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INTRODUCTION

A product lacks marketability if a need for that product fails to exist. Prior to the
1980’s, the American people did not consider personal computers a necessity. Due to
lack of vision, large companies, such as IBM, allowed young entrepreneurs to develop
this innovative technology without competition. As a result, these entrepreneurs - mainly
Steve Jobs (Apple) and Bill Gates (Microsoft) — carved out an unadulterated niche for
themselves. On his road to success, Bill Gates has stressed the importance of creating a
need and then providing a vehicle to fulfill that need. Currently, the wealthiest man in
the world to date, Bill Gates, realized early on in his career that success rested not in the
product itself, but satisfying people’s needs — real or manufactured.

Over time, these needs fluctuate according to the desires of the population.
Similar needs are linked together and become validated by society. Berger suggests our
society is laced with linked needs or “plausibility structures” (Berger and Luckmann
154-155) that underpin our actions. In other words, these structures guide people toward
determining what is or is not credible. For example, in the past, plausibility structures (or
broad social consensus/norms) have had minimal effect on the modern church, but Peter
Berger believes that has changed. Berger, in The Sacred Canopy, suggests that the
church is among those institutions now competing for the allegiance of its human

constituency because, in its current form, it often lacks effectiveness. The church, as with

" Berger and Luckmann define “plausibility structures” as “certain socially validated, continually
fluctuating infrastructures”(154-155). For instance, in the 1950°s, Marilyn Monroe’s size and shape served
as the benchmark for the American “beauty.” Today, the American “beauty” often resembles a young
woman in her late teens and significantly more petite than Ms. Monroe. The legalization of abortion
demonstrates another shift in thinking that proves more politically charged.



all institutions, in order to survive, must align itself with these fluctuating plausibility

structures. This alignment positions the organization to present itself in such a way that

stimulates a desire for “consumers” to “buy” as is evidenced by the fact that “many

mainline denominations are trying to lift sagging membership rolls with contemporary

services, even as worshipers pass them by to attend charismatic megachurches”(Rainey

7). George Barna, a demographic and marketing research guru, reiterates this premise:
Yet, as we prepare to enter into a new century of ministry, we must
address one inescapable conclusion: Despite the activity and chutzpah
emanating from thousands of congregations, the Church in America is
losing influence and adherents faster than any other major institution in
the nation. Unless a radical solution for the revival of the Christian
Church in the United States is adopted and implemented soon, the spiritual
hunger of Americans will either go unmet or be satisfied by other faith
groups (1).

John Stott, a prominent theologian, when discussing his book Basic Christianity says that

today’s pastor “would have to begin with a more basic Christian message and present it
in competition with other religions and philosophies”’(Anderson 134). All three of these
individuals stress that the church is in fact an organization that must compete for its
survival.

Bill Hybels, a vibrant youth minister, sensed this trend earlier than most and

decided to transform his thoughts into action. In hopes of finding out why church



attendance had been declining, Hybels and a handful of Son City workers” went door to
door in Palatine, IL, a suburb of Chicago. Sorting through their interviews, they came up
with a blanket answer that seemed to encapsulate the majority of reasons why people
chose not to attend church: “If the messages are irrelevant and the services are lifeless,
boring, and predictable, and if every week I leave feeling more beat up than when I
arrived, how can anybody expect me to be excited about supporting the church
financially?”(Hybels and Hybels 58). With these thoughts in mind, the young
enthusiastic Christians decided to “be” the church. This band of twenty-year olds was
propelled by a sincere desire to convey the Gospel in a manner which would appeal to the
“unchurched.”

These men and women chose an audience — those not attending church - listened
to the needs of those individuals, identified and defined the exigence’, and then created a
product to meet their constituents’ needs. Over the years their product has adapted as the
needs of the constituents have multiplied. In addition, they have implemented numerous
conferences” and Leadership Summits® to aid other churches as well providing a vast

6
amount of resources for others’.

* “Though Son City lifted fun and games to new levels of hilarity, there was never any doubt about the
ultimate goal — to compellingly present biblical truths to lost high school kids”(Hybels & Hybels 36). Son
City was essentially a vibrant youth group.

? Bitzer defines exigence as “an imperfection marked by urgency...a defect, an obstacle,...a thing that is
other than it should be” (43). In this case, exigence refers to the reasons why individuals chose not attend to
church.

* Church Leadership Conferences help church leaders find new ways to fulfill and expand their ministries.
> Leadership Summits are designed to increase the leadership effectiveness of church leaders.

% For instance, the Willow Creek Association (WCA) was created to assist churches in recruiting key staff
or ministry positions, but primarily to augment ministry resources in areas of leadership, evangelism,
spiritual gifts, small groups, and contemporary music.



Due to their initiatives, support, and “cutting edge” mentality, Willow Creek is
viewed by many as the church of tomorrow. Berger and Luckmann suggest that
plausibility alignment is a “linguistic exercise for the modern institution”(McMillan 330),
and that institutions must legitimize themselves both externally and internally to their
constituencies through their language (61). Thus, this paper will analyze how Willow
Creek Community Church is positioning itself to lead the church into the twenty-first
century, especially how it is “speaking” a message which modern day individuals find
compelling. As McMillan notes:

Words become the unit of analysis, and institutional power becomes rhetorical

power. If Donald Bryant is correct in calling rhetoric the process of adjusting

ideas to people and people to ideas, then it is the religious group which most
successfully ‘adjusts’ itself and its position that should possess the competitive

edge in the institutional competition for recruits, resources, and allegiance (330-

331).

Thus the paradox emerges for today’s church. Do churches fall in line with Berger’s
argument and align or adapt their message to appeal to their constituencies or do they
cling to the Biblical imperative? What does Willow Creek do? As a rhetorician, Hybels’
sermons will serve as the primary source to discern how he and Willow Creek seek to
achieve alignment with their culture and to keep faithful to their Call at the same time.

The review of literature which follows examines the current state of the
contemporary church and the importance of aligning its message with the resonating

plausibility structures; the various factors that influence our culture and in turn our



plausibility structures, and the pastor in our case study and the methods by which I

analyzed his sermons.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Contemporary State of the Church

Today, a plethora of neighborhood churches exist, but most operate in a state of
denial, lack of insight, or simply choose not to acknowledge their misalignment with
modern thought and practice. In other words, they are failing to address their
constituent’s needs in a credible fashion as argued by Berger, Barna, Stott and others.
Apparently, larger churches often appear more credible than smaller churches, as is
evidenced by over half of the constituents worshipping in the larger churches which only
comprise 14% of the total population of churches (Anderson 50). In the past, a large
church did not exceed one thousand members. In contrast, today’s large churches consist
of thousands of members, multiple pastors, and an extensive support staff. The average
service last sixty-minutes (sermon 27 minutes), and people are “reached through small
groups, discovery classes [discussion on spiritual matters], affinity evangelism,
counseling, and a variety of constantly changing approaches” (Anderson 14).

While there may no longer be a “typical” church, churches today generally fall
into one of the three categories: small church (less than one hundred — serving
surrounding community), middle of the road (two to four hundred — seeking numerical
growth), and megachurch (over one thousand members — offering a wide variety of
programs to meet many needs) (Barna 15-17). In recent years, the media has focused
primarily on the emergence on the megachurch, such as Willow Creek.

In a similar fashion, leadership in churches has also undergone a transformation.

Previously, the pastor preaching the Word of God served as the cornerstone for
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leadership in most churches and “leaders [were] not critical to the health of the Church”
(Barna 102). Pastors believed that “as long as we preach the Word of God and commit
ourselves to living in faith, He [God] will take care of us” (Barna 102). Over the past few
decades, however, many churches have begun to stress the Biblical concept of spiritual
gifts, suggesting that God entrusts every believer with at least one spiritual gift to use in
service of the Body of Christ. Among the gifts, no one gift is more important than the
other because each gift plays a critical role in producing a healthy church. This concept
is crucial to understand because it promotes a decentralization of power. Pastors,
although still revered, are now “called by God to lead and possess virtuous character and
effectively motivate, mobilize resources, and direct people toward the fulfillment of a
jointly embraced vision from God” (Barna 107). Visions, for the most part, are carried
out by the laity. Thus, the senior pastor’s role has shifted so that vision casting, inspiring
others, and managing people holds greater priority in his/her days than in previous
generations.

Nowadays, pastors not only are expected to preach but also to envision, to create
community, to organize, to equip others, to plan effectively, to visit the sick, to celebrate,
and to relate to everyone (Jackson 8). Such widespread demands on a pastor seem
oppressive, almost insurmountable:

While America has become the land of niche market and the home of the

specialist, churches are placing excessive demands upon pastors, the ministry

specialists. Protestant pastors work an average of nearly sixty-five hours per
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week, juggling sixteen major dimensions of activity. This torturous pace has

made burnout commonplace (Barna 5).

Pastors feel called, whether by God, by their elders, or more directly their constituents to
stay involved in every area of their congregation.

To help offset the excessive demands on pastors, recently most churches have
shifted to a multiple pastor staff. The rule of thumb in the Christian church is one pastor
for every one hundred fifty people (Anderson 55), and today as churches continue to
grow, so do the responsibilities of the senior pastor. Heightened expectations from
churches, in turn, move senior pastors to expect more from their paid as well as volunteer
staff. Also, historically, women consumed the majority of the volunteer hours, not only in
the church but also in the community, but not so in contemporary churches. The last
decade marked the first time in history that the majority of women returned to work
within a year after having a child, signifying women’s increased dedication to their
careers (Anderson 30). With more women in the workforce, the amount of readily
available traditional volunteers necessarily declines. Thus, tomorrow’s pastor must
understand how to influence and motivate individuals toward action and perhaps, adjust
to the decreasing volunteer population as well.

The church is changing, not only in size, styles of leadership, and volunteer base,
but also, in the nature of the constituents themselves. The majority of churches fail to
adjust adequately to the cultural changes within American society; this, says Berger and
others must change. In order to encourage constituents to “buy” their message, churches

must realign themselves with the ever-fluctuating plausibility structures, which underpin
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society. To be “successful” in the next century, churches must continually keep their
pulse on what society deems credible and formulate their messages accordingly.
Identifying the needs, desires, and longings of the churches’ constituents, who are ever
changing themselves, is no longer optional; it’s a necessity.

Cultural Trends

Changes in America’s culture also account for the face-lift in today’s churches.
The cultural changes over the last few decades are staggering, and as a result, today’s
church members and prospective church members look, act, and think very differently
from previous decades. In order to understand this shift more fully and how it affects the
modern church, it is necessary to look at some major factors which have influenced our
culture, in particular, the effects of mass media, consumerism, and changing
demographics.

The Effects of Mass Media - Due to improvements in technology, no longer are
the events in Kuala Lumpur foreign to Americans. The once distant idea of the world as
a global village has quickly become a reality, as is evidenced by nearly instantaneous
communication and increasing access. The mysteries of the world are no longer such
mysteries. In addition, unlike previous generations, today’s youth “have grown up under
the tutelage of video games, MTV, computers, videos, CD-ROMs, the Internet, and other
emerging media”(Barna 3). In his research, George Barna found that the average
teenager spends seven of their seventeen waking hours in receiving input from the media,
and yet, most churches fail to integrate technology into their services (64). Those that do

must defend their stance. For instance, First Assembly of God in Winston-Salem (a
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megachurch of four thousand members) believe their primary objective is to reach the
lost, and their pastor stresses that “living in a media-based society, we see it only right
and fitting for the church to use the resources it has for teaching, for visual representation
of the life of Christ. In no way does it water down the message. In fact, I believe it
enhances the message”(Rainey 7).

Today’s audience needs to be addressed differently, because the media plays a
prominent role in dictating consumer’s expectations. For example, the mediated mind is
one of instantaneous gratification, adapted to seeing results more quickly than in the past.
Pastors face a new challenge of making every sermon stand alone (much like a thirty
minute sitcom) since church-goers are less likely to return to the same church in
subsequent Sundays unless their expectations are met on their first visit. Supporting the
sitcom flavor of some contemporary services, Postman argues that religion “can be made
entertaining,” but “by doing so, do we destroy it as an ‘authentic object of
culture?’”(124). That is one question facing the church in the next century: How do we

appropriately mediate our message while at the same time remaining true to our Call?
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Consumerism - With the advent of technology, consumer expectations of
organizations, even the church, continue to soar. Technology encourages Americans to
strive for the “latest and greatest,” while at the same time promoting a “lack of loyalty
and commitment to individuals, ideas, and institutions”(Barna 63). Individuals’ desires
to climb aboard the newest sensation outweigh their tendencies to plant stakes and invest
for the long haul. This pervasive way of thinking carries over into the church. Bellah
suggests:

Religion has been invaded by the market mentality, so that it has become in many

instances another consumer good. ‘Consumer Christians’ shop for the church that

is most convenient for their needs and switch, as casually as they change brands
of dishwasher detergent, if they think can get a better package deal elsewhere

(183).

A “better package” is quickly becoming a full service church “that can offer quality and
variety in music, extensive youth programs, diverse educational opportunities, a
counseling staff, support groups, singles’ ministry, athletic activities, multiple Sunday
morning services, a modern nursery, and the other services and programs only available
in larger churches” (Anderson 51).

In the past, churches were seen as “destinations:” “When you found the church
you wanted to join, you stayed with it through the good and bad times” (Anderson 27),
but that no longer remains the case. In recent years, in hopes of resonating to the needs
of fickle Americans, there has been a shift toward one-day seminars, special task force

assignments, and stand-alone sermons (Anderson 36). Church loyalty no longer remains
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the norm, and so pastors, through their words, face the challenge of persuading
individuals to not only attend but to commit.

Today’s American is a consumer, where “religion is no longer a matter of
necessity; it is a matter of preference” (Bruce 46). This statement begs the question how
does a “consumer” choose one church over another? Time and again, today’s consumer
chooses a church due to its pastor and refers to his/her church by his/her pastor’s name
(e.g., Campolo’s church). In the past, a pastor was a revered person in the community
and often served as the moral compass on community decisions, but “time has changed
the way people view pastors. The average preacher today is not going to make it on the
basis of dignity of his position” (Hybels, Briscoe, and Robinson 19). Today people
demand more. Today’s pastors are “expected to be informed, articulate, and charismatic.
They are to be as attractive and well-groomed as the anchorman on the network news,
and they are expected to relate to the peculiarities of the community. They are to attract
people, raise money, and expand programs” (Anderson 54).

On the upside, rampant consumerism is also forcing the church to act fiscally and
organizationally responsible. In the 1980’s megachurches’ budgets began to skyrocket,
matching those of major corporations and forcing churches to question how they were
managing their funds. For example, Willow Creek experienced exponential growth in a
short ten year period. From 1979 to 1989 their “Fund Balance” rose from $1,872,834 to
$23,198,725 (Mellado 18). As the finances grow in these churches, so does the power of

the microscope through which others view them.
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In addition, churches across the country are flocking to management gurus to help
lead their congregations more like businesses. For example, in the early nineties, Bob
Buford established the Leadership Network for the sole purpose of looking at the ever-
changing church in the twenty-first century and its unique “emphasis on entrepreneurial
leadership and management skills successful in large businesses”(Chandler 47). Over the
years Buford has brought in speakers such as Peter Drucker -- a management maven,
Max DePree -- a fortune 500 executive and well-known example of a proven leader, and
William Bridges -- a human development consultant.

The lines that once separated the church from the marketplace are growing dim.
One dominant plausibility structure screams that the church is a business and businesses
must be solvent in order to survive. Ifthe church wishes to compete in this marketplace,
it must align itself, especially its rhetoric, with this structure and change itself
accordingly.

Changing Demographics - When demographics fluctuate dramatically, it follows
that the tenets that underpin social philosophy and action will gyrate wildly as well.
Changes in the population will mean changes in the ideas which “people find credible”
(Berger, Rumor 34). Barna suggests that “understanding demographic trends can permit
a church to increase its responsiveness to the emerging needs and expectations of the
community it seeks to serve”(52); this is so because this understanding allows the church
to adapt its message to members and potential recruits. In looking at the modern church,
the following demographic trends are among the most influential: family,

intergenerational breadth, wealth, education, and ethnic diversity.
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Family Unit - The nucleus of the family has changed dramatically; the following
facts speak for themselves:

- One out of every four marriages has ended in a divorce

- One-third of all married adults believe that adultery is an acceptable behavior

- One out of three children born this year will be born to an unwed mother

(Barna 66)

The facts suggest a profound change in the prototypical family unit. In recent years, the
definition of “family” has shifted from people related by birth, adoption, or marriage to
“people whom we care about very deeply, or who deeply care about us”(Barna 66). On
the surface such a definition sounds harmless, but the underlying tones imply that nothing
is constant — everything is malleable. Pastors are no longer able to assume that everyone
is coming from more or less the same background. In addition, pastors face the daunting
challenge of teaching about the importance of the traditional family when the majority of
their constituents may not have been raised in a traditional family or are currently
associated with a traditional family. Imagine discussing the importance of abstinence to a
mother of three illegitimate children or the necessity for fidelity to a two-time adulterer.
Pastors must walk a delicate tight rope.

Intergenerational Breadth - Another major challenge for churches remains the

struggle for their pastors to speak in a language fluent to all the generations represented.
According to Barna, “we have five significant generations in America today. The names

of those segments, from oldest to youngest, are Seniors, Builders, Boomers, Busters, and
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Mosaics’. Each segment possesses a unique set of identity factors and global
perspectives”(71). As a large percentage of the population, the aging baby boomer
generation must be addressed directly. According to Harvard Business School’s
Advanced Management Program, the baby boomers, unlike previous generations, are
motivated by experiences, jobs they enjoy, change versus stability, and candor over tact
(Anderson 93). Typically, baby boomers like a challenge and might be expected to be
drawn to churches that have high expectations of their members. Each generation
embodies different desires, goals, and level of commitment to traditional plausibility
structures. Adapting to each segment and yet maintaining a consistent plausible message
proves a daunting task for the church in the twenty-first century.

Wealth - As the stock market continues to soar, the chasm between the rich and
the poor in America continues to widen which also complicates the church’s public
stance. Currently, America has more wealthy individuals (at least one million dollars)
than any other nation, including Bill Gates whose estimated net worth ranks higher than
most nations’ gross national products. Studies show that these wealthy individuals
contain a disproportionate amount of the nation’s wealth, implying that millions of

Americans are living in poverty and “the government-sponsored safety net for the poor is

7 Seniors: Born in 1926 and earlier (smallest percentage of the population). Builders: Born in 1927-1945.
Lives are characterized by longevity, from spouse to long distance company because “familiarity and
predictability bring them a sense of comfort and success”(Barna 82). Through the years have watched the
church redefine success, from building a community to growth (Barna 84). Boomers: Born in 1946-1964.
Busters: Born in 1965-1983. Most Busters reject “the uniqueness of Christianity, the existence of absolute
moral truth, and the authority of the Bible, there are virtually no restrictions left in place to limit or guide
their thinking about proper personal or corporate spiritual development”(Barna 71). This generation has
experienced much hypocrisy and as a result seeks genuineness. One buster explains the popularity of the
Internet by the following slogan WYSIWYG — What you see is what you get (Barna 77). Mosaics: Born in
1984-2002. The Mosaic generation is still in its formative stage (beliefs, values, lifestyles), but has been
coined “mosaic” due to their thinking style and “fragmented nature” of experiences (Barna 214).
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gradually being removed, leaving the poor to fend for themselves. Amazingly, growing
numbers of Americans are exhibiting a hardened heart toward the plight of the less
fortunate”(Barna 54). Through their rhetoric, pastors must guide their constituents’ to a
Biblical understanding of their own sense of stewardship and of their responsibility given
the fiscal disparity between the affluent and the poverty-stricken. In other words, pastors
must lead congregates in considering such practical questions as: How should I be a
steward of my own resources? How much should I give away? How much should I
invest? What does the Christian gospel require of me and my money?

Education - Despite numerous efforts by non-profit organizations, America still
has an astoundingly high illiteracy rate. Only half of all Americans are able to read at an
eighth-grade level (Barna 56). As one might imagine, these figures cause churches to
rethink how they choose to communicate with their constituencies; traditional forms of
communication (e.g. printed media) might not necessarily be the most effective way any
longer. Without compromising God’s Word, Barna suggests “the communication media,
styles, and strategies used to convey God’s message to His people must change over the
course of time because culture and context are constantly changing”(57).

In addition, from 1994 to 1996, public elementary and secondary schools’ internet

access virtually doubled from 35% to 68%, respectively (Statistical Abstract of the US).

This dramatic rise in interactive technology affects American children in a few significant
ways. First, children today receive less human interaction in the classroom. As a result
students’ “Soft skills”, such as “listening, conflict-resolution, negotiating, team building,

and creative problem solving” are underdeveloped (Barna 55). Second, due to effects
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from mass media (including the Internet), children’s attention spans are getting shorter —
teens average six to eight minutes (Barna 56). Shortened attention spans affect the
church dramatically because more so than ever before, most children lack the attention
spans to listen to lectures (i.e. a sermon) and as a result learn more by watching others.
This is a particularly challenging obstacle for churches, because it raises the bar for the
educational practice of the whole congregation, not just the pastor.

Ethnic Diversity - The United States of America traditionally celebrates numerous

ethnic groups (melting pot) and various ways of thinking (free expression), yet Barna
argues that “the failure to orchestrate a comfortable blend of relationships, behaviors, and
opportunities among these groups has resulted in a certain amount of cultural
dissipation”(51). Churches still testify to Dr. Martin Luther King’s proclamation that
Sunday morning is the most segregated hour during the week. Today, African-American,
Hispanic, and the Asian Population are experiencing double-digit expansion population
growth, while the Caucasian population remains at zero, and yet churches remain
extremely segregated (Barna 2). If these statistics endure through the next few decades,
the cultural make-up of the American society will change significantly. As a result,
tomorrow’s congregation will reflect these changes. The church will have a new
audience and must implement measures to embrace this new audience.

Each ethnic group comes from different backgrounds and thus views the world
through a different set of lenses. These various lenses manifest themselves in numerous
forms, all the way from differing worship styles to the preferred type of Christian

education. Despite the numeric growth of various ethnic groups, as stated above,
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churches remain segregated. The successful church of tomorrow must radically seek to
diversify its constituency.

Times have changed, constituents have changed and so have the demands placed
on today’s pastors. Pastors are no longer viewed one-dimensionally. The various
dimensions are directly correlated with the cultural changes in America. The
disintegration of traditional family values, incorporating a broad spectrum of generations
into the church body, the widening of the affluence gap, an extremely high illiteracy rate,
and shifting ethnic trends comprise new dimensions previously not seen in society. In
order for churches to survive in the next century, these challenges must be overcome.

From my research, the effects of mass media, consumerism mentality, and
changing demographics emerge as the driving cultural changes to which today's church
must be responsive. These and other challenges will influence most churches in the next
century. This is also the environment that Bill Hybels attempts to navigate. Today’s
congregation is highly influenced by the media, is driven by a “what is best for me”
mentality, and possesses a cultural make-up that is varied and heterogeneous. In
addition, with the dominant emergence of women in the workforce, pastors no longer
have an endless chasm of readily accessible and willing volunteers. In order to serve
successfully, pastors’ speech must address today’s congregation in a language which they
understand and pastors must “run” their churches in accord with a new business

imperative, and the cultural changes that accompany it.
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CASE STUDY

Over the past four hundred years “every successful movement or revolution that
has taken place...has had a strong visionary leader pointing the way”’(Barna 104). In the
past decade, a handful of leaders have supplied the world with a foreshadowing of who
tomorrow’s pastor may resemble. The following passage illustrates one such leader, Bill
Hybels:

In the spring of 1978, Bill rented a conference room in a local Howard Johnson

and called the entire part-time and full-time staff together. “We’re falling apart,”

he said. “We’re spinning off in too many different directions. We need a staff

reporting structure. We can have any structure we all agree on, but there has to be

somebody riding point. There has to be a designated leader.” He suggested they

choose the person according to giftedness. “Who has the strongest leadership

gifts?” he asked. Silence. “Well, I think I do.” (Hybels and Hybels 75).
Inching towards the turn of the century, Bill Hybels remains the senior pastor (over 50
staff pastors) of Willow Creek Community Church. Over 15,000 individuals regularly
attend Willow Creek Community Church and almost 2000 churches are members of the
Willow Creek Association—an association which helps churches better relate God’s
solutions to the needs of seekers and believers through numerous resources (Burnett).
Facilities include a 320,000 square feet multi-purpose building, sanctuary where 5,000 to
6,000 may gather to worship, and a 141-acre campus. Willow Creek defines their church

as “an independent, interdenominational Christian church that responds to seekers, those
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investigating spiritual truths in its community, throughout the United States, and around

the world”(Willow Creek Community Church).

His wife states, “to say Bill caught the vision is inaccurate. The real truth is that
the vision caught him”(Hybels and Hybels 48). The vision is best illustrated by stating
Willow Creek’s purpose statement: “We want to turn irreligious people into fully devoted
followers of Christ” (Hybels and Hybels 169). That vision left him with an extremely
large congregation to shepherd. Over the years, Hybels has learned as a senior pastor he
must assume many roles. With a congregation so large, no role holds greater importance
than his ability to manage, encourage, and inspire those who work most closely to him.

The size of the congregation is due, in part, to the various services offered at
Willow Creek. The two largest services are divided among his members: those that
attend the believer service and those that attend the seeker service. As a result, these two
services pose an inherent structural challenge that Hybels must overcome. Willow
Creeks’ mission statement is as follows: “We want to turn irreligious people into fully
devoted followers of Christ” (Hybels and Hybels 169). The seeker service is designed to
reach the “irreligious people” whereas the believer service focuses on the tail end of their
mission statement in order to help others become “fully devoted followers of Christ.”

How does Hybels align his messages for so many people with varied needs and
ways of processing the world? Does he do so effectively? How does he juggle serving
as the spiritual navigator as well as the executive of this huge church? How is he

preparing his church for the twenty-first century? What do Hybels messages tell us about



rhetorical adaptability which Berger and others say will be critical to the church in the

21 Century?
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METHODOLOGY

Having established rhetoric as one of the chief tools in plausibility alignment, I
analyzed Hybels’ sermons to determine if and how he achieves alignment with his culture
as well as keeping faithful to his Call at the same time. In order to achieve this goal, I
first constructed a list of possible probes to apply to the text. Each probe correlates to a
section in the literature review section. Using these probes as guides, I began a pilot
study.

I chose four earlier sermons (mid 1990’s) to read and determine whether the
probes were viable as well as to see if any additional probes were needed®. In order to
determine whether the probes were viable, I devised a color-coding schema. Each probe
aligned with a particular color (See Appendix A). While reading each sermon I would
mark every time I saw an example of that particular probe. In addition, if I had any
additional critical comments, I would place a number next to the text and record my
comment on an additional sheet of paper (See Appendix B). After marking all of the
texts, I observed which probes were strong and which probes that I needed to remove
from my list. From this process my probes were whittled down from twelve to nine.

Once I had decided on my probes, I went back through those four sermons (using the

8 Currently, all of Hybels’ sermons since 1990 can be found on the Willow Creek Association Home Page.
After paying $32.00 for the first four sermons (price included a Willow Creek Association discount through
my church), I decided to inquire about accessing Hybels’ sermons for no cost. Thus, my friend Stu
Boehmig graciously offered to contact Jim Mellado, the president of the Willow Creek Association, to
discuss the possibility of waiving the cost for downloading sermons. Coincidentally, Jim Mellado first
began his association with Willow Creek while working on a similar project for Harvard Business School;
as aresult, Mr. Mellado was very sympathetic to my cause.
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colors as my guides) and pulled examples of each probe to help clarify for the reader.
The following probes were my guides for analyzing Hybels’ texts:

1. Is Hybels’ discourse inclusive (language, examples, appeal to all ethnic and
socio-economic groups) and/or does his discourse privilege any particular
group of people? For example: The best analogy I can give you is that if you
fly a private airplane, if you’re going to buy one it doesn’t matter what year
an airplane it is (Hybels Vision '94).

2. How practical (applicable daily principles) are Hybels’ messages? For
example: By the time I was twenty I had enough of all of those things [money,
power, and toys] that I realized that just spending the next forty or fifty years
of my life getting a little more of them...wasn’t going to satisfy my soul

(Hybels A Vision for the Church).

3. Does Hybels’ language promote loyalty and commitment to listener’s
occupation, family and/or church; if so, how? For example: My mind drifted
back to Willow Creek, as it always does whenever I'm anywhere...(Hybels

Defining Our Beliefs).

4. Are there any examples of familial language in Hybels’ texts; what form do
they take? What images of family does he endorse? For example: Ephesians
5:25 changed my attitude toward my wife because I grew up in a setting
where it was a male-dominated culture... Ephesians 5:25 says, ‘Husbands,

treasure your wives'(Hybels A Vision for the Church).
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5. Does Hybels address the generation gap? Does he compensate for it? How?
For example: If we would put up a timeline representing your life history...you
could draw our attention to that day [defining moment] in 1931 or °51 or ’81
or '91 when, for however many number reasons...(Hybels Defining Our
Beliefs).

6. How does Hybels motivate individuals to volunteer and to excel? For
example: The Bible says when a biblically functioning community is operating
right, everybody discovers their spiritual gift...doing something that makes
them feel a part....So there's unity and a sense of interdependence on one

another (Hybels A Vision for the Church).

7. How does Hybels clearly articulate goals for the church? For the individual
members? Are these goals attractive, compelling? How? For example: The
Bible says in a biblically functioning community teaching will be
transformational. Fellowship will be vulnerable and real; it’ll be heart to
heart and soul to soul, deep, searching, loving, grace giving, life giving to

each other (Hybels A Vision for the Church).

8. What sort of management style does Hybels’ messages reveal? For example:
I want to give credit where credit’s due. I think in our weakness and in our
confusion, the staff in particular, the management team and other groups tried

as best we could to just roll up our sleeves...and face these challenges

squarely (Hybels Vision "94).
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Initially, I sought numerous sermons to choose the most applicable, but over the
past few years Hybels has decreased his teaching engagements. Thus, in the fall of 1999,
only nine sermons were available to analyze. After downloading the nine sermons (See
Appendix C), I analyzed the texts by applying the above probes. During this process, I
noticed an emerging probe that had not been as apparent in my pilot study; throughout
Hybels’ sermons he often spoke for God. Noting each occurrence as God Talk (GT), I
quickly realized the importance of this finding and as a result, the findings around God
Talk became my fourth chapter. In summation, when reviewing these texts three themes
emerged: Hybels as the Motivator, Hybels as the CEO, and Hybels as the Conduit of
God, which I will develop in the chapters that follow. Chapter four will contain my

conclusion.
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CHAPTER ONE: HYBELS AS THE MOTIVATOR

The art of persuasion has been studied since the dawn of time. Influence and
leadership go hand in hand “since leaders must shape the attitudes and behaviors of
others to help groups reach their goals”(Hackman and Johnson 124). Most pastors’ jobs
hinge on their ability to successfully influence members especially in this time at the
dawn of the new millenium where volunteers are scarce and a multitude of additional
stimulus are competing for members’ interests and attention. Encouraging members to
tithe (a gift of their time, talents, or resources) may be the focus one-month, while a
nudge toward serving in the soup kitchen may dominate the next. Truly successful
leaders do not merely influence their constituents, but empower them (Maxwell 187).
Hybels uses varied motivational tactics to empower others to reach their goals depending
on the situation, but throughout his sermons three dominant rhetorical strategies emerge:
motivation by friendship, motivation by providing the best option, and motivation by
challenges.

The motivational tactics Hybels employs stand in contrast with Americans’
traditional plausibility structure concerning “preaching.” For most, the term “preaching”
evokes a certain emotional response derived from our personal experiences with
preachers. Peter Berger suggests most Americans associate a certain evangelistic fervor
with the term “preaching”:“A peculiar mixture of arrogance (‘I know the truth’) and
benevolence (‘I want to save you’) has always been the chief psychological hallmark of
missionary activity”’(“Consciousness” 38-42). In Berger’s terminology, peoples’

expectations for preachers to act, speak, and perform a certain way denote a long-held
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plausibility structure. Hybels, through his language, moves to break the stereotypical
mold of “preaching,” and to “realign” his congregants’ notions of what is credible and
appropriate from the pulpit.

Motivation by Friendship

One of the biggest differences between preachers in the past and today stems from
credibility. In a recent book Haddon Robinson suggests that “A century ago, the pastor
was looked to as the person of wisdom and integrity in the community. Authority lay in
the office of pastor” (Hybels Mastering 19). Today, pastors continually struggle with
gaining individuals’ attention and appearing “credible” in the eyes’ of their congregation.
In another passage Robinson stresses that “the average preacher today is not going to
make it on the basis of the dignity of his position”(Hybels Mastering 19). In order to go
beyond positional credibility, Hybels attempts to build credibility by identifying with his
audience, or, in other words, being their friend. Gregory Pritchard affirms this notion
with his findings from his dissertation on Willow Creek Community Church when he
suggests that ““Preaching’ in the modern mind implies a self righteous and judgmental
attitude. In contrast, Hybels is seeking to create a level playing field where all are equal
in the sight of God. It is no accident there is no preaching pulpit in the auditorium at
Willow Creek”(419). Hybels challenges the status quo by stepping off the spiritual
pedestal of the past, rhetorically “joining” with his congregation.

Focusing on various aspects of friendship enables Hybels to approach individuals
in a way that deviates from the historical view of a preacher. Often times, preachers

seem distant, untouchable, and infallible, not Hybels. Hybels humanizes himself through
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his examples and as result becomes accessible to his congregation, for example, “How
Jesus ever choked back calling him [Pontius Pilate] a little pint-sized demi-god, I will
never know. He’s got more self-control than I have”(Hybels Power). Oddly, the
quotation elevates Jesus’ response of tolerance while simultaneously suggesting the
potential for “humanness” in Jesus’ response, the same possibilities that Hybels could
exercise. Throughout his sermons Hybels focuses on the importance of relationships,
establishing a sense of community, having an intimate conversation, incorporating
humor, and being vulnerable with his friends.

Relationships — Hybels laces his sermons with success stories of individuals that
began a relationship with God because church members extended their hands. Willow
Creek places strong emphasis on relational ministry. Hybels often preaches about Acts
2:42 where “people in that church continually devoted themselves to teaching,

fellowship, communion and prayer”(Hybels Church at its Best). The concept follows that

individuals in a Biblical functioning community interact differently with one another.
For instance in one sermon, Hybels mentions his daughter’s experience to illustrate
friendship, “’Man, Shawna, you’re a great friend to your friends. You give yourself to
your friends. I mean you put your whole heart into it.” She said, ‘Well Dad, they’re my
friends.” You know, in the first church, people were so filled with the love of Christ that

they spilled that love all over the relationships in the church”(Hybels the Church at its

Best).
In another instance, Hybels stresses the importance of breaking the desire to live

an independent life, “Friends, the flow of God’s power into your life or mine requires a
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password. And the password is that single four letter word, ‘help’”’(Hybels Power).
Willow Creek has a variety of ministries to care for the whole individual; as a result,
Hybels’ words appear to ring more credible because of the support ministries that the
church offers. Many criticize Hybels for catering to America’s consumerism mentality
by providing these services, but Burger suggests, “If Hybels is to Protestantism what
Nike is to gym shoes, is this bad? If he can bring people to belief via their busted autos,
how is that different from what the old-time sages did when they offered succor to the

sick and lame?”(JesusChrist.com).

A Sense of Community — Reinforcing the aspect of relationships, Hybels stresses
that everyone is in the same boat. Traditionally pastors oftentimes have distanced
themselves from their congregations, set themselves apart, but not at Willow Creek.
Rather, Hybels attempts to ignite the hearts of his constituents by stressing all that God
has accomplished through their church:

Most of those who proceeded us in church history went to their graves without

ever seeing a stage like this filled with one end to the other with freshly redeemed

people...without ever being in an auditorium this size...and we have, for some
reason known only to God, been the recipients of, I think, almost unprecedented

amounts of God’s power and grace (Hybels Vision Night 1999).

This quotation signifies Hybels’ belief that Willow Creek is a special community,
uniquely graced by God. Hybels’ language strengthens that sense of community by using
first person plural pronouns. Pritchard’s study counted the number of times Hybels used

first person plural pronouns ‘us,” ‘we’ and ‘our’ and during a year’s weekend messages
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[seeker services]. Pritchard found that “Hybels uses the first person plural pronouns ‘we’
2,084 times, ‘us’ 1,062 times and ‘our’ 1,007 times. This averages out to be 76.91 times
each message that Hybels creates a verbal community with his words”(412). In addition,
Callahan supports Hybels’ notion of focusing on establishing community by saying,
“Increasingly, unchurched people will be drawn to churches that care. High-compassion,
high community congregations will thrive in the coming years”(31). Hybels promotes
the notion that devotion to God and to one another will provide great dividends for the
Kingdom.

Conversation with a Friend — Much of Willow Creek’s literature suggests that
Hybels does not preach, does not teach, rather, he has a conversation with a friend.
Hybels’ sermons serve as evidence for this ideology by the frequent use of the phrase

“You know, friends” (Hybels Who Owns What). The term “friend” helps to break down

barriers and propels the notion that he is trying to help out of love. In addition, the term
“friend” connotes a sense of brotherhood and camaraderie; one that calls you “friend”
understands your situation.

Contemporary illustrations convey Hybels’ image as one that is “in” the world
and thus reinforcing the sense of camaraderie. Hybels desires to stress this image, as is
apparent by the fact that sixty to seventy percent of his illustrations are derived from
current events (Hybels Mastering 36). Identifying with one’s audience through current
events is another means for the pastor to bolster his or her credibility. For instance, when
discussing finances Hybels mentions “the average American gambles away over $1,100

per year” or “remember the stir that Ted Turner caused some months ago when he gave a
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billion dollars to the United Nations”’(Hybels Financial). In another sermon on power,
Hybels draws a parallel between Samson’s ability to overcome thirty men and the Super
Bowl by asking the audience to “think of the offensive and defensive side of those people
out there all turning on you at once, with real mean intentions in their spirit, 22 against
one”’(Hybels Power). Contemporary examples establish a sense of identity for the pastor
as one that does not live in a bubble, rather as one who understands the struggles of the
daily grind.

Hybels also utilizes practical applications to solidify identification with his
friends, for example, “For over 20 years now, I’ve been advocating a very simple kind of
starter plan to help people get going with a basic financial plan. I call it the 10-10-80
plan...the first ‘10’..goes to God’s work and the church you’re a part of. The second 10
percent goes to your savings and investment fund” and the remaining eighty-percent one
allots for living expenses (Hybels Financial). Pritchard’s study supports my findings
about Hybels’ sermonic approach when he counted the number of times Hybels used the
word “friend” in a year’s worth of sermons: “the word ‘friend’ was used 1-7 times [each
sermon] and ‘friends’ 321 times, for an average 7.93 times each talk. This helps shape
the style of communication”(Pritchard 420). Hybels’ understanding comes through the
eyes of a friend, someone who jogs with them, listens to them, and wants the best for
them.

Humor — Hybels also incorporates humor to break down traditional barriers
between the pastor and his congregation as well as strengthening his case for

“humanness.” Hybels’ humor comes in many different shapes and sizes. At times he
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criticizes himself --“A few years ago, I heard one of the best sermons of my life. I didn’t

give the sermon, I said I heard the sermon”(Hybels Jesus at His Best); often times he

criticizes other Willow Creek staff personnel (always followed by a quick “I was only
joking”), and sometimes he displays humor the old fashioned way, personal stories. For
instance, Hybels relates: “...my guys were giving the universal sign and gestures of
disapproval and screaming obscenities, a very colorful group. We’d sail upwind and on
the way downwind they’d start telling jokes, jokes that were way over the moral edge,
but funny, oh golly. Then I’d get a case of the guilties for laughing at them...”(Hybels

One Life at a Time).

Hybels’ humor differs from traditional preachers, because its primary function
seems to be to display his “humanness;” entertainment value is secondary. Through his
humor Hybels hopes to enhance his credibility which differs from traditional pastors who
already had it due to their status in the community. On another occasion Hybels tells the

(13N

story of a great famine in Samaria where food was so scarce that ““ ‘a donkey’s head was
sold for eighty shekels of silver, and a fourth of a kab of dove’s dung for five shekels of
silver.” Order that at a drive-up window sometime”(Hybels Stockpile). Humor allows
Hybels to show that he is human and that pastors do not always take themselves so
seriously.

Vulnerability — Friends share their lives with one another. True friendship mirrors
a tennis match, serve and volley. At times one listens while at other times one needs to

share. Hybels opens himself up so that others know he struggles just like they do,

showing that he is not infallible. For instance, he says, “Friends, I hope you know, I’'m
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not above this fray. I am frighteningly capable of crossing lines and caving in to fear, the
need for approval and so on. I cave in more often than you would think, certainly more
often than I wish I did”(Hybels Power). In Nathaniel Hawthorne’s novel, The Scarlet
Letter, Hester Prynne wore a letter “A” for adultery on her chest because she knew that
divulging her lover, Dimmesdale, the town pastor, would have crushed his credibility.
Today, there are numerous divorced pastors, representing a change in the traditional
plausibility structure that suggested all pastors must be either single or happily married.
Pastors crossing moral and ethical lines still may not be accepted, but Americans today
are far more forgiving than in the past. Motivating by friendship proves more
challenging for pastors because it requires them to give more of themselves. All of these
tenets suggest a shift to a much more personal church. The pastor, not only through his
words but also through his actions, must initiate the “personal” touch.

Motivation by Providing the Best Option

Understanding the current culture, Hybels plays on the consumer mentality of
most Americans and hopes to establish the argument that he has the best “buy” or best
option for them. Contrary to traditional preachers who adhere to the notion “Preach the
Word!...that is where any theology of preaching must begin," Hybels rarely exegetes'
scripture (Duduit 13). Rather, Hybels chooses a pertinent topic and draws support from
scripture to lend credence to his argument. For instance, Hybels believes that when he

talks “openly and without embarrassment about God’s wonderful design for human

' To exegete scripture means to give “an explanation or critical interpretation of the text”(Webster’s Ninth
New Collegiate Dictionary, 1985 ed.).
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sexuality, speaking positively and in a God-glorifying way, that’s big news for many. It
breaks open their stereotypes of dreary Christianity and accusatory preachers”(Hybels
Mastering 90). Don Cousins informs us that, ‘Bill is more of an evangelist/prophet...”
and thus has more of a bent towards topical over traditional expository teaching
(Pritchard 221). Pritchard goes on to say that Hybels’ “method of speaking is focused
upon the goal of changing the audience’s mind and practice about the topic at
hand”(221). Addressing topics, rather than scripture, allows Hybels to focus on broader
interests to push toward what he believes is the “best option” and to keep their attention.
While Hybels refrains from scriptural interpretation as the focus of sermons, he
does often reference scripture to solidify his chosen topic; yet this too is less formally tied
to the text than is the case with traditional preaching. Often Hybels utilizes par