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The Church is Still Alive

While pastoring a small church in Western Pennsylvania | took a singular interest in
learning—not from a cultural perspective but a biblical one—what identifies the true
church. By “cultural” | refer to the challenge of establishing a church taking
demographics and community standards into consideration—what people like and
what attracts them to the church. This is an effective approach for numerical growth
and | am not knocking it here. But that was not my focus. This was only my second
pastorate.

As far as—what my wife called—“church work” went my interest was in promoting the
Gospel and not finding the best approach to luring people into a building. | never
thought that competing with the other churches in town or neighboring towns was
what Paul meant by fighting the good fight of faith. Nor did | ever imagine that might
best explain church board meetings. [Just saying.]

| had theories of what the Church is all about based on holiness and sanctification and
how believers ought to live. For the believer, | thought, Jesus’ death and resurrection
was far more than a theology.

Eventually | would have to revisit this viewpoint and call it into question after | pastored
2 more churches. In both of these ministries, the pulpit was declared vacant when |
was dismissed on grounds—I think it safe now to conclude—that my vision and those
of church leadership didn’t match.

But before | jumped out of the frying pan into the fire, the Lord afforded me a moment
of revelation which | would take with me through the years as a constant reminder that
not everything God was doing was immediately apparent. | am reminded of Isaiah
43:19 “Behold, | will do a new thing; now it shall spring forth; shall ye not know it?” |
believe the Lord shared this verse with me when my wife, Joyce, and | began in
ministry. It didn’t seem relevant to anything at the time but later became an anchor for
the soul [Hebrews 6:19]. This verse spoke to me that our stability would not depend on
circumstances but on what our Lord was doing in the circumstance.

One day sitting in my office a bit despondent [my favorite word for a little discouraged],
| began to fiddle with things on my desk and | reached down and opened a desk
drawer. | was beginning to feel that most of my time was wasted and the church was
not much more than a religious club where its attendants might confuse salvation with
membership.

There are now YouTube videos claiming that church attendance is waning while the
Millennials and Generation Z are looking elsewhere for spiritual nourishment. They want
more than a club. They correctly surmise that there is something more in Scripture they
are not being told, that ritual for them is no panacea, that there is more to a relationship
with God, and that, perhaps, the Bible is—can | say it—more psychological and less
theological than they have been given to understand. There just might be healing in its
message, a way of living that is more in sync with how God made them—in His image!
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It was never a matter of attendance with me but spiritual progress—or the lack of it,
even when the proclamation of the Word of God could not be clearer. In that drawer on
top was the sleeve for a vinyl record, an old 33 1/3, and the title read, “The Church is
Still Alive.” | took hope if not encouragement from this simple message written on a
record

label and now also, by the Spirit of God, on my heart as well.

The Church is alive! Through the centuries the efforts of rogue governments couldn’t
snuff out the fire of Pentecost Unimaginable persecution could not extinguish the
heavenly flame. Even Satan’s efforts from within [who knew he would attend church!]
were foiled by the Spirit because the Church has a divine appointment with hungry
souls and God needs their witness! Not in vain Jesus told the aged apostle, John, to
mail seven letters to His church to alert them to the ever present dangers to that
witness. Though there is a spiritual war to be fought [2 Corinthians 10:4; Ephesians
6:12] Jesus said to Peter and all of us, “I will build my church; and the gates of hell
shall not prevail against it.” [Matthew 16:18].

Church, for the true believer, | always thought, should be far more than a weekly ritual
or an emotionally uplifting production—even if defined as “worship.” True believers, |
thought, understood pastoral vision in terms of witnessing. For them, worship was
personal before it was corporate and numbers were never the bottom line as long as in
their hearts they sensed the church had a vibrant witness for Christ and God’s Word
was being expounded. We were planting and sowing seed and tending to the young
sprouts but leaving the increase to God, as we understood our mission to be.

But to a trustee who worried about offerings or a deacon or an elder who needed
detailed plans for the coming year pastoral “vision” was a “goal” or something
measurable, quantifiable, that displayed on a colorful chart would prove that God was,
indeed, at work. Perhaps, a growing congregation that required a newer and bigger
building to be planned and built and funds to be raised for that effort.

LIKE ANY BUSINESS, THE CHURCH, MUST GROW OR STAGNATE AND DIE—
LIKE A BUSINESS ...
IF IT WERE A BUSINESS ... BUT IT IS NOT!

Some years ago | wanted to say this but God checked me in my spirit not to. In recent
times, however, He has since giving me leave to say: “The church is not an organization
as much as it is an organism. [1 Corinthians 12:27 “Now you are the body of Christ,
and members—hand, foot, eye, ear—in particular.”]. The church does not need to be
incorporated as much as it needs to be empowered [Acts 1:8 “you shall receive
power,” Jesus promised, “after that the Holy Ghost is come upon you: and you shall be
witnesses unto me”].
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The church does not need a secular constitution; it has a commission. [Matthew
28:19-20 “Go therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father,
and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost: Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever
| have commanded you: “]

The church’s success was never dependent on finance but faith, not so much planning
but prayer, not ritual but righteousness [There is no defined ritual in the New Testament
but Righteousness is discussed 92 times], not size but the Spirit [Matthew 18:20 “For
where two or three are gathered together in my name,” Jesus informed, “there am | in
the midst of them.” It is not about the right government but about obeying God.”

THE CHURCH WAS NEVER OUR VISION; IT IS GOD’S.

This is not to say that God doesn’t still call Nehemiah’s to rebuild. But maybe it is not
the building but the people inside that need to be “built up.” Ephesians 4:16 “the whole
body, being joined and held together by every believer’s ministry, according to each
one’s calling, causes spiritual growth, the building up of itself [spiritually] in love.”

One church whose joint board of deacons and trustees along with district officials—
and rumor had it one national leader—appealed to the church’s bylaws to remove me
from the pulpit. The grounds were a “lack of vision” but constitutionally that was never
listed as a cause for dismissal.

So, they claimed | changed by beliefs from Wesleyan to Calvinistic. It would be
constitutional grounds for me to leave had it been an honest evaluation of my teaching,
but it wasn’t. | have long maintained with Myer Peariman, a former Pentecostal scholar,
that these are the two rails the train runs on.

According to a 2025 Lifeway Research [a Nashville, Tennessee-based evangelical
Christian research organization] with 730 former senior pastors (from denominations
like Southern Baptist, Assemblies of God, etc.) significant conflict played a major role
in their exits, with common types including:

* Changes proposed by the pastor.

* Expectations about the pastor's role.
These often tie to "lack of vision," "
direction, the survey noted.

wrong vision," or resistance to the pastor's

An older survey (2005-2006, cited in multiple sources like PIR Ministries) PIR, Pastor in
Residence, Ministries is a nonprofit Christian organization dedicated to supporting
pastors and their families who have experienced a forced exit (termination or
resignation under pressure) from ministry. It provides restoration, renewal, coaching to
help them heal from conflict, or other challenges.

Of over 1,000 pastors found that among those forced to resign:

+ 24% cited pre-existing church conflict that the pastor couldn't resolve.
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+ 14% cited resistance to the pastor's leadership, vision, teaching, or pace of change.

| mention this because it spotlights a reality. Many pastors have a simple, unvarnished,
and unpretentious desire to “feed the flock of God” [1 Peter 5:2] taking the spiritual
oversight of those who represent his stewardship before God with no claim on money
or gain. They are not businessmen! They are not in ministry for what benefit they may
derive from it financially or in terms of fame or power. They are in it for the Lord. It is
His work. He is in charge!

The calling of God rests heavy on the heart when God calls us into His service—and
this ought to be true of every believer—that we are like Jeremiah testified, “his word
was in mine heart as a burning fire shut up in my bones, and | was weary with
forbearing, and | could not stay.” [Jeremiah 20:9].

The ministry is not the special privilege of the few but the calling given to all believers.
Ministry is a gift of God’s grace [1 Corinthians 15:10]. Grace has to be available to all or
it isn’t grace. It would then be based on merit: an education, an ability to persuade,
popularity, or some other qualification, but Paul said “God hath chosen the foolish
things of the world to confound the wise; and God hath chosen the weak things of the
world to confound the things which are mighty;” [1 Corinthians 1:27]. This is a
picturesque way of saying “every believer” because God’s call in the heart of the
humble is where His power to save resides—not in academic studies.

The ministry is not the world of big business nor is it dependent on academia. But
some think it has to be viewed this way to be successful. Perhaps this is why faith
comes into conflict with human reasoning.

None of us, as pastors, ever assumed the mantle of ministry without also expecting the
Jordan to part [2 Kings 2:14] like it did for Elisha. We all entered the ministry as
proteges ultimately of Jesus. As His disciples we are instructed to follow Him.

In John 14:12 He postulated, “He that believes on me, the works that | do shall he do
also; and greater works than these shall he do; because | go unto my Father.” Greater?
This is the Greek word “mega.” Are mega churches a sign of greater things? Are mega
ministries a sign of greatness?

Francis Godet, a theologian | admire, explained that Jesus is not talking about
“extraordinary outward works. The greatness of miracles is ... not measured.” If this
were so, greater works would mean that God’s servant would raise 4 from the dead—
not just 3. Or we might expect a Spirit-led minister to feed more than 5,000 with Sister
Smith’s casserole at the annual Church banquet because no one else brought any
food. | am being a bit facetious but the true greatness of ministry cannot be measured.

Jesus walked on water, fed thousands with a small lad’s lunch, turned water to wine,

and we might assume that the great catch of fish after His resurrection was, perhaps,
miraculous. But these are not necessarily a record of what God expects us to do.
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These were signs to His compatriots that He was authentic and His message of His
coming kingdom was real. With His 11 at the Galilean shore that miraculous catch of
fish could have been a simple expression of His love: As Paul wrote, “He that spared
not his own Son, but delivered him up for us all, how shall he not with him also freely
give us all things?” [Romans 8:32].

Godet adds that greater works would be “works of a superior nature, even to corporeal
healings. What Saint Peter did at Pentecost, and Saint Paul did throughout the world —
what a simple preacher, a simple believer affects—in causing the Spirit [of God] to
descend into a heart, Jesus could not do during his sojourn on earth.” If | understand
Godet correctly: there is no greater miracle than God saving a soul!

For awhile | was gaslighted into thinking that my accusers were right about my alleged
lack of vision because, even | was defining church leadership in terms of administrative
tasks and numerical or financial growth. Even though the ministry was growing, |
thought, they have me on this one because | have no interest in charts and fund
raising, etc.

| taught one semester at Zion Bible Institute while the school was still in Barrington,
Rhode Island. My subject was “pastoral counseling” and we have a memorable family
photo in their yearbook to remind me of such a privilege.

| never felt “qualified,” though, since the church was shedding its exoskeleton at the
time having outgrown any interest in “old” ideas. It needed to raise money to spend on
church growth in ways |, admittedly, didn’t envision at the time. | closed out my new
teaching career even though teaching to me was like water to a fish.

But | was wrong about not having vision! The proof was in a couple years of articles in
a weekly bulletin in which | shared my direction for the church in an ongoing dialogue.
It was while | was questioning my own ministry that a church member, who kept all the
articles | wrote, gifted them back to me and | began to reread them. It is easy now for
me to recall where my heart and thoughts were at. But at the time, our future was in
pieces, and nothing else was on my mind than gathering the fragments of a shattered
ministry to see what God could salvage.

| walked out into the church parking lot in the dark that first night to tell the Lord about
it when He spoke to my heart 2 words—just 2 words: “| heard.” | needed to know
nothing more. There was more to this moment and this story than was apparent in the
circumstance. This is a truth we must never forget! Our favorite Biblical example of
why circumstances should never be seen through natural eyes is Genesis 50:20.
Joseph explained to his brothers: “you thought evil against me; but God meant it unto
good,” This is 50:20 vision.
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A few years earlier the door had been shut on continuing my education, at 2 separate
seminaries where | applied to further my studies in the biblical languages. Both said |
didn’t qualify, one because | went to a school that was the farthest thing from Ivy
league and unknown in elite religious circles. The other found out | was from a
pentecostal background which made them overly cautious.

There is nothing innately wrong with a seminary education but the paradox of my life
was that God wanted me with the people, even if the people didn’t want me!

Is it possible that God might send a lowly nobody with no postgraduate education and
with no qualification other than he asked God to send him—and God does answer
prayer! [No one taught me how to pastor churches!] So, God gave me, | believe, a heart
for the people and sent me out—how did Jesus put it: “... as sheep among wolves. So
be as shrewd as snakes and harmless as doves.” [Matthew 10:16 NLT]. Jesus then
cautioned, “Beware!” Beware of what, Lord? In Matthew 10:17 He alerted us “they will
deliver you up to the councils.” Who are the “they”? Who are “the councils”?

| was not shrewd. | thought, “This is God’s church and all the people love Him and me!”
| couldn’t imagine this verse speaking to me in a country where there was freedom of
religion.

But in other ways, many pastors are restricted in what they can preach or how they
may interpret the Scripture. Biblical exegesis has been denominationalized; so, even
though there may be no “state” religion, liberty in the pulpit is curtailed and the
preacher is limited in what he can say or how he may envision his ministry to that
congregation.

In one form of church government or another there is a “council” over him. The few
ministries that have broken this mold and are not being “delivered up” are either
enjoying God’s protection for a divine purpose or they are doing something wrong. |
have come to accept the simple fact of pastoral life that the Gospel message is
guaranteed to cause trouble—even within churches and among congregations.

The calling of God upon the life of a child of God—I have come to believe—is a taste of
heaven. When you learn it and follow it, you find your ultimate source of happiness,
peace, and joy. Around you swirls a hurricane of trouble but you are in the eye of that
storm with Jesus and at rest. It is paradoxical, for sure, but it is the message of the
Beatitudes in Matthew 5:3-12.

Living these Beatitudes and following the Savior does not come natural nor is it
reasonable for the natural mind. It is a spiritual way of life requiring the Savior’s
guidance. God does not think like man. Life in the Son [1 John 5:11] is more a step by
step walk of faith and not a well-thought out plan for the future.
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Paul testified in Galatians 2:20, “I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer | who
live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which | now live in the flesh I live by faith in the
Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me.”

Peter [1 Peter 2:21] called Christ our “example, that we should follow his steps.”

My testimony might sound critical of the church but it isn’t. It is actually hopeful! it
stands more to inform that we have work to do. God never “fired” us! We have greater
opportunity today—more so than ever before—to promote and proclaim the Gospel
message. Has not everyone in the English speaking world heard of Jesus and why He
came? His name is all too often disparaged on many lips in anger. They surely heard of
Him! So, somewhere in the crowd we know there are hungry hearts and they need to
be invited to our feast.

The church must reread the letters in Revelation 2 and 3 and heed Jesus’ instructions.
It is only a loving God who never entertained the thought of forsaking or giving up on
the church who would pen such a tender rebuke and outline all the blessings that await
our return to those humble beginnings the church enjoyed in the first chapters of Acts.

We do know that none of this makes the devil smile. If he could, he would hurl the
earth into the next galaxy in his rage.

One Sunday at the close of the evening service | spend some time at the altar praying
after which the pastor came to me to alert me that Satan would be after me for sure.
He was right. In Luke 21:19 Jesus instructed us:“In your patience possess your souls.”
“Patience” is found 32 times in the New Testament and means “holding firm under
pressure,” not giving up, no retreating. It’s context is circumstances not people. God
needs spiritual marines that will hold the hill, that will promote the message and council
of Scripture.

| am old enough to remember a time when Sunday Night altar calls were special, a time
to talk to the Lord while soft organ music in the background played familiar worship
choruses and hymns. No one was guilted into going; it was a personal response for all
in attendance who sought it. Some sought the Lord where they sat; others who wanted
to would quietly exit the sanctuary. We all seemed to know it was a sacred time in a
sacred place.

On one such evening when | arrived with friends—one who was an atheist [long story
short]—the altar time was already in progress without a song service or a sermon first. |
thought we were very late, but no! | believe without hesitance or doubt that God knew
He could arrange this moment for my atheist friend to meet at that altar with the pastor
for some dialogue. My friend wanted to convince or be convinced that God wasn’t or
was real, and while his mother and sisters stood aside with tears flowing, the
conversation between them silently went on.

Nothing seemed resolved until the following week when my friend informed me that he
had been reading the Gospels and had subsequently ordered 500 tracts [leaflets
containing the message of salvation] for the two of us to distribute in front of the movie
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theaters between films when hundreds of people would be lingering about. We reunited
after these many years a couple of years ago. He had been pastoring a church in the
city suburbs and was near retirement. | owe him a catch up!

For this to happen today, God needs to take a few details into consideration: The traffic
between services, the time constraints and demands placed on the pastoral staff, the
strict scheduling of a choreographed worship service and in many churches—no altar
calls.

One Sunday while visiting a mainline congregation, there was—what | might call—a
sweet spirit of worship present while congregants, many with hands raised, were
“making melody in their hearts to the Lord” [Ephesians 5:19]. | felt that many wanted to
linger awhile in the Spirit’s presence but the song leader was on the clock or maybe
didn’t sense what | thought | was sensing. | don’t fault them but | miss that rare—and
now rarer—opportunity for God to take charge while hearts are being touched by the
Spirit. God can do in 5 minutes what a lifetime of pastoring could never achieve.

One might argue that the work of God does not require such spontaneous moments
and that planning a service is an essential part of leading in worship. Of course! But to
remain open and attuned to the Spirit’s presence should never be threatening to church
leadership as if God were going to give you direction and then lead you down another
path. In one church, the young adults ask for a Friday night time to gather and sing
worship choruses. | poked my nose in one Friday and discovered this is just what we
were unable to schedule on Sunday morning and God didn’t feel offended because it
was Friday night instead.

| had a church secretary who once explained, “Sunday mornings are for worship;
Sunday evenings for praise.” This was her way—I think—of requesting we restrict the
use of guitars and drums to the evenings and leave the mornings for piano and organ.
All I would ask is stay open to God’s leadership and don’t be too surprised when or if
He doesn’t do what you expect.

If I am right in thinking this way: “Where did we lose our way?” Truth be told, | don’t
think we did! If church history teaches us anything, it points out that God has always
been at work among His people, though they might not have always known what He
was doing.

God could not leave His church to man’s inventiveness. He began the church, He now
must lead it! “If Jesus is the Author and Finisher” of our faith, what about our collective
ministries and fellowship? We must contend that circumstances are not what—to the
natural mind—they appear to be. God—is perhaps, grinding away at it but,
nonetheless He—has a purpose for His church in this generation which He will fulfill.

We are not totally in the dark about this. | think the intellectual fog is lifting bringing the
Biblical ministries in Romans 12 and Ephesians 4 back into focus and God is equipping
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believers’ hearts not only to understand this but to throb with a new passion to pick up
this mantle and strike the waters once again.

Many of us “old timers” might have met strong opposition because God sent us on
ahead of the planting to break of the fallow ground. Hosea’s prophecy might portend a
real downpour of something exciting for the church [Hosea 10:12]: “Sow to yourselves
in righteousness, reap in mercy; break up your fallow ground: for it is time to seek the
LORD, till he come and rain righteousness upon you.”

This might not be an easy idea to accept for some of us. It is not about Greek and
Hebrew anymore or learning theology because today’s hungry hearts cannot be filled
on these. It is not about church size; a harvest of souls is guaranteed to overflow any
effort of man to contain it. And | think the Bible made the point for us that it is not
about college degrees because a framed document on the wall will never replace the
voice of the Spirit in a believer’s heart.

There is room for learning, what | have called on-the-job training, experiencing life—
along with Jesus at our side. There is a place for learning wisdom, what in Matthew
10:16 is called in Greek “phronimos,” which is the word for obtaining God’s perspective
or understanding of a situation or problem or challenge only with the heart in
agreement supplying the energy and conviction to do the right thing, the godly thing.

| have to believe this makes more sense to upcoming generations of Christian youth
than many of us. We old-folk traditionally buck change. Years of dedicated and
earnest prayer will be answer by the Lord, but, perhaps, not the way we thought He
would. And that is Okay with us!

Father in heaven, This is my prayer that this is the generation that as one will declare
Your love to the world. They need and want what You offer!

Young hearts are interested in Biblical Truth not church theology. They need something
that a powerful gospel offers, life changing solutions for living in an existential, modern
age. They seek something that finds happiness outside numbing drugs or casual
relations, something non-addictive and yet always fresh, always new. Give them to
know the fullness of Your Spirit.

We, old and young, seek a real relationship with You, Lord. We seek to know again the
joy of hearing Jesus, recognizing His voice and following Him. Teach us the sound of
your voice over the noise. As David prayed [Psalm 25:4,5] “Show me Your ways, O
LORD; teach me Your paths. Lead me in Your truth, and teach me: for You are the God
of my salvation; on You do | wait all the day.”

We seek to love and be loved for real, to know how personal You are, Lord, that prayer

has a God-sent mission to the human heart in times of trouble, that You are faithful,
that we can abandoned ourselves to You without the risk of being abandoned by You.
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We want to be able to read and hear the Word of God like the disciples on the road to
Emmaus after the resurrection with a heart burning with Your words, a hunger that
always wants more. Give us this experience, walking beside us, opening up our hearts
and ears to your message.

Embolden us afresh for Your service and revive Your Church As Habakkuk prayed
[Habakkuk 3:2] “revive thy work, O Lord, in the midst of the years.” In Jesus name we
pray, Amen.
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