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			Praise for

			Rebranding the Church

			“Dr. Eric Mason has never been afraid to tell the truth, even when it hurts. In Rebranding the Church, he doesn’t just diagnose the problem; he calls us back to something deeper, older, and more powerful than image: identity. This isn’t a book about aesthetics. It’s a call for the people of God to embody the character of Christ again. If you’re tired of seeing the church be known more for scandals than service, this book will shake you, ground you, and send you. It’s biblical. It’s bold. And it’s exactly what we need right now.”

			—Lecrae, artist, author, and founder of Reach Records

			“Dr. Eric Mason has produced an instant classic. This work is the challenging, inspiring, and insightful book that we need for our current times. He exposes the current crisis facing Christianity in America and gives us a game plan for how we can be a part of the solution. Rebranding the Church is required reading for Christians seeking to live as the witnesses God has called us to be as we navigate today’s culture. Dr. Mason has given us the book we had all been desperately waiting for to call us to become a better expression of the church in this current season.”

			—Bryan Carter, senior pastor of Concord Church, Dallas

			“A brand is the public perception of who you are and who you purport yourself to be. In Rebranding the Church, Dr. Eric Mason effectively unveils the need, challenges, and methods to reboot the church’s brand so that it relevantly and accurately reflects what it was divinely created to be. This book will help and inspire the church to go to the next level in the spiritual development of its members and maximize its impact in the world.”

			—Dr. Tony Evans, president of The Urban Alternative and founder of Oak Cliff Bible Fellowship

			“Dr. Eric Mason continues trailblazing for the church. With his trademark combination of theological acumen, street savvy, and pastoral experience, his new book charts a fresh path forward for faithful ministry in the twenty-first century. While acknowledging the church’s very real failures and flaws, Dr. Mason refuses to take the easy route of mere complaint and critique. Instead, he provides a positive and hopeful framework for pastors, leaders, and church members that is simultaneously practical, accessible, and robust.”

			—Dr. Steve Bezner, associate professor of pastoral ministry at George W. Truett Theological Seminary and author of Your Jesus Is Too American

			“The church has a well-earned branding problem. Like a soul food restaurant that only sells kale salads, too many people find themselves coming to church for one thing, only to leave disappointed when they experience the opposite—tragic things. My friend Dr. Eric Mason not only helps center the church in the good news of the Bible but also does it in a way that when you finish this book, you will find yourself full of hope.”

			—Dr. Bryan Loritts, author of Grace to Overcome

			“Rebranding the Church captures the essence of what most Americans think about church and why and how the church can get back to its original ‘branding’ of gospel centrality, discipleship, service, and generosity. Dr. Mason brilliantly and pastorally equips readers with both biblical knowledge and practical tools to engage culture relevantly without indulging in the ideologies that will cause the church to drift from its primary mission. This book is essential reading for ministry leaders, their teams, and the body of Christ at large!”

			—Jerome Gay, Jr., pastor and author of Church Hurt: Holding the Church Accountable and Helping Hurt People Heal

			“In an age of echoes, Dr. Eric Mason is a voice of clarity and truth. I am a firsthand witness and beneficiary of his ministry and friendship. His ability to articulate the truths of Scripture is profound, yet his delivery is accessible across cultural contexts. His is a needed voice in our time as one who combats error, points to the truth of Scripture, and exalts Christ.”

			—Pastor William McDowell, lead pastor at Deeper Fellowship Church

			“Far too many churches are experiencing the invasion of an artificial, counterfeit identity and mission. My friend Eric Mason’s timely book is a call to scrape away the cultural ‘barnacles’ that have latched on to the church and realign the Bride of Christ to its beautiful, biblical identity and mission in the world. Thank you, Eric, for the gift of Rebranding the Church, a clear, compelling pathway forward.”

			—Dr. Crawford W. Loritts, Jr., author, speaker, radio host, founder and president of Beyond Our Generation
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			To my church, Epiphany Fellowship. Your commitment to the charge of rebranding the church in the world brings my heart joy. Let the saga continue. Let’s ride.

		

	
		
			1

			What Do You Think of When You Hear the Word Church?

			What do you think of when you hear the word basketball? What do you think of when you hear the word Philadelphia? What do you think of when you hear New York? BMW? North Pole?

			What do you think of when you hear the word church? Many today think of the church as full of hypocritical, fake, phony, self-righteous, out-of-touch, unloving, judgmental, absent, and selfish people. Even for those who reject Jesus, the church should still be recognized for some basic things that could garner respect in most settings: love, generosity, philanthropy, patience, and a basic sense of justice. The church should be full of kind, empathetic, nurturing, responsible, responsive, and sacrificial people. However, sadly, I think the world has some legitimate problems with us of because of weeds we’ve been sowing. As the church of Jesus Christ, we have sown much of the former rather than the latter. I’m not saying that the latter characteristics don’t exist; I am saying that the negative ones seem to be predominant in the eyes of a non-Christian world.

			Problems in the church make headlines every week: Christian nationalism, the foibles of prosperity-gospel preachers, and sex scandals. Add to this the fact that so many Christians define themselves by what they are against rather than what they are for and it is clear the church has a public relations problem. Our brand is calculated by our failures rather than our successes. When you say you are a Christian, people will want you to prove it. Christians are seen as wholesale hypocrites.

			Even in the black community, where the church has historically been held in high regard, things are looking grim. For many of us African Americans, Christianity is viewed as the religion of our oppressors. Teachings like “Love your enemies” and passages on slavery are believed to be man-made laws to get black people to become docile slaves of our white so-called superiors. A recent Pew Research Center article called “Faith Among Black Americans” shows that millennials and Gen Zs aren’t monolithic when it comes to faith, religion, and spirituality. One of the most interesting facts is that both groups are less connected to the church than past generations, particularly predominantly black churches:

			
				Protestantism has long dominated the Black American religious landscape, and still does. The survey shows that two-thirds of Black Americans (66%) are Protestant, 6% are Catholic and 3% identify with other Christian faiths—mostly Jehovah’s Witnesses. Another 3% belong to non-Christian faiths, the most common of which is Islam.

				But about one-in-five Black Americans (21%) are not affiliated with any religion and instead identify as atheist, agnostic or “nothing in particular,” and this phenomenon is increasing by generation: Roughly three-in-ten Black Gen Zers (28%) and Millennials (33%) in the survey are religiously unaffiliated, compared with just 11% of Baby Boomers and 5% of those in the Silent Generation.[1]

			

			Those stats paint a picture of new generations departing the church, but there is a remnant that God is raising up to represent the reign of Jesus effectively on the planet. The gospel is invincible. The stats do not have the last word; however, they should light a fire under followers of Jesus to help the church recover its passion for true discipleship and a more Christlike brand identity.

			Today, when seeking to share the good news about Jesus, many times I have to wade through people’s hangups with the church before I can get to the gospel. Let me share an example of an issue I’ve encountered recently.

			There is a group known as the Black Conscious Community that is always telling the church what we should be doing. They are a non-monolithic group of black people who value and even worship black identity but hate the church. The community is comprised of black atheists, Kemetics, Black Hebrew Israelites, Moors, Nation of Islam (NOI), and the Five Percent Nation of Islam. Each group is distinct, but they all have a lot in common: They believe that Christianity is the white man’s religion, black people are the original man on the planet, and the white man is the devil. This community spends more than half their time trying to debunk and discredit the church. Not all their issues with the church are well researched, but their criticisms have caused people to become disgusted with the church. Although there are many churches doing the Lord’s work, it is clear that’s not how the church is perceived by and large.

			NOI’s Louis Farrakhan once challenged the church not to be bought by the government. Many Black nationalists today claim that churches having 501(c)(3) (nonprofit) status means those churches are subject to the government and cannot speak truth to power. Other people, such as the author of the 2016 article “Why Black Churches Are Doing a $11.5 Billion Disservice to the Black Community,” generally state that the black church is the wealthiest business in the black community and should be doing more for its community.[2]

			With our own internal issues as the universal church, false propaganda from various groups and individuals, and legitimate critiques leveled at the church from within and without, one thing is clear: The church no longer has a healthy reputation. And that poor reputation is keeping the church from effectively accomplishing its mission.

			Recent Challenges

			Over the past few years, there has been an inordinate number of idols that have raised their heads and caused the church to lose its footing. On several fronts, the church—in its various spheres, tribes, and philosophies—has become divided over politics and ethics. I wasn’t around in the 1960s, but many of my mentors say that now is the most politicized the church has been in decades. While there are many people who believe the church should stay completely out of politics, I am not one of them. I believe we are called to shine the light of Jesus Christ in every sector of society. The apostle Paul encouraged Titus to teach believers that honorable political engagement is a part of the church’s witness: “Remind them to submit to rulers and authorities, to obey, to be ready for every good work” (Titus 3:1). But that isn’t what we are discussing here. I am concerned about what I would call political idolatry. Both those committed to Christian nationalism and those committed to extreme liberation theology or progressive theologies tend to place too much stock in politics. Tim Keller states this best:

			
				One of the signs that an object is functioning as an idol is that fear becomes one of the chief characteristics of life. When we center our lives on the idol, we become dependent on it. If our counterfeit god is threatened in any way, our response is complete panic. We do not say, “What a shame, how difficult,” but rather “This is the end! There’s no hope!”[3]

			

			Each side seems to equate the political success of a particular party as almost an ultimate goal of God. Each side sees the other as fundamentally opposed to God in their voting. I’m around people who believe that if you vote for Donald Trump, you are a sellout whose ultimate allegiance is not to God and you don’t care about morality or the welfare of women. Similarly, there are those who believe that if you vote Democrat, you don’t care about the unborn. Both are unfair sentiments. Each side has played a major role in affecting the world’s view of the church. Christian nationalism has viewed itself as helping the West remain Christian (as if it ever were). The question we need to address is this: What Christianity are we talking about? A form of cultural imperialism wrapped in Christian clothing? In other words, the Christian faith for nationalists requires patriotism to the United States. There’s nothing wrong with healthy patriotism. However, patriotism is not required of Jesus followers, and just because someone is a patriot doesn’t mean they are a believer.

			Too many professing Christians

			
				treat faith and citizenship as a package deal, which lulls us toward nationalistic pseudo-Christianity and allows those with no credible Christian devotion to self-identify as evangelical. Partisan values now define American evangelicalism. Votes in a national election can weigh as heavily as a genuine confession of faith. Because the bar is so low, masqueraders are polled and licensed to speak representatively—marring the evangelical image.[4]

			

			On the more progressive end, there can be efforts to remove aspects of tradition that are good for society in general. For example, consider how gender ideology is currently bringing confusion into spaces where distinctions between male and female have long been clear. What’s concerning about progressive ideologies is that everything can, at times, seem up for grabs to be redefined or terminated, even helpful norms and definitions:

			
				Conservative and progressive are notions that once existed independent of political parties. As we will see, there were conservatives and progressives in both parties. “Conservatism” refers to the desire to maintain the social status quo or return to a social norm from a previous generation. Progressivism is the assumption that society should be in a constant state of social evolution, arguing that societal change is evidence of a healthy community.[5]

			

			Each sector culturally infuses Christianity with their chosen ideologies. Both are guilty of creating a pseudo-Christianity. They both use the Christian name and rhetoric, but neither represents biblical Christianity. Christian nationalism is Americanism; Christ isn’t central—America is. Similarly, many hyper-progressive ideologies replace Jesus with a false sense of freedom. Both view their desired ends as a savior and believe we are doomed if the opposite political preferences are represented in government.

			How does that affect our witness? When Christ is not center stage, the world is robbed of experiencing the true gospel. That also tells us something about the church: It has lost its saltiness. Personal preferences have overridden God’s biblical principles. For that and much more, our witness has diminished.

			Moreover, the world has seen its fair share of impudent examples of “faith.” As a result, there has been a decline in expectations of the church to be what she’s supposed to be.

			I want to help you, assuming you are a Christian, be intentional about taking responsibility for acting as a healthy gospel witness in the world. Speaking of health, I mean painting a true biblical picture of the people of God that represents His intended purposes in the world. Peter urged believers to be intentional about cultivating their reputation in a nonbelieving world (see 1 Peter 2:11–12).

			God has placed the responsibility of cultivating a good reputation for the church on the shoulders of every believer. When we trust Jesus, we are automatically drafted into representing our team.

			It’s Going to Get Worse Before It Gets Better

			There was a time in redemptive history when things did get better rather quickly. Prior to the establishment of the church, the spiritual condition of God’s people experienced a downward spiral. Between the Fall in Genesis 3 and the evil of Genesis 6, we don’t see much change until Noah comes onto the scene. During the time of the judges, things deteriorate, and then the time of the kings is a bit of a roller coaster, but overall God’s people seem to be moving in the wrong direction. Things get better and then worse again while God’s people are living in captivity. And then Jesus comes and ushers in a new era of history.

			The initial church that Jesus gave birth to through His death, resurrection, and ascension was quite remarkable. The members of the early church were attentive to the teaching they received; they loved and supported one another and sought to live out the teachings of Jesus (see Acts 2:42–47). I believe there are many communities of believers still striving to live this way, but these communities just don’t make headlines. My point here, however, is that there have always been seasons of pruning—times when God allows the church to suffer to some degree so she can grow to be more like Jesus. I think we are in one of those seasons right now and, by remembering the church’s past, we can look to God to lead us toward a brighter future.

			The Pruning

			In the book of John, Jesus makes a statement about how the kingdom best grows and bears fruit: “Every branch in me that does not produce fruit he removes, and he prunes every branch that produces fruit so that it will produce more fruit” (15:2). The word for prune here means “to cleanse”; the adjective “ ‘clean’ (katharos) is occasionally used in Greek literature in connection with the growth of vines.”[6] Also, this verse should be read more corporately than individually. Although by application it could be a personal point of sanctification, it refers more to Israel as the people of God and will apply to the church later. Pruning is so important for things to thrive, both corporately and individually:

			
				Those tending vines (and some kinds of trees) would cut away useless branches lest they wastefully sap the strength of the plant; in the long run, this diverted more strength into the branches that would genuinely bear fruit. The weaker the vine, the more harshly one pruned it, reducing short-term fruit but ensuring a greater measure of fruit the following year. Farmers pruned in two different ways: they pruned fruitful branches to make them more fruitful, and (as in 15:6) they removed unfruitful branches entirely.[7]

			

			In light of this, I have been seeking God through all the loss my church experienced during the pandemic (many people left our church and never came back). I noticed the same with other churches as well. John 15:2 seemed to be what the Lord was using to give me clarity on what He was providentially working on among His people.

			I want to talk about three types of pruning that I believe all churches are going through and will continue to go through in the future. I will explain each as we go:

			
					Leadership pruning

					Local church member pruning

					Local church lampstand pruning

			

			Leadership Pruning

			I’m not going into full detail here because I’ll speak on leadership later, but there will be a cleansing of leadership. For far too long, the church has harbored unclean and uncalled people to remain in leadership positions, from abusers and whoremongers to greedy, manipulative, immature, materialistic, controlling, cultic, non-Bible-teaching, non-gospel-centered, non-Christ-centered, idolatrous leaders. Those types of leaders are going to be pruned out of the church of Jesus Christ. For years, leaders have been propagating a mess that God has patiently tolerated. However, a time is approaching when countless scandals will emerge, exposing those leaders. Some may even go home to be with the Lord earlier than expected. Others might be exposed as never having been called or saved at all.

			Local Church Member Pruning

			As stated earlier, many churches lost numerous attendees and members from 2020 to 2022. While there are certainly other reasons, I primarily attribute this to cleansing. God wants a serious group representing His reign. The church I pastor, Epiphany Fellowship Church, lost 75 percent of its people. During the pandemic, our leaders called every member of our church to see if anyone needed anything and how we could serve them. Some responded, and others didn’t. When we reopened, I was deeply saddened by how many members we seemed to have lost. Not everyone who didn’t return to our church completely left the church or abandoned their faith in Jesus, but something odd happened concerning people’s relationship with the church during and after the pandemic.

			As I write this, I can say that we are on the other side of the pruning season. We are experiencing exponential growth and seeing many new converts and baptisms. God has been gracious, and I believe He isn’t nearly done helping us bear fruit. I have heard of other pastors and churches experiencing some of the same fruit that we are. God is amazing!

			Local Church Lampstand Pruning

			In Revelation 2, John says, “I have this against you: You have abandoned the love you had at first. Remember then how far you have fallen; repent, and do the works you did at first. Otherwise, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place, unless you repent” (verses 4–5). Every local church has a lampstand lit in heaven that represents its presence on earth. As long as it is lit, the church serves as a viable outpost of the kingdom. But if the lampstand is not lit, the church is no longer God’s ordained representative. Churches may have lost their representation, but they haven’t lost their salvation.

			The church at Ephesus was sound in doctrine but unsound in love—and as John warned them, “You have abandoned the love you had at first.” The church today is in danger of losing its first love. Abandoning our first love isn’t just about neglecting Bible reading and devotional life; it is about our affection for God and people, from pastoral care to mercy ministry to doing all things motivated by humility and love.

			There are so many churches out there that fight good pastors and run them off. Other churches are controlled by founding or core families who resist the gospel mission and want to return the church to its “glory days” or keep the status quo; many pastors stay long beyond their time and effectiveness in hopes of helping advance God’s mission and making disciples. Other churches have had diminished presence in their community; many don’t even have websites. Their Facebook page is their website. If Paul used letters, ships, donkeys, and Roman roads to continue sharing the gospel, why aren’t we using whatever redemptive means we have available to do the same? It will look different for churches of varying sizes, but we are called to be gospel innovators to advocate for the rule of Christ on earth. In my city alone, I’ve seen numerous churches go out of existence or sell their facilities.

			David Kinnaman, CEO of Barna Group, believes that “the sense of deep-rooted connectedness that most Americans have to a local church is becoming more and more transactional, less and less frequent.”[8] Kinnaman said that the first year and a half of the pandemic “didn’t just change how Christians met; it changed their hearts and minds toward the church.”[9] In its research on the state of the church, Barna Group found that

			
				a third of practicing Christians had dropped out of church at some point and 29 percent of senior pastors said they “seriously considered” quitting in the past year.[10]

			

			And Kinnaman said,

			
				Church leaders are going to revert to doing things the ways they’ve always known them, whereas the population in general and millennials are going to find that this disruption altered their habits and perspectives on the role and relevance of the church…The gap between the church and society is only going to be larger as we rebuild the church in a postpandemic world.[11]

			

			Although I know all this is necessary for kingdom growth, it’s painful. However, I do believe that God is distilling us down to a remnant of people who are what they were saved to be: representatives. Remember, the church of Jesus Christ was a remnant. Most Israelites rejected Jesus, and the multitudes called for Him to be crucified. But only 120 disciples were at Pentecost, and after the Resurrection, Jesus appeared to more than 500 believers (see Acts 1:15; 1 Corinthians 15:6). The church started with a few, but the gospel moved quickly to thousands. God doesn’t need a crowd; He can use a small community.

			The Church Must Be Clear on Who Jesus Is

			I believe the church currently finds herself in an identity crisis. Many Christians are struggling to discover who they are again; others are trying to recreate the church and restore her back to the way she was, but she will never be the same. I believe the way forward is both backward and forward. What I mean by backward is that we need to recapture the essence of what the church is biblically meant to be. That is a timeless task we will explore later, but it’s important we recognize that, in changing times, the truth of God’s Word will never change. And the gospel will never change. But we are also to move forward: While the gospel never changes, we ourselves must change. We must constantly ask ourselves how we can live more faithfully for Jesus in the unique context in which God has placed us.

			Jesus asked many questions during His ministry. His questions are worthy of a sermon series. Perhaps the most important question He asked was this: “Who do you say that I am?” (Matthew 16:15). Before that question, He asked the second-most-important question of His ministry: “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” (verse 13). We will deal with that one first.

			The second question Jesus asked His disciples assumes at least three things. The first is that Christians interact with culture. He said, “I am not praying that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil one” (John 17:15). Jesus wants His disciples insulated but not isolated. He expected His followers to be engaged and involved in human flourishing.

			Second, He knows that He’ll be talked about. In light of that, He believes that we’ll have an answer or at least notice when others misrepresent Him. Third is the expectation that His disciples were listening and perceiving what people’s take on Him was. “Imbedded in Jesus’s question is the answer. I wonder if the disciples caught it: ‘the Son of Man.’ ‘Son of Man’ is a title, Jesus was referring to Daniel 7:13–14 where the prophet Daniel ‘described a ruler of heavenly origin who would reign over a universal and eternal kingdom. It was Jesus’s favorite self-designation and, in fact, is used approximately thirty times in Matthew alone.’ ”[12]

			When Jesus asked His disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” (Matthew 16:13), He didn’t ask them this question in Jerusalem; He asked them in pagan territory. It’s easy to say who Jesus is in church and around believers, but it is a challenge to stand for Him in places of resistance.

			In the context of Matthew’s gospel, “At the time Jesus and his disciples traveled there, Caesarea Philippi was an important Greco-Roman city, whose population was primarily pagan. This region becomes the site where Jesus calls for a decision about his
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