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Summary of “Testing the Claims of Church Growth” by Rodney Zwonitzer, CPH pub.

         Summarized and slightly commented on by Pastor Andrew J. Wollman


Dr. Zwonitzer was a marketing executive turned LCMS pastor after graduating from St, Louis Seminary.  He states right in the very first pages of his book, “I do not believe that God wants or needs much of what I did as a marketing executive to carry over into His church.”  I will attempt to summarize, chapter by chapter, some significant points he makes in this regard.

1. People Pleasers?  Or Bond-Slaves to Christ?

“True theology can have no customer sovereignty.  The precious Gospel must be sovereign.”  Pastor Zwonitzer tells us how marketing took a “paradigm shift” at some point in its history.  At one point, the manufacturer produced what it thought the consumer needed and wanted.  A car was built by professionals, telling the consumer what kind of car was best for him or her.  But then the “shift.”  Now we are a consumer driven economy.  We tell the manufacturers what we want, and they give it to us.  They do “marketing research” to determine what the consumer wants and needs, and then they set out to produce that very thing for the consumer.  It’s a shift from “product orientation” to “market orientation.”  


This, says Zwonitzer, is the philosophy of the Church-Growth movement.  The customer(potential member), not the product(the Word of God) determines what the church is to look like and offer.  In this paradigm, the pastor serves as “motivator, equipper, and cheerleader.”  This requires churches to stay on top of what is popular in terms of music and worship styles, always changing to suit the desires of the customer, uh, parishioner.  


While the intentions are worthy of both Church-Growthers, and confessional Lutherans, they are motivated from a very different paradigm.  Confessional Lutherans believe their job to be that of Christ’s, not to entertain or cater to the felt needs of people, but to faithfully deliver God’s Word and Sacraments while being true to our Lutheran Confessional Writings.  Then, whether we grow or not is up to the Holy Spirit, who works faith, when and where He pleases, in those who hear the Gospel.


The question this author ends this chapter with is: “Does the church need people, or do people need the church?”  He’s trying to make the point of who’s to be in charge?  People, or God?  Who determines the agenda for the church—the body or the head?  It’s especially important not to let those who are not even yet a part of the body(and possibly therefore not even believers) to determine the agenda for the church.  

2. The Goal of the Gospel

“If there really are means of grace, then they are central to the church’s life, and then that is the basic meaning and burden of the church’s God-given ministry.”  One basic premise here is the question of what lies at the core of the life of the church—faith or outreach.  Church Growth claims that outreach is central, that God is primarily concerned with numerical growth.  Confessional Lutherans respond that this actually ignores the Gospel.  “The church exists only where the Gospel is purely preached and the Holy Sacraments are administered according to the Gospel…It cannot be stylized, culturalized, modified, or marketed, because its Lord is the same yesterday, now, and forever(Hebrews 13:8).


Church-Growth wants people to determine what church is, while confessional Lutherans answer that “God’s Word is to be the determiner of the Gospel’s goal and style of presentation…The Word belongs to God and is not to be bent to the desires of its audience.”


Zwonitzer ends this chapter by saying “If the center of the church becomes the unchurched, the church itself will be off-center.  Instead, we should uphold God’s Word and His true center: the means of grace that bring people to faith and sustain the saints eternally.”

3. Barriers to the Gospel

Church-growthers claim that to keep the same liturgy is to restrict the saving  Gospel from being efficacious.  They view these barriers as “stylistic” and having nothing to do with main tenets of the faith, but instead reflecting an ancient Lutheran culture that is long gone.  Here are a list of some of those barriers that we are called to set aside for the sake of the Gospel: liturgy, vestments, hymnals, organs, traditional church architecture and furnishings, sermons, and doctrines such as close[d] communion and ordination limited to men.  Rather than seeing these things as promoting the Gospel and protective, C-G sees them as inhibiting the Gospel and restrictive.


As Zwonitzer rightly points out, “The Gospel calls sinners out of the world’s culture to His kingdom, the church.”  To make the church more “worldly” to suit the “customer” is the exact opposite of what it was meant by God to be.


Furthermore, our confessions, those writings that we as pastors, and parishioners as members have vowed to uphold, speak to our dedication to the blessings and benefits of our historic orders and rites of worship.

Furthermore, we gladly keep the ancient traditions set up in the church because they are useful and promote tranquility, and we interpret them in the best possible way, by excluding the opinion that they justify.  But our enemies falsely charge that we abolish good ordinances and church discipline.  We can claim that the public liturgy in the church is more dignified among us than among the opponents.  If anyone would look at it in the right way, we keep the ancient canons better than the opponents.(Apol.XV, 38-39).



C-G believes to take bits and pieces from Baptists or Pentecostal worship and blend it with our own will enrich our worship.  But the truth is, encapsulated in those worship styles is their false theology.  Style and substance can never be seen as two things that have nothing to do with each other.  One always effects the other.


He ends this chapter by saying, “When the centrality of the Divine Service focuses not on the  means of grace but rather on emotional appeals and moralistic teachings, there is great danger that the people will take over the service.”  As the late Dr. Barry has said, “It seems just a tad inappropriate to permit those who know the very least about the Christian faith and about our Lutheran confession to determine the forms by which this faith and this confession are expressed in public worship.”


Furthermore, “the means of grace are most certainly barriers to unbelievers.  That’s one reason why we practice close[d] communion.  But how the means of grace could in any way be barriers to believers is beyond comprehension.”

4. Third Base Ministry? Or Running the Bases?

“The people do not attend church to hear the pastor amuse them, or give them a pep talk, or a psychotherapy session in feeling better about themselves.  The people of God come to hear a word from God through their pastor’s sermon.”

Zwonitzer uses this chapter to make a baseball analogy.  He says to think of a diamond: “At home plate, put the Law.  At first base, the Gospel.  At second base, faith.  At third base, good works or the Christian life.”  He goes on to show how this is the method by which God calls and keeps Christians in His cycle.  The law “hits home” and convicts them of their need for a Savior, at first base they find that Savior, then they round third base in their new walk of faith only to come back home and be hit by the law again because they are still a sinner, but this takes them back to their Savior at first base, and on and on.


The point of this analogy is that C-G is mostly a third-base ministry, while Lutheran confessionalists promote running all the bases all the time.  The underlying point here is that pastors’ agenda is driven by the One they are speaking for, not the ones they are speaking to.  The doctor, not the patient, is supposed to write the prescription.  


Our author here is right to remind us of Paul’s advice to Timothy: 

1In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who will judge the living and the dead, and in view of his appearing and his kingdom, I give you this charge:

2 Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage-- with great patience and careful instruction.

3 For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear.

 
4 They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths.

 5 But you, keep your head in all situations, endure hardship, do the work of an evangelist, discharge all the duties of your ministry. (NIV 2 Timothy 4:1)
This is a chapter that emphasizes the pastor’s preaching.  He warns that entertainment evangelism has derailed Lutheran Law and Gospel preaching and it has been “replaced, repackaged, and retooled with Evangelical, Pentecostal, Pietistic, and Revivalist preaching emphases and techniques.”  

He ends with a quote from Luther: “Therefore, when God’s Word is not preached, one had better neither sing nor read, or even come together.”

5. Effective or Faithful?

It is spiritually harmful when anything other than faithfulness by pastor or people to the pure Gospel and Sacraments of Christ is used to measure the “health” of a congregation. (1Corinthians 2:2, which is: For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.)

C-G stands for Church Growth.  The name states their emphasis.  It’s all about the numbers.  Get more numbers, and you are a “successful” church.  But even our own church in its 1995 convention passed a resolution declaring that just because a congregation was plateaued or declining(in membership), this was not necessarily any indication of spiritual disease or lack of interest in lost souls.  The resolution went on to refute those in CG who would equate growth with God’s blessing in every case.  We are not to be about “growth at any cost.”  Especially not at the price they’re asking us to pay.(this is more me than Zwonitzer, although I think he would agree.)

The author makes a good point when he says, 

“The ‘bottom line’ is fundamental to continued existence for both a business and a church.  However, each must define the bottom line differently.  Businesses monitor the bottom line and intensively research, plan, implement, and modify their activities to enhance it.  Churches that imitate this managerial model end up focusing on the one variable that no one is able to control: conversion.  Saving a soul is out of our control.  Our bottom line is accountability to the faithful proclamation of the precious Gospel.  As Jesus said to the Pharisee Nicodemus: ‘You should not be surprised at this!  The Holy Spirit saves wherever it pleases, when it pleases.  You do not know where it begins, or where it goes next.’ (John 3:1-8, paraphrased).”

6. Will the People Perish?

Lutherans need to be contagious in their faith, they need to be convincing and therefore convinced as Lutherans—not as imitation Pentecostalists, imitation ‘Evangelicals,’ or imitation anything else.  We can’t put on our convictions like salesmanship bravado.  They need to arise naturally, or rather supernaturally, from faithful preaching and teaching, faithful sacramental life, and faithful pastoral care.  This kind of conviction is what is meant to draw other people into the fold.


C-G believes that “vision” is a pastor’s top priority in how to grow the church.  They cite Proverbs 29:18, “Where there is no vision, the people perish.”  They interpret “perish” as declining or plateaued membership.  That forces another interpretation of “vision” to mean marketing strategies for growing the church.  When this philosophy is put into place, the emphasis changes to “equipping people for ministry rather than ministering to people.”  


Zwonitzer says that the C-G’s interpretation of Proverbs 29:18 is unbiblical.  The word for “vision” in Hebrew means “divine communication in a vision, oracle, prophecy.”  Not marketing strategies to grow the church.  In other words, vision equates to God’s Word.  And “perish” does not mean “decline,” but “cast off restraint.”  So, what we have here in Proverbs is “Where God’s Word is not present, the people cast off their only means of control.”  A far cry from “Where the pastor has no vision to use marketing strategies to grow like McDonald’s, the congregation plateaus in membership or declines.”


And while the church must not shirk its task to reach out with the Gospel to unbelievers, but there is no need to repackage what God has given us in order for it to be effective.  The Word of God contains the Holy Spirit, therefore it has all it needs when it is proclaimed faithfully.  I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. (Romans 1:16)


Zwonitzer makes the point that although C-G’s fervent desire to seek and save the 

is a noble one, but much is given up in a rush to grow, to succeed, to be relevant, to please the customer.  One gives up the purity of the Gospel and the correct administration of the Sacraments in its zeal to grow.  Misplaced zeal is an enemy of the church, not a friend. 

7. Everyone a Minister?

C-G’s philosophy is to create growing churches by learning to organize more informally around the gifts of the people in the church, rather than around positions and credentials—i.e. called and ordained pastor, called ministry workers, etc…In other words, an approach that lies heavily upon lay ministry.  They believe it is better to have ministry’s authority and responsibility focused upon the people, rather than the pastor that God has called to shepherd the flock.  The pastor is seen more as a teacher and coach, rather than a spiritual voice of Christ Himself, delivering His Word and His body and blood on behalf of the Lord.


Walther and the Missouri Synod said that the Office of the Ministry has its origin in its divine institution by Jesus Christ with the call of the apostles.  The keys that the pastors administer as bearers of the Office are the same keys Christ first gave to His church and to all members of the church.  Pastors employ these keys, by God’s command, as a matter of public responsibility.  


When the C-G’s philosophy is followed, the pastoral office becomes one of “prodding,” not distributing the saving Gospel treasures.  It’s character has changed from an evangelical to a legal institution, with a totally different understanding of the Gospel.  A steward of God’s mysteries(Word and Sacrament) is one thing—a CEO is quite another!


Zwonitzer appropriately quotes Dr. Kurt Marquart of Concordia Theological Seminary in Ft. Wayne:

The watershed issue is this: is there in Christ an objective treasure-store of forgiveness, life, and salvation, to be offered, pressed upon, and actually handed out to needy sinners in preaching, absolution, Baptism, and in the Super of the Lord’s own most holy body and blood?  If the answer is yes, then these holy means of salvation will absolutely shape and dominate the church’s whole life, worship, and mission.  “Therefore everything in the Christian church is so ordered that we may daily obtain full forgiveness of sins through the Word and through signs appointed to revive our consciences as long as we live” (Large Catechism, Creed, 55).  And if all this is real, it requires a public service, the Gospel ministry, to carry it out in the name of Christ and His church.

Marquart also helps define a better way to understand ministry with these words quoted by the author: “1. The priesthood of all and the ministry of some.  2. The one God-given Gospel ministry or Preaching Office, and various auxiliary offices established by the church. 3. The two realms or governments, the spiritual and the temporal.”

An important Scriptural verse here is Ephesians 4:11-12.  C-G takes this verse the way many modern translations use it: 

11 It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers,

12 to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up(NIV)

In this version, the vocation of “minister” is relegated to every believer.  Apostles, prophets, evangelists, and pastor-teachers are preparing God’s people to be ministers.  This is the preferred translation by C-G.  It supports their philosophy of “everyone a minister.”  


However, if we consider another version, we get quite a different picture.

11 And he gave some, apostles; and some, prophets; and some, evangelists; and some, pastors and teachers;

12 For the perfecting of the saints, for the work of the ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ:(KJV)


Verse 12 is the key, and commas are everything.  The implication of this version means that apostles, prophets, evangelists, and pastor-teachers were created for a three-fold purpose of God’s: to perfect the saints(bring and keep them in faith through Word and Sacrament), for the work of the ministry (evangelism, missions, caring for the sick and poor, etc…) and for the edification of the body of Christ.  In this latter version, this phrase is ALL about the office of the ministry, and the laymen are the recipients and benefactors of such service.

This is the correct understanding of the Greek, and is supported by our confessions in regard to what the pastor/teacher is called to do—to act as Christ for his congregation.  Take the comma out from between “saints” and “for” and you can twist the meaning into a C-G “everyone’s a minister” philosophy.  This is effectively what they’ve done in the NIV with “to prepare God’s people for works of service.”


As noted theologian Henry Hamann says, 

If a comma is put between the first two concepts, no doubt is left that the gift of the ministries has a double object; all the saints benefit from it, but only select ministers carry out the work of building the body.


Zwonitzer concludes this chapter with these thoughts: 

When synodical and congregational membership declines or plateaus, how are we to react?  Not by the unbiblical problem-solving approach taught in business colleges.  Not by sociological analysis.  Not by turning to theologies that are not faithful to all of God’s Word.  Not by concluding that people just don’t like the Law/Gospel, means-of-grace emphasis that we have clung to as the only true way God will deal with us and give us real growth.  The failure is not God’s Word, Law and Gospel, or the precious means of grace.  The failure is with people, be they churched or unchurched.  They do not like the things of God.  They why should we constantly rearrange and reorganize the church around their “felt needs”?

8. Where Does One Go for Help?

Among the several places that C-G has gone for so-called help with the “problem of growth” is to Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena, California.  Fuller is the mother of Church Growth mentality.  Other places Zwonitzer mentions they go is Geneva, Amsterdam; the homes of the reformed theology.  In other words, when we go outside of our Lutheran heritage to find answers, those answers will be tainted with whatever theology that they are shaped by.  Again, style and substance go hand-in-hand; we cannot separate the two and believe in this “reformed style with Lutheran substance” falsehood.  It just doesn’t work.  If we want help, the place to go is Wittenberg.

9. Can Anything Good Come from Pasadena?

Zwonitzer suggests in this chapter that not everything the Church-Growthers have to offer should be tossed aside without consideration.  

Some emphases of the Church Growth Movement have highlighted the importance of mission work and a desire for healthy growth.  There is certainly nothing wrong with common sense suggestions that might make a church more accessible and relational—the need for visibility, adequate parking space and facilities, ways of making a congregation more welcoming to new members, and the like.  Such ideas can be helpful.


But none of these things should be done at the expense of sound doctrine.  On the contrary, sound doctrine should govern these things.  C-G is too quick to sacrifice doctrinal differences and stances for the sake of gaining more numbers.  This must never happen.  Dr. Barry used to say that each of us should tell someone each day about the salvation given to us in Jesus Christ.  And so, we are all for mission work and “church growth” in this sense.  But again, we can tell people, but it’s up to the Holy Spirit to convert them.  


The author concludes this chapter with a very important thought: “What is to be sovereign in the church of Christ—the audience or the message?”  Are we pleasing people or pleasing God.  D.A. Carson, asks in his book The Gagging of God, “If Christianity is primarily a religion in which God exists to meet my needs, how can it be truly God-centered?  How can we avoid the rising number of ‘specialists’ who cater to the rising number of confusing needs?”

10. Maintain This Work of Concord in our Land

This final chapter is dedicated to answering the question: Where do we go from here?  The C-G says to respect the diversity that has arisen among us.  Everyone must embrace the CG mission paradigm or they will cease to exist.  Change with the times or go under.  


Confessional Lutherans believe that the Synod must not just hope and pray that God will remove the obstacles to concord(agreement).  We must remove the false teaching that is infecting the rest of God’s people and creating schism and dissension among us.  We cannot supplement the Gospel with “technique.”  If ever there was a time to be Lutheran, it is now.

