The Death of the Church Culture

2010 Lenten Series, Session I, 2/25/10

[#1- blank] [#2 – TS Elliot  Quote – no comment]

[#4]  “The current church culture in North America is on life support. 
· [#4A]  It is living off the work, money, and energy of previous generations from a previous world order.  
· [#4B] The plug will be pulled either when the money runs out (80% of money given to congregations comes from people age fifty-five and older) or when the remaining three-fourths of a generation who are institutional loyalists die off, or both.”  McNeal, p. 1

Let’s be clear – the Church, the Body of Christ is not dying.  But the church culture – the way we are organized, the way we “do” church, the institutional expression of the Body of Christ is dying.

Are we, as The Church of Reconciliation a part of the dying church culture?  Again, the essence of who we are as the Body of Christ is alive and in many ways thriving.  But the reality is that we are, in many ways, deeply imbedded and encrusted with the church culture that is dying.  I will talk more about this later.

I am not asking you to take my word on this, not yet anyway.  

· Matt and I want to invite you into a conversation with your fellow Reconcilers so that we may be able to discern what is true. 

·  But, assuming I am right and it is true, what do we do?  

· [#5] As our bishop so eloquently said in his council address, which we heard last Sunday, 
· [#5B]  “If the horse is dead, dismount.”  

That is a lot easier said than done.  Most of us grew up in this church culture and have never known anything else.  
· [#5] But that is our task, our burden and our privilege – to be called as both pallbearers and midwives – 
· [#6A] pallbearers of a dying church culture – ways of doing church, traditions, structures, habits, rituals, rules, which we need to and must let go off.  
· [#6B] And midwives of an emerging church in which the Gospel truth, and the core treasures and traditions of the Episcopal will be reborn in a new and vital form for new generations and a new era.  
· [#5C] This is our calling.  This is our task, our burden.  And this is our privilege.

What we are experiencing is nothing new.  The Church is always changing.  
· [#7]  In the words of T.S. Elliot, “And the Church must be forever building, and always decaying, and always being restored.”  
· [#8]  Always decaying acknowledges that every organic entity diminishes and decays over time.  

· In fact, in both the biological and spiritual world, decay is often necessary for new growth to appear.  
So the Church is always changing, sometimes gradually and sometimes radically.  We just happen to be on the scene when the Church seems to making one of her more rapid and radical shifts.  Aren’t we lucky?
Again, as Bishop Lillibridge stated at council last week, 
· [#9] “If you as leaders are not passionate, visionary, and hopeful about the fact that God placed you here and now – in this time in history – for a purpose and to make a difference, then your congregations will drift along and you’ll simply be managing decline.” 

“But Robert, & Matt, How can you say the Church Culture is dying?  
· We are doing fine.  
· I love my church.  I love our worship.  I love the people.  
· It supports and nourishes me.

If you pay any attention to news reports about the health of the Church in North America in the last few decades, you know that most denominations have been in a steady decline since the 1960’s.  
· [#10] Every year in the US about 1000 new churches are planted and 4000 close their doors.  

· [#11]  From 1990 to 2000, the combined membership of all Protestant denominations in the USA declined by almost 5 million members (9.5 percent), 
· while the US population increased by 24 million (11 percent). [#11A]  
· The percentage of people attending church services on a given Sunday has steadily declined in all segments of the Church in the US, [#12 – chart] evangelical, mainline and Catholic.  
· In 1990, 20% were at Sunday services; in 2000, just under 19% and in 2007, 17%.  

· Most of the growth in the mega churches has been fed by a decline in mainline churches and smaller churches, but overall the % of people attending Sunday worship is declining.  
· The percentage of each succeeding generation attending church decreases significantly as you move down to younger generations.  
· As older generations die out, church attendance dwindles.  
Unless something changes radically, most projections see all segments of the Church in the United States continuing to decline rapidly in future decades.  
· [#13 – Chart]  Here’s one projection that sees the percentage of the population attending church on any given weekend declining in the Evangelical, Mainline and Catholic denominations.  
· Their guestimate is that less than 12% will attend by 2050.  
· Some predict are more rapid collapse, similar to that in Europe.

What about the Episcopal Church?  
· [#14 – Chart] As the US population increased by 10% from 1998 to 2008, 
· ASA in the Episcopal Church declined 16%.  
· [#15 Chart 1]  Membership declined 12% in the same period.  

What about the Diocese of West Texas?  
· [#16 – Chart] Although our membership only declined by 3% between 1998 and 2008, 
· [#17 – Chart] our ASA dropped by 11%.  
· In the same time period the population grew in Bexar County and much of South Texas by almost 20%. 

What about Reconciliation?  
· Founded in 1969, we grew steadily until we reached our peak ASA in 1992 with about 320.  
· [#18 – Chart] By 1998 that had decreased by 13% to 278.  
· From 1998 to 2002 ASA decreased another 33% to 185.  
· Since 2002 we have fluctuated between 185 and 201; 
· in 2009 we were down to 178.

· If you look at baptisms and confirmations at Reconciliation, you see a similar decline. [#19 – Chart]

How do you explain Reconciliation’s history which seemed to buck the declining trends of the 70’s and 80’s and then began a steep decline in the 90’s?   
· From the inside we tend to explain growth and decline based on the effectiveness of leadership and major events in the life of the congregation.  
· So some would say the effectiveness of Sam Todd’s leadership waned in the mid-90’s, 
· and that in the late 90’s, Craig MacColl was not a good fit, 
· and since 2002, Robert, well I don’t know what you say about me. 
· But if you look at the big picture you will see that our health based solely on attendance fits neatly in the overall picture of the decline of the church culture.

Part of our history has to do with when we were founded.  
· Once Protestant churches enter their third decade of life (20+ years old), on average their attendance consistently declines at a rate of about 2% per year.  [#18 – Chart]  
· We fit that perfectly.  
· So the only congregations growing now are those established in the 1990’s and 2000’s.  

· Part of our history has to do with our size.  
· [#20 – Chart]  Middle Sized Churches, between 100 to 400 in attendance, are experiencing extreme pressure. 
· Some say we are too large for intimacy and too small for excellence.  
· According to this chart, on average, the only congregations growing have attendance under 50 or over 2000.

· And part of our history has to do with our location.  
· As they say in real estate – What matters?  location, location, location.  
· Individual congregations planted on the growth edge of a growing metropolitan area often buck the trends, until the growth edge passes them by.  
· Part of the reason for our decline starting in the early 90’s was that the growth edge had jumped to 1604.  
· That’s when St. Thomas, at 1604 and 281, grew rapidly, peaking in 2002.  And then as the growth moved further out, they began to decline.  
· St. Francis in the Medical Center area peaked in 2003, and now is in decline.  
· So a good location can be a temporary antidote to the dying church culture, but not a fix.  
· I am not saying there were not issues around leadership and around the fit of our theology and core values in South Texas.  
· But overall, we fit pretty neatly into the charts and statistics of the dying of the church culture.

Why is our church culture dying?  

Are people less spiritual or less interested in God or prayer?  
· No.  Almost every survey shows spiritual interest even in the younger generations holding steady or even increasing.  
· More and more people are simply deciding that the current church culture is not the best place to go to meet their spiritual needs or to find a connection with the Divine.

Part of the reason for the dying of the church culture is that the world has changed, . . . again.  
· We are entering a new epoch of human history that is commonly called the “post-modern” age.  
· It’s called post-modern, because it is coming after the “modern age,” but we still don’t know what it will be yet so we just call it “post-modern.”  
· It is a move in part from the precision and certainty of Newtonian Science to mysteries and beauty of quantum physics.  
· Perhaps it will be called the “Quantum Era.”  
· Or perhaps it will be called the information or mass communication age.  Now I keep my grocery list on my I-phone.  
· Today’s average pre-teen or teenager spends or 7 to 8 hours a day using information technology – cell phone, computer, television.  There brains are literally wired different than mine.  
· Why can’t they sit through an hour and ½ service, which with the exception of a PA system, relies primarily on communication methods that have been around for three centuries?  
· Maybe it will be called the “Multi-cultural” or “Global Interconnectivity Era.”  
· The multicultural and global nature of the world we are now living in is challenging all modern institutions, including the church culture.  
· Part of the reason the church culture most of us grew up in is dying is that it is deeply embedded and adapted to the Modern era that is quickly passing.  
· Matt will address some of these issues in next week’s session on “Generations and Icebergs.”

Many Church Leaders and theologians see this massive and disruptive transition as ultimately a good thing.  
· [#21]  “I believe that the great pastoral reality for the church in the United States is that we are watching the termination of the world we have loved too long and lost- a world of Western, white, male, heterosexual domination, privilege and certitude.  It has evaporated before our eyes.  Its loss creates acres of rage and anxiety. . . .  It is my judgment that the great pastoral opportunity among us is to utter faithful folk into the abyss too  long denied, and to utter faithful folk through the abyss into newness…”
- Walter Bruggeman, Professor of OT at Columbia Theological Seminary in Decatur, Georgia.

· Richard Rohr has written extensively about this transition and the emerging new church.

Reggie McNeal points to another reason the church culture is dying.  
· He says the church has forgotten why it exists.  
· The modern world embraced scientific and rational ways of thinking that in many ways pushed God and the church to the margins.  
· The church culture adapted by becoming increasingly secular and materialistic.  
· It also in many ways became a franchise or a club for people who looked the same, believed the same, voted the same and had similar economic fortunes.  
· Becoming a Christian meant “joining the church,” and becoming part of the club.  
· Part of the process of dying and rebirth will be recapturing the mission of the church.  
· There has been a movement addressing this in the church for the past decade or so called the “Missional Church” movement.  
· Matt will be addressing that in our 3rd Session.

In the face of four decades of decline the leadership of the church has responded primarily by trying to do church better.  
· Congregations have tried turn the tide by creating more and better programs: 
· offer small groups, contemporarize worship, market our worship services better, focus on customer service, create a spiritual experience, become seeker-friendly, purify the doctrine, create a high expectation member culture.   
· But as Reggie McNeal points out, “church activity is a poor substitute for genuine spiritual vitality.”  
· And it results in burn out for clergy and lay leaders and volunteers.  
· Many members have committed more and more of their time, talent and resources to “church activity” 
· and have received little in return in the way of a full and meaningful, abundant and joyful life.

Reconciliation has been caught up in this mentality somewhat; I know I have.  
· We believe that if we can just 
· improve our youth program, 
· strengthen our newcomers ministry, 
· build up our Adult Ed, 
· build up our ministry staff, 
· renew our entire campus, 
· revive our Outreach, 
· make the music more singable, 
· add a second priest, 
· on and on, 
then they will start coming back.  
· How is that working for us so far?

Yes we can always improve our worship, music, sermons, education, outreach, etc.  
· But we do a lot of things well, and that is not changing our reality.

For the past several years I have been racking my brain trying to figure out what we need to change, add or tweak to grow our congregation.  
· We have had a steady flow of newcomers, 
· and we have grown significantly younger, 
· but our attendance has remained flat or slightly decreased.  
· At the same time I was feeling this growing sense of burn out.  
· It seemed harder and harder to get the leadership we need for the vestry or our various ministries.  

And then last year I began to notice that people seemed to be attending worship less often.  
· People who used to be at Sunday worship every Sunday were coming 2 or 3 times a month.  
· And those who used to come 2 or 3 times a month were coming once a month.  And so on.  
· People were still committed, they made pledges, they expressed their love of Reconciliation, our people and what we stand for.   
· But they didn’t seem to need to be here as often.  
· That became very apparent when I returned from my sabbatical.  I was able to track how long it took me to see everyone.  It took 3 weeks to see most of those I think of as regulars.  For some of you it took two months.  Some of that is busyness with work and family and social life.  That is part of the cultural shift we are all experiencing.  But it is more than that.  
· My hypothesis now is that, for whatever reason, more and more of you feel like you can be connected to Reconciliation and get what you need from worship by attending once or twice a month.  
· That is not necessarily bad or unspiritual.  
· There are Sundays where you need to be somewhere else for your spiritual and emotional health.  
· But it is evidence of a disconnect with a old and dying church culture that assumes 
· “good members” come every week or as often as possible,

· and is obsesses with ASA.

When I came back from my sabbatical, 
· I had a sense that something had to change; that we could not continue for many more years in the direction we are going.  
· But I quickly got wrapped up in our church culture and the budget and stewardship process and our lagging attendance.  
· So I wrote a very bold article for our November Currents newsletter.  Here’s the heart of that article:

“We cannot be . . . the faith community we feel called to be and have the impact we want to have at our current size.  We have to grow the size of our community and our budget to become a sustainable parish for the long term.  If we do not grow our parish and our budget over the next few years, we will have to trim down our staff and our mission to fit our size.  This is not about growth for the sake of growth or filling the pew to pay the bills.  It is about becoming a larger parish that has the volunteers, leadership, staff, clergy and financial resources to carry out the worship, ministry and mission to which we feel called.”

When I wrote that article, I was passionate and convinced, . . . but wrong.  

· I was still in the mindset that if we can just be a more perfect church, if we just do a better job of marketing ourselves, they will come.  
· The day after I wrote that article, Matt and I went to clergy conference and began to listen to Reggie McNeal.  

· Most of what he said I had read or heard before, but for some reason, it suddenly began to click.  

· The pieces began to fit together for me and for Matt.  

· We began to see that indeed we were caught up in many ways in the dying church culture and the assumption that if we just got it right, we could turn things around.  

· It was part blindness, part denial, I don’t know.

The answer to this dilemma is, or at least what I now believe the answer is, is to accept the reality that the church culture I grew up in and was trained to pastor and manage in seminary is dying.  

· And if we don’t dismount, we are ride down a death spiral that won’t be pretty.

Discussion Questions: 

Do you believe the Church Culture that many of us grew up in and in which we are in many ways bound up is dying?  Why or Why not?

What evidence have you seen in your own spiritual journey that the Church Culture may be dying?

What evidence have you seen in the life of Reconciliation that we may be part of a dying Church Culture?

How does it feel to even contemplate that the Church Culture of which we are a part may be dying?
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