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COVER STORY:

Megachurches
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http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/week948/cover.html

BOB ABERNETHY anchor: A special report today -- an update on megachurches, the huge
evangelical, often nondenominational, Protestant places of worship with 2,000 or more
members. Their numbers have doubled in the last five years from 600 to 1,200 nationwide.
And now, more and more, a single church may become a megachurch by having branches at
several locations. Judy Valente reports.

UNIDENTIFIED PASTOR #1: | want you to shout out as we begin to worship our God today.

JUDY VALENTE: Willow Creek Community Church outside Chicago -- the stereotypical
megachurch, one of the oldest and best known. Twenty-thousand people attend the various
services each week.

UNIDENTIFIED WOMAN #1: Good morning, New Life Community Church.

VALENTE: Some 20 miles away, in Chicago, New Life Community Church. This congregation
itself is small, but it's only one of several worship sites that New Life has around the city. Total
membership is 2,500.

VOICE OF UNIDENTIFIED PASTOR #2: Good morning, New Life Community Church! How are
you guys going this morning? Are you guys ready to worship the Lord?

VALENTE: Multi-site congregations like New Life are growing. The main church, with services

in both English and Spanish, is housed in what used to be a manufacturing plant on the city's

southwest side. New Life has gone from this one location to eight locations in just the past five
years. Each site has its own pastor.

Reverend JOHN PALMIERI (Pastor, New Life Community Church): There'll be churches that
are struggling, going through difficulty, the doors are almost ready to close, and they'll touch
bases with us -- this has happened in the past -- and say, "Hey, can you do ministry here?"

VALENTE: Megachurches today are not necessarily what they have long been portrayed as --
huge campuses, a homogeneous congregation packed with political conservatives seeking an
entertaining form of worship and largely unconcerned with the community around them.

They come in all sizes and shapes, and the megachurch phenomenon shows no sign of slowing
down.

Dr. SCOTT THUMMA (Hartford Institute for Religion Research): Americans are getting much
more comfortable with thinking of religion in this super-size, in this large scale.

VALENTE: In a survey by the Hartford Institute for Religion Research, Scott Thumma, who
specializes in the study of megachurches, found that the most widely held beliefs about them
"could not be further from the truth.”

Bishop T.D. JAKES (Preaching): And the preachers and the leaders of religious institutions lift
up holy heads and call on the name of our God.

VALENTE: Dynamic, visionary pastors remain a driving force in megachurches. In Chicago, the
goal of New Life Church founder Mark Jobe is to bring in one percent of Chicago's population --
30,000 people.

A key factor in megachurch growth is the ability to respond to changes in public taste, for
example, in music or manner of preaching -- in part because the largest percentage of them
are nondenominational. Most have changed their worship style over the years.

Dr. THUMMA: An independent, nondenominational congregation can invent itself, in a way. A
Southern Baptist church has to follow some traditions, or specifically United Methodist or
Presbyterian church has to follow a very clear form of organization and worship style.
VALENTE: These congregations have become more racially and ethnically diverse than before,
partly because of their sheer size and partly because they have made an effort to be so. The
Hartford Institute estimates one-third of these worshippers are people getting established in a
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new community. Another third are coming from no faith tradition, and a third have come from
other faith traditions or smaller congregations.

UNIDENTIFIED WOMAN #2: | was just reaching out for comfort, where | wasn't getting
comforted at my church.

From Church Play: UNIDENTIFIED ACTRESS: Why don't you go sit?
From Church Play: UNIDENTIFIED ACTOR: Me?
From Church Play: UNIDENTIFIED ACTRESS: Yeah. You don't have to say anything, just sit.

VALENTE: Brief dramatic presentations are a way that some congregations have tried to draw
their worshippers into the message. Critics have branded services like this "Christianity-lite."
But Scott Thumma disagrees.

Dr. THUMMA: When you begin to look at what these congregations teach, you find a very rich,
a very orthodox, and a very serious Christianity that requires considerable commitment on the
part of the attenders.

UNIDENTIFIED PASTOR #3 (at pastors' meeting): So let's just kind of run through some of
the points here.

VALENTE: On Monday mornings, pastors from the eight New Life worship sites meet to plan
the subject of the next week's sermon. They are young. Some are not ordained but have been
promoted through the ranks of the worshippers. The upcoming sermons will contain a single
idea delivered as each pastor sees fit.

Rev. PALMIERI: We don't just come out with a canned sermon and regurgitate it on a Sunday
morning. We add our own flavor, our own personality, our own passion to those messages. So it
could sound different, but it's the same message.

UNIDENTIFIED PASTOR #3 (to congregation): Whatever else you're reading in the Bible, let
me encourage you the next two weeks [to] read John, chapter four. Read it everyday, and
you'll be amazed at how much better you understand it.

VALENTE (to UNIDENTIFIED MAN #3): What have you found here that's spiritually nourishing
for you?

UNIDENTIFIED MAN #3: It's real. It's not fake. They take the Bible for the Bible. They don't
make anything up. And it's really -- | feel confident when I come here, | know when the
pastor's going to open up the book he's going to read from the book, and | feel confident that
he's reading God's word.

UNIDENTIFIED MAN #4 (at Bible study): We just want to keep praying for the couples who
are in our lives, who obviously need, you know, they just -- they just need Jesus, you know.

VALENTE: Like other megachurches, New Life has scores of small groups which meet in homes
or church buildings for Bible study. This one is for couples.

UNIDENTIFIED MAN #4 (at Bible study): We have a lot of people who are believers that
come to the church, but they've never invited Jesus into their marriage.

VALENTE: People can feel lost in huge congregations. Little meetings like this provide a sense
of community.

Dr. THUMMA: It's absolutely critical for a megachurch to find ways to tie people together in
small, intimate gatherings. You can't maintain a healthy congregation only leaving it to the
worship time, only to have a mass gathering of several thousand.

Rev. PALMIERI: The ministry demands that it's very relevant -- relevant preaching, relevant
ministry that occurs within the context of small groups: How does this affect my life today?

UNIDENTIFIED WOMAN #3: The trauma that | went through was so painful, to lose my best
friend, my husband.

VALENTE: Here, community outreach -- a healing and recovery group for women. They have
been meeting over a period of weeks.

UNIDENTIFIED WOMAN #3: And God says these women that are here -- Vicki, Kim, Gloria --
you know, their testimony, as | said, you can get through this, and thank God for sisterhood.
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VALENTE: Another group -- recovering addicts. Roger Cadena had been an alcoholic, also
hooked on cocaine.

ROGER CADENA: You come as you are, with all your dirty baggage. You just come in. You
come as you are, and let God do the healing.

UNIDENTIFIED PASTOR #4 (to teens): We'll be going to the Red Lake Nation of Chippewa
Indians.

VALENTE: The size of megachurches has enabled them to provide all kinds of outreach. This
group of teens from New Life is about to spend a week working on an impoverished Indian
reservation, and the church has raised money for the tribe.

UNIDENTIFIED PASTOR #4 (to teens): We've raised around $23,000 and have a couple
thousand to go.

VALENTE: New Life is not wealthy, as megachurches go. But within a week of Hurricane
Katrina it had sent seven truckloads of supplies into Mississippi -- another manifestation of the
new megachurch.

Dr. THUMMA: They're changing immensely in especially the last decade, taking to heart,
again, some of the criticisms, such as, you know, they're not really participating with others,
and they're not really fully using the resources that they have to meet the needs of those folks
who are most in need of that.

(from Mark Jobe Radio Show): Coming to you from Chicago with pastor-teacher Mark Jobe.

VALENTE: Pastor Mark Jobe has his own radio show, as do half of all megachurch pastors. A
third have television programs, and almost all of them have Web sites with streaming video.

Pastor RICK WARREN: THE PURPOSE-DRIVEN LIFE is not a self-help philosophy.

VALENTE: Their best-selling books have spread the word, giving pastors like Rick Warren the
status of a superstar.

Dr. THUMMA: They also do it by empowering their individual members, who are excited and
fulfilled being there, to go out and tell their friends and bring in their friends.

VALENTE: In fact, those megachurches that have grown the fastest report almost two-thirds
of their members are involved in outreach and evangelizing their friends, family and neighbors.

UNIDENTIFIED WOMAN #2: She just said it was a community-based church that really took
people in and made you feel like home.

UNIDENTIFIED WOMAN #4: We decided to come, and it's great because my children can get
involved, and they can really be part of a Christian community that's really right around their
home.

UNIDENTIFIED PASTOR #5: The reality is that if you are born once, only once, you die twice.
But if you are born twice, you only die once.

VALENTE: The big congregations tend to be conservative, but most say they are not politically
active. Abortion and same-sex marriage are discussed as moral, not political issues. The
leaders at New Life say they have no political agenda.

Rev. PALMIERI: We're interested in changing the spiritual landscape of the city of Chicago.
And we believe that when we change the spiritual landscape of the city of Chicago, that the
chips will fall where they may. And, of course, it will affect politics and all that kind of thing.
But we never talk about that stuff.

Reverend MARK JOBE (Senior Pastor and Founder, New Life Community Church): May you
grace us with your presence as we walk, as we talk, as we interact with others, God. | pray we
be contagious, Lord.

VALENTE: Those who study megachurches are reluctant to look too far into the future. While
some large congregations may not survive the retirement of their charismatic leaders, others
continue to attract and keep people, including -- perhaps most importantly -- young people.

For RELIGION & ETHICS NEWSWEEKLY, this is Judy Valente in Chicago.
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