 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
CHURCH GROWTH IS NOT THE POINT!


Mark 1: 29-39

It may seem at first glance that this morning’s sermon title reflects a bit of inconsistency on my part. You might even think I am talking out of both sides of my mouth. We have been saying in various settings that one of the challenges the church faces is being more intentional and faithful in efforts at outreach and inviting persons to become a part of us.

But then comes the sermon title for this morning: “Church Growth Is Not The Point!”  And I need to confess up front that this title is not original with me. It comes from a book of that title written twenty-five or more years ago by Richard Hudnut, a Presbyterian pastor in Indianapolis, Indiana. 

The book was written at a time when the church growth movement was really ramping up. There were church growth gurus and consultants popping up everywhere, each with their own guaranteed strategy for growing big churches.

It was a time when all the mainline denominations were reporting losses in membership and everyone was anxious to get new members. The whole concern was to get new members into the churches for the sake of building the church.

It was also a time when the movement toward megachurches was growing. The Willowbrook Church in Chicago and the Saddleback Church in Southern California were making headlines, and everybody wanted to grow a megachurch.

Onto this scene, Hudnut produced his book, which basically attacks some of the underlying assumptions of all this church growth activity and promotion. He questioned the appropriateness of seeking to grow churches just for the sake of growing big churches. He challenged the idea of enlisting people into churches just to be adding new numbers to the church rolls. He questioned the appropriateness of enlisting persons simply on the basis of what they can do for the church, instead of the other way around. He sought to remind all of us what  the basis was of New Testament evangelism and outreach. The church is to be a servant and we ourselves are to minister and to witness. 

I see the same kind of issues present in the gospel lesson we read a moment ago. After the healing of the demon possessed man in the Synagogue and the healing of Peter’s mother-in-law, the throngs of people began to grow. They sought healing and relief and forced Jesus to work into the night. The crowds were so big that there was no space to accommodate them. The disciples were overwhelmed with the success and the popularity of Jesus. He was really at the top of his game and he was all set to move into the big times. There was excitement at what Jesus was doing. Jesus was the celebrity–it was all about him. He was the superstar of the day!

Think what Jesus had done in just these few short verses in this first chapter in Mark’s gospel: He had overcome the devil and had cast out demons; he had healed the sick and had the whole town of Capernaum at his doorstep, listening to his every word and thrilling at every act of healing. They were going to need to find a new meeting space–a bigger building, maybe even start a building campaign to build a new one. They were going to have to schedule multiple services on the Sabbath in order to handle to crowds. Pretty soon the whole region around Capernaum would be traveling to this brand new “church” in order to get in on all the excitement. 

And then Jesus did the strangest thing. Mark tells us he got up in the middle of the night and went out into the countryside by himself to pray. One would think that he would really need his sleep. All that healing must have taken large amounts of concentration and energy. Relating to all those people must surely have worn him out. And besides, what did he need to pray about? He was on a roll. He was at a high point,  headed toward a successful career. Why did Jesus need to get up early, while it was still dark, and find a solitary place to pray? What was so urgent that Jesus needed to pray about?

Might it be that Jesus recognized that any abilities and strength he had for ministry and caring for people were not his, but gifts from God; and he needed to give thanks to God for these gifts? Might it be that Jesus knew that he was the person people saw in the acts of healing and teaching, and he needed wisdom on how to help others see that it was not he, but God, who was doing all this through him? Might it be that Jesus was tempted with all the success and acclaim to feel better about himself and his ability to do good works than he should? Remember after the temptation experience in the wilderness, Satan left Jesus, but with the whispered warning, “I’ll be back!” Might it be that Jesus was needing to guard himself against temptation? Or might it be that Jesus was just plain weary from all his work and needed to pray for strength to take the next step in ministry? 

At any rate, while things were going so well and Jesus’ popularity and success were on the upswing, Jesus got up early in the morning while it was still dark and went off to a solitary place to pray. But soon there came the disciples–those pesky disciples–rebuking him for leaving them and all the crowds waiting for him. He needed to come back to Capernaum to tend to the crowds. But Jesus blew their minds and ours by saying–no, I will not go back there. Let’s go on to the other villages where my work is needed. Let’s walk away from the success and the acclaim in Capernaum and go where I am not known and work there. 

Madison Avenue and church growth gurus alike would be appalled at this response. With everything set for a huge ministry as a healer and preacher and teacher, with everything in place to build a megachurch–Jesus says, “Let’s go on.”  This seems like a huge mistake. I’ll wager the disciples thought it was a huge mistake. We would all say that Jesus was acting strangely.

But just maybe these words in the thirty-fourth verse of the first chapter of Mark are most important for us. We, too,  need time to step back and reflect on what we are doing and why we are doing it. We need to pray that we are not driven by self-serving temptations–the temptation of seeking success by cultural terms and the temptation to make everything about us. We need to pray that what happens through us is indeed the work of God and not the result of our own cleverness. We need to pray that we stay focused and on track as to what it means to be the body of Christ, serving him here in this time and place. 

Last Sunday we held our annual business meeting in which we heard reports from many different areas of church life. All the reports were positive and upbeat and all pointed to a good year ahead of us in 2012. All of us left the meeting feeling very good and hopeful about our future. Let me suggest that it is at just this kind of moment that we need to hear this story from the life of Jesus. It is in just this sort of moment that we might forget that we are here to serve and not to live out some sort of success story.

I remember sitting in a finance committee meeting at a church in another town a few years back. We were there struggling with a financial picture that was way out of focus. Our spending was way ahead of our income and we were wrestling with what to do about it. Into that moment, the chairman of the committee said: “We need to get more giving units in this church.” I looked at him, puzzled. He explained: “We need to get more members who will give money to help us reach our budget.”

That is exactly the approach and spirit of outreach and evangelism we need to avoid. We need to avoid the spirit that turns persons into “giving units,” that sees persons as targets for outreach only on the basis of what they can do for the church.

We need to remember the words of Jesus when he said that he came to serve, not to be served. We need to remember the words of Jesus when he said he is sending us out into the fields white for harvest. We need to remember the image of Jesus in that upper room with a servant’s towel wrapped around his waist, washing the disciples’ feet. We need to remember that service, not church growth, is the point.

And we are helped in that remembering when we gather around this table of loving sacrifice. Do you know what the Greek word is for this worship we are about to share? In Greek, this act of worship is called the “eucharist,” which means gratitude. We come to this table grateful for the love that made the suffering and sacrifice for us possible. And this is a table of radical welcome. This is a table where no one is excluded. For Jesus is the host at this table, and it is Jesus who bids us come in faith and in joy and in remembrance.  So come to this table today.

