Funny Man
(L eader ship Journal)

“He'sjust sofunny,” shesaid.

Jennifer paused, gathering her thoughts. “Hegot our attention by being so funny...then hecould tell
ustheseriousstuff. 1 wishwecould hear him more often.”

| had asked my studentswhat they thought of the famous speaker at arecent conference. Therest
of our studentsagreed. Remember-when’sand wasn’ t-it-great’ s erupted around the room.

| smiled and nodded. | understood. The speaker wasagifted communicator. 1t wasn't difficultto
seehow he had risen to nationa fame. He had ddlivered several wonderful messagesand my studentshad
responded positively.

| wasglad my studentshad enjoyed the conference. Butinsde, | wasfighting abitter feding of
insecurity asl listened to my students prai sethis speaker.

It'sso hard not to play the comparison game, even when you' relikely to come out on the short end
of thestick. And, let’sfaceit, when you’ re comparing yourself to aman or woman with gifts of the sort that
catapult them to national attention, it’' seasy to come out withadight inferiority complex.

In my mind, | worried that my studentswished | wasmorelikethisspeaker. Worse, | suspected
they wished hewastheir pastor. After all, hewasexciting. Hewasfunny.

| can befunny too, | thought. | tryto befunny, to get their attention. | even haveafew storiesthat
areasfunny astheoneshetold.

Theproblem, | decided, was partly amatter of exposure. With alittle care, national speakers, who
addressadifferent audience every week, can get dmost unlimited mileageout of atae.

Pastors, speaking to the same crowd week after week, only get totell their outrageous stories
once.

Famous Christian speakersbelong to abroader category wemight call religiouscelebrities. Each
typeof Christianministry - youth, worship, music, drama, church growth - hastheir own celebrities. Taken
together, theseareindividua sof national renownwho profoundly influencethe effortsand self-perception
of ministersworkinginlocal settings.

Thereisatremendoustemptationin pastoral ministry toimitatethe celebritiesof our variousfields.
But not every pastor can beacelebrity. No matter how many men and women of national fame march out
boldly under the Christian banner, therank andfileof Christian ministerswill toil dongin relative obscurity.
For every Christian speaker on Newsweeks “must consult” list there areathousand ministerswhose
ingghtswill never gracethe back page of thelocal paper. Istheir ministry any lesssignificant? Obvioudy
not, but the temptation to imitate Christian cel ebrities can be aserious obstacl e to doing such ministry
fathfully.

Even beyond thetemptation to imitate them, Christian cel ebritiesimpact thework of local your
workers. Inavariety of ways, the pastoral task ismade easier, harder and just different by their presence
inour mids.

We ought to keep in mind that religious cel ebritiesare nothing new. John the Baptist drew people
in by thethousands and Jesuswasn't exactly asmall-venue player. Men, women and children camein
drovesto hear CharlesFinney and Spurgeon’ s congregati on would have made any mega-church proud.
Larger-than-life personditieshave alwaysbeen apart of our religiouslandscape.

It may betruethat religious celebritiesare nothing new, but onewondersif they have ever been as
prolificor asinfluential asthey aretoday. What were oncewidely separated way-stations, intriguing stops



alongthe Christian frontier, are now milepoststhat inform our faith-journey every step of theway.

Whileitistruethat religious celebrities are nothing new, we seem to be dealing thesedayswith a
new breed of them. CharlesFinney and John the Bapti<t, though separated by centuries, werenot so
different from one another. They were both preacherswho taught the Scriptures.

Today’sreligiouscelebritiesarerarely theologians. Certainly afew of them are, but thereareaso
musicians, actorsand even comediansmixed into thelot; al good things, but not the stuff of Christianfame
inthepast. I1tisamost imposs bleto find afamous Christian musician from the previous 19 centurieswho
was not al so arespected theol ogian.

Christian celebritiesthese daysare not necessarily theol ogically adept (apoint of prideto some) or
pastoraly inclined, but wegivethemacertain religiouscredibility and authority nonethel ess.

Thereisno need to be opposed to Christian celebritiesper-se. However, it’'simportant to
recognizethat they exert considerableinfluenceinthe Christian world thesedays. Moreimportantly, they
often doit without having the same qualifications of well-known Christian leadersfrom our past. The
quaitieswhich makethem famous have changed considerably.

Thenew foundationsof Christian celebrity today impact thework of the average minister by
changing the expectations placed on them. Inthepast, it wasreasonableto expect that the minister from
First Baptist Churchin Podunk, Nowhere, would deliver to his parishionersamessage similar totheone
they had heard at the big revival over in Central City. Maybe not quite aseloquent. Maybe not quiteas
fiery, but at least amessage of the samekind. A message dedicated to unpacking the Scripturesand their
importancefor their lives.

Thesedays, Christian cel ébritiesbring us stand-up routines, stirring choruses, and dramatic
monologues. So, whentheloca pastor getsup to giveus...theology, how will hebereceived? Inaculture
wherethere' saChristian cel ebrity around every corner, it'seasy for peopleto devel op expectations of
pastorsthat they can’t possibly meet.

Why arethere so many Christian celebritiestoday? Isit just that the mass mediahave so expanded
our horizonsthat we can see starsprevioudy hidden from sight? There’sprobably moretoit than that.

Weliveinaculturewhererelationshipsarefew and far between. Wesit at computer terminalsin
office cubicles. We drive hometo houses surrounded by fencesand pull into private garages. Weget the
low-down ontheworld by television and the I nternet. We go without seeing our closest neighborsfor days
or evenweeksat atime. Weareindependent, isolated. And yet, we crave connection and intimacy,
especidly with peopleweadmireand respect. Celebritiessalvethat need by helping ustofed asif we
know someonewe can look upto.

| know of amanwho speaksregularly inlarge churches. Heisoften asked to sign Biblesafter a
tak...arather strangerequest in and of itself. Recently, in scanning previousautographs on apage he had
been asked to sign, he came acrossasurprising entry...hisownname! He had already signed thisperson’s
Bibleand heretheyoung manwas, asking again! Neither the speaker or the young man remembered the
previoussigning.

Asking for an autograph says, “| know youwell enoughtolikeyou...we' ve connected in some
way.” Andyet, asthisincident illustrates, the connectionisanilluson. Celebritiesand thosewho admire
themdon’t know each other at dll.

People desperately want intimacy and connection. Thankfully, that’ssomething that local church
youth ministry can provideand youth workers can hel p set the tone by understanding why kidsoften feel
closeto celebrities. One of thereasonsthat studentsfeel closeto celebritiesisthat they often appear to be
sowulnerable. Listening to afamous speaker open up about personal experiencesmay well bethe closest
thing to anintimate conversation that many young people have had in months.



It'seasy for apopular Christian speaker to revea not only experiences, but personal weaknessand
strugglesaswell. They’ re speaking to audiencesthey’ |l never seeagain. Theembarrassment factor is
minimd.

Not sofor theaverageyouth minister. Having revealed some privatewarp of the soul, shewill have
tolook her audienceintheface again and again. Thetemptation for the pastor, then, istotry toimitatethe
wit, panacheandflair of thecelebrity whileavoiding their self-disclosure. But if we' retolearn anything from
the popularity of Christian celebrities, it may bethat most of usareimitating thewrongthings. If students
are attracted to famous speakersor musiciansin part because such individualsare vulnerable, thenweneed
to bewillingtolet studentsseethered us, faultsand all. Studentsare craving connection. Youth workers
can set thetonefor deeper levelsof intimacy within their groupsbe opening up their livesto scrutiny. Here
isapositivelessonto belearned from Christian celebrities.

Of course, not everythingwelearnispostive. Onthenegativeside, celebritieshaveatendency to
generate Followersinstead of Disciples. Followersareattracted to personality and flash. A youth
worker’sjobisto develop Disciples. Disciplesare committed to principlesand substance.

Thisisnot to suggest that Christian celebritiescan’t, or don’t, have principlesand substance. Many
of them are deeply rooted in both. But the single-shot nature of their ministry can encourage studentsin the
audiencetofixate only on personality and flash. Christian celebritieshave atendency to impresskidswith
surfacetraitsand people caught up in appearancesare Followers.

When youth workers attempt, on aregular basis, to imitate thethingsthat help celebritieshold a
stagefor short, intense performances, oneof two thingswill happen. Either they will fail at the gargantuan
task or, they will succeed. But, successwill mean that they end up building groupsof Followers, attracted
to theyouthworker’s personality. When theyouth minister leaves, sowill most of thekids.

Ask yoursalf atough question. If you weretoleavethisministry next month, even under good
conditions, how many of thekidswould stick with the program? If the answer isfew or none, chancesare
you'reakind of local celebrity.

Youth ministerswho want to develop Disciples, in ardigious|andscape dotted by celebrity, must
work hard to do what celebrities can not do. We must know our studentswell, so that we can seewhere
the next steps of spiritual growth must betaken. To do that, wemust build rel ationshipson foundationslaid
whenwe renot leadingasmall group or giving atalk.

Relationshipsaren't built from the stage. We need to stop worrying about thingsthat play well inthe
spotlightsbut fadetoinsgnificancein afaceto face conversation. We need to stop trying to be bigger than
lifeand worry moreabout being redl.

Will thismean that wewon’t draw in big crowds? Will it mean fewer accoladesand, God forbid,
smaller numbersto report to the elder board? It might.

Let'sberedistic. Jesuswasan attractive personality and he drew Hisshare of Followers. But
when he began to reveal more about who he was and where he was headed, his popularity experienced a
sudden dip. When he beganto challengethe crowdswith depth and substance, “many of hisfollowerswent
back and walked with Himnolonger” (Jn 6:66). Only thetrue Disciplesremained.

Thelanguageinthisverseisilluminating. They “went back” and nolonger “walked with Him.”
Thesearetravel-words. Jesuswastaking HisDiscipleson ajourney and some of thetag-alongsdecided
they didn’t likethe ultimate destination.

Youth workersare called to do the samething: to lead those with whom they work on ajourney.
Celebritiescan never dothat. They can provideimportant mile-markers. They may even be beaconson
the horizon, beckoning peopl eto take animportant next step. But they cannot walk with them.



Celebrities can speak of theroad ahead. They cantell kidswhich forkstotake. But they do not
walk with them and so they cannot point out the best placesto tread on lonely stretches of broken ground.
That’swhat youth workersdo.

Let'snot vilify Christian celebrities. Likejust about everything else, thereare positive and negative
facetsto what they do. What we need to doisunderstand the difference between what famous Christian
personalities contributeto thefaith and what the multitude of namelessyouth workersbring. Weneedto
stop blurring thelines between thetwo. And, asyouth ministers, weneed to give ourselvespermission to
stop trying to be something wearenot.



