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A cartoon showed a picture of two boys standing on a riverbank debating whether or not they would join the throng of people floating downstream in inner tubes. One boy wanted to join the crowd. The other boy was reluctant. He asked his friend, "Where will this river take us?" His friend replied, "What does it matter? Everyone is going that way." Later, far down stream, they find to their horror a quickened current that they cannot get out of and a cascading waterfall leading to crushing death for all who go over it!

At a time when many pastors of many congregations are struggling just to keep membership steady, mega-churches (Protestant churches with weekend attendance of at least 2,000) are flourishing.  For the churches that are trying to stay true to the Word of God and often experience little or no growth, the temptation is to look to these “mega-churches” for the answer to their ‘apparent’ problem.  Tired and beaten up, these relatively ‘small’ faithful churches are one after another diving into the “river” and asking where they are going at some other time.  They just want to be “successful”.  But, how is “success” in God’s eyes measured?  By reaching 10,000 people in attendance?  By having all the people “feel good” at the close of the service?  Let’s look at all this a bit closer.

The so-called “mega-church” is at about 400 in number nationwide.  But, 20 years ago there were less than 10.  They average in ‘attendance’ (not membership) over 2000 on a ‘weekend’ (all services Saturday and Sunday), and offer a smorgasbord of personal services; i.e. Tae Boe classes, sports, financial experts, Starbucks, etc.  The mega-church mentality is to ‘draw’ families into non-threatening meetings called “cells” which are groups of 10 or so families that meet at someone’s home, and then later they are incorporated into the actual “church services”.

Mega-church philosophy says that the “church” has become trapped in an evangelical subculture where our language, our music, our worship cannot be comprehended by the vastly larger culture of the “unchurched”.  Their goal is to make “church” ‘appealing’ to the average ‘Joe’ out there.  They feel that “churches” have been generally unsuccessful at reaching these “Joes” and a new, better, more modern approach is needed, rather than the old, stale, conservative, traditional, tie-choking model that has been followed blindly so long now.

There are two key “river guides” that we shall call on to help us understand the “mega-church” flow.  Bill Hybel is the pastor of Willow Creek Community Church in suburban Chicago.  He decided in 1975 to plant a church that could speak to the contemporary concerns of suburban professionals like himself.  He sent out surveys in the 
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communities to find out what people liked and disliked about “church”.  He then tailored this new church to their requests.  It started at 150, but quickly grew to 1000 in a year’s time.  And now is over 15,000 in attendance during a weekend of services.  This success has not gone unnoticed, in that three times a year the church sponsors a conference at which 500 church leaders gather to learn the keys to Hybel’s success. 

 More could be said about Hybel and his success formula, but, instead, we will focus on the second of our “river guides”, Rick Warren of the Saddleback Community Church in California.  Warren has influenced thousands of churches during the last decade that are interested in the dynamic church growth of the Saddleback church model.  He told church leaders at one of his seminars recently that “You're joining a group today of over 45,000 pastors and church leaders that have gone through this conference in the last few years from about 42 different countries, from about 63 different denominations.”  The book “The Purpose Driven Church” is a bestseller and has influenced countless thousands more on his church growth philosophy.  His main components to “dynamic church growth” is to making the ‘seeker’ feel comfortable at church, not threatened, and to abandon old, more traditional, styles of services that never has ‘attracted’ these ‘seekers’.  Warren makes it expressly known that if one wants growth, dynamic growth, then he must do it this "Saddleback" way, but if that person decides to stay in the conservative, traditional mode, his ministry and church will wither on the vine.

Warren was trained as a Southern Baptist, and once a year the pastors of the 25 largest Southern Baptist churches in America meet together at Saddleback to just listen and ask questions to Warren on how he “does it”.  Warren states “{it's people like Adrian Rodgers and Charles Stanley and Ed Young and just all kinds of guys you may have heard or may have never heard of....we were sitting in a room together with all these people, and they said, "Rick, take a couple hours and just tell us about Saddleback. What's going on?" Sitting catty-corner to me -- I was a little nervous about this -- sitting catty-corner to me was Dr. W. A. Criswell....for two hours I'm just telling what's going on at Saddleback. And here's W. A. Criswell in his seventies taking notes as fast as he could, writing things down, writing things down. And I walked out of there, and I started crying. I was so humbled by that experience, and I realized why he was a great man. He'd never stopped learning.}”  Warren has said that “it really doesn’t matter your denomination...we are all on the same team if you love Jesus”.  He believes that denominational “labels” should be abolished, for they are considered “offensive” many times.
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Saddleback’s success is not just by chance.  There is a specific formula for it and none of the key ingredients can be missing or it will not “work”.  Here are these key Saddleback ingredients for dynamic church growth:

“{A contemporary-styled "Seeker Service" aimed at drawing in the unsaved and the unchurched from the community must replace the traditional Sunday worship service. To do this successfully, the church service must be non-threatening, familiar and comfortable to the "seeker" (the unsaved visitor). 

The dress must be casual. The typical "Saddleback Sam" (a researched composite of the unchurched yuppie commonly found in Saddleback Church's surrounding community) dresses up for work all week, and he wants to "dress down" on the weekends (Saddleback Sam's likes and dislikes are what determine the style of the church service). Attendees and church staff alike shun any ties, suits and dresses. Warren, dressed in a casual shirt, khakis and loafers told his seminar audience, "Get comfortable. This is as dressed up as I get in this church.”

The music must be contemporary. Not only must the lyrics of the music be more recent, but the style of music should be that which the unsaved hears on a daily basis. The entertainment composite of the Saddleback sound system, band, singers and presentation would rival that of any secular rock concert. Warren stated that one of the first things a church should do is "replace the organ with a band." But he went on to say that if a band was not feasible, then at least a church could purchase a keyboard that will incorporate midi disks in order to give the sound of a band. Furthermore, the purpose of the church choir should be "backing up the soloist. That's the 90's way to use a choir rather than just having them sing." Warren says ‘Now, at Saddleback Church, we are unapologetically contemporary... I passed out a three-by-five card to everybody in the church, and I said, "You write down the call letters of the radio station you listen to." I wasn't even asking unbelievers. I was asking the people in the church, "What kind of music do you listen to?" When I got it back, I didn't have one person who said, "I listen to organ music." Not one. I didn't have a single person who said, "I listen to huge choirs on the radio." Not one. In fact, it was 96-97% adult contemporary, middle-of-the-road pop. It wasn't heavy metal rock, but it was something with a beat like you hear most commercials have today on television. So, we made a strategic decision that we are unapologetically a contemporary music church. And right after we made that decision and stopped trying to please everybody, Saddleback exploded with growth. Now, I'll be honest with you, we are loud. We are really, really loud on a weekend service.... I say, "We're not gonna turn it down." Now the reason why is baby boomers want to feel the music, not just hear it.      The same old tired songs are not gonna reach anybody.
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The message must be only positive. We consider this to be the most flagrant flaw. Yes, the saved and unsaved alike can feel better about themselves after a message that often mixes psychology and an uplifting Scripture text. Such topics as dealing with guilt, self-esteem, interpersonal relationships, mood enhancement or motivation for success will encourage the worldly, weary individual

There must be great emphasis put on having an excellent stage appearance and performance.  The worship team must lead the church folk to spiritual peaks and make the whole of the experience a great “celebration”.  Every second must flow flawlessly, and technology must be state of the art;  for this is what the average attendee is use to in his own home day after day (watching todays TV and DVDs).

The ministries of the church must be geared to meeting the needs and special interests of the thousands who attend. Support groups for depression, eating disorders, infertility, family and friends of homosexuals, post abortion, and separated men and women are to be abundant. The ministries are intended to bring together ones with similar business or professional interests, common recreational interests and so on. Doctrinal instruction is avoided during the main services. At Saddleback, doctrine is only taught to sub-groups of the congregation apart from the regular church services. There is emphasized Saddleback's strategy of moving new members "around the bases" by having interested Christians take special classes to prepare them for service. }”

This model for church growth really does work!  I say again, it really works!  Your church will indeed grow in numbers if you adopt this Saddleback plan.  So, just go ahead and jump right in with the myriads of others that are floating comfortably in this river of “mega-churchism”.  You will grow.  You may even reach a thousand in one year!  Halleluiah, you are a “mega-church” just like them!  But, there are the falls ahead, where all who pass will die.....

This appeal to the masses will never work with God.  God is not the God of compromise, or the God of  “do it the world’s way”, or the God of “whatever will get them is ok”, or the God of “whatever is popular”.  He is the Holy God, Jealous is His name and in Him is “no variableness, neither shadow of turning”.  He does not change.  His ways are not our ways.  His ways work, our ways lead to disaster.

The Bible warns us of this dangerous fast flowing river:

Rom 12:2 And be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God.
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First Peter 1:13-Wherefore gird up the loins of your mind, be sober, and hope to the end for the grace that is to be brought unto you at the revelation of Jesus Christ; As obedient children, not fashioning yourselves according to the former lusts in your ignorance, But as he which hath called you is holy, so be ye holy in all manner of conversation; Because it is written, Be ye holy; for I am holy. ....But ye are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, an holy nation, a peculiar people; that ye should show forth the praises of him who hath called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.

Acts 20:27-30 For I have not shunned to declare unto you all the counsel of God.Take heed therefore unto yourselves, and to all the flock, over the which the Holy Ghost hath made you overseers, to feed the church of God, which he hath purchased with his own blood. For I know this, that after my departing shall grievous wolves enter in among you, not sparing the flock. Also of your own selves shall men arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away disciples after them.

2 Tim 4:2-4 Preach the word; be instant in season, out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort with all longsuffering and doctrine. For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but after their own lusts shall they heap to themselves teachers, having itching ears; And they shall turn away their ears from the truth, and shall be turned unto fables.

Jude 3-4 Beloved, when I gave all diligence to write unto you of the common salvation, it was needful for me to write unto you, and exhort you that ye should earnestly contend for the faith which was once delivered unto the saints. For there are certain men crept in unawares, who were before of old ordained to this condemnation, ungodly men, turning the grace of our God into lasciviousness, and denying the only Lord God, and our Lord Jesus Christ.

Independent, Fundamental, narrow is the way, Bible believing Baptist churches that want to grow must not fall into the temptation of jumping in this “dynamic church growth” river.  Instead, they must jump in the river flowing every so slowly, ever so straightly, ever so smoothly, ever so correctly out of the Word of God.
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