 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1The Danger of Being Relevant

Let’s not simply cave in to the spirit of our age. Someone once

said that to marry one’s culture today is to be orphaned tomorrow

It is Advent as this is written, specifically the Second Sunday of Advent, given over traditionally in the Church Year to the person and appearance of John the Baptist, this year remembered in Mark 1:2,3: “As it is written in the prophet Isaiah, ‘See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way; the voice of one crying in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight’”

I say “traditionally given over,” fully aware that in many places that deem themselves up-to-date, i.e., relevant to our times, John is hardly worthy of remembering at all–not to mention seasons like Advent or Epiphany that follows, or even Lent after that. Increasingly, it seems, to those bent on modernization, anything traditional (historic form) is simply “in the way” and has, if the church is to remain relevant, to be set aside.  Hymns, vestments of any kind, stained glass windows, pews, the organ, Communion Table, Baptismal Font, candles–anything that smacks of “church”--has to go.


Ostensibly our culture doesn’t understand these traditions, finds church boring, and is out in search of something more exciting–more up-to-date. Rick Warren, who I like personally and with whom in a recent Larry King interview I sensed a kindred spirit, nonetheless says blatantly that his church is “for people who hate church.” 


 Our own local paper, The St Paul Pioneer Press, brought me “up to date” this morning–at least the reporter on that staff did who seemed truly impressed by a “$24 million house” that a sister denomination has now built just north of us. Twelve months ago the ninety-one-acre site was no more that “cornfield, some dirt, and a dream.” Billed as “the crowning achievement of years of work and a whole lot of praying,” the new facility has a 2100-seat sanctuary, “ and an arena the size of a jet hanger.”


While the auditorium is smaller that another “immense” mega church on the other side of town, it nonetheless has at least 6,000 people coming weekly, and “growth is the main worry,” according to its manager of operations.


“We might not have enough seats,” he is quoted as saying, taking a break from mopping the floors of the church’s “Café 500" last week. But “the more people in the doors, the better.” 


That being the premise, this new facility “avoids anything that might be turn-offs for the unchurched.” Instead of pews, the auditorium has movie-theater-style cushioned seats, ensuring good views of the stage. No Bibles or hymnals either–parishioners sing and read from words on a large screen. “Non-churchly architecture, without a steeple” is the intentional design. giving the look more of a mall, convention center, or high school. “Few symbols of religion” remain (far less prominence given to stained-glass windows and even crosses).


The list goes on. “A dizzying array of specialized services,” with specialties in geriatrics, teens, addiction, and early childhood. “No asking for money during a service–a turnoff for visitors. High-energy music” performed by an “in-house rock-style band on a stage ablaze with theatrical lighting, No pulpit. A fundamentalist and charismatic worship style, with a politically conservative viewpoint.”


The inventory of items appears to me a bit overdrawn, perhaps by a reporter not too sophisticated in things religious, but it is telling nonetheless.


“Out went traditional styles of worship,” according to the article. “The church decided it wouldn’t avoid worldly trends–it would embrace them.” The youth service with louder music is called “The Edge.” The Saturday service had “an 11-piece rock band on a 60-foot stage, with three huge rear-projection screens for videos, words to songs, and ever-changing designs.” And the architecture overall “is airy and modern. We don’t want it to look like a traditional church,” said an official.


The building just opened to rave reviews, especially from teenagers, to whom it aims its appeal. One such offered that “a lot more kids will like to come here,” while a friend of hers added, “It’s not old-people-ish.”


Indeed it isn’t. “Upstairs one staff member was passing out free popcorn as fast as it would pop,” and “Mobs of kids romped in a playroom packed with 11 games,” among them “air hockey, pinball, [and] basketball.” Meanwhile, in the sanctuary, the audience was treated to a lineup of entertainment–a rock band, a comedy skit, and a testimonial–all with a Christian message.”


The next step in attracting people? “Cup holders, perhaps.


“We are a Caribou church. Half of the people come in here with coffee. It’s such a part of who people are, maybe we should add them. It all has to do with relevance.”


Are we now being advised in Advent (which wasn’t mentioned, by the way!) how to really prepare the way for the Lord this year and beyond? Build a $24 million house designed to entertain and play people into the Kingdom? “It isn’t about the building. It’s about the people,” one staff member offered. And there is no doubt sincerity in their claim: “We put our prayers and hearts and souls into this place, and hopefully God will be glorified.”


But I for one think it is enormously sad when any congregation becomes more a monument to its culture than a resurrected witness to its own faith tradition, not to mention the whole of Scripture. 


In our local newspaper story, Timothy Johnson, head of the Minnesota Church Ministries Association, notes: “Mega churches are successful because of the increasingly consumerist attitude of the day. They can offer something for everyone.” And, according to him, most of the less than 100-member congregations that dot the American landscape are “looking over their shoulder” as a result.


In order to keep people coming in the door, this church has adopted a more user-friendly name. Like so many others, it has forsaken its “brand name” (Baptist, Lutheran, Catholic, Covenant, as examples) for something more trendy, believing that “the age of denominationalism is largely over.”


Well, is it really? Surely denominations are no end in themselves. But what if such, despite their foibles, still seek to be biblically faithful and true to their experience and history as part of the people of God?  Might not their name and spirit, humbly offered and interpreted, enrich rather than detract from Christ’s body? I am, with my forebears, “ a companion of all those who fear thee” (Psalm 119:63), and passionate about being such in a world where so many think Christianity begins and ends with them. Critics of Covenant tradition, especially facile ones “who never knew Joseph” and sometimes judge without caring to know, have often proved far less resilient and open to all others, given their independent spirit, than the tradition itself.


This call to let the church be the church should not be taken as a wholesale condemnation of contemporary form.  There are many fresh new expressions of the Spirit that should be explored and used, and if truly of the Spirit they need not be divisive. I am presently serving an interim ministry in a congregation that, prior to my coming, opened the door sensibly and I believe thoughtfully for such in contemporary worship. But it did so with a clear sense of commitment to symmetry between its contemporary and traditional forms, as well as disciplined staff involvement week by week in pursuing inter-generational and cross cultural ministries that are required of clergy and laity alike if unity is to be served and the whole body of Christ gathered.



Yet I have seen in recent years, and am seeing still, a repulsive and cascading faith in change for its own sake–often dictated by an immature unwillingness to spend the time and energy it takes to move congregations by solid biblical preaching centered in the gospel, lively teaching and historical interpretation, disciplined pastoral work, and clarion calls to lose our lives in sacramental living for Christ and the Kingdom.


Let those enamored by marrying the culture–religious or otherwise–spend more quality time with the likes of John the Baptist, not to mention Jesus himself. And let the faithful, so often bantered and diminished by leadership types who assume they know better, return rather to the things that have remained in the church’s long history to guide–things that I believe will be shown to guide more reliably, in fact, when the sands of time wash over every lesser scheme and expose it for what it is.


The church at large is no doubt responsible for some of this “dumbing down” of worship and life, as Marva Dawn has termed it. I have been in churches that have gone to sleep on their faith, in congregations where life and vitality are in short supply. But if traditionalisms like those need to go, –which Jaroslav Pelikan has called “the dead faith of the living,”--care must be taken to make sure that we do not macerate our Christian inheritance in the process. 


Rich deposits of faith and life, as of order and worship, are ever waiting for those who will take the time and spend the effort to open them up for rootless people who need that sense of tradition–biblical and historical--which Pelikan calls “the living faith of the dead.”


One can only rejoice in new leadership and funding incentives now being targeted to older congregations in the Covenant that heretofore have been pretty much bypassed denominationally. The many smaller churches, which have been feeder stations over years to urban and suburban congregations, deserve both our thanks and our attention. Hopefully the analysis given--and courses charted in each instance--will not circumvent tradition (“the living faith of the dead”) but use it as the lively tool it is for dealing more profoundly with the real issues before us–and the Spirit and Word that alone are key to creative and lasting change.


God knows we all need revitalization, and surely that requires each of us to stay open and pliable. But let’s not simply cave in to the spirit of our age. Someone once said that to marry one’s culture today is to be orphaned tomorrow.


A wiser Spirit waits in the wings.  We need the longer-range view of that Spirit, with more confidence in the substance of what the gospel is all about than in our own powers to micro-manage it.


There are, in fact, already signs in many mega churches–not to mention in youth leadership literature today–that what future generations are now hungering for is much more profound than the thin fare so many are supplying. I believe with all my heart that we are going to see a return to more substantive engagement with God--in silence, the use of Christian symbols, and a willingness to embrace the transcendence and mystery of God in Scripture. New, contemporary forms of liturgy are also addressing that hunger, as are clear summons to more sacrificial and sacramental living.


Our calling, in the final analysis, is not to be the world in the church. It is rather, now as always, to be the church in the world.


In pursuit of that calling, let us not separate from one another, picking and choosing as the world does. Let us draw, rather, more deeply from all the wells of salvation that flow from Christ and his church. And let us draw each other into the whole of redemption’s story, where

the true power lies to both refresh us as believers and call others to repentance and the wholeness he alone offers.
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