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  David Bradshaw is a beekeeper. He has been for years. But this spring, when he opened his bee 
boxes, he discovered that half of his 100 million bees were missing. Box after box was empty – nobody home 
with no forwarding address.¶ 

Now, for you and me, that’s not much of a problem. I don’t want ANY bees, let alone 100 million. But for 
Mr. Bradshaw it was a huge problem. ¶ 

And not just in Bradshaw’s bee-tarium (or whatever you call a bee community). Across America, 
honeybees are disappearing without a trace by the thousands and hundreds of thousands. And it’s a cause for 
huge concern really – and not only for bee keepers. It’s a problem for farmers and flower growers and 
foresters. Bees are an essential element in the pollination of plant life everywhere and if pollination doesn’t 
happen, plants can’t reproduce. 

It’s a true story, but I’d like to do something with it. I’d like to change “David Bradshaw”  the beekeeper, 
to “Rev. David Bradshaw”, pastor of First Congregational Church, Anywhere, Ohio. The news story would read 
like this: “Rev. Bradshaw has endured countless stings during his life as a pastor, but he got the shock of his 
career when he looked at his church last year and found half of his church members missing – nobody home 
with no forwarding address.” 

The second story isn’t true, of course. But you can see where this is going. The disappearance of the 
bees is related to a phenomenon called Colony Collapse Disorder (CCD), in which beehives suddenly die off 
for no apparent reason and the bees vanish. And if you think of a church, or the church as a colony, a 
community, it’s fair to ask the question as to why we’re experiencing colony collapse. 

 CCD — of the bee variety — occurs in widespread areas and involves many hives — which is what is 
happening in our country right now. And, although it may not affect you right now, it most certainly will soon – 
higher prices, harder to get fruits and vegetables and corn and wheat products. In recent years, at least half of 
all U.S. commercial honeybee colonies have been affected and billions of bees have gone missing. The value 
of the crops which are being affected is estimated to be more than $14 billion in this country alone and CCD is 
spreading throughout Europe and the Middle East. 

The alarming thing is that no one seems to know why it is happening. It could be a virus but none has 
been detected. It’s possible that pesticides, unknown pathogens, emissions from cellular phones, poor nutrition 
or even vampire mites could be playing a role. Beekeepers tell us that in the affected colonies, a few dead 
bees are usually found near the hive, but that most of the adult bees seem to disappear without a trace. In fact, 
the alternate name for CCD is Vanishing Bee Syndrome (VBS, and don’t think “Vacation Bible school”). The 
current speculation is that if CCD is caused by a virus, it may somehow interfere with the bees’ ability to get 
back to the hive. They simply get disoriented and lost and can’t find their way home.  

Which brings us back to the church. Christians across America are disappearing without a trace, too. 
Churches aren’t typically found totally empty, but attendance is down – even in the mega-churches – and down 
to an alarming degree. 

While there is no single reason that explains the drop in the number of church-going disciples of Jesus, 
in some cases it is related to Colony Collapse Disorder, as we said, in which local congregations die off.  

Having said that, I need to add that while every church closing could be described as a colony collapse, 
not every church closing it’s doors is a collapse disorder. Just like people, congregations have life spans, and 
there’s no shame in recognizing that the time has come for a church to close or merge when demographics, 
lack of economic opportunity, the non-availability of jobs or similar factors in the neighborhood of the church 
drain a congregation of attendees. Many churches that close do so quite worthily after years of effective and 
faithful ministry. It’s just that they’re eventually overwhelmed by forces beyond their control. That’s simply a 
colony collapse, with no disorder involved. 

To see the difference, consider the picture of the early church that Luke gives us in today’s reading. He 
reports the reaction of the crowd on the Day of Pentecost to Peter’s sermon. As Peter finished up, the crowd, 
which had been “cut to the heart” by his words, cried out, asking, “What should we do?” Peter told them to 
repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus so that their sins could be forgiven and they could receive the 
Holy Spirit. 

Those things — repentance, forgiveness, baptism by water and baptism by the Holy Spirit — are what 
we might call the “entry level” things that a church must provide to be the church in any meaningful sense of 
the word. If we are not offering Christ and calling people to repent and follow him, then we really are not the 
church, we are just some kind of social organization where you can give and your giving is a tax write-off.  



The people on that day understood what Peter was saying and a great many of them accepted Christ 
on the spot and were immediately baptized, which must have kept Jesus’ disciples pretty busy. We love it 
when we have a baptism but can you imagine having a thousand of them all at once? 

That started the church.  
However, if we continue reading to the end of the chapter, we find Luke’s account of significant 

developments among those early converts that go beyond the entry-level things, developments that 
strengthened the church. He says these new believers began to pool their resources, thus caring for all of their 
number – “you need a shirt? Here, take this one, I’ve got two.” “You hungry? Come on over for dinner tonight. 
I’ll put a few extra beans in the pot.” “You have no place to crash tonight? I’ve got plenty of space in my 
basement. Come and stay as long as you need to.” 

It says they also began to spend their time in worship, learning, fellowship, the breaking of bread with 
glad and generous hearts and prayer. I’m not sure what all that means in modern parlance, but I take it to 
mean that they went to church on Sunday mornings, they had family devotions at home and even group 
devotions when with friends and neighbor believers; they ejoyed being with one another, they went out to eat 
and invited others in for a meal… In other words, they established an intimate fellowship with one another. And 
it was not just on Sunday mornings but, seemingly, daily… And we read that one result of all of this is that they 
had “the goodwill of all the people,” meaning that everyone, even those who had not themselves embraced 
Christianity, saw the colony of Christians as a bright spot in the community. So it would seem that if we wanted 
to point to a church today that should not collapse, it would be one where people are clearly and creatively 
called to Christ, where there is strong worship, fellowship, caring for one another, common goals in mission 
and ministry, an active prayer life among the membership, a thorough Christian education for children and 
newcomers to the faith and where the church is held in high regard by the larger community. 

And there are many such churches. I like to think we are one of them. We love God. We love one 
another. Many of us tend to socialize with one another. We bring Christ into our homes and families and daily 
lives… all wonderful and Biblical things. But as we’ve already indicated, sometimes the forces that lead to the 
demise of a congregation are things that have nothing to do with spirituality, faithfulness, fellowship, hard work 
and the like. They are outside forces, and some colonies of faith collapse, but do so honorably. 

But how about seemingly healthy churches? What is happening in America to the typical, healthy 
church that is experiencing “VBS – Vanishing Believer Syndrome?” When a church closes, often the members 
use that as an exit strategy from the church as a whole and vanish into the culture. But what has become of 
our church members who attended on Easter and whom we saw on Christmas Eve? What has happened to 
the family who always sat in the fifth pew or the seventh on the right who were so faithful in their attendance for 
years but have now disappeared? Where did they go and why and what do we do about it? 

I don’t know the answer. If you ask them, usually THEY don’t know the answer – they honestly don’t. 
Sometimes some will say, “The church wasn’t meeting my spiritual needs.” But if you ask them what those 
needs are, almost universally they will tell you they don’t know… It’s all as mysterious as the missing bees. No 
one seems to know… No one seems to know what to do to get them back and we, who remain, mourn their 
absence…  

Perhaps we ought to tell them that. I’ve done it myself. When I run into someone who has stopped 
coming to church I greet them warmly, we have a little small talk – it’s a bit awkward since I’m their minister 
and I know they know they aren’t attending anymore. And after a few minutes we make our excuses and take 
our leave, glad the encounter is over. But why didn’t I – and why don’t you – say “We’ve really missed you in 
church. I’ve really missed you in church. I’d love it if you’d come back…” That might be all it would take to 
redeem a vanished believer. And if that doesn’t do it, NOTHING is lost. I once read an article that suggested 
that it takes one invitation to come back to church for every month a person has been gone. And I imagine it is 
true. Can you imagine a person who has been gone for a year having a dozen different people telling them 
they are missed? It would be powerful. It would be almost irresistible. And having them return to the family 
would thrill even God. 

But I want to be realistic. Often people who have vanished will not come back. They are simply gone 
even if they themselves can’t explain it. 

What’s the next step for David Bradshaw, the beekeeper? Half his bees are gone but he still wants to 
keep bees. Obviously, he can’t mourn the vanished forever. He must move on. He goes to the beekeepers 
mail-order catalogue and orders 50 million replacement bees (I wonder how much a bee costs?). 

We, in the church, can’t do that, of course. We can send out fliers and advertise on Burma Shave signs 
and on cable TV and in the newspapers, but do you know how many people will sit in our pews because of 
those efforts? Not a pew full – if we did it for years. Our “replacement” members will come from personal 



invitation from the bees already in the hive – the healthy ones who know they’ve got a good thing and want to 
share it.  

I Googled “Invite others to church” this week and found a blog that said some things that made sense 
but sobered me considerably. It’s a bit long but I just have to share it with you. It was written by Richard 
Reising in 2006:  
Here's a truism: people that have had a life-changing experience with God want others to find God in a life-
changing way. This is surely true. It is also true that most people that sat in church pews last year never invited 
one single person to their church. So what is the disconnection? 
I think one of the biggest disconnects we have in the church is that we often forget what it was like to go to 
church for the very first time. The intimidation factor for a lone visitor in a new church is simply huge. But it is 
nowhere close to the stress and vulnerability that is put on a churchgoer who invites a visitor. All inviters put 
their reputations on the line every time they invite someone to church. You can rest assured that church 
members will not invite someone if they do not expect a positive outcome. And most of the time, that's why one 
church isn't growing and the church around the corner is. It has led us to say that "People are not ashamed of 
Christ, they are ashamed of their church." 
I asked a young friend how he was enjoying his church; he admitted that he loved it but was bothered by the 
fact that the church wasn't growing. I asked him why it wasn't growing; he acted bewildered and said, "I have 
no idea." 
"Yes, you do," I challenged him. "You know why it's not growing." 
After a silence, I asked, "When was the last time you invited someone?" 
"Well, it's been a long time," he said ashamedly. 
"Why don't you invite people?" 
He shuffled his feet and said, "I don't know." 
"Yes, you do," I said. "The reason you don't invite people is the same reason why your church is not growing." 
I could tell that bells went off on the inside. He responded, "Yeah, I know why." He had known it all along. He 
just had never connected the dots between the challenges of inviting people and overall church growth. 
It might be simple. A congregant might be embarrassed about the church decorations, the woman who shouts 
from the back of the church, the inexplicably deep or dry sermons or the pastor telling jokes about his wife. The 
harder it is to invite people, the more challenging church growth is. 
You see, I knew my friend loved God and wanted others to experience Christ's love. Unfortunately, most 
people are not intimidated about being Christians; they are intimidated about inviting people to their church. 
The simple truth is that if an invitation is hard to make, for whatever reason, fewer people will be invited. The 
battle for growth is first fought in the hearts of churchgoers who want to better the lives of those around them. 
This is actually the desire of the vast majority of churchgoers. 
I cannot say this emphatically enough: All true Christians want other people to become Christians. It is planted 
in them when Christ is planted in them. This means if your church has to beg, push, cajole, offer incentives, or 
even just remind people to invite others, it is a telltale sign that, for whatever reason, they do not believe the 
ministry that takes place will make a successful connection with the people they would invite. 
I am convinced of one thing. If members walk out of your service saying, "I wish my unchurched friend had 
been here," they will start to think about inviting their friend. If a member walks out of your service three weeks 
in a row and says every time, "I wish my unchurched friend would have heard that," nothing will stop that 
member from dragging that friend through your doors. The challenging thing is that often, when members walk 
out of churches, the only thing they can say is, "I wish my other church friends would have heard that." 
 
 That wasn’t easy to read. It hit right at the heart of who I am and who we are. Are we embarrassed by 
Mt. Hope? Are you uncertain of what your friend will walk away with? When DID you last invite someone to 
church? Why has it been so long? Is there something here worth having? You know there is. Is there 
something here worth sharing? You know there is. Who will you invite? When?  

There isn’t a church in America which isn’t experiencing Vanishing Believer Syndome – even growing 
churches. But as some vanish – and it stings like anything when they do – we must all replenish the hive – to 
the glory of God. 
 


