
Happy New Year!


You could have said that at 4 PM on Saturday, November 27th if you followed the Latin rite Church Year Calendar.  If you follow the Roman rite calendar, which we do, the Church’s New Year begins on the Sunday, nearest St. Andrew’s Day, November 30, which would be November 28th this year.  However, if you follow the Eastern Orthodox Calendar, your New Year’s celebration was September 1st.  Note no Liturgical Calendar begins January 1st.


Personally, I wish we continued to follow the practice of England up until the first half of the 18th century.  The New Year began on March 25 (Origins of the Liturgical Year, 80).  It had nothing to do with the vernal equinox in March.  Choosing to begin the year on March 25 had to do with Christmas.  Nine months before Christ was born on December 25th the angel Gabriel came an announced that Mary would give birth to the Christ.  Nine months before December 25 is March 25th.


In a sense we who follow the Church Year calendar still keep the connection between New Year’s and the birth of Christ.  We begin our New Year with the First Sunday in Advent.  Advent is the season we prepare to celebrate Christmas by remembering His first coming, His Second Coming, and His continual coming in Word and Sacraments.


Despite the fact that to the world the four weeks prior to Christmas are for celebrating Christmas, to us in the Church they are a season of repentance.  Again this has a New Year’s flavor to in that New Year’s speaks of out with the old and resolutions to do better.  I think of Advent like New Years in certain areas of Italy.  At midnight, the windows of the houses fling open and each member of the family pitches out detested ornaments, hated furniture, or anything else which remind them of something in the past year they are determined to be rid of (Encyclopedia of 7700 Illustrations, Paul Lee Tan, 6730).


I find it downright cathartic to throw away reminders of people or things that bother me.  However to paraphrase Forest Gump sometimes there are not enough things to throw.  You see when it really gets down to it, what should go out the window on New Year’s Day or in the weeks of Advent is me, myself, and I.  And we do that in the Divine Service.  First, the Old Adam is pushed out the window to drown in the baptismal font and the New Man emerges from those waters as righteous and holy as the Christ who gave birth to him or her.  Then the New Man sings the ancient song of lament and hope, “Oh Come, Oh Come Emmanuel” as we light candles to count the weeks.  And we don’t allow the New Man to sing the song of the Christmas angels, the Gloria in Excelsis, because no one sends a birth announcement until the baby is born.

So celebrate the New Year by observing Advent.    
Advent Begins Sunday, November 28, 10:30 AM

tc \l1 "Advent

Advent as a season of preparation for the Nativity originated in France.  Its observance was general by the time of the second Council of Tours, 567.  In some places six or seven Sundays were included.  When Rome adopted Advent, she limited the period to four Sundays as we now have.  It was probably not until the 13th century that Advent was universally recognized as the beginning of  the Church Year which up until that time had begun with the Festival of the Annunciation, March 25, or in some places at Christmas.  While Advent never attained the extreme penitential character of Lent, it has always been regarded as a season of repentance and of solemn anticipation and preparation for the coming of Christ. [Adapted from Reed, The Lutheran Liturgy, 465-466.]  

Three comings of Christ are remembered in Advent: the first coming, the incarnation of the Second Person of the Trinity in the womb of the Virgin Mary; the Second Coming of Jesus at the end of the world to judge it; and His continual coming among us in Baptism, the Word, and Holy Communion.  The Advent wreath is of relatively recent origin, the 19th century.  Only two candles have historically represented something specific, the pink one and the white one. Lit on the Third Sunday, the pink one stands for joy.  On this Sunday, the penitential theme is supposed to be lighter.  Tinged with the white of the Christ candle, the purple of penitence shades to the pink of a joyous rose.
Trinity Lutheran Church

Proudly Presents

The 2010-2011 Advent/Lent Sermon Series

It’s A Miracle!
   Does the pizzazz attract you?  I doubt it.  I was talking with one of the sons of our congregation now in the ministry about how absolutely demoralizing, discouraging, and depressing it is to try to coax people to come to church and Bible class.  The only thing more demoralizing, discouraging, and depressing is the poor attendance at both.
   I’ve pleaded with you for years to make coming to the midweek catechetical services a priority.  For the most part my pleas have fallen on deaf ears.  What you should know is that if you don’t raise your children in the discipline of attending midweek services, Advent and Lent as it has been historically known in the Lutheran church will one day be no more.  Please don’t offer up to one who has raised five of his own the hollow excuses of having little ones and their need for sleep or having older ones and their need to study or work.  Only one time did one child of mine have to work on a midweek service.  Many times they brought their homework to church. Your children will prioritize according to how you teach them.

  One way or another you are teaching your children what is important in life.  Most would agree that when God works a miracle it’s important.  The miracles of the New Testament are Baptism, Absolution, and Communion.  That is why in a way I am proud to present to you a nine week sermon Series on the 4th, 5th, and 6th Chief Parts of Luther’s Small Catechism entitled - 
It’s a Miracle!

December 1, 2010   Bpt. I

That Sinners Can Be Brought      
Into the Triune God

December 8, 2010   Bpt. II & III
That This Water Does Such Great 
Things

December 15, 2010   Bpt. IV


That Baptism is Forever

Ash Wednesday   Conf. I



That Confession Has Two Parts

March 16, 2011   Conf. II


That Forgiveness is in the Mouth 
of a Man

March 23, 2011   L.S. I



That We Eat and Drink our God

March 30, 2011   L.S. II



That Communion Gives Life

April 6, 2011   L.S. III



That Faith Receives the Sacra-
ments Benefits

April 13, 2011   L.S. IV



That There are Truly Worthy 
Communicants

Trinity Social Activities — December 2010-
August 2011

December

1, 8, 15 — Advent Dinners

19 — Bus Caroling 1pm


Chili supper 6pm.

January 2011

6 —  Epiphany dinner. 

      Un-decorate the church.

16 — Youth lock-in

February

13 — Valentine's brunch at 

Trudy's

20 — Game Night

March

13-15 — Spring Break 



     camping trip

20 — Game Night

April

17 — Palm Sunday youth 


 meal

TBD — Round Rock 



    Express game

May

15 — Game Night

21 — Ladies' Tea Party

June

2 — Ascension Dinner

18 — Live Oak Brewery tour

19 — Game Night

July

17 — Bowling at 1pm

August

TBD — Karaoke night

21 — Game Night

KOOL (Kids of our Lord) Youth Group Activities

December, 2010 –August 2011

December 4 – 8 am – 2 pm - GARAGE SALE – we will also have a Bake sale going on 

And depending on the weather (brrrr) maybe hot chocolate (; we can dream. 

January 16, 2011 – 6 pm -2 am – Fun In (5 hours short of a Lock-In () $6 pp. come enjoy some blasts from the past and a few new tricks, I mean games, I have learned this year (
February TBA – Leander Paintball – more details to come

March 13-15 – Camp out McKinney Falls more details in the Bulletins as the time nears. 

April 17 – 12 noon Annual Palm Sunday Brunch – This year we’ll do a Picnic Theme. We will discuss the menu and décor at the campout 

May TBA – 

June 7 – 10 am Schliterbahn in New Braunfels – meet at church at 9:00 if you want to caravan 

July TBA – Galveston – All are invited

August TBA –
If you have any questions please contact Debbie Potter at 512-431-4458
The ACELC
We’ve just finished another round of elections, and regardless if your party or person won or loss, you probably noted how candidates seemed to speak out of both sides of their mouth.  This seems to be the “art” of politics.

In the 1892 Presidential race, Adlai E. Stevenson was Grover Cleveland’s running mate.  The big issue in the Northwestern United States was the naming of a mountain in Washington State.  Would it be called Rainier or Tacoma?  Stevenson went through the Northwest on a literal campaign train.  He would roll into town and make a speech from the rear platform of the train.  At the end of his speech, he would declare boldly, “I want every everyone to know that I emphatically agree that this magnificent mountain should be named…”  At that precise moment, by a prearranged signal, the train whistle would blow.  The crowd went wild at each stop.  Though they couldn’t hear which name Stevenson was in favor of, each town thought by the way he led up to declaring his choice that he agreed with them.

Unlike a politician I have tried to speak unambiguously to Trinity about the state of our synod.  When the Yankee Prayer Service happened in 2001, I plainly told you what was wrong.  When in 2003 “That They May Be One” was produced renouncing such unfaithfulness, I signed it; I urged you to sign it, and Trinity signed it.  Not much came of that.  When the Lutheran Mission Alliance was formed in 2004, I urged Trinity to join it.  Again not much came of that.  I am somewhat embarrassed that nothing came of these outside activities.  All they served, in my view, was to pick open scabs of dissatisfaction with Synod while doing nothing about the underlying sore.

  Well here is one more to consider.  The Association of Confessing Evangelical Lutheran Churche launched in July 2010. It appears to be a no-nonsense call for the LCMS to get her house in order.  The ACELC has issued a Fraternal Admonition. Here it is in part:

The Admonition

The correction of error is included in Jesus’ work to destroy the works of the devil (1 John 3:8), including the devil’s work to falsify God’s Word and so cause His people to stumble and sin. We are blessed to have the sure and certain Word of God to reveal our sin and error and lead us back to right understanding and practice, the very evidence that we are indeed the children of God (1 John 3:9-10).

So also do we have the New Testament Epistles that were written largely to rebuke and correct error in the early Church, which also command us to do the same in our time. As disciples of Jesus and His teachings we are responsible to correct errors among us so that we ourselves may not be found teaching and living contrary to God’s Word and so profane His name in the Church and in the world.

Error can happen inadvertently and with the best of intentions. However, error remains error and can only come to no good. Therefore right doctrine and practice are the very stuff of Christian faith and life in the Church. Recognizing this, we, as the bearers of Christ’s infallible Truth and most blessed Gospel must diligently maintain it among ourselves, lest we not only become a flickering and faltering light in the world, but even more frightful, find that light removed from our church as the Lord clearly warns in His Revelation to St. John (2:1-7).

Along with this, Christian faith and love compel and commend us to their correction. Error is sin, and the very ministry and mission of the Church is to address sin through the public proclamation of repentance and forgiveness in Christ’s name (Luke 24:46-48). Correction of error is at the very core of the Gospel’s proclamation--error against both God’s divine Law and His holy Gospel, the very means through which God saves and applies His salvation to lost sinners.

Therefore, in good faith and as a matter of Christian conscience we cannot stand idly by and watch our beloved Synod decline into further error and disunity. Errors are by their very nature dangerous and destructive to all that is right and true and good. And such things are worth fighting for. It is our sincere contention that the Gospel, the Church, and the very souls they seek to save and preserve to eternity are at stake.

Because of this, in the spirit of Luther, Walther, and other church fathers and grandfathers, we can “do no other” but stand to correct the errors that undermine the orthodox faith entrusted to us and through which God has so abundantly blessed our Synod. If we do not, then we too shall be complicit in the doctrinal indifference that has plagued so many church bodies to their ruin. Consider, for example, the recent erroneous decision of the ELCA to ordain homosexuals, failing not only to help such people in their sin, but even to affirm them in it and therefore to God’s eternal judgment!

All errors work in this way and to this end. That is why it is crucial that we address them.

The Plan

It is for this reason that we seek to form an “association of congregations” to work together in a concerted effort to advance the correction of these errors in our fellowship, and remove the discord, strife, and disunity that infects and hinders our common ministry and mission of Christ’s Gospel to the world. The reasons for forming an “association of congregations” are as follows:

To collectively press upon the Synod the importance, necessity, and urgency of directly addressing these errors.

To collectively make known the unity of concern over these errors.

To collectively produce documentation and resources on what the errors are, why they are errors, what consequences the errors cause, and how to correct the errors and institute biblical practices that hold the promise of God’s blessing.

To collectively pool resources for distribution of this documentation and resources. And to collectively work toward unity of faith between congregations in ministry and missions to the end of faithful proclamation of the Gospel of Jesus Christ to all nations, that the Holy Spirit may work “when and where he pleases, in those who hear the Gospel” (AC V).

This endeavor includes speaking publicly and honestly to all members of the Synod and its leadership as we are inspired to do in 2 Cor. 4:1-2 (ESV), “Therefore, having this ministry by the mercy of God, we do not lose heart. But we have renounced disgraceful, underhanded ways. We refuse to practice cunning or to tamper with God’s Word, but by the open statement of the truth we would commend ourselves to everyone’s conscience in the sight of God.”

In this we seek a public, open, and honest venue in which to address the errors among us. We believe both Scripture and the Confessions of our Church commend us in this matter. In the spirit of unity and the faith of our grandfathers before us we set forth an open statement of the very matters of our concern. Included for your reading is “A Fraternal Admonition to Correct the Errors of Our Beloved Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod.” Please visit our web site at http://www.afraternaladmonition.com.

The Invitation

In good faith and with sincerity of heart we invite you to consider this endeavor by giving thoughtful and prayerful consideration to the cause for which we seek your fraternal participation. “For our appeal does not spring from error or impurity or any attempt to deceive, but just as we have been approved by God to be entrusted with the Gospel, so we speak, not to please man, but to please God who tests our hearts” (ESV 2 Thes. 2:3).

The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you all!

The ACELC is meeting in March 2011 to have a constituting convention.  The elders have been discussing these matters, and will make a recommendation to the January voters meeting as to whether we should send an official delegation consisting of myself and a lay delegate.  Even if Trinity chooses not to send an official delegation, I plan on attending. 

One thing I pledge to you is I won’t say, “I’m in favor of [Insert loud noise here].”   God speaks unambiguously to us in His Law and the Gospel.  His Word is light and lamp not haze and fog.  The opening of His word gives light and understanding to the simple not darkness and confusion.  Therefore, any confession of faith based on that Word will also be that direct, that clear, that simple.  
Making Stem Cells Safer for Human Trials

TIME October 18, 2010

STEM-CELL RESEARCH has always promised a revolution in the treatment of diseases such as diabetes or Alzheimer’s. The problem is, scientists have yet to ensure that stem-cell-based therapies will be safe. A team working with the newest type of stem cells – induced pluripotent stem (iPS) cells, which are made from adult skin cells – now reports that it has overcome a major hurdle in bringing the technique from the lab to clinic. 

In some ways, iPS cells are biologically favorable to embryonic stem cells, which come from excess IVF embryos. Not only can they give rise to any of the body’s cells, but because they are generated by the patient’s own skin cells, they also avoid the potential for rejection if used in treatment, Transforming skin cells into stem cells requires using viruses to ferry new genes into the cell’s genome, which can activate cancer pathways. But scientists have found a way to replace the genes with RNA, a form of genetic material that does not integrate into the cell’s genome. As a bonus, creating iPS cells with the new process is up to 100 times more efficient.


If the results hold, iPS-based treatments in human trials could be introduced in as few as four to five years. 
Faith in Faith versus Faith in Christ
“Conventional wisdom,” the actual publica doctrina of the public is that a positive attitude toward illness helps in terms of survival and reoccurrence.  “Just believing” helps.  It is my contention not only that it doesn’t help physically but it hurts spiritually.
Actually in regard to the physical it’s not my contention alone.  The New England Journal of Medicine began a study in 1982 to test the claims of those saying there was power, or at least healing and health, in positive thinking.  They released that study in June of 1985.  Time magazine reported on it in their June 24, 1985 issue in an article entitled “Medicine: Can Attitudes Affect Cancer?”  You can read it in toto here: 

http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,959465,00.html The following two quotes summarize the findings.
“…the researchers could find no relationship between attitude and either the survival or recurrence rate. In general, the more cheerful patients showed no greater capacity than the depressed ones for fighting their cancers, and the pessimists were at no greater risk of death or recurrence than the optimists. Concluded the report: ‘Our study . . . suggests that the inherent biology of the disease alone determines the prognosis, overriding the potentially mitigating influence of psychosocial factors.’”
“…it also questioned the effectiveness of positive thinking in fighting any disease. Medical literature, wrote Angell, ‘contains very few scientifically sound studies of the relation, if there is one, between mental state and disease . . . It is time to acknowledge that our belief in disease as a direct reflection of mental state is largely folklore.’”
An objectless faith, i.e. one that has no Word of God (audible or visible) on which it can hang it’s hat is wretched, yet this is what most people think of when they think of faith.  Edward Plass defended Luther’s refusal to recognize fellowship with Zwingli at Marburg over against the church historian Philip Schaff who said, “’There are not a few Lutherans who have more liking for Luther’s faults than for his virtues and admire his conduct at Marburg as much, if not more, than his conduct at Worms.’”  Plass rebutted by saying the principle Luther contended for was the same both places.  “A faith without a God-given object is just as reprehensible as a God-given object without faith.”  (This is Luther, 177)  Rome had faith in her teachings above God’s Word; Zwingli believed the Lord’s Supper was what he thought it was rather than what Jesus said it was.
Now lets go deeper into the weeds.  How many LCMS people and even pastors in funeral sermons have you heard say, “I know he was saved or in heaven because he believed?”  “Just believing” saved him in the same way others claim “just believing” healed them.
Still doesn’t seem like that big of a deal? Here’s a quote from Luther’s Explanation of the 95 Theses: “Learn at least, dear reader, whether they [Roman Catholic preachers] do not by their pestilential preaching make people believe that salvation and the true grace of God depend upon indulgences” (AE, 31, 207).  
Now replace the last word “indulgences” with the word “faith.”  Can you see that preaching an objectless “faith” is to preach despair because everything depends on your believing?  Luther saw it and you should be able to as well even with no word changes.  Luther said, “May every single sermon be forever damned which persuades a person to find security and trust in or through anything whatever except the pure mercy of God, which is Christ” (Ibid., 309).
If you stayed with me this long, here is where the payoff comes.  This is worth the cost of the read, and why I wrote the blog in the first place.  Martin Chemnitz in his Loci Theologici says that as long as faith “clings to the true object…spiritual struggles, whether in the area of assent or in desire or in trust, are not signs of unbelief, but true marks of living and efficacious faith” (II, 503).  This is not true when talking about an objectless faith.  Then everything rides on how much or how firm your assent, desire, or trust is.
Now We’re Really Cooking
You just thought you knew what it meant to be Ablaze! or as the Pentecostals have always said “on fire for the Lord.”
Take a page from Redeemer Lutheran Church, Austin, Texas.
Consider the following ideas as ways that you might personally take a small step in your daily life to intentionally share Jesus with others in an even GREATER way!
At a Restaurant
· If it is your usual practice to pray before you eat, let your waitperson know you are going to pray and ask him or her if there is anything you can include in your prayer or a way that you might pray for God to bless him or her.
· Keep some pocket crosses in your purse or wallet. When you sign for your credit card and bill amount, write a brief Christian message such as “God Bless You” or “You Are Special to God” or “Nothing is Impossible With God” and include the cross as well.
In Your Car
· Make up some lunch bags with water bottles and peanut butter crackers in them. Include a Christian message in or on the bag. The next time you see someone on the side of the road with a sign saying they are hungry, you will have something to offer for them for the stomach and their soul! (http://www.redeemer.net/article240815.htm) 
How about a page from the May 10, 2010 Portals of Prayer:
A young man who was valedictorian of his public high school class was given.…strict instructions about refraining from using the name of God in his speech.  Here’s what he did. He convinced ninety-two of his friends in the graduating class to sneeze at an orchestrated time.  The young man then shouted out, ‘God bless you!’  Contrary to instructions, he got God out anyway.”
And finally for pièce de résistance.  It’s from the Spring 2010 Ablaze! Update, page 3 under the headline “Ablaze! Covenant Congregation reaches out to the unchurched in Southern California”
The FamJam worship format is a unique and experimental one in which the whole family can learn about a “Big Truth of God” together at the same time and in the same place. This 70-minute experience includes six-minute blocks that share a message, drama, music, and activity. The interactive message is communicated in a variety of media and methods. In fact, it is normal for members to experience scooters racing down the worship center, masks, balls, and silly string during FamJam—all for the family to experience God together in a unique setting.
If the final piece doesn’t show that what Ablaze! has ignited ought to be resisted by the Synod that claims to preach only Christ and Him crucified, perhaps a little Théâtre de l’Absurde can. As I was sharing these things with my Sunday morning Bible class, one of the members told me of a person they personally knew who legally changed their name to “Jesus Saves.”
Augustine became so frustrated with the Donatists for not participating in worship with the Catholics he justified the use of physical force from the parable where the king with more food than guests says “compel them to come.”  Apparently we are so frustrated that the Lord’s Food is going uneaten we have justified the use of frivolity, banality, and just plain silliness.  But what you win people with is what you win them to.
Searching for Bonhoeffer
Mike Adams
During the 1990s, “seeker-friendly” churches began popping up everywhere. Most were non-denominational churches looking to reach those who fell between the cracks and divides that separate many of our traditional denominations. These seeker-friendly churches did well for a time. The fact that many are now struggling to pay the bills has less to do with the changing economy than it does with the changing culture.

 

It’s no surprise that these churches did well in the 1990s. The economy was strong and people gave charitably. The same can be said of the first seven years of the Bush administration. Many seeker-friendly churches were able to break ground with new buildings, which seated thousands of congregants. They were able to fill these big buildings with scoreboard-sized video monitors and all the latest video and computer technology. They even served gourmet coffee.

 

But things began to change in 2008. The economy tanked and the churches had to cut back. They hoped the next election would bring change. But hope was not enough. Men cannot always bring about that kind of change. And only God can bring about lasting change.

 

But the one thing that has started to change in the mega-church is the message. What once was a slightly watered-down seeker-friendly version of the Gospel is now a slightly Gospel-flavored bucket of water. And it’s not enough to quench the thirst of the masses.

 

As one who has traveled to twenty-two states this year I’ve had an opportunity to hear pastors in several of these mega-churches. And I’ve heard some very interesting things. Some examples follow:

 

1. “We encourage you to sign up for one of our Bible study classes. We don’t say we have all the answers. We may not have any of the answers that you might have. We just want to start a conversation.” Oddly enough, the church where I heard this little gem doesn’t even call itself emergent. Of course, Don Miller claims he’s not emergent but I’m not buying that jazz.

 

2. “This church doesn’t focus on doctrine. We focus on hope.” Well, that explains why the pastor rode up to the stage on a motorcycle. By giving a sermon standing in front of a Harley Davidson, instead of a cross, he can avoid that unpleasant doctrinal stuff about sin and redemption. Pass the Starbucks. This is going to be a good one!
 

3. “If Christianity is to survive in the 21st Century, everything about it must change.” You can’t be serious with this one, can you? Does that mean I should cast the first stone? Can I cast it at the idiot in the pulpit? Wait, there is no pulpit. And no cross. Never mind.

 

4. “There’s nothing wrong with diversity. Everyone needs diversity.” But what about people who say they don’t need diversity? Are we in danger of excluding them from the conversation?

 

If today’s mega-churches are anything they are diverse. They typically have large numbers of traditional Christians as well as large numbers of seekers who may not have been raised in any particular faith tradition. But these days, many mega-churches are beginning to show preference for the latter – despite their emphasis on equality and inclusion. And this may prove to be their downfall.

 

By watering down their message to be even more seeker-friendly, today’s mega-churches are not going to achieve their crass objective: To avoid offending people in order to keep their numbers up (read: Keep the money flowing) and eventually pay their mortgage down.

 

Instead, their gains with seekers and the easily offended will be offset by their losses among those who are farther along in their walks and, hence, more traditional in their beliefs. This is consequential because the traditionalist, not the liberal Christian or the seeker, is always the first one to open his wallet.

Our culture is in rapid decline as we enter the Obama/post-Christian phase of American history. People are in search of bold and fearless pastors who will take a stand against evil in blunt and uncompromising - not coded and esoteric - language. In the end, pastors who refuse to mold the Gospel to accommodate the spiritual needs of the seeker or the financial needs of the church will be the last ones standing.

 

I predict that many of the mega-churches of today will be the shopping malls of tomorrow. When it is time to foreclose and go packing someone is going to have some heavy equipment to move. At least no one will have to pick up their cross.

http://townhall.com/columnists/MikeAdams/2010/09/27/searching_for_bonhoeffer/page/full/
A Shocking “Confession” from Willow Creek Community Church

By Bob Burney

Tuesday, October 30, 2007

If you are older than 40 the name Benjamin Spock is more than familiar. It was Spock that told an entire generation of parents to take it easy, don’t discipline your children and allow them to express themselves. Discipline, he told us, would warp a child’s fragile ego. Millions followed this guru of child development and he remained unchallenged among child rearing professionals. However, before his death Dr. Spock made an amazing discovery: he was wrong. In fact, he said: 

“We have reared a generation of brats. Parents aren't firm enough with their children for fear of losing their love or incurring their resentment. This is a cruel deprivation that we professionals have imposed on mothers and fathers. Of course, we did it with the best of intentions. We didn't realize until it was too late how our know-it-all attitude was undermining the self assurance of parents.” 

Oops. 

Something just as momentous, in my opinion, just happened in the evangelical community. For most of a generation evangelicals have been romanced by the “seeker sensitive” movement spawned by Willow Creek Community Church in Chicago. The guru of this movement is Bill Hybels. He and others have been telling us for decades to throw out everything we have previously thought and been taught about church growth and replace it with a new paradigm, a new way to do ministry. 

Perhaps inadvertently, with this “new wave” of ministry came a de-emphasis on taking personal responsibility for Bible study combined with an emphasis on felt-needs based “programs” and slick marketing. 

The size of the crowd rather than the depth of the heart determined success. If the crowd was large then surely God was blessing the ministry. Churches were built by demographic studies, professional strategists, marketing research, meeting “felt needs” and sermons consistent with these techniques. We were told that preaching was out, relevance was in. Doctrine didn’t matter nearly as much as innovation. If it wasn’t “cutting edge” and consumer friendly it was doomed. The mention of sin, salvation and sanctification were taboo and replaced by Starbucks, strategy and sensitivity. 

Thousands of pastors hung on every word that emanated from the lips of the church growth experts. Satellite seminars were packed with hungry church leaders learning the latest way to “do church.” The promise was clear: thousands of people and millions of dollars couldn’t be wrong. Forget what people need, give them what they want. How can you argue with the numbers? If you dared to challenge the “experts” you were immediately labeled as a “traditionalist,” a throwback to the 50s, a stubborn dinosaur unwilling to change with the times. 

All that changed recently. 

Willow Creek has released the results of a multi-year study on the effectiveness of their programs and philosophy of ministry. The study’s findings are in a new book titled Reveal: Where Are You?, co-authored by Cally Parkinson and Greg Hawkins, executive pastor of Willow Creek Community Church. Hybels himself called the findings “earth shaking,” “ground breaking” and “mind blowing.” And no wonder: it seems that the “experts” were wrong. 

The report reveals that most of what they have been doing for these many years and what they have taught millions of others to do is not producing solid disciples of Jesus Christ. Numbers yes, but not disciples. It gets worse. Hybels laments: 

“Some of the stuff that we have put millions of dollars into thinking it would really help our people grow and develop spiritually, when the data actually came back it wasn’t helping people that much. Other things that we didn’t put that much money into and didn’t put much staff against is stuff our people are crying out for.” 

If you simply want a crowd, the “seeker sensitive” model produces results. If you want solid, sincere, mature followers of Christ, it’s a bust. In a shocking confession, Hybels states: 

“We made a mistake. What we should have done when people crossed the line of faith and become Christians, we should have started telling people and teaching people that they have to take responsibility to become ‘self feeders.’ We should have gotten people, taught people, how to read their Bible between services, how to do the spiritual practices much more aggressively on their own.” 

Incredibly, the guru of church growth now tells us that people need to be reading their Bibles and taking responsibility for their spiritual growth. 

Just as Spock’s “mistake” was no minor error, so the error of the seeker sensitive movement is monumental in its scope. The foundation of thousands of American churches is now discovered to be mere sand. The one individual who has had perhaps the greatest influence on the American church in our generation has now admitted his philosophy of ministry, in large part, was a “mistake.” The extent of this error defies measurement. 

Perhaps the most shocking thing of all in this revelation coming out of Willow Creek is in a summary statement by Greg Hawkins: 

“Our dream is that we fundamentally change the way we do church. That we take out a clean sheet of paper and we rethink all of our old assumptions. Replace it with new insights. Insights that are informed by research and rooted in Scripture. Our dream is really to discover what God is doing and how he’s asking us to transform this planet.”
Isn’t that what we were told when this whole seeker-sensitive thing started? The church growth gurus again want to throw away their old assumptions and “take out a clean sheet of paper” and, presumably, come up with a new paradigm for ministry. 

Should this be encouraging? 

Please note that “rooted in Scripture” still follows “rethink,” “new insights” and “informed research.” Someone, it appears, still might not get it. Unless there is a return to simple biblical (and relevant) principles, a new faulty scheme will replace the existing one and another generation will follow along as the latest piper plays. 

What we should find encouraging, at least, in this “confession” coming from the highest ranks of the Willow Creek Association is that they are coming to realize that their existing “model” does not help people grow into mature followers of Jesus Christ. Given the massive influence this organization has on the American church today, let us pray that God would be pleased to put structures in place at Willow Creek that foster not mere numeric growth, but growth in grace. 

Bob Burney is Salem Communications’ award-winning host of Bob Burney Live, heard weekday afternoons on WRFD-AM 880 in Columbus, Ohio.

Gospel Gets Left Behind for Eleventh Time

by Brent McGuire

Issues, ETC Journal, Vol. 2, No.2 pp 9-11
Armageddon and Free Will  
Continued from Oct/Nov Newsletter
The Left Behind books are marketed as Christian literature, but their theology bears striking similarities to Islam. The Koran mandates that an adherent of Islam at least once in his life say, “slowly, thoughtfully, aloud, with full understanding, and with heartfelt conviction in its truth” the words, “there is no God but Allah, and Mohammed is his prophet.” 6  Similarly, the converts in Left Behind must at one time confess that Jesus is the Messiah. After this point, the person is guaranteed eternal salvation. There is no Baptism (despite the Great Commission of Matt. Of 28:19-20), no life of continual repentance (the thesis which stated the Reformation), no potential fall from grace (despite “Let anyone who thinks that he stands take heed lest he fall” – 1 Cor. 10:12), and really no continued need for Jesus at all. 


This is all part and parcel of the decision theology of LaHaye and Jenkins.  As they explain in Are We Living in the End Times? God gives everyone a choice: either to obey him or not to obey him. 



Search your own heart to see if you have made such a decision. Have you personally 


called on the name of the Lord? If not,, we urge you to pause from your reading and do 


so now. 


LaHaye and Jenkins present faith as an act of the human will, and salvation as choice between two options. By defining faith in this way, LaHaye and Jenkins turn faith into a human work in contradiction of Romans 3:28: “For we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law.” 


God’s Word everywhere confirms that since the Fall human beings are incapable of choosing to obey God. Man is a “slave to sin” (John 8:34), “dead in trespasses and sins” (Eph. 2:1, Col. 2:13), “captured by the devil to do his will” (2 Tim. 2:26). With regard to spiritual things, man is by nature in “darkness” (Eph. 5:8, Acts 26:31, John 1:5). Man is not only by nature turned away from God but he is by nature actively opposed to God.  “The intention of man’s heart is evil from his youth” (Genesis 8:21).  “The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who can understand it? (Jeremiah 17:9). “For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit” (Gal. 5:17). The human will in its fallen condition, therefore, is described as a hard stone (Ezekiel 36:26; Jeremiah 5:3), compared to an unhewn block of wood (Hos. 6:5), and likened to a wild, ferocious beast (Ps. 73:22). Lutherans rightly confess in the explanation of the third article of the Apostle’s Creed, “I believe that I cannot by own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ, my Lord, or come to Him, but the Holy Ghost has called me by the Gospel, enlightened me with his gifts, sanctified and kept me in the true faith.” 


If salvation were the product of a human decision, then glory due Christ is given to man. “For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast” (Eph 2:9). Those who believe in Christ are “born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God” (John 15:16). The converts in Armageddon do have reason to boast: they choose Christ and of their own free will. 


The knowledge that our salvation is completely in the hands of Jesus Christ, that faith itself is a gift of the Holy Spirit, is true comfort. Martin Luther once wrote that even if free choice concerning one’s own salvation were possible, he would not want such responsibility, because he would inevitably either falter in the face of the Devil’s attacks or would continually doubt whether he was believing or working enough to satisfy God. But, 



Since God has taken my salvation out of my hands into his, making it depend on his choice and not mine, and has promised to save me, not by my own work, or exertion but by his grace and mercy, I am assured and certain both that he is faithful and will not lie to me, and also that he is too great and powerful for any demons of any adversities to be able to break him or to snatch me from him. 8


The true Gospel message is that Jesus Christ, who will not deceive us and is greater than any potential adversary, has done everything necessary for our salvation, even sending His Holy Spirit to convey to us through the preached Word and Sacraments that forgiveness of sins that His blood on the Cross won for us. 


How then are men converted to God? Through the preached Word and the holy sacraments (Baptism, Lord’s Supper). God works to crush our hearts that we may recognize our sins and the judgment we deserve through the preaching of the Law. He then creates in us the gift of faith through the preaching and hearing of the gracious forgiveness of sins in Christ, whereby we receive salvation and are comforted by the promises of the Gospel. 

Summary: Theology of Glory/Theology of the Cross

The sermons in Armageddon typically involve a catalog of the various plagues with which God has afflicted or will afflict the earth, contrasted with a description of the wonderful like believers will enjoy in the millennial kingdom. One can nearly hear the voice of Monty Hall: “Behind door No. 1… Hundred- pound hailstones and eternal damnation! Behind Door No. 2… A thousand- year stay in beautifully rebuild Jerusalem, the capital of Messiah’s Kingdom! Which will you choose?”


The heroes of Armageddon do not understand why everyone does not choose heaven over hell. But true repentance is not a fear of being stuck on the losing team. And salvation is not simply reward for choosing the winning one. Repentance involves the recognition that we cannot choose God at all. And salvation is the Good news that God through Christ unconditionally chooses us. 


LaHaye and Jenkins’ “Let’s Make a Deal” approach to salvation is a theology of glory. Theirs is a Christianity that is obvious---Christian planes which are immune to attack, a glowing mark on the forehead which other Christians can see, plagues that unambiguously fulfill predictions in the Bible.  But this is not the faith of Christianity. Believing is not the product of seeing. The evidence is always ambiguous. Without God’s Word to tell us so, Jesus’ death on the Cross would have been just another item in the news. Only by faith that the Word itself creates in us do we know that a man who died two thousand years ago was God incarnate and that He died and rose for you and me. 


The book of the Bible which LaHaye and Jenkins most favor, the Book of Revelation, does reveal an exalted Christ, a Christ of glory. But the Christ “that sits on the throne and is worthy to receive power, and riches, and wisdom, and strength, and honor, and glory, and blessing” is everywhere in Revelation the “Lamb that was slain” (Rev. 5:12). The fact Revelation was written testifies to the hiddenness of Christ’s glory. This fact is lost on LaHaye and Jenkins. That the Lamb that was slain is worthy of glory is a truth communicated to us only by the Word, by the Book of Revelation itself, not by unequivocal signs and apocalyptic events. Like Christ Himself, whose glory was not made manifest until His victory over the grace, we too in this life like not by sight but by faith until the one and only Day of Resurrection. 
1  For a more detailed explanation of the discrepancies between the Left Behind scenario and the Bible, see “Will You Be Left Behind?” in the March 2001 issue of The Lutheran Witness.

2  A more thorough account of the Scriptural view of the millennium may be found in the recently published A Case for Amillennialism, by Kim Riddlebarger. Also helpful is a book entitled, Eschatology, written by John R. Stephenson. For a sound commentary on the Book of Revelation there is Br. Louis Brighton’s Revelation, published by Concordia Publishing House. 

3  Tim Lahaye and Jerry Jenkins, Are We Living in the End Times? (Wheaton, Il: Tyndale, 1999) pp.     
1,5.

4  Ibid, p. 108.

5  Ibid.

6  Huston Smuth, The Religions of Man (New York: Harper & Row, 1958) p. 236.

7  Are We Living in the End Times? P.13.

     8   Luther and Erasmus: Free Will and Salvation, ed. E. Gordon Rupp and Philip S. Watson 
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1969) p. 329

Brent McGuire, a former Baptist and dispensational premillennialist, is a Ph.D. candidate at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis 
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	Sun
	Mon
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	1
	2
	3
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	Advent
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	5
	6
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	Adult Class

12:00 PM
	Confirmation

5:00 PM
	
	Advent
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	Adult Class

12:00 PM
	Confirmation
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	19
	20
	21
	22
	23
	24
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	Bus Caroling
1:00 PM
	Confirmation

5:00 PM
	
	
	
	Christmas Eve

7:30 PM
	Christmas

Day

10:00 AM

	26
	27
	28
	29
	30
	31
	

	Adult Class

12:00 PM
	
	            PASTOR ON VACATION
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	2
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	5
	6
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	 ON VACATION

 
	
	Epiphany 

Communion

Service

7:30 PM
	
	

	9
	10
	11
	12
	13
	14
	15

	Adult Class

12:00 PM
	Confirmation 

5:00 PM
	Voters

7:00 PM
	Luke

10:00 AM

Revelation

7:00 PM


	
	
	

	16
	17
	18
	19
	20
	21
	22

	Adult Class
12:00 PM

YOUTH FUN-IN
	
	Elders

6:30 PM
	Luke 
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Revelation
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	23
	24
	25
	26
	27
	28
	29

	
30
Adult Class
12:00 PM
	Confirmation

5:00 PM

Trustees Meeting 6:30 PM

31
Confirmation

5:00 PM
	
	Luke

10:00 Am

Revelation

7:00 PM
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