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Why, then, do I encourage you to participate in organized religion and commit yourself to a specific 
local congregation? Because, as Augustine made clear, the church is still your mother. It is she who 
taught you about Jesus. I want you to remember that the Bible teaches that Christ loves the church 
and gave himself for it…That's a preeminent reason why you dare not decide that you don't need the 
church. Christ's church is called his bride…and his love for her makes him faithful to her even when 
she is not faithful to him. 

        - Tony Campolo1 

 

Recently, a man asked me if I thought it was important for Christians to be part of a local church. As 
the pastor of a local church, I found his question refreshingly honest. 

Before I responded, the man wanted to give me some context for his question. He said that he had 
not been to a worship service or part of a local church for quite some time, and that he had become 
quite satisfied with the church alternative that he had created for himself. Rather than wasting his 
time with what he called “institutionalized religion,” he had created a Christian experience that was 
custom-made specifically for him. He listened only to music that he liked, downloaded sermons from 
the Internet by his favorite preachers, read Christian books that interested him, and was part of an 
informal community of “like-minded believers.” They were not part of a local church either, but got 
together twice a month to talk about spiritual things. He listed several reasons why he preferred 
alternative way of “doing church.” He had his Sundays completely free, he never had to sit through 
boring services, and his charitable giving went only to causes that he believed in. Best of all, he 
didn’t have to deal with bothersome people, unwanted conversations, or church drama. 

Let’s be honest. Who doesn’t feel this way sometimes? 

This man represents what many recognize as a trend in western society, especially among younger 
generations. Researcher George Barna, who refers to this group of churchless believers as 
“revolutionaries,” describes their mindset as follows: 

A common misconception about revolutionaries is that they are disengaging from God when 
they leave a local church. We found that while some people leave the local church and fall 
away from God altogether, there is a much larger segment of Americans who are currently 
leaving churches precisely because they want more of God in their life but cannot get what 
they need from a local church. They have decided to get serious about their faith by piecing 
together a more robust faith experience.2 

The “revolutionary” phenomenon is not a fringe movement. The number of Christians opting out of 
church is on the rise. This number includes some well-known and influential Christians such as 
Donald Miller, author of Blue Like Jazz and other books that speak meaningfully to younger 
believers. In February of 2014, Miller shared candidly on his blog that he does not attend church very 
often. He explained by saying that he struggles to connect with God through listening to sermons or 
singing songs. Instead, Miller meets with God through his work. “I literally feel an intimacy with God 
when I build my company,” he writes, “So do I attend church? Not often, to be honest…But I also 
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believe the church is all around us, not to be confined by a specific tribe…I worship God every day 
through my work. It’s a blast.”3 

Miller is not alone in his belief that vibrant Christianity can be found outside the local church. Another 
“revolutionary” Christian is Kelly Bean, author of How to be a Christian Without Going to Church: The 
Unofficial Guide to Alternative Forms of Christian Community. In her introduction she writes: 

Here I am on a bright Sunday morning curled up in my cushy orange chair, sipping tea and 
loving Jesus. It’s been quite some time since Sunday morning meant getting the whole family 
spruced up for a church service…I am one of them, the non-goers…The great news is that it 
is possible to be a Christian and not go to church but by being the church remain true to the 
call of Christ…Is anyone up for a pickle-making party or a living-room song-writing session? 
Jesus will be there…If you want to start a church, just have a party in your house and see 
who shows up.4 

Both Donald Miller and Kelly Bean are correct in one sense. Jesus is everywhere. He is there in our 
work and he is there when we open our doors to throw a party. They are also correct in their view 
that for Christians every realm of life, not just Sunday mornings in a church building, is sacred space. 
Every thought, word, and deed is meant to be an offering of worship to God. “Whether you eat or 
drink, or whatever you do,” the Scriptures tell us, “do all to the glory of God.”5 

But would Jesus be in favor of a churchless Christianity? 

“The Church…Is Still My Mother” 

My initial, gut response to the “revolutionary” mindset is that the local church was God’s idea. The 
Bible knows nothing of Christians who relate to God as isolated individuals or who see the local 
church as optional to their faith experience. As Saint Cyprian once said, one cannot have God as his 
Father who does not have the church as his Mother. Christians are members of Christ, but in being 
members of Christ they are also members of Christ’s body, children in his family, and the sheep of 
his flock. Members, children, and sheep run together, not separate. The healthiest ones also have 
leaders to care for, nurture, protect, defend, teach, equip, and lead them. In the church, God has 
appointed deacons, elders, and pastors to be primary among those leaders.6 

Since the local church was God’s idea, is removing oneself from local church life for an alternative, 
custom-made, self-directed faith experience a legitimate consideration? As you may have guessed, 
my belief is that this is not a legitimate consideration for anyone who identifies as a follower of Jesus. 

Do we really want something “more like the New Testament church?” 

Even when the local church has become less than it should be, the biblical vision is to reform the 
church, not to abandon it. I always chuckle a bit inside when my “revolutionary” friends tell me that 
they are leaving the organized, local church in pursuit of something that better resembles the New 
Testament church. In several incidences the New Testament church was actually less attractive, less 
authentic, less flexible, less loving, and less Christ-like than the church of today. If anyone has ever 
been tempted to hit the eject button on the local church in favor of “piecing together a more robust 
faith experience,” it was people who were part of the New Testament church. Why else would the 
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writer of Hebrews urge first century Christians not to give up meeting together, “as is the habit of 
some?”7 

How were things going in the local church in Corinth? 

One of the most celebrated passages in the Bible is 1 Corinthians 13, famously known as “the love 
chapter.” In this magnificent chapter, we are told that love is patient and kind. It does not envy or 
boast, and it is not arrogant or rude. It is not demanding or irritable, and it does not hold a grudge. It 
resists things that are wrong and celebrates things that are true. It bears, believes, hopes, and 
endures all things. 

Wonderful, right? 

But what if I told you that when Paul wrote to the Corinthians about love, he didn’t have wedding 
ceremonies or cross stitch art in mind? What if I told you that when Paul wrote to the Corinthians 
about love, he was actually rebuking them because each of the attributes of love was something that 
they were lacking? 

The Corinthian church, a prominent “New Testament church,” was filled with problems. A brief 
journey through Paul’s first letter to this community tells us that they were known for judging each 
other harshly, creating major divisions over minor theological issues, committing adultery, initiating 
frivolous lawsuits, divorcing without biblical grounds, parading “Christian liberty” in front of people 
with a bruised conscience, ignoring the needs of the poor, and the list goes on. The Apostle Paul 
could have very easily written off this community. He could have very easily thrown in the towel. 

Why didn’t Paul throw in the towel on the New Testament church? For the same reason that Jesus 
didn’t thrown in the towel. 

Church is family. 

Membership in a local church means nothing more and nothing less than this: Joining your imperfect 
self to many other imperfect selves to form an imperfect community that, through Jesus, embarks on 
a journey toward a better future…together. 

Surprisingly, Paul begins his confrontational first letter to the Corinthians with affirmation and 
assurance. In spite of their manifold flaws, sins, inconsistencies, hypocrisies, and weaknesses, he is 
hopeful for them, not because they are stellar people but because Jesus is a stellar Savior. Jesus 
will complete the work that he began in them, and Paul knows this. So, instead of hitting eject on 
them, he doubles down on his involvement with them. Instead of shunning and shaming them, he 
speaks to them as his beloved brothers, sisters, sons, and daughters in the faith. He names them 
not according to their failures but according to their redemptive status, using words like “saints” and 
“sanctified.” He thanks God always for them and reminds them that Jesus will sustain them until the 
end. Though they are messed up now, Jesus has a plan to transform them into people who are 
glorious and guiltless. 

Paul looks at the broken local church and envisions beauty. He looks at the sinful local church and 
envisions sainthood. He looks at the undesirable local church and is overcome with desire for her 
flourishing. Paul thinks about the church in the same way that Jesus does. He thinks about the 
church as family. Daughters and sons of God, with whom he is well pleased. The bride of Christ, to 
whom he has betrothed himself forever. Sisters and brothers to one another, fellow heirs of the 
Kingdom. 

Family. 
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As Saint Augustine once said, the church may at times be a whore, but she is still my Mother. 

Dysfunctional, Redeemed, and Beloved 

Part of the Christian experience is learning to love difficult people just as Jesus loves us when we 
are difficult. This includes actively moving toward people we don’t naturally like or enjoy. For 
churchless “revolutionaries,” this central emphasis of Christian discipleship is rare. Why? Because 
one of the main reasons revolutionaries remove themselves from the church is to get away from 
people that bother them. The hard and necessary work of reconciliation, peacemaking, relational 
perseverance, and loving the unlovely does not appeal to those who prefer a custom-made, self-
created spiritual experience. For those with a revolutionary mindset, the costs and inconveniences of 
love are costly and inconvenient. 

In The Screwtape Letters, CS Lewis says that if the devil wants to distract, discourage, and alienate 
a new Christian from his newfound faith in Jesus, the best way to do so is by tempting the new 
Christian to grow cynical toward his local church. In a letter to the young devil Wormwood, the 
experienced devil Screwtape says that the local church is one of the devil’s most effective allies 
against “the enemy” (God). All Wormwood has to do is get the new Christian to fixate on other 
people in the pews—especially those who have squeaky boots and double chins, and who sing off 
key. The more unattractive and unimpressive the members of the local church appear to the 
Christian, the more cynical he will become toward the local church itself. And the more cynical he 
becomes toward the local church, the more cynical he will become about Christianity as a whole. 

Anne Rice, author of the famous Vampire books, became a Christian later in life. Ten years into her 
life as a believer, Ms. Rice decided that she could no longer continue being part of the local church. 
In July of 2010, she wrote the following words to announce that she was quitting Christianity: 

Today I quit being a Christian. I’m out. I remain committed to Christ as always but not to 
being ‘Christian’ or being part of Christianity. It’s simply impossible for me to belong to this 
quarrelsome, hostile, disputatious, and deservedly infamous group. For ten years I have 
tried. I have failed. I am an outsider. My conscience will allow nothing else…In the name of 
Christ I quit Christianity…My faith in Christ is central to my life. My conversion from a 
pessimistic atheist lost in a world I didn’t understand, to an optimistic believer in a universe 
created and sustained by a loving God is crucial to me. But following Christ does not mean 
following his followers. Christ is infinitely more important than Christianity.8 

In some ways, Ms. Rice’s words sound noble and make a lot of sense. Who can argue with wanting 
to disassociate with a quarrelsome, hostile, disputatious, and deservedly infamous group? Having 
been a Christian for over twenty-five years myself, I can tell you that being a Christian—especially 
the part that includes living in community with other Christians—can sometimes feel like being in a 
family with a thousand drunk uncles. 

But is retreat really an option? Can we be in relationship with God while opting out of relationship 
with people, even difficult people, whom he loves? Can we claim Jesus as our elder brother while 
rejecting the church, whom he affectionately calls his bride?9 Can we accept and receive his free 
offer of grace and patience and kindness and forgiveness and longsuffering toward us, while 
refusing to offer others the same? 

What if Jesus had taken a similar position toward us? 

“God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”10 
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We don’t get to choose our family members 

Groucho Marx famously said that he would never want to be part of any club that would have him as 
a member. What if we started there? What if we started with the recognition that nobody, including 
us, deserves a seat at the King’s table, and that any welcome we have been given by God is all of 
grace? Would this change our posture toward the drunk uncles in our midst? 

Like it or not, uncles are family. 

We don’t get to choose our family. Our family is chosen for us, and we make the very best of it 
because family members share a common heritage and a common inheritance. 

Imagine a man meets the woman of his dreams. He soon discovers, to his delight, that he is also the 
man of her dreams. They spend time together, they fall in love, and he proposes marriage. She 
happily accepts. A month later, she invites him to attend her annual family reunion because she 
wants to introduce him to all of her brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles, and cousins. At the family 
reunion, he discovers the unimaginable. Her father, previously unknown to him, wears boots that 
squeak. Her younger brother sings off key. And her first cousin has a double chin. Furthermore, he 
discovers that several of her other relatives have high-pitched voices, voted for the wrong candidate, 
appreciate bad music, speak with unsophisticated accents, have bad breath, cheat on their tax 
returns, belch at the dinner table, are rude to the waiter, and aren’t very interested in him as a 
person. 

His fiancée is lovely. She is everything he has ever dreamed of and more. But the thought of a future 
with her family members is simply unbearable to him—because they are a quarrelsome, hostile, 
disputatious, and deservedly infamous group. He does not want to have anything to do with them. 

“You know that I adore you,” he says to her. “But if we are going to move forward with this wedding, 
you need to know that I don’t ever want to see your mother, your father, your sisters, your brothers, 
your cousins, or any of your family members again. Can you marry me under these conditions?” 

Of course she can’t. 

As troubling as it may be to the “revolutionary” in each of us, God and the church come to us as a 
package deal. God never calls us to himself in isolation. He calls us to himself individually, but never 
as mere individuals. When he calls us to himself, he calls us into community. We don’t get to 
choose, ultimately, who is part of that community any more than we get to choose the members of 
our own family. 

“But what about you, Scott? Didn’t you choose to marry Patti?” Yes, I sure did, and I would choose to 
marry her a thousand times again if I could. I trust that she would also marry me again, in spite of the 
many quirks that she has discovered in me over the years. We did choose each other, but the truth 
of the matter is that over the course of twenty years, each of us has been married to about five 
different people. Patti has been married to about five different versions of me, and I to about five 
different versions of her. We have both changed over the years. This has required us both to be 
flexible and adaptable, not to mention gracious and forgiving, slow to anger, and abounding in love. 
It has required that we stick with each other for better and for worse, for richer or for poorer, in 
sickness and in health, as long as we both shall live. I would like to think that we are both the better 
for it. 

Family members change over time. Family members go through seasons of being low-maintenance 
and also high-maintenance people. But because they are family, we stick with them through the 
good, the bad, and the ugly. They are family when they are at their best, and they are family when 
they are at their worst. They are family when relationships are easy, and they are family when 
relationships are difficult. They are family when we have offended them, and they are family when 



they have offended us. Either way, the nature of family is to stick together through thick and thin, for 
better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and health. 

This is how the church is meant to be as well. 

Family is the chief metaphor that the Bible uses when it talks about the church. God is our Father. 
Jesus is our husband. The Spirit is the “Counselor” to a redeemed, beloved, and often dysfunctional 
spiritual family. We are spiritual brothers and sisters and mothers and fathers and daughters and 
sons to each other. We didn’t choose each other, but we have been given to each other by our 
Father in heaven who intends for us to stay together and not hit the eject button when things get 
difficult or irritating or boring. And when we stay together, we are the better for it. 

What Feels Difficult Or Dull May Actually Be Glorious To God 

By design, God created the church to be as diverse as possible. Our local church in Nashville, Christ 
Presbyterian, celebrates God’s vision for a diverse spiritual family with the following words that 
describe our community: 

At Christ Presbyterian Church, we are a family that finds meaning in the truth, beauty, 
community, and mission of God. We are builders and baby boomers, gen-xers and 
millennials, conservatives and progressives, educators and athletes, struggling doubters and 
committed believers, engineers and artists, introverts and extroverts, healers and addicts, 
CEO’s and homemakers, affluent and bankrupt, single and married, happy and hurting, 
lonely and connected, stressed-out and carefree, private and public schoolers, PhD’s and 
people with special needs, experts and students, saints and sinners. 

These words attempt to capture one of the loveliest features of our church family: We celebrate and 
learn from our differences instead of dividing over them. We believe that the best expressions of 
community will happen when people come together with varying perspectives, personalities, 
cultures, and experiences.  

This is Jesus’ approach to community as well. If it were not, there would be no American church. 
Jesus was a first-century, Middle Eastern Jew who, according to the Bible, was not physically 
attractive, had no money, was sometimes homeless, hung around with sketchy people, and never 
spoke a word of English. Those of us who grew up in the West are different than Jesus in almost 
every way—generationally, geographically, ethnically, socioeconomically, vocationally, linguistically, 
and more. In a very real sense, we are “the ends of the earth” that he was talking about when he 
delivered the Great Commission to his disciples. In spite of how radically different and “other” we are 
to him, he has extended his welcome to us. He has invited us into his circle. 

If this does not compel us to think twice about gravitating only toward people who think, look, dress, 
and live like us, what will? 

Theologian Donald Carson has said: 

Ideally…the church itself is not made up of natural “friends.” It is made up of natural enemies. 
What binds us together is not common education, common race, common income levels, 
common politics, common nationality, common accents, common jobs, or anything else of 
that sort. Christians come together because they have all been loved by Jesus himself. They 
are a band of natural enemies who love one another for Jesus’ sake.11 

Why would Dr. Carson say that it is ideal to be in a community that includes not only our natural 
friends but also our “natural enemies”—that is, those we don’t naturally gravitate toward, those we 
don’t naturally identify with, even those we don’t naturally enjoy? 
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Sometimes it takes having differences, not getting each other, and even being a little bit irritated by 
and bored with each other, to remind us that the church is a family and not a club. At its best, this 
family dynamic of the local church functions as God’s fertile soil for growing us beyond mere 
tolerance toward true expressions of love and unity. 

From mere tolerance to love and unity 

Tolerance toward others in the local church is a good starting point, but is not our final goal. To 
tolerate somebody is to merely put up with them, to live and let live. But it does not require us to be 
in relationship with the person. It carefully avoids all of the costs, inconveniences, and risks of love. 
Tolerance allows us to keep a safe, comfortable distance. Friendship, on the other hand, welcomes 
that somebody into our circle. Friendship takes us beyond tolerance to a common life together. 

This is part of why I appreciate the ministry of the great pastor and preacher, Dr. David Martyn Lloyd-
Jones. 

As a resident of Britain in the early twentieth century, Dr. Lloyd-Jones was well educated and 
privileged. As a leading surgeon, he lived in an affluent and class-conscious world. But when he 
sensed a call to pastoral ministry, Lloyd-Jones left medicine and high society to pastor a small 
church in a poor area by the shores of Wales. Reflecting on his time there, he would tell people 
about the joyful experience of talking about the Lord with the humblest fisherwoman. In many ways, 
the kindredness he felt with his blue-collar parishioners gave him even greater joy than deep 
discussions about science, history, and philosophy with the privileged people he had grown up with. 

Lloyd-Jones’ experience reflects something beautiful. He was deeply conscious of the welcome that 
Jesus had extended to him. Because of this, it became natural for him to set aside man-made class 
distinctions and welcome all sorts of people into his life. Instead of being relationally narrow, he 
became relationally flexible. Instead of having only one kind of friend, he had many kinds of friends. 
Instead of welcoming only a select few into his inner circle, he welcomed all types of people. He did 
not merely tolerate the less affluent, less educated parishioners in Wales. He moved toward them, 
cherished them, and embraced them as his equals. He saw them as family. 

Lloyd-Jones’ experience shows us that there can be surprisingly wonderful friendships awaiting us 
with people we aren’t naturally drawn to and who aren’t naturally drawn to us. Friendship between 
opposites enables us to see that bonds formed around a shared love for Jesus are even greater than 
bonds formed around a shared interest, hobby, favorite sports team, income bracket, ethnicity, 
nationality, or bloodline. In the New Testament church, this special bond occurred across ethnic, 
ideological, and political boundaries between Jews and Gentiles. In Lloyd Jones’ experience, it 
occurred across educational, vocational, and economic boundaries. For others, it occurs across 
political and even geographical and language boundaries. The sheer diversity of the body of Christ is 
breathtaking in its ability to help us taste and savor the wonderful bond of a richly blended, spiritual 
family. Having been united with Jesus, we have also been united to each other through him. 

We need the local church, and the local church needs us 

Lloyd-Jones’ experience with the church in Wales also teaches us how we are changed for the better 
by coming into contact with the “otherness” of each other. God has this magnificent way of working 
through our differences to bring out the best in each of us. This seems to be his primary strategy for 
taking the incomplete image of God in us and making it more complete. As we live in the company of 
people who are not like us, the unique expressions of God in them tend to rub off on us. As this 
happens, we become better, more whole, and more Christ-like versions of ourselves. CS Lewis 
captures this idea beautifully in The Four Loves as he reflects on his and Ronald’s (JRR Tolkein’s) 
friend Charles, whose death turned the threesome into a less complete twosome: 

In each of my friends there is something that only some other friend can fully bring out. By 
myself I am not large enough to call the whole man into activity; I want other lights than my 



own to show all his facets. Now that Charles is dead, I shall never again see Ronald's 
reaction to a specifically Caroline (Charles-like) joke. Far from having more of Ronald, having 
him 'to myself' now that Charles is away, I have less of Ronald…We possess each friend not 
less but more as the number of those with whom we share him increases.12 

Because of your uniqueness, you, and only you, are able to bring certain things out of me. Because 
of my uniqueness, I, and only I, am able to bring certain things out of you. This is what I hope each 
of my “revolutionary” friends will consider. As irritating and unnecessary as the hand might seem to 
the eye, the eye cannot say to the hand, “I don’t need you.” Neither can the head cannot say to the 
feet, “I don’t need you.”13 God has designed us to be one body with many differences. The moment 
any of these parts is removed from the body, the body is weakened. Similarly, the moment a missing 
part is added back to the body, the body is strengthened and made more alive. 

Every time I think about the man and his disconnected, self-directed spiritual journey, or Donald 
Miller worshiping God in his work but not with a church, or Kelly Bean sipping tea at home on a 
Sunday morning, or Anne Rice’s decision to quit Christianity, I am left to wonder. I wonder about all 
the people who are missing out on the uniqueness of the self-directed Christian, Donald Miller, Kelly 
Bean, and Anne Rice because they are absent from the church. When revolutionaries go missing, 
their absence causes this pastor miss their presence. It makes me wonder what can be done, if 
anything, to bring them back home to the beloved, redeemed, dysfunctional family. 

The messiness of the local church—let’s just call it “Corinth”—needs the missing revolutionaries. 
Corinth needs the prophetic revolutionaries who are troubled by the messiness of Corinth. The 
judgmental saints in Corinth need gracious revolutionaries to show them a more beautiful way. The 
divisive saints in Corinth need unifying revolutionaries to help them major in the majors and minor in 
the minors. The adulterers in Corinth need pure-hearted revolutionaries to call them to account. The 
victims of adultery and wrongful divorce in Corinth need compassionate revolutionaries to love and 
support them and assure them at every turn that they are not alone. The bullied saints in Corinth 
need justice-oriented revolutionaries to stand between them and the bullies. The poor saints in 
Corinth need open-handed, compassionate revolutionaries to lift them out of a desperate state. The 
drunk uncles in Corinth need love and redemptive pressure from sober-minded revolutionaries who 
have a soft spot for drunk uncles, and a vision for their sobriety. And the painfully ordinary people in 
Corinth—the ones with the squeaky boots, double chins, and off-key singing voices—need kind-
hearted revolutionaries to remind them that they are fearfully and wonderfully made. 

I suppose what I am suggesting is that it would be beautiful, if not truly revolutionary, if the 
revolutionaries would consider joining Jesus in his mission to love Corinth back to life, versus the 
alternative of writing Corinth off. 

Corinth needs the revolutionaries. 

Something tells me that the revolutionaries need Corinth, too. 
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