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Is tithing based on gross or net income?

Why did God give us free will and allow us to sin if he wants us to live eternally in heaven?

If Jesus was God, why did he wait until he was 30 to start his ministry?

If you've ever wanted to bolt up from your seat to ask the pastor a question during service you might want to consider Morning Star Church, in Dardenne Prairie.

No, you won't be encouraged to blurt out your question. Not quite.

But instead of being told to turn off your cellphone, you are free to have it in hand so you can text your question to Pastor Mike Schreiner.

The text-your-pastor option is one of many technologies that have helped make the United Methodist church the largest in the denomination in Missouri.

The texts are sent to a Google voice account and reviewed by staff members who select which ones to send to Schreiner, who reads them off a monitor at his feet.

"There are times in church where the preacher is preaching and you want to say, 'Hey, stop! Stop!' because you don't understand something," Schreiner says. Schreiner has been taking text questions for 2½ years.

Sometimes he gets several. Sometimes none. Sometimes the congregation is told there won't be questions due to a jam-packed service.

At Sunday's 9:15 a.m. service there was one texted question: "When you become a Christian does God choose you or do you choose God? I like to believe it's both."

Schreiner answered that he also believes it's both.

The idea for text-the-pastor came from Mark Roach, the worship arts director and leader of the praise band. He'd seen it done at an Arkansas church.

"There was a part of me that was a little scared," Schreiner says. "What are they going to ask? Is this going to be stump the pastor?"

Schreiner, 43, of Lake Saint Louis, has a master's of divinity degree from Eden Theological Seminary in St. Louis. He's become comfortable with text questions. The queries often reflect more what's on people's minds than the message's focus.

Staff members who review them have already read a copy of Schreiner's sermon and therefore don't forward questions they know will be answered later.

"We're looking for things that are good clarifying points," says John Carrington, the church's media director. "Or people will tell us what their upbringing was and they'll say, 'I grew up in a home where this was not allowed. Is that OK?'"

Carrington says some questions are not forwarded, such as, "Did Pastor Mike forget to shave?'"

Between services I saw Mike Pifer, 56, with his cellphone out.

No, he says, he wouldn't think of texting during the service.

"There's no texting when I'm driving and no texting in church," Pifer told me. "I'm old school. If I had a question I think I'd ask him after the service."

Jamie Langford, 17, of O'Fallon, texts often during the message.

She doubts she would if she couldn't do so anonymously.

She shared one of her questions that, on another day, Schreiner had answered.

"It was about sin," Langford says. "When you know what you are doing is wrong and you keep doing it, are you not forgiven?"

Schreiner answered that you are forgiven of all sins through Jesus Christ.

Text-the-pastor is a small part of Morning Star's interest in high-tech.

The many video monitors in the sanctuary display words to songs; Bible verses; a quote from German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer; the number to use to text your question; and the definition of "prodigal."

Schreiner directs attention to a short video in which church volunteers act out a scene where a man visits his brother's family for dinner and demands the type of service you'd expect in a five-star restaurant.

The video is professionally done, funny, and advances Schreiner's message.

Doug Creelman, 41, of Lake Saint Louis, who played the obnoxious brother, says the church has a drama team and the video was made a few days before the service.

Schreiner launched the church in 1999. Members first met in a banquet hall and then at Crossroads Elementary School.

The current church building, on Feise Road, was constructed six years ago; an addition doubling the capacity should be complete, if all goes well, in the spring.

The church has 700 members and an average attendance at two Saturday and two Sunday services of 2,100. It is one of the 100 largest United Methodist churches in the nation, Schreiner says.

Morning Star, clearly, is not a traditional United Methodist Church.

"No robes, no choir, no organ," Schreiner says.

Those attending Sunday wore shorts, jeans, running shoes. They grabbed cups of coffee outside the sanctuary and took them in with them.

The praise band is electric and concluded worship with the Beatles' "Come Together," with altered lyrics that did away with ol' flattop and offered the refrain, "Come Together, Right Now, To Honor Me."

Schreiner says the church will not lose sight of its true purpose.

"We want to make things as easy as possible for folks to connect to God without watering down the hard challenges found in the Gospel," he says. "We are not afraid to use technology. We just want to make sure that technology always supports the Gospel and that we don't ever worship technology."

Steve Pokin is a columnist for the Suburban Journals. He can be reached at spokin@yourjournal.com or by phone at 314-821-1110, ext. 704. His column is on Facebook at www.facebook.com/PokinAround.
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Romans 12:1-2
1I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service.
2And be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God.

Conversion and sanctification are the renewing of the mind; a change, not of the substance, but of the qualities of the soul. The progress of sanctification, dying to sin more and more, and living to righteousness more and more, is the carrying on this renewing work, till it is perfected in glory. The great enemy to this renewal is, conformity to this world. Take heed of forming plans for happiness, as though it lay in the things of this world, which soon pass away. Do not fall in with the customs of those who walk in the lusts of the flesh, and mind earthly things. Do not becoming unequally yoked with non-believers.

2 Timothy 3:1-8
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Jesus first!
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