
Come Bark with Us

   The Rev. Clint Poppe gave a paper at the 2012 Association of Confessing Evangelical Lutheran Congregations conference entitled “Barking Dogs and a Three Legged Hog.”  I’ll leave you to your own devices to find out what the three legged hog was all about.  He hit me with the barking dogs part.

   You can always tell what dog you hit by the one that yelps when you throw something into the pack. Although he hit me, that’s not the sense Pastor Poppe was using his barking dogs.  No, these are good barking dogs, the kind Isaiah 56 says the leaders of Israel were not.  “Israel’s watchmen are blind, they all lack knowledge; they are all mute dogs, they cannot bark; they lie around and dream, they love to sleep. They are dogs with mighty appetites; they never have enough. They are shepherds who lack understanding; they all turn to their own way, each seeks his own gain.”   What strikes me is that the watchman who will not bark is very much like the false teacher of Romans 16:17: he serves his own belly.  Excuse me while I burp.
   Pastor Poppe said that since ACELC has no authority, no standing within Synod, no power but that of the voice, all we can do is bark like faithful watchdogs do.  One dog barking won’t give pause to many people, but many dogs barking is another matter.  If you’ve ever been confronted by one barking dog, you probably stopped, but if that dog was joined by several others that really got your attention.
   Come bark with us.  For decades upon decades error has been allowed to sow her seeds in our midst.  The proscribed way to deal with them, resolutions, conventions, dissent, have been frustrated by those in power.  The dogs that were barking using Synod’s official channels have been effectively muzzled.  Nothing ever was decided for truth or against error.  Aren’t you tired of it?  Don’t you hate having to explain to others why other LCMS churches have practices so different than yours?  
   Come bark with us.  Join your yelps to ours.  We aren’t trying to get anyone elected, defeated, deposed, or exonerated.  We’re trying to get the ecclesiastical supervisors to supervise, pastors to walk together, and the issues that divide us addressed.  Come bark with us.  These issues deserve answering; these problems should be addressed; these dogs should be more than kicked.
   A lay person at the ACELC conference protested that pastors ought to do more barking.  The chairman of the ACELC board of directors pointed out that a layman would get more attention than any parish pastor.  This is true.  If layman wrote their District President every time they came upon open Communion, aberrant worship practices, unionism at weddings or funerals, their barking would be heard louder than a pastor’s.  The few layman that have barked from Trinity have been responded to, and no nothing was changed, but what a faithful watchdog does, is bark and bark some more.
   You’ll be able to hear the barking up close and personnel at the 2013 ACELC conference.  Trinity will be hosting this nationwide event April 16 -18, 2013.  You will be able to attend any and all presentations, worship services, and the conference business meeting.  Invite other layman.  Have company come in from out of town.  If you’re not ready to start barking, at least start growling.

FAQs of ACELC



1. What do we hope to accomplish?
   It is the hope of those joining together in the association of congregations make public the official and tolerated errors of The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod in such a way that a productive discussion can be held within and around our Synod to address, correct and resolve those matters that are in dispute among us. This is done with a Christian, fraternal, and loving intent, to restore the unity of our Synod in its doctrine and its practice.
2. How do we propose to accomplish our goals?
   First, it is our intention to make the errors within our Synod public through the publication of those errors in a letter to all LCMS congregations. Then, in connection with that letter, we will seek to bring about a group of congregations that intends to fraternally request that our Synod correct those identified errors so that the unity of doctrine and practice might be restored within our Synod.

3. Does this association of congregations intend to use the Synod’s appointed Dispute Resolution Process (DRP) to address the identified errors?
   No. In fact one of the errors we hope to correct is to bring correction to the DRP process so that it actually addresses disputes on the basis of Holy Scripture and our Lutheran confessions rather than giving pre-eminent consideration to the man-made Constitution and Bylaws of the LCMS. Sadly, the DRP has been demonstrated over time to fail in its task to settle disputes and to provide redress to those seeking correction to errors either adopted by the Synod officially or tolerated due to lack of proper biblical ecclesiastical supervision within the Synod.  We intend to openly, publicly, and honestly address the Synod regarding these errors in other venues than the DRP simply because the DRP does not work and because the errors are public and need to be dealt with publicly.
(www.acelc.net)


Presidential Politics and Closed Communion
   I received two interesting pieces of mail on the same day.  One was from Houston Lutheran’s Life; the other was another LCMS church’s newsletter.  They both had startling information.
   The newsletter had LCMS President Matthew Harrison’s response to the new healthcare law mandating that all employers provide benefits to fund abortion services and abortion inducing drugs.  Harrison rightly says government has overstepped its bounds.  He calls the government “overzealous.”  He says, “We can no longer expect a favored position for Christianity in this country.”  He calls on us to “fight for constitutional sanity against secularizing forces.”

   The letter from Houston Lutherans for Life contained a tract from the national Lutherans for Life organization.  The tract is entitled “Is Abortion and Election Issue?”  In part the tract says, “A vote for a pro-abortion candidate implicates the voter in the destruction of children created by God and for whom Jesus died.”

   These are strong words.  They place firmly on your conscience the duty to become politically active and to not vote for pro-abortion candidates lest you become implicated in the death of the unborn.

    Let’s look at these issues: As to Harrison’s concern, it is the LCMS, Inc. that owns and runs the healthcare plans.  Synod has a bevy of lawyers to litigate this as a religious freedom issue.  I think the Synod will easily win.

   What about the Lutheran’s for Life concern? I used to vote based only on the abortion issue.  I did that till I saw when the Republicans had control over both houses of congress they didn’t propose one bill to advance the cause.  That’s when I came to have the opinion that it was really just a pork barrel issue. It’s what the Republicans used to turn out the Christian right.  Since the Christian is free to elect a non-Christian for president, you can’t bind his conscience in the way Lutherans for Life has.  A man may be a faithful Christian, but a horrible president.  While I agree that man who has no regard for life inside the womb will have a lower view of life outside the womb and hence may not be the best of presidents, if you follow Lutherans for Life reasoning, you must be ever vigilant whom you do business with since many major corporations donate to Planned Parenthood.

   Here’s the real issue with me with these items.  President Harrison and Lutherans for Life place on your conscience the need to become politically active.  Why hasn’t either of these pointed out that when LCMS churches and members commune with members of the ELCA and the Episcopal Church they are sharing in their sins of abortion?  The ELCA has always funded abortions in their healthcare plan and the Episcopal Church has always been Pro-Choice.  Why don’t we hear calls to stop communing with churches that support the killing of babies?  Why isn’t it placed on the consciences of LCMS pastors who practice open Communion and LCMS members who commune at open Communion altars that they are implicating themselves in the sin of taking the lives of the unborn?

   Before any calls go out to Christians to do something political in the world, we should first call on them to do their spiritual duty at home.  


The Mass Goes Techno: Anything to fill the Pews?

By Rev. Charles St. Onge,
LCMS Pastor

    In Sweden, divine service has gone “techno:”
   Simon Klemenjak does some street dance moves and throws his hands up in the air to cheer on the crowd before he starts singing to the techno beat in front of the altar in the Church of All Saints in Stockholm.  Instead of praying silently and singing gentle hymns, the congregation inside raves to techno sounds in ultraviolet lighting at Friday’s “techno Mass” – more like a disco at a youth center than a service conducted by the Lutheran church.

   (Note: there is a confessing Lutheran Church in Sweden which is not too be confused with the practices and attitudes of the former State Church of Sweden, home to the “techno mass”)
   After reading through the article I couldn’t help but ask myself the age old Lutheran question, “What does this mean?”  It occurred to me that this article raises more great topics for discussion than we have time for in one blog.  But here are two that come to mind.
    First, the use of the word “Mass.”  Most American Lutherans (though not all) have been allergic to the word for centuries, despite the fact that all the early Lutheran reformers used it to describe the celebration of a service with Holy Communion.  Even Bach, the quintessential Lutheran composer, called his musical liturgical settings “masses.” The word is written right into the Augsburg Confession, subscription to which defines a church as being in any sense a “Lutheran” church:

   “Falsely are our churches accused of abolishing the Mass; for the Mass is retained among us and celebrated with the highest reverence.”  The Augsburg Confession, Article XXIV.

   But many protestants have come to associate the word “mass” with the Roman Catholic understanding of representing the sacrifice of Christ to God on our behalf.  The Lutheran reformers, in contrast, confessed that the Lord’s Supper was God’s representation of Christ’s sacrifice to Christians for their salvation.  Hence the Lutheran desire for free standing altars, so that the presiding minister might face the congregation in God’s stead during the words of Holy Communion, rather than facing God in the people’s stead.  Because of this the word “mass” as the word used to describe Lutheran worship came gradually to be replaced with the phrase “divine service”:  God serving us.

   But the Augsburg Confession also raises a second sticky point with regards to “techno masses” and the like, and that is the question of “reverence.”  I happen to be somewhat of a moderate on the question of “reverence,” believing that reverence can express itself in many ways.  But the object of reverence, for a Lutheran, is always Christ and never ourselves.  When I read about things like Sweden’s “techno Mass” I am left asking this question: is the intention of this new format to renew our focus on Christ, or to allow us to continue to focus on ourselves?  The many quotes from participants seem to suggest the latter, not the former.

   That has always been my overriding concern with so-called “contemporary worship.”  There is nothing in Scripture about what instruments, if any, we ought to use in worship.  There are no detailed instructions about what “kind” of music to use, what clothing ought to be worn, where any words to be spoken ought to be written down or projected (or, heaven forbid, spoken from memory).  But from Genesis to Revelation there is a clear call to reverence in worship.  There is a desire that God be the focus, and that his work of reconciling sinners to himself be the center of everything we do.  That means the preaching of the Word, the baptizing of new disciples, and the celebration of the Lord’s Supper “with reverence” are the core of Christian worship.  Everything else must serve to focus our attention on those things and away from ourselves and this world which is passing away.

   The Church of Sweden is not the first to “make church fun” in order to fill pews.  But Christ called upon his apostles and their successors to make disciples, and discipleship is not “fun” the way the world conceives of fun.  Serving the poor and sick and proclaiming the Gospel can bring peace, but it is a kind of peace that “the world cannot give.”  With the joy comes sacrifice.  With any fun comes the task of taking up our cross and following our Lord who sacrificed himself for us.   Too often attempts at “making worship fun” have returned us to the medieval Mass, where Christ is re-sacrificed, this time on the altar of our own passions and desires.

Top Ten Reasons Why We Use the Liturgy

by The Rev. William Cwirla
   Why the Liturgy?  First a definition and a disclaimer.  By “liturgy” I mean the western catholic mass form as it has been handed down by way of the Lutheran Reformation consisting of the five fixed canticles - Kyrie, Gloria in Excelsis, Credo, Sanctus, and Agnus Dei.  Pardon the Greek and Latin, but it sounds cool and we still use ‘em.  “Liturgy” also includes the assigned Scripture texts for the Sundays, feast days, and seasons.  Most of what I will say about the liturgy of the Divine Service will pertain to “liturgical worship” in general. Now, why do we worship according to the western, catholic liturgy?

   1.  It shows our historic roots.  Some parts of the liturgy go back to the apostolic period. Even the apostolic church did not start with a blank liturgical slate but adapted and reformed the liturgies of the synagogue and the Sabbath.  The western mass shows our western catholic roots, of which we as Lutherans are not ashamed.  (I’d rather be confused with a Roman Catholic than anything else.)  We’re not the first Christians to walk the face of the planet, nor, should Jesus tarry, will we be the last.  The race of faith is a relay race, one generation handing on (“traditioning”) to the next the faith once delivered to the saints.  The historic liturgy underscores and highlights this fact.  It is also “traditionable,” that is, it can be handed on.

   2.  It serves as a distinguishing mark.  The liturgy distinguishes us from those who do not believe, teach, and confess the same as we do.  What we believe determines how we worship, and how we worship confesses what we believe.

   3.  It is both Theocentric and Christocentric.  From the invocation of the Triune Name in remembrance of Baptism to the three-fold benediction at the end, the liturgy is focused on the activity of the Triune God centered in the Person and Work of Jesus Christ.  Worship is not primarily about “me” or “we” but about God in Christ reconciling the world to Himself and my baptismal inclusion in His saving work.

   4.  It teaches.  The liturgy teaches the whole counsel of God - creation, redemption, sanctification, Christ’s incarnation, passion, resurrection, and reign, the Spirit’s outpouring and the new life of faith.  Every liturgical year cycles through these themes so that the hearer receives the “whole counsel of God” on a regular basis.

   5.  It is transcultural.  One of the greatest experiences of my worship life was to be in the Divine Service in Siberia with the Siberian Lutheran Church.  Though I spoke only a smattering of Russian, I knew enough to recognize the liturgy, know what was being said (except for the sermon, which was translated for us), and be able to participate knowledgeably across language and cultural barriers.  I have the same experience with our Chinese mission congregation.

   6.  It is repetitive in a good way.  Repetition is, after all, the mother of learning.  Fixed texts and annual cycles of readings lend to deep learning.  Obviously, mindless repetition does not accomplish anything; nor does endless variety.

   7.  It is corporate.  Worship is a corporate activity.  “Let us go to the house of the Lord.”  The liturgy draws us out of ourselves into Christ by faith and the neighbor by love.  We are all in this together.  Worship is not simply about what “I get out of it,” but I am there also for my fellow worshippers to receive the gifts of Christ that bind us together and to encourage each other to love and good works (Heb 10:25).  We are drawn into the dialogue of confession and absolution, hearing and confessing, corporate song and prayer.  To borrow a phrase from a favored teacher of mine, in church we are “worded, bodied, and bloodied” all together as one.

   8.  It rescues us from the tyranny of the “here and now.”  When the Roman world was going to hell in a hand basket, the church was debating the two natures of Christ.  In the liturgy, the Word sets the agenda, defining our needs and shaping our questions.  The temptation is for us to turn stones into bread to satisfy an immediate hunger and scratch a nagging spiritual itch, but the liturgy teaches us to live by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.

   9.  It is external and objective.  The liturgical goal is not that everyone feel a certain way or have an identical “spiritual” experience.  Feelings vary even as they come and go.  The liturgy supplies a concrete, external, objective anchor in the death and resurrection of Jesus through Word, bread, and wine.   Faith comes by hearing the objective, external Word of Christ.

   10.  It is the Word of God.  This is often overlooked by critics of liturgical worship.  Most of the sentences and songs of the liturgy are direct quotations or allusions from Scripture or summaries, such as the Creed.  In other words, the liturgy is itself the Word of God, not simply a packaging for the Word. Many times the liturgy will rescue a bad sermon and deliver what the preacher has failed to deliver.  I know; I’ve been there.

   Ten is one of those good numbers in the Bible signifying completeness, so I'll stop at ten.  I'm sure there are more.

http://higherthings.org/myht/articles/catechesis/10reasons-liturgy.html

Dear Members of Trinity,

   Thanks, again, for sending Pastor and me to the 2012 ACELC Free Conference this February in Lincoln, Nebraska.  This is my report on that Conference and also on what has happened with the ACELC during the year since the last conference.   

   In June of 2011, I was elected as a member of the first board of directors (BOD) of the ACELC.  I thank the congregation for supporting me in this role.  As the only layman on the board, it is a delight and privilege to serve with the four pastors who were also elected.  They are sharp, hardworking men who are dedicated to taking a bold stand for the Scriptures and our Lutheran Confessions.  So I now wear two hats:  One as your representative to ACELC and one as member of the BOD.

   As you will recall, last year the ACELC identified 10 areas of doctrinal error tolerated in the LCMS and produced an Admonition or Error Paper on each topic.  These are still available on the ACELC website cited below.  Since the election in June, which was the official beginning of ACELC, the BOD has been busy producing sample overtures addressing these same errors.  Each sample overture has been well-researched, well-proofread, and well-discussed.  All the Scriptural and Confessional references are included in the whereases, so it should be convenient for a congregation or circuit to modify a sample overture and submit it to their district convention this year.  Indeed, we’ve had several congregations and at least one circuit report that they have used the ACELC templates.  These are available on the website.

   At the 2011 conference, 8 congregations joined to form the ACELC.  As of February 6th, there are now 20 congregations which have formally joined.  At the 2011 conference, I believe the official attendance was 125 persons.  The last formal count I received for the 2012 conference was 145 persons.  There were also a number (one solid source says 15) of “rubberneckers” who sneaked in.  So the ACELC has enjoyed steady growth during its first year.  

   The ACELC website has also grown over the last year.  The URL is 

http://acelc.net/index.php
   Across the top of the page are tabs for Key Documents (where you’ll find the Admonition and Error documents and printed copy of the talks given at both conferences), Proposed Overtures (where you’ll find the template overtures), Teaching Materials (where you’ll find a selection of documents suitable for congregational use, including a version of Pastor Harris’ “Why Closed Communion”, which the BOD thought should see a wider audience), and ACELC Blog (current chatter concerning ACELC matters.)  Also, there are copies of the sermons given during the Matins and Vespers services each day.  One of these was given by Pastor Harris

   I find reading documents like the ones posted on the website, and hearing the talks given at the conferences not only informative, but inspirational.  The speakers and writers are ultimately talking about Jesus, and it is certainly beneficial to gladly hear and learn it.  I suppose that a pastor reads such documents in order to arm himself to make arguments, teach his congregation and so on.  But a layman needs only read for his own spiritual enjoyment, and I encourage you to choose a couple papers or blog posts on the ACELC website and see if they don’t make you glad.

   The conference itself was quite enjoyable.  There were about a dozen papers or table talks given.  One speaker was a district president (Iowa East) and two were seminary professors.  The others were also top-rate scholars, so the papers were interesting.  The topic this year was Christ for Us: The Lord’s Supper! with a focus on the doctrine of closed communion.   You may read the papers on the website, or view them on the DVD, which should be available soon on the literature table.   If you’d like to get a good snap shot of what ACELC is all about, I recommend Pastor Clint Poppe’s paper Barking Dogs and a Three-legged Hog.
   Trinity, Austin is hosting next year’s conference, April 16—18, 2013, with the topic (tentatively) Christ for Us:  The Divine Service! We are a smaller congregation than the others who have hosted, so we’ll need to be competent and efficient in order to pull this off.  “All hands on deck!”  If we have 160 participants, we’ll be testing our limits.

The Fad-Driven Church
By Todd Wilken
   . . . The dictionary defines a fad as "a practice or interest followed for a time with exaggerated zeal." This could just as well be a description of congregational life of many Christian churches today.
   There is a new book, a new program or a new emphasis every year or so. It's all anyone can talk about; it's all the preacher preaches about - for a while. Then, as quickly as it came, it's gone. As eagerly as it was received, it's abandoned and forgotten.
 
   Welcome to the Fad-Driven church.
 
   At first this might not sound like a problem. Some Christians can remember when the Church didn't jump from bandwagon to bandwagon every year or two. But for others, this is all they have ever known. For them, it is hard to imagine what the Church would be like without the constant ebb and flow of church fads. For them, the long list of church fads represents their personal history as a Christian: Spiritual Gift inventories, Spiritual Warfare, Promise Keepers, Weigh Down Workshop, The Prayer of Jabez, the Left Behind Series, Becoming a Contagious Christian, a long succession of evangelism and stewardship programs, and most recently, The Purpose-Driven   Life and 40 Days of Purpose. There are many Christians for whom this list (give or take one or two) is Christianity. Some church fads come and go, some come and stay. A few are genuinely harmless; most contain serious theological error. All are popular - while they last. In the fad-driven-church, "exaggerated zeal” has replaced "the faith once for all delivered to the saints." l
   In the course of hosting Issues, Etc., I've examined most if not all of the recent church fads. I am always surprised - not by the fads themselves, but by something else. I am always surprised by how uncritically churches accept a fad, how enthusiastically churches embrace a fad and how carelessly churches abandon a fad. That is why this article isn't about the fads themselves, but about the kind of churches that accept, embrace and abandon fads.
 
The Life Cycle of a Church Fad 
 
   Every fad has a life cycle. The fad is first accepted, then embraced and finally abandoned. For the fad-driven church, this life cycle is a way life.
   The cycle begins with acceptance. The fad-driven church is practiced at this. Too close an examination of the fad at the outset might raise too many questions. "After all, this book is a best-seller!" "Thousands of churches are doing it, how can we go wrong?" Accept first, examine later, if at all. This acceptance may come through the pastor's active promotion or through grassroots popularity. Either way, the fad spreads like wildfire in the congregation.
   The cycle continues with enthusiastic embrace. By "enthusiastic" I don't mean excitement or emotion, although those things may be involved. What I mean is that the fad-driven church embraces its latest fad with creedal intensity. While the fad has currency, it is an article of faith. Belief in the fad becomes a mark of loyalty to the church. During this phase of the fad's life cycle, critics of the fad may be dismissed as unloving, judgmental or unconcerned for saving souls. At the very least, they are viewed as troublemakers and obstacles to the church's mission. During this phase, in some cases, the fad may dictate what is preached, the content of Bible study or even the focus of congregational life.
   The life cycle ends with the abandonment of the fad. Some fads have a built-in expiration date... most simply linger until something better comes along. The fad-driven church may cling with a martyr's fervor to the fad while it lasts, but everyone knows that its days are numbered. Sooner or later it will have to be abandoned. Accept the fad, embrace the fad and abandon the fad: This is the life of a fad-driven church. There are exceptions to this life cyc1e. In a few cases a fad doesn't die; it grows into something bigger than a fad. It grows into a movement... I have often been critical of church fads at the height of their popularity. After several encounters with fad defenders, I noticed something. The seasoned member of the fad-driven church will defend his fad today. But he will happily abandon the same fad six months from now. I realized that the fad itself is inconsequential; everyone knows that it will be forgotten sooner or later. Christians caught in the cycle of church fads must defend a particular fad, because by doing so, they are defending their willingness to accept, embrace and abandon fads in general. They are defending their fad-driven-ness.
 
A Lack of Discernment
 
   The need of discernment in the Church is one of the most frequent admonitions in Scripture.2 Paul's warning to the Ephesians is typical:
 
   We are no longer to be children, tossed here and there by waves, and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, by craftiness in deceitful scheming, but speaking the truth in love we are to grow up in all aspects unto Him, who is the head, even Christ.3
 
   The church is supposed to stand immovable against "every wind of doctrine." By contrast the fad-driven church is a windsock. If you want to know which way the wind is blowing, the latest teachings, the newest programs or the most current methods, just look at the fad-driven church, If you want to know what the fad-driven church will be doing next, just walk through your local Christian bookstore or page through a Christian publisher's catalogue.  
   In the fad-driven church, books, programs and seminars are evaluated primarily by their sales, popularity and attendance record rather than on their theological merit. "False teaching? Why would so many churches be reading this book if it contained false teaching?”…Can millions of Christians be wrong? Yes, they can.
   Ironically, the fad-driven church often excuses its lack of discernment in the name of saving souls. It justifies its appetite for fads in the name of evangelism. "Whatever it takes" is the creed of the fad-driven church. "Whatever it takes to reach the lost" is supposed to be a courageous new strategy for evangelism. But "Whatever it takes" is not a strategy. "Whatever it takes" is an admission that you have no strategy. Sinners aren't saved by "whatever." Sinners are saved by what Jesus did at the Cross. "Whatever it takes" is just another way of saying, "Whatever people want," or "Whatever everyone else is doing." Rather than seeking the lost, the fad-driven church is just seeking its next fix.
   Some advocates of church fads take the "Eat the meat, spit out the bones" approach to false teaching. They claim that practicing discernment means spitting the "bones" of error while eating the "meat" of truth. There are several problems with this approach. First, it assumes that a church fad contains only isolated false teachings, like so many bones in a fish. But many church fads don't just contain false teaching; they are based on false teaching... Second, the "bone spitting" approach assumes that the errors of the latest church fad will be obvious to everyone. Often they are not. In the 2nd century, Irenaeus battled the fad of Gnosticism. He observed:
 
   Error, indeed, is never set forth in its naked deformity, lest, being thus exposed, it should at once be detected. But it is craftily decked out in an attractive dress, so as, by its outward form, to make it appear to the inexperienced (ridiculous as the expression may seem) more true than the truth itself.4
 
   The "inexperienced" are still infants in the faith. Would you give an infant a fish to eat knowing that there were bones in it?
   Finally, the "bone spitting" approach fails to recognize that a continuous stream of fads will erode the church's ability to discern truth from error. With every new fad, the fad-driven church grows less able to recognize the truth. In time, the fad-driven church is unable to discern the true Gospel. Paul found this to be the case among the Corinthians:
 
   If one comes and preaches another Jesus whom we have not preached, or you receive a different spirit which you have not received or a different gospel which you have not accepted; you hear this beautifully.5
 
   This is the bottom line. A church willing to tolerate some false teaching will eventually tolerate any false teaching - even a false gospel, a false spirit and a false Jesus. For this reason, when it comes to: false teaching, Scripture's command isn't to "bone-spit," but to avoid it altogether.6
 
Desperation
 
   ...Os Guinness has written recently about the "idol of relevance" and accurately described the mentality of the fad-driven church:
 
   And of course, whatever is next must be a great deal better still... The past is beside the point, outdated, reactionary, and stagnant. In a word that is today's supreme term of dismissal, the past is irrelevant, Everything Christian from worship to evangelism must be fresh, new, up-to-date, attuned, appealing, seeker- sensitive, audience-friendly, and relentlessly relevant... ."All new," "must-read; "the sequel that is more than equal” - the mentality is rampant and the effect is corrosive.7
 
   Rather than making the church more relevant, this mentality only makes the fad-driven church more susceptible to fads and more desperate;
 
   Relevance without truth encourages what Nietzsche called the "herd" mentality and Kierkegaard "age of the crowd. "Further compounded by accelerated change, which itself is compounded by the fashion-driven dictates of consumerism, relevance becomes overheated and vaporizes into trendiness.8

 
   Guinness' final observation is an uncanny paraphrase of Jeremiah's lament:
 
   Feverishness is the condition of an institution that has ceased to be faithful to its origins. It is then caught up in "a restless, cosmopolitan hunting after new and ever newer things.”9
 
   They have forsaken Me, the fountain of living waters, to hew for themselves cisterns, broken cisterns that can hold no water [Jeremiah 2:11-13]. 
   This explains the short life span of so many church fads. It is the result of desperation. The fad-driven church's new cisterns are broken. They can't hold water. Even while the last drops drain from the old cistern, the fad- driven church must desperately dig a new one. But the new cistern is as leaky as the old one, so the digging must go on.
 
Nothing to Offer; Nothing to Say
 
   William Inge said, "Whoever marries the spirit of this age will find himself a widower in the next.” Take away the fads, and what of the Church is left in the fad-driven church? In some cases, what's left isn't the church at all, but a collection of principles, practices and ideas that don't add up to anything resembling the Christian faith. Rather than "the pattern of sound words"10 there are only the remnants of past fads.
 
   In the name of saving the lost, the fad-driven is trading the saving message of the Gospel for the newest gimmick. If such a church does reach the lost, will it have anything to say that can save them? ... Will the fad-driven church give Christians Jesus or Jabez, lasting forgiveness or the latest fashion?
   And for the member of the fad-driven church who has known nothing but fads, will these fads leave her a Christian on her deathbed (or will she be left wondering what that whirlwind of best-sellers, seminars, video sermons and three-ring binders was all about?)
   The church that wraps its identity and mission around the evanescent desires of finicky consumers, will run the risk of creating a church as ephemeral as those desires.11 Will the fad-driven church remain the Church? In its “exaggerated zeal for all things new, will it hold fast to the unchanging message of the Cross?”
 
Fad or Faith
 
   We live in an age of pious distractions. We live in an age of church fads. The fad-driven church has structured its life around the trends and innovations of the day. Christian publishers and the mega-church gurus are ready to provide something new as often as the masses demand it. But St. Paul encourages and warns the Church:
 
   In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who will judge the living and the dead; and in view of his appearing and his kingdom, I give you this charge: Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage - with great patience and careful instruction. For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths.12
 
   The Church has something better than any fad. The time has come. Ears are itching. Ears are turning. The Church must take up Paul's charge. Now more than ever the Church must preach the Word and ignore the fads.
   Many in the fad-driven church believe that preaching the Word is impractical: "If just preaching the Word worked, people would be lining up at the door." Others in the fad- driven church believe that preaching the Word is outdated: "It may have worked 50 years ago, but not today." Others believe that preaching the word is just too simple, Rick Warren has said as much,
 
   We've all heard speakers claim, "If you'll pray more, preach the word; and be dedicated; then your church will grow." Well, that's just not true. I can show you thousands of churches where pastors are doctrinally sound; they love the Lord; they're committed and spirit-filled and yet their churches are dying on the vine.13
 
   This is nonsense. How can a church that is preaching the Word, of God be "dying on the vine?" Paul tells the Church to preach the Word not because it is the most practical way, or the most current way, or the simplest way. Paul tells us to preach the Word because it is the only way. 
   For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not come to know God. God was well-pleased through the foolishness of the message preached to save those who believe. For indeed Jews ask for signs, and Greeks search for wisdom; but we preach Christ crucified; to Jews a stumbling block, and to Gentiles foolishness, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. Because the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men.14
 
   G.K. Chesterton said, "The Church always seems to be behind the times, when it is really beyond the times; it is waiting till the last fad shall have seen its last summer. It keeps the key of a permanent virtue." That key is the Gospel, the message of the forgiveness of sins purchased at the Cross, with the blood of Jesus.
   That key is the Gospel proclaimed to every sinner every Sunday... Yes, this Gospel is popularly believed to be impractical, outdated, and simplistic. But it isn't. Rather, this Gospel is "power of God unto salvation for everyone who believes. 15
   Without this Gospel, the Church is at the mercy of every new fad. However, with this Gospel, the Church really is beyond the times.
   As I write this, my 12 year-old daughter is convinced that hip-hugger bell-bottoms are the greatest idea in fashion history. I don't have the heart to tell her that I used to think so too. She thinks her father looks old-fashioned and lacks all sense of style. I don't have the heart to tell her that I look back at pictures of my bell- bottom days and laugh. I don't have the heart to tell her that someday she will do the same. The Church is an old man who has been wearing the same clothes in the same style his whole life. He refuses to change with the fashions. He simply lets the fads pass him by. Yes, he seems behind the times. But look again at what he is wearing. He is clothed in Christ.
 
This article is an abridgement of the longer article which can be found in Issues, Etc. Journal, Vol. 3, No.3, pp. 4- 9. Thanks to Todd Wilken for permission to share this information. You can access Issues, Etc at www.issuesetc.org
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