
that puts their own needs first…simplistic sermonizing need not automatically follow when churches
become so obsessed with gaining and keeping members that they modify every aspect of religious life
within reach, including worship, to account for contemporary taste. But, then again, once popular
taste rules, there are no barriers to the success of a book as focused on individuals and their desire for
material success and personal recovery as The Prayer of Jabez. Worship in evangelical America may
serve many needs, but otherworldly reverence is unlikely to be one of them, so determined are these
churches to respond to the everyday concerns of those who attend them.6

SCRATCHING THE MULTITUDINOUS ITCHING EARS

Television, publishing, political campaigning, education, self-help
advice—all increasingly tell Americans what they already want to hear.

Religion, it would seem, should now be added to that list.
Alan Wolfe7

In words compellingly consistent with another major theme of this book, Professor Wolfe puts a
well-aimed bullet into the very heart of contemporary American religion:

American religion survives and even flourishes not so much because it instructs people in the right
ways to honor God but because people have taken so many aspects of religion into their own hands.
Because evangelicals describe themselves, and are described by others, as conservative Protestants, the
increasing popularity of their worship styles ought to mean a return to the fiery preaching of
Jonathan Edwards. But those who fear the consequences for the United States of a return to strong
religious belief should not be fooled by evangelicalism’s rapid growth. On the contrary, evangelical-
ism’s popularity is due as much to its populistic and democratic urges—its determination to find out
exactly what believers want and to offer it to them—as it is to certainties of the faith. The biggest
challenge posed to American society by the popularity of megachurches and other forms of growth-
oriented Protestantism is not bigotry but bathos. Television, publishing, political campaigning, edu-
cation, self-help advice—all increasingly tell Americans what they already want to hear. Religion, it
would seem, should now be added to that list.8

There is of course a biblical phrasing for this phenomenon—the “itching ears.” A multitude of
ministers, teachers, and sundry religious figures are ever eager to scratch them. Though some would
read Professor Wolfe’s indictment and my affirmation as surely not applying to them, it likely
would—the only differences would be in the doctrinal slant. Each perceives its position and message
as the true and correct one, but most are, in some significant way, at variance with the actual life and
teachings of Christ.
Christ’s example and his message are so challenging that some professing Christians in every gen-

eration have sought doctrinally “acceptable” ways to ameliorate the impact on their lives. But perhaps
nowhere and in no time has that dilution been more ubiquitous and creative than in the twentieth-
and twenty-first-century church in America. Each denomination, each group, each sect, tends to focus
on the sins it has deemed offenses worthy of rebuke, while carefully overlooking others for which they
themselves may be culpable. That many of these offenses are often sins of omission makes them no
less sinful—just easier to ignore.
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To be sure, some ministers and religious leaders do, from time to time, say that which their
charges—and certainly the broader culture—would not want to hear. But those forays into the dan-
gerous ground of courage and commitment—and true leadership—are, by comparison, few and limited.
Modern American preaching, Protestant and Catholic—with some notable and worthy exceptions—
is significant by and large for what is not said, rather than what is said.
The certainty of this failure—and the moral responsibility that goes with it—is so great that, were

John the Baptist alive today—the man whom Jesus declared “the greatest man ever born” (Luke 7:28)
—he would undoubtedly be treated as leprous and ostracized by most Western religious leaders and
most churches, Catholic and Protestant. His message of self-sacrifice and complete rejection of the
culture’s values would be regarded as radical and untenable. That he was ostracized by the religious
leaders of his day should be a jarring juxtaposition for the modern Western church. John would not
countenance any degree of what Professor Wolfe refers to as Americans “practicing their faith in ways
so personal and individualistic that their practices blend seamlessly into the culture around them.”9

SERVING GOD BY THE NUMBERS

I take what is worldly, and baptize it.
Dr. H. Edwin Young10

Professor Wolfe then notes evidence of a different kind of church vigor that is much more com-
mon in the church in America: “…the organizational life of the churches seemed healthy enough.
The churches themselves were, in many cases, ‘imposing structures of stone and brick’.”11

A manifestation of the materialism of the culture having infiltrated the church, of Sorokin’s “colos-
salism,” and Toynbee’s “ad hoc stratagem for the true creative process,” this is how the church is
responding to the civilization’s crisis, rather than through the true “creative process” modeled and taught
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Lakewood Church. Another illustration of pan-
dering to the “itching ears” with the health,
wealth, happiness, and prosperity gospel, this
church’s popularity, in the words of Professor
Wolfe “is due as much to its…determination to
find out exactly what believers want and to
offer it to them—as it is to certainties of the
faith. The biggest challenge posed to American
society by the popularity of megachurches and
other forms of growth-oriented Protestantism is
not bigotry but bathos. Television, publishing,
political campaigning, education, self-help
advice—all increasingly tell Americans what
they already want to hear. Religion, it would
seem, should now be added to that list.”

Lakewood Church in Texas


