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A clergy couple in their 
late twenties wrote a thought
provoking response to the re-
cent ''Generation X" issue of f 
Connections (February 1997). 
They liked most of the issue, but not 
my saying that the future of today's churches de
pended on reaching their age group. ''This is pre
cisely the kind of talk," they pointed out, "that 
turns us off, along with many other GenX folks, 
Christians and prospective Christians alike." 

"It seems that as churches decline in member
ship," these Generation X pastors explained, "the 
focus of congregations becomes not seeking those 
who are lost, but getting younger people in the 
door because they are the church's future. The sub
text is, 'They might keep this building up and keep 
this church from going under."' 

A painful reminder 

These comments jolted me 
into remembering that I had 
felt similarly when I was one 

of the younger people. Whenever my contemporar
ies and I attended a meeting of one of the tradi
tional women's clubs of my town, or the women's 
group of my church, older members constantly said 
how glad they were to have us and how much the 
group needed us because we were young. 

These women meant well, I'm sure, but their 
insistence on preserving all of the groups' current 
activities and policies forever spoke louder than 
their welcoming words. It said, "We're desperate 
for new members to take the load off of us and 
keep this organization from dying. But 
we only want those who will keep it 
exactly as it is, for our enjoyment." 

These messages made me want to 
leave in a hurry, because much of what 

Looking with outsiders' eyes 
If we're active churchgoers, we 

tend to think the non-attenders are 
at fault, rather than the church, 
when people aren't rushing to our 
churches. Especially if we're among 
the older members, we may see church participation 
simply as part of everyone's duty. We think, "If those 
people were doing what is right, they would come." 

Many outsiders, however, especially those in 
younger generations, don't see it that way. They tend to 
base their decision on whether they see any real benefit 

in church participation. They look at 
whether church programs and physical 
facilities are top quality. They look at 
whether the members really live by 
what they claim to believe, and whether 
they seem better off as a result. 

Why would they want to join? 

Even when newcomers see convincing reasons for 
attending and participating in our church activities, many 
see no reason to become official members. After all, 
participating without joining may let them escape being 
asked to give money or hold church offices, and most 
of our church activities and ministries are available to 
non-members just as they are to members. 

For current members, reasons for wanting new peo
ple to join us are easy to find. Being in a church with a 
large membership may give us status in our local com
munity. New members will bring new funds. They'll be 
available to teach Sunday School and to do some of the 
other necessary church jobs, too, relieving 
the pressure on those of us who currently 
have to do all of them. Having more mem
bers also will make the pastor, District Super
intendent, and Bishop look good, providing 
evidence that they deserve larger responsi
bilities, more prestige, and a higher salary. 

Whose benefit are we concerned about? 

But what real advantages are there for the people 
we're trying to persuade to join? For them to want to join 
instead of just to attend, they must see benefits that they 
want, that they can't get anywhere else, and that they 
can't get without joining. It's time to ask ourselves, "Do 
we want new members for their benefit, or just for ours?" 
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the organizations were doing re
quired great amounts of time and en
ergy, yet it wasn't enjoyable to me 
and wasn't serving any purpose that I 
could see as worthwhile. I soon went 
elsewhere, and so did many of my contemporaries. 

God may not need "today's church" 

The couple who wrote me about the February 
Connections are also troubled by the expression 
"today's church." To them it means institutional 
churches in their present forms, many of which 
aren't doing what God needs done. "God needs 
churches that are faithful," my correspondents ob
served, "that are willing and ready to be 'tomor
row's churches,' trusting tomorrow to God." 

"That means," these two 
readers went on to say, "that 
congregations have to be 
honest and ask tough ques
tions. They need to ask, 'Is 

this congregation truly existing for the glory of God 
and as a witness to the world, or are we just trying 
to keep up a building and clinging possessively to 
old programs because we like them?'" 

The church needs to reach GenXers, these pas
tors realize, "because our God is a God constantly 
seeking the lost, not because 'the 
future of the church depends on 
it'-this is extremely selfish of 
churches." Yet, these pastors say, 
"we experience this kind of con
gregational selfishness every day." 

Getting clear about the church's purpose 

The main question these comments are asking 
us to look at, it seems to me, and to be honest in 
answering, is "What is the purpose of the church?" 

Fishing isn't for the good of the fish 

m Jesus compared seeking disciples to 
fishing. But fishing: i~ seems _to me, requires 
using whatever bait 1s most likely to attract 
the fish. It also involves sneaking up on them 

and capturing them only for the fishermen's purposes, not 
for the good of the fish. Does this say anything about our 
ways of trying to attract new members to our churches, or 
about our motives? Maybe we simply have to assume that 
the comparison doesn't apply that far! What do you think? 

They ask us to look at whether we're 
concerned about God's purpose or just 
about our comfort and enjoyment. 

Recently I attended a dinner 
at a large United Methodist 
Church. It was the opening event 
for the speakers at a conference-wide meeting. The 
meal was provided by volunteers from the host 
church. Suddenly realizing that someone from that 
church needed to welcome us, one of the volunteers 
dashed out of the kitchen to do it. Speaking with no 
notes and apparently with no advance planning, he 
included in his brief welcome a one-sentence state
ment of his congregation's purpose-what in to
day's jargon would be called its mission statement. 
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I was astonished. I wondered how 
many other lay church members could 
state concisely, off the top of their 
head, the purpose of their congregation 
or of the church as a whole. I don't 
think many could. I don't think I 
could. If I had some time to think, I 

could probably come up with what I believe the 
whole church's purpose is supposed to be, but I 
couldn't say what specific aspects of that purpose 
my congregation is aiming at. 

Unfortunately this isn't unusual. I 
recently read about a survey of a thou
sand churches whose members were 
asked "Why does the church exist?". 
89% said the church's purpose was to take care of 
their needs and their family's needs, yet according 
to the Bible this is not the purpose of the church. 

Worshiping God and making disciples 
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If we look at what Jesus did during 
his time on earth, at what he com
manded his followers to do, and at the 
various ways in which the churches 
described in the New Testament oper
ated, we get a very different picture. 

We see that the church's main purposes are wor
shiping God, showing God's love to the world, and 
helping people to become more like Christ and to 
live in the kind of community that is based on 
God's law of love. We may also believe that eternal 
salvation comes only through Christ, and thus that 
we need to try to bring everyone to Christ, but does 



accepting Jesus Christ as savior have to 
mean being on the official roll of an 
institutional church? I doubt that it does. 

Lesser purposes 

Lack of clarity about our purpose 
seems to be a major cause of our churches' 
failure to be as effective as God wants us to be. 
We're like the person an old saying describes, who 
got on his horse and rode off in all directions. 

In his excellent book The Pwpose Driven 
Church (Zondervan, 1995 ), Rick Warren, the very 
effective pastor of the Saddle back Church in Cali
fornia, lists some inappropriate purposes that seem 
to be driving many churches. 

. · Tradition. In a tradition-driven church, 
Warren observes, the goal is simply to 
continue what has been done in the 
past. "Change is almost always seen as 
negative," he notes, "and stagnation is 
interpreted as stability." 

· Personality. Being driven by the per
sonality of one person (usually the pastor, but 
sometimes a lay member) puts the church at 
risk of collapsing when that person leaves, and 
of neglecting important ministries that he or 
she doesn't happen to push. 

· Money. The question most prominent 
in everyone's mind in a money
driven church is "How much will it 
cost?", Rick Warren finds, and the 
budget is the main topic that can 
cause heated debate among members. 

· Buildings. In a building-driven church, funds for 
needed ministries must be used instead for 
maintaining and paying for the building. 

· Programs and events. A program-driven 
church's main goal is to fill all the offices and 
jobs that are necessary to continue all the cur
rent church activities and groups. An event-

I_ '.-,c'-. 

driven church aims mainly 
at keeping people busy 
and constantly having a lot 
of activity going on in the 
church. No one asks 
whether the activities and 
jobs still serve a purpose. 
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Going off in any of these directions, instead of 
using our money, building, program activities, tra
ditions, and leaders only to serve the church's 
God-given purpose, makes a church unfaithful as 
well as ineffective. If we're want new members 
only to help us maintain an operation that isn't 
aimed at the church's true purpose, we're on the 
wrong track. 

Being named "church" is no guarantee 

... on this rock I will 
build my church, and 
the gates of Hades will 
not prevail against it. 

-Matthew 16-18 

(Paul) planted the 
seed, Apollos wa
tered it, but God 
made it grow. 
-1 Corinthians 3:6 

We tend to console 
ourselves with scriptures 
that testify to the perma
nence of the church and 

say that God ~ 
will insure the 

church's survival. \ 

I'm afraid, however, 
that when we do this we're 
misleading ourselves. 
We're right in remember

ing that our efforts alone can't make the church 
effective-that God's actions are essential. But 
we're wrong, I believe, in acting as if what we do 
won't affect whether our churches survive. 

God works through people 

T t seems to me that God 
most often works through peo
ple rather than without them. 
To accomplish God's will, 
God motivates people to use 
their minds, emotions, talents, 
skills, spiritual gifts, discern
ment, money, and whatever 
other God-given resources 
may be available to them. 

If anyone will not 
welcome you or 
listen to your 
words, shake off 
the dust from 
your feet as you 
leave that house 
or town. 
-Matthew 10:14 

When a 
person or 
group re
fuses to be 
part of what 
God wants 

done, God doesn't force 
them to do it, but neither 

So shall my word be 
that goes out from 
my mouth: it shall 
not return to me 
empty, but it shall 
accomplish that 
which I purpose, and 
succeed in the thing 
for which I sent it. 

does it go undone. Instead, 
God moves on and gets it 
accomplished through someone else. 

-Isaiah 55:11 
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Evidently this is how God works 
through church groups. I believe that 
if my congregation or my denomina
tion refuses to do what God wants 
done, it isn't being the church, there
fore it can't expect God to preserve 

it. I don't believe that merely having the name 
"church" guarantees a group's survival. 

Our reasons need to match God's reason 

If we want new people to join our churches, we 
need to be sure that our motives match God's. If we 
want new members because we honestly believe 
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We want new members, but why? 

m 
An important point about worship styles 

Responding to the March Connections, "'{". . ~~ "t 
a reader makes a point that I ~elieve is valid · · ... -- ·. .•· 
and very important. "A church 1n a small ' h : / 
town or rural area may need to appeal only ,. -· :' · 
to the tastes of the majority," she points out, "but in a 
metropolitan area that isn't necessary or desirable." She 
reminds us that with a large population to draw from, 
some congregations can specialize in the classical music 
and formal, traditional liturgy that many Christians find 
essential and that are our timeless treasures, while other 
congregations offer other styles of music and liturgy. 

"It would be tragic and sinful," this reader says, "to 
scrap a top-quality church music program when many 
other congregations are already providing music of the 
types that happen to be more popular." I think she's right. 

that both they and the world will 
benefit in ways that God considers 
important, we 're justified in trying 
to attract them. lf it's for any other 
reason, we urgently need to re
examine what we're doing. 

~ t.t;l 
/1 t ~-\ 
\_;. it " ' ,I 

.)-

/ 

Next... • ,n 
Whose welfare gets top priority-- . 

the clergy or the laity? 
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If you've just discovered Connections 
and you want to start receiving it monthly, send me your 
name, mailing address, and $5 for the coming year's 
issues. If you want any of the 4 years' back , . ~ 
issues that are available, add $5 for each year I~~~:;; 
you want. For more information, write to the 1- 1,:,. 
address above, phone 817-773-2625, e-mail iit 
bcwendland@aol.com, or on the Internet, see --
http://www. vvm. com/-bcwendland/connhome. htm. 

I'm a United Methodist lay woman, and I'm neither a 
church employee nor a clergyman's wife. Connections 
is a one-person ministry that I do on my own initiative 
and partly at my own expense, speaking only for my
self. Connections currently goes to about 12,000 people 
in all 50 states-laity and clergy in at least 12 church 
denominations and some non-churchgoers. 


