HAPPENINGS IN THE CHURCH

By Dr. Riley B. Case

  MEGACHURCHES AND AMERICA’S CHURCH MEMBERSHIP
   For those who track church trends in America there is good news and bad news.  The bad news is that denominational church membership was down in 2008 according to the statistics printed in the 2008 Yearbook of American & Canadian Churches published by the National Council of Churches.  Even the Southern Baptists (-.24%), the Roman Catholics (-.59%), and the Missouri Synod Lutherans (-1.44%)—groups that have grown in recent times--reported membership losses.  
     If the United Methodists need a bit of encouragement, it is that UMs lost members at a slower rate (-.80%) than other mainline denominations.  The Presbyterian Church USA is down 2.79%, and the Episcopalians down 1.76%.  The United Church of Christ (UCC), the most liberal of the Protestant mainline churches, is self-destructing with a loss of 6.1%.  The UCCs, it should be pointed out, present themselves as diverse and open and accepting with few requirements for membership (a direction some United Methodists would like for the UMs to follow).   Can we agree that the liberal presentation of diversity for diversity’s sake is not a compelling message that changes lives and attracts members?
    The only major denominations showing church growth are the Assemblies of God (up .96% and the Church of God Cleveland (up 2.04%).  It might be noted that both are Pentecostal bodies.  

    If this is the bad news, what is the good news?  

     Overall, church membership reported in the 2008 Yearbook stands at 146 million in America, with about 164 million adherents.   It is significant to note that about 50% of the American population is affiliated with churches that are reported in the yearbook.  Whether or not the United States is a Christian nation can be debated.   But whether one argues one way or the other, any discussion about America as a Christian nation must start with the recognition of the church affiliation of a large portion of America’s population, compared with other nations. 
    But after reporting these figures the yearbook goes on to make the point that not all the church bodies report their statistics to the National Council of Churches.  Many independent churches and megachurches are among those not reporting.  When one factors in these churches the church situation in America is much more promising.
      A recent study by Scott Thumma of Hartford Institute for Religion Research and Warren Bird of Leadership Network examines in depth the extent of the megachurch movement and the kind of persons who are attracted to megachurches.  The report – "Not Who You Think They Are: The Real Story of People Who Attend America's Megachurches" – is based on data from a national survey that drew 24,900 responses from 12 carefully selected megachurches across the country. It is claimed to be the largest national representative study of megachurch attendees conducted by any researchers to date.
     Thumma and Bird start out with examining how big the megachurch phenomenon is: at the present time more than 5 million worship each week in a megachurch, defined as a Protestant church with 2,000 or more weekly attendees (since most are not denominational churches very few of these people are included in the NCC Yearbook figures).  And, it might be added, the 2,000 or more in attendance leaves out huge numbers of growing independent churches with attendance from 1,000 to 2,000 each week.   If these are added the church situation in America brightens even more.
   A great concern of United Methodists and many other denominations is the lack of young adults and singles in regular churches.  In the megachurches a majority of the attendees (62 percent) are under the age of 45.  In the typical congregation about one-third (36%) are in the 18-44 age group (United Methodist figures are even lower).  

   The singles and unmarried figures are even more dramatic.  Nearly a third of the megachurch attendees are single compared to just 10 percent of a typical congregation.  Eighty percent of those in a typical congregation are either married or widowed.

   Megachurches also tend to draw in more new people compared to the typical church.  Over two-thirds (68 percent) of megachurch attendees have been in the church five years or less while in a typical congregation only 40 percent joined the church recently.

     Megachurches by themselves are not the answer to the declining membership of institutional denominations.  Most American church adherents will never step inside a megachurch.  The majority of United Methodists, for instance, come to Christ and are nurtured in churches with under 150 in attendance.

     But it is time to temper the cynicism often found in, for example, mainline seminaries, about the effectiveness of megachurches and their influence for good in America.   Seminaries, and particularly the liberal seminaries (which would include almost all of the United Methodist seminaries), are bound to academic institutional models of education that tend to stifle creativity and risk-taking.   And this is to say nothing about doctrine.   While megachurches are sometimes accused of theological shallowness, almost all megachurches are at least basically evangelical in their understanding of the faith.   What is proclaimed is understandable, and has the power to change lives.   
      Examining what attracts people to megachurches, the Thumma and Bird survey found that the worship style, senior pastor, and reputation of the church, respectively, were the strongest factors in initial attraction.  Those three items were also most influential in having people stay. The senior pastor, however, proved to be the strongest factor that kept people coming back.
     A number of UM bishops have indicated that despite the economic turn-down, their areas are still committed to new church starts.   Can we work, intentionally, to grow some these new church starts into megachurches?  Can we commit ourselves to long-term pastorates?  Can we appoint pastors to these churches who on the one hand are creative risk-takers, yet committed to the evangelical message that can change lives?
   If so there is still hope for United Methodism.
