Abusive Churches
What characterizes abusive churches is their cultic method of
ministry. Although outwardly orthodox in their theology, these
churches use abusive and mind control methods to get their
followers to submit to the organization. In this article Dr.
Pat Zukeran covers eight characteristics of abusive churches.
This article is also available in Spanish.
We are all familiar with traditional cults such as
the Mormons and the Jehovah’s Witnesses. There are,
however, other groups with cultic characteristics
that do not fit the same profile as the traditional
cults. Sometimes called “abusive churches” or even
“Bible-based cults,” they appear outwardly orthodox in their
doctrinal beliefs. What distinguishes these groups or churches
from genuine orthodox Christianity is their abusive, culticlike methodology and philosophy of ministry.

In his book Churches That Abuse, Dr. Ronald Enroth
carefully examines several of these churches throughout the
United States. He reveals the cultic methods these groups use
and points out several distinguishing marks of abusive
churches. At this point I will briefly introduce each of these
characteristics and some of my own. Later, I’ll discuss all
these characteristics in detail.
First, abusive churches have a control-oriented style of
leadership. Second, the leaders of such churches often use

manipulation to gain complete submission from their members.
Third, there is a rigid, legalistic lifestyle involving
numerous requirements and minute details for daily life.
Fourth, these churches tend to change their names often,
especially once they are exposed by the media. Fifth,
denouncing other churches is common because they see
themselves as superior to all other churches. Sixth, these
churches have a persecution complex and view themselves as
being persecuted by the world, the media, and other Christian
churches. Seventh, abusive churches specifically target young
adults between eighteen and twenty-five years of age. The
eighth and final mark of abusive churches is the great
difficulty members have in getting out of or leaving these
churches, a process often marked by social, psychological, or
emotional pain.
Those involved in a church that seems to reflect these
characteristics would be wise to evaluate the situation
thoroughly and leave the church if it is appropriate. Staying
may increase the risks of damaging your family relationships
and multiplies the likelihood of losing your perspective.
Members of such churches often develop a distorted view of
reality, distrust everyone, and suffer from stress, fear, and
depression. Some former members even continue to experience
these things after escaping from an abusing church. There are
also several documented cases in which associating with an
abusive church has led to the deaths of individuals or their
relatives.
Some of these groups have networks of many sister churches. In
some cases these groups have split off from more mainstream
denominations. Occasionally the new groups have even been
denounced by the founding denomination. Such groups often
disguise themselves by frequently changing the name of their
organization, especially following adverse publicity. This
practice makes the true nature of these organizations more
difficult to determine for the unsuspecting individual. Some

abusive churches have college ministries all across the
country. On some university campuses such student movements
are among the largest groups on their respective campuses.
It is important that Christians today know the Bible and know
how to recognize such churches so as not to fall into their
traps. In order to help people become more aware of churches
which may be abusing their members, I now want to go through
in more detail the eight characteristics I mentioned earlier.

Control-Oriented Leadership
A central feature of an abusive church is control-oriented
leadership. The leader in an abusive church is dogmatic, selfconfident, arrogant, and the spiritual focal point in the
lives of his followers. The leader assumes he is more
spiritually in tune with God than anyone else. He claims
insight into Scripture that no one else has. Or, he may state
that he receives personal revelations from God. Because of
such claims, the leader’s position and beliefs cannot be
questioned; his statements are final. To members of this type
of church or group, questioning the leader is the equivalent
of questioning God. Although the leader may not come out and
state this fact, this attitude is clearly seen by the
treatment of those who dare to question or challenge the
leader. The leader of the movement often makes personal
decisions for his followers. Individual thinking is
prohibited; thus the followers become dependent on the leader.
In the hierarchy of such a church, the leader is, or tends to
be, accountable to no one. Even if there is an elder board, it
is usually made up of men who are loyal to, and will never
disagree with, the leader. This style of leadership is not one
endorsed in the Bible. According to Scripture all believers
have equal access to God and are equal before Him because we
are made in His image, and we are all under the authority of
the Word of God. In 1 Thessalonians 5:21 believers are
directed to measure all teachings against the Word of God.

Acts 17:11 states that even the apostle Paul was under the
authority of the Bible, and the Bereans were commended because
they tested Paul’s teachings with the Scriptures. Leaders and
laity alike are to live according to Scripture.

Manipulation of Members
Abusive churches are characterized by the manipulation of
their members. Manipulation is the use of external forces to
get others to do what someone else wants them to do. Here
manipulation is used to get people to submit to the leadership
of the church. The tactics of manipulation include the use of
guilt, peer pressure, intimidation, and threats of divine
judgment from God for disobedience. Often harsh discipline is
carried out publicly to promote ridicule and humiliation.
Another tactic is the “shepherding” philosophy. As practiced
in many abusive churches this philosophy requires every member
to be personally accountable to another more experienced
person. To this person, one must reveal all personal thoughts,
feelings, and discuss future decisions. This personal
information, is not used to help the member, but to control
the member.
Another means of control is isolation. Abusive churches may
cut off contact between a new member and his family, friends,
and anyone else not associated with the church.
How different this style of leadership is from the leadership
of Jesus, the Good Shepherd who lovingly, gently, humbly, and
sacrificially leads His sheep.

Rigid, Legalistic Lifestyle
The third characteristic of abusive churches is the rigid,
legalistic lifestyle of their members. This rigidity is a
natural result of the leadership style. Abusive churches
require unwavering devotion to the church from their

followers. Allegiance to the church has priority
allegiance to God, family, or anything else.

over

Often members are required or pressured to attend Bible
studies five, six, or seven days a week. There is a
requirement to do evangelism; a certain quota of contacts must
be met, and some churches even require members to fill out
time cards recording how many hours they spent in evangelism,
etc. Daily schedules are made for the person; thus he is
endlessly doing the church’s ministry. Former members of one
church told me they were working for their church from 5:00 am
to 12:00 midnight five days a week.
Members of such churches frequently drop out of school, quit
working, or even neglect their families to do the work
required by the church. There are also guidelines for dress,
dating, finances, and so on. Such details are held to be of
major importance in these churches.
In churches like these, people begin to lose their personal
identity and start acting like programmed robots. Many times,
the pressure and demands of the church will cause a member to
have a nervous breakdown or fall into severe depression. As I
reflect on these characteristics I think of Jesus’ words
concerning the Pharisees who “tie up heavy loads and put them
on men’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to
lift a finger” (Matt. 23: 4). What a contrast from the
leadership style of Jesus who said, “Come to me, all you who
are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke
upon you. . . .For my yoke is easy and my burden is light”
(Matt. 11:28-30).

Frequent Changing of Group/Church Name
A fourth characteristic of abusive churches is a pattern of
constantly changing the name of the church or campus ministry.
Often a name change is a response to unfavorable publicity by
the media. Some abusive churches have changed their name

several times in the course of a few years.
If you are in such a church, one that has changed its name
several times because of bad publicity, or if you feel
unceasing pressure to live up to its demands, it is probably
time to carefully evaluate the ministry of the church and your
participation in it.

Denouncing All Other Churches
Let us now take a look at the fifth characteristic: abusive
churches usually denounce all other Christian churches. They
see themselves as spiritually elite. They feel that they alone
have the truth and all other churches are corrupt. Therefore,
they do not associate with other Christian churches. They
often refer to themselves as some special group such as,
“God’s Green Berets,” “The faithful remnant,” or “God’s endtime army.” There is a sense of pride in abusive churches
because members feel they have a special relationship with God
and His movement in the world. In his book Churches That
Abuse, Dr. Ron Enroth quotes a former member of one such group
who states, “Although we didn’t come right out and say it, in
our innermost hearts we really felt that there was no place in
the world like our assembly. We thought the rest of
Christianity was out to lunch.” However the Bible makes it
clear, that there are no spiritually elite groups or churches.
Ephesians 4:36 states, “Make every effort to keep the unity of
the Spirit through the bond of peace. There is one body and
one Spirit, just as you were called to one hope, when you were
called, one Lord, one faith, one baptism; One God and Father
of all.”
The Christian church universal is united by the same God, the
same Holy Spirit, and the fundamental beliefs of the Bible
which include such things as the Trinity, authority of the
Bible, the death and resurrection of Jesus, the deity of
Christ, justification by faith alone, and so on. In these
central truths we stand united. A church which believes itself

to be elite and does not associate with other Christian
churches is not motivated by the spirit of God but by divisive
pride.

Persecution Complex
The sixth characteristic follows naturally. Because abusive
churches see themselves as elite, they expect persecution in
the world and even feed on it. Criticism and exposure by the
media are seen as proof that they are the true church being
persecuted by Satan. However, the persecution received by
abusive churches is different from the persecution received by
Jesus and the Apostles.
Jesus and the Apostles were persecuted for preaching the
truth. Abusive churches bring on much of their negative press
because of their own actions. Yet, any criticism received, no
matter what the source–whether Christian or secular–is always
viewed as an attack from Satan, even if the criticisms are
based on the Bible. This makes it difficult to witness to a
person in such a church for he will see your attempt to share
the gospel with him as persecution. Often in cases like these,
when I am accused of persecuting, I simply reply, “I am here
talking to you with the Word of God which you say you believe.
How can this be persecution?” This approach often helps in
continuing the dialogue with a member of an abusive church who
has been brainwashed to believe that all opposition is
persecution.

Targeting Young Adults
The seventh characteristic of abusive churches is that they
tend to target young adults ages 18-25 who are in the middle
class, well educated, idealistic, and often immature
Christians. Young adults are the perfect age group to focus on
because they are often looking for a cause to give their lives
to, and they need love, affirmation, and acceptance. Often
these churches will provide this, and the leaders frequently

take the role of surrogate parents.

Painful Exit Process
The eighth characteristic is a painful and difficult exit
process. Members in many such churches are afraid to leave
because of intimidation, pressure, and threats of divine
judgment. Sometimes members who exit are harassed and pursued
by church leaders. The majority of the time, former members
are publicly ridiculed and humiliated before the church, and
members are told not to associate in any way with any former
members. This practice is called shunning.
Many who leave abusive churches because of the intimidation
and brainwashing, actually feel they have left God Himself.
None of their former associates will fellowship with them, and
they feel isolated, abused, and fearful of the world. One
former member of a particular campus ministry said, “If you
leave without the leadership’s approval, condemnation and
guilt are heaped upon you. My pastor told me he thought it was
satanic for me to leave and wondered if I could continue my
salvation experience.”
Let me conclude this discussion by sharing some practical ways
of reaching those who are involved in abusive churches. First,
we must begin with prayer. Witnessing to those brainwashed in
abusive churches is often intimidating and difficult. Often
leaders will not allow an individual member to meet with an
outsider unless accompanied by an older, more experienced
person who is trained in debating and/or intimidation.
Therefore, we must pray (1) for a chance to speak with the
individual{1} and that he would be open to what we have to
share.{2}
Second, lovingly confront the person and surface some biblical
issues. Often, abusive churches have a bizarre teaching or a
theological error that can be pointed out. In his book
Churches That Abuse, Dr. Ron Enroth documents several examples

of this. For instance, the leader of one church had strange
teachings based on his claims of extra-biblical revelations
from God.{3} These included dietary laws, sexual behavior,
home decorations, and others. The leader of another group
called doctors “medical deities.” He also claimed medicines
had demonic names and if taken, opened a person up to demonic
influence.{4} Pointing out errors, inconsistencies, and
bizarre beliefs may open the individual’s mind and prompt him
to begin asking questions.
Third, share articles you may find in the newspaper or in
magazines on the particular church under discussion. The book
that I have often quoted from, Churches That Abuse, is an
excellent resource. The key is to get the individual to start
asking questions and research answers for himself. Tell him to
test everything with the Scriptures and not to be afraid to
ask questions. If the leader is afraid or hesitant to answer a
member’s honest questions, the maturity of that leadership may
be suspect.
Jesus, however, said that truth is a means of freedom, not
bondage. He said, “You shall know the truth, and the truth
shall make you free” (John 8:32).
Notes
1. Ronald Enroth, Churches That Abuse (Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Zondervan, 1992), p. 118.
2. Ibid., p. 181.
3. Ibid., p. 128.
4. Ibid., p. 170.
©1993 Probe Ministries.

Why Have So Many Christians
and Churches Become Pro-Gay?
A recent email from a friend: “Sue, I’m seeing more and more
‘evangelical’ churches come out in support of gay marriage.
Also, Christian friends are changing their views on the
validity of the LGBT lifestyle being acceptable for a Christfollower. I start worrying that I’m missing something, and
even start questioning my beliefs.”
No, my dear friend, you are not missing something, but it is a
good time to question (not doubt) your beliefs so you can be
more convinced than ever that the Creator God has not changed
and neither has His word.
I think there are two big reasons so many confessing believers
in Christ have allowed themselves to be more shaped by the
culture than by the truth of God’s word, drifting into
spiritual compromise and even into apostasy (abandoning the
truth of one’s faith). This is not a new problem; the apostle
Paul urged his readers in Rome, “Don’t let the world around
you squeeze you into its own mold, but let God re-mold your
minds from within. . .” (Romans 12:2, Phillips).

Reason One: Rejecting the Authority of
God’s Word
The bitter fruit of several decades of shallow preaching,
teaching and discipleship is that many believers have been
especially vulnerable to Satan’s deceptive question to Eve in
the Garden of Eden: “Did God really say . . .?” When
Christians ignore or flat-out reject the unmistakably clear
biblical statements condemning homosexual relationships, they

are playing into the enemy’s temptation to justify
disobedience by making feelings and perceptions more important
than God’s design and standards.
There are now two streams of thought on same-sex relationships
and behavior, the Traditional View and the Revisionist View.
The Revisionist View basically says, “It doesn’t matter what
the Bible actually says, it doesn’t mean what 2000 years of
church history has said it means, it means what we want it to
say.”
People are redefining the Bible, gender and marriage according
to what will let them do what they want, when they should (in
my opinion) be asking the insightful question posed by Paul
Mooris in Shadow of Sodom, “[A]m I trying to interpret
Scripture in the light of my proclivity, or should I interpret
my proclivity in the light of Scripture?”
The Bible
Traditional View

Revisionist View
The scriptures which
traditional Christianity

The Bible is inspired by a
Holy God and is inherently
true and trustworthy. The
Bible is written by men, but
divinely inspired by the Holy
Spirit and is sealed by a God
of truth and authority.

understands to condemn
homosexuality [such as
Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13;
Romans 1:26-27; 1 Corinthians
6:9-10; 1 Timothy 1:9-10] have
either been mistranslated,
yanked out of context or were
only appropriate to the
culture of that time.
Therefore, we no longer have
to follow passages we don’t
like.

Sexuality
Traditional View

Revisionist View

Sexuality and sex are God’s
good gifts to men and women.
While sexuality is an
essential attribute of human
nature, our Creator did not
intend it to be the defining
characteristic of humanity.

Sexuality—the feelings and
attractions one feels for
other people—is God ordained,
diverse, deeply personal and
morally permissible. One’s
sexual orientation, whatever
it is, should be celebrated as
one of God’s good gifts.

Gender
Traditional View

Revisionist View

We are free to make a
God created both male and
distinction between sex and
female in His image, and each
gender. Sex is biological
gender reflects different
maleness or femaleness at
aspects of the imago Dei.
birth, and gender is how one
God’s sovereign choice of
feels about their “true”
gender for every person
maleness or femaleness
reflects His intention for
internally. Based on Galatians
that person’s identity; it is
3:28, “there is no male and
one of the ways in which he or
female, for you are all one in
she glorifies Him as Creator.
Christ Jesus.”
Marriage
Traditional View

Revisionist View

Marriage is God-ordained
between one man and one woman
in a lifelong, monogamous,
covenantal relationship. The
Bible begins with the marriage
of Adam and Eve, and ends with
the marriage of the Lamb
(Jesus) and the Bride (the
church). The complementarity
of husband and wife express
God’s intention of both
genders in marriage.

Homosexual behavior is
appropriate within the
confines of a committed,
loving, monogamous, lifelong,
Christ-centered relationship.

Both individual Christians and churches have drifted into
endorsing same-sex relationships because it always feels
better to follow one’s flesh than to follow Jesus’ call to
“deny yourself, take up your cross and follow Me” (Matt.
16:24).

Reason Two: Snagged by the Gay Agenda
In addition to those several decades of shallow preaching,
teaching and discipleship I mentioned earlier, many believers
have not been submitting themselves to the truth of the Word
of God. By default, then, they were easily shaped and swayed
by the six points of a brilliantly designed “Gay Manifesto”
spelled out in a book called After the Ball: How America Will
Conquer Its Fear and Hatred of Gays in the 90s. Originally
published as an essay called “The Overhauling of Straight
America” that was published in a gay magazine, the authors
laid out this plan which has been executed perfectly in the
United States. (The quotes below are from the essay, found
here)
1. Desensitization and normalization of homosexuals in
mainstream America. Talk about gays and gayness as loudly and
often as possible.
“The principle behind this advice is simple: almost any
behavior begins to look normal if you are exposed to enough of
it at close quarters and among your acquaintances.
“In the early stages of any campaign to reach straight
America, the masses should not be shocked and repelled by
premature exposure to homosexual behavior itself. Instead, the
imagery of sex should be downplayed and gay rights should be
reduced to an abstract social question as much as possible.
First let the camel get his nose inside the tent—only later
his unsightly derriere!”
2. Portray members of the LGBTQ community as victims.

Indoctrinate mainstream America that members of the LGBTQ
community were “born this way.”
“In any campaign to win over the public, gays must be cast as
victims in need of protection so that straights will be
inclined by reflex to assume the role of protector.”
“Now, there are two different messages about the Gay Victim
that are worth communicating. First, the mainstream should be
told that gays are victims of fate, in the sense that most
never had a choice to accept or reject their sexual
preference. The message must read: ‘As far as gays can tell,
they were born gay, just as you were born heterosexual or
white or black or bright or athletic. Nobody ever tricked or
seduced them; they never made a choice, and are not morally
blameworthy. What they do isn’t willfully contrary – it’s only
natural for them. This twist of fate could as easily have
happened to you!'”
3. Give protectors a just cause: anti-discrimination
“Our campaign should not demand direct support for homosexual
practices, should instead take anti-discrimination as its
theme.”
4. The use of TV, music, film and social media to desensitize
mainstream Americans to their plight as gay people
Over the past 25 years, gay characters, on TV especially, have
captured the hearts of American viewers because they were
attractive, funny, smart—the kind of characters viewers would
like to be. No one was shown the dark underside of gay bars
and bathhouses, or same-sex domestic violence, or having to
get one’s HIV+ status checked.
5. Portray gays and lesbians as pillars in society. Make gays
look good.
“From Socrates to Shakespeare, from Alexander the Great to

Alexander Hamilton, from Michelangelo to Walt Whitman, from
Sappho to Gertrude Stein, the list is old hat to us but
shocking news to heterosexual America. In no time, a skillful
and clever media campaign could have the gay community looking
like the veritable fairy godmother to Western Civilization.”
Use celebrities and celebrity endorsement. And who doesn’t
love Ellen DeGeneres?
6. Once homosexuals have begun to gain acceptance, anti-gay
opponents must be vilified, causing them to be viewed as
repulsive outcasts of society.
“Our goal is here is twofold. First, we seek to replace the
mainstream’s self-righteous pride about its homophobia with
shame and guilt. Second, we intend to make the antigays look
so nasty that average Americans will want to dissociate
themselves from such types.
“The public should be shown images of ranting homophobes whose
secondary traits and beliefs disgust middle America. These
images might include: the Ku Klux Klan demanding that gays be
burned alive or castrated; bigoted southern ministers drooling
with hysterical hatred to a degree that looks both comical and
deranged; menacing punks, thugs, and convicts speaking coolly
about the ‘fags’ they have killed or would like to kill; a
tour of Nazi concentration camps where homosexuals were
tortured and gassed.”
This is how I see how we got to this place where so many
people have been deceived. They didn’t anchor themselves to
the Truth of the Word of God, and they opened themselves to
the cultural brine of Kirk and Madsen’s plan to overhaul
straight America.
And it worked.
I will close with three personal observations about this
situation:

Christians have bought into the culture’s worship of
feelings over God’s unchanging revelation
People love how being a protector of the underdog makes
them feel
Not enough of us Christ-followers are living lives that
demonstrate the beauty and satisfaction of abiding in
Christ
To my sweet friend who asked the question, let me say: God’s
good gift of sex and the intimacy of the marriage relationship
is still intended ONLY for one man and one woman for life. In
the beginning, one (Adam) became two (when God formed Eve from
Adam), and then the two became one again. That is a deep
mystery that makes all variations and deviations on God’s
intention wrong.
I am indebted to Hope Harris for her insight and analysis of
this question.
This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue_bohlin/why_have_so_many_christians_
and_churches_become_pro-gay
on June 30, 2015.

The Church and the
Media Revolution

Social

Dr. Lawrence Terlizzese examines social media’s massive
communication shift, with insights for the church.

What is Social Media?
Any media that uses two-way communication as opposed to one-

way communication is social media rather than mass media, such
as TV, radio, and print which deliver a message to a mass
audience. Mass media is not personal like the telephone, or
letter writing; it is directed to the crowd or to a particular
niche in the crowd that does not allow for the audience to
talk back, with some exceptions. Mass media is not social
because it does not permit a conversation with its audience.
Social media, such as social websites like Facebook, Twitter,
and the new Youtoo Social TV website, allows for dialogue and
two-way communication between speaker and audience. It is
dialogue rather than monologue. Social media use is not
limited to just the popular websites. Any form of electronic
communication involving computers and cell phones is part of
the social media revolution because these technologies offer
the individual the ability to respond.

It is estimated that one-third of the world is now
connected to the internet. If you have an email address you
are involved in social media. This sizeable amount constitutes
a revolution in communication because it changes the way we
communicate and it changes what we communicate. In calling
social media a revolution we simply mean this is a new way of
communicating. It does not mean mass media will be abolished.
Media, along with most technological progress, operates in a
layering system where a new layer or technology builds on the
old one rather than abolishing it. Mass media begins with the
printing press. The telephone, radio, and TV come later.
Television remains the most prominent mass medium; while the
printed word has not disappeared, it is certainly not as
central as it was in the nineteenth century. The computer adds
another layer to our media and brings them all together. It
will overshadow them all, but not abolish them.
With about a third of the actual world online or engaged in

social media, it is necessary that the church, which is in the
business of communication, makes sure its message is
accurately represented there. But the task is not as easy as
starting a new profile page since there are certain problems
that must be addressed as we communicate.

The Medium Is the Message
Close to 2,247,000,000 people use social media worldwide. This
is a remarkable change in just a few years and easily
qualifies as a new way of communicating, unprecedented in the
history of the world. It is a revolution because it changes
the way we communicate from face-to-face individual contact to
an electronic
disadvantages.

mediation

with
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and

We have all heard the saying, “the medium is the message.”{1}
This means the way we say something is as important as what we
say, or that the medium affects the content of what is said.
Preaching is not unaffected by this principle. Simply because
someone preaches the word of God does not mean immunity to the
potential negative aspects of his chosen medium just as with
radio, TV, and the internet. For example, radio and TV are
effective in reaching a mass audience, but this usually must
come at the expense of the quality of the message; it must be
toned down to fit these media. Any subject with many ideas and
complex logic may work in a book format but not on TV.
Telephones put you in touch with a disembodied voice, superior
to not talking or letter writing, but still not as good as
actually talking to someone in person. Anyone involved with
persuasion in business deals where you absolutely must
communicate a convincing point knows the importance of body
language, tone of voice, eye contact, appearance, and
attitude—all conveyed by personal presence but lost over the
phone. The phone itself shapes what you say by how it is said.
It reduces communication from all five senses to one: hearing.
The results are predictable: the phone reduces communication

compared to actually being there.
A basic law of media says the wider the audience the less
substantive a message simply because it must appeal to the
common denominator in the general audience. The more people
you want to reach, the less of a message you will have, which
means keep it simple when it comes to a general audience so
the majority of people can understand it. This is the drawback
of instant and mass communication. We sacrifice quality of
thought and depth of analysis for instant access to a mass
audience and for immediate applicability of a general
principle. In other words, we are telling people what to do
without reflection, which is time consuming, slow, and simply
awkward. Analysis is meant for the personal level, and mass
communication is not personal. The reductionist trend in media
can be circumvented to some extent through niche audiences
which many social media sites actually represent. This is a
fair reflection of actual communities. What is society but the
collection of smaller groups put into a whole?

Disembodiment
Social media represents a disembodied form of community. This
of course is the nature of long distance relationships and
communication. The reduction of knowledge to its simplest
forms brings with it the sense that knowledge or community is
simply information. The gospel can be communicated as
information but it is more than that. The same is true with
traditional forms of preaching, books, or even TV. We know
after all has been said there still remains a side of the
gospel that must be experienced or encountered in real people.
The gospel must be embodied and not simply read about or
talked about. This was the gist of Paul’s exhortation to the
Corinthians: “you are a letter of Christ . . . written not
with ink, but with the Spirit of the living God, not on
tablets of stone, but on tablets of human hearts” (2 Cor.
3:3-4). We might as well say written not electronically on the

transient screen with flickering pixels, but in flesh and
blood and in one-to-one encounters with friends, family, and
neighbors. Media, as good as it is, cannot substitute for
personal experience of God and fellowship with others. This
brings the idea of an online community, church or school into
question. There is no doubt that people communicate
effectively this way, even on Facebook, and they can learn
through this medium just like any traditional means, but there
is a doubt as to how qualitative one’s learning or one’s
community will be if there is no personal encounter. Can long
lasting bonds and relationships form strictly through
electronic means?
Social media is excellent at giving you a wide audience just
like TV and radio and even meeting new people, but it is not a
replacement for face-to-face contact. Media technology may
best be seen as an excellent supplement to relationships and
community, but not a replacement. It can be used to stay in
touch and keep people connected, but in cannot ultimately
replace our community and social network of actual people. I
think the goal of an online church should be to get people out
from behind a computer and into contact and fellowship with
others. Social media can facilitate friendship, but it cannot
replace it. We are warm-blooded creatures and need other warmblooded people to have community, something a computer screen
cannot provide. Social media serves as a supplement to
community, not a substitute!

Social Media and Privacy
What happens in Vegas stays on Youtube, Facebook, and Twitter.
Privacy is dead. The computer killed it, and no one cares.
Every step forward in technological progress has a price to
pay. We have moved forward in creating social media which
enables us to communicate with a wider audience, but society
has paid a terrible price with the loss of privacy. The
computer remembers everything. This reality should cause some

pause and reflection on what we say simply because it can be
potentially recalled and even used against us. Employers
routinely check Facebook pages of potential employees.
Creditors use Facebook to collect debts. The police use
Facebook to find people and build cases against them. We think
of social media as fun and games, much like a video game, when
in fact it is much more serious. All social media
communication such as email or texting exists in a nether
world between an illusion of privacy and the potential public
access by everyone. The user falsely assumes his message is
private without realizing it may be available to anyone.
Future generations will archive and access all that we say
today.
Even more seriously, the NSA is currently building a
supercomputer called the Utah Data Center scheduled to go
online in 2013 that will monitor all your digital actions
including email, cell phone calls, even Google searches.{2} It
will be able to track all your purchases electronically.
Whatever you do digitally will be available for scrutiny by
the government. I know you wanted to hear how great social
media is for communicating, evangelism, and so forth, and it
is great, but there are pitfalls and dangers that we must also
confront. Let’s not get so swept up with our enthusiasm for
social media that we stick our head in the sand when it comes
to the dangers. This is the greatest problem I see Christians
make when they analyze technology. They see only the
advantages and positive sides of their technological
involvement and refuse to consider what may go wrong. It will
not create a damper to analyze the potential problems of our
technology use, rather it will make us sober-minded as we are
commanded to be (1 Peter 1:13, 4:7 and 5:8).

Dialogue vs. Monologue
Social media does offer a great advantage over the traditional
means of mass communication that the church has used in print,

TV, and radio. Social media represents a democratization of
media including TV. Mass media is traditionally one-sided
communication or monologue where one powerful voice does all
the speaking, especially on TV. Social media allows for
multiple voices to be heard at once and in contrast with each
other, allowing for a dialogue and conversation as opposed to
the pedagogy of monologue. This is significant because, as we
are told by media experts like Marshall McLuhan and Jacques
Ellul, propaganda is usually the result of only one voice
being permitted in a discussion or the absence of dialogue,
much like in a commercial where only one view point is
promoted. McLuhan notes the importance of dialogue with media:
“The environment as a processor of information is propaganda.
Propaganda ends where dialogue begins. You must talk to the
media, not to the programmer. To talk to the programmer is
like complaining to a hot dog vendor at a ballpark about how
badly your favorite team is playing.”{3}
Really, for the first time in history does the general public
have a chance to talk back to knowledge brokers and those
creating information and to those creating faith. A few tell
the many what to think through mass media; through social
media an individual tells the mass what he thinks. Social
media offers a multitude of voices on all topics. It may
appear chaotic and directionless at times, and at other times
there appears incisive wisdom. Social media reflects the
turmoil and sanity of its users. Social media is many things,
but unlike its big brother mass media, social media is not
propaganda. The church needs to soberly join this
conversation.
Notes
1. Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of
Man (New York: McGraw Hill, 1964).
2. James Bamford, “The NSA is Building the Country’s Biggest
Spy Center (watch what you say)” in Wired March 17, 2012.

3. Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore, The Medium is the
Message: An Inventory of Effects (New York: Bantam, 1967,
142); Jaques Ellul, Propaganda: The Formation of Men’s
Attitudes (New York: Vintage, 1965).
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Church and Poverty
The church in general, and evangelical Christians in
particular, has been helping people in poverty. But you
wouldn’t know that if you attended a roundtable discussion of
poverty at Georgetown University. President Obama made lots of
critical comments, but I wanted to focus on just one of his
statements.
The president was critical of churches focusing so much time
on social issues and so little time on poverty. He wanted
“faith-based organizations to speak out on” the issue of
poverty and stop being obsessed with what he called
“reproductive issues” or same-sex marriage.
Evangelical Christians do have concerns about abortion and
same-sex marriage, but that hasn’t kept them from also doing a
great deal to help the poor. In fact, Christians are the most
generous with their time, treasure, and talents. Also,
conservative people are more generous than liberal people. In
previous commentaries, I have quoted from the extensive
research done by Arthur Brooks in his book, Who Really Cares:
The Surprising Truth about Compassionate Conservatism.
What about the institutional church? In term of disaster
relief, the Southern Baptist Convention spent more than $6
million. It was the third largest provider behind the Red

Cross and Salvation Army. And that is just one Protestant
denomination.
An op-ed in the Washington Post by Rob Schwarzwalder and Pat
Fagan concluded that: “the evangelical relief group World
Vision spent roughly $2.8 billion annually to care for the
poor.” They added: “That would rank World Vision about 12th
within the G-20 nations in terms of overseas development
assistance.” And I might mention that World Vision is just one
evangelical ministry. “Groups such as Samaritan’s Purse, Food
for the Hungry, World Relief and many others provide hundreds
of millions of dollars in anti-poverty programs at home and
abroad.”
The church has been one of the most effective social outreach
programs in history, even if the president doesn’t think so.
This blog post originally appeared at
pointofview.net/viewpoints/church-and-poverty/ on May 26,
2015.

Ex-Christians: Ways to Bring
Back the Leavers
Steve Cable provides an overview of why young people leave the
church based on Drew Dyck’s book Generation Ex-Christian: Why
Young Adults Are Leaving the Faith . . . And How to Bring Them
Back.

Over the last several years, Probe has been

reporting on a changing young adult society that is
marginalizing the church at an increasing rate. When we
analyzed relevant survey data and our own survey taken of 18to 40-year-old, born again Christians, the data revealed that
even among Evangelicals, cultural captivity was the norm for
the vast majority of Christians. One result of culturally
captive Christians is that their children often become
“leavers,” leaving the faith entirely once they are out on
their own.
Are there others who are seeing the
same degree of disconnect with the
truths of Scripture in the life styles
and life choices of young, adult
Americans? I want to look at one such
prominent voice speaking out about
these same concerns. Drew Dyck is the
author of Generation Ex-Christian: Why
Young Adults Are Leaving the Faith . .
. And How to Bring Them Back{1} and
managing editor of Leadership Journal.

Six Types of Leavers
Dyck’s book is not primarily driven by general survey data.
Instead, it tells a more personal story. He connected with
people who had left their Christian upbringing. He talked with
them about their life choices and he attempted to share Christ
in a way that would be meaningful in the context of their
personal journeys. As a result of this experience, he felt
that those leaving their Christian influenced youth to enter
into adulthood without a total faith in Christ could be placed
into one of six different categories. He entitled these
categories:

• Postmodern leavers — those adopting a postmodern view
where no meta-narrative is to be trusted
• Modern leavers — those who believe only what they can
prove and Neo-Darwinism seems more provable
• Neo-pagan leavers — those who gravitate to an earth-based
religion where they are essentially their own gods
• Rebel leavers — those for whom a sinful lifestyle appears
more appealing or who don’t want to “give in” to God
• Recoilers — leavers who withdraw because of an emotional
hurt associated with people claiming to represent
Christianity, and
• Drifters — perhaps the largest group of leavers who
gradually drift away because their faith was never that deep
to begin with.
Each category of leaver creates a different challenge for one
who desires to lead them into a true knowledge of Jesus. Just
as Paul used different approaches to share the gospel in the
synagogue, the marketplace and the philosopher’s meeting place
in Athens, so we need to tailor our approach to communicate
effectively with our audience. In what follows, we will
consider each of these categories and some of the ways one can
best share with them.

Postmodern and Modern Leavers
Postmodern thinking is becoming the cultural norm for young
adults. The postmodern view holds that there is no objective
truth applying to all, but rather each person or group of
people defines their own truth. As J. P. Moreland puts it, “In
a postmodernist view, there is no such thing as objective
truth, reality, value, reason and so forth.”{2} Yet, many
young adults still adopt modernity, the dominant view
throughout the twentieth century. Those with a modern view
believe linear thinking and rational thought can lead us to
objective truths valid for all. In his book Generation ExChristian, Drew Dyck finds both of these viewpoints create

stumbling blocks for belief.
The gospel of Jesus Christ is true for all people in every
age. This view runs counter to the “true for you but not for
me” mentality of the postmodern generation. Many young adults
influenced by postmodern thought have a difficult time
accepting the all-encompassing, meta-narrative of the gospel.
These leavers believe that Christianity is too narrow and
judgmental to be a part of their own truth sphere.
Dyck points out that those with a postmodern perspective are
not really interested in hearing your apologetic arguments.
Even if you weave a compelling logical argument, they will
nod, smile, and ignore you. They need to see the impact of the
truth of Jesus lived out in your life before them. Invite them
to participate with you in serving others, creating an
opportunity to share your story. They are, initially, more
interested in your personal story. How has Jesus Christ made a
difference in your life?
Conversely, those with a modern perspective are not as
interested in your personal story. With moderns, ask questions
to understand how they decide if something is true. Model a
concern for the truth before laying “the Way, the Truth, and
the Life” on their plate. Focus on the truth of the gospel,
not letting ourselves get sidetracked into other arenas. How
satisfying is their alternative view, and what are the
consequences if they are wrong in their perception of truth?
Many modernists report that most Christians hastened their
departure from the church through trite, unhelpful answers to
the questions they were asking. Be willing to do the research
to answer their questions thoughtfully and with confidence.
Remember, there are good cogent explanations to their
questions and their objections.
As Dyck discovered, effectively sharing with a leaver today
requires us to know whether their general thought process is

more shaped by modernism or postmodernism. Their answer
determines whether we start with our personal experience or
with the total truth of the gospel.

Neo-Pagans and Rebels
Two more groups of leavers Dyck labels Neo-pagans and Rebels.
Dyck discovered a surprisingly large number of Neo-pagan
leavers. Neo-pagans have gravitated to the beliefs that they
are ultimately gods living in a society where the earth is to
be nourished and women are as important, if not more so, than
men. One common example of this religious view is Wicca.{3}
Another example is Oprah’s mishmash of Eastern mysticism.{4}
As with other leavers, begin by asking them questions to
understand what they believe and what attracted them to it.
With Neo-pagans, Dyck suggests starting by sharing with them
our appreciation for nature and our sense of responsibility to
care for it as God commanded. We also can share the honor that
Christ and the church gave to women. They need to understand
that women are “fellow heirs,” not maidservants in Christ’s
kingdom. Upon earning a listening ear, we can share how we
have experienced God’s presence in our midst. Share our
spiritual experiences with them. Above all, recognize that you
are engaging in a spiritual battle that must include fervent
pray on their behalf.
As he examined his relationships with different types of
leavers, Dyck realized that some of them leave not to follow
after a different belief system but, instead, to rebel against
their view of a creator who is attempting to limit their self
expression. Some rebels are motivated by a desire to do their
own thing and participate fully in the short-lived pleasures
of this world. Others are motivated by a desire to spit in the
face of God, declaring their independence.
To effectively reach out to spiritual rebels, we need to let

them know we care about them as persons. The world is already
showing them that in their rebellion they are not really free.
Everybody serves something. Get them to talk about what they
are serving, whether it is money, success, clothes, power,
etc. Then share with them how you experience true freedom as a
captive of the source of all true freedom, Jesus Christ. As
Paul tells us in Galatians, “For you were called to freedom,
only do not turn your freedom into an opportunity for the
flesh, but through love serve one another” (Gal. 5:13).

Drifters and Recoilers
Drifters and Recoilers are two more kinds of leavers.
Dyck identifies the Drifters as the largest group of leavers,
exhibiting “that entrenched human defect—the tendency to drift
from God.”{5} They did not set out to walk away from the faith
of their parents. Over time it became less important to them,
until it played no real role in their lives. As Dyck put it,
“the biggest danger to Christianity is Christians.”{6}
Recent surveys showed 18- to 29-year-olds who indicated they
had no religion growing from 11 percent in 1990 to 22 percent
in 2008.{7} Of these young adults, two-thirds of them were
leavers from an earlier point in their life where they
considered themselves Christians. Their most common reason for
leaving was not some intellectual epiphany, but rather they
“just gradually drifted away from the religion.”{8}
Drifters are not driven by specific intellectual objections.
They may have no real objections or arguments against
Christian beliefs. Instead, they are apathetic toward it. It
just is not important in their life.
To reach Drifters, one must redefine their perception that a
Christian life is not worth pursuing. They need to see us
loving Jesus because of who He is and not because of what He
can do for us. It is not about getting God to do something for

us. It is about the opportunity for eternal fellowship with
the One who created us all.
The Drifters need to be connected with older adults who are
living with an eternal perspective. Who are “redeeming the
time because the days are evil” (Eph. 5:16). We need to raise
the bar on the Christian life. It is more than the sterile,
play-acting game they may have seen from their parents. You
cannot call them back to a watered down Christianity that was
unable to hold their allegiance in the first place. Instead,
we need to live out before them the radical lifestyle of a
true follower of Jesus Christ.
The final group of leavers are the ones Dyck calls the
Recoilers. These people are a special case. Their lives have
been marred by significant pain. They relate the source of
this pain to their Christian experience. For the Recoilers, it
is typically only in the context of a relationship that
healing can take place. On the one hand, we need to empathize
with them, while, on the other, they need to see the joy our
faith brings to our lives. Gradually, we may be able to help
them delineate between God who loves them and the people who
hurt them.

Reaching This Generation
In Generation Ex-Christian, Drew Dyck identified six different
types of faith leavers: Postmoderns, Moderns, Neo-pagans,
Spiritual Rebels, Drifters, and Recoilers. Recognizing that we
are called to be “all things to all men so that we may by all
means save some” (1 Cor. 9:22), we can tailor our approach to
more effectively reach each type of leaver.
Let’s consider five aspects that need to be consistent
regardless of which type of leaver you are dealing with.
Listen to them to understand which type they may be. If we
jump into sharing without knowing, we run the risk they will

tune us out permanently.
Articulate why we believe what we believe. We need to have a
good basic understanding of why we believe the gospel is true.
If we have a good grasp of the basics, we can tailor our
approach to the type of leaver we are addressing.
Enter into relationship with the long view in mind. Don’t
expect to reverse their dismissal of Christianity overnight.
Over time we want clear away some of the obstacles standing
between them and a vibrant faith. Be prepared for this effort
to take time.
Focus on forging loving relationships. All the intelligent
words in the world won’t matter if they view us as hired guns
adding another notch to our tally. Paul reminded Timothy, “The
aim of our instruction is love proceeding from a pure heart
and a good conscience and a sincere faith” (1 Tim. 1:5).
Demonstrating Christian love makes them more willing to
sincerely listen to us.
Consistently pray for the leavers in our lives. As Dyck put
it, “We can give our loved ones who have strayed no greater
gift than time spent in the presence of God on their behalf.
Plead, ramble, cry, rage—but don’t stop.” Pray that “God will
open up to us a door for the word, so that we may speak forth
the mystery of Christ . . . that we may make it clear in the
way we ought to speak” (Col. 4:2). If we are not bringing God
into the relationship through prayer, we are not speaking with
His effectiveness.
I don’t believe the God who “desires all men to be saved” (1
Tim. 2:4) would at the same time desire a large portion of our
young adults to leave behind faith in Jesus Christ. We are not
to throw up our hands in surrender, but rather to dedicate
ourselves to sharing Christ in ways that communicate the truth
to different sets of ears. Let’s commit together to reach out
and bring these leavers into an eternal relationship with

Christ.
Notes
1. Drew Dyck, Generation Ex-Christian: Why Young Adults Are
Leaving the Faith . . . And How to Bring Them Back (Moody
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2. Ibid., Chapter 2.
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Expanding
the
Biblical
Worldview of Christians in

Myanmar
Don Closson, who has taught Christian worldview on several
continents, recently returned from Myanmar, which has in
recent years been oppressed heavily by an atheistic
regime. Representing his church Christ Fellowship in McKinney
(TX), he shared with pastors and students a biblical
perspective on world missions and how the Church there is both
historically blessed and currently in a good position to reach
their own nation (formerly known as Burma) with the gospel.
Details of a trip can begin to fade even as the effects of jet
lag seem to grow stronger. Fortunately, I do remember many
wonderful aspects of my whirlwind eleven-day trip with friend
and pastor Ken Stoneking to Myanmar (the U.S. still insists on
calling it Burma), one of the poorest and most oppressed
countries in Asia.

Praise God for a Fruitful Trip
This was my most successful cross-cultural teaching experience
to date. I say that for several reasons. First, the topic was
timely and relevant to my audience of pastors and students at
the Mandalay Bible Seminary. I spoke on God’s Kingdom as it
relates to world missions by breaking the topic down into four
parts: the theological, historical, cultural and strategic
perspectives. After I finished teaching the 20 hour class over
five days, my host told me that he had been struggling with
this very topic, particularly how to motivate the church
leaders in Myanmar to play a greater role in missions. He
expressed that many churches in Myanmar have an inward
perspective and needed help seeing that believers have an
obligation to be a blessing to those around us. He told me
that my talks gave him a number of ideas to develop further
after our visit.

Myanmar’s Uniqueness
My preparation for this class increased both my own
understanding and appreciation for the task of world missions.
As I put the lessons together, I got more and more excited
about my opportunity to share with the pastors and students. I
realized that they live in a strategic place to reach a part
of the world limited to Americans. Myanmar is in the global
10/40 window that defines the least evangelized segment of the
globe. In fact, its capital city Yangon is listed as one of
the 100 gateway cities to this 10/40 region, the rectangular
area of North Africa, the Middle East and Asia between 10
degrees and 40 degrees north latitudes, according to The
Joshua Project. The population of the world is growing more
Asian every year and Myanmar is centrally located to impact
China, Thailand, and India!

Connecting the Dots…
A serendipity was “connecting the dots” as I researched the
relationship between the Church in Myanmar and the early
Reformation—going all the way back to John Wycliffe in the
1300s. Wycliffe challenged the authority of the Pope and the
refusal of the Church to put the Bible in of the language of
the common people. His followers were known as Lollards, and
they preached anti-clerical and biblically-centered reforms.
Jon Huss read the teachings of Wycliffe in the 15th century
and attempted to reform the church in Bohemia and the adjacent
area called Moravia. Gaining a wide following, the Hussites
influenced the region around Prague, Czech Republic, including
a group which became known as the Moravian church. Huss was
eventually burned at the stake in the center of Old Town
Square in Prague for challenging the official doctrines of the
Catholic Church. However, the Moravian Brethren continued on
and became a powerful force for evangelism in the 18th and
19th centuries.
Evangelist and church leader Count Zinzendorf was at the

center of this movement during the late 1700s. He traveled to
America and England meeting with Jonathan Edwards and other
leaders of the Great Awakening that brought revival to both
England and the Colonies in the 1730s and 40s.
In 1806 a group of college students at Williams College prayed
that God would again bring revival to the country, sparking a
movement among college students known as the Haystack Prayer
Revival. These five students would help influence a young man
named Adoniram Judson to commit his life to missions. Judson
set sail for India with his wife in 1812, but the East India
Company would not allow them to enter because they feared that
missionaries would stir up the Hindus. Taking the first boat
East, Judson arrived in Rangoon (now Yangon) in 1813. After
six years he had his first convert and when he died at age 62,
after spending 38 years in Myanmar, it was estimated that
there were over 200,000 Christians in the country. Judson was
the first to translate the Bible into the Burmese language, a
translation that was so good that it is still used today and
preferred over recent translations because it is more
theologically conservative.

More Dots
The day after I left, an earthquake hit Myanmar. Thankfully,
God spared the Mandalay Bible Seminary. Then our president
visited for the first time in recognition of the political
changes occurring there. Please pray for the Christians in
this strategic country. They are standing boldly and are ready
to be used of the Lord for the Great Commission.

the unfit ones
outside the box
in need of a home
but this box is comfort
it’s all that we’ve known
why won’t you just fit?
square peg
round hole
we’ll file off your edges
(’til you’re smooth just like us)
with the blade of this Book
which says, by the way, don’t fuss
This blog post originally appeared at
reneamac.com/2011/06/23/the-unfit-ones/

When the Church Is More
Cultural than Christian
July 7, 2011
So, I’m reading this excellent biography of Bonhoeffer right
now, and I’ve been mulling this question. Well, I guess it’s
twofold, really.
Background: You probably know this already, but just in case.
In Nazi Germany the German church pretty much abandoned any
form of orthodox Christianity in order to fit in with the
culture. Bonhoeffer, Niemoller and others formed the

Confessing Church as a stand for true Christianity in the face
of the cultural abdication of the wider church. Most were
either imprisoned or killed for their efforts.
1 – Do you think that the American church is undergoing a
similar shift to fit in with cultural norms on a broad scale
that could threaten orthodox Christianity (clearly, hopefully,
not to the extent of the Reich church, but still, I see some
possible parallels)? What do you think are the areas in which
the American church is most at risk? Why?
2 – Do you think we have leadership that is taking a stand for
orthodoxy in a counter-cultural and true way on the national
scene? If so, who?
Yes. The American church acquiesces to the culture in various
ways which are detrimental to the Gospel. It’s tricky because
it is vital to the Gospel that the Gospel (whose hands and
feet are the church) be relevant. Churches which are highly
separatist and never adapt to or accommodate culture do
violence to the Gospel as well, so it’s tricky. And we’ll none
of us ever get it 100% right. Ever. I keep trying to tell God
humility is overrated; he never listens.
I think there are two veins in which American churches are
perhaps more American than Christian. One is liberal; one is
conservative. (Brilliant, I know.) The tendency is to point
the finger at the other and overreact for fear of falling into
the other’s traps. We’re so focused on not falling into this
trap, that we don’t even notice that what we think is a bunker
is merely another trap of another sort.
Now to your actual question: What are these traps?
Liberal:
Of course there are the far left examples like: Employing poor
hermeneutics which 1) Undercut Scripture as a text which is
not historical or literal at all, and 2) justify sin, usually
sexual sin such as premarital sex and homosexual sex and the

sexually-related sin of abortion. And then there is the
slightly more subtle trap of feeling the need to bend over
backwards to kiss the keister of Science. Finally, there is
the acquiescence of the (pseudo)tolerance mantra of
hypermodernism: partly out of fear of being legalistic, partly
because it is more comfortable, we succumb to Relativism.
Conservative:
Employing poor hermeneutics which truncate Scripture as a text
which is entirely literal (it seems to me that this is a very
Western thing to do, but I could be wrong; it could simply be
a human thing to do… we feel more comfortable in black and
white). Such a lack of hermeneutic leads to overly hard-nosed
positions about creation and “the woman issue” among other
things. It also leads to, instead of justifying sin, creating
an extra hedge of rules so that we can be darn sure we avoid
the undignified, socially
especially, sexual sin.

unacceptable

sins,

perhaps

And then of course there’s the idea of a Christian America; or
that politics can fix every(one else)thing.
Traps for all:
Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is probably a problem for both
sides. So is materialism of course, privatism and spiritual
professionalization—You’d better keep your hands off of my
individual rights and my private life… and: spiritual things
go in one compartment, which is private and has no business
interfering in the public sphere: ie. faith and science and/or
faith and business. Professionalization is also quite Western.
I love this quote from GK Chesterton’s Heretics:
But if we look at the progress of our scientific civilization
we see a gradual increase everywhere of the specialist over
the popular function. Once men sang together round a table in
chorus; now one man sings alone, for the absurd reason that
he can sing better. If scientific civilization goes on (which
is most improbable) only one man will laugh, because he can

laugh better than the rest.
Professionalization probably also
churches too much like businesses.

includes

running
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Finally, Q number 2: Yes. What’s tricky about this is that one
must sometimes be under the radar to be counter-cultural,
partly because when you’re counter-cultural, no one wants to
listen to you! Eugene Peterson, Tim Keller, NT Wright, Nancy
Pearcey, Os Guinness (an outside perspective is always
helpful) and the Trinity Forum, Jamie Smith, especially in the
area of how we do church and spiritual formation… I’m sure
there are others, including my colleagues who are currently
working on assessing and addressing this issue of cultural
captivity: first creating an Ah-ha moment about our cultural
captivity, and secondly, creating a way out of captivity and
into freedom.
Good question!
This blog post originally appeared at
reneamac.com/2011/07/07/when-the-church-is-more-cultural-thanchristian/

If Christ isn’t in the name,
how
will
I
know
it’s
Christian?
July 22, 2011
Recently, long-standing evangelism non-profit Campus Crusade

for Christ officially announced its plan to change its name to
Cru. I admit the over-priced wine bar with mediocre
cheeseboards was the first thing I thought of when I heard the
news. But the second thing I thought was, Naturally, that’s
what people call it anyway. So I didn’t think anything of it.
I wasn’t freaked out because Christ is no longer in the name.
For heaven’s sake, Christ himself said, “Be shrewd as serpents
and innocent as doves;” not, “Subtlety is a sin. Be as obvious
and explicit as you can be because that’s how people will know
you belong to me.” No. He said, “They will know you are my
followers by your love for one another.” But yet again, people
only see Christians calling their brothers and sisters names
like “coward” and “repulsive” and griping at each other.
That’s just great. (You can read more about how Christians are
going to the mattresses here on Fox News’s report.)
I agree with Cru: they needed to drop “crusade” from the name.
It certainly does recall The Crusades, an awful, dark,
embarrassing time in Christianity, or at least medieval
Christendom… I’ll let my historian colleagues correct my
armchair claims here; but that is all the more to the point:
popular perception matters; words have baggage, and it is
naive to think we can simply plow through it. I will say, it
does make it a bit ironic that crusade is the one word they’re
keeping, even if it is a shortened version of it. Nonetheless,
Campus Crusade for Christ is a dated (and long) name; hence
why people commonly shortened it to Cru even before the
official name change.
I agree entirely with Cru vice president Steve Sellers when he
said it is “more important that the organization is effective
at proclaiming Jesus than it is important to have the name of
Jesus in the name of the organization.” The fact that people
are chalking this up to succumbing to political correctness is
evidence that they care more about the outside than the
inside; more about appearances than heart; more about
rhetorical positions than actually taking a stand. This kind

of attitude common among Christians is sad. It isn’t a witness
to the world, as Cru has been and continues to be; and it
isn’t worthy of the calling we have received in Christ. It
reminds me of how many Christians understand “Christian art.”
But that’s another blog post for another day.
Part of thinking through our Christianity includes thinking
before reacting, perhaps especially on social networking sites
where we feel emboldened by our anonymity amid the mob and
where instant gratification is part of the point. It also
includes being mindful of passages like Matthew 10 and 1 Peter
3 when quoting Romans 1:16.
This blog post originally appeared at
reneamac.com/2011/07/22/if-christ-isnt-in-the-name-how-will-iknow-its-christian/

American Cultural Captivity
Kerby Anderson provides an overview of ways in which American
Christians are culturally captive: individualism, consumerism,
racism, church growth values and globalization.

Cultural Captivity
Probe Ministries has dedicated itself to helping Christians be
freed from cultural captivity. Therefore, I want to focus on
how we as Americans are often captive to an American form of
Christianity and thus are culturally captive.

Before we address the issue of cultural captivity,
it might be worth mentioning how small American Christianity
is compared to the rest of the world. Philip Jenkins reports
that “the center of gravity in the Christian world has shifted
inexorably southward to Africa, Asia, and Latin America.”{1}
We can put this in perspective by looking at what happened
last century. In 1900, about eighty percent of the Christians
in the world lived in Europe or North America. Now more than
seventy percent live in Asia, Africa, and Latin America.
A century ago, if you were to describe a typical Christian in
the world, you would probably describe a Christian living in
the middle of the United States. Today a typical Christian
would be a mother in Zambia or a college student in South
Korea.
Christianity has also become diverse. “More people pray and
worship in more languages and with more differences in styles
of worship in Christianity than any other religion.”{2} Put
simply, American Christianity is no longer the norm in the
world. Yet we as Americans often make the mistake of assuming
that our Western values and assumptions should be the standard
for the rest of the world.
Many of my observations come from insights in the book, The
Next Evangelicalism: Freeing the Church from Western Cultural
Captivity.{3} Soong-Chan Rah provides numerous examples of how
the American church is captive to a white, Western view of the
world and thus is culturally captive. Obviously, the church
has been captive to materialism, but I will focus on some of
his other descriptions of captivity, namely, individualism,
consumerism, and racism.
It is worth noting that the phrase “captivity of the church”

has been used in different contexts with varied meanings
throughout church history. Martin Luther, for example, wrote
the tract On the Babylonian Captivity of the Church in which
he compared the Catholic Church’s teaching on the sacraments
to the captivity of the Israelites by the Babylonians.{4} R.C.
Sproul has written about how many Christians are captive to
the Pelagian view of the basic goodness of humanity instead of
holding to the biblical view on original sin.{5} And Nancy
Pearcey’s book Total Truth was written as an attempt at
“liberating Christianity from its cultural captivity.”{6}
American Christians don’t like to think of themselves as being
culturally captive. But the truth is that they have to a
significant extent been assimilated into American culture.
While they rightly criticize many of the sins and failings of
American society, they are more conformed to the culture than
they would like to believe.

Individualism
One example of American cultural captivity that Rah uses in
his book is American individualism. He is hardly the first
person to talk about this. Many social commentators over the
last century have discussed and documented American’s
obsession with individualism which has created an individualfocused worldview.
On the positive side, the rugged individualism of Americans is
responsible for the willingness to explore, build, and being
willing to “go it alone” when circumstances required it. An
individual willing to take a bold stand in the midst of
theological heresy or cultural captivity is a good thing.
American individualism also has many negative sides.
Christians should be aware of the impact of individualism on
their theology. Rah says “the church is more likely to reflect
the individualism of Western philosophy than the value of

community found in Scripture. The individualistic philosophy
that has shaped Western society, and consequently shaped the
American church, reduces faith to a personal, private and
individual faith.”{7}
To put this in perspective, consider that most of the books of
the New Testament were written to churches and communities of
believers. Only a handful of books (such as Titus and
Philemon) were written to individuals. Yet when most Americans
read the New Testament, they focus on the individual aspects
of the biblical truth rather than consider the larger
corporate aspect being presented in Scripture.
Often our Bible study focuses on the individual and personal
understanding of God’s Word when so much of it applies to our
relationship to the entire body of Christ. Often worship is
self-focused and self-absorbed.
Ask a typical Christian about sin, and he or she is likely to
describe it in personal terms. Sin certainly is personal, but
it can also be corporate. But if you only have a personal,
privatized faith, then you are also likely to see sin as
merely a personal matter. Rah concludes: “Evangelical theology
becomes exclusively an individual-driven theology instead of a
community-driven theology.”{8}

Consumerism
Another example of American cultural captivity that Rah gives
is consumerism. This is a topic that I have addressed before
not only on radio but in my book Making the Most of Your Money
in Tough Times.{10} Even secular commentators have noticed
that American culture is infected with “affluenza.”{11}
Rah says, “Materialism and consumerism reduce people to a
commodity. An individual’s worth in society is based upon what
assets they bring and what possessions they own.”{12}

How has consumerism affected the American church? First, it
means that we have been willing to include materialistic
values into our worldview and lifestyle. Often it is difficult
to distinguish Christian values from the materialistic values
of American society. Some commentators point out that many of
our churches look more like shopping malls than like churches.
Second, consumerism affects our mindset and perspective about
spiritual things. A consumer mindset sees the spiritual life
as a consumable product only if it benefits the individual.
Believers with a consumer mindset usually aren’t living for
eternity but for the here and now. Essentially they are so
earthly minded, they are no heavenly good.
Third, consumerism affects the way we choose to fellowship
with other believers. “American evangelicalism has created the
unique phenomenon of church shopping—viewing church as yet
another commodity and product to be evaluated and purchased.
When a Christian family moves to a new city, how much of the
standards by which they choose a church is based upon a
shopping list of their personal tastes and wants rather than
their commitment to a particular community or their desire to
serve a particular neighborhood?”{13}
Finally, consumerism even affects the way we measure success.
We should be measuring success by the standards of Scripture.
Often, we measure it by the American consumer value system.
Consider what many refer to as the ABCs of church growth.
These are: attendance, building, and cash. Often the success
of a church is measured in the same way a secular business
would measure its success. The bottom line is often the number
of attendees or the size of the church budget.
Jesus asked in Mark 8:36, “What good is it for you to gain the
whole world, yet forfeit your soul?” A consumer mentality
often chooses short-term solutions instead of eternal values
despite the possibility of long-term negative consequences.

Racism
Another example of American cultural captivity that Rah gives
is racism. Not only was this a chapter in this book, but he
actually wrote another book on the subject of racial and
ethnic issues.{14}
Let’s begin by stating that the idea of race is actually
artificial. As I pointed out in a previous radio program on
Race and Racial Issues, both the Bible and modern science
reject the idea of what today we call race. For example, the
Bible teaches that God has made “from one blood every nation
of men” (Acts 17:26). Here Paul is teaching the Athenians that
they came from the same source in the creation as everyone
else. We are all from one blood. In other words, there are no
superior or inferior races. The Bible refers to people groups
and nations, but does not label based upon skin color.
Race is also an imprecise scientific term. For example, people
of every race can interbreed and produce fertile offspring. It
turns out that the so-called differences in the races are not
very great. A recent study of human genetic material of
different races concluded that the DNA of any two people in
the world would differ by just 2/10ths of one percent.{15} And
of this variation, only six percent can be linked to racial
categories. The remaining ninety-four percent is “within race”
variation. That is why “many scientists are now declaring that
the concept of race has no basis in the biological sciences,
more and more are concurring that race should be seen as a
social invention.”{16}
How have racial ideas and prejudice affected the church? It is
tempting to say that this was merely a problem in the past and
should be no concern for a country moving towards a postracial society. Soong-Chan Rah disagrees: “We are quick to
deal with the symptoms of sin in America, but oftentimes are
unwilling to deal with the original sin of America: namely,
the kidnapping of Africans to use as slave labor, and usurping

of lands belonging to Native Americans and subsequent genocide
of indigenous peoples.”{17}
Race is an important issue not only in our past, but our
future. Many church growth methods are based upon the idea of
racial homogeneity. If it is true that the most segregated
place in American culture is an American church at 11 AM on
Sunday morning, perhaps we should pay more attention to race
and racial issues.

Church Growth and Globalization
We can even see cultural captivity in the way we build our
churches and the way we interact with the world. We can see
the impact some of these ideas about race and racial issues
have on church growth.
The popular church growth movement places a high priority on
what is called the “homogeneous unit principle” in order to
have substantial numerical growth within a congregation.
Homogeneous churches tend to grow faster because church
attendees are more comfortable with people with similar
racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds.
Racially and ethnically segregated churches are the natural
result of such teaching. And not only are segregated churches
unbiblical, they are impractical. America in the twenty-first
century will be more diverse than any previous century. It
will no longer be dominated by white, Eurocentric people.
Church growth principles also prioritize “an individualized,
personal evangelism and salvation over the understanding of
the power of the gospel to transform neighborhoods and
communities. They also emphasize a modern, social science
approach to ministry, focusing on a pragmatic planning process
that leads to measurable success goals.”{18}
Globalization is another challenge in the twenty-first century

and can also illustrate how we spread our cultural captivity
to the corners of the world. Globalization often means that
one nation’s values and mindset predominate. In this case,
American Christian values (which often are not biblical) are
spread and dominate other cultures.
Thomas Friedman says, “Culturally speaking, globalization is
largely,
though
not
entirely,
the
spread
of
Americanization—from Big Macs to iMacs to Mickey Mouse—on a
global scale.”{19} Globalization not only allows us to spread
the influence of Coca-Cola, Starbucks, and McDonalds, but it
also is the means by which American cultural captivity is
spread to believers around the globe. Once these values are
transmitted to the rest of the world, we will have a global
Christianity that is just as culturally captive to American
values as American Christians have been.
This is our challenge in the twenty-first century. American
Christians cannot merely look at Christians in other countries
and shake their heads about their captivity to their
particular cultural values. We too must be aware of culture
captivity in our midst and “see to it that no one takes you
captive through philosophy and empty deception” (Colossians
2:8). We have been assimilated into the American culture and
should “not be conformed to this world” but instead should be
“transformed by the renewing of your mind” (Romans 12:2).
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