Change is accelerating.  Faster and faster moves the ground under our feet.  Patterns and paradigms which once took literally centuries to shift are now turning over almost overnight.  A recent book entitled “Faster” analyzes how everything around us and even within us has ramped up to “nanosecond” speed.  It almost makes you cry out sometimes, “Stop the world, I want to get off.”  The world my grandchildren are inheriting is light years away from the world into which I was born.  

A professor friend of mine exemplified this dynamic when he retired from his prestigious teaching post at the rather early age of 62.  Most of his colleagues seem to stay on until the age of 70.  When I commented to him that I was sorry to see him depart at such a young age, that he had so much more he could have shared with students and the larger community.  

His answer was instructive, “If I would have continued to teach, I would have had to transform the way I taught.  What worked in the past no longer works, and I would have had to reinvent everything I was doing.  I simply do not have the energy or the inclination to do that, so it was best for me to step away.”  

I sense that many in my generation seem to be relegating themselves to the “geezer” status, intuiting that the world has simply passed us by.  While it does not seem all that long ago that we were on the cutting edge, we were the pioneers, making it up as we went along, now amidst blinding change it seems as if we have become dinosaurs.  Peter Drucker may challenge us by saying that “an entrepreneurial leader is one who sees change as an opportunity,”  but even Drucker could not have anticipated the accelerating rate of change.
To quote the late, great comic George Gobel, “Do you ever feel like the whole world is a tuxedo, and you are a pair of brown shoes.”  Or, “do you ever feel like the whole world is a freeway and you are an off ramp.”  What a shock it is for many of us who are a part of the flannelgraph and blackboard era to be suddenly dumped into the digital age.  

M. Rex Miller in a new book, “The Millenium Matrix,  helps us understand some of the change which is taking place around us.  Miller is a Christian futurist and a consultant for businesses and nonprofits.  His book describes four distinct periods of communication in the world, and in the church, and now asserts that we have just moved into a radically different time.  No wonder so many of us feel so discombobulated.

These cultures are “oral, print, broadcast, and digital.”  Each of these periods of history have been shaped and circumscribed by the prevailing form of communication, and when the form changes, the whole world shifts.  Of course the church is dramatically impacted by these forms as well, and when the form changes, the church also needs to change.  Not surprisingly, the church has often resisted change, and so is put in the position of sometimes holding on to old forms when the culture has radically shifted.  Miller elaborates as follows:

*The prevailing communication form from the very beginning of human history was, of course the oral tradition.  All knowledge and information was passed down from generation to generation by word of mouth.  Parents and elders shared story and meaning with descendents, who followed suit with their own children and grandchildren.  

The church in the oral culture was led by a symbolic leader, one who could communicate orally the important values and precepts of the faith.  Such a person was often called “Father,” and he interpreted religious truth to small groups of worshippers.  Worship tended to be liturgical, with an emphasis on re-enactment.  By re-enacting an historical event (Jesus death and resurrection), a transcendent blessing for the present was given.

The most basic leadership and discipleship model in the oral culture was that of the master/disciple or master/apprentice.  Disciples sought to be a reflection of the master, as the master sought to be a reflection of Jesus Christ.  In an oral culture the message and the messenger were often the same, the credibility of the message is wrapped up in the integrity and honor of the messenger.

*A radical shift in the culture took place in the late middle ages when Gutenberg first published the Bible, the printing press began a written culture.  According to Miller, now the content of the Word became separate from the messenger.  Now the message is evaluated on its own terms, depending on its structure, its reasoning, its progression of thought.  The Word goes from being flesh to being abstract, often found in a book.

Worship changed as well.  Re-enactment of the Gospel changes to retelling the story.  The pulpit became the center of worship rather than the altar.  The church shifted to a content driven environment.  Not surprisingly, this became the period of great preachers.  The pastor who was able to analyze and disseminate the Word in understandable and even inspiring ways gained a following.  The master/apprentice model gave way to the teacher/student model.  Through books and teachers people now had access to many of the greatest minds.  The faith often became intellectualized.

*The third dramatic shift happened around l950 with the advent of the broadcast culture.  The milieu now shifted from content to experience.  No longer was it the master/apprentice or the teacher/student, but now the task of communication was to lay the foundation for experience.  The new ethos quickly became subjective, emotional, appealing to the right side of the brain.  

Churches sought to respond to the broadcast culture.  Architecturally they often began to look like theaters, or even like TV studios.  Worship shifted from altar and pulpit to celebration.  It became an event, people anticipated that something exciting or fun or moving will happen.  Music became uptempo and entertaining.  Preaching changed to be more anecdotal, more storytelling, how-to, with easy take-aways.  

Obviously, many mainline churches have resisted these changes in the culture, sometimes even denying that the change has taken place, or at least affirming that such change has nothing to do with the church.  Therefore it seems you still have many congregations and even denominations which seem to be living in either the oral culture or the written culture, the broadcast culture has simply been dismissed as irrelevant.  Unfortunately, it seems to be these religious bodies which are becoming irrelevant, and people are voting with their feet.  

*Before we can even begin to assimiliate all of the implications of the broadcast culture, Miller suggests that we have suddenly moved into the fourth culture, what he calls “the digital culture.”  His interpretation of this situation is not as clear as the first three, partly because it is so new and all of the implications are not yet apparent.  But certain pieces of this new culture are certainly at work, and we can already see it working itself out in the church.  Just think of screens in the front of the church, or the use of computers, e-mail, cell phones, VCR’s and DVD’s, etc.  We are just in the beginning of a revolution.

In terms of worship, Miller is really not certain as to the future in the digital age.  Perhaps he should visit our Immersion service on Thursday night, that seems to be an example of an emerging model.  Basically digital is interactive, it is experiential, it is meant to connect people in ways previously unknown.  It is a collaborate model.  The digital age is much more democratic, more grass roots, leadership and vision bubbling up from below rather than being imposed from above.
My generation was raised in the written culture, the content-centered church.  Our children were raised in the broadcast culture, a radically different age.  Now our grandchildren are being raised in a digital culture, again applecart upset.  No wonder it is so difficult to be the church.  No wonder change seems to overwhelm us.  No wonder we get so tired.  Pray for leaders today who face overwhelming challenges in being relevant to a increasingly changing culture.  And be patient with them.  
