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Introduction 

 Who Stole My Church? by Gordon MacDonald describes the transition of a 

hypothetical New England church as witnessed through the eyes of a pastor.  This text 

accurately identifies different types of people found in the typical church, and in narrative 

format, shows each persons reaction to the transition from an old historical church to one 

solely committed to reaching souls. Countless thousands of books have been written to 

model or describe positive change in the local body, yet with its narrative format, it 

allows the reader to join the transition in its positives and difficulties.  

Insights 

The book starts with a meeting between the pastor and long time members of the 

church who felt that their church had been taken over or stolen from them.  Throughout 

this first meeting, the pastor simply listened and allowed each person to vent and express 

his or her frustration. Although it seems like such a simple thing, many leaders tend to 

defend themselves or explain their positions instead of listening and allowing other 

thoughts and feelings to be made known.  Through his actions, this pastor let his 

congregants know that he valued their opinions.1 

As a trained musician and a worship pastor for more than a decade, the discussion 

of music piqued Mr. Lemon’s interest. Over the past forty years, nothing has caused more 

turmoil in churches than the change in musical styles.  As in MacDonald’s hypothetical 

church, many older adults cling to the music of Fanny Crosby, the Moody/Sankey 

revivals and the gospel song of the early twentieth century.  These texts tend to be 

simplistic, experiential and celebrate the benefits of being a Christian.  Although 

	
1	Gordon MacDonald, Who Stole My Church, (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2007), 1.	
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contemporary music is very diverse in its theme and material, much of it has returned to a 

focus on the Triune God, his attributes, and his works.  Moreover, in many circles, 

younger worship leaders seek to teach the meaning behind lyrics and organize the 

worship service to place proper focus on God. 

A final insight gained is the importance to take time in transition.  From the 

original proposal to spend a large amount on the sound and lighting system, to the name 

change in the church, the pastor of this church seemed to assume that the church was 

eager to adopt his ideas.  Through several embarrassing situations, he discovered that his 

assumptions were incorrect.  In the experience of this author, changes can be made, but 

they must be made slowly and incrementally.  As important, leadership must give those 

persons who are slow to warm time to accept changes.   

Evaluation 

Throughout the text, MacDonald presents a positive view of most members of his 

church.  While each is slow to warm, through logic and personal experience, most turn 

their focus from themselves back to the work of God.  The author of this paper has served 

in three different churches and has watched his parents serve as pastor in four churches 

over the past two decades.  In each case, those who were committed to tradition were far 

less likely to suddenly change their mind through logical arguments and scripture reading.  

Often, long held personal opinions and sentimental traditions colored peoples’ 

understanding of scripture.  MacDonald’s presentation seemed far to idealistic, 

particularly in areas of the country that are committed to heritage and tradition. 

Second, it became apparent in the text that there was no unified vision or 

philosophy of church in the organization.  Each member who gathered in the Discovery 
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Group had his or her own idea of what church should be, the pastor had his, and members 

of the youth music team had theirs.  A solid philosophy of church clarified and stated 

simply in a vision statement helps the entire church understand its purpose and goal.   

 
Reflection 

 In reflection, the hypothetical church described by MacDonald is similar to the 

experiences of pastors and staff members throughout the United States.  In many ways, it 

is a blessing to realize that many of the struggles personally experienced have also been 

experienced by many other pastors.  

 As seen in the first insight, leaders need to be willing and able to listen to 

members of their congregation or team and to understand and respect different opinions 

and worldviews.  While not all views are equal, often and as seen in the book, when 

people voice personal opinions, they begin to understand and even accept differences. 

 Also valuable to personal ministry practice is the importance of taking time to 

transition. Leaders must determine the appropriate course of action based on scripture, 

recommendations and opportunities, but they must also give congregants time to absorb 

changes. 

 Finally, much of the frustration found throughout the book would have been 

avoided if a proper philosophy of church and vision had been established.  People are 

more likely to participate when they understand the rational for what could otherwise be 

considered odd decisions.   Those in leadership must craft a vision with the input of all 

involved.  With this resolve, changes that help the vision progress are met with less 

resistance even among those who dislike change. 
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