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Kicking harmful church habits

Most congregations and denomina-
tions are addicted to a lot of self-
destructive habits, observes Thomas G.
Bandy, a program officer of the United
Church of Canada and a former United )
Methodist pastor, in his book Kicking Habits (Ab-
ingdon, 1997). As with any other addiction, Bandy
finds, the first step toward overcoming this one is
admitting it. Then we must embark on a major
transformation of the entire system by which our
congregation or denomination operates.

Advice from the barflies won’t help

Ultimately the transformation will come from
God, Bandy realizes. In human terms, however, he
finds that it must come from perceptive people on
the fringes of the present system or even outside of
it. Expecting real change to come from the people
currently in charge, Bandy
says, is like expecting alcohol-
ics to get help in overcoming
their addiction by consulting
their drinking buddies.

Just as alcoholics may realize in sober moments
that their habits do harm, some church insiders
seem to realize that the present system isn’t ideal.
However, they talk about its problems and possible
solutions only in their own groups, and that’s like
the alcoholics talking only to their friends at the
bar. Without pressure from outsiders, the church
insiders will make only cosmetic changes that
won’t touch the real problems. That’s no
surprise, because the current system
gives these addicts comfort and other re-
wards that real change might destroy.

Comfortable people oppose change

None of us are likely to make any big changes
in a setup that rewards and comforts us. We feel

Steps toward transformation

Thomas Bandy suggests steps that declin-
ing churches must take in order to start thriv-
ing. The first step may be the hardest, but it's
essential. It's admitting that many familiar .
church practices are not required by God. ‘ .
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A deliberate process ‘ v

The other essential step is to use a process deliber-
ately designed to reveal new ways in which God may be
calling us to be the church. For this Bandy advocates fo-
cusing on worship services, suspending use of the Lec-
tionary and prepared liturgies for several months. We
would feature instead the
scriptures about people re-
ceiving new insights from
God, and calls to go in new
directions instead of blindly
following religious traditions.

[Jesus] answered them,
“Why do you break the
commandment of God
for the sake of your
tradition?”

—Matthew 15:3

At the same time, Bandy
says, we must experiment
with new styles of worship, adding a regular worship
service in a different setting if we can’t change our sanc-
tuary to allow movement, drama, dance, and other such
features. Bandy recommends decreasing preaching and
the use of organ music, and increasing the sharing of
faith stories and other musical instruments and styles.

Praying, motivating, experimenting

We also must pray together and indi-
vidually. We might form prayer trios who
pray for each other at specific daily times.
At church meetings we'll need to sus-
pend parliamentary procedure and severely reduce time
spent on reports and budgets, and focus on motivating
attenders instead. We'll need to let members disagree,
experiment, and take initiative. We'll need to shift clergy
from taking care of them to training them for ministries.

We'll need to spend time in public places talking with
strangers and listening to them, as well as listening to
people on the fringe of the church and to
4 some who have left it. We'll need to discuss
. what we've heard, and then make the
: changes it tells us the church needs to make.

Doing this may seem impossible because it's such a
change, but | believe God wants us to do it and will help.







