kimbrough says the modern American church has lost its identity as a family. He
speaks of megachurches and how they look and run their churches as businesses.

They are meeting their consumers needs with entertainment. They are using marketing
strategies and treating their churches as a workplace, where numbers are the goal. He
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says, “Not that the church can't learn from the workplace or that clergy should not be
professional, but rather the primary way in which the church is intended to relate to
each other is not as a workplace, but as a family.”

When you read through the New Testament, you will see that Paul tells us we all belong
to the family of God, Paul writes in Galatians 4:6, “Because you are sons, God has sent
forth the Spirit of His Son into our hearts, crying ‘Abba! Father!” Think how family was
so important in the ancient world that you often were identified by who your father was
like James and John the sons of Zebedee, James the son of Alphaeus — not the way we
identify ourselves today. When you heard our reading today, you know that our roots
were based on family, the church family — a community. Paul uses the word brothers.

In the Greek New Testament, it refers to brothers, both men and women, in the
community. Ekklesia meant church community, not a building. It is important to see
that difference - family meant the community of faith.

Many of these megachurches have become big businesses and they write how to books,
boy do they write how to books! Think about Robert Schuller, one of the earliest of
these leaders who wrote: “As the president of the corporation and chairman of the
board, I, as senior minister, am an ex-officio member of all committees and appoint the
chairmen of all these committees to the church board for their approval. By appointing
the committee chairmen, by being an ex-officio member of each committee, by being
the chief of staff presiding over regular staff meetings, I am able to maintain leadership
control over the entire operation of the church, working through the church board,
committees and staff. It is our sincere belief that this is the only way to organize a
church for successful leadership.” Now we know that he built the Crystal Cathedral,
which held 3,000 people in a giant glass structure. Schuller was one of the earliest
megachurch pastors and extremely successful, but when he retired, things fell apart
because the business was not enough — ultimately, he tried to retire in 2006, had his
son take over, but that only lasted 2 years as they did not have the same vision, then
he had his daughter take over in 2010, but the church had to declare bankruptcy and
the senior Schullers, their daughter and her husband were dismissed from the CC
ministry. Eventually the Crystal Cathedral and it's campus was sold to the Catholic
Diocese. One of many books written by Schuller was 7he Power of Being Debt-Free, but
sadly, the Schullers had to file bankruptcy and were left with a fully mortgaged home
and little to no assets. A very sad ending.

We can move on to Bill Hybels, another famous mega-pastor. He is the founding pastor
of the Willow Creek Community Church in Barrington, Illinois which had an average
attendance of 24,000 as of 2018. This is another author of the how-to church books, a
man who started out surveying people about their reasons for not coming to church in
the 1970’s: citing "church is boring", "they're always asking for money", or "I don't like
being preached down to." This shaped the way he approached his nhew church model in
1975 and within 2 years, his church had grown to 2,000. Then in 1979, Hybels
apologized for the example of his relentless schedule and overemphasis on grace.

"We've set up all our leadership structures and goals to grow a full functioning Acts 2
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community, as opposed to just an evangelizing machine that doesn't drive the roots
down deep and do all the other things it's supposed to do."?

By 2000, Hybels was doing six services each weekend for 15,000 people. In 1998, he
was counseling Bill Clinton regarding the “"Monica Affair”. Hybels opened a new worship
auditorium and as one of the largest theaters in the US, it was capable of hosting over
7,000 people and by 2017, the church averaged 25,000 attendees per week. However,
despite writing many how to books including, Authenticity: Being Honest with God and
Others and Fit to be Tied. Making Marriage Last a Lifetime, Bill Hybels resigned amid a
scandal of infidelity and sexual harassment that had gone on for years.

Look, I believe these are examples of men whose hearts were right when they began
but then they lost their way, they did not keep their eyes on Jesus, because it became
about numbers, money and fame. Think of how many thousands of Christians they let
down, who felt betrayed and were left with the bitter taste of hypocrisy in their mouths
because of business.

What I am saying you don't just bring people to Jesus and drop them off like a bus
driver who provides a nice ride, great conversation, and then opens the door to let you
off but you are not sure where you are supposed to go. We bring people to Jesus, care
for them and take them under our wing. We teach them about the Bible while getting to
know them and having them get to know us. It is about helping them grow — not
about us getting rich or making our church rich — that is not what Paul was talking
about. This was never, I repeat NEVER the motivation. Paul, Peter, and other
disciples did not get rich from spreading the Word — they were jailed, beaten, tortured
and ultimately murdered. Their goal was to teach about Jesus and SAVE souls. They
wanted Christians to live a deep, spiritual, and mutual love of Christ and of each other.

Okay back to the book, Kimbrough shows us an incredible example by referencing Andy
Stanley’s book, Deep and Wide, “which is a highly influential book about the purpose of
church”. When we compare what the real roots of our churches were and should be,
listen to this business model for the mega church: “Stanley writes, “We are
unapologetically attractional. In our search for common ground with unchurched
people, we've discovered that, like us, they are consumers. So, we /everage their
consumer instincts. By the way, if your church has heating and air conditioning, you do
too. When you read the Gospels, it's hard to overlook the fact that Jesus attracted large
crowds everywhere he went. He was constantly playing to the consumer instincts of
his crowds. Let’s face it: It wasn't the content of his messages that appealed to the
masses.” And again, “When we launched North Point, every other church in Atlanta was
competing for the churched people market. We decided to get into the unchurched
people market. That's a much larger market and we didn’t have any competition at
the time. If somebody liked our brand, we were the only option.” Consumers? Brand?
I went to the Dollar Store yesterday to purchase a birthday card for our grandson — I
was a consumer there because they have Hallmark cards for a buck. I chatted with
another gentleman who was there for the same reason — because we do not wish to
spend $7 or $8 on a card. We would rather put that money toward the gift. We were
friendly but I did not feel a special bond with him — other than we were both being
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frugal — I did not ask how his life was and if he needed anything and he did not ask
that of me. I paid my $1.06 and left the store because I was a consumer only.

I must be honest here and tell you that as I went on to read about Andy Stanley’s
ideas, I was not only horrified about how they look at people, but deeply saddened.
Where is the heart of what we should do? Making disciples — true disciples, who love
the Lord and by following the Lord, love their church family. We do things because we
love and care about each other. If we bring a goody for the coffee-hour table, we do it
so we can sit together, talk in a deeper way, not just superficially but in a trusting and
caring way — to share and to learn. “Our joys and our concerns are real, and our
prayers are real.” And the market we want to tap into? No, we want to tap into hearts,
to share our faith and love of the Lord - to save souls!

Stanley’s next statements: “"We've gone to great lengths to create a system that frees
communicators and content developers to do what they do best. The corollary is we've
gone to great lengths to protect our audiences from presenters who aren’t engaging.
We choose our most engaging presenters, give them great content, and then turn them
loose. And we use those presenters in different departments throughout the
organization.” Kimbrough responds by noting, “You may have missed that the quote you
just read was about preaching! The presenters or communicators are preachers; the
audience is a congregation; content is a sermon; and the organization is the church.
More importantly, the assumption rooted in the business world is that success comes
only through the most talented people. In the church context, the success of a sermon
depends upon the presenters’ skills — not how they explain the Bible or relate it to today
for folks — nothing is said about the Bible! Yet, Paul declares that a rhetorically
impressive presentation of the gospel risks invalidating its power. The apostle rejects
rhetorical gymnastics, preferring to preach the simple message of Christ crucified
(1 Cor 2:1-5).

My friends, I tell you these things because all of us, including myself, wonder how tons
of people flock to these mega churches. Maybe it is a bit of jealousy — what do they
have that we dont have? But what they don’t have is what we have — a loving, caring
church family. People who jump in and help when help is needed, people who check on
each other, people who share in the love of Christ. We are a strong family unit. Don't
get me wrong, we can have disputes among ourselves, just like any family. But it is
about how we handle those disputes. Ted and I disagree with some of our
grandchildren’s politics and ideas, but our love for each other is much stronger than
politics because we are family and what binds us together is so much greater than what
divides us. It should be the same way with church politics — what binds us is the love
of our Lord and Savior, and that is what should keep us together.

Lastly, I would ask you to look at Hebrews 2:11 (NIV) ! Both the one who makes
people holy and those who are made holy are of the same family. So Jesus is
not ashamed to call them brothers and sisters.?!

We are family — brothers and sisters in Christ. Amen
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