What is the church?  I would like to establish a convention here.  The Church, capitalized, is the people, the body of Christ according to the Bible.  The church, lower case, is the building in which the Church meets or it can be the services held at such buildings.  The Church does not cease to be the Church when it is not meeting at these preset times at arranged locations for the purpose of listening to a pastor, singing some songs, studying the Scriptures, or observing Communion or Baptism.
More than a few unsettling trends are rife throughout Christianity in our country, but here are four.  1) There are those who say that there is no need to “go to church,” because we, the people, are the church.  This may be termed the attitude of the superfluous church.  2) Many hold the wicked view that church is merely a producer, offering us a commodity or a service, and we, as consumers, should shop around for the best offer.  This may be termed the notion of church consumerism.  3) A vast majority of those who attend church consider that their attendance is sufficient.  These “members” of local church bodies believe that church exists either to entertain them or to give them their quota of spirituality for the week.  I call this false notion the church spectatorship.  4) College students nowadays find it convenient not to have a “home-church” but attend as many college ministries that time and scheduling will allow.  This may be branded the mentality of the church cafeteria.
The Superfluous Church

This, of the four, is the most terrible—the notion that being an active part of a local congregation is unnecessary to live the Christian life as God desires.  Some expound—and by doing so betray a shallow and specious understanding of Scripture—that “the Church is the people; therefore, I am the Church.  I don’t need anyone else to govern my religion.  Christianity is a personal relationship,” as though that settles it.  Well, it doesn’t.  One, the conclusion that they don’t need anyone else to assist them in their devotion to God does not scripturally follow as the conclusion of a personal relationship.  And, two, there is no established, historical merit for such an understanding in the ancient church—especially in the New Testament Church.  Let’s turn to Luther, the man that these ill-informed yet mock-intellectual, individualistic “Christians” would probably herald for their perverted view of the church.


“Luther was convinced that the church was an essential element to the Christian message….While it is true that all Christians, by virtue of their baptism, are priests, this does not mean—as some later interpreters have said—that one is self-sufficient to approach God for oneself.  There is a direct communion with God that all Christians can and should enjoy.  But there is also an organic reality within which all communion with God takes place, and that reality is the church.  To be priests does not mean primarily that we are our own individual priests, but rather that we are priests for the entire community of belief, and that they are priests for us.  Rather than setting aside the need for the community of the church, the doctrine of the universal priesthood of believers strengthens it.  It is true that access to God is no longer controlled by a hierarchical priesthood.  But we still stand in need of the community of believers, the body of Christ, in which each member is a priest for the rest and feeds the rest.  Without such nourishment, an isolated member cannot live.” González, Justo L. The Story of Christianity: Volume 2 pp. 33, 34

For twelve reasons to be in love with the Church, go to: http://www.geocities.com/markalanoldham/handoutslovethechurch.doc  
Church Consumerism
Before we address this contorted understanding of the church and its role in a believer’s life and its role in society, we should define our terms.  We will begin by tackling “consumerism,” which is a robust and healthy word, made increasingly healthy by US society.  The word may trigger an image of a shopper standing in front of two displays, displays of competing brands of laptops.  How would you make the decision?  It is safe to say that you want to get your money’s worth, that you want to get the best computer that fits your needs and your budget.  You consider many things before purchasing one over the other.  You consider the processing speed, the memory, the size of the hard drive, the included software, the reputation of the brand names, and about every other comparable specification that you can in order that you aren’t making an ill-informed purchase.
In the same way, when I speak of church consumerism, I intend that the word consumerism encompasses this “I want the best deal for my money” attitude.  When people pick churches nowadays, it’s common to look for the church that offers all the best “activities” and ministries for all the family.  A number of churches have even catered to this trend, and unawares in some instances, by seeking to market themselves to the public as “you get the most here with your tithe.”  Consumerism—the idea of getting more, a patently egocentric perspective—when it comes to selecting the church in which to engage one’s life and the life of his or her family finds no consolation in the New Testament.

By church, in church consumerism, I mean to refer to the institutionalized church, the local body.  It is simply impossible to be a consumer with respect to which body of Christ (which is universal, eternal, traversing all social, economic, and ethnic boundaries) you would like to join because there’s only one.  Church consumerism, then, is the shopping around for the church that meets one’s own needs.

Now, as soon as I state this, there comes the rapid objection from the back of the room saying, “But church is about meeting needs.”  To which I respond, “Church is not merely about meeting needs.”  Church has two facets: ministering and being ministered to.  The ministry must go both ways.  The danger of church consumerism is a church with a hundred hungry mouths to feed and ten diligent hands.  It requires being ministered to in order for a person to be able to minister to others.  Church consumerism, as it exists within the US, eschews all sense of responsibility to minister to others in church.  It also removes its adherents from their responsibility to minister to God.  When a person will ask the question, “What can the church do for me,” while avoiding the equally (if not more) pressing question, “Where is the greatest need where I can serve and minister to others?” the person, which should be well-balanced and round, has become a semicircle.  
Many times recently have I heard of people shopping around for the church of their dreams—a church that offers the right kinds of ministries and the right kinds of people.  “I haven’t found the right church yet,” comes the off-hand reply.  It’s as though we have become church connoisseurs, each of our own right.  We have made church our wine.  Many who treat churches like this are likely those who never even give much thought to whether they want to wear the deodorant scented Irish spring or gentle breeze, the same who have never given a second thought to whether we should wear this outfit or another from one day to the next.  But when the issue is the church that we should attend, well then we must be meticulous.  It is under this guise that many pick apart church after church finding all the many flaws in every church as a trenchant editor nit-picking a manuscript for the lone, misplaced comma.

The fact is that there is no perfect church—no church perfect in doctrine, no church with perfect people.  In fact, the Bible even buttresses the fact that church is the place composed of imperfect people.  If church suddenly became the place for perfect people, 1) it would cease to be the church that Jesus Christ started and 2)more importantly no one could rightfully be a part of it except for Jesus Christ, Himself.  

When it comes to the church, may we throw consumerism to the wayside and allow it to be crushed under the due weight of the gospel.  It is only recently (I suppose) that such consumerism has had the opportunity to flourish given the vast diversity of churches, denominations, and congregations in our land.  It is true that the advent of Protestantism brought with it the pernicious backlash of doctrinal disarray.  The landscape of Protestant theology espouses people who accept virtually every wind of doctrine that can be postulated.
Why is consumerism such a destructive force within the church?  It is for myriad reasons, but in the main, consumerism homogenizes Christianity.  Christianity does not lie solely in what God can do for us and how He can serve us.  Christianity encompasses the vast and, for many, seldom-tread frontier of what God requires of us and how we can serve others.  Consumerism puts the church under the spotlight as though in the Spanish Inquisition, and such a proactive stance spares the inquisitor his due scrutiny.
I propose that Christians stop being miserable, monolithic church shoppers but dare to enter the arena that God has prepared for Christians with regard to His church, His beloved bride-to-be.  As long as we are self-styled consumers, the focus is always on, “Am I being fed?” instead of, “How can I feed others.”  It’s a change of mentality and rolling back of a very bad habit.  The more like consumers we are, the more we will scrutinize.  The more like Christ we are, the more we will serve and seek to serve in whatever capacity God allows.

Church Spectatorship

Let me be blunt: Anyone who is physically and mentally able to serve is to do so.  Notice that I didn’t say spiritually able, because God affords no leniency for spiritual stupors.  Anyone who is able to serve and does not, sins.  On what grounds?  Because we are told repeatedly that we are to love the brotherhood of believers.  We are told on other occasions to exercise our spiritual gifts.  If we are not exercising the gifts and abilities that God has graciously granted us—for His glory, not in order that we should squander them by disuse—we sin against God, and we sin against those to whom we should be ministering with the use of these gifts.


The vast majority of names of church roles don’t even attend church services.  Then, the vast majority of those that attend the events “hosted by the church” are not involved in ministry at all.  Attendance is not ministry.  Attendance is spectatorship.  A boxer doesn’t need a thousand fans to fight well, nor does a basketball player need ten thousand in the audience for him to make a free throw.  The fans are irrelevant because they do nothing to the quality of the athletes.

More foundationally, church spectatorship follows from the heinous notion that church attendance is the entirety of church for the “average person.”  Attendance is required, but nothing beyond this.  “Do you go to church?” one asks.  “Yeah, I go to church.”  That’s like asking, “Do you keep up with the war in Iraq on TV?” assuming that an affirmative answer means that the person is doing what is required of them for the war effort.  There is no real connection.  Surely someone who is in the war in Iraq is keeping up with the war, just as someone who is actively serving in a local church body will be “going to church,” but the argument does not work backward.  No way.  No how.
Church Cafeteria

The various, burgeoning college ministries in the Tampa Bay area provide a fertile ground for local collegians not to plant themselves in any one ministry but “attend” a host of them.  This church buffet is akin to the doctrinal buffet in which many are inclined to engage.  That is, many Americans meld different religions and beliefs, taking the isms they like and leaving the ones they don’t.  Likewise, many Christians—especially those in the collegiate community—would rather go to many different ministries while never serving in any.  They are always being ministered to and never consider it necessary to minister to others.

Why would many collegians choose not to plant themselves in a church or a specific ministry?  For a host of reasons.  Attending ministries requires no work, no study, no commitment, and no real obligation to be there.  People simply attend the ministries that fit their schedule.  That is, they make church work for them.  And, again, it’s not a terrible thing to be ministered to at church—that is a large portion of church—but without the aspect of being part of a church to minister to others, we neglect the obligation that God has given us.  Going to many churches is great for PR, and besides, “It’s all the same body, right?  What’s wrong with going to different churches?”


Granted, it is all the same body, and there is nothing wrong with knowing believers from many different local congregations.  It was a common practice in the early church that all the believers of a given city would meet together—as long as it was feasible—so there would be a sense of great unity within Christ’s body in any given city.  However, nowadays, all the believers in any given city cannot practically meet at the same time and at the same place.  Doctrinal discrepancies also split the body of Christ within cities, too.  However, attending multiple ministries begins creating difficulties when it comes to being an integral part of a local congregation.


Attending a church service is not the same as truly being a part of the church.  Attendance is the absolute bare minimum that a Christian can do with regard to the church; in fact, mere church attendance is only a smidgeon better than not attending church at all.  It is good to hear the pastor preach and worshiping in song with brothers and sisters in Christ is a beautiful thing, but mere church attendance has not the mark of Christianity taught within Scripture.  It doesn’t reflect the church depicted in the New Testament.


The church is meant to be a body of mutual edification, challenging, encouragement, loving, etc.—elements that cannot be experienced through attendance alone.  The only way that these can be experienced is through being involved in a local congregation actively, which involves serving, teaching, leading, ministering, loving, volunteering, giving, and so much more.  One of the last things that God needs is a Christian who exists solely to be ministered to.  Any system that allows things to enter and exit unchanged—namely the charge to be disciples, minister to others, love the brotherhood, etc.—is not a living system.  Living systems alter what they take in and are able to digest it.  They are able to produce things.  They ingest, and they give back.

Those who have no church home and bounce from one to another miss the great and should-be overwhelming sense of intimacy that God desires for His body.  To be an acquaintance of one hundred people does not compare with having ten intimate friends.  Those who do not have a church home neglect the gifts and talents with which God has blessed them.

