o
L
~
bad
(&}
<
o




from
this
corner

COVER —The Marques
in San Jaun harbor,
Puerto Rico, on its last
voyage.

242

One of the more fascinating phenomena of this
electronic age of radio and television is the popularity
of the “electronic church.” Religious broadcasters
claim huge audiences. Several years ago Jerry Falwell,
prince among the prime-time preachers, claimed an
audience of 25 million for his Old Time Gospel Hour
alone.

The popularity of this electronic church, which
Malcolm Muggeridge called the fourth temptation, has
raised some interesting questions. How many are
really listening to it? Is it siphoning off members from
the mainline religions? Is it siphoning off money from
the local church? Is it the Holy Spirit’s gift to the
twentieth century for reaching out to the unchurched?
Thirty-nine religious groups (from Jerry Falwell to the
U. S. Catholic Conference) formed an ad hoc
committee to gather hard data about the electronic
church. After four years, the report was recently
released.

Extravagant claims about audience size must be set
aside. Based on Arbitron figures, the report claimed
that the audience was no more than 13.3 million per
week or 6.2 percent of the national audience. But
researchers agreed that the 13.3-million figure was
“most certainly a high estimate.” A more realistic
figure, according to one source, is eight million.

The programs, the report said, fail to reach viewers
who are not actively religious and do not seem likely
to make many converts. “This is both good news and
bad news for evangelical broadcasters,” said George
Gerbner, dean of the Annenberg School of
Communications at the University of Pennsylvania,
which conducted part of the study. “The good news is
that they do not reduce the number of people going to
local churches. On the bad side, we found they are
reaching a stable audience of those who are already
religiously active.”

Most viewers already attended church and made
regular contributions to religious organizations. These
viewers tended to be older, have lower incomes and
less education than people who do not watch religious
programs. Also they were more apt to live in the South
or Midwest, have more conservative religious beliefs,
and more likely to be disturbed by network television
programs.

Only six percent of all viewers of religious programs
were regular contributors, though 13 percent
contributed “once in a while.” Regular contributors
averaged $35.17 per contribution and the mean
contribution was $95.24 per year.

Perhaps this whole discussion is academic among
WELS members. According to A Profile of WELS
Members of several years ago, “Of all the religious
programs listed, only a few were watched or listened to
by any large number of lay members and even those
programs were rarely watched or listened to with any
degree of regularity.” The only religious programs
exceeding one percent among the respondents were
The Lutheran Hour and This is the Life, with five and

two percent. %Q\MQ' QSJA'U}:D)

May the Lord our God be with us
as he was with our fathers;

may he never leave

or forsake us. 1Kings 8:57
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THE WORD FOR TODAY by Armin J. Panning

Food that endures

Do not work for food that spoils,
but for food that endures to eternal
life, which the Son of Man will give
you (John 6:27).

As summer draws to a close and
fall approaches, we feel a sense of
urgency about harvesting the fruits
of the land. The gardener realizes
that his produce has to be picked at
peak if it is to be at its best. The
farmer prepares himself for long
hours with his machinery to get his
crops out of the field at just the right
time. ;

Getting the crop out of the field or
garden is only half of it. Preserving
itis quite another matter. To be sure,
there have been greatimprovements
both in home and commercial food
processing, but even with the most
sophisticated methods, the product
that results has a limited shelf-life.
Food remains perishable.

Proper priorities

Is Jesus criticizing such efforts
when he says, “Do not work for food
that spoils”? Not at all! Rather, heis
teaching us proper priorities. Look
at the setting of Christ’s words. He
was speaking to people who had just
experienced the miraculous feeding
of the 5000. Recall that when the
people flocked to Jesus, he had com-
passion on them because they were
like sheep without a shepherd, not
realizing their spiritually helpless
state. Jesus alerted them to the se-
riousness of their sins and their lack
ofrighteousness. But he also pointed
to the remedy: the forgiveness of
sins that was to be found only in
him, the Son of God.

And to prove his deity, Christ did
what only God could do. He multi-
plied the five small barley loaves
and two small fishes into a meal for
over 5000 people. However, in the
excitement caused by the miracle
the people forgot about Christ’s
message and thought only of the
meal. Instead of seeking a Savior
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from sin, they wanted a king to feed
and clothe and house them.

Crass materialism

To such Jesus says, “Do not work
for food that spoils, but for food that
endures to eternal life.”” He is warn-
ing his hearers against materialism.
He urges them not to let an interest
in temporal things crowd out a reali-
zation of their need for things spirit-
ual.

The question
1S not

“Can we
afford it?”
but

“Can we
afford not

to give

our children
the best possible
Christian
training?”

Thatis a warning needed not only
by the hearers of Christ’s day but by
us as well. We too tend to get all en-
grossed in ‘“food that spoils,” to the
neglect of the even more necessary
things — spiritual food for the soul.

We need this encouragement at all
times and in all aspects of our life,
but there is one area that seems es-
pecially pertinent at just this time of
year. That is the area of Christian
education. As our schools once more
open their doors, it’s very easy for us
as parents to notice the increased
cost of tuition, books and supplies,
transportation — and to deplore
what that does to our family budget.

Or on a congregational level, it’s
tempting in financially troubled
times to say, “If only we didn’t have
to support a school, we’d be in much
better shape.”

But would we really? When we
heed Christ’s priorities the question
is not so much, “Can we afford it?”
but the question rather becomes,
“Can we afford not to give our chil-
dren the best possible Christian
training?”’ And the increasing
wickedness and worldliness in which
our children will have to live simply
underscores that need.

Spiritual concerns primary

For our children and for ourselves,
there is nothing better we can do
with our material blessings than to
use them for spiritual purposes. “A
man’s life does not consist in the
abundance of his possessions.” Quite
the opposite is true. “What good is it
for a man to gain the whole world,
yet forfeit his soul?”

But we ought not to think of mate-
rial and spiritual things as necessar-
ily excluding one another. They’re
not pitted against each other. Christ
promises us both when he says,
“Seek first his kingdom and his
righteousness, and all these things
(material and temporal blessings)
will be given you as well.”

It’s a matter of having our priori-
ties straight. The materialist will
never agree to let spiritual things
have first placein hislife, but for the
heart that by faith has been led to
love and trustits Savior, such priori-
ties are a yoke that is easy and a
burden that’s light. O

Professor Panning
teaches New Testament
at Wisconsin

Lutheran Seminary,
Mequon, Wisconsin.
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““Where your treasure is. ..

Nor rain nor sleet can us bestay
When we have tickets for the play,
But let one drop the walk besmirch,
And it’s too wet to go to church.

Some years ago a disillusioned parish pastor inserted this wry bit of
verse into his church bulletin. It evoked a lot of chuckles from his fellow
pastors, who could relate to this rueful observation.

Precipitation is only one of the deterrents to churchgoing. Those
who reside in desert regions of the country, where 160 consecutive days
without measurable rainfall are not unknown, can testify to some rather
ingenious excuses for nonattendance. On the other hand, people can
overcome some very formidable obstacles in order to do what they want
to do.

In Green Bay, Wisconsin thousands of football fans sat huddled in
the stands in a temperature of sixteen degrees below zero to watch a
championship play-off game. That is seen as devotion beyond the call of
duty, even by those who like football.

In Phoenix, four customers sat at a restaurant bar as the building
burned and the smoke became so thick that it was difficult to see or even
to talk. When these patrons were informed that there was a fire, they
remained seated, explaining that they still had their drinks to drink.
They finally left, but not before they finished their drinks.

It isn’t all one-sided. Years ago, a violent weekend snowstorm struck
a small midwestern town where one of our churches is located. On
Sunday the pastor’s family, who lived nearby, went to church. So did
one other lone member who also lived near the church. As the service got
under way, there appeared a bundled and snow-covered figure — a
farmer from the surrounding rural area. He had struggled several miles
through the blizzard on a horse-drawn sled simply because he wanted to
go to church.

A career serviceman stationed in the South drove ninety miles each
way every Sunday to attend the nearest of our churches and to teach the
Bible class. In the West, five families regularly went to a new mission
seventy miles away for the Sunday services as well as for some meetings
during the week.

All of these may be rather extreme cases, but they do show that
fervent interest is a powerful motivating factor in determining the
behavior of the individual. There is no substitute for it.

In our city, some vacation Bible school leaders have decided that the
key to attracting more children to these schools is to “make them more
fun.” They taught their children, among other things, to make peanut
butter. Others have tried to improve the church attendance by hiding
folding money in one of the hymnals on Sunday or dressing as clowns.

Such gimmicks are likely to result in at least a moderate degree of
success so long as they hold out the prospect of free money or
entertainment. People are not easily deterred in striving to get what they
are looking for.

This is a universal truth, and it is well worth noting by those
who want to be Christ’s disciples. He had this to say: “Where your
treasure is, there will your heart be also.”

Immanuel G. Frey

Pastor Frey
is at Zion,
Phoenix. Arizona.
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