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Why We Love the Church: 
In Praise of Institutions and Organized Religion 

Kevin DeYoung and Ted Kluck 
 
 

 After reading both introductions and the first two chapters, I’d characterize 
this book as an irenic polemic and an energetic apologia.  The title is a dead 
give-away: these guys want to counter the current round of church-bashing and 
speak in defense of a way of being and doing church that looks more like what 
church has been like the last few centuries.  In the course of doing this, they 
aren’t afraid to name names, quote quotes, point out flaws and poke a little fun.  
Yet they are not so proud as to ignore the valid points made by the people they 
are criticizing, and humble enough to admit the shortcomings in their church and 
other churches. 
 Kevin DeYoung is a pastor and writes from a more intellectual 
perspective.  He writes one of the introductions, four of the chapters, and one of 
the conclusions.  As he puts it, his contributions tend to have more footnotes.  In 
his introduction, he points out that Christ and the church go together.  You don’t 
think of a head without a body, a basement (foundation) without a house, or a 
great friend who hates your wife.  He groups the objections people have to 
“church as usual” into four categories, which will be the subjects of the four 
chapters he will write.  Those objections are missiological, personal, historical 
and theological. 
 Ted Kluck is a sportswriter who attends the church DeYoung pastors.  He 
was also the coauthor, with DeYoung, of Why We’re Not Emergent.  In his 
introduction he says that he also likes church and doesn’t like the recent books 
by people who say they don’t like church. 
 In the first couple chapters, DeYoung and Kluck answer those who object 
to the church on missiological grounds (many in “emergent/missional” circles).  (It 
is interesting to read this chapter one day after finishing The Tangible Kingdom.)  
In the beginning of his chapter, DeYoung makes a case that the church in 
America is not as bad off as some may make it sound.  He notes that something 
like 100 million people attend church at least once a month.  And, while it is true 
that the percentage of people who attend church overall is not keeping pace with 
population growth, it is true that the number of people attending evangelical 
churches is the same in 2005 as it was in 1992.  So while there is room for 
improvement, he does not see the dire emergency that many in the missional 
circles see. 
 I think this is a very important issue to think through.  First, I think we need 
to be realistic about what the numbers say and don’t say.  I think DeYoung’s 
summary of statistics is helpful.  More detailed and current is Ed Stetzer’s 
summary of several recent “religious life in America” surveys and studies (see 
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2010/january/21.34.html).  The bottom line 
seems to be that 10-12% of the population identifies themselves as evangelical, 
with somewhere between a third to half the population having some tangible, 
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regular connection to Christian churches.  My opinion is that these numbers are 
not high enough; but they don’t seem to be significantly worse than they have 
been at other times in the past 100 years or so (especially for evangelical 
churches).  So while we need to do better, we’re not doing drastically worse than 
a generation or two ago.   

Is there a crisis?  That depends how you define that term.  If by “crisis” we 
mean that up to 90% of our county is disconnected on a regular basis from a 
Biblically adequate representation of Christianity, then yes, we have a crisis.  If 
by “crisis” we mean that we are doing a much worse job reaching our country 
than we have in our recent history, or that the church in America is in danger of 
vanishing in the immediate future; then no, we don’t have a crisis.  (Just for the 
record, I think we do have a crisis, based on the first definition.) 
 The more radically we see a crisis in the second sense (suddenly doing 
worse than before), the more radical we will see the cure that needs to be 
effected.  I also think that context make a big difference: if we are in a reasonably 
healthy church which is having a noticeably positive effect in its community, and 
we are seeing non-Christians come to faith, then we’ll probably see the need for 
radical change less clearly.  If our experience has been in unhealthy churches 
which are inward focused and aren’t making a difference and aren’t seeing 
conversions, and if we have non-Christians friends who would not like to come to 
the church we’re a part of, we’ll probably see the need for radical change more 
compellingly. 
 After questioning the severity of the crisis, DeYoung goes on to ask some 
questions.  Even if the church is declining, is that evidence that we are doing 
something wrong?  Where is our evidence from Scripture that numerical growth 
is our sign of health and success?  I like the alternate way he frames the 
question.  Rather than, “What are we doing wrong?”, he asks, “Are we getting in 
the way of the gospel?” (p. 32)  This puts the issue in the right context.  We can 
do things to obscure the gospel, put barriers in the way of people that make it 
harder for them to believe, etc.  Any of these barriers we identify must be torn 
down. 
 DeYoung presents a list of other questions we should ask, assuming the 
crisis scenario is correct: 
 

• Are we believing the gospel? 

• Are we relying on the power of the gospel? 

• Are we getting the gospel out? 

• Are we getting the gospel right? 

• Are we adorning the gospel with good works? 

• Are we praying for the work of the gospel? 

• Are we training up our children in the gospel? 

• Are we trusting God’s sovereignty in the gospel? 
 

I think these are good questions to ask.  I think the question, “Are we 
getting the gospel right?” is significant.  Some of the surveys Stetzer summaries 
also show that even among those identifying themselves as evangelicals, many 
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do not really believe or understand core doctrines.  That can’t be helping our 
cause any. 
 Also significant is the question about “adorning the gospel with good 
works.”  I do think the church at large has an image problem which does present 
a barrier to people hearing what we have to say.  (Along these lines, I think what 
Halter and Smay said about “posture” is valid and important.)  While this is true 
on a “macro” scale, I think it all too often is true individually, as well.  Is the 
gospel making a difference in our lives?  In how we live and act?  In how we treat 
the people around us?  If not, why would others be attracted to it? 
 The question about God’s sovereignty is what you would expect from a 
conservative, Reformed pastor.  I’ll just add the standard caution that trusting in 
God’s sovereignty can’t become an excuse for passivity. 
 To DeYoung’s list of questions I would add another.  Are we seeing the 
power of God demonstrated in our gatherings and lives (Acts 2:44)? 
 After these questions, DeYoung offers a more detailed critique of the 
missional agenda.  He takes issue with the idea that the church’s mission is to 
adequately expressed in social, rather than spiritual, terms.  After all, what 
separates the church from other institutions isn’t our social activism but our 
“commitment, above all else, to knowing and making known Christ and Him 
crucified.” (p. 45) 
 He also questions the purpose of the church.  Is it global or cultural 
transformation, as he sees missional types advocating?  He makes a case that 
“the concerns of the New Testament seem to have little to do with explicit 
community transformation.” (p. 39)  This is a thought I had as I heard Halter and 
Smay making these kinds of assertions, and I really appreciated DeYoung’s 
comments along these lines. 
 He goes on to make a plea for more careful reflection on the difference 
between the responsibility of the church’s calling and the individual Christian’s 
calling.  He also points out that for all the things the church isn’t doing or should 
be doing, it’s doing a lot, and our country would be worse off absent our 
churches.  “Dull church budgets, pimply missions trips, traditional Christmas 
offerings, and a hundred other programs our churches do year after boring year 
all help people near and far.” (p. 42) 
 Furthermore, in addition to what churches do corporately and 
programmatically, he also wants to credit the work that the members of those 
churches do to contribute to their communities. 
 He cautions against getting caught up in advocating for “trendy” issues, or 
issues on which we don’t really differ from the world around us (global warming, 
sex trafficking, etc.).  We also need to be vocal about issues which will make us 
unpopular with those around us (pro-life, sexuality issues, etc.). 
 DeYoung summarizes his view on the purpose and priority of the church in 
this way: “It seems to me that proclaiming this message of redemption is the 
main mission of the church, even more than partnering with God to change the 
world through humanitarian relief and global activism.” (p. 45) 
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 As he concludes this section of his chapter, he quotes Dan Kimball at 
length.  The whole quote on pp. 45-47 is worth a careful read; here are some of 
my personal highlights from it: 
 

Some say that creating better programs, preaching and worship services 
so people “come to us” isn’t going to cut it anymore.  But here’s my 
dilemma – I see no evidence to verify this claim. . . . I just wish that the 
missional church would be slow to criticize “attractional” churches that are 
making a measurable impact. . . . I am passionate about Jesus-centered 
disciples being made.  And, surprisingly, I find in many large, attractional 
churches, they are. . . . When you study these churches and hear the 
actual stories of people who have trusted in Jesus, you find that the 
attraction for the unchurched was not the programs or music.  It was the 
Spirit of God in the lives of Christians who are part of these churches. . . . 
Where are new disciples being made?  Where are healthy disciples being 
grown?  I hope and pray that we won’t criticize other forms of church who 
are seeing new disciples being made.  I would rather be a part of a Christ-
centered church of any size full of “attractional” programs where people 
are coming to know Jesus as Savior than part of a church that uses 
“missional” language but people are not coming to know Jesus as Savior. 

 
 DeYoung concludes his chapter with an appeal to recover the core 
message of the gospel, which has to do with conversion and regeneration.  In the 
course of his comments, he notes that we are not called to build the Kingdom of 
God.  Rather, verbs associated with the Kingdom are “enter, seek, announce, 
see, receive, look, come into and inherit.” (p. 49)  So, DeYoung says, we can 
announce the Kingdom, and pray for the Kingdom to come, and hopefully be 
brought into the Kingdom, but should not try to build the Kingdom.  As a pastor 
on staff at a church which has as part of its mission statement “to advance His 
Kingdom”, I had to think about this a bit.  In response, I would say two things. 
 First, as Dallas Willard and others have pointed out, the gospel Jesus 
proclaimed was the gospel of the Kingdom.  So yes, conversion and regeneration 
are hugely important.  As Jesus said in John 3, no one can see the Kingdom 
unless he is born again, nor enter the Kingdom unless he is born of water and of 
the Spirit.  So we cannot have an authentic gospel message unless we are 
talking about conversion and regeneration (and all that’s included in those 
concepts – sin, atonement, justification, wrath, holiness, heaven, hell, grace, 
forgiveness, mercy, and for the sake of the authors’ Reformed sensibilities I’ll 
even throw in election).  In this I agree with DeYoung.  However, it almost seems 
to me that he is content to stop at conversion and regeneration, and there is a lot 
more to the gospel than just that.  Once we have entered the Kingdom, what 
then? 
 Second, when I think of our mission statement, and when I think of what 
we should “do” related to the Kingdom, I think in terms of proclaiming and 
demonstrating the Kingdom.  Jesus proclaimed the Kingdom; he commissioned 
his disciples to do this; and I don’t think it’s a stretch to think that he wants us to 
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do this, too.  Proclamation of the Kingdom in Jesus’ ministry and the disciples’ 
ministry was accompanied by demonstrations of the Kingdom (healing, miracles, 
deliverance, etc.).  There is a way in which we could talk about building or 
advancing the Kingdom which would be inappropriate: if we thought of this in 
terms of our own efforts accomplishing it, or if we though of the Kingdom in only 
earthly terms.  But when I think about working to advance the Kingdom, I think of 
sharing in the ministry of Jesus, proclaiming to people that a new way of 
experiencing God and relating to him is possible, and demonstrating in the power 
of the Spirit the reality of that Kingdom breaking into our world.  This is activity in 
which we are totally dependent of God; we cannot advance the Kingdom by 
ourselves.  And even in working to this end, we realize that the Kingdom will not 
fully come until Jesus returns.  Further, I think that while we can and will see the 
Kingdom experienced in individuals’ lives, and hopefully to some degree in our 
churches, I do not think the Bible gives us much hope that we will see society at 
large transformed to operate by Kingdom principles.  So I can agree with the gist 
of what DeYoung is saying, and with him disagree with the inappropriate ways 
others speak of building the Kingdom, while still passionately working to advance 
the Kingdom as I understand “advance” and “Kingdom.” 
 In his companion chapter, Kluck takes a more anecdotal approach to the 
same kinds of issues.  He notes that many critiques of the church come in the 
form of memoirs or on-the-road stories, and that while “many of these books are 
supposed to tell us that ‘community’ is the answer, and individualism is bad . . . at 
the end of the day these books are largely about the individual and his or her 
discoveries.” (p. 57)  Throughout the chapter he makes several jabs at the idea 
of church presented in George Barna’s Revolution and Leonard Sweet’s The 
Gospel According to Starbuck’s.  To put it mildly, he is skeptical that real church 
can happen on a golf course or at a coffee shop. 
 He is honest about some of the reasons he finds it hard to go to church; 
but he also notes, “I, for one, am thankful I go to a church that isn’t trying to be 
like my coffeeshop.  I’m glad that someone cares enough about the gospel to 
preach it to me in a powerful and convincing way.” (p. 69)  He also says, “For 
myself, at least, I need church.  I need the structure . . .”  I agree.  On this 
sabbatical I’ve been released from the expectation that I will be at the same 
church two or three services every Sunday.  I’ve gone to Risen King a couple of 
times (for just one service, thank you very much), to the Stirring three times, to 
Redding Christian Fellowship once, to Bethel once, and there have been a few 
Sundays (when I have been sick or out of town) when I have not gone to church 
at all.  As this season draws to a close, I find myself echoing Kluck on this.  I 
need the structure of worshipping with the same people in the same place every 
Sunday.  It is better for my soul, for my spiritual formation into the image of 
Christ, to be a part of a church than not.  And beyond this (as Kluck goes on to 
say, too), I need the additional structures of small groups and accountability 
relationships. 
 
 The next two chapters cover the second kind of objection DeYoung and 
Kluck hear to church, which is the personal.  DeYoung starts his chapter by 
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summarizing many of the critiques that have been leveled against the church in 
recent years, and says that “everyone of these judgments is right – somewhere 
and some of the time.” (p. 74)  While he repeatedly admits that we should be 
quick to notice ways in which we fall short of being the churches God wants us to 
be, and repent when we become aware of those shortcomings, he does offer 
some responses to those who offer these criticisms and see them as a reason for 
leaving the church. 
 He groups these criticisms under two categories: outsider perceptions and 
insider angst.  To claims that young people don’t like the church, he contends 
that this may be as much a generational factor as anything else (since at least 
the 1960’s young people have said they don’t like most institutions, including the 
church).  To claims that people like Jesus but not the church, he responds that 
the Jesus they like is probably not the real Jesus (who called people to 
repentance, died because of their sin, etc.).   

He also makes a point that perceptions are not reality.  He quotes II 
Corinthians 4:4 in this regard (“The god of this age has blinded the minds of 
unbelievers”).  Additionally, there is a natural offense to the gospel; we are 
making the claim that you do not get to be Lord of your life; we are saying that 
some things are wrong, even if you really like doing them.  And there is a real 
Enemy who does not want people to come to salvation, and who is working to 
distort their perceptions in order to keep them enslaved.  So while we should not 
uncritically reject every external criticism, we should not uncritically accept them 
all, either.  Some may simply not be true or well-founded. 

This leads into his next train of thought, which is that we should expect to 
be disliked to some extent.  In fact, “we should not assume we have failed just 
because outsiders dislike us.” (p. 80)  Jesus said the world would think we were 
so cool that they just had to be a part of what we were all about, and that as a 
result society would be transformed as people were irresistibly drawn to us.  Oh 
wait . . . he said that the world would hate us because it hated him, and that in 
this world we will have tribulation.   

It is true that individuals were drawn to Jesus, and that he was able to 
confront them on sin and call them to repentance in a way that was “attractive” 
and loving.  But while individuals were won over by Jesus and later by his 
disciples, the world as a whole has hated and will continue to hate Jesus and all 
who represent him.  In fact, as DeYoung also points out, if the world liked 
everything about us, that would probably be an indicator we’re doing something 
wrong.  “At other times, our lack of an image problem has been just as damning.” 
(p. 81)  Could it be that “in our self-esteem-oriented, easily offended, suffering-
averse world . . . the church is too eager to be liked”? (pp. 80-81) 

DeYoung goes on to address insider angst.  He summarizes criticisms 
under this heading in five categories: 

 
1. They think church is boring. 
2. They are tired of the outdated Christian subculture.  DeYoung 

contends that 20 years ago we tried so hard to be relevant that 
we’re paying the price now as a new generation doesn’t like to do 
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things we way they were done in 1990.  This may be true, but the 
answer may not be to do things the way we did them 500 years ago 
so that no one is happy (not sure this is what DeYoung is 
suggesting).  I’m also not sure the answer is to provide a style of 
worship that fits each identifiable demographic perfectly; otherwise 
we would need to have almost as many worship services as people 
in the church. 

3. They hate the megachurch. 
4. They feel like church is abusive.  I think that DeYoung is not right in 

equating the spiritual abuse people decry with proper exercise of 
spiritual authority and maintaining absolute moral standards.  
Perhaps this is true for some people, and even for some of the 
people DeYoung is addressing.  But there is such a thing as 
spiritual abuse that goes way beyond anything a godly leader or 
church should be a part of. 

5. They think the church is inauthentic. 
 
In response, DeYoung asks four questions.  First he asks, “Are you 

rejecting the church or the faith?” (p. 85) He notes that authors such as William 
P. Young, Spencer Burke, and Jim Palmer have embraced versions of 
“Christianity” that fall far short of the truth. 

Second, he asks, “Are you trying to have your cake and eat it, too?” (p. 
87)  One example he gives is of people who leave the institutional church but 
then give to and work at nonprofit or parachurch organizations which are by 
necessity just as institutional as the churches they left.  Of course, he observes, 
“Consistency is not a postmodern virtue.” (p. 87)  He goes on to make a series of 
pointed observations: 

 
The church-is-lame crowd hates Constantine and notions of 

Christendom, but they want the church to be a patron of the arts, and run 
after-school programs, and bring the world together in peace and love.  
They bemoan the over-programmed church, but think of a hundred 
complex, resource-hungry things the church should be doing.  They don’t 
like the church because it is too hierarchal, but then hate it when it has 
poor leadership. . . . They want the church to know that its reputation with 
outsiders is terrible, but then are critical when the church is too concerned 
with appearances.  They chide the church for not doing more to address 
social problems, but then complain when the church gets too political.  
They are critical of the lack of community in the church, but then want 
services that allow for individualized worship experiences.  They want 
leaders with vision, but don’t want anyone to tell them what to do or how to 
think.  They want a church where the people really know each other and 
care for each other, but then they complain the church today is an isolated 
country club, only interested in catering to its own members. (pp. 87-88) 
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Third, he asks, “Are you making an idol out of authenticity?”  His point is 
that what sometimes passes for authenticity is “a convenient cover for endless 
introspection, doubt, uncertainty, anger, and worldliness” (p. 89).  Those who are 
struggling with the church and their faith also unfairly criticize those who are 
actually enjoying God, church, the Bible, and their Christian experience. 

Fourth, he asks, “Are you repeating the mistakes of a previous 
generation?”  He notes that if you are having a hard time with church, the 
problem may not be with church, and the answer may not be leaving the church. 

 
What if your difficulty with church is God’s means of sanctifying you and 
the church, instead of separating you?  What if we aren’t always the best 
judge of what will help us most in “living like Jesus”? . . . What if we need 
something to guide us that is more sophisticated, more sure, and less 
subjective that our own “freedom filters”?  And what makes us think that 
after two thousand years of institutional church, Christians are suddenly 
free to jettison the church and try things on their own? (p. 91)   
 
He offers as a case in point the Jesus People movement, notes many of 

the shortcomings of it (theological weakness, susceptible to personality cults, 
communes that didn’t work out like people thought they would), and concludes 
that “most in the Jesus People movement eventually faded back into the church, 
and a few left Christianity completely.” (p. 92)  

I don’t know that this example best makes the point he wants it to.  For 
example, many from the Jesus People movement did not meekly “fade back into 
the church,” but pioneered new church expressions like the Calvary Chapel and 
Vineyard movements.  The answer for them was not to leave church altogether, 
nor to sheepishly return to the churches they left, but to reform and renew church 
to reach a new generation.  So perhaps their example is a good one for us to 
take to heart – just not in the way DeYoung intends. 

In his chapter, Kluck reflects on a pastors’ conference he was a part of at 
Moody Bible Institute and a blog exchange he had with John Marks and Craig 
Detweiler.  From the pastors’ conference, he came away with a renewed 
excitement for expository preaching and an appreciation for pastors who are 
theologically conservative but aren’t afraid to look honestly at the shortcomings of 
their churches.  From his internet exchanges with Marks and Detweiler (an 
atheist and Christian, respectively, whose exchanges comprise the movie Purple 
State of Mind), he took away the conviction that Christians should make more 
spirited and direct defenses of our faith, especially when specifically pressed by 
those who disagree with us.  He saw Detweiler’s responses to Marks in the film 
to be too passive and accommodating.   

Detweiler’s response to Kluck’s criticism was that he was wanting to win a 
hearing and build a relationship by not alienating people he disagrees with.  
Marks appreciated this approach and found it a refreshing change from many 
other Christians he has observed.  Kluck’s perspective seemed to be that there is 
no point to having a conversation about what we believe if we aren’t willing to 
state clearly and with conviction what we actually believe. 
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Not having seen the film (or frankly having any desire to do so), I can’t 
offer my independent and obviously correct evaluation.  Still, I can’t help thinking 
they both have a point (Detweiler and Kluck).  Isn’t there a way to maintain a 
relationship, to demonstrate love and acceptance of a person, while still being 
clear on what we believe and why?  To come, as Jesus did, “full of grace and 
truth” (John 1:14b)?  And to “speak the truth in love”, as Paul urged (Eph. 4:15)? 
 
 In the fifth chapter, DeYoung addresses historical objections to church as 
we know it.  He specifically addresses many of the ideas and assertions made in 
Pagan Christianity by Frank Viola and George Barna. 
 First, he notes that many restorationist thinkers are guilty of what he calls 
“historical hubris.”  He observes, “It is an all-too-common source of pride among 
evangelicals to think that they are going to be the first ones to be free from all the 
stains of history and to get right back to the first century.” (p. 116) 
 DeYoung then goes on to summarize and address two main criticisms 
from restorationists like Viola.  The first has to do with church buildings; basically 
that they are bad and hinder us from being the church.  DeYoung brings some 
good historical perspective into this discussion.  First, while it is true that early 
Christians met in homes, Roman homes could provide space for up to a hundred 
people.  So “house church” didn’t necessarily mean “small church.”  Also, early 
Christians didn’t just meet in houses.  They met in other places, including larger 
meeting places like Solomon’s portico and the lecture hall of Tyrannus.  There is 
archeological evidence of one house that was remodeled to serve as a Christian 
meeting place.   
 I think DeYoung summarizes it well: “The whole conversation about 
church buildings is much ado about nothing.  You have to meet somewhere.” (p. 
121)  I think it is interesting that as soon as Christians were able, they built 
dedicated worship spaces.  The same people who weathered the persecution 
under Domitian and had presumably met in houses were just a couple decades 
later building buildings and enjoying being able to worship freely.  Did they 
become radically less spiritual in those few years? 
 The second objection DeYoung answers has to do with structure vs. 
spontaneity in worship services.  Again he brings in some good historical 
perspective.  He notes that while I Corinthians 14 is often held up as the model 
for spontaneous worship, there are other passages that also talk about what is 
supposed to happen when we gather, and that Paul actually wrote what he did in 
I Corinthians 14 because the services in Corinth were too spontaneous and 
needed more structure.  He also makes this observation: “[W]hat we do on 
Sunday is a foretaste of the ceaseless worship that will be ours in heaven and a 
reflection of the glorious worship taking place presently around the throne.  
These occasions of heavenly worship, in texts like Isaiah 6 and Revelation 4, 
hardly smack of casual, free-flowing informality.” (p. 125) 
 DeYoung makes another good point, which I think is simply a reflection of 
human nature: “Every house church will fall into a liturgy – some will plan for it 
and some won’t.” (p. 126)  Every church, small group, college ministry, group of 
Christians of any size gathering in any setting that I have been a part of has had 
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its own liturgy.  The service/meeting/gathering takes on its own rhythm, often 
very soon after the group has formed.  The better question to ask is not, “Should 
worship services be structured or unstructured?” but rather, “What kind of 
structure in our worship service will best help us accomplish what God has for us 
in that time?” 
 DeYoung concludes his answers to this objection about structure by 
summarizing the many ways in which the early church embraced structure, 
liturgy and ritual in worship.  He concludes with this statement: “[T]o argue for a 
completely spontaneous, structureless, antiliturgical, brand-new-every-week 
worship service in the first centuries of the church is an argument against the 
plain facts of history.” (p. 127) 
 In the remainder of the chapter, DeYoung addresses the growing 
tendency for the church to confess its sins (especially historical sins) to the world 
(or for individual Christians to confess those sins on behalf of the church).  He 
basically makes two points.  First, he maintains that the church gets blamed for 
more sins that it actually committed.  While certainly not blameless, the church is 
not guilty of some of the mistakes which contemporary conventional wisdom has 
blamed us for.  Second, he draws on an essay written by C. S. Lewis in which 
Lewis makes the point that it is easier to confess someone else’s sins than our 
own.  Confessing the historical sins of our nation or of the church allows us to 
look pious without taking responsibility for our own actions.  As DeYoung puts it, 
thirtysomething American are not likely to get issues like slavery or the Crusades 
wrong. (p. 137)  “The first errors to confess are not those sins belonging to our 
grandparents or the Crusaders, but our own.” (p. 139) 
 I agree with DeYoung (and Lewis) on this point.  I think there is a place to 
say, “The church as a whole has tended to make these mistakes on these 
issues, and we want to be a church that does not repeat those mistakes but does 
better in these ways.”  But too often the kind of confession DeYoung is talking 
about becomes not-too-thinly veiled church or Christian bashing.  Do I think that 
many Christians have treated homosexuals in ways that have not honored God?  
Yes.  Is that a sin I can confess? Not really; it’s an observation I can make, but 
I’m not sure how I can take responsibility for it.   
 Kluck’s companion chapter relates his interactions with several pastors 
and Christian leaders.  This includes an interview with Charles Colson; a visit to a 
small church in Lansing, Michigan which is making an impact in their 
neighborhood; a visit to College Church in Wheaton, IL, which surprises Kluck in 
its reach beyond it white upper class demographic and its pioneering ministry to 
adults with developmental disabilities; and the God-honoring speeches given by 
Art Monk and his son at his induction into the NFL Hall of Fame.  As has been 
the case with Kluck’s other chapters, it was interesting but didn’t change my life. 
 The final objection to the church that DeYoung tackles is theological.  He 
looks at two ways this objection is voiced: those who say it is unnecessary for 
Christians to be a part of any visible church, and those who say they are part of a 
church, it just looks very different from what most people think of when they hear 
that term. 
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 To those who would argue that we can have a churchless Christianity, 
DeYoung offer six counter-arguments.  The first three he gets from missiologist 
Timothy Tennent, who was addressing the idea of “C-5” Christians, and the other 
three are original with him: 
 

1. The creedal confession of a catholic church – “if Christians are not 
baptized into the triune name and are not willing to identify with the 
visible Christian community, what happens to the orthodox 
confession in one catholic church?” 

2. Church history – “From a historical perspective, the existence of 
unbaptized believers in Christ who are not under the authority of 
the church is not normative ecclesiology” (quoting Tennent). 

3. The very work ekklesia means “public assembly” and implies the 
necessity of meeting together. 

4. “We don’t need to choose between no church and a thoroughly 
Westernized church.” 

5. “Without church membership there is no place for the important role 
of church discipline.” 

6. “If Christians, especially those in other parts of the world, refuse to 
identify with the visible church, the whole church will be robbed of 
the insights and beauty that come from multivaried expressions of 
our common faith.”  (All these quotes are found on p. 162.) 

 
DeYoung concludes this section by saying, “Churchless Christianity 

makes about as much sense as a Christless church, and has just as much 
biblical warrant.”  He then quotes John Stott: “The Lord ‘didn’t add them to the 
church without saving them, and he didn’t save them without adding them to the 
church.  Salvation and church membership went together; they still do.’” (p. 164) 

Next, DeYoung tackles the idea that “church” can look very different from 
what it has traditionally been assumed to look like; basically the idea that church 
is plural for Christian, so that wherever two or three Christians are together 
discussing spiritual things, church is happening.  As he puts it,  
 

“The problem with this minimalist ecclesiology is that it confuses definition 
and function. . . . The church manifests itself in churches.  And churches 
do certain things and are marked by certain characteristics. . . . The 
church may be the people of God, but for God’s people gathered to be a 
church they must function in certain ways.” (p. 66) 

 
 A companion idea often put forth in conjunction with this “minimalist 
ecclesiology” is that the church does not need structure, and should exist 
“without leadership structures or any role distinctions among its members.  There 
are only two problems with this model of church: it’s unbiblical and it’s unrealistic” 
(p. 167). 
 Along with this, those who hold to this “minimalist ecclesiology” often see 
no necessity for a worship service, and especially for preaching.  DeYoung 
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makes an historical and biblical case for the necessity of both preaching and 
structured worship services. 
 DeYoung also tackles the idea of “religion” as a bad word, and the idea 
that Christianity is not a religion.  He says, “If religion is code for pompous, self-
justifying, insincere, moral do-gooders, then Jesus certainly came to abolish 
religion.” (p. 176)  But he argues for a different understanding of religion that 
would include Christianity, albeit sui generis.  His main point seems to be that we 
cannot say Christianity is all about relationships and ignore structure, rules, etc.  
“Relationships are indispensable, but not enough,” (p. 178)  This statement was 
convicting for me: “Jesus didn’t say if you love Me you’ll feel close to Me.  He 
said if you love Me, you’ll keep My commandments.” (p. 178) 
 DeYoung’s final thought in this chapter is about the phenomenon of house 
churches more generally.  He says that house churches are a legitimate way to 
do church, just not the way.  He thinks that they could very well be the “next big 
thing” in American Christianity – popular for a while and then fading quickly from 
the scene.  He also commented briefly on the house church phenomenon in 
China.  While many in the U.S. look to Chinese house churches as shining 
examples of what church should be, many of these churches are prone to cultish 
tendencies and in fact long for a day when they could have a church building and 
larger congregations.   

This underscored something I have observed, that Americans (especially 
white Americans) talk about “the Chinese church” or “Chinese house churches” 
as a monolithic entity, and uniformly amazing and first-century-ish.  In fact, there 
is a lot of variety in the kind and quality of house churches, and there are some 
very good state-approved churches.  I have been surprised to learn that even 
some of our Chinese leaders in the Alliance are not necessarily excited about the 
house church movement (in China), or take pains to only associate with certain 
strands of that movement.  Of course, there are others that only work with house 
churches and avoid the three-self churches.  It is interesting to me that many in 
settings where there are established churches that have facilities, large 
congregations, and few legal restrictions long to return to a simpler time where 
they would not be burdened by facilities, would have smaller communities, and 
hopefully would be persecuted.  This in their minds would either result in or be 
symptomatic of a more effective church.  Yet those who find themselves in those 
simpler, more restricted situations – both in the early church and in China, for 
example – long for just the opposite.  But I digress. 

Kluck’s chapter relates some of the things he likes about church.  This is a 
nice balance to his comments in chapter two about things that he didn’t like about 
his church.  He starts by expressing a wish for a “year of jubilee” in which no 
Christian books would be read or written, no Christian conferences attended, and 
Christians would just dedicate themselves to “prayer, Bible reading, and 
involvement in a local church body.” (p. 188)  I think his point is that a lot of that 
other stuff can distract us from the most essential elements of our faith.  I agree 
with that, but his “year of jubilee” does not sound especially jubilant to me. 

Here’s what Kluck likes about his church:  
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• Propositions – clear, explicit statements of belief lived out by the 
people in the church 

• Sincerity 

• His small group 

• Friends who are different from him, like four college students he and 
his wife hang out with and a guy in the church who makes films 

• Mentoring 

• Structure, elders and deacons – his appreciation of his church’s 
leaders grew when the church went through a two-year pastoral 
transition 

• Their lack of happy endings – there’s not an expectation that every 
tough situation will be resolved this side of heaven 

• Community (love) – A good quote from this section: “It’s easy to love 
your friends in college because they’re all basically like you.  
Community becomes much harder when there’s something on the line 
– like my time, my money, my ideals, my precious opinions, my ego, 
and my privacy” (p. 194). 

• Preaching 
 

Kluck and DeYoung both write concluding chapters, just as they each 
wrote an introduction.  Kluck’s is in the form of a letter to his son.  It’s actually 
pretty touching.  He talks about how he was glad that his parents took him to 
church, and how he hopes that his son will grow up to love the church.  He talks 
about what being a part of a church has meant to him, and how he hopes his son 
will be blessed by being a part of a church, too. 

DeYoung begins his conclusion this way: “The church in America is 
suffering from a crisis in ecclesiology.  The crisis is most Christians don’t have 
any ecclesiology.  As much as people love to talk about community these days, 
very few practitioners have given serious thought to the doctrine of the church.” 
(p. 207)  He goes on to make a case that recapturing an appreciation of the 
doctrine of original sin would be key in remedying this deficiency.  Because the 
church is made up of sinful saints, it is always going to be imperfect.  Expecting it 
to be will inevitably lead to disappointment and disillusionment. 

Correspondingly, the church has never been perfect.  Holding up a former 
time as an ideal state to which we need to return is not realistic.  DeYoung’s 
comment here is worth quoting at length: 
 

No wonder so many people are disillusioned with the church today.  They 
think it was nigh unto perfect back in the good old days.  And then came 
institutionalism, or Constantine, or Christendom, or Greek thinking, or the 
Enlightenment, or modernism, or systematic theology, or Old Princeton, or 
whatever your boogeyman looks like.  The church used to be a rockin’, 
sweet place, and then, bam!, it all fell apart, and now we are finally 
enlightened enough to start picking up the pieces. (p. 212) 
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 The early church had problems.  It grew very steadily over several 
centuries rather than exploding on the scene.  And it always was a mixture of 
heroes and heretics. 
 Because the church will never be perfect, we cannot expect it to attain 
Millenium-like transformation of the world prior to Jesus’ return. 
 DeYoung also pleads for more perspective.  He sees “missional church” 
as a fad that will pass.  He looks at trends and predictions that Barna made in the 
early 1990’s and observes that they have not come to pass, and in fact would 
seem silly now.  His conclusion to this section could sum up much of the spirit of 
the book as a whole: 
 

This book is not meant to be an apology for nothing but more of the same; 
rather, it’s a plea for realism.  Things are not the worst they’ve every been.  
The end of the church in America is not nigh upon us.  There are grave 
failings in the church, in the evangelical church as much as anywhere. . . .  
But in the midst of our struggles, we need to guard against wild hyperbole.  
We need to exercise more caution before we pronounce the end of church 
as we know it.  We need a little more humility before we announce that 
everything must change.  And we need a little more wisdom before we 
reinvent church for yet another time – let alone before we pitch her to the 
curb altogether.  (p. 219) 

 
 DeYoung urges some serious self-reflection.  He comes back to 
something he has said previously, that perhaps our problems with the church say 
as much or more about us as they do about the church.  He concludes with an 
appeal to find a local church and plug in for the long haul.  Embrace ordinariness, 
give up dreams of utopia, and learn to love the church, warts and all. 
 There is a lot in this conclusion that I agree with.  I strongly agree that we 
have a lot of practitioners who are advocating different ways of doing church (or 
not doing church) without articulating what they think church is.  Or if they are 
articulating it, they aren’t defending that view from Scripture but just asserting it.  
Being comes before doing, activity flows from identity.  The issue of ecclesiology 
is not incidental. 
 I agree with all that DeYoung said about original sin.  However, I would not 
say that this is the essential doctrine we need to recapture in order to strengthen 
our ecclesiology.  In my opinion, the doctrine that seems to be missing the most 
is pneumatology.  DeYoung accuses many in the anti-church crowd of not ever 
getting to the cross in their presentation of the gospel.  It seems to me DeYoung 
is in danger of going to the cross but never moving on from there (especially to 
Pentecost). 
 On the whole I liked this book, especially DeYoung’s chapters, and agreed 
with much of what the authors had to say.  At times I think their Reformed-ness 
shone through very strongly.  I agree that we can trust in the sovereignty of God 
to ensure that the church does not die out; but that doesn’t mean he may not 
want us to work very hard to ensure that doesn’t happen.  I agree that any 
biblically faithful presentation of the gospel is going to include “offensive” truths 
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like sinfulness, our need for repentance, the necessity of Jesus’ sacrifice on our 
behalf, etc.; but that is not all the gospel entails. 
 I also agree that at times people tend to exaggerate the excellence of the 
early church and the ineffectiveness of our contemporary churches.  Statistics 
get abused and twisted in the process.  Still, I don’t want to let ourselves off the 
hook too easily.  It may be, as I think Rodney Stark argues, that the growth of 
Christianity in the first three centuries can be explained by something like steady 
3% growth per year.  Rather than dismissing that as “not explosive” growth, we 
should ask how many of our churches are growing at even that modest rate.  And 
it may be true that approximately 52 million Americans attended church in 1990, 
and that same number attended church in 2005. (p. 210)  But do we take comfort 
in this as a sign that the end of the church is not nigh, or are we sobered by the 
fact that church attendance is not keeping up with population growth?  I agree 
with DeYoung that the church is not in immediate danger of collapse – but I do 
not think we should get too comfortable.  (To his credit, I don’t think DeYoung 
does, either.)   

Yet while I don’t want to be alarmist, or engage in “wild hyperbole”, or play 
fast and loose with statistics, or overstate the utopian nature of the early church, 
or have an unrealistic expectation of what the church will accomplish pre-Christ’s 
return; I also don’t want to lose a sense of urgency that Christ has commissioned 
us to make disciples of all nations.  We are called to be salt and light, and while 
the world will hate us, Christ is sending us into the world just as his Father sent 
him into the world.  While the Kingdom will not fully come until Christ returns, as 
his disciples we are called to proclaim and demonstrate that the Kingdom of God 
has come and is coming. 


