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Tim Suttle, in his book, Shrink, offers a hint about a tension in narrative that exists in churches today by 
drawing a parallel between farming and pastoring. Referencing Wendell Berry’s book, Jayber Crow, a 
contrast is drawn between two farmers.  Athey Keith was an older farmer who has learned to steward 
the land in such a way as to maintain harmony for the long haul, even if it meant not seeing short term 
gains.  His son-in-law, Troy Chatham, was more impressed with modern industrial farming techniques 
which were oriented more toward profit and production as signs of success.  Without a doubt, Suttle 
favors Athey’s view of being stewards of the land for the long haul over Troy’s apparently short-sighted 
vision which is more bottom-line focused.  However, even in the introduction, Suttle’s own inner turmoil 
is revealed. “Our job [as pastors] is stewardship: to leave the church better than we found it, and to 
cause the church to serve the world around us, not the productivity demands of the leadership” (18).  
Called to be stewards (without a lot of control on outcomes), yet we’re supposed to leave the church 
better than we found it (which is an outcome).  Hmmm. 
 
Have you experienced a similar tension as a church leader, where you sense a pull in two directions, one 
that is more aligned with Athey, and the other with Troy’s?  Which way resonates more with you?  Are 
these two paradigms mutually exclusive?   
 
Suttle begins chapter one with the story behind American artist, Clyfford Still, whose work ranks among 
the top-grossing paintings sold.  Pioneering abstract expressionism, he pulled his paintings out of the 
market in 1951 “to avoid confusion”. The artist had experienced pressure from the culture around him 
so much that he believed that it would undermine his work.  His art was inherently a critique of the 
materialistic, greedy, and vanity culture that was growing around him, yet his success was also coming 
from that same culture.  Tension.  As pastors, we are called to a specific genre of leadership, Christian 
leadership, which lands us in the same tension Still experienced.  The ends and means of leadership in 
Western, capitalistic culture is in sharp contrast at times with the leadership ends and means modeled 
by Jesus.  Cultural leadership, as Suttle describes it, is generally focused on best practices, results, and 
effectiveness as measures of success.  The leadership mode of Jesus, he notes, is more interested in 
faithfulness to the way of Jesus, which may not evidence outward signs of success as defined by the 
culture: “the Christian leader’s first job is to become a good and virtuous human being and a good and 
virtuous leader, and then to leave questions of growth and perceived success in the hands of God.  
Sometimes all God requires of the leader is to do the small things faithfully for the rest of his or her life” 
(29). 
 
The way of Jesus is a way of descent, not ascent; to serve in sacrificial ways more than to be served, 
which challenges our way of defining success for churches.  “The church’s job is not to grow.  The 
church’s job is not to thrive.  The church’s job is not even to survive.  The church’s job is to be faithful.  
Our growth, even our survival, is predicated on the will and power of God” (29).  Suttle refers to 
Hauerwas and Willimon’s description of two primary camps that describe most churches today: the 
activist church that seeks social reform (largely mainline churches), and the conversionist church that 
pursues personal salvation (Evangelical, Fundamentalist, and Pentecostal churches).  They lift up a third 
alternative, the confessing church, which exists to be a colony of heaven in a culture of hell. 
 
What do you think about Suttle’s assertions thus far?  Has our definition of leadership been too strongly 
influenced by a Western, capitalistic paradigm?  How do we know if we have shifted away from the 



leadership mode of Jesus?  Has your church been more shaped by an activist or conversionist paradigm?  
How would we know?  What do you think of the confession model?  How is it an alternative to the other 
two paradigms? 
 
In Chapter 2: Great is the Enemy of Good, Suttle continues unpacking the tension of leading church in 
our culture, beginning with professional cyclist Tyler Hamilton’s story of apparent success-turned-to-
failure.  Facing pressure to remain successful, he eventually went against the honesty and integrity he 
was raised to abide by and cheated as he turned to doping.  He desperately desired to be great instead 
of good.  In contrast to the book with similar words, Suttle suggests that great is the enemy of good 
because it elevates greatness to a degree that may have us make compromises that are incongruent 
with following Jesus.  “The drive to be great (read: bigger, more celebrated, and more talked about) is 
crowding out goodness and virtue as the central focus in Christian leadership” (38)…  Doping is to 
professional cycling what good-to-great leadership is to ministry”...  When church leaders focus on 
faithfulness (read: fidelity, virtue, and an active, living, breathing allegiance to the way of Christ), they 
have done all they are meant to do – regardless of their ministry’s results.  Faithfulness is our part; 
growth is God’s part” (39).  Suttle lifts up John the Baptist at this point, who chose to decrease his role, 
crowd, and prestige in order for Jesus to increase. 
 
Pragmatism, Suttle says, is the church’s kryptonite (42) because it suggests pathways to success, the 
metrics of which we don’t know how to handle.  Pragmatism focuses on what works, while faithfulness 
is firstly oriented toward being authentically Christian in every context regardless of whether or not it is 
“successful”.  Fruitfulness and flourishing are signs that we’re on the right track, which is not the same 
as culturally-derived definitions of success.  Good-to-great pragmatism will likely grow a congregation, 
but if it fails to create faithfulness, perhaps the growth is mere vanity.  Shrinking – choosing to allow 
Jesus to have the spotlight and leadership – is our goal.  Being more than doing.  Growth may happen 
within the Shrink metric, but not necessarily. 
 
What do you think about the notion that Collins’ Good to Great may be counter to faithfulness?  How has 
great been the enemy of good for you?  How have you lived in the tension between “greatness” and 
“goodness”?  How will you know if you are falling into Tyler Hamilton’s trap before it is too late? 
 
In Chapter 3, Suttle queries about how the mega church has impacted our understanding of church, our 
definition of success, and the future of the Church in the United States.  He critiques as one who has 
worked in and with a megachurch (which helped him start his church in the Kansas City area), as an 
insider who loves the leaders and is grateful for what has been done for him.  Using a sports analogy, 
Suttle suggests that the megachurch today is akin to sports doping, that what megachurches have done 
and are capable of doing based on their sheer size is more than evidence of better practices, but, like 
performance enhancing drugs, the things megachurches do to become and remain “mega” actually 
alters the makeup of the body itself. 
 
Since we live in the United States where bigger is almost always celebrated over smaller, megachurches 
serve to define what health and success should look like in churches.  Furthermore, since we live in a 
culture that elevates personal and professional ascent, the way of Jesus, which is descent, may be 
getting overlooked.  When bigger and better is the goal, sacrifice is difficult to pursue.  Suttle suggests 
that what we are seeing today is akin to the difference in leadership style and corporate paradigm 
between Moses and Solomon, where the latter sold out to a bigger/better orientation that gained global 
attention, yet set the stage for the demise of the nation of Israel. 
 



Specifically, Suttle lifts up the following ways that megachurches have altered the way we think about 
the body of Christ that are impacting the way all churches think about what it means to be “church” (65-
69): 

• Megachurches insulate against natural pain that in important. 

• Megachurches inhibit diversity. 

• Megachurches exploit their pastors. 

• Megachurches impede pastoral accountability. 

• Megachurches move in the wrong direction. 
 
These concerns raise a number of questions that Suttle himself raises for church leaders to consider: 
What are we communicating about God and the kingdom of God through our actions?  Not with our 
mouth, but with our hands and feet – what gospel does the megachurch preach by virtue of its behavior, 
its mode of being church? Does it preach a gospel of bigger, better, higher, faster, and stronger?  Or does 
it preach the gospel that is primarily concerned with the small things, the left out, the left behind, the 
vulnerable, and the weak? 
 
Suttle summarizes the point of the first section of his book as follows: 
 

At the grassroots level, we need to stop romanticizing the megachurch, stop 

celebrating its growth, and stop worshiping its success.  We need to stop looking to 

good-to-great leaders to light the way for the future of the church in America.  The 

first step for all of us is to stop excusing our own utilization of business, CEO-style 

leadership models as just a little harmless gamesmanship, and recognize that it’s 

more serious than that.  The longer we chase the way up, the more difficult we make 

it for the run-of-the-mill church member to recognize the essential nature of the 

gospel, that the Jesus way is down, and this way places serious demands on our lives 

(71). 

He also gives a glimpse of where he will be going in the book in his advice to young leaders: 

Find a small church you can love and serve.  Find a small congregation of people who 

want to follow Jesus and give your life to them for the next three decades.  Don’t 

chase success; chase faithfulness instead.  Don’t leave for a bigger church, a higher 

salary, or a more high profile position.  Dare to do a small thing faithfully.  If you stay 

put, give up your dreams of greatness.  Don’t become caught up in the church doping 

scandals, and certainly don’t excuse the megachurch phenomenon as a little harmless 

gamesmanship – doctoring the ball – when it is far more serious than that.  Rope up 

with a small congregation of people and refuse to do anything but chase the kingdom 

of God with all your might. 

 
Questions.  How do you see the megachurch phenomenon’s impact on the way we think about church in 
the United States?  In what ways has it apparently helped?  What do you think about Suttle’s critiques?  
How has “megachurch” affected the way you think about church, success, and the gospel?  How has this 
affected you personally in terms of your sense of calling, worth, and vision for the future? 
 


