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THE FAILURE OF SUCCESS 

Those of you who were here last Sunday will know that this is the second half of a sermon, the first 
half of which I preached last week. 

In the first half, you will recall we talked about religion. I insisted that religion was a conscious effort 
on the part of man to discover the reality of God and gain a more vital, dynamic relationship with Him. 
God should be the ultimate goal of all our striving, not a technique for gaining all the material things 
our modern technological society makes possible. Finally, I stated that the church should be a 
fellowship wherein men and women seek to strengthen and inspire one another as they pursue their 
pilgrim-way toward God. 

It is about the church that I wish to speak more precisely today. Let me begin with a quotation which 
points up the basic problem confronted by the modern church. Dr. John Howard of Rockford College 
says this: 

“The populace seems to have lost track of the central function of the church, perhaps... because the 
church hag been so busy at other things... The supreme mission of the church would seem to be to 
try to reconcile man to God, to balance man's human impulses with the more remote, but more 
deeply gratifying impulses. If, instead, the church devotes its primary efforts to reconciling man to 
his fellow man....it presents itself as a social agency... and in thus presenting itself it is subject... to 
limited vision and erroneous judgments and subject also to the human failing of arrogance.” 

There is, it seems to me, an interesting and serious parallel between the pre-Reformatlon Roman 
Catholic Church and the Protestant church of the 20th century. In those earlier years, the Roman 
Catholic Church sought to rule the secular world and made its great power felt in no uncertain terms. 
That precise kind of power the church no longer possesses. Much of modern, Protestantism, however, 
rather than seeking to guide and to direct the individual's conscience and leave him free to make his 
own worldly choices, now wants to control his worldly choices in the vain hope that such control will 
then educate and reform his conscience . It is, to use a trite phrase, putting the cart before the horse. 
Firing up men, women and young people to go out into the world to change everything without first 
leading them into a deep understanding of and fellowship with God (which is the proper task of the 
church), is to send them out ill-prepared to determine what changes need to be made and how best they 
can be made. Under those circumstances our last condition may well be worse than our first. 

One of the very real troubles with the Christian church in this century is that it has been too successful 
-- in the wrong are. It has amassed great numbers, great temporal wealth, and a considerable amount of 
secular power. Its membership rolls are swelled with people, many of whom never come one 
centimeter closer to God for all their church relatedness. The church has had the wrong kind of success 
and this kind of success leads to failure. In spite of the old saw that nothing succeeds like success, it 
can be and often is true that nothing fails like success . 

Its very success has given the church a guilt complex. We are so big and successful in worldly terms; 
yet the world itself remains so wicked. We have failed to win men by the winsomeness of the Gospel of
Christ, so we are now to take the kingdom by force. We will transform the church from a spiritual 
gymnasium into a political power-elite and use our influence to bring about by force what the church 
could not accomplish with reason and persuasion . 

Success in religion, however, as I tried to point out last Sunday, does not mean the attainment of a final 
goal-living happily ever after with no strain or stress. It means to grow and to go on growing and 
progressing from effort to effort. 



Today in this local church we must constantly ask ourselves, "How do we measure success?" Do we 
measure it by the number of people we attract; in terms of membership and attendance? Do we measure
it, in terms of budget and year-end balances. Or do we measure it in terms of lives touched and changed
by the Gospel of Jesus Christ? 

Let me share with you another quotation. This one from Dr. Will Herberg of New York University. I 
have been thinking about it constantly ever since I read it two weeks ago.  It bothers me and I can't 
keep it out of my mind. I wasn't to quote it this morning, and then I asked myself if the reason I was not
going to quote it was because I was afraid it might, really be true. See what you think: 

“The businessman, the man of affairs in the pews, knows that his workaday life is necessarily hard, 
morally dubious, sometimes involved in outright skullduggery, just short illegality. This he cannot 
hide from himself even by the loudest protestation of 'service'. For him Sunday morning is (as one of
them put it) 'like a hot bath' washing away the dirt and grime and preparing him for the coming 
week. He wants the preacher to spout ideals which taken literally, he knows to be quite absurd. 
That's the preacher's proper business – ideal mongering – and it helps to recondition the layman 
morally and spirituality. Of course, it never occurs to him to try to apply or implement in his 
everyday life the ideals the preachr so nobly proclaims; he doesn't even think that that is what the 
ideals are for. The function of an idealistic sermon he conceives to be very much like that of a hymn.
No one nowadays pays attention to the words of a hymn; the hymn is sung for an elevating 
emotional effect. Similarly, very few pay any sustained attention to what the preacher says; the 
function of the sermon is to elevate, cleanse, and morally reinvigorate the layman, and that has little
or nothing to do with the often harebrained ideals or programs actually advanced in the sermon.”

If this be true, what a sad, sad commentary it is. 

II

Now let me say a few specific things about the church, some of which I have said before, some of 
which may well be controversial. I surely want my critique of the church to be constructive and not 
destructive. But these suggestions I sincerely believe are essential if the church is to be what God wants
it to be. 

My first suggestion comes from Gerald Heard whom you well know I greatly admire. I put the 
suggestion in his own words: 

"Someday we have got to make our churches very hard to enter. They have to be high grade 
fellowships so that a person will say, 'Well, I couldn't do it, but I respect Bill. He's a member of that 
church and you know what it costs to get in.' There is a sacramental power in church and power is 
dangerous. We should say, 'We want you in the church, but it wouldn't be safe for you. You're not 
ready. The disciples of Jesus wanted to be in his kingdom, but he asked them, 'Can you drink my cup
and partake of my baptism? If so, you can enter. You are ready.'”

May I suggest that there are thousands of people in Christian churches all over this land who ought not 
to be in them? When they joined the church they were not ready. Because they were not ready the 
church not only failed to help them, it actually hurt them for it encouraged them to drift off into 
indifference and apathy. The church is too easy to get into and too hard to get out of, and to use a 
modern idiom, this fact alone has succeeded in ruining the "image" of the church in the world. 

As a result we must have today what I call the church within the church – small groups getting 
together, accepting a discipline, devoting themselves to a serious pursuit of truth and spiritual growth. 
This is the real church, the real fellowship of God-seekers. 

III



The next point I want to raise relates to the whole church, but I use our youth as an illustration. I quote 
Dr. Harold Boon of Nyack Missionary College: 

"Too often the Christian education program in the local church is preoccupied with entertaining the 
young people of the church, perhaps following the theory that they cannot be in two places at the 
same time. If they can be sheltered they don 't get into difficulty.”

Dr. Charles Hummel of Barrington College says almost the same thing: 

"Church programs cater to people, seek to entertain them and seem to show fear of their 
dissatisfaction. Actually these young people need to be prodded, stimulated, challenged to get off the
sofa and into some kind of action for others.” 

I must confess I often get the feeling that many members of many churches are in church to be 
entertained or to be merely spectators, and not to be active participants, yearning and striving and 
struggling for the ultimate goal which is God. They worship God when it's convenient, pray when they 
are in trouble, live completely undisciplined lives, are horrified at the thought of making any sacrifice.

IV 

The church is of God, but we don't need Its buildings, we don't need its organization. We could get 
along without these things. They are not essential in reaching the goal. All we need Is a fellowship of 
men and women committed, dedicated, consecrated to seeking and serving Almighty God and His will. 
That's all we need. With that we can change the world. Without that, well, the world can still be 
changed – but only for the worse. 

This sermon contains too many quotations, but I would share one more with you from the historian 
Will Durant: 

"There is no greater drama in human record than the sight of a few Christians, scorned and 
oppressed by a succession of emperors, bearing all trials with a fierce tenacity, multiplying quietly, 
building order while their enemies created chaos, fighting the sword with the word, brutality with 
hope, and at last defeating the strongest state that history had known. Caesar and Christ had met in 
the arena. And Christ had won.” 

Jesus never said, "My house shall be a school for revolutionaries", He said, "My house shall be called a
house of prayer. When you and I come to know God in our Christian lives, and through the fellowship 
of the church, Christ will win again. 


