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Mission and Market

The roots of the market idolatry run deep into our history. Wealth changes our logic, our frame of reference. As wealth increases, our dependency upon grace decreases. The availability of financial resources increases our options, gives us a false sense of self-sufficiency and security. 
What we usually mean by secularization has to do not so much with the disappearance of religion but its commodification.3 That is, religion has ceased to be the basic framework through which we as a people view the world and has become another optional commodity in which we participate or which we consume depending upon our choices and desires. 

“The pluralistic situation is above all a market situation. In it religious institutions become consumer commodities. And . . . a good deal of religious activity comes to be dominated by the logic of market economies.”

The market has its place. Every society must have a market system by which persons have access to goods and services. A method of exchange is necessary. There are definite benefits to the market so long as we keep clear that an economy exists to serve people and not the other way around. Of course, there is no “pure” system such as capitalism, socialism, or communism. 
Today’s economies are combinations and modifications of diverse systems. But the dominant system today is free enterprise capitalism built upon consumption, competition, and commodity exchange. The problem is that the market logic shapes more than the market. It shapes our whole world view and thereby becomes god. Whatever our hearts cling to is our god. Whatever shapes our lives, whatever lens through which we view the world and its events, whatever we look to for identity and security and transformation is our god. I contend that consumerism has become the god of the contemporary church and is now the guiding vision of ministry.

The myths or principles that under gird and shape lives, are evidences of our god. What are the underlying myths or tenets of faith of the market as contrasted with the gospel:

1. The market logic presumes scarcity while the gospel presumes abundance when the righteousness of God is present.

2. The market measures worth on the basis of its exchange power, while the gospel measures worth in relationship with God’s gift and call.

3. The market deals in commodities; the gospel focuses on creation and gift.

4. The market depends upon consumption and growth; the gospel depends upon relationships and intrinsic value.

5. The market places prime value on efficiency and measurable results; the gospel places prime value on faithfulness to Jesus Christ.

6. The market runs by exchange; the gospel operates by mutuality and shared gift.

7. The market is driven by self-identified needs; the gospel invites participation in God’s mission.

Leadership in the church

Leadership is now defined in terms of institutional management and advancement, rather than as a serendipity of discipleship of Jesus Christ. God has now become another commodity to be marketed by the church in the market place of ideas and experiences;

No where is this more evident than in the church’s worship. Worship is now a marketing strategy by which persons are recruited to a religious shopping mall called church. The element of transcendence has been replaced with a folksy, feel good, rootless form of entertainment, designed to respond to the self-identified needs of the shopper, looking for ‘meaning’ or ‘purpose’ or ‘community’ or ‘excitement’ or a way to fill up a life already satiated by the market’s ever expanding promise of satisfaction through consumption. Worship shaped and driven by anthropology rather than theology ceases to be worship and becomes a commodity consumed by customers.

Evangelism has become synonymous with marketing and institutional expansion. Rather than the sharing of the gospel of Jesus Christ, crucified and risen, as the Lord and Savior of the cosmos. 
Ministry itself is being transformed into a commodity, exchanged in the religious market.

Competition replaces connection rooted in covenant. Successful ministry is measured by the same standards as success in the corporate world of the market--salary, benefits, upward mobility, ranking with co-workers.

The church’s prophetic witness is an early casualty to the consumerist god. Where are the real religious prophets? Can there be any in a country whose self-image rests on fast, friendly, and guiltless consumption?

Is there an alternative vision? What would a ministry and a church shaped by the gospel look like? The necessity of the question is illustrative of how far we have drifted from the source of the church’s ministry. Only a church adrift has to spend time defining its mission or shaping its vision. But that seems to be where we are.

CHARACTERISTICS OF A CHURCH AND MINISTRY SHAPED BY THE GOSPEL RATHER THAN THE MARKET

Ministry rooted in and shaped by the gospel rather than the market-logic majors in memory. Consumerism causes amnesia and amnesia results in missional anemia. A society or church occupied with consuming forgets its story. If the story is remembered at all, it is used as an advertising tool rather than a source of identity. A church without a memory is a church that has to ask the world, “Who am I?” And its mission is whatever the prevailing culture assigns it. 
Memory of THE STORY of God’s redemptive acts in history and supremely in the life, teachings, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ is essential to the church’s ministry. Church agents and churches who do not know THE STORY are easy prey to the pragmatic promises of prevailing fads and the paralyzing of public praise. We cannot do ministry as though there is nothing between the Book of Acts and today’s church. Therefore, ministers whose ministry is shaped by mission have to know the Bible, church history, and the meaning and history of doctrine. Faithful and creative ways of telling the story are high on the priority of the minister whose ministry is shaped by mission because preserving the collective memory of the community of Christ is part of the church’s mission.

Secondly, the church and ministry built on the foundation of the gospel seeks above all else to LIVE the Jesus story. The pastoral agent whose ministry is shaped by the gospel proclaims ‘Christ in all his offices: prophet, priest, and king. The church is the body of Christ and is to be a visible sign of Christ’s sovereignty over all creation. What does it mean to live the Jesus story in this context?

That is the fundamental and prior question for every community and every member. The church’s future is not secured by strategic planning processes and long-range planning based on demographic studies and marketing surveys. The church with a future is a church that knows who Jesus is, takes with utter seriousness what Jesus says, goes where Jesus goes, does what Jesus does, and loves those whom Jesus loves.

Living the Jesus story sometimes seems foolish and often contradicts the logic of the marketplace. Living the Jesus story means viewing the world through the mind of Christ, seeing everything in light of the cross and resurrection. It is the mind of Christ that shapes ministry, not the forces of the market.

What does it mean to live the Jesus story where you live? Do it and your ministry and church will be transformed, for we obey our way into mission more than we think or reason our way into it. Do what Jesus says to do, go where Jesus goes, and embrace those for whom he died and your ministry will be transformed.

Third: a church and ministry that counters consumerism lives eschatologically. Hope is as essential to identity and mission as memory. We are shaped as much by our expectation as by our memory. Security rooted in upward mobility, financial holdings, cultural favoritism, and preoccupation with institutional structures only exacerbate consumerism’s idolatrous grip on the church. Our security lies in what God has done in Christ, is doing, and shall do. 
Vision statements written for market driven purposes are powerless in confronting the principalities and powers of sin and death dominating this world. Vision rooted in God’s reign of justice, compassion, generosity, and joy is more than vision. It is God’s power coming toward us from out of the future.

Hope, Christian hope, does not come from positive thinking. It is not rooted in anything we do or own or know. Hope lies in what God has done, is doing, and will do! Hope is the assurance that the decisive victory over sin and death has already been won in the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ. We can live the Jesus story because we have been incorporated into it and we know it is the shape of the future.

Fourth, the church or ministry shaped by the gospel points beyond itself to the reign of God and calls laity to vocation as ministry. In a consumer driven and shaped church, the institutional church is treated as ultimate when it is called to be a sign, foretaste, and instrument of that which is Ultimate, the reign of God in Jesus Christ. The church is not the object of God’s mission; it is an instrument of God’s mission. Therefore, the role of laity is not primarily that of serving the institutional needs of the institution, but to be the church in the world where they work and live.

A church and ministry shaped by God’s mission invites laity to be part of what God is doing and where God is doing it. The current practice of locating and building churches by consumerist marketing strategies must be replaced with churches built around missional initiatives and strategies. One radical but necessary component is changing the entire motivation for church membership. Church membership built upon need fulfillment must be countered by an invitation to participate in Christ’s mission. “Going where the people are” is no strategy for church extension, especially when it results in the church acquiescing to racism and classism. Too often “going where the people are” means going where certain people are. “Going where Jesus is and where Jesus goes” means less construction of opulent, capital intensive buildings in the suburbs and returning laity to now empty inner city churches surrounded by marginalized and vulnerable people with whom Jesus so closely identifies that what is done to them is done to him. 
CONCLUSION

We cannot do it within ourselves. To attempt to do so would be to live in accordance with the market’s logic of self-sufficiency. Our hope, however, lies outside market forces. Our hope lies in what God has done, is doing, and shall do. THE STORY that shapes the church includes the assurance that the decisive victory over the principalities and powers of this world has already been won. In Jesus Christ God took on the forces of sin and death and in the Crucifixion and Resurrection God delivered a foretaste of the future. God’s reign will come to completion and it will look like Jesus Christ. We, therefore, can confront the pervasive forces of consumerism and live the Jesus Story with hope and confidence.
In so doing, the church will be a sign, foretaste, and instrument of God’s mission, rather than the market! May it be so today where you live and minister!

(Source: Hickman Lecture, Duke Divinity School: Kenneth L. Carder)
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